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For decades, U.S. policymakers have returned to a familiar operational 
formula in the Middle East: American airpower, intelligence, and advi-
sory support paired with local ground forces willing to do the hardest 
fighting. Kurdish partners fit that formula in Iraq and Syria, where their 
battlefield effectiveness gave Washington a relatively economical way to 
generate pressure without introducing large conventional formations. That 
history helps explain why speculation resurfaced in 2026 over whether 
Iranian Kurdish factions based in Iraq might open a northern front against 
Tehran.

Yet the expected Kurdish role did not materialize. That outcome was not 
accidental. It reflects the underlying logic of irregular warfare, where 
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local actors calculate survivability, sanctuary, political 
end states, and sponsor credibility more carefully than 
outside powers often assume.

The Iranian Kurdish case is useful not because it offers 
a dramatic battlefield story, but because it exposes a 
recurring policy error. Washington often asks whether 
a partner is willing to fight. The more important ques-
tion is whether the strategic conditions for fighting 
exist at all.

Iranian Kurdish groups did not remain on the side-
lines because they were indifferent to Tehran. They 
hesitated because the structural conditions for a viable 
campaign were weak. Their restraint reflects five inter-
locking factors: limited military readiness, vulnerable 
sanctuary, political fragmentation, historical mistrust, 
and ambiguity in U.S. intent.

Limited Military Readiness

Iranian Kurdish organizations possess fighters, polit-
ical networks, and regional knowledge, but they are 
not structured for sustained offensive warfare against a 
heavily armed state.

That distinction matters. In public debate, irregular 
actors are often treated as though manpower alone 
creates strategic utility. In reality, campaigns depend 
on cohesion, logistics, discipline, communications, 
and the ability to absorb retaliation over time. Iranian 
Kurdish factions have spent years in exile and under 
constraint, without the long-term battlefield integration 
seen in Iraq and Syria.

Even a motivated partner becomes strategically fragile 
if it lacks the infrastructure needed to convert presence 
into durable military effect.

Vulnerable Sanctuary

Sanctuary is often decisive in irregular warfare. Move-
ments endure setbacks when they have secure rear 
areas for regrouping, planning, and supply movement.

Several Iranian Kurdish factions nominally operate 
from Kurdistan Region of Iraq, but that space is not 
secure in a meaningful wartime sense. It exists under 
the constant threat of Iranian missiles, drones, intelli-
gence penetration, and political pressure.

The Kurdistan Region of Iraq must balance relations 
with Baghdad, Tehran, Ankara, and Washington. Turn-
ing its territory into a launchpad for attacks into Iran 
would expose it to retaliation and political costs it has 
strong incentives to avoid. A partner without durable 
sanctuary is not a foundation for sustained insurgency 
it is a vulnerable target set. 

https://www.dailysabah.com/world/mid-east/iraq-must-not-be-used-to-launch-attacks-on-neighbors-baghdad-krg
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Political Fragmentation

The phrase Iranian Kurds masks internal complexity. 
Multiple parties, command structures, and ideological 
divisions shape Kurdish politics.

Coalition-building may improve messaging, but it 
does not produce unity of command or shared risk 
tolerance. External sponsors often overestimate what 
political cooperation translates to in military mobiliza-
tion.

Shared grievances do not equal shared strategy. Frag-
mented actors may disagree on escalation, acceptable 
losses, regional relationships, or political outcomes. 
While such groups can contribute to intelligence or 
localized disruption, they are far more difficult to mo-
bilize into a cohesive force for sustained operations.

Historical Memory

Kurdish decision-makers do not approach external 
sponsorship as a blank slate. Their political experience 
is shaped by repeated episodes in which foreign sup-
port proved conditional or temporary.

The 1975 Algiers Agreement remains a defining ex-
ample, demonstrating how shifts in state-level strategy 
can leave local partners exposed. This history is doc-
umented in the Foreign Relations of the United States 
archive.

Recent experience has reinforced that lesson. Kurd-
ish-led forces in Syria fought effectively against 
the Islamic State and benefited from close military 
partnership with the United States, yet tactical coop-
eration did not resolve the larger political questions 
surrounding long-term protection, territorial arrange-
ments, or regional diplomacy. From the standpoint of 
Iranian Kurdish factions, this history cuts both ways. 
It demonstrates that American support can produce 
genuine military and political gains, but it also under-
scores that support is contingent, issue-specific, and 
vulnerable to abrupt recalculation. This is precisely 
why proxy warfare is never only a battlefield matter. 
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The sponsor may value tactical output; the local actor 
must evaluate whether the sponsor’s political commit-
ment will survive the costs that follow from success or 
failure.

There is also an important Kurdish counterargument 
that deserves acknowledgment. The story of Kurd-
ish relations with Washington is not just a story of 
betrayal or abandonment. Kurdish autonomy in Iraq 
was shaped in part by U.S. protection after 1991, and 
Kurdish-led forces in Syria expanded their influence 
through direct U.S. military support against the Islam-
ic State. Many Kurdish leaders therefore recognize 
a difficult but enduring truth: powerful allies remain 
rare in the Middle East, and strategic distance from 
Washington can carry costs of its own. That is why 
the Iranian Kurdish debate should not be reduced to a 
simple morality play in which mistrust makes all co-
operation impossible. The issue is narrower and more 
practical. Kurdish factions may value the possibility of 
U.S. alignment while still judging that the conditions 
for joining a particular campaign are inadequate.

Strategic Ambiguity from Washington

Strategic ambiguity from Washington has directly 
shaped the risk calculations of local partners. Kurdish 
factions are generally more willing to assume opera-
tional risks when U.S. objectives are clearly defined, 
commitments are credible, and expected outcomes are 
predictable.

In practice, however, U.S. messaging toward Iran 
has often shifted between limited coercion, symbolic 
signalling, regime destabilization, and broader de-
terrence. These goals are not interchangeable; each 
requires a different level of commitment and exposes 
local actors to varying degrees of danger.

Non-state partners can contribute to some of these 
objectives, but not all, and not at equal cost. As a 
result, when Kurdish factions cannot determine wheth-
er they are being positioned for a short-term tactical 
disruption or a sustained strategic campaign, restraint 
becomes a rational choice. In conditions of uncertain-

ty, preserving organizational survival and autonomy 
outweighs the potential but unclear benefits of align-
ment.

Policy Implications

The key lesson is not that Kurdish actors are unreli-
able. It is that irregular partners do not enter high-risk 
conflict based on shared interests alone. Their deci-
sions depend on political conditions: access to safe 
territory, regional tolerance, partner cohesion, clear 
objectives, and a credible balance between risk and 
reward.

Irregular warfare is fundamentally political. Actors 
engage only when the political gains are clear and the 
risks manageable. This explains why Kurdish groups 
in Iran remain cautious despite overlapping interests 
with the United States. In the absence of clear U.S. 
commitments and credible outcomes, escalation is too 
costly. Their restraint is strategic, not weakness.

A second implication is that policymakers must dif-
ferentiate partner roles. Not all actors are suited for 
the same tasks. Some are effective in intelligence 
and local influence, others in limited pressure oper-
ations, and only a few in sustained combat. Treating 
all partners as interchangeable proxies leads to flawed 
strategy.

For U.S. policy, this requires aligning expectations 
with reality: define clear objectives, signal credible 
commitments, and match partners to roles they can 
sustain politically and operationally. Without these 
conditions, Iranian Kurdish groups will remain use-
ful in limited ways, but unlikely to assume high-risk 
combat roles in a campaign whose end state they do 
not control.

https://x.com/abdullahmohtadi/status/2033661900438049081?s=46&t=kfDXpFToyvLCGMMYRMsA_w
https://x.com/abdullahmohtadi/status/2033661900438049081?s=46&t=kfDXpFToyvLCGMMYRMsA_w
https://x.com/abdullahmohtadi/status/2033661900438049081?s=46&t=kfDXpFToyvLCGMMYRMsA_w

