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Abstract

In March 2018, the Turkish armed forces, together with the Syrian National

Army, seized control of the Syrian district of Afrin bordering Turkey as a result of

the military offensive called 'Operation Olive Branch'. This takeover marked the

beginning of Turkish military rule of Afrin, which has now extended over six

years. Afrin’s case is a significant example of Turkey's broader foreign policy

under the AKP rule to extend its influence across neighbouring regions through

different interventions. Nevertheless, the Turkish interventions are often difficult

to name or theoretically conceptualise. This thesis aims to identify an appropriate

theoretical framework to understand the Turkish military interventions based on

the case of Afrin. By employing a case study and an inductive thematic analysis,

the thesis analyses the Turkish state-run Anadolu Agency and the Kurdish

PYD-affiliated Hawar News Agency's publications on the Turkish presence in

Afrin. The study aims to understand the external reality in Afrin rather than the

media representations. The findings reveal a significant transformation of

essential aspects of life in Afrin, economic and political dependence on Turkey,

constant instability and violence, and Turkey’s attempts to influence social

constructions and culture. With the bottom-up approach, the theoretical concepts

of Transformative Military Occupation and Neo-Colonialism emerge from the

data analysis. The conclusions suggest that Afrin’s case fits well into the concept

of transformative military occupation with neo-colonial patterns. The study

suggests a new perspective on analysing Turkish military interventions and

interconnections between transformative military occupations and

neo-colonialism.

Keywords: Turkish Occupation of Afrin; Operation Olive Branch; Turkish

Interventionism; Transformative Military Occupation; Neo-Colonialism.
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Introduction

‘When the time comes, we will personally hand Afrin over to the people of

Afrin. But the time for this is up to us,’ Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan

stated on the 10th of April, 2018, a month after Turkey took complete control over

Afrin in Northern Syria as a result of the military offensive called ‘Operation

Olive Branch’ (Anadolu Agency, 2018). His statement was a response to Russian

Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s announcement that Russia expects Turkey to

hand Afrin over to the Syrian government forces.

Turkish and Russian involvement in the territorial and internal affairs of

sovereign states, as seen in Syria, has been a recurring feature of the countries'

foreign policies. Almost a decade ago, with the unfolding of the Arab Uprising

and subsequent conflicts and civil wars, Turkey initiated a new and long stage of

interventionism (Murariu & Angliţoiu, 2020; Hoffmann, 2019) after the invasion

in Cyprus in 1974 and first invasions in Iraq since 1983. It took different forms,

including military invasions, political interventions, and economic influence.

The military presence in foreign lands is the most pronounced expression of

Turkey’s expanding influence. In 2024, apart from the frameworks of the

international mission corps, Turkey has military bases and troops stationed in

Syria, Iraq, Libya, Cyprus, Azerbaijan, Somalia, and Qatar. For some countries on

the list, the presence results from bilateral cooperation, such as Qatar and

Somalia; for some, it was an intervention into a conflict through an agreement

with one of the sides, such as Libya or Azerbaijan; and for others, it resulted from

direct military invasions. However, regardless of the methods employed and the

justifying discourses surrounding the cases, the external reality is that the Turkish

armed forces (TAF) are present in numerous countries, influencing the political

and economic environment of the target states as well (Erdogan, 2022). The

Turkish parliament has issued a one-year mandate allowing the government to

send troops to most of the mentioned countries, and the duration of these

mandates has been extended each year, ‘guaranteeing’ the Turkish presence in
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different countries (Akin, 2023; Subasi & Karadag, 2023). Ankara’s main

justifications are constructed around the security concerns of Turkey, on the

Turkish borders or in the surrounding regions in general.

It is worth noting that not all of these countries have bad relations with

Turkey. For instance, although Azerbaijan is represented as a friendly country to

Turkey, Turkish troops are stationed in the country as a result of Turkey’s

participation in the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war. Turkish generals took informal

control over the Azerbaijani army operations (Hovsepyan & Tonoyan, 2024).

Some cases of Turkish interventionism, however, are not limited to only subtle

ways of influence but have resulted in Turkish rule over the territories,

governments, or economies of theoretically independent states. A case in point is

Syria. Since the beginning of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, Ankara has been an

active player in the conflict. In the first stage, Turkey supported the Syrian armed

rebel forces financially and through military training. This was until 2016, when

Turkey directly invaded Syria for the first time. During these eight years, apart

from Operation Olive Branch against Afrin, the country has conducted three other

military operations in different regions of Northern Syria, resulting in the

capturing of the operation areas by the TAF:

- Operation Euphrates Shield (In Turkish: Fırat Kalkanı Harekâtı) — from

August 2016 to May 2017. Operation area: Territory between Azaz and

Jarablus regions;

- Operation Peace Spring (Barış Pınarı Harekâtı) — from October to

November 2019. Area: The territory between Ras-al-Ayn and Tel-Abyad

towns.

- Operation Spring Shield (Bahar Kalkanı Harekâtı) — from February to

March 2020. Area: Idlib province.

Ankara’s justifications for these operations were related to the alleged

presence of terrorist organisations in the territory of Syria bordering Turkey. This

was first related to the ISIS presence in Syria and, afterwards, the Kurdish
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People’s Protection Units (YPG), the military wing of the Kurdish Democratic

Union Party (PYD). Both were called terrorists, so the military operations were

conducted to ‘protect the Turkish border from terrorists and establish a buffer

zone’. After taking control of the territories, Turkey started implementing

different policies towards them (Al-Hilu, 2021). The most severely affected area

was the district of Afrin, with records of Human Rights Violations and violence

conducted by the Turkey-backed oppositional forces (Human Rights Watch,

2024).

Background and Context
Prior to the Turkish invasion, a Kurdish self-declared Autonomous

Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) was controlling Afrin. Due to

the Civil War, clashes between the Kurdish forces and the Syrian government

forces started in 2012. As a result, the government forces withdrew from the

majority Kurdish-populated areas in the North of the country and handed control

of those territories to the PYD and YPG. This led to the reconstruction of

governing institutions, and the AANES declared its de facto autonomy and

adopted its first local constitution in 2014. Accordingly, the administration

included three cantons: Afrin, Jazira and Kobane (See Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The Cantons, January 2014 © Rojava Information Center

Ankara has always considered the existence of an autonomous Kurdish entity

near Turkey's borders a big threat to Turkey. This is seen in the example of the

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq. The sides have comparaatively

positive political and economic relations, but Turkey opposes any attempt by the

KRG to hold a referendum for independence. A popular reason behind this is that

Turkey is the country with the largest Kurdish population. Thus, an independent

Kurdish entity around Turkey can create similar aspirations among the local

Kurdish population.

The military offensive against Afrin started on the 20th of January, 2018, and

lasted around two months. It was conducted by the Turkish armed and intelligence

forces along with the Syrian National Army (SNA), the oppositional armed

groups in Syria backed by Turkey. It included both ground operations and air

strikes. The operation ended when the district centre of Afrin city was captured on

the 18th of March, 2018. Following the Turkish invasion, all administrative

institutions in Afrin were dissolved, and officials associated with the PYD or other

civilians were either forced to flee or faced the threat of arrest (Al-Hilu, 2019). A

local council was established under the Turkish administration, reportedly

comprising mainly Kurdish, Arab, and Turkmen members. A representative from

the Turkish Hatay Governorate, locally called the 'Turkish governor,' is appointed

to the Afrin Local Council (McKeever, 2023). The governor is engaged in

administering most aspects of Afrin's local life. The engagement of Hatay
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province in these activities is actually interesting from the historical perspective,

as Hatay, formerly known as Alexandretta sanjak (governorate), was itself once an

autonomous province inside Syria and was annexed by Turkey in 1939 (Sanjian,

1956).

In all the territories presently under Turkish control, Turkey has established a

complex governance system. Theoretically, all governing institutions and councils

fall under the Syrian Interim Government (SIG), established in Istanbul in 2013

by oppositional forces as an alternative government in Syria (McGee, 2019). All

institutions, both civil and military, are theoretically affiliated with the 'ministries'

of SIG. However, Turkish counterparts are also present alongside these

institutions in the occupied territories. SNA is the official army involved in the

security processes. However, SNA forces are getting trained and funded by

Turkey and have direct connections to the Turkish army and intelligence forces

(Human Rights Watch, 2024). Turkey has officially established a 'Syrian Task

Force' that has been deployed in the territories under Turkish control. The Turkish

Gendarme and Police Special Forces are stationed in Afrin as Civil Police.

Additionally, TAF and MİT are also deployed in the region.

Organisations monitoring human rights violations systematically publish

reports detailing thousands of cases involving kidnappings, murders, sexual

violence, forced displacement, torture, and arbitrary deprivation of liberty in Afrin

under Turkish control (Human Rights Watch, 2024; Karkoutly, 2024). Often,

arrested people are accused of having connections with the AANES and

participating in the meetings affiliated with them in Afrin.

Aim, Significance and Research Questions
This study aims to identify a theoretical framework to understand the Turkish

military interventions in the context of Afrin. Turkish-controlled Afrin serves as

an important case of Turkish military interventionism. The academic analysis

concerning the current situation and impacts of the invasion in Afrin is notably

limited. Most interviews with individuals and officials residing in Afrin are

conducted anonymously due to safety concerns.
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The international organisations tasked to monitor human rights violations

frame it as ‘parts of north, northwest and northeast Syria under the control of

Turkish forces and Turkish-affiliated armed groups’ (OHCHR, 2020). This could

be due to Afrin’s lack of sovereignty before the Turkish invasion, as it used to be a

part of a non-recognised autonomous administration. This makes it more

important to provide a study on the situation in the district. Moreover, North

Syria, in general, and especially Afrin, has been one of the few places that have

seen extremely violent consequences of Turkish military intervention. This makes

the case essential to put a ground for analysing these interventions.

Some scholars attempt to make sense of Turkey’s actions in the framework of

Neo-Ottomanism1, Self-Defence2 or the Responsibility to Protect3. However, these

assumptions seem to align more with understanding the motivations and reasons

behind Turkey’s interventions. A gap exists in calling what these interventions

eventually become and how to name those.

Accordingly, this study’s ultimate objective is not to discuss the reasons

behind the Turkish intervention in Afrin or North Syria or the related aims and

potential plans. Rather, it focuses on understanding the characteristics of the

current state of Turkish control and how it has influenced Afrin. Accordingly, the

study seeks to theorise the identified impacts. Thus, it aims to answer the

following research questions:

RQ1: How has Turkish military control impacted the crucial aspects of life

in Afrin, North Syria?

3 A UN norm that suggests that states are allowed to protect their population, assist other
states in protecting their populations, and that international communities are allowed to protect
another state’s population if the former fails to do so. (See Šimonović, I. (2016). The
Responsibility to Protect. [online] United Nations. Available at:
https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/responsibility-protect.)

2 Refers mainly to Article 51 of the UN Charter, giving the member states the right to
self-defence against armed attacks. (See United Nations (1945). United Nations Charter. Available
at: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/full-text)

1 Neo-Ottomanism is a political ideology related to Turkish foreign policy. It is about reviving
the Ottoman history and legacy, through which Turkey can expand its influence in the regions
formerly under the Ottoman Empire. It is considered a way of Turkish soft power. (For more
details, see Yavuz, M.H. (2020). Nostalgia for the Empire: The Politics of Neo-Ottomanism.
Oxford University Press.)
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RQ2: In what theoretical framework can Turkish military interventionism

be understood based on the case study of Afrin?

Thesis Outline
The thesis framework is intended to provide a gradual understanding of

Turkish control of Afrin. Each chapter contributes to the analysis of the main

research problem and the contexts surrounding it. The thesis consists of seven

chapters and two appendices.

This chapter introduces the research problem, the background, and the

significance of the study. It then outlines the thesis structure and presents the

research objectives and questions.

Chapter II details the existing academic literature on the topic of military

interventions and external control over foreign lands, Turkish interventionism and

assertive foreign policy, and the Turkish-Kurdish conflict, mainly in Syria. With

this, the chapter aims to establish a basis for understanding the subjects connected

to the topic and identify the gaps in the existing literature related to Turkey’s

presence in Afrin.

Chapter III details the main methodology chosen for the analysis, i.e.

inductive thematic analysis and case study applied to the publications of the

Turkish state-owned Anadolu Agency and PYD-affiliated Hawar News Agency.

The chapter also outlines the reasons for choosing the methods and presents the

data sources.

Chapter IV represents the findings from the analysis. The chapter is divided

into sections based on the emerging themes.

As the study adopts an inductive method, Chapter V presents the theoretical

framework that emerged from the analysis after the findings chapter. It discusses

the theoretical concept of Transformative Military Occupations and

Neo-colonialism.

Chapter VI interprets the findings in the theoretical framework and discusses

Afrin’s case accordingly.
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The final conclusion follows this chapter, representing the study's main

findings and conclusions and its contribution to future research.

At the end of the thesis’ main content, two appendices are attached. Appendix

A is the English translation of an interview conducted in the framework of this

study. The interview was not used as the main material for the analysis. However,

it may be interesting for the reader to delve deeper into the topic, so it was added

to the appendices. Appendix B presents links to open-access documents

containing the data collected from the Anadolu Agency and Hawar News Agency.
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II. Literature Review

The aim of this study is to understand Turkish military interventionism with a

specific focus on the case of the situation in the Syrian city of Afrin. Although the

scale of Turkish military presence in neighbouring countries and regions is

currently the biggest since the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in 1922, the

study of the results of these interventions remains limited. In cases such as

Northern Syria, this gap is likely caused by security and safety concerns since it is

challenging to document the realities and perspectives of the populations affected

by occupation. However, gaps persist in the literature in understanding Turkish

military interventions, including those considered friendly to Turkey.

Although there exists a considerable body of literature on the Turkish-Kurdish

issue, Turkish foreign policy towards its neighbours and Turkish military

operations, the existing literature lacks a focus on the results of these

interventions. This requires breaking it up into different subjects connected to the

research question. In a broader sense, such are the military interventions and

occupations disguised as ‘humanitarian interventions’ or ‘transformative

interventions’. This involves understanding the literature on the issue of one

country or power exercising control over another country’s territory. It is

important to discuss these concepts both generally and in the case of Turkey’s

large-scale operations. Secondly, a review of the existing literature on the Turkish

foreign policy that led to the interventions, especially in the post-Arab uprising

period, the Turkish-Kurdish issue.

Military Interventions
Conflicts throughout history and in the twenty-first century as well have

included a lot of military interventions, especially those that centre on the greater

Middle East region. The US invasion in Afghanistan and Iraq, NATO’s

intervention in Libya, Russia’s, Iran’s, and Turkey’s interventions in the Syrian

Civil War are among the recent large-scale interventions. Since the end of the 20th
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century, however, these interventions were periodically represented as one of the

main methods of fighting for human rights, protecting civilians, bringing ‘liberal

democracy’ to the target state, and war against terrorism. This framing led to

additional labels for interventions, such as democratic, humanitarian,

transformative interventions, etc. However, despite this representation, in many

cases, these interventions made the conflicts more unstable and prolonged.

As Wertheim (2010, p.150) described, these interventions were represented in

a way that would stop the suffering “by removing its supposed source, ‘inhuman’

regimes.” The interventions portrayed as bringing stability usually lead to longer

instability. Interestingly, Pearson (1974) argues that military interventions are

more likely to be attracted to violent conflicts inside a foreign country than

non-violent ones. Thus, there is a possibility that the military intervention will

cause a violent conflict to be bloodier.

The results of these military interventions are often questionable.

Consequently, much of the existing literature focuses on the legal aspect of these

interventions (Pattison, 2007). An interesting fact about interventions in general,

especially military interventions, is that justifications for domestic and

international audiences are required. These justifications varied throughout the

time. For example, in the 1990s, the justification for the US invasions was

bringing Western liberal democracy to the regions and countries that lacked it

(Palmer, 2003). The framing of this reasoning also decides the reactions to the

interventions. By presenting the target countries as authoritarian, needing help to

stabilise them, or in another way, the intervening powers hoped to have positive

reactions and support both at home and abroad.

The instance of Turkish intervention in the Syrian Civil War is based on the

justification of protecting the Turkish-Syrian border and creating a buffer zone in

between. The ideal buffer zone in international politics is a grey area between two

warring states or actors. The buffer zones also result in human rights violations

and destruction of local people’s property. It is supposed to minimise the risk of

direct conflict between the confronting powers, contributing to more stability.

However, as Katz (2017, p.1383) argued, “buffer zones have been alternatively
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deployed as a pretext to broaden a sphere of influence or pursue discrete foreign

policy objectives”.

Turkish Interventionism and Assertive Foreign Policy

Turkey’s foreign policy has undergone significant changes over the 20-year

rule of Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his Justice and Development Party (AKP). It

went from a frontier country (Davutoglu, 2008, p.77) to an influential one, from

westernisation of the country to Islamisation, from peace processes with

neighbours to violent conflicts and wars with them. All of these fluctuations had a

direct influence on the relations with neighbours. While at the beginning of AKP's

rule, the country had a pro-EU stance and was trying to solve the existing

problems with neighbouring countries, recent years have seen Turkey engage in

radical anti-West policy and violent conflicts. Yavuz (2020) acknowledges three

stages of Turkish foreign policy: Europeanisation and the market-led foreign

policy (2002–2010); The Arab Spring and Islamisation of foreign policy

(2010–2013), the collapse of Turkey’s “unrealistic foreign policy”, and the

“splendid isolation” (from 2013 to Present).

The first stage for AKP, which came to power in 2002, was to get legitimacy

both domestically and internationally and to develop the Turkish economy (Ibid.).

The foreign policy during this stage was dominated by the objectives of joining

the European Union and the ‘zero problems with neighbours’ policy developed by

Turkey’s former foreign minister Ahmet Davutoglu (Yılmaz, 2013). The latter is

one of the key constructors of the AKP’s foreign policy. He suggested the policy

in his book called Strategic Depth (2013) that the Turkish government officially

adopted at the beginning of the 2010s. Briefly, Davutoglu suggested that Turkey

should stop considering its neighbours as enemies and try to improve its relations

with them. As a result, during the mid-2000s, Erdogan and AKP tried to have

high-level meetings with several neighbouring country officials, started peace

negotiations and even hosted a beach vacation for Syria’s president Bashar

al-Assad’s family as a sign of friendship between Assad and Erdogan. However,
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the relationship between most of the neighbouring countries and Turkey worsened

after the Arab Uprising.

The existing literature has different opinions on when Turkey switched to a

more assertive foreign policy. Several studies suggest that the changes began

when the Arab Uprising unfolded, creating an insecure environment for the

regional powers. Birsen Erdogan (2022) argues that during major events like the

Uprisings, different subjects in the region perceive and interpret the situations

differently, in a unique and unstable way. Thus, those events can be perceived as

threats and opportunities, leading to the articulation of new norms and meanings.

In the case of Turkey, the Arab Uprisings were considered opportunities at the

beginning, helping to stress Turkey’s central role in connecting with the people in

the region. Accordingly, at the beginning, Turkey stood against any military

interventions in the conflicts. Relating to the later stages of foreign policy, Yavuz

(2020) argues that the Islamisation process and the anti-West policy in Turkey

started with the EU membership rejection, which led Erdogan to get closer to

other Muslim countries aiming to become a regional leader. However, according

to Erdogan (2022), this positive perspective changed in 2013 when Turkey’s

domestic and foreign insecurities started to rise, dividing Turkish society. Thus,

Erdogan became more “Islamo-Turkish nationalist” after 2013 (Yavuz, 2020,

p.196), when massive protests took place in Gezi Park in Istanbul against the

government’s urban development plan for the Park.

Moreover, at the end of the year, massive corruption investigations took place

against key figures and people connected to the AKP. Afterwards, Erdogan called

this a “Judicial Coup” against him, blaming his former ally, Muslim cleric

Fethullah Gülen. Simultaneously, the geopolitical structural changes in the region

drove these policy changes.

Some authors have also suggested that the shift in Turkey’s policy started in

2016, after the coup attempt in July of that year (Koçak & Akgül, 2022). The

authors note that the changes happening in the region in the early 2010s made the

Turkish decision-makers consider revising their foreign policy and conducting

unilateral military operations. While Yavuz (2020) finds the geopolitical and

- 20 -



security issues to be the driving reasons behind the drastic change, Koçak and

Akgül argue that this assertive foreign policy is also a result of Turkey’s pursuit of

status. Moreover, Turkey aspires to be a respected power that has been influencing

the country’s foreign policy. Trying to be an independent actor, Turkey needed to

distance itself from the West. Although during the pro-EU period, Turkey was

trying to be a respected member of the Western international system, after the

Arab Uprisings and especially the coup attempt in 2016, the country “felt a status

deficit” and a need to improve it through hard power and military force (Koçak &

Akgül, 2022, p.311). “Accordingly, it gained a tendency to use military force

when Turkey’s status fell short of ensuring that its security and interests were

considered by others” (Ibid.). An analysis of the Turkish official discourse,

accordingly, shows that Turkey officially entered 2016 with the discourse of war

against terrorism (Erdogan, 2017). This was the year of the first military invasion

of Syrian territory. This was by the time Syria was already in the middle of a civil

war and not in control of the whole of the Syrian territory.

Yeşilyurt (2017) thinks Turkey miscalculated the situation that followed the

uprising and failed to have an appropriate foreign policy in the following years.

Only after the domestic events of polarisation inside Turkish society in 2013 that

took a periodic nature did the Turkish policymakers realise the need to revise the

foreign policy understanding that domestic fluctuations were influencing Turkey’s

image in the region and especially the Arab world. Hence, the reason behind the

policy shift was the power vacuum created by the Arab Uprisings in the Arab

world. According to Yeşilyurt, Turkish policymakers sensed the readiness of other

powers to fill this vacuum. Thus, in order not to be isolated, Turkey had to step in

first. For this, there was a need for hard power, although, for years, Turkey

actively tried to be recognized as the soft power in the Middle East that embraced

the legacy of the Ottoman Empire.

Foreign Policy, Turkish Identity, and Border Security
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Much of the prior research focuses on Turkey’s identity issue when discussing

the foreign policy changes after the Uprisings. Kınacıoğlu (2022) argues that

Turkish military interventions must be analysed through understanding identity,

interests and security as three interrelated pillars of the AKP’s official discourse.

Her analysis shows how “a particular articulation of identity has led to the

re-articulation of interests, which in turn constituted security practices, namely the

use of force as the primary tool of Turkish foreign policy” (Kınacıoğlu, 2022,

p.271). The fluctuations in foreign policy are related to the multiple identities the

country has, such as Ottoman, Turkish, Islamic, and European (Yavuz, 2020).

These identities have their roots in the cultural, religious, historical, geographical,

and geopolitical development of Turkey. These identities are able to influence the

determination of national interests and, thus, foreign policy. However, the

fluctuations in foreign policy are painful and costly for the country. Thus, it is

important to understand Turkey’s possible aims and motivations when

maintaining military presence in different countries.

The existing literature extensively discusses the idea of Turkey’s

interventional policy as a result of AKP’s efforts in constructing a mutual Islamic

neo-Ottoman identity for both the Turkish society and among the member states

of the former Ottoman Empire. “The Turkish state has shifted from one that is

rigidly Western and secular to one that is sensitive to Islamism and historically

conscious, as represented by neo-Ottomanism” (Ibid., p.201). Accordingly, the

shift in the policy Erdogan did “by legitimising it in terms of restoring the past

glory of the Ottoman Empire” (Ibid.). In his book, Davutoglu (2013) suggested

that the issues in Turkey’s foreign policy result from the identity crisis in Turkish

society and the gap between the government and the people. He argued that

Turkey could become a leader and a solution provider in the region rather than a

bridge between the two civilisations of the East and the West. According to

Davutoglu (2013), Turkish society was stuck between their own civilisation or

national identity and Westernisation, and without solving this crisis, it would be

impossible for Turkey to become an influential power in the region. For this,

Davutoglu (2013) thought Turkey had to focus on its historical legacy of the
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Ottoman Empire through which the country can expand its influence in the region,

especially in the countries that used to be part of the Ottoman Empire and its

strategic geographical position. He noted that the main problem for Turkey was to

form strategic thinking that could widely use Turkey's historical and cultural

heritage and geographical features in the country's foreign policy and combine

them.

Although he never admitted it, according to Yavuz (2020, p.183), Davutoğlu

was the one who provided the intellectual rationale for Turkey's current assertive

foreign policy. The rejection of the EU and Turkey's search for new markets

presented an opportunity for Davutoğlu and some Islamist elites and politicians to

test their new ideas during the post-Arab uprising period. Thus, this policy

succeeded at the beginning of the 2010s with the Arab Uprising, when Islamist

parties in the region managed to gain some power. However, one of the big

casualties of this was Turkey-Syria relations, which Erdogan had tried to improve

during the period of ‘zero problems with neighbours’ and then preserve at least at

the beginning stages of the Syrian Civil War.

Returning to the Neo-Ottomanism ideology, Çağaptay (2020, pp. 284-286)

characterises it as “a fantasy brought to life with often kitschy aesthetics – and this

gives it an almost unlimited range for interpretation.” However, he highlights

Erdogan's strategic use of Ottoman history as a soft power instrument. The

romanticisation of the Ottoman Empire and Sultans serves as a narrative that

Erdogan employs to promote a distinct Turkish identity deeply rooted in its

Ottoman past. This narrative, embedded in aesthetics like Netflix TV series about

the Ottoman Sultans or the symbolic relocation of Erdogan's office to the historic

Dolmabahce Palace, aligns with Erdogan's ambitions to promote the idea that

“Turkey’s ‘genuine’ identity resides somewhere in the recesses of its Ottoman

past” and he is the ‘driving force’ behind this ‘self-discovery’ Çağaptay (2020, pp.

284-286). Thus, Erdogan found a ‘legitimate’ reason for every action meant to

bring Turkey to its ‘Empire dream’.

Yavuz (2020, p. 182) adds depth to this analysis, emphasising Erdogan's

success in reshaping foreign policy perspectives by creating elites with a
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neo-Ottoman identity. These elites became advocates for militarised foreign

policies (Kınacıoğlu, 2022), seamlessly integrating the Ottoman Dream into the

fabric of modern Turkey. Erdogan's public speeches further promoted this

narrative, referencing the territories once under Ottoman control, spanning Syria,

Iraq, Greece, and neighbouring countries. This created the meaning of Turkey

being superior and responsible for solving issues persisting even outside of

Turkey.

In the sense of these issues, Donelli (2019, p.243) discusses the 'Erdogan

doctrine,' which focuses on preemptive actions against perceived external threats,

similar to the 2002 ‘Bush doctrine’. The author argues that the first outcome of

this policy was the military intervention in Syria. The intervention and

cross-border operations were justified by the need to neutralise threats from

‘terrorist groups’ and create a ‘buffer zone’ alongside the Turkish border.

Moreover, the interventions in Syria and Iraq in the 2010s were also under the

justification of ‘fighting against Islamic State fighters.’

Reflecting on Davutoğlu's idea that Turkey has to be a leader in the region,

Donelli (2019, p.248) argues that especially the worsening Syrian civil war

situation led to a change in Turkey's foreign policy from seeing itself as a 'central

country' to more of a 'buffer state' for the West as Turkey was not considered the

‘order maker’. Hence, the AKP found it increasingly hard to govern using soft

methods, and some autocratic tendencies started to emerge. As a ‘buffer state’ for

the West, Turkey had three main goals to do: host the refugees, control the ISIS

situation in the MENA region, and balance Iran’s regional hegemonic aspirations

(Keyman, 2016). Thus, in the post-Arab uprising period, Turkey was both “an

effective and an affected actor” in the region (Keyman, 2016, p.2280), which led

to changes and more securitisation in foreign policy.

For the intervention in Syria, Turkey officially referred to the Responsibility to

Protect (R2P) norm (Erdogan, 2017), initially requiring an international coalition

to intervene, but when rejected, eventually intervening on its own. In the case of

Syria, Turkey used this preemptive policy argument as a justification for the

military operations to achieve its overarching goal of changing the Assad regime
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(Şeyşane, 2023, p.197). This preemptive policy created on the Turkish hegemonic

identity was the main justification of Turkey when invading Afrin as well. It was

officially argued that Turkey was under attacks from Afrin, and a military

operation was needed to fight against the ‘terrorist attacks’. However, a study on

the invasion of Afrin argues that Turkey’s argument of operating based on

preventative self-defence was not compatible with international law since there

was no agreement within the international community (Mashi et al., 2022).

Nevertheless, the international community's opinion continues to be unclear,

making it impossible to understand whether third parties support Turkey’s actions

(Ibid.).

Another aspect of Turkish identity and foreign policy relations is the literature

on the ontological security of the country. It is about a consistent sense of ‘self’

that is recognised by others and aligns with the overall sense of security (Çelik,

2015). One of the major threats to Turkish ontological security has been the

Kurdish issue both inside and outside Turkey, which is a key component of the

analysis of the Turkish invasion in Afrin.

Kurdish Issue and Turkey
The Syrian Civil War started in 2011 changed the Syrian government's focus

from Kurdish-majority regions and led to the withdrawal of government forces.

This resulted in the PYD taking control over the northern territories and forming

the AANES. The self-declared autonomous governing body comprised three

predominantly Kurdish regions: Afrin, Kobane, and Jazira, all of them bordering

Turkey.

The existence of Kurdish autonomy that borders Turkey has been a major

issue for Turkey, as it can inspire its own Kurdish population with similar

aspirations, especially after the establishment of the Kurdistan Regional

Government (KRG) in Iraq. Over the years since the establishment of the Turkish

Republic, the Kurdish issue has been an important aspect of Turkey’s domestic

and foreign policies. Most of the previous research finds the current understanding

of the Turkish-Kurdish issue as something separate between Turkey and Kurds.
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However, Cemgil (2021) argues that the Kurdish issue has always been

geopolitical and international. Especially in the case of Syria, the connection

between the Syrian and Turkish Kurds is stronger than with other Kurdish groups

in other countries in the region since they belong to the same tribes (Schmidinger,

2021, p.218). The Kurds played a role in determining the nature of the relations

among the regional states that have Kurdish populations, such as Turkey, Iran,

Iraq, and Syria. This was both in a way of uniting together against the Kurds or

undermining each other.

The influence of the official discourse is significant in this issue as well. Since

Turkey has been representing Kurds as terrorists, it also influences Turkish

society’s perceptions of the Kurds. Çelik (2015, p.65) argues that most Turks trust

the official discourses, believing that the Kurds are enemies and that the Turkish

state has the responsibility to protect itself. For a solution to this long-lasting

conflict, according to Çelik, there is a need for Turkey to stop seeing the Kurds as

its enemies and start a dialogue with them. However, Geri (2016, p.193) notices

that the AKP officials claim this to be a terrorist issue, not a Kurdish issue.

According to Geri, this reduces the real Kurdish issue with the Kurdish

population’s social and political requests to the level of a securitised military

problem that is limited to only PKK or YPG, leaving no space for the Kurds’

demands. Additionally, he argues that the more aggressive Turkish policy towards

the Kurds since 2015 was also a result of the rising Kurdish political

representation and the risks of maintaining power for the Turkish political elites.

Turkey has been actively supporting the opposition groups in Syria since the

beginning of the war. The important factor here was that the Kurds in Syria did

not join any opposition groups since they did not get any guarantees for the future.

Thus, studies argue that Turkey actively supported ISIS in their war with the

Kurds in Syria by providing weapons or military positions from the Turkish

territory in order to attack the Kurds. However, the initial reason for Turkish

intervention in the conflict was fighting against ISIS (Phillips, 2019). Schmidinger

(2021) argues that Turkey started fighting ISIS only when the YPG managed to

regain control over Afrin and Kobane and aimed to connect the two cantons.
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Thus, he argues, only to not let the connection between the two locations, Turkey

started its first military operation inside Syria in 2016. This is also a factor

showing the non-legitimacy of Turkey’s reasoning for intervening in the Syrian

conflict, highlighting the importance of Afrin.

Overview
In short, this literature review has provided an overview of the existing

literature on the important subjects connected to the research problem of this

study. Discussing the military interventions in general and the resulting instability

and violence, the literature review reflected on the Turkish interventions and

aggressive foreign policy, the Turkish-Kurdish issue influencing the decisions to

intervene in Iraq or Syria, and Turkey’s official justifications for the interventions.

While the literature provides an understanding of Turkey’s motivations and

reasoning for adopting a more assertive foreign policy, it also highlights a

significant gap in understanding the aftermaths of Turkish military interventions.

How can the Turkish military presence and control over territories of another

country be characterised? This review underscores the need for further research on

this issue.
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III. Methodology

This chapter details the methodology used to address the research questions of

this study: ‘How has Turkish military control impacted the crucial aspects of life

in Afrin, North Syria?’ and ‘In what theoretical framework can Turkish military

interventionism be understood based on the case study of Afrin?’

By employing the outlined approach, the study aims to examine the impacts of

Turkish control on Afrin's economy, education, administration or other important

aspects in order to understand the nature of overall Turkish presence.

Research Design
The study employs an inductive qualitative research approach based on Case

Study and Thematic Analysis methods. An inductive approach is selected due to

its exploratory nature. While theoretical concepts such as occupation may

naturally come to mind when considering the nature of military control exercised

by one country over a territory in another, this approach allows for the emergence

of new theories or concepts directly from the data. Additionally, in the case of

having the theoretical framework already constructed, the study might also reveal

that the existing concepts do not accurately describe the situation in this specific

case. Thus, an inductive method will help create the theoretical framework

directly from the data.

The case study approach allows for an in-depth exploration of the Turkish

influence in Afrin as a single case of Turkish military presence in another country.

As the method plays an important “role in theory development”, it can be a crucial

way to conceptualise the Turkish presence in Afrin (Blatter & Haverland, 2012). It

is important to note that the cases of Turkish presence in different neighbouring

countries or regions vary significantly from each other. For example, in Iraq and

Syria, there is a direct military invasion and a long-lasting conflict between

Turkey and the Kurds, which Turkey uses as a reason or excuse to intervene. In

contrast, other cases, such as Libya or Azerbaijan, lack this reasoning and are
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represented by Turkey as friendly countries in need of Turkish armed forces' help.

Thus, the interactions with Turkey, the consequences of the interventions, and the

situations in different countries have both significant similarities and differences.

Hence, conducting a case study on Afrin will help in understanding the nature of

Turkish presence in a real-life context (Baxter & Jack, 2008), particularly in war

zones, while also revealing some common characteristics for other cases.

In this sense, the case of Afrin is also significant because firstly, the north of

Syria overall is one of the few places that has seen more aggressive consequences

of the Turkish presence, such as local Kurdish authorities exodus, local population

displacement, human rights violations, administrative and economic changes.

Secondly, Afrin represented one of the three autonomous cantons within the

AANES, which shows its geopolitical importance.

Additionally, unlike other countries affected by Turkish military operations,

this part of Syria lacks international recognition as an independent or even

autonomous entity. How the international community or sometimes even the

Syrian government perceived this territory after 2011 is mostly unclear. This

absence of formal status influences the dynamics of Turkish intervention,

resulting in relatively fewer international responses to Turkish military actions

than if a recognised state was involved. Consequently, this allows for a more

assertive Turkish rhetoric, frequently framing their military presence as a 'fight

against terrorism' or as measures to 'protect Turkey’s borders from terrorists.' and

‘to create a buffer zone’ along the border. This portrayal not only ‘justifies’

Turkish operations on the international stage but also influences the perception

and reception of these actions making it more difficult to somehow name this

presence.

The primary method of this study is thematic analysis developed by Braun &

Clarke (2019). The study conducts a thematic analysis of the publications of two

media sources representing Turkish and Kurdish perspectives. Those are the

Turkish state-run Anadolu Agency and PYD-affiliated Hawar News Agency

(Gurses et al, 2020, p.110). This approach is chosen to have narratives from

conflicting perspectives. Thematic analysis is a way of “identifying, analysing,
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and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). The

method requires a definition of those patterns or themes in the framework of the

study. Braun and Clarke argue that the themes capture something important in

relation to the overall research question. Moreover, it is not the frequency of the

themes being used that is important; it is more about how important they are to the

research question. For instance, while the theme 'Protecting the Turkish border'

might frequently appear due to its common use in justifying Turkish operations,

its impact on the study's findings will be determined by its relevance to the

research question, not its prevalence. In addition, ‘latent themes’ can be identified

in one or two statements (Ibid., p.83).

The study employs an inductive or bottom-up approach, meaning that the data

will not fit into a pre-existing coding frame but rather be analysed without any

preconceptions (Ibid.). In this sense, thematic analysis is a flexible method, as it

does not require a prior theoretical framework or adherence to a particular theory

(Ibid.). The objective of this analysis is not to understand how these media

represent the situation in Afrin but rather to understand the external social reality.

The process of the analysis included several stages to address the research

questions (Ibid.): choosing the material and data collection, getting familiar with

the data, open coding and generating initial codes, searching for patterns,

generating themes, reviewing the themes, and defining the themes. The process

involves constant coding and re-coding, revisiting the themes and patterns, and

reviewing.

Data Collection
The main aim of the case study is to understand the large number of features

of a specific case, such as the situation on the ground in Afrin (Hammersley &

Gomm, 2011, p.6). This includes data collection on the changes and developments

that, according to the chosen media sources, took place after the TAF and SNA

took control over the whole Afrin governorate on the 18th of March 2018. The

time frame of the data will include publications from the 18th of March 2018 until

the 18th of March 2024. This is the day of the anniversary of capturing the Afrin
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city, celebrated by the Turkish side and commemorated by the Kurdish side,

making it an important day. Understanding that the time frame can lead us to have

a huge amount of data, it is worth noting that thematic analysis allows dealing

with a lot of data, dividing which can be according to the sources, in case more

than one source is used. In this study, the analysis will start with one source,

which can also help identify categories that will already be applied to the second

source material.

For the Turkish side, I am using the publications of Anadolu Agency (AA), a

state-run news agency founded in 1920. The agency publishes news, reports, and

interviews about the situation in Afrin after 2018, mentioning details about the

new administrative, educational, security and other changes in the city and Afrin

governorate. Most of the time, they report the situation through their

correspondent in the Hatay region of Turkey. Hatay region is located in the south

of Turkey, bordering Syria and most of the developments in Afrin are conducted

through the Hatay Governorate. AA is also an important source for seeing how the

Turkish official side explains the Turkish presence and all the changes in which

Turkey is involved. The agency publishes daily in different languages, but the

Turkish version provides more information for this study. Thus, the study will

analyse and interpret the Turkish-language version of the website (aa.com.tr/tr).

Turkish data is also important in understanding the official narratives addressed to

the domestic audience. The data will be collected through search words, such as

“Afrin”, “Zeytin Dalı Harekâtı” (Eng: Operation Olive Branch), “Kuzey Suriye”

(Eng: Northern Syria), “Afrin yönetim” (Eng: Administration Afrin), “Afrin

ticaret” (Trade Afrin), “Afrin eğitim” (Eng: Afrin Education), “Afrin kültür”

(Eng: Afrin Culture). Subsequently, recurring themes and patterns in the collected

data associated with the terms and search words mentioned above are explored.

The second source is the Kurdish Hawar News Agency (ANHA), the main

news agency affiliated with the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) and YPG

(Miladi & Mellor, 2021). This is one of the media sources the AANES created in

the post-2011 period. The Turkish official AA also sometimes mentions ANHA

while reporting about the PYD/YPG, just as they do in the case of the state-run
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Syrian news agency SANA when talking about the Assad government. Thus, I

believe this also brings ANHA to the same level as AA, and it is appropriate to

have data from these two sources. The ANHA agency started its work by

publishing only in Arabic, but nowadays, it publishes in seven different

languages, including English and Turkish. In this case, the Turkish version

provides detailed news and reports on the situation in Afrin, so the data from

ANHA is collected in Turkish as well. It can also make it easier to see the

similarities and differences between the two perspectives. The search words for

the material are the same as those used for AA.

For this study it would also be useful to analyse the Syrian official SANA

news agency reports about Afrin. Since the idea of Afrin being a part of Syria will

be discussed throughout the study, it could provide a more comprehensive idea

about the study. It would also show the official Syrian perspective on the Turkish

presence in Syrian territory. However, it is observable that SANA stopped

reporting news from Afrin in 2022. Even before that, they reported only cases of

human rights violations and called Turkey “an occupational state” and the SNA

forces “Turkish mercenaries”. Other than this, no insightful information is

provided by SANA about the actual situation in Afrin and the changes that took

place after the Turkish invasion.

Sampling Criteria: As mentioned above, the collected reports, interviews and

news publications are about the situation in Afrin in terms of security, economy,

culture, etc. These publications are not about the Turkish military operation that

started in January 2018 and ended in March but rather the aftermath of it.

Announcements or interviews by political figures are not included in the data, as

they align more with analysing the official discourses from both sides rather than

the external reality. However, interviews with experts, residents or even soldiers

are included, as those can provide important patterns for the study. Additionally,

there are some topics that are reported repeatedly, making the articles sometimes

look the same, with some differences in the number or names of the individuals

involved. These included topics like “terrorist attacks and bombings in Afrin”,

“SNA and Turkish forces kidnapped a resident in Afrin”, “Humanitarian help to
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Afrin”, etc. For these repeating reports, only several of them were collected that

differed from others in the way of presenting new ideas or insights, considering

also the fact that the analysis is not a quantitative one. Overall, 271 articles were

collected from the Anadolu Agency and another 253 from the ANHA, making it a

total of 524 publications.

Limitations of the Study and Reflexivity
Given the security situation in Afrin and the broader region, there are

significant limitations to the methods of this study. Primary data sources in Afrin

are difficult to reach, making it reliant on secondary sources, such as media

publications.

The selected method of thematic analysis makes up another limitation of this

study, as the method gives space for the researcher's interpretation and is

potentially a very subjective one, which may affect the findings of the analysis.

For this research, it is also important to recognise my background and

potential biases as a researcher. As an Armenian, my background and historical

knowledge might influence the interpretation of the data and the study's framing.

The history and conflicts between Turkey and Armenia require careful

consideration of how my own experiences and biases could shape the research

process and outcomes. Thus, it is important to maintain objectivity and ensure that

the findings are based on the data rather than my personal views. This is why

employing an inductive approach and using two sources with opposite

perspectives can also contribute to overcoming biases.

Additionally, I translated and interpreted the data from Turkish to English,

which can also possibly cause biases, as a translation process usually does.

Another study limitation is that the analysis is based on articles from only two

media sources (Anadolu Agency and ANHA), covering only the Turkish and

Kurdish perspectives, which may not capture the full spectrum of perspectives and

developments. As mentioned before, it would be more insightful if the official

Syrian perspective was analysed and discussed as well.
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Overview
This chapter has detailed the methodology used to analyse the Turkish

presence in Afrin following the military intervention in 2018. By conducting an

inductive thematic analysis, the study aims to explore the themes/patterns related

to Turkish control and influence over Afrin, that can eventually answer the

research question.
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IV. Findings

This chapter details the main findings of the data analysis collected from

Turkish and Kurdish media sources. Since the two sources analysed have entirely

different points of view, the same themes occurred but in opposite perspectives.

To better understand Afrin's external social reality, the chapter first presents them

in broader groups to make it easier to understand the pattern and then the

perspectives of the two sources.

Three theme groups are identified in the findings: Systematic Transformation

of Afrin; Changing Security and Social Environment of Afrin; Constant Instability

and Violence in Afrin. The themes were grouped, as the patterns emerged in two

contrasting sources overlapped in a sense. For example, if the Turkish official

source has pattern about Afrin’s transformation, but from a perspective that it is

positive and conducted by the Turkish support, the Kurdish source has a pattern

about transformation but from a negative perspective. Nevertheless, both themes

show the pattern of Afrin’s transformation, thus were grouped in ‘Systematic

Transformation of Afrin’ theme group. At the same time, the themes consist of

sub-themes and codes describing those.

This chapter is divided into sections related to the themes rather than the

sources to provide a critical analysis of both sides’ perspectives and extract the

primary information about the situation in Afrin. Each section contains an

introduction to the theme group, including two perspectives, and then an analysis.

The following table details the structure of the themes and sub-themes:

Table 1. The Themes Emerged from the Thematic Analysis

Source Theme Sub-Themes

Theme Group 1: Systematic Transformation of Afrin

AA Systematic Transformation of
the Security, Economy and

○ ‘The Demography of Afrin is
Increasing’;
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Socio-Politics of Afrin with
Turkish support

○ ‘Providing Space for the Syrian
Refugees’;

○ ‘PYD Destructed the Natural
Resources in Afrin’;

○ ‘Afrin is a part of Turkish
Administrative and Security
Frameworks.’

○ ‘Normalisation of the Turkish
presence in Afrin’

ANHA Systematic Colonisation of
Afrin by Turkey (ANHA)

○ 'Demographic and Infrastructure
Transformation';

○ 'Colonisation and Demographic
Engineering in Afrin';

○ 'Foreign Involvement in the
Transformation Process';

○ 'Forced Displacement and
Exploitation of Afrin people's
Property';

○ 'Turkification and Cultural
Assimilation';

○ 'Linguistic Suppression and Cultural
Erasure';

○ 'Environmental Destruction of
Afrin';

○ 'Turkey is Manipulating the
Humanitarian Aid';

AA;

ANHA

Afrin is a Part of Syria

Theme Group 2: Changing Security and Social Environment of Afrin

AA Liberation, Protection and
Security Assured by Turkey

○ 'Turkey is a Proactive Humanitarian
Actor in the Crisis'

○ Unity and Coexistence in Afrin'
○ 'Victims of Assad Regime Violence

are under the protection of Turkey'
○ 'Turkey is the only fair player in the

Syrian War.'
○ 'Afrin Resources and Infrastructure

are Preserved and Restored by
Turkey'

ANHA Regression in Afrin
post-invasion

○ ‘Afrin is Undergoing Socio-Cultural
and Education Regress’

○ ‘Afrin Was Developed Only During
the Autonomous Administration
Rule’

○ ‘People of Afrin Are Still
Committed to Resistance’
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Theme Group 3: Constant Instability and Violence in Afrin

AA Afrin is Under a Persistent
Security Threat

○ ‘PKK/YPG is a Persistent Security
Threat’;

○ ‘Other Actors Cause Instability and
Violence as Well’;

○ ‘Afrin Resources and Territory Must
Be Protected’

ANHA Afrin Will Be Violent and
Unstable as Long as Turkey
is There

○ ‘Human Rights Violations and
Oppression in Afrin under Turkey's
Oversight’

○ ‘Resistance and Accountability is
Needed in Afrin’

○ 'Forced Displacement and
Exploitation of Afrin people's
Property';

With each theme, quotations from the material that serve as examples are

provided. These are selective quotations that exemplify and clarify the thematic

findings, trying to show how each theme manifests in the sources. Each quote

serves to illustrate critical points within a broader narrative. These are

“particularly vivid examples, or extracts which capture the essence of the point..,

without unnecessary complexity” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.93). As the whole

material was in Turkish, this chapter provides the English translation for the

analysis in the main text, and the original texts are available in the footnotes to

save space.

Systematic Transformation of Afrin
The analysis revealed several themes and sub-themes related to the changes in

Afrin after the Turkish operation in 2018. Even though the themes overlap in

showing the transformation of Afrin, they naturally diverge in their perspectives,

reflecting the contrasting narratives of the Turkish and Kurdish sources. Thus, this

section is divided into two sub-sections, providing details on the reports of the

Turkish agency followed by the Kurdish one. Consequently, the section has its

concluding overview, which discusses both sources’ points of view on this theme.
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‘Systematic Transformation of the Security, Economy and

Socio-Politics of Afrin with Turkish support’
A key theme emerging from the Turkish Anadolu Agency (AA) reports is the

“Systematic Transformation of the Security, Economy and Socio-Politics of Afrin

with Turkish Support,” which outlines the changes following the Turkish

intervention. Although the theme summarises ‘Turkey’s positive role’ in

transforming Afrin’s society and governance, it also provides this study with

essential details on the external reality in Afrin. This transformation affected

various aspects of life in the region, including demographic changes,

administrative structures, and socio-economic conditions.

The theme indicates Afrin’s significant dependence on Turkey as most

procedures are seen as tightly integrated with Turkish administrative, security and

economic frameworks. In most of the reports, the Turkish agency mentions the

‘Syrian opposition’ as the group in charge of Afrin. The agency frequently refers

to the local administrative councils established right after the 18th of March 2018,

through which ‘Turkey is able to provide support’ to all the sectors in Afrin. The

members of the councils are reportedly Kurds, Arabs, Yezidis, Alawites, and

Turkmen living in Afrin. The Turkish agency reports call these local councils

“Turkey-supported councils” (Türkiye’nin desteklediği meclisler) most of the

time. Provincial authorities from Turkey’s Hatay, Kilis, Gaziantep, and Şanlıurfa

regions are mentioned as coordinators of these councils, showing that Turkish

regional governance structures are directly involved in the governance of Afrin

and nearby areas.

One of the latent sub-themes of this theme is 'Afrin is a part of Turkish

Administrative and Security Frameworks', which reflects the manner in which the

AA publications represent the Syrian region as a potential part of the Turkish state

apparatus. This is not about Turkey directly claiming that Afrin is now a part of

the Turkish state but rather about the latent pattern of the publications showing the

de facto dependence of the Afrin institutions on the Turkish system. It seems a

way of normalising and domesticating the narrative that Afrin can one day be part

of Turkey. This is, for instance, better illustrated by the numerous statements from
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Hatay Governorate about emergencies in Afrin or official visits of Turkish

government officials to Afrin in order to check the ongoing processes. To

exemplify this, I will provide two quotes from two different publications:

(My translation) “The Hatay Governorate reported that according to
initial assessments, three people were injured in a supposedly suicide
bombing terror attack in Afrin. The written statement from the governorate
mentioned that the attack occurred around 18:00 at the Afrin Olive Branch
Junction.”4

Here, the Turkish Governorate reports emergency situations happening in

another country, while there is no information about the local governing

institution reports. Another example:

(My translation) “Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu, along with
Deputy Minister Mehmet Ersoy.. and other officials visited Afrin, located
in the Operation Olive Branch area. They first visited the Afrin
Humanitarian Aid Centre and then moved to Şifa Hospital to chat with the
doctors on duty. Subsequently, Soylu visited the Afrin Police Department
City Security Management System Service Building, greeted the security
forces on duty, inspected the newly built guesthouse, and finally, at the
Afrin Martyr Police Chief Murat Ertekin Special Operations Forces
Headquarters, he celebrated Kurban Festival with the police officers.”5

This excerpt is similar to standard press releases about the official visits of

government officials to domestic regions in order to check ongoing processes. To

express this argument more clearly, an example report from AA about an official

visit of the former Turkish interior minister Soylu to a region inside Turkey can be

discussed (this excerpt was not part of the analysed data).

5 Original Text: Bakan Soylu, beraberindeki Bakan Yardımcısı Mehmet Ersoy.. ve diğer
yetkililerle Zeytin Dalı Harekatı bölgesinde bulunan Afrin'e geçti. Burada ilk olarak Afrin İnsani
Yardım merkezini ziyaret eden Soylu ve beraberindekiler, daha sonra Şifa Hastanesine geçerek
görev yapan doktorlarla sohbet etti. Ardından Afrin Emniyet Müdürlüğü Kent Güvenlik Yönetim
Sistemi Hizmet Binasını ziyaret eden Soylu, burada görev yapan güvenlik güçleriyle bayramlaştı,
yeni yapılan misafirhanede incelemelerde bulundu. Son olarak Afrin Şehit Emniyet Müdürü Murat
Ertekin Polis Özel Harekat Karargahına geçen Soylu.. polislerin Kurban Bayramı'nı kutladı.

4 Original Text: Hatay Valiliği, Afrin'deki canlı bomba olduğu değerlendirilen terör
saldırısında ilk belirlemelere göre 3 kişinin yaralandığını bildirdi. Valilikten yapılan yazılı
açıklamada, Afrin'deki saldırının saat 18.00 sıralarında Afrin Zeytindalı Kavşağı'nda gerçekleştiği
belirtildi.
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(My translation) “Interior Minister Süleyman Soylu arrived in Hakkari
to attend various programs. ..After chatting with the female football
players, Soylu, accompanied by the welcoming committee, travelled by
road to Hakkari where he was greeted by community leaders, NGO
representatives, and citizens outside the governor's office. He then visited
local merchants in the town centre and performed Friday prayers at Haci
Sait Mosque.”6

The provided are only two examples of the many reports in the collected data

indicating the process of informal assimilation of Afrin into Turkey’s

administrative system. This portrays Afrin and other Syrian regions in the Turkish

military operations territories as being under routine oversight by Turkish

authorities, similar to any domestic region. Even though AA reports frequently

portray the local councils as the formal governing bodies and the SNA forces as

the main security forces, this theme reflects an underlying assumption that these

regions, including Afrin, are under Turkey’s sphere of influence, where Turkish

laws and systems are applied. An instance is also an AA report from 2019 about

Afrin celebrating the Children’s Day of Turkey for the first time. Previously, Afrin

and other cantons under the PYD control celebrated World Children’s Day

annually on the 20th of November. It is important to note that this holiday is

adopted only in Turkey, the Turkish-occupied parts of Cyprus and now Afrin.

This dependency is also seen in the economic sector, under the sub-theme of

'Afrin's Economy is Developing'. AA often reports about the ‘Afrin Chamber of

Commerce and Industry’ established after 2018, which is reportedly the main

institution responsible for the economic processes. For instance, the Turkish

agency published several interviews with the chairman of the institution, who

talked about the ‘positive developments’ in the economic system of Afrin.

(My translation) “[Nasir] Husso stated, "..A new era has begun in
Afrin, cleared of terrorism by the Olive Branch Operation. We established

6 Original Text: İçişleri Bakanı Süleyman Soylu, bazı programlara katılmak üzere Hakkari'ye
geldi…Burada kadın futbolcularla sohbet eden Bakan Soylu, protokol üyeleri ile kara yoluyla
Hakkari'ye geçti. Valilik binası önünde kanaat önderleri, STK temsilcileri ve vatandaşlar tarafından
karşılanan Soylu, çarşı merkezinde esnafı ziyaret etti ve Hacı Sait Camisi'nde cuma namazı kıldı.
(Anadolu Agency, 2019)
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the Afrin Chamber of Commerce and Industry to unite all business people
under one roof, regional trade, and enhance commercial relations.․We aim
to develop the region, and the best collaboration will again be with Turkey.
The Afrin region is especially famous for its olive oil. There are at least 15
million olive trees here. We have 197 olive oil factories and 16 soap
factories in the area. We want to buy more home appliances, food
products, and other essential supplies from Turkey. Currently, Turkey is the
primary commercial partner not only in Afrin and the Euphrates Shield
area but across Syria." he noted.”7

Moreover, one of the reports concerning the social life in Afrin mentions that

the Turkish lira is widely used in local trading.

(My translation) “In the district cleared of terrorists, the streets have
started to 'revive', and as social life has re-energised, the number of newly
opened businesses in the district centre has also increased. In Afrin, nearly
all shops allow purchases with Turkish lira. Most of the stores in the
district sell products of Turkish companies and are popular for that.”8

This implies the economic integration of Afrin into Turkey and the distancing

of the region from the rest of Syria, making it heavily dependent on Turkey. As no

other connection is mentioned between Afrin and other economic entities (a state

or a region in this case), a question arises about the independence of Afrin’s

economic system and policies. Since Turkey is reported as the main economic

‘partner’ of the region, this can also imply that Afrin resources are mostly used to

serve the Turkish market.

Afrin’s security sector dependency on Turkey is also explored in this theme.

AA frequently reports about terrorist arrests, and it often mentions that the

8 Original Text: Teröristlerden arındırılan ilçede sokaklar yeniden "canlanmaya" başlarken,
sosyal yaşamın yeniden hareketlendiği ilçe merkezinde açılan iş yeri sayısı da arttı. Afrin
genelindeki dükkanlaranın neredeyse tamamında Türk Lirası ile alışveriş yapmak mümkün.
İlçedeki dükkanların çoğunda Türk firmalarına ait ürünler satılıyor ve ilgi görüyor.

7 Original Text: Afrin Ticaret ve Sanayi Odası Başkanı Hüsso, "Zeytin Dalı Harekatı ile
terörden temizlenen Afrin'de yeni bir döneme girildi. Afrin'deki iş insanlarını tek çatı altında
toplamak, bölge ticaretinin canlanmasını sağlamak ve ticari ilişkileri geliştirmek için biz de Afrin
Ticaret ve Sanayi Odasını kurduk.․Bölgenin kalkınmasını istiyoruz ve bu noktada en iyi iş birliği
yine Türkiye ile yapılacak.".."Afrin bölgesi özellikle zeytinyağıyla meşhurdur. Bölgede en az 15
milyon zeytin ağacı var. Burada 197 zeytinyağı fabrikamız, 16 sabun fabrikamız var. Türkiye'den
daha fazla beyaz eşya, gıda ürünleri ve diğer temel ihtiyaç malzemeleri almak istiyoruz. Sadece
Afrin ve Fırat Kalkanı bölgesinde değil Suriye genelinde şu anda birinci ticari ortak Türkiye'dir."
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Turkish Police or MİT forces are arresting these individuals. At the same time,

AA represents the opposition government as an institution with police forces

periodically trained in Turkey. A report from AA also shows that the Turkish

Ministry of Internal Affairs has established security systems in Afrin and other

regions. According to the Turkish source, judicial communication systems have

been set up to capture wanted individuals, and city security and management

systems have been implemented in key areas. This implies an idea that Afrin

cannot be secure without Turkish forces, suggesting the sub-theme 'No Security

Without Turkish Forces and Support'.

An important aspect of the Systematic Transformation theme is the

demographic changes in Afrin. AA reports include descriptions of the

construction of new settlements and the return of Syrian refugees from Turkey to

Syria. In this context, the territories under Turkish control in Syria are often called

‘güvenli bölgeler’ or ‘safe regions’, reporting that the refugees are returning to the

safe places in their country.

(My translation) “Syrian families are moving to safe areas in Idlib and
the countryside, as well as to Afrin and surrounding villages cleared of
terrorism under the Olive Branch Operation. It was observed that over a
hundred families returned to safe areas in Syria throughout the day.
However, the region experienced congestion due to the trucks carrying
humanitarian aid and commercial materials to Syria.”9

The reports on demography often emphasise numbers, implying that Afrin’s

population is also increasing because of the ‘security environment’ established by

Turkey.

Throughout the analysis of the AA reports, the theme suggested the

‘transformative’ nature of the Turkish intervention into Syria, in this case, Afrin.

According to the Turkish side, it involves significant efforts from the Turkish

9 Original Text: Suriyeli aileler, buradaki resmi işlemlerin ardından İdlib ve kırsalındaki
güvenli bölgeler ile Zeytin Dalı Harekatı kapsamında terörden arındırılan Afrin ve civar köylere
hareket ediyor. Gün içinde 100'ü aşkın ailenin Suriye'nin güvenli bölgelerine dönüş yaptığı
görüldü. Öte yandan, bölgede Suriye'ye gönderilen insani yardımlar ve ticari malzemeleri taşıyan
tırlar nedeniyle yoğunluk oluştu.
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government to rebuild and reshape Afrin's political, security and economic

systems. The reasoning behind this, as argued by AA, is the presence of

PYD/YPG/PKK systems and their affiliated people still living in Afrin.

Formulating this constant threat as a justification for the intervention is another

theme that emerged from the AA publications, discussed later in this chapter.

‘Systematic Colonisation of Afrin by Turkey’
Contrary to the AA perspective, the Kurdish ANHA presents the

transformation of Afrin as one of colonisation by Turkey. The contrast between

the two themes is seen in ANHA’s descriptions of military occupation, cultural

erasure, demographic changes, instability and violence, and AA’s reports of

positive developments, infrastructure improvements, and security. A quote from

the ANHA report published on the five-year anniversary of the Turkish control

over Afrin summarises the pattern:

(My translation) “Over the past five years, massacres, kidnappings,
looting, theft, cultural genocide, and demographic change crimes have
been committed in Afrin. Despite the Turkish state's claims of having no
interest in other countries' territories, the region has been turned into a
militarised area during this period. Under the systematic genocide and
forced displacement policies, the homes of the local population, schools,
and houses have been emptied and converted into bases for gangs.”10

The theme includes reports related to the dependence of Afrin on Turkey in

every aspect, including administration, education, economy, health, and security,

but also relates to reports about cultural assimilation, demographic changes,

de-Kurdification and Turkification processes, environmental destruction and

exploitation of the local residents’ goods. Turkey is called ‘işğalcı Türkiye’ or

‘occupant Turkey’, SNA forces are called ‘çeteler’ or ‘gangs’ and ‘Türkiye’nin

10 Original Text: Efrîn’in işgalinin üzerinden 5 yıl geçti. 5 yıl içerisinde Efrîn’de katliam,
insan kaçırma, talan, hırsızlık, kültürel soykırım ve demografik değişim suçları işlendi. Türk
devleti her ne kadar başka ülkenin topraklarında gözünün olmadığını söylese de bu süreç içerisinde
bölge militaris bir alana dönüştürüldü. Sistematik soykırım ve göçertme politikaları kapsamında
yerli halkın evleri, okullar ve göçmen evleri boşaltılarak çetelerin üssüne çevrildi.
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çeteleri’ or ‘Turkey’s gangs’ suggesting a criminal nature of the Turkish-backed

oppositional forces. Thus, all the reports about human rights violations,

kidnappings, and arbitrary arrests conducted by the SNA forces have the

underlying assumption that Turkey guides all these procedures. The same

perspective is about the local councils again guided by Turkey, which ANHA

de-legitimises by naming those ‘so-called local councils’ or ‘councils connected

to the occupant Turkish army’.

A significant focus of the Kurdish source is the issue of ‘''Demographic and

Infrastructure Transformation'’ and ‘De-Kurdification and Cultural Assimilation’

processes conducted by Turkey. ANHA regularly reports about the construction of

the new settlements in Afrin, forced displacement of the local Kurdish, Arab and

Yezidi population, and new non-Kurdish settlers brought by Turkey. Reportedly,

new settlers are mainly the SNA members and their families, but there are

mentions of the Palestinian HAMAS group militants and their family members

being settled in Afrin. The source also reports 'Foreign Involvement in the

Transformation Process’, mainly in the construction of these settlements, such as

funding from Qatar, Kuwait, and some Palestinian associations (For instance:

Filistin Acnadîn Derneği; Filistin-84 Onurlu Yaşama Derneği etc.), and Muslim

Brotherhood. Similar to AA, the Kurdish source also reports cases of Syrian

refugees resettled in Afrin. Still, in this case, it is specifically described as ‘Turkey

forcing the refugees to go to Syria’.

The reports about these new settlements cover other patterns about ‘'Forced

Displacement and Exploitation of Afrin people's Property' and ‘'Environmental

Destruction of Afrin'. These mostly include the illegal cutting of olive, walnut and

almond trees. Reportedly, these trees are sold by the SNA forces as firewood,

which has already become a business. This leads to large deforestation of Afrin,

which the Kurdish source often calls a ‘natural genocide’. The olive, on the other

hand, is reportedly used by Turkey to export olive oil to Europe.

A similar pattern between AA and ANHA is seen in the reports about the

changes in infrastructure, such as new schools, universities, cultural centres,

hospitals, and security and military units. The ANHA reports suggest the negative

- 44 -



dominance of these institutions over the local institutions established before 2018.

This leads to another sub-pattern of the transformation theme of 'De-Kurdification

and Cultural Assimilation' processes in Afrin.

(My translation) “From the beginning of the occupation, the Turkish
state has attempted to imprint Turkish characteristics onto Afrin. This
included renaming streets, public spaces, hospitals, villages, and towns
and replacing original names with Turkish ones. Public buildings and
schools were adorned with Turkish flags, and citizens were forced to take a
Turkish identity card. The Turkish state has given Turkish names to key
areas in Afrin city centre, such as changing Azadi Square to Ataturk
Square, Newroz Square to Salaheddin Square, Nistimani Square to 18th of
March [the day of the capture of Afrin city centre] and Kawa Hesinkar
Square to Olive Branch Square... Images of the Turkish state and fascist
President Erdogan have been displayed everywhere. The name of Avrin
Hospital, originally written in Arabic and Kurdish, was rewritten in
Turkish. Additionally, shop and street signs were written exclusively in
Turkish.”11

The reduction of Kurdish language classes at schools and the change in the

education system are also highlighted in ANHA texts as efforts to erase Kurdish

identity and impose Turkish culture. This, at the same time, is reported in AA

texts as well. The Turkish official source reported:

(My translation) “The education system imposed by the PKK/YPG in
schools was terminated, and education was transitioned to a curriculum
determined by the interim government of the opposition. In the district
centre, the Gaziantep University Afrin Faculty of Education, Cultural
Centre, and Sports Complex established by [the Turkish] presidential

11 Original Text: İşgalin başından bu yana Türk devleti Efrîn’e Türkiye’nin özelliklerini
kazandırmaya çalıştı. Bu kapsamda sokakların, kamu alanlarının, hastanelerin, köy ve kasabaların
adları değiştirdi. Okul ve tüm kamu hizmet kurumlarının üzerine Türk bayrağı asarak yurttaşları
Türk kimliğini kullanmaya zorladı. Türk devleti, Efrin kent merkezinin belli başlı bölgelerine
Türkçe isimler verdi. Azadi meydanına Atatürk meydanı, Newroz meydanına Salaheddin,
Niştimani meydanına 18 Mart ve Kawa Hesinkar meydanına Zeytin Dalı ismini vererek
demografiyi değiştirdi. Arapça ve Kürtçe yazılan Avrin Hastanesi’nin adı Türkçe olarak yazıldı.
Ayrıca dükkanların ve caddelerin tabelaları da sadece Türkçe olarak yazıldı.
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decree, as well as 263 schools in the Afrin district centre and surrounding
towns, provide education to approximately 93 thousand students.”12

These curriculum changes also include the new Turkish classes. One of the

interviews of AA with a local resident shows that Turkish, Arabic and English

classes at schools are mandatory, while the Kurdish classes are elective only. The

resident says, “Now, thanks to Turkey in Afrin, which has been cleansed of

terrorism, the people, especially children, live freely and happily. Kids now study

Turkish, Arabic, English and if they wish, also Kurdish”13.

To conclude this section, the Kurdish perspective of Afrin’s transformation is

more about an aggressive occupation and its results with systematic efforts to

erase the Kurdish identity from the city. It also suggests the environment change

to an insecure and violent place for the local residents under the SNA and Turkish

control.

‘Afrin is a part of Syria’
A red line throughout the transformation theme in both sources was that ‘Afrin

is a part of Syria’. The Turkish media occasionally refers to Afrin as ‘Syria's

Afrin’, through which Turkey shows the official narrative of respecting Syria’s

territorial integrity. In addition to the reports about the local councils, this theme

serves as an explanation of Afrin being independent. However, as we saw from

the previous section, the district is also represented similarly to the domestic

regions of Turkey. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the situation in

Afrin was reported by AA. The articles report the situation “in the territories

under the Syrian opposition control in the North of Syria..” and then show the

contribution of Turkey in the fight against the pandemic. Particularly, the Turkish

health minister reports establishing hospitals and mobile health units for the fight

13 Original Text: Şimdi Türkiye sayesinde terörden temizlenen Afrin'de başta çocuklar olmak
üzere halk özgür ve mutlu olarak yaşıyor. Çocuklar şimdi Türkçe, Arapça, İngilizce ve isterlerse
Kürtçe öğreniyor.

12 Original Text: Okullarda PKK/YPG'nin dayattığı eğitim sistemine son verilerek
muhaliflerin geçici hükümetinin belirlediği müfredata uygun eğitime geçildi. İlçe merkezinde
Cumhurbaşkanlığı kararnamesiyle açılan Gaziantep Üniversitesi Afrin Eğitim Fakültesi, Kültür
Merkezi ve Spor Kompleksi'nin yanı sıra Afrin ilçe merkezi ve çevre beldelerdeki 263 okulda
yaklaşık 93 bin öğrenci eğitim görüyor.
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against the pandemic. Even the disinfection and informing processes during the

pandemic were done by Turkey, according to AA. This also included a task force

of the Turkish health ministry working in Syria in order to inform the local

population on the measures against the pandemic and conduct preventive

measures.

The same theme emerged from the analysis of the Kurdish source. Afrin is not

only presented as a part of the AANES but also as a part of Syria. This theme in

the Kurdish source also warns about the Turkish presence. It implies that the

longer Turkey is in Afrin, the more the possibility that Afrin will be cut from

Syria.

Overview
The pattern of the transformation of Afrin in almost every aspect of the

post-Turkish occupation is identified in both AA and ANHA data. It is difficult to

understand the local perceptions of these changes based on the secondary sources,

which both have political biases. However, a serious Turkish influence on all the

aspects of life and governance of Afrin is observable. It also shows the non-formal

annexation of Afrin systems into the Turkish systems.

Changing Security and Social Environment of Afrin
This section details the perceptions of the security environment in Afrin

post-Turkish invasion. While the Turkish source’s discourse is mainly based on

the idea of Afrin being liberated from violence and terrorism, the Kurdish side

argues insecurity and violence are growing in the region post-2018.

“Liberation, Protection and Security Assured by Turkey”
The most frequently emerged theme from the Turkish AA was the descriptions

of Turkey liberating Afrin from the ‘PKK/YPG occupation’ and helping Afrin to

return to ‘normal life’. The Turkish source consistently frames the 2018 military

operation as a liberation mission, characterising it as a successful operation to
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help the local population in Afrin and cleanse Afrin of ‘terrorist groups’. The

terrorist groups, as defined by the Turkish agency, are PKK, KCK, PYD, YPG and

ISIS. The theme was dominant in almost every publication of the AA, regardless

of the context, and was one of the main presented reasonings behind the Turkish

presence in Afrin. The following excerpt is a concise example of this:

(My translation) “Development efforts continue in the region following
the Olive Branch Operation conducted by the Turkish Armed Forces (TSK)
along with the SNA in Syria five years ago, which liberated the district
centre of Afrin from the occupation of the PKK/YPG terrorist organisation.
It has been five years since Afrin, located in Syrian territory across from
the Hatay province [of Turkey], was liberated from the six-year
occupation of the PKK/YPG by the Olive Branch Operation. The Afrin
district centre was taken under control on the 58th day of the operation,
which was launched by TSK-supported SMO units on January 20th,
2018.”14

The Turkish official source represents all the transformative changes discussed

above, such as Turkey's ‘assistance services’ and military operations. Aside from

the new establishments, the “Liberation, Protection and Security assured by

Turkey'' theme includes descriptions by AA about the social life in the city, such

as the 'peaceful coexistence' of the Arabs, Kurds, Turkmen and Yezidis, cultural

developments, appreciation of Turkey, protection of the local civilians.

Several sub-themes were identified that provide a more detailed explanation of

this pattern. These include 'Afrin Resources and Infrastructure are Preserved and

Restored by Turkey'; 'Turkey is a Proactive Humanitarian Actor in the Crisis',

'Unity and Coexistence in Afrin'; 'Victims of Assad Regime Violence are under the

protection of Turkey'; 'Turkey is the only fair player in the Syrian War'.

As we saw previously, AA frequently reports interviews with the local

residents in Afrin who usually describe the situation before 2018 to be disastrous

14 Original text: Türk Silahlı Kuvvetlerinin (TSK) Suriye Milli Ordusu (SMO) ile Suriye'de 5
yıl önce gerçekleştirdiği Zeytin Dalı Harekatı'yla Afrin ilçe merkezini terör örgütü PKK/YPG'nin
işgalinden kurtarmasının ardından bölgede kalkınma çalışmaları sürüyor. Hatay ilinin karşısındaki
Suriye topraklarında yer alan Afrin'in, Zeytin Dalı Harekatı'yla terör örgütü PKK/YPG'nin 6 yıl
süren işgalinden kurtarılmasının üzerinden 5 sene geçti. Afrin ilçe merkezi, TSK destekli SMO
birlikleri tarafından 20 Ocak 2018'de başlatılan harekatın 58. gününde kontrol altına alındı.
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and after 2018 to be liberated. These interviews most of the time include phrases

like “Thanks to Turkey '', “Olive Branch saved us”, etc. For example:

(My translation) “Afrin residents are satisfied with Turkey's
investments. Ali Hamro, a shopkeeper in Afrin city centre, told the AA
correspondent that businesses were not operating previously due to
insecurity. After the Olive Branch Operation, businesses now operate 24
hours. "The region improves daily post-operation. Turkey has provided
excellent services to Afrin, opening hospitals and schools. We thank Recep
Tayyip Erdoğan. No Arab state cared about us, but Erdoğan did, and I
thank him especially," he said.

Farmer Ahmed Hattab noted that everything improved after Turkey
cleared the terrorists. "Businesses began to thrive. People started opening
shops. Newcomers settled in Afrin. Hospitals, schools—everything needed
for life is here, thank God," he said.”15

The ‘before Operation Olive Branch’ period includes also descriptions of

cases where a local resident moved to Afrin after losing their home because of the

Syrian government forces attacks, thus framing Turkey also as a protection roof

for victims of the government forces. Moreover, it suggests that the only safe

place in Syria might be the ones under Turkey’s control. In a more general pattern,

AA reports describe Turkey as the only fair player in the Syrian Civil War by

blaming Russia, Iran and all the other actors involved in the War for the insecurity

and violence. This is shown in expressions like “the only supporter of civilians [in

Syria] was Turkey”16 or “Turkey is the only country providing opportunities for

millions of Syrians”17. Indeed, this narrative is promoted by the officials as well,

17 Original Text: Milyonlarca Suriyeli için imkan sunan tek ülke Türkiye
16 Original Text: ..sivil halkın en büyük destekçisi Türkiye oldu.

15 Original Text: “Afrinliler Türkiye'nin yatırımlarından memnun. Afrin kent merkezinde
esnaf Ali Hamro, AA muhabirine yaptığı açıklamada, daha önce güvensizlik nedeniyle iş
yerlerinin çalışmadığını söyledi. Zeytin Dalı Harekatı'nın ardından işletmelerin 24 saat hizmet
verdiğini anlatan Hamro, "Harekat sonrasında bölge her gün daha iyiye gidiyor. Türkiye, Afrin'e
güzel hizmetler getirdi. Hastaneler, okullar açıldı. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan'a teşekkür ediyoruz.
Hiçbir Arap devletinin umurunda olmadık ancak Erdoğan bizimle ilgilendi, ona özellikle teşekkür
ediyorum." diye konuştu.

Çiftçi Ahmed Hattab da Türkiye'nin bölgedeki teröristleri temizlemesinin ardından her şeyin
olumlu yöne gitmeye başladığını belirterek, "İş yerleri hareketlenmeye başladı. İnsanlar iş yerlerini
açmaya başladı. Dışarıdan gelip Afrin'e yerleşenler oldu. Hastaneler, okullar, hayat için ne lazımsa
hepsi oldu çok şükür." dedi.”
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exemplified in an announcement of the former Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu

from Afrin, as reported by AA in 2021:

(My translation) “We all know about Karabakh, where evil did not
manage to dominate. On one side, the world is aware of the massacres in
Srebrenica in the heart of the Balkans. It's marked as a black stain on the
forehead of the West. We know about Libya and Palestine. It's clear that
we are on the side of righteousness, and they are on the side of falsehood.
We are on the side of good, and they are on the side of evil.”18

In most of the articles the agency described situations of torture, exploitation,

killings and overall occupation conducted by the ‘terrorists’. Thus, the

responsibility to protect the norm here is used not for the Turkish border and

Turkish citizens’ safety, but for the locals in Afrin, who, as alleged by the Turkish

state-owned media, suffered under the PYD regime. This narrative of liberating

and protecting Afrin residents is often used when describing processes ongoing in

Afrin that involve the Turkish police, TAF and MİT units, as a justification for the

Turkish military presence in the region. Most of the time, Turkish forces are

mentioned as the main protectors of security in Afrin.

(My translation) “In a coordinated operation in Syria's Afrin district, the

National Intelligence Organisation (MİT) and police units arrested nine

suspects in preparation for attacks, along with ammunition. The Hatay

Governor's Office reported that MİT and the Afrin Police Coordination

Intelligence and Counterterrorism Branch are continuing their efforts to

uncover and prevent activities of the YPG/PKK.”

One of the ‘protection’ efforts described by AA is the humanitarian aid given

by Turkish organisations to Afrin people, including daily appliances, food,

clothing, medicine etc. Apart from that, Turkish organisations are reportedly

involved in promoting cultural events such as organising exhibitions, or opening

cultural centres. The two major Turkish organisations involved in these activities

18 Original Text: Hepimiz Karabağ'ı biliyoruz, orda da kötülük hakim olmadı. Bir taraftar
bütün dünyanın gözü önünde Balkanların merkezinde Srebrenitsa'daki katliamları biliyoruz.
Batının alnının çatının orası bir kara leke olarak yazıldı. Libya'yı, Filistin'i biliyoruz. Anlaşılıyor ki
bizler hakkın tarafındayız, onlar batılın tarafında. Bizler iyiliğin, onlar kötülüğün tarafında.
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are Yunus Emre Institute (YEE) and Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms

and Humanitarian Relief (IHH). These are institutions often listed among the

government-aligned institutions used for the Turkish soft power abroad (Yağcı,

2022; Awang Muhaidin & Telci, 2023). IHH is among Islamist NGOs (Atalay,

2013) and is a member of the Union of NGOs of the Islamic World, Organization

of Islamic Cooperation Humanitarian Funds, Organization of Islamic Cooperation

(IHH, n.d.). YEE has branches in more than 50 countries, and its goal is to

promote Turkey on an international level. It is called a tool for Turkey’s cultural

diplomacy (Yağcı, 2022). IHH, on the other hand, apart from the humanitarian aid

context, has been reported in adverse contexts as well. Firstly, it became famous

for organising the famous 2010 Gaza Flotilla with the initiative of breaking the

Gaza blockade but it ended in the incident of clashes with the Israeli security

forces. Later, Israel accused the NGO of relations with Hamas, including reports

about IHH funding the organisation and other armed groups (Awang Muhaidin &

Telci, 2023). Thus, while the reports about these humanitarian activities in Afrin

are under the, in a way latent, pattern of Turkey as a proactive humanitarian

actor, the Kurdish ANHA accuses Turkey of Manipulating Humanitarian Aid and

using organisations that allegedly are involved in ‘terrorist funding’.

(My translation) “The Human Movie Team, together with the İHH,

delivered 40 brick homes to war-displaced families in Afrin..Tülay Gökçimen,

the head of the Human Movie Team's humanitarian film crew, told the AA

correspondent that.. they contributed to President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s

project of 100,000 brick homes...Highlighting that people displaced from

different regions and turned into refugees on their own land have been trying

to continue their lives in tents for years, Gökçimen said, "When we started the

project, we thought it would be done in İdlib. We named the brick homes after

our [TSK] soldiers who were martyred in İdlib in 2021. We wanted to keep

their names alive.”

In short, the “Liberation..” theme mostly summarises Turkey’s efforts to justify
the military intervention, military occupation and presence in a territory outside of
Turkey.
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“Regression in Afrin post-Turkish invasion”
As opposed to this theme, the analysis of ANHA revealed the “Regression in

Afrin post-invasion” theme, suggesting that after the 2018 Turkish invasion, Afrin

is not only insecure because of the conflict, clashes and Human Rights Violations

but also is undergoing socio-cultural and educational regression, the society is

being polarised, and Turkey promotes religious radicalism.

The significant focus is on Human Rights Violations in Afrin, including

kidnappings, killings, and arbitrary detention. These reports detail torture and

violence during the detentions where Turkish armed and intelligence forces are

also involved. The Kurdish media claims that approximately 10,000 individuals

have been kidnapped, including women, and around 500 killed since the Turkish

invasion in 2018. Additionally, there are still people that have been missing for

years. Some reports also depict the arrested people as convicted at the Turkish

courts.

The illustration of the regression is seen in the descriptions of the pre-2018

period. A sub-theme of ‘Afrin Was Developed Only During the Autonomous

Administration Rule’ shows this pattern. For example, ANHA reports about

educational reforms after 2012 when AANES was established, such as the first

schools, colleges, and universities in North and East Syria opened in Afrin to

provide education in Kurdish. In comparison, today, the students are allegedly not

allowed to study Kurdish, and the focus is more on Turkish; the schools are closed

down or transformed into torture houses. However, the Kurdish source also

reports the potential commitment of the Afrin people to resist Turkey despite the

regression.

Constant Instability and Violence
Both sources report violent activities in Afrin, blaming each other for the

responsibility. However, the idea of constant instability and violence for the

residents in Afrin is apparent, regardless of these perspectives.
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The representation of PKK/YPG as a security threat has always been a central

narrative of the official Turkish discourse. In the context of Afrin, the theme is

prevalent in descriptions of Turkey’s military presence in Afrin and its broader

operations inside Syria. Reports of AA frequently link all the issues in Afrin to the

reported existence of PKK/YPG in those territories, sometimes even mentioning

that there is no direct evidence. For instance, one of AA's reports about an attack

in Afrin says, ‘Local security forces conducting investigations at the scene are

focusing on the possibility that the actions were conducted by the terrorist

organisation YPG/PKK.’19

AA accuses the group of displacing people, attacking civilians and cutting

down the locals’ olive trees. This serves as the justification for Turkey’s military

presence in Syria. Territories other than Afrin controlled by the Kurds are also

called ‘occupied by the PKK/YPG’ and are in need of liberation again, meaning

that Turkey is tasked to continue its military operations until this threat is out of

Syria. This also serves the sub-theme of this section about ‘Security as a

Justification for Political Continuity’. For instance, AA cites a report of SETA, a

Turkish pro-government think tank analysing the reasons behind Turkey’s

presence in Syria, where PKK/YPG’s presence in Syria is mentioned as the

biggest issue.

(My translation) “According to the report prepared by SETA, it is of
vital importance for Turkey to maintain its military presence and continue
operations in Syria until the PKK/YPG threat to its national security and
territorial integrity is fully eliminated. The report highlights that the
PKK/YPG currently occupies approximately 50,000 square kilometres in
Syria, holding 75% of the energy resources and significant portions of
fertile agricultural lands and water resources. The conclusion of the report
suggests that Turkey should continue extensive military operations to
ensure the complete eradication of the 'terrorist organisation' from Syrian
territories. It also points out the necessity of liberating the areas north of

19 Original Text: Olay yerinde incelemelerde bulunan yerel güvenlik güçleri, eylemlerin, terör
örgütü YPG/PKK tarafından düzenlendiği ihtimali üzerinde duruyor.
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the M4 highway, especially the regions around Ayn Al-Arab (Kobani) and
Qamishli.”20

Overall, all the reports about Afrin have this theme as a red line in the texts.

Contrary to this is the ‘Afrin Will Undergo Violence and Instability as Long As

Turkey is There’ sub-theme that emerged from the ANHA data. As described in

the above sections, one of ANHA’s main focuses is on the insecurity and violence

in Afrin, reportedly organised by Turkey. The theme represents the situation in

Afrin as threatening and violent for the local residents. This also serves to

facilitate discussions about returning to Afrin one day and fighting against Turkey.

Apart from Turkey, the source also reports violent actions by other actors, such as

the internal clashes between the rebel forces.

Conclusion
The thematic analysis of ANHA and AA data reveals several important points

about the consequences of the Turkish occupation of Afrin. Firstly, it shows an

extensive amount of transformation in Afrin, including transformation of the

infrastructure, governing system, and demography, as well as social and cultural

norms and education. It shows a military occupation of the territory and the

processes of creating new political and economic systems dependent on the

Turkish government structure.

Understanding the nature of Turkish presence in Afrin seems to have several

layers. While Turkish influence and de facto Turkish control are observable, the

region is not officially claimed by Turkey. It does not have to be claimed as part of

Turkey or another domestic region but is just called Turkish, as in the example of

Cyprus. On the contrary, Afrin is mostly represented as part of Syria. This leads us

20 Original Text: SETA'nın hazırladığı rapora göre, Türkiye'nin kendi ulusal güvenliğine ve
toprak bütünlüğüne yönelik PKK/YPG tehdidini tamamen bertaraf edene kadar, Suriye’de askeri
varlık göstermesi ve harekatlara devam etmesi hayati önem arz ediyor. PKK/YPG'nin Suriye'de
halihazırda yaklaşık 50 bin kilometrekarelik alanı işgalini sürdürdüğüne dikkat çekilen raporda,
enerji kaynaklarının yüzde 75’ini ve verimli tarım arazileri ile su kaynaklarının önemli bir kısmını
elinde tuttuğu belirtildi. Raporun sonuç kısmında Türkiye'nin kapsamlı askeri harekatlara devam
ederek "terör örgütünün Suriye’de tamamen topraksızlaştırılmasını sağlaması" gerektiğine işaret
edilirken, M4 karayolunun kuzeyinin, özellikle de Aynularab (Kobani) ve Kamışlı bölgelerinin
özgürleştirilmesi gerekliliğine dikkat çekildi.
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to the following description of the Turkish presence in Afrin: Turkey is the de

facto governor and controller of Afrin, and it changes the existing systems in the

territory by entirely dissolving the previously operating systems and establishing

Turkish or Turkey-backed infrastructure or governing bodies. Using this power

also influences the demography of the territory and cultural and social norms.

Moreover, this change brings Afrin’s identity closer to Turkey rather than

preserving it the way it is. This is explained by the increased number of Turkish

symbols in Afrin, Turkish classes, and Turkish names for the infrastructure. While

this is a description of occupation, the changes in the territory seem to bring a

long-lasting Turkish presence in Afrin with a rather Turkish identity, similar to

some domestic regions of Turkey. Thus, Turkey is holding and fully controlling a

region inside Syria and making it similar to its domestic regions.

Meanwhile, the emerging themes also show constant instability and violence

in Afrin, regardless of the actors involved. This brings attention to the rights of the

local residents, including freedom and security, which are under threat and not

protected. Not considering who attacks the civilians and civilian infrastructure and

with what purpose, the key finding here is that the civilians are under periodic

attacks with no access to the international legal systems or international

organisations monitoring the situation. This also shows the isolation of Afrin from

entities other than Turkey.

These findings lay the foundation of a theoretical framework that reflects

external control over another country by force, the transformative nature of

control, occupation, dependency, and colonial practices. The analysed patterns

seem to describe Afrin as fully under transformative occupation, while at the same

represented as independent by Turkey.
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V. Theoretical Framework

By adopting an inductive analysis method, the study initially did not present a

predefined theoretical framework for the analysis. Instead, the inductive approach

allowed the themes to emerge directly from the data. Through the thematic

analysis of the Turkish state-run Anadolu Agency and Kurdish, PYD-affiliated

Hawar News Agency’s publications on Afrin, several themes emerged depicting

the impact of Turkish control over Afrin. Themes and sub-themes on the

systematic transformation of Afrin under Turkish rule, economic dependence and

exploitation, instability and violence aligned with the concepts discussed in the

existing literature on external control, military occupations, and colonial practices.

Considering the transformative nature of the Afrin occupation, the theoretical

concept of Transformative Military Occupations (TMO) emerged as a fitting

theory for understanding Afrin’s case. Moreover, the ideas of external control,

economic dependency and exploitation suggested patterns of Neo-Colonialism.

Hence, this chapter outlines the theoretical framework applied in the next

chapter of the Discussion to analyse and interpret the findings and discuss the

specific case of Turkey’s control over Afrin. It first discusses the Neo-Colonialism

theory and then delves into the interconnection of the concepts, looking at the

TMOs from the neo-colonialist perspective.

Neo-Colonialism
The ‘neo-colonial’ concept, as described by Braidotti and Hlavajova (2019),

indicates the restoration of colonial dynamics, i.e. external rule over another

country. However, it is not necessarily focused on territorial control but is instead

“more diffuse forms of economic, military, financial, environmental, cultural and

technological supremacies” (Ibid., p.279). The theory of neo-colonialism,

developed in the post-colonial discourse, focuses more on how the formal colonial

powers continue to maintain control over their former colonies, but instead of

direct colonial rule, they undertake more subtle ways of control. However,
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Nkrumah (1965), Ghana’s first president, argues that it does not always have to be

a formal colonial power. Sometimes, for instance, “neo-colonial control may be

exercised by a consortium of financial interests which are not specifically

identifiable with any particular State” (Ibid., p. XI). Thus, Nkrumah (1965)

defines the theory as when the State subject to neo-colonialism is, in theory, an

independent state, but in reality, its economy and, consequently, its politics are

controlled by an external power. The concept was first used by Jean-Paul Sartre, a

French philosopher who criticised the French policies in Algeria in his

“Colonialism and NeoColonialism” work, but the theory is mainly based on

Nkrumah’s observations of the situation in Africa during the time of writing his

book “Neo-Colonialism: the last stage of Imperialism”.

Most neo-colonialism cases discussed in the existing literature centre on cases

where the neo-colonialist is a Western power. This may unintentionally create a

distorted perspective that ignores similar processes committed by other growing

powers. This can be seen as an extension of Orientalism in academia in which

neo-colonialism is largely assessed in binary terms of developed and

underdeveloped countries, with the West always playing the role of the developed

and the powerful. Moreover, neo-colonialism frequently implies a strong cultural,

economic and ideological gap between the neo-colonialist and the subject

societies. Subsequently, in the existing literature, neo-colonialism seems possible

only in this gap that reflects Stuart Hall’s ‘The West and the Rest’ discourse (Hall,

2018). This viewpoint carries the idea that only the West has the right to engage in

colonial activities. Such an approach risks ignoring modern cases of imperialism,

in which countries like Turkey, Iran, China, India or others are increasingly

engaging in neo-colonial practices (Segell, 2019; Lumumba-Kasongo, 2011;

Balasubramanyam, (2015)).

As an example of this confusing approach, Arslan (2021) argues that Turkey's

involvement in Africa is less neo-colonial than the involvement of Western

countries. The explanation is that because of its Islamic-Ottoman history, Turkey

presents itself as more historically connected to Africa, while the West's past

connection to Africa is colonial and violent. Thus, the Turkish model can be
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acceptable to the locals and an alternative to the West, challenging Africa's power

dynamics. So, Arslan argues that even though the Islamic-Ottoman ideology

contains colonial elements, Turkey cannot be as powerful as the US, for instance,

in Africa. This makes Turkey a "virtuous power", Arslan (Ibid.) argues, in Africa

rather than a neo-colonial. On the contrary, even if Turkey is not as powerful as

the US, the idea of Neo-Colonialism neither specifies the level of development of

the neo-colonialist power nor limits the number of powers that can be

neo-colonialists for a target state.

Similarly, Turkey’s involvement in many different countries is not considered

neo-colonial due to Turkey’s successful framing of its historical, regional, and

religious connections to the subject territories and/or its security reasoning. These

interpretations result in two things: first, ignorance of current cases of external

control that can have neo-colonial dynamics, and second, inappropriate responses

to these cases that involve human rights violations and exploitation.

On the other hand, this can lead to the mistaken belief that any instance of

exerted control is neo-colonialism. Braidotti and Hlavajova’s (2019, p.281)

general definition of neo-colonialism can help reflect such cases worldwide:

“Even though the term ‘neocolonialism’ can become too flexible and all-purpose,

it still connotes in its essence new, unequal distributions of human, financial,

environmental and cultural resources that put countries, peoples and subjects into

positions of subalternity and protracted dependence.”

The mechanisms of neo-colonialism often focus on economic dependence,

political control and cultural, religious, and educational influence (Ali, 2010;

Girvan, 2012; Nkrumah, (1965)). In this influence, the neo-colonial power, as

argued by Nkrumah (Ibid.), is not interested in developing the subject country,

even when providing the country with financial aid, as any development can be a

future threat to the neo-colonial power. However, neo-colonialism is more

complicated than traditional colonialism. Zinkin (1993, p.343) noted, “To impose

conditions on the use of resources, one must first provide the resources.” This is

when the neo-colonial powers are obliged to provide aid and invest in the social

constructions of the target states. The work on social constructions is also one of
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the failures of colonialism, as identified by Zinkin (Ibid.), which neo-colonialism

has to avoid. The author notes that colonial powers failed to change the social

beliefs of the colonies’ people. Colonialism was violent, so it faced opposition.

Thus, neo-colonialism aims to influence society as well, promoting power in

subtle ways.

However, the methods can differ from case to case, especially in the

contemporary global setting. Alzubairi (2019) describes four main mechanisms

common in colonialism and neo-colonialism. Those include the external power’s

economic expansion into the subject territory, consolidating power within a

central authority, often imposed by the external power, militarisation of the

controlled territory, and exceptionalism. The latter refers to implementing laws or

practices framed as temporary but which allow rules outside the normal bounds of

law (Ibid., p.35). Economic domination can be expressed in control over major

industries, unfair trading practices favouring the controlling power, financial ‘aid’

provisions and large amounts of debt the developing country owes to the

controlling external power. In some cases, as Nkrumah (1965) describes, the

subject State will even be required to import the products of the controlling power

instead of using other cooperation opportunities.

Political influence describes how the neo-colonialists shape the subject’s

political systems and governance structures to suit their agendas. This may be

expressed through controlling certain political parties inside the country, directly

intervening in internal political processes, or even having complete de facto

control over the subject government.

Militarisation occurs when the controlling power’s formal or informal (e.g.,

private military companies (Zabci, 2007)) armed forces are stationed in the

subject territory. Nkrumah (1985) views the military involvement of the

neo-colonial power as an extreme stage of neo-colonialism, as most cases are

primarily carried out through financial and economic means.

In some ways, neo-colonialism presupposes less violent aggression than

conventional colonialism, as it is explored chiefly when a state is economically or

politically dependent on a more powerful actor rather than military domination.
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Thus, in contemporary debates, situations of military intervention or external

control over land in a war zone are rarely contextualised within the theory of

neo-colonialism. This is the case in Syria or Iraq, where different parties,

including developed and developing states, exert control over territories and

infrastructure or administrate institutions in a theoretically independent country.

All the involved parties in these countries justify their involvement in arguments

of ‘fighting terrorism’, ‘saving’ or ‘liberating the local population’. Alzubairi

(2019), for instance, argues that this modern ‘war on terror’ is actually

neo-colonial in its militarism and exceptionalism. Only the guise is different

compared to colonialism. While colonialism was justified as actions of ‘civilising’

the underdeveloped, neo-colonialism is about ‘fighting crime’ and ‘protecting

human rights’ (Ibid.). Nkrumah (1965, p.8) calls this the contradictions of

neo-colonialism because “to make it attractive to those upon whom it is practised,

it must be shown as capable of raising their living standards”. Nevertheless,

Alzubairi’s argument paves the way for discussing a violent military element of

neo-colonial dominance, which secures military presence and dominance in a

subject country regardless of the framed discourse around it.

Neo-Colonialist Perspective on Transformative Military

Occupations
TMO's theoretical concept is constructed on the traditional occupation

concept, which has received numerous descriptions and definitions. A standard

description of military occupation, usually relying on the international law of

occupation, describes a state or potential other actor establishing military control

over a part of or the whole territory of another country. This section, however,

does not aim to analyse the occupation law but to understand the concept of

TMOs and the intersecting dynamics between TMOs and neo-colonialism.

In many cases of occupation, as noted by Roberts (1985), the sides, mostly the

occupant, are somewhat unwilling to call their situation an ‘occupation’.

Alternatively, according to the author, it can sometimes be called a rescue

mission, peacekeeping operation, liberation or military administration, thus
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providing a space for the invading side to claim that the occupied is independent

(Ibid.).

TMOs are, in a sense, upgraded concepts of military occupation. The recent

cases frequently refer to the US-led coalition’s invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan,

framed as invasions to transform the invaded in a way it is ‘liberated’ or in a

‘better situation’. Roberts (2006, p.580) describes the states which conduct TMOs

as "those whose stated purpose (whether or not actually achieved) is to change

states that have failed or have been under tyrannical rule”. For instance, the case

of Iraq and many other TMOs was based on the American perspective that

emerged by the end of the 20th century, which stated that there is no better system

than Western liberal democracy (Sadowski, 1993, p.14). This perspective led the

West to decide on spreading this democracy among ‘the Rest’ (Hall, 2018).

However, the mechanisms and methods of this process were not a primary topic of

discussion before the interventions would start. The justification for Iraq 2003

subsequently was that the country was under a dictatorship and it needed a

change. Achieving a liberal democracy then became the stated basis for TMOs

until the ‘war on terror’ phase. Thus, while the traditional occupation was

imagined as the occupant having supposedly temporary military and political

power over a particular territory, the transformative occupation now would give

the occupant more power to change and transform the territory under its de facto

control (Bhuta, 2005). With this, the interventions and occupations gained a

positive tone, receiving relevant support for some time.

Roberts (2006) notes that the standard perception of occupation is that it is

temporary and pending a peace agreement, so the disruption of the existing order

in the occupied territory should be minimal. However, as the cases of Palestine or

North Cyprus have shown, occupations tend to last longer. Moreover, many

occupations, especially current ones, tend to be more transformative, especially

when changing the local regime, than during the establishment of international

occupation laws that prohibit transformation (Stirk, 2019). Thus, Roberts (2006)

argues that these laws are irrelevant to the current transformative occupation
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cases, while Jackson & Moses (2017) note that TMOs have become a persistent

aspect of modern governance, especially in the Middle East.

Roberts’ (2006) work on TMO provides several key aspects for understanding

the theoretical concept. First, the author argues that the decision to transform is

not primary for the occupant and differs from the decision to intervene. It is

usually a secondary decision emerging during the occupation. Hence, he notes that

the “transformative goals may be acceptable, but only as a byproduct of military

action, not as its real justification” (Ibid., p.581). In stage one, occupation is

represented as self-defence against the territory or the regime to be occupied

(Fabre, 2016). As described by Saunders (2009, p.121), this is the case where the

leaders of the intervening countries view the internal characteristics of other states

as the ultimate source of threats, which results in the intervening power being

deeply engaged in the domestic restructuring of the target state. As the intervening

power considers something or someone existing in the target state to be

dangerous, following operations leads to human rights violations, typical to

occupations (Benvenisti, 2012). In these cases, the occupant is forced to balance

the local population’s rights against their own interests and concerns. In the

TMOs, when this lasts longer, transformation occurs after the occupation starts.

The prohibition of the annexation of the occupied territory directly affects the

transformative nature of the occupation. Roberts (2006, p.583) argues that even

though these two are different concepts, they have something in common: “they

tend to involve extending to the occupied territory the type of political system

adhered to by the occupying power”. Moreover, he notes that the concept of TMO

can be considered a successor of the term annexation but represented in a more

honourable way. This makes understanding the inclination of modern occupations

toward transformation easier. It may offer room for de facto annexation and carry

a justification overlooked by the international occupation law. Roberts (2006)

argues that these quasi-annexations can occur in contexts where the occupied

territory lacked full sovereignty before the occupation. This can be related to

autonomous or semi-autonomous territories as well, for example.
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Although the theoretical concept of transformative occupation is relatively

new, Jackson and Moses's (2017) historical case study shows that its examples

have deeper roots and are older than even the post-colonial era. Roberts (2006)

brings examples of occupations that have been extensively transformative since

1945. Those include the cases of Cyprus, Czechoslovakia, Grenada and Iraq

(Ibid.). Moreover, the aim to transform a society with a military intervention was a

core basis for European colonialism.

Interestingly, the two concepts, TMOs and Neo-Colonialism, are, in a sense,

mutually reinforcing. When scholars paid more attention to the TMOs following

the Iraq occupation in 2003, some colonial or neo-colonial characteristics of

TMOs emerged. Later, retrospectively revisiting the cases of colonialism, a

historical interrelation between the two concepts was found, as transformative

occupation aspects were present in many colonialism cases (Craven, 2021;

Roberts, 2006; Jackson & Moses, 2017). The two are also among the situations

that are more challenging for the initiator to finish, as those focus particularly on

creating a new state with extensive external control and influence over the

governing system (Caplan, 2012).

Soon after the US invaded Iraq, some authors started discussing the potential

colonial elements of the transformative invasion or reconstruction, as was labelled

by the US government: “territorial annexation, rule by foreign nationals, and

control of natural resources” (Evans, 2003; Pearson et al., 2005). The

restructuring of the political and economic systems and making a new economic

plan by Americanising the Iraqi economy were the main reasons for the

discussions on the neo-colonial nature of the Iraqi occupation (Welch, 2008).

These interventions have a neo-colonial nature because, as Peterson (2007)

argues, the intervening countries usually establish typical external control that

leads to the destruction of infrastructure, starvation, poverty, economic control,

etc. It is a “forcible intrusion into the internal affairs of sovereign states” (Ibid.,

p.375). This is not to say that every TMO is automatically a neo-colonialism. As

described by Carcano (2015, p.73), “occupations can turn into annexation,

exploitation, or a form of colonialism,” so as the era of colonialism has passed, it
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becomes more appropriate to discuss neo-colonialism in the cases of current

occupations mirroring colonial era.
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VI. Discussion

This chapter interprets the findings of the thematic analysis of the Turkish

state-owned Anadolu Agency and Kurdish, PYD-affiliated Hawar News Agency

publications. Discussing these through the lenses of the theoretical framework of

transformative military occupations (TMO) and neo-colonialism, the chapter

analyses the impact and characteristics of Turkish military presence in Afrin. By

this, I aim to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: How has Turkish military control impacted the crucial aspects of life

in Afrin, North Syria?

RQ2: In what theoretical framework can Turkish military interventionism

be understood based on the case study of Afrin?

Afrin as a Case of Transformative Military Occupation
As discussed in Chapter IV, TMO reflects the occupation cases when the

targeted state or territory undergoes transformation, usually under the disguise of

liberation or democratisation. More recent cases of transformation reflect the

‘self-defence’ and ‘war on terror’ contexts. The analysis of Afrin’s Turkish

occupation strongly aligns with the TMO concept. Unlike classical TMO cases,

whose stated goals are to construct a democratic structure in the occupied

territory, the Afrin case aligns more with the newer contexts. It is also possible

that the transformation decision was a byproduct of the Turkish military operation,

as described by Roberts (2006), as the intervention initially was not portrayed as

transformative. The initial stated goal was protecting the Turkish-Syrian border

from alleged terrorist attacks originating from Afrin.

An overall discussion of the Turkish occupation’s impacts suggests that this

occupation may last longer than the perceived temporary. The first broad theme

that emerged during the analysis, the Systematic Transformation of Afrin, offers an
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important background for analysis and shows how Afrin has undergone extensive

transformations after the TAF took control of the district centre.

A summary of some key findings can provide a general description of the

Afrin model of transformative occupation: Afrin is de facto controlled by Turkey,

and no sovereign authority is present in the region. The dissolution of the local

government structures and the establishment of new local councils were most

important in the transformation process. The new governing councils are highly

dependent on Turkey and are officially coordinated by the Turkish southern

provincial authorities. It is reasonable to assume that Turkey makes most of the

governing decisions related to Afrin. The Turkey-backed local councils or newly

established local police forces, portrayed as independent institutions organising

life in Afrin, show no real sign of sovereignty in the analysis.

The post-Turkish intervention period was characterised by local property

destruction, violence and insecurity, and economic crisis. Even during

emergencies, Turkish provincial authorities are the ones reporting and controlling

the situation, which, in a sense, lies under the responsibilities of an occupational

power. On the other hand, it shows how the newly established local authorities

lack sovereignty. Turkish armed and intelligence forces are located along with the

local quasi-autonomous administration, maintaining a de facto military rule over

the district.

Ankara exerts significant economic dominance over Afrin, where Turkey

supplies the region’s most essential appliances. The products and goods are

mainly Turkish and sometimes sold in Turkish markets opened in Afrin.

Economic dependence is also seen in the use of Turkish currency in trade. Afrin is

isolated, with only a connection available to Turkey. So, if the trade is conducted

only with Turkey, it is appropriate to argue that all Afrin resources are directed to

the Turkish market or other markets going through Turkey.

The demographic changes are another essential aspect of this transformation.

With the beginning of the occupation, many residents of Afrin were displaced, as

reported by the Kurdish source. Some were also arrested for reported affiliations

with the PYD/YPG. Although the objective details of the demographic
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transformation are not available, it is observed from both sources that Afrin’s

population is being reconstructed with new settlers, most of whom are probably

loyal to Turkey and coming to the region. Syrian refugees fleeing to Turkey from

parts of Syria other than Afrin due to the Civil War are also among the new

settlers of the district.

Changes in the education system or cultural attributes show significant

propaganda of Turkish symbols, cultural norms, or language. These more subtle

ways of influence may take longer but can be more consistent in their

performance. Adding Turkish language classes and promoting Turkish culture and

national symbols, such as Turkish flags, serve as a basis for a de-Kurdification

process in the region. This includes changing the Kurdish names of squares,

streets, or villages into Turkish and naming them after Erdogan, Ataturk, or

Ottoman Sultans.

An important aspect of understanding the impacts of the Afrin occupation is

the legal system. Changes in the legal system are hardly observable and probably

need a more detailed study. However, arbitrary arrests and conviction processes in

Turkey are seen in both sources, suggesting the legal system’s dependence on the

Turkish system as well. Understanding the changes in the legal system may

provide a more thorough image of the transformation process.

At the same time, both the Turkish and Kurdish sources of data continue to

portray Afrin as a part of Syria, a theoretically sovereign country. This suggests

that Turkey has no official annexation process for Afrin. However, the 'Afrin is a

part of Turkish Administrative and Security Frameworks' theme suggests a case of

quasi-annexation in Afrin. As Chapter V describes, quasi-annexation is more

probable if the occupied territory lacked full sovereignty before the occupation.

This can be the case of Afrin, which was a part of AANES, a non-recognised

autonomous administration.

Moreover, as this study's findings are based on Turkish publications, it is

possible to argue that these narratives are addressed to the domestic

Turkish-speaking population of Turkey. This sets the stage for the normalisation
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of the Turkish presence in Afrin and the idea that Afrin may be a part of Turkey

for the domestic audience.

Additionally, typical to an occupant discourse, these processes Turkey frames

as “Liberation, Protection and Security Assured by Turkey”. The theme also

describes the transformative nature of the occupation. The narrative of liberation

is common in the TMOs and justifies the intervention and the foreign presence in

another country. However, the external reality beneath this theme reflects the

dissolution of existing systems in Afrin. Moreover, it shows the level of TAF

engagement in the essential processes.

Another finding showing that the occupation tends to last longer and more

transformative is the theme of Constant Insecurity and Violence in Afrin. While

the Kurdish source provides a perspective on this issue, reporting about human

rights violations, kidnappings and killings organised by Turkey, the Turkish

source blames the ‘terrorists’ for that. Regardless of the perpetrators, the Afrin

population undergoes significant security threats. Although some disorder and

human rights violations are typically expected during a military occupation, the

occupying power is also expected to control and balance the situation. However,

six years into the occupation, Afrin’s situation remains violent and unstable.

Reflecting on the theoretical framework chapter, this ongoing instability might

indicate a need for Turkey to implement more transformations. Moreover, the

theme of ‘PKK/YPG as a Persistent Security Threat’ shows Turkey’s objective for

continuing not only this occupation but also interventions in other places where

reportedly PKK/YPG units are stationed.

The biggest challenge to the theoretical concepts discussed in Chapter IV is

the idea that transformative interventions can only be conducted by developing

powers. Afrin’s case differs from other TMO examples in that it has an important

element about the relationship between the sides. Syria and Turkey are bordering

neighbours, making them closer geographically, politically and especially in a

security sense. This closeness gives another dimension to Turkey’s justification

and might even be more sensible considering the security situation in Syria. For

comparison, the US occupation of Iraq required extensive logistical resources and
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was further complicated by the broader geopolitical discussions of the Western

presence in the Middle East.

Neo-Colonial Patterns of the Afrin Occupation
Relying on the analysis of the neo-colonial nature of TMOs, it is crucial to

understand the neo-colonial dynamics of the Afrin occupation. Neo-colonialism is

seen in the external control over Afrin, economic dependency and exploitation of

the local resources, or even large-scale aid provided by Turkish organisations.

Afrin’s economy has become extremely reliant on Turkey and the Turkish market,

with the dominance of Turkish products and goods, the usage of Turkish currency,

and no other alternative markets provided for the trade. This raises the question of

what resources provide the locals with their needs. Moreover, the economic

system has transformed under Turkish control, something prohibited under

international laws. Those include establishing a new Chamber of Commerce,

inviting foreign businessmen into the chamber, and constructing new factories and

organisations. In the new settlements’ construction processes, Turkey also brings

foreign investors who are loyal to Turkey to Afrin. Similarities to the case of

Iraq’s transformative occupation arise in this sense: Reconstruction of the

economic system, bringing foreign investors while at the same time maintaining

direct control over the target territory.

The biggest challenge in discussing neo-colonialism in the case of Afrin is the

military occupation itself. As discussed in Chapter V, the existing analysis of

neo-colonialism conceptualises it as indirect control, mostly through economic

means. However, examples of TMOs having neo-colonial dynamics offer a space

to discuss the neo-colonial processes in the occupation of Afrin. Moreover,

discussing a case of occupation, a direct military control resulting in processes of

neo-colonial nature, provides an important new perspective to the analysis of the

theory itself.

The direct control over Afrin was established by the Turkish occupation. As

mentioned in the previous section, no sovereign authority is available in Afrin,

meaning that all the resources of the district are also under Turkish control. The
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Afrin occupation is also by no means a subtle form of control. It started in a

violent way, through a military operation that lasted around two months and

continues to be a military rule. The military occupation, however, provides an

opportunity for Turkey to influence the important aspects of social construction in

Afrin. This includes cultural influence and educational changes that may lead to

the promotion of Turkish cultural practices among people living in Afrin.

Subsequently, Afrin's case exemplifies a model of control in which traditional

military occupation mechanisms are applied to create the conditions necessary for

a neo-colonial relationship development.

Occupation and neo-colonialism are complicated processes that need

justification. While it is easier to understand the rationale for Afrin’s occupation

for the international community, it is also essential to analyse the narratives

directed towards the domestic audience. Understanding at home is as important as

international understanding because neo-colonial power invests large resources

into the processes. This is seen in the ‘normalisation of the Turkish presence in

Afrin’ sub-theme, discussed in the previous section of this chapter. Turkey is

engaged in justifying the actions in Afrin and Northern Syria for the domestic

audience as well.

These changes and the economic dependence on Afrin provide a space for

assessment that Afrin is transformed in a way that will make it difficult to regain

independence. This again suggests that the occupation will last for a long time,

with more evident elements of quasi-annexation of Afrin by Turkey. Thus, the

case of Afrin challenges the traditional understanding of neo-colonialism. It

suggests a possibility that a military occupation — i.e. a direct rule — can lead to

neo-colonial processes. Moreover, with the famous cases of neo-colonialism

surrounding the formal Western colonial powers, a new challenge is considering

the possibility of newly developing powers like Turkey conducting neo-colonial

policies. At the same time, while traditional colonialism used to result in official

annexation, modern neo-colonialism may be characterised by a quasi-annexation.

This also raises concerns over the long-term impacts of the Turkish occupation.
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The studied case also differs from other neo-colonial control cases because it

exists in a complicated and multi-party civil war environment. Revisiting the

traditional understanding of neo-colonialism, conducted more subtly, it can be

difficult to analyse a war context through the concept. However, as conflicts

damage the controlling power and result in dramatic losses, they create a

convenient environment for other parties to gain influence. AANES was

established in a similar environment when the government could not continue the

governance of the northern regions, for instance. Thus, if Turkey would consider

taking control over the northern parts of Syria without the Civil War happening in

Syria, it would be a more difficult task, but subtle neo-colonialism could be a

preferable solution. An instance can be the Kurdish Regional Government in Iraq,

which is economically dependent on Turkey and the exports of Iraqi oil through

the Turkish market. Hence, the Civil War could have provided a suitable

environment for organising both a direct rule over the formerly Kurdish parts of

Syria and then applying neo-colonial policies.
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Final Conclusions

Turkey’s foreign policy under the AKP rule can be defined by military,

political or economic interventions, particularly in the neighbouring countries of

the greater Middle East. However, these interventions vary from each other in

terms of the contexts, methods and mechanisms imposed, making them difficult to

make sense of and conceptualise. By identifying this problem, this study aimed to

understand Turkey’s current military interventionism based on a case study of the

Turkish invasion in Afrin, North Syria. Through an inductive thematic analysis of

Turkish state-run Anadolu Agency and Kurdish, PYD-affiliated Hawar News

Agency publications about Afrin, the study aimed to answer the following

research questions:

RQ1: How has Turkish military control impacted the crucial aspects of life

in Afrin, North Syria?

RQ2: In what theoretical framework can Turkish military interventionism

be understood based on the case study of Afrin?

Adopting a bottom-up approach, the findings first revealed several themes that

helped to understand the impact of Turkish control of Afrin. The broader themes

included the systematic transformation of Afrin, changing security and social

environment, constant instability and violence.

With the adoption of an inductive approach, the theoretical framework was not

applied at the beginning of the study. Thus, following the findings focusing on the

ideas of external foreign control, transformation, economic and political

dependency, the theoretical concepts of Transformative Military Occupations

(TMO) and Neo-Colonialism emerged as fitting theoretical frameworks to address

the main research question.

Throwing on the findings and theoretical framework, this study has several

conclusions. Firstly, it answers the first question about the impacts of the
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occupation. The study concluded that Afrin has been significantly transformed

post-Turkish invasion. This includes, most importantly, economic and political

dependence on Turkey and an informal quasi-annexation process. At the same

time, Afrin is not yet claimed by Turkey and is still represented as part of Syria.

The impacts of the Turkish occupation are seen in changes from the administrative

structures to the names of streets or squares and education curriculums. The

transformation affects not only the governing system but also the locals' social

constructions and cultural norms. An example is a Turkish public holiday

celebration in Afrin, which used to be celebrated only in Turkey and Northern

Cyprus. While this may seem a small detail unrelated to the occupation, an

existing study shows that occupying powers use public holidays and celebrations

as a form of propaganda for the local population to influence public perception

(Titarenko, 2013). Moreover, as the texts are in Turkish, these reports are also

directed to the domestic audience, normalising the Turkish presence in foreign

lands.

At the same time, the study shows the constant unstable environment for the

Afrin population six years after the occupation. This shows that the

transformations have led to more instability and violence far from the idea of a

‘safe zone’.

The second part of the conclusions addresses the second research question of

understanding the theoretical framework. Based on the discussion, the study

suggests that Afrin’s case aligns well with the TMO concept. In this case, Turkey

militarily intervened in the Syrian conflict with a justification of fighting

‘terrorism’ and protecting its border and the civilians, which, along with other

cases, resulted in the occupation of Afrin. This occupation was immediately

followed by changes in political, governing and other important systems,

expressing the transformative nature of the occupation. Relying on the existing

literature arguing that military interventions are more attractive to violent conflicts

in foreign countries, the study also assumes that the Syrian Civil War was a

convenient environment for Turkey to intervene. This also gives room to assess

that the Civil War itself sourced the justification to intervene, and in other
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circumstances, Turkey could express other reasonings but still intervene. While

the initial justification for the intervention was the ‘war on terror’ narrative, right

after capturing the Afrin city on the 18th of March, it became a transformative

occupation.

Going further into the discussion, the study also concludes that the Afrin’s

occupation carries neo-colonial patterns. To make this conclusion clear, the study

does not argue that Afrin’s occupation is a case of neo-colonialism but focuses on

aspects similar to neo-colonial characteristics. The neo-colonial patterns in Afrin

are seen in the external foreign control, economic exploitation and dependence of

Afrin on Turkey, Turkish influence on the social constructions, and

quasi-annexation of Afrin. Relying on the literature on the intersections of

neo-colonialism and TMOs, the study suggests that Afrin’s case of Turkish

military interventions can be understood in the framework of TMO with

neo-colonial characteristics.

Future Research
With the analysis of Afrin’s case, this study offers several perspectives for

future research related both to the study of Turkish policies and the theoretical

frameworks.

This study suggests studying Turkish military interventions through the lenses of

neocolonialism, showing that potential neocolonial patterns can be observed in the

Turkish military presence on foreign lands.

It suggests that apart from subtle ways of external control, neo-colonial patterns

can occur in violent environments as well, such as war zones. As the existing

literature shows, occupations can result in a form of colonialism or annexation. It

also suggests that transformative occupations can result in a form of

neo-colonialism with a quasi-annexation. Thus, the study offers a new perspective

for applying the theoretical concept of neo-colonialism to other cases of military

occupations where the occupant has not yet officially claimed the territory.

It can also serve as a new perspective for studying the concept of neo-colonialism

in different contexts. Perhaps it might be useful to discuss what fuels
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neo-colonialism and, therefore, how it can be expressed. It may differ in a

non-war context, where it would be easier to claim that the target country is, in

theory, independent and sovereign. In a war situation, on the other hand,

especially in a multi-layered and multi-party conflict like Syria, the traditional and

more subtle neo-colonialism may even be meaningless. So, neo-colonialism’s

conceptualisation may depend on the violent or non-violent context.

Relying on the prior studies on the examples of TMOs and neo-colonialism, the

study also suggests that these activities can be applied not only by developed

former colonial powers but also by current developing powers. Moreover, they

can be conducted by powers that share historical and cultural similarities and

connections with the target state.
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Appendices

Appendix A: An Interview with Ibrahim Sheikho, a

Representative of the “Human Rights Organisation in Afrin -

Syria”

This appendix presents the English translation of my interview conducted with

Mr Ibrahim Sheikho, a Representative of the Human Rights Organisation in Afrin

- Syria, currently operating outside of Afrin in the northern countryside of Aleppo.

The interview took place via a WhatsApp call on April 23 2024, and was

conducted in Fusha Arabic. As I do not speak Arabic, Gegham Bijoyan, a

specialist in Arabic Studies of Armenian origin, provided a consecutive

translation from Arabic into Armenian during the call. I then transcripted the text

and translated it into English, and Bijoyan edited and reviewed the translation

against the interview recording. These processes were undertaken to minimise the

potential interpretation and translation errors. The interview recording was made

with Mr Sheikho’s informed consent, and he has also consented to the publication

of his identity.

The interview is presented unedited. However, certain parts have been

removed from the text due to unclear audio caused by connection issues during

the call. Ellipses (…) in the text are devoted to those removed parts. The views

expressed in the Answers (AX) are the interviewee's opinions.

Q1: Could you please tell me a bit about your background, especially

your connection to Afrin?

A1: I am a lawyer and used to work for the Aleppo Lawyers Union. Until

2014, when the Turkish operations in the north of Syria began and when military
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groups entered Ashrafieh21, I was working as a lawyer in Aleppo. In 2014, I

headed to Afrin and stayed there until its occupation in 2018. When the Turkish

operation in Afrin started, I relocated. Subsequently, as the operation escalated, I

moved to Shahba refugee camp22, where I stayed until 2019. From then on, I have

devoted my work to defending human rights, particularly focusing on issues in

Afrin, alongside a group of colleagues and friends and have been the

spokesperson of the [Human Rights Organisation in Afrin - Syria] organisation for

4-5 years now.

Q2: Six years have passed since 2018. What is your general image of the

situation in Afrin after these years?

A2: Before the Turkish operation, 95 per cent of the population in Afrin was

Kurdish, but everything changed drastically, especially after 2018-2019. Until

2018, Arabs and Kurds lived together peacefully. However, after that year, the

demographics in Afrin shifted, with the majority of the population now consisting

of Arabs and Turkmen. The olive fields in Afrin were destroyed; 18 million trees

were cut down, although the reported numbers vary according to different sources,

from 500.000 to 13 million. In place of these trees, new settlements and

residential buildings have been constructed with funds coming from Kuwait or

sometimes Qatar for the new settlers, facilitated most likely by groups such as the

Muslim Brotherhood, Islamic Jihad, and also Hamas. After the occupation, around

10,000 homes were destroyed or confiscated, along with 7,000 shops.

Before the occupation, the population in the Afrin region was around 527.000,

plus 200,000 Syrian refugees. Then, the so-called National Army23 came

accompanied by the Turkish Army (20.000) and seized the region… and the

occupation and these actions in April 2018 were characterised by the 300.000

originally local Kurds and some Arab brothers displaced… The frequency of

23 Means the Syrian National Army.

22 The camp is located in the Shahba Canton in the Aleppo Governorate where most of the Afrin
refugees have resided after 2018.

21 A neighbourhood in Aleppo.
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violations was high after the occupation, and numerous human rights violations

occurred, including kidnappings, arrests, killings, the bombardment of civilian

residential buildings, and the firing of civilians. In addition, the number of arrests

and kidnappings got higher either by the National Army or Turkish forces. They

seized houses and trading stores, the properties of civilians from the first day…

They took the olive harvest in addition to cutting trees. Also, the violations were

in the scope of demographic change… After the changes the Kurdish population

became 25%.

The biggest process of refugee took place under the pretext of Turkish

National Security․ More than 38 new housing units. These housing units are built

by international organisations controlled by the Muslim Brotherhood, either in

َQatar or in Kuwait, or some Palestinian organisations controlled by Hamas,

Islamic Jihad and others loyal to Turkey…They began renaming the territory,

including streets, squares, and villages, switching everything from Kurdish to

Turkish.

Kurdish was the main language [in Afrin], but after this [occupation], it was

changed to Turkish. Even in schools, the hours dedicated to studying Kurdish

were reduced to only one or two hours [per week], providing only a general

understanding of the language.

Essentially, Afrin and the North of Syria overall have become a Turkish

vilayet24. We mostly concentrate on the [case of] Afrin, but the north of Syria is

almost in the same situation. In all the occupied territories, including Afrin, the

Turkish flag is raised. The mobile network was also changed from Syrian to

Turkish. People’s passports were changed to Turkish ones as well. They are

forcing people to change their passports and obtain an ID card, which is Turkish.

There was a railway connecting [Afrin] to Aleppo, but they also cut the railway; it

hasn’t been operational since 2019.

So Afrin became another Vilayet in the Iskanderun district [of Hatay Province

in South Turkey]. They opened the..corridor in Jindires25 to connect Afrin to

25 A town in the Afrin region bordering Turkey.
24 Administrative division of the Ottoman Empire — such as nowadays regions.
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Iskanderun, particularly to transfer the olive oil under the Turkish producer’s

name. In 2018-2019 the corridor was mainly used for agricultural purposes,

afterwards for transporting the stolen goods, especially the olive oil.

Q3: Given the changes in Afrin, could you please describe the current

governance structure? Who is in charge of decision-making in Afrin?

A3: Since the first day, the Turkish intelligence presence in Afrin has been

quite evidently strong, not only militarily but also economically and in terms of

education and culture. The Turkish governor is in the city of Afrin from 8 AM to

4 PM. All official political appointments are made with explicit approval and

authorisation from Turkey. Everything is controlled by Turkey, and the most

powerful centre of Turkish influence is in the Jinderes province of the Afrin

district. The Jinderes corridor is controlled by the [Turkish] governor and operates

under the Turkish government only. They changed the language and switched the

currency to the Turkish lira.

A Turkish university has been opened in Afrin, which promotes Turkish

culture. The Afrin University Education Faculty, previously a cultural centre, is

now controlled by Hatay University. Various schools, including religious schools

and centres that propagate various radical ideologies, have been established. There

is also a Pakistani school that has been opened in the region, and these Pakistani

units arrived here with Turkey's permission.

Turkey is trying to promote the policy that all of this is controlled by the

Syrian National Army, but that is far from reality. Even when the commander of

SNA’s eastern faction.. attacked the [Syrian] government forces without Turkey’s

approval, they arrested him for five years.

Q4: You talked about the economic influence of Turkey on Afrin. Are all

the essential appliances, food and other goods that people need supplied only

from Turkey?
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A4: Turkish companies are attempting to meet the needs of the population.

Everything existing in Afrin is due to Turkish companies. There is no connection

with Syria; in fact, a concrete wall that is now, I think, 7 kilometres long is being

constructed, and the construction is ongoing. Turkey fully controls the territory,

including the economy and trade. They have even initiated oil trading, and

Turkish markets have become very popular for this. The SNA forces are just a

tool in Turkey’s hands. Turkey is the one to govern from undercover.

Here, they have also established large storage facilities to support their trade

needs. Additionally, the local population faces numerous challenges, including

high prices, the adoption of the Turkish lira, and the inflation of the USD.

Apart from these, other issues are related to the arrests of civilians. Also, if the

locals have complaints about the SNA actions, they can only approach Turkish

forces and institutions to meet their needs, but these interactions sometimes result

in violent responses, such as arrests. Afrin in Northern Syria has been the most

severely impacted, and life here has fundamentally changed by 180 degrees.

Q5: To conclude our interview, what do you think is Turkey’s ultimate

plan regarding Afrin? What are your hopes or fears for Afrin's future?

A5: The issue is far from resolved, as the region is influenced not only by

Turkish but also by Iranian actors. Each pursues their own interests, and clashes

occur even among the Syrians themselves. This makes it more difficult to receive

international aid, especially with the constant bombardments exacerbating the

situation. What Afrin needs most now is international protection.
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Appendix B: Collected Data

This appendix includes links to the open-access documents of the data collected

from the Anadolu Agency and Hawar News Agency, based on which the Findings

chapter is constructed. Since each document is more than 250 pages, I included

the links to the documents.

● The data collected from the Anadolu Agency can be found here:

https://docs.google.com/document/d/13Fulxg2wr35oGSzunjZV5IXnHtwv

a-XYmndoV4SqkPM/edit.

● The data collected from the Hawar News Agency can be found here:

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cCVYzj5iDcRpLKCVwP7RIjAGim

vb_GGC4HaSBGE-CsU/edit.
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