The Enduring Landscape: How Afrin's
Geography Shaped its History Before
2010

Introduction

The Afrin region, nestled in the northwestern corner of Syria, presents a compelling case
study in the profound and enduring influence of geography on human history. Defined by the
rugged contours of the Kurd Dagh (Kurd Mountain) range, the life-sustaining Afrin River
flowing through its fertile valley, and a location historically poised at the nexus of major
civilizational spheres - Anatolia, the Levant, and Mesopotamia — Afrin’s landscape is far more
than a passive backdrop.” Its character as a perennial borderland, abutting modern Turkey
and subject to the ambitions of successive empires, further underscores its geographical
significance.? Rich in agricultural potential, particularly renowned for its vast olive groves since
antiquity, the region’s natural resources have also played a crucial role in its development.®
This report argues that Afrin's unique geographical attributes have not merely influenced but
actively determined the course of its history up to the cusp of the transformative events
beginning around 2010. The rugged highlands, offering both refuge and defensibility; the
fertile river valley, enabling sustained settlement and agricultural prosperity; the inherent
resource base; and its critical position as both a transit corridor and a contested frontier zone
have consistently shaped patterns of human settlement, economic activity, socio-cultural
identity formation, and the very nature of conflict and political control experienced by the
region's inhabitants across millennia. From the earliest Neolithic settlements to the complex
dynamics of the modern Syrian state, Afrin's geography has been an inescapable and defining
force.

|. The Enduring Landscape: Geographical Foundations
of Afrin

The historical trajectory of the Afrin region is fundamentally rooted in its distinct physical
geography. The interplay between its mountainous terrain, the vital river valley, its strategic
location, and its climatic conditions created a unique environment that profoundly influenced
settlement, economy, culture, and conflict over centuries.

A. The Kurd Dagh (Mountain of the Kurds): Topography, Defensibility,
Resources, and Cultural Zone

The dominant geographical feature of the region is the Kurd Dagh, often translated as the
"Mountain of the Kurds." This highland area is part of the Limestone Massif of northwestern



Syria and represents a southern extension of the highlands found on the western Aintab
plateau.? Characterized by a rugged, hilly landscape, its peaks generally rise between 700 and
1269 meters, though some sources note that the mountains within the Syrian part do not
exceed 1,000 meters in altitude.’ This topography, while less formidable than the towering
Zagros Mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan, still distinguishes Afrin as more rugged than the small
hills around Kobani or the vast plains of Jazira in eastern Syrian Kurdistan.! The local name,
Ciyayé Kurménc, meaning “Mountain of the Kurmanj,” directly reflects the long-standing
presence of the Kurmaniji-speaking Kurdish population who have historically formed the
majority in these highlands.?

The very nature of this terrain has historically offered significant natural defensive
advantages. Mountainous regions are inherently more challenging for invading forces and
centralized states to control compared to open plains.! This geographical reality made the
Kurd Dagh more conducive to resistance and refuge than flatter areas.! Throughout history,
the mountains served as a sanctuary for various groups, enabling the preservation of distinct
identities, particularly Kurdish identity, and fostering a degree of local autonomy or resistance
against external powers.? The landscape provided a natural redoubt, a place to retreat and
regroup, as evidenced by its use as a refuge for anti-French resistance fighters in the 20th
century.”® This "refuge" characteristic, directly stemming from the rugged geography, not only
shaped the region's demographic profile, making it a predominantly Kurdish heartland, but
also defined its often-tense political relationship with larger state entities, creating a
persistent dynamic between local aspirations for autonomy and external attempts at control.
Beyond defensibility, the Kurd Dagh possessed valuable natural resources. Historically, its
forests were exploited for timber and charcoal production.? While many sources discussing
deforestation focus on the post-2011 conflict, the mention of charcoal production as a known
activity suggests longer-term exploitation.? More significantly, the climate and soils of the
hillsides proved exceptionally suitable for olive cultivation, which became a defining feature of
the region's landscape and economy:.®

The combination of defensibility and resources contributed to the Kurd Dagh becoming a
distinct ethno-cultural zone. It has long been recognized as the most densely
Kurdish-populated part of Syria, sometimes described as "homogeneously Kurdish".2 The
relative isolation afforded by the mountains helped consolidate this demographic reality.? The
very name "Kurd Dagh" and its variants (Arabic: Jabal al-Akrad; Kurdish: Ciyayé Kurménc)
underscore this deep connection between the people and the land.? The persistence of this
name, despite official attempts in the 20th century to replace it with designations like "Jabal
al-"Uruba" (Mountain of Arabism), highlights the resilience of this geographically rooted
identity against assimilationist pressures.? The mountains provided not just a physical space
but a symbolic heartland where Kurdish culture and identity could be nurtured and sustained,
making complete erasure by external powers exceedingly difficult.

B. The Afrin River and its Valley: Lifeline for Agriculture and Settlement

Complementing the mountainous highlands is the Afrin River and its valley, the region's vital



artery. The river originates in the Kartal Mountains of Turkey's Gaziantep Province, flows south
through Syria, passing the city of Afrin, before re-entering Turkey to join the Karasu River and
eventually flow into the Orontes River (Nahr al-Asi) near Antakya.”® With a total length of 131
kilometers, a significant portion (54 kilometers) runs through Syrian territory.” The river has
borne various names throughout history, including Apre (Assyrian), Oinoparas (Seleucid), and
Ufrenus (Roman), the latter likely being the root of its modern Arab and Kurdish names.’

The primary historical significance of the Afrin River lies in its role as a source of water for
irrigation, supporting a remarkably fertile valley.® This agricultural abundance has been the
bedrock of the region's economy for millennia. While various fruits, nuts, and vegetables were
grown, Afrin became particularly renowned for its olive cultivation.® Some archaeologists
suggest olive trees have existed in the region for over 4,000 years, and ancient Roman
presence is also associated with olive growing.® The high-quality olives and olive oil from Afrin
were famous across the Levant, forming the basis for products like the celebrated Aleppo
soap since antiquity. This specialization in olive cultivation, deeply intertwined with the
region's geography (soil, climate) and hydrology (river for irrigation), created a distinct
agro-economic identity that proved remarkably resilient, linking Afrin to broader regional
markets, particularly the major urban center of Aleppo, across various political regimes.?®

The availability of water and fertile land made the Afrin Valley a natural corridor and an
attractive location for human settlement from the earliest times.”? Archaeological evidence
indicates continuous habitation since the Neolithic and Chalcolithic periods.? Sites like the tell
of Ain Dara, overlooking the valley, attest to its importance in the Bronze and Iron Ages.® The
river valley acted as a consistent “pull factor," drawing populations and enabling the
development of complex societies whose sustenance was intrinsically tied to the river's flow
and the valley's soil fertility. This long history of settlement created a rich palimpsest of
cultures within the valley, sustained by its geographical endowments. The river was the lifeline
that allowed communities not just to survive but to thrive, making its management (eventually
leading to the construction of the Maydanki Dam in 2004) a critical aspect of life in the
region.’

C. Strategic Crossroads: Geographical Position and its Consequences

Afrin's location places it at a significant geographical and historical crossroads. It lies at the
intersection of major historical spheres: Anatolia to the north, Mesopotamia to the east, the
Levant to the south, and the Mediterranean coast to the west.? Ancient sites like Ain Dara
strategically overlooked trade routes connecting these vast regions %, while the Roman city of
Cyrrhus commanded the route between the major centers of Antioch (Antakya) and Zeugma
on the Euphrates.?” This position made the Afrin region a natural conduit for trade, cultural
exchange, and the movement of peoples for millennia.

However, this connectivity came at a price. The same valleys and passes that facilitated trade
also served as invasion routes for armies moving between Anatolia and Syria.® The wider
Orontes valley system, into which the Afrin flows, was a well-known corridor for military
campaigns due to its relatively flat and fertile terrain, suitable for large armies.*



Consequently, Afrin has perpetually existed as a borderland, its control contested by a
succession of regional and imperial powers. From the Hittites and Assyrians to the Romans,
Byzantines, various Islamic Caliphates and dynasties (Rashidun, Umayyad, Hamdanid,
Ayyubid, Mamluk), Crusaders, the Ottoman Empire, and finally the French Mandate and the
modern Syrian state, external forces have consistently sought to dominate this strategically
vital area.® The drawing of the modern Syria-Turkey border in 1923, and the subsequent
annexation of Hatay province by Turkey in 1939, solidified Afrin's status as a sensitive frontier
zone, almost entirely surrounded by Turkish territory.®

This enduring role as a crossroads and borderland created a dual legacy for Afrin. On one
hand, its geographical position fostered interaction and cultural exchange, enriching the
region's heritage. The archaeological record, with sites revealing Hittite, Aramean, Roman,
Byzantine, and Islamic layers, is a physical testament to this layering of influences brought
about by its accessibility and strategic value.?® No single cultural imprint could remain entirely
dominant or isolated for long. On the other hand, this same geography subjected Afrin to
recurrent conflict, political instability, and shifting allegiances as empires and states vied for
control of its territory and routes. This constant external pressure likely fostered resilience and
adaptability among the local populations, who had to navigate the complexities of living in a
perpetually contested space.

D. Climate and Natural Resources: Shaping Sustenance and Economy

Afrin's climate conforms to a Mediterranean pattern, characterized by hot, dry summers and
moderate to cold, wet winters.*” Average annual rainfall is around 390mm, concentrated in the
winter months, while summer temperatures frequently exceed 30°C.* This climatic regime
directly influences the region's natural vegetation and agricultural potential.

The climate is particularly well-suited for the cultivation of crops adapted to seasonal rainfall
and summer drought, most notably the olive tree.? The historical dominance of olive groves is
a direct adaptation to these environmental conditions. Beyond olives, the fertile soils of the
valley and adequate winter rainfall support the growth of cereals, fruits, and vegetables,
contributing to the region's reputation for agricultural richness.® The climate dictated the
rhythm of agricultural life and necessitated practices, such as reliance on winter rains and
river irrigation, to sustain production through the dry season. This dependence on seasonal
water availability also implied an inherent vulnerability to climatic fluctuations like droughts, a
factor that would become increasingly relevant in later periods.?

Besides agriculture, other natural resources have played a role. The Kurd Dagh highlands
historically supported forests, which were likely exploited for timber and charcoal production,
meeting local energy and construction needs.? Water resources, primarily the Afrin River and
its tributaries, along with springs, were crucial not only for irrigation but also for drinking
water.’ The importance of managing this vital resource is underscored by the construction of
the Maydanki Dam (officially the April 17 Dam) in 2004, designed to provide hydroelectric
power, drinking water for roughly 200,000 people, and irrigation for 30,000 hectares of
land.” While aimed at securing water supply, this large-scale intervention also represented a
significant alteration of the natural hydrology, creating new dependencies and potentially



altering traditional water access patterns even before the crises of the 2010s.

The interplay of climate, water, and soil thus shaped Afrin's primary economic activities and
the very fabric of life for its inhabitants. The success of its agricultural economy, particularly
the olive industry, was a direct outcome of these geographical factors, providing a relatively
stable foundation that persisted across centuries.

Table 1: Key Geographical Features of Afrin and Their Primary Historical Implications

(Pre-2010)

Geographical Feature

Description

Primary Historical
Implications (Pre-2010)

Kurd Dagh Mountains

Rugged, hilly limestone massif
(part of Limestone Massif);
700-1269m elevation %
Kurmanji-speaking Kurdish
population.?

Defensibility, refuge for local
populations/resistance
movements '; Preservation of
distinct Kurdish cultural
identity % Resource base
(timber, charcoal, olives).?

Afrin River Valley

Fertile alluvial plain fed by Afrin
River (Orontes tributary) %
Known for olive groves since
antiquity.®

Consistent corridor for
settlement since Neolithic 3;
Sustained agricultural
abundance (esp. olives),
economic backbone &, Lifeline
for water resources.?°

Strategic Location

Crossroads of Anatolia, Levant,
Mesopotamia, Mediterranean
routes 2°; Perennial borderland
(Hittite, Roman, Ottoman,
Syria-Turkey).®

Hub for trade and cultural
exchange %% Frequent military
corridor and invasion route %';
Consistently contested
territory by empires/states.’

Mediterranean Climate

Seasonal rainfall (concentrated
in winter), hot/dry summers.*’

Favored cultivation of
drought-tolerant crops (esp.
olives) °; Shaped agricultural
calendar and practices;
Necessitated water
management (river irrigation,
dam).%°

ll. Antiquity's Imprint: Geography's Role from Early
Settlements to Roman Hegemony (c. Neolithic - 4th

Century CE)




The deep history of human occupation in Afrin, stretching back to the dawn of agriculture,
was profoundly shaped by the region's geographical endowments. The fertile river valley,
defensible terrain, and strategic location dictated where people settled, how they sustained
themselves, and how they interacted with the burgeoning powers of the ancient Near East.

Table 2: Chronological Overview of Afrin's History and Key Geographical Influences

(Pre-2010)

Period

Key Geographical
Determinants Active

Major Historical
Developments/Characteristi
cs in Afrin Linked to
Geography

Antiquity: Neolithic-lron Age

Fertile valley, river access,
defensible locations, trade
routes

Early settlements (Neolithic
onwards) % Rise of Ain Dara as
religious/trade hub at
crossroads %; Hittite
influence/control facilitated by
valley routes %5; Development
of Syro-Hittite culture.”

Hellenistic-Roman Era

Strategic military location, river
valley route, defensible terrain

Founding of Cyrrhus on
strategic Antioch-Zeugma
route %’; Roman military base
(Legio X Fretensis) &
commercial center ’; Valley as
corridor for Roman campaigns
P’ Integration into Roman
provincial system (Coele Syria,
Euphratensis).®

Byzantine Era

Strategic frontier location,
defensible sites (Cyrrhus)

Continued importance of
Cyrrhus (Hagiopolis) %;
Fortification against Sassanid
Persia %; Region as part of
Byzantine defensive frontier
system.%’

Early Islamic-Medieval Era

Strategic crossroads, fertile
valley, contested frontier

Islamic conquest (637 CE) ’;
Part of Jund Qinnasrin 3;
Periods of local rule
(Hamdanids) %, Crusader
presence/contestation
(Principality of Antioch, County
of Edessa) %"; Ayyubid and




Mamluk control.?

Ottoman Era (1516-1922)

Mountainous refuge (Kurd
Dagh), fertile valley, proximity
to Aleppo

Incorporation into Vilayet of
Aleppo **; Recognition of Kurd
Dagh as distinct Kurdish area
2 Persistence of Kurdish tribal
structures, indirect rule
dynamics 3; Continued
dominance of olive-based
agricultural economy

supplying Aleppo.’

French Mandate (1923-1946)

Imposed borders cutting
through Kurd Dagh, rugged
terrain for resistance

Detachment from historical
hinterlands (Kilis) °;
Development of Afrin town ’;
Kurd Dagh as refuge for
anti-French resistance '%;
Emergence of Syrian Kurdish
political consciousness ;
Isolation increased by Hatay
annexation.®

Syrian Republic (1946-2009)

Mountainous Kurdish enclave,
border proximity, agricultural
resources

State Arabization policies
targeting Kurdish identity %
Continued economic role
(olives, some industry) '
Strong Kurdish identity
persistence, PKK
presence/influence (pre-1998)
"- Relative isolation from other

Syrian Kurdish areas.*

A. Genesis of Settlement: Neolithic, Chalcolithic, Bronze, and Iron

Ages

Human presence in the Afrin region dates back to the earliest phases of settled life in the
Near East. Evidence points to settlement beginning in the early Neolithic period, with
continued occupation through the Chalcolithic (Copper Age).® The primary drivers for this
early habitation were undoubtedly the geographical advantages the region offered: the fertile
lands of the Afrin River valley, the reliable water source provided by the river itself, and the
availability of defensible locations, either on natural rises or within the foothills of the Kurd
Dagh.? During the Copper Age (roughly 6000-3000 BC), settlement patterns across Syria
were heavily influenced by the interaction between human needs and the physical




environment, with river valleys being particularly favored locations due to their suitability for
agriculture, which was becoming increasingly sophisticated.?*

The Bronze and Iron Ages saw the emergence of more complex societies and prominent
settlements. The most significant known site from this era in Afrin is the tell of Ain Dara,
located strategically overlooking the Afrin Valley, about 8 km south of the modern town of
Afrin.” Founded perhaps as early as 1300 BC and flourishing until around 740 BC, Ain Dara is
renowned for its impressive Syro-Hittite temple complex.? Its location was not accidental; it
commanded a critical junction where trade routes converged, connecting Mesopotamia to the
east, Anatolia to the north, the Levant to the south, and the Mediterranean coast to the
west.? This geographical positioning made Ain Dara a vital hub for commerce and cultural
exchange, likely functioning as a significant religious center, perhaps an oracle, on what has
been termed the "international coastal highway".?® The choice of this location, and its
persistence over centuries resulting in the formation of a tell (an artificial mound built up by
successive layers of occupation), underscores how early inhabitants strategically utilized the
landscape's opportunities - the fertile valley for sustenance, the river for water, the routes for
trade, and likely elevated positions for defense. The very existence of such a major center
demonstrates that Afrin's fundamental geographical assets were recognized and exploited
from the earliest stages of complex society in the region.

B. The Hittite Sphere: Afrin Valley in Imperial Networks

Around the mid-14th century BC, the political landscape of northern Syria was transformed by
the expansion of the Hittite Empire based in Anatolia. Following the conquests of Suppiluliuma
|, who defeated the Mitanni kingdom and established control west of the Euphrates, the Afrin
Valley likely fell within the Hittite sphere of influence.? Hittite viceroyalties were established in
nearby Aleppo and Carchemish, effectively bracketing the Afrin region.? The initial
construction phase of the Ain Dara temple (c. 1300 BC) coincides with this period of Hittite
dominance, suggesting the settlement thrived under, or interacted significantly with, Hittite
power.?®

The geography of the Afrin Valley played a crucial role during this era. It served as a natural
and important corridor for Hittite military and administrative movements between their
Anatolian heartland and their newly acquired territories in the Northern Levant.?® Hittite
armies mobilizing south towards Egypt or east towards Assyria would have traversed routes
passing through or near the valley.?® Ain Dara's location placed it directly on these significant
pathways.?® The presence of a major Syro-Hittite settlement like Ain Dara, exhibiting cultural
elements influenced by Hittite traditions, illustrates how the region's geographical
accessibility facilitated its integration into the Hittite imperial system.? Afrin's geography,
therefore, transitioned its significance from a primarily local context to becoming a vital
component in a larger imperial strategic network, its valley serving as a conduit for the
projection of Hittite power. This period demonstrates how a region's inherent geographical
features can be re-contextualized and utilized according to the strategic objectives of
dominant external powers.



C. The Hellenistic and Roman Eras: Cyrrhus and the Imperial Corridor

Following the collapse of the Hittite Empire and subsequent periods of Neo-Assyrian and
Achaemenid influence, the conquests of Alexander the Great ushered in the Hellenistic era. In
the early 3rd century BC, Seleucus | Nicator, one of Alexander's generals and founder of the
Seleucid Empire, established the city of Cyrrhus (modern al-Nabi Houri) near the Afrin River.?
Named after a city in Macedonia, its location was strategically chosen along the vital ancient
route connecting the Seleucid capital of Antioch on the Orontes with the crucial Euphrates
River crossing at Zeugma.?’

Under Roman rule, which began when Pompey annexed Syria in 64 BC, Cyrrhus flourished,
transforming from a Seleucid foundation into a major Roman administrative, military, and
commercial center.? Its strategic importance was paramount; it served as a base for the
Roman legion X Fretensis and was used for launching campaigns against the Armenian Empire
to the north.” The city minted its own coinage, signifying its economic standing.” The Afrin
Valley itself, known as Ufrenus in the Roman era, became part of the province of Roman Syria
(later divided, with Cyrrhus falling into Coele Syria and then Euphratensis).* Roman
engineering left its mark, with impressive stone bridges spanning waterways near Cyrrhus,
some of which remain in use today, attesting to the importance of maintaining communication
routes through the valley.?’

The rise and prosperity of Cyrrhus exemplify how imperial powers strategically leveraged
Afrin's geographical endowments. The river provided water, the surrounding hills offered
defensible positions for the city and fortifications, and the valley served as a critical corridor
for troop movements and trade.” The Roman investment in Cyrrhus integrated the Afrin region
firmly into the broader imperial network of the Mediterranean and Near East. The historical
shift in prominence from Ain Dara, likely a center rooted more in local Syro-Hittite traditions, to
Cyrrhus, an explicitly imperial foundation focused on military control and state-managed
commerce, reflects how the interpretation and utilization of a region's geography can be
fundamentally altered by the scale and nature of the political power controlling it. Afrin's
landscape was thus actively reshaped and repurposed to serve Roman imperial objectives.

lll. Contested Terrains and Shifting Powers: From
Byzantine Frontiers to Ottoman Rule (c. 4th Century
CE - 1922)

The strategic importance and geographical characteristics that defined Afrin in antiquity
continued to shape its destiny through the Byzantine, Islamic, and Ottoman periods. It
remained a region of significant military and economic value, often situated on the volatile
frontiers between major powers.

A. Byzantine Fortifications and Imperial Defense

As the Roman Empire transitioned into the Byzantine Empire, the Afrin region retained its



strategic significance. Cyrrhus, renamed Hagiopolis, continued to be an important center,
evolving into a prominent Christian bishopric.?’ It housed relics of saints and was the seat of
influential bishops like Theodoret in the 5th century.? Crucially, its military role persisted.
Facing the resurgent Sassanid Persian Empire to the east, the Byzantines recognized the need
to secure their frontiers. Emperor Justinian |, in the 6th century CE, invested heavily in
strengthening the fortifications of Cyrrhus, adding to its already formidable defenses.?” This
investment underscores the continued perception of the Afrin region as a critical point in the
empire's defensive strategy against Persia.

The wider Kurd Dagh area likely functioned as a buffer zone or part of the Byzantine limes
(frontier defense system). While specific Byzantine fortifications across the entire Kurd Dagh
are not extensively detailed in the provided sources, the existence of sites like Rawendel
castle, potentially having Byzantine phases, near the Afrin valley suggests a broader defensive
network.** The general context of Roman and Byzantine frontier defense in northern Syria,
involving fortified cities, watchtowers, and military roads, would have applied to this region.*°
The Byzantine efforts demonstrate a clear continuity from the Roman period in utilizing Afrin's
geography - its defensible terrain and control over routes — for imperial military purposes.
The landscape's inherent strategic value remained a constant concern for successive empires
defending their eastern borders.

B. The Rise of Islam and Medieval Dynamics

The geopolitical landscape shifted dramatically with the Arab Muslim conquests of the 7th
century CE. Byzantine control over Syria ended, and the Afrin region, including Cyrrhus
(known thereafter as Qorosh), fell to Muslim armies around 637 CE.” Under the Rashidun and
Umayyad Caliphates, the area was incorporated into the administrative district (Jund) of
Qinnasrin.® During the subsequent Abbasid period, northern Syria experienced fragmentation,
and local dynasties emerged. The Hamdanids, based in Aleppo, likely exercised control over
the nearby Afrin region, benefiting from its agricultural output and strategic position relative
to their capital.®

The medieval period brought renewed conflict to the region with the arrival of the Crusaders
in the late 11th century. Afrin's location on the frontier between Muslim-held territories and the
newly established Crusader states made it a contested zone once again. The valley was briefly
conquered and incorporated into the Crusader Principality of Antioch, while Cyrrhus came
under the control of the County of Edessa for a time before being recaptured by the Zengid
ruler Nur ad-Din in 1150." This Crusader interlude highlights the persistent strategic
vulnerability and desirability of the region due to its geography.

Following the decline of the Crusader states, the region came under the sway of the Ayyubid
dynasty, founded by Saladin, who himself was of Kurdish origin.*' While the direct impact on
Afrin's demographics is unclear from the sources, the Ayyubid period may have reinforced or
contributed to the Kurdish presence in the wider Syrian landscape. Subsequently, the
Mamluks of Egypt governed the area, integrating it into their Syrian provinces until the
Ottoman conquest in the early 16th century.?

Throughout this long medieval period, Afrin's geography consistently placed it in the path of



major conflicts and shifting political boundaries. It functioned as a "shatterbelt" - a region
caught between larger, competing powers and ideologies (Byzantine vs. Sassanid, Islamic
Caliphates vs. Byzantines, Crusaders vs. Muslim states, Ayyubids vs. remnants of Crusader
states, Mamluks consolidating control). Its strategic routes and agricultural wealth ensured it
could not remain isolated, but its frontier position meant that control was often transient and
violently contested. This likely fostered a sense of local resilience and necessitated
adaptability among the inhabitants who endured centuries of political turbulence shaped by
their geographical circumstances.

C. The Ottoman Centuries (1516 — 1922)

With the Ottoman victory over the Mamluks at the Battle of Marj Dabiq (north of Aleppo) in
1516, Afrin and the surrounding region were incorporated into the expanding Ottoman
Empire.” For the next four centuries, the area was administered as part of the Vilayet
(Province) of Aleppo.® The Ottomans recognized the distinct character of the mountainous
western part of the region, sometimes referring to it in documents as the "Sancak of the
Kurds" or simply Kurd Dagh (Kurd Mountain).?

This period saw the consolidation of the Kurdish presence in the Kurd Dagh highlands. The
mountainous terrain continued to serve as a refuge and homeland for various Kurdish tribes
and communities.? Ottoman administration in such challenging terrain often relied on indirect
rule, interacting with and sometimes co-opting local Kurdish tribal leaders (aghas and
sheikhs).*® Powerful Kurdish tribal confederations, such as the Reshwan and the Milli, held
significant influence in northern Syria during different periods of Ottoman rule.® Notably, the
Janbulad family, of Kurdish origin, even served as Ottoman governors of Aleppo in the late
16th and early 17th centuries, indicating the integration of some Kurdish elites into the
Ottoman system.® The geography of the Kurd Dagh, being somewhat peripheral to major
imperial centers yet strategically located near Aleppo, facilitated this complex relationship,
allowing for the persistence of Kurdish social structures while integrating the region into the
broader Ottoman framework. A British traveler in 1599 even noted the presence of "Coords"
(likely Yezidi Kurds, a distinct religious group within the Kurdish population) dwelling in the
mountains, highlighting the region's role as a sanctuary for diverse groups.’

Economically, Afrin retained its agricultural significance throughout the Ottoman period. The
fertile valley, watered by the Afrin River, continued to be a major producer, especially of olives
and olive oil, which were crucial commodities for the markets of nearby Aleppo, the provincial
capital.’ The famous Aleppo soap relied heavily on Afrin's olive oil.® This enduring agricultural
productivity, rooted in the region's favorable climate and fluvial geography, provided a stable
economic foundation and ensured Afrin's continued integration into the regional economy of
the Aleppo Vilayet. This economic role, particularly the specialization in olives, proved
remarkably resilient, persisting across centuries and political changes, demonstrating how
specific geographical advantages can create long-lasting economic niches that transcend
imperial transitions. The Ottoman centuries, therefore, saw Afrin defined by a combination of
its recognized Kurdish character, shaped by the Kurd Dagh's refuge potential, and its vital
agricultural role, determined by the fertility of its river valley.



IV. Lines in the Sand: Afrin in the Age of Modern States
(1923 - 2009)

The collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War | and the subsequent imposition of new
political boundaries by European powers dramatically reshaped the geopolitical context of
Afrin, embedding its historical geographical characteristics within the framework of modern
nation-states.

A. The French Mandate (1923 - 1946)

The establishment of the French Mandate for Syria and Lebanon fundamentally altered Afrin's
geographical and political reality. The drawing of the Syria-Turkey border in 1923, formalized
by agreements like the Treaty of Lausanne which superseded the unratified Treaty of Sévres
(that had initially envisioned Kurdish autonomy elsewhere), cut through the historical Kurd
Dagh region.® Afrin became part of French-administered Syria, initially within the short-lived
State of Aleppo.® This demarcation severed Afrin from its traditional northern hinterlands,
including the town of Kilis (now in Turkey), which had previously served as an administrative
and economic center for the region.® The process effectively created a "truncated
geography," isolating the Syrian Kurd Dagh from its northern continuations.' This isolation
was further exacerbated by Turkey's annexation of the Sanjak of Alexandretta (renamed
Hatay) in 1939, which cut off Afrin's historical connection to the Mediterranean coast around
Antakya and left the Syrian district almost entirely bordered by Turkey.®

Despite this fragmentation, the French Mandate period saw some development. The town of
Afrin itself, established as a market in the 19th century, was further developed by the French
administration, growing from around 800 residents in 1929 to 7,000 by 1968." However, the
new political geography also spurred Kurdish political responses. The imposition of the
border, combined with the harsh Kemalist policies and suppression of Kurdish uprisings in
Turkey (like the Sheikh Said and Ararat rebellions), led to significant waves of Kurdish refugees
fleeing south into the Syrian Kurd Dagh and Jazira regions.® This influx reinforced the Kurdish
character of the region and contributed to the rise of modern Syrian Kurdish political
consciousness. Early petitions for autonomy for Kurdish-majority regions were made to the
French authorities, originating from Kurd Dagh delegates as early as 1924.%

The Kurd Dagh's geography continued to play a dual role. While the valley and developing
town facilitated French administration, the rugged, mountainous terrain provided sanctuary
for resistance against French rule.' Figures like Meho ibshashé utilized the mountains as a
refuge and base for ambushing French forces, often leveraging cross-border connections and
mobility facilitated by the porous nature of the new frontier.”® The French authorities were
wary of Turkish influence and potential annexationist ambitions, accusing Turkey of
supporting anti-French movements like the Murud revolt in the Kurd Dagh during the 1930s.™
The Mandate period thus demonstrated how modern borders, superimposed on historical
geographies, generated new conflicts and political dynamics, while the enduring features of



the landscape - the accessible valley versus the defensible mountains — continued to shape
the actions of both the colonial power and the local population.

B. Post-Independence Syria (1946 - 2009)

Following Syria's independence in 1946, Afrin's unique geographical and demographic profile
continued to influence its relationship with the central government in Damascus. Successive
Syrian regimes, particularly under the Ba'ath Party from the 1960s onwards, implemented
Arabization policies aimed at fostering a unified national identity and asserting state control
over peripheral regions.? Afrin, being a distinct, geographically concentrated, and
overwhelmingly Kurdish region, became a target of these policies. Measures included the
banning of the Kurdish language in official contexts, restrictions on property ownership and
construction for Kurds, and the symbolic renaming of geographical features — most notably,
the official attempt in 1977 to rename Kurd Dagh as "Jabal al-'Uruba" (Mountain of Arabism).?
These policies can be understood as the state's attempt to overcome the perceived challenge
posed by Afrin's distinct ethno-geographical character to centralized authority and a
homogenous national narrative. The persistence of Kurdish identity and the local use of
traditional names despite these efforts underscore the resilience of geographically rooted
cultures.?

Economically, Afrin maintained its significance within Syria before 2010. Its agricultural sector,
founded on the geographical advantages of its fertile valley and climate, remained robust,
with olive cultivation continuing as a mainstay.® The region served as a key economic supplier
for Aleppo.” Furthermore, during periods of instability affecting major urban centers like
Aleppo, Afrin's relative stability, partly due to its somewhat isolated geographical position,
allowed it to become an alternative center for economic activity. Notably, a significant portion
of Aleppo's industrial production, particularly textile manufacturing (like jeans), relocated to
Afrin district, showcasing its capacity to absorb economic activity due to its local resource
base (labor, relative security).”® The region's scenic landscapes also supported a degree of
domestic tourism.?® This economic resilience suggests that Afrin's geographical assets
provided a buffer and alternative opportunities even within the constraints of the Syrian state
system.

Politically, the Kurd Dagh's geography continued to shape Kurdish identity and dynamics. Its
mountainous terrain and border location made it a significant area for Kurdish political
movements. The Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), originating in Turkey, established a strong
presence and enjoyed considerable support in Afrin from the late 1970s until Syria, under
Turkish pressure, expelled PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan in 1998.° The PKK effectively filled a
political vacuum in Afrin, which was geographically and sometimes politically disconnected
from the other main Syrian Kurdish centers in Kobani and Jazira.* This geographical
separation contributed to Afrin developing a somewhat distinct trajectory within the broader
Syrian Kurdish context.”

C. The Kurd Dagh as Refuge and Resistance Hub (Revisited in modern



context)

The historical pattern of the Kurd Dagh serving as a space conducive to resistance and
refuge, owing to its challenging terrain, persisted into the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
This geographical characteristic influenced the strategies of Kurdish political movements
operating in the region and shaped the security perceptions of neighboring states,
particularly Turkey." The PKK's ability to establish a strong foothold in Afrin for two decades
underscores the region's suitability as a base or area of significant influence, facilitated by the
terrain and the sympathies of the local population.”

The proximity to the Turkish border remained a defining and often volatile feature of Afrin's
geography. This contiguity influenced security dynamics, facilitated cross-border movements
(for familial, economic, or political reasons), and heavily impacted the strategic calculations of
both the Syrian state and Turkey.* Turkey's long-standing security concerns regarding PKK
activities, viewing Afrin as a potential launching pad or support base, culminated in diplomatic
pressure on Syria (leading to the 1998 Adana Agreement) and laid the groundwork for future
interventions.* The Syrian government's relationship with the PKK, allowing its presence in
areas like Afrin for a period as leverage against Turkey, was itself a geopolitical calculation
influenced by the border geography." Thus, the Kurd Dagh's enduring geographical nature as
a rugged borderland ensured its continued political and strategic significance, making it a
focal point for transnational Kurdish aspirations and a persistent security concern for Turkey,
thereby influencing Syrian state policies towards the region right up to the eve of 2010.

V. Synthesis: The Geographical Determinants of Afrin's
Pre-2010 Historical Narrative

The history of Afrin before 2010 is inextricably linked to its geography. Far from being a mere
stage, the region's physical characteristics — its mountains, valley, location, climate, and
resources - consistently acted as primary determinants, shaping the contours of settlement,
economy, conflict, and culture across millennia.

A. Isolation and Connectivity: The Dual Impact of Terrain

Afrin's historical narrative is marked by a fundamental tension, a duality imposed by its terrain.
The rugged Kurd Dagh mountains fostered a degree of isolation, providing refuge, enabling
the persistence of a distinct Kurdish cultural identity, and facilitating resistance against
centralized control.! This mountainous character contributed to the region's perception and
reality as somewhat peripheral. Yet, simultaneously, the fertile Afrin River valley acted as a
natural corridor, and the region's overall position at a strategic crossroads ensured constant
connectivity with, and often intrusion from, the wider Near East.? It was never truly isolated,
always being drawn into the orbit of larger powers due to its value as a transit zone and
agricultural resource base. This interplay between geographically induced isolation and
connectivity generated a unique historical dynamic — a "paradox of the periphery." Afrin's
marginality allowed local characteristics to flourish, while its centrality ensured it was



perpetually contested and integrated into larger systems. This tension is arguably the core
engine driving its pre-2010 history.

B. Agricultural Lifeline: The Unwavering Economic Pillar

Throughout the vast expanse of Afrin's history, from the earliest Neolithic farmers to the cusp
of the 21st century, the agricultural productivity of the Afrin River valley served as a constant
economic foundation.® The combination of fertile alluvial soils, water from the river, and a
climate highly suitable for valuable crops, especially the olive, provided a reliable means of
sustenance and generated wealth. This inherent geographical endowment made the region
consistently attractive for settlement and control. Regardless of whether Hittites, Romans,
Byzantines, Caliphates, Crusaders, Ottomans, or the modern Syrian state held sway, the
agricultural engine of the Afrin valley continued to function, linking the region to major
markets like Aleppo and ensuring its enduring economic relevance. This agricultural lifeline
provided a measure of stability and continuity that persisted despite political upheavals,
demonstrating the profound power of geographical resources in shaping long-term economic
trajectories.

C. Strategic Imperative: The Constant of Contested Space

Afrin's geographical location rendered it an unavoidable strategic piece on the chessboard of
Near Eastern geopolitics. Positioned on natural routes connecting Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and
the Levant, and possessing defensible terrain features, it was consistently viewed as a
strategic asset or a critical chokepoint by military planners and imperial administrators.* From
Hittite campaigns and Roman legions establishing bases like Cyrrhus, through Byzantine
frontier defenses and Crusader battles, to Ottoman administration and modern border
sensitivities involving Syria and Turkey, Afrin was perpetually implicated in larger conflicts and
power struggles. Its geography essentially dictated that it could not remain aloof from
regional dynamics. This "geostrategic imperative" meant that periods of peace or local
autonomy were often precarious, subject to the shifting interests and interventions of more
powerful neighbors. The landscape destined Afrin for a history characterized by interaction,
and frequently collision, with external forces.

D. Cultural Topography: Landscape, Identity, and Tradition

The physical landscape of Afrin, particularly the Kurd Dagh, became deeply interwoven with
the cultural and ethnic identity of its inhabitants. The mountains provided a sanctuary where a
predominantly Kurdish population settled and thrived, leading to the area being known for
centuries as the "Mountain of the Kurds" (Kurd Dagh / Ciyayé Kurménc).? This geographical
space fostered a distinct cultural homogeneity and served as a repository for Kurdish
traditions, language (Kurmaniji dialect), and social structures.? Furthermore, the relative
seclusion offered by the mountains allowed religious minorities, such as Yezidis and Alevis
(many of the latter having sought refuge there from persecution in Anatolia), to maintain their
presence and practices in specific locales within the Kurd Dagh.? Shrines and specific
landscape features became imbued with religious and cultural significance.> Thus, Afrin's



geography was not merely a container for culture but an active participant in its formation and
preservation — a "cultural topography" where landscape and identity became inextricably
linked, resisting external pressures towards homogenization.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the history of the Afrin region prior to 2010 serves as a powerful illustration of
geographical determinism. The enduring features of its landscape - the protective yet
isolating Kurd Dagh mountains, the fertile and connective Afrin River valley, its strategic
position at a continental crossroads, and its Mediterranean climate — were not passive
elements but active forces that consistently shaped the human experience within its
boundaries. These geographical factors dictated the logic of settlement from prehistory
onwards, established the foundations of its resilient agricultural economy centered on olives,
and rendered it a perennial object of strategic desire and conflict for empires and states. The
mountains fostered a distinct Kurdish cultural heartland, providing refuge and reinforcing local
identity, while the valleys and routes ensured continuous interaction, exchange, and
contestation with the outside world. This inherent geographical duality programmed Afrin for
a history defined by both opportunity and vulnerability, resilience and recurring conflict. The
deep-rooted influence of its physical environment created a unique historical trajectory,
ensuring that Afrin, though often on the periphery, remained a significant and contested
space within the broader tapestry of the Near East, its past intricately carved by the enduring
contours of its land.
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