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Extended Abstract

; O[Q)”Wing the collapse of Damascus's political order, the Syrian Kurdistan crisis emerged as

one of Turkey’s most significant security and geopolitical challenges, intensifying Ankara’s
concerns over the growing influence of Kurdish groups. This situation, in various ways, prompted
a transformation in Turkey’s foreign policy toward a more security-oriented and interventionist
approach. This study adopts a qualitative methodology, utilizing document analysis and
secondary sources to examine the relationship between the Syrian Kurdistan crisis and the
evolution of Turkey’s foreign policy doctrine. Drawing on the theoretical framework of the
Copenhagen School, the central hypothesis posits that the Syrian Kurdistan crisis not only
constitutes a security threat to Turkey but has also played a direct role in redefining its foreign
policy doctrine—shifting Ankara’s orientation from soft diplomacy to hard, militarized strategies.
The findings reveal that the post-Assad Syrian crisis has led Turkey to strategically pivot from
soft power to hard power, prioritize political-security efforts to combat terrorism, strive to preserve
Syria’s territorial integrity and influence its future, safeguard border security, and engage in
regional geopolitical engineering through interventionist policies.

Keywords: Turkish foreign policy, post-Assad Syrian Kurdistan, security, Tahrir al-Sham

I, Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic Studies, Payam Noor University,
Tehran, Iran. (Corresponding author). mrranjbar.dr@pnu.ac.ir

2, Assistant Professor, Islamic Studies Department, Payam Noor University, Tehran,
Iran. aliyari@pnu.ac.ir

.
-

®) (@
e
. T e

e
The Articles is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC-BY 4.0). See: g-::: _IT.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode.en
BY


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8645-7295
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8645-7295

The Role of the Syrian Kurdistan Crisis in Shaping Turkey's Foreign Policy Doctrine ... 217

Introduction

Following the outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011 and the collapse of the
political order in Damascus, Turkey's foreign policy toward developments in
Syria underwent fundamental changes. In this context, Syrian Kurdistan and
the expansion of Kurdish forces' influence in the northern and northeastern
parts of the country became one of Turkey's most important security and
geopolitical challenges. Syrian Kurds, who constitute a significant proportion
of the country's population, played an important role during the Syrian crisis,
particularly in confronting groups such as ISIS and the al-Nusra Front. With
the support of the United States and Western countries, they sought to
establish an autonomous region and strengthen their political and military
position in northern Syria. From Ankara's perspective, this development was
perceived as a threat to border security and Turkey's territorial integrity, as
Turkey considers Syrian Kurdish forces to be connected to the Kurdistan
Workers' Party (PKK) and is concerned about the potential spillover of
political and security consequences into Kurdish-populated areas of Turkey.

The fall of Bashar al-Assad's government marked a turning point in the
Syrian crisis and Turkey's regional policy. Turkey, which had supported
opposition groups, particularly Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), during the
Syrian conflict, sought to expand its influence within Syria's new political
structure following the collapse of the political order in Damascus. Under
these circumstances, the issue of the Syrian Kurds gained greater importance
in Ankara's foreign policy, as Turkey sought, on the one hand, to preserve
Syria's territorial integrity and establish a unified government in the country
and, on the other hand, to prevent the consolidation and expansion of the
political, military, and economic power of Kurdish forces.

Accordingly, the main issue addressed in this study is the role of the Syrian
Kurdistan crisis in shaping Turkey's foreign policy doctrine following the
collapse of the political order in Damascus. The main research question is:
What factors have influenced Ankara's foreign policy approach toward post-
Assad Syrian Kurdistan? The research hypothesis proposes that issues such as
weakening Kurdish forces, preserving Syria's territorial integrity, establishing
convergence with the new government in Damascus, launching military
attacks against Kurdish positions, and equipping and strengthening HTS
forces against Kurdish forces constitute some of the most important
components of Turkey's foreign policy toward the Syrian Kurds. Accordingly,
the study focuses on Turkey's shift from soft power and diplomacy toward
hard power, military intervention, and the prioritization of security
considerations.

1. Research Methodology and Theoretical Framework

The present study adopts a qualitative approach and employs a descriptive-
analytical method. The required information was collected from articles,
Internet-based sources, and secondary sources. To analyze the relationship
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between the Syrian Kurdistan crisis and the transformation of Turkey's foreign
policy, the study employs the Copenhagen School of security studies,
particularly Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT), as its theoretical
framework.

Regional Security Complex Theory focuses on the regional level of
analysis and examines international security issues within the security
environment of specific regions. According to this theory, a regional security
complex consists of units whose security concerns are interconnected,
meaning that their national security cannot be examined independently. Barry
Buzan and Ole Waver conceptualize security complexes as relatively stable
patterns of amity and enmity among actors and emphasize that threats are
more easily transmitted over shorter distances. Therefore, security
interdependence naturally contributes to the formation of regional security
complexes.

Within this framework, security is not limited to military and political
dimensions; economic, social, and environmental factors also play a role in
the formation of security problems. Moreover, the structure of a regional
security complex is shaped by factors such as anarchy, polarity, and social
structures based on patterns of amity and enmity among units. In this study,
Turkey's relations with the Syrian Kurds and other regional actors are
examined within these security patterns. From this perspective, developments
in Syria following the fall of Bashar al-Assad, particularly the rise of Kurdish
forces to power, constitute part of the regional security complex that has
directly affected Turkey's perception of national security and the orientation
of its foreign policy.

Based on this theoretical framework, Turkey, given its history of tensions
with the Syrian Kurds and the Kurdistan Workers' Party, has perceived the
collapse of Syria's central political structure as a factor contributing to
increased security threats. Consequently, Ankara has formulated its foreign
policy objectives on the basis of political, security, and regional
considerations. Therefore, the Syrian Kurdistan crisis is treated in this study
as the independent variable, while Turkey's foreign policy following the
collapse of the political order in Damascus constitutes the principal area of
investigation.

2. Discussion

The findings indicate that the fall of Bashar al-Assad and the decline of Iranian
and Russian influence in Syria created a new opportunity for Turkey to expand
its regional influence. By utilizing its role in supporting and equipping
opposition groups and Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham, Ankara has sought to
consolidate its position within Syria's new political structure. Under these
circumstances, competition with regional actors, particularly Iran and Russia;
preservation of Syria's territorial integrity; border security; and prevention of
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the rise of Kurdish forces have become some of the most important priorities
of Turkey's foreign policy.

One of the most important dimensions of Turkey's policy is its competition
with Iran in post-Assad Syria. Following the fall of Bashar al-Assad's
government, Turkey regarded the differences between Iran and the rebel
groups that entered Syria's new power structure as an opportunity to expand
its influence in Damascus. At the same time, Ankara has sought to prevent the
strengthening of relations between Iran and the Syrian Kurdish forces. From
Turkey's perspective, the rise of Kurdish forces and their links with the
Kurdistan Workers' Party could have direct security consequences for the
country.

With regard to the Syrian Kurds, Turkey has sought, on the one hand, to
limit their political and military influence and, on the other hand, to cooperate
with the new government in Damascus to reduce their power. The reopening
of the Turkish Embassy in Damascus, recognition of the government of
Ahmed al-Sharaa, and the establishment of high-level relations with the new
government constitute part of this approach. The new Syrian government's
opposition to federal and Kurdish autonomy projects has also provided a basis
for greater convergence between Ankara and Damascus. From this
perspective, Turkey's relations with the new Syrian government are not merely
diplomatic but are also pursued with the aim of preventing the consolidation
of Kurdish power and increasing Turkey's influence over Syria's political
future.

Preserving Syria's territorial integrity is another major pillar of Turkey's
foreign policy. Ankara argues that the fragmentation of Syria and the creation
of regions based on ethnic and sectarian factors could create conditions
conducive to the consolidation of Kurdish power in northern and northeastern
Syria and ultimately result in security consequences spilling over into Turkey.
Therefore, Turkey emphasizes the establishment of a unified government
throughout Syria and seeks to prevent any process that could lead to autonomy
or independence for Kurdish-populated areas.

Border security has also assumed a particularly important position in
Turkey's foreign policy doctrine following the collapse of the political order
in Damascus. Ankara seeks to establish a security zone along the Syrian
border, prevent the infiltration of groups perceived as threats, and prevent the
emergence of a Kurdish structure supported by the United States. Concerns
about the creation of a Kurdish corridor extending from northern Iraq through
northern Syria to southern Turkey have also led Turkey to prioritize border
security and the limitation of Kurdish forces' power.

At the same time, competition between Turkey and Russia has influenced
Ankara's policy in Syria. Turkey seeks to prevent the expansion of Russian
influence in Syria by developing its cooperation with the new Syrian
government and increasing its economic and political influence and
investment. The Kurdish issue, Syria's political future, and military areas of
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influence constitute some of the main areas of competition between Ankara
and Moscow. Moreover, the relations established between Kurdish forces and
Russia, as well as their efforts to develop new external relations, have been
perceived by Turkey as a threat to its security interests.

Competition between Turkey and Saudi Arabia constitutes another
dimension of post-Assad developments in Syria. While Saudi Arabia seeks to
reduce Iranian influence in Syria and maintain the presence of the Kurds
within the country's new political structure, Turkey regards the rise of the
Syrian Kurds as a threat to its security. Saudi support for Kurdish forces,
together with its relations with the Kurds of the region, has made the Kurdish
issue one of the main areas of disagreement between Ankara and Riyadh over
Syria.

The issue of the Syrian Kurds has also played an important role in the
geopolitical competition between Turkey and Israel. Turkey focuses on
countering Kurdish separatism and securing its southern borders, whereas
Israel prioritizes the security of its northern borders and countering ideological
and military threats. Differences between the two sides regarding the model
of Syria's future government and their respective local influence networks
have intensified their competition. At the same time, the possibility of
temporary and tactical cooperation against extremist groups has also been
addressed in the study.

Competition between Turkey and Qatar concerning Syria's future and the
role of the Kurds has also been examined. Unlike Turkey, Qatar has sought to
portray itself as a supporter of the Syrian people and has supported
convergence between the Syrian Kurds and the new government in Damascus.
Qatar's mediation, along with that of other regional countries, in bringing the
Kurds and the new Syrian government closer together has also been
considered within this framework. In contrast, Turkey has sought to prevent
the political and economic rise of the Syrian Kurds.

Overall, the discussion and analysis indicate that the Syrian Kurdistan
crisis, together with regional rivalries, has become one of the important factors
in redefining Turkey's foreign policy doctrine. Following the collapse of the
political order in Damascus, Ankara's foreign policy has increasingly focused
on border security, interventionism, hard power, limiting Kurdish forces,
cooperation with the new Syrian government, and regional geopolitical
engineering.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study demonstrates that, following the collapse of Bashar al-Assad's
government, the Syrian Kurdistan crisis became a core component of Turkey's
foreign policy doctrine and played a decisive role in redefining Ankara's
regional orientations. Given its security concerns arising from the rise of
Kurdish forces and their links with the Kurdistan Workers' Party, Turkey has
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focused its policy toward Syria on preventing the consolidation of Kurdish
political, military, and economic power.

The findings indicate that Turkey's foreign policy during this period shifted
from a soft-power approach toward hard power, military intervention, and
security-oriented realism. Prioritizing border security, preserving Syria's
territorial integrity, preventing the establishment of a Kurdish autonomous
region, strengthening relations with Ahmed al-Sharaa's government,
employing military and diplomatic instruments, and seeking to increase
political and economic influence in northern Syria constitute the main
components of this approach.

The Syrian Kurdistan crisis has also affected Turkey's relations with other
regional actors, including Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Qatar, and
has become one of the main axes of competition and tension among them.
Consequently, the Syrian Kurdistan crisis has been not only a security issue
for Turkey but also an important factor in shaping its regional relations and
foreign policy following the collapse of the political order in Damascus.

Ultimately, the findings confirm the proposed hypothesis and demonstrate
that the Syrian Kurdistan crisis, as an independent variable, has played a
decisive role in Turkey's strategic shift from soft power to hard power and in
the prioritization of border security, interventionism, and regional geopolitical
engineering.
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