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Non-state armed actors who play a key 
role in changing the course of the conflict in 
the Syrian civil war have caught the attention 
of researchers, politicians, and military per-
sonnel. These entities have been largely suc-
cessful in reaching their religious, ethnic or 
political objectives through military tactics, 
threatening the sovereignty of the mother 
State and exerting political, economic and 
military monopolies, as in the case of the 
study at hand. The literature on the Autono-
mous Administration and its main political 
component called the Democratic Union Par-
ty (PYD) is varied. It ranges from discussing 
its relationship with the PKK and the West to 
the study and analysis of its critical discourse. 

This paper aims to answer a question that 
has troubled many a researcher: what are 
the reasons behind the survival of the Syrian 
Democratic Forces? It also examines the or-
ganization’s local expansion, administration, 
organizational structure, and its complex 
relations with other countries. The study de-
scribes the role of the SDF in the countryside 
of Deir ez-Zor focusing on its power struc-
ture. As it evaluates the quality of SDF’s rule 
objectively, the study adopts a concept dif-
ferent from the concept of the conventional 
tribal bonds of kinship. What type of a rela-
tionship does SDF have with the tribal soci-
ety, and what is its impact on them? There are 
several questions that extend from this main 
question:

• How does the SDF deal with the tribe and 
its sheikhs?

•  How does it manage some of the vital sec-
tors?

•  What type of services does it provide? 

•  How does the SDF deal with women and  
what are the repercussions of this on the fam-
ily?

•  How does it deal with oil supplies?

•  How do narcotics spread in the region? 
How does the SDF deal with this phenome-
non?

•  What are the manifestations of the secu-
rity chaos caused by these phenomena? How 
can they be explained?

•  What is the relationship between the SDF 
and the NGOs that operate in the area under 
study?

Executive Summary
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The SDF policy has brought on a set of 
changes to the structure of the tribal society 
under study and has altered many of its fea-
tures. On the other hand, the way this tribal 
structure interacts with SDF’s rule has had 
an impact on the nature of the practices of 
SDF and in determining its boundaries and 
severity. The importance of the research lies 
in the gap that it attempts to fill by providing 
a more realistic perception of the structure of 
the tribe. Here the definition of the tribe as an 
entity is not limited to one characteristic. In-
stead, it is understood through its structure, 
actions and relationships with its surround-
ings and those it governs. The research aims 
to explore the effects of SDF’s authority on the 
tribal structure by analyzing its relationship 
with the tribe, its policies towards women 
and its management of some vital sectors. It 
also aims to study some of the basic societal 
phenomena that it governs and its relation-
ship to these phenomena.

Research problem, importance and objectives
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The research relied on in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews that were con-
ducted with thirty figures from inside and 
outside Syria. Most of the interviewees had 
had direct contact with the SDF authority, 
and some were from the region but had left 
it some time ago. The interviewees had no 
political affiliations and belonged to a variety 
of tribal alliances. The study applied Parson’s 
functionalist theory(1), which combines in its 
description of social patterns Weber’s theo-
ry – searches for meaning in the individual 
– and the Durkheimian theory that searches 
for meaning in society(2).  Understanding the 
actions of the ruler as a political sub-system 
requires understanding the behavior of the 
actors within the social system that it gov-
erns. This theory is more descriptive than it is 
explanatory. However, its usefulness derives 
from its focus on the concept of action within 
the system. This helps describe the behavior 
of the social actors be they the administrative 
authorities or the communities under study 
while it considers the whole environment: in-
fluential entities, standards and values.

To describe and interpret the rule of the 
Autonomous Administration, the researcher 
also used Dahrendorf ’s theory of conflict(3). 
This theory is derived from Parsons’ theory 
but adds the concept of the “coercive system” 
referring to the system of power. It differ-
entiates between authority and power; the 
former is legitimate, and the latter is based 
on coercion. The differing interests of those 
who own power and those who do not cre-

(1)  Craib, Ian. Modern Social Theory: From Parsons to Habermas. Translated by Muhad Hussein Ghuloom. Ku-
wait: Alam Al-Marifa, 1999, no. 244, p. 61 ff.
(2)  Ibid.
(3)  Ibid., pp. 87-88.
(4)  Chazel, François. Power. Translated by Wajih Asaad. Damascus: Ministry of Culture. Part 1, pp. 238-240.
(5)  Tilley, Charles. Democracy. Translated by Muhammad Fadel Al-Tabbakh, 2007. Beirut: Arab Organization for 
Translation), pp. 132 ff. 

ate a conflict between authority and power. 
While the former tends to maintain the sta-
tus quo to further its interests, the latter tries 
to change the status quo to do the same. The 
usefulness of this explanatory theory lies in 
its search for the conditions under which 
relationships between groups turn into rela-
tionships of conflict.

This theory explains the causes of conflict 
between the Autonomous Administration 
and the tribes where the power holders of 
the former are trying to impose their rule by 
using coercion. Meanwhile, some of the peo-
ple of the region are benefiting from this – al-
though they deny it. On the other side, some 
stakeholders in the tribal society are trying 
to change the status quo through different 
methods of resistance. The study also uses 
François Chazel’s theory of relational pow-
er,(4) which offers the best explanation for the 
power dynamics in this situation, since the 
governed can change the practices of the au-
thority and is not acting as an absolute sub-
ject. On the other hand, the control that SDF 
exerts in the area is also linked to other actors 
who influence its practices, in one way or an-
other. 

The study also relies on the theory of 
Charles Tilly, which classifies the tribe as net-
works of trust,(5) a concept under which all 
entities in the state are classified. This con-
cept is useful because it explains how dem-
ocratic systems, or those in the process of 
transition to democracy, need specific tools 

Research methodology, theories and concepts
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to deal with networks of trust to prevent 
their isolation from the political system. The 
more confidence in the political system is 
weakened the more it increases and deepens. 
Dealing with trust networks in a repressive 
manner will cause the political system to lose 
its relationship of trust with the ruled, a rela-
tionship without which a democratic system 
cannot be defined as such.
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Following the Evren coup in Turkey in 
1980, most Kurdish parties and their lead-
ers turned towards Syria.(6) Among these was 
Abdullah Ocalan(7), the leader of Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), who left his village in 
the far south of Turkey to live with a pharma-
cist friend in a village near Ain al-Arab.(8) This 
is how the Syrian PKK was established in the 
village of Nashabiyah in the Damascus coun-
tryside in the house of a man named Muham-
mad Baqia. The party was a merger of three 
organizations, the Workers’ Party, the Left 
Party and the Turkish Communist Party. This 
was under the auspices of Hafez al-Assad’s 
brother, Jamil al-Assad.(9) “Abou Ocalan”, as 
his supporters call him, had founded his own 
party, the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), in 
1978, and named the Turkish political system 
as his opponent. His primary goal was to de-
mand the rights of the Kurds living in Tur-
key, who constitute the largest percentage of 
Kurds in the region.(10)

While most of the Kurdish arrivals to Syr-
ia considered it a transit station from which 

(6)  A military coup lead by General Kanaan Evren along with a group of officers, who believed in protecting the 
fundamental principles of the Republic of Turkey. The main principle behind the coup was Kemalist thought and 
their belief that the cause of the deterioration of the Ottoman Empire and its military defeat was its association 
with the Arab and Islamic countries. They also feared the remarkable rise of the Islamic trend in the Turkish elec-
tions. The coup was supported by the United States.
(7)  Schøtt, Anne Sofie. The Kurds of Syria. 2017. Royal Danish Defence College,  p. 11.
(8)  This claim was made by a pharmacist named Abdi Naasan from the village of Albur. It is said that he was later 
killed in a revenge crime. Interview conducted by the researcher with the Kurdish independent activist Radif Mus-
tafa on 13-06-2022. See also: Radif Mustafa. “PKK, Its Tributaries and Relationship with YPG and PYD. Origin and 
History Leading Up to the Syrian Revolution.” Approaches for Political Development website, accessed on 22-06-
2022. https://mukarbat.org/archives/1578 
(9)  Faham, Firas. “The Relationship Between the Democratic Union and the Syrian Regime and its Allies, Pa-
rameters and Fate.” Jusoor Center for Studies, 2022, p. 5, accessed 5-07-2022. file:///C:/Users/lenovo/Down-
loads/1881%20(1)%20(2).pdf See also: Radif Mustafa. Ibid.
(10)  https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/176-pkk-s-fateful-
choice-northern-syria 
(11)  Previous interview with Radif Mustafa.
(12)  Schøtt, Anne Sofie. “The Kurds of Syria.” 2017. Royal Danish Defence College, p. 11.

they would disperse globally, Ocalan’s party 
was characterized by two things: formation 
of PKK cells in Syria and forging of an alliance 
with Hafez al-Assad’s regime.(11)

It is easy to understand the purpose of As-
sad, the father, in making this alliance: to ex-
ert pressure on Turkey, a neighboring country 
that rejected his regime and did not resolve 
its differences with him – related to Turkey’s 
control of the Euphrates River and part of 
the Syrian territory – through an open con-
frontation. Most importantly, supporting the 
Turkish PKK party could neutralize the Syri-
an Kurds’ issue by turning them into refugees 
( from Turkey), who have no connection to 
the Syrian homeland. Therefore, their return 
to their original homeland would be a tri-
umph for them.(12) The party’s branch in Syr-
ia was given free rein and was as active as it 
wished in the Kurdish areas. It became more 
active than the old Kurdish parties that con-
tinued to suffer from the Syrian regime’s cen-
sorship and restrictions. The party attempted 
to politicize Kurdish culture by turning some 

First: A brief history of the formation the Autonomous Admi-
nistration

https://mukarbat.org/archives/1578
file:///C:/Users/lenovo/Downloads/1881%20(1)%20(2).pdf
file:///C:/Users/lenovo/Downloads/1881%20(1)%20(2).pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/176-pkk-s-fateful-choice-northern-syria
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/176-pkk-s-fateful-choice-northern-syria
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Kurdish occasions, such as the celebration of 
Nowruz, into a symbol of collective political 
awakening. It used colors associated with the 
celebrations to establish political unity in the 
Kurdish society. Moreover, the party spared 
no effort in recruiting many Syrian Kurds to 
fight against Turkey.(13)

When Turkish pressure on Assad became 
great, with Turkey threatening a military at-
tack on Syria, the Assad regime abandoned 
Ocalan in 1998. It signed the Adana Agree-
ment with the Turks facilitating the arrest of 
Ocalan by the Turkish security services(14).  Af-
ter the regime of Hafez al-Assad abandoned 
Ocalan, the “National Democratic Assembly” 
was formed by Muhammad Marwan Zarkali 
a Kurd from Damascus. The formation of this 
assembly was at the directives of Ocalan who 
wished to establish branches of the PKK in 
Iran, Iraq and Syria. Al-Zarkali was known to 
be a minion of Rifaat al-Assad’s and because 
the establishment of this gathering was un-
der the security auspices of the Syrian regime 
apparatuses, it could not continue. This was 
due to loss of confidence and the decline in 
the relationship between Ocalan’s followers 
and the Syrian regime apparatuses, which 
were held responsible for his arrest.(15)

The disintegration of the “National As-
sembly” was followed by the formation of the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) in 2003 by al-
most the same people at a conference called 
by Osman Ocalan, Abdullah Ocalan’s broth-
er.(16) Association with the Syrian regime was 
not strange for PYD, a by-product of the Labor 
party. Because the latter had set itself apart 
from other Kurdish political entities by con-
tradictory itself: It called for freedom against 
regimes it says were usurping Kurdistan but 

(13)  Ibid. 
(14)  “What Does the Adana Security Agreement Between Syria and Turkey Stipulate?” RT online. Accessed on 23-
06-2022 https://2u.pw/0s3dE 
(15)  Radif, Mustafa, previous source.
(16)  Ibid.
(17)  “The PKK’s Fateful Choice in Northern Syria.” International Crisis Group, REPORT 176 / Middle East & North 
Africa, 4 May, 2017. 

turned around and allied itself with the Syri-
an regime, one of those usurping regimes.

Two successive events changed the PKK’s 
course of action: the fall of Baghdad at the 
hands of the American occupation forces, 
and the possibility of reshaping Iraq after the 
demise caused by the iron grip of the former 
Baathist regime.

The achievements of the Iraqi Kurds after 
the occupation were an incentive to expand 
the arena of action. They were able to gain in-
dependence in northern Iraq, and the Labor 
party announced the formation of branches 
in Syria, Iraq and Iran. These branches were 
tributaries of the original party active in Tur-
key and formed what is called the “Union of 
Kurdish Communities.” The executive board 
of this union was composed of staff from the 
PKK, and none of the branches were inde-
pendent from Labor party leaders who were 
trained in the Qandil Mountains.(17)

In Syria, an important event that followed 
the American occupation of Iraq caused a 
new shift in the collective consciousness of 
Kurdish activists: the confrontations in 2004 
between some of the Kurds and the Syrian 
security forces in the city of Qamishli. The 
confrontation followed a mutual provocation 
by fans from Deir ez-Zor chanting slogans 
in support of the late Iraqi President Sadd-
am Hussein and Kurdish fans who chanted 
in favor of George W. Bush. The provocation 
turned into a brawl. The Syrian security forc-
es came to disperse the crowds and their in-
tervention became violent. Seven Kurds were 
killed causing a Kurdish uprising that lasted 
from 12 to 25 March that year in which Kurds 
from different areas, including the capital Da-

https://2u.pw/0s3dE
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mascus, participated. Adhering to its usual 
methods, the Syrian regime suppressed the 
uprising fiercely. Forty-three people, includ-
ing 7 Arabs died, 2,500 people were arrested, 
and about 40 Kurdish students were expelled 
from the university. The confrontation ush-
ered in a paradigm shift in the party’s rela-
tions with the Arabs and the Syrian Baath re-
gime, despite strong repression by the Syrian 
security services. Perhaps this event can be 
described as “the precipitation of the geopo-
litical effects of the occupation of Iraq in Syr-
ian social space.”(18)

A turning point in the development 
process of PYD following the start of 
the Syrian revolution

In 2011, the regime in Iran – Syria’s ally – 
struck a deal with the PKK promising that the 
Syrian regime would withdraw from Kurd-
ish-populated areas, which it did in July 2012. 
The vacuum created by this could not be ne-
glected, so the party sent some of its fighters 
from their stronghold in northern Qandil to 
northern Syria. It sought to achieve two goals 
by this: first, to pressure Ankara to upgrade 
its strategic positions on its borders through 
the party’s Syrian branches, namely the Dem-
ocratic Union Party (PYD) and its military 
wing the People’s Protection Units (YPG); 
second, to pursue its old dream of connect-
ing Jazira, Kobani and Afrin. In 2013, when 
the PKK and Turkey agreed to a ceasefire and 
political talks began, the YPG and PYD estab-

(18)  Barut, Jamal. The Last Decade of Syria’s History, Dialectics of Deadlock and Reform. Doha: Arab Center for 
Research and Policy Studies, 2012. p. 24.
(19)  Ibid.
(20)  Ibid.
(21)  Interview with Radif Mustafa on 13-6-2022. Mazloum Abdi is known by observers by different names: Mazlo-
um Abdi, Mazloum Kobani, and Shaheen Jillo. His real name is Mustafa Abdi. He is from one of the villages of Ain 
al-Arab born to nationalist father who was one of the oldest physicians in his city. Mustafa joined PKK forces in 
the Qandil Mountains at an early age and sacrificed his academic future as he was a student of engineering at the 
University of Aleppo. Some of his friends say he was close to Ocalan, who used to say that Mazloum (Mustafa) was 
like his son. 
(22)  Elham was a student who abandoned her studies to join the Workers’ Party forces in Qandil and is now one of 
the top leaders in the Autonomous Administration. Same interview with Radif Mustafa.

lished a “democratic autonomous adminis-
tration,” which it called Rojava.(19)

The Syrian regime’s preoccupation with 
fighting its armed opponents gave PYD forces 
an opportunity – clearly created in coordina-
tion with the regime – to achieve its goal of 
connecting the three mentioned areas, which 
are inhabited by a large percentage of Kurds 
across areas inhabited by Arabs. By mid-2015, 
the YPG was able, with American air support, 
to connect the island to Kobani via the Ara-
bian Tal Abyad. After penetrating Arab areas, 
the formation of an umbrella entity under the 
name Qasd, an acronym for the Syrian Dem-
ocratic Forces, was announced in October 
2015. This was led by Kurdish leaders and in-
dividuals from these areas. By October 2016, 
PYD flags were flying along the northern bor-
der with Turkey except for the area extend-
ing from Jarablus to the Turkmen Mountains 
in northwestern Syria, which remained un-
der the control of the Syrian armed opposi-
tion. With the support of the coalition forces 
SDF was able to defeat their opponent ISIS, 
and for that it became a preferred ally of the 
US administration and its allies.(20) Sever-
al members of the PKK, including Mazloum 
Abdi, were appointed leaders of the emerg-
ing Kurdish administration (SDF).(21) Ilham 
Ahmed, who hails from a village in Afrin, was 
also appointed to a leadership position in the 
new administration.(22)

The official narrative surrounding the for-
mation of the SDF gives the impression that 
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it was a benign development in the process 
of the Democratic Union Party’s transforma-
tion. However, by looking deeper into this it 
becomes clear that SDF, which has become 
a de facto authority in the areas of Al-Jazira, 
Raqqa and part of Deir ez-Zor, is nothing but 
a pragmatic manifestation of the changes in 
the development of the PYD.

To explain, the U.S. administration was 
looking for an ally on the ground to fight ISIS, 
and the Democratic Union Party (PYD), PKK’s 
Syrian branch, saw this as a valuable oppor-
tunity to achieve its goals. Lahore Talabani 
– Jalal Talabani’s nephew and intelligence of-
ficer – was aware of the need of both sides 
for each other, especially at the security level, 
and was able to convince the U.S. administra-
tion that the PYD is a suitable ally for defeat-
ing ISIS. However, the Americans were very 
concerned and saw this as a problem. Despite 
PYD’s repeated denials of its relationship 
with the PKK– it is a branch of it and most of 
its leaders came from the Qandil Mountains, 
the stronghold of PKK – the Americans were 
not convinced that this was a good plan. Af-
ter all the PKK is on U.S.’s terrorist list. There-
fore, the name had to be changed – a seman-
tic game – to convinces other actors that the 
SDF is a transformed version with new and 
different goals unconnected to its origins.(23)

Following the failure of the attempts to 
coordinate between the PYD and the Kurdish 
National Council,(24) the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) became the dominant Kurdish 
force in Kurdish areas and other areas with 
Kurdish presence.(25) These attempts were 
led by Masoud Barzani and resulted in the 
formation of a Supreme Council that acts as 
a governing body and has equal representa-
tion from both parties. However, this entity 

(23)  Same interview with Radif Mustafa.
(24)  It is an entity formed under the auspices of Massoud Barzani, President of the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment of Iraq in Erbil, on 26 October 2011 to represent Syrian Kurds within the Syrian opposition in an independent 
way. He participated in the Syrian National Council, then in the National Coalition of Revolutionary and Opposi-
tion Forces representing Syrian Kurds.
(25)  Caves, John. Syrian Kurds and the Democratic Union Party. Institute for the Study of war, 2016, p. 9.

is dominated by the PYD for many reasons, 
not least of which is its relationship with the 
Syrian regime and its extreme centralization. 
This makes its decision-making smooth not 
requiring the approval of entities that fall 
under the umbrella of the Kurdish National 
Council, its partner in the Supreme Council. 
In addition, the Democratic Union has a mo-
nopoly on the military arm represented by its 
People’s Protection Units.
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Deir ez-Zor province borders eastern Syr-
ia and extends over an area of approximate-
ly 33,000 square kilometers. It is divided by 
the Euphrates River, which runs through the 
governorate, into a section in the south that 
extends to the Syrian desert, the Levant des-
ert, colloquially called “Shamiyyah”, and a 
section in the north that is connected to the 
Syrian peninsula, called “Al-Jazira”. The ma-
jority of the population in the province live 
on the banks of the Euphrates and Khabur 
rivers, where there is fertile agricultural land. 
About 1.69 million live in the province, which 
is divided into three administrative regions 
(Deir ez-Zor, Al-Mayadin, and Al-Bukamal), 
14 districts, 25 towns, 40 municipalities, and 
76 villages.(26)

The largest tribes in Deir ez-Zor prov-
ince are the Akidat, the Bakarah and the Al-
Busarayah. There are other tribes too. These 
tribes are loyal to tribes in other parts of Syria 
or to tribes outside Syria, such as the Al-Bulil 
clan, which attributes itself to the Shammar 
tribe in the island, and the Dulaim clan, which 
belongs to the Dulaim tribe in Iraq. There are 
also clans in the cities, such as the Kharshan, 
Juwaishneh, Ma’amra and Dhafir clans in Deir 
ez-Zor city, the Rawis and Al-Anin in Al-Bu-
kamal and the Qala’in in Al-Mayadin. There 
is no doubt that tribal affiliation and loyalty 
is not homogeneous, because it decreases 
when tribe members move from the country-

(26)  Al-Baalbaky, Rudayna & Mhidi, Ahmad. “Tribes and the Rule of the “Islamic State”: The Case of the Syrian 
City of Deir ez-Zor.” Beirut: Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs, 2018, p.28. See also: 
Bakkour, Samer. “The Battle for Deir ez-Zor (2011– 2017)” in Actors and Dynamics in “the Syrian Conflict’s Middle 
Phase Between Contentious Politics, Militarization and Regime Resilience.” Edited by Jasmine K. Gani, Ray-
mond Hinnebusch, p. 184-185. https://www.routledge.com/Actors-and-Dynamics-in-the-Syrian-Conflicts-Mid-
dle-Phase-Between-Contentious/Gani-Hinnebusch/p/book/9781032185125 
(27)  Ibid., p. 24.
(28)  Ibid., p. 22.
(29)  Eickelman, D.F., The Middle East and Central Asia: An Anthropological Approach, (n4): 124-28.

side to the cities.(27) These tribes began to set-
tle on the banks of the river during the period 
of the Second Ottoman Tanzimat in 1856, as 
the Sultanate sought to turn the conflicting 
tribes and clans into stable agricultural so-
cieties. The tribes began to settle gradually 
until the beginning of the French Mandate 
following the end of the First World War.(28)

At the beginning, the stereotypical image 
of how tribal leaders made decisions was 
prevalent in the SDF. According to this im-
age, the structure of the tribe is very strict. 
The sheikh gives orders, and no one dares to 
oppose him. However, the reality is different, 
and the hierarchal structure of the tribe, the 
sheikhs, dignitaries and members, does not 
conform to this image. The stereotypical con-
ception was made up and directed and uti-
lized by researchers who lack the tools and 
methodologies of the field of anthropological 
research.(29) Relationships within the tribal 
structure are not of a fixed nature and can 
take different forms according to context. 
The reality of tribal society in eastern Syria is 
that they are rural societies settled in villag-
es, suburbs and cities. They are not nomad-
ic tribes. Therefore, the common perception 
of the Bedouin tribes is not realistic. These 
tribes have gone through phases since the in-
dependence and their relationships with the 
successive authorities have changed from one 
form to another. Moreover, the symbolism of 

Second: Description of the tribes in the countryside of Deir 
ez-Zor 

https://www.routledge.com/Actors-and-Dynamics-in-the-Syrian-Conflicts-Middle-Phase-Between-Contentious/Gani-Hinnebusch/p/book/9781032185125
https://www.routledge.com/Actors-and-Dynamics-in-the-Syrian-Conflicts-Middle-Phase-Between-Contentious/Gani-Hinnebusch/p/book/9781032185125
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the sheikh shifted following the transforma-
tion of the economy from a raid-based econ-
omy to a market economy, and the sheikh – 
who became an darling – is associated with 
state and city merchants. Additionally, the 
sheikh’s perspective on tribe members be-
came a utilitarian one causing the members 
to migrate to the outskirts of cities and the 
tottering of the old image of the sheikh.(30)

There is no doubt that the Baathists, since 
their seizure of power after the coup that they 
call the revolution of the eighth of March, 
have dealt with the tribes in a condescending 
manner. They considered the tribes represen-
tations of backwardness, something that the 
revolution was trying to overcome. This feel-
ing of superiority became more entrenched 
during the reign of the second Baath regime, 
which abhorred the sight of the traditional 
headband, Al-Aqal, and practiced tyrannical 
looting of the properties of tribal sheikhs. 
This made Hafez al-Assad – in their view – 
a savior because of his pragmatic dealings 
that softened the impact of his predecessors. 
During the era of Hafez al-Assad, in partic-
ular, attempts were made to strip the tribal 
community of its value system by inserting 
the party and its security organizations into 
tribal society. This infiltration was enough to 
create new groups and diminish the authori-
ty of the sheikh. This became especially true 
when the sheikh and the tribespeople, in gen-
eral, began to look for rapprochement with 
the security services, which had become the 
most influential player.(31)

Among the changes witnessed by the tribes 
of the region was the departure of the educat-
ed as well as the uneducated tribesmen to the 
Gulf countries and the increasing percentage 
of their employment in Saudi Arabia, Qatar 

(30)  For more on this topic see: Hanna Batatu. The Sheikh and the Farmer in Iraq. Translated by Sadiq Abd Ali 
Tarikhem. Baghdad: Dar Sotour, 2018, p. 28 and see also: Haian Dukhan. “Tribes and Tribalism in the Syrian Upris-
ing”  file:///C:/Users/lenovo/AppData/Local/Temp/Rar$DIa9180.29631/30319586.pdf 
(31)  Al-Hamad, Manaf. “Tribe and Politics in Syria, Structural Transformations and Role Diversity, Deir Ezzor 
Tribes as a Model.” Turkey: Hermon Center for Contemporary Studies, 2021, p. 10 ff.
(32)  Ibid., pp. 10 ff.

and Kuwait. So much so, that remittances 
from workers abroad have become part of 
the economic structure. Another variable 
brought about by the decade of the eighties 
are the foreign oil companies, which for some 
rural young men became a primary source of 
livelihood. They started to be paid large wag-
es as experts by companies in the Gulf and 
other countries to the extent that some vil-
lages in the countryside of Deir ez-Zor now 
receive tens of millions in remittances from 
their sons working in oil companies around 
the world. The tribes of the region have wit-
nessed different political currents, from 
communism to nationalism to Islamism, go 
through them. The Baath party, for example, 
was able, especially during the era of Assad 
the father, to ‘domesticate’ the sons of these 
tribes. However, this did not prevent the inva-
sion of the ideas of Salafi Jihadism to certain 
areas in the countryside. This was enabled by 
several factors, not the least of which were 
the educated young people working in the 
Gulf countries who are influenced by the 
Salafi ideology there. The American invasion 
of Iraq contributed to giving this ideology a 
louder voice too.(32)

Political infiltration and the change in the 
type of economy as well as the increase in the 
percentage of the educated and university 
graduates has contributed, on the one hand, 
to the raising of awareness among the tribes-
people. On the other hand, it has caused a 
noticeable change in the relationship be-
tween the tribespeople and sheikhdom, not 
to mention their relationship with the polit-
ical system. Although the discovery of new 
worlds resulting from engagement in science 
and work has contributed to higher levels of 
awareness, it has not increased the tribes-
people’s sense of individuality. The political 

file:///C:/Users/lenovo/AppData/Local/Temp/Rar$DIa9180.29631/30319586.pdf
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and social authoritarian structure is deeply 
entrenched, and for individualism to flourish 
it needs productive economy and political 
conditions that transforms the old structures 
through dialectical methods and not through 
desperate attempts to eradicate them. There 
is no doubt that the third player, the regime’s 
partisan and security institutions, has tot-
tered the image of the sheikh in the eyes of 
his tribe. It has transformed most sheikhs, in 
varying degrees, into subordinates of these 
agencies. The sheikh has become a mediator 
who tries to solve life’s problems and meet, at 
the same time, the needs of influential people 
in the state, a situation which does not always 
guarantee a successful outcome. 

However, this has not changed the ad-
herence of the tribesmen to their traditional 
symbols, a commitment whose motive is easy 
to understand. Tribespeople live under the 
rule of terroristic police regimes that do not 
protect them and their relationship with the 
state is either a relationship of necessity that 
could end at any moment or a relationship 
of silent resentment for those who oppose 
it. Relying on a source of strength, that is the 
tribe and its symbols, has become a neces-
sary attempt to lessen their constant anxiety 
about the future. This adherence to the tribal 
symbol has been evident in parliament elec-
tions, which provide fixed seats for some of 
the tribes, through a policy pursued by Hafez 
al-Assad to gain loyalty through cronyism. 
During election campaigns, each tribe bla-
tantly rallied behind its sheikh, who is some-
times hated by many of his tribespeople. This 
was done by the intellectuals and illiterates 
alike. The so-called neoliberal policies imple-
mented by Bashar al-Assad’s regime impov-
erished many villages. Its inhabitants did not 
enjoy the same work or educational opportu-
nities as the rest of the country, to the point 

(33)  Al-Hamad, Manaf. “Tribe and Politics in Syria,” op. cit., p. 21.
(34)  Al-Baalbaky, Rudayna, Mhidi, Ahmad. Tribes and the Rule of the Islamic State: The Case of the Syrian City of 
Deir ez-Zor, op.cit, p. 31
(35)  Interview with journalist Abdullah Al-Ghadawi from the countryside of Al-Bukamal on 17-5-2022. 

that they became wanderers in other Syrian 
cities searching for food for themselves and 
their children.(33)

At the outbreak of the Syrian revolution, 
the regime tried to attract to itself the sheikhs 
and the tribal dignitaries to prevent rebellion 
against it in the countryside of Deir ez-Zor. 
However, most of these attempts failed,(34) as 
most of the tribes revolted against the re-
gime. The tribes’ protests were not limited 
to the three cities of Deir ez-Zor governorate 
(Deir ez-Zor Al-Mayadin, and Al-Bukamal), 
but included other tribes in the countryside, 
who were able to expel the regime from most 
of their lands. Without going into the pivotal 
fluctuations that impacted the general mood 
in the region and which turned the revolu-
tion in the countryside into armed action 
– beholden to foreign actors – followed by 
conflict over oil resources before ISIS con-
trolled the oil, it is important to say that this 
limited knowledge of the tribes was capital-
ized by the new masters, i.e., SDF. There was 
confusion as to whether they should grant 
roles to tribal sheikhs or to replace them with 
uninfluential people chosen by SDF leaders. 
They did not understand what belonging to 
sheikhdom and it symbolism entails and how 
circumstances have changed the relationship 
of the sheikh with his tribespeople, or how 
the sheikh is no longer the absolute ruler of 
his tribe.(35)
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When the regime forced the peaceful 
movement against it to turn into armed ac-
tion, the Free Army brigades and its factions 
were formed in the countryside of Deir ez-
Zor in late 2011. These were able to deal se-
vere blows to the regime forces, which were 
forced to withdraw from the area at the end 
of 2012.(36) Shortly thereafter, the region wit-
nessed the emergence of Al-Nusra Front, 
which took the city of Al-Shuhayl – Al-Jazira 
area – in the eastern countryside as its center. 
Al-Shuhayl was chosen because of its symbol-
ism as a tribal city, where the members of the 
Al-Bukamal clan, the largest of the Al-Akidat 
clans live. Another reason was the emergence 
of Salafi thought there before the outbreak of 
the Syrian revolution. Some of the causes for 
this was contact with Salafi ideology in the 
Gulf and the American invasion of Iraq. An-
other incentive was that there were almost 
no foreigners in Al-Nusra, something which 
gained the support of Al-Bukamal tribe, 
who helped it with its activities and expan-
sion. Al-Nusra’s was not explicitly dependent 
on tribesmen until Al-Nusra’s dispute with 
ISIS started – and its refusal to be its Syrian 
branch.(37) 

The presence of ISIS was initially limit-
ed to sleeper cells until one of its members, 
Amer Al-Rafdan,  defected from the Al-Bakir 
clan and announced his affiliation with ISIS. 
Al-Nusra’s refusal to follow ISIS was the cause 
of many battles. Most of those who rejected 
ISIS were local leaders of Al-Nusra because 
to subordinate themselves meant loss of in-

(36)  Al-Baalbaky, Rudayna, Mhidi, Ahmad. Tribes and the Rule of the Islamic State: The Case of the Syrian City of 
Deir ez-Zor, op.cit, p. 31
(37)  Al-Hamad, Manaf. “Tribe and Politics in Syria,” op. cit., pp. 22 ff.
(38)  Ibid., pp. 40 ff.
(39)  Ibid., p. 44. 

fluence and gains. ISIS was able to defeat its 
opponents after the battle of Markadah in 
the spring of 2014, in which the Islamic State 
fought the Mujahideen Shura or Council, an 
alliance between al-Nusra and its allied forc-
es. After taking control of some intractable 
areas the whole area came under the control 
of ISIS.(38)

With the Islamic State taking control of 
Mosul and declaring Raqqa the capital of the 
caliphate as it sent bombs in every direction, 
the “radical Islamic alarm” was sounded in 
the United States and the West. This prompt-
ed more than forty countries to form an al-
liance to eradicate ISIS in Syria and Iraq or, 
at the least, to curb its activities. The Global 
Coalition against Daesh led to the division 
of tribal areas into two spheres of influence:(39) 
one north of the Euphrates River, controlled 
by the coalition-backed Kurdish People’s Pro-
tection Units (YPG); and the other south of 
the river, controlled mainly by the regime and 
its Iranian allies. This has led the conflict to 
take on political and economic dimensions, 
where the tribes were used as tools. Following 
the collapse of ISIS under the bombardment 
of the international coalition, the advance 
of Russian and regime forces in the Shamiya 
area, and the advance of the SDF forces from 
the Al-Jazeera region, the SDF took control of 
the area on the second bank of the Euphrates. 
This area includes dozens of villages, districts 
and cities, as well as the two major tribes in 
Deir ez-Zor governorate, namely the Akidat 
tribe and the Bakarah tribe, which represent 

Third: Successive ruling authorities in the region
leading up to the SDF
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most of its population.(40) With the exception 
of the villages of Hatla, Marat, Husseiniyah 
and Khasham, which are villages in the island 
area, the regime was able to control the area 
before the SDF dominated it.(41)

(40)  Ibid. 
(41)  Ibid.
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At the heart of the research is the idea 
that authority as a central concept is rela-
tional in nature, in the sense that it could be 
understood through its interactions with its 
surroundings and those it controls, and that 
it is not essential in nature, as some classical 
theories try to portray it.(42) The study chose 
this relational approach to understanding 
authority, because the governed react to the 
practices of power prompting the latter to 
make changes in its practices. Therefore, the 
governed are not absolute subjects to the au-
thority ruling them. On the other hand, the 
relationship of authority with those it con-
trols, in the area studied, is linked as well to 
other actors who exert influence, in one way 
or another, on the practices of that authority. 

(42)  Chazel, Francois. Power, Ibid., pp. 240-241.
(43)  Interview with lawyer A.M., a resident of the region, on 4-10-2022.
(44)  An employee of the Civil Council of the Autonomous Administration in Deir ez-Zor.

Understanding the authority that SDF ex-
erts requires an analysis of its relationship 
with the tribal reality in the studied area. 
This relationship takes, according to the evi-
dence available to the researcher, two forms:(43) 
the first is police and security coercion; and 
the second is exhortation which is based on 
temptation using rewards. However, the lat-
ter ultimately leads to coercion, because it 
exploits the need of the governed or threat-
ens to discontinue reward.

A- Structure of the Civil Democratic 
Autonomous Administration 

The following figure 1 illustrates the struc-
ture of the Autonomous Administration of 
Deir ez-Zor:(44)

Fourth: SDF in Deir ez-Zor
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The cantons of the region are:

Canton of the Northern Region 

This canton includes the villages of As-Sur 
district, and the headquarters of its council is 
the city of As-Sur. See Appendix 1-A.

Canton of the Western Region “Kasra” 

This canton includes the villages of the 
Kasra district. A board of directors was 
formed in this canton headed by Jassim Al-
Rayyash. The headquarters of its council is 
the town of Kasra. See Appendix 1-B.

Canton of the Central Region “ Al-Bu-
sayrah and Thayban”

This canton includes the villages of the 
district of Al-Busayra. A board of directors 
was formed for this canton headed by Ham-
moud Al-Nofal. The headquarters of its coun-
cil is the city of Al-Busayra. See Appendix 1-C.

Canton of the Eastern Region “Hajin, 
As-Susa”

The center of this canton is Hawwamah 
/ Hajin. A board of directors was formed in 
this canton headed by Mohammed Hussein 
Al-Amiri. See Appendix 1-D.

The military council distributes its control 
through what it calls public squares. They are 
divided as follows:

Hajin Square: Starts from Thayban to-
wards the east and is occupied by volunteers 
from the area and a Kurdish cadre led by Abu 
Harith Al-Shaiti. 

Central Square: Starts from Al-Shuhayl 
and Al-Busayrah to the area of Jadid Akidat.

(45)  Interview with Dr. R.H. from the Bakarah tribe on 31-9-2022.
(46)  In an incident narrated by one of the study respondents, the head of the Economic Authority, an Arab from 
the region, objected to the flour quota provided to Deir ez-Zor. The reason for the objection was that Deir ez-Zor’s 
share was six times less than the quota provided to Raqqa. The person in charge of agricultural development con-
tacted him and forced him to sign to receive the share without objection.

Northern Square: Its center is As-Sur. The 
Central and Northern Squares are controlled 
by Abu Khawla Ahmad al-Khabil.

The Western Square: It includes the villag-
es of the Bakarah area, Kasra being its center, 
and the Badia. It is under the command of 
Khalil Al-Wahsh.

The four leaders make up the military 
council headed by Abu Khawla Ahmed al-
Khabil.

Although most of the employees of the 
administration are Arabs – their percentage 
being about 90% –  and they are excluded 
from participating in decision-making. The 
Qandilis are the decision-makers and all the 
Arab employees even if holding vital posi-
tions do not participate in making important 
decisions. “The Kurds have the final say, while 
Arab employees do nothing more than carry 
out secondary tasks, such as signing a paper 
for someone who wants to cross between one 
region and another, hold competitions to re-
cruit teachers and distribute them to schools 
or allocate furniture to schools. And if their 
role grows, it does not go beyond granting ag-
ricultural licenses, distributing fertilizers and 
seeds, and distributing budgets allocated for 
projects, through tenders in which influen-
tial people close to the SDF leadership get the 
lion’s share.”(45) As for the Kurdish staff, they 
determine project budgets and impose deci-
sions on their Arab employees(46). A respon-
dent recounts that the head of the Economic 
Authority, an Arab from the region, objected 
to the flour quota provided for Deir ez-Zor. 
The reason for the objection was that Deir ez-
Zor’s share was six times less than the quota 
provided for Raqqa. The person in charge of 
agricultural development contacted him and 
forced him to sign to receive the share with-
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out objection.(47) Despite the presence of Arab 
military leaders in the SDF, such as Ahmad 
al-Khabil(48) and Khalil al-Wahsh (49) they are 
merely a front for the Kurdish leaders who 
make key decisions.(50) 

It seems at first glance – by looking at its 
political structure (the Autonomous Admin-
istration) – that SDF is exercising real gover-
nance. However, the separation that exists be-
tween the Autonomous Administration and 
those it governs is enough to conclude that 
there is predominance of form over content. 
This is due, not the least, to the lack of partici-
pation of the governed in decision-making as 
confirmed by most of the sample, as well as 
many other indicators, such as lack of trans-
parency, which is an essential component of 
good governance. Despite the alleged transi-
tion from PKK ideology towards social ecolo-
gy,(51) all indicators point to the continuation 
of authoritarianism as an essential feature of 
the Autonomous Administration.(52) Kurds 
continue to dominate the decision-making 
process in the governing bodies and offices, 
and security concerns are still central to their 
work. The pretext is that this is necessary 
considering the dangers that face the nascent 
democratic experiment, which needs protec-
tion while it is still developing.

One of the manifestations of the security 

(47)  Ibid.
(48)  He is a member of Al-Bakir from the Khudair branch who at the beginning of the revolution had formed with 
his older brother a military faction involved in looting and banditry. Those who know the two say that they are 
notorious individuals from before and during the revolution. He escaped from Isis after it revealed his after which 
he came back to work with SDF. He is now the head of the Military Council of SDF.
(49)  He belongs to the al-Bakara tribe. He was a prominent member of the Qadisiyah Brigade, one of the brigades 
of the Free Army. Originally from the village of Salhiya, he escaped from ISIS and returned to SDF. He is now in 
Jadid Bakara and serves as deputy head of the Military Council.
(50)  Interview with journalist Omar Khattab on 9-11-2022, and interview with lawyer T. M from the region and 
lives in an SDF-controlled area.
(51)  Ocalan speaks of social ecology as a window into new worlds and a new phase towards the plurality of truth 
and the building of a society at the group level. See: Abdullah Ocalan. Al-Madaniyya. Translated by Zakho Shiar, 
Azadi Press, 3rd Edition, 2018, p. 39.
(52)  Hatahet, Sinan. The Political Economy of the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria. Florence: 
European University Institute, Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, 2020, p. 5.
(53)  Interview with investigative journalist Omar Khattab from the region on 11-9-2022. 

concern, a mechanism of this structure, is 
restriction on movement between one area 
and another – within SDF-controlled areas 
– making it almost impossible for the peo-
ple of the region to move to other areas. In 
addition to the expatriate card that the SDF 
imposes on those registered outside its areas 
to obtain it if they wish to visit the adminis-
tration areas or cross through them to other 
places, there are other cumbersome proce-
dures that restrict people’s movements. The 
authorities take these procedures seriously. 
Its ubiquitous checkpoints stop passers-by to 
verify that they have the card. The SDF imple-
mented this procedure, which was relatively 
justified at the beginning, in 2019. Security 
incidents and the influx of large numbers of 
residents from the regime areas to SDF ar-
eas – escaping poor living conditions – had 
prompted the SDF to adopt this policy.(53)

The validity of this justification is relative, 
as mentioned, because to obtain the expatri-
ate card one must follow complicated pro-
cedures, starting with the need to secure a 
sponsor in the area to which the expatriate 
wants to move. So, if an individual wants to 
move with his family from the Deir ez-Zor 
countryside to Al-Hasakah, for example, he 
must secure a sponsor in Al-Hasakah. The 
sponsor must show an ID card, a real estate 
statement, and documents proving that he 
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has an electricity or water meter registered 
in his name to prove his residency in the 
area. The expatriate must obtain a docu-
ment issued by the Internal Security Forces 
(Asayish), to record his data and the data of 
his family, in addition to the data of two wit-
nesses, including the sponsor. The expatriate 
is required to be accompanied by the sponsor 
when they come before the Internal Security 
Forces and to bring the lease contract of his 
house to prove that he rents in the area. He 
also must obtain an identification certificate 
from the neighborhood “Komen”, equivalent 
to a “Mukhtar”, confirming his knowledge of 
the expatriate: a copy of the identity card of 
the expatriate and his family members and 
copies of the identity cards of witnesses. After 
completing all this, the expatriate receives a 
card that is valid for six months only, which 
must be renewed in the presence of the spon-
sor.(54)

The restriction of movement in this way, 
which in some cases amounts to incapacita-
tion, due to the  inability of many to present 
required papers that were lost in war or dis-
placement, is exacerbating the suffering. This 
sometimes causes the infirm and the sick to 
lose their chance of survival and obtaining 
appropriate health care, due to the length of 
these procedures, if they were possible to im-
plement at all.

It is difficult to apply good governance 
within a security-based authoritarian ap-
proach that forces the governed to feel de-
tached from their rulers. The governed lose 
their most basic rights when they are exclud-
ed from participation in government are un-
able to see how decisions are made, and great 
restriction in movement is imposed on them. 
The study of the structure as presented earli-
er, i.e., in isolation from action, is inadequate, 
because action, as Parsons’ theory asserts, 
has an impact on the dynamics of structure. 

(54)  Previous interview.
(55)  Syria TV’s report at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKoqHScF7Qw&t=147s 

For example, although Arabs represent the 
largest percentage of employees in the man-
agement, they remain without say, except in 
some executive matters, while all important 
decisions are made by the Kurdish staff.

B- SDF management of vital sectors 

The education sector 

The educational sector of the region has 
suffered great destruction. The coalition forc-
es have destroyed large numbers of schools, 
while some schools have been turned into 
military centers by various forces stationed 
in the area.(55) The most important obstacles 
facing the education sector are as follows: 

1. Most villages in the area have only pri-
mary schools, and they do not use a 
specific curriculum.

2. Teacher salaries are small, and many 
students are dropping out in search of 
a livelihood due to the deteriorating 
economic situation.

3. The absence of a suitable environment 
for education and the system’s inability 
to catch up with what has been missed 
in education generationally. There is a 
lack of local and international interest 
in the seriousness of this situation.

4. There is no specialized teaching staff, 
as most of the teachers are holders of 
a high school diploma or are university 
students. Only a few specialized teach-
ers have stayed in the region and the 
rest have either left the area or are liv-
ing in regime-controlled areas west of 
the Euphrates.

5. They have been appointing teachers 
to schools in areas where they do not 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKoqHScF7Qw&t=147s
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reside without giving them a trans-
portation allowance, so they are either 
withholding teaching or are feeling 
discouraged to give their best.(56)

The Education Committee of the Auton-
omous Administration has restored some of 
the schools that were affected by the bomb-
ings, but, in general, the greatest credit for 
supporting the education sector goes to local 
and international organizations who have re-
lieved the Autonomous Administration from 
this responsibility. However, the problem of 
the education sector is not solved by the res-
toration and maintenance of schools alone. 
The sector lacks the most important ele-
ment, which is its specialized teaching staff. 
In addition, secondary school exams have 
been held in the regime’s schools, because 
the Autonomous Administration is unable to 
provide a valid curriculum for the secondary 
stage.(57) It is remarkable that the Autono-
mous Administration is unwilling to support 
the urgent needs of the education sector at 
the basic levels and is focusing on education-
al projects that support its survival. Last year, 
the Autonomous Administration established 
a military college in Al-Hasakah, where stu-
dents graduate after only six months with 
the rank of “captain” and above.  This rank is 
exclusive to Kurdish units, and Arab students 
are not granted high ranks. Moreover, most 
of the Kurdish affiliates are military units of 
the SDF some of whom are illiterate and do 
not hold even elementary school certificates.(58) 
The Autonomous Administration tried to im-
pose an educational curriculum in Deir ez-
Zor, but it failed due to large protests led by 
teachers. It was not easy, and the same hap-
pened in Al-Hasaka and Qamishli, where the 

(56)  Interview with Omar Khattab, an investigative journalist from the region, on 11-10-2022.
(57)  Interview conducted by the researcher with a lawyer named A.M. residing in an SDF-controlled area on 4-10-
2022.
(58)  Previous interview.
(59)  Syria TV interview with Mr. Mahmoud Madi on 18-9-2022. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKoqH-
ScF7Qw&t=147s  accessed on 10-10-2022.
(60)  Interview with the researcher D. A. from Akidat tribe on 3-9-2022.

people of the region, led by teachers, showed 
solid opposition to the imposition of an edu-
cational curriculum by the SDF. (59)

The health sector 

Like the education sector, it suffers from 
neglect. The number of hospitals that re-
mained the same for a while are gradually 
decreasing. As for hospitals and clinics in 
SDF-controlled areas, they are situated in Ha-
jin, Abu Hamam, Kasra, Al-Busayra, As-Sur, 
Jadid and the Sabaat Kilo area where there 
are hospitals with multiple specialties. There 
are clinics in Al-Sa’wa, Al-Hawaij, Al-Muhay-
midah, Shaqra, Al-Ezba, Jadid Akidat and Al-
Sabha. It is fair to mention here the role of the 
international coalition, who restored Hajin 
and Abu Hamam hospitals, which had previ-
ously been destroyed.

The process by which hospitals and dis-
pensaries request medicines and supplies 
begins with submitting their requests to the 
Health Committee, which in turn submits the 
requests to the Presidency of the Civil Coun-
cil. Following approval, the estimated cost 
within the limits of the budget set for each 
quarter is sent and procurement committees 
are formed to purchase supplies, which are 
stored in warehouses to be later distributed 
as needed.(60)

“This official mechanism for requests, os-
tensibly suggesting the existence of a system 
compatible with the needs of the health insti-
tutions, reflects the weakness of the Auton-
omous Administration’s support. Supplies 
provided are hardly enough for one week. In 
addition, reliance on international organiza-
tions is used as a pretext for the Kurdish staff 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKoqHScF7Qw&t=147s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKoqHScF7Qw&t=147s
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supervising the health sector to discontinue 
their support as long as the hospital or clin-
ic is receiving support from these organiza-
tions.”(61)

Like other vital sectors affected by the war, 
this sector has suffered great destruction, and 
like the education sector the Health Commit-
tee of the Civil Council of the Autonomous 
Administration relies on international orga-
nizations, such as Relief International, which 
supports the Corona Hospital founded by an-
other organization called Syria Relief – now 
called Al-Madina Hospital, Al-Jadid Hospital, 
and Muhaymidah Hospital. These are in addi-
tion to the organization Medical Relief, which 
has been continuously supporting the health 
sector in the region since the beginning of 
the revolution. There is also Médecins Sans 
Frontières, which has been providing sup-
port to health centers in Al-Rathi, Al-Tayya-
na, Al-Harijiyyah and Al-Hajna.(62)

The biggest problem in this sector is not 
the administration’s reliance on internation-
al organizations, but in its exploitation of 
the health sector for illegal profiteering. The 
tender for the restoration of Kasra Hospital, 
for example, was awarded to the son of one 
of the sheikhs of Al Baqara who is close to 
the Autonomous Administration. The value 
of the tender was $45,000. The same thing 
happened with regards to the Jadid Hospital 
and the building of the Health Committee lo-
cated in the Sabaat Kilo area, where a tender 
for its maintenance and restoration worth 
$90,000 was signed. The project was awarded 
to an individual who was offered $15,000 to 
abandon the tender. He accepted only when 
the amount was raised to $40,000.(63) The Au-
tonomous Administration does have a role in 
the health sector, but it is tainted with thiev-

(61)  Previous interview.
(62)  Interview with the lawyer A.M., a resident of the region on 4-10-2022.
(63)  Ibid.
(64)  Interview with an agricultural sector official in the Autonomous Administration on 12-10-2022.
(65)  Ibid.

ery and nepotism, as tenders are awarded to 
notables from the region loyal to the Autono-
mous Administration.

The agriculture sector 

The agricultural sector represents the 
main lifeline in the countryside of Deir ez-
Zor, as most people depend on agriculture 
to earn their livelihood. When ISIS arrived 
in the area it became a major contributor to 
the very significant decline of this sector. This 
has exacerbated the suffering of farmers, as 
many agricultural areas were out of service, 
due to their proximity to battles and clashes 
and their exposure to air bombardment and 
artillery shells. Wheat crops were bombed 
on more than one occasion as harvests ap-
proached. Farmers suffered heavy losses 
magnified by the inactivity of agricultural as-
sociations; the imposition of royalties; the ab-
sence of drainage markets; and the migration 
of a large number of farmers to safer areas.(64)

The Autonomous Administration is try-
ing to provide good support for this sector. 
Of interest is the presence of a committee 
for agriculture and irrigation in the structure 
of the Autonomous Administration. This is 
an independent committee that was estab-
lished after the separation of the Agriculture 
Committee from the Economic Committee to 
which it was previously affiliated. This com-
mittee has agriculture directorates in the 
four regions (eastern, northern, western, and 
central). Advisory units have been assigned 
to this committee; however, they have not 
yet started their work  for administrative rea-
sons.(65) The Agriculture Committee provides 
seeds for irrigated areas only, at a rate of 30 kg 
per dunum – one thousand square meter – of 
wheat crop, fuel at a rate of 20 liters of diesel 
per dunum, and 10 liters per dunum for ar-
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tesian wells.(66) Despite the support provided 
by the administration to farmers, materials 
are expensive. This has deprived them of the 
ability to cultivate their land, and those who 
manage to do so are barely able to cover pro-
duction costs, due to the low production per 
unit area. The decline of the agricultural sec-
tor has been attributed to reasons beyond the 
control pf the Administration.

Among the reasons given is drought, 
which has played a major role in the decline 
of this sector, as  well as the decline in the 
levels of the Euphrates River at times of peak 
harvest and the lack of fuel required to run 
agricultural engines. Other factors include 
soil degradation; flood method irrigation 
(type of irrigation that depends directly on 
the Euphrates River); soil depletion in tradi-
tional agriculture; non-application of agricul-
tural cycles (only two crops are relied upon, 
namely wheat and cotton); weak marketing, 
locally and globally; weak legislation; lack of 
farmer expertise; and lack of use of modern 
technologies in agriculture. In addition to 
these, the region has been a major focal point 
of conflicts and wars that have contributed 
to a significant rise in fuel prices despite the 
efforts of the Administration to provide it at 
a low cost – fuel being the main nerve of the 
cultivation process – compared to the black 
market and to support every farmer who 
has an agricultural license with appropriate 
amounts of diesel for the life cycle of the crop.(67)

The opinion provided above by an Arab 
official represents only part of the problem 
that the agricultural sector is witnessing. 
Other individuals from the region who do 
not support the Administration have talked 
about these omitted reasons. For example, 

(66)  Ibid.
(67)  Ibid.
(68)  Interview with Agricultural Engineer K.M. from the region on 1-10-2022.
(69)  Interview with Dr. R.M. from the region and with S.S., a displaced person from the city to an SDF-controlled 
area on 12-1-2022.
(70)  Previous interview with Dr. R.M. and an interview with the activist F. T. from Deir Ezzor on 12-11-2022.

the diesel offered by the Administration at a 
relatively low price of no more than 85,000 
liras per barrel is of low quality, and farmers 
are forced to sell it to buy better quality diesel 
at the price of 250,000 liras per barrel.  

The deterioration of the agricultural sector 
is the responsibility of the ruling authority in 
any region, and in the countryside of Deir ez-
Zor, the Autonomous Administration cannot 
disavow itself from it. For example, it is its re-
sponsibility to analyze the soil, a task that the 
Administration does not initiate. This poses 
a great danger in the long term and leads to 
the indiscriminate use of fertilizers.(68) Saying 
that the advisory units of the Committee on 
Agriculture and Irrigation do not carry out 
their work for administrative reasons can 
only be understood as an attempt by the em-
ployee interviewed to hint at the negligence 
of the Administration and the international 
organizations.

Wide-spread corruption in the Agricul-
ture and Irrigation Committee is evident 
in the absence of controls and laws and the 
rampant bribery that has enriched those in 
charge of the Administration. The biggest vic-
tim of this corruption, the basic mechanism 
of the Administration’s work, is the farmer.(69) 
Therefore, the discussion about structure 
and Parsonian acts are needed for a deeper 
understanding of the authority of the Auton-
omous Administration. Hardly any sector is 
free from the repercussions of the actions of 
the Kurdish staff and their collaborators in 
the region. This confirms the idea that struc-
ture is subordinate to the actors who control 
the system at every juncture even though they 
do not attack or uproot the foundation of the 
structure but change its form and shape.(70)
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SDF’s Ideology Vis-à-vis the Tribe

The Arab tribe is built on the nationalist 
Arab identity, which makes every other affil-
iation come second, if not be secondary, be-
cause the tribe’s Islam is an Arab Islam. This 
sense of belonging, Arabism, is deeply psy-
chological and compulsive.(71)

The goal of salvation from ISIS has not only 
pushed the people of the region to welcome 
SDF, which is  supported by an internation-
al coalition, but to fight in its ranks as well. 
It also prompted them to hide their Arabism 
in the face of the incoming Kurdish power, 
which made SDF’s practices more possible.  
Many people from the region mentioned that 
when SDF set up checkpoints in the area, they 
used to tell that it was impossible for them to 
forget the abuse they suffered by a group of 
Deir ez-Zor residents in the events of 2004(72).

Before trying to explore SDF’s relationship 
with the tribal community in the countryside 
of Deir ez-Zor, it must be noted that the two 
nationalist tendencies, the Kurdish and the 
Arab, which characterize SDF and the tribe 
respectively, are useful concepts that help ex-
plain what the study seeks to explore. Nation-
alism does not necessarily involve racism, as 
some cosmopolitans have claimed. It only 

(71)  Al-Sayed, Jalal. The Reality of the Arab Nation and Factors of Its Preservation and Dismemberment. Beirut: 
Dar Al-Nahdah Al-Arabia, 1960, p. 222.
(72)  Interview with one of the notables of the Al-Bakir clan on 23-06-2022.
(73)  More on the relationship between nationalism and racism see Benedict Anderson, Imaginary Groups. Trans-
lated by Thaer Deeb. Beirut: Cadmus for Publishing and Distribution, 2009, p. 143 ff.
(74)  Ibid.
(75)  The Kurdish political parties that dominated the Kurdish political scene since the fifties of the last century 
were formed from aghas (landowners) and urban professionals, who were mediators between political systems 
and the urban middle class in Kurdish societies, and Ocalan’s Marxism was welcomed by the people of small 
towns and villages who resented the dominance of urban elites on the political scene, but they did not have 
enough strength to challenge it, which made Ocalan’s party attractive to poor students from the countryside. See: 
The PKK’s Fateful Choice in Northern Syria, op. cit. Thus, the so-called class ideology does not express a class in the 
case of the Labour Party, but a class in itself at best according to the famous Marxist classification, which does not 
recognize itself as a crystallized class.

carries the potential to do so if turned into 
an official nationalism drawn by ideologues, 
who use their ideological molds to transform 
spontaneous nationalism, which derives its 
spontaneity primarily from its association 
with language.(73) The possibility of national-
ism turning into racism becomes even more 
possible if it is based on class ideology and 
not on nation ideology.(74) In the case of the 
SDF, these two conditions are present. First-
ly, nationalism is part and parcel of SDF’s 
ideology because of its association with the 
Democratic Union Party – origins in the PKK. 
Secondly, its Marxist-Leninist roots, which 
represent the theoretical premise of the par-
ent party, encompasses class ideology, albeit 
an ideology that lacks the conditions for its 
realization.(75)

The fact that the Autonomous Admin-
istration is one of the manifestations of the 
PKK – as mentioned before – means that its 
ideology is derived from the thought and the 
writings of its founder Abdullah Ocalan. Al-
though Ocalan tries to present an intellectu-
al product that is different from traditional 
Marxist ideology, his ideas are confined with-
in the concept of class struggle, as is evident 
in his writings. For example, he says: 

Fifth: SDF and the Tribe
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“The overwhelming majority of this peo-
ple (i.e., the Kurdish people), who consist of 
Alawite and Yazidi secularists or belong to 
other sects that have become obsolete and 
devoid of meaning, are among the ranks of 
the poor and miserable strata. The small 
handful of upper-class leaders of traditional 
and modern Islamic groups are quickly aban-
doning their role in collusion with Arabs, 
Persians and Turks, and are looking for new 
masters in the cities and metropolitan areas 
of imperialism. They consist of small groups 
and personalities that can be easily annihilat-
ed.”(76)

It is a struggle – as it turns out – between 
two classes, not a peaceful struggle, but one 
in which another class is annihilated. The un-
substantiated prediction of the annihilation 
of the upper class is an expression of an ex-
treme form of class struggle. His nationalism, 
which he tries to cover up with a democratic 
veneer is evident in phrases such as: “Dis-
cussions on the identification of the indige-
nous linguistic and cultural group in the Fer-
tile Crescent have gained great importance, 
and  the primacy of the primitive Kurd-
ish groups called the Aryan groups has 
emerged.” (77)* According to Ocalan, the first 
Aryan group is a Kurdish group, and although 
Ocalan he is factual about the primacy of the 
Kurds, there are no scientific references to 
support this idea. He goes further by favoring 
the Aryan culture (of which the Kurds are its 
first carriers) over all peoples in an outright 
racism that he claims he is fighting.  He says: 

(76)  Ocalan, Civilization, Ibid., p. 22.
(77)  Ibid p. 83.
* The idea of the Aryan race appeared in Iran at the beginning of the twentieth century with some Iranian intellec-
tuals, such as Fatah Ali Akhundzadeh and Mirza Reza Kermani. The likes of these thinkers believed that Persian 
nationalism existed and extended deep into history, that the barefoot and hungry Arabs who invaded them in the 
name of Islam were the reason for Iran’s failure to catch up with Western civilization. Therefore, it is necessary 
to return to pre-Islamic Iran. The period of Reza Khan’s rule was one of the most instrumental in spreading these 
ideas due to his racist policies against non-Persian nationals. See Jaber Ahmed, “The Revival of Aryan Ideas by 
Persian Racist Nationalists in the Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist.” Al-Hiwar Al-Mutamaden. Issue 5332, 2016. 
accessed on 51-11-2021 https://www.ahewar.org/debat/s.asp?aid=536800 
(78)  Ocalan, Civilization, Ibid., p. 82.
(79)  Ocalan, Civilization, Ibid., p. 82.

“The Chinese cultural group also, just like the 
Semitic culture, was unable to show its ability 
to be distinguished by the universality of the 
Aryan culture. In this case, it would be effec-
tive to arrange the matter so that the Aryans 
are in the first place, followed by the Semites 
and then the Chinese.”(78) The reader does not 
need further reflection to see the racism here. 
There is no doubt that classifying peoples ac-
cording to a preferential scale is an explicit 
indication of racism.(79)

SDF’s relationship with Arab tribes

When the Free Army forces took control of 
the countryside of Deir ez-Zor, they marked 
the area with their own characteristics. When 
Al-Nusra took control, and then ISIS, it was 
the same but at the ideological level. It was 
not any different with SDF who exhibits na-
tionalistic tendency against the region’s Arab. 
When analyzing the content of the respon-
dents’ answers we see that their rejection of 
SDF is a rejection of the Kurds first before it 
being a rejection of the way the organization 
is managed or its corruption. One of the re-
spondents asserts, for example, in a violent 
language filled with negativity, that the SDF 
is a foreign body and that it does not belong 
to the region in any way:

“The SDF came up with an alternative that 
carries values that are alien to tribal cus-
tom, such as defending the strange occupier, 
which is not compatible with the dominant 

https://www.ahewar.org/debat/s.asp?aid=536800
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character of the tribesmen of the region, as 
the SDF does not represent Muslims, Arabs, 
or Syrians.”(80)

The above answer is an unequivocal ex-
pression of indignation against this ‘stranger’ 
because of his nationalism and because of 
the nationalism of those who describe him 
as stranger. Another  interviewee expressed 
anger at the SDF’s nationalistic ambitions, 
which he believed use Arabs as ammunition, 
not only as fighters, but even after their death:

“The Arabs have no role in decision-mak-
ing and no active participation in the insti-
tutions except as soldiers. They have turned 
them into ammunition for their wars for the 
glory of Rojava, so much so that when an 
Arab unit is killed, he is killed in their name 
and is buried in their cemeteries.”(81)

The Administration has excluded the Arab 
component from political and economic de-
cision-making and made it a monopoly by 
the Kurds.”(82) 

The SDF’s relationship with the society it 
governs has no future. It is a tense relationship 
that commands a harsh security approach. It 
attempts to convince using coercive tools, 
like any other entity that monopolizes power, 
which it imposes it on the governed against 
their will.

“The SDF rules our society with the same 
approach as the Democratic Union Party. 
When it came to fight ISIS under the slogan 
of democracy a significant percentage of the 
region’s youth joined its ranks to get rid of the 

(80)  Interview conducted by the researcher with a university professor who was a contemporary of SDF control in 
the area on 5-28-2022. The interviewee was from the village of Al-Sabha, which is under the control of SDF. 
(81)  Interview conducted by the researcher with an activist from the city of Al-Hasakah, which is under the con-
trol of SDF on 7-06-2022.
(82)  Interview with a teacher from Deir Ezzor city, displaced in an SDF-controlled area on 9-06-2022.
(83)  Interview with Engineer Jamil Al-Hamad working in the SDF administration on 11-06-2022
(84)  Interview with A. S. from Deir ez-Zor countryside who works for one of the organizations in the region on 
12-11-2022.
(85)  Idid.

nightmare that is ISIS. But it has become ob-
vious in time that it is providing us with only 
the worst services and that its media state-
ments contradict its practices. It controls our 
lives with an iron fist at every juncture to the 
extent that it is willing to liquidate those who 
oppose it  if they are influential.”(83)

Another aspect of the SDF’s interactions 
with the tribes is that they “enable their loy-
alists, from certain tribes, to hoard great 
wealth from suspicious trades such as the 
drug trade, which has created an ultra-rich 
class and a class that is destitute. This wealth 
was the cause of several tribal problems in 
the region, for example, competition over 
river crossings, which reflected negatively 
on the security situation.”(84) Tribal consider-
ations reinforce the concept of power as a re-
lational authority, which in turn is influenced 
by those same considerations. These factors 
“control the region to a large extent, as many 
jobs in the organizations are given to certain 
people from certain clans and tribes that sup-
port the SDF, as well as the war trade and the 
illegal trade that are controlled by people of 
this type.”(85)

The relationship of the SDF with tribal 
sheikhs

When members of Al-Hafel – the sheikh-
dom of the Al-Akidat tribe – raised the call 
of panic saying: “O, the children of the most 
prominent” (a call that tribespeople recog-
nize), thousands of tribespeople flocked to 
the Diwan (Council) of Al-Hafel in the village 
of Thayban to pledge allegiance to the son 
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of their deceased sheikh, Khalil Al-Jadaan. 
Some tribal elders attributed this to insistent 
attempts by the tribe to confront the changes 
that threatened its identity. This is what the 
son of the sheikh of Al-Bakir clan, a branch 
of the Akidat – which does not harbor affec-
tion for the Al-Bukamal clan, from which 
the sheikhdom house branches, due to de-
cades-old differences – said in an interview 
with the researcher: “No self-respecting Akidi 
can deny that the Al-Hafel are our sheikhs.”(86) 

The elevation of SDF loyalists to the po-
sition of sheikhdom as substitutes for other 
sheikhs reveals a lack of understanding of 
the sheikh’s symbolism. In simple societies 
symbolism is a key driver at historical turn-
ing points, even though it does not exercise 
an active and influential role in the course of 
ordinary life, especially after the changes we 
mentioned that affected the structure of the 
tribe and the relationship between its mem-
bers and the sheikhs.

“The SDF buys the receivables of some 
sheikhs, gives them privileges to gain their 
loyalty, appoints others and raises their social 
status to make them absolute subordinates to 
it. It is keen to ensure that the influence that 
it grants the sheikhs does not exceed their 
previous influence, i.e., during the days of the 
regime, such as mediating for the release of a 
detainee, securing a job opportunity or giving 
travel permits.”(87) 

Although the following quote from a group 
of tribesmen in an SDF area shows the super-
ficial role that the sheikhs played in the past, 
there is another quote, which demonstrates 
the sheikh’s symbolism despite the regime’s 
attempts to cancel it:

“The SDF does not pay attention to those 

(86)  Interview with one of the sons of the sheikhs of the Al-Bakir clan on 25-06-2022.
(87)  Interviews with several activists from different areas under the control of SDF: Lawyer Ziad Al-Mohammed; 
Engineer A.K.; and Professor D. K. Between 31-05-2022 and 26-06-2022.
(88)  Interview with Dr. R. H. from the Bakarah tribe on 31-05-2022.
(89)  Interview with Professor D. A. from the village of Al-Sabha on 26-05-2022.

whom we considered in the past to be our 
support system. Its forces often raid safe 
houses and terrorize their people, for con-
trived or real reasons, as when members of 
the SDF raided all the houses in the  village of 
Zughayr Jazira and searched them for diesel 
smugglers. During the searches they confis-
cated many weapons from the villagers, and 
the sheikhs and notables of the village did 
not exercise a role until after the SDF had im-
plemented its plan. The SDF accepted what 
was suggested in the meeting of the notables 
of the Bakarah tribe, that it is only necessary 
to search the homes of those who are consid-
ered wanted by the Administration.”(88)

Perhaps the lack of understanding and the 
reluctance to promote it has been an inten-
tional act on the part of the SDF. Understand-
ing the area requires knowledge of the con-
cept of social solidarity and the centrality of 
the concepts of land and honor in the tribal 
system. It is true that political and economic 
participation can preserve these values, but 
the SDF does not seek that. This was con-
firmed by the interviewees and the state of 
chaos that is rampant in the areas rich with 
oil.(89)

“The SDF sought to shake the confidence 
of the tribespeople in their sheikhdom begin-
ning with the sheikhs and then the notables. 
It did this through several measures start-
ing with marginalizing them after it arrived 
in the region and extended its control. It left 
them to face their responsibilities towards 
their tribespeople without power or resourc-
es, as was the case beforehand, and finally 
threatened the notables or their children 
with arrest and sicked those who agreed to 
support SDF on the notables and the sheikhs. 
The marginalization was undertaken to such 



Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

29

an extent that leaders of the Deir ez-Zor Mil-
itary Council of the SDF imposed ransoms 
on tribesmen in their areas. This was done in 
front of the overseers of their sheikhdom, in 
a flagrant violation of the responsibilities of 
the sheikhs to protect, all for the purpose of 
weakening their prestige and people’s confi-
dence in them.(90)

Influencing the tribe by replacing its lead-
ers with others who gave their absolute alle-
giance to the SDF, can be seen in the rise of 
people such as Ahmed Al-Khabil, the lead-
er of the SDF’s Military Council and Khalil 
Al-Wahsh from the Al-Bakarah tribe, who 
was assigned a prominent position in the 
administration after he gave his loyalty to 
SDF. There are many other cases as well. Just 
as these two examples validates the trade-
off that SDF has set up, i.e., loyalty for false 
prestige, the Administration has abandoned 
those who are regarded with respect in their 
societies by liquidating them. This confirms 
the police-state approach it has adopted. For 
example, Abu Bakr al-Qadisiyah, who was 
one of the leaders of one of the brigades of 
the Free Army and from the sheikhdom of the 
Al-Bakir tribe – one of the largest branches 
of Al-Akidat – was found dead in the village 
of Sukkar in the Jazira area. Most interview-
ees believed that he was most probably killed 
by the SDF militia, because it had raided his 
house repeatedly before he disappeared, and 
his body was found two days after his disap-
pearance. It had been clear that the SDF’s tar-
geting of him had caused him great distress, 
that the whole region respected him, and that 
he had been in explicit opposition to the SDF 
and its control over the region.(91)

This police approach is not used only 
against those who oppose them. In a signifi-

(90)  Interview with Instructor D. A from the region on 26-05-2022.
(91)  Interview with a member of the Al-Bakir tribe on 30-8-200.
(92)  Interview with Engineer Abdul Ghafoor Al-Hussein, a member of the Bakarah tribe and resident of Al Shuhayl 
City on 14-06-2022.
(93)  Interview with the doctor R.H. from the Bakarah tribe on 1-9-2022.

cant incident, an explosive device was plant-
ed to target one of the people from the region 
who was loyal to SDF. Abu Ishaqal Ahwazi 
was one of the leaders of the Free Army, and 
eyewitnesses suggest that his strong person-
ality, his refusal to be subservient and his 
statements of hostility towards the Syrian re-
gime got him killed.(92)

Furthermore, SDF has been raising new 
people to compete with the sheikhs. For ex-
ample, it came up with a rival to stand against 
Khalid al-Mozar, the sheikh of al-Manasrah – 
a branch of the Bakarah tribe – even though 
Mozer was positive towards the SDF. The man 
is named Mumtaz al-Mishaal and he hails 
from the same clan. It also cancelled Hussein 
Hamad al-Sultan also from the  same clan. 
The SDF raises the status of some people by 
inciting them to compete with traditional 
sheikhs. To confront the House of Salman – 
the sheikhs of Al-Bumsaa – in the village of 
Hawayj Al-Bumsaa, a Baqarah branch, SDF 
raised a person named Jassim Al-Riyash.  One 
of the respondents attributed this to the in-
tention of SDF to tear down the symbiotic 
fabric of the tribes.(93)

The tribe as a network of trust is always, ac-
cording to Charles Tilly, an obstacle to dem-
ocratic transition if it did not get dissolved or 
was not integrated into the power structures. 
This is because its survival as a network of 
trust means that its members must replace 
their belonging to the political system and its 
institutions with loyalty to their tribes. Since 
the dissolution of this structure is practically 
impossible, due to its rootedness and the se-
rious consequences of such a decomposition, 
their integration into the political system is 
the most appropriate alternative. The merger 
is conditional on the acceptance of the inter-
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mediaries, who are their leaders, to cooperate 
with the political system where the interests 
of their networks must prevail over personal 
interests.(94)

By analyzing SDF’s relationship with the 
tribes and their sheikhs, we find that SDF 
cannot claim to be establishing democracy 
or even attempting to do move in that direc-
tion. Buying the loyalty of a tribal sheikh or 
forcing him to cooperate are not appropriate 
methods for integration, nor for dissolution, 
if dissolution was its intention.

If we look at SDF’s rule through the lens of 
Dahrendorf ’s theory, we find that it is illegit-
imate except in terms of fighting extremism. 
However, this justification is no longer valid 
for many reasons, not least of which is the 
continued presence of ISIS in the region and 
its transformation into a phantom-like entity 
that is difficult to target.

Dahrendorf ’s perspective here helps us to 
understand the dynamics of coercive power 
and how coercion creates two sides with dif-
fering interests. The first party represents the 
influential people in the SDF from the Kurd-
ish staff and other beneficiaries from the re-
gion. The second side consists of the general 
population of the region who were not given 
the same prestige and influence as others.

(94)  Tilly, Charles. Democracy, op. cit., pp. 141 ff.
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After the defeat of ISIS at the hands of the 
coalition forces and the loss of its last strong-
hold in the village of Al-Baghuz in March 
2019, the organization expanded in the des-
ert, as it had planned long before. Its main ar-
eas of deployment were:(95)

• Jabal al-Bishri southeast of Raqqa.

• Al-Dafinah area southwest of Deir ez-
Zor.

• The desert area between Palmyra and 
Sokhnah from the west, the 55th re-
gion from the south

• The area of Fayda Ibn Muwaynah in the 
north.

• Most parts of Syria can be accessed 
from these areas. Parts of Iraq can be 
infiltrated from them too.

It is no secret that ISIS’s choice to spread 
in desert areas was to enable it to hide in 
its valleys and deep limestone caves and to 
take advantage of the sandstorms to hide its 
movements. Expansion into the desert area 
also helped it carry out quick-moving opera-
tions that do not need large numbers of units 
and equipment.(96) This is confirmed by the 
fact that its operations targeting opponents 
from the desert did not begin after its defeat, 
but before that, as it carried out assassina-
tions and bombings before the fall of it last 
stronghold and continues to carry out oper-

(95)  See Abu Rumman et al., After the Caliphate, Ideology, Propaganda, Organization and Global Jihad, Will ISIS 
Return?? Oman, Friedrich Ebert, 2021, pp. 30-34.
(96)  Ibid., p. 81.
(97)  Ibid., p. 79
(98)  Interview with the researcher specialized in jihadist currents Saad Al-Shari, Date: 8-2-2022.
(99)  Abu Rumman et al., After the Caliphate, Ideology, Propaganda, Organization and Global Jihad, Will ISIS Re-
turn?op. cit., p. 105.
(100)  Interview with A. K. from the region on 9-11-2022.

ations numbering in the hundreds, according 
to official statistics.(97)

ISIS is also present in areas of the Syrian 
island south of Al-Hasakah, which connects 
it to what is called in Iraq the Hatra desert in 
the Tal Afar area, a large area west of Mosul, 
from which it launches its operations in Iraqi 
Kurdistan and Mosul.(98) A British general in-
volved in the coalition against ISIS described 
ISIS’s military strategy after the collapse of its 
state:

“ISIS is reorganizing its ranks into net-
works of cells designed to target senior lead-
ers, village sheikhs and military personnel, 
with the aim of undermining security and 
stability in Iraq and Syria. ISIS fighters con-
tinue to ambush security patrols, detonate 
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and kid-
nap people. Despite setbacks in terms of ter-
ritorial control, the group continues to win, 
and its  ideology continues to inspire people 
from all over the world.”(99) 

People of the region have been talking 
about an imminent danger. They believe that 
SDF’s racist policies could justify the return 
of some to ISIS – to get rid of SDF. Even more 
striking than this, some ISIS units from the 
region are directing inciting rhetoric against 
those who are angry with SDF. The incitement 
plays not only on the duality of apostasy and 
faith, but also on the Arab-Kurdish binary.(100)

The SDF has made a significant impact 

Sixth: ISIS in SDF-controlled areas
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in the region arresting large numbers of dis-
placed people in Al-Baghuz as well as ISIS 
families and transferring them to camps, the 
most famous of which is the Al-Hol in Al-Ha-
sakah. This vindictive measure does not dif-
ferentiate between its covert and overt op-
ponents.(101)

Following the fall of Baghuz in March 
2019, ISIS men were arrested and thrown 
into prisons, while women and children un-
der the age of ten were placed in Al-Hol and 
Roj camps. Al-Hol is 40 kilometers east of the 
city of Al-Hasakah and an estimated 60,000 
people live there including about 40,000 chil-
dren from sixty nationalities. According to 
data from the Kurdish Autonomous Admin-
istration, the camp houses about 11,000 ISIS 
members, including 2,000 foreigners. The rest 
are Syrian and Iraqi.(102)

The camp is under security guard by SDF, 
the Internal Security Forces (Asayish) and 
the intelligence arm of the Autonomous Ad-
ministration. In accordance with the security 
procedures, the exit and entry of local women 
from the camp is prohibited except with writ-
ten permission from the camp administration 
and they must be accompanied by members 
of the Asayish. The exit of foreigners from the 
camp is prohibited except in emergency cas-
es or with the aim of handing them over to 
their countries.(103)

Al-Hol camp is preparing a generation of 
young people for extremist ideas, a time bomb 
that is ready to explode at any moment. SDF 
is using the camp along with the detainees 
in ISIS prisons to instill fear into the hearts 
of the region’s people. It does so by threaten-
ing them with ISIS as an alternative to itself, 
for the people have witnessed ISIS’s crimes 

(101)  Interview with journalist Hossam Al-Hamoud who covered the battle of Baghuz from the field on 21-2-2022.
(102)  Arrabi, Arrabi. “Al-Hol Camp between Mismanagement and the Dangers of Extremism.” Maseer.net. (2020) 
https://maseer.net/archives/19093. Accessed on 8-2-2022.
(103)  Ibid.
(104)  Previous interview with Saad Al-Shari.
(105)  Interview with the lawyer S.M. resident of the region on 4-10-2022.

firsthand and experienced the restrictions it 
had imposed on their lives. However, ISIS de-
tainees in al-Hol camp are not the whole sto-
ry. About ten  thousand ISIS units, including 
two thousand fighters, are still present in the 
area. They appear in broad daylight in some 
villages and force businesses to pay them tax-
es under the pretext that it is legitimate oblig-
atory Zakat.(104)

However, the SDF’s relationship with ISIS, 
which none of the respondents was able 
to prove with tangible evidence, takes an-
other form too: SDF has employed former 
ISIS members in some of its institutions. 
For example, the former ISIS Medical Chief, 
a pharmacist, is currently in charge of the 
Drug Storage Committee in the SDF’s Health 
Committee. One of the founders of Amaq, 
ISIS’s media agency, and a member of the 
Albu Omar clan of the Al-Bukhabur tribe, 
is currently in charge of the media office in 
the SDF’s Legislative Council. A former ISIS 
member is currently the deputy chairman 
of the Interior Committee, equivalent to the 
position of deputy minister. Another indica-
tor of the relationship between SDF and ISIS 
is that those who are arrested on charges of 
belonging to ISIS do not stay in detention for 
more than a few months, while those arrest-
ed on charges of connections to Turkey or on 
charges of previously belonging to the Free 
Syrian Army remain in detention for years.(105) 

 

https://maseer.net/archives/19093
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No office or committee of the Autono-
mous Administration is devoid of female em-
ployees who are present there as equals to the 
men. There is an institution affiliated with 
the Administration called “Women’s House” 
that supports and empowers women and de-
velops their role. According to its literature, 
women are “the emotional part of nature that 
works more, and the energy of women’s form 
and content is different from that of men.”(106) 

The curriculum of the Autonomous Ad-
ministration called “Jineology” contains 
statements that define and analyze women. 
For example, it says that women are at the 
center of existence since they contain men 
inside their bodies – and the reverse is not 
true as men are born of women and therefore 
cannot break ties with them throughout their 
lives.(107)

“Jineology” goes further in its glorification 
of women by asserting that a mother is a god-
dess, and seeks to restore this status after she 
was stripped of it by the tyrannical male men-
tality:

“Jineology seeks to revive the science of 
the mother goddess...Divine culture first ap-
peared in the Middle East, and it is also the 
first region where this same culture was de-
stroyed by negating, murdering and enslav-
ing women, which is why the issue of women 
is the primary social problem.”(108)

It is easy to derive these ideas from the 
thought of Ocalan, who does not stop at re-

(106)  Jineology, Curriculum of the First Secondary for Self-Administration, prepared by the Committee on Jineolo-
gy, 2019, p. 31.
(107)  Ibid., p. 32.
(108)  Ibid., p. 70.
(109)  Ocalan, op. cit., p. 89.
(110)  Ocalan, op. cit., p. 90.
(111)  Interview with A.M. on 4-10-2022.

jecting male domination when he talks about 
his upbringing in a Turkish village:

“I never approved of the dominant cul-
ture’s way of shutting women behind doors, 
nor have I paid attention to the law they call 
Namus (honor). I still want to engage with 
them in unlimited free discussions, in games, 
in all the sacredness of life. I still say an un-
conditional “no” to the slavery and bonds 
that smell of possession and that is based on 
power relations, whatever their name, what-
ever their pretext.”(109)

However, he goes to extremes when he re-
veres the female as a goddess, a reverence he 
feels is well-deserved:

“I remember how I have always saluted 
the free women of these mountains inspired 
by the female goddess, to give them precious 
meanings...For me, a woman should be as sa-
cred as a goddess or never be.”(110)

The Autonomous Administration spares 
no effort in embodying what it claims – the 
need to empower women. Every committee, 
office or department must include a woman 
as co-chair with men. It encourages women 
to file complaints to the women’s center, if 
they are subjected to violence or injustice of 
any kind, and to go out into the workplace.(111)

There is a consensus among respondents 
that SDF plays a role in dismantling the fam-
ily structure, through its policies regarding 
women. They attribute this to two factors: 

Seventh: Women under Autonomous Administration rule
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first, it raises and implements the slogan of 
women’s freedom, which allows them to rebel 
against the authority of their fathers, broth-
ers and husbands; second, it seeks to change 
established constants, such as the legaliza-
tion of polygamy that the SDF prohibits – al-
though Islamic legislation permits polygamy; 
the prohibition of child marriage; and their 
contribution to the spread of narcotics, which 
encourages addicts to disobey their parents.

Respondents confirmed that SDF’s pro-
hibition of polygamy is not a direct ban and 
that it is not able to implement it in the stud-
ied area, because of fear of violent reactions. 
However, it tries to prevent it in an indirect 
way. In the case of the marriage of a wid-
owed veterinarian with three children, who 
was co-president of the western canton, to a 
married man, the veterinarian was forced to 
resign. Another woman, who was co-chair of 
the Department of Civil Society Institutions, 
was also dismissed after marrying one of the 
leaders of the Deir ez-Zor Military Council, 
because she had become his second wife.(112) 

Those who assert that the SDF “is trying 
to impose strange values on our customs and 
traditions, such as co-chairmanship and en-
couraging women to work in the SDF’s secu-
rity services,”(113) also deny that there is a no-
ticeable percentage of women volunteering 
in these services. This paradox, complaining 
about the negative impact of the policies and 
then denying that they are being implement-
ed, was evident in the general responses of 
the sample. Even though these constitute a 
small percentage of the population, there is 
justifiable concern around the issue, because 
the already high rate of honor killings is ris-
ing and bizarre incidents, albeit limited, are 
taking place. One such incident, told by an 
eyewitness, is about a man who brought his 

(112)  Ibid.
(113)  Interview with Mr. Tahseen Al-Othman from the village of Al-Shuhayl on 9-06-2022.
(114)  Interview with the lawyer T. M resident of one of the villages Al-Bakarah in SDF-controlled area on 11-06-
2022.

infant son and wife to perform a DNA anal-
ysis. He wanted to reassure himself that the 
boy was his and not the product of an adul-
terous relationship. He did this publicly and 
in the presence of his wife, who the witness 
says was receiving orders without showing 
emotion.(114)
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The methods of community resistance in 
the SDF’s studied area vary. However, respon-
dents have confirmed that the intensity of 
this resistance has gradually decreased since 
the SDF forces took over the area. It is of two 
main types: The first type is the reluctance of 
most families to send their daughters to vol-
unteer in SDF military and security institu-
tions. As we mentioned earlier, they complain 
that SDF is inciting women to rebel against 
their husbands and fathers, even though this 
has not happened yet.

This has been confirmed by of one of the 
residents:

“I worked as a consultant in a security pro-
gram supported by the German Foreign Min-
istry and the United States, in partnership 
with the SDF through the Interior Commit-
tee, a project that began in July of 2020 in Deir 
ez-Zor and in Raqqa since 2019. It is based in 
Al-Hasakah and I was in charge of  security 
training of the Interior Committee of the SDF. 
When we got to training the female police, 
only twenty out of fifty trainees remained in 
the program.”(115) 

The second type of resistance is people’s 
opposition to the education curriculum that 
the SDF tried to impose in the region. There 
were demonstrations and teacher strikes, 
especially in the eastern areas inhabited by 
the Akidat clans. Teachers protested the ed-
ucational curriculum because SDF curricula 
sanctified nature and suggested that it was a 

(115)  Interview with lawyer A.M. on 4-10-2022.
(116)  Syria TV interview with teacher Mahmoud Madi on 21-09-2022. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=snGI-
6U98uyw. Accessed on 12-10-2022.
(117)  Syria TV interview with a group of activists from Deir ez-Zor on 20-9-2021. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=snGI6U98uyw accessed on 12-10-2022.
(118)  Previous interview with journalist Hossam Al-Hamoud. 
(119)  Interview with N. S., a journalist from the region interested in the affairs of SDF on 5-9-2022, and with the 
activist K.M. from the region on 28-10-2022.

stand-in for God. Histories of Islamic coun-
tries were omitted, and a new version of his-
tory was added. Protests intensifies when a 
map of Syria that the people of the region did 
not recognize was spotted. The borders of the 
new map incorporated the Kurdistan region, 
whose borders cross what they knew as Syr-
ia to include southern Turkey and northern 
Iraq passing through northeastern Syria.(116)

However, the main objection was to the 
substitution of Islamic education with Cul-
ture and Ethics, which included studies on 
Zoroastrianism and Yezidism. The objections, 
which were documented in a statement, said 
that among the reasons for the rejection was 
that this curriculum was not accepted by any 
side, which meant that the new curriculum 
could not provide any practical benefits to 
the students who were to study it and take 
their exams in it.(117)

It is worth noting that SDF’s educational 
curriculum was taught in Al-Hasakah, but 
not in Raqqa. The objection that prevented 
its application in Raqqa was limited to it be-
ing an unrecognized curriculum.(118)

Armed resistance is another method, but 
it has been observed in very few incidents. It 
is non-existent at the present and people of 
the region attribute that to fear of the alter-
native, i.e., the regime or ISIS, both of which 
are worse in the opinion of SDF respondents.(119) 
For example, on May 14,  2022, a group of peo-
ple from the Al-Bakir tribe attacked the forces 

Eighth: Societal resistance to SDF
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of the Deir ez-Zor Military Council, because 
they had arrested a number of their cousins – 
they had broken electricity poles feeding the 
irrigation canal of the city of Al-Sabha, which 
is inhabited by part of the tribe. The attack-
ers were able to kill some of the SDF-affiliated 
units, forced them to free the detainees and 
to withdraw from several areas belonging to 
the Al-Bakir tribe. At the beginning, the pro-
test was caused by the commander of the 
Deir ez-Zor Military Council who installed 
huge water engines to draw water directly 
from the irrigation canal to irrigate lands he 
owned in the desert. This affected the  canal’s 
ability to water the lands it was supposed 
to water. Importantly, the armed resistance, 
which caused deaths and injuries and the 
withdrawal of the military council forces, re-
sulted in acquiescence on the part of SDF. Ad-
ditionally, Ahmed Al-Khabil gave in to the de-
mands of tribal elders, who told him to stop 
provoking people by threatening to take away 
their basic needs.(120)

(120)  Interview with Ibn Sheikh of the Al-Bakir tribe on 20-7-2022.
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We cannot measure the impact of SDF’s 
policies by studying the macro sociological 
structures of SDF and that of the tribal soci-
ety alone, as we mentioned earlier, because 
there are other phenomena at play. These 
have been confirmed by a group of observers 
in the region and help us gain a deeper un-
derstanding of SDF’s policies, not through 
its direct influence, but by understanding its 
relationship with other actors in the region. 
This tangible impact could be destructive if 
its de facto authority is prolonged. These oth-
er factors are the spread of narcotics, assassi-
nations, oil smuggling, and the work of inter-
national organizations

1. Narcotics

Narcotics represent the greatest danger 
in the region, as their spread has increased 
greatly. Respondents have confirmed that 
drug smuggling crossings have become high-
ly prized points of contact, which militias are 
fighting to gain control over. This explains the 
dozens of clashes that have been taking place 
from time to time causing deaths and inju-
ries, such as those that took place in the city 
of Al-Mayadin east of Deir ez-Zor on 8 March 
2020. This clash was between a militia affili-
ated with the Iranian Revolutionary Guards 
and a group of Republican Guards in which 
two men from the city were killed. They were 
members of the Sheikh group of the Irani-
an Revolutionary Guards, which is headed 
by Akram Al-Khader. The disagreement was 
over the management of the Corniche check-
point on the bank of the Euphrates River in 
the city, which is a station for smuggling nar-
cotics, oil and goods and the movement of 

(121)  Previous interview.
(122)  Interview with an international staff member from the region on 11-9-2022.

people between the two shores. There is no 
doubt that the narcotics have had the most 
destructive impact on families. More than 
eighty percent of the public have accused the 
Autonomous Administration of involvement 
in drug smuggling, while twenty percent ac-
cused it of approving the smuggling and stay-
ing silent about it.

Disputes between these militias over the 
drug trade are frequent. The most prominent 
of these was in the city of Al-Bukamal, and it 
took place on November 14, 2021, between 
the Afghani Fatemiyoun militia and the Pa-
kistani Zainabiyoun. There were injuries on 
both sides.(121)

An employee of an international body in-
terested in the region confirms that the SDF 
has not taken any serious steps to address this 
problem, nor has it kept its repeated promise 
to open addiction treatment centers. SDF’s 
alleged fight against the spread of narcotics 
consists of arresting its young promoters and 
throwing them in prisons. These are often Ar-
abs, to delude others into believing that the 
Administration’s Arab employees are respon-
sible for the spread of narcotics.(122) There are 
four sources of narcotics that are distributed 
in the region.

The first source of narcotics is the local 
source. They drugs are manufactured in re-
gime-controlled areas, such as the Iranian 
factory in Homs. The second source, which 
includes heroin, comes from the Bekaa Valley 
in Lebanon and is not widely spread due to its 
high prices. The third source is Iranian. The 
different varieties of this are smuggled from 
areas of Iraqi Kurdistan to SDF areas. Finally, 

Ninth: Major phenomena in SDF-controlled areas and their 
effects
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there is the Iraqi Iranian source through the 
Al-Bukamal crossing, which is run by Iranian 
militias.(123)

There are numerous points for drug smug-
gling through the border crossings, where 
Iranian militias transport narcotics from 
Lebanon through Syrian provinces to Deir 
ez-Zor. The main source of these narcotics is 
Iraq, and they are transported in civilian cars 
under various pretexts, such as transporting 
Shiite pilgrims or relief materials.  

There are several indicators for SDF’s lack 
of seriousness in combating the drug trade 
in the studied area, including the spread of 
narcotics, which all the interviewees agreed 
on, and the arrest of only small-time dealers, 
even though the major dealers are known to 
the SDF and the general public: 

“I am displaced from my village and now 
living in an SDF area. I see drug dealers from 
my village bring narcotics to the area where I 
live under SDF control, sell them and return 
from where they came from without anyone 
getting in their way.”(124)

Another interviewee said:

“The silence about the spread of narcotics 
in the region is nothing but leniency on the 
part of the authorities, who are largely respon-
sibility for this. Others and I know that nar-
cotics are smuggled through river crossings, 
and we know that the head of the military 
council has shares in some of the crossings. 
He could, along with his Kurdish leaders, dis-
rupt these if he wished. One of the branches 
of the Bakarah tribe is known throughout the 
region for its involvement in smuggling and 
promoting narcotics, so should we convince 

(123)  Previous interview with investigative journalist Omar Khattab.
(124)  Interview with A.S. residents of an SDF area on 8-11-2022. 
(125)  Interview with the activist M.P. from the region on 24-10-2022.
(126)  Interview with journalist Omar Khattab on 24-11-2022.
(127)  interview with Engineer A.S. resident of the eastern countryside of Deir Ezzor which is under the control of 
SDF on 14-06-2022.

ourselves that SDF is oblivious to them, espe-
cially since they are loyal to the SDF.”(125) 

There was a consensus among the inter-
viewees that the spread of narcotics has be-
come a major problem in the region. Some 
types are sold cheaply. For example, the Cap-
tagon pill is sold at a price ranging from 4,000 
to 8,000 Syrian pounds, while the hashish 
tablet is sold for approximately 25,000 Syri-
an pounds.(126) This confirms the intention of 
those who sell and facilitate its spread. Ac-
curate statistics indicating the percentage of 
addicts does not exist, but it certainly exceeds 
a threshold that is alarming. The dissemina-
tion of these poisons is a crime in the legal 
sense of the word. It is being committed by 
many sides and assisted with purely material 
motives by individuals from the region whose 
names and geographical affiliations are well 
known.

The greatest impact of this phenomenon 
falls on families. A member of the sample 
mentioned that a young man from one of 
the villages of the area was losing his mind 
because of narcotics. He was imagining him-
self in a war, counting imaginary war barri-
cades, and began to threaten his neighbors 
with shooting them. When his father tried 
to stop him, a quarrel was raised that ended 
with the father killing his son. In another in-
cident confirmed by eyewitnesses, a young 
man asked his father for money to buy nar-
cotics and when he refused, the altercation 
turned into a quarrel in which the addicted 
son killed his father.(127)

Furthermore, a man slaughtered a young 
man from a Al-Bakarah village along with a 
girl working in the institutions of the Auton-
omous Administration after they made his 
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wife take narcotics. The young man and the 
girl had taken unseemly photographs of his 
wife to blackmail her. The reason the man 
killed the couple was to preserve his honor. 
He later handed himself and his wife over to 
the authorities of the Autonomous Adminis-
tration.(128) 

If we assume that SDF does not intend 
to destroy the population by corrupting the 
minds of young people and damaging their 
health – i.e., only trying to make money from 
the narcotics trade and exercising poor strat-
egies – we could not deny that this is un-
doubtedly the goal of Iran and its militias. 
They have an explicit project in the region 
and are involved in smuggling narcotics to it.  

The spread of narcotics is not exclusive to 
the countryside of Deir ez-Zor. Interviewees 
from the city of Raqqa have unmistakably 
confirmed that they are rampant in Raqqa as 
well, “wherever you turn your face in the city 
of Raqqa you find young people who can’t fo-
cus because of drug use.”(129)  The irony is that 
narcotics are not as prevalent in Al-Hasakah 
governorate.(130)  This raises the suspicion that 
the people of Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa are being 
targeted. However, this explanation is only a 
possibility and lacks evidence. Some from the 
region believe that the reason behind the dif-
ference lies in the wealth that the people of 
Deir ez-Zor countryside have acquired from 
oil during the liberation of their areas from 
the regime and before the domination of 
ISIS who controlled the extraction, distribu-
tion and sale of oil.(131) Others believe it is be-
cause the Autonomous Administration does 
not consider the countryside of Deir ez-Zor 
and Raqqa to be vital areas, unlike the Jazira 

(128)  Interview with the lawyer A.M. on 4-10-2022.
(129)  Interview with Engineer A. H. from Raqqa city on 29-9-2022.
(130)  Interview with Judge A. A. from Al-Hasakah city on 15-10-2022.
(131)  Interview with the researcher D. A. From the Al-Bakir tribe on 15-10-2022.
(132)  Interview with a Kurdish researcher on 23-10-2022.
(133)  Drug-related group of investigative journalists working in SDF. Their names cannot be mentioned for securi-
ty reasons.

region, which is home to the majority of its 
supporters. SDF’s presence in countryside of 
Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa may just be a tempo-
rary one.(132)

The following figure shows the crossings 
used for drug smuggling between the areas of 
the regime and its allies and the SDF:(133)
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Figure 2: Drug smuggling crossings(134)

(134)  An investigative journalist based in the area.

Jadid Akidat, Jadid Bakarah, Al-Shahil, Thayban, Abu Hamam, Al-Marashidah, Huwayjah 
Al-Baghuz
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2. (SDF) and oil resources

SDF controls all the oil fields in Al-Ha-
sakah and Deir ez-Zor, the total oil available 
in Syria. Revenues from these fields continue 
to generate large sums of money for the SDF 
and the Autonomous Administration, albeit 
operating at low capacity due to the need for 
major repairs.

The SDF controls the Al-Omar field in Deir 
ez-Zor, which produces light crude oil. It is 
estimated that this production has decreased 
to one fifth due to the bombing of the field’s 
infrastructure by the international coalition 
and Russia. This is in addition to the Tanak 
field, which also produces light crude oil and 
is the second most important oil field in Deir 
ez-Zor, the Jufra field, and the Konoco field. 
SDF exchanges the crude oil it produces 
with light refined oil produced by the regime 
through a businessman from the Qaterji mi-
litia.(135)

Makeshift oil refineries – very primitive 
operations – are widely spread in the region, 
with an estimated number of 1,400, of which 
170 are operating. They are distributed in the 
towns of Al-Dahla, Jadid Baqarah, Al-Khabur 
and the western countryside of Deir ez-Zor. 
There are only 3 electric refineries consuming 
approximately 1,200 barrels per month per 
plant. As for the primitive refineries, which 
do not meet the needs of the region, they con-
sume an average of about 50-100 barrels per 
day per refinery. According to oil contractors, 
Deir ez-Zor’s oil production is 30,000 and 
each barrel is sold for approximately $20-40. 
How much oil is sold to the Kurdistan region 
or Al-Qaterji is not known, and the refineries 
are controlled by SDF loyalists from the re-
gion.(136)

(135)  Interview with investigative journalist Omar Khattab on 22-9-2022.
(136)  Previous interview.
(137)  Interview with the researcher D. A. Area Affairs Specialist on 3-9-2022.
(138)  Previous interview with investigative journalist Omar Khattab.
(139)  A group of investigative journalists working in areas of SDF control.

One estimate shows that SDF earns about 
two million dollars a month from oil smug-
gling,(137) which takes place between SDF and 
the regime in two main areas. The first area 
is in Deir ez-Zor, extending from Al-Shuhayl 
to Buqros on the southern bank of the Eu-
phrates – Deir ez-Zor’s oil is usually trans-
ported either on ferries operating at night, 
or through pumps and pipes crossing the 
riverbanks. However, the number of tankers 
transporting oil through the Euphrates Dam 
has fallen to a few dozen per day since April 
2019, compared to at least 200 tankers before 
that. In 2020, an average of 400 tankers were 
recorded per day, which decreased to 150 in 
2021. This decline coincided with the  intensi-
fication of the international coalition’s efforts 
to reduce the smuggling of oil and its deriva-
tives from the region and with the suspension 
of negotiations between the Autonomous Ad-
ministration and Damascus earlier the same 
year.(138)

Oil is smuggled in three ways.(139) The first 
method is used by small-time smugglers 
that operate on individual bases. Here oil is 
transported in canisters of 50-70 liters, tied 
with ropes to a boat that travels in the river 
and is pulled in on the other side. The second 
and most common method is to transport 
oil through tanks mounted on water ferries 
equipped with powerful propeller engines. 
The third method is through pipes under 
the river that are usually used for irrigation, 
called “pressure lines”.  The second and third 
methods are more productive for smugglers 
and have been used by the Qaterji Company 
and officials of the Deir ez-Zor Military Coun-
cil.

The international coalition targeted the 
pipelines that are used for smuggling un-
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der the Euphrates waters several times, but 
smugglers quickly laid down new lines, as the 
cost of extending one line does not exceed 
$900.

(140)  Ibid.

The following figure shows the river cross-
ings used for smuggling oil:

Figure 3: Oil smuggling crossings(140)
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1. Jadid Akidat Crossing : in the 
east of the Euphrates / the city 
of Muhasan on the west bank 
of the Euphrates.

2. Jadid Bakarah Crossing: on the 
east bank of the Euphrates / 
the village of At-Tub on the 
west bank of the river. 

3. Al-Sabha Crossing: in the east 
of the Euphrates / the town of 
Al-Bulil in the west of the Eu-
phrates.

4. Al-Busayra Crossing: in the 
east of the Euphrates / the vil-
lage of Saalo in the west of the 
Euphrates.

The following crossings are of little impor-
tance to oil smuggling, as they are specialized 
in the smuggling of people and small goods. 
Most of them have been closed recently. 

5. Al-Shuhayl Crossing: links 
the town of Al-Shuhayl in the 
east of the Euphrates, which 
is controlled by the SDF, with 
the town of Buqros in the 
west, which is controlled by 
the regime forces. This cross-
ing transports passengers and 
goods and smuggles wheat and 
oil. 

6. Al-Shabakah Crossing in 
Al-Shuhayl: It connects the 
town of Al-Shuhayl with the 
town of Buqros. It is used only 
for smuggling individuals, spe-
cial goods and money trans-
fers. This crossing is controlled 
by residents, and entities on 
both banks have turned a blind 
eye to it. 

7. Al-Hawayj – Al-Mayadin Cross-
ing: It is used for moving indi-

viduals and goods. 

8. Thayban Crossing (Al-Latwah): 
The Thayban crossing is con-
sidered the most dangerous, 
because the individual con-
trolling it is the most danger-
ous figure in the region. He is 
accused of fabricating inci-
dents and assassinations in the 
east of the Euphrates, where 
people, weapons and narcotics 
are smuggled. 

9. Al-Tayyanah – Al-Quriyah 
Crossing.

10. Dranj – Asharah Crossing.

11. Waridah Crossing: one of the 
most important crossings. It is 
located between the villages of 
Al-Jardi and Sweydan and fac-
es the Doblan crossing on the 
west bank of the Euphrates.

12. Al-Jarthi – Asbikhan Crossing. 

13. Al-Layith-Granij Crossing. 

The crossings 9, 10, 12 and 13 were closed 
because of the embargo and security checks 
by the SDF.

The most noticeable effect at the micro 
level is the big burden that people must car-
ry as a result of the high prices of fuel due oil 
smuggling. Allocations are not reaching the 
region since a large part of them are being 
smuggled. Only a small part is distributed to 
the people. One respondent reported on his 
suffering:

“I live in the Muhaymidah area, which is 
the village of the Sheikhdom of al-Bakarah. I 
do not receive my ration of fuel, so I must buy 
it from the free market at a high price. When 
I tried to inquire, it  became clear to me that 
the employees of the local council had seized 
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my dues. I could not protest for fear of pun-
ishment.”(141)

The persistence of the SDF authority in 
this is not only because it can, but also be-
cause of the complicity of some of the “nota-
bles” whom it has co-opted or created. In a 
campaign against some villages of the Bakar-
ah area, SDF claimed that it wanted to arrest 
oil and narcotics smugglers, but it arrested 
about sixty of its opponents without captur-
ing any smugglers whom it claimed it had 
launched the campaign against.(142)

The high prices of fuel caused by smug-
gling is hurting the owners of transport, who 
can’t find fuel at prices commensurate with 
their budgets. The rise has also affected farm-
ers who can’t find the affordable fuel to run 
their engines and machinery.(143)

Oil smuggling could explain why the oil-
rich eastern region of the areas controlled 
by the SDF have been given free reign. It is 
to SDF and its beneficiaries’ advantage who 
want to loot the wealth of the region to con-
tinue to leave it unchecked. There is a direct 
relationship between theft and the fear of 
the plundered and although the impact of 
this phenomenon cannot be accurately mea-
sured, it has pushed the people of the region 
to flee. This is because plundering of wealth 
is linked to insecurity, the drying up of the re-
gion’s resources, and the pollution of the en-
vironment and agricultural land, all of which 
is in the interest of the regime, its Iranian ally 
and the de facto authorities. They have aimed 
at postponing the rehabilitation of the region 
by impoverishing it, which could, among 
other factors, facilitate the long-term goal of 
changing the identity of its inhabitants.(144)

(141)  Interview with a lawyer displaced in an SDF-controlled area  on 5-10-2022.
(142)  Previous Interview.
(143)  Previous interview with Doctor R.H. from the region.
(144)  Previous interview with a worker of an international organization concerned with the situation in the area 
on 23-06-2022.
(145)  Previous interview with one of the notables of the Al-Bakir clan.

3. Assassinations

The SDF does not keep order or provide 
security in the Al-Akidat area under its con-
trol. Some do not exclude that this is a delib-
erate policy. There are indications that SDF 
is leaving this area in chaos, as several of 
the sheikhs of Al-Akidat were killed in close 
intervals: Al-Hafl Matshar, in the village of 
Thayban; Haj Talyoush, one of the elders of 
Al-Akidat, along with his son and guest were 
murdered in his own backyard in broad day-
light when gunmen stormed his courtyard 
and shot him. Such killings, committed  by 
unknow perpetrators went uninvestigated 
and unprosecuted. For example, they raided 
the house of a family belonging to the Qubay-
sat branch of the Al-Bakir tribe claiming to 
be looking for a wanted person and shouted 
out his name from an escort plane. Although 
those in the house walked out raising their 
hands in surrender, the raiding force shot 
them dead without giving them any chance 
of understanding why.(145) 

Although the SDF cannot be charged with 
all the assassination incidents, it must nev-
ertheless be held responsible for keeping the 
area in a chaotic state. People are fleeing its 
areas in search of safety, especially that the 
regime has been infiltrating SDF areas and 
killing people. One example is the kidnapping 
and assassination of Abu Bakr al-Qadisiyah, 
which was referred to earlier. Eyewitness-
es have said that Abu Bakr had gone to the 
mosque for the evening prayer accompanied 
by two men, one of whom was masked and 
had come from a regime area. After the three 
had finished praying the unknown man, 
whom Abu Bakr only identified as a relative, 
drove them with his car to a nearby village. 
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Two days later, Abu Bakr and the second un-
masked man were killed, and signs of brutal 
torture were seen on their bodies. However, 
the masked man disappeared, and it is not 
known who he is nor what his destination 
was.(146)

Another example is the killing of Nouri 
al-Hamish, a public relations official in the 
Autonomous Administration in Deir ez-Zor, 
along with six other people at his home last 
Ramadan – several others were wounded as 
well. These incidents indicate the real danger 
that ISIS cells, who have claimed responsi-
bility for the operation through their official 
Telegram account, still pose.(147)

(146)  Ibid.
(147)  Baladi, Enab. “Seven Civilians Killed in an ISIS Attack East of Deir ez-Zor.” https://www.enabbaladi.net/
archives/569784 Accessed on 6-07-2022.
(148)  An investigative journalist from the area working in rural Deir ez-Zor.
(149)  Ibid.

Killings continue as they perpetuate un-
justified violence. There is concern that 
tribal leaders would not be unable to curb 
or to address their repercussions if the vio-
lence is continued. Historically, these lead-
ers enforced restraint or dealt with revenge 
incidents and such. The death toll has ap-
proached 325.  Appendix No. (2) shows the 
number of dead, according to the place of as-
sassination, and Appendix No. (3) shows the 
number of dead according to the hometown 
of the victims.(148)

The following graph shows the percentage 
of deaths in rural Deir ez-Zor, according to 
the place where the killing was carried out.

Figure 4: Percentage of fatalities by place 
of killings (149) 

The following figure shows the percentage of deaths in the countryside of Deir ez-Zor, ac-
cording to the place of origin of the victim.

https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/569784
https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/569784
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Figure 5: Percentage of fatalities by hometown of the victim(150)

The following graph shows the series of homicides in the region from 2018 to approximate-
ly mid-2022.

Figure 6: Timeline of Assassinations (151)

According to an investigative journalist based in an SDF-controlled area, assassinations 

(150)  Ibid.
(151)  Ibid.
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can be classified into the following catego-
ries:(152)

1. Assassinations carried out by ISIS. 
They have been ongoing since 2018 
and have not been followed up with by 
the international coalition forces. They 
subsided after the coalition’s serious 
attempts to control them.

2. Assassinations carried out by the Syr-
ian regime. The regime tries to convey 
its ability to influence the region and 
perpetuate chaos in it through these 
assassinations. Among the leaders 
of the regime’s militias are Abd Mu-
hammad al-Bash, Hashem Masoud 
al-Sattam, Tariq al-Mayouf, Abu Issa 
al-Mashhadani. Many of these securi-
ty heads have been neutralized by the 
security prosecutors of the coalition 
forces.

The cells of the regime are still present in 
the areas of al-Jazira. Their members are in-
dividuals from the region, who have conclud-
ed settlement deals with the regime and re-
ceived weapons from it. In the areas of Bariha 
and Al-Busayra there are 150 units affiliated 
with the regime. In Al-Shuhayl there are 175, 
in Thayban there are more than 700, and in 
Al-Hawayj there are about 200.(153)

The central region, that covers areas such 
as Al-Busayra and Thayban, according to the 
SDF’s geographical demarcation, is one of the 
most dangerous areas for assassinations. It 
used to be an incubator for Al-Nusra and ISIS, 
and tribalism is more rooted there. It is also 
an area rich in oil fields and wells. 

(152)  Interview with journalist Omar Khattab, who lives in the areas of SDF control on 15-07-2022.
(153)  Ibid.
(154)  Interview with the lawyer A.S. who works in documenting the movement of displacement and return on 
9-11-2022.

3. Assassinations blamed on the SDF, 
some of which were mentioned earlier.

4. Assassinations carried out by un-
known persons among the people of 
the region. Most of these are likely to 
take place against the background of 
settling old scores. The region’s pop-
ulation  were divided into many sects 
and affiliations before SDF’s arrival 
and enmity due to these differences is 
common. 

It would be easy to conclude that spread-
ing chaos in areas rich in oil is an intended 
policy of the various actors and that the best 
strategy for those who pursue the wealth cre-
ated by this is to make the area repellent. If 
this policy succeeds fully it would lead to the 
dismantling of tribal and family cohesion in 
that region. Its inhabitants would have no 
reason to defend a land that is up for grabs 
by the greedy who are capable of shaping and 
re-shaping it according to their wishes.

Although the rate of assassinations has 
decreased, as the latest chart illustrates, the 
danger remains.  The area will continue to be 
unsafe as long as those involved in the assas-
sinations are an assorted group of murders 
that include unknown entities, and as long as 
there is no political solution insight for end-
ing the chaos.

Lawyer T.A., who lives in an SDF area and 
works for an organization documenting the 
movement of displacement and return, con-
firms that displacement is predominant and 
only a very small number of those who left 
have returned to the countryside of Deir ez-
Zor.(154)



Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

48

4. Organizations

Dozens of local and international orga-
nizations operate in SDF-controlled areas, 
some of which were mentioned in the health 
and education section of this study. The area 
is ‘virgin land’ for organizations who seek 
to make money and for those who want to 
provide real services. However, the scene is 
complex. There is a juxtaposition of the ma-
terial, the humanitarian and the political in 
the motives behind this work, and although 
the latter does not hide its greed, it is keen to 
appear charitable.

Accordingly, the following classification 
is based on the motives of the organizations 
instead of the usual domestic/international 
categorization:(155)

1. Organizations that are seeking a new 
market to profit from. They provide 
services that meet the real needs of 
the population at times and services 
that are not related to people’s urgent 
needs at others. Some of these organi-
zations incorporate SDF projects into 
their programs to market it and to en-
able themselves to continue working 
in the area.

2. Organizations that are seeking to pro-
vide various services to the region –  
devastated by war and occupation and 
exhausted from the various interests 
and ideologies that have acted upon 
it. These include Amal Al-Baghuz, 
which is funded by the American or-
ganization Creative; SAMA, which is 
funded by several international bod-
ies, including Creative and its Weaam 
program; and Khutuwat funded by the 
reconstruction fund.

(155)  Interview with the founder of a local organization that works in an SDF area on 24-06-2022.
(156)  Interview with the engineer A.K., a Civil Administration employee, on 24-06-2022.
(157)  Previous interview with an employee of an international organization.

It is fair to say that some of these organi-
zations have provided real services, such as 
the rehabilitation of drinking water plants, 
clinics, hospitals, schools and agricultural as-
sociations.

“I can say for sure that 98 percent of these 
services were provided by civil society orga-
nizations.”(156)

The biggest challenge facing the organiza-
tions is the deterioration of the security situ-
ation. Chaos is raging and the policy behind 
it cannot be but intentional. Assassinations 
are taking place in broad daylight with an in-
creasing frequency; the fact that area is repel-
ling its people and those who want to work in 
it is intentional.(157)

SDF leaders and staff always interfere in 
the affairs of these organizations, especially 
when it comes to granting licenses to oper-
ate in SDF-controlled areas. The organization 
must obtain a license from the Autonomous 
Administration and the application may take 
months to approve, especially in Deir ez-Zor.

According to someone who works in one of 
the international organizations, “the license 
application for the Deir ez-Zor Civil Council 
of the Autonomous Administration is first 
submitted to the Organizations Committee, 
then it undergoes a two-month security study 
after which it is transferred to a security com-
mittee in Qamishli. Most of the people there 
are affiliated with PYD and the rest with the 
party’s intelligence service. Here the organi-
zation is subject to bargaining by all these 
entities. Several conditions are imposed on it 
related to the payment of sums of money and 
who to appoint – they impose people affiliat-
ed with them to work in the organization and 
are appointed to senior positions. The organi-
zation has only two options, either to accept 
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it or to withdraw.”(158)

On November 4, 2021, audio clips of Ab-
boud al-Jabri, an official of the eastern region 
organizations, were leaked in which he said 
that he intends to stop the work of an organi-
zation in Deir ez-Zor because it refused to ap-
point a woman from his acquaintances. This 
was considered a scandal by many. According 
to one of the respondents in the sample, Al-
Jabri does not hold a high school diploma and 
was assigned his position because of his kin-
ship with Ahmed Al-Khabil, the leader of the 
Deir ez-Zor Military Council. Furthermore, 
the employees of organizations in Deir ez-Zor 
are always subjected to attacks, the latest of 
which was an attack by members of the SDF 
on November 17, 2021, in the town of As-Su-
sah east of Deir ez-Zor. Engineer Nidal Adnan 
Al-Hassan, an official in the Amal Al-Baghuz 
organization, was beaten while he was on the 
job and was transferred to the hospital be-
cause of his injury.(159)

At the beginning of this year (2022), the 
Executive Council of the Autonomous Ad-
ministration issued a decision to suspend 
the licenses of humanitarian organizations 
active in the SDF-controlled areas. Accord-
ing to some sources, the aim of this decision 
was to limit the work of local organizations, 
especially those that are not in line with the 
demands of PYD staff.

Other sources who spoke to the field re-
searchers pointed out that the biggest obsta-
cles facing the organizations are the demands 
of the SDF militia who insists on a financial 
share from the  humanitarian projects and 
appoints people affiliated with it in those or-
ganizations.(160)

One of the reasons why the humanitarian 

(158)  An interview with journalist Omar Khattab from the region working in the areas of SDF on 25-06-2022.
(159)  Previous interview.
(160)  Previous interview.
(161)  Interview with woman activist E.R. and Doctor T.M. from Al-Hasakah on 10-11-2022.
(162)  Interview with M.K. from the Khabur area in Deir ez-Zor on 10-11-2022.

organizations fail to meet the needs of the 
area optimally is that the Autonomous Ad-
ministration imposes employees its own on 
these organizations – in Al-Hasakah and in 
other places. Here is what two respondents 
in Al-Hasakah said about this:

“Most of the employees of these organi-
zations are candidates of the Autonomous 
Administration, and they do not care that 
society benefits from the projects as much as 
they care about funding and its continuation, 
in addition to the fact that most of them have 
false certificates.” (161)

Another obstacle is the gap between the 
capabilities of these organizations and the 
reality in the region, which has reached a lev-
el of need that these organizations cannot 
meet. For example, one villager from Sur in 
the Al-Jazira area that was hit by drought a 
long time ago said:

“Civil society organizations in the area of 
Sur, one of the villages of Khabur, did not pro-
vide real assistance to the people, because of 
the large gap between the dismal reality of 
the area, which has been hit by drought for 
decades, and the capabilities of the organiza-
tions. Because of this gap, the organizations 
can only meet the needs of the population 
on a small scale, and when some benefit and 
others don’t it creates conflict. Families of 
employees have been beaten by those who 
feel that they have been denied their right. 
This has happened in many areas.”(162)

These incidents are an important indica-
tor of the impact of the SDF in the region. Or-
ganizations whose aim is to provide services 
and reconstruction are required to be under 
the wing of the SDF to be able to start their 
work and continue it. This will inevitably lead 
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to the subservience of the people of the region 
who are humiliated by their need to work in 
organizations affiliated with SDF, and to take 
part in the preferential treatments and the 
cycle of corruption – SDF can only function 
through bribery.(163)

Shedding light on the region’s living condi-
tions and services can help explain why some 
believe in the futility of some of the organiza-
tions’ programs: How meaningful is the talk 
about dialogue and freedoms when people 
live in darkness, and many are unable to sup-
port their families: 

“The absence of job opportunities and 
sources of income have created a very bad 
reality for us. We are forced to send our chil-
dren to work collecting plastic, cardboard 
and iron from landfills. At the end of each 
day, we sell what we have found in the waste 
for a very small amount that does not even 
feed the family.”(164)

Not only is there a scarcity of job oppor-
tunities, but the people are geographically 
surrounded by those who lie in wait for them. 
The arrival of food and drink has become an 
added concern. One woman said:

“The availability of vegetables and food-
stuffs is linked to the crossings between the 
SDF and the  Assad regime. When the SDF 
prevents the passage of fuel, the region is di-
rectly deprived of food and vegetables…Most 
of the foodstuffs marketed in the region are 
produced in Iran and arrive from Iraq at high 
prices.”(165)

Many live in the dark because they can’t 
afford to buy electricity:

“The problem of electricity is not new. The 
area has not had electricity for years, and the 

(163)  Al-Abdullah, Khalid. “Obstacles to the Work of Local Organizations in Deir Ezzor.” Ain Al-Madina Magazine. 
31-12-2019, accessed on 4-07-2022 https://2u.pw/N4fEB 
(164)  An interview conducted by field researchers with a resident of Deir ez-Zor countryside on 22-05-2022.
(165)  Ibid.

price of an  ampere is so high now that the 
electricity needs of most neighborhoods are 
not met.” 

This is what a resident of rural Deir ez-Zor 
said. He also added that he and his family 
spend the nights without electricity because 
he is unable to pay the monthly subscription 
fee for amperes exceeding ten dollars.

This is exacerbated by the lack of securi-
ty in Al-Akidat and the high rate of murders 
there, as mentioned. Another factor that 
contributes to instability are the ISIS units 
who appear in broad daylight in some villag-
es and the presence of thousands of ISIS de-
tainees in the prisons of SDF. Whenever SDF 
wants to intimidate the people of the region 
it threatens them with the ‘ISIS alternative.’ 
This is making the work of the organizations 
extremely difficult and creating an indiffer-
ence towards the basic needs of the people 
in favor of projects that generate support and 
are based on narrow utilitarian calculations.

https://2u.pw/N4fEB
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1. SDF is foreign to the tribal society, not 
only in terms of nationality and lan-
guage, but also because its goals are op-
posed to the aims of the Syrian people 
who have demanded change and find 
the racism and the ideology promoted 
in its educational curriculum abhor-
rent. When they categorically rejected 
the new curriculum because it was con-
trary to their beliefs, SDF has backed 
down. Rethinking SDF’s policies must 
be a priority for any entity keen to re-
store the region.

2. Addressing the negative impact of SDF 
rule in the region must be an immedi-
ate priority. Drug addiction is having 
ruinous effects on families and the 
community, and the problem must not 
be neglected.

3. Civil society and human rights orga-
nizations must call on international 
powers to restore safety and order to 
the region. This is not a luxury, but a re-
sponsibility. This region is very import-
ant for the future of Syria, which must 
be protected. It has become a danger 
not only to its inhabitants, but also to 
neighboring areas.

4. A call to curb the theft of oil and save 
the Syrian economy must be raised. Oil 
is a substantial source of income for 
the country but is being plundered by 
the regime’s gangs, its Iranian ally and 
members of the SDF. The latter is try-
ing to hoard as much wealth as it can 
before the Americans lift their support 
and it leaves the scene.

5. To demand that the those who work 
in the international organizations stop 
treating the region as a place where 

they can make money. The Syrian peo-
ple have revolted to bring about a dem-
ocratic transition.

6. The pretext that the international co-
alition has been using to support the 
SDF has become  meaningless. There 
is conclusive evidence that the danger 
that ISIS poses has increased under 
SDF rule and that ISIS has turned into 
a phantom-like entity difficult to target. 
It has also been proven that it the deter-
mined people of the region are the only 
ones fighting for their communities, 
even though they are exhausted by the 
succeeding occupations, the chaos, the 
corruption and the insecurity.

7. It has become clear that the existence of 
ISIS is dependent on the Autonomous 
Administration. ISIS detainees, whose 
presence is a time bomb waiting to go 
off at any moment, are used by SDF to 
intimidate the inhabitants. It does this 
by threatening them with ISIS as an al-
ternative to itself. The people are very 
familiar with the horrors of ISIS and are 
reasonably afraid of it. SDF’s suppres-
sion of the voices opposing it is nothing 
but a prelude to the return of ISIS.

8. Iran has infiltrated the region through 
its militias with the aim to change its 
identity. The international coalition 
must take a serious stance on this for 
Iran is a foreign entity in the region with 
sectarian, chauvinistic and nationalis-
tic ambitions.

9. The arrogant treatment of the tribes as 
a static entity must stop, and the tribes 
must be integrated into a new political 
system that seeks democracy.

Conclusions
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Prologue 

1. Because of the reality on the ground, 
it is difficult for the researcher not to 
place any value judgments on SDF. 
SDF is foreign to the area. It practic-
es racial discrimination and does not 
intend to meet people’s basic needs 
nor their security requirements, which 
is supposed to justify its existence in 
the area. Based on the facts at hand, 
SDF can only be characterized as a 
usurping power, which is concerned 
with plundering and terrorizing those 
it controls and with dismantling the 
structures of society and propelling 
people into the unknown.

2. SDF’s justification for its presence in 
the region, to defeat terrorism by de-
feating ISIS, has become too lame. We 
have evidence that ISIS is still around, 
and that its danger has become even 
greater following SDF’s control of the 
area. It has turned into a phantom-like 
entity that is too difficult to target. 
Eyewitnesses have confirmed that ISIS 
units appear in broad daylight in some 
villages and cities of the region. The 
only role that SDF is playing now is to 
instill fear by threatening to release 
ISIS detainees, whom the people see 
as demons.

3. The impact of SDF on the structure of 
the tribe and the structure of the fam-
ily is real. It has either eliminated the 
tribal symbols or manufactured new 
symbols that limit the relationship of 
the sheikh with the tribespeople. How-
ever, it has not been able to eradicate 
the symbolism that is rooted in the col-
lective conscience. Furthermore, it has 
attempted to change values regarding 
women and their role through new 
educational curricula in Deir ez-Zor. 
Even though it failed in implementing 
this, the people continue to feel alien-

ated and now await its demise.

4. The concept of homeland for tribal 
people differs from its counterpart in 
the West. It has no political or philo-
sophical content and is derived from 
the sanctity of the land. It is equivalent 
to honor and linked to origin and what 
is native. To the tribal people the an-
cestors who walked on the land are its 
source of authenticity and superiority 
to those who do not possess such puri-
ty. The extortion of the land’s resourc-
es has a far-reaching impact and the 
destruction, the impoverishment and 
the chaos it has created in the natural 
environment can loosen the ties of the 
tribespeople to their land. The end of 
this relationship with the land can lead 
to a change in the character of those 
who suffer this alienation and push 
them to accept any alternative that 
promises to mask their shame.

5. As the governing entity, SDF is partly 
responsible for the spread of the nar-
cotics that are destroying the physi-
cal and psychological health of a large 
number of young people. Anyone who 
is concerned with the future of the re-
gion must pressure SDF to make more 
effort to combat the narcotics prob-
lem. 

6. SDF’s involvement in looting the oil 
resources will inevitably lead to the 
strengthening of the regime and its 
allies and the weakening of those who 
oppose it. It will also turn sacred land 
that is associated with origin and hon-
or into land that repels its people and 
change will be brought about by co-
ercion and not through dialogue with 
self. It will separate the people from 
their roots and alienate them from 
their land’s history creating indignant 
terrorists or disengaged cynics.
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7. Assassinations are yet another tool for 
creating chaos, where people are con-
tinually witnessing human life going 
to waste and the land being inhabited 
by strangers as increasing numbers of 
horrified people abandon their areas 
searching for security.

8. Encouraging greedy organizations 
that search for a livelihood in a ‘virgin 
land’ or those wanting to provide real 
services, in exchange for a livelihood, 
is a double-edged sword. On one hand, 
respondents generally agreed that the 
organizations should be credited with 
meeting the needs of the area. On the 
other hand, SDF has been using these 
organizations opportunistically. It 
pushes the inhabitants to seek help 
from the organizations for their basic 
needs, while it hoards the royalties it 
imposes on these organizations as it 
exploits the endemic corruption with-
in them.
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Appendix 1: 

Cantons of SDF-Controlled Areas 

A. Canton of the Northern Region:

Al-Sour, Abu Al-Naytel, Al-Busaytin, 
Gharibah Sharqiyah, Al-Hurayji, Al-Hu-
rayjiyah, Al-Husayn, Al-Jasmi, Al-Jariyah, 
Mu’ajil, Al-Muwayleh, Al-Namliyah, Al-Ra-
bidah, Ruwayshed, Gharibah Gharbiyah, 
the communities of Al-’Ezbah, namely 
Al-’Ezba, M’ayzila, ‘Athman, Murar, Kesha, 
and the villages of Jadid Akidat and Jadid 
Bakarah.

B. Canton of the Western Region:

Jazrat Albu Hamid, Jazrat Al-Milaj, Jazrat 
Al-Shati, Al-Kibr, Al-Harmushiyah, Al-Kas-
ra, Hamar Al-Ali, Al-Sa’wah, Zaghir Jazirah, 
Hawayij Diab, Hawayij Bumas’ah, Muhay-
midah, Safirah, the villages of the Al-Madi-
nah countryside, namely Al-Hisan, Al-Ju-
naynah, Shaqra, Al-Ji’ah, and Al-Shahabat, 
the villages of the Badia of the Kasrah dis-
trict reaching the administrative borders 
of Al-Hasakah. They are the communities 
of the villages of ‘Athman, Jarwan, Abu 
Khashab, M’ayzilah Albu Badran. 

C. Canton of the Central Region:

Al-Sabha, Barihah, Al-Busayrah, Al-Tawa-
miyyah, Harizah, Barshim, Al-Hujnah, 
Al-’Attal, Al-Kassar, Al-Tukihi, Mashikh, 
Daman, As-Sajar, Tayyib Al-Fal, Al-Shu-
hayl, the villages of Thayban district. They 
are Hawayij Thayban, Thayban, At-Tayya-
na, Dranj, Sweydan, Al-Jarthi, and Abu 
Hardub.

D. Canton of the Eastern Region

Abu Hamam, Al Kishkiyah, Gharanij, 

Al-Bahrah, Hajin, Abu Al-Hasan, Al-
Baq’aan, Al-Sh’afah, Al-Bubadran, As-Su-
sah, Al-Marashdah, and Al-Baghuz.

Appendix
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Appendix 2: Number of fatalities in Deir ez-
Zor Countryside by hometown of the victim 

Site Death 
toll Site Death 

toll
Thayban 28 Al-Hara 2

Al-Basiyrah 27 Al-Baghuz 2

Hajin 19 As-Susah 2

Dranj 17 Baqrus Tahtani 2

Al-Jarthah 14 Sbikhan 2

Al-Hawayij 14 Al-Shanan 2

Al-Shuhayl 13 Barsham 2

As-Sabhah 11 Mashikh 2

Abu Hardub 10 Al-Hisan 2

Az-Zirr 10 Al-Kasra 2

Granij 9 Mohasan 2

Deir ez-Zor 9 Al-Jasmy 2

Abu Hamam 8 Al-Hariji 2

Al-Mayadin 8 Al-Harijiyah 2

Al-’Asharah 7 Al-Bahrah 1

Al-Bulayl 7 As-Salhiyah 1

Al-Hajnah 6 At-Tayibah 1

Jadidah Bakarah 6 Mahkan 1

Barihah 5 At-Tawamiyah 1

Ad-Dahla 5 Al-Hilwah 1

Gharibah Sharqiyah 5 Tayyib Al-Fal 1

Al-Quriyah 4 Al-Ji’ah 1

At-Tayyanah 4 Koniko 1

Suwaydan Jazirah 4 Abu Khashab 1

Al-Kassar 4 As-Sa’awah 1

Al-Kishkiyah 3 Juzrat Albuhmayd 1

Daman 3 Muhaymidah 1

Khisham 3 Al-Muray’iyah 1

Al-Kibr 3 Abu Omar 1

Al-Husayn 3 Tabiyah Shamiyah 1

Jazrat al-Bushams 3 Busaytin 1

Hatlah 3 Harizah 1

Albu Kamal 2 - -

Appendix 3: Number of deaths in Deir ez-Zor 
countryside by place of assassination

Site Death 
toll Site Death 

toll
Thayban 39 Swaydan 2

Al-Shuhayl 36 As-Sur 2

Al-Basirah 35 Al-Hisan 2

As-Sabha 16 As-Sa’awah 2

Al-Hawayij 14 Hawi Thayban 2

At-Tayyanah 14 Al-Harmushyiah 2

Dranj 11 Al-Baghuz 2

Al-Jurthi Ash-Sharqi 11 Ad-Dahlah 2

Az-Zirr 9 Abu Khashab 2

Hajin 9 Al-Hilwah 2

Al-Hol Camp 9 Al-Harijiyah 2

Suwaydan Jazira 8 Al-Hariji 1

Garanij 7 ‘Adman 1

Al-Kassar 6 Hawayij Bumas’a 1

Gharibah Sharqiyah 5 Ar-Raqqa 1

Koniko 5 Jazrat Albuhmid 1

Al-Hajna 5 Al-Junaynah 1

Abu Hardub 4 Busaytin 1

Jadidat Bakarah 4 Mashikh 1

Al-’Asharah 4 Abu Khashab Town 
Road

1

Daman 4 Harizah 1

Bariha 4 Al-Husayn 1

Badiat Al-Jazirah 4 As-Sukkar 1

Al-Hasakah - Deir 
ez-Zor Road

4 Al-Bahrah 1

Al-Jasmi 3 Tariq Haql Al-Omar 1

Jazrat Al-Bushams 3 Rowayshid 1

Al-Kibr 3 Barsham 1

Muhaymidah 2 Jadid Akidat 1

Abu Hamam 2 Al-Kashkiyyah 1

Al-Ji’a 2 Khisham 1
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