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Preface

The Kurdish people are a large ethnic group that lives in mountainous regions of
several countries spanning southwest Asia, from Turkey to Iran and beyond the
Caucasus Mountains, making up a cross-border region known as Kurdistan. Since
the creation of nation-states in the region after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire,
the Kurds have faced discrimination and persecution, gave up their mostly nomadic
lifestyle, and began fighting for basic human rights. All too often, the only knowl-
edge we have of this homogenous yet diverse group is one darkened by violence
and conlflict, whether they are battling ISIS, fighting for control in Syria, or were
gassed by Saddam Hussein. However, even today the Kurds remain hopeful to
be recognized as a distinct culture living in a sovereign country. Who are the
Kurds, and why have they been forced to struggle with a national identity and
home for so long?

The Kurds: An Encyclopedia of Life, Culture, and Society is a timely reference to
further our understanding of the Kurds and Kurdistan. It also fills a notable gap in
the literature about the Middle East where multiple compilations describe the
diverse people, cultures, and identity groups, such as Muslims, women, Arabs,
political systems, and minorities, but few focus on the largest ethnic stateless minor-
ity, the Kurds. By examining all aspects of Kurdish life in several countries as well
as in the diaspora, this encyclopedia provides reliable, up-to-date, and nonsensation-
alist references for the generally interested and open-minded readership. These
references are compiled by a team of international scholars and researchers including
many Kurds with broad experience in the topics discussed in this volume, includ-
ing historians, geographers, anthropologists, political scientists, linguists, and
artists.

The content of the encyclopedia includes three main parts. The first approaches
Kurdish life through a number of thematic essays with emphasis on the history,
geography, social organization culture, and political situation. Following these top-
ics are country-specific entries profiling the Kurdish population in Kurdistan, the
area that is split among Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and the Trans-Caucasus region,
as well as in the global diaspora. Special attention is given to local contemporary
issues the Kurds face in these countries. The third part surveys a diverse list of
primary document excerpts where experts analyze the sources and their relevance
to the Kurds throughout history and in the various areas of settlement. These doc-
uments include popular poems, works of literature, religious texts, political mani-
fests, and speeches, as well as legislation and other laws. Sidebars, a glossary of the
most common Kurdish words, and a selected bibliography will round out the text.
A note on transliteration from Kurdish (and other Middle Eastern languages) and
a chronology of Kurdish history are also incorporated in the book.
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Introduction

The Kurds and their homeland, Kurdistan, remain a mystery for many people in
the West despite their strong media presence and deep cultural ties through dias-
pora groups. Instead, a myriad of misconceptions, stereotypes, and ignorance dom-
inate the common knowledge and debate about this group. Perhaps this is related
to the fact that Kurdistan is part of the greater Middle East, and in these current
times of conflicts, civil wars, revolutions, and terrorism, many lost track and con-
fidence in understanding the origins of the conflict and the original stakeholders.
Instead, we tend to generalize the region by describing its people as “radical Arab
Muslims” who suppress their women, hate the West and the Jews, and are irratio-
nal conservative fundamentalists. These images, added with the occasional depic-
tion of suffering refugees, prevail in our news headlines and influence the public
opinion and arguably the opinion of our decision makers as well.

Kurdistan and the Kurds

The Kurds are different, however. They do not fit this blatantly scary and mislead-
ing picture. On the contrary, the contemporary Kurds in their various living areas
often represent a pluralistic society that shares many values and norms with West-
ern countries. While our focus and political alliances keeps us closer to the domi-
nant ethnic groups and their nation-states, such as Turkey or Saudi Arabia, we
overlook this potential friendly ally and partner. As a minority group, they lack a
strong, unified voice and message to the rest of the world as well as a lobby group
that could further strengthen their cause among the international community. The
split of their living area among several nation-states remains a major obstacle in
the way of developing a stronger relationship with other international actors and
organizations, which in turn are also often restricted in their ability to communi-
cate with nonstate actors.

In order to describe who the Kurds are, it is best to start explaining who they are
not. Ethnically, the Kurds are not related to the Arabs or Turks, but they are indeed
an Indo-European people speaking the Kurdish language, which is linguistically
linked to the larger Iranian language family. Although the majority of Kurds adheres
to Sunni Islam, we must recognize the religious diversity within the Kurdish lands
that includes Christian and Jewish groups as well as the Yezidis, an ethnoreligious
minority with pre-Islamic roots and a syncretistic belief system and other smaller
religious groups like the Shabak or Kakai. Also among the Alevis, an Islamic Sufi
organization, one can find many Kurds. The two Sufi brotherhoods of the Qadiriya
and Nagshbandiya also remain extremely popular, and their leaders or sheikhs
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maintain political influence in addition to their religious significance. This kind of
popular religion stands in sharp contrast to the strict, orthodox, and rudimentary
interpretation of Islam as practiced by radical Islamic organizations such as The
Islamic State or Ansar al-Islam. Although some Kurds joined their ranks, the major-
ity of the Kurdish population can be regarded as less fundamental in religious affairs
with a strong tendency toward secularism especially among the urbanized groups
and those supporting the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) and their affiliates.

While religion may not seem to be the major building block of Kurdish identity,
at least not for the majority, the adherence to specific cultural values and customs
remains an important contributor to the constant rebuilding of Kurdish identity.
The social organization of the Kurds was based on tribal/kin-based affiliation, and
for centuries, powerful Kurdish tribal groups controlled much of Kurdistan and
beyond. Membership in a tribe was not based on religion; in fact, many heterogenic
tribes included Muslim, Christian, and Yezidi clans. Instead, an imagined common
language, culture, land, and ancestry was the glue that kept Kurdish society together.
Tribes, clans, and families were led by dominant families called aghas, sheikhs, or
mullas like the Barzanis, Barzanjis, Bedirkhan, or Shemdinan. Recently, nationalism
has been added to the characteristics of Kurdish identity. This has been demon-
strated by the rise of political parties and leaders who claim to represent all of
Kurdistan as well as their local constituency.

The currently roughly 35 million Kurds live in a compact settlement area com-
monly known as Kurdistan, or Land of the Kurds, which is the size of France. It is
roughly shaped by the Zagros and Taurus mountains between the upper Euphra-
tes, Lake Van, Lake Urmiya, and the city of Kirmanshah in the east. However, this
geographical description does not fit the political realities. First of all, there is no
independent state called Kurdistan. Instead, the region is divided among four coun-
tries, none of which has a Kurdish majority population. The largest areas are part
of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria, but with the exception of the Kurdistan Region in
Iraq and the Kordestan Province in Iran, no other administrative or political unit
exists. The Kurds in Syria during the ongoing civil war have created a federal de
facto autonomous region in those territories with a Kurdish majority in parts of
the Hassaka, Raqqa, and Aleppo governorates. Kurdish nationalists gave it the name
of Rojava, the west, referring to Western Kurdistan. This matches similar attributes
describing the three other Kurdish territories as Bakur (North—Turkish Kurdistan),
Bashur (South—Iraqi Kurdistan), and Rojhilat (East—Iranian Kurdistan). In Tur-
key some 20 million Kurds are estimated, and in Iran around 10 million. Iraq has
approximately 7 million and in Syria live approximately 2 million Kurds. In the
three Caucasus countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, we find over 220,000
Kurds. The estimates vary regarding the number of Kurds living in the diaspora
ranging from 500,000 to 2 million. Comparing these numbers to an approximate
total of almost 40 million people makes the Kurds one of the largest ethnic groups
and the largest stateless community in the world.

A common language is another denominator that describes the Kurds. Kurd-
ish as an Indo-European language is part of the northwestern group of the Iranian
languages. Although there is no standard, unified Kurdish high language, but rather
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two main dialects (Kurmanji and Sorani), the Kurdish language is rich in oral tradi-
tions, such as songs, legends, and religious hymns, the most famous of which is the
love epic Mem u Zin written by Ahmad Khani in 1692. This and other influential
literary works are discussed in this volume. Although the two main dialects have
many similarities, they are written in different alphabets based on the country of
origin. Kurds in Turkey speak Kurmanji and write with Latin letters, Kurds in Iraq
mostly speak Sorani and use the Arabic/Persian alphabet to write their dialect, and
the Kurds in the Trans-Caucasus region mostly use the Cyrillic alphabet to write
their Kurmanji vernacular. And recently, they have added an Armenian version.
The origins of the Kurds are contested, but for many they represent an indige-
nous group of upper Mesopotamia often described as the mountain people in the
Zagros and Taurus. Certainly, a close relation with the Iranization of the region
during the reign of the Medians and Scythians starting in the ninth century BCE
must be noted. The name “Kurds” as a common label appeared only after the Islamic
conquest of the area denoting those nomadic tribes of non-Arab or Turkish origin.
The isolated mountainous character of their homeland preserved the special fea-
tures of the Kurdish ethnicity with their unique language, culture, and religions.
Foreign control and outside rule were enforced only in limited areas, and the Kurds
lived semi-autonomously for centuries organized in tribal clans and emirates, until
by the end of the 19th century a national identity across the tribes and leading
families emerged in response to social transformation, Ottoman pressures and
growing Western influence in the Middle East region. The revolt of Sheykh Ubey-
dallah in 1880 was the first to demand a free and unified Kurdistan. This was fol-
lowed by a growing movement of nationalism that saw the opening of national
clubs, political parties, and the publication of the first Kurdish newspaper in 1898.
World War I changed the political landscape of the Middle East significantly
with the dissolving of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of nation-states.
Although the Allies first assured the Kurds of their potential track towards inde-
pendence in the Treaty of Sevres, three years later in the Treaty of Lausanne they
divided the land among Turkey, Syria, and Iraq. In the decades to follow, Kurds in
all those countries launched multiple rebellions against the central governments
and for political rights, but ultimately were defeated and experienced a century of
foreign rule, persecution, and discrimination. However, concurrently, they contin-
uously pushed for cultural autonomy or political independence until the present
time. During the short-lived Republic of Mahabad in present-day Iran, this dream
became reality in 1946 until it was shattered after the Soviet Union withdrew its
support and troops, and the Kurds had to learn again the harsh lesson of depen-
dency on foreign support. While the Kurds seem to fall into the trap repeatedly,
they also did not surrender or gave up their struggle of Kurdistan. Masud Barzani,
now president of the Kurdish Autonomous Region in Iraq, was born in Mahabad
and an array of political parties was founded and modeled after Mulla Mustafa Bar-
zani’s Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP). Not necessarily in agreement, and often
in ideological or personal competition, these Kurdish parties, such as the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK), or the KDP’s branches
in other countries, used their limited means to pressure the central governments

Xiii
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for political and cultural rights for the Kurds. The end of the First Gulf War brought
the formation of the first autonomous zone for the Kurds in Iraq in 1992. For some
this was a milestone, whereas others only regarded this as a stepping-stone towards
further achievements.

The Kurdish identity has been suppressed in all four states in varying degrees
that ranged from straightforward denial of Kurdish existence in Turkey with the
subsequent prohibition of expressing anything related to the Kurds to the denigra-
tion as secondary citizens in the Syrian Arab Republic, where speaking Kurdish and
engaging in political activities could easily land a person in jail. In Iran, life for the
Kurds is described as “living in a giant prison,” and Kurdish militias challenged
the Iranian army with little success. The most brutal attacks against the Kurds were
recorded in Iraq under the regime of Saddam Hussein, who stripped them of their
ethnicity and citizenship, evicted them from their homes, destroyed their villages and
fields, arbitrarily arrested and subsequently killed entire tribes, gassed cities, and
massacred hundreds of thousands of Iraqi Kurds. However, Saddam’s regime is gone,
and the Kurds in Iraq were among the strongest and most capable supporters of the
U.S.-led invasion in 2003. And it is here in Kurdistan-Iraq where they reached their
greatest political success in the Kurdish Autonomy Zone.

As stated earlier, little is known in the West about the Kurds in general, and
even less about their particulars in the four main countries and the diaspora. How-
ever, knowing their present facets and future prospects will allow us to better
understand our own Western position on the rapids developments in the region.
Who would have thought that the Arab Spring would give rise to Islamic extremism
and that the key to defeat the militants is in the hand of long underappreciated
group like the Kurds? However, as so often in the past, the key is not ready to use. It
requires foreign approval, and concessions and compromises must be reached.
America, Russia, Turkey, Iran, and Iraq (and yes, to a lesser extend the Syrian gov-
ernment) all try to build competing alliances and often successfully co-opted the
Kurds into their camp and into supporting their agenda. And as long as the inner-
Kurdish rivalries are bigger than the desire for a unified, safe, and prosperous
country, the idea of Kurdistan remains an idea. A century of physical and cultural
separation, as well as military struggle and discrimination, hardened the differ-
ences between the various groups rather than merging them into one big national
movement. Although the revolutionary climate in the region favors the emergence
of new forms of Kurdish nationalism, like the democratic confederalism in Syria,
the four regions of Kurdistan—Bakur, Rojava, Bashur, and Rojhilat—seem more
distant from each other than before.

However, at the same time they are so much closer to us in the West. And with
the spread and advance of technology the events in Kurdistan no longer remain
unnoticed. We can see live videos from Mount Sinjar where Yezidi Kurds die of
hunger and thirst fleeing the Islamic state. We hear about anticorruption rallies in
Arbil. Images of Kurdish activists executed in Iran are spread, and we were there
with the young Kurdish women defending the city of Kobane. We cannot close our
eyes before the images of Kurdish children drowned in the Mediterranean Sea. It
is thus the humble goal of this book to provide a roadmap of understanding those
images and put them in their geographic, historic, and political context.
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Origins and History

Early Origins: Myths, Fables, and Theories

The origins and early development of the Middle East’s Kurdish community remains
a topic of considerable scholarly debate and controversy. Prior to the modern age,
a variety of myths and legends pertaining to the genesis of the Kurds coexisted.
Perhaps the most famous myth claimed the Kurds were the descendants of children
rescued from Zahhak, the cannibalistic tyrant of Iranian folklore. Other theories
can also be found in the works of medieval Islamic scholars. These included the
suggestion that the Kurds possessed an Arab genealogy, being the descendants of
Arab tribes that had fled Arabia in the pre-Islamic era, and a legend that the Kurds
were the product of an unholy union between of King Solomon’s concubines and
Jinns, supernatural creatures of Arabian and Islamic mythology. Since the mid-
19th century, a growing number of scholars in the West have put forward new
theories concerning to the Kurds’ origins. Such theories often seek to posit the idea
that the modern Kurdish community is a continuation of one or more of the peoples
inhabiting the ancient Middle East, including groups such as the Corduene of Xeno-
phon’s Anabasis and the Cyrtii mentioned in the works of Polybius, Livy, and
Strabo. Nevertheless, perhaps the most well-known and widely accepted theory is
that the modern Kurds are the direct successors to the Medes, ancient Iranic people
who dominated much of the territory of modern Iran between 678 and 549 BCE.
Although this theory has gained popularity amongst the Kurdish intelligentsia, it
is largely speculative and has been criticized by modern scholars who suggest that
the study of Kurdish community should begin with the appearance of the term
“Kurd” in the historical record (Ozoglu, 2004: 25). In this regard, the earliest direct
mention of the Kurds can be found in the Pahlavi language sources of Sassanid
era Iran (224-651) (Asatrain, 2009: 28). However, it was only following the rise of
Islam in the seventh century that the term gained wider usage.

Medieval Islamic sources often used the term Kurd in a vague manner when
referring to a variety of tribal and nomadic populations inhabiting mountainous
zones separating the Anatolian and Iranian plateaus. Citing the work of 10th-
century scholar Hamza al-Isfahani, Russian-born orientalist Vladimir Minorsky
noted that the Persians “were accustomed to call the Daylamites “Kurds of
Tabaristan” as they used to call the Arabs “the Kurds of Suristan, i.e. of Iraq . . .”
further observing that other Arab and Persian authors from the 10th century used
the term to describe “all Iranian nomads from the Western Persia, such as the
tent-dwellers of Fars” (Minorsky, 1943: 75). This has led a number of scholars to
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conclude that the term Kurd was originally a socioeconomic designation, being
synonymous with the term “nomad,” and only later came to refer to a specific eth-
nic community (Jwaideh, 2006: 11; Nikitin, 1956: 9). More recent scholarship has
questioned these conclusions, suggesting that, while the Kurdish community was
often associated with the pastoral way of life, the term Kurd was an ethnonym used
to describe a specific population that inhabited a specific territory and possessed
other shared attributes, including myths of common origins and linguistic speci-
ficities. Nevertheless, prior to the 12th century, it is difficult to ascertain whether
any of those communities, tribes, and individuals described as being Kurds saw
themselves as being part of a larger ethnic community.

Medieval Islamic World (610-1500)

According to the accounts of Muslim historians and geographers of the medieval
period, Kurdish tribes dwelling in the mountains of Upper Mesopotamia and West-
ern Iran resisted the advance of Islamic armies in the seventh century. The earliest
encounters date back to the late 630s, when Arab armies advanced into regions
around Mosul, defeating Kurdish tribesmen in the city’s mountainous environs.
Further campaigns in the early 640s, led by the Arab commander ‘Utba ibn Farqad
brought the regions of Shahrazur (present-day Sulaimani Governorate in Iraq) and
Hulwan (present-day Kermanshah Province in Iran) under Muslim control. Prior
to the Muslim conquest, the Kurdish populations seem to have possessed a vari-
ety of religious orientations, including communities of Christians, and “Fire Wor-
shippers,” possibly a reference to Zoroastrians. However, Arab subjugation set the
stage from the gradual spread of Islam amongst the Kurdish tribes. The processes
through which the Kurdish population was Islamized are poorly understood,
although it might partly be explained by the desire of Kurdish tribal groupings
to avoid liability for the jizya, an Islamic tax imposed on non-Muslim communi-
ties. Consequently, between the seventh and ninth centuries the vast majority of
Kurds converted to Islam, and most Kurds became adherents of the Sunni branch
of Islam and followers of the Shafr’ite School of Islamic jurisprudence (Poladian,
1994: 21-26).

The conversion of the Kurds en masse to Islam had a profound impact of the fate
of the Kurds, opening the way for integration of elements within the community
into the military and political elite of the Islamic World. With the decline of the
Abbasid Caliphate in the ninth century, a number of Kurdish tribal leaders were
able to seize effective control in their mountainous homelands and establish a series
of Muslim emirates, the most significant of which were the Shaddadids (951-1174)
in Azerbaijan and Armenia, the Rawwidids (955-1071) in Azerbaijan, the Mar-
wanids (990-1096) in Diyarbakir and Lake Van, and the Hasanwayhids (959-
1095) in Western Iran. This relatively brief period of Kurdish ascendancy was
largely brought to an end in the 11th century by the arrival of the Selcuk Turks in
Iran. The Selcuk dynasty, which established control over Iran, Iraq, and Anatolia,
and Syria, as well as their subordinates such as the Zengid Atabeks of Mosul,
launched numerous military campaigns against independent Kurdish leaders.
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However, the relationship between the Kurds and Turks during the 11th and
12th centuries was not governed entirely by hostility. For example, a branch of the
Shaddadid dynasty continued to govern the town of Ani (in present-day Armenia)
as vassals of the Selcuks until the 1175. Moreover, Kurdish tribal groups were often
integrated into the militaries of Turkish-dominated polities, becoming important
actors in the countercrusades of the 11th and 12th centuries, which in turn pro-
vided Kurdish tribal leaders with new opportunities for advancement.

Perhaps the most successful Kurdish leader of this era was Saladin Ayyubi
(1137-1193), the Muslim hero of the countercrusades. Saladin’s ancestors originally
served the Shaddadids rulers of Dvin (in present-day Armenia). However, following
the Selcuk seizure of the town, Saladin’s grandfather, Shadhi ibn Marwan, immi-
grated to Iraq with his two sons, Saladin’s father, Najm ad-Din Ayyub (d. 1173),
and his uncle, Asad ad-Din Shirkuh (d. 1169). Both men eventually entered the
service of the Nur ad-Din Zengi (1118-1174), the Turkish ruler of Mosul and Syria,
with both attaining high office within the Zengid polity. The former was appointed
the governor of Baalbak and Damascus, while the latter served as governor of Homs
and, in 1163, was selected to command a Zengid intervention forces into Fatimid

Saladin Ayyubi was a Muslim leader of Kurdish descent. This image is believed to date from
around 1180. (Jupiter Images)
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Egypt. Although Shirkuh was forced to withdraw from Egypt in 1164, he was
appointed the head of a second Zengid expedition to Egypt in 1167. This time he
remained in Egypt until his death two years later. Following Shirkuh’s death,
Saladin, who had accompanied his uncle on both Egyptian campaigns, was able
to assume control of the Zengid forces in Egypt and, on the orders of, Nur ad-Din
Zengi, overthrew the Shi’ite Fatimid dynasty and restored Sunnism to Egypt.

Saladin

The famous Muslim leader against the Crusaders, Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi or Sala-
din, is of Kurdish descent. His family is from a Kurdish tribe in Eastern Anatolia,
and he sported many Kurdish soldiers in his army. Although he did not practice his
Kurdish language, he is widely seen as a champion among Kurds who look up to
his accomplishments and achievements. In fairness, Saladin is largely remembered
as a unifier of Muslims and liberator of Jerusalem. But who would not like to have
a successful, wise, and charismatic hero as their champion?

Despite seizing power in Egypt, Saladin initially remained loyal to Zengids.
However, following the death of his overlord in 1174, Saladin established himself
as an independent ruler and proclaimed himself Nur ad-Din Zengi’s successor. Sub-
sequently, Saladin was not only able bring Egypt and Zengid lands in the Levant
under his control, but also establish a vast Muslim imperium, encompassing Libya,
Sudan, Yemen, and the Hejaz. Today, Saladin is mostly remembered for his role in
the countercrusades. In July 1187, Saladin’s forces inflicted a crushing defeat on
the crusaders at the Battle of Hattin. Muslim forces subsequently captured numer-
ous crusader-held towns, including the holy city of Jerusalem, which had been in
Christian hands for over 80 years. Despite these early successes, the Ayyubid
dynasty was relatively short-lived. Rather than establishing a centralized imperial
state, Ayyubid territories were organized into semi-independent fiefdoms governed
by members of Saladin’s family. This political order proved to be unstable, and fol-
lowing Saladin’s death in 1193, the empire was shaken by internal discord as his
descendants vied for supremacy. The dynasty’s eventual downfall came at the hands
of the Mamluks, Turkish slave-soldiers, maintained by various Ayyubid princes.
In 1250, a Mamluk revolt in Cairo put an end to Ayyubid control over Egypt. Mean-
while, the Ayyubid holdings in Syria were devastated by the Mongol invasions.
Subsequently, the Mamluk successfully seized control of the Levant following their
victory over the Mongols at Ayn Jalut in 1260.

The fall of the Ayyubids signaled the end the supremacy of Kurdish elements
in Egypt and Syria, although a cadet branch of the Ayyubids continued to govern
the fortress town of Hasankeyf on the banks of the upper Tigris well into the
16th century. Nevertheless, communities of Kurds continued to exist across
the Levant long after the Mamluk revolution, most notably in Damascus where
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the Kurdish quarter remained an important center of Kurdish language and cul-
ture well into the 20th century. Moreover, Kurdish tribal groupings and emir-
ates remained important actors in their mountainous homelands. The political and
military significance of the Kurds was further enhanced by the struggle between
the Egyptian Mamluks and the Mongol Ilkhanids in Iran. Residing on the border-
lands between the two empires, Kurdish tribesmen came to be seen as potential
military allies. The Mamluks attempted to mobilize Kurdish support in the struggle
against the Mongols through the appointment of a “Generalissimo of the Kurds”
(Mugaddam al-Akrad), an individual responsible for uniting the Kurdish tribes.
Mongol administers also reached accommodations with Kurdish tribal elites rec-
ognizing, for example, Asad al-Din Musa as the ruler of the Mazanjaniyya region
near Hakkari.

In the late 14th century, the Middle East was shaken by the invasions of Timur
Lang (1370-1404), who conquered a vast territory stretching from Central Asia to
Anatolia. Following his death, his empire rapidly degenerated with Timurid authority
over Kurdistan being replaced by that of the Turkic Karakoyunlu and Akkoyunlu
tribal confederations. By 1450, the Karakoyunlu rulers, who emerged as the dom-
inant force in Azerbaijan, extended their authority over the Kurdish emirates of
Bitlis, Siirt, and Hasankeyf, while the Kurds residing in the Diyarbakir region
were governed by the Akkoyunlu Turkmen. In 1460, the Akkoyunlu ruler, Uzun
Hasan (1428-1478), began advancing eastwards seizing the Kurdish held towns
of Hasankeyf and Siirt. In response, the Karakoyunlu ruler, Cihansah (1397-1467),
launched a counteroffensive, but was defeated and killed in 1567. Subsequently,
Uzun Hasan’s forces drove east into Azerbaijan and Iran, on the way seizing the
Kurdish strongholds of Cizre-Bohtan, Bitlis, and Hakkari.

Early Modern Period (1500-1830)

The Akkoyunlu dominance in Iran was relatively short-lived, ultimately being
defeated and overthrown by the Safavids, a Sufi religious order founded by a Kurd-
ish mystic, Safi ad-Din Ardabili (1252-1334). Although originally a Sunni move-
ment, by the mid-15th century the movement had come to be associated with
“exaggerationist” (ghulat) beliefs, a radical and messianic form of Shi’ism. The Safa-
vids attracted widespread support amongst the Turkmen tribes of Azerbaijan and
Anatolia, in the process becoming an important military as well as religious power.
In the late 15th century, the movement successfully ousted the Akkoyunlu dynasty
and, in 1501, the order’s charismatic leader, Ismail Safavi was crowned shah in
the Akkoyunlu capital of Tabriz. Over the subsequent decade, Shah Ismail I
(r. 1501-1526) established a vast empire stretching from Kurdistan in the west to
the borders of Afghanistan in the east.

Once in power, the shah eschewed millennialism, opting instead to establish
orthodox Twelver-Shi’ite Islam as Iran’s official religion. This religious revolution
set the stage for conflict with the predominantly Sunni Kurds who now found them-
selves under Safavid rule. Although some Kurdish potentates, most notable the
emir of Hakkari, [zzeddin Sir, adapted to the new religious order, most were deeply
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distrustful of the Safavids and their religion. This tendency was aggravated by the
tendency of the shah to remove Kurdish emirs from their ancestral fiefdoms, often
installing his own followers, known as the “Red Hats” (Qezelbash), in their place.
Indeed, according to one account, when a group of 16 Kurdish emirs traveled to
pledge fidelity to the shah, all but two were “clamped in irons and imprisoned”
(Sharaf Khan, 1860: 441). The policies adopted by Shah Ismail I towards the Kurds
were in stark contrast with those adopted by the Safavid’s Western neighbor, the
Ottoman Empire. The rise of a powerful Shi’ite dynasty in Iran constituted a major
strategic challenge for the Sunni Ottomans. This set the stage for Ottoman inter-
vention into Kurdistan, a move that culminated in the Ottoman military, led by
Sultan Selim I (r. 1512-1520), inflicting a crushing defeat on Shah Ismail’s forces
at Caldiran in the summer of 1514. Unlike their rivals, the Ottomans adopted a
policy of co-option towards the Kurdish emirs, with Sultan Selim I placing Idris-i
Bitlisi, a former Akkoyunlu official familiar with Kurdish affairs, in charge of secur-
ing Kurdish support.

This effort proved effective, with one Ottoman chronicle noting that Bitlisi man-
aged to win, “the hearts of twenty five of the famed Kurdish emirs and with his
sweet tongue brought them to obedience and submission to the [Ottoman] sover-
eign” (Solakzade, 1881: 378). Bitlisi’s diplomacy paid dividends on the battlefield,
with Kurdish warriors playing a critical role in ejecting pro-Safavid forces from
across much of Kurdistan during the first half of the 16th century. Ottoman suc-
cess in securing and maintaining Kurdish support can be in large part ascribed to
the administrative structures the empire established in Kurdistan. Although the
territories inhabited by Kurds were organized into provinces governed by centrally
appointed governors-general (beylerbeyi), Kurdish emirs and tribal leaders were
allowed to maintain ownership of their “ancestral” lands on a hereditary basis in
return for a recognition of Ottoman suzerainty. The degree of autonomy enjoyed
by various elements of the Kurdish elite varied. The most prestigious Kurdish nota-
bles, the emirs who governed fortified mountain towns such as Bitlis, Cizre-Bohtan,
and Hakkari, were granted tenure over their lands as dynastic hereditary fiefs
(yurtluk/ocaklik) exempt from Ottoman taxation. Other Kurdish tribal territories
were organized into “Kurdish counties” (ekrad sancaklart) which, although sub-
ject to Ottoman taxes, were also granted to Kurdish tribal leaders as hereditary
fiefs. For Ottoman officials and statesmen, the Kurds came to be seen as key allies
in the defense of the empire’s eastern frontiers. Reformist official Koci Bey (d.1650)
stated that the provinces of Diyarbakir and Van along with the “Kurdish enclaves
dependent on them” could supply 50,000 soldiers, more than enough to combat
any Iranian assault (Kogi Bey, 1939, 26). Evliya Celebi (1611-1682), the Ottoman
traveler, expressed the importance of the Kurds to Ottoman strategies in the East
even more succinctly, noting that were it not for the presence of the Kurdish
tribesmen, “it would be an easy matter for the Persians to invade Asia Minor” (van
Bruinessen, 2000: 33).

The success of Ottoman policies in winning Kurdish military support encour-
aged the Safavids to soften their approach to the governance of Kurdistan. Although
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the Ottomans maintained control of the majority of Kurdish-inhabited lands, Kurd-
istan’s more easterly extremities remained under Safavid rule. While some Kurdish
populated districts, such as Kermanshah, were organized into imperial provinces,
important Kurdish clans, such as the Ardalans of Sanandej and the Mukriyani
tribal confederation in western Azerbaijan, were recognized as hereditary gover-
nors. Indeed, the Kurds’ reputation as frontier warriors prompted several Safavid
monarchs to transplant Kurdish-speaking tribesmen to Khorasan, establishing a
network of Kurdish emirates aimed at defending Iran’s northeast from Uzbek and
Turkmen raids. The Safavids also attempted to win Kurdish support within the
Ottoman dominated portion of Kurdistan. When the emir of Bitlis was removed
from office by Sultan Stilleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520-1566), he and his clans-
men fled to Safavid Iran, where they were granted sanctuary and imperial favor.
The emir’s grandson, Sharaf Khan (1543-1603), was educated in the Safavid royal
household and, later in life, was granted the title of “the high emir of the Kurds”
(amir al-omara al-akrad) with the responsibility for representing the interests of
the Kurds at the Safavid court (Sharaf Khan, 1860: 427-428). Although Sharaf
Khan eventually defected to the Ottomans in return for his restoration to his
ancestral seat, Iranian subversion continue to be a perennial threat to Istanbul’s
primary in Kurdistan. Indeed, in 1821 when the ruler of the Baban emirate, a
Kurdish principality that had risen to prominence in Shahrazur district during
the 18th century, defected to the side of the Iranian governor of Azerbaijan, Crown
Prince Mirza Abbas (1789-1833), it sparked general war between Iran and the Otto-
man Empire.

The relatively indirect forms of administration adopted by the Ottomans and
Iranians in Kurdistan between the early 16th and early 19th centuries provide
important context for the visible material prosperity for some important centers
in the region. For example, when Evliya Celebi visited Bitlis in the mid-16th century,
he encountered a thriving town, home to numerous shops and an extensive tan-
ning and leatherworking industry. The British traveler Claudius Rich, who visited
the Baban emirate in early 19th century observed a similarly prosperous society,
noting that the Baban’s capital of Sulaimani was home to five covered markets, two
good mosques, and “a very fine bath” (Rich 1836, 85). Kurdistan’s material pros-
perity was mirrored by developments in the cultural sphere. Kurdish fiefs served
as important centers of cultural production. Evliya Celebi observed that the emir-
ate of Imadiye was home to a lively literary sense, which was producing poetry in
the Kirmanci dialect of Kurdish. The Ardalan emirate patronized works in the
Gurani dialect, while the rise of the Sorani dialect was intimately linked with the
rising fortunes of the Baban emirate in the late 18th century (Blau, 2012: 13-15).
In addition to the courts of the emirs, Kurdistan’s institutions of religious learning
served as important centers of cultural and intellectual activity. Throughout the
early modern period, Kurdistan remained a center of Shafi'i religious learning and
a region in which the teaching of rational sciences, which declined in other parts
of the Middle East, continued to constitute an important part of religious educa-
tion (el-Rouayheb, 2008: 196-221). While much religious education was conducted
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in Arabic and Persian, over the course of the 17th and 18th centuries, the exis-
tence of pedagogical and religious texts in the Kirmanci dialect of Kurdish suggest
that, at least in some Kurdish inhabited regions, there was a tendency towards the
vernacularization of religious education (Leezenberg, 2014: 713-733). The impor-
tance of religious institutions in the development of Kurdish culture is also evident
by the fact the vast majority of the Kurdish literati, most notably Sheikh Ahmed-i
Khani, the author of the poetic epic Mem u Zin, were products of Kurdistan’s net-
work of Islamic seminaries (madrasa).

The Age of Reform (1830-1904)

The 19th and early 20th centuries were a time of considerable social and political
change in Kurdistan. By the late 18th century, it had become apparent that the mili-
tary, economic, and diplomatic balance of power increasingly favored the indus-
trializing nation-states of Europe and North America. In response, both the
Ottoman and Iranian states engaged in processes of Western-inspired reform and
modernization aimed at self-strengthening in face of an ascendant West. In the
Ottoman Empire, these reforms began in earnest during the reign of Sultan Mahmud
II (r. 1808-1839) and gradually, but fundamentally, altered the relationship between
the sultanate and the Kurds. A central theme in reform was the rationalization and
centralization of provincial administration. Thus, in the 1830s, centrally appointed
governors and military commanders in Kurdish-inhabited provinces launched mil-
itary campaigns to remove independent Kurdish tribal leaders and emirs from
their ancestral fiefdoms. This was a fundamental assault upon the unwritten con-
stitutional arrangements, which had secured Ottoman sovereignty in Kurdistan
since the early 16th century. Resistance from Kurdish notables was fierce. In 1842,
Bedirhkan Bey (d. 1868), the leader of Cizre-Bohtan’s traditional ruling house,
revolted in response to efforts to split his “emirate” between the governors-general
of Diyarbakir and Mosul. For the next four years, Ottoman government forces were
tied down suppressing Bedirkhan Bey and his allies, which included other disgrun-
tled emirs including Han Mahmud (d. 1866) of Mukus and Nurullah Bey of Hak-
kari. In 1846, Bedirkhan Bey was captured by government forces and sent into
exile, first in Istanbul and later Crete and Damascus. Over the subsequent four
years, the Ottoman government abolished the remaining semi-independent
Kurdish emirates. In 1849, Nurullah Bey, who had turned against Bedirhkan Bey
during the later stages of his rebellion, was dismissed from Hakkari and, in 1851,
the last of the Babans were removed from Sulaimani. A similar process occurred
across the border in Iran, albeit at a slower pace. Although the Kurdish emirates in
Khorasan were suppressed in the first half of the 19th century, it was not until
1860s that the House of Ardalan was removed from the position of Senandej’s
hereditary governors-general.

While the opening decades of the nineteenth had seen an end to the autonomies
enjoyed by certain powerful Kurdish noble houses, Ottoman and Iranian control
over Kurdistan remained precarious. In the region’s main urban centers Ottoman
governors were busy establishing the institutions of a modern state—provincial
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councils, courts, schools, and newspapers—providing new opportunities for advance-
ment for urban elites. However, for the majority, the tribesmen and cultivators of the
countryside, modernization was a fundamentally negative experience, character-
ized by rising taxes and the application of conscription. Kurdish tribal unrest was
further aggravated a growing fear of Christian ascendancy. Muslim social and
political dominance was a central ideological pillar of the premodern Ottoman
and Iranian civilizations. However, developments in the 19th century seemed to be
undermining Muslim superiority. Most obviously, the European powers were
encroaching on Islamic lands and exercising enormous influence over the internal
affairs of the Ottoman and Iranian empires. At the same time, the Ottoman reforms
of the Tanzimat era (1839-1876) sought to construct the basis of a civic Ottoman
patriotism based on the legal equality for all imperial subjects, regardless of race
or religion. This, too, was regarded by many traditionalist Kurds as a challenge to
the Muslim order; a sense further agitated by the increasing assertiveness of repre-
sentatives of the Armenian community.

In this atmosphere of growing sectarianism, religious leadership became increas-
ingly important in Kurdish tribal society. Sufism, the spiritual practice of Islam,
had long had a defining influence on the practice of popular religion in Kurdistan.
Sufi lodges were extensive religious networks led by “sheikhs,” cult leaders often
regarded by their followers as possessing spiritual or mystical powers. With the
removal of the emirates and the weakness of Ottoman authority, Sufi sheikhs man-
aged to leverage their spiritual authority into political power, acting as mediators
in tribal disputes. This in turn allowed them to build enormous fortunes and large
tribal followings. The influence of the Sufi orders in tribal society led the Ottoman
military to rely on tribal irregulars raised by the Kurdish sheikhs in the Russian-
Ottoman War of 1877-1878. However, sheikhs also played an important role in
organizing resistance to the government. In the aftermath of the war, Ottoman and
Iranian government in Kurdistan was in disarray, many regions descended into
famine conditions, and rumors spread among the Muslim community that the
Ottoman government was about to acquiesce to the formation of an Armenian state
in the Lake Van region. In these chaotic circumstances, Sheikh Ubeydullah
(d. 1883), a veteran of the war, launched an insurrection against both the Iranian
and Ottoman governments directed at creating a unified Kurdish administrative
district comprising both Ottoman and Iranian Kurdistan.

The implications of the Sheikh Ubeydullah Rebellion were significant for devel-
opments in the final quarter of the 19th century. In Iran, the Shi’ite government
reasserted control through a punishment campaign against the predominantly
Sunni Kurds. Ottoman policy in Kurdistan also shifted. In 1876, Sultan Abdulha-
mid II (r. 1876-1909) had promulgated the empire’s first constitution, which had
opened the way for the formation of a parliamentary regime. However, the Sultan
ultimately rejected constitutionalism, suppressing parliament and establishing
himself as a powerful autocrat. In ideological terms, the new regime sought to
re-emphasize the Islamic characteristic of the empire in an appeal to popular
Muslim sentiment. However, Hamidian policies also sought to appeal to the self-
interest of Muslims alienated by reform. In Kurdistan, the Sultan sought to forge
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strong bonds of loyalty with powerful tribal interests. Most famously, the govern-
ment brought into being the Hamidiye Cavalry Regiments. This military formation,
established in 1891 and named in honor of the sultan, was drawn from among
Sunni Kurdish tribes and placed under the command of the sultan’s brother-in-
law, Marshal Zeki Pasha (1862-1943), the commander of the Ottoman IV Army
Corps. On the surface, the Hamidiye scheme was designed to provide the regular
military with a pool of light cavalry. However, they also served as a way to distrib-
ute patronage to important Kurdish tribes and as a counterbalance to the growing
Armenian revolutionary movement. The organization gained international notori-
ety after its involvement in the anti-Armenian pogroms, which swept Eastern Ana-
tolia between 1894 and 1896. Even in regions in which Kurds were not enrolled
into the Hamidiye Calvary, the Sultan cultivated relations with important local
notables, often indulging their lawlessness. For example, in the province of Mosul,
the imperial palace forged strong ties with Sheikh Said Berzinci (d. 1909), who
became the regime’s strongman in and a detested tyrant of the region of Sulaimani.
The patronage furnished upon the Kurdish tribal leaders earned the Sultan
Abdulhamid II the sobriquet “Father of the Kurds” (Bave Kurdan). However, Hamid-
ian policies were far from universally popular among the Kurds. The tyranny of
Kurdish notables with connections to the palace aroused opposition from many
Kurds. Hamidiye tribesmen did not differentiate between their traditional tribal
enemies and those of the state, often plundering Muslim villagers as well as Chris-
tians and other religious minorities. In Diyarbakir, urban notables such the
Pirinccizades of Diyarbakir were engaged in an intense and, at times, violent com-
petition with the Hamidiye commander and sultanic favorite, Milli Ibrahim Pasha
(d. 1908). The Hamidian regime was also opposed by some members of the nascent
Kurdish intellectual and professional classes, brought into being by the expansion
of Western-style education in the Ottoman Empire. Many of this new elite came
from important Kurdish notable families, including old emiral dynasties such as
the Bedirhans and Babans. However, they were integrated into the new governing
classes of Ottoman-Muslims who found employment within the reformed civil and
military institutions of the Ottoman state. Consequently, while some educated
Kurds came to oppose the Hamidian autocracy, this was expressed in participa-
tion in the constitutionalist opposition. Indeed, two Kurdish students, Abdullah
Cevdet (1869-1932) and Ishak Sukuti (1868-1902), played a critical role in the
formation of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), the empire’s preemi-
nent revolutionary organization. Yet the Kurdish intellectual and professional elite’s
attachment to constitutionalism and the Ottoman Empire did not preclude a keen
interest in the development of the Kurdish community. In 1898, Mikdad Midhat
Bedirkhan and Abdurrahman Bedirkhan (1868-1936), former Ottoman officials
and sons of Bedirkhan Bey, published Kiirdistan, the first Kurdish-oriented news-
paper. In political terms, it was an organ of the CUP, supported by CUP money
and technical support. Hence, it maintained an editorial line critical of Hamidian
policies, arguing that constitutionalism was the solution to the woes of all Otto-
mans, including the Kurds. However, the publication also acted as a forum for the
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examination of Kurdish culture, history, and politics, signifying a growing
“national” revival among the nascent “Westernized” Kurdish intelligentsia.

Revolution, War, and the End of Empire (1905-1923)

Between 1905 and 1908, a wave of revolutionary fervor swept the Middle East, ush-
ering in the advent of constitutional rule in both Iran and the Ottoman Empire. In
1905, a wave of popular protests across Iran forced Shah Mozaffar ad-Din (r. 1896—
1907) into promulgating a constitution in December 1906. However, this brief
experiment in constitutionalism proved disastrous. The shah died only days after
granting Persia its basic law. Iran’s new ruler, Shah Muhammad Ali (r. 1907-1909),
moved against the new parliament and the constitutionalists and, in 1908, with
British and Russian connivance, eliminated the parliament. In July 1909, consti-
tutionalist forces re-established authority and the shah’s 11-year-old son, Shah
Ahmad (r. 1909-1925), was placed on the throne. However, by this time, central
government authority had all but collapsed, and both Russia and British as well as
the Ottoman soldiers and officials routinely violated Persian sovereignty. In Ira-
nian Kurdistan, the feebleness of Tehran’s authority meant that the region had
become a refuge for Kurdish rebels and revolutionaries fleeing the more vigorous

The Hamidiye light cavalry troops were recruited from among Kurdish tribes to support the
Ottoman army against revolts and rebellions, and to protect the borders. (Bettmann/Getty
Images)
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Ottoman administration. However, although the power and authority of the Otto-
man government remained far superior to that of loosely administered Persia, the
Ottoman Empire was not immune to revolutionary unrest. Indeed, Ottoman Kurd-
istan was shaken by a series of tax revolts in which some Kurdish tribesmen par-
ticipated. The movement was ultimately suppressed. However, in July 1908, a
military revolt in the Balkans led by young officers with connections to the CUP
forced Sultan Abdulhamid II to recall parliament and allow for the establishment
of a constitutionalist government.

The fall of the Hamidian autocracy was welcomed by educated Kurdish elites in
the capital, many of whom were sympathetic to the CUP and the new constitutional
order. In September 1908, Kurdish political leaders in the capital established a
Kurdish civil society organization, the Society for Kurdish Mutual-Aid and Pro-
gress (SKMP), with the expressed aim of propagating constitution and love of the
sultan-caliph among the Kurdish population. The society, which was disbanded
in 1909, was only the first of a series of Kurdish organizations in the Ottoman capi-
tal, which became a hub for Kurdish activism. In 1910, a group of leading Kurdish
intellectuals, notables, and parliamentary deputies established a new association,
the Society for the Propagation of Kurdish Education (SPKE), dedicated to the estab-
lishment of schools for the Ottoman Kurdish population. In 1911, this organ-
ization too folded. However, a year later, Kurdish university students in the capital
established the Kurdish Students’ Hope Society (KSHS), a student association that
remained active until the outbreak of the war in 1914. Kurdish activist circles in
the Ottoman capital were, of course, far from homogenous; there were secular lib-
erals and religious conservatives as well as pro-CUP unionists and supporters of
the “liberal” opposition. However, even those who came to oppose the CUP-led
government remained committed to the ideal of a unified Ottoman Empire with a
constitutional government.

In contrast, the popular attitude towards constitutionalism in the Kurdistan
provinces was far more ambiguous. The constitutionalist regime did, of course,
have its Kurdish backers in the provinces. Urban notables took advantage of the
change in regime to move against Hamidian protégés such as Milli Ibrahim Pasha
in Diyarbakir and Sheikh Said Berzinci in Sulaimani, both of whom were dead
within a year of the revolution. Indeed, some urban notables, such as the Pirin-
ccizades of Diyarbakir, were able to prosper in the constitutional era by maintain-
ing close relations with the CUP and winning election to the Ottoman parliament.
However, those who had maintained close relations with the Hamidian autocracy,
especially those enrolled in the Hamidiye, rightly feared that the CUP and the consti-
tutional government sought to limit the privileges they had enjoy under the former
regime. In the winter of 1908-1909, many disgruntled Kurdish tribal leaders
established Kurdish “clubs,” local committees that were formally connected to the
SKMP in Istanbul. However, unlike their parent body, the provincial clubs became
largely anticonstitutionalist in character and were suppressed after a brief anti-CUP
insurrection led by the Bitlis club. Although the new government abandoned plans
to abolish the Hamidiye and restore lands taken over the proceeding decades by
Kurdish tribesmen to Armenian cultivators, the administration did move to rein
in the tribal lawlessness and limit the privileges enjoyed Hamidiye tribes.
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Consequently, the years leading up to the outbreak of the First World War were
characterized by growing antagonism. The CUP was regarded by many Kurds as
being irreligious, and there was a perception that only the Armenians had bene-
fited from the advent of constitutionalism. Fear of Armenian dominance was fur-
ther intensified by the apparent weakness of the empire. Defeats in Libya (1911-1912)
and the Balkans (1912-1913) undermined the prestige of the government. How-
ever, most concerning from the Kurdish perspective was Ottoman acquiescence
in February 1914 to European administration of the “Six Provinces” (Vilayat-1 Sitte)
of Ottoman Armenia (Diyarbakir, Harput, Erzurum, Van, Bitlis, and Sivas), districts
home to a considerable number of Kurds as well as Armenians. This growing atmo-
sphere of unrest and uncertainly gave rise to an outbreak of separatist agitation.
In 1911, Abdurrezzak Bedirkhan (1864-1918), an educated former Ottoman offi-
cial and descendent of Bedirkhan Bey, began touring the Ottoman-Iranian fron-
tier, building support for an anti-Ottoman rebellion. Abdtirrezzak Bey’s objectives
were to secure an independent Kurdistan with the support and protection of Tsar-
ist Russia. To these ends, he established a series of secret organizations, which
brought together antigovernment notables, including influential tribal leaders such
as Simko Sikak, Sheikh Taha of Nehri, and Sheikh Abdusselam Barzani. Although
on the eve of the First World War, Abdurrezzak Bey and his supporters had largely
failed to ignite a general Kurdish uprising in Ottoman Kurdistan, they did consti-
tute a growing challenge to Ottoman authority in the East (Reynolds, 2011:
411-450).

Ottoman entry into the First World War in October 1914 radically altered the
political circumstances in both Ottoman and Iranian Kurdistan. Most immediately,
the region became a battlefield as Russian and Ottoman forces clashed, ignoring
Iranian sovereignty in the process. It should be noted that many individuals of
Kurdish origin served in the Ottoman military across the empire. However, the
Kurdish population was most significant on the Russian front. On a most basic
level, many of those in the regular armies stationed in the East were conscripted
from Kurdish-speaking areas. Kurdish irregulars also played an important role in
the military campaign. In Iranian Kurdistan, Ottoman emissaries were successful
in inciting Kurdish tribesmen to fight against the Russians, and Kurdish tribes-
men played a critical role in the Battle of Dilman in April 1915, as well as in Otto-
man operations in Mesopotamia. Russia, too, had Kurdish proxies. Abdurrezzak
Bey received support from the tsar’s military and was even appointed governor of
Erzurum when the town fell to the Russians in February 1916. Elements of the
Kurdish population were also caught up in one of the darker chapters of the First
World War, the 1915 campaign of genocide waged by the CUP government against
the Ottoman Armenian population. Across the East, many Kurds participated in
the orgy of plundering, looting, and murder of Armenians orchestrated by the
administration. Kurdish civilians were also subject to violence. Much was at the
hands of the Russian military and Armenian partisans. However, even those who
escaped the frontlines faced difficulties. In 1916, the CUP issued a directive per-
taining to the treatment of Kurdish refugees, a directive that sought to break up
and disperse Kurds fleeing the front across Anatolia in order to facilitate their
“Turkification” (Bozkurt, 2014: 823-837).
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Following the Russian victory at Saritkamis in January 1915, Ottoman opera-
tions on the eastern front were largely defensive. However, the Russian revolutions
of 1917 set the stage for a rapid reversal of fortunes. As the Russian military pulled
back, Ottoman forces were able to reoccupy lost territories and managed to cap-
ture and execute Abdurrezzak Bey. Despite successes on the Russian front, British
forces had successfully driven Ottoman forces from Baghdad and were advancing
from the south towards Mosul and its Kurdish dependencies. In October 1918, with
Ottoman troops in retreat in Iraq and Syria, Istanbul surrendered. The end of the
war brought about an intense military and diplomatic struggle over the fate of Kurd-
istan. In Iranian Kurdistan, Abdurrezzak Bey’s old ally, Simko Sikak, took control
of large areas around Lake Urmia and successfully resisted Tehran’s authority until
1920. Across the border, the fate of the Kurdish inhabited regions of the Otto-
man Empire was also in contention. In December 1918, Kurdish elites in the
Ottoman capital established the Society for the Betterment of Kurdistan (SBK). In
political terms, the SBK was an organization divided between a more conserva-
tive pro-Ottoman faction led by Sheikh Ubeyduallah’s son, Sheikh Abdulkadir
Efendi (1851-1925), an Ottoman senator, and a more radical pro-independence
faction championed by Bedirkhan Bey’s son, Emin Ali Bedirkhan (1851-1926).
However, despite divisions, in 1920, the organization’s representative in Paris,
General Mehmed Serif Pasha (1856-1951), a former Ottoman diplomat, scored a
major diplomatic victory, reaching an agreement with the Armenian delegation
over the division of Ottoman lands in the East, as well as securing a pathway to
Kurdish independence in the Treaty of Sevres of August 1920.

Yet the Kurdish movement in the capital was in a precarious position. In 1920,
the pro-independence faction within the SBK, led by Emin Ali Bedirkhan, estab-
lished a breakaway organization, the Organization of Kurdish Society (OKS). More
significantly, the Kurdish elites in the capital and in Europe were increasingly cut
off from the flow of events in Kurdistan. In the Kurdish districts of Mosul, the Brit-
ish moved to suppress nationalist agitation in Sulaimani, led by Sheikh Said Ber-
zinci’s son, Sheikh Mahmud (1878-1956), and integrated the region into the newly
formed Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq. In those Kurdish provinces farther north,
which remained under Ottoman control at the end of the war, events unfolded dif-
ferently. Resistance to efforts to partition the remains of the Ottoman realm was
coalescing under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Pasha (Ataturk) (1882-1939),
who had arrived in Anatolia in March 1919. In the eastern provinces, the Kemal-
ist movement was able to capitalize on fears within the Kurdish population of an
Armenian takeover of the region. As one senior Kemalist general noted: “I have
already immunized all the Kurds [to Kurdish nationalism] by stating that they
[the Great Powers] want to make Kurdistan into Armenia . . .” (Karabekir, 1960:
113). Kurdish support proved pivotal in early military successes of the Kemalist
movement in its conflict with the Armenian Republic in the autumn of 1920.
Kurdish notables were also important actors in the political struggles. Kurdish tribal
leaders were represented at the opposition congresses in Erzurum (August 1919)
and Sivas (September 1919), which laid the foundations for a new government
in Ankara. Kurdish notables also intervened in the diplomatic process, with
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many telegramming the peacemakers in Paris to denounce the Treaty of Treaty of
Sevres for handing over Muslim lands to the Armenians (Ozoglu, 2004: 112).

This is not to suggest that the Kemalists did not encounter opposition from
among the Kurds with a serious disturbance breaking out in the Koggiri region
in 1921. However, by 1923, the position of the Kemalists was secured following
their victories over Greece in western Anatolia. Upon taking control of Istanbul,
following a British and French withdrawal, the new Ankara government moved to
suppress the Kurdish organizations operating in the former Ottoman capital,
with many former Kurdish activists being forced into exile. The Kemalists were
also successfully renegotiating the terms imposed on the Ottoman government
at Sevres. The Treaty of Lausanne, signed in July 1923, made no provisions for
an independent or even autonomous Kurdish homeland. Ankara’s supremacy in
the Kurdish-inhabited provinces of eastern Anatolia was assured. However, the
Kemalists were unable to establish its claims on Mosul, along with its Kurdish-
inhabited environs, and in 1926, the issue was decided by League of Nations’
arbitration, with the territory being awarded to the British-controlled Kingdom
of Iraq. Other southerly Kurdish districts between Gaziantep and Aleppo were
attached to French Syria, with the Berlin-Baghdad railway serving as the divid-
ing line for much of the Turco-Syrian frontier. Thus, by March 1924, when the
Grand National Assembly of Turkey abolished the last vestiges of Ottoman order,
the caliphate, the partition of Ottoman Kurdistan had already largely been
completed.

Djene Rhys Bajalan
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Geography

The Kurds historically and politically represent one of the most significant ethnici-
ties and count as the fourth most populous ethnicity in the Middle East with 35 to
40 million people alongside Arabs, Turks, and Persians. Despite the considerable
size of the population and the historical and political significance of Kurds, litera-
ture on Kurds has not developed at the same level as the other ethnoreligious
communities of the Middle East (McDowall, 2003: XI). The reason behind the
undermining of Kurdish studies in the literature is the nationalist politics of the
central governments and strong oral culture of Kurds. Therefore, it must be noted
that even basic information about the Kurds is overlooked in the literature. This
section covers the basic information on the geography of the Kurds, which illus-
trates the historical, social, natural, human, and political geographies.

Before moving on to the description of the historical, natural, human, and politi-
cal geography of Kurds, an identification and location of the geography of Kurds
are needed to illustrate. Kurdish lands are located alongside the borderland areas
in the east and southeast part of Turkey, northwest of Iran, north of Iraq, and north-
east of Syria heading toward Armenia and Azerbaijan. This area is historically
identified as Kurdistan, which was used first across history by one of the Turkish
dynasties of the Seljuk Empire in the reign of Prince Sandjar in the middle of the
12th century. Besides its historical and geographical meanings, the definition of
Kurdistan has been politicized in the era of nationalism by the both central gov-
ernments and Kurdish nationalist movements, especially during the last century.
However, we will use the definition of Kurdistan for its historical and geographi-
cal meaning to define Kurdish-populated areas rather than its politically contro-
versial definition.

Historical Geography

Several different ethnicities and powers have inhabited and dominated the current
Kurdish-populated areas throughout history. Indeed, investigations into the ori-
gin and mass migration of Kurds to Kurdistan are discussed controversially in the
literature, and there is a lack of in-depth historical studies on the Kurds (Bois, 1966:
17-18). However, the mainstream narration is that Kurds are descended from Indo-
European tribes who migrated in the middle of second millennium BCE toward
westward Iran (McDowall, 2003: 8).

One of the most significant developments in Kurdish history is the establish-
ment of the Medes Empire in the ninth century BCE. Despite the critical approaches
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toward the link between the Kurds and the Medes in the literature (van Bruinessen,
2000: 19), Russian orientalist Minorsky (Bois, 1966: 14-18) emphasizes the con-
nection between Kurds and the Medes Empire based on linguistic, geographic,
and historical similarities.

Although the reign of the Medes Empire ended in the middle of sixth century
BCE, their legacy in terms of the civilization and religion of the Middle East, spe-
cifically in Kurdistan and Iran, had been sustained until Alexander the Great con-
quered the area in 331 BCE. The period after the Medes Empire, from Alexander
the Great to the advent of Islam, and specifically between the fifth century BCE
and the sixth century CE, is identified as the time of homogenization and consoli-
dation of Kurdish identity in Kurdistan (Izady, 2015: 109). After this period, within
one century, Islam had conquered all Kurdistan, and most of the Kurds converted
to Islam.

The collapse of the Sasanian Empire with the concurrent advent of Islam in the
middle of seventh century led to a reassertion of the rule of Kurdistan by the Kurds
under the Islamic Empire. From that period, Kurds have found a significant place
in Islamic sources. Islamic sources overwhelmingly address the nomadic and sem-
inomadic culture in the mountainous area of Kurdistan (Bicer, 2012: 52). There-
fore, the Islamic period is recognized as a time of re-emergence of Kurdish political
and cultural power between the 7th and 10th centuries CE (Izady, 2015: 117).

The declining power of the Abbasid Empire in the late 10th century led to a
rise of power of Kurdish dynasties in the region. The most significant and famous
of the Kurdish dynasties were the Buwayhids (932-1062 CE) and the Ayyubids
(1171-1260). The Buwayhids succeeded the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad as a
central power in the Islamic world. Under King Pana Khusraw (Adud al-Dawlah,
. 949-983), the borders of the Buwayhid Empire expanded from Anatolia and
Mesopotamia to the shores of the Indian Ocean (Izady, 2015: 122). Moreover, the
Ayyubids emerged from Kurdistan and expanded its territory to Egypt, Iraq, Syria,
the Holy Lands, Arabia, and Yemen. The founder of the Ayyubid Empire, Salahud-
din or Saladin (1137-1193), who also recaptured Jerusalem from the Crusaders,
is one of the most prominent historical figures not only in the Kurdish world but
also in Islamic and world history. The military of Ayyubids was composed of Kurds,
and some of the Kurds migrated under the leadership of Salahuddin to Damascus,
Beirut, and Cairo. They are still living in these areas, preserving their identity.

The Mongols’ invasion in the early 14th century created a realm that was cha-
otic and lawless and empowered the small tribal powers in Kurdistan. After the
Mongols retreated, Kurdistan witnessed a power struggle between the Shi’i Qara
Quyunlu (1375-1468) and the Sunni Aq Quyunlu (1378-1502), which ensued
until the 15th century. This conflict was then maintained between the Sunni Otto-
man Empire and Shia Safavid Empire until the 1502 Chaldiran War, which
resulted in an Ottoman victory against the Safavids but separated Kurdistan
between the Ottoman and Safavid empires. After that period, Kurdistan was com-
paratively more peaceful until the attack of the Ottomans on the Safavids in the
1630s. Although the Ottoman Empire extended its territory through Baghdad and
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Basra during this war, it was not able to extend its boundaries through all of
Kurdistan. At the end of this process, the Ottomans and Safavids signed the Treaty
of Zuhab in 1639, which formally determined the borderland, which remained until
World War I. In that period, the support of the Kurds to the Ottomans was one of
the reasons behind the subsequent oppression of the Kurds by the Safavids dur-
ing the 17th century. The Safavids deported several Kurdish tribes from Kurdistan
to the northwestern part of the empire, to Khurosan in Iran, and some of the Kurds
who were moved to Afghanistan are still living there.

The partitioning of Ottoman Kurdistan to Turkey, Iraq, and Syria as a conse-
quence of World War I marked a watershed in the history of Kurds. During and
after the war, Kurdish and non-Kurdish powers had plans to dominate and govern
Kurdistan. The Sykes-Picot Agreement between British and French diplomats in 1916
determined that southern Kurdistan would exist under French control and north-
ern Kurdistan would be under the control of the Armenian state. However, this
plan was doomed to fail because of the sequence of events during the war and the
outbreak of the Russian Revolution in 1917. Then, Britain planned to add southern
Kurdistan (i.e., the Mosul province of the Ottoman Empire) to its colonial domains
by incorporating it into the Mesopotamia/Iraq state. Therefore, one week after the
Armistice of Mudros in 1918 between the Ottoman and Entente Powers, Britain
invaded Mosul province and the separation of Ottoman Kurdistan became a reality.

Despite all attempts of Kurdish nationalists and some tribal leaders to establish
an independent Kurdistan, the existing national, ethnic, or tribal sentiments were
not enough to translate this aspiration into reality. The National Salvation Move-
ment of Turkey under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal, founder of Turkey, gained
considerable support by Kurds. This movement signed borderland agreements with
France in 1921 (Ankara Agreement), and even Mosul was added by Britain to Iraq
in 1918, and those changes were formalized in the 1926 Frontier Treaty by the Brit-
ish Mandate of Iraq and Turkish sides. Thus, the end of World War I witnessed
the division of Kurds across the new nation-states of Turkey, Iraq, and Syria.

After WWI, the division of Kurdistan led to the emergence of new dynamics in
Kurdistan. Kurds have resided mainly in four different countries, Turkey, Iraq, Iran,
and Syria, and a smaller part of Kurdistan and Kurds have stayed in Azerbaijan,
Armenia, and Russia. Moreover, the 20th century saw the political instigation of
ethnic politics under the nationalist policies of states and ethnic movements. There-
fore, Kurdistan has been under the violent policies of central governments and
Kurdish nationalist movements, which consequentially identified Kurdistan as a
zone of war. Consequently, a considerable population of Kurds internally migrated
from Kurdistan to Istanbul and Ankara in Turkey, Damascus and Aleppo in Syria,
Mosul and Baghdad in Iraq, and Tehran in Iran. In addition to the internal migra-
tion, many Kurds migrated to Western countries, specifically Germany, France,
Netherland, Austria, Switzerland, Belgium, and Britain. In the meantime, many
different ethnoreligious communities of Kurdistan such as the Assyrians, Jews,
Armenians, Yezidis, Turks, and Arabs migrated to the cosmopolitan cities of Middle
Eastern or Western countries.
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Natural (Physical) Geography

The size of Kurdistan is estimated between 230,000 and 250,000 square miles.
Kurdistan is divided as follows: 43 percent in southeastern Turkey, 31 percent in west-
ern Iran, 18 percent in northern Iraq, 6 percent in northeastern Syria, and a small
portion of 2 percent in Armenia and Azerbaijan (Meho & Maglaughlin, 2001: 4).
Geographically, the most prominent characteristic of Kurdistan is its elevations
and altitude. The highest mountains are the Ararat (16,200 feet), Munzur (11,644),
Nimrud (10,400), Sipan (11,300), and Judi (6,500) in Turkey, additionally, Mt. Alvand
(11,745) in Iran, Mt. Halgurd (12,249), and Pira Magrun (9,200) in Iraq (Bois,
1966: 1; Izady, 2015: 49).

While the Middle East suffers from a lack of water sources, the mountainous
feature of Kurdistan distinguishes it from the rest of the Middle East as having pre-
cious rich water sources. The Euphrates and Tigris rivers and their tributaries
have been the most significant water sources in the Middle East, which derive from
northern Kurdistan in Turkey. These rivers flow through Syria and Iraq and meet
at the Shatt al-Arab in southern Iraq to join the Persian Gulf. The area between
Euphrates and Tigris is called Mesopotamia, or the land between the two rivers,
which is one of the most fertile regions and a cradle of civilization. Moreover, Kurd-
istan includes other rivers such as the Khabur, Murat, Greater Zab, Little Zab,
Aras, Sirvan, Safid Rud, and Zarrinehrud. In addition to rivers, there are many
lakes in Kurdistan—the largest of these are Lake Urmiah (5,500 square kilometers)
and Lake Van (3,713 square kilometers), which are very salty.

Rugged mountains in northern Kurdistan, eastern Turkey. (Salajean/Dreamstime.com)
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Aside from the mountains, rivers, and lakes, there are also very rich and fertile
valleys along the Euphrates and Tigris in the plains of Urfa and Tigre and the regions
of Diar and Jezireh. Moreover, the fertile valley of Mush is located at the middle
course of the Murad River, and the valleys of the two Zab rivers around Arbil and
Kirkuk are other fertile areas in Kurdistan (Bois, 1966: 2). Therefore, these valleys
have an economic and historical significance for the region.

The climate of Kurdistan changes between extreme weather conditions from the
harsh snowy winters to scorching hot and semi-humid summers. The coldest area
of Kurdistan is the northern part which includes 20 percent of Kurdistan’s total area,
the annual average temperature there is around 5 to 10 degrees Celsius and five to
six months of snow cover. Central and southern Kurdistan are warmer, with annual
temperatures around 10 to 15 degrees Celsius. And for the other parts of Kurdistan
in southern Turkey, all parts of Syrian Kurdistan, and half of central Kurdistan in
Iraq, they are the warmest part, with annual temperatures between 15 and 20 degrees
Celsius (Izady, 2015: 63—-64).

Because of these geographical features and climate conditions, the mountain
areas are mostly covered with forests of different sorts of trees, such as oak, chest-
nut, juniper, pine, cedar, and wild fruits (Izady, 2015: 72). Moreover, Kurdistan is
known for its unique flowers such as tulips, hyacinths, gladioli, and daffodils, and
medicinal herbs such as valerian and cowslip. The fauna of the region still has an
excellent diversity of animals, with black and brown bears, wolves, hyenas, bears,
foxes, beavers, jackals, cheetahs, leopards; migratory and resident birds such as
eagles, bustards, larks, bluebirds, quail, and partridges; and reptiles such as tur-
tles, lizards, and snakes (Izady, 2015: 73). Additionally, the rivers and lakes include
a variety of fishes like carp, trout, and over 40 different spring and subterranean
types of cave fish. It is also necessary to note that many species of plants and
animals are under attack with the economic capitalization of Kurdistan and the
conflict between the Kurdish nationalists and central governments.

In addition to physical features and climate conditions, there is an extraordi-
narily wealth of natural resources such as deposits of coal; oil reserves; a hydro-
electric potential on the rivers; and sizeable minerals such as phosphates, lignite,
copper, iron, and chrome. Large oil deposits are found in the Mosul, Kirkuk,
Khanaqin, and Ain-Zaleh regions in Iraq; around Qasr-e Shirin in Iran; Batman in
Turkey; and Rumeylan in Syria.

Social Geography

The economic activities of the Kurds have been related to the geographic features,
weather conditions, and natural resources. Primarily, Kurds have had a long tra-
dition of animal husbandry with nomadic and seminomadic lifestyles in this moun-
tainous area. However, this has dramatically changed over the last hundred years
because of the new economic opportunities and sedentary politics of the states.
According to ethnographic studies of Maunsell (1901), Harris (1895), and Sykes
(1908) in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, most of the Kurds were living
a nomadic and seminomadic lifestyle. However, as mentioned, this has changed,
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and currently nomadic and seminomadic lifestyles are quite uncommon in
Kurdistan.

Emphasizing the changing of the nomadic and seminomadic lifestyle in Kurd-
istan, currently, agriculture is one of the most significant economic activities and
sources of income for the Kurds. Historically, Mesopotamia is among the first areas
of agricultural development in the world, and the Kurds still depend on it. Improv-
ing the agricultural productivity in Mesopotamia, Turkey started the Southern
Anatolia Project, or GAP, which is the biggest hydroelectric project in the Middle
East, including mega-dams and long irrigation canals. The fertile river valleys men-
tioned earlier, such as the Mush Valley, are also important for agricultural produc-
tion. However, the military conflict between the Kurdish movement and the central
governments has had a negative impact on the productivity of agriculture as farms
are destroyed and villagers are forced to leave their lands. Also, technology decreased
the necessity for a huge number of people to work in agricultural industries, which
has led to a significant increase in urbanization and the population of city centers
as compared to the reduced population of the villages.

Besides the agricultural industry in Kurdistan, natural sources are one of the
most significant economic assets for the Kurds. Primarily, rivers flowing from the
very high mountains of Kurdistan have been used for hydropower generation, spe-
cifically in Turkey. Moreover, natural resources, specifically oil, play a dominant
role in the ITraqi Kurdistan economy. On the other hand, oil has not been a pri-
mary economic source for the Turkish, Iranian, and Syrian Kurds. In the mean-
time, other natural sources are offering economic benefits such as phosphates,
lignite, copper, iron, and chromes. In addition to the natural resources, Kurdistan
geographically plays a major role in the transportation of oil and gas from the oil-
producing countries to European countries. In addition, Kurdistan is engaged in
regional trade as a borderland area to many states. Historically, Kurdistan is located
on the ancient Silk Road connecting China with Europe.

Human Geography

The human geography of Kurdistan and the Kurds is remarkably diverse in terms
of the various ethnoreligious communities living there. Kurdistan has always been
home to non-Kurdish ethnic communities such as Turks, Arabs, Persians, Jews,
Armenians, and Assyrians. Additionally, the Kurdish ethnicity consists of various
types of religious, sectarian, linguistic, and lifestyle divisions.

The general perception of the demography of Kurdistan is that of a homogenous
Kurdish land throughout history. However, Kurds were a relatively large majority
compared to the other ethnoreligious communities before World War 1. For example,
Armenians were slightly less numerous than the Kurds in many parts of Kurdis-
tan, specifically in the northern and central parts.

However, tensions between Armenians and their Muslim neighbors, the Kurds
and Turks, emerged during the 19th and early 20th centuries in the Ottoman
Empire. There were several reasons behind this tension. Primarily, the Ottoman
Empire changed the concepts of citizenship from the millet-i hakime (dominant or
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ruling community) and millet-i mahkume (dominated or ruled communities)—
where Muslims had status as the dominant community and non-Muslims consti-
tuted the dominated communities—to equal citizenship, which caused problematic
relations between the Armenians and the Kurds (Oran, 2003: 19-20). In addition,
Armenians who were educated in the missionary schools of Europeans and suc-
cessful farmers, merchants, and craftsmen were more powerful socioeconomically
than Kurds. Also, in the Russian-Ottoman wars, the position of the Armenians
brought mistrust between the Ottoman Empire, Kurds, and Armenians. Therefore,
these reasons triggered the outbreak of a violent conflict between the Armenians
and Kurds.

This tension led to the killing and deportation of hundreds of thousands Arme-
nians from Ottoman-Russian borderland areas to the Syrian provinces of the Otto-
man Empire before and during World War 1. The deportation of Armenians from
northern and central Kurdistan was orchestrated by the central government and
facilitated by the local Kurdish people. The Armenian population dramatically
decreased in these areas, and most of them could not return to their homes because
of political reasons. Moreover, a large number of Armenians were killed during that
period, and the rest of them migrated to Armenia, Syria, Lebanon, and Western
countries.

Another prominent Christian community in Kurdistan was the Assyrians. The
Assyrians were mainly living in Hakkari, in the plains of Urumiya and Mosul. Ten-
sions between Assyrians and Kurds, specifically with the Bedirkhan tribe, traced
back to the early 19th century. Later, at the end of the 19th century, tensions esca-
lated, and Russian protection of Assyrians during the Ottoman-Russian war
caused more problems in the region (Aboona, 2008). Then, the after-war condi-
tions, specifically the establishing of modern Turkey and Iraq, triggered a rebellion
of Assyrians against the pressures of the state. Most of the Assyrians, who were
living in Turkey’s Kurdistan, moved to Iraqi Kurdistan, where they had to endure
further massacres. However, today, one of the main minority groups in Iraqi Kurd-
istan is the Assyrians, who enjoy wide minority rights. They still have five perma-
nent seats in the parliament. Lastly, many of the Assyrians migrated from Kurdistan
to the United States, Germany, Sweden, Australia, and Jordan.

Alongside the Christians, Jewish communities existed in Kurdistan from the
eighth century BCE. Jews have inhabited southern Kurdistan the mountainous area
of Zagros and Taurus, northern Kurdistan in the Van and Urmia lake region, and
the plains of the Tigris. Jews spoke Kurdish and were largely integrated into Kurdish
society. In addition, they were mostly merchants or artisans. Although Christians
have experienced an unfortunate fate in Kurdistan, Jews, on the other hand, have
been living comparatively more peaceful with Kurds. Although a considerable
number of Kurdish Jews moved to Israel during the 1950s, a small part of them are
still residing in Iraqi Kurdistan.

In addition to the non-Kurdish and non-Muslim communities in Kurdistan such
as the Armenians, Assyrians, and Jews, there are significant non-Kurdish Muslim
communities such as Persians, Turks, and Arabs. Indeed, some of the Turkish and
Arabic tribes assimilated into Kurdish society over the years and are speaking the
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Kurdish language. In the era of nationalism, the Arab, Iranian, and Turkish states
followed the nationalistic politics of settling non-Kurds (Turks, Arabs, and Persians)
in the region in order to decrease the power of Kurds and limit Kurdish culture.
However, this project was largely unsuccessful, and is currently revised with Kurds
brought back home and Arabs relocated outside of Kurdistan.

The Kurds are also separated internally regarding religious, sectarian, linguis-
tic, and lifestyle categories. Primarily, Kurdish Jews have been mentioned as non-
Muslim Kurds, but the Yezidi Kurds are originally of Kurdish ethnicity. They speak
the Kurdish language, specifically the Kurmanji dialect. They believe in the old reli-
gion of the Kurds, which is over 6,000 years old. They are mostly living in the
north of Mosul and Sinjar area and the borderlands of Turkey, Iraq, and Syria. Some
of the Yezidis migrated to Russia to escape Muslim persecution during the war.
Also, many of them were forced to convert to Islam in the early republican period
of Turkey. The distribution of the Yezidi population over the countries is as follows;
50,000 in post-Soviet countries (Russia, Armenia, Azerbaijan), 10,000 in Turkey,
5,000 in Syria, and 300,000 in Iraq. However, after the ISIS attacks in 2014 and
2015, the population of Yezidis decreased in Iraq, and many of them migrated to
city centers of Iraqi Kurdistan, Turkey, and Europe.

The majority of Kurds are Muslim—around 90 percent of the entire Kurdish
community—and 70 to 80 percent of them belonging to the Sunni sect of Islam.
Most of the Sunni Kurds follow the Shafii school of law, and a small portion of
them follow the Hanafi school of law, mostly those living around Urfa city. In addi-
tion, many of the Kurds are inspired by the Sufi teaching of Islam. Nagshbandi
and Qadri tarigas (orders) are the most important Sufi branches among the Kurds.
Also, Kurdish madrasas (schools) are the primary religious schools that have resisted
the assertive secularism of Kemalism in Turkey. Education in these Kurdish madra-
sas is based on the traditional teaching and understanding of Islam.

Other prominent non-Sunni communities are the Alevis and Shias who consti-
tute 15 percent of the total Muslim Kurds. Kurdish Alevis live in Tunceli (Dersim),
Sivas, and Kahramanmaras cities in Turkey, and Shias can be seen in Kermamsah,
Iran. Alevi communities in Turkey are defined as heterodox Muslim in Turkey, and
their lifestyle is more secular compared to Sunni Kurds. On the contrary, Shia
Kurds in Iran have been considered orthodox Muslims in the eyes of the Shia soci-
ety and central government, and they have good relations with the Iranian society
and state.

Linguistically, the Kurdish language comes from an Indo-European language
and is very close to the Persian language. The Kurdish language is divided into
two main branches: the Kurmanji group and Pahlawani group (Meho & Maglaugh-
lin, 2001: 3). Kurmanji consists of Kurmanji and Sorani dialects, and both are the
most spoken dialects among the Kurds. Most Turkish and Syrian Kurds and at least
half of the Iraqi and Iranian Kurds speak the Kurmanji dialect. Sorani is quite com-
mon in Iraq, and the official language there is the Sorani dialect. In addition, the
Pahlawani group is divided into Dimili and Gurani dialects. Gurani is quite com-
mon in southern and eastern Kurdistan, specifically among the Iranian Kurds. Also,
speakers of Dimili, commonly known as a Zazaki in Turkey, can be seen in Turkey
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(Bingol, Tunceli, and Elazig cities) and Iran. The alphabet of Kurmanji is mostly
based on the Latin alphabet in Turkey; Arabic in Iraq, Syria, and Iran; and Cyrillic
in post-Soviet countries.

Although Kurds have been categorized as a mountainous, nomadic, and semi-
nomadic people, their urbanite lifestyle has expanded and empowered the Kurds
specifically in the modernization period of the Middle East. The ethnographic
research of Mark Sykes (1908) categorized Kurdish tribes by lifestyle from an insig-
nificant sedentary population to more populated nomadic and seminomadic
groups. However, currently, the period of the nomadic Kurds has almost ended;
seminomadic lifestyles are still found, but are insignificant in terms of their size of
the population in Kurdistan. Most of the Kurds today live in villages, cities, and
towns. Specifically, after the conflict in Kurdish areas, the population of the vil-
lages has decreased. During this long urbanization and modernization period,
tribal ties of Kurds have also decreased in comparison to previous periods.

Political Geography

Ibn Khaldun, the great medieval scholar, stated that “geography is a destiny” for
understanding the sociopolitical and economic developments of nations. Kurdis-
tan has always witnessed the power struggle between regional powers. Moreover,
in the era of contemporary nationalism, the nationalist politics of central govern-
ments and the nationalist aspiration of Kurdish movements have been clashing in
Kurdistan. At the same time, the physical nature of Kurdistan has given the Kurds
a chance to retreat into the mountainous area for sanctuary during periods of con-
flict. The well-known Kurdish proverb summarizes the situation of Kurds with
these words: “No friends but the mountains.” Therefore, illustrating the political
dimensions of Kurdistan interconnects directly with the geography of Kurdistan.

Historically, Kurdistan has predominantly existed as a buffer zone (O’Shea,
2004: 9) among the dominant regional powers. During the long dominance of
Islam in the region, Kurdistan witnessed the power struggle between the Sunni
and Shia sects of Islam. Iran has always represented a center of the Shias against
the Sunni powers, which caused the conflict to materialize in Kurdistan. In addi-
tion to being a buffer zone between the Sunni and Shia sects, Kurdistan had been
a periphery of central powers as illustrated by Klein (2011) in the Ottoman case.
After the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and Qajar dynasty following World
War 1, Kurdistan was separated between the dominating Turkish, Arabic, and Per-
sian ethnicities as a buffer zone between the main protagonists of the Middle East
in the age of nationalism. Therefore, instead of understanding a unified political
meaning of Kurdistan, geopolitically Kurdistan represents a buffer zone between
regional dominant supremacies.

In the nationalism era, the territory of post-Ottoman states has been defined
through the ethnic-based approach of central governments. Naturally, Kurdistan
has represented the biggest obstacle for Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria to be ethni-
cally unified territories. Therefore, a unified Kurdistan must be considered a con-
troversy between these states and Kurdish nationalist movements. Before this era,
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using the identification of Kurdistan had no political meaning for Kurdish-populated
areas. For example, the Ottoman Empire identified the Diyarbakir province, includ-
ing several Kurdish cities, as Kurdistan in the period between 1847 and 1867
(Ozoglu, 2004). However, after World War I, on the one hand, newly emerged coun-
tries in the region followed the nationalist approach to define the territorially uni-
fied nation-state under the Westphalian system. On the other hand, Kurdish
national movements have generated a discourse of the ethnopolitical definition of
Kurdistan for the sake of a future Kurdish state with self-determination under the
international legal system. Between these two approaches, Kurdistan is still a con-
flict zone not only in terms of definition but also understanding of regional states
and Kurdish nationalist movements.

Self-determination of the Kurds has been promoted by the Kurdish nationalist
movements on an international scale for the territorial autonomy or independence
of “Kurdistan.” Kurdish nationalist movements claim that Kurdistan has an ethni-
cally unified territorial identity on the basis of Kurdish ethnicity. Maximizing the
legitimacy of Kurdish nationalist movements in the international area against the
central government, the political meaning of Kurdistan is one of the significant
issues for self-determination (Kaya, 2012: 11). Also, characterizing the central gov-
ernments as exclusionary to Kurdish identity is another significant discourse of the
Kurdish nationalist movement to gain minority rights in each part of Kurdistan.

To the contrary of proposing the concept of self-determination by Kurdish
nationalist movements, the legacy of the Westphalian system in international pol-
itics provides more legitimacy to regional states and protects their sovereignty over
its territory and borderlands. Moreover, strengthening the power and control of
the state over the citizens via modern tools is another significant feature of the con-
temporary states. Therefore, it is crucial to discuss the differentiation of political
dimensions across Turkish, Iranian, Iraqi, and Syrian Kurdistan as the result of
different experiences of Kurds across these countries.

Within this framework, Kurdish political movements emerged and reacted dif-
ferently with regard to their political agendas, social roots, and methods of move-
ments under the different political and institutional conditions of Turkey, Iran, Iraq,
and Syria. For instance, among the items of the political agenda of Kurdish politi-
cal movements is to improve the linguistic, cultural, and social rights with the high
political representation or federal system across Turkey, Iran, and Syria. Nevertheless,
the Iraqi Kurds had already established a federal system and, currently, indepen-
dence of Iraqi Kurdistan is their most important agenda item. Although each
political movement emphasizes that their agenda is limited to the country of resi-
dence, diaspora Kurds stress the independence of all Kurdistan, which is another
dimension of current Kurdish politics (Kaya, 2012: 12).

The social roots of Kurdish politics vary on the basis of whether they adhere to
tribal or modern bonds, depending on the political history of each country. The
strength of the tribal bonds has decreased among Turkey’s Kurdish political move-
ments as a result of the strong modernist politics of Turkey. On the contrary,
tribal ties are the most powerful determinant of the Iraqi Kurdish political move-
ments because of the experience and legacy of the British mandate (1920-1932)
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in Iraq. Iranian and Syrian Kurdish political movements include both tribal and
modern dimensions.

Applying both violent and nonviolent methods can be seen among the Kurdish
movements in each part of Kurdistan. Primarily, the mountainous characteristic
of Kurdistan is a great advantage for Kurdish nationalist movements to use as a
military strategy against the central governments. Therefore, Aydin and Emrence
(2015) identify Turkey’s Kurdistan as “zones of rebellion” because of the conflict
between the Turkish government and PKK (Kurdistan Workers Party). Iraqi Kurd-
istan has been living relatively peacefully since the U.S. intervention in Iraq in 2003,
in comparison with the previous periods of terrible conflict until the emergence of
ISIS. In addition, although there have been serious human rights violations against
the Kurds in Iran and Syria, the level of conflict between Kurdish movements and
the Iranian and Syrian states has been lower than in Turkey and Iraq.

Finally, the geography of Kurdistan is significant from a political economic
perspective because of its place on the trade routes and transit areas of energy.
Primarily, Kurdistan is on the route of Silk Road, an old trade route from China to
Europe. Although the Silk Road lost its significance after finding new trade routes
in the age of discovery and the building of the steamboat during the Industrial
Revolution, China has earmarked funds for a project designed to revive the Silk Road
according to announcements by President Xi Jinping on 2013. Moreover, Kurd-
istan is situated in the borderland area between Turkey, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, and
Syria as the center of trading between these countries. In addition, currently,
transit routes of energy (oil and gas) are an important topic of the political debate
in Middle Eastern and Western politics, which directly relates to Kurdistan. Kurd-
istan’s is significant for transportation of Gulf energy to Europe.

Selcuk Aydin
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Political Systems and Parties

Political parties are major actors in the politics of most countries, even countries
such as Iran and Syria with nondemocratic political systems. In nondemocratic
political systems, political parties can play a vital function in mobilizing and voic-
ing the grievances of the people who oppose the government. Indeed, some of the
key functions of political parties include recruitment, contesting elections, and
representation. According to John Aldrich, political parties are a response to “prob-
lems that current institutional arrangements do not solve and that politicians
have come to believe they cannot solve” (Aldrich, 1995: 22). Kurdish political par-
ties are not unique in this regard. They are a response to political systems that have
either completely or at least significantly shut out the Kurds from participating in
the political arena.

Kurds were politically active in Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey in the early 20th
century, but much of Kurdish political activity at this time, however, was conducted
in unofficial capacities or in the form of uprisings against the central government.
In the 1940s, Kurdish political parties began to emerge in Iran and Iraq. This trend
reached Syria in the 1950s and, later, in Turkey in the 1970s. In all cases, Kurdish
political parties have faced staunch opposition from successive central governments
that did not tolerate dissent or a challenge to their power. Despite closed political sys-
tems and governmental repression, Kurdish political parties have managed to sur-
vive, mobilize support from Kurdish citizens, and openly participate in elections.

The objective of this chapter is to provide an outline of Kurdish political parties
and the political systems within which they operate. Given the limited space avail-
able to the author and the large number of Kurdish political parties, the chapter
will not cover all political parties. The entry will demonstrate that the repressive
policies of the four governments that have Kurdish populations provided the impetus
for the emergence of Kurdish political parties. In other words, Kurdish political
parties have emerged and endured in closed political systems that made it difficult
for groups to mobilize politically. Under open political systems (e.g., Turkey and
Iraq), Kurdish political parties organize, compete in elections, and even experience
success. In post-2003 Iraq, for example, Kurdish political parties regularly gain more
than 60 seats in the parliament of Iraq. Recently in Turkey, the Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party (HDP) became the first Kurdish political party to meet the 10 percent
threshold required for a party to enter the Turkish parliament. The HDP achieved
this success in the June 2015 general election in Turkey. In Iran and Syria, on the
other hand, Kurdish political parties are illegal and have no standing or represen-
tation in political institutions.
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This chapter will proceed as follows. The first section will outline the political
systems of Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. It will provide the background for the ways
in which the political systems and landscapes shape the formation and evolution
of Kurdish political parties. The second section identifies and discusses five com-
mon threads, or themes, that shed light on Kurdish political parties and the politi-
cal systems of Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey. The third section covers the period
from 1945 to 1957 and the emergence of the Kurdistan Democratic Party in Iran,
Iraq, and Syria. Next, the chapter outlines the emergence of socialist and Marxist
parties from 1967 to 2004. The next section examines the emergence of modern
political parties. Specifically, this section outlines the founding of Gorran in 2009 in
Iraq and the Peoples’ Democratic Party in 2012 in Turkey. Following that, the chapter
briefly discusses Islamic political parties with a particular focus on Iraq and Turkey.
It will then provide a brief overview of Yazidi political parties in Iraq. The final
section will offer some brief concluding remarks about Kurdish political parties.

Political Systems of Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey

Officially, the four countries with a Kurdish population are republics: Republic of
Turkey, Syrian Arab Republic, Republic of Iraq, and Islamic Republic of Iran. In
practice, however, Syria and Iran are far from being democratic, and Turkey’s weak
political institutions often raise questions about its democratic credentials. Iraq,
on the other hand, has experienced a real democratic transformation since the 2005
federal election. For all its institutional weaknesses and democratic deficits, Iraq
holds significant promise for establishing an open political system. Turkey’s politi-
cal system often demonstrates rigidities that are undemocratic (e.g., banning
political parties that are deemed Islamist or pro-Kurdistan Workers’ Party). Prior
to the civil war, Syria’s political system did not allow political parties to organize
along ethnic lines, and therefore most Kurds were shut out from the political pro-
cess. Iran’s political system is similar in that groups cannot form political parties
along ethnic or cultural lines.

In 1979, Iran’s monarchic system was replaced by the current political system
that functions within the principle of velayat-e faqih (guardianship of the jurist).
This principle created two institutions that are occupied by clerics who supervise
state institutions to ensure that they conform to Islamic law. The clerics supervise
the directly elected president and the unicameral parliament (or Majles), which allo-
cates seats to provinces in proportion to population size (Gasiorowski & Yom,
2011: 76). Minorities, including Christians, Jewish, and Zoroastrian, also receive
representation through five reserved seats in the parliament. A supreme leader, Ali
Khamenei, heads Iran and is perhaps the most powerful person in the political sys-
tem. The president is elected every four years and can serve two consecutive
terms. In theory, the president, who heads the executive arm of the government,
occupies the second most powerful position. The president and supreme leader
share responsibilities in areas such as foreign policy and defense. The speaker
of the Majles is also an important post. The Majles is responsible for reviewing
budgets and legislation on matters related to the executive, ratifying treaties, and
evaluating the performance of the president.
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The constitution permits the creation and participation of political parties in the
political system, but they must adhere to the principles of the Islamic regime (Gasi-
orowski & Yom, 2011: 78). In 1998, the government created legislation to regulate
political parties. The organization of political parties is permitted in Iran, but they
are severely constrained by legal guidelines. The constitution of Iran stipulates that
the formation of political parties and other organizations is permitted on the
grounds that they “do not violate the principles of independence, freedom, national
unity, the criteria of Islam, or the basis of the Islamic Republic. It also states that
no one may be prevented from participating in the aforementioned groups, or be
compelled to participate in them. In addition, political parties cannot be created
on the basis of ethnicity or culture, and they cannot promote cultural or racial dif-
ferences in Iran. Political parties in Iran typically adhere to a combination of
Islamic values and support for the revolution. Examples of political parties in Iran
include the Association of the Devotees of the Islamic Revolution (Isargaran) and
National Trust. Kurdish political parties, therefore, are illegal and cannot promote
the Kurdish culture or identity. Within this framework, Kurdish political parties
have been forced to operate underground and often use violence against the Iranian
government.

Iraq’s political system underwent dramatic changes in the wake of the 2003
United States—led invasion of Iraq. The U.S. invasion toppled the dictatorial regime
of Saddam Hussein and replaced the one-party political system with an open demo-
cratic system. Post-2003 Iraq is a multiparty parliamentary democracy that guar-
antees representation for all ethnic and religious groups in the country with a
figurehead president. Kurdish political parties have been very successful in the
post-2003 Traq political system. Jalal Talabani, secretary general of the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), was president of Iraq from 2005 to 2014. In addition,
members of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and PUK have held high-level
positions in Iraq, including deputy prime minister and other ministerial positions
in successive governments. In the April 2014 general election in Iraq, Kurdish politi-
cal parties received more than 60 seats in Iraq’s parliament. In short, Iraq’s open
and democratic political system provides Kurdish political parties with an arena
within which they can pursue their objectives. Indeed, Kurdish political parties
possess tremendous power in the politics of Iraq. Since 2005, successive govern-
ments have relied on the support of the KDP and the PUK to form a cabinet.

The Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)

The KDP (or sometimes referred to as PDK) is the oldest Kurdish political party. It
was founded in 1946 in the Republic of Mahabad by Qazi Mohamed and Mustafa
Barzani. The latter would lead the party for decades and into autonomy from the
Iraqi government. Barzani’s son and grandsons would continue the legacy of lead-
ership, while in Syria and Iran branches were formed to lead the political struggle
there. Today, the KDP is the most powerful political agent in northern Iraq, and is
largely seen as a tribal and authoritarian party ruled by the Barzani family.
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More importantly, the Kurds have institutionalized their political, economic,
and cultural rights in the constitution of Iraq. This includes the creation of an
autonomous region comprising four provinces: Sulaymaniyah, Duhok, Halabja,
and Erbil. The Kurdish region of Iraq functions with a high degree of autonomy
from the central government in Baghdad. For instance, the Kurdish region holds
regular regional elections for the Kurdistan National Assembly, and the Kurdistan
Regional Government legislates and administers the Kurdish region with little
influence from Baghdad. The Kurdish region has an independent presidency, par-
liament, security forces, and diplomatic relations with other governments. Kurd-
ish political parties in Iraq, therefore, work on two tracks. At the federal level,
Kurdish political parties work with the government in Baghdad to uphold the
extensive political and economic benefits the Kurds have secured in the post-2003
Iraq. At the regional level, political parties compete (and cooperate) with each
other to control the institutions and resources of the Kurdish region.

The political system of the Kurdish region of Iraq is a mixed system with a presi-
dent and a unicameral parliament. The president is the top executive and the most
powerful individual in the political system. Masoud Barzani has been the president
of the Kurdish region since 1992. His second and final term since 2005 was sched-
uled to end in 2013, but was
subsequently  extended  to
August 2015. Barzani has not
stepped down, and instead, the
KDP is demanding that the Bar-
zani presidency receive an addi-
tional two-year extension. As of
May 2016, the issue was unre-
solved. The 111-seat parliament
is made up members from the
Kurdistan Democratic ~ Party,
Gorran, the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan, the Kurdistan Islamic
Union, and the Kurdistan Islamic
Group, and 11 of the seats are
reserved for minorities such as
the Yezidis, Turkmen, Christians,
and Armenians. The parliament
also reserves 30 percent of its
seats for women.

Syria has been embroiled in
civil war since the spring of
2011, and it is not clear how the
conflict will unfold or whether it

Masoud Barzani, president of the Iraqi Kurdistan
region (2005-2017) and leader of the Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP), at a press conference on will lead to significant political
January 5, 2008. (Sadik Giile¢/Dreamstime.com) changes. To date, Bashar al-Assad
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has offered little by way of real reform. As a result, a national front, has governed
Syria since the early 1960s, and its president, Bashar al-Assad, has been in power
since 2000. Since the rise of Hafiz al-Assad (1930-2000) in 1970, the Alawite
minority has dominated the Syrian political system, and power has been concen-
trated in the hands of the Assad family. Hafiz al-Assad turned Syria into a one-
party state committed to Arab nationalism under the ideology of the Baath party.
The Baath party in Syria was founded in 1947 by Michel Aflaq and Salah Baitar.
The party was founded on the ideology of pan-Arab nationalism and socialism
and it sought to unite all Arabs. The Baath party in Iraq was founded in 1951 as
an offshoot of the original party in Syria. The Baath parties in Syria and Iraq dis-
agreed on how power ought to be exercised: whereas the Baath party in Syria
established a military regime in 1966, the Baath party in Iraq attempted to estab-
lish a political party that was a regular political organization not attached to the
military. Syria’s one-party and closed political system constitutionally banned all
political expression, including ethnicity.

There were great expectations for economic and political reform when Bashar
al-Assad assumed the presidency in 2000. Instead, Bashar perpetuated the author-
itarian state he inherited from his father and did little to improve the poor economy
and the political repression (Lesch, 2012: 5). Hafiz al-Assad had constructed a politi-
cal system (including the Ba'th party, security apparatuses, and elites) that was
subservient to the president and one that would be difficult to reform (Perthes, 1995:
133). The smooth succession of Bashar to the presidency and the regime’s survival
are a testament to the enduring authoritarian political system set up in Syria. Syria
has a president and unicameral parliament with 250 representatives elected by a
popular vote for four years. The president is popularly elected to seven-year terms
without term limits. The president governs without any checks on his power and
possesses extensive and institutionalized powers. It is within this closed and rigid
political system that Kurds have formed political parties in Syria. Political parties,
for instance, are legal but cannot be founded on ethnic, religious, or tribal grounds.

For the Kurds, political activity and organization in Syria have been conducted
illegally and are fraught with danger. Little changed when Bashar al-Assad assumed
the presidency in 2000. Following the 2011 uprising, Assad attempted to appease
the opposition with constitutional reforms that included elections to be contested
by political parties. Restrictions against ethnic political parties were not removed,
and as a result the reforms did little to change the Kurdish position in Syria (All-
sopp, 2015: 23). In other words, Kurds and Kurdish political parties have been
excluded from the political system and are still deemed illegal in Syria. It should
be noted, however, that Syria’s political system is closed to all non-Arabs, not only
Kurds. Since the 2011 uprising in Syria, however, Kurdish political parties have
openly opposed the Syrian government and have publicly declared their desire for
Kurdish autonomy in a federal Syria. To this end, Kurdish political parties in Syria
have established self-administration cantons in the area referred to as Rojava. These
cantons are established under the principles of gender equality, democracy, and
ethnic and religious equality.
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Turkey is a multiparty parliamentary democracy with a ceremonial president.
Henri Barkey and Omer Taspinar describe it as a “unitary republic and a parlia-
mentary democracy” with a unicameral legislature (Barkey & Taspinar, 2011: 29).
The prime minister is the head executive and leads the Council of Ministers. The
Constitutional Court of Turkey is the top court in the country and possesses the
prerogative to rule on the constitutionality of laws and political parties. Turkey’s
political system functions within the framework of the Kemalist ideology, which
prioritizes secularism, nationalism, and republicanism.

Kemal Ataturk (1881-1938) established Turkey’s parliamentary republic in 1923,
but Turkey was effectively a one-party state (i.e., Republican People’s Party) until
1945. From 1945 to the early 21st century, Turkey’s political system was under the
careful watch of the military. The intrusive role of the Turkish military is one of
the weaknesses of Turkey’s democratic political system. Indeed, the Turkish mili-
tary committed three coups d’état that took place in 1960, 1971, and 1980. A sec-
ond weakness is Turkey’s proclivity for banning political parties that are either
not secular (i.e., Islamist) or alleged to be affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK). Consequently, Turkey’s Constitutional Court has banned over two
dozen political parties since 1961 (Sayari, 2012: 185).

In Turkey, Kurdish political parties face the constant threat of being banned by
the state. Notable examples include the People’s Democracy Party (HADEP) in 1997
and its predecessors Freedom and Democracy Party (OZDEP) in 1993, and Democ-
racy Party (DEP) in 1994. Members of the DEP included prominent Kurdish poli-
ticians such as Leyla Zana and Orhan Dogan, both of whom were imprisoned for
their alleged ties to the PKK. However, it is noteworthy that although Kurdish politi-
cal parties are banned in Turkey, members often establish a new party based on
the same principles as the previous one. And in addition, many of the same indi-
viduals join the new party.

The 1970s witnessed the emergence of a plethora of Kurdish political parties
in Turkey, founded by Kurdish nationalists and former members of Turkish left-
ist movements. The most influential is the PKK. Founded in 1978 by Abdullah
Ocalan and others, the Kurdistan Workers’ Party soon turned its focus and mobi-
lization efforts to the Kurdish region in eastern Turkey (Romano, 2006: 49). Fol-
lowing the 1980 military coup in Turkey, Ocalan and other high-ranking PKK
officials escaped to Syria and Lebanon where they set up training camps for rank-
and-file members to receive military training in guerrilla tactics. With military
bases in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq, the PKK launched its armed struggle against
Turkey in 1984 with guerrilla-style attacks on Turkish governmental institutions,
including military and nonmilitary personnel (Romano, 2006: 50).

Common Political Threads

Although they have emerged under different political systems and have markedly
different histories and experiences vis-a-vis the central governments, Kurdish politi-
cal parties have several noteworthy themes in common. This section outlines and
discusses five themes that stand out when examining Kurdish political parties.
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First, all Kurdish political parties are, to some degree, nationalist parties with
the aim of advancing Kurdish rights. Kurdish political parties in Iran, Iraq, Syria,
and Turkey have been established on the basis of Kurdish identity and to advance
political, economic, and cultural interests of the Kurdish population. The clearest
indication of this trend is the pervasive use of the words “Kurdish” and “Kurd-
istan” in the names of political parties. In addition, Kurdish political parties
unequivocally emphasize Kurdish nationalism as a key principle of their political
objectives. Kurdish nationalism, therefore, is important for two reasons: first, it is
a source of inspiration for the emergence of Kurdish political parties and, second,
it is a political objective of Kurdish political parties. Despite this common goal,
Kurdish political parties often oppose each other and at times engage in armed con-
flict with each other.

Second, the majority of Kurdish political parties are influenced by ideas associated
with Marxism/communism and socialism. Also, many Kurdish political parties
are Islamic in both Iraq and Turkey. Although there are a variety of Kurdish politi-
cal parties with respect to ideological foundations, most parties fall on the left side
of the political spectrum. This is particularly true of the more influential political
parties in the four Kurdish regions. Ideological influence ranges from parties that
are staunchly Marxist (e.g., Komala in Iran) to parties that are more moderate
democratic socialist (e.g., Patriotic Union of Kurdistan in Iraq).

Two factors explain this phenomenon. One, communism was very popular in
Iraq, Iran, and Syria in the mid-20th century due to Soviet Union influence and
activity in the region. Many Kurds were originally members and supporters of the
communist movements in Iraq and Iran. For instance, in 1945, the Kurdish Com-
munist Party (Shuresh), although short-lived, was influential in shaping the politi-
cal ideology of subsequent parties (Ghareeb, 1981: 35). When the national
communist parties of Iraq and Iran failed to articulate Kurdish interests, the Kurds
began to organize around Kurdish nationalism. Furthermore, in the 1960s and the
1970s the revolutionary fervor of Marxism/communism was a popular ideological
grounding for revolutionary movements taking hold in different parts of the world.
The Kurds, like other groups, believed that Marxism’s revolutionary ideas would
provide the ideological legitimacy for their movements.

Third, the political systems of Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey have, at one time or
another, imposed restrictions or, in some cases, outlawed Kurdish political activ-
ity altogether. The exception to this rule has been Iraq since 2005 when it adopted
an open and democratic political system. Kurdish political parties in Iraq, there-
fore, compete openly and successfully in regional and general elections. In Turkey
and Iran, Kurdish political parties (and political parties in general) continue to face
restrictions. In Turkey, for instance, the Democratic Society Party (DTP) was banned
following allegations of connections with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). In
2008, the DTP was succeeded by the Peace and Democracy Party (BDP), which
was also banned by Turkey’s Constitutional Court and later became the Peoples’
Democracy Party (HDP). The BDP was the eighth representation of the same Kurd-
ish political party whose predecessors were outlawed by the Constitutional Court
of Turkey for alleged connections to the PKK.
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Fourth, Kurdish political parties face the difficult task of negotiating the domes-
tic politics of the country in which they operate, and they must also navigate the
challenging politics of the broader Middle East. In other words, Kurdish political
parties must quickly adapt to the ever-changing political environment within the
borders of Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey and in the Middle East at large. For example,
Kurdish political parties often function illegally (as is the case in Syria and Iran) or
face institutional barriers (as in Turkey). In the broader region, Kurdish political
parties must manage relations with other Kurdish political parties and neighboring
states. For instance, the Kurdistan Workers” Party (PKK) and Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (KDP) regularly engaged in bloody clashes in the 1990s due a struggle
for influence, resources, and territory. Similarly, the KDP and the Patriotic Union
of Kurdistan (PUK) fought a bloody civil war from 1994 to 1998 over power and
resources in the Kurdish region of Iraq.

Fifth, Kurdish political parties are often used as proxies by regional governments.
That is, the governments of Iraq, Iraq (until 2003), Syria, and Turkey enlist Kurd-
ish political parties as proxies to achieve their own political objectives. During the
Iran-Iraq War, Tehran supported the PUK against Baghdad and Massoud Barzani’s
KDP, while Baghdad supported the KDP against Iran. Similarly, Turkey and Syria
have exploited Kurdish political parties as instruments for their objectives. Turkey
has a close alliance with the KDP in order to counteract the PKK. Syria, meanwhile,
used the PKK as leverage against Turkey throughout the late 1980s and 1990s. Syria
provided the PKK with a safe haven during its early years and throughout the 1990s
when the PKK was engaged in a bloody civil war with Turkey.

The Emergence of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (1945-1957)
Kurdistan Democratic Party-Iran

The Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, or the Kurdistan Democratic Party—
Iran (KDPI), was founded on August 16, 1945, in Mahabad, Iran. As stated in their
program, one of the central objectives of the KDPI was to establish “a modern, well-
organized and popular political party with an explicit commitment to democracy,
liberty, social justice and gender equality”. Shortly after its founding, the KDPI
declared an independent Kurdish state in Mahabad, a city in Iran with a majority
Kurdish population. Kurdish nationalists of Iran captured Mahabad with support
from the Soviet Union, which at the time occupied northwestern Iran. The Repub-
lic of Mahabad was short-lived, and its leader and founder of the KDPI, Qazi
Mohamed (1893-1947), was arrested and hanged by Iran.

In 1956, the KDPI continued to function underground, adopted leftist ideology,
and became increasingly active in the late 1950s. In the 1970s, Abdul Rahman
Ghassemlou (1930-19809), a European-trained intellectual and Kurdish nationalist,
led the KDPI until his assassination by the Iranian regime in 1989. As a response to
the assassination of its leader, the KDPI engaged in a violent insurgency against the
Iranian government. The violence of the 1990s was ended by a ceasefire between
KDPI and Iran, but KDPI continued to function underground. However, the decision
to sign a ceasefire and the continued repression by Tehran significantly weakened
the KDPI.
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The current leader of KDPI is Mustafa Hijri. Hijri has been a member of the party
since 1979 and assumed the leadership position in 2006 following a decade as dep-
uty leader from 1996 to 2006. The KDPI declares that its main objectives are “to
attain Kurdish national rights within a federal and democratic Iran” (Democratic
Party of Iranian Kurdistan). The party describes itself as a “democratic socialist
party.” KDPI continues its activities in Iran through its political and military wings.
Politically, KDPI is active in recruiting members and disseminating its ideology
among the Kurdish population. Militarily, KDPI peshmerga occasionally clash with
Iranian security forces (Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan). In addition, KDPI
has an international presence through its foreign relations department, which is
responsible for representing the KDPI in several European countries, the United
States, and Canada.

Kurdistan Democratic Party-Iraqg

Created in 1946 after the collapse of the Mahabad Republic, the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party of Iraq (KDP—originally called the Kurdish Democratic Party) emerged
as an important political entity in Iraq. Mustafa Barzani established KDP-Iraq as
a response to his increasingly acrimonious relationship with Qazi Mohamed and
to satisty his desire for more influence in the Kurdish nationalist movement. Its
first congress was held in Baghdad on August 16, 1946, wherein Mustafa Barzani
(1903-1979) was elected as its president-in-exile. KDP—Iraq presented Iraqi Kurds
with an opportunity to articulate and advance their own political and economic
grievances (Ghareeb, 1981: 36). Barzani was forced into exile following a rebellion
against the government of Iraq in the early 1940s and subsequently had to flee Iran
following the collapse of the Republic of Mahabad.

After its founding, the KDP bolstered its ranks and adopted socialist leanings
with the addition of leftist elements such as Ibrahim Ahmed. From the beginning,
the KDP advocated for Kurdish nationalism within the framework of Iraqi unity
and called for a democratic political system in Iraq and national unity between
Kurds and Arabs (Ghareeb, 1981: 36). By the 1950s, however, the KDP shifted its
program to the left and called for socialist reforms in Iraq and for Kurdish auton-
omy (Ghareeb, 1981: 36-37).

Mustafa Barzani’s exile in the Soviet Union did little to undermine his author-
ity as the president of the KDP. Indeed, Barzani’s absence only increased his pop-
ularity and support among Iraqi Kurds. During his exile, the KDP was temporarily
led by intellectuals, including Ibrahim Ahmed and Jalal Talabani, from the Sulay-
maniyah region (Stansfield, 2003: 66). Despite some internal opposition from the
likes of Ahmed and Talabani, Barzani’s strong support within the KDP allowed him
to silence all opposition to his rule. Over time, however, Barzani’s iron fist created
a split within the KDP between the Barzani camp and a group of intellectuals led
by Ahmed and Talabani. The two groups continued to work under the KDP
umbrella, largely because Barzani needed an organization to have an influence and
the intellectuals needed the party to advance their political ideas and nationalist
agenda. Following the Free Officers coup d’état in Iraq, Barzani returned from exile
in 1958 to assume leadership over the KDP.
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Following the coup d’état, the new president of Iraq, Abdul Karim Qassem,
offered Barzani, the KDP, and Kurds an olive branch in an attempt to establish peace
in Iraq. Following two years of cooperation and negotiations over the status of the
Kurds, Barzani requested autonomy for the Kurds, which Qassem found unaccept-
able. As a consequence, a civil war erupted in 1961 between the Kurds and Bagh-
dad (Ghareeb, 1981: 38). And although the Ba’ath party in Iraq overthrew Qassem,
Abdul Salam Arif ultimately overthrew the Baath regime and assumed power in
Baghdad. Barzani unilaterally negotiated a ceasefire with Arif without consulting
other KDP leaders. Ahmed and Talabani were incensed and believed that the KDP
ought to function with more consensus in its decision making. When a group led
by Ahmed and Talabani attempted to remove Barzani as party leader, they were
expelled from the KDP (Ghareeb, 1981: 38).

The Kurdish Flag

Many Kurds support a flag in the colors of red, white, and green with a yellow sun
in the middle. Red symbolizes the blood of the martyrs, white stands for peace,
green represents the fertility of the Kurdish lands, and yellow is the color of the sun.
The 21 sunbeams refer to the Kurdish New Year, Newroz, which is celebrated on
March 21. This flag was first flown in the short-lived Ararat Republic, and today is
the official flag of the Kurdish Autonomy Region (KRG) in Iraq. Many consider the
flag a symbol of Kurdish statehood; however, Kurds in other regions sport their
own flag, for example, the Yezidis or the PKK.

The Barzani family has effectively ruled the KDP since its creation. Following
the death of Mustafa Barzani in 1979, his son Idris Barzani (1944—1987) assumed
power until his death in 1987. Masoud Barzani, Mustafa’s younger son, has been
the leader of the KDP since 1987. The Barzanis continue to exercise significant
influence within the KDP. Masoud’s nephew, Nechervan Barzani, is the vice-
president of the KDP, and his oldest son, Masrour, is a member of the KDP’s lead-
ership council and the head of the Kurdistan Region Security Council.

It should be noted that the KDP’s raison d’étre is Kurdish nationalism. Its most
up-to-date constitution declares that it is a “patriotic and democratic party based
on a fundamental commitment to human rights, individual freedom, and national
rights for the Kurds and other nations as regards self-determination”.

Kurdistan Democratic Party-Syria

Today, there are approximately 20 Kurdish political parties in Syria, all of which
are illegal entities (Allsopp, 2015: 17). Kurdish political parties in Syria date back
to 1957 with the founding of the Kurdistan Democratic Party in Syria (KDP-Syria),
often described as a sister party of the KDP in Iraq. Like its counterparts in Iraq
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and Iran, the KDP-Syria is founded on the goals of Kurdish nationalism and, in
particular, cultural and political rights.

Abdul Hakim Bashar currently leads KDP-Syria. KDP-Syria is banned due to
its ethnic foundations and nationalist political objectives. As a result, the KDP-
Syria has largely operated in Europe. In 2014, the Kurdistan Freedom Party (Azadi)
merged with KDP-Syria. KDP-Syria is one of the primary parties fighting against
Bashar al-Assad and has called for external military intervention by the interna-
tional community and, at the same time, it has rejected the idea of dialogue with
Assad. Domestically, its primary objectives are a democratic and secular Syria that
furnishes minorities with political and cultural rights.

The Emergence of Socialist and Marxist Parties (1967-2004)
Komala (Iran)

Komala, the first Marxist Kurdish political party to endure, was established in Iran.
The origins of Komala, “society” in Kurdish, can be traced back to 1967, but it did
not hold its Founding Congress until 1969 in Tehran. Komala is a Marxist-Leninist
political party whose founding objective was to oppose the Shah as well as the
Kurdish bourgeoisie and to protect Kurdish rights. Its current leader, Abdullah
Mohtadi, was one of the original founders and was elected as the party leader at its
Founding Congress. Komala is also active abroad in Europe and shares its political
ideas and objectives with the Kurdish diaspora through the Sweden-based satel-
lite station, Rojhelat (Hevian, 2013: 97).

Komala became increasingly significant in the Kurdish region of Iran in the
1970s, and due to strategic imperatives, it cooperated with the KDPI following the
1979 revolution. Indeed, KDPI and Komala briefly entered into negotiations with
the new government as a united front before military clashes broke out between
the government and Kurdish groups (Romano, 2006: 244-245). The period of
cooperation between the KDPI and Komala, however, was short-lived. Relations
between Komala and KDPI were particularly poor in the 1980s as clashes led to
hundreds of deaths between the two sides. Most recently, however, KDPI and Kom-
ala signed a memorandum of agreement following high-level meetings between
the leaders of both parties (Hevian, 2013: 96). The agreement outlines broad coop-
eration as a strategic goal between the two parties.

Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (lIraq)

The Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), co-founded by Jalal Talabani, Nawshirwan
Mustafa (current leader of Gorran), Fuad Masum, and others, is a prominent politi-
cal party in Iraqi Kurdistan. Jalal Talabani and his supporters formally established
the PUK on June 1, 1975, in Damascus, Syria. At its inception, the PUK was a coali-
tion of different political factions, including the Marxist-Leninist Komala in Iraq,
a progressive socialist wing, and the personal followers of Jalal Talabani. Ideologi-
cally, the PUK is a social-democratic party. Its support base is predominantly from
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the Sorani-speaking population around the Sulaymaniyah region and pockets
of Erbil.

According to official party documents, the PUK was established as a response
to the failed 1974 Kurdish uprising, led by Barzani’s KDP, against the government
in Baghdad. It is a socialist party, and its general principles are “democracy, human
rights, and the right to self-determination” (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan). The offi-
cial party program of the PUK indicates that self-determination for the Kurdish
people is a top priority. At the same time, the PUK emphasizes the need to “maintain
and promote the democratic, federal and parliamentary systems of Iraq” (Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan).

The emergence of the PUK initiated a long period of competition for power in
the Kurdish region between the KDP and the PUK. In 1992, the Kurdistan National
Assembly was created and the Kurdistan Regional Government was formed fol-
lowing elections in the Kurdish region of Iraq. The KDP, PUK, the Islamic Move-
ment of Kurdistan, and other minor political parties contested the elections, which
resulted in a 50-50 power-sharing arrangement between the KDP and PUK. The
arrangement collapsed in 1994 and resulted in a civil war between the KDP and
PUK. The civil war was sparked by a minor dispute between the Barzanis and a
tribe allied with the PUK that eventually spiraled into a full-scale civil war that
killed thousands of Kurdish peshmerga from both sides (Gunter, 1999: 79). The
parties signed a 1998 peace agreement mediated by Washington.

Since 2009, the PUK has fallen on hard times following the departure of the
disillusioned faction led by Nawshirwan Mustafa. In addition, its leader, Jalal Tal-
abani, fell victim to a stroke in 2012, which has debilitated his ability to lead the
party. As a consequence, the PUK has faced infighting between at least two factions.
Talabani’s wife, Hero Ibrahim, and his son Qubad lead the first faction. Barham
Salih, the former prime minister of the Kurdistan Regional Government, leads the
second faction. The political infighting and weakness of the PUK were demon-
strated in the 2013 Kurdish regional election where it was reduced to third-party
status behind the KDP and Nawshirwan Mustafa’s Gorran. The future of the PUK
is unclear and will largely depend on the ability of the party to resolve its internal
disputes.

The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Turkey) and lts Affiliates

The Kurdistan Workers’ Party was founded in 1978 by a group of Kurdish university
students led by Abdullah Ocalan. In 1984, the PKK initiated an armed struggle
against Turkey, and as a consequence, Turkey, the European Union, and the United
States blacklist it as a terrorist organization. Until 1999, the PKK was a Marxist-
Leninist and Kurdish nationalist organization and called for the radical transforma-
tion of Kurdish society. Following the capture and imprisonment of Abdullah
Ocalan in 1999, the PKK declared that its political objective would be “democratic
confederalism,” including political and social autonomy for the Kurds in Turkey.
Since the early 2000s, the PKK has made efforts to reform its organization in an
attempt to participate in the political process and to gain international legitimacy.
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In April 2002, the PKK became the Kurdistan Freedom and Democracy Congress
(KADEK) and declared its intention to work through democratic institutions
(Romano, 2006: 144). KADEK was dropped in November 2003 in favor of Kongra-
Gel (Kurdistan People’s Congress) and adopted the rhetoric of democracy, human
rights, and freedom (Romano, 2006: 145). These efforts produced little change
in the ways in which the PKK operated and how it was perceived in Turkey and
the world. (The PKK and its affiliates remain on U.S. and EU lists of terrorist
organizations.)

In 2002, the PKK committed itself to nonviolence and to achieve its political
objectives peacefully through the political process. In 2012, a peace process was
initiated by the Justice and Development Party (AKP). The process included meet-
ings with the imprisoned leader of the PKK, Abdullah Ocalan, who in 2013 called
on Kurds in Turkey to embrace peace and engage in the democratic process. The
“Kurdish opening,” as it was called, led to a ceasefire and generally improved the
political and cultural conditions of Kurds in Turkey. However, the ceasefire ended
abruptly in July 2015 when the PKK and Turkish forces engaged in military clashes
in Turkey and northern Iraq.

Democratic Union Party (Syria)

The Democratic Union Party (PYD) has emerged as a dominant political force in the
Kurdish region of Syria. It was founded in 2003 as an offshoot of the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK) and with much of the same goals as the PKK. The PYD has openly
and vigorously called for a pluralistic and democratic society in Syria. It emphasizes
the need to protect the environment and to increase the role of women in society. The
PYD is also a nationalist Kurdish political party that advocates for democracy and
autonomy for the Kurds in Syria. The PYD functions under a joint leadership structure
with Salih Moslem and Asya Abdullah as the co-chairs. It is worth noting, however,
that its members view Abdullah Ocalan as its ideological leader.

The civil war in Syria and the threat posed by the Islamic State against the Kurd-
ish population have produced a political landscape with two camps: the PYD and
their allies, and the Kurdish National Council. In 2011, Kurdish political parties
formed the Kurdish National Council (KNC) in an effort to more effectively oppose
the regime of Bashar al-Assad. It was formed in the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan, Erbil,
under the sponsorship of Masoud Barzani. The KNC consists of 26 members, includ-
ing 16 Kurdish political parties (for a list of these parties, see Allsopp, 2015: XIID).

The opposing camps represent the broader regional rivalry between the PKK
and Masoud Barzani’s KDP. As mentioned earlier, the PKK and KDP rivalry dates
back to the early 1990s due to differences of strategy and relations with Turkey.
Whereas the KDP has forged strong political and economic relations with Turkey, the
PKK (occasional ceasefires notwithstanding) is at war with Ankara. And because
the PKK has bases in Iraqi Kurdistan, the KDP is caught in the crossfire of the
Ankara-PKK conflict. During the recent outbreak of violence in the summer of 2015
between the PKK and Turkey, the PKK attacked an oil pipeline that traverses from
Iragi Kurdistan to Turkey’s Ceyhan port.
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Generally, Kurdish political parties in Syria, including KDP-Syria, criticize the
PYD for its ties to the PKK and alleged cooperation with the Assad regime. Indeed,
there is considerable strain between the PYD and the Kurdish National Council
(KNC). One of the members of the KNC, and a PUK affiliate, is called the Kurdish
Democratic Progressive Party in Syria (KDPPS), led by Abdul Hamid Darwish, one
of the founders of KDP—Syria. KDPPS calls for the cultural and political rights of
the Kurds and political decentralization in Syria (Hevian, 2013: 5). It is notewor-
thy that whereas Talabani’s PUK supports the PYD in Syria, its affiliate, the Kurd-
ish Democratic Progressive Party in Syria, is a member of the KNC and therefore
opposes the PYD. Another active political party in Syria is the Kurdish Yekiti Party
in Syria currently led by Ibrahim Bro, who is also the current head of the KNC.
Yekiti advocates for Kurdish cultural and political rights and self-determination for
the Kurds in Syria.

Free Life Party of Kurdistan (Iran)

The Free Life Party of Kurdistan (PJAK) was established in 2004 under the leader-
ship of Haji Ahmadi. PJAK is also a left-leaning party with a military wing, and it
is strongly linked with the PKK. Like the PKK, PJAK is based in the Qandil Moun-
tains of the Kurdish region of Iraq. Its members recognize imprisoned PKK leader,
Abdullah Ocalan, as the supreme leader of PJAK. As a result, PJAK has adopted
many of PKK’s ideological and political beliefs such guerrilla-style attacks against
the Iranian regime. In a 2006 piece, Seymour Hersh wrote that “Israel and the
United States have also been working together in support of a Kurdish resistance
group known as the Party for Free Life in Kurdistan” (Hersh, 2006). Despite this
suggestion, since 2009, the United States has labeled PJAK a terrorist organization.

Modern Political Parties (2009-2012)

Jalal Talabani has controlled the PUK since its founding in 1975. Recently, how-
ever, the PUK has faced political instability and poor electoral results in regional
and federal elections. The PUK has been in disarray since 2009 when an unsettled
faction, led by Nawshirwan Mustafa, broke away from the PUK to form a new politi-
cal party.

Gorran (Iraq)

The Change Movement (often referred to as the Gorran Movement or simply Gor-
ran), founded by Nawshirwan Mustafa and other discontented former PUK mem-
bers on April 16, 20009, is a centrist and reformist political party. Its founding
members were unhappy with what they called the corrupt politics of the Kurdish
region and, in particular, with the PUK’s willingness to cooperate with the KDP.
Gorran’s main objectives are to be a viable opposition in Iraqi Kurdistan and to
advocate for domestic political reforms.

These beliefs are reflected in and reinforced by Gorran’s election platforms found
on the party’s official website. On the topic of national objectives, Gorran believes
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that “Protecting the national security and establishing a strong region that can with-
stand external threats, starts with individual freedom and is possible when an
internal democratic system exists. A free nation is combined of free individuals,
those who think freely and choose freely. The more people have freedom and jus-
tice in their own land, the stronger and more resistant the social structure and
national forces become”. Despite criticisms of the KDP and PUK, Gorran joined
the two parties in the formation of the Kurdistan Regional Government following
the September 2013 regional elections.

Peoples’ Democratic Party (Turkey)

The successor of the BDP, Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) is a progressive politi-
cal party that emphasizes democracy, ecology, women’s rights, and equality for all
individuals. Although it does not have the name Kurdish or Kurdistan in its title,
the HDP is a Kurdish political party that advocates for a peaceful resolution to the
conflict between Turkey and its Kurdish population. It believes that peace can be
achieved if minorities have the “right to education in one’s native language, the right
to self-govern at the local level and the constitutional recognition of equal citizen-
ship” (Peoples’ Democratic Party). HDP is co-chaired by Selahattin Demirtas and
Figen Yuksekdag.

HDP made a significant impact on Turkish politics in the June 7, 2015, Turkish
general election. It became the first pro-Kurdish political party in Turkey to pass
the 10 percent threshold required for political parties to enter Turkey’s parliament.
HDP earned more than 13 percent of the national vote and secured 80 seats for its
members of parliament. More significantly, however, HDP’s support base cut across
Turkey’s ethnic and religious cleavages, as many ethnic Turks and liberal-democratic
individuals voted for HDP (Ozcelik, 2015). However, the governing Justice and
Development Party (AKP) did not win a majority of seats in the parliament and
was unable to form a coalition government. As a result, snap elections were called
for on November 1, 2015. The November 2015 general election produced a major-
ity government for AKP and reduced HDP’s vote to 10 percent and 59 seats.
Although it is a major setback compared to the June election, HDP became the first
pro-Kurdish political party to have representation in Turkey’s parliament.

Religious Political Parties (1987-2012)

Although Kurdish political parties are generally secular, Islamist Kurdish political
parties exist, and some have experienced success in terms of membership, sup-
port, and competing in elections. The following is a short summary of two of the
more influential Islamic Kurdish political parties.

Kurdistan Islamic Union (Iraq)

The Kurdistan Islamic Union (KIU), a Muslim Brotherhood affiliate, was officially
formed in 1994 but its roots can be traced back to the 1970s. Its formation coin-
cided with the onset of the KDP-PUK civil war. The KIU condemned the KDP and
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PUK for killing Kurds and Muslims and for forging expedient alliances with Bagh-
dad, Tehran, Ankara, and the PKK. It effectively used rhetoric to garner support
from a Kurdish population that was disillusioned with the civil war. Although KIU
supports the Kurdish right to self-determination, its general principles emphasize
the need for Islamic values and in particular the implementation of Sharia law in
Iraqi Kurdistan.

In addition to KIU, two other Islamist parties have influence in Iraqi Kurdistan.
The Kurdistan Islamic Movement, founded in 1987, advocates for the importance
of Islamic values for Kurdish society. The Kurdistan Islamic Group, led by Mala
Ali Bapir, broke away from the Kurdistan Islamic Movement in 2001. It won six
seats in the 2013 Kurdish regional election and is staunchly Islamist in its objec-
tives. Both of these political parties allegedly have ties with extremist groups in
Iraqi Kurdistan and the broader Middle East region.

Huda Par (Turkey)

Between late 2012 and early 2013, Huda Par (or the Party of Allah) was founded in
Turkey. Although Huda Par advocates for Kurdish rights, it is an Islamist and reli-
gious party that calls for Islamic values and the removal of restrictions on religious
practices such as the headscarf. The emergence of Huda Par has increased tensions
between religious organizations and the secular PKK even to the point of violent
clashes (Hurtas, 2015).

Yezidi Political Parties

Following the massacre at the hands of ISIS in 2014, the Yezidis have attempted to
become better politically organized in an effort to advance their interests in Iraq.
One such example is the Yezidi Movement for Reform and Progress, which pro-
motes Yezidi nationalism in Iraq and has one representative in Iraq’s parliament
and one representative in Nineveh province’s council. In addition, influential Yezidi
militia have pledged allegiance to political parties in the Kurdish region of Iraq.
For example, Qasim Shesho has ties to the Kurdistan Democratic Party in Iraq; his
nephew, Haydar Shesho had ties to the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan; and still other
factions have pledged their allegiance to the PKK.

Conclusion

To summarize, Kurdish political parties have largely functioned under closed politi-
cal systems that have not been accommodating to their social, political, and eco-
nomic demands. (As mentioned earlier, post-2003 Iraq has provided the Kurds in
Iraq with a political system that tolerates Kurdish political parties.) Outside of Iraq,
then, Kurdish political parties exist and function under tenuous conditions. The
prospects for Kurdish political parties are brightest in Iraq. They continue to gain
strength, possess autonomy in the Kurdish region of Iraq, and exercise high degrees
of influence on the central government in Baghdad. The position of Kurdish
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political parties in Turkey will continue to be uncertain given the unstable condi-
tions of Turkey’s political system. In Syria, Kurdish political parties have become
influential actors in the Kurdish region of Syria. It is difficult to draw any conclu-
sions regarding the Kurdish position in Syria, given the civil war and the uncer-
tainties associated with Syria’s future. The prospects for Kurdish political parties
in Iran, meanwhile, remain bleak under the theocratic regime.

Zheger Hassan

Further Reading

Ahmed, Mohammed M. A., & Gunter, M. (Eds.). (2013). The Kurdish Spring: Geopolitical
Changes and the Kurds, Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers.

Aldrich, J. (1995). Why Parties? The Origin and Transformation of Party Politics in America,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Allsopp, H. (2015). The Kurds of Syria: Political Parties and Identity in the Middle East,
London: I. B. Tauris.

Barkey, H. J., & Taspinar, O. (2011). “The Republic of Turkey.” In M. J. Gasiorowski &
S. L. Yom (Eds.), The Government and Politics of the Middle East and North Africa
(pp. 15-48), Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Gasiorowski, M. J., & Yom, S. L. (Eds.). (2011). The Government and Politics of the Middle
East and North Africa, Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Ghareeb, E. (1981). The Kurdish Question in Iraq. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press.

Gunter, M. (1999). The Kurdish Predicament in Iraq: A Political Analysis. New York: Palgrave
MacMillan.

Hersh, S. 2006). “The Next Act.” The New Yorker. November 27, 2006 Issue. https://www
newyorker.com/magazine/2006/11/27/the-next-act.

Hevian, R. (2013). “The Main Political Parties in Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey: A Research
Guide.” Middle East Review of International Affairs, vol. 17, no. 2, 94-95.

Hurtas, S. (2015). “Can PKK, Turkey’s Hezbollah Reconcile?” Al-Monitor. June 24, 2015.

Lesch, D. W. (2012). The Fall of the House of Assad, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Ozcelik, B. (2015). “What the HDP Success Means for Turkey.” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace. June 11, 2015, http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=60370

Perthes, V. (1995). The Political Economy of Syria under Asad, London: I. B. Tauris,

Romano, D. (2006). The Kurdish Nationalist Movement: Opportunity, Mobilization and
Identity. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Sayari, S. (2012). “Political Parties.” In Heper, M. and Sayari, S. (eds.). The Routledge Hand-
book of Modern Turkey (pp. 182-193), London: Routledge.

Stansfield, G. (2003). Iraqi Kurdistan: Political Development and Emergent Democracy
London: Routledge Curzon.

47


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/11/27/the-next-act
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/11/27/the-next-act
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=60370

Religion

Given that the lands the Kurds populate are probably the most ancient as well as
rather extensive and are scattered among a couple of countries, they are among the
most troublesome areas for studying religions, religious beliefs, and orders due to
the variety of religions practiced in them. The majority of Kurds who are living in
Iran, Turkey, Iraq, and Syria, however, follow the Shafi'i school, which is one of
the four main branches of Sunni Islam. The Shafi’i school is a distinguishing fea-
ture that differentiates Kurds from their Muslim neighbors in the Middle East.
Moreover, there are Kurds who are Alavis, Imamis, Shias Muslims, Zoroastrians,
Christians, Assyrians, Kalimis, Yezidis, Yaresans, Nasiris, Qadiris, Nagshbandis,
Khaksars, and Ne'matullahis. The diversity of religions, sects, and orders among
the Kurds is to the extent that scholars call Kurdistan the “India of the Muslim
world.”

Introduction

Religions are fluid phenomena. Historical surveys show the metamorphosis of reli-
gions from one period to another. However, changes and reformations are not imme-
diately observable because most people are not ready to accept any modifications in
this area. Nonetheless, exposure to new lands and people through immigration as
well as new social and scientific developments force people to negotiate with the
existing conditions and accept gradual reforms, sometimes arising without the con-
scious effort of the followers of religions. Traditional rituals are an inseparable part
of the history of religions, but the status and mutual borrowing between religion
and tradition are still a matter of speculation. This gets even more complicated when
religions are orally transmitted. Add this to the fact that when there is neither a
sacred text nor valid commentary, it becomes difficult to study religion among
communities whose religion is largely based on oral tradition.

The historical geography of Kurdistan is quite rich. It includes many important
archaeological sites in the Middle East. Likewise, it is located within the cradle of
religions and religious rituals. This area, which includes Zagros, Ararat, Mesopo-
tamia, and Anatolia, is a region that is quite mysterious in terms of the history of
religions. However, research on religions and rituals in this area is still in its infancy.
Therefore, it is impossible to speak with certainty about the status of religions in
this geographical area.

In the sixth and fifth centuries BC, in the western regions of Iran, the Elamites,
who were the pioneers of civilization and urbanization, were still faithful to their
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ancient religions and, at the same time, the Urartians in the northwest were under-
going development and growth. Today, it is accepted, to a large extent, that the
Achaemenids (the first and the most important empire of Iran), founded the center
of their government in the western regions of Iran. It is believed that they were the
followers of Zoroastrianism. Yet there are obvious differences between the texts
from the Avesta (Zoroastrian holy text) and the remaining Achaemenid clay tablets
and stone scriptures. These differences have convinced some scholars to argue
against those researchers who believe in the Achaemenids being Zoroastrians. They
believe the Achaemenids were not Zoroastrians but practiced a sort of Mazdaism.
If we consider the Avesta, or those sections of the Zoroastrian scriptures entitled
Avesta as our base, it should be accepted that in the west of Iran, during the Ach-
aemenid period, Zoroastrianism was prevalent. The assumption that Zoroastrian-
ism is a text-based religion has been accepted to some extent among scholars. This
tradition reflects their relative commitment to the Indo-Iranian religions of the
Medes and Persians, known as the Magi. Nor should we ignore the influence of the
oral religious tradition of the Elamites over the religions emerging after them.

The presence of Ahura Mazda, or the “Great God,” is probably the most impor-
tant element in the formation of the official Achaemenid religion. One can claim
that Mazda Ahura was picked up form Mazdaism,; therefore, Mazda can be said to
be an Indo-Iranian or pre-Zoroastrian god. Nonetheless, one can also claim that
Ahura Mazda originally belongs to the Gathas period. Therefore, his presence in
the Achaemenid inscriptions should indicate the presence and effect of Zoroastri-
anism in the early years of the Achaemenid period.

Today, scholars believe that the great god, Ahura Mazda, is neither an Indo-
Iranian god nor a pure Iranian one, but an essential element in the worldview of
the Gathas. The similarity between Hindu Vedas and Zoroastrianism can be a sign
of the centuries-old co-existence of the Indians and the Iranians prior to the immi-
gration date (probably from 400 BCE to 400 CE). These similarities are more
closely related to the homogeneity of their worldviews and types of their gods.
Once we believe that religions are prone to change, then it is not possible to deter-
mine the status of the Achaemenid religion exclusively based on Zoroastrian texts.

Mithraism

One of the most important religions in ancient India and Iran, in which the Kurds
also believed, is the religion of Mehr or Mithrasm. In the early 20th century, in a
region that was the ancient capital of the Hittites, clay tablets were obtained on
which the name of Mithra has been seen. Experts believe that these tablets, which
depict a treaty between the Hittites and their neighbors, date back to 1400 BCE.
In general, it can be said that the evidence of Mithra in the East is more text based,
whereas in the West it is based on archaeology and ancient monuments. Mithra
can be called the goddess of light, the one who served Ahura Mazda, the greatest
ancient god of Iran, fighting against darkness. There were seven other servants
known as Amshaspandan also serving Ahura Mazda. Likewise, at Mithra’s service,
there were gods who were the mediators between Mithra and the people.
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Mithraism, nevertheless, has its own religious rituals, such as sacrificing cows
and lambs and the use of the intoxicating hauma plant. There is a great deal of evi-
dence that their rituals were only attended by men, and they kept a masculine hier-
archy in their ceremonies. Mithraism was popular among people from all walks of
life, including the general public, businessmen, artists, and artisans. All of these
people have been observed participating in their ritual ceremonies. Zoroaster, an
Iranian prophet who appeared around 600 BCE, attacked the fundamental princi-
ples of Mithraism and inflicted a severe blow to the popularity of the religion, hence
reducing the number of its followers. By forbidding sacrifices and other important
parts of their religious ceremonies and preventing the use of the hauma drink mixed
with the blood of a lamb, Zoroaster diminished the power of the religion and gained
full control.

Zoroastrianism, however, failed to isolate or destroy Mithraism. The last sections
of the Avesta, the Zoroastrian holy book, called “Mehr Yasht,” describe the splendor
and power of Mehr and praises it. The existence of “Mehr Yasht” among the sacred
texts of Zoroastrianism shows the power, depth, and influence of Mithraism among
the people. In many different parts of the Avesta there are other signs of Mehr and
Mithraism. For instance, in the tenth Yasht of the Avesta, we find the following
praise for Mehr: “You are supporting the people who have good will about Mehr.
You fight the ones who want to harm him. Mehr is the owner of extensive lands. 1
wish that the triumphant Mehr, the glorious king of peoples on earth, Mehr the
almighty for whom you pray, come to help all of us.”

The stone inscriptions and images of Mithra are abundant in various Kurdish
regions, including western Iran, the eastern and northeastern parts of Iraq, and
southeastern Turkey. For example, in a stone carving in the city of Kermanshah,
Mithra is seen dressed the same as Ahura Mazda standing on a lilac, her head sur-
rounded by a halo of light, along with Ardeshir IT (between 379 and 383 CE), king of
the Achaemenid. In this picture, Ardeshir II receives the royal ring with his right
hand from Ahura Mazda. Right before the Islamic conquest of the lands of the Kurds,
the majority of them were practicing either Mithraism or Zoroastrianism. However,
there were a few Kurds who were Jews, Christians, or the followers of religions and
orders, which had picked up elements of the aforementioned to practice.

The Emergence of Islam in Kurdistan

Islam originated in Mecca and Medina at the start of the seventh century, and in
the immediate vicinity of a century, an empire was firmly established whose bor-
ders extended from Liberia in Africa to the Sindh in the Indian subcontinent.
Although the history of Islam points to the inclusion of some Kurds among the
prophet’s companions, the first serious encounter between the Kurds and the Mus-
lim world was the conquest of Kurdistan during the reign of the second caliph of
Islam, Omar bin al-Khattab. Shortly after the conquest of the Sassanid capital, Cte-
siphon, in 636 CE, the Muslim Arabs captured the first Kurdish territories known
then as Jibal, or Iraq. After the conquest of major cities of Kurdistan, such as Masi-
bezan (near to the modern city of llam) and Hulwan (modern Sar-pol-i Zehab), in
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Sufism is a very popular form of the Muslim religion in Kurdistan. Here, Iraqi Kurdish der-
vishes perform a Sufi ritual in Erbil, 2008. (AFP Photo/Safin Hamed/Getty Images)

the year 642 CE, the Arab conquerors arrived at the central and strategic city of
Nihavend, where a great war broke out between the Sassanid army and the Mus-
lim Arabs. This war is known as the “Nihavend war” in Iran and Fatah al-Futuh
(Great Victory) in the Islamic world. The defeat of the Iranians in Nihavend was
the most significant blow to the Sassanid Empire, and shortly thereafter, the Sas-
sanid Empire was torn apart forever.

The Arab invasion of Kurdistan was so extensive that, by the end of the seventh
century, most of the Kurdish regions were under the rule of Islam and the major-
ity of the Kurds had converted to Islam. Some cities like Mawsil (modern Mosul)
in the northwest of Baghdad and Urmia were conquered before other cities, and
Sharezur fell into Muslim hands after a mass murder. Other cities such as Mendeli
and Azerbaijan have not been conquered despite the efforts of the Arab invaders.
They stopped fighting and agreed to pay ransom. The most important cities of
Kurdistan, which were initially captured, quickly became centers of science and
religion in the early days of Islam. These cities included Erbil, Mosul, Sharezour,
Hemedan, Dinewer, Nihavend, Sirwan, Seymere, Borujird (Brudjird), and Keredj-i
ebu-Dolef. Consequently, the inhabitants of the captured cities mainly converted
to Islam. These new Muslim Kurds, however, were mostly Sunni Muslims.

Khorremiye and the Alevis of Zagros

Since the conquest of Iran by Muslims, there have been a lot of incidents and
changes in the country, but for the sake of brevity, we only mention the highlights.
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One of these major incidents is the death of the Bihzadan, son of Vendad, known
as Abu-Muslim, believed to be a Kurd from Khorasan. He was credited for
removing the Umayyad caliphate and replacing them with the Abbasids in Baghdad.
However, Abu-Muslim, was soon ironically murdered by the Abbasid. This inci-
dent, which took place around 755 CE, triggered a series of political and religious
protests and movements in Iran, especially in Kurdistan (Jibal). A group of Abu-
Muslim companions who later became known as Abu-Muslimyya (the adherents
of Abu-Muslim) did not believe in the death of Abu-Muslim. They believed in his
eternal life and awaited his emergence as the promised savior. This, however, cre-
ated the most important opposition movement against the Abbasid caliphate, last-
ing from 817 to 838. The movement was named Khorremiye or Khorram Dinan,
those of the joyous religion. It was founded and led by Babek Khorremdin (795—
838) in the mountainous regions of Kurdistan. Since then, the movement planted
its seeds in the mountains of Kurdistan. The geographical vastness of the lands
under the influence of Khorremyye, which included much of western Iran, caused
a series of disagreements among the followers and gradually established the basis
for the emergence of new religious beliefs.

The influential Khorremyye movement later materialized in two main branches:
one called Kudekyye and the other Kurdshahyye. It is said that the reason for nam-
ing the first sect is that the followers were faithful to a child who was the grandson
of Abu-Muslim’s daughter named Muteher. The leader was known as the “knowl-
edgeable child.” It seems that the sect believed in the emergence of a savior in the
shape of a “knowledgeable child.” Kurdshahis, who were a smaller group, lived in
the Khorremabad area and are generally known as the “Khorremyye.” Evidence con-
cerning the Khorremyye is abundant in many of the Islamic chronicles. On the
basis of the Islamic texts, Khorremyye are the people who exaggerate the centrality
of Abu-Muslim and believe in the emergence of the spirit of God in him, and they
would say that Abu-Muslim is better than Gabriel, Michael, and other angels and
that he is alive and they are waiting for him. They also believe that Zoroaster has
sent Abu Muslim, and Zoroaster himself is alive and will not die, and will re-emerge
for the restoration of his religion.

In another source (Maqdisi, 1906/1993: 575-76), it is said that the Khorremis
are multiple sects, but all of them agree on reciprocation (reincarnation) and believe
in the change of the name and conversion of the body. They believe that all the
prophets have the same spirit and that the revelation is never discontinued. For
them, every religious person, as long as he hopes for rewards and fears punish-
ment, is on the right path. Some Muslim historians, nonetheless, maintain that
Khorremis believed in the two principles of dark and light, which constitute the
basis of the ancient religions of Iran, especially that of the Manicheans and the
Zoroastrians (Maqdisi, 1906/1993: 575-576).

One of the most controversial issues in Islamic sources about Khorremis and
those who later became known as “Ghollat” (those who exaggerate about Ali bin
Abi Talib) is the question of reincarnation. As it turns out, even major scholars like
Ibn Sina (980-1037) wrote works rejecting the idea of reincarnation. This shows
that the idea was influential at the time. The idea of reincarnation is likely to come
from the notion of the limited number of the spirits. Each earthly living being must
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host a spiritual guest, and each of the limited number of spirits should be present
in several different bodies without dependence on any of them. Belief in reincar-
nation is evident not only in Kurdistan but also in many other parts of the world,
but it is said that the belief in reincarnation began with the Manichaeans and was
then adopted by the Mazdakis. From Mazdakis, it was transferred to Khorremyye
and later from them to the Yaresans and the Alevis.

Kurdish Emirates and Islamic Caliphate

The decline of the Abbasid caliphate in the 10th century led to the emergence of
the first Kurdish emirates, such as Hasanuyids in Dinewer and Merwanids in Cizire
(Jazira). The occasional confrontation between the Kurds and other militants of
the region, and sometimes with the central power, the Islamic caliphate in Baghdad,
became an impetus for the emergence of religious changes, strife, and reinterpre-
tations among the Kurds. Historians have argued that the emirate of Hasanuyids,
from a religious point of view, was more inclined toward Imam Ali, the first imam
of the Shias (Dehnawi, 2014: 105-124). The tendency toward Shia Islam is also
evident in the life and works of the Erdilan emirates who ruled for centuries in
Kurdistan. The most interesting point is that most of the Kurdish regions under
the rule of Erdilan were Sunnis, and in recent centuries, these people have often
showed interest in Sufi orders such as Nagshbandi and Qadiri (the most important
Sunni traditions of Sufism). The main center of the Erdilans after the Safavids was
in the city of Senendej. They kept a more liberal religious attitude. Under their
rule, many Shia and Sunni mosques and centers of worship belonged to the Jews
and Christians. Despite the fact that most residents were Sunni, their Erdilani rul-
ers swore allegiance to the Shia Qajar kings from Iran and promoted their sect by
building Shia mosques.

The Main Islamic Sects in Kurdistan

Kurdistan is one of the most colorful religious places in Islamic geography. This
diversity and colorfulness has its roots in three different interpretations of three
principles of Islam: beliefs, jurisprudence, and ethics. Different interpretations in
each of these areas have led to the emergence of a number of Islamic groups. Refer-
ring to each of these three principles, there have been arguments and disputes
among the Muslims. For instance, differences in beliefs led to theological argu-
ments; differences in religions led to jurisprudential transformations; and juris-
prudential issues themselves led to the creation of social and disciplinary aspects
of religion. Added to all these are the Sufi brotherhoods formed by differences in
the moral worldview and spiritual conduct.

Sunni

Sunnis are divided into four main schools of jurisprudence: Hanafi, Maliki, Han-
bali, and Shafr'i. Sunni Kurds, with the exception of a small group of Kurds from
Turkey, are usually followers of Imam Shaf'i. The Shaf’i school is attributed to
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Mohammed bin Idris Shafi'i. He was born in 767 in Gaza and died in 820 in Egypt.
When young, Imam Shafi’i traveled to various cities and countries, including Mecca,
Baghdad, Egypt, and Yemen, observing the legal principles of various sects. By
applying principles of Hanafi and Maliki, he founded a new school of thought that
became known by his name. Shafi'i’ relies on four criteria in practicing Sharia: the
book (Holy Quran), tradition (hadith), consensus, and analogy. The Shafi'i school
was spread over many parts of the Islamic lands by its disciples. Today, the reli-
gion has a great number of followers in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, India,
and Indonesia. The Kurds in Iran, Iraq, and Syria are mostly followers of the Shafr’i
religion. In Turkey, most Kurds follow Imam Shaft’i, in contrast to Sunni Turks who
prefer Hanafi.

Shias

Compared to the Sunni followers of Islam, the Shias only form a small part of the
Kurdish population. The most important Shia-based sects are the Twelver Imamis,
Sevener Ismailis, and Fiver Zeydis according to the number of imams they accept.
The majority of Kurdish Shias follow the Jafari or Twelver orders. All these denom-
inations, despite the obvious differences in beliefs and jurisprudence, share in the
issue of the necessity of “Imamate,” though each sect’s interpretation of Imam is
unique. However, Shi’ite Kurds are followers of the 12 Imams. The Kurds of Ilam,
Kermanshah, and parts of the cities of Kurdistan Province, such as Bijar, Ghor-
veh, and Songhor in Iran; and the southern parts of Iraqi Kurdistan, such as
Khaneqin, Bedre, Kut, and Wasit; and the Kurdish Feyli residents of Baghdad, are
among the most important Shia towns. Unlike Sunnis, the Shias do not believe in
the authenticity of the consensus and the succession of the first four caliphs. Instead,
they believe that the Muhammad, Prophet of Islam and the ruler of the Islamic
Empire, installed Ali ibn Abi Talib, his cousin, as his successor in an event known
as the “Ghedir Khom incident.” Henceforth, by highlighting the concept of Imamat,
they believe that Imam Ali and his 11 descendants, known as the innocent imams,
were the rightful governors of the Islamic empire. Therefore, they created their own
theology, which has different jurisprudential and other principles from Sunni Mus-
lims. Nonetheless, Shias follow the same principles of monotheism, prophecy, and
resurrection with other Islamic sects. However, they have added the principles of
justice and imamate.

The Twelver Shias are known to believe in the emergence of the promised savior,
the 12th imam, by the name of Mahdi (born 869) on judgment day. Accordingly,
in the system of their political thought, the theory of Vilayet-e Feqih, or the Guard-
ianship of the Jurist, has been prominently raised. According to the doctrine, the
twelfth imam or the promised Mahdi has had two periods of absence. The first
period, called the Soghra (Minor) Absence, is the period when the 12th imam hid
himself from the public, but he was still connected with his followers by a number
of his companions. The second period, known as the Kobra (Major) Absence, has
been around since his disappearance in 941. From now on, jurists or scholars would
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guard and rule the community. Belief in physical resurrection is a common point
of Shia and Sunni Muslims, but the idea of the lasting savior has created many
controversies among the Sunni and the Shi’a.

Sufism

The Neoplatonists and some Greek philosophers are thought to have mystical ten-
dencies, and the fact that ascetic thoughts and tendencies can be seen in most
religions of the world, Sufism must be viewed as the Islamic interpretation of this
concept and tradition. Muslims understand that there are no non-Muslim Sufis.
There are many definitions for Sufism. Hujwiri (990-1070), for instance, defines
Sufism in his book, Kash-al-Mahjoub, as follows: “Sufis are a group of poor and
unfortunate Zahids who have lived in the Prophet’s mosque because [of not hav-
ing] housing, property and a family.” Sufism is in fact a method of asceticism based
on rituals and conduct for the cultivation of the soul and the acquisition of truth.
In other words, Sufism is a way of esoteric conduct. The origins of Sufism go back
to the second and third centuries of Islam. Both the Sunni and Shia have Sufi
orders, but it seems that the Sunnis have a greater tendency toward Sufism.

Sunni Sufi Schools in Kurdistan

In the Sunni-populated Kurdish regions, there are two major schools of Sufism:
Qadiriya and Nagshbandiya. The Qadiriya is among the oldest schools of Sufism in
Kurdistan. The central figure in the Qadiriya order is Abd al-Qadir Gilani (1077-1166)
whose life is shrouded in mystery. However, it is known that he was a student at
the madrasa (school) of Abu Sa’id al-Mubarek and replaced him as the leader of the
circle after his master’s death in 1119. Surviving the Mongolian conquest of Bagh-
dad in 1258, the institution prospered and spread its influence on neighboring
lands. This Sufi order is so widespread today that it has followers from Africa to
the Indian subcontinent. There are many legends about Gilani: some people
believe that he is from the north of Iran (Gilan), whereas some others believe that
he was born in Baghdad. Followers call him the grand master, or the sheikh of the
east. He was an outstanding preacher and scholar. Some texts are attributed to the
sheikh that are mainly transcriptions of his sermons.

It is said that Qadiriya was introduced into Kurdistan by two families: Seyyid
Ismail Qazanqaya (d. 1745) from the Berzinji family and Mullah Mahmoud Zengene
(1723-1801) from the Talabani family. Even today, descendants from both fami-
lies control the order and are dominant among the Sufi masters. The Qadiriya per-
forms oral recitations (mgjlis al-samaa) in which they gather in their Tekiye
(convent), form a ring, and dance with the rhythmic movements of the Def (drum)
while singing Dhikr (chants or hymns). Occasionally, some of the Sufis go uncon-
scious while they are dancing as well as doing extraordinary things like swallow-
ing razors, stones, and glass and piercing sharp knives and daggers into their
stomachs and heads, depicting their joy and selflessness.
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Nagshbandi Order

Compared with Qadiriya, the Nagshbandi order is more traditional, moderate, and
conservative. Following tradition and maintaining the Shari’a law and avoiding any
innovation and changes in the traditional practice of Sunna are key points for them.
There is no privacy in this order, no seclusion, and no singing and oral reciting.
What is repeatedly emphasized in the teachings of the Nagshbandis is to adhere
to the tradition of the Prophet and to preserve the Shari’a. According to the writers
of this order, the teriga (order) of Nagshbandiya is the same as that of the Prophet’s
closest companions, observing the principle that they will not add anything to
this tradition or reduce anything from it.

Nagshbendi is attributed to Khwaje Baha al-Din Nagshband Bukharayi
(1318-1389). This is one of the most important orders in the Muslim world, since it
spreads from China to the Caucasus and Syria and Anatolia. The propagator of
this movement is a Kurdistan, Mewlana Khalid Nagshbandi (1779-1827), who
was born in Silemani and died and was buried in Damascus. After learning from
his father and other scholars in the city, he moved to Senendej where he was
taught by Sheikh Muhammed Qasim, head of the Ulama in Senendej. Then he
returned to Silemani and began teaching there. He performed the Hajj and trav-
elled to India. After his return, he became the khalifa for the order in Silemani.

The followers of this order preach mysticism and the acquisition of God’s favor
through meditation and silence, and, unlike the followers of Qadiriyah, refrain from
dancing, chanting, and playing music. They form a ring round their sheikh, and
while they shut their eyes, they begin to meditate to be able to connect to their
sheikh directly. They build a relationship, or rabita. Then, the sheikh addresses the
disciple, kneels before him, and gives him the necessary spiritual training while
directly looking into his eyes. This step is called attention. The more affectionate
the disciple is, the more important the attention he gets, sometimes to the extent
that it leads to the disciple’s screaming, which is called attraction. This stage is
intentionally prolonged by the sheikh to the extent that the disciple of attention
gets inward spiritual power by himself so that he does not need the teaching of
the sheikh any longer. Due to Mewlana Khalid’s efforts, the order spread rapidly
among the Kurds. Many tribal leaders adopted the order, and many locals were
appointed khalifas. This led Kurdistan to become one of the most important cen-
ters of the Nagshbandiya in the Islamic world in a relatively short time.

Other Kurdish Sufi Orders

One of the most important Sufi orders, which is popular among the Kurds, is the
Ni'metollahi order. This teriqa, however, was founded in Iran. The order is named
in honor of its 14th-century founder Shah Ni'metullah Nur ad-Din Ni'metullah
Weli, who used to live in Mahan, Kerman Province, Iran, where he was buried,
and his tomb is a site of pilgrimage today. Some scholars believe that Shah
Ni'metullah was a disciple of the Qadiriya Sufi Abd-Allah Yefa’i, but there is no
reliable text or evidence to prove this.
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Nimatullahis are a Shia Sufi order that, unlike many other terigas, do not believe
in seclusion or Semaa or dancing at their gatherings, but they prefer to gather
in their Khanigas and pray with their masters in groups. In Iran, their most impor-
tant centers are in Tehran, but they have Khanigas in Kermanshah as well. There
are also Khaniqas in Ilam and Senendej, which are not active due to political
reasons.

Khaksariyya is a sect of the Shia Iranian Dervishes, which has close affinities
with Yaresanism. The followers of the order are known for exaggerated modesty and
introduce themselves as followers of Imam Ali, the modest Shia Imam, hence call-
ing themselves Abu Turabi (someone who sits and sleeps on plain earth rather than
rugs). They also relate themselves to a person called Seyyid Jelal-ud-din Heyder,
and they believe that this man wrote a treatise on Khaksaryya customs and beliefs,
but even the followers of the Teriga themselves do not know who Seyyid Jelal-ud-
din Heyderi is.

Like some Indian orders, they believe in 14 clans, and like the Yaresans, they
believe in 40 holy men and 7 men who are holy angels. Moreover, the stages of
passage of the seeker are similar to that of Khaksaryya and even more similar to
those of the Yaresan (Ahl-e-Haq). They are obliged to take a manual in the form of
a manuscript from their master and keep it with them to consult at all times. What
is left of Khaksaryya in Iran is the remains of the teachings of the Gholam Ali Shah
order and, to some extent, a smaller order called Massum Ali Shahhi. They live
mostly in Tehran, Mashhad, Shiraz, and Kermanshah.

Given the variety of Sufi orders among the Sunnis as well as the Shias, there are
still some other orders that cannot be categorized under these two headings, but
they need to be discussed separately. Furthermore, the Yaresan and Yezidis must
be explained here because of the similarities of these two religions with the Sufi
traditions.

Some Social and Political Issues of the Sunnis and Shias

Both Shia and Sunni Muslims put a high emphasis on saying prayers. Shia Kurd-
ish Muslims pray three times a day, whereas the Sunni Muslims pray five times a
day. Sunni Muslims have five obligatory prayers during the day: in the morning,
at noon, afternoon, the evening, and the sunset prayers as well as some noncom-
pulsory ones. Friday prayers have become a political event, at least after the Ira-
nian revolution. There are government-appointed Friday imams in each city who
address public affairs and current issues during the sermon. Turkey’s Sunni Kurds
are not subject to a government ban on building their own mosques or perform-
ing their religious ceremonies and prayers due to having a lot of common points
with the Turks since they are also Sunnis. However, the situation is quite different
in Iran. In the capital of Iran, after nearly 40 years since the Islamic Revolution,
Tehran still lacks a special mosque for Sunnis, and Sunni Kurds living in Shia cit-
ies have many problems with their religious ceremonies.

On the other hand, the issue is quite different in the Iranian part of Kurdistan.
Sunni Kurds have their own mosques in their cities, and they organize their
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ceremonies according to Shafi'i rules. The Adhan (call for prayers) is calculated
based on the principles of the branch of the religion as well as the geographical
position of the city. Therefore, there is little difference between the Shia and Sunni
Adhan and the time of prayer. Most of the mosques of the Sunni Kurdish cities such
as Senendej, Seqiz, Mahabad, etc., are run by the Sunnis themselves, but in the
state-owned places, only the Shia Adhan is broadcasted.

For many years, the antagonism between Shia and Sunni religious clerics has
caused separation or even hatred among the Shia and Sunni Kurds. This religious
hatred is often the result of the exaggeration of some radical clerics in reading the
traditions and religious texts and narratives that have been transferred from gov-
ernment platforms and propaganda slogans to the general public.

Religious differences and similarities are important factors contributing to the
relationship the Kurds have toward other Kurds in their country or their neigh-
bors. This difference has created a lot of issues between the Kurds of Iran, on the
one hand, and Kurds from neighboring countries, on the other. For example, despite
the politically created border between Iran and Iraq, Sunni Kurds on both sides of
the border have had more organized relationships and contacts than the Shias. The
religious relationship of the Sunnis of western Iran and northeastern Iraq dates
back to centuries before the Ottoman Empire. The establishment of the city of Sile-
mani (1774) by Sulaiman Pasha Baban and the invitation of elders and religious
authorities to the city, as well as the construction of mosques and numerous cham-
bers in that city, have had significant impacts on the religious and political trends
of the Sunni Kurds, especially since the emergence of Sufism. To sum up, it can
be said that the most important Kurdish political trends have been influenced
by Qadiriiya or Nagshbandiya in a way that the leaders of the two major political
parties in the Kurdish regional government, the Democratic Kurdistan Party and
the Kurdish Patriotic Union, are both dependent on the religious traditions of
the Sufis.

Yaresan (Ahl-e-Haqq)

The Ahl-e Haqq, or People of the Truth, are referred to as Yaresan in Iran and Kaka'i
in Iraq. Their religion is a syncretic belief system with mystical rituals. It has most
of its practitioners in Iran and Iraq’s Kurdistan. Scholars estimate that around
5,000,000 people follow this religion, of which around 2,000,000 live in Iran. How-
ever, there are a few non-Kurdish followers of the religion among the Persians,
Azeris, or Arabs. Because they keep their religion secret due to fear of being per-
secuted, an exact estimation of their population is not possible. There is no solid
evidence on how this religion came into existence. However, the Yaresan believe
that their religion is eternal without any specific date of establishment. The reli-
gion, nonetheless, has had certain developments in its different historical periods.
The oldest texts of the faith date back to 200 years after the emergence of Islam,
but the origin of their places of worship (Jamkhane) go back to pre-Islamic times.
The principles of the faith date back to the 15th century and are heavily influenced
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by the central figure of the faith, Sultan Sehak. He was born in Barzinja and estab-
lished a community in Perdiwar near Hawraman. His followers later moved to the
Guran region, which today is known as the center of the Yaresan. Hooshmandrad
(2014) described the community in Guran as a distinct faith with a rich cultural
heritage and formalized practice with the idea that God or the idea of the divine
manifests itself in a cyclic manner.

Though the Yaresans share a certain number of common beliefs, depending on
which of the 11 clans they follow, they have specific rituals, beliefs, and sets of rules
that sometimes even oppose those of the others. It seems that in the beginning
of the formation of the sect, the followers had a common set of beliefs and rules.
As the followers of the religion emigrated to other regions and countries, differ-
ences began to emerge. The following reasons can account for these differences: oral
rather than written transmission of the principles, the followers’ lack of access to
reliable sources, personal profits of some local leaders, followers’ different lan-
guages, and the most important of all being the followers not being able to read
and write.

Notably, there are branches among the Yaresan that focus on pre-Islamic tradi-
tions, whereas others focus on their proximity to Islam. Some scholars believe
that the religion is derived from Shi’ism because the followers of the Teriqa value
Ali Ibn Abi Talib, the first imam of the Shia, very highly, but at the same time,
one can observe the sources of their rituals and recitations in ancient Iranian
myths and religions. Some scholars believe that the order follows a mixture of
the principles of Mithraism, Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, and even Christian-
ity. However, in Iran, the followers of the sect lead a secret religious life, because
their religion is not officially accepted by the government. For instance, they
cannot marry according to their own principles or inherit property as ascribed
by their own rules. They cannot be employed if they openly assert that they are
Yaresans.

The Yezidis

The Yezidis are a small ethnically Kurdish religious community scattered in sev-
eral countries. Most of them are indigenous to northern Mesopotamia, and they
are strictly endogamous. This means that a Yezidi who marries a non-Yezidi is auto-
matically excluded from the community. According to Philip G. Kreyenbroek
(2013) there is no precise estimation of their population. However, scholars believe
that there are around 100,000 to 250,000 of them living in present-day Iraq; there
are probably about 40,000 or even more living in Armenia and Georgia and about
5,000 in Syria and a few in Iran. However, for many reasons, except the commu-
nity in northern Iraq, the population in other countries has been in decline since
the 1990s, due to their huge emigration to Western countries especially in Europe
and mainly Germany. Since they are a very small religious minority, many people
around the world have never heard of them. Nonetheless, they were recently on
the world news when ISIS, the radical Islamist terror group, launched attacks on
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A Yezidi family baptizes an infant in the village of Lalish, Iraq, September 12, 2017. The Yezi-
dis are an ethno-religious minority indigenous to northern Mesopotamia. (J. Carillet
/iStockphoto.com)

them in northern Iraq for the purposes of genocide, claiming that they wanted to
purify Iraq and its neighbors of the infidels. Moreover, around 10,000 Yezidis who
once lived in Turkey migrated to Germany during the 1980s, because they could
no longer live in their homeland. Despite their being a small ethnic and religious
minority, the Yezidis and their faith have fascinated a considerable number of
travelers and scholars since the middle of the 19th century. As a result, they have
been the subject of many publications to date. Indeed, the ISIS genocide attempt
has highlighted the existence of the sect for not only Westerners, but also the
neighboring countries and communities in the region.

The main language of the Yezidis living in Iraq and Europe is Kurmanji Kurdish.
They perform their cultural practices in Kurdish, which is also the language of the
orally transmitted religious traditions they adhere to. Some Yezidis in Iraq speak
Arabic as their native language though. Even though the majority of the Yezidis
speak Kurdish, their exact origin is a matter of dispute and speculation among
scholars. Based on the existing texts and documents, we cannot firmly maintain
where the Yezidis are Kurds or a distinct ethnic group. For instance, Saddam Hus-
sein, when in power in Iraq, launched an Arabization project for the Yezidis, which
put them under high pressure. Encountering this, some Kurd leaders suggested that
the Yezidis introduce themselves as Kurds, but they were not quite happy to do this.
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Melek Taus

Melek Taus, or the Peacock Angel, is a superior divine figure in the Yezidi religion
who is considered the chief angel and active participant in the creation of the uni-
verse. Melek Taus represents God’s will on earth. On Yezidi New Year, he descends
to Lalish to bless the Yezidis. They do not associate with him any representations of
evil or the devil as it is often misunderstood among non-Yezidis. Melek Taus is not
a fallen angel or source of evil. Yezidis revere him as the primary spiritual force that
guards and protects them. Melek Taus represents Yezidi faith.

Yezidism, on a large scale, is linked to ancient Mesopotamian religions. It com-
bines elements of ancient Iranian Mithraism with aspects of Zoroastrianism, Juda-
ism, Christianity, and Islam. Yezidis are monotheists who believe in a single God
as the creator of the world. They are in a sense similar to the 18th century Euro-
pean Deists. Like them, they believe that their God, as soon as creating the world,
put it under the care of seven holy beings or angels, the chief of whom is Melek
Taus (the Peacock Angel). This Melek Taus, they believe, is the ruler of the world
and is the primary agent who causes both good and evil to befall to all individu-
als. The fact that he has an ambivalent character and is the source of both good
and evil is close to the ancient Iranian myth of Zorvanism. The duality is inherent
in the myth of the Peacock Angel himself. He is believed to have once temporarily
fallen from God’s favor, the consequence of which is his constant crying so that
his tears flooded and extinguished the fires of hell. Finally, this remorseful act rec-
onciled him with God. Sticking to this myth, the enemies of the Yezidis associate
Melek Taus with Satan (Iblis), the evil angel who refrained from prostrating Adam
despite God’s absolute command to do so.

Yezidism, another opinion maintains, is a movement that follows a mystical inter-
pretation of Islam. However, Sufism and mystical interpretations of Islam only
partly account for the beliefs and ideas of the Yezidis. Traditionally, Yezidism is
associated with one central figure: the Sufi Sheykh Adi bin Musafir who arrived in
what is now northern Iraq, was warmly welcomed, and had a successful preach-
ing career, earning him a considerable number of followers. Some scholars believe
that he was a descendant of the Umayyad dynasty, which some Kurds used to look
favorably upon. Sheikh Adi then reformed the already existing Yezidi believes and
added new dogmas, rituals, and hierarchies. For many, he is considered a mani-
festation of Melek Taus. Today, many Kurdish organizations and leaders describe
Yezidism as the original Kurdish religion.

In recent years, Alevism has become a distinguishing feature of identity in Turk-
ish Kurdistan. These ritualistic and religious affiliations, even in the diaspora, have
united disparate orders such as the Alevis, the Yezidis, and the Yaresans together
under the ethnic and political affinity.
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Alevism

Alevism is probably the most controversial religious sect discussed here. It is esti-
mated that there are around 15 to 20 million Alevis living in present-day Turkey
and Syria. Most of these people, however, speak Turkish and follow the principles
of the Beqtashi order. Nonetheless, there is also a considerable number of Alevis
in Turkey who are Kurds. They speak a Kurdish dialect called Zaza, which has close
affinities with Persian.

Moreover, there are many Alevis who speak Arabic. These people are referred to
as Alawites, and they live in western Syria and southwestern Turkey. The Alawites are
from the same denomination as Bashar al-Asad, the current president of the country.
If the Syrian civil war carries on with the same intensity, there is the possibility
for the Alevis in Turkey to react against Turkey’s policy of supporting the rebels.

The followers of Alevism believe in reincarnation—they believe that God’s spirit
has reemerged in the body of Ali ibn Abi Talib. This highlights the similarities
between the Alevis and the Yaresans. Observing the similarity, it is possible to
maintain that the Alevis and the Yaresan are among the most ancient religions of
the area, their beliefs have roots in Zoroastrianism. However, because of later devel-
opment after the conversion of the majority of the people to Islam, these two sects
modified their principles with Islamic principles to survive.

While some scholars believe that Alevism is a branch of Shi’ism, others argue
stronglythat they are not. When the Arabs invaded the people inhabiting the Zagros
mountains, the Arabs were confronted by intense resistance. Though, many of the
people were converted to Islam, the Alevis and the Yaresans did not follow the other
people, but, instead, they made their religions more flexible and compatible to
Islam, keeping most of their Zoroastrian principles. One such modification, as men-
tioned earlier, was promoting the role of Ali ibn Abi Talib to the same rank of the
Divine.

Despite the large population of Alevis in Turkey, there is little reliable informa-
tion about them due to the secrecy they keep in many aspects of their lives. However,
they neither say prayers, nor fast. They gather in their centers of worship (Jam Khane),
sing, and dance, with men and women mixed together. Due to their religious lax-
ity and liberalism, they are popular among the seculars. Moreover, their women
enjoy more freedom compared with other Islamic sects and religions. In the past,
Alevis were called Kizilbash, or red heads, because of their unique headdress.
Many Kurdish Alevis struggle with their double minority status and wonder
where their loyalty belongs: Is it with their Turkish brothers and sisters in faith or
with the Kurds with whom they share the same ethnicity?

Behrooz Chaman Ara and Vali Gholami
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Kurdistan is a geocultural area of Asia and the Middle East comprising southeast-
ern Turkey, northeastern Syria, northern Iraq, northwestern Iran, and states of the
former Soviet Caucasus such as Armenia and Azerbaijan. The region covers some
74,000 square miles and is characterized by mountainous and forested terrain. For
thousands of years many varied ethnic groups either have natively inhabited or
have become established in Kurdistan, including the Kurds, Turks, Persians, Arabs,
Armenians, Assyrians, Chechens, and Azeris. Since time immemorial, these ethnic
groups have endeavored to create their own homelands. For this reason, Kurdis-
tan has long been the location of both ethnic fighting and peaceful cohabitation.
The Kurds are an indigenous Aryan people originating from the highlands and
plains of the historical region known as Mesopotamia, which was located within
the modern-day countries of Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and Iran. There are thought to be
between 25 and 35 million Kurds living in the area referred to as Kurdistan with
many more Kurds living abroad and making up the Kurdish diaspora. Today, the
Kurds form a community united through race and culture. However, the Kurds are a
diverse group for they do not speak a shared standard dialect, and though the major-
ity of Kurds are Sunni Muslims, other Kurds follow a variety of religions and creeds.
Although the Kurds are the fourth-largest ethnic group in the Middle East, they
have yet to form a permanent nation-state. In recent decades, Kurds across the
Middle East and Asia have increasingly influenced regional developments. Kurds
have fought for autonomy in Turkey while also playing important roles in fighting
against central governments in Iraq, Iran, and Syria, as well as helping to form resis-
tance against the jihadist group sometimes referred to as Islamic State (IS, also
known as ISIS or Daesh, among other names). The Kurds’ higher profile in inter-
national issues comes about as the result of decades of political and military efforts
by the Kurdish minorities to secure Kurdish self-rule and gain a homeland of their
own. As a result of their minority status in the countries in which they live, the
Kurds have experienced varying degrees of ethnic suppression while endeavoring
to gain independence. Kurds have been most severely repressed by the Turks and
Arabs, while the Kurdish population to enjoy the greatest degree of autonomy is,
arguably, the Iraqi Kurds. Indeed Iraqi Kurdistan (formerly known as the Kurdish
Autonomous Region), which was founded as a distinct entity within federal Iraq
in 1970, is governed by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and has as its
capital the city of Erbil. Iraqi Kurdistan is an autonomous Kurdistan region in the
north of Iraq that has its own parliament consisting of 111 seats. The region’s first
president was Masoud Barzani, who was elected first in 2005 and then again in
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2009. In 2013, Barzani’s presidency was extended for another two years, though
in 2015 Barzani’s rule ended after the main political parties failed to agree over
extending his term in office. Despite the end of his presidency, however, Barzani
continues to be in control of the region. The Constitution of Iraq defines the Iraqi
Kurdistan region as a federal entity of Iraq comprised of four governorates: Dohuk,
Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Halabja. Iraqi Kurdistan encompasses about 16,100
square miles and as of 2015 is home to a population of 5.5 million people.

Iraq has suffered a great deal of political turmoil recently, something that has,
to a certain extent, worked in favor of the creation of an independent Kurdistan.
The turbulent state of the Iraqi nation in the wake of the 2014 northern Iraq offen-
sive that saw Islamic State and allied factions act against Iraqi government forces
means there is a greater chance of independence for Kurdistan. This is because the
weakening of Iraq as a centralized state provides an opportunity for Kurdish inde-
pendence that has also been boosted by a degree of cooperation from neighboring
Turkey. It should be noted, however, that Turkey remains resistant toward any move
that would see Kurdish autonomy in Turkey and Syria. Historically, Turkey has
worried that a Kurdish state located in northern Iraq would incite and support
Kurdish separatists in neighboring Turkish provinces. For this reason, Turkey has
long opposed Kurdish independence in Iraq. In the wake of the political turmoil
in recent Iraqi history, Turkey has worked increasingly with the Iraqi Kurds.

Historical Roots of Conflicts

The history of Kurdistan is marked by numerous invasions and occupations, as well
as periods of unrest and wars, both civil and international. As a major crossroads
of the Middle East, Kurdistan has long attracted occupying forces. For example,
during ancient times, Persians invaded the area from the east, while Macedonian
king Alexander the Great invaded from the west. During the seventh century,
Muslim Arabs invaded from the south, and during the 11th century, Seljuk Turks
(a Sunni Muslim dynasty) came from the east. In the 13th century, the Mongols
led by Genghis Khan invaded from Central Asia, and the 16th century saw the
arrival from the north of medieval Persians and the Ottoman Empire. During the
16th century, Kurdistan was also divided between the Safavid dynasty of Iran and
the Ottoman Empire, for a major division of Kurdistan arose after the Battle of
Chaldiran in 1514. This battle saw the Ottoman Empire trounce the Safavids,
leading to a division of Kurdistan that was ratified by both the Ottomans and Safa-
vids in the 1639 Treaty of Zuhab. From this time onwards until the aftermath of
World War I, most of Kurdistan was generally under the rule of the Ottoman
Empire. During World War I, the Ottoman Empire fought against the Allies of
World War I (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and the United States). In 1918, after
the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, British forces came to occupy the vilayet (Otto-
man province or administrative district) of Mosul, now a large city in northern Iraq.
Thus in this way, areas of land inhabited extensively by Kurds came under British
rule. Furthermore in 1919, the Mosul area was added to the new Iraqi state, which
also became a British mandate.
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Peshmerga

Peshmerga, or “Those who confront death,” is a paramilitary organization of mostly
Iraqi Kurds. During Saddam’s regime, they fought as guerillas against Baghdad, but
today they are recognized as an official military unit, and they joined the Iraqi
Army in their fight against the Islamic State. They continue the long tradition of
Kurdish warriors, although the word Peshmerga was only recently coined in the
middle of the last century by Kurdish Iraqi writer and founder of the PUK, Ibrahim
Ahmed.

After the Ottoman Empire’s collapse, the Allies arranged to split the whole of
Kurdistan under the terms of a pact known as the 1920 Treaty of Sevres. The Treaty
of Sevres abolished the Ottoman Empire and provided for a Kurdish state, subject
to the agreement of the League of Nations, with Article 64 of the treaty thereby
giving Kurds living in the Mosul vilayet the choice of joining a future independent
Kurdistan. All the while, the political turmoil resulting from the end of World War 1
and the downfall of the Ottoman Empire meant that a power vacuum was created
in the areas of southeastern Anatolia and northern Iraq that the Kurds inhabited.
This situation, together with the creation of the Treaty of Sevres, seemed to pres-
ent the Kurds with an opportunity to forge their own nation-state that was
referred to in general as Kurdistan. It was also around this time that the Peshmerga,
the military forces of the autonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan, was formally estab-
lished as the Kurdish fighting force. Over time, the Peshmerga would become a
major element of Kurdish culture. This change in the perception of the Peshmerga
went hand in hand with the growth of the Kurdish nationalist movement. As a
result of these changes, in the collective mind-set of the Iraqi Kurds the Peshmerga
developed from defenders of tribal lands to nationalist freedom fighters striving
for an independent Kurdish state.

Meanwhile the Treaty of Sevres was never ratified, and at the same time the Brit-
ish, who were fearful of the threat of growing Bolshevism in the wake of World
War 1, sought to unite territory in Iran, Turkey, and Iraq. In order to accomplish
this unification of land, the British changed their tactic. The British had once
encouraged Kurdish nationalism as a way to see off any threat from Turkey. For
instance, the British had welcomed the intervention of ambitious Kurdish leader
Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji, as they saw Barzanji as a central figure around which
the Iraqi Kurds could unite, thereby bringing peace to the region. However, to the
consternation of the British, Barzanji soon began to capture British soldiers and
lead rebellions against the British while also declaring a Kurdish kingdom in
northern Iraq. Ultimately, the British would exile Barzanji to India. Meanwhile the
British view of Kurdish nationalism changed so that the British now opposed
the forming of a Kurdish state, as they felt doing so would appease Kemal Ataturk,
the Turkish revolutionary and founder of the Turkish nation. Thus the Allies accepted
a renegotiated peace agreement known as the Treaty of Lausanne that was signed
in 1923.
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The Treaty of Lausanne settled officially the conflict that had existed between the
Ottoman Empire and the Allied British Empire, French republic, kingdom of Italy,
empire of Japan, kingdom of Greece, and the kingdom of Romania since the start of
World War 1. The treaty was the result of a second attempt at peace after the failed
Treaty of Sevres. Leaders of the Turkish national movement rejected the Treaty of
Lausanne at a later date but, nevertheless, the Treaty of Lausanne defined the bor-
ders of modern Turkey, because according to the treaty, Turkey relinquished all claims
to the remaining parts of what had been the Ottoman Empire and in return, the
Allies recognized Turkish sovereignty over its land. In addition, other areas previ-
ously considered Kurdish were allocated to the new British- and French-mandated
states of Iraq and Syria, as well as to Persia (later renamed Iran). Ultimately, this divi-
sion of land resulted in the Kurds being left without a self-ruled region, and also
meant that the Kurds retained their minority status in the countries in which they
lived.

Kurds in Iraq

Opver the years, Iraqi Kurds have striven to achieve self-rule. As a result of this quest
for autonomy many Kurds have faced extreme oppression and endured much hard-
ship. Despite the suffering that the Iraqi Kurds have endured, historically Iraqi
Kurds have enjoyed better rights than Kurds living in other neighboring countries.
Moreover, to a degree Iraqi Kurds have managed to attain their goal of establishing
an autonomous state, with Kurds making up around 15 to 20 percent of Iraq’s
population.

The route to the establishment of Iraqi Kurdistan was lengthy, convoluted and
resulted in a great many lives being lost, however. That the Kurds in general were
left without their own autonomous territory after World War I led to successive
waves of civil unrest in the countries inhabited by Kurdish minorities. For exam-
ple, in 1932 a Kurdish rebellion formed in the Barzan region of Iraq during which
Kurds protested the fact that Iraq had been permitted to join the League of Nations,
while Kurdish demands for autonomy had been ignored. Some years later, in 1943,
Mullah Mustafa Barzani led another Kurdish rebellion in Iraq, with rebels seizing
control of the city of Erbil and the region of Badinan. In 1946, another uprising by
Iraqi Kurds resulted in the British Royal Air Force (RAF) bombing the rebels over
the border and into Iran. Once in Iran the Iraqi Kurds united with the Iranian
Kurds headed up by Qazi Mohamed, who subsequently went on to establish a short-
lived independent Kurdish state in Mahabad, Iran. That same year, Mustafa Bar-
zani established the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) with the aim of gaining
Kurdish autonomy in Iraq while the party also held its inaugural congress in
Mahabad. Soon after this initial congress, however, the so-called Mahabad Repub-
lic disintegrated under attack from Iranian government forces, leading Mustafa
Barzani to seek refuge in the Soviet Union. While in exile in the Soviet Union, Bar-
zani was made the nominal president of the Iraqi Kurds (in 1951), though the real
power lay with Ibrahim Ahmed, who desired the forging of closer ties between the
KDP and the Iragi Communist Party. At the same time, a new wave of Iraqi Kurd-
ish nationalism reignited interest in the KDP.
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After the 1958 Iraqi coup that saw the overthrowing of the country’s Hashem-
ite monarchy, subsequent Iraqi governments vowed to give Kurds autonomy over
the land they inhabited, and a new constitution recognized Kurdish rights within
the structure of the Iraqi Constitution. The ousting of the Hashemite monarchy
allowed Kurdish nationalists the opportunity to operate openly after many years
of covert organizing, while a new Iraqi constitution recognized Kurdish national
rights. In addition, Mustafa Barzani was permitted to return from exile in the Soviet
Union further boosting Kurdish nationalism and potentially preparing the way for
Kurdish autonomy. However, relations between the Iraqi Kurds and the Iraqi
authorities became increasingly tense, leading to the KDP to complain that the Iraqi
government was repressing the Kurds. In 1960, a Kurdish rebellion in northern
Iraq led the Iraqi government to disband the KDP, while Barzani’s plan for self-
governance was vetoed by the Arab-led Iraqi government. A year later, in 1961,
the KDP began an armed struggle for independence.

In March 1970, the government of Iraq prepared a peace agreement intended to
end the fighting by giving the Iraqi Kurds a de facto autonomous region. This region
was known as the Kurdish Autonomous Region, now referred to as Iraqi Kurdis-
tan (or occasionally as southern Kurdistan). This autonomous Kurdish state was
located in the northeast of Iraq; comprised the former Iraqi provinces of Erbil,
Dohuk, Sulaymaniyah, and Halabja; and was populated by 3 million people. The
peace accord asserted that the people of Iraq comprised two nationalities: Arab and
Kurds, with Kurdish and Arabic being recognized as Iraq’s two official languages.
The region’s new parliament was, however, arguably little more than another com-
ponent of the Iraqi central government, for the Kurdish authority was ordained
by Iraqi leaders. As such the population of the Kurdish Autonomous Region did
not have any particular democratic political freedom and certainly not more
than any other Iraqis. Today, elections for the Kurdistan Parliament, which was
known as the Kurdistan National Assembly until 2009, take place every four
years. The leading political alliance at the last elections in 2013 was the Kurdis-
tani List that was made up of the two main political parties of the Patriotic Union
of Kurdistan (PUK) and the KDP. Another, newer, competing movement, the Gor-
ran List, won a quarter of the parliamentary seats. In the presidential election,
Masoud Barzani was elected president, but in 2015, Barzani’s presidency ended
when the Iraqi Kurdish political parties could not agree on whether or not to
extend his term in office. The issue of the presidency of Iraqi Kurdistan and the
legitimate extension of a presidency beyond two terms is a contentious subject in
Iraqi Kurdistan and the cause of a great deal of disquiet among Iraqi Kurds.

Just over a year after the 1970 peace agreement was enshrined, relations between
the Iraqi authorities and the Kurds deteriorated to the point that Mustafa Barzani
felt the need to appeal to the United States for support. Around this time, the United
States made a secret pact with the Shah of Iran to secretly fund Kurdish rebellions
against the Iraqi government through a partnership between the Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA) and Mossad, Israel’s national intelligence agency.

Eventually, the peace deal between Iraq and the Iraqi Kurds failed, and fighting
began again in 1974 with Iraqi government forces launching attacks that forced
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the Kurds closer to the Iraqi border with Iran. Soon Iraq and Iran entered into talks
to stop the Iranian backing of the Iraqi Kurds in exchange for changes to the bor-
der territory that favored Iran. These changes to the Iran-Iraq border were ratified
by the 1975 Algiers Accord after which Iran cut funding to the Kurdish separatist
movement in Iraq. The same year divisions within the KDP saw a splinter group,
the PUK, form as a coalition of disparate political entities under the leadership of
Jalal Talabani with the aim of bringing about self-determination for the Kurds.
Meanwhile despite Iran’s agreeing to stop supporting the Iraqi Kurds as ratified in
the Algiers Accord, Barzani fled to Kurdish land in Iran along with many of his
followers. As a result of the Algiers Accord, the Baathist Iragi government’s con-
trol over the Iraqi northern region grew. In order to cement this growth in power
over the area, the Iraqi government began a program of so-called Arabization. This
Arabization project saw the Iraqi government begin to resettle Arabs in areas that
were mainly inhabited by Kurdish people as well as other minorities, including
the Yezidis, Assyrians, Shabaks, Armenians, Turkmen, and Mandeans. This pro-
gram of enforced relocation was implemented particularly around the oil-rich city
of Kirkuk and resulted in the expulsion and forced relocation of the Kurds who
had been living there. The oppressive measures executed by the Iraqi government
against the Kurds in the wake of the Algiers Accord led to more civil unrest and,
in 1977, to clashes between the Iraqi Army and Kurdish revolutionaries. In the years
following these clashes, several hundred Iraqi Kurdish villages were razed to the
ground while approximately 200,000 Kurds were banished to other parts of the
country. The policy of forced relocation was hastened in the 1980s when the Iran-
Iraq War (1980-1988) broke out.

Kurds in Iran

As the Kurds are one of Iran’s largest ethnic populations, Kurdish issues have long
been an important factor in the innumerable political and socioeconomic matters,
both domestic and international, that have surrounded the country since it was
founded as the Islamic Republic in 1979. Shortly after the onset of the Iran-Iraq War,
the Iraqi government set out to court the Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI)
in the hope that the group would act as leverage in its war effort. In 1981, Saddam
Hussein’s Iraqi regime created its first major weapon supply route to the KDPI
close to the Iranian cities of Nowdesheh and Qasr-e Shirin. Iraq did this with the
aim of seizing Nowdesheh, for the city had a prime strategic location, the capturing
of which would prevent Iran from using the highway that ran between the Iraqi capi-
tal city of Baghdad and the Iranian capital, Tehran. For its part, the KDPI aimed to
establish so-called Kurdish liberated zones throughout Iranian Kurdistan. Over
time both the KDPI and Iraq suffered losses as Iranian forces inflicted heavy num-
bers of casualties on Iraqi forces and managed to push the Iraqi forces back across
the Iraqi border. Subsequently, Iranian forces began a series of devastating attacks
on the KDPI that rendered the group a marginal military factor during the war.
By 1983, Iran had also begun to woo the Kurds in its fight against Saddam Hus-
sein’s Traq. At the same time, the Iraqi government became concerned about possible
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Kurdish attacks on a strategically important and (highly lucrative) oil pipeline that
connected the oilfields of Kirkuk with the Turkish port of Iskenderun. Although
Iran never acted against this pipeline, Iraq remained on high alert for a potential
Kurdish attack supported by Iran on one of Iraq’s most important economic assets.

In retribution for the Kurdish support of Iran during the Iran-Iraq War and to
prevent further Kurdish rebellion, Saddam Hussein, leader of Iraq, began a cam-
paign of revenge on the Kurds. The most infamous incidence of retribution came
in 1988 when, with the Iran-Iraq War coming to an end, Iraqi forces launched the
Anfal campaign against the Kurds. The Anfal campaign was a concerted, method-
ical attempt to break Kurdish resistance that took the form of a program of sys-
tematic ethnic cleansing. Indeed, the campaign has been classified as genocide by
authorities in Sweden, Norway, and the United Kingdom for it resulted in tens of
thousands of Kurds, both civilian and military, being killed. Hundreds of thou-
sands more Kurds were forced into exile, often transported to dismal new settle-
ments farther south, and forbidden, under pain of death, to return home. Many of
the Kurds who were taken to these new areas starved to death within one year of
their transportation or survived only through the surreptitious assistance of local
inhabitants. Other noncombatant Kurds were jailed, with many dying in prison
as a result of neglect. Moreover, large numbers of Kurdish men of militant age who
were imprisoned by Iraqi authorities were subsequently executed and buried in
mass graves.

One aspect of the Anfal campaign in particular, the deliberate targeting of civil-
ian Kurds with chemical weapons, caused especial international condemnation.
The most notorious incidence of this use of chemical weapons against the Iraqi
Kurds occurred in the town of Halabja in 1988. There were several reasons why
Halabja was targeted by Iraqi forces. One reason was that the town was consid-
ered a major center of Kurdish resistance in the Kurds’ struggle for autonomy. Sec-
ond, in the final weeks of the Iran-Iraq War, Halabja had greeted advancing
Iranian troops warmly, thereby provoking the ire of Iraqi officials. The Halabja
chemical attack is infamous because during the attack the Iraqi authorities killed
an estimated 5,000 people, mostly women and children. The attack began when
government jets first bombarded the town with conventional weapons in order to
break protective windows and doors and to force townsfolk to shelter below ground,
before dropping a mixture of mustard gas and the nerve agents sarin, tabun, and
VX (and possibly cyanide) on the town. As the chemicals were heavier than air,
being forced below ground level meant that people were even more exposed to the
toxins than had they stayed above ground. As well as those townsfolk that died as
an immediate effect of the attack, around 12,000 townsfolk died later from cancer
and other illnesses resulting from exposure to the chemical attack. Even today, the
legacy of the attack continues for the chemical contamination resulting from it is
believed to have passed into the town’s soil and water supply, as well as the local
population’s gene pool. This means that since the chemical attack an abnormally
high number of local children have been born displaying genetic defects. The Hal-
abja chemical attack scarred the collective memory of Iraqi Kurds and increased
their determination to regain a degree of autonomy within a loose Iraqi federation.
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Meanwhile the two men directly responsible for the attack—Saddam Hussein and
Hussein’s cousin Ali Hassan al-Majid (who had been nicknamed Chemical Ali on
account of his ordering chemical attacks against the Kurds)—were hanged after
the downfall of Hussein’s regime, in 2006 and 2010, respectively.

Even though Kurdish autonomy had been granted in 1970, the Iraqi Kurdish
population had yet to enjoy increased freedom from political discrimination. This
situation began to change, however, in 1991 in the wake of the uprising against
Saddam Hussein that occurred after the conclusion of the Gulf War. The path to
this autonomy was convoluted and came at great cost to many Kurdish civilians
who were either killed or uprooted during the many ensuing periods of unrest. In
March 1991 following the expulsion of Iraqi troops from Kuwait, some members
of the Jash (Kurdish fighters who had cooperated with the Iraqi government)
defected to the side of the KDP and PUK in order to fight against Iraq. This upris-
ing was unsuccessful however, and U.S.-led forces refused to support the rebels.
As a result of the fighting some 1.5 million Kurds were forced to flee the land they
inhabited, but Turkey shut its border, meaning that many hundreds of thousands
of Kurds had to seek refuge in the mountains on the Irag-Turkey border. In the
meantime, Masoud Barzani (the leader of the KDP and son of Mustafa Barzani)
together with Jalal Talabani began negotiating with Saddam Hussein for the creation
of an autonomous Iraqi Kurdistan. That same year, after Iraq was beaten in the Gulf
War, Masoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani (elected interim Iraqi president in 2005)
fronted a Kurdish uprising seeking the creation of an autonomous Kurdish state.

Meanwhile Kurdish rebels managed to capture the Iraqi towns of Ranya, Sulai-
maniya, and Kirkuk, but Hussein retaliated swiftly and brutally by bombarding
Kirkuk, and in particular the town’s hospitals, with artillery fire. Geographically,
these towns were almost impossible to defend as they sat on flat terrain surrounded
by mountains. Eventually the Kurdish rebels and their families were able to flee
into the mountains, where they are said to have been targeted by Iraqi helicopters
and doused in flour as a reminder of the powder-like chemical weapons used by
the Iraqi authorities during the Anfal Campaign. The ferocity with which Iraqi
authorities suppressed the Kurdish uprising was such that a great deal of interna-
tional concern arose focused on the plight of the Kurdish refugees. For instance,
the United Nations Security Council Resolution 688 condemned the repression of
the Iraqi civilian population, most particularly in areas populated by the Kurds,
while also voicing concerns that Iraqi actions could endanger international peace
and security. The resolution demanded that humanitarian groups be allowed
access to Kurdish refugees and ultimately led to the creation of a safe haven within
Irag. Meanwhile the international coalition of the United States and its allies,
namely Britain and France, felt compelled to create a partial no-fly zone in the
north of Traq under the name of Operation Provide Comfort. This operation also
included the delivery of humanitarian aid and military protection to the Kurds by
a limited number of Allied ground force made up of members from the United
States, Britain, France, and Turkey.

The no-fly zone was an area of Iraqi airspace in which Iraqi aircraft were forbid-
den to fly. The policy was enforced by United States, British, and French air patrols
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and was established as a human-
itarian effort to protect Kurds in
northern Iraq and Shi’a Muslims
in the south. The zone was con-
troversial as it was not autho-
rized by the United Nations or
specifically sanctioned by a Secu-
rity Council resolution. Another
controversial issue surrounding
the creation of the no-fly zone
was that the no-fly zone did not
cover Sulaymaniyah, Kirkuk, and
several other areas with notable
Kurdish populations. Neverthe-
less, the no-fly zone did manage
to help and protect Kurds and
other groups against the Iraqi
military action that had driven
large numbers of people across
the borders into Turkey and Iran.
The no-fly zone also allowed
Kurdish leaders, together with
\ h ‘ ) © armed Peshmerga forces, to
A ‘ strengthen their hold in the
Kurdish refugees in the United Nations-administered north of Iraq in the wake of the
Makhmur refugee camp in Kurdistan, northern Iraq, withdrawal of Iraqi forces. Fierce
January 26, 2007. (Sadik Giilec/Dreamstime.com) battles between Iraqi forces and

Kurdish rebels continued despite
the no-fly zone, however, and, after an anxious and unstable balance of power was
reached, the Iraqi government withdrew its military and other personnel in full
from the region in October 1991. This withdrawal allowed for the formation of
Iraqi Kurdistan as an autonomous Kurdistan region that had its own flag and
national anthem. The new Iraqi Kurdistan was to be ruled by the two main Kurd-
ish parties; the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurd-
istan (PUK). Therefore, it could be argued that in the long run the no-fly zone did
ultimately allow the Iraqi Kurds to enjoy self-governance, for the KDP and PUK
agreed to a power-sharing deal. Tensions between the two parties soon arose,
however, leading to a four-year internal struggle beginning in 1994. The KDP and
PUK would later participate with the United States and its allies in the 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq that led to the downfall of Saddam Hussein, and both parties have
subsequently taken part in all national Kurdish governments formed since this
time. The two parties also formed a coalition government known as the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG). This government was established in 2005 to govern
the four Iraqi governorates of Dohuk, Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Halabja. In 2005,
the initial session of the Kurdish parliament was held in Erbil with Barzani made
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president of the autonomous region. In December that year, it became known that
a foreign company had started to drill for oil in the Kurdish north of Iraq, leading
Iraqi leaders to fear a breakaway Kurdish state might form. Such fears were
heightened when, in 2006, Barzani ordered the Iraqi national flag to be removed
from public buildings and replaced with the Kurdish flag.

The granting of a degree of Kurdish autonomy within Iraq did not guarantee
peace within the region, for there is a history of radical Islamic parties operating
within the area. For instance, Ansar al-Islam was a mainly Kurdish militant organ-
ization based in Iraqi Kurdistan that formed in 2001 following the mergers of
several Kurdish Islamist groups. From the start, Ansar al-Islam was closely linked
with Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda, something that came to international atten-
tion in 2003 when the Bush administration claimed that Ansar al-Islam was the
tie between the Hussein regime and Osama bin Laden. Although it has not been
established concretely, the Bush administration frequently referred to this connec-
tion as a reason for the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003.

Prior to 2003, Ansar al-Islam mainly targeted the PUK, which together with the
KDP controlled the KRG. Ansar al-Islam originated in, and was based within, the
PUK-controlled Iraqi Kurdistan and the differing philosophies of the two organ-
izations lead to conflict in 2002. While the PUK had a strongly secularist and
nationalistic ideology, Ansar al-Islam wished to create within Iraqi Kurdistan an
Islamic caliphate governed by the tenets of strict Sharia law. Soon after the U.S-led
invasion of Iraq in 2003, U.S. aerial bombardments combined with Peshmerga
ground attacks in Iraqi Kurdistan resulted in most Ansar al-Islam members being
killed or escaping to Iran from where they continued to operate.

Between 2003 and 2007, Ansar al-Islam targeted both Iraqi government troops
and coalition forces. One especially infamous Ansar al-Islam attack in Febru-
ary 2004 saw simultaneous suicide car bomb explode at PUK offices in Erbil, kill-
ing more than 100 civilians and injuring 130 others. Then in 2007-2008, Ansar
al-Islam cooperated with Al Qaeda in Iraq to attack U.S. and PUK troops. When
the United States withdrew from Iraq in 2011, Ansar al-Islam stayed active and
concentrated on attacking the Iraqi government and its associated security forces
in and around Mosul and Kirkuk. However, after the Syrian civil war began, Ansar
al-Islam began to operate in Syria too. Here Ansar al-Islam frequently fought along-
side other militant groups against Syrian government forces, the YPG, and Islamic
State, which had by then succeeded Al Qaeda in Iraq.

The relationship between Ansar al-Islam and Islamic State fluctuated between
one of close collaboration and one of hostility. While Ansar al-Islam supported
Islamic State’s desire to create an Islamic caliphate in the Middle East, it disap-
proved of the latter’s proclamation of itself as a state. Disagreements between the
two groups meant that they began to fight one another in both Iraq and Syria, and
at one point Ansar al-Islam declared war on Islamic State. Nonetheless, in 2014,
Ansar al-Islam pledged allegiance to Islamic State and the two organizations merged.

Meanwhile in mid-2013, so-called Islamic State began to attack repeatedly three
Kurdish enclaves that bordered land controlled by the group in northern Syria.
In June 2014, an offensive in Iraq saw Islamic State invade the city of Mosul,
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defeating Iraqi army divisions and seizing arms that were later transported to
Syria. Islamic State’s progress in Iraq drew Iraqi Kurds into the fight against the
jihadists with the government of the country’s autonomous Kurdistan region
sending Peshmerga forces into areas abandoned by the Iraqi army. For a while,
there were only minor battles between the Peshmerga and Islamic State. Then in
August 2014, Islamic State launched a shock offensive against the Kurdish forces
that saw the Peshmerga withdraw in a disorderly fashion. The rushed retreat
resulted in a number of towns inhabited by religious minorities falling to Islamic
State, most notably Sinjar, where Islamic State fighters killed or captured thou-
sands of members of a Kurdish religious community known as the Yezidis. Indeed,
by the time the battle for Sinjar concluded some 5,000 Yazidis had been slaugh-
tered, 300,000 Yezidis had been forced to flee, and 7,000 Yezidi girls and women
had been kidnapped and taken as sex slaves by Islamic State. Worried by the
advance of Islamic State and the possibility of genocide being committed against
the Yezidis of Sinjar, the United States led an international coalition that both
launched air strikes in northern Iraq and sent military consultants to assist the
Peshmerga. The YPG, together with the Kurdistan Workers™ Party (or Partiya
Karkeren Kurdistane, PKK) that had been active in Turkey previously, also came
to the aid of the Yezidis. Although the Peshmerga and their allies eventually
stopped the advance of Islamic State into land held by Iraqi Kurds, this did not
prevent Islamic State attempting to capture Kurdish areas of Syria.

Kurds in Syria

Today, Kurds make up between 7 and 10 percent of the Syrian population. Kurds
have been repressed in Syria for a long time and for many years have been denied
many basic rights. Moreover since the 1960s around 300,000 Syrian Kurds have
been denied citizenship, and Kurdish land has been commandeered and reallo-
cated to Arabs in an attempt to both lessen the impact of the Kurds in traditionally
Kurdish regions of the country and to make these areas seem less Kurdish. Syrian
authorities have also suppressed Kurdish demands for greater autonomy by pre-
venting protests and detaining Kurdish political leaders.

Prior to the ongoing Syrian civil war and the revolution against President Bashar
al-Assad that began in 2011, most Syrian Kurds lived in three unconnected areas
around Kobane, the northwestern town of Efrin, and the northeastern city of
Qamishli as well as the country’s capital city, Damascus and the city of Aleppo.
For the first two years of the conflict in Syria the Kurdish enclaves remained fairly
untouched because the main Kurdish parties stayed neutral with regard to the con-
flict and did not speak out about the revolution publicly. In mid-2012, Syrian
government forces left certain areas of Syria in order to concentrate on fighting the
opposition leading to Kurdish groups taking control of the areas that the govern-
ment forces had vacated. The left-wing Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat (PYD, or Demo-
cratic Union Party) soon established itself as the prevailing Kurdish force. The
growing influence of the PYD and ideological proximity to the PKK strained relations
between the PYD and smaller Kurdish parties that went on to form the Kurdistan
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National Council (KNC). In July 2012, the two main political alliances in Rojava
(the de facto autonomous region originating in and comprising the three self-
governing cantons of northern Syria: Efrin Canton, Kobani Canton, and Cizire
Canton that has Qamishli as its administrative center), namely the PYD and the
Kurdish National Council (KNC), established the Kurdish Supreme Committee
(KSC) as the supreme governing body of Rojava, and a committee was selected to
write an interim constitution. The PYD together with its armed wing, the YPG, soon
became the prevailing force and, in November 2013, declared a self-administration
in the Kurdish region of Syria that strove to establish a political framework that
included many Syrian Kurdish political parties. In January 2014, the PYD agreed
to create a coalition government with the KNC, and these parties joined together
to announce the formation of a Kurdish-led democratic autonomous government
that had branches based in the three Kurdish enclaves of Syria. The PYD and
KNC emphasized that they did not wish to win independence from Syria but
rather to create a localized democratic administration within a federal structure.
The co-chair of the PYD, Salih Muslim, has maintained that any political agree-
ment intended to end the conflict in Syria will have to contain guarantees of
Kurdish rights and acknowledgment of Kurdish autonomy. Furthermore, Muslim
has stressed that President Assad must not stay in power during any government
transition. At the same time, however, Muslim has had to deny that the PYD is
associated with the Syrian government, though it is known that the YPG has
attacked some rebel groups and avoided fighting with the Syrian army.

The conflict in Syria has affected the way in which Kurds have been treated in
Turkey and influenced the chances for the creation of a Turkish Kurdish state. For
instance in September 2014, Islamic State launched an assault on the territory
around the Syrian town of Kobani, which lies just south of the Syrian-Turkish bor-
der and that had been under control of the YPG since 2012. The attack by Islamic
State forced tens of thousands of Kurds to flee across the border into neighboring
Turkey. Turkish authorities refused to intervene by attacking Islamic State, how-
ever, and would not permit Turkish Kurds to travel into Syrian Kurdish land to
help defend the town. This refusal to help the Syrian Kurds led to protests by Turk-
ish Kurds so eventually the Turkish government partially conceded and allowed
Iraqi Peshmerga fighters to join the battle for Kobani in the wake of U.S.-led air
strikes against the Islamic State advance forces. In early 2015, Kurdish forces recap-
tured Kobane though by this time, more than 1,600 people had died and more
than 3,200 buildings had been destroyed in the town.

Since the battle for Kobani, Kurdish forces, in conjunction with U.S.-led coali-
tion air strikes, have inflicted a number of defeats on Islamic State forces in northern
Syria. Kurdish forces have gained control over a 250-mile stretch of connecting
territory along the Turkish border and have advanced to within 30 miles of the
Islamic State stronghold in the northern Syrian city of Raqqa. Indeed, under the
name of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the YPG and their Arab partners
have become a main ally of the U.S.-led coalition and are considered by the coali-
tion to be one of the few efficient allies fighting against Islamic State on the
ground in Syria.
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Kurds in Turkey

In the meantime, long-term hostility still exists between the Turkish authorities
and Turkish Kurds because for many decades the Turkish authorities have treated
the Kurds harshly. Today, Kurdish people make up around 20% of Turkey’s popu-
lation as a whole. Many Kurdish people opposed the historic amalgamation into
Turkey of eastern Anatolia, a region inhabited by Kurds. This incorporation of east-
ern Anatolia into Turkey and the ensuing ill feeling has resulted in a lengthy battle
for independence that has seen many thousands of people die. The region has wit-
nessed many large-scale Kurdish rebellions such as the Kocgiri rebellion of 1920
as well as successive waves of insurgency against the Turkish state—these rebel-
lions include the Sheikh Said rebellion of 1924, the Republic of Ararat of 1927, and
the Dersim rebellion in 1937. This last rebellion was quashed ruthlessly by the
Turkish authorities at the time and resulted in the deaths and displacement of
thousands of Kurds, something for which Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan apologized in November 2011.

In response to unrest in the 1920s and 1930s, the Turkish authorities cracked
down heavily on everyday Kurdish life in an apparent attempt to deny the exis-
tence of Kurds. For example, many Kurds were resettled, Kurdish names and eth-
nic dress were banned, and the use of the Kurdish language in public and private
life was banned in 1983 meaning that people who spoke, wrote, or sang in Kurd-
ish risked imprisonment. In 1991, meanwhile the very reality of Kurdish ethnic
identity was refuted, with Kurds designated Mountain Turks by the Turkish author-
ities. Moreover, the Turkish authorities prohibited the use of the words “Kurds,”
“Kurdistan,” and “Kurdish.” Then through the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Turk-
ish government banned political groups representing Kurdish interests, including
the search for an independent or autonomous Kurdish state. Until 2002, it was also
prohibited for broadcasts to be made in Kurdish, and it was only as recently as 2003
that Kurdish parents were allowed to give their children Kurdish names. However,
these names could not include the letters W, X, or Q because whereas these letters
exist in the Kurdish alphabet, they do not appear in the Turkish alphabet.

Despite the harshness with which Turkish authorities have cracked down on
Kurdish insurgency, there have long been calls for an independent Kurdish state
within Turkey. For instance in 1978, those seeking Kurdish self-governance and
self-determination within Turkey formed the PKK militant separatist group. Six
years later, the PKK started an armed insurgency with this aim in mind. Since then,
many thousands of Kurds have been killed in the struggles between Turkish author-
ities and the PKK, with hundreds of thousands of Kurds being displaced. In 1983,
Kurdish provinces within Turkey were placed under martial law. The imposition
of martial rule by the Turkish government was a reaction to the activities of the
PKK. Soon after, a guerrilla war began that lasted throughout the 1980s and 1990s
with the PKK being led by Abdullah Ocalan, commonly referred to as Apo (mean-
ing uncle in Kurdish), a man regarded as hero by many Kurds but as an enemy of
the state by Turkish authorities. Ocalan had helped found the PKK in 1979 with
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Abdullah Ocalan, one of the founders and first leader of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
in a photo from 1992. (Ramzi Haidar/AFP/Getty Images)

the aim of establishing an independent Kurdish state achieved through war against
the Turkish regime. In 1979, Ocalan fled to Syria, where he remained until 1998,
when the Syrian government expelled him in the face of threats from Turkey.
The Kurdish-Turkish conflict saw many Kurds evacuated from the Turkish coun-
tryside and hundreds of Kurdish-inhabited villages demolished or set on fire. Sup-
plies of food were also restricted in areas inhabited by the Kurds. In all, in excess of
20,000 Kurds were killed in the fighting while hundreds of thousands more had
to leave their homes. In the 1990s, the PKK withdrew its demands for Kurdish self-
governance and instead called for greater Kurdish cultural and political indepen-
dence while still continuing to fight for autonomy. In 1999, Ocalan was arrested
in Kenya by agents of the Turkish National Intelligence Agency. Subsequently,
Ocalan was sent back to Turkey where he was sentenced to death. This sentence
led to riots and Kurdish demonstrations in Turkey and across Europe. Ocalan
appealed the death sentence and announced a ceasefire that ordered all PKK forces
to leave Turkey. This was followed in 2002 by the PKK’s agreement to follow a
peaceful political program. That same year Turkey commuted Ocalan’s death sen-
tence to life imprisonment because Turkey had abolished the death penalty in
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order to comply with the requirements of the European Union. In 2003, the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights ruled that Ocalan’s 1999 trial was unfair since his
defense had been restricted inappropriately. Turkey’s appeal against the ruling failed
but Turkey refused to conduct the recommended retrial.

In 2004, the PKK halted its ceasefire and resumed attacks. Covert peace talks
between PKK leaders and Turkish officials commenced in 2009, but these failed
in 2011, and in 2012, the Turkish prime minister, Erdogan, announced that Turk-
ish authorities had begun negotiations with Ocalan. A year later, Ocalan called for
another ceasefire, leading PKK forces to withdraw from Turkey. Despite this accord,
fighting between the Turkish authorities and the PKK continued and the ceasefire
collapsed again in July 2015. The end of the peace came just days after a suicide
bombing occurred in the predominantly Kurdish town of Suruc, close to the Syr-
ian border. The bombing killed 33 Kurdish activists and was blamed on Islamic
State. The PKK responded to this bombing by attacking Turkish soldiers and police.
This in turn led the Turkish government to lash out against both the PKK and
Islamic State. Since 2015, hundreds of Kurds have been killed in clashes in south-
eastern Turkey and by air strikes on PKK bases in northern Iraq. In July 2015, Tur-
key joined the U.S.-led military alliance against Islamic State but did so only on
condition that the air strikes against Islamic State be accompanied by maneuvers
against Kurdish PKK militants stationed in northern Iraq. The Turkish government
also began a bombing campaign against the PKK in this area of Iraq. This was the
first time that Turkey had attacked the Kurds since agreeing to a ceasefire with the
Kurds in 2013. In response to these attacks in August 2015, the leaders of Iraqi
Kurdistan urged the Turkish authorities to exercise restraint while calling on the
PKK to relocate its bases away from populated areas so that the danger to civilian
areas was lessened.

The Turkish government also blamed the YPG for a suicide bombing in the Turk-
ish capital Ankara in February 2016. The bombing resulted in the death of dozens
of people, and in response, Turkish troops attacked YPG sites in northwestern Syria
to prevent the YPG from seizing the town of Azaz. In the eyes of the Turkish gov-
ernment the YPG and the left-wing Syrian Kurdish Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat (PYD,
or Democratic Union Party) are affiliated with the PKK, as the groups share the
PKK’s goal of gaining Kurdish independence through conflict and as a result are
all regarded as terrorist organizations by the Turkish government. Nevertheless,
the rise of Islamic State has changed the relationship between Turkey and Kurdis-
tan somewhat. For instance, when Islamic State took the Iraqi city of Mosul, the
Turkish authorities realized that Kurdistan presented a useful buffer between Tur-
key and Islamic State.

Political turmoil in the Middle East and the spread of Islamic State have led to
thousands of Kurds leaving their homes in many areas of Kurdistan. The spread
of Islamic State has weakened the country of Iraq, thereby presenting the Kurds
with a chance to develop their independence and in turn declare an independent
Kurdish state. To this end in June 2014, a spokesman for the Turkish government
indicated that Turkey might be ready to accept an independent Kurdistan located
in northern Iraq.
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The Kurdish Future

The fighting in Syria has resulted in tens of thousands of refugees fleeing into Iraqi
Kurdistan. However, in areas of northern and western Iraq that have seen Kurdish
minority populations flee ahead of Islamic State, Kurds have now returned in
greater numbers than lived there previously. Kurds have entered these areas and
seized properties, destroyed buildings, and appropriated farmland previously
owned by Iraqi Arabs. Indeed, since 2014, the Kurds have increased the size of
their region in Iraq by about 40 percent by laying claim to newly vacant land that
was not attributed to them previously. In this way, the Kurdish map is changing
across Iraq and in Syria. Kurds argue that taking this land is merely a case of
redressing past wrongs perpetrated by successive Iraqi leaders, most especially Sad-
dam Hussein. The Kurds also see the amalgamation of their land as a vital step to
gaining the independent state that they have desired ever since the demise of the
Ottoman Empire. Other people, including members of the Iraqi government, argue
that the Kurds are inflicting new injustices while also setting up the bases of future
conflict. The increasing influence of the Iraqi Kurds is also making neighboring
states nervous, as these countries fear that their own Kurdish minority populations
may rise up and join the Iraqi Kurds.

The emergence of Islamic State is having a profound effect on the Kurds and
their hopes of creating an independent Kurdish state in the future. While the advent
of Islamic State has cleared the way for Kurds to capture land that was not previ-
ously Kurdish owned, the coming of the jihadi group has also renewed old Kurd-
ish anxieties surrounding the loss of Kurdish territory. For instance, Masoud
Barzani has said that many Iraqi Arabs are using Islamic State to reinforce their
own territorial claims while also taking advantage of the rise of Islamic State to
reclaim disputed areas.

In 2016, Masoud Barzani repeated the call for a Kurdish referendum. However,
Barzani emphasized that the referendum would not be binding but rather would
only allow Kurdish leaders to carry out the will of the people when the time and
conditions were suitable. The immediate undertakings facing the Iraqi Kurdish
government are great for they include reconstructing shattered infrastructure, form-
ing a cohesive administration, and absorbing the many hundreds of thousands of
displaced people and refugees that have been forced from their home after years
of war. In Iraq, for the most part, Iraqi Kurdistan escaped the deprivations of the
final years of Saddam Hussein's rule and the chaos that ensued after Hussein
was deposed in 2003. Since Iraqi Kurdistan mostly survived intact after this
period of turmoil, it has been able to build a parliamentary authority accompanied
by a growing economy. Elsewhere major problems still face the Kurds, however.
For example, Kurdistan is bordered by countries such as Iran and Turkey that
are generally unsympathetic to Kurdish ambitions, and by other nations, par-
ticularly Syria and non-Kurdish Iraq, which are close to almost total collapse.
Kurdistan is also in dispute with the Iraqi authorities over a number of territories,
most notably the historic city of Kirkuk. The two sides have yet to reach an agree-
ment over Kirkuk, but in 2014, when Kirkuk was in danger of falling to Islamic
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State, Peshmerga forces anticipated Islamic State’s attack by capturing Kirkuk
themselves.

Anxieties in Kurdistan have been increasing recently as Iraqi forces, Kurds, and
the Iranian-backed Shi’ite militia have formed an uneasy alliance with the aim of
driving out Islamic State. The members of this alliance share a common enemy,
but they have little else in common. For instance, there are ideological differences
between the KDP and PKK for whereas the KDP is pro-capitalist, in favor of closer
ties between the Kurds and the West, and aligned to Turkey, the PKK holds to a
Marxist ideology and has ties to Syria’s Assad regime. Furthermore, recent devel-
opments have resulted in the two Kurdish factions becoming increasingly distrust-
ful of each other. On the one hand, the PKK fears that the KDP may help Turkey
attack its strongholds in northern Iraq, while the KDP feels increasingly surrounded
by PKK fighters now that the PKK has become established in Sinjar. In 2014 when
the KDP lost Sinjar to Islamic State, the PKK (together with the PYD) opened a cor-
ridor enabling townsfolk to escape. Ultimately, the KDP regained Sinjar but the
PKK did not vacate the town. Instead, the PKK established the Sinjar Resistance
Units, a local Yazidi force. In 2015, this force registered with the Iraqi government,
meaning it could receive funding from Iraqi authorities. The situation in Sinjar,
together with other factors such as the influence of anti-KDP Iran in Sulaymani-
yah, is complicating the KDP-PKK rivalry and the groups’ mutual desire to head
the broader Kurdish nationalist movement.

Observers suggest that the KRG will soon face the consequences of failing to
invest in democratic institutions and for governing in a manner that is not trans-
parent. At the same time the PKK’s presence in the KRG, which seems to be endorsed
by Iran, is adding to the unease in the region. Some commentators fear that Iraqi
Kurds are about to lose an opportunity for greater autonomy as a result of hostile
politics, failed bureaucracy, and the seemingly subversive intervention of neigh-
boring states. With a background of such uncertainty, it seems that only time will
tell as to whether peace can be achieved in the Kurdish region and whether this
peace will run parallel with the establishing of an independent state of Kurdistan.

Victoria Williams
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Social Organization and Family Life

For a long time the term “Kurds” has been used to describe tribespeople who
spoke the Kurdish language. This tribal image indicated a society based on kin-
ship ideology (McDowall, 1992: 13). Tribal structures have been central in the
social and political organization of Kurdish society, and related to that bride price,
arranged and religious marriages, and polygyny are relatively widespread. How-
ever, tribalism should not be essentialized, leaning on Orientalist, nationalist, or
modernist presentations of Kurdish society. Such representations function to
depict Kurds as the “Other,” which has yet to be socialized, modernized, and
assimilated into the modern, democratic, and developed world. A more balanced
perspective is needed that pays attention both to the diversity and recent develop-
ments within Kurdish societies in which tribes often play a marginal role, as well
as on the continuing influence of tribal structures in specific situations and areas,
where they are perceived as one of the reasons for prevailing gender and power
inequalities.

Tribes

Tribes have played, and to some extent still play, an important role in the Kurdish
society (van Bruinessen, 1992; Yal¢in-Heckmann, 1991). A Kurdish tribe may con-
sist of several hundred to tens of thousands of families, subdivided into segments
or clans. The subunits are (ideally) endogamous patrilineal decent groups. The
social structure of the tribe was fluctuating, and the organization was based on a
real or fictive idea of kinship and a common ancestor. The smaller tribes could con-
stitute real descent groups with only a few external incorporated members. Larger
tribes were hierarchically organized and emerged out of a conglomerate of a lead-
ing lineage, commoner clans, client lineages, and tributary nontribal peasantry. The
shared descent of its members was assumed but has been hard to trace in reality
(Yalcin-Heckmann, 1991). Tribes were socially and ideationally constructed and
could grow and increase in numbers under the leadership of a strong chieftain,
but also disappear and re-emerge.
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Tribes

Part of the social framework in Kurdistan are tribal groups. The concept of common
ancestry and supporting each other based on a construct of cohesion is common
among the Kurds. In fact, throughout history, Kurdish tribal groups have been
important actors. The leadership in tribes is in the hands of sheikhs, aghas, or mul-
lahs, who inherit this position. Kurdish tribes live and work together, but they also
often share the same religion. Larger confederations of tribes, however, may include
branches from other religions such as Christians or Yezidis. Kurdish tribes offer a
network of mutual support and protection, and they operate in a transnational
context.

Tribes were also known to possess a strong sense of territorial identity (McDowall,
1992). Territories were linked to settled villages and pastures, but could expand
to also include the lands of subject peasant villages and any land where tribal
leaders were charged by the government to maintain order and collect taxes. The
territorial aspect is also manifested in the fact that regions were named after the
tribe inhabiting it (van Bruinessen, 1992). Nomadic tribes furthermore insisted on
the basic right of passage for seasonal migration, something which brought tribes in
frequent conflict with states, especially when tribes had to cross national borders
during this passage.

Territory and the people had to be defended against both state intrusion and
rival tribes. Self-defense and mutual aid within the tribal community were there-
fore important functions—which also competed with the influence of centralized
governments. During conflicts within the tribe, especially in the cases of blood
feuds, the segmentary structure became clearly visible. Closest relatives joined
forces against more distant relatives, one segment fought against another segment,
and so forth (van Bruinessen, 2002).

Leadership within a tribe was based on a hereditary system within the agha (also
called aghawat) or sheikh family. Agha is the common term for a tribal leader who
has been appointed from within the tribe. The ideal agha is described in van Bru-
inessen: “He should be a ‘man’ in the full meaning of the word: strong, courageous,
just and generous, a good strategist and a wise judge, and nowadays it is also impor-
tant that he know how to deal with ‘government people™ (1992: 79). Sheikhs were
religious leaders, who came as outsiders and often managed to mobilize and unite
several tribes against the states. Successful sheiks, like the Barzanis or the Sayyids
of Nihri, were able to mobilize several kinship groups unrelated to each other but
embracing group solidarity. Although sheikhs had a religious background, mem-
bers of a tribe or confederation led by the sheikh did not necessarily share the same
religion or belong to the same religious sect (McDowall, 1992).

It has been argued that in addition to mediating conflicts and managing con-
tact with the outer world, leading during conflicts and waging war actually were
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among the most important tasks of tribal leaders (van Bruinessen, 1992). As no
clear rules exist as to who should be made leader, it was through their ability
and cunningness in warfare that leaders reaffirmed their leadership, united their
tribe, and enlarged the scope of both. The aghas could further consolidate their
position, as state officials accepted them as negotiators and mediators between the
state and the tribe (van Bruinessen, 1992; McDowall, 1992). Through their for-
tune and position as mediators with the state aghas could further expand their
territory, increasing the number of followers and their influence. While smaller
tribal units tended to be egalitarian, larger tribes showed a distinct social hierar-
chy, in which often several leading families competed for control over the clans that
together made up a tribe.

In this competition, which may turn quite violent, rival chieftains of a tribe com-
monly conclude political alliances with significant outsiders, such as neighbouring
tribes or officials of one of the relevant states. An ambitious social climber wishing
to establish himself as a paramount chieftain will not shy from having his armed
retinue raid villages of his own tribe in order to terrorize them into obedience. It is
not uncommon to find within a single tribe one chieftain who co-operates closely
with the state and a rival who is a “bandit”, a rebel or a collaborator with a neighbor
state. (van Bruinessen, 1999)

Van Bruinessen has argued that the specific tribal formations which have existed
in Kurdish society have been the products of the interaction with the different
nation-states in which the Kurds are living. Furthermore, as McDowall has pointed
out, the actual form of the tribal group also depended on the personality of its lead-
ers, economic or kin relations with tribal or nontribal neighbors, and the respec-
tive nation-states within which they acted (McDowall, 1992: 13). Because of these
interactions, there are major differences today in each country regarding the roles
tribes play in the social and political formation of Kurdish society. Some of the
tribal formations in Turkey, Iraq, and Syria will be subsequently discussed.

Tribes in Turkey

Describing the tribal structure, at least in Turkey, is no mere practice in anthropo-
logical kinship terms, but a highly political endeavor, which for the most part has
been avoided by Kurdish scholars. The few anthropological publications on Kurd-
ish tribes in Turkey have been written before or during the war between the Kurd-
istan Workers Party (PKK) and the Turkish state forces (Besikci, 1992 [1969]; van
Bruinessen, 1992; Yal¢in-Heckmann, 1991). Although taking into account the
emergence of the village guard system, these publications have only to a very limited
extent considered the political and social changes brought by the war. Furthermore,
all of these studies have focused on the southern provinces, predominantly the
Hakkari province, which is described as the province most dominated by tribes
(van Bruinessen, 2002). Generalizing from these temporal and geographically lim-
ited studies on the entire Kurdish population is, of course, problematic.



SOCIAL ORGANIZATION AND FAMILY LIFE

There is no doubt that tribal organization has been important both in the social
organization and in political terms throughout the centuries. However, describing
today’s Kurdish society as tribal or arguing for a process of retribalization through
the war (van Bruinessen, 1999) is highly problematic. Although it is widely acknowl-
edged that political parties have tried to win over tribal leaders and their followers
throughout the establishment of the multiparty system in Turkey (McDowall, 1992),
tribal structures have today far less influence on voting patterns. This is especially
true for voting patterns among the pro-Kurdish parties. Few pro-Kurdish tribal
leaders who have the economic and political resources to mobilize their fellow kins-
men have remained in the region. Furthermore, the economic incentive of voting
for the pro-Kurdish party was negative—as the pro-Kurdish parties were poor and
the districts where the pro-Kurdish party had won local elections could expect eco-
nomic reprisals by the state. Many pro-Kurdish politicians, most notably Leyla
Zana, did not come from the tribal elite. Those pro-Kurdish politicians in eastern
Turkey who did have a tribal background were said to have gained political prestige
and legitimacy in spite of this background, because of their continuous defiance of
state repercussions and prosecutions. Pro-Kurdish parties were based on other than
kinship loyalties. Jobs at the municipality were rather distributed among political
activists and relatives of political prisoners and guerrilla fighters in need of finan-
cial support.

Tribal animosities and conflicts between families or clans soon spilled over into
the conflict between the PKK and the Turkish state forces. The PKK had a strong
antitribal ideology. Its first armed attacks were therefore also directed against
powerful tribes in the southeast of Turkey. However, the PKK soon engaged in alli-
ances with “patriotic” tribes, whose rivals often had little choice but to become
“traitors” and collaborate with the Turkish army (van Bruinessen, 1999).

Shortly after the beginning of the armed conflict, the Turkish state exploited
existing tribal animosities between the local groups in order to fight and weaken
the PKK and formed a Kurdish militia, the “village guards,” or koy koruculari. The
village guards were only loosely integrated into the structure of the armed forces
and commanded by their own chieftain who was given weapons and salaries
for his followers. In return, the village guards were and still are expected or forced
to take part in the annual “spring operations,” where the mountains are searched
for guerrillas. Not all village guards took up arms voluntarily. Especially in
areas that were regarded as strongholds of the guerrilla and the PKK, villages
could choose between becoming village guards or having their village and land
destroyed.

Tribes in Iraq

Tribal organization has played and still plays a central role in the consolidation of
Iraqi Kurdistan. It was through tribes, and here especially under the leadership of
the Barzani tribe, that the Kurdish nationalist struggle against the Iraqi state was
mobilized. Like in Turkey, the central Iraqi government tried to control the Kurd-
ish revolt by integrating some Kurdish tribes into the army command structure as
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irregular cavalry regiments (al-Fursan). These tribes were offered arms and pay.
However, “their participation in the conflict continued to depend more on the
dynamics of their own relations with the Barzanis than on policy decisions by the
central government” (van Bruinessen, 2002). On the other hand, it has been argued
that the Barzani confederation developed according to the following principle: a
weaker central government led to a strong confederation and the development of
a secondary state, whereas a stronger central government weakened and dimin-
ished the confederation of states. What has become clear in the Iraqi Kurdish his-
tory was the importance of alliances, not only with other tribes, but even more so
with other countries.

By the mid-1960s, Mulla Mustafa Barzani had managed to unite most tribes
in northern Iraq. With the support of the Iranian government, he established a
rudimentary Kurdish administration in the de facto autonomy of northern Iraq
(Wimmer, 1997) which lasted until 1975. By then the Iranian government and the
Iraqi government had settled their border conflict and signed the Algiers Agree-
ment. The Iranian state withdrew its support for the Kurds, which again led to the
strengthening of the Iraqi central government. During the Iran-Iraq war, Mulla
Mustafa’s sons Masoud and Idris managed again to unite several tribes and, again
with Iranian support, to bring several border areas under their control. The govern-
ment, on the other hand, incorporated a considerable part of the Kurdish population
in the Fursan regiments, which was considered a substitute for military service.
The militia commanders, the mustashar, received arms and pay for their men
and were allowed some autonomy, not least in their (violent) interactions with
rival villages or tribes. This led to the strengthening of the tribes and their lead-
ers. With the end of the Iran-Iraq War in 1988, the Kurdish autonomous dream
collapsed, and the Iraqi government started a systematic destruction of Kurd-
ish villages and the deportation and relocation of Kurdish tribes. Tens of thou-
sands of Kurds, especially those who were involved in the nationalist fights, fled
to Iran.

This systematic repression accelerated the establishment of a common Kurdish
identity, which slowly replaced tribal identities and loyalties (Wimmer, 1997). The
Barzani confederation had become the face of the Kurdish nationalist struggle and
merged in the early 1990s into one of the two dominating political parties, the KDP,
which Barzani had co-founded in 1946. The other party was the PUK, which had
been founded in 1975 by urban leftist intellectuals and also established its own
Peshmerga army. According to Wimmer (1997), the Kurdish uprising of March 1991
was, however, not led by these political parties, but was dominated by the mus-
tashar. McDowall (1992) does not mention the mustashar’s important role, but
reports that the political parties had not expected the rebellion which “came from
the people themselves.” Only gradually could the political parties take over lead-
ership. Be that as it may, Wimmer’s description of the Kurdish political parties in
the mid-1990s as tribal confederacies might perhaps have been an exaggeration;
however, it showed “an appreciation of the prominent role that the large tribes have
come to play in Iraqi Kurdistan” (van Bruinessen, 1992: 7).
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Tribes in Syria

Within the Syrian territory, tribal relations played a much less dominating role
in the Kurdish areas. In some regions, such as the Afrin Region, tribal animosi-
ties ended in 1850. The region remained relatively peaceful thereafter and was
incorporated into the French mandated, territory between 1918 and 1920 without
much difficulty for the French (Allsopp, 2015). In other areas, such as the Cezire
region, inner-tribal conflict dominated local politics and the area came under
French control only in 1930.

The French mandate had initially little impact on Kurdish social structures or
on Kurdish politics. In order to secure the northern border of Syria, the French
had approached the Kurdish landowners and tribal leaders about collaborating with
them. Some tribes sided with the French, others aligned with the emerging Syrian
nationalist movement against the French, and others again allied with Turkey,
which offered arms and money in exchange for support against the French. Tribes
thus apparently took advantage of inner-state conflict and allied with either Tur-
key or the French to advance their own position within local Kurdish politics.

According to Allsopp (2015) this did not contribute to the strengthening of the
tribal system. On the contrary, she refers to the tribal system in decline due to land
reforms, modernization, and economic development: in Afrin, leadership in the
Kurdish society was taken over by the landowning elite, the aghas (see also Lescot,
1988 [1940]. The importance of tribal membership was increasingly replaced by
attachment to land and allegiance to the landowning elite. The latter assumed
social, economic, and political leadership in the Kurdish regions until land reforms
ended their hold on power in the 1950s and 1960s. In Cezire, tribal relations were
far stronger than in Afrin, and tribal leaders continued to hold on to military power
during the mandate years. Through the acquisition of land and control over key
positions in the local administration, some tribal leaders managed to consolidate
their power. Land reforms and resettlement of Arabs in the Kurdish region finally
put an end to the tribal leader’s power. In the third Kurdish region, in Kobani, the
PKK was central in weakening tribal relations.

Nontribal Kurds

It is important to note that not all Kurds had been organized tribally, and there
have always existed nontribal Kurds. According to McDowall (1992) some had con-
verted to Islam from other religions. Others had been of tribal origin, but had
become sedentary and lost the value of tribal membership. Their kin-based organ-
ization does not go beyond lineages and has no political significance. This process
of gradual sedentarization during the first half of the 20th century and later urban-
ization apparently happened both in Iran and among the Kurds in Syria. Van
Bruinessen (1992) has mentioned that nontribal Kurds in some areas formed the
overwhelming majority of the population. In spite of this, these Kurds were until
recently subjected politically and/or economically to Kurdish tribes. They do not
own land but are sharecroppers or work as landless agricultural laborers. Their
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relation may be described as quasi-feudal, and the situation of such dependent non-
tribal Kurds has been compared with the serfs of medieval Europe (van Bruinessen,
1992). It was thus also the tribal chief’s responsibility to take revenge on their
behalf.

A slightly different form of nontribalism has been observed in the northeastern
part of Turkish Kurdistan. There Kurds refer to their patrilineage or clan when they
talk about their kinship network. They thus describe kinship relations up to approx-
imately four generations, including consanguine and affinal kin. Tribes, under-
stood as the politico-ideological community that shared land and resources, do not
matter anymore, and the era of the aghas has vanished. This is especially the case
in areas where former leading tribal families have been exiled and their bonds to
their native land have weakened. In these areas, the social and political power of
the remaining local tribes has also radically declined during the more than 30 years
of PKK presence. Those tribal leaders who had allied with the state had left due to
the PKK pressure and harassment and established a living in Europe or western
Turkey. Some village guards who had gained considerable power were left in the
regions, which they also used in conflicts with neighboring villagers. Unlike the
village guard commanders of the southeast, who had several hundred guards under
their command, the influence and authority of village guard commanders in the
northeast were limited to his own village. The tribal leaders and landowners who
had supported the Kurdish nationalist movement often lost all their belongings dur-
ing the war. Their lands in the countryside were burned down, their pastures turned
into military areas, and their belongings in town seized by the state.

Kinship

As we have seen, tribal organization has changed considerably over the last century.
Although tribal leaders and the semi-feudal system they represented belonged to
the past, certain values and practices traditionally linked to the tribal system still
exist. The task of providing resources and mediating conflicts was an obligation
aghas had toward their followers. This obligation has been taken over by pro-
Kurdish politicians. In communities dominated by the current pro-Kurdish party,
it is often the mayor or some other high-ranking pro-Kurdish politician who
assumed the role of the mediator in family conflicts and blood feuds. The under-
lying rationale is that “as long as a family is split, at least one part will ally with
the state.” Pro-Kurdish activists therefore often accused other state officials of ignor-
ing or even supporting blood feuds in order to secure support for the state within
a predominantly Kurdish area. The party and pro-Kurdish municipalities on the
other hand have been very keen in solving interfamilial conflicts. Successful medi-
ations and the hosting of the reconciliation meal brought prestige for the mediator
and thus supporters. It was thus very likely that the reconciled parties in future
elections would consent to give their votes to the pro-Kurdish party. In similar
ways, patron-client relations still exist. Today’s patrons are either party officials
or the rich businessmen mostly living in Europe. These businessmen have
mainly become rich through the (illegal and legal) cross-border trade with the
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neighboring countries. They have become the new patrons who are asked to
invest in and sponsor local projects.

Even though much of the tribal system has been replaced by political parties
that are not necessarily based on kinship ties, kinship remains an important part
of social life and serves as an alternative reservoir of security, mobilization, and
resistance (Belge, 2011). References to one’s kin group are used in order to situate
oneself and others in the social landscape and to search for common relatives. It
is not uncommon for two strangers after the introduction to spend the next five or
ten minutes finding common ground and establishing a relation based on kinship.
That relation might be a distant one—for example, through one’s grandfather’s
brother or the exchange of brides between two lineages. But even such distant
family ties create a sense of belonging and establish a closer relationship between
the two.

Due to the absence of a well-functioning healthcare system, lack of social wel-
fare, and little trust in state institutions, kinship networks are central in providing
social and economic assistance in times of need. When kin groups refuse to sup-
port each other and the person in need has no other social or political networks to
rely on, people end up in extremely precarious situations. Weiss described several
cases of women, who, for different reasons, had been abandoned by their closest
kin. They lived for years in extreme poverty. One had been homeless for more than
10 years, whereas another woman forced her daughter into marriage in order to
pay off her debts with the bride price (Weiss, 2012).

As the trust in state institutions and the police had been severely shattered dur-
ing the different wars that took place in the Kurdish territory, people also relied
often on their kin group to solve conflicts. Having the support of a strong kin group
was definitely an asset. Kinship ties may also be mobilized in relation to the con-
flict with the state. For example, people with informal or formal ties to state offi-
cials could draw on these relations in order to protect their relatives from state
prosecution. Such practices seem to be widespread. Belge (2011) relates an exam-
ple from Turkey, in which

a former urban guerrilla member said, that when she was about to receive a heavy
jail sentence for aiding the PKK, one of her nineteen siblings, who was serving in
the Turkish military, saw to it that her court file disappeared. The brother in the army
had been highly resentful of the nationalist activities of some of his family members
and accused them of blocking his promotion in the army. He did, however, move
the necessary levers when his sister was about to receive a jail sentence. (2011: 109)

Family Life

Traditionally, Kurdish family life was organized around the patrilineal family and
consisted of a senior couple; their married and unmarried sons; and their unmar-
ried, divorced, and widowed daughters. Orphans of male members of the family
could also be part of the household. In general, authority and position within the
family were based on gender and age. Most commonly, the male head of the
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A Kurdish family enjoys a picnic in the mountains near Qaladiza, Iraqi Kurdistan, 2014.
(Muhammad Khidir Wisoo/Dreamstime.com)

household had authority over all other female and male family members. He con-
trolled the financial resources and the physical movement of the other family mem-
bers. Upon the death of the senior male in the household, the role of the “patriarch”
was inherited by his younger brother or eldest son. Women who had passed repro-
ductive age and who had born sons could also gain considerable respect and
authority within the household and especially its female members. Elderly women
could also (indirectly) influence decisions made by the male head and, in some
instances, take over their husbands’ role as the head of the household . Tradition-
ally, but also today, the elder generation, including elder brothers, enjoy great
respect from the young. Younger family members often demonstrate their respect
through a special greeting ritual, where the hand of the elder is kissed and put on
the young person’s forehead. Young people normally refrain from smoking, speak-
ing loudly, or sitting comfortably in front of elder members of authority. They will
also consult the elders in important decisions such as marriage, education, choice
of job, or settlement. However, whether elders can influence or even dictate such
decisions varies greatly. Children, on the other hand, are raised relatively freely
when young. Responsibilities increase relative to their age, and especially girls often
experience a restriction of their action space when approaching puberty.

Upon marriage, a woman left her natal home and went to live with her husband.
If the man married before he has completed his military service, his wife would
stay under the protection and control of her parents-in-law during his absence. The
young bride was expected to be modest, obedient, and diligent and to do the heavi-
est household tasks. Many women regarded that time as the worst—they described
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this time as being strangers in a family where they had to work hard and were with-
out the husband they had chosen (Weiss, 2012). Especially in these first years
of marriage, the relationship to their mothers-in-law was often experienced as
difficult and strained. Only after some years did the young couple have enough
resources to establish their own household, often built as an extension of, or in
close proximity to, his family’s compound. Many young women therefore try to
convince their husbands to move out and establish their own household as soon as
possible. Many of these practices are still in place, although often in a different
form after moving to a larger town or city. For example, in town it is still desirable
to settle in the same neighborhood and, if possible, to have a flat in the same
apartment building as the husband’s parents and brothers. Geographical proxim-
ity among male kin is an ideal, but in practice, migration and urbanization pro-
cesses have often spread families over several cities, and sometimes even over
several countries.

Marriage is regarded as highly important and necessary for men and women to
gain the status of adults and full members of society. For a woman, marriage
signified the transition from being a virgin girl to an adult woman who can estab-
lish her own household and social network. It has been argued that “strong public
censure awaited individuals who chose to remain single (except under certain
socially regulated circumstances) or to divorce” (White, 1994: 38) and that women
who are no longer children but who are not married do generally not receive the
respect given to a married woman. Although marriage is considered a central rite
of passage in both men’s and women’s lives, there are increasing cases in which
men and women remain single and become respected members of society. Educa-
tion, city life, employment, and political activism enable men and women to nego-
tiate the time frame and necessity of getting married. Earning their own money
and often supporting their entire family, these single men and women mostly stay
with their natal family. If they are studying or working farther away, several single
women often rent a flat together, while single men may live alone or in the com-
pany of other unmarried men. Single women who live on their own usually behave
and dress more modestly than their married friends. In order to demonstrate their
chastity and modest behavior, they do not accept male visitors and restrict their
movement outside after sunset—well knowing that they are under their neighbors’
surveillance. Such living arrangements are more acceptable as they are considered
to be temporary. Many single men and women aim to get married at some point
and establish their own household.

Honor and Sexual Modesty

The sexual modesty of women is important in Kurdish societies and traditionally
linked to the concept of honor. This concept can be divided into namus and sheref,
both terms used for different forms of honor. Namus cannot be increased, but can
only be secured, lost, or regained. Namus is, among other things, linked to women’s
sexuality and the family’s ability to control it. Namus is also linked to a social
group’s ability to control and defend their resources and to protect its members.
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Within the nationalist discourse, namus is also linked to the ability of the Kurd-
ish community to protect its boundaries.

Sheref is an aspect of honor that is graded. This means that sheref is visible in
rank, respect, and prestige. It can be reduced and increased. Whereas women’s sex-
ual transgressions are mostly linked to the loss of namus, men mostly lose sheref
if they are caught or suspected of having extramarital affairs.

Traditionally, namus and sheref were collective dimensions dependent on a soci-
ety’s norms and values. An individual’s honor was of importance for the larger
group—nbe it the extended family, the clan or tribe, or even the nation. As sexual-
ized warfare has shown, the collective dimension may encompass entire ethnic
groups and nations. It is within the so-called honor group that defines how honor
is gained and lost. It is also within this group that transgressions of the honor code
are sanctioned.

Whether honor is important at all or to what degree it is important to a society
differs widely, as do the sanctions for trespassing honor boundaries. King (2008)
described honor killings and honor suicides as typical sanctions in her ethnogra-
phy of Iragi Kurdistan. Weiss (2010), on the other hand, has not documented any
honor killings during her ethnographic research in northeastern Turkey, where
severe sanctions usually included the social exclusion of men and women engaged
in extramarital affairs. Regardless of the consequences of transgressions, it is up
to the specific honor group to decide how reputation has been gained or lost.
Rumors are therefore of central importance (King, 2008). If rumors are spread about
a person—for example, if a woman is accused of having extramarital sex, she and
her family will lose namus and subsequently respect and status within a society.
As soon as the rumors spread, it is not important whether the woman actually had
an extramarital relation. It is therefore important to control the spread of rumors,
mostly by controlling family members’ (and here especially women’s) behavior.

Control over women was mostly exerted through seclusion and veiling. Seclu-
sion may be understood as the designation of areas of activity appropriate to men
and women. Usually women in their reproductive age were most restricted, and
their movement is confined within specific social boundaries (i.e., the neighbor-
hood or village).

Within these social boundaries, women move around relatively freely. In their
world, women exploit the personal freedoms in the segregated society by building
their own networks within the female side. Here, they can freely express their emo-
tions, share thoughts and events with other, and leave the house with a group of
other women, but without a male guardian. Him and Hosgor (2011: 338) describe
this as the skills to cultivate their own social network, especially a nonkin network,
which is more egalitarian than a kin network. This played a significant role in decid-
ing their well-being within the patrilocal living arrangement in which they mar-
ried in as the “stranger bride.”

The strictness of gender segregation and hierarchical structures within the family
differs from household to household. These differences not only depend on edu-
cational, class, political affiliation, or urban/rural background, though. Within one
village, even one extended family, there could be big differences in how family
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relations unfold. There are those families who send their children to school and
others who do not. In some families women participate in conversations and in
entertaining male guests and strangers, whereas especially the younger women of
other households are not allowed to interact with strangers and keep out of sight
upon the arrival of guests. There are those couples who live a marriage marked by
mutual respect and love, those whose relationship is dominated by violence and
oppression, and, of course, those whose relationship can be placed along the con-
tinuum between these two examples.

The control of women’s movement and behavior differs according to the impor-
tance honor plays in a social group and what the consequences for transgressing
the honor codex are. King (2008) describes the omnipresent threat of honor killings
in her ethnography from Iraqi Kurdistan. There, honor killings are deemed neces-
sary to avoid irreparable harm to the reputation of the victim’s and the perpetra-
tor’s lineage.

Kurdish Olympic Champions

Kurds cannot participate in international sporting events under their own flag.
Instead, they represent their host country. Kianoush Rostami is an Iranian Kurd
and weightlifter who won Olympic gold at the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Summer Olym-
pics in the 85-kg category. Kovan Abdulraheem is an Iraqi Kurdish athlete who
won the gold medal at the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Paralympics in Javelin. Yezidi-Kurd
Misha Aloyan, from Russia, won the bronze medal at the 2012 London Olympic
Games in the super light-weight category. Kurdish female athletes also participate
in international competitions, among them the Iraqi Women’s National Cyclists
Team.

Although Kurdish nationalists take pride in the perception of the historical free-
dom of Kurdish women, they, too, support appropriate clothing and often veiling
as important ways of ensuring a woman’s modesty. Whether a woman covers her
hair and how she does so depend not only on her family background, her class
and social status, and the village or city she lives in, but also on the woman’s own
individual taste, personal belief, and values. Of course, degrees and means of cov-
ering body, hair, and face are furthermore dependent on religion.

Furthermore, it is not uncommon to see many different forms of dressing.
Depending on the area one can see women dressed in tight trousers and T-shirts
with short sleeves, as well as women with headscarves and overcoats in the stylish
manner that has become fashionable in several Muslim countries, as well as the
carsaf, a black cloth covering the entire body and leaving only the eyes and nose
visible. In the villages the covering is mostly less heterogeneous. There, women
mostly wear a t-shirt that leaves their underarms visible and a long, colorful skirt

93



94

THEMATIC ESSAYS

over their trousers or pajamas. A headscarf is loosely wrapped around the head,
leaving the front hair and sometimes also the ponytail visible.

Although rules and customs differ, what most areas have in common is the way
transgressions of decent clothing and behavior are regarded. The transgressing
woman will be the object of complaint, contempt, and correction. However, her
misbehavior will also reflect on her male relatives. Thus, if a woman transgresses
the rules of decent behavior and clothing, her male next of kin will often be the
object of critique, as he has failed in his duty to control the woman’s behavior and
ensure that the family honor would not be stained.

Conclusion

The Kurds have been described as a tribal and patrilineal society. As has been
described in this chapter, there are great varieties in the way social organization
and family life are practiced among the Kurds today. Urbanization, migration, and
different political interventions have in many places reduced or abolished the
importance and power of tribal structures. Also when it comes to family relations
and household formations, urbanization, modernization, and migration have
altered or reformed traditional patterns. Having said this, it is important to keep
in mind that the Kurdish society has always been a plural society, with multiple
ways of social organization and family life. Which of the traditional values are of
importance today and the impact these values have on people’s lives are further-
more highly dependent on class, education, where the family is located, and not
least, in each individual family’s history.

Nerina Weiss
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Gender Roles

Debates on gender roles within the Kurdish community are closely related to the
feminist discourse in the Middle East. For example, common concerns include the
critique of patriarchal structures and the imperative of intersectionality that is
important to understanding gender within a wider social and political context. Still,
the Kurdish society has demonstrated some peculiarities. Especially with the intake
of leftist ideologies and the armed struggle by the PKK, new gender roles have been
emerging and are gaining ground. Some of these gender roles, such as the charac-
ter of the political mother, have emerged from already existing socially respected
positions and thus could quite easily be vested with new meanings. Other gender
roles, such as the female guerrilla fighter, posed greater challenges. Kurdish his-
tory provides some examples of independent women who participated in armed
conflict or acted as tribal leaders. However, all of these women had come to power
through their roles as wives or daughters of powerful men. The female guerrilla
fighters had become independent and powerful in their own terms, and very often,
they had become so without the support and against the will of their families.

The emergence of these new gender roles has frequently been used to prove the
developmental and transformative power of the Kurdish movement. The mass
mobilization of women and the political participation of women in leading posi-
tions have also improved the social latitude of other women, who themselves were
not politically active. Society is changing and slowly opening up for new gender
roles, including those represented in the queer community.

Introduction

Gender is not a stable category, nor is it the only category of identity. Being a woman,
aman, or a trans-person is closely linked to the person’s social position, ethnicity,
class background, education, religious practice, and last but not least to the author-
ity’s policy toward that person’s group. Being a Kurd, politically active or not, thus
strongly defines what it means to be a mother, an LGBT activist, or a young man.
Although ethnicity and political affiliation are pivotal factors in people’s identity,
power relations exist and play out along all the different identity markers and affect
status and social latitude. Thus, we have to keep these other categories in mind
when exploring gender roles, their gender norms, and rules of accepted conduct
within the Kurdish society.

As the Kurdish example clearly demonstrates, gender is not a stable category of
identity, but is contextual and regulated by culturally defined norms. Thus, we
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should understand gender rather as a performance. A gender role has to be repeat-
edly enacted and performed in order to be valid. It is possible to perform gender
roles in slightly different ways, negotiating norms, and adapting the roles to new
emerging (political) contexts. Gender roles are not fixed and stable categories, but
may change and transform. Gender norms are continuously given new meaning
over time and in different social contexts. This will also explain how new gender
positions, such as the political mother, the female guerrilla fighter, and the politi-
cally active young woman, which have been introduced and propagated by the
Kurdish nationalist movement, have gradually become culturally accepted gender
norms (Weiss, 2010).

Gender and Tradition

Historical travel accounts have long admired the relative freedom and social lati-
tude of Kurdish women. Kurdish women were described as being mostly unveiled,
having relative freedom of movement, and enjoying authority within the family
and society as such. Love marriages existed next to arranged marriages, and women
were said to have a more financially secure position than most other women did
in the Middle East. The relative freedom of Kurdish women and traces of some gen-
der equality are symbolized in the prominent roles some women have played
within Kurdish politics and society. It has been relatively easy for women to suc-
ceed their deceased husbands as head of the family or lineage, even though male
heirs existed. Prominent examples are that of Adela Khanum (d. 1924), also called
Lady Adela, and Kara Fatma of Maras (1888-1955). Adela Khanum has been
described as a unique, powerful woman with military skills. She was the wife of
Usman Pasha, leader of the powerful Jaf tribe and the Ottoman government’s
appointee as governor of the district of Shahrizur. During her husband’s lifetime,
she gradually accumulated official power. After Usman Pasha’s death, she was the
unchallenged tribal leader until her death in 1924. Another prominent example is
that of Kara Fatma, who was leader of the Bashi-Bazouk tribe from Maras and com-
manded her men in a militia group of the Turkish army.

Whereas many Western authors have been intrigued by the prominent role of
these women, others have been highly skeptical of the assumption that a few women
in prominent public roles were proof of the relative freedom and equality of most
Kurdish women. On the contrary, feminists and Kurdish nationalists have highly
criticized the Kurdish society for its patriarchal structures, which they saw as con-
nected with the concept of honor, and in extension, to the institutionalized subor-
dination of women (King, 2008). They demand that patriarchy and “traditional”
gender roles be abolished not only within the immediate family, but even more so
within the political discourse and political sphere. Women should be liberated and
freed from patriarchal slavery.

In this critique, the Kurdish society has been associated with Kandiyoti’s (1988)
concept of classic patriarchy. This implies that

the patrilineage totally appropriates both women’s labor and progeny and renders
their work and contribution to production invisible. Women’s life cycle in the
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patriarchally extended family is such that the deprivation and hardship she experi-
ences as a young bride is eventually superseded by the control and authority she
will have over her own subservient daughter-in-law. (Kandiyoti, 1988: 279)

According to the author, women’s life cycle encourages women to reproduce their
own subordination. “In classical patriarchy, subordination to men is offset by the
control older women attain over younger women” (Kandiyoti, 1988: 279). The
author refers to the course of a life cycle, through which men and women take on
different gender roles, which are bestowed on them by different levels of respect,
freedom of movement, and the ability to act within the domestic and public domain,
as well as the interaction with members of the other sex. The focus of her analysis
is predominantly on age and marital status as important determinates for status
and freedom of movement.

These highly different descriptions of gender and social mobility among the
Kurds, the focus on the historically high status of Kurdish women on the one hand
and the critique of the patriarchal system with its institutionalized subordination
of women on the other hand, can be described as political projects. They do not
describe the reality, which is often far more complex and varied. The Kurdish soci-
ety is and has been highly heterogeneous, and gender norms might not only differ
according to different political ideologies, but also urban and rural settings or dif-
ferent classes. Gender norms may be enforced quite differently even within same
village or the same family.

When it comes to the liberationist discourse, it is important to keep in mind
that gender is inherently linked to power relations. There is no “liberation” when
it comes to gender roles. Although gender roles range in terms of status, reputa-
tion, authority, and not least in their spaces of opportunity and movement, there
always exist systems of power and control that have to be negotiated, rejected, and
appropriated (Weiss, 2012). What follows is a framework to understand the mul-
tiple meanings of being a Kurdish woman, man, or trans-person.

Gender and Nation

In many nationalist discourses, the social position of women is perceived as an
important benchmark for measuring the development of a nation. Within Kurd-
ish nationalist discourse, the emancipation of Kurdish women has been regarded
as a precondition for the emancipation of the Kurdish society as a whole (Akturk,
2016). Also, Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the PKK and ideological representa-
tive of the Kurdish nationalist struggle in Turkey, parts of Iran, and Syria, has
argued that the progress of the Kurdish nation was reliant on the progress with
respect to the equality of women and men. “The project of women’s liberation goes
far beyond the equality of the sexes, but moreover describes the essence of general
democracy, of human rights, of harmony and communal equality” (Ocalan, 2010).
Furthermore, current discourses on women’s role in the newly established demo-
cratic autonomous regions in northern Syria and in Turkey are built around the
importance of women’s liberation and gender equality (Dirik et al., 2016). Not sur-
prisingly, these new emergent gender roles, such as the politically active women,
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the female guerrilla fighter, or the political mother, have become symbolic charac-
ters of the Kurdish political struggle.

However, in the Kurdish movement, like in other revolutionary and nationalist
movements, feminist issues have for a long time been treated secondary to the
national struggle, and women’s emancipation was framed within “a modernizing
project dominated by men” (Akttirk, 2016). Although gender issues, and here espe-
cially women’s rights, have gained more focus within Kurdish politics and nation-
alist discourse since the late 1990s, and women have gained a much more active
place in the Kurdish nationalist struggle(s), the proclaimed aim of gender equality
has yet to be reached. Furthermore, there is still a long way to go until all gender
roles and identities, including those within the LGBT movement, are fully recog-
nized and accepted in practice.

Within modern nations’ and most nationalist discourses the nation has been
imagined in gendered terms, often through the image of the mother, the bride, or
the virgin. The nation as mother, who mediates, gives refuge, and serves, rearticu-
lates “the notions of the children’s duties to their parents into those of the duties
of (male) citizens to the motherland (Najmabadi, 1997: 460). The nation, which
has to be protected from foreign transgression, is also symbolized by the bride. In
that sense), the homeland is imagined as the object of male desire and of the nation-
alist man’s exclusive love (Najmabadi, 1997). This erotic love relationship is
mostly unconsumed (Weiss, 2012); however, at times, fighting for Kurdistan, the
bride, may be described as a wedding (Akturk, 2016).

Whereas the nation has been imagined in feminine terms, its people were
imagined as a patrilineage. A patrilineage, of course, always consists of both men
and women. However, in the nationalist imaginary, the brothers and male cous-
ins, “sons of Kurdistan” (Akttrk, 2016), were to defend their nation from exoge-
nous threats; to sacrifice their lives for their homeland; and to defend their freedom,
their honor, their homeland, and their women (King 2008). The notion of honor
here closely links the protection of the homeland to the protection of its women.
This is not a coincidence. The notion of honor, namus or ird, refers to the sexuality
of women and a man’s ability to control it, as it indicates a man’s duty to protect
the boundaries of the nation-state. This also refers to women as the gatekeepers of
Kurdish culture and community. As mothers and wives of the patrilineage, they
were to have children by the right, that is, Kurdish men. The construction of the
nation and its women as bodies in need of protection and possession became pain-
fully visible in the early years after the establishment of the Kurdish Regional
Government. Kurdish women who had been suspected of having relations with
men of the Iraqi regime and other outsiders “were seen as tainting the emerging
Iraqi Kurdish state with wombs that were too accessible” (King, 2008: 335). These
women were blacklisted and subsequently killed by the Peshmerga.

Furthermore during warfare, sexual violence, rape, and the (sexual) mutilation
of corpses have been repeatedly used by the centralized governments as weapons
of war, meant to symbolically humiliate men and society at large. Men are demas-
culinized and dishonored as they have been shown unable to protect their women.
This has been happening throughout the conflict between the Kurdish Workers’
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Party (PKK) and the Turkish state, when corpses of female PKK fighters have
been sexually defiled and publicly displayed (Weiss, 2010). Lately, the Islamic
State has abducted, enslaved, and sexually abused Yezidi women on a massive
scale. The sexual violence against the Yezidi women may stand out as an excep-
tionally horrendous case of sexual warfare, and has been described as part of a
larger genocide against the Yezidi community.

The National Family

Imagining the nation in gendered terms is nothing particularly Kurdish and can
be seen in several nationalist discourses. What is interesting in the Kurdish case
is how the image of this national family—the nation as the mother, the bride, and
her sons and lovers that come to her protection—is expressed within Kurdish
nationalist discourse today and how it has found direct expression in several of
the newly emerged political gender roles.

The notion of the Kurdish national family is expressed through the political use
of kinship terms. The pro-Kurdish movement is regarded as an extension of the
kin group and has become the “party family” or “national family” (Caglayan, 2007).
The leaders of the movement were the heads of the family. In Iraqi Kurdistan, Mulla
Mustafa Barzani (1903-1979) was considered the father, whereas his son, Masoud
Barzani (1946-), is referred to as Kak (brother). Jalal Talabani (1933-), the leader
of the second biggest political party in Iraqi Kurdistan and former president of Iraq,
is the father’s brother Mam (King, 2008: 333). Also within the PKK-dominated
nationalist discourse, the affectionate title for the PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan is
Apo, which, besides being the nickname for Abdullah, also means uncle in Kurdish.
In addition, the claim of a political movement to represent an entire community
has, for example, been visible during pro-PKK demonstrations, where slogans
such as PKK halktir (The PKK are the people) have been chanted. The mothers of
guerrilla fighters and political prisoners have become the mothers of the nation.

Mothers of grown-up children and elderly women traditionally enjoyed a rela-
tively high social status. They were less restricted in moving around in the public
sphere and enjoyed high respect and authority, not only with regard to family
affairs, but also within the public and political sphere (Weiss, 2012). As women
beyond their fertile years, elderly women were less vulnerable to be sexually violated
by government authorities and security services. It was therefore “natural” that it
would be the mothers (and not the wives) who would demonstrate for prisoners’
rights. One of the few prominent political wives is Leyla Zana (1961-). However,
she soon refused to be active only on her husband’s behalf and started her inde-
pendent political career. She became the first female Kurdish MP and has spent
15 years in prison for adding a few words in Kurdish after taking the parliamen-
tarian oath in Turkish (Weiss, 2012).

The first group of political mothers was organized in Turkey after the coup d’etat
of 1980. A decade later, in the 1990s, the mothers of Kurdish guerrilla fighters
formed the organization Mothers of Peace. Today, there are several such organ-
izations, not all of which have close links to the Kurdish nationalist movement.
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The public presence of these mothers and their insistence in active participation
in politics gave motherhood (and here especially political motherhood) new mean-
ing. The mother was not only peaceful, gentle, and taking on the role of the medi-
ator (Yalcin-Heckmann & Van Gelder, 2000: 90). Political mothers often present
themselves as the mothers of all guerrilla fighters in the mountains during public
talks as well as during interviews. They thus also present the political struggle and
the Kurdish nationalist movement as rooted deeply within society. As such, it is
one of the strongest symbols in the protest against injustice and war (Weiss, 2010).

Several Kurdish feminist scholars have argued that the armed struggle of the
PKK and the emergent pro-Kurdish parties have been central to the political mobi-
lization of women (Caglayan, 2007). They “carried numerous women from behind
the walls of their houses to the public sphere, to the streets. [ . . . | Kurdish women,
who used to stay in their houses and be fully obedient to their husbands, today
stand upon their rights, struggle for their languages, cultures and identities, and
all these things create an individual consciousness and an independent personal-
ity in them” (Caha, 2011: 438). Other researchers, however, have been critical of
this “liberationist” approach that links emancipation exclusively to political activ-
ism (Weiss, 2010). What is important here is the fact that mass mobilization of
women led to the gradual acceptance of politically active women. Besides political
mothers, the young, unmarried women became active in politics. They took advan-
tage of the political discourse of gender equality, political emancipation of women,
and the disregard of age and other forms of “traditional” markers of social status.
As young women, traditionally a gender role vested with little authority and social
status, these women claimed the notion of comradeship, a fundamental part of the
PKK-inspired Kurdish nationalist discourse (Caglayan, 2007). They used the term
hewal, comrade, to address their fellow party members, thus obliterating the “tra-
ditional” hierarchy of age, rank, and gender.

The downplaying of gender differences through terminology also indicates the
asexualization of its members. In fact, the PKK has long forbidden sexual relations
between its members and practiced a strict moral code. Although grounded in rev-
olutionary and leftist ideology, the standards of modesty in the party setting fitted
well with local notions of morality, chastity, and honor.

Inspired by thinkers such as Che Guevara and Franz Fanon, Ocalan adopted
the idea of the new man (and later new woman). The revolutionary man, the new
man, should kill his patriarchal masculinity, undo himself, and remold his per-
sonality (Ozcan, 2006: 137). Similarly, the new woman should put behind the
backward nature of her womanhood and liberate herself. Grojean describes the new
human as promoted by Ocalan as follows: “The new human does not drink, does
not play and does not think of personal joys or comfort [ . . . ] He has internalized
the philosophy and morality of the new human, the way he sits, rises, his style,
ego, his attitude and his reactions. The fundament of all this is hislove [ ... ] to
the revolution, freedom and socialism” (Grojean, 2008).

The ban on sexual relations has made it possible for young, unmarried women
to be politically active, and during their activism also move far beyond their family’s
gaze (Weiss, 2010). Although many young women gained access to new political
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and social spaces, they had to manage different gender norms in order to be accepted
and respected. Thus, they had to behave chastely and dutifully, as is demanded
of an unmarried daughter, and at the same time demonstrate willpower and the
ability to be an independent activist. Only if young girls manage to balance this
thin line without breaking any rules of modest conduct may they claim the right
for gender equality and emancipation (Weiss, 2010).

Hypermasculinity and Refeminization of the Nation

Young political women who enjoyed the esteem of their family and the respect of
their community were often described as or compared to men. A mother would
thus say to her politically active daughter: “You are a man, and I trust you” (Weiss,
2010). Hassanpour (2001) has shown that linguistically men are associated with
qualities such as zeal, manliness, manhood, bravery, and fearlessness. Women, on
the other hand, are associated with weakness and feebleness. Furthermore, a
woman who had demonstrated bravery was framed in masculine terms: the Sorani
term for “very brave and knowledgeable woman,” nérejin, thus literally means a
“male/masculine woman.”

Bravery and the use of violence were clearly linked to manhood. Vice versa, war
is a masculine undertaking. Women who take up arms and fight for their nation
thus trespass an important gender norm. Linguistically, such women have long
been described as men-women, or women who imitate men or have a boyish

Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) female fighters in the Qandil Mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan.
(Eddie Gerald/Alamy Stock Photo)
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behavior (Hassanpour, 2001: 237). Although women have fought with the PKK
since its early beginnings, and women have had their separate units from the 1990s
onwards, guerrilla fighters have been until recently described in male terms
(Weiss, 2010). They were defeminized (Hassanpour, 2001) and had, as the heroes
of the national struggle, to live up to the hypermasculinized image of the hero.
This implied also that former guerrilla women had to adhere to notions of auton-
omy, moral superiority, and the rejection of any vulnerability and weakness.

The re-entry of the hypermasculinized female guerrilla fighter into the civil soci-
ety has therefore constituted several challenges, and female guerrilla fighters have
remained anomalies in their society. Unlike the young female activist, who moved
between the protected spaces of the family and the party, the female guerrilla fighter
had left the community, fought in the mountains, served time in prison, and there
been exposed to (often) sexual violence by state security forces. Upon their return,
most guerrilla fighters still worked as cadres, and were therefore still expected to
live up to the image of the asexual new human. However, male guerrilla fighters
could return relatively easily to a “normal” life and marry. This step was far more
difficult for women. Although female guerrilla fighters occasionally married, this
step was considered a deep transgression of their gender norm and was sanctioned
with social exclusion and the threat of violence (Weiss, 2010).

Regendering the Nation

Gradually, the emergence of the female guerrilla fighter has led to a change in
nationalist discourse. Already in 1999 Abdullah Ocalan argued that women’s active
participation in the armed struggle meant “taking the most radical step to equality
and freedom” (Ocalan, 1999: 176). At least in discourse, the femininity of the female
guerrilla fighters was highlighted against the patriarchal oppression of their adver-
saries. They were not the hypermasculinized warriors, but the feminine heroes,
whose feminine essence has become their main weapon. “The image of Kurdish
women taking up arms against the masculine army was intolerable. [ . . . ] National
and male chauvinism combined forces to launch a vast propaganda campaign
against women guerrillas. While official nationalism labeled the men as ‘terrorists’,
its patriarchal politics reduced the women to ‘prostitutes™ (Mojab, 2001: 4-5).

Images of female guerrilla fighters soon appeared in Kurdish and Western media.
More recently, one can observe the imagery of the beautiful female fighter against
the backward, barbarous, and misogynous Islamic State warriors. In fact, looking
at current images of fighters of the all-female Kurdish military organization YPJ,
the Women’s Protection Units, most of the women are smiling and appear to be in
harmony with nature. The background is often impressive mountain scenery or a
lush meadow. When the woman is not depicted aiming at the (invisible) enemy,
she is depicted laughing, dancing, hugging, enjoying the company of their fellow
warriors, or taking care of smaller animals. Their rifles, however, are always close
at hand and are clearly visible in the image. The war has become female, and the
formerly hypermasculinized warriors have been vested with inherent (and stereo-
typical) female notions. The female hero is fearless and fierce against her enemies
but full of concern and care for her surroundings.
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YPJ—Yekiniyen Parastina Jin or Women’s Defense Forces

Many Kurdish and other women from Syria join the Women’s Defense Forces, a
female-only paramilitary force that participates in the Syrian Civil War and the
battle against IS. They are considered an armed wing of the PYD, the largest and
most powerful Kurdish party in Syria and an affiliate of the PKK. The YPJ is actively
involved in the fight against IS; however, they also are trained ideologically follow-
ing the ideas of women’s liberation as described by the founder of the PKK, Abdul-
lah Ocalan. As female fighters in a patriarchal society, they break with gender
norms and traditions.

Kurdish activists have been very critical of the Western sensational exotifica-
tion of the Kurdish female guerrilla as the “bad-ass” Amazons. They believe that
the media fetishizes these female fighters without recognizing their concurrent
battle against a patriarchal society. The female guerillas fight against ISIS and gen-
der inequality.

Changes in discourse are an important step toward changes in practice. There
is still a long way to go until the complementary gender images have been dissolved
and gender equality and emancipation have become the norm in the Kurdish
society. However, as gender roles have to be performed and continuously repeated
in order to be valid, new gender roles that come closer to the ideal of equality might
manifest, normalize, and gradually find social acceptance.

It has yet to be seen whether other gender roles, such as those represented in
the queer community, will at some point find general acceptance. Also, here dis-
courses have changed, and there exists a more or less open LGBT movement in all
parts of Kurdistan. However, unlike female and male gender roles, which have
evolved and changed gradually, queer gender identities had to carve out far more
new ground. As Hassanpour has noted, human beings should be either males or
females, even biologically. Terms for trans-persons are even semantically deroga-
tory as they relate to someone “who is neither male nor female” (2001: 238). Except
for the homophobic dichotomy of the active/passive part in homosexual rela-
tionships, “the Kurdish language has no word for the less homophonic English con-
cepts of ‘homosexual’, ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’” (Hassanpour, 2001: 241). The Kurdish
nationalist movements in Turkey and Syria have embraced the LGBT community,
and within the pro-Kurdish party HDP, quotas have been established to facili-
tate their political participation. However, until now, the quota system has had
little effect on the ground, mostly due to homophobia within the party ranks
and the consequential difficulties for members of the LGBT community to come
out publicly.

Conclusion

As this chapter has demonstrated, gender roles and gender relations have to be
explored within the intersection with other important factors such as power
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relations, nationality, ethnicity, class, or religion. Furthermore, it is important to
explore gender within a wider social and political context and against a historical
background. Only then will it be possible to do justice to the heterogeneity of gen-
der roles, gender norms, and gender relations in the Kurdish society and to grasp
the enormous changes certain sectors of the Kurdish society currently undergo.

Nerina Weiss
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Housing and Settlements

As an ethno-national community, Kurds are living in an area spread into territo-
ries of five countries in the Middle East, which are Turkey (43 percent of the total
area of Kurdistan), Iraq (18 percent), Iran (31 percent), Syria (6 percent), and Arme-
nia (2 percent) (Ghassemlou et al.). Moreover, a considerable Kurdish immigrant
population, estimated at about 500,000, lives in Western European countries,
largely in Germany, the Netherlands, France, and Scandinavia. This aspect enables
us to call them a transnational community. Kurdistan is a geocultural region in
which the Kurds have historically formed a prominent majority population and
Kurdish culture, language, and national identity historically have been based. Con-
temporary use of Kurdistan refers to parts of eastern Turkey (northern Kurdistan),
northern Iraq (southern Kurdistan), northwestern Iran (eastern Kurdistan), and
northern Syria (western Kurdistan) inhabited mainly by Kurds.

Historical Development of Human Settlement in Kurdistan

Although Kurdistan is a historically important region and humankind witnessed
in it one of the earliest civilizations, archaeological excavation efforts in Kurdistan
were limited, and many sites are still hidden. However, there were invaluable
archaeological investigations in Kurdistan in the 1940s and 1950s, which have
unraveled and discovered a number of mysteries not only about the antiquity of
Kurdistan but also about the beginning of human civilization. The works of Pro-
fessors Robert Braidwood and Linda Braidwood and their colleagues (Braidwood
& Howe, 1960) hold a prominent position in this respect. They have established
that Kurdistan is one of the first cradles of humankind that witnessed the begin-
ning of the neolithic/agrarian revolution about 9,000 years ago.

The development of human settlement in the Kurdistan region has commenced
in three important stages:

Cave Stage

Geological and archaeological evidence revealed that Kurdistan has been settled
since the era of the Upper Paleolithic culture, which coincides with the first stage
of the last glacial period in Europe. The main type of subsistence was that of hunt-
ing wild animals and gathering. The communities were formed on the basis of
joint work activity and some degree of kinship (Braidwood & Howe, 1960). The
natural environment in the mountainous region of Kurdistan offered appropriate
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circumstances to early humankind to settle in its rock shelters and caves in order
to protect them first from the harsh environment and second from enemies. The
Kurdistan region has numerous caves that record the early existence of human-
kind in it. Among them are the caves in Zirzi, Hezarmerd, Pelgawra, Barak, Hajieh,
Kaiwanian, Babakhal, Spilk, and Shanidar. One of the most important caves in the
region is Shanidar Cave, which is located in the valley of the Great Zab in the Bra-
dost Mountain at an altitude of 637 meters above sea level. It was excavated from
1957-1961 by Ralph Solecki and his team from Columbia University and yielded
the first adult Neanderthal skeletons in Kurdistan, dating between 60,000 and
80,000 years BCE. The excavated area produced nine Neanderthal skeletons of
varying ages and states of preservation and completeness.

Commuting Stage

This stage is considered a transition period between the cave stage and building of
the first permanent settlements. This period also marks a phase of human seasonal
commuting between the cave in winter and the temporary structure in the mod-
erate season. The commuting stage in Kurdistan was a time of transition from the
Paleolithic or Old Stone Age cultures to the neolithic or New Stone Age during
which agriculture appeared. An example of the settlement of this stage is Karim
Shahir, an open site on a terrace of the Greater River Zab in Iraqi Kurdistan, which
has given its name to a culture dated circa 9000 to 7000 BCE and associated with
the transition from a hunting and gathering form of subsistence to one based on
farming. There is little evidence for permanent structures in the Karim Shahir sites,
and most of them were probably occupied seasonally by nomadic or semi-nomadic
groups, who were somewhat sedentary. However, at Karim Shahir clear proof was
discovered for both the knowledge of grain cultivation in the form of sickle blades
and for the baking of clay in the form of lightly fired clay figurines. The economy
was based on hunting with some possible evidence of herding, and the artifact evi-
dence also suggests an increased dependence on plant resources (Braidwood &
Howe, 1960).

Settlement Stage

In Kurdistan this was the first time humans began to leave their caves and instead
built homes to live in. Some 3,500 years before settlement started in Europe, north-
ern Iraq was the scene of the neolithic revolution, perhaps the most important of
all times. Thus, on the foothills of Kurdistan man ceased to be a wandering hunter,
depending for his living upon luck and skill, and become a farmer attached to the
small piece of land from which he obtained a regular food supply. Out of clay, he
built himself a house. He secured a permanent and easily available source of milk,
meat, wool, and hide from the sheep and cattle he raised and herded. At the same
time, his social tendencies for the care and defense of the land developed, calling
for close cooperation with others. Each family probably erected their own farm,
cultivated their own field, grazed their own flocks, and made their own tools, but
several families were grouped together and formed a hamlet, the embryo of a social
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organization (Braidwood & Howe, 1960). An example of the settlement during this
stage is Zawi Chami village, which is considered one of the oldest settlements in
Kurdistan—and even the entire world (Rose & Solecki, 1981). Archeologists esti-
mated that it dates back to 10,000 BCE (Saed, 1984). It is located near Shanidar
cave and just 100 meters from the Great Zab River. The location of the village near
the Shanidar cave can be explained by the reason that people used it for shelter
during the harsh climate in winter, considering that the building material (clay)
was not strong enough to provide protection from the elements. Another impor-
tant early settlement in Kurdistan is Jarmo village, which is located near Cham-
chamal city in an intermountain area. The animal bones found in Jarmo were of
fully domesticated animals—mostly goats and sheep. The culture of this period
was based on productive farming, as represented by the remains of Kultepe and
some other villages. The most interesting feature of this period and location was
the absence of any hunting weapons. The tools were made from flint and obsid-
ian. The plant remains belonged to fully cultivated wheat and barley, and the bones
were from domesticated animals only (Braidwood & Howe, 1960). In time, rain-
fall increased and the area grew suitable for cultivation. As a result, the settlements
gradually moved from the foothills of the mountains to the plains. Trading and
bartering among different communities became more popular, especially after
the inhabitants became full-time farmers and animal breeders. This provided
more generous and constant sources of sustenance. The result can be seen in the
rapid population increase and the continuous growth of the number of settlements

(Ibid).

Settlement Characteristics in Kurdistan
Location and Spatial Relationships

From the angle of physical geography, Kurdistan is located within the mountain-
ous transition belt of the Fertile Crescent, with the Taurus and Zagros mountains
forming an arc encircling the Mesopotamian region. These mountains have been
both home and safeguard of the Kurdish people.

The mountain chains of Kurdistan run in a northwest to southeastern direction
along the territories of Iran, Iraq, and Turkey. These chains slope toward the south
into the fertile plains of Harir, Erbil, Sharazur, and the Garmian. These plains can
be described as being a piedmont zone or landform created at the foot of a moun-
tain by debris deposited by shifting streams. The foothills of the Zagros stretch to
a few kilometers outside the major urban centers of Dohuk and Erbil, with the city
of Sulaymaniyah located within them. Fertile valleys lie between the mountain
ridges, and this intermountain zone is heavily dissected by active drainage systems
(Nagshbandi et al., 1998).

Current human settlements in Kurdistan take different forms according to their
location in the mountainous region. These forms are:

* Intermountain cities: This type includes the cities that are located in the middle of
mountain ranges among valleys or plains areas, for example, Duhok in Iraq, Sirnak
in Turkey, and Sina (Sanandaj) in Iran.
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View of Diyarbakir (Amed), one of the largest Kurdish cities in Turkey. (Fatih Polat/Dreamstime
.com)

 Piedmont cities: This includes cities that have a gentle slope leading from the foot of
mountains to a region of flat land. An example is Shaqlawa in Iraqi Kurdistan.

* Pre-mountain cities: This type includes the cities, which are located in the plains area
before entering a mountainous region, for example, Erbil in Iraq, Diyarbakir in Tur-
key, and Mahabad in Iran.

Settlements in Kurdistan linked to each other and to the rest of the Kurdistan
cities by roads, which include three types: national, regional, and minor. These
roads in general reflect a medium-to-bad status, as most of them are lacking pave-
ment or traffic controls, leading to irregular movement of vehicles on them. Heavy
snowfall, avalanches, landslides, and floods may block these roads. Yet transpor-
tation is always a challenge in highland regions, and the societies living there may
be completely isolated at times. In many mountainous areas in Kurdistan, walk-
ing and pack animals are still the main forms of transportation, making it tough
to bring items into the villages and to take products to market. Roads and railways
are expensive and difficult to build in steep mountain valleys. Tunnels and bridges
are often necessary.

Demographic Characteristics

The population of the settlements in Kurdistan can be described by several aspects.
First, there is a high rate of urbanization. It is clear that both urban and rural
residential areas underwent major changes during the second half of the last
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century. At the regional level, the rural population in 1965 accounted for more than
68 percent of the total population. However, this percentage decreased to no more
than 49 percent in 1995. In contrast, from 1965 to 1995 the urban population in
Kurdistan increased from 31.7 percent to 51 percent, indicating a high rate of migra-
tion to the cities (Ghafor, 2005: 231).

The geographical distribution of settlements in Kurdistan generally tends to be
dispersed over large areas, unlike in the rest of Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, which are
more linear as the settlements are along the rivers as a result of climate conditions
and water resources. For instance in the arid areas of Iraq to the west and south,
cities and large towns are almost invariably situated on watercourses, usually on
the major rivers or their larger tributaries. Those living or cultivating on the crest
of a levee have easy access to water for irrigation and household use in a dry, hot
country.

There is significant variation in the total densities of the cities. The number of
areas with approximately 45 persons/km? is smaller, whereas there is an increase
in some other areas up to about 130 persons/km?. In addition, there is consider-
able variation in densities of different areas within the same city, where it rises in
the old areas to reach more than 350 persons/km? and drops in other areas on the
border, with fewer than 50 persons/km?.

The Economic Structures

In terms of its geographic and demographic characteristics and its economic devel-
opment in particular, Kurdistan is being forced into major changes, most of which
are considered hostile, at least in the short term (KRG, 2011). For instance, in the
Kurdistan Iraqi region the activities of successive government policies and human-
itarian aid inputs in the 1990s have succeeded in weakening the agricultural
basis, creating a society that, in theory, has the capability and resources to be largely
self-sufficient, but is dependent on external sources for all provisions, including
food and everyday consumer items.

Agriculture has been the backbone of the Kurdish economy. In the past, this
economy has been so strong that the region provided the markets of Mesopota-
mia, Syria, Turkey, the Transcaucasia, and Iran with agricultural products for cen-
turies (Saed, 1984). The dominance of agriculture could be seen in the numbers of
people working in and depending upon this sector. In 1985, more than half of the
population in Kurdistan (56 percent) was dependent on agriculture, 34 percent
worked in the service sector, and 11 percent in industry (Ghafor, 2005: 179).

However, this circumstance changed considerably in many parts of Kurdistan.
For instance, by the end of the 1980s, only 15.8 percent of the Iraqi Kurdistan
population was dependent on agriculture, whereas 77.8 percent of them were
dependent on the service sector. The continued and intensified policy of system-
atically destroying the rural infrastructure and deporting villagers through the
1980s was the main reason for this change (Stansfield, 2003). As a result of that,
the dependency on agriculture continued to decrease noticeably year after year, to
reach just 8 percent in 2004.
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Urban Characteristics

In all of Kurdistan, there were 386 urban settlements in 1985. Some settlements
contained more than 1,000,000 inhabitants, whereas other settlements had fewer
than 100 inhabitants (see Table 1). There are also differences in the area of urban
blocks, ranging from 123 acres for cities such as Akra to 743 acres for a city like Zakho
(the average is 348 acres). Generally, we note a high annual growth rate of urban
blocks for most cities, which also indicates an increase of agricultural land erosion.

The configuration and fabric of Kurdistan settlements are mostly a reflection of
natural effects and human heritage. To cope with the “contoured layout” of the land,
settlements in the mountainous regions are usually arranged in a stairway form or
a semicircular design. In addition to stone construction in mountainous regions,
mudbrick or brick is commonly used in construction because mud is one of the
cheapest building materials available.

A house using these materials is also well suited to the cool climate of moun-
tainous areas. By placing the houses in the valleys, the damage from the wind is
minimized and more sunlight falls on the houses so that people can better cope
with the cool climate. Kurdistan has large number of historical sites that have wit-
nessed human settlement and developed different types of architectural heritages.
Among these are Erbil, Mashhad, Diyarbakir, and Urfa. Kurdish traditional archi-
tecture can be classified into three basic categories according to their location:
towns (shar), villages (gund), and nomadic. The citadel of Erbil is a good example
of this old and unique architectural heritage in Kurdistan.

Land use varies from area to area; in rural areas (countryside), common forms
of land use may include foresting and farming, whereas in urban areas (towns and
cities), land use could be related to housing or industry. In addition, land use in
small and medium urban areas in Kurdistan varies from land use in larger cities.
The most important use in small and medium cities is residential with a lower rate
of uses for businesses and the service industry.

TABLE 1 Settlement Distribution by Size Category

Population

Settlement Size No. 1000 %

More than 500 2 1225 11.5
100-500 17 2909 274
50-100 31 2831 26.6
30-50 29 1138 10.7
20-30 31 776 7.3
10-20 59 817 7.7
5-10 82 604 57
2-5 78 274 2.6
Fewer than 2 57 49 0.5
Total 386 10623 100

Source: (Ghafor, 2005: 235)
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Housing Characteristics

The typical architecture in mountainous regions in Kurdistan is described by “the
lack of technology, which is substituted by creativity and through trial and error in
using available materials and basic building structures” (Habitat, 2001: 3). This is
evident in the building materials used by people in this area, as they commonly use
stone to construct their houses because that is the most readily available material.

Another feature of homes in this area is that very little mortar is used for connect-
ing the stones used to build the walls, which provides very good thermal control.
However, a negative aspect of such a stone wall is that it is easily destroyed by
natural forces (Habitat, 2001: 23).

In addition to the stone construction in mountainous regions, mudbrick or brick
is commonly used in construction, because, as mentioned, mud is one of the cheap-
est building materials available.

In the study conducted by Habitat (2001) in Iraqi Kurdistan, it was found that
houses were constructed facing southward so that they would receive the maxi-
mum amount of sunlight in the winter and a minimum amount of sunlight in the
summer. The contour design is also useful in preventing landslides and allowing
for the drainage of excess water when it rains. This design, which is defined as
“housing combination,” is also desirable because such a structure is more conve-
nient to defend against outside threats (Habitat, 2001: 10).

The Kurdistan region of northwestern Iran is another example of a mountain-
ous dwelling place. As in the Iraqi Kurdistan region, the houses here are oriented
toward the south, allowing them to receive the maximum amount of sunlight in

Traditional mudbrick housing in the mountain village of Palangan, in the Kurdistan region of
Iran. (Radio Kafka/Dreamstime.com)
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winter and minimum amount of sunlight in summer. In these homes, the windows
are vertical for the same reason. In Kurdistan, the houses are generally designed
along ground steps This interesting design factor allows a house to use the roof-
tops of the house below it as its courtyard. This is also a unique aspect in the sense
that a communal feature is added to the concept of a house, which is generally con-
sidered to be strictly private property. This design is called a “terrace” design, and
it is preferred because in mountainous regions, where little land is available for
human use, people must minimize the use of land for dwelling purposes and leave
more land for productive activities. This also explains why there is usually very
little space around the dwellings (Habitat, 2001:10).

In some mountainous regions of Kurdistan, concrete slabs are laid on the floor of
the majority of homes, whereas in other mountainous places, mud floors are com-
mon. To prevent heat loss, windows are usually small openings, or they may even be
reduced to ventilation holes. It is also common to provide cross-ventilation through
vent holes. In Kurdistan, roofs are generally made of wood and mud as simple
thatched roofs. Wood is a cheap available building material, and often there will
be a layer of thatching in between the wooden beams and the mud coating above.

The Challenges for Kurdistan Settlements

Kurdistan settlements and cities face particular challenges in the creative planning
process. From the current status of small and medium-sized cities in Kurdistan,
we find that beside the urban problems, there are social and economic problems.
Positive solutions to those problems cannot be achieved without understanding
their core (Ismael, 2015). Migration is a significant demographic and social prob-
lem for small and medium-sized cities, as most of the population leaves for major
cities, which directly influences population stabilization on the local and regional
levels (Ismael & Saleem, 2015). Furthermore, inadequate regional distribution of
investments and a severe lack of economic activities in small and medium-sized
cities are other important economic problems that lead to a disproportion of the
population in the working age.

Some of these problems include the fact that the majority of settlements are
located in mountain valleys and narrow plains. This situation represents a power-
ful natural limitation on the cities’ growth in Kurdistan.

The physical separation of most settlements in the mountainous region makes
it difficult for them to connect. In addition, it is difficult to provide transportation
between them. In particular, the lack of railway lines leads the cities to depend
mostly on the few paved roads for regional outreach.

The cities lack unique urban functions, and buildings and public spaces are often
in a decrepit, run-down state, despite the availability of basic aspects of development
and the general attraction of many cities. If used properly, they would encourage
construction activities and lead to economic recovery in these cities.

Small and medium-size cities in Kurdistan do not have a particular identity or
characteristic because of the diverse, overlapping urban fabric. This is in reference
to their physical urban environment, such as elements, materials, form, scales,
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density, and networks, and its psychological, socio-cultural, ecological, manage-
rial, and economic structures.

Resource and Regional Attractiveness

Regional attractiveness refers to characteristics and resources that a region has to
offer to attract corporations, residents, and tourists. Numerous settlements in Kurd-
istan have access to multiple resources such as human and natural resources
(Ismael, 2012). These resources may be used as an economic base for urban devel-
opment at local, regional, and national levels.

Human Potential

As result of most urban activities and public services being concentrated in the
Kurdistan metropolis, it is clear that the unemployment rate in small and medium-
sized cities is higher than the overall rate of unemployment in Kurdistan.

Natural Potential

Kurdistan is rich in a broad spectrum of natural resources, and in particular is well
endowed with water and oil. The abundant rainfall that is common over the Zagros
and Taurus mountains has made Kurdistan one of the few watersheds of the Middle
East. The major river system includes the Tigris and Euphrates and their tributar-
ies. Favorable geological conditions in Kurdistan connected with the abundant
water runoff to form an extensive aquifer and spring system. These springs serve
as the main source of artificial irrigation and domestic water for the Kurds (Nagsh-
bandi et al., 1998). The northern regions of Iraq are also rich with other natural
resources, in particular, oil. Oil is found in abundance in the rock strata of the parts
of Tragi Kurdistan. With approximately 45 billion barrels of oil, this area has among
the largest oil reserves in the Middle East, and contains larger proven deposits than
the United States (Mills, 2016). Other underground resources that exist in signifi-
cant quantities in Kurdistan include copper, iron, zinc, and limestone, which is
used to produce cement. The world’s largest deposit of rock sulfur is located just
southwest of Erbil. Other important underground resources include coal, gold, and
marble (Ghafor, 2005).

Heskef

Heskef, or Hasankeyf, is an ancient settlement on the Tigris River in Turkey that
used to house Assyrian, Armenian, and Jewish families, but today is home to a
majority of the Kurdish population. The city’s history goes back to Roman times,
and it has many archaeological remains and ruins from Islamic history. The

(continued)
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gigantic GAP Project (Guneydogu Anadolu Projesi, or Southeastern Anatolia Proj-
ect) saw the construction of large dams on the Tigris and Euphrates, one of which,
the Ilisu Dam, eventually led to the flooding of Heskef. Over the years, the question
of resettling the entire village has turned into a nationalistic battle between the
Turkish authorities and the Kurdish population.

Urban Potential

There is a large, untapped urban potential even for small and medium-sized cit-
ies, which can be used to develop these cities into places that attract people rather
than cause them to move away. If applied correctly, this could change the path
of rural migration toward them instead of the large cities. For example, the major-
ity of cities include empty interior pockets; these areas can be used in develop-
ment projects, as can some older areas, which can be removed and redesignated
to improve their positions in addressing shortcomings and deficiencies in the ser-
vice and housing sector. In addition, buildings and areas with archaeological value
could be used for tourism. Some areas that represent the region’s urban heritage
must be preserved as symbols of the distinctive urban character of the city.

The geological evolution of Kurdistan led to the emergence of a great variation
in topography from one place to another, from broad plains and narrow valleys to
the deep and simple slopes and sharp peaks. The mountainous nature of Kurdis-
tan, the difference of temperatures in its various parts, and its wealth of waters
make the region a destination for tourism, where many areas could be used for
tourism investment projects in small and medium-sized cities.

Planning Sustainable Urban Growth in Kurdistan

Rapid urbanization, the concentration of the urban population in large cities, and
the sprawl of cities into wider geographical areas are among the most significant
transformations of human settlements in Kurdistan (Ismael & Saleem, 2015). Tak-
ing into account this situation, planners and administrators should consider mea-
sures to improve the livelihood of the people and to ensure the sustainable
development of the region for present and future generations. This can be achieved
by formulating strategic policies and implementing sustainable growth programs
through an appropriate urban planning strategy.

Urban planning can be defined as the design and regulation of the uses of space
that focus on the physical form, economic functions, and social impacts of the
urban environment and on the location of different activities within it.

Urban planning has four primary objectives:

 Promoting efficient provision of the urban infrastructure and allocation of land use,
thereby contributing to economic growth
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* Managing spatial extension while minimizing infrastructure costs

* Maintaining or improving the quality of the urban environment (including the qual-
ity of the housing stock)

* Preserving the natural environment immediately outside the urban area

Urban planning essentially means generating, developing, and managing
resources. The efficiency of urban settlements largely depends upon how well they
were planned, how economically they were developed, and how efficiently they
are managed. The proposed urban planning for small and medium-sized cities in
Kurdistan aims to address the current problems by achieving the maximum utili-
zation of resources and capabilities available in the actual development. Moreover,
it also aims to improve the natural environment for those cities by raising their
ability to become more suitable for human lives and even lead its functions
efficiently.

Urban planning for Kurdistan’s small and medium-sized cities requires that the
regional planning authorities are concerned with the development of cities at the
regional level and local planning authorities with the planning at the level of
the cities themselves. Urban planning at the regional level includes:

» Working toward achieving a balance of distribution of urban centers

* Alleviating urban congestion and urban populations in specific places

* Encouraging trends that generate new small and medium-sized cities with reason-
able spaces between them and allowing the establishment of independent economic
activities

+ Converting small and medium-sized cities into attractive urban centers by highlight-
ing each city’s excellence, efficiency, and performance

» Achieving coherence and unity among cities within their region by strengthening
transport and communication networks among them, which is important in order to
sustain regional development

Urban planning at the local level includes:

 Improving the fabric and structure of the cities by dealing with urban deprivation.

* Supporting the connection between all areas and neighborhoods in the city and pro-
tecting city’s urban cohesion from splitting, divisions, and disconnect, which result
from natural limitations.

* Raising the absorptive capacity of cities by increasing their ability to provide space
for land use development through optimum utilization of the contour line. For
example, residences may be built on the high contour slope, as these structures
require less space, whereas structures for services and industrial use are built in
low-sloping areas.

* Improving properties and buildings by removing and replacing those in poor condi-
tion, repairing and maintaining surrounding buildings, and continuously maintain-
ing areas and buildings of archaeological value.

* Providing basic urban facilities and infrastructure in the cities, such as subways, foot-
paths, parks, gardens, playgrounds, and public amenities, including street lighting,
parking lots, bus stops, and public conveyances.

15
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Conclusion

In Kurdistan, for the first time, humans began to leave their caves and started build-
ing permanent homes to live in. Thus, long before Europe, Iraqi Kurdistan was the
scene of the neolithic revolution. Many settlements and cities in Kurdistan include
multiple resources with potential, such as human and natural resources, which can
be used as an economic base for urban development planning at local, regional,
and national levels.

However, despite this, Kurdistan settlements and cities still face particular chal-
lenges in the development of a creative planning strategy. Based on the facts
related to the status of small and medium-sized cities in Kurdistan, other social
and economic problems emerge that deserve to be addressed by decision makers
in order to achieve positive results from the development projects of the cities. The
urbanization process is irreversible in Kurdistan and therefore should be turned
into opportunities for growth. By the year 2015 and beyond, more people will live
in urban areas Kurdistan than in rural areas. To guarantee that the magnitude and
pace of urbanization do not hinder the country’s overall development, Kurdistan
should continue to implement integrated sustainable development strategies in
order for our cities to become generators of development, not only for themselves
but also for the rural hinterlands. Future priorities should emphasize the follow-
ing imperatives of sustainable development:

* Developing efficient and effective governance systems in Kurdistan cities and other
settlements

* Strengthening national and local institutional capacities in the areas of sustainable
urbanization

* Promoting city-to-city cooperation in order to encourage the exchange of best prac-
tices of sustainable urban development at all levels

* Mobilizing external resources and more coordinated and concerted support for sus-
tainable development

Ayoob Ismael

Portions of this chapter are reprinted with permission from Ayoob Ismael and
Dr. Ibrahim Ngah. (2011). “Understanding the Situation of Rural Settlements in the
Mountainous Region.” International Journal of Rural Studies, vol. 19 no. 2.
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Life and Work

Kurdistan experienced state-initiated modernization efforts in the form of economic
restructuring in the 1950s. Often compelled to abandon traditional farming villages
for urban environments, Kurds tried to escape rural economic inequality. In the
cities, Kurds encountered structural economic obstacles and struggled with systemic
barriers as well. While Kurdish families aspired to access opportunities for their
children, they frequently lived through practices of forced assimilation and myo-
pic tendencies to denigrate Kurdish culture and traditions. Kurds faced increasingly
harsh Arabization, Persianization, and Turkification policies in the region. Discrimi-
nation against Kurds in both the economic sector and in educational environments
slowed their path to achieving success in urban settings throughout the 20th century.

Internal migration of Kurds from the countryside to small Kurdish towns and
then to larger urban environments contributed to layers of cultural denial and
political silencing. In Turkey, for example, during the late 1980s and early 1990s
thousands of small Kurdish villages were violently cleared of populations by the
Turkish army, which was fighting to eradicate the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK),
an ethno-nationalist Kurdish guerrilla organization. The reality of widespread vio-
lence against poor farming communities forced the expulsion and displacement
of tens of thousands of Kurds from their homeland. Many Kurds moved from the
southeast and east of Turkey to Western cities; others left the country to pursue
labor agreements or appealed for asylum in Europe. Some Kurds departed for neigh-
boring countries such as Iraq. Both labor migrants and internally displaced Kurds
initially ended up living in marginal and impoverished neighborhoods in Istan-
bul, Izmir, Adana, Baghdad, and European cities.

Kurds continue to face significant patterns of discrimination today, which are
linked to their sociocultural stigmatization. Human rights violations such as expul-
sions were rarely acknowledged in the public sphere. Instead, the experiences of
Kurds tended to be euphemistically labeled as “the Kurdish issue or the Kurdish
problem.” As a consequence, Kurdish people were described as living in underde-
veloped provinces of the country and classified as a troublesome and undesirable
ethnic group (Yegen, 1996). The Turkish state’s official communications about
Kurds encouraged their characterization as tribal, patriarchal, culturally reactionary,
and economically backward. Made invisible in the so-called enlightened nation-
state, Kurds were portrayed as embracing practices of banditry instead of indus-
trialization and perceived as dominated by backward religious sheikhs rather
than accepting modern values. Such attitudes changed little over time, as Kurds in
Turkey found that peaceful activism for political and linguistic rights led to
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accusations of involvement in separatist activities and PKK terrorism. Practices of
public denigration of the Kurdish identity have been so pervasive in Turkey that
parallel worlds developed. Kurds essentially had been erased by official state-
approved accounts other than in reports related to terrorism, but lived in pain,
deep suffering, and humiliation for being Kurdish.

Kurds have also achieved success despite lasting patterns of discrimination and
repression. Kurds work in media environments, at universities, and in healthcare
and have created their own international businesses. The Kurdish diaspora, pre-
dominantly in Europe, played an important role in supporting economic and
cultural opportunities in the homeland regions for decades. Despite ongoing repres-
sion in Iran and Turkey (and today to a lesser degree in Rojava, Syria, and in the
Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq), Kurds have made enormous economic
strides over the past 50 years.

Kurds and Modernization

Before the outbreak of World War I, Kurdish tribal communities subsisted in the
border regions between the Ottoman Empire (dissolved in 1922), Qajar Iran
(deposed in 1925), and the encroaching Russian Empire (until the Russian Revolu-
tion in 1917). Powerful Kurdish tribal chiefs managed to carve out quasi-autonomous
fiefdoms and often benefited from the rising tensions between the competing
interests of these empires. Kurdish tribal leaders sought out alliances with empires
and focused on strengthening their regional authority.

Kurdish leaders interacted regularly with emissaries of empires who enforced
regional controls through various ways, including paying for the aid of Kurdish
leadership. Without the collaboration and support of Kurdish tribes, it was signifi-
cantly harder for Qajar Iran and the Ottomans to manage the outer margins of
their territories. Traditionally, Kurds tended to rely on income that they earned
through the use of mountain pastures, including their agricultural activity, and the
taxes they collected from peasant populations. In addition, caravan and trade routes
contributed a vital and reliable source of revenue for Kurdish chiefs. These tribal
leaders certainly welcomed the rather lucrative collaboration with regional empires.
(McDowall, 1997)

In some areas, Kurds earned money from acting on behalf of empires along the
fringes, while other tribal leaders offered security services for traders. By serving
in the military interest of empires, Kurdish leaders ensured their own economic
viability and asserted the regional security of Kurds. Over time, such arrangements
between empires and local power brokers incorporated tribal structures into vari-
ous administrative configurations of empires. Kurdish tribal militias took on the
role of what today could be considered a paramilitary or even mercenary force
(Eccarius-Kelly, 2011: 79). As a result, tribal economic and political controls over
geographic buffer zones increased, and Kurdish leaders asserted their growing
influence through traditional patron-client relationships. In essence, a symbiotic
relationship developed between regional tribal structures and powerful empires,
which ended with the collapse of Ottoman rule.
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When the Allied forces defeated the Ottoman Empire, British troops occupied
large swaths of Mesopotamia, including the vast region from Sulamaniyah (Sulai-
mani or Slemani in Kurdish) all the way north to the area of Mosul. Today, Mosul
is at the center of a crucial battle to dislodge the fighters of the Islamic State from
the province, and Kurdish militias once again play an exceptionally important role.
British forces in 1918 encountered extensive Kurdish tribal structures along with
experienced Kurdish militias in this region, which today is part of the Kurdistan
Regional Government in Iraq. Inclined to grant autonomy to a number of Kurdish
leaders to avoid further military encounters, the Allies proposed to carve up the
weak Ottoman Empire. Ottoman elites, devastated by their losses, felt that they
had run out of options and signed the Treaty of Sevres in 1920.

The European mandate system that emerged in the aftermath of the Ottoman
defeat allowed Britain to control the territories of Iraq while the French took over
the provinces of Syria. Ottoman Kurdish regions were simply subsumed into dif-
ferent political systems and became part of modern Turkey, Iraq, and Syria. Based
on Woodrow Wilson’s declaration of the principles of civilization, minorities such
as the Kurds were granted the opportunity to claim statehood—at least in an
abstract sense. In particular, Articles 62—64 of the Treaty of Sevres defined spe-
cific geographic boundaries as territory to be controlled by Kurds and appeared to
grant Kurdish society the right to establish an autonomous homeland if sufficient
support was expressed. But the Treaty of Sevres was never implemented. Instead,
the Lausanne Peace Conference replaced Sevres in 1923. Mustafa Kemal’s nation-
alist forces successfully defeated the invading Western armies during the Turkish
War of Independence (1919-1922) and rejected the prior agreement as invalid in
the face of Turkey’s victory. The Turkish military’s triumph in combination with
the Allied forces’ reluctance to further engage with Mustafa Kemal’s nationalist
forces nullified the earlier treaty in favor of the Lausanne Conference. This out-
come, of course, contributed to the formation of regional nation-states, which
denied the Kurds an autonomous region (McDowall, 1997).

Ever since the implementation of the Lausanne treaty, Kurdish intellectuals and
political activists have expressed varying degrees of anger, resentment, and hos-
tility toward the Turkish state’s refusal to officially recognize Kurds as a separate
people. The Republic of Turkey was established in 1923, and in less than a year
the use of the Kurdish language was officially forbidden—a first indicator of the
forced assimilation or Turkification policies that were to come. In practical terms,
the language issue created tremendous challenges for rural Kurds as only a small
percentage—estimated to have been less than 5 percent at the time—spoke or
understood Turkish (Eccarius-Kelly, 2011: 80). This linguistic disadvantage made
communication between the central state and the peripheral Kurdish communi-
ties extremely difficult. Access to education without prior knowledge of Turkish
was practically impossible, which also contributed to a growing sense of exclusion
among the Kurdish populations. The relationship between the state and Kurdish
groups further deteriorated as Turkish soldiers appropriated livestock from local
communities without proper compensation.




LIFE AND WORK

Although Mustafa Kemal initially pursued a successful policy of co-optation
within the Kurdish tribal areas of Turkey, any collaborative inroads between cen-
tral forces and the periphery soon became impasses as a consequence of numer-
ous regional uprisings. Immediately after 1919, the majority of Kurdish leaders
supported Turkish national resistance against the invading Greeks and Armenians
for several reasons. A number of Kurdish chiefs feared reprisals from Armenian
nationalists because Kurdish tribes had participated in the Armenian massacres
during 1894-1896 and the Armenian genocide during 1915-1918. Sunni Kurds,
who made up irregular regiments known as the Hamidiye Light Cavalry Regiments
(also referred to as the Tribal Regiments), had particularly targeted Christian com-
munities. Kurdish villagers hoped to retain formerly Armenian-held lands and
properties if they collaborated with Mustafa Kemal’s nationalist forces, and tribal
chiefs claimed that Armenian and Assyrian areas actually had been Kurdish lands
all along. Finally, the majority of Kurds supported the protection of Muslim lands
against an incursion of Christian forces. In exchange for their loyal service, Mus-
tafa Kemal granted several Kurdish leaders special rights and privileges, includ-
ing appointments to the Grand National Assembly. But this mutually beneficial
arrangement did not last as Kurdish tribal forces encountered the tide of Turkish
nationalism.

It is important to recognize that initial Kurdish support for the Turkish Repub-
lic had not been unified. Regional uprisings, including the 1925 Sheikh Said revolt,
encouraged the Turkish government to emphasize state control over Kurdish areas.
In essence, the new government perceived the prior modus operandi in the Kurd-
ish regions as an unnecessary expense and ultimately antithetical to Turkey’s
national objectives. This shift toward a new political direction created an entirely
different set of conditions on the ground. Kurdish groups who had perpetrated vio-
lence against neighboring communities a decade earlier became victims of repres-
sion themselves after the establishment of the Turkish state. Mustafa Kemal
introduced draconian measures to restrict and then eliminate Kurdish regional con-
trols entirely. To achieve its goals the Turkish state implemented the Maintenance
of Order Law, which aimed to break tribal resistance to centralized moderniza-
tion efforts. This martial law repressed potentially subversive activities in the Kurd-
ish regions, ranging from unapproved gatherings to the formation of religious
brotherhoods like the Nagshbandi and Qadiri Sufi orders. In addition, the publi-
cation of Kurdish literature and access to informational or political pamphlets was
not permitted.

A state tribunal carried out death sentences in the aftermath of the 1925 Sheikh
Said revolt, closed dervish lodges because they were considered rebellious, and sig-
naled the emergence of a fiercely authoritarian rule by dismantling even legal
opposition to state controls. Increasing numbers of Kurdish villages objected to the
repressive rule that failed to provide the benefits once experienced under the
patronage system. The Turkish state now demanded that Kurds pay taxes and pro-
vide young men for national conscription, but in contrast to the established tribal
tradition of reciprocity, the Kurds were no longer granted any tangible advantages
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in exchange. Traditional Kurdish services to the state became obsolete. Turkey
stopped relying on tribal military units to carry out regional raids, ended the prac-
tice of using patronage and subsidies to encourage loyalty, and closed religious
schools, which subsequently deprived the religious authorities of their expected
income and leverage. The Turkish government effectively disrupted, weakened, and
ultimately undermined tribal culture to prevent the rise of a pan-tribal or pan-
Islamic oppositional force in the Republic of Turkey.

The Kurdish regions and their populations were subsumed into the newly formed
states. Along with Kurdish villagers, petroleum deposits and water resources were
also carved up and integrated into the new states. This was a particularly devas-
tating development for Kurds in the Iraqi context. The Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930
made no mention of a separate Kurdish identity. In fact, the modernizing Iraqi state
changed its focus away from agricultural production and embraced the notion of
a development model based on petroleum. Kurdish communities had to adjust to
major structural changes as they lost their economic base when elites in Iraq
stopped relying on Kurdish agricultural products. Instead, Iraq pursued rapid
industrialization with the help of its oil resources and decided to import food
(Natali, 2005: 63). Elite investments in Kurdish agricultural regions declined, and
Kurds were forced to abandon their farms and had to migrate to urban environ-
ments. In large cities, Kurds joined the growing masses of uneducated seasonal
and day laborers.

While Iraq initially relied on co-optation policies for Kurds, political elites shifted
to repressive Arabization strategies by the 1970s and 1980s. To break the spirit of
rebellious Kurdish communities, they were pushed off their traditionally held pas-
ture and farming lands and deported in large numbers. Increasingly controlling,
the state resettled Kurds in restricted areas and fully guarded collective towns.
Under Saddam Hussein’s leadership, an Iraqi dictator who was the country’s pres-
ident from 1979 until 2003, the situation grew even more desperate for Kurds. The
Iraqi military pushed Kurds into uninhabitable southern desert zones; Kurds could
no longer hold deeds to land; and Kurdish names of villages and towns were
changed to Arab names (which were essential elements of the Arabization cam-
paign in Iraq).

Kurds were considered a serious threat to Iraqi stability because they represented
a large percentage of the national population (up to a quarter of the population).
Toward the final years of the Irag-Iran War (1980-1988), the Iraqi army focused
its full and devastating attention on subduing Kurds. Under Saddam Hussein’s
orders, gas attacks targeted the Kurdish town of Halabja, killing at least 6,000 villa-
gers in the surrounding areas. Weeks later, in the fall of 1988, members of the
Iraqi army carried out mass deportations and razed 75 percent of all Kurdish vil-
lages (often called the infamous Anfal or Spoils of War campaigns). Today, these
murderous attacks are recognized as genocide against the Kurds in Iraq.

In Syria, the Kurds made up less than 10 percent of the population, but several
provinces had large Kurdish majorities such as Jazira. The region was especially
fertile as barley, rice, wheat, and cotton provided opportunities for Kurdish peasants
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to thrive. Many Syrian Kurds in the region actually had escaped from Turkey dur-
ing earlier periods of revolt in the 1920s (Vanly, 1992: 147). Other Kurdish areas in
Syria, especially Afrin, were well-irrigated zones and had enormous tracts of
olive groves, fruit orchards, and dairy farms. But when the Baathist regime in Syr-
ian enforced its own version of Arabization policies on Kurds in the 1970s, land
and homes were taken away from Kurdish villagers and given to Arab settlers
instead. Many young Kurds began to seek jobs in major Syrian cities such as Damas-
cus and Aleppo. Those who stayed behind relied on seasonal employment. Often
they worked for Arab families and suffered through an impoverished existence
without access to running water, healthcare, or basic education (Vanly, 1992: 162).

Meanwhile, Reza Shah in Iran struggled to hold the country together as both
Soviet and British troops occupied Iran during World War II. Britain and Russia
were determined to destabilize German-Iranian collaboration at the time. During
this period of occupation, a small group of rebellious Kurds saw an opportunity to
establish an independent Kurdish Republic—the Republic of Mahabad—which
received Soviet protection. However, once the Soviets withdrew from Iran, the
short-lived Mahabad experiment in northwestern Iran ended with Iranian troops
retaking the area in 1946. Legendary Kurdish leader Mustafa Barzani (1903-1979)
and his followers received safe passage into the Soviet Union, but other Kurdish
leaders, including Qazi Mohamed, were publicly hung by the Shah of Iran. Kurd-
ish printing presses and books were destroyed, and teaching in the Kurdish lan-
guage was banned in Iran. After 12 years of exile, Barzani returned to northern
Iraq to begin a renewed struggle for an autonomous Kurdish region. Reza Shah
focused on eradicating Kurdish tribal life in Iran by undermining agricultural
opportunities for Kurdish villages and communities. Non-Persian ethnic groups
were culturally repressed, their lands confiscated, and their religious expressions
limited in public life.

The 1970s Persianization policies focused on advancing Iranian loyalists in gov-
ernment and administrative positions and denied Kurds access to leadership roles
(Natali, 2005: 120). In a highly controlled, militarized, and centralized Iranian
state, Kurdish language instruction was not permitted. Kurds also experienced very
uneven industrialization periods that were linked to the petroleum sector, but
mostly remained excluded from industrial advancements and direct economic or
employment benefits. The Iranian reality for Kurds worsened after the Shah was
deposed in 1979 and the Islamic Republic enforced rigid Shia religious rule. The
majority of Kurds in Iran are Sunni Muslims, which made them targets of the new
regime. During the Iran-Iraq War with Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein (1980-1988),
Kurdish groups attempted to carve out more local control, but failed. This turned
Kurds into enemies to both the Iraqi and the Iranian state. The regime in Tehran
quickly focused on arresting and eliminating Kurdish leaders, both domestically
and abroad. Several Kurdish opponents of the Iranian regime in exile, including
in Vienna, Austria, and in Berlin, Germany, were assassinated by Iranian agents.
Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou was assassinated in Vienna in 1989, and his succes-
sor, Sadegh Sharafkandi, was murdered in 1992 in Berlin.
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Kurdish Economic and Migration Patterns

From the 1920s until the 1960s, the majority of Kurds lived in small, rural villages,
which frequently were located in remote valleys and mountain regions. Village life
tended to be organized around pastoral agricultural activities, although some
Kurds continued to engage in nomadic activities such as herding goats and sheep
for decades after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire (Izady, 1992: 227-229). While
nomadic Kurds pursued seasonal herding to distant mountain summer pastures,
settled farmers kept their herds within a day’s walk to the family farms. For all
Kurds involved in herding activities, the sale of lamb to regional traders was quite
common; Kurds cherished the meat but also used sheep for their wool and became
involved in the growing regional textile industry. Kurdish women relied on the wool
to weave kilim tribal rugs, which are flat tapestry rugs rather than the high-pile
carpets more commonly known from Iran. In addition, herds of sheep provided
Kurdish communities with nutritious milk, and Kurdish farms were known for
producing high-quality yogurt, buttermilk, and a range of tasty peasant cheeses.

While Kurds engaged in traditional herding practices along the steeper moun-
tain slopes, they also took full advantage of fertile valleys to expand their access to
arable lands. Traditionally, Kurds considered wheat and barley among their favor-
ite crops, along with a variety of vegetables. In some areas of Kurdistan, olives and
sunflowers were grown for cooking oils and to sell on the local markets. Also, fruit
and nut trees played an important role in Kurdish diets because dried pears, apples,
and various other fruits sustained families during the winter months. Kurds valued
their many varieties of nut trees, including hazelnuts, chestnuts, almonds, walnuts,
and pistachios. During the early 1980s, dried fruits and nuts emerged as one of
the most marketable cash crops for Kurds in Iran (Izady, 1992: 228).

Traditional Kurdish houses tended to be made of mud bricks that had been
formed by hand. These houses had sturdy wooden roofs with easy access from
inside the house. During the winter months, the houses were mostly heated with
wood stoves, and some families benefited from a room below the ground to escape
the bitter cold temperatures. However, during the summer, family members often
slept on the rooftops for access to cool wind and to escape the stuffy and hot tem-
peratures that remained inside the house. Water was carried into the houses from
village wells because indoor plumbing did not arrive in Kurdish villages until the
1970s or even later.

Kurds also became involved with a number of cash crops by focusing on prod-
ucts they could sell in regional markets. In particular, tobacco played a vital role
since it was used for water pipes across the entire Middle East. Cotton also became
a significant crop in nearly all regions of Kurdistan. Syrian Kurds produced sig-
nificant amounts of cotton because of the hot and wet climate and the availability
of cheap labor. Cotton tended to be picked by hand along the banks of the Euphra-
tes River. Unfortunately, cotton also turned out to be environmentally destructive
in several ways for a number of Kurdish regions. Cotton growth required that
groundwater be used for regular irrigation practices, causing water shortages for
farms or communities with other crops. Also, pollution concerns became an
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extremely difficult issue to address during consecutive cotton growth periods. The
heavy reliance on pesticides for cotton production ended up polluting drinking
water reservoirs, regional rivers, and lakes. Despite such environmental concerns,
cotton remains an important crop for Kurdish communities even today in Rojava,
Syrian Kurdistan.

Fundamental political and economic changes reshaped the entire Middle East
by the 1950s. Familiar Kurdish tribal production patterns experienced setbacks
as traditional patron-client relationships ended, in part because of ongoing peas-
ant uprisings related to land reform policies that central governments violently
enforced. Kurdish society changed dramatically as many Kurds migrated to urban
areas once their families lost access to land and land rights. In addition, many Kurd-
ish communities suffered through consecutive wars in the countryside, which
made their physical and economic survival extremely problematic. Although Kurd-
ish farmers had great hopes for improved lives in towns, when they first arrived in
Kurdish cities, they faced immediate barriers. Kurdish towns and cities through-
out Kurdistan had been neglected by central governments. Few economic oppor-
tunities existed for Kurds to join a modernizing workforce. Without the existence
of industrial enterprises or governmental investment schemes related to a regional
development plan, Kurdish laborers remained on the margins of society. Many lived
on the streets and struggled to find employment. While some rural migrants
engaged in seasonal labor or temporary construction work (often as contractual or
unregistered wage labor), others became involved in street vending activities. Many
families initially sent a young man to the city to earn an income, while the rest of
the family stayed in the countryside to work on what remained of their farms
(Grabolle-Celiker, 2013: 12-20).

In towns and cities, Kurds started to work in a wide range of jobs and profes-
sions. They often moved from vending into shop keeping and left behind their bar-
tering and trading activities once they found employment as construction workers.
Mainly, however, Kurds were unwelcome in urban environments (Grabolle-Celiker,
2013). As people from the countryside, they were expected to work as unskilled
menial laborers in large Turkish, Iraqi, and Iranian cities. Kurdish men faced
high unemployment rates, yet family members started to push many more young
men to work in the cities as poverty in rural areas increased. Expected to send
part of their earnings as remittances to their families, growing numbers of Kurds
never experienced traditional farming but engaged in day labor activities instead
to support their relatives in remote villages. The growing importance of oil fields,
trucking, and pipelines in the Kurdish regions of Turkey and Iraq also attracted
many Kurdish workers. Especially in the Kurdish areas of Iraq, petrochemi-
cals represented an increasingly indispensable source of income for Kurdish
communities.

The specialization in urban economies allowed a small Kurdish working class
to form, which mostly emerged through opportunities related to the oil indus-
try. But a Kurdish working class also formed because of large infrastructure proj-
ects, a boom in housing construction, and the emergence of small factories. As
more migrants started to acquire mechanical and electrical skills, they were hired
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in various service-related sectors working as drivers within the trucking and
transportation areas. When Kurdish laborers started to travel farther away from
their original villages, they found economic opportunities but also filled impover-
ished neighborhoods in major cities such as Istanbul, Tehran, and Baghdad. And
then Kurds also arrived in Europe. While Europe had already benefited from a rela-
tively large influx of Italian, Greek, Spanish, and Portuguese workers during the
1960s, Germany struggled to fulfill its economy’s extensive demand for a growing
workforce. An acute labor shortage in the country persuaded German officials to
launch a temporary worker arrangement with Turkey. Between 1961, the initial
year of the German-Turkish worker agreement, and 1975, just a couple of years
after the recruitment period ended, some 650,000 people holding Turkish citi-
zenship (of which about a third were Kurds) settled into semi-permanent labor
arrangements in Europe (Eccarius-Kelly, 2011: 4-9).

As part of the migration experience, Kurdish women in towns and cities also
began to participate in a wider range of social, economic, and cultural aspects of
life outside their homes. Women pursued educational opportunities and gained
professional skills. In the countryside, schools had not been widely available or
even accessible to Kurds. Remedial classes, if offered at all, had often been taught
in Arabic in Iraq and Syria or in Turkish, but not in Kurdish. This meant that most
children could not follow the materials discussed in class and received no help in
the home. As a consequence, literacy rates among Kurdish families remained very
low, and girls were discouraged from attending school at all. The migration pro-
cess from rural areas to cities and particularly abroad provided significantly
improved educational opportunities for Kurdish families and reshaped the roles
of Kurdish women.

Unemployment in Kurdistan

Access to jobs and educational opportunities continued to be uneven across Kurd-
istan. The lack of economic opportunities for Kurds in Iran led to their increased
involvement in smuggling operations, for example. Today, Kurds from Iran cross
borders illegally to reach the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) and Turkey for
access to goods. Unfortunately, smuggling is also extremely dangerous, as grow-
ing numbers of so-called kolbars (Kurdish porters who carry enormous packages
of goods on their backs into Iran) have been shot and killed by Iranian soldiers
along the border zones. But economic desperation in Iran continues to drive Kurds
to engage in such high-risk activities.

Widespread patterns of social and economic discrimination against Kurds also
intensified in Turkish society following renewed high-intensity conflict between
the state and the PKK in 2016. Hostilities against Kurds also deepened as a conse-
quence of the civil war in Syria, which had provided Syrian Kurdistan (Rojava) with
an opportunity to declare its regional autonomy. Turkey rejects the notion of an
independent Kurdish state on its borders for fear of increased collaboration between
Kurds in Syria and Turkey. A host of problems also challenge economic development
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plans in the KRG. Besides significant levels of corruption and a lack of transpar-
ency in its leadership, the Kurdish state has become mired in oil disputes with
Baghdad leading to periods of severe economic recession. A large number of Kurd-
ish men pursue employment options within the KRG’s state bureaucracy, espe-
cially in the security sector and among the Peshmerga forces. The average salary is
often less than 500,000 Iraqi dinars ($430) per month, making the pursuit of sec-
ondary means of income a necessity to sustain families. To make matters worse,
Peshmerga salaries are not paid regularly by Baghdad, and the limited funds are
not redistributed in a transparent manner within the KRG. As a result, many Pesh-
merga members have to sell goods or offer their services as drivers during their
days off. This reality has negatively affected access to education for boys, as they
are expected to financially support their families.

In 2016, unemployment rates reportedly hovered around 12 to 14 percent accord-
ing to Ali Sindi, the KRG’s minister of planning. He suggested that unemployment
rates worsened once displaced Kurdish people and regional refugees entered the
KRG in the aftermath of IS (Islamic State) attacks (Rudaw, 2016). An Iranian Kurd-
ish parliamentarian suggested that unemployment rates in Kurdish-dominated
western provinces of Iran had reached more than 60 percent. (Rudaw, 2017). Mean-
while, in Turkey youth unemployment was about 28 percent and even higher in
Kurdish areas, where only about half of all men under 30 years of age had access
to occasional service-sector jobs or lacked employment entirely in 2016 (Gurcan,
2016). While regional states have obfuscated access to Kurdish unemployment data,
Kurds tend to suffer from exceptionally high unemployment rates, especially com-
pared to other national population groups in Iran and Turkey.

Corruption is a serious challenge in the region. Elites often access and distribute
funds, making impoverished Kurds dependent on rigid hierarchies reminiscent
of tribal structures. Corruption tends to undermine the success of nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) and their outreach efforts. The two dominant politi-
cal parties in the KRG rely on nepotism and clientelism to sustain their control in
the region. NGOs have attempted to engage with Kurdish communities on the
grassroots level, but often encounter obstacles or political challenges in their
attempts to implement transparent policies. In the KRG, many NGOs are funded
by international intergovernmental organization (IGOs) (such as the United
Nations), as well as numerous international governments. To access international
funds, NGOs often focus on development, education, gender equality, and capacity-
building goals. In Turkey, the vast majority of NGOs focused on work with Kurd-
ish communities have been closed down since 2016.

Despite the tremendous hardships experienced by Kurds along their migratory
paths out of small villages, some Kurds have become inspirations for their brethren.
Among them is Hamdi Ulukaya, the founder of Chobani, one of the world’s largest
yogurt companies today. Ulukaya, a Kurdish immigrant of peasant roots, arrived
in upstate New York to study business. As Chobani’s philanthropically oriented
CEO, Ulukaya supports refugees through employment and training centers, but
also continues to make large donations to many different charities. His commitment

127



128

THEMATIC ESSAYS

to refugees and marginalized communities is a testament to his own journey as a
Kurd from Turkey who achieved enormous success abroad.

Vera Eccarius-Kelly
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Education

For Kurds, being educated is an honorable feature, which grants an important sta-
tus to the literate parts of society. This can be observed in the way Kurds show
respect to the mollah, a man of religious knowledge. Other societal leaders such as
a mit, agha, or notables do not walk in front of a Mollah as a sign of respect for
their knowledge. Similarly, if a Kurd meets a Mollah, he shows his respect by kiss-
ing their hands (Beyazidi, 2012: 160). In fact, literacy alone can be the reason for
appreciation and success in Kurdish society (Dersimi, 1997: 13).

Education is a factor that provides transitivity among social classes in Kurdish
society. For example, mirs have tried integrating the mirza, the tutors of their
children, into their family by marrying them to one of their daughters. Other-
wise, it is known that the upper class of Kurdish society, mirs, aghas, and sheikhs
do not intermarry with lower-class families, but here education works as a factor
in providing transitivity. In addition, families who include several generations of
mollahs can earn reputation and respect like other prominent families. To distin-
guish themselves from the commoners, they introduce themselves with titles like
malmela or keyemelan. Thus, it is obvious that education brings prestige. After the
Kurdish fiefdoms broke up in the late 19th century, the local schools, or madrasas,
were transferred to the villages, and it has been considered a source of honor for
the village to host the school.

In the Kurdish language, many proverbs relate to the importance given to edu-
cation in society. For example, we find in Kurmanji, “Cerxa cihane bixwendine digere,”
or “The world’s wheels turn with education” or in Zazaki, “Ez nevana wahari herf
vano,” or “I don't speak, the owner of the letter speaks” meaning that educated
people speak the truth.

Historical Background

Historically, education spread from the elites to the commoners. The situation of
the Kurds attests to that. While madrasas were open to everyone, nonreligious edu-
cation was given to the families of the leaders, the mir, agha, or notables, often in
their private homes. The educators, who were called Rusipi, Akilbent, or Mirza, taught
the children basic skills, such as reading and writing, but also consulted with the
Mir in political or social issues. These teachers often did not have a regular educa-
tion themselves, but they had qualities that enabled them to teach, such as wis-
dom or being literate.
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While madrasas are often regarded as the first educational institution among the
Kurds, before their time, classes were taught at mosques, inns, and khanakhs
(Keles, 2015). In particular, mosques have served as an important center for edu-
cation, which is why the word hucra or mosque-school is still widely used. They
continued to provide classes even after the establishment of the madrasas. For
example, today, Medresa Sor, located in Mahabad, still offers both functions as a
mosque and a school.

Education in the Early Kurdish State
Shaddadis (951-1088)

Shaddadis was a medieval Kurdish state in the Arran and Armenia region during
the 10th and 11th centuries. It ruled for nearly 200 years over the principalities of
Ganja, Dvin, and Ani and their surroundings. Its rulers established zoned com-
munities in their cities with special places for educational institutions and librar-
ies. They, too, contributed to the Golden Age of Islam, which saw a revival of science
and appreciation of knowledge during that time (Keles, 2015: 3—4).

While there is little information about the madrasah as the main educational
institution in the medical Muslim world, evidence shows that they existed in
the period of the Shaddadis. For example, Qadi Tahir al-Janzi, who completed his
education in Ganja, the capital of Shaddadis, and Abu’l-Kasim Ali an-Nisaburi
and Abu’l-Fadl Shaban al-Bardai, who lectured on Islamic sciences, revealed that
there were indeed institutions like the madrasah or mosques where knowledge was
transmitted. The library in Ganja was known among scholars who came here for
teaching and research, enjoying the open scientific atmosphere (Keles, 2015: 3—4).

Another example is the city of Ani that was turned into a center of learning
where Qadi Burhanaddin al-Anawi taught Islamic sciences, medicine, and astron-
omy. The well-known Ani School was established under Hovhannes Sarkavag dur-
ing the rule of the Shaddadis, and it attracted many students and scholars (Keles,
2015: 4). This shows that educational institutions such as madrasahs, hangah, and
hocras existed and skills were taught in many cities, among them Islamic sciences,
mathematics, philosophy, music, and medicine (Keles, 2015: 18).

Marwanids (983-1085)

The Marwanids were a Kurdish dynasty ruling over a large territory in Diyabakir’s
Silvan Province. It is said that northern Mesopotamia reached its peak in economic
and cultural affairs during the Marwanid period. The results and products of the
period of enlightenment in the arts, culture, and music can be seen in the works
of today’s scholars and artists from Diyarbakir. The Marwanid rulers took Arme-
nian, Assyrian, and Jewish scholars under their protection. For example, Abu Nasr
Yahya bin Jarir al-Takriti was a famous Jacobite scholar of medicine, astronomy,
philosophy, and theology. He later became the physician of Nasruddawla (d. 968),
the second Hamdanid ruler of the Emirate of Mosul (Baluken, 2010).
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Ardalan Mirs (1168-1867)

One of the Kurdish fiefdoms or emirates in Rojhelat (Iran) was Ardalan, which also
was an important center for the arts, culture, and education. In the capital of Arda-
lan, the city of Sine, there were many madrasahs, which gave the city the capacity
to accommodate many students and scholars. Kurds, Persians, Turks, and other
people from different ethnic backgrounds came to Sine to study. For this reason,
the city was called the House of Wisdom, Dar al-Ilm. Among the great scholars
from Sine we find Mawlana Khalid Shahrazuri and Qadiri an Mardukhi, families
who contributed to the fields of art, science, and literature (Sheerin, 2011:
241-243).

Ayyubids of Hasankeyf (1232-1524)

The Kurdish lands witnessed a golden age during the reign of the Ayyubids of
Hasankeyf, especially in the fields of education, science, and art where several
madrasahs were built in the city. As a result, important scholars flocked to Hasan-
keyf, and great works have been produced here especially in the fields of Sufism,
history, medicine, and music. The famous scholar of music Muzaffar bin al-Husayn
el-Haskafi wrote his masterpiece, al-Kashshaf fi Ilm al-Aghnam (Studies in the
Sciences of Songs) about musical terms and modes. One of the Ayyubid sultans,
al-Malik al-Kamil Khalil (d. 1238), wrote his own poetic collection or diwan.
Dawud al-Aghbari wrote the books Tawali al-Buruj about astronomy and Nihayat
al-Idrak wa al-Aghradat about pharmacology.

The efforts of the Ayyubids of Hasankeyf to institutionalize education should
be noted. They established charitable foundations as a source of financing the
madrasas and supporting the students and faculty. Several sultans also collected
large libraries as a tool for education and research.

Botan

The city of Cizre has been an important center of learning under various Kurdish
rulers, including the Marwanids, Ayyubids, and Botan Emirates. The name al-Jazari
refers to thinkers, scholars, and scientists who originated from this city. Among
them are such great names as Ibn al-Athir, Abul Khayr, and Ismail Abu'l 1zz
(Sengul, 2014: 61). The most well-known and influential madrasas in Cizre were
Madrasa Sor and Madrasa Mir Abdal. At the court of the Mir of Botan a lively liter-
ary and cultural scene was noted. For example, Ahmed Khani’s famous story, Mem
u Zin, takes place in Cizre.

Suveydi/Mirdasi Emirates

This fiefdom near Diyarbakir included important urban centers like Egil, Gerger,
Siverek, Palu, and Hani where a majority of Zaza-speaking Kurds lived. Again, the
premier institution for learning was the madrasa, which could be found in any of
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those cities. Palu in particular had a large number of madrasases, which were linked
to the Sufi Nagshbandi order.

Missionary or Millet Schools

British missionaries reformed the educational system in Kurdistan during the Otto-
man era. Prior to this, schools were supposed to transmit religious knowledge.
Only with the tanzimat reforms of the Ottoman Sultan did secular disciplines enter
the school curriculum in the larger cities. However, this was also objected to by
the religious men or ulema, who did promote the opening of sectarian or millet
schools as it was permitted by the Hatt-I Humayun or sultan’s decree. It stated that
each recognized religious community had the right to open private schools under
government control. Initially, these missionary schools were not considered a threat
to the government, but rather were seen as an educational benefit free of charge.
They also attracted many Kurdish families from the upper class to send their sons
to those schools where they were educated as loyal citizens to the sultan. Over time,
the millet schools grew and proved to be more successful than the educational
measurements of the government, which were underfunded and exposed to the
resistance of the ulemas. Ultimately, these schools failed, however, to build a
nonconfessional citizenry.

During the last quarter of the 19th century, a number of schools and universities
were opened in the Ottoman Empire, and the Kurdish graduates of those institu-
tions formed a small class of government officials, doctors, officers, and intellec-
tuals, who promoted the history, language, and culture of the Kurdish people.
Many were further influenced by their time spent in European exile where they
fled after Sultan Abd al-Hamid suspended the constitution in 1878 and reversed
some of the reforms from the Tanzimat era. The Kurdish intellectuals began
publishing in their own language, and in 1898, Kurdistan, the first Kurdish news-
paper, was published. Considering the educational level of the Kurdish popula-
tion, only a small fraction was actually able to read it. However, the cultural and
educational awakening process spread out to the Kurdish provinces of the Otto-
man Empire where many local leaders, both religious and secular, saw the benefits
and necessities of opening schools for their Kurdish constituency.

Education among Kurdish Religious Groups

Religious education was among the first activities to educate society for obvious
reasons of social and religious cohesion. Each religious community developed
unique strategies to meet the needs of religious instruction through different
methods and institutions but still according to their dogma and religious praxis.
While Kurdistan is a predominantly Sunni Muslim region, many other denomina-
tions and religions exist. Earlier the historic evolution of education among Kurd-
ish Sunnis has been described. In the following paragraphs, the education of Shias,
Yezidis, and Yarasan/Kakais is discussed.
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The Yarasan/Kakais are also known as Ahl-i Haqq, or People of the Truth, who
are mostly found in the Hawraman Region. They speak Gorani, which is also the
language of their sacred texts, which consists of sacred poems in the Hawrami dia-
lect called kelam. The kelam are performed by religious clerics called pir. Those
who wish to become a pir have to memorize the kelam and learn how to perform
them with a tambour or hand drum. The ceremony of performing the kelam to the
community is done in a diwan, which concurrently is the center of religious learn-
ing among the Yarsan. During the ritual, a spiritual bond between the pir or teacher
and the audience or students is created.

Among the Kurdish Alevis, education is not institutionalized. However, in the
early 20th century, they started to use madrasas as their main centers of learning
and instruction. The religious leaders of the Alevis are called pir or seyyid, and they
are the transmitters of Alevi beliefs. Today, Alevi society is more urbanized and
subsequently more organized. In Alevi Diwans, students are taught Alevi beliefs.
In the ceremonies and performances, they use the tambour to recite the sacred
texts. In the larger urban areas and due to the close contacts with the Turks, Turk-
ish language is also used in the litanies.

The Yezidis, like other syncretistic religious groups in the area, follow a socio-
religious separation between the laymen and the clerics. The clerics, known as
sheikh or pir, preserve the religious knowledge and pass it on to the next genera-
tion. Religious education is not institutionalized (with the exception of the gewal),
while secular/public education created a new class of curious laymen who want to
be involved in the religious education. Knowledge is preserved in oral literature,
psalms, hymns, and songs mostly in the Kurmanji dialect. In 1925, Darwish Shamo,
the Yezidi leader from Kurdagh in Syria, opened the first school for the Yezidi
children in his hometown long before anyone else in the region.

Finally, there are Kurdish Shia groups who mainly live in present-day Iran, where
they follow the official path of both religious and secular education like many other
Iranian Shias do. This is conducted in Persian and not in Kurdish. Shia Kurds liv-
ing in several regions in Kurdistan Iran (Rojhelat) refer to their religious authori-
ties regarding religious education. This bond existed before the Islamic Revolution,
and is now well developed into a system of madrasahs, many of which are funded
and supplied by the Iranian government. Special educational programs exists that
focus on Kurdish culture, history, and language, but the official language of instruc-
tion is Persian.

Kurdish Madrasahs

A common Kurdish word for education is xwendin/wendis, which literally means
reading. This skill is arguably the most important in the madrasa, where the
reading of the Quran is a main subject. Other subjects taught at the madrasa include
language sciences, psychology, philosophy, and legal studies where the students
learn about the main sources of Islam, Quran, Sunna, and Islamic law. The study
of language includes syntax, morphology, rhyme, calligraphy, semantics, oratory,
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and lexicology. Colloquially, these classes at the madrasa are referred to as diweyes
ilm/duwazde ilm (12 sciences). The madrasas provide education not only in the east-
ern parts of Turkey, but in other areas populated by Kurds too, in Iran, Iraq, and
Syria (Cicek, 2011). Two types of madrasahs are typically found: medrese
miran (established by Kurdish emirs) and medrese neqshibendi (established by Sufi
orders).

Today madrasas may be found in villages under the auspices of villagers but also
in cities and small towns because of the urbanization and decline in population of
the villages. The curriculum in the madrasa is based on reading a certain book
series in different fields. The madrasa teacher is called “Seyda,” and he evaluates
the students” performance after finishing the book series, including the syllabus.
The students who pass the evaluation receive a graduation certificate and are now
called molla and are authorized to work as such (Sengul, 2008).

Today, the madrasa operates under the supervision of the ministry of educa-
tion. After the foundation of the Turkish Republic, the law of unifying education
was passed, and its authority was passed on all religious schools. The function of
the madrasa has expanded over the years, and now it includes the religious instruc-
tions and explanations and legal advice, and it became the center of the political
opposition. Naturally, the government tried to diminish the influence of the madra-
sas by co-opting the graduates with jobs in public service. They were also offi-
cially appointed as imams, which in return required them to promote a more
moderate and government-friendly perspective.

Other mollas, however, led what was known as the Civil Friday Prayer, initi-
ated by the Peace and Democracy Party in 2011. They led prayers at public squares
and not in the government mosques. This caused the government to crack down
on the madrasas, and many of them were subsequently closed down. In response,
the government started its own training program for imams at the Imam Hatip
Schools where they tried to train a more government-friendly cohort of imams.

Modern Schools

Modern public schools were opened during the time of Iranian and Ottoman mod-
ernization and continued along during the time of the republic. Later, separate
primary or elementary and high schools were opened; however, those schools were
limited in number. For example, in 1900, in Dersim Hozat, a primary school with
three classrooms and a junior high school with three classrooms were opened,
while in Elazig, a military junior high school and a Sultani school were opened.
The Kurdish population was generally very interested in enrolling their children
at these schools; however, the large financial expenditures needed for studying at
these schools as well as enrollment quotas had a negative impact on schooling
among the Kurds (Dersimi, 1997; 17-19). Also the fact that the language of instruc-
tion was Turkish prevented Kurdish pupils from attending these government
schools (Nursi, 1990).

After the second declaration of constitutionalism in the Ottoman Empire in
1908, new educational opportunities for the Kurds emerged. One of those new
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A Kurdish teacher conducts class in the Syrian city of Qamishli, January 31, 2016. (Delil
Souleiman/AFP/Getty Images)

initiatives was the opening of asiret mektebi (tribal school), and another one was
the Kurdish Constitutionalism School opened by the Kurdish Education Associa-
tion in Istanbul. Other Kurdish associations were founded by Kurdish intellectuals
with the goal of providing literacy to the Kurdish population. Ultimately, they
wanted to start schools for Kurdish language, literature, education, and publica-
tion. The first of these schools was opened in Istanbul in an area with a high con-
centration of Kurds. The community was excited about this opportunity, and they
petitioned for the opening of similar schools in other parts of Kurdistan. With the
rise of Turkish nationalism, the trend of furthering Kurdish education was
reversed, and many schools were closed largely for displaying the word Kurd on
their banners and signs.

In addition, another member of the association, Beduizzaman Said Nursi
(1877-1960), developed a project to establish a university. After the sultan’s
approval, the groundbreaking ceremony for Medresetu’z-Zehra was held in Van-
Edremit. However, because Nuri and many of his students joined the army at the
outbreak of World War I, the project was never completed.

Education as a Means of Struggle

Kurdish demands for education are mentioned as a political problem even in the
old texts. In his work, Ehmede Xani (1650-1707) indicates that the reason why
the Kurds are under foreign control is their weakness in education. In the 1880s,
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in his letters to the Iranian and Russian ambassadors, Sheikh Ubeydullah Nahri
(d. 1883) wrote about the fact that the Kurds don't have any educational organ-
izations while at the same time mentioning their general misery and lack of honor
(Celil, 2007: 43—44). Dishonor or shame is here considered equal to being unedu-
cated. In other words, the fact that the Kurds are weak as a group is seen as the
reason for their misery. During the Era of Constitutionalism, Beduizzaman Said
Nursi pleaded with his compatriots “xwendin, xwendin, xwendin” (read, read, read)
in order to eliminate the social misery of his community.

Other media mentioned education as a means to struggle for Kurdish rights. For
example, in the magazine Hawar, published by Kurds in exile in Syria, it was empha-
sized that the pen as a symbol for education and information must be sharpened
as an important weapon in the political struggle (Aydinkaya, 2010: 221). The elites
of the Turkish republic also noted the potential of educating the masses equating
the armament with knowledge symbolized by the pen to the armament with real
weapons. The government’s response to the implementation of basic educational
structures in the Kurdish territories was that “nobody shall read or become rich.”
The situation worsened after the Sheikh Said rebellion. Although there was only
one high school in Diyarbakir, among the students were some supporters of the
rebellion. This was also quelled, and later nobody used the word Kurd in school
anymore. Only people in the villages were referred to as Kurds, while the people
in the cities and towns were called Turks.

Zaza (2000: 62), who went to school in Diyarbakir in 1930, described the mood
in the educational sector after the Sheikh Said rebellion as “stressful,” especially
regarding the relations between Turkish and Kurdish students. He also exposed
the other government’s strategy of Turkifying the population. In his memoir, he
wrote, “One day, the principal tells a third grade student who was caught speak-
ing Kurdish that he had to speak Turkish in Turkey and that any other language
was banned. The student replied that they would continue speaking in their mother
tongue, after which he was expelled from school.”

Over the years, the government’s educational practices did not change much
with regard to objectives and processes. And while they still invested in the infra-
structure, it was never sufficient for the fast-growing Kurdish population. Priority
was given to the Turkish sector until 1980 when private schools were allowed to
operate. The Kurds, however, were never satisfied with the “equal educational rights
for all citizens.”

The issue of education was among the most important political demands by
Kurdish activists until 1980. This was particularly true during the famous “East-
ern Meetings” in the late 1960s where activists like Said Elci or Dr. Siwan accused
the government of deliberately neglecting the Kurdish territories. “Schools and
Roads for the West, Gendarmes and Patrols for the East” was a common slogan.
Elci spoke at these meetings about the lack of educational infrastructure: “Let’s look
at this simple case, Siverek, which is a town of 35,000 people living in some 387
villages. There are only 39 schools in those villages! If they cannot hear us, we will
tell them: We call for roads, factories, schools, and universities. We call for the
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means of 20th-century civilization. Not giving it to us is a crime, it is murder
(Karadogan, 2007).

Kurdish Education in Other Countries
Northern Kurdistan

In Turkey or northern Kurdistan, primary education is compulsory for all kids and
free of charge. Education is supposed to be built on the principles of contemporary
science and pedagogy according to the philosophy of Ataturk with the ultimate goal
of assimilating the Kurds into the Turkish state. Article 39 of the Treaty of Laus-
anne stipulated that all citizens were allowed to use their mother tongue in public
and private, although the use of this language in schools was not directly men-
tioned. In Turkey, this went as far as prohibiting the instruction in and of Kurdish.
The 1924 law, no. 430 Tehvidi Tedrisat Kanunu (Education Unification Law), pre-
scribed the abolishment of religious schools and schools teaching in Kurdish.
According to paragraph 42, Section 9 of the Turkish constitution states that no lan-
guage other than Turkish shall be taught as a mother tongue to Turkish citizens at
any institution of education.

In the Kurdish area in Turkey, one finds a primary school in almost every village
and a secondary school in every town. Also, some vocational schools can be found
in the region. The largest cities, such as Van, Elazig, Erzurum, Malatya, Diyarba-
kir, and Urfa, all have institutions of higher education. The educational level among
the Kurds in Turkey is relatively high, but it is still lower in comparison with the
country’s general average.

The government “Turkish” schools remain open and work on molding the Kurds
into loyal citizens of the republic. Many Kurds still believe that the public educa-
tional system aims at assimilating them into Turkish society. Only after 2002 did
the government announce the official end of the assimilation policy. Then they let
Kurds, like other ethnic and religious communities, protect and develop their her-
itage, language, and culture. Kurdish language and literature departments have
been opened in some universities within this framework of recognition. In addi-
tion, in primary and secondary schools, Kurdish has been added as a second lan-
guage or optional topic. And with the new regulations, ethnic groups have been
permitted to provide education using their own native language in private schools.
However, in 2006, three of those schools have been closed for alleged contacts with
the PKK. In a newly opened college in Diyarbakir, Kurdish has been accepted as
the second language of instruction. Some preschools and kindergartens started
offering a Kurdish-language curriculum.

Eastern Kurdistan

As in other parts of Kurdistan in Rojhelat or eastern Kurdistan, education started
in the mosque, then at the madrasah, which are present in every town. The
madrasahs are still operating today, although their number is shrinking (unlike
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the number of students enrolled in these institutions). Public education took off
in 1921 as part of the governments plan to modernize the country (Imam &
Mohammadpur, 2010). Trying to use education as a tool to modernize the “back-
ward” Kurdish areas is a strategy applied by many states in the region. The role of
education here is to free the citizens from the shackles of old family, ethnic, or
religious loyalties and to shape them into modern citizens. Thus, schools of all
levels and ages can be found throughout Iran. In addition, there is a university or
college in every larger Kurdish city. Another governmental tool of modernization is
the medreseyi ashair (tribal school), which is common among the formerly nomadic
Lur Kurds. Persian is the language of instruction, and many Kurds in Iran are
eventually bilingual or trilingual (Fekuhi, 2008). Although the constitution states
that education may be provided in other languages, there are not many opportu-
nities to offer classes in and on Kurdish language. Kurdish may be taken as an
elective. Sanandaj University offers undergraduate and postgraduate courses in
Kurdish.

Southern Kurdistan

Bashur or southern Kurdistan is the only region where Kurds enjoy both the tradi-
tional and the modern educational infrastructure (Rauf, 2009). In Iraq after the
Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji Rebellion in the 1920s, the government allowed the
establishment of school teaching in Kurdish. Schools became an important factor
in the negotiations between the British, the central government in Baghdad, and
the Kurds fighting for autonomy. In many treaties and memorandums, they men-
tioned the right of the Kurds to teach their language, the need to build more schools
in the Kurdish territories, the naming rights for schools, and the language of instruc-
tions to be either Kurdish or Arabic. The March Manifesto of 1970 signed by the
Iraqi Kurds and the government in Baghdad explicitly grants the right of Kurdish
as a second official language. Today, Kurds in Iraqi-Kurdistan have schools from
all levels, from preschool to university. The government of the Kurdish Autonomy
Region has appointed two ministers, one for general education (primary, second-
ary, vocational) and one for higher education. Ever since 1992, the educational sec-
tor is growing rapidly, and the current number of public or state universities is
now 11. During the reign of Saddam Hussein, there was only one university in Erbil
(Kurdistan Government, 2016). In addition to that, nine private universities have
been opened in the region. Most universities offer undergraduate and graduate pro-
grams. The four largest universities are Salahadin University in Erbil (since 1968),
University of Sulaymaniah (1992), the University of Dohuk (1992), and Soran Uni-
versity (1992). In 2000, the University of Koya and Hawler Medical University were
founded. The University of Halabja, University of Raparin in Rania, University of
Garmian, and University of Zakho were founded in 2011. The private universities
include the American University of Irag—Sulaymaniyah, Cihan University, Sabis
University, University Dijlah College, and Nawroz University (Kurdistan Govern-
ment, 2016).
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Kurdish Universities

In the years following the establishment of the Kurdish Autonomy Zone in north-
ern Iraq, many institutions of higher education were founded, among them 13 public
and 12 private universities. The relative stability and large percentage of the student-
aged population generated this boom. Many universities have Kurdish as the
main language of instruction, while others choose an affiliation with Western
universities and teach in English. In Rojava, Kurdistan Syria, the first university
opened in Efrin in 2015. Plans to open a Kurdish university in Diyarbakir (Amed)
are discussed as well. The University of Kurdistan (Iran) was established in 1974.

Western Kurdistan

In the Syrian Kurdish territories or Rojava, both the French mandate and the Baath
Party left their marks on the educational sector. Although the mandate authorities
provided some limited opportunities for the Kurds, in general, most Kurds were
prevented from attending school for various reasons (Hassanpour et al., 1996). Educa-
tion was completely Arabized and in Arabic during the Ba'ath Party’s era. It was used
as a tool to brainwash and transform the Kurdish citizens. However, since there also
was a lack of appreciation for Kurdish citizens, with several hundred thousand los-
ing their citizenship, most Kurds resisted the government’s assimilation policies.

Syrian Kurds had the opportunity to receive education in their mother tongue
after the outbreak of the Syrian civil war and the establishment of the semi-
autonomous cantons in the north of the country. Here ethnic, religious, and lin-
guistic diversity was considered in the design of new school curricula. In addition
to primary, secondary, and high schools, two universities have been opened in the
region: Efrin University in the Efrin Canton and Qamishli Rojava University in the
Cezire Canton. In addition, al-Furat University in Hasake remained under the con-
trol of the ministry of education, and agreements have been made to rewrite the
former nationalistic, anti-Kurdish curriculum.
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Language

Kurds call their language Kurdi (ss5) in Kurdish. This chapter first provides some
historical and sociocultural information about the language such as the family of
languages it belongs to, its variety groups, and its current status and vitality. This
will be followed by a linguistic description of Central Kurdish (Sorani, henceforth
CK), for it is beyond the scope of this chapter to cover the linguistic properties of
all Kurdish variety groups. We will focus on CK because it is the variety that is
spoken by the vast majority of Kurds in Iraq where Kurdish has an official status.
Some basic vocabulary and expressions in both Central and Northern Kurdish
(Kurmanji, henceforth NK) will be presented followed by a sample text in CK. The
chapter concludes with a list of books and resources on the language.

Language Family

Kurdish belongs to the western branch of Iranian languages, one of the major
branches of the Indo-European language family. Although Kurdish has been influ-
enced by majority regional languages such as Arabic and Turkish, it differs in
phonology (the sound system), morphology (word formation), and syntax (word
order). Arabic and Turkish do not belong to the Indo-European family of languages.
Linguistically, Kurdish is closer to Persian/Farsi, Baluchi, and Pashto. It also shares
some basic but ancient vocabulary with European languages: di “two” in English
and “deux” in French (*x” is not pronounced); no “nine” and “neuf” (French); pénc
“pente” (Greek); pé “pied” (French; the “d” is not pronounced); bira “brother”; dan
“dent” (French; “t” is not pronounced and “e” is pronounced “a” as in “father”).

Kurdish Variety Groups

Like most, if not all, languages, Kurdish is a constellation of varieties and subvari-
eties. Some of these varieties may not be mutually intelligible unless there has been
a considerable prior communication among their speakers. This means that speak-
ers of a certain variety may not be understood by speakers of a different variety.
Sometimes the linguistic differences between varieties are so large that they are
considered separate languages by some scholars. Nonetheless, the vast majority of
Kurds call their speech variety Kurdi, the Kurdish language. From this perspec-
tive, it is more appropriate to call Kurdish a macro-language.

Based on the criterion of mutual intelligibility and also based on linguistic evi-
dence, Kurdish varieties can be categorized into five variety groups: Northern
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(Kurmanji), Central (Sorani), Southern (Kirmashani), Zazaki, and Gurani/Hawrami.
Many theoretical linguists believe that the latter two groups are non-Kurdish
because they are linguistically very distinct from Kurdish proper (the other three
groups). However, most speakers of the Zazaki and Gurani/Hawrami groups call
themselves Kurds. The latter two variety groups share a wide vocabulary in addi-
tion to some grammatical features with other Kurdish speech varieties.

The majority of Kurds identify Kurmanji as their mother or heritage tongue.
These Kurds live in Turkey (approx. 10 to 15 million), Syria (approx. 2 million),
Iraq (1 to 1.5 million), Iran (approx. 1 million), and Armenia and neighboring
countries (approx. 500,000 to 1 million). Some of the major urban centers home
to Kurmanji speakers include Diyarbakir (Amed in Kurdish) in Turkey, Duhok in
Iraq, Al-Qamishli (Qamishlo) in Syria, and Urmia (Wirme) in Iran. North America
and Europe, particularly Germany, are also home to about 500,000 speakers of this
Kurdish variety.

Kurmanji was the language of the Kurdish scribal culture at the turn of the
16th century. However, mainly because the Kurds did not have a state of their own,
the variety remained spoken rather than written and standardized until the mid-
20th century. For most of the 20th century, Kurmanji was banned in both Syria
and Turkey. In Iran and Iraq, it was mostly used in private domains rather than in
schools or government institutions. Thanks to a group of Kurdish intellectuals in
exile, for example, Jeladet Ali Bedir Khan, the standardization of this Kurdish vari-
ety took serious steps in the 1940s.

In 1992, Turkey lifted its ban on Kurdish, and we started to witness an unpre-
cedented rise in Kurdish publications in the country, Kurdish learning and teach-
ing courses both in private and public domains, and the launching of a 24/7
government-sponsored television channel (TRT Kurdi), among others. However,
Kurdish still does not have an official status in Turkey and is not the language of
schools even in Kurdish regions of Turkey. This is also the case in Iran. In Iraq,
however, since 1992 when Iraqi Kurds started to enjoy political autonomy, Badini,
a subvariety of Kurmanji Kurdish, has become the de facto official language of the
province of Duhok in Iraq. In addition to being the language of the local govern-
ment and over a dozen newspapers and TV and radio channels, it is the language
of instruction in the province’s education system. Kurmanji has also become an
official language in Kurdistan-Syria since 2014. The language, however, does not
enjoy any positive status in Iran or Turkey. In both countries the variety is toler-
ated (i.e., it is not banned), but it does not enjoy any substantial state support.
Although publishing in this variety is possible, and state-run media use it for
broadcasting, it is not a language of the school system, the government, or private
institutions.

Central (Sorani) Kurdish is arguably the second-largest Kurdish variety group,
and it is only spoken in Iran (approx. 3.5 million) and Iraq (approx. 4 million).
Although it began its scribal tradition about two centuries after Kurmanji, it started
to enjoy its literary upper hand in the earlyl800s. In Iraq, since the 1930s, CK
became one of the official languages of media, schools, and local governments in
the provinces of Sulaimani, Hawler (Erbil), and Kirkuk where the vast majority of
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Kurds in Iraq live. In 1945, when Iranian Kurds established a short-lived republic
in Mahabad, Kurdish became the official language of the polity. Since then, how-
ever, the language similar to other minority languages has remained marginalized;
it is neither the language of public or private institutions, nor is it the language of
instruction in schools. In September 2015, the University of Kordestan (Sanandaj,
Iran) started a BA program in Kurdish language and literature. One of the objec-
tives of the program is to train Kurdish teachers so that they can help teach the
language in schools once the government acknowledges such language rights. In
Iraq, the situation is completely different. CK is the official and prime means of
communication, schooling, and correspondence in the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment of Iraq. The use of Arabic has been limited to mosques and some aspects
of the legal and medical sectors where Kurdish does not yet have sufficient termi-
nology in order to function effectively. Unlike 30 years ago, many children in Iraqi
Kurdistan nowadays grow up and finish school without being proficient in Ara-
bic. Instead, English is becoming more and more popular in the region. Thirty years
ago, students would start taking two-hour English lessons on a weekly basis as of
grade six. These days, English is introduced from grade one and in some places
from kindergarten.

Similar to CK, Southern Kurdish, also called Kirmashani, is spoken in Iran and
Iraq only. Major urban centers speaking this variety group include Kirmashan/
Kermanshah in Iran and Khanaqin and Baghdad in Iraq. In Iran, most of the
speakers of the variety are concentrated in rural areas, while the language of many
urbanized centers, such as Kirmashan, has been assimilated into Persian. For a
very long time, the use of the language was relegated to the privacy of homes and
other small and informal domains. In recent years, however, the population has
increasingly shown more interest in this variety by publishing books, periodi-
cals, and web pages.

Zazaki or Dimili has about 2 million speakers in Turkey. Except for a group of
literary figures, most Zazaki people consider themselves ethnic Kurds. Many phi-
lologists and linguists, mostly of European origin, think that Zazaki is not a Kurd-
ish variety but a distinct language. Diyarbakir is one of the major centers that is
also home to the Zaza people in addition to Kurmanji speakers. Since the 1980s,
Zazaki activists and literary figures have made efforts to standardize the variety
and introduce it to domains such as the media and, to some extent, privately run
language courses.

Similar to Zazaki, the Gurani/Hawrami variety group is also considered non-
Kurdish by many linguists of European origin. In fact, these linguists believe that
there are more similarities between these two groups than between either of them
and Kurdish proper (Northern, Central, and Southern groups). However, unlike
Zazaki, which is spoken in Turkey, the Gurani/Hawrami variety is spoken in Iran
and Iraq. The total number of the speakers of this group is about 100,000, which
is much fewer than other Kurdish variety groups. Furthermore, it is much less stan-
dardized, and except for some limited presence in media, its usage is restricted to
informal settings. When children go to school, learning CK in Iraqi Kurdistan and
Persian in Iran, we must consider that Gurani/Hawrami is an endangered language
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variety (for more details see Sheyholislami, 2015). Followers of the Kaka'i or Ahle-
Haqq religion speak a variety of Gurani/Hawrami (Sheyholislami, 2015).

Linguistic Description
Standard Varieties

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a linguistic description for all Kurd-
ish variety groups. Thus, in what follows we will focus on the basic linguistic
description of CK. As stated before, the reason for this choice is that CK is not only
one of the official languages of Iraq, but it is the common, working, and official
language in the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). Moreover, it is arguably
the most standardized Kurdish variety. Before presenting a linguistic description
of CK, however, major differences between the two standard varieties, CK and NK,
will be highlighted (see Table 1).

It may suffice to say that the differences outlined in Table 1 have compelled some
linguists to conclude that these two Kurdish varieties are as different as German
and English and thus they should be seen as separate languages rather than

TABLE 1 Differences in the Morphosyntax of Sorani and Kurmanji

(Haig & Opengin, 2015: 5-6)

Sorani Kurmanji

1. Presence of a definiteness suffix -aka Absence of definiteness marker

2. Generalized plural marker -an Plural marking only on obliques

3. Presence of clitic pronouns Absence of clitic pronouns

4. Loss of direct form ez of the first Maintenance of ez / min distinction in the

singular personal pronouns (all
dialects); lack of distinct case forms for
all other independent person pronouns
(though maintained in the third person
singular in some dialects, e.g., Mukri,
cf. Opengin forth c.)

5. Loss of gender distinctions in most
environments (maintained in certain
dialects, e.g., Mukri)

6. Presence of a morphological passive

7. No free or demonstrative forms of the
ezafe
8. Open compound type of ezafe

9. Loss of case marking on nouns and all
personal pronouns (though marginally
retained in some dialects, e.g., Mukri)

first person, maintenance of obl/direct
case distinction on all other personal
pronouns (syncretism in the second
person singular in some dialects)

Maintenance of gender distinctions

No morphological passive, analytical
passive with auxiliary hatin “come”
Free or demonstrative ezafes

Lack of open compound ezafe construction
(though restricted usage in some dialects
close to Sorani region, e.g., Semzinan)
Retention of case marking on all pronouns
and nouns (lost in some dialects on
masculine singular nouns)
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varieties of the same language (for a thorough discussion of the current debate
over language and variety, especially within the context of Kurdish, see Haig &
Opengin, 2014).

Here, I will briefly expand on one item from Table 1: item 5, grammatical gen-
der. Unlike in CK, all nouns in NK have grammatical gender; they have to be either
feminine or masculine. This might be the most difficult aspect of NK to learn for
adult second-language learners, including CK speakers, simply because the gram-
matical genders are for the most part arbitrarily assigned; there are no obvious rules
to know what is feminine and what is masculine. Pirtiik, “book,” is feminine; thus
“my book” becomes pirtiika min; but because hesp, “horse,” is masculine, “my horse”
becomes hespe min. In CK, both possessive structures will be the same: pertiiki min,
hespi min (Here 1 “of” attached to the end of the noun is called izafe, which is
explained later on) (for more on this, see Haig & Opengin 2015).

Phonology
Vowels

The vowel system for both CK and NK consists of eight phonemes: five long vow-
els (a, i, e, 0, u) and three short vowels (&, ©, ). In Table 2, Kurdish vowels are
represented according to their IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet) symbols.
These eight vowels are shared by CK and NK. However, in some regions, the vowel
system is not as stable as one may expect. For example, the phonemes e as in ‘red”
and o as in “toe” might be in free variation with their long counterparts especially
i as in “dear” and u as in “tour”. Whereas “red” is in Kurdish rendered as /sur/ in
one region, it might be pronounced /sot/ in another (also in NK). Whereas “bring”
might be said as /ben#/ in one region, it might be pronounced as /bi:n®/ in another.
In the standard variety of CK, however, /sur/ and /ben/ are preferred.

Consonants

Central Kurdish has 27 consonants (see Table 3). Although most of these conso-
nant sounds are of Indo-Iranian origin, a few have originated from Arabic such as
q, ¢, and A, as in the Arabic names Qadir, Abdullah, and Hamid, respectively. Kurd-
ish shares more or less all the other English consonants except for two sets. First,
the initial sounds in the English words “that” and “think” do not exist in Kurdish.
Second, the consonants y as in the French word “dorier” and x as in the German
word “loch” are productive phonemes in Kurdish but not in English.

TABLE 2 Kurdish Vowels Shared
by Central and Northern Kurdish

Front Central Back

High i i u, s
Mid ®, e 0
Low a
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Although the vowel system in both main varieties is the same, there are some
notable differences when it comes to consonants in the two varieties. The conso-
nant v is much more frequent in NK than CK, and at the same time, the conso-
nant w is more frequent in CK. In many lexical items, w in CK turns into v in NK:
aw (C) av (N) “water,” petaw (C) pelav (N) “shoe,” lew (C) lev (N) “lip,” sew (C) sev
(N) “night.” In CK, the alveolar flap /t/ and trill /r/ are not only two different sounds
but also different phonemes; they contrast on the phonemic level, as in ker /kar /
“donkey” versus ker /ker/ “deaf.” This is also the case with the laterals /1/ and /4/.
These two similar sounds do exist in many languages but they do not contrast at
the phonemic level in all languages, including English and NK. Therefore, whether
you say in English /blek/ with a light | or /btek/ with a strong t this will not change
the meaning of the word “black.” In CK, however, it does change the meaning. kel
“hill” contrasts with ket “buffalo,” or gut “flower” contrasts with gul, a “person suf-
fering from leprosy.”

Alphabet

Kurdish has been written in several scripts. Today, however, it is mainly written in
two forms. One is based on Arabic and Persian scripts and is used in Iran and Iraq.
Here we will refer to this one as Kurdo-Arabic. The other alphabet system is referred
to as Kurdo-Latin and mostly used by Kurds from Armenia, where Cyrillic used
to be employed, Turkey and Syria (see the following table and also the sample
text at the end of this article). As might be expected, the Kurdo-Latin script resem-
bles the Turkish alphabet. The interesting case, however, is that the Syrian Kurds
write in this same alphabet, which is totally different from the alphabet of the
Syria’s dominant language, Arabic.

The Kurdish Alphabets

The Kurdish language lacks a unified standard form and alphabet. There are two
standardized varieties: Kurmanji and Sorani. Sorani, in both Iraq and Iran, is writ-
ten in Perso-Arabic alphabet, but in the Kurdish script with some variation in orthog-
raphy. Whereas in Arabic and Persian scripts the phonemic alphabet mostly represents
consonants, in Kurdish script, a modified alphabet represents the vowels as well.
Standard Kurmanji is written in the Perso-Arabic alphabet in Iran, Iraq and Syria,
and also in Latin-based alphabet in Turkey, Armenia and also Syria. Kurdish has
multiple alphabets and scripts, because it is used in different countries with differ-
ent alphabets and scripts.

In Table 4, Kurdish phonemes are represented in IPA, Kurdo-Latin, and Kurdo-
Arabic alphabets along with examples from both English and Kurdish vocabular-
ies to illustrate each sound. Note that the short vowel /i/ as in the English word
“sit,” is only represented in the Kurdo-Latin script as i, for example, min, “I” but it
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has no correspondence in the Kurdo-Arabic alphabet as in . (m+n) “I.” On the other
hand, the glottal stop, which typically precedes vowels when in the initial posi-
tion of a word, is not represented in the Kurdo-Latin alphabet. Thus, the word “yes”
when rendered in Kurdish will be written as eré in Kurdo-Latin script, but &,as
(P+e+r+e) in Kurdo-Arabic script. Furthermore, although speakers of NK frequently
use the sounds /y/ and /¢/, they are not represented in the standard Kurdo-Latin
alphabet, possibly following the Turkish writing system. Two other sounds and let-
ters that are absent from the Kurdo-Latin alphabet are the alveolar trill /r/ and the
velar lateral /1/ (see Table 4 for examples).

TABLE 4 Kurdish Alphabet (IE: Indo-European; NK: Northern Kurdish)

Kurdo- Kurdo- Approx. sound in Sound exemplified in
IPA Latin Arabic  Eng. words Kurdish words
P # 3 The sound between azad s “free”

the vowels in uh-oh

a a I but, cut ba v, “wind”
b b o brother Bira 1,; “brother”
j c z jam ciwan s> “young/beautiful”
¢ C z church cem paz “river”
d d > dad dii 555 “two”
x e als had de o> “ten”
e é & bed ¢ s “three”
f f & father fér,ws “learn/teach”
g g S garden ga s “ox”
Y X ¢ 1 in dorier (French) bax ¢l “garden”
h h -0 honey heval Jisas “friend/comrade”
h h z Muhammad (not IE)  Muhemmed sdssasso “Muhammad”
G ‘ ¢ Ali (not 1E) Eli Jas “Ali”
i: 1 s seed ST o “thirty”
i i — sit, bit min ge ‘17
k k S cake kek sz “cake”
1 1 J label lale wy “tulip”
1 1 J label bat ju “wing”
m m ¢ mother min o “1, me”
n n o no nat “no”
0 0 3 door bo 3, “for”
p p o pet pare oy, “money”
q q 3 Quran (not-1E) Quran ylsyss “Quran”
I r B red 7é 3, “road”
T T 2 Trilled r ket yas “deaf”
s 5 o simple Serma leydw “cold”
) S & shed set yas “war/fight”
3 j 5 pleasure Jiyan ou3 “life”

(continued)
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TABLE 4 Kurdish Alphabet (IE: Indo-European; NK: Northern Kurdish) (continued)

Kurdo- Kurdo- Approx. sound in Sound exemplified in
IPA Latin Arabic  Eng. words Kurdish words
t t o telephone telefon y3saias “telephone”
o u s put Kurdi ssyss “Kurdish”
u ol 93 boot dir ysss “far”
v v & vowel govar ,535 “magazine”
w w wind wane «ls “lesson”
X X & loch xak st “soil/dirt”
y y JERe: yellow yek sS4y “one”
z z 3 zebra zengin ;.Sse; “rich”
Z ] 5 pleasure jin o3 “woman”

TABLE 5 Personal Pronouns

Singular Plural
min I/me éme We
to you ewe you (plural)
ew she/he/it  ewdn  they

Morphology
Nouns

In CK, nouns have three states: absolute, indefinite, and definite. The absolute state
does not require any article (e.g., a, an, the) or affix. It provides the generic aspect
and lexical form of the noun (e.g., hengwin sirin e “honey is sweet”). The indefinite
state is analogous to “a” and “an” in English, and it is marked by the suffix ¢k when
the noun ends in a consonant and yek when the noun ends in a vowel: kuréek “a
boy” or kicek “a girl/daughter,” but mamostayek “a teacher.” The definite state is
marked by the suffix eke after consonants, ke after the vowels e and a, and yeke
after the rest of the vowels: piyaweke “the man,” kureke “the boy,” derwazeke “the
gate,” ciyake “the mountain,” Hewlériyeke “the Hewleri (person),” réyeke “the road,”
deéyeke “the village,” and stiyeke “the husband.”

The plural of nouns is formed by adding—an to words ending with consonants
and—yan to words ending with vowels. To make definite plural nouns, we add—
ekan and—yekan, respectively. Examples include the following: mindal “child,”
mindalan “children”, dé “village,” deyan “villages” (also déhat with de+at plural end-
ing borrowed from Arabic); mindaleke “the child,” mindalekan “the children,”
déyeke “the village,” déyekan “the villages.”

Personal Pronouns

There are six personal pronouns as shown in Table 5.

For example, min mamostam “I am (a) teacher,” to qutabi(t) “you are (a) student”,
éme Kurdin “we are Kurdish,” éwe Amrikin “you are Americans.
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TABLE 6 Possessive Pronouns

Singular Plural
-im my -man -our
-it your -tan your (plural)

-y her/his/its -yan their

Possessive pronouns are marked by suffixes attached to the end of the noun.
When added to nouns in the absolute state, they sounds they make are shown in
Table 6.

For example, kitehim “my book, kitébit “your book,” kitébi “his/her book”; kitéb-
man “our book,” kitebtan “your book,” kitéhyan “their book.” These suffixes can be
also added to nouns in the indefinite state, for example, kitéb+ék+im “a book of
mine,” and in indefinite state, kitéb+eke+m “the book of mine.”

Demonstratives

The Kurdish demonstratives are as follows: eme “this,” ewe “that,” emane “these.”
and ewane “those.” For example, eme kitéb e (this book is) “This is (a) book” and
ewe bas e (that good is) “that is good.” When demonstratives, however, are used as
attributive adjectives and modify nouns, they envelop them, where the noun is
placed between the two parts of the demonstrative: em piyawe “this man,” ew jine
“that woman.” Also, in this structure, the plural suffix is removed from the demon-
strative and is attached to the modified word: emane hatin “these came,” but em
kesane hatin “these people came.”

The Izafe Construction in the Possessive or Genitive Case

Izafe is equivalent to “of” in English. In Kurdish, the vowel “i” connects the two
parts of the genitive construction, for example, utombéli min (automobile of mine/
my automobile); utombeli to (automobile of yours/your automobile). However, when
the word ends in a the vowel 1/i:/ izafe becomes yi, for example, sofebi-yi tenya “the
lonely weeping willow.” When the word ends in other vowels, the izafe becomes y
as in mamostay min “my teacher,” déy éwe “your village,” befey éme “our carpet,”
mity to “your hair.”

wan
1

Adjectives

The most common combination of noun and adjective is noun+1i (izafe) +adjective.
Examples include: kiceki wirya (girlHi+smart) “a smart girl” and filmeki xos
(film+i+nice) “a nice movie.” Although possible, it is less common to have the oppo-
site word order: adjective4+e+noun, for example, sofejin (graceful+woman)
“graceful woman.” When it occurs, the result is written as a compound noun:
sengebéri (beautiful+e4+milkmaid) “beautiful milkmaid” or kerepiyaw (don-
key +e+man) “stupid man.”
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Comparatives and superlatives are formed by adding suffixes to the end of adjec-
tives: tir for comparatives (equal to “-er” and “more” in English) and tirin (com-
parative tir+in) for superlatives (equal to “-st” and “the most” in English): xératir
“faster,” xératirin “the fastest,” cuwantir “more beautiful,” and cuwantirin “the most
beautiful.”

Adverbs usually take a single form and may not change to other forms. How-
ever, a good number of them are formed by adding the suffix ane or the prefix be

=«

to nouns: zirekane “cleverly,” satane “yearly/annually,” be xérayi “quickly.”

Adpositions

Kurdish utilizes prepositions, postpositions, and circumpositions. Common prep-
ositions include le “in/at,” wek “like,” le ser “over, on top of,” pés “before,” and
pas “after.” A number of prepositions, however, acquire meanings because of the
postpositions accompany them. For example, le Kurdistan means “in Kurdistan,”
but le Kurdistan ewe means “from Kurdistan.” Other examples include le ew kate
da (le+that+time+da) “at that time” but le ew kat ewe (le+that+ time +ewe)
“from that time on.” Circumpositions are pairs of adpositions that occur on
either side of the complement. They are uncommon in English, but frequent in
Kurdish. Deleting the adposition on one side may not alter the meaning in signifi-
cant ways, for example, the meanings of these phrases are almost the same: le ew
kate da “in that time” and ew kat “that time.” However, removing an adposition
may change the meaning in significant ways, for example, the meaning of le ew kat
ewe “since then” is very different from ew kat “that time” and kat ewe bears no
meaning.

Cardinal Numbers

These are quite similar to Persian numbers. When writing in the Kurdo-Latin
alphabet, as is often the case when writing Kurmanji, the numbers will be written
in Arabic numbers, similar to English. However, when writing in the Kurdo-Arabic
alphabet, the numbers are written as shown in Table 7.

Numbers precede words that indicate time and instance: di roj “two day(s),” sé
sat “three years,” no mang “nine months,” yek saat “one hour,” de car “ten time(s).”

Ordinal numbers are formed from the cardinal numbers followed by the suffix—am
when the number ends with a consonant. The suffix—hem is added when the
number ends with a vowel, as shown in Table 8.

The days of the weeks are as follows: Semme “Saturday,” Yeksemme “Sunday,”
Dusemme “Monday,” Sésemme “Tuesday,” Carsemme “Wednesday,” Péncsemme
“Thursday,” Heyni/Cum’e “Friday.”

The seasons of the year are as follows: behar “spring,” hawin “summer,” payiz
“fall,” zistan “winter.” The months of the year are as follows: xakeléwe “March 21—
April 20,” gutan “April 21-May 21,” cozerdan “May 22—June 21,” puspef, gelawéj, xer-
manan, fezber, xezetwer, sermawez, befranbar, rébendan, feseme.
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TABLE 7 Cardinal Numbers

English Kurdi 83395

0 sifir b

1 yek Say )
2 di 99 Y
3 se G v
4 car e €
5 pénc i 0
6 ses Sl 1
7 hewit Cigdo v
8 hetst Cbda A
9 no 3 )
10 de(h) 03 Ve
11 yazde o33l W
12 diwazde o33lsd W
13 sézde 0335w W
14 carde osslz Ve
15 pazda o3y \0
16 sazde S v
17 hievde oubds W
18 hejde o3jdn A
19 nozde 03335 it
20 bist Cns v
21 bis u yek Sds 9 Coess ¥
22 bist u dni 995 9 Casaand vy
30 st o ¥
31 st u yek Sds 5 )
40 cil Jz €
50 penca lidy o
60 sest Cawd 1
70 fefta [EEYPS V-
80 hesta lidda A
90 newed 30945 %
100 sed Sduw Voo
101 sed u yek Sdy 3 5d Vo)
200 diised 3dwy9d Yoo
1000 hezar Sida Vooo
1101 hezar u sed u yek Sds 5 5dw 3 )54 Wy

TABLE 8 Ordinal Numbers

st

2nd
3rd
4th
5th
6th

yekem
dithem
séhem
ciwarem
péncem
sesem

7th
8th
9th
10th
11th
12th

fiewtem
Hestem
nohem
dehem
yazdehem

duwazdehem
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Verb Morphology

Kurdish verbs are of three types: simple verbs (e.g., kirdin “to do”), constructed verbs
with a pre-verb (e.g., der kirdin “to expel”), or complex verbs. Complex verbs are
constructed with an infinitive as the second element plus either a noun or an
adjective as the first element (e.g., kar kirdin “to work,” ¢ak kirdin “to make” or “to
fix”). In Kurdish, verbs indicate tense, transitivity or intransitivity, voice (active or
passive), mood, aspect, and number. Here we will expand on the first four.

Tense

Central Kurdish does not have a grammatical future tense (a future form of the
verb), similar to English and Persian. Nor does it utilize auxiliaries, as English
does—for example, with “will” and “shall,” to indicate future. Instead simple pres-
ent form is used in combination with a temporal adverb (e.g., defom “I go” [present],
but sibeyné defom “I go tomorrow”). In the absence of a time indicator, such as
“later,” “tomorrow,” or “after two hours” one could not tell whether defom means
“T'am going” or “I will go” unless one could construe the meaning from the context.
In the present tense, all verbs are conjugated similarly (i.e., de+stem of the
verb +enclitic). A clitic is neither clearly a word nor an affix, such as ‘Il in I'll go
home, or ‘t in I can’t do that. Clitics that follow their base, such as ‘I, are called enclit-
ics. The enclitics needed to conjugate present tense in Sorani Kurdish are shown
in Table .

Table 10 explains the conjugation of the intransitive verb foyistin “to go” in the
present tense. The stem of the verb is 7o ending in a vowel. (Note: “0” changes to
“w” when proceeded by another vowel, e.g., in third person singular.)

TABLE 9 Enclitics for Conjugating Present

Tense

Vowel Stems Consonant Stems
Sing. Plu. Sing. Plu.
-m -yn -in -m
-y(® -n - -in
-a(® -n 0] -in

TABLE 10 Conjugation of the Verb Royistin “to Go”

Singular Plural
Ist defom I go defoyn  we go
2nd  defoy(® you go defon you go

3rd  defwa®  she/he/it goes  defon they go
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The negation of the verb is formed by replacing the modal prefix de with na:
nafom “I don’t go,” naroy(®) “you don’t go”, narwa(t) “she/he/it doesn’t go,” naroyn “we
don’t go,” nafon “you don’t go,” nafon “they do not go.”

Table 11 presents the conjugation of the verb bistin “to hear” with the stem end-

ing in a consonant.

Negative forms of bistin are similar to that of foyistin earlier: nabism, nabisi(), etc.
Table 12 presents two more examples to illustrate the conjugation of present

PSS

tense: the verb kirdin “to do” with the stem ke, and the verb binin “to see” with the stem
bin. Note that the former stem ends in a vowel but the latter ends in a consonant.

TABLE 11 Conjugation of the Verb bistin “to Hear”

with Stem Ending in a Consonant (t)

Singular Plural
Ist  debisim  Ihear debisin  we go
2nd  debisi)  you hear debisin  you go
3rd  debise@®  she/he/it hears  debisin  they go

TABLE 12 Conjugating Verbs in Present Tense

Singular

Plural

1st dekem (1 do)

2nd  dekey® “you go”

3rd  deka® “he/she/it goes”
1st debinim “I see”

2nd  debini(t) “you see”

3rd  debiné(t) “he/she/it does”

dekeyn “we do”
deken “you do”
deken “they do”
debinin “we see”
debinin “you see”
debinin “they see”

TABLE 13 Past Tense Conjugations: Transitive Verbs

Simple Past  Imperfect Present Perfect  Past Perfect
Ist Singular  bistim dembist bistame bistibam

“I heard” “I was hearing” “I have heard” “I had heard”
2nd bistit detbist bistute bistibut
3rd bisti deybist bistuye bistibiiy
Ist plural bistiman demanbist bistamane bistibaman

“we heard” “we were hearing”  “we have heard”  “we had heard”
2nd bistitan detanbist bistatane bistbutan
3rd bistyan deyanbist bistayane bistbaiyan
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TABLE 14 Past Tense Conjugations: Intransitive Verbs

Simple Past ~ Imperfect Present Perfect  Past Perfect
1st Singular cam decim cam cabum

“I went” “I was going” “I have gone” “I had gone”
2nd cy® decuy(® cay® cabay®
3rd ¢l decti cliwe cubu
Ist plural ciiyn dectiyn ciiyn cubuyn

“we went” “we were going”  “we have gone” “we had gone”
2nd cin deciin cin cabum
3rd ciin deciin cin ctiboin

Past Tenses

In Central Kurdish, there are about 10 ways to form and conjugate any verb in
the past tense. Here we will only show verb conjugations for the four most com-
mon past tenses: simple past, imperfect, present perfect, and past perfect. These
forms are conjugated differently depending on whether the verb is transitive or
intransitive. Tables 13 and 14 show how these tenses are conjugated for the transi-
tive verb bistin “to hear” and the intransitive verb ¢iin “to go.”

The Passive Voice

In most cases, the passive voice is formed by attaching suffixes -ré and -ra to
the end of the present stem of the verb. The present passive voice is constructed
from the modal prefix de +present stem of the verb+-ré: e.g., dexureé “It’s (being)
eaten,” or denaisré “It’s (being) written.” The past passive verb is formed by the pres-
ent stem of a transitive verb+-ra, e.g., xura “It was eaten,” or nisra “It was writ-
ten.” The past passive participle is formed from the past passive stem +-ra-+w/we,
e.g., xurawe “It has been eaten,” or nusrawe “It has been written.” Finally, the past
perfect passive is formed from the past passive stem+-ra+bi, e.g., xurabu “It had
been eaten,” or nusrabu “It had been written.” In closing this segment, two addi-
tional points should be made. First, all the conjugations made in discussing the
passive voice here are in the third person singular. Second, like many aspects of
grammar (e.g., English irregular verbs) there are some irregularities in the way pas-
sive voice is formed in Kurdish.

The imperative mood is constructed from the prefix bi plus the stem of the verb.
For example, from foyistin “to go,” with the stem 7o, the commad “go” becomes biro.
Negative imperatives are constructed from me plus the stem: mefo “don’t go” or mecti
“don’t go”. In complex (two-part) verbs like kar kirdin “to work” the imperative pre-
fix bi is wrapped between the noun kar “work” and the stem of the infinitive (ke).
Thus, the imperative “work” becomes kar bike.

Complex predicates are structured from a verb (e.g., Xistin “to drop/ground”) plus
a preverb (e.g. da “down”) to form the verb daxistin “to close” as in the sentence
Duikandareke dikanekey daxist “shopkeeper-the shop-the-his closed, The Shopkeeper
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closed his shop.” Alternatively, the same verb can be combined with a preposition
(e.g., leser “above/over” leser kirdin “to wear something over the head,” or with an
adjective (e.g., cak “good,” ¢cak kirdin “to fix, to improve”), or with a noun (e.g., hawar
“shout,” hawar kirdin “to shout” especially for help).

Syntax

In contrast to English word order, in which the basic clause structure is Subject-
Verb-Object, in Kurdish it is Subject-Object-Verb. This is particularly true for tran-
sitive verbs, which require an object, such as “eat,” “drive,” and “push,” as opposed
to intransitive verbs like “sleep,” “laugh,” and “go,” which do not require an object;
one does not go anyone or anything but she or he just goes (e.g., min séwék dexom
(I apple-one de-eat-1, I eat an apple,” or, ew dengéki bist (He/She sound-one heard,
He/she heard a sound”). Not always but very commonly, adverbials of time and
manner precede the verb, whereas adverbials of place follow the verb: emfo decim
bo bazar “today, I go to the market,” Shaho le nekaw pékeni “Shaho suddenly laughed,”
Shaho be pele ¢ bo ferge “Shaho quickly went to school.” When all segments are
present the most common clause structure is in this order: Time adverbial—
Subject—manner adverbial—verb—place adverbial: emfo, Shaho be pele ¢t bo bazar
“Today, Shaho quickly/in a hurry went to the market.” In present tense, the sub-
ject marker appears on the verb: min Shaho debinim “I see Shaho.” However, for the
past tenses of transitive verbs, subject markers appear on the item in post-subject
position: pére, Shahom dit “two days ago, I saw Shaho.” In response to the ques-
tion, “When did you see him?” one could say, pérém dit “the-day-before I saw-him”
or péreé ditim “the-day-before saw-him-I, two days ago I saw him.”

Clauses in Kurdish can be in two relations: coordination or subordination. Coor-
dination is achieved through juxtaposition and coordinating conjunctions. An
example of the former would be this: Sofireke dabezi, silawi kird, duway cak u xosi
danist, daway awi kird, guti: tini me, gelek “the driver got off the car, said hello, after
greetings sat down, asked for water, he said: I'm thirsty, a lot.

Coordinating Conjunctions

Although less frequent in spoken language, conjunctions are also used to coor-
dinate independent clauses. The most common conjunction is the enclitic=u “and.”
Other conjunctions include yan~yan “or,” betam “but,” eger or béta “if”: min cim u
danistim “T went and sat,” yan min decim yan ew decét “either I will go or he will go,”
min ¢tim, betam ew nehat “1 went, but he didn’t come,” béti neye, minis nacim “If he
doesn’t come, I won't go either.” (Note that the enclitic s means “too, also,” thus
minis means “me t00.”)

Subordinating Conjunctions

Complement, relative, and adverbial clauses are introduced using the general
subordinating conjunction ke “that.” Compound conjunctions using ke are also
used: her ke “as soon as,” be mercék ke “on the condition that.” Other subordinat-
ing conjunctions include ta / heta “until,” taweku / hetawekt™until, so that,” béta /
eger “if.”
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Vocabulary/Lexicon

Both standard varieties, CK and NK, have been enriched by drawing on the lexi-
cal repertoire of various regional varieties. Whereas spoken Kurdish still contains
a great number of loan words from Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, standard Kurd-
ish, particularly in Iraq, has been significantly and deliberately “purified” of
Arabic loan words in particular. Instead of Arabic in recent years, Kurdish school-
books and the media have started to readily borrow and appropriate European,
especially English, words. Words such as tolerans “tolerance,” sponser “sponsor,”
sivil “civil,” festival “festival,” and kampeyn “campaign” are common currency. It is
also common to see exact English expressions as the name of TV shows (e.g., Top
Story; Style), housing complexes (e.g., Naz City), and so forth.

Here is a list of frequent Kurdish vocabulary and expressions in both CK and
NK along with their English translation. In case of variation, differences are marked
by C for Central Kurdish and N for Northern Kurdish:

eré “yes,” na “no,” ferma (C) / fermo (N) “please,” sipas “thanks,” ser “head,” dest
“hand,” caw (O) / cav (N) “eye,” “mu “hair,” kezi “braid of hair,” lit/kepo (C) / poz (N)
“nose,” lew (C) / lev (N) “lip,” kon (C) / kevn “old,” nan “bread,” aw (C) / av (N)
“water,” ki¢ (C) / ki¢ or ke¢ (N) “girl,” kur (C) / kuf or xort (N) “boy,” kuf “son,” jin
“woman,” piyaw (C) / mér (N) “man,” bira “brother,” xusk (C) / xusk or xwisk “sister,”
bab/bawik (C) / bab or bav (N) “father,” dayik “mother,” gut (C) / gul (N) “flower,”
asman (C) / asman (N) “sky,” herd (C) / erd (N) “earth/ground,” roj “day,” sew (C) /
sev (N) “night,” xant (C) / xani “house,” mat (C) / mal (N) “home,” dar “tree,” sekir
“sugar,” sirin/sirin “sweet,” birsi (C) / birsi or bir¢i “hungry,” tinti (C) / ti (N) “thirsty,”
pis (C) pis or qiréjt (N) “dirty,” pak “clean,” xew “sleep,” mandu (C) / mandi (N)
“tired,” kem (C) / kem “little,” gelek (C) / gelek (N) “a lot,” xebat “struggle,” azadi
“freedom,” sifaw (C) / silav (N) “hello,” be xér hati (C) / bi xér hati (N) “welcome (to
our place/village/city,” to coni? (C) / tu cawan 1 or cawa yi? (N) “how are you?), min
bas im (C) / ez bas im (N) “I'm fine,” spas “thanks,” to ¢i dekey (C) / tu ¢i diki? (N),
“what are you doing?, matawa (C) / malava (N) “goodbye: may your household be
prosperous,” xuwa hafiz (C) / bi xatiré te or bi xatira te (N) “goodbye,” min Kurd im
(©) / ez Kurd im (N) “I'm Kurdish,” min xwéndkar im (C) ez xwendkar im (N) “I'm (a)
student,” min mamostam (C) / ez mamosta me (N), “I am (a) teacher,” beyanit bas (C) /
sipéde bas (N) “good morning,” roj bas “good day,” sew bas (C) / sev bas (N), “good
evening,” bas e “Ok/it’s Ok,” bas niye (C) / bas nine or ne bas e (N) “it’s not Ok.”

Sample Text

Table 15 is an excerpt from a folktale told by a Kurdish speaker from the Sulaim-
ani region of Iraqi Kurdistan. The text is in CK, but it is here written in both Kurdo-
Arabic and Kurdo-Latin scripts along with the English translation. (Adapted from
Wahby & Edmonds 1966, 176-179.)

Jaffer Sheyholislami
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TABLE 15 Sample Text, CK, in Two Alphabets, with English Translation

Bextyar u Bedbext di bira bun le déyek da. I3 Sauis 4l (993 3 593 Cusdazds g sluasds
Bakhtyar [Prosperous] and Badbakht [Miserable] were two brothers in one
(living in the same) village.

Rojek biryaryan da ke biton bo saran, pare 0455 lady 031 ObLE 33 03,0 45 15 3ol 153, 4 B33y
peyda biken; we her bo sibeyné seri xoyan 413945 0945y 5 ©ySIdn Oligs G xdar Lihadaw $2 345 09
hetgirt u pekewe kewtne re . . &

One day they decided to go to town to make money; And the very next morning they
left home and set out together . . .

Bo niwefo geyishtine ser kani u awek. S3ol5 9 LISyt dirdsdS 3)09.5 30
By midday they reached a spring.

Wityan, “ba lere wicanéki bo bideyn u nani Wb 5 a0 33 LSolars 0,1 b “JolssS/[ olss
niwefoy Ié bixoyn”; we danistin le giwey kaniyek. SalS (IS & Rails o5t “Gadi o) 6305
They said, “Let us have a halt here from our march and eat our midday meal by it”
and they sat down beside the spring.

Inca Bedbext Fay kirde Bextyar: “Bextyar, babo 35050 5 b olazsay” Hlaasds 03,5 55y Cebdssds lisd
niwefo testiyekey to bixoyn, tésiiyekey minis bo $9 Uhie ($4S Ay 95853 (2 b5 §5 ($ASAy 9983
éwaréeman . . . cee Oledyles
Then Badbakht turned to Bakhtyar: “Bakhtyar, let us eat your food parcel for midday,
and (keep) my parcel for our evening meal.”

Bextyar desesifekey pisti xoy kirdewe, we le ser e &) 09 ©305,S §35 iy § 450 wdw0d Jliay
erzekey raxist. sl (§4585,545
Bakhtyar undid the handkerchief (tied to) his waist and spread it on the ground.

Sa her ¢iyeki tiya bu, we hende boy fiesanewe u 5 sgailuas g3s Easdn 05 Olidsles 393 L LSdanzran L
kewtnewe 7e. & o9a3gdS
Then they ate all of what was in it and rested for a time and (then)
resumed their journey.

Eware beser hat. Ol yduds oylgls
Evening overtook them.

Hesta awayi dar ba, geyistne daréyanek, kani u 5 S WSl 590 d1x8aS 95y 3395 LIl Ldie
aweki lé bu. 1959 &) LIl
The (nearest) village was still a long way off (when) they reached a fork in the road
where there was a spring.

(continued)
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TABLE 15 Sample Text, CK, in Two Alphabets, with English Translation
(continued)

Em care Bextyar 7y kirde Bedbext u witl [/guti]: [3s87] Gis 5 cusdands 03,5 99y slzsas ole pas
“Bedbext, min zorim birsiye; wa diyare awayis 03993 335 Ghealals 313 Iy Cranyy £33 3 urdsnds”
zor dure; ba lere danisin, sew bikeyn, inca 0942394545 Loxied ((30dSes 945 ccrudessls 0,1 Ly
ekewinewe [/dekeynewe] 7é. 3y logarysases/]

This time Bakhtyar turned to Badbakht and said, “Badbakht, I am very hungry
and the village, it is clear, is a long way off too; let us sit down here,
have supper, and then resume the journey.”

Bextyar witi [/guti]: “hew, be xuwa, min le & e s a5 9an” [ L3s5] L3s slasas
tesiwekem besi to nadem, her besi xom eka (545 p35 s sd podl3 33 bds paSesstils
[/deka] .[lSoo/]

Badbakht said, “O dear no; by God, 1 shall not give you a share from my food parcel,
it will just be enough for myself.”

Bextyar, ke em napiyawiyey di, kas bui, we her (50430945 14 09 953 (oIS (83 sl pds 4S Hlasay
ewendey peé kira bite: “ke wa b, Bedbext, itir mn Geole Ge fd s diddy 95 19 487 Gl 1S o
hawrey bedsiristeki wekii to nakem; lem dii 7éye SIS 43y 995 pad pdSU 33 95509 SLxd wady
yekek hetbijere, minis ewl tiryan egrim [/degrim]”. 25545 Ola,3 $945 Ghada 053 alan

.“[(aJSoo/]

Bakhtyar, when he saw this caddish behavior, was dumbfounded and only just
managed to say, “In that case, Badbakht, I shall not go along any more with
an ill-natured person like you. Of these two roads choose one for yourself;
you take that road and I will take the other one.”

Bedbext regayekyant bo xoy hetbijard, Bextyaris Glo Ghaslasds ylian $35 3 HLSGIST) Caasas
mill Fégekey tiri girt u lek ciwé buinewe. L09a3933 Bsz S 5 05,5 (6,3 4SS,
Badbakht chose one of the roads for himself, Bakhtyar followed the other road,

and they separated from each other.

Bextyar ke tariki beser da hat tusi asekonék SB35l Lagss Ol 15 hduwdy LSl 45 slasds
ba o . e .. 992
When darkness overtook him Bakhtyar came across a deserted mill . . .

Ewendey pé necti sérék hate jiirewe . . . lepas ew  sa5 gily al . . . 0303595 a3la SI,1d 95243 3 Sodiogds
gurg kirdi be jura . . . we féwl geyist. CCtdS 853509 - -+ basd 4y 63,5 SysS
No much time had elapsed when a lion came in . . . After him Wolf
strode in . . . and Fox arrived.

... Ser ray kirde rewi: “. .. demeke hic deng u 5 8000 g dSLe03 L . L 1653y 03,5 G99y Sl . .
basek bo negerawmetewe”. “ 09d3dash iS4 §s CSiuwls
... Lion turned to Fox: “ . . it is a long time that you have not related

any piece of gossip to me.”

(continued)
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TABLE 15 Sample Text, CK, in Two Alphabets, with English Translation
(continued)

Rewi witl [/guti]: “qurban, . . . miskek heye lem pdd dode SiSia L .. Olysd” t[3sS/] s sy
ase kone da, diwanze dinari zé71 heye; hemt oS Gisdew 95048 a3an 5,35 6)lipd 03190 d3a33Sasls
sibeyne, ke xor ekewétewe [/dekewetewe] p45 4S e pd5 09aSasls [ogarisases/] axsasas 35
asekewe, em miske em zéfane dénéte derewe, le 5 [1oos/] oa5 Ol aSoy35 Hara) wg0j0n axzags a3ly35
be xoreke fayan exa [/dexa] w baryan pé eka [/ o [ses/] 56 gy oot
dekal . ..

Fox said, “Sir, . . . in this deserted mill there is a mouse who has 12 pieces of gold,

every morning when the sun shines into the mill this mouse brings out these
pieces of gold, spreads them out in the sunlight, and plays with them; . . .

Say caneweran, ke emey bist, spast mam fewl 850,5 $53) plo Lralpes s 405 S (Iyosdile sld
kird; we lepas nexte hawpirsekeéy tir encumen 23,5 &) Olaosdls Sdegznias 43 LiSduysle Gizds Glsa)
bitaweyan kird.

The king of the beasts, when he heard this, thanked Uncle Fox; and after some
further discussion they dispersed.

Bextyar, ke giwey lem gisane bibu, itir xew (Solz 09524 9d 7S gy dilud pal 35S dS olursas
necuwe cawi; cawerwani xorhetat b . . . C s ssy o¥lmyis il posle
When Bakhtyar had heard this conversation he could not sleep any more [sicl;
he was waiting for sunrise . . .

Le pif le kunékewe siték briskayewe. Seri CSLSn Gy -0543lSans y3 SILE 09455355 &) 3 )
miskek, siteki briskedar be demewe, le kunékewe Wl 094553 Al 094803 4y 334y 53 LIS
hate derée . . . RIS

Suddenly from a hole something glittered. A mouse’s head, with something
glittering in its mouth, came out from the hole . . .

Bextyar ¢ui, zéfekani ko kirdewe u xistinye 05 ©945318,5 dusitans 5 0303,S 35 LISo,T) sz slaisas
girfaniyewe, we le aseke hate derewe . . . oo 050y aila 454l @)
Bakhtyar went, collected the pieces of gold, put them into his pocket, and
came out from the mill . . .

Itir zor dewtemend bibu . . . s 95 didadlsed 53) e
And so he had become very rich . . .

Rojek le rojan febiware hate jurewe u piyateyé 43,5 536 Gl 5 050)955 aila Blsady 0133y 4 I35,
awi kird be sera, we ke lebuwewe henaseyeki Laxsdan LSidalian 03055:1) 45 03 dydu
hetkésa.

One day a traveler came into the room and quaffed a cup of water and,
when he had finished, heaved a sigh.

Dergawan desbecé ¢t be layewe w péy wit [/gut] a5 [055/] @5 i 5 0940 43 952 G dawos OlslSye
ke xawenmat tika eka [/dekal ke bicete lay. .Y daizms a5 [Seo/] 1545 15 Jlsosls
The doorkeeper immediately went up to him and told him that the owner
requested that he would go to him.

(continued)



LANGUAGE

TABLE 15 Sample Text, CK, in Two Alphabets, with English Translation
(continued)

Rébwaryan birde lay Bextyar. lasdy 6 03,3 3lo)lsad,
The traveler was taken to Bakhtyar . . .

Lepas nexté xosi u coni Bextyar witl [/guti]: L Lo3sS/] s slazas Gise 5 s Gisds Gl
“bira giyan, . . . ewey min heme le get to da Oladdy 1355 JdS 4 dad 0 0945 -+« LS
besyan ekem . . . .. pdSEs

After a few inquiries Bakhtyar said, “Dear brother, . . . I will divide what
I possess with you . . .

Bedbext . . . witl [/guti]: ebé pem btéy, Bextyar, £ 35 oluasdy (Gily o ot 108 L L Cadsday
to em dewtete le kiwé u con ¢ing kewtuwe; minis — ssSos ozds Jhaie 095345 Siz O3z 9 35S 4 Oidlges
ecim, wekti to peyday ekem. S5 lasdy 33

Badbakht . . . said, “You must tell me, Bakhtyar, where and
how you obtained this wealth.”

Hercend Bextyar beserya hat . . . sudeki G355 + .+ v Ol Lyduwdy Jlisds Wdzyda
nebti . . . Bextyar le gisekani buwewe, itir oo drddy fud 030983 ilSdud d) dS Jlasdy . . . geudd
Bedbext arami negirt, derpetye derewe berew <GB 505 090503 ds yg 303 25,55 Labyls
as.

However, as much as Bakhtyar sought to dissuade him . . . it was of no avail . . .
When Bakhtyar had finished speaking, Badbakht could rest no longer and
dashed out in the direction of the mill . . .

Cuwe jurewe, we weka Bextyar kirdbty le pist Caiing ) (§9935,5 slizds 95509 03 0303953 0952
dotyanewe xoy mat da. U5 Ole 35 o9dSaslss
He went inside and, just as Bakhtyar had done,
he hid behind the water-drop.

Sew tewaw tarik bibu ke sérek le piféka kirdi be 513955 43 63,5 ISy &) 3,54 45 5903 S sloas 94
jura u le nawendi asekeda hettiteka. Lepas oo 945 Gl ISWigsaae 15aSaals gasesls &)
ew. ..
The night had become quite dark when a lion suddenly strode in and
squatted in the middle of the mill. After him . . .

Inca ser iy kirde mam réwi: . . . ewe bo 4S2e00 35 0943 . . .7 Lssly ple 03,5 859y i lexia
demeke deng u basékit bo min negéfawetewe?” “S094309, 1545 (e $2 CuStwly 5 Si00
The Lion turned to Uncle Fox: “. . . why is it so long that you have

not related any gossip to me.”

Rewi witi: “qurban . . . cari pésii katé ke lereda 545 150,10 45 SIS g5ty ole + . . Olyed” L9 sy
ew agayanem bo egéfaytewe, ademizade lew diw 535 09aSaildss sas9al Bolisesls gdniSas 3 padlilsls
dotyanekewe xoy mat dabu, giwey le hemt t e 95 99ed d) LIsS aguld Ola
biba . ..

Fox said, “ . . Last time when I was relating those pieces of information

to you here, a human had hidden himself on the other side of the water-drop
and had heard everything . . .

(continued)
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TABLE 15 Sample Text, CK, in Two Alphabets, with English Translation
(continued)

Ser, ke emey bist, witl: “adey, namerdtan neken, (D454 O3ydals (803137 1139 (Coss Sdod3 4S id
aseke bigefén; eme xiwaye, séwl em 39 OladaoyloIs 45 Soid s dodd 53 ydSy ASAALS
éwareyeman bo derce” . . . e Sz

When Lion heard this he said, “Now then, get on with it, search the mill;
God willing this evening’s supper may come out of it for us” . . .

Her ke ctine ewdiw dotyanekewe, Bedbextyan Ol dssdy 094543l I3s 53545 digee 45 yda
doziyewe . . . . 05d3d
As soon as they went to the far side of the water-drop they found Badbakht, . . .

Minis hatmewe u hi¢ctyan nedame. Lalods Ol 3 0944l s
[ too have come back and they gave me nothing.

(Note: The last sentence is a discourse feature of storytelling marking the end of a story in
Kurdish. The expression may change slightly from region to region.)
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Literature

Kurdish literature developed late compared to that of other nations, has suffered
from bans and obstacles, and is divided between several regions and alphabets (the
Latin alphabet in Turkish Kurdistan and Syrian Kurdistan, an adapted version of
the Persian-Arabic alphabet in Iraqi and Iranian Kurdistan, and the Cyrillic alpha-
bet is also used in the former Soviet Union [FSU]). It has not developed at an even
pace across the Middle East and Caucasus, and it is necessary to divide it into
regions as well as periods.

The Kurdish homelands are divided between four sovereign countries, and pro-
longed bans and censorship in all regions have negatively influenced the develop-
ment of the Kurdish language. Much later than Kurmanji, literary works in Sorani
appeared in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. However, lengthy interruptions
have often occurred for both main dialects. Before the 20th century, the Kurdish
language was mainly a means of social communication. The dominance of the
Kurdish oral tradition, the supremacy of the languages of those who ruled Kurd-
ish areas, and the political obstacles confronting the Kurds by the late 19th/early
20th century have also affected the development of Kurdish literature.

Studies and anthologies of Kurdish literature mostly concentrate on one or two
regions. This may be partly because of practical and methodological concerns, as
the varying contexts and influences and the changing sociopolitical circumstances
of each region have produced various branches of literature, creating additional
challenges.

Sociopolitical circumstances deprived Kurds of the conditions for creating their
own written literature for centuries, and knowledge of the historical development
of Kurdish literature is inadequate due to lack of sources. This has led to contra-
dictory opinions regarding the first Kurdish written text. According to MacKenzie
(1959), it is a written stanza using the Armenian alphabet in the early 15th century,
an idea first put forward by Georgian researcher Akaki Shanidze in 1938. Some
scholars claim that the first Kurdish texts were produced before the Islamic period
and that Kurdish and Median, an ancient Iranian language, are the same. This is
supported by historians who consider Medes the ancestors of the Kurds because
of some language similarities. There is also lack of clarity about the dates of the birth
and death of Kurdish classical poets, and some of their works are untraceable.

Kurdish poets are recorded as early as the 13th century, but they wrote their
works mainly on theology, astronomy, and philology in the dominant language of
their rulers. For instance, Kurdish historians and biographers such as Ibn al-Athir
(d. 1233) and Ibn Khallikan (d. 1282) and the geographer and historian Abu
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al-Fida (d. 1331) wrote in Arabic. Idris Hakim Bidlisi (d. 1520) wrote the first his-
tory of the Ottoman dynasties, Hasht Bahasht (The Eight Paradises), in Persian.
Sharaf Khan, the ruler of Bitlis principality, wrote Sharafname (1596), a history of
the Kurdish principalities covering five centuries, also in Persian. Even much
later, works were written in other languages by Kurdish mollas (scholars educated
on Islamic theology). For example, Sheikh Marifi Node Barzinji (1733-1838) is
the author of 46 works in Arabic and Persian, though he also wrote one Arabic-
Kurdish glossary containing only a few hundred words. Many Kurdish writers
wrote in the languages of their sovereign states. Today, Kurdish writers are still
sometimes obliged, or prefer, to write in the official languages of the state.

Alexander Jaba’s writings in 1860, based on those of Mahmud Bazidi, seem to
provide the earliest data regarding Kurdish literary history. However, MacKenzie
(1959) argued that certain information based on Bazidi’s narrations in Jaba’s writ-
ings is inaccurate, and therefore it is unsafe to rely on his narrative (Kreyenbroek,
2005). Amin Faizi’s (1860-1923) Anuman-i Adiban (The Assembly of Writers) writ-
ten in 1920 in Istanbul depicts the lives of certain Kurdish poets with extracts
from their poetry. Refik Hilmi’s Shi’r 6t Adabat-i Kurdi (Kurdish Poetry and Litera-
ture) (vol. 1, 1941; vol. 2, 1956), a work of literary criticism, contains biographical
data and depictions of different periods in Kurdish literature. Alaaddin Sajjadi’s
Meezhu-y Adab-i Kurdi (Kurdish Literary History), written in Baghdad, studies
24 poets, including writings on the Kurdish epic tradition, mythology, and jour-
nalism. Izaddin Mustafa Resul’s doctoral thesis on Kurdish poetry (particularly
the poetry and lives of poets such as Feqiyé Teyran, Ali Bardasani, and Bakhtiar
Zewar) from a Marxist point of view, written in Arabic, was translated in 1968 in
Beirut. Sahiq Baha Ud-Din Amedi’s work Hozanvanet Kurd (Kurdish Poets), written
in Baghdad in 1980, contains biographies and poems of 19 Kurdish poets writing
in Kurmanji. Qenate Kurdoev’s Tarix-a Edebiyata Kurdi (The History of Kurdish
Literature) was published in Stockholm in 1980. The novelist Mehmed Uzun’s
Destpéka Edebiyata Kurdi (An Introduction to Kurdish Literature, 1992) and Antolo-
jiva Edebiyata Kurdi I-1I (The Anthology of Kurdish Literature, 1995), published
in Sweden, offer a restricted background to Kurdish literature, particularly con-
temporary work.

Oral Traditions

Many epics handed down by oral tradition over several centuries before they
appeared in written form are difficult or impossible to date. They usually concen-
trate on love, war, and loyalty, with some of the best known being Memeé Alan (Meme
Alan), Siyabend u Xecé (Siyabend and Khaje), Dimdim, (Dimdim), Zembilfiros (The
Basket-seller), and Binevsa Narin i Cembeliyé Hekkaré (Binevsa Narin and Cembeli
of Hakkari).

Meme Alan is often regarded as the Kurds’ national epic. It is completely fictional
and unrelated to history and exists in various versions. The protagonists are Mem,
the son of the Kurdish Amir, and Zin, daughter of the Emir of Botan, and the story
presents a panorama of Kurdish social relations, traditions, and customs. The work
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by Ahmad Khani (in Kurdish Ehmedé Xani) entitled Mem @ Zin (Mem and Zin)
tells the story of two lovers separated by factors beyond their control. Xani bases
his historical and geopolitical analysis on the narrative of the “methnewi” (a type
of poem consisting of rhyming couplets) of Memeé Alan. Considered the first writ-
ten work, it reveals the sense that the Kurds were culturally distinct people.

Classical Age

For several centuries, Kurdish literature was restricted to verse. The starting date
of classical Kurdish poetry differs between dialects, so one must distinguish
between the Kurmanji, Sorani, and Gorani (or Hawrami) schools.

Jazira (Cizre in Turkish), the capital of Botan, had a significant role in the estab-
lishment of the Kurmanji school. Among the earliest leading poets and lyricists
writing in Kurmanji are Melayé Batey1 (1414-1495), Eli Herir1 (1425-1495), Melayé
Ciziri (1566-1640), Feqiyé Teyran (1590-1660), and Ehmedé Xani (1651-1707).
Although they received their education in Arabic and Persian at “Medrese”
(madrasah, Islamic theological school), they expressed themselves through their
poetry using their mother tongue. Being also well versed in Sufism, they made great
contributions toward developing Kurdish into the language of intellectuals.

Arguably, the greatest of these was Ciziri, author of more than 2,000 verses, con-
sidered the founder of the Kurmanji school and known for his Diwan (collected
poetry). Batayi wrote his first work entitled Mewlid (Mawlid) containing proses on
the birth and life of prophet Mohammed in Kurdish. Teyran (1590-1660), a stu-
dent of Cizirl and the first Kurdish poet known to have used the Mesnevi (cou-
plet) form in his poetry, wrote Séxé Senan (The Sheikh of Senan), Qiseya Bersiyawi
(The Story of Bersiyay), and Qexlé Hespé Res (The Story of the Black Horse). He is
considered to be the first to have written prose in Kurdish. According to Mehmed
Uzun (2007 [1992]), Teyran developed his poetic style in accordance with Ciziri;
however, he avoided Islamic mysticism, instead using the language of the common
people. Xant is of great significance (see earlier). The methnewi, in the narrative of
which Xani puts his historical and geopolitical analysis, has been regarded as the
symbol of the Kurdish language and interpreted as an expression of nationalist sen-
timents. He also wrote Nubihara Bi¢ctiikan (The New Spring of Children), a thymed
Arabic-Kurdish word list for the use of Kurdish students, and religious works such
as Aqideya Islame (Basics of Islam) and Eqideya Imané (The Path of Faith), contain-
ing 73-couplet long lyrical poetry (Shakely, 1992 [1983)).

Gorani, the dialect mainly identified with the Ahl-Haqq people (a heterodox
religious group), can be classified as the folk poetry of the region influenced by
Sufi literature and local poetic tradition. Under the rule of Ardalan principality
(1160-1867), Sina (Senne, Sanandaj in Persian), now on the border of Iranian Kurd-
istan, became an important place for Kurdish classical poets writing in the Goran
(also pronounced Guran) dialect, which is considered to have appeared 1,000 years
ago (Minorsky, 1943: 77). Most of the poets composed their verses in Hawrami, a
variant of Gorani. Yusuf Yaska (also known as Yusuf Zaka, 1636-?) is representa-
tive of the Hawrami school, writing ghazals (a lyric poem with fixed number of
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verses and repeated rhyme). Khana Qobadi (1700-1759), also writing in the Arda-
lan principality in Hawrami, wrote a Gorani version of Khosrow and Shirin (written
by Persian poet Nizami Ganjavi). Mastura Ardalan (1805-1848, also known as
Mah Sharaf Khanum Kurdistani), the wife of Khasraw Khani Ardalan, ruler of the
principality, and believed to be the only woman historiographer until the end of
the 19th century, was known for her Persian poems, and the fact that she also
wrote in Gorani was discovered much later. One of her best-known works, a col-
lection of poetry written in Persian and Kurdish, was Divan-i Masturah Kurdistani.
Sheikh Ahmet Takti Marduki (1617-1692), Sheikh Mustafa Besarani (1641-1702),
and Ahmet Begi Komasi (1796-1877) were among other poets mostly writing in
Hawrami. Another renowned literary work was a Gorani version of Leyla and
Mecnun by Molla Bolad Khan (1885).

Mawlawi Tawgozi (pen name Madum, also known as Mewlewi Kurds, 1806-1882),
the last and most well-known member of the Gorani school, using the traditional
Hija meters, particularly the 10-syllable form, gave a realistic and lively picture of
the natural scenery of Kurdistan (Karim, 1985: 49). One of his most well-known
works is a collection of poems written in both Sorani and Gorani. When Ardalan
fell under the Qajar dynasty from 1867, literary work in Gorani ceased.

Abdulrahman Pasha (1797-1855) and the Nali school of poetry contributed a
lot to the use of Sorani as a literary language. Molla Kedri Ahmad Sawaysi Mikail
(1797-1870), known as Nali, was the founder of the Nali school, which developed
during the 19th century under the Baban emirate (1649-1850). Nali himself was
known for his lyrical poetry praising the rulers in mystical verses. His relative
Abdul-Rehman Begi Saheb-Qiran, known as Salem, used the Ghazal form, Qasidas,
and the Hazaj meter (a quantitative verse metric used in epic poetry) and contributed
a lot to Sorani poetry. Certain epistolary poems were exchanged between Salem
and Nali that enabled readers to understand the destructive results of the occupa-
tion of Sulaymaniyah by the Ottomans. Wafayi (1836-1892), Kurdi (1812-1850),
and Mahwi (1830-1909) are other renowned Sorani school poets. Sheikh Reza
Talabani (1842-1910), a Qadiriya sheikh in Kirkuk from the Nali school, lived in
Istanbul for several years and introduced satire to Kurdish poetry. Nali, Talabani,
and Salem utilized the sense of nostalgia, grief, and loss related to the Baban
dynasty and glorification of the dynasty, which was defeated by the Ottomans, in
their poetry.

The last Baban prince left Sulaymaniyah in 1850, so Sorani poetry left Sulay-
maniyah and continued in Kirkuk and Persian Kurdistan. Haci Qadiri Koy1
(in English, Haji Qadir Koyi, 1817-1897), influenced by the poetic themes uti-
lized by the Nali school, is one of the well-known representatives of poets being
obliged to leave their homeland. His advocacy of Kurdish language and idealization
of Kurdish emirates constituted a broader nationalism than other Nali school
poets, who longed for the glory of the Baban dynasty. Koyi, who wrote in Sorani
and spent his last years in Istanbul, even urged Kurds to use modern tools such
as newspapers and magazines for mass communication. He became familiar
with the Kurmanji language and literature and was also familiar with the nation-
alist struggle.
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Newspapers

Kurdish literature before the 20th century was mostly poetry. During the
20th century, due to the rise of newspaper publication, the efforts of the Kurdish
intelligentsia, and changing sociopolitical circumstances, Kurdish prose litera-
ture emerged in Kurmanji and Sorani. Until World War I and the partition of
Ottoman Kurdistan, most national movements were led by Kurmanji speakers,
and this is visible in the first Kurdish journals and periodicals, which were issued
by Kurdish organizations and groups affected by emerging nationalist sentiments
within other nations. They also led to the development of modern Kurdish liter-
ature. Members of the Kurdish Rozhaki-Badirkhanid (princely house), including
Thurayya (Sureya) Bedir Khan (1883-1938), Jaladet Ali Bedir Khan (1893-1951),
and Kamuran Ali Bedir Khan (1895-1978), had developed a Latin-based alphabet
for Kurmanji, and the Bedir Khan brothers used this alphabet for the first time to
publish the journals Hawar (Cry) (1932-1943) and Ronahi (Light) (1935), which
they smuggled out of French Syria into Turkey. Cegerxwin (1903-1984), Osman
Sabri (1905-1993), Qedri Can (1911-1972), and Nureddin Zaza (1919-1988)
were also members of this Hawar school. Kamuran Ali Bedir Khan then published
Roja Ni (New Day) (1943-1946), which contributed further to the development of
Kurdish literature in Kurmanji dialect within Kurdish society.

Political organizations were very important in disseminating Kurdish literary
works at the beginning of the 20th century. The purpose of such journals was to
improve Kurdish language and literature and publish Kurdish classics, as well
as to promote Kurdish history and the question of Kurdishness. Organizations
included Kurdistan Azm-i Kavi Cemiyeti (Society for a Strong Kurdistan); Kurd
Teavun ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Kurdish Society for Cooperation and Progress); Kurd
Talebe Hévi Cemiyeti (Kurdish Hope Student Organization); Kurd Tamim-i Maarif
Cemiyeti (The Organization to Spread Kurdish Publishing and Sciences); and
Kurdistan Teali Cemiyeti (Society for the Advancement of Kurdistan): they pub-
lished journals and newspapers in Kurdish and Ottoman Turkish, such as Kiirdis-
tan (Kurdistan), Kurt Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi (Kurdish Solidarity and Progress
Newspaper), Roji Kurd (Kurdish Day), Hetawi Kurd (Kurdish Sun), and Jin (Life), all
of which gave much space to Kurdish literature.

The first Kurdish periodical, Kurdistan (1898-1902), constituted a very signifi-
cant attempt to develop Kurdish in written form. With its appearance, interest in
prose writing increased. The first issue was published in Cairo by Miqdad Midhat
Bedir Khan, whose brother Abdurrahman Bedir Khan Beg took over responsibil-
ity for it after six issues. It moved to Geneva, London, and Folkestone, appearing
in both Kurdish and Turkish and focusing on cultural, literary, and political issues.
The monthly Roji Kurd, first published by the political group Hévi in Istanbul in
1913 in both Turkish and Kurdish, had four issues, and contributed to the Kurd-
ish cultural revival. Articles were mainly aimed at facilitating learning Kurdish lan-
guage, history, and traditions. For instance, Cirok (Story), the first Kurdish short
story written by Fuadé Temo, founder of Kiird Talebe Hevi Cemiyeti (Kurdish Hope
Student Organization), was published in Roji Kurd.
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Jin was the semi-official newspaper of the Society for the Advancement of Kurd-
istan (Kiirdistan Teali Cemiyeti, KTC), regarded as the first Kurdish nationalist
organization. Portraying the nationalist character of the organization, it appeared
in 1918-1919 and had 25 issues. Mem u Zin was published by the Society for the
Dissemination of Kurdish Education and Publication (Kiird Tamim-i Maarif ve
Nesriyat Cemiyeti, KIMNC) in 1919, the agenda of which included the develop-
ment of the Kurdish language and promotion of education in Kurdish. So the late
19th century and first half of the 20th gave rise to many Kurdish journal and peri-
odical publications through the initiatives of Kurdish intelligentsia, leading to the
development and publication of Kurdish prose.

Soviet Armenia

The first modern story based on Mem @ Zin was an 1856 rewrite by Mele Mehm-
ude Bazidi (1797-1858), a religious cleric, historian, and writer, who had a “madrasa”
background, like many other Kurdish poets. The only work by Bazidi that exists
today is Adab 6 Nasina Kurdan (Kurdish Customs and Traditions), written in Kur-
manji. He also translated Sharafname from Persian into Kurmanji and wrote a his-
tory of the Kurds, Kitaba tewarixe cedidé Kurdistan, the original of which is lost, but
was translated into French by Alexander Jaba.

There are many reasons why the Kurdish novel emerged in the 20th century
but not earlier. The sociopolitical conditions of Kurdistan, the supremacy of prose
and oral traditions over prose writing in Kurdish, and the conservative nature of
Kurdish society can be some of these reasons. The fragmentation of the Kurdish
nation and the difficulties arising from social and political conditions meant that
the various branches of Kurdish literature have developed separately from one
another.

The Soviet period was crucial for the foundation of modern Kurdish literature
because the Kurds of Armenia paved the way for the creation of the standardized
Kurdish language and the emergence and development of Kurdish literature, in par-
ticular, novelistic discourse. Kurdish migration into the Caucasus took place
mainly at the end of the 19th century and early 20th century from the Ottoman
Empire into Caucasian Armenia fleeing persecution. During the 1920s, Soviet pol-
icy on minorities encouraged Kurds to play a leading role in the spread of literacy
among Soviet Kurds to enhance their education and to undertake literary activi-
ties. The All-Union national minorities policy (i.e., the policy of “korenizatsiia” or
indigenization) expanded after 1932, which had a positive effect, notably on the
Kurds in Soviet Armenia. They established, for instance, the first Kurdish radio
broadcast and the first Kurdish newspaper. Soviet nationality policy was part of
its modernization aiming to create a literate society by turning the semi-nomadic
Kurdish peasants into modern citizens. The creation of a literary language as an
instrument of social progress and communist education formed part of the koreni-
zatsiia policy. Literacy led to the emergence of a striking number of Kurdish writ-
ers engaged in literary and sociopolitical activities. The first schoolbooks in Kurdish
were produced and first steps toward modern prose writing were taken. The first
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Kurdish novel, Sivané Kurmanca (The Kurdish Shepherd), was written in Kurmanji
in Yerevan in 1935 by Erebé Semo (1898-1978). Between 1937 and 1955, Stalin’s
policies silenced Kurdish literature, but it re-emerged during Khrushchev’s de-
Stalinization process.

Thus, the mid-1950s and 1960s saw significant steps toward novel writing, and
Semo was followed by other Yezidi Kurdish authors, most notably Eliyé Evdi-
rehman. His Xaté Xanim (Lady Xate, 1959) and Dé (Mother, 1965); Heciyé Cindi’s
Hewari (Cry, 1967) and Gundé Mérxasa (The Village of the Courageous, 1968); and
Seideé Tbo’s Kurdén Réwi (Traveler Kurds, 1981) are among early Kurdish novels pub-
lished in the USSR. However, the independence of Armenia in 1991, the lack of
funding for educational materials and specialists to teach Kurdish, and the impact
of the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh in 1991 to
1993 led to a decline in Kurdish literary publication. Furthermore, the Armenian
government has always favored the Yezidis over the Muslim Kurds.

Iraqi Kurdistan

Even Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan, more at liberty in terms of linguistic and cultural
rights compared to other Kurdish regions, suffered for decades under the Ba'th
regime and were excluded from the political process.

Following the 2003 Gulf War, Kurds seized the opportunity to implement their
aspirations for an autonomous state, leading to a striking increase in the develop-
ment of the Kurdish language and Kurdish publications. Earlier, Iraq under the Brit-
ish mandate granted limited cultural and linguistic rights to the Kurds, which led
to a flourishing of Kurdish literature. The first printing press in Kurdistan was set
up in Sulaymaniyah in 1919 by Major Ely B. Soane (Blau, 2010), and the use of
Sorani as a written language was promoted during the early British mandate. In
the late 1920s, publications in Sorani Kurdish, especially translations of Western
works, started to appear.

Tawfeq Mahmoud Hamza, pen name Piramerd (1867-1950), was a literary fig-
ure and journalist who contributed to the development of Sorani through initiat-
ing the Kurdish newspaper Jiyan and was among those who established the first
private Kurdish school in Kurdistan, “Partukxane-i Zanisti” (Knowledge School).
Apart from several translations from Turkish and Hawrami, he published a wide
range of works, including a collection of Kurdish folklore (Galte ti Gep, 1947) and
poems and history articles such as the history of Baban principality and Jaff tribes,
in the 1930s and 1940s.

Abdullah Goran (1904-1962), known as the father of modern Kurdish litera-
ture, allowed no Arabic influence in his poetry and applied Kurdish cultural themes
and folkloric traditions through the use of Kurdish folksong patterns and free verse
rather than Arabic meter. He is mostly known for two 1950 collections of poetry,
Firmesk 6 Huner (Tears and Art) and Behesti Yadigar (Heaven and Memory). Ahmad
Mukhtar Jaf (1896-1935) and Bakhtiar Zewar (1875-1948) are significant poets
from the first half of the century creating their own meters and forms. Békas and
his son Sherko Békas, Kamran Mokri, and Kakay Fallah are other significant poets
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from the post-1940s period, when free verse became very widespread in classical
Sorani poetry.

The emergence of newspapers and magazines in the 1920s played a significant
role in the development of Sorani prose. These included Peskewtin (Progress, 1920—
1922; 118 issues), Bangi Kurdistan (The Call of Kurdistan, 1922; 14 issues), Roji
Kurdistan (The Day of Kurdistan, 1922-1923; 15 issues), Diyari Kurdistan (The Gift
of Kurdistan, 1925-1926; 16 issues), Jiyanewe (Rebirth, 1924-1926; 56 issues) Jiyan
(Life, 1926-1938; 556 issues), Gelawej (Sirius, 1939-1949), Jin (Life, 1939-1963;
more than 1,000 issues), and Hiwa (Hope, 1957-1963). They all published Sorani
prose, particularly short stories, generally quite political, and critical of British colo-
nial policy, such as “Le Xewi Me” (In Our Dream) by Ceil Saib (1887-1959), pub-
lished in Jiyanewe.

Other significant prose works include “Ademizad le sayey derebegi” (Man in Feu-
dal Society, 1945) by Hosayn Hozni Mokriani (1893-1947); a short story entitled
“Meseley Wijdan” (A Matter of Conscience) written in 1926 but published in 1970;
and Shakir Fettah (1914-1988) added a new voice with children’s stories such as
“Hawréy Minal” (Children’s Friends) in 1948 and “Tishk” (Sunbeam) in 1947, and
“Afreti Kurd” (Kurdish Woman), 1958, concentrating on the liberation of women.
Muherrem Mihemmed Emin (1921-1980) published “Mem Xomer” (Uncle Omar)
in 1945 and “Régay Azadi” (Road to Freedom) in 1959. Kurdish children literature
emerged almost 75 years ago, and authors such as Zevar, Bekas, Piramerd, and
Goran wrote poems for children influenced by folklore for children, but their poetry,
combining realistic and romantic styles, was also addressed to adult readers (Gron-
dahl & Kadir, 2003: 13).

Subsequently, despite gas warfare, deportations, and other oppressive policies
between 1958 and 1960 and between 1970 and 1974, Kurds in Iraq are linguisti-
cally and culturally in a better position than those in other regions (Skutnabb-
Kangas & Sertac, 1994: 369). Although the publication of Sorani literary works
was disrupted by the new Iraqi governments between 1959 and 1961, the Kurdish
language leapt forward with the demands of the Kurdish Democratic Party aiming
to the use of Kurdish at school and universities, and the Directorate General
of Kurdish Studies was founded as part of the Ministry of Education, a bachelor’s
program in Kurdish language was initiated at the University of Baghdad’s Kurdish
academy, and Kurdish broadcasting was introduced during the 1960s. The relation-
ship between Kurdish groups and the Iraqi government was strained, but with
the peace agreement between the Kurdish opposition and Iraqi government in
1970, Kurds were granted autonomy, with Kurdish recognized as an official lan-
guage, leading to the development of literature and the standardization of Sorani.
However, very soon after the signing of the Algiers Agreement in 1975, relations
deteriorated again. The important literary output between the 1950s and the 1991
Gulf War included Zari Kurmanji (a literary and historical magazine) published
by Husein Huzni and Akhbar-a Harb, a magazine associated with Tawfiq Wahbi
(1891-1982), who served as a colonel in the Ottoman Empire and later as a member
of the Traqi army and was also a philologist working on Kurdish codification
and orthography. He attempted to apply the Latin alphabet for use with Kurdish
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but this was not allowed by the Iraqi government for religious reasons. Ahmad
Hardi (1922-2006) had a great influence on modern Kurdish poetry in the 1950s
and was also a leading figure in the Kurdish liberation movement. He had to move to
Iran in 1975 and then moved to the UK in 1993. Muhamad Salih Dilan (1927-1990),
poet and magam singer, wrote many of his poems in prison between 1947 and 1966.
His collection “Diwani Dilan” was published in 1987.

From the 1970s, Latif Halmet (1947-), Rafiq Sabir (1950-), and Abdulla Pashew
(1946-), belonging to the post-Abdulla Goran generation of modernists, have been
writing free verse and developing their literature in the context of the sociopoliti-
cal condition of Iraqi Kurdistan, which is reflected in their poetry.

Sherko Bekas (1940-2013) was the son of a pioneer of modern Kurdish poetry,
Fayak Bekas. He was forced into exile between 1986 and 1992, served as a minis-
ter of information in the Kurdistan Regional Government for a year (1992-1993),
and was president of Sardam publishing house. He has a distinct position in Kurdish
modern poetry for breaking with the standard rhymes and introducing a freeform
style called rwanga (vision), and he established the Rwanga school with other
poets Jamal Sharbaxeri, Husein Arif, and Celal Mirza Kerim in Baghdad. This
school, aiming to establish modernist poetry like Goran’s school, added new dimen-
sions with a tendency toward realism and a concern with the liberation movement
(Naderi, 2011: 12). He was a patriotic and nationalist literary figure whose lyrics
have become the anthem for the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). He has pub-
lished more than 30 books, and his works have been translated into many languages.
Significant post-1990s literary periodicals in Iraqi Kurdistan include Ayanda, run
by Dilshad Abdula, and Raman, run by Azad Abdul-Wahid.

Although even the pioneer Kurdish woman poet Mesturey Kurdistani
(1805-1847) contributed with her literary works in the 19th century and other two
Kurdish women poets, Cihan Ara (1858-1911) and Mihreban (1858-1905) followed,
literary works of Kurdish women have been discontinuous throughout the
20th century due to the patriarchal nature of Kurdish society, bans on Kurdish
language, and economic instability. The most visible and widely read Kurdish
women are Pakize Refiq Hilmi (b.1924); Xanim Resul Ehmed (b.1949), whose pen
name is (Erxewan); Xurside Baban (b.1940); Firiste Xan (b.1929); and Kurdistan
Mukiryani (b.1948), all of whom published their poetry in the Kurdish newspa-
pers and magazines. Kurdish women authors and poets have become more visible
since the 1990s. Najiba Ahmad (1954-), Kajal Ahmad (1967-), Mahabad Qaradagi
(1966-), and many other new-generation Kurdish women authors and translators
have contributed to the development of contemporary literature in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan. Although in 1995 only 3 percent of books published were by women, there
have been over 100 in the last few years (still far less than the number published
by men). However, the number of publications by Kurdish women in other regions
is much lower. Abdulla Pashew (1946), who is known as the founder of Resistance
Literature, apart from his seven poetry collections is also known for his transla-
tions of the works of Walt Whitman and Pushkin into Kurdish.

Despite the emergence of rich Sorani prose since the 1920s, the first Sorani novel,
Jani Gel (The Suffering of the People) was not written until 1973, by Ibrahim Ahmad,
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who was also founder of the Kurdish literary journal, Gelawéj. Bakhtiyar Ali (1960),
who has lived in Germany since 1996, is another prominent and influential Sorani
prose writer. Apart from his 11 magical realist novels, he has several collections of
poetry. Similarly, Farhad Pirbal (1961) has been involved with literary activities as
a writer, poet, and academic. Delshad Abdula and Karim Dashti (1955), like the
generation of Ali and Pirbal, reflect disillusionment with the political and social
atmosphere in their surrealist modern poetry. In terms of short story and novelis-
tic discourse since the 1980s, Hisen Arif, Sherzad Hesen, Ismail Mihemed Emin,
Serhed Tofiq Meruf, Hesen Caf, Abdulla Seraj, Kerim Arif, Enmed Resul, Mihemed
Mukri, Selah Jelal, and Hekim Kakeweys are the prominent Kurdish writers, all
concentrating particularly on sociopolitical conditions in Kurdistan along with his-
torical events.

After decades of political conflicts interrupting Kurdish publication, the univer-
sities of Baghdad and Sulemaniyah have Kurdish-language departments with high
student enrollment. Kurdish publishing houses in Iraqi Kurdistan still face many
political and, particularly economic, obstacles to their activity, some of which are
related to official censorship.

Turkish Kurdistan

Prohibitions and political restrictions imposed by the Turkish Republic have hin-
dered the presence and growth of Kurdish literature in Turkish Kurdistan (Galip,
2015: 77). Starting with the foundation of Turkish Republic in 1923, Turkish
became the only language for all citizens to speak. Through severe regulations and
prohibitions, Kurdish language was banned from public use, which led to bans
on publications and printing in Kurdish until Turgut Ozal, president of Turkey
(1989-1993), lifted the ban in 1991.

The military coups of 1960, 1971, and 1980 brought stricter linguistic polices
to reinforce the hegemony of the Turkish language and maintain Turkish unity,
leading to discrimination against Kurdish along with other minority languages.

Due to the bans and possible prosecutions, from the beginning of 20th century
until 1990s very few literary works were published, including a poetry anthology
Kimil (Aelia, 1962) and a play entitled Birina Res (Black Wound, 1965) by Musa
Anter and a short story compilation entitled Meyro (Meyro, 1979) by Mehmet Emin
Bozarslan. According to Malmisanij (2006: 19), “. . . in the period 1923-1980 not
more than 20 Kurdish books were published in Turkey.” The monthly literary jour-
nal Tirej (Light Beam, 1979-1980) lasted for only four issues but is significant as
the first journal to be published in Turkish Kurdistan after 1923. Despite the lift-
ing of bans on Kurdish printing and publication, the linguistic hegemony of the
Turkish language was able to suppress Kurdish language until the beginning of
2000s. Only two literary works were published during 1990s. Thsan Colemergi
wrote Cembeli Kuré Miré Hekari (Cembeli, Son of the Mir of Hakkari) in 1992 but
was only able to publish it in Sweden in 1995, and Ibrahim Seydo Aydogan’s Res it
Spi (Black and White) was published in Istanbul by Elma in 1999.
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Turkey has been forced to fulfill the Copenhagen criteria per the EU member-
ship conditions after its official candidacy for the EU was established in 1999, which
imposed a dynamic process of political reform and democratization. AKP (Adalet
ve Kalkinma Partisi/Justice and Development Party), founded in 2001, a center-
right with Islamic leanings, became the ruling party in the Turkish parliament in
2002 and made some language reforms along with EU membership negotiation
regulations. In 2004, a regulation concerning radio and television broadcasts that
contained different languages and dialects came into force regarding the Turkish
national broadcasting channel (TRT: Tiirkiye Radyo ve Televizyon Kurumu).

Current Turkish language policy still places constraints on educational and lin-
guistic rights. Nevertheless, Malmisanij’s research reveals that there has been a
considerable increase in Kurdish book publishing. As he notes “in 2000 more than
40 Kurdish publishing houses were established in Turkey” (2006: 26); however,
nearly 50 percent of the output (305 books) came from eight publishers, with Diyar-
bakir and Istanbul being the main centers. The campaigns on the development of
Kurdish language, opening of Kurdish language courses, and offering Kurdish at
the BA and MA level in some universities (Mardin Artuklu University and Mus
Alparslan University) have led to the revitalization of Kurdish in the 21st century,
which have also resulted in large number of publications in the Kurdish language.
Even Kurdish writers living in Europe have started to prefer their works be pub-
lished in Istanbul and Diyarbakir, which can considered two central cities for Kurd-
ish publications.

Writing fiction in Kurdish became very common among the young generation
of Kurds, with people mostly involved in some sort of literary occupation; some
studied literature as undergraduates, others are editors at publishing houses, making
them aware of changes in the contemporary literary scene. They seek imaginative
devices through which they narrate their stories, such as completely fictional set-
tings and characters, or the use of journals and letters throughout the narration.
Political conditions in Turkish Kurdistan intruding on publications in Kurdish or
about Kurds also compel them to adopt indirect and symbolic styles to combat
censorship.

Ince Memed

Yaser Kemal, a Turkish novelist of Kurdish descent, wrote Ince Memed in 1955. This
is the story of a young Kurd who rebels against the feudalistic agha and becomes a
hero and supporter of his people. Kemal wrote four sequels, many of which were
translated in over 30 languages. The literary figure of Ince Memed became a leg-
endary hero and symbol in the Kurdish struggle against the old Kurdish oligarchies
and suppressive Turkish regime. The story was spread through public readings in
coffeehouses and recounted by traveling bards. Yaser Kemal also remained
immensely popular in his home country even after his death in 2015.
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Berken Bereh (1954-), Arjen Ari (1956-2012), Dost Ciyay1 (1972-2003), Welat
Dilken, and Rénas Jiyan are significant literary figures representing contemporary
Kurmanji poetry. Lokman Ayabe, Sener Ozmen, Edip Polat, Yunus Eroglu, Yaqup
Tilermeni, Roni War, Omer Dilsoz, Adil Zozani, Hesen Duseyin Deniz, and Miran
Janbar are some of the leading novelists. Rosan Lezgin (1964) writes short stories
in both Zazaki and Kurmanji dialects. Female short story writer Lorin Dogan
(b. 1975) has two books: Kirasé Teng (Tight Dress, 2007) and Destén Vala (Empty
Hands, 2012); however, Gulges Deryaspi, with her three novels, is the only female
novelist currently writing. The number of Kurdish literary critics has also increased,
and Ayhan Geveri, Remezan Alan, Azad Zal, Mehmet Oncti, and Kawa Nemir have
published a number of literary articles and critiques in Kurdish journals. Literary
and cultural magazines and journals, including Newepel (New Page), Sewcila (Night
Lamp), Nubihar (New Spring), Wejé o Rexne (Literature and Criticism), and Tiroj
(Gleam), have contributed to disseminating the writings of both well-known and
new authors.

From the 1990s, we also see the emergence and development of Kurdish the-
ater in Turkey with the works of the Mesopotamia Cultural Centre (Mezapotamya
Kulttur Merkezi, MKM), Seyr-i Mesel Theatre, Destar Theatre (2008), and Sermola
Performance (2010).

The Kurdish Writers Association was established in 2004 in Diyarbakir, in
Batman in 2015, and in Mardin in 2016, and the Kurdish Literature and Publish-
ing Network (KurdiLit) was established in June 2016 with the collaboration of Lis
publishing house and Literature Across Frontiers. The annual Amed Book Fair
organizes panels on literature with the support of Diyarbakir municipality and
Kurdish publishing houses based in Turkey and Turkish Kurdistan.

Literary output in Zazaki is much less than that in the Gorani, Kurmanji, and
Sorani dialects. Although Zazaki is the most used language in Turkey after Turk-
ish and Kurmanji, Zazaki is categorized as an endangered dialect. Zazaki has been
preserved orally for centuries, though the number of speakers has decreased and,
due to the lack of legal status and education, it is also less used in social life. There
are currently believed to be around 300 books in Zazaki, most of which were pub-
lished in the last 30 years.

The first is the mawlid (texts on the birth and life of Prophet Mohammed) enti-
tled “Mewludé Kirdi” (Kurdish Mawlid) by Molla Ehmedé Xasi, written in 1892
and published in 1899. The next is another mawlid called “Biyisé Péxamberi” (Life
of Prophet) by Siverek Mufti Osman Efendi, published in Damascus in 1933. In
1963 the journal Roja Newe published two articles in Zazaki.

Zazaki written text disappeared until the 1980s, when certain small pieces
(poems, short stories, and folkloric texts) appeared in newspapers and journals such
as Tiréj (1979-1981), Riya Azadi (1975), Roja Welat (1977), and Devrimci Demokrat
Genclik (1978). It became more prevalent in the 1990s in Europe, initiated by
Kurdish migrant intelligentsia through journals such as Armanc, Hévi, Cira, and
Berbang. A number of Zaza exiled speakers established the Vate Study Group in
1996 and started publishing a journal, Vate, in 1997 in Stockholm. In addition, Vate
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publishing house, established in 2003 in Istanbul, became the main publisher of
Zazaki texts.

Malmisanij and Deniz Gunduz, researchers and linguists, contributed greatly
to the development of Zazaki. Murad Cansad, Thsan Espar, Munzur Cem, Rosan
Lezgin, Huseyin Karakas, Jehati Zengelan, Al Aydin Cicek, Bedriye Topag, Lorin
Demirel, Ismet Bor, Deniz Gunduz, Burcin Bor, Hikmet Calagan, and Hesen Dilawer
Zazaki are short story and novel writers whose works have mainly been published
by Vate, Avesta, and Peri (Istanbul) and Rosna (Diyarbakir).

Zazaki was first broadcast for half an hour every week on TRT 3, one of the Turk-
ish state channels, in 2004, and broadcasting slightly increased with the arrival of
state channel TRT 6 (now TRT Kurdi) in 2009. There are now Turkish universities
(Bingol and Tunceli) supporting academic work on Zazaki. But Kurdish satellite
channel Stérk TV, based in Brussels, gives little room for Zazaki.

Iranian Kurdistan

Although the Kurds in Iranian Kurdistan have had a larger degree of cultural free-
dom, they have been militarily suppressed, their attempts at autonomy have been
crushed, and they have been deprived of participation in the political process.
Although the Republic of Mahabad existed for only a very short period, it enabled
the publication of various newspapers and journals. Hesen Qizilci (1914-1984),
who was involved with the establishment of the republic, had to live in Iraqi Kurd-
istan after its collapse until 1979 and was arrested in 1984. Hejar and Hemin were
two poets who contributed much in this period. Hemin Mukriyani (1921-1986)
had to flee Iraq for political reasons. He went to Iran and settled in Baghdad for
several years. While Mukriyani regularly contributed to various newspapers, he
also established a publishing house (Salahaddin Eyyubi) in Urmia and served as an
editor of the Kurdish journal Sirwe (Breeze) until he died. A collection of his articles,
entitled Paseroki Mamoste, was published in Mahabad in 1983. Hejar (1920-1991)
was also involved in the Kurdish movement led by Qazi Mohamed in 1947, which
resulted in years of exile in several Middle Eastern countries, before he returned to
Iran in 1975. Apart from several poetry books, he has translated many works from
Persian, Kurmanji, and Arabic into Kurdish. The Pahlavi dynasty (1925-1979)
established by Reza Khan banned Kurdish cultural expression in order to eliminate
the Kurdish ethnic identity. In the later Pahlavi period, there were some local broad-
casts in Kurdish, and folkloric texts were published. After 1946, however, Kurdish
cultural expression came under pressure, discouraging and disrupting Kurdish liter-
ature. The weekly Kurdistan (1959-1963, 205 issues), published in Tehran but only
circulated outside Iran, had a significant role, focusing on Kurdish literary works.
The foundation of the Islamic Republic was a great attack against the Kurdish
political movement, leading to the assassination of several Kurdish political figures.
The teaching of Kurdish was not allowed by the mid-1980s. During the early 1980s,
the publication of short stories and literary cultural magazines was permitted
to some extent. Literary works appeared in Kurdish, and Kurdish publishing
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developed. Ahmad Qazi (1936-2015) was prominent in the formation and growth
of the Kurdish press here. He published a collection of satirical short stories enti-
tled Bagabén (Bond) in 1984. Ali Hasaniani, Qasim Moayedzada, and Sewara
Ilkanizada established a literary movement parallel to that of Goran in Iraqi Kurd-
istan, applying the new syllabic rhythm (Naderi, 2011: 10, 11). Eta Nahai (b.
1960) is one of the most prominent Kurdish authors from Iranian Kurdistan.
Despite his low output, his prose, particularly novels, is influential on the younger
generation, while Ayaz Knonsyawashan, Nasrin Jafari, and Simin Chaichi repre-
sent a more sophisticated younger generation of Kurdish literature.

Although Kurdish can be studied at the universities and Kurdish publications
are relatively tolerated, teaching the language is not permitted at elementary level,
and it is not used in the administration of Iranian Kurdistan. Only a few TV and
radio programs are in Kurdish. A number of Kurdish websites and political and
cultural magazines have been shut down by Iranian government authorities. How-
ever, from 2015, through the efforts of Kurdish academics and activists, Kurdish
language courses will now be offered in the high school curriculum in Kurdish
regions of Iran. Also in 2015, the University of Sanandaj announced that a new
Kurdish-language department would be admitting students in the next academic
year. Such developments will open new paths for the development of Kurdish lit-
erature and increase the readership.

Syrian Kurdistan

There was short-term cultural and linguistic freedom in Syrian Kurdistan during
the period between the two World Wars resulting from the support of minorities
by the French mandate, leading other Kurdish intellectuals to move there. Kurd-
ish language and literature were mainly developed thanks to Prince Celadet Bedir
Khan (1893-1951), son of the last emir of Botan, who used the Latin alphabet for
the first time to publish the journal Hawar (Cry) (1932-1943). Writers contribut-
ing to the Hawar school had to leave Syria after its independence following World
War II. Between 1960 and the 2011 civil war, Kurds experienced forced Arabiza-
tion and severe repression of their sociocultural and linguistic identity, with many
even being denied Syrian citizenship, while the registration of children with Kurd-
ish first names, cultural centers, bookshops, and similar activities were all prohib-
ited. Due to the political obstacles, Syrian Kurds have mainly produced their literary
works in Europe. Prominent Kurdish writers from Syrian Kurdistan moved to
Europe, mainly Germany and Sweden, where they continued their literary produc-
tion. They include Jan Dost (b. 1965), Helim Yasiv (b. 1967), Keca Kurd (b. 1947),
Cankurd (b. 1948), Zerdest Haco (b. 1950), Ehmed Huseyni, and Fawaz Hussain
(b.1953). Syrian Kurdish authors published their works in Turkish Kurdistan due
to better publishing conditions and Kurmanji as the common dialect. For exam-
ple, Axin Welat published her two poetry books at Avesta in Istanbul.

With the outbreak of civil war in 2011 and attacks by ISIS, Kurdish students
have even been deprived of their formal education, which has only been in Ara-
bic for over years. With the de facto rule of PYD (Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat
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Cegerxwin

Shexmus Hassan, also known by his pen name Cegerxwin, is one of the most
important and popular Kurdish poets of the 20th century. Early on, he was engaged
in political activities to further the Kurdish national cause in Syria, Iraq, and Leba-
non. Concurrently, he wrote some of the most beautiful poetry that depicts the
process of awakening among the Kurdish peasants, workers, and women, for exam-
ple, Ki me ez? (Who am I?). After spending most of his life in exile, he was laid to
rest in Qamishli. His works include eight volumes of collected poems.

(Democratic Union Party) over three Kurdish areas, Afrin (Efrin in Kurdish),
Kobani, and Jazira (Cezire), the use of Kurdish at primary schools began with the
introduction of voluntary teachers in 2014. However, the lack of well-qualified
Kurdish teachers and materials decreases the effectiveness of the education, along
with the fact that the ongoing civil war, threat of ISIS, and unstable governance
have hindered the progress of Kurdish literature.

The Diaspora

The foundation of the Turkish Republic and the process of linguicide in Syria meant
that from the 1960s the development of Kurmanji slowed and publishing in
Kurmanji effectively ceased, being replaced by Sorani as the main dialect in terms
of the number of publications and linguistic development. Since the 1980s, how-
ever, the lifting of embargoes in Turkey on writing and publishing in Kurdish and
the contributions made by Kurdish migrants in Europe to publication and broad-
casting have revived and reinforced the use and development of Kurmanji, return-
ing it to where it was at the beginning of the 20th century. Kurmanji language and
literature developed mainly outside Kurdistan, especially after the French mandates
in Lebanon in 1943 and Syria in 1945. Then, after the 1980 military coup in Turkey,
Sweden and Germany witnessed a striking increase in the publication of Kurmanji
literature, especially among political refugees from Syrian Kurdistan (in particular
after 2000).

Many writers and intellectuals from all Kurdish regions have strived to develop
Kurdish literature through establishing publishing houses and journals and liter-
ary writing. Mehmed Uzun, Firat Ceweri, Mehmet Emin Bozarslan (1934), Ferhad
Shakely (b. 1951), Perwiz Cihani (b. 1955), Serdar Rosan (b. 1958), Xelil Duhoki
(b.1951), Temure Xelil (b. 1949), Ehmed Huseyni (b. 1955), Hesené Meté (b. 1957),
and Bavé Nazeé (b. 1946) contributed to the enrichment of Kurdish, particularly
Kurmanji, in its written form to reach many more speakers. The Paris Kurdish
Institute, founded in 1983, supporting Kurdish intelligentsia and artistry and offer-
ing Kurdish culture and language courses, has contributed to the development of
Kurdish literary production. The semi-annual journal Hiwa-Hévi (Hope) was first
published in 1983, and since 1987, Kurmanci, a semi-annual linguistic magazine,
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deals with the problems of ter-
minology and standardization of
the Kurdish language. Similarly,
Nudem (New Era), founded by
Ceweri, was published from
1992 to 2002 and played a con-
siderable role in the develop-
ment of Kurdish literature.

The Kurdish intelligentsia
who fled Turkey after the 1980
military coup have especially
contributed to the development
of Kurdish novelistic discourse
written in the Kurmanji dialect.
For instance, Mehmed Uzun
(1953-2006) and Mahmut Baksi
(1944-2000), who were the most
productive novelists, fled Turkey
during the coup to avoid further
prosecution and imprisonment
and lived in Sweden until they
passed away. Although some of
them are not active right now,

Kurdish novelist Mehmed Uzun during an interview ] A
in Istanbul, Turkey, June 28, 2005. (Cem Turkel/ Maiy Kurdish pubhshmg houses
AFP/Getty Images) in Europe such as Nudem, Roja

Nu, Orfeus, Apec, Helwest, Sara,
Welat, Pelda, Jindan, and Newroz have been established since the beginning of
1980s.

The group of writers, particularly from Syrian Kurdistan, who migrated to
Europe after 2000 includes Fawaz Hussain (b. 1953), Helim Yusiv (b. 1967), and
Jan Dost (b. 1965), the leading Kurdish prose writers in Europe. Hussain (Fawaz
Husén), after completing his PhD in France, moved to Sweden in 1993. He is well
known for his French-Kurdish translations, particularly The Stranger by Camus and
The Little Prince. He wrote his first novel, Siwarén Esé, in 1994, and it was pub-
lished in French four years later. He also translated Uzun’s Siya Eviné into French.
Dost has been living in Germany since 2000. Rather than his poetry, he is known
best for his four Kurdish novels concentrating on sociopolitical and historical devel-
opments in Kurdistan. It can be argued that most of the novelists from the dias-
pora who are of the same generation (born in the 1950s and 1960s) are already
politicized figures due to their background before exile.

After the autonomy of Iraqi Kurdistan in 1991, Kurdish literary circle has strik-
ingly expanded including a number of Kurdish women writers and poets. Some,
such as Necibe Ehmed (b. 1954), managed to publish their work after autonomy
who could not do so in 1980s due to political reasons. Along with those in Iraqi
Kurdistan, a number of Kurdish poets emerged in other Kurdish regions as well
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such as Jila Huséni (1964-1996) from Iranian Kurdistan, Fatma Savci (b. 1974)
from Turkish Kurdistan, and Diya Ciwan (b. 1953) from Syrian Kurdistan.

A new generation of Kurdish women is living as part of the diaspora and pub-
lishing in the language of their host countries, including Nazand Begikhani (1964),
Dilsoz Heme (b. 1968), Choman Hardi (b. 1974), and Nigar Nadir (b. 1976).

Despite all the negative factors, Kurdish literature has advanced in all dialects
during the past two decades. Its most significant characteristic is that the greater
part of it is directly or indirectly the outgrowth of epics. There is a marked conti-
nuity in the development of fictional prose from earlier oral sources.

Ozlem Bel¢im Galip
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Media

The Kurds, one of the world’s largest ethnic groups without their own country, have
long endured the consequences of systematic sociopolitical and cultural repression.
Consecutive governments in Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey have relied on both mil-
itary and political mechanisms of subjugation to quell Kurdish nationalist aspira-
tions. At various times throughout the 20th and 21st centuries Kurdish groups
rebelled against centralized state structures. In recent decades, Kurds have relied
on unauthorized media outlets such as satellite TV and radio stations to advance
their goals. In particular, transnational and European-based Kurdish media efforts
have succeeded in shaping a Kurdish consciousness to a limited degree. New Kurd-
ish media opportunities also emerged in both the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment in Iraqi Kurdistan and in the autonomous Syrian Kurdish region known as
Rojava. But consumers of Kurdish media have mostly experienced a decline in the
quality and a reduction in the accessibility to free media throughout the region.
Turkey manifests the most troubling trend in that decline today, as even limited
access to Kurdish media has been terminated. Since the failed coup d’état in 2016,
Turkey has become an increasingly dangerous place for independent journalists
and private users of social media to produce and consume Kurdish-language media
(unless it is the state-approved version). Indeed the future for free and indepen-
dent Kurdish media in Turkey looks extremely bleak. Iran has never granted free
media rights to its Kurdish communities, and changes should not be expected any
time soon despite the re-election of professed moderate President Hassan Rouhani
in 2017.

The rise of Kurdish media over the past several decades highlights an increas-
ingly complex relationship between the central authorities in Iraq, Iran, Syria, and
Turkey and ethnic Kurdish communities in the four nation-states. Ethnic media
outlets often focus on producing divergent information and cultural meaning,
which questions the dominant state’s narratives and historical claims. Since the
governments of nation-states endorse, privilege, and legitimize a specific cultural
group (such as Turks in Turkey), they simultaneously disadvantage other groups
such as the Kurds. This is specifically the case when an ethnic group refuses to be
assimilated or resists sociocultural subjugation. Regional nation-states have sys-
tematically disadvantaged Kurds, weakened their economic opportunities, and cur-
tailed their sociocultural and political influence in all four countries. In such
environments, independent and free Kurdish media outlets rarely receive permis-
sion to operate. Instead, they frequently function illegally and on the margins of
society, struggling against patterns of discrimination. Nation-states frequently
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classify Kurdish media as hostile and dangerous entities and accuse them of
spreading subversive propaganda.

Over a period of many decades, regional states in the Middle East have applied
a variety of ruthless strategies to silence Kurdish nationalists in the hope of defeating
popular support for an independent Kurdish state. The vast majority of Kurdish
communities in the Middle East share similarly devastating experiences with Arab,
Persian, and Turkish authorities as their distinct claim to a Kurdish identity raised
questions about the legitimacy of the national borders of Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and
Syria. Until today—while an exception can be made for Kurds living in the semi-
autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Irag—all Kurdish regions

1. Tend to be economically marginalized in comparison with other regions, which has
resulted in the deep impoverishment of Kurdish populations

2. All Kurdish regions have been exposed to a highly threatening security apparatus,
which aims to eradicate expressions of a separate ethnic identity

3. All Kurdish regions experienced strategic patterns of repression at various times,
inspiring regional uprisings and long-term insurgencies against central authorities

4. All Kurdish regions continue to be vulnerable to meddling and strategic manipula-
tion by neighboring states, and their militia forces have been used as proxy forces
in the interest of both regional and global powers

Despite devastating patterns of repression in their homeland regions, Kurds have
succeeded in significantly advancing their claims to a separate ethnic identity. Over
the past several decades, ethnic Kurdish media rose to prominence by playing a
particularly noteworthy role in disseminating nationalist ideology and strength-
ening public support for ethnic Kurdish recognition. In particular, the increasing
availability of communication technologies and the pattern of transnational migra-
tion created new opportunities for Kurds interested in disseminating nationalist
ideas more widely. Instead of solely aiming to advance Kurdish identity claims
within their homeland regions, exiled Kurds pursued their nationalist aspirations
from an extraterritorial space in the diaspora. The rise of ethnic Kurdish media
beyond the Kurdish homeland can be directly traced to the dispersion of media
technologies by Kurds in Europe.

Kurdistan

The first Kurdish newspaper, Kurdistan, was published on April 22, 1898, first in
Istanbul and later in Cairo by Mikdad Bedirkhan. He used the Ottoman Turkish
alphabet to publish the articles in Northern Kurdish or Botani. A total of 31 issues
appeared irregularly with some 2,000 copies. Early on, the main objective of Kurd-
istan was to educate the readership about culture and literature. The newspaper was
the first to publish the Kurdish national epos “Mem u Zin” by Ahmed Khani. Politi-
cal articles described the early national struggle of the Kurds against the Ottoman
Sultan Abdulhamid IL

181



182

THEMATIC ESSAYS

Transnationalism

Over the past three decades, Kurds in European exile pursued ethnic media tools
to disseminate nationalist content in various Kurdish languages (Kurmanji, Sorani,
and Zaza) to populations in the Kurdish homeland regions. Ethnic media programs
are frequently embraced by marginalized linguistic, racial, and ethnic minority
communities such as the Kurds (Matsaganis et al., 2011: 5-10). Their own publi-
cations and broadcasting programs often focus on creating content that is otherwise
curtailed or entirely repressed in nation-states. The target audience for ethnic media
tends to be a particular community that faces widespread political and linguistic
obstacles to accessing positively framed or unbiased information about itself. Kurd-
ish media organizations have directly challenged the validity of anti-Kurdish bias,
which is advanced by authoritarian and state-controlled media outlets. In addition,
Kurdish media have defied and circumvented rules that have been established to
control minorities in countries with sizable Kurdish populations (such as Iraq, Iran,
Syria, and Turkey).

Over 50 years ago, Kurdish laborers left impoverished towns in Turkey’s south-
eastern provinces to pursue temporary jobs in Europe. Public attitudes in Europe
toward Kurds were characterized by a general sense of disinterest in domestic Turk-
ish politics. The subjugation of Kurds through a Turkification-focused assimilation
policy was not considered relevant for labor migrants in Europe. Few public offi-
cials understood that Kurdish-language prohibitions existed in Turkey, that
Kurdish children had been forced to attend regional boarding schools to civilize
them (i.e., to make them into Turks), that names of Kurdish villages and cities
had been Turkified, and that a homogenization process was underway in Turkey
(Zeydanlioglu, 2012).

Turkey’s military coup in 1980 initiated another wave of migration to Europe.
This time tens of thousands of Turkish citizens, many of them ethnically Kurdish,
entered Austria, Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands as asylum applicants to
escape persecution in Turkey. Access to human rights—based asylum protections
facilitated the creation of clandestine political networks by ethnonational Kurds
abroad. The makeup and structures of Kurdish groups in Europe shifted from pre-
dominantly apolitical migrant clubs to hierarchical and homeland-oriented chal-
lenger organizations. Migration experts suggested that one-quarter to one-third of
all asylum seekers from Turkey were ethnically Kurdish and that many of them
sympathized with the ethno-nationalist ideals pursued by the Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK), a feared guerrilla organization in Turkey (Castles & Miller, 1993:
276-277).

Kurds who had been granted asylum reached out to Kurdish laborers to estab-
lish broader political networks in Europe. With the expertise typical of trained PKK
cadres, nationalist Kurds in Europe disseminated detailed information about the
mistreatment of their brethren in homeland regions. Pro-PKK publications such
as Azadi and Kurdistan Rundbrief regularly suggested that it was necessary to con-
front Turkey’s discriminatory and repressive policies toward Kurds. Kurdish eth-
nonationalist newspapers and journals such as Serxwebun, Ozgur Politika (later
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renamed Yeni Ozgiir Politika), and Rohani printed long lists of fallen Kurdish guer-
rilla fighters (called martyrs) in the war against the Turkish state. Kurdish publica-
tions articulated many grievances but emphasized culturally based demands such
as the right to study and speak Kurdish, for families to select Kurdish-language
names for their children, and the need for independent Kurdish radio and TV
programs.

During the 1990s, Kurdish media succeeded for the first time in articulating
claims for self-determination on an international level. Sustained campaigns of
political activism among Kurds allowed media outlets to thrive by flouting author-
itarian controls in the homeland regions. Kurds in Europe staffed and financially
supported newspapers, radio broadcasts, and satellite TV stations with the intent
of strengthening a sense of Kurdish ethnic and political consciousness. Kurdish
media professionals in the European diaspora succeeded in scaling up their mes-
saging because of remarkable improvements in media technologies. Their reliance
on increasingly widely available satellite technology and the integration of social
media tools advanced Kurdish identity claims over time. A gradually more aware
and mobilized Kurdish diaspora reached out to Kurdish audiences now larger than
ever before. It also allowed for highly targeted ethnonationalist, secular, and Marxist
notions to flourish alongside more traditional religious and cultural Kurdish
programming,.

The most obvious area of contention related to Kurdish satellite media broad-
casts from Europe into the Middle East. As a transnational community, diaspora
Kurds shifted from relying on newspapers and journals to fully embrace satellite
TV stations and social media tools. At the same time, Kurdish media also began to
more accurately reflect the linguistic diversity among regional populations and suc-
cessfully ended the silencing of Kurdish representations.

While tolerated in European countries, Kurdish media outlets were also con-
sidered suspicious. Many European governments expressed grave concerns that
the mounting consumption of ethnic media sources could undermine the desired
progress toward immigrant integration in Europe. Disagreements also emerged
repeatedly over official Turkish demands for Kurdish radio and TV stations to be
shut down across Europe. Turkey insisted that the PKK directly financed and con-
trolled numerous media outlets with the intention of spreading anti-Turkish pro-
paganda and terrorist ideology. Ankara successfully forced the closure of Med-TV
in the UK in 1999 and managed to convince the French government to withdraw
its broadcasting permits from Medya-TV in 2004. But Turkey failed to push Danish
authorities to shut down Roj-TV despite vigorously arguing that the station pre-
sented a direct terrorist threat to Turkey.

Among the most controversial Kurdish media outlets according to the Turkish
government were Firat News Agency in the Netherlands, Roj-Group and Denge
Mezopotamya radio in Belgium, Roj-TV and MMC-TV in Denmark, Newroz-TV in
Norway, and the Yeni Ozgiir Politika newspaper in Germany. Extensive diplomatic
efforts by the Turkish government to have Kurdish-language media closed down
contributed to disputes between Ankara and European national governments. As
hostile relations over access to free speech and media rights increased, Turkey’s
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application for full European Union (EU) membership stalled in 2005. But at the
same time Kurdish media also faced growing bureaucratic obstacles in Europe.
In anticipation of further licensing challenges including lawsuits, police raids,
and mounting fines in Denmark, Roj-TV’s Kurdish team decided to shut down its
operations. However, within weeks of Roj-TV’s closure the same group of produc-
ers launched two new Kurdish stations operating today as Sterk-TV and Med-Nucu
TV. Their range of programming is quite similar to Roj-TV and is mainly transmitted
through Eurobird satellite to the Middle East. Both stations also continue to be
widely available to viewers across Europe as well. Many Kurdish diaspora viewers
access Sterk and Nuce through streaming technology instead of relying on satellite
technologies. This is the case because streaming is significantly less costly than
accessing satellites and also because it can be quite dangerous in Kurdish regions
to display satellite dishes when security personnel suppress dissident channels.

Kurdish Satellite TV Inside Turkey

Kurdish media that aim to operate inside Turkey have been consistently prohibited
and currently face a renewed and particularly ferocious pattern of state repression.
Gun-TV experimented very carefully with Kurmanji-language broadcasting start-
ing in 2006. The station was operated in Diyarbakir, one of the major Kurdish
cities in the southeastern provinces of Turkey. Initially, the station faced severe
restrictions in terms of its hourly operations, but then received permission to broad-
cast more frequently in the Kurdish language (Smets, 2016: 743). It gained the
right to access satellite technologies and to disseminate its culturally oriented pro-
grams. For years its content continued to be monitored and severely censored, but
Gun-TV programs eventually managed to receive a pass from the Radio and Tele-
vision Supreme Council (RTURK).

Gun-TV represented a first attempt to create an ethnic Kurdish station within
Turkey, but when the relationship between the AKP government and various par-
ties in the Kurdish dominated regions deteriorated dramatically in 2015, Kurdish
media also faced mounting constraints. In August 2016, shortly after the failed coup
d’état against the Turkish government, Gun-TV’s access to satellite capabilities was
cut off and security forces began to dismantle the station (Cupolo, 2016). The Turkish
government justified the closure of Gun-TV by calling it a mouthpiece of Fetullah
Gulen, the Erdogan government’s Islamic challenger, who has been accused of mas-
terminding the coup against the Turkish government in 2016. Gulen lives in Penn-
sylvania today and has become a U.S. citizen. So far, U.S. courts have rejected
the evidentiary documentation submitted by the Turkish government and called it
insufficient to extradite the religious leader (who is ethnically Turkish and not
Kurdish) to Turkey.

In a report issued in 2016, Freedom House warned that Turkish media in gen-
eral have been curtailed at an alarming rate. Most opposition newspapers and media
outlets were either banned or closed down after the July 2016 coup attempt. Many
well-known and respected journalists, writers, and bloggers have left the coun-
try to seek asylum abroad, while others languish in prison cells without legal
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representation or information about their cases. The vast majority of journalists,
it appears, face accusations of having supported separatist or terrorist activities.
Over the past year, at least 45,000 people have been detained in Turkey, and
130,000 employees have been dismissed from government payrolls for allegedly
supporting the coup and engaging in anti-Turkish activities. In addition, dis-
missed former journalists, writers, and government employees have been black-
listed and their family members ostracized, which in essence means that they
cannot find employment in the country under the current climate of fear.

Among the most widely recognized Kurdish media outlets the Turkish govern-
ments closed down are the Kurdish daily Azadiya Welat, the news agency Dicle
(DIHA), and the multilingual, all-women news agency JINHA. In addition, Ankara
routinely blocks Twitter and a range of social media sites, and most recently banned
access to Wikipedia so that citizens cannot gain information about leaked infor-
mation. The government has been accused of involvement in various corruption
schemes and may even have played a role in the coup (documents posted to Wikileaks
appear to suggest that the coup was orchestrated by the current government).

For nearly a decade, Turkey also experimented with ethnic co-optation strategies
and tried to reach out to particular Kurdish population groups through state-
managed Kurdish-language media. Turkey established a state-funded Kurdish-
language TV station, TRT6, in 2009. The aim of the Turkish Radio and Television

Opening ceremony of the Kurdish-language, state-run television channel TRT 6 or TRT Kurdi,
on January 1, 2009. (Adem Altana/AFP/Getty Images)
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Corporation (TRT) was to compete with European-based, transnational Kurdish
media, which had focused predominantly on secular and Marxist interpretations
of Kurdish life. Initially known as TRT6 this state-sponsored station was renamed
TRT Kurdi in 2015 (Smets, 2016: 743-744). The government planned to demon-
strate a deeper commitment to Kurdish-language broadcasting, yet simultaneously
managed its content to complement national Turkish narratives. Predictably,
nationalist Kurds questioned the intentions and sincerity of TRT 6/TRT Kurdi.
Many Kurds reject TRT Kurdi as a tool that is employed by state authorities to
culturally and ideologically manipulate a marginalized Kurdish population.
While a large number of socially conservative Kurds in Turkey tend to watch TRT
Kurdi, Kurdish critics of the AKP government perceive the channel as advancing
an inauthentic and repressive attitude toward Kurdish identity.

Kurdish Media in the KRG and in Rojava

The rise of the semi-autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq
created additional opportunities for Kurdish media to emerge and thrive. Instead
of predominantly relying on programming produced by Kurds in Europe, the KRG
experienced an increasingly diverse and independent media environment. Kurds
in the KRG created their own content and programming, which included newspa-
pers, web-based media sites, radio, and TV. For the first few years after the fall of
Saddam Hussein’s regime, Kurds in the KRG experienced a comparatively open
media environment and took full advantage of new communications opportuni-
ties. Recently, however, the KRG has undergone a pronounced decline in terms of
its population’s access to independent and free media.

Kurdish media in the KRG fully emerged in the early 2000s. The Kurdistan Syn-
dicate of Journalists suggested that some 800 media outlets initially operated in
the Kurdistan region (at least 600 print media such as newspapers and magazine
and 150 satellite TV and radio stations) (Kurd]S.com, n.d.). But the two dominant
Kurdish political parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), were alarmed by their inability to manage the flow of
information in the region. Both parties began to sponsor various media outlets with
the intent to undermine independent and local media. Party-affiliated media oper-
ations, often described today as “shadow media groups,” have risen to promi-
nence. They closely follow particularistic political agendas that are advanced by
powerful Kurdish elites and politicians (Chomani, 2014).

With the rise of the “shadow media,” independent journalists faced growing per-
sonal threats and also frequently engaged in self-censorship because of wide-
spread intimidation strategies. Several high-profile journalists became targets of
brutal beatings and assassinations after they reported on government corruption
schemes. In 2011, the free satellite TV station NRT was set on fire just three days
after it was officially launched. Another strategy that has been used by political
parties to reduce the influence of independent media is to outspend them and
thereby eliminate competition from independent sources in the media market.
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Political parties in the KRG have relied on satellite TV and digital media teams
to create appealing and flashy news that successfully pushed newspapers and jour-
nals out of the market. Powerful individuals have established entire media
empires, which advance agendas that are preferred by particular subgroups, elites,
or allied blocs within the KRG. According to a 2015 Gallup poll about media usage
in Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan, Kurds most frequently receive their news and general
information from satellite TV stations (BBG Gallup, 2015: 1-2). Younger, better edu-
cated, and urban Kurds also access and rely on the Internet very frequently. It is
obvious that controlling media messages has become essential to maintaining a
position of political power and influence in the KRG. While Gallup observed that
an extreme media plurality exists in the region, it also cautioned that the Kurdish
population lacked access to trustworthy, objective, and reliable news sources (BBG
Gallup, 2015: 1-2).

Despite a region-wide financial crisis related to disputes with Baghdad over the
distribution of oil revenues, two KDP competitors from within the powerful Bar-
zani family run two separate satellite stations called Rudaw and Kurdistan 24. The
Rudaw media network is directly funded by Nechirvan Barzani, the long-standing
prime minister of the KRG. Rudaw competes with Kurdistan 24, which is spon-
sored by Masrour Barzani, who serves as the chancellor of the Kurdistan Regional
Security Council. In addition, the second-largest Kurdish party, PUK, also oper-
ates its own satellite TV station, which is called Kurdsat News. Facing too much
media competition (and lacking the same access to funds), a smaller splinter party,
Gorran, appears to be reducing its staff at Kurdish News Network (KNN), which
is its very own satellite station. Similarly, Payam TV, an Islamic TV station, is also
no longer able to compete with the Barzanis. It appears that the media empires of
the KDP and, to a lesser degree, of the PUK will control the entire satellite market
in the KRG in the near future.

Supporters of independent and free Kurdish media in the KRG are beginning
to discuss the importance of a regulatory body that would introduce a sense of pro-
fessionalism and fairness into the broader media market (Chomani, 2014). How-
ever, few Kurds in the KRG believe that the Barzanis are willing to give up their
media control that has allowed them to effectively shape public opinion among vast
segments of the population.

Just across the border in Syrian Kurdish areas, access to free media is a very new
reality for Kurdish communities. The Bashar al-Assad government relied on the
so-called National Media Council to ensure that all media was fully controlled and
operated by the central authorities. The council issued press passes and licenses
and determined which foreign journalists were permitted to enter the country.
When the civil war began in 2011, Syria became one of the world’s most dangerous
places for media professionals as well as citizen journalists. Numerous journalists,
writers, and private bloggers were imprisoned, kidnapped for ransom, and brutally
executed by the Bashar al-Assad regime, Syrian opposition groups, or adherents
of IS (Islamic State). When the Assad regime lost control over several regions of the
country, including the Kurdish-dominated provinces, Rojava (Western Kurdistan)
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declared its autonomy from Damascus. This led to the rise of independent yet
privately funded Kurdish media in a part of the former Syrian state.

The de facto establishment of a self-governing area in Rojava, the Kurdish-
controlled cantons of northern Syria known as Efrin (in the West), and Cizire and
Kobani (in the East) provided opportunities for Syrian Kurds to access and produce
web-based social media sites. As the war in Syria intensified, Syrian Kurds pur-
sued broader nationalist notions by defying the Assad regime but also by challeng-
ing Turkish territorial interests. Rojava predominantly relies on European, U.S.,
and Canadian transnational media connections to reach an international audience,
but also actively uses websites and social media tools inside the self-governing areas
to advance its Kurdish nationalist agenda.

Rojava established its own constitution in 2014, which also included basic pro-
tections for independent and free media. Some restrictions have always applied to
media in Rojava, especially when security reasons are raised to curtail the flow of
information. All media outlets tend to be carefully managed by the Democratic
Union Party (PYD), which is the dominant Kurdish political party in Rojava. A PYD
media agency provides permits for all outlets and manages which organizations
are permitted to function. Despite such restrictions, a variety of print and broad-
cast outlets operate without significant government interference today. The PYD
media agency also provides training for journalists and collaborates with interna-
tional groups such as the North American Rojava Alliance, which has a significant
social media presence, and disseminates videos, documentaries, and other infor-
mation about the ongoing revolution in Rojava.

Status Quo in Iran

While Kurds in Syria have managed to assert significant media freedoms in their
de facto autonomous regions, the media landscape in Iran is tightly controlled by
the theocratic regime in Tehran. Journalists and web activists are frequently ques-
tioned and detained in the country. The Islamic Republic supervises all program-
ming content, and government officials carefully vet operations managers. Kurdish
media, just like all other independent media outlets, are not permitted to operate
without special government approval. Several Iranian Kurdish diaspora groups
founded satellite TV stations in Europe in the early 2000s, including Komala TV,
Rojhelat TV, and Tishk TV (Sheyholislami, 2011: 87). Kurds in Iran also have
attempted to publish articles in clandestine cultural journals related to Kurdish life,
but most issues are quickly confiscated. Both consumers and writers of such arti-
cles and journals can face detention and arrest. Kurdish journalists, bloggers, and
activists are frequently tortured in Iranian prisons, and executions of political pris-
Oners are cOmMmon.

The Shia Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance closely watches the mostly
Sunni Kurdish population and frequently relies on security forces to subdue any
unauthorized activities in Kurdish provinces (including Kermanshah, Hamadan,
and parts of llam, West Azerbaijan, and North Khorasan). Visitors to Internet cafes,
for example, have to show their national ID numbers and sign logs to access a
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computer. Iranian security rules also require that owners of Internet cafes install
CCTV cameras so that government officials can supervise all activities and iden-
tify consumers who dare to examine unauthorized websites.

In addition, it is challenging for Iranian Kurds to receive transnational satellite
TV stations since satellite dishes tend to be forcibly removed from houses through-
out the Kurdish provinces (and periodically throughout the entire country). Despite
attempts to camouflage satellite dishes, security forces sometimes enter homes to
check for unapproved technology. Kurdish houses with so-called resisters are
sometimes raided, occupants can be beaten, and the heads of households face
detention by security personnel in Iran. However, satellite dishes tend to be ille-
gally trucked into Iran with the assistance of border smugglers who make a living
by selling banned goods. Most of the illegal items that enter Iran are trucked
across the border from either the predominantly Kurdish areas of Turkey or come
from the KRG (Hawramy, 2013).

Despite the recent landslide re-election of President Hassan Rouhani, the reform-
ist candidate, Kurds in Iran expect few sociopolitical changes to take place in the
future. Accessing unauthorized and independent Kurdish media outlets remains a
highly risky business for Kurdish communities living in the Islamic Republic.

Vera Eccarius-Kelly

Further Reading

Castles, S. & M. J. Miller. (1993). The Age of Migration: International Population Movements
in the Modern World. New York: Palgrave Macmillan Press.

Chomani, K. (2014). “Independent Media Fades in Iraqi Kurdistan.” Al-Monitor. http://www
.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/iraq-kurdistan-free-independent-media-krg
-rudaw.html.

Cupolo, D. (2016). “Silencing Kurdish Voices.” Jacobin. https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016
/09/turkey-erdogan-coup-kurdish-press-ozgur-gun/.

Freedom House. (2016). “Turkey: Freedom of the Press 2016.” https:/freedomhouse.org
/report/freedom-press/2016/turkey.

Gallup. (2015). “Media Use in Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan.” Broadcasting Board of Governors
(BBG). https://www.bbg.gov/wp-content/media/2015/03/Iraq-brief-FINAL.pdf.

Hassanpour, A. (2003). “Diaspora, Homeland, and Communications Technologies.” in
K. H. Karim (Ed.), The Media of Diaspora (pp. 76—78). London: Routledge.

Hawramy, F. (2013). “Border Smuggling Rises in Iranian Kurdistan.” Al-Monitor. http:/www
.al-monitor.com/pulse/tr/originals/2013/10/iran-kurdistand-smuggling-rises.html.
Kurdistan Journalists Syndicate. (n.d.). http:/kurdjs.com/index.php/en/who-we-are.html.
Matsaganis, M. D., Ball-Rokeach, S., & Katz, V. S. (2011). Understanding Ethnic Media: Pro-

ducers, Consumers, and Societies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Sheyholislami, J. (2011). Kurdish Identity, Discourse, and New Media. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan Press.

Smets, K. (2016). “Ethnic Media, Conflict, and the Nation-State: Kurdish Broadcasting in
Turkey and Europe and Mediated Nationhood.” Media, Culture & Society, vol. 38, no. 5,
738-754.

Zeydanhoglu, W. (2012). “Turkey’s Kurdish Language Policy.” International Journal of the
Sociology of Language, vol. 217, 99-125.

189


http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/iraq-kurdistan-free-independent-media-krg-rudaw.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/iraq-kurdistan-free-independent-media-krg-rudaw.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/iraq-kurdistan-free-independent-media-krg-rudaw.html
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/09/turkey-erdogan-coup-kurdish-press-ozgur-gun/
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/09/turkey-erdogan-coup-kurdish-press-ozgur-gun/
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2016/turkey
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2016/turkey
https://www.bbg.gov/wp-content/media/2015/03/Iraq-brief-FINAL.pdf
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/tr/originals/2013/10/iran-kurdistand-smuggling-rises.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/tr/originals/2013/10/iran-kurdistand-smuggling-rises.html
http://kurdjs.com/index.php/en/who-we-are.html

Food and Dress

Food and Drink

Kurdish food and cuisine are closely linked to the group’s culture and identity, as
mentioned in the famous universal saying “you are what you eat.” However, it is
difficult to classify Kurdish food as a specific ethnic food because of the similari-
ties with other, neighboring cuisines, especially those food items from the eastern
Mediterranean and the Iranian regions. And while some describe Kurdish food as
a blend of Turkish, Arab, and Persian cuisines, others highlight its unique features
and ingredients.

The geography of Kurdistan, with its elevated mountains, high plateaus and pas-
tures, relative abundance of precipitation, and other water sources like rivers and
lakes, contributes to the distinct diet of many of its inhabitants. Climate and eco-
logic conditions also dictate what grows where and where animals can graze. The
formerly many nomadic groups among the Kurds who grazed their flocks on sum-
mer and winter pastures ensured a constant supply of meats, especially sheep and
lamb. Dairy products and chicken are also staples in the Kurdish diet. The area has
fertile soil and significant amounts of rainfall that allow for growing many different
vegetables and fruits. Many fresh and dried vegetables, fruits, and herbs are used for
daily cooking, such as okra, aborigines, mint, and turnips. Truffles (chema), consid-
ered a delicacy in many cultures, grow locally and are often collected by poor people.

Traditionally, different cereals and vegetables have been grown, with wheat, bar-
ley, and watermelons being the most popular. However recently, rice, both home-
grown and imported, has replaced those as the most common staple—at least for
those who can afford it. In the villages and refugee camps, wheat flour to bake bread
is still the most popular food staple. Other cash crops include tobacco, cotton, and
olives. In the fertile river valleys, a variety of fruit and nut trees are raised such as
mulberries, walnuts, pistachios, and grapes.

Being part of the cradle of civilization, food production in Kurdistan goes back
to the beginning of time where evidence of some of the oldest varieties of wheat,
barley, lentils, and grapes were found in archeological sites. There was also evi-
dence of early domestication of sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs as early as 7000 BCE.
Nomads and farmers in Kurdistan contributed much to this process. And today,
agriculture with large animals, farms, gardens, and irrigated fields are an obvious
sign of the long experience in this sector.

The ability to produce most of its food locally plus the relative peaceful and stable
situation allowed for the development of a food industry that offers employment
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opportunities and helps preserve the traditional character of the Kurdish diet. Local
animal and vegetable markets provide most of the daily food; however, processed
goods gain more importance as well as fast-food restaurants.

When asking Kurds about the best food, they most likely will reply, “my mother’s
food.” And within the large Kurdish families, cooking is done as a communal chore
where female relatives and neighbors often join in the preparation of the food.

Most Kurds are Muslims and thus follow the Islamic dietary restrictions. They
include the prohibition of pork, the meat of dead animals, and that of animals not
slaughtered properly. Yezidis have their own dietary restrictions when they refrain
from eating lettuce or prepare special meals on religious holidays.

Meal times are considered important moments of gatherings for family mem-
bers, neighbors, and friends. The shared social experience adds to the cohesion of
the community. They might share meals at home, at family outings, and on cere-
monial occasions. Drinking tea or coffee together is a ritual of almost every formal
and informal meeting. It allows for the host and the guests to engage in a special
relationship, and Kurdish hospitality is well known for this. While Kurds all over
the world welcome visitors to share meals and drinks, their personal daily rhythm
or eating habits might be different from place to place.

A typical Kurdish breakfast starts at home in the morning with fresh bread
(naan), yogurt, eggs, cheese, and black sweet tea. Fresh flatbread (also known as
dorik or lavash) is available almost everywhere at local bakeries. Lunch is usually

All over Kurdistan there are small traditional bakeries. The fresh bread is sold directly from
the bakery window. (Rastislav Kolesar/Alamy Stock Photo)
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the most important and largest meal of the day, whereas dinner tends to be a lighter
meal at the end of the day. However, changing living and working patterns led to
many Kurds having their main meal at the end of the working day. A common
lunch or dinner meal may consist of rice (pilaw), beans, lentils, cabbage or other
vegetables, and perhaps some meat, usually chicken or lamb. Vegetables, such as
zucchinis, onions, tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, and others, are stuffed with rice,
crack wheat, and occasionally meat. They are called dolma and can be found all
over Kurdistan. Some call dolma the “national” food of Kurdistan.

Dolma

On Friday, the holiday of the week, Kurdish women gather to prepare dolma, or
stuffed vegetables. In this communal effort, the vegetables are prepared first by
carving the eggplants, zucchinis, peppers, onions, cabbage, and tomatoes. Then, the
filling of rice, chopped onions, herbs, cubes of meats, tomato paste, and oil are
mixed together. Next, all the vegetables are stuffed with the filling and placed in a
large pot. They are covered with grape leaves and salt, after which hot water is
added. It should be cooked for a while until it can be served on a large platter.
Dolma is considered the “national Kurdish dish.”

Lamb and chicken are the most common meats followed by beef and some other
birds, such as goose or turkey or the local variety kaw, and to a lesser degree fish.
The meat is usually grilled over charcoal. Vegetables are grilled too, but also cooked,
pickled, stuffed, or eaten fresh in salads. Herbs and spices include salt, black pep-
per, curry, and the sweet pomegranate syrup.

The most common beverages are water, of course, with Kani Water the most
popular brand, and doogh (or ayran), a mixed drink with yogurt, water, and salt.
In the Sorani-speaking area, this drink is known as mastaw. When coffee and tea
were introduced during the Ottoman period, they quickly became very popular,
and today the sweet black tea can be considered a “national” drink. Alcoholic bev-
erages such as wine and araq, distilled from grapes and spiced with anis, are pro-
duced locally by non-Muslim communities like Christians and Yezidis. In the wave
of the Kurdish society’s growing Islamization, these shops and the people work-
ing there have been targeted by fundamental, militant Muslims, who vigorously
object to the consumption of alcohol. Several attacks and killings at restaurants or
shops selling alcohol have been reported. The ongoing Westernization of Kurdish
eating and drinking culture with its introduction of sodas and other soft drinks
brought changes to the drinking habits as did the opening of Western-style coffee
shops. In the past, teahouses (chaykhana) used to be the most popular gathering
place for men where they sip on sweet black tea; play shesh besh, backgammon, or
card games; and smoke cigarettes or water pipes. These places are still common;
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however, Western-style coffee shops have emerged at the urban centers and are fre-
quented by the better-of middle class and elite.

Food preparation was traditionally a women’s chore; however, chefs and cooks
at public restaurants and eateries are almost always men. In addition, the location
and design of kitchens have changed over time, which influences how, where, and
by whom the food is prepared. However, it remains a domain for the women of
the family except for the preparation and grilling of the meat during the holidays,
ceremonies, and picnics, which is usually done by men. Kurdish men can also be
seen doing the food shopping at local markets and large shopping malls.

Describing the perfect natural conditions for agriculture in Kurdistan leads us
to assume that the region is self-sufficient in the supply of fruits and vegetables.
To the contrary, however, the Kurdish region at large experienced rapid social trans-
formation due to conflicts, migration, and more generally urbanization. Diyarba-
kir (Amed) has multiplied in terms of population since 1984 when Kurdish villagers
were forced to relocate to the city. Erbil (Hewler) as the capital of the Kurdish Auton-
omy Region has attracted thousands of new residents, migrants, and refugees and
now has almost 2 million inhabitants. The new demographic and political condi-
tions led to a decrease of arable farmland, and this, of course, brought along changes
in lifestyles, occupations, and standards of living as well as a transformation of food
consumption and food selection. And thus it comes as no surprise that the Kurd-
ish territories alone had to import produce to the tune of 10 billion dollars over
the past decade since local farmers were only able to supply 20 percent of fruits
and 50 percent of the region’s demand for vegetables.

Traditional Foods

Each area has preserved unique traditional recipes. For example Amed’s most popu-
lar dish, meftune, consists of lamb with rice and vegetables spiced with garlic and
sumac. During Newroz, Kurds in Iraq gather to share communal meals where
yaprakh (or dolma) is served. Kurds in Syria and Israel swear on shamburak, dough
pockets filled with spiced ground beef. Yezidis in the Tur Abdin and Sinjar (Shin-
gal) region prepare a special type of bread for the religious holiday of Batizmi called
sewik, which is made from sourdough, yeast, and fat.

Dress

Language, rituals, food, games, and religious festivals are common cultural repre-
sentations for the various identity groups among the Kurds. Another identity marker
for different genders, generations, tribes, sects, and political affiliation is dress. In
the past, it was possible to retain a lot of information about a person by looking at
his or her outfit. And recognizing the status of the person allows for proper com-
munication and interaction. As Kurdish people, like societies around the world,
are usually placed in a social hierarchy, looking at the clothing of a person enabled
the other to identify this position.
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The Kurds in all traditional settlement areas wear unique clothing in order to
identify and distinguish themselves from the majority population of their host
countries (i.e., the Turks, Arabs, and Persians). They also want to reflect their tribal,
regional, and religious identity. Because of this desire, the traditional Kurdish dress
for both men and women is still widely popular and easily recognizable in the cit-
ies and villages of Kurdistan and beyond. Especially older people like to wear these
outfits, but the younger generation too has adapted some of the older, traditional
styles for their ceremonial and professional clothing.

In contrast to the dress of neighboring Arab communities, Kurds prefer bright
colors. Western travelers of the past centuries described the colorful dresses in
red, green, yellow, and white among Kurdish women in the cities, villages, and
the nomadic groups. They also noted the large turbans as a typical Kurdish man’s
headgear.

The climate of the Kurdish territories also influences the dress code. With its
cold winters and often hot summers, the Kurds adapted to the special weather con-
ditions by wearing appropriate outfits. Some areas see heavy rain and snowfall,
whereas others experience long droughts and heat waves. Heavier materials such
as wool and cotton are chosen in the colder seasons, whereas lighter, long-sleeved,
and loose-fitting garments that allow for air circulation are preferred during the
hotter days.

Covering the body is also a cultural obligation for all communities in Kurdistan
who adhere to specific religious morals and values. All major religions in the area—
Muslims, Christians, and Yezidis—require their followers to appear modest in
public, which is demonstrated by covering most body parts. In the traditional Kurd-
ish society, which is built on the concepts of honor and shame, women’s dress is a
particularly sensitive issue. The family reputation depends on the proper behavior
of its female members, and appropriate, modest dress is another marker of cultural
conservatism. Especially Muslim women make great efforts to hide everything
except their hands, feet, and face. Another aspect of women’s dress was the idea
that contemporary Kurdish women appear to be more free and equal to their male
counterparts and often did not cover their body in a way conservative Arab women
would dress with additional coats and head and sometimes face covers. This image
was also promoted by Kurdish women fighting in the guerilla movements and mili-
tias wearing khakis and headscarves similar to their male comrades. Iranian and
Iraqi Kurds wear clothes that are designed according to the dress code of the Pesh-
merga. It consists of three main parts, jacket (kava), wide pants (shalvar or pan-
tool), and the large waistband or shaal.

Wearing traditional Kurdish dress was prohibited in Turkey and Iran during the
reign of the countries’ modernizing rulers, Kemal Ataturk and Shah Reza Pahlevi.
Both issued decrees to restrict the Kurdish population from wearing traditional
clothing and to enforce a unified, Westernized dress code. Wearing the traditional
Kurdish dresses was considered an offense against the country’s modernization
and progress. However, many Kurds defied these orders and continued wearing
their traditional clothing as a sign of political and cultural opposition to the
governments.
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Women'’s Clothing

The dress of Kurdish women, especially in rural areas, is to be modest and not
reveal any skin or body parts. Ultimately, even hands and feet could be covered to
demonstrate modesty in public. Showing skin is considered shameful and will most
likely in result in disapproval or other repercussions. This conservative, theoreti-
cal statement does, however, not reflect reality. Protecting the honor of the family
can also be done by wearing other appropriate and modest attire. Generally, a local
society determines the rules of proper dress and behavior. And increasingly, many
Kurdish younger women, and more so in the cities, choose not wear headscarves
as a sign of their religiosity or modesty.

Traditionally, Kurdish women wear colorful cotton dresses often embroidered
and decorated with little coin, beads, or amulets. The design of these dresses and
the applied embroidery varied from one area to the other, and in the past, people
were able to recognize from looking at the decorative patterns that this woman was
from Urmiya and another was from Mahabad, for example. Mass migration, con-
flict, and changing living conditions have forced the emergence of a more homo-
genic style of dresses.

Women also wear baggy trousers underneath and often a cloak on top of the
dress covering much of their bodies. 19th-century Western travelers to the region
reported that Kurdish women were more relaxed with their head and face cover-
ing than their Arab Muslim neighbors. However, especially on religious or cultural
holidays and festive occasions, Kurdish women were decorative scarfs and turbans,
which also are embellished with various small coins, beads, and other items. The
dresses worn on those special days are also very bright, colorful, and immensely
decorated with bead, metal threads, and epaulettes. Kurdish women wear simple
sandals or slippers made from leather or plastic, often all year long.

Traditionally, the outfit reflected to the public the personal status of the wearer,
her age group, and class distinction. Upper-class women from the local elite wore
more expensive and elaborate dresses, whereas ordinary women usually preferred
cotton. Younger women choose brighter colors, but the older generation leans
toward darker tones. The headgear was also an indicator for the woman’s religious
affiliation, her geographical origin, and her marital status.

The women’s dress in Iraqi Kurdistan consisted of several layers: trousers, knee-
length shirt, overshirt with long, open sleeves, vest, jacket, and overcoat. Extra
layers included a scarf around the shoulders and another one wrapped around the
hips. In the past, the headdress was made of a skullcap, a turban, and a veil; how-
ever, today, most Kurdish women, if they are not religious-conservative, do not
cover their hair except on special occasions.

Men'’s Clothing

The traditional standard or universal outfit for Kurdish men included an open-chest
jacket, wide pants, a sash around the waist, and a checkered scarf worn as a turban.
They are famous for their large, baggy trousers with tight ankles and matching
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open-collar jackets made from
the same material and design.
This loose outfit is held in place
by a shawl or belt up to 30 feet
long made of printed silk or syn-
thetic material wrapped around
the waist. This sash could also
hold smaller accessories like
tobacco, knifes, money, and cell
phones. Underneath the outfit,
Kurdish men wear cotton under-
shirts and pants. On their feet,
they used to wear heavy cloth
shoes, kalash, that were ham-
mered together and had protec-
tive leather stripes at the edges.
In the summer time plastic (for-
merly leather) sandals are the
preferred footwear, whereas in
the colder winter days and espe-
cially in the mountains, leather
boots are more common. As com-
mon in Muslim societies, men

Iraqi Kurdish men, wearing trad'itionfil baggy trou- . o their heads too. A skullcap
sers, headscarves, and prayer chains, sit outside a tea

house in the bazaar of Dohuk, Iraqi Kurdistan. (Tek- and a colorful scarf Wrapped
stbureau De Eindredactie/Moment Editorial/Getty around it is the most pOplﬂar
Images) form. Often the black and white

checkered kuffiye is worn around
the head, but usually tied firmly and not loosely worn like the Arabs or Bedouin.
Also, the Kurdish kuffiye has long tassels. The black-and-white kuffiye is more
popular in the north, whereas the red-and-white version can be found in the south
and among the Yezidis. Other hats and caps are made from felt and can be found
among rural groups more exposed to harsh weather conditions.

New Trends in Kurdish Dress

Generally, Kurdish dress in the main regions has been exposed to modernization
and Westernization, which came with a concurrent abandoning of traditional out-
fits. Political instability and living in a constant state of war and migration have
also contributed to the adaptation of simpler and more functional clothing, leav-
ing the traditional outfits for special occasions or distinct expressions of Kurdish
nationalism.

Other observations on changing dress styles include a trend in women’s dresses
to become slim rather than wide. Fabrics are no longer produced here but are
imported, and dresses are no longer tailored locally with the exception of decorating
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and embellishing them. Materials and ready-made garments are imported from
Asian markets. But to say that traditional clothes are only worn by the older gen-
eration is not correct. It is still very popular among the young generation to par-
ticipate in dance and folklore troupes who proudly wear the traditional Kurdish
outfits of their region as part of their efforts to reclaim their heritage. Furthermore,
young Kurdish fashion designers started to incorporate traditional elements of
Kurdish dress in their collections.

Sebastian Maisel
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MusicC

Many types of performance of sound and word in the distinct cultural area of Kurd-
istan may be considered to coincide with the Western concept of music. These
performances entail vocal and/or instrumental performances, which unequivocally
correspond to what the concept of music entails (e.g., dance songs) and other speech
genres such as “melodized speech” used in expressing sentiment relating to death,
exile, heroism, etc. The general lines by which such performances are conceptual-
ized and embedded with meaning show some degree of similarity across the entire
Kurdistan area despite significant variation in terminology and local classificatory
practices. There are also genres and styles of performance that are unique to cer-
tain linguistic/cultural areas (e.g., Serhed, Botan, Hekari, etc.) and specific Kurdish-
speaking groups (Yezidis, Alevis, etc.) in Kurdistan. The Kurdish terms quoted in
this text are all in the Kurmanji dialect of Kurdish; however, other terms are used
in dialects such as Sorani and Zazaki.

Genres of Melodized Sound and Word Performance

The genres of melodized sound and word available in Kurdistan are seldom purely
instrumental. Therefore, in the scholarly literature, these genres are very often con-
ceptualized either as music or oral literature. In accordance with the subject matter
of this chapter, however, the present discussion of vocal performances will be lim-
ited to those that in terms of their mode of performance are usually described in
Kurdish as bi strani (in the manner of song/singing), as opposed to bi ¢iroki (in the
manner of story or tale), which refers to the nonmelodized (unsung) mode of
delivery.

In the following sections, various genres of melodized sound and word perfor-
mance in Kurdistan will be described in a concise fashion in terms of their formal
and musical features, performers, and performance contexts.

Sung Narratives and Poetry of Battles, Heroism, and Tragic Love

Sung performances of texts concerning battles, heroism, tragic love, and death are
quite common across the entire Kurdistan area. Although subject matters may vary,
they resort to similar literary and emotive tools and they share common charac-
teristics of musical performance.

The prime occasions for the performance of these genres in the past were eve-
ning gatherings in villages. These gatherings were held in a designated room in
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the house of ideally the most prominent person/family in a village, and they were
the main occasions, where men of the village would socialize with each other and
guests from outside the village were hosted. These social occasions and the places
where they used to be held are quite uniform across Kurdistan. In the urban soci-
ety of today, these genres have largely lost their significance.

Sung narrations of heroic battles between tribes or between a tribe and another
nontribal power, such as a nation-state, are often held by Kurds to be the most pres-
tigious of these performance genres. Their subject matter is more often than not
locally based, and their protagonists are often locally known or are considered to
be historical personalities. Although these performance genres may be referred to
generically as stran or kilam in certain areas, they may also have specific names
given to them in other areas, such as ser (in Mérdin [Mardin], Hekarl [Hakkari],
Botan, and parts of Iraqi Kurdistan), kilam (often in the Serhed area and among
the Yezidis in Armenia), kilamé mérxasiye, kilamé ser, lawje seré, xosmér, merxos,
mérkanji, and beyt.

There are also oral traditions, which entertain much wider popularity across
Kurdistan than those described earlier. Kurdish native oral traditions such as Memé
Alan, Kerr 0 Kulik, Cembeli, Derwésé Evdi, etc., and Iranophone oral traditions
such as Koroghlu, and Yusuf and Zulaikha, among others are examples (Allison,
2001: 13). These oral traditions may be distinguished from the ones described pre-
viously by their subject matter involving more supernatural elements. These
genres are linguistically distinguished from others in some areas, such as among
the Yezidis in Iraq where they are known as beyts or destans, and in the Serhed
area (eastern Turkey), where they are referred to as destans.

The theme of love is commonly found in the second category of these perfor-
mance genres. However, there are also other sung narrations whose subject matters
specifically concern a tragic love relationship. In some areas, these sung narrations
are distinguished from those about heroism and battles and are given specific cat-
egorical names. Some love-themed performance genres are considered inappro-
priate to be sung among men in evening gatherings in certain areas. The same
distinction used to be made by some performers, who found the performance of
love songs to be beneath them.

Some performances of these genres may last as long as a few hours. These per-
formances are often comprehensive and, depending on the area and the particular
oral tradition performed, may incorporate different modes of performance (or even
other smaller musical genres) within them. For instance, Turgut (2002: 27) men-
tions how the performance of a particular piece in the lower Mardin area features
sung and unsung narration as well as rhythmically delivered rhyming poetry within
the same performance.

In terms of musical form, these performance genres are often conceived in stro-
phes and display stichic (strophic) melodies, that is, melodies that are repeated more
or less exactly the same for each line of text. While quick recitative style singing
often constitutes the musical substance of each line of text, each strophe usually
begins and ends on extended melismas (moving between several pitches on a
single syllable) sung on emotive vocables.
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Performers of these genres are mostly professionals, but semi-professional per-
formers may also be commonly found. The names given to these professional per-
formers vary between different areas and include, among others, dengbéj, sa’ir,
lawikbéj, destanbéj, and stranbeéj. Their social status also changes drastically accord-
ing to the area in question. Professional performers from peripatetic groups (groups
that are spatially mobile for subsistence purposes; e.g. the Dom) are also often
expert performers of these genres, and they may even monopolize their perfor-
mance in certain areas, such as in the case of performers known as mitirbs in the
lower Mardin area. Professional performers, regardless of whether they are
members of peripatetic communities or not, were predominantly mobile in the past.
By the virtue of their mobility and their performance skills, professional perform-
ers performed certain prestige- and information-related functions for traditional
leaders (e.g., axas and begs) in the old society and hence could get into a patron-
client relationship with these powerful classes.

Although most Kurds today believe that these genres are conventionally per-
formed without instrumental accompaniment, this was not the case in most areas
in Kurdistan in the past. Among the Yezidis in Armenia and in some parts of the
Serhed area, the double-reed woodwind duduk or biliir (a woodwind instrument
traditionally associated with shepherds) and in the lower Mardin area the three-
stringed bowed instrument kemage (alternatively ribab) ordinarily accompany per-
formances of these genres.

In addition to the love-themed performance genres mentioned in the beginning,
there are other kinds of love-themed genres, such as payizoks and heyranoks. Payizoks
are strophic, highly melodic songs, which are unique to the Botan and Hekar1
regions (Turgut, 2010: 120-125). Heyranoks are found in Bitlis, Van, Hekari, Botan,
and the Behdinan regions. Their textual form is dialogic, where each strophe is
sung successively from the mouth of a young woman and a man, and their texts
often have erotic elements in them (Turgut, 2010: 126-130).

Laments

Kurds frequently distinguish laments as a specific performance form. Despite their
unique performance occasions and hence the distinct social conventions pertain-
ing to them, laments share common ground with other speech genres, such as
moments in daily conversation when tragic memories are recalled or the main
genres discussed in a later section (Amy de la Breteque, 2012: 143). Laments are
given different names in different areas such as sin, dirok, or dilok among the Yezi-
dis in northern Iraq (Allison, 2001: 75) and sini in the Botan and Hekari regions
(Turgut, 2010: 135).

Laments for the dead are exclusively performed by women. The performer may
be a relative of the deceased, or alternatively a well-known lamenter may be invited
by the grieving family to perform the lamentation. Laments are performed strictly
during times of mourning, and there may be taboos concerning performing laments
out of context. Performances of laments conventionally create strong emotional
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responses in the participants, regardless of whether they participate in the perfor-
mance of the lament in any way (Allison, 2001: 76-77).

The women’s lament may be performed alongside an instrument, as in the case
of the double-reed woodwind instrument duduk among the Yezidis in Armenia
(Amy de la Breteque, 2012: 132) or by voice only, which is the convention among
the Yezidis in northern Iraq. In terms of the melodic and formal properties of
laments in the case of the Yezidis in northern Iraq, Allison (2001: 77) gives the
following description:

Sense-units or ‘lines’ may be of variable length, with a fall in pitch on the final syl-
lable; several of these may be grouped together with two or three falls in pitch on
the final syllables of the ‘stanza’. Between stanzas the performer or others present
may sob or beat their breasts rhythmically.

Lullabies

In accordance with their universal context and reason for performance, Kurdish
women sing lullabies to their children to put them to sleep. The names given to
lullabies change from area to area and include, among others, lori, lorik, narinik,
and hayin. While the subject matters of lullabies may involve beauty or love and
contain wishes for the child to have a prosperous future, they also often speak of
loss (e.g., the loss of someone close) or war (Bilal & Amy de la Breteque, 2006: 132).
Lullabies constitute “a unique chance for individual expression, in which women
speak of their sorrows, their problems, their feeling of nostalgia [and] . . . [f]or these
reasons, lullabies share many characteristics with laments” (Ibid.). Today, for
instance, lullabies with subject matters concerning the war between the PKK (the
Kurdish Workers Party) and the Turkish army in Kurdistan and forced displace-
ment are commonly found.

Dance Songs

Songs that people ordinarily dance to constitute a distinct category of musical per-
formance in Kurdistan. In contrast to the genres described in the first three sec-
tions, dance songs embody a mood of joy and celebration. Therefore, the prime
occasion for the performance of these songs is festivities, among which wedding
celebrations (dawet or dilan) are perhaps the most important. Today national cele-
brations such as Newroz (the Kurdish new year), political protests, and TV shows
with music often feature dancing and hence performances of these songs.

Dance songs are predominantly in strophic form and have regular metered mel-
odies. Although they often feature melodies unique to them, it is not uncommon
that songs with different words sometimes share the same melody. The musical
aspects of these songs, such as tempo, meter, etc., depend on the particular dances
they accompany. Although many dances enjoy widespread popularity, there are
also many regional and local forms and styles.

201



202

THEMATIC ESSAYS

Dance songs are usually love themed and contain elements of eroticism and,
as Allison puts it, many are “about pretty girls” (2010: 42). However, historically or
heroically themed dance songs are also found in some areas. In addition, at the
present time dance songs with a political subject matter are commonly performed
in weddings and on other occasions.

Dance songs are also linguistically conceptualized as a self-contained category
in certain areas (e.g., as peste or beste among the Yezidis in northern Iraq) (Allison,
2001: 65) or are generically referred to by reference to dancing or weddings as in
lawké govende (Blum et al., n.d.) or stranén daweté in Hekari (BGST, 2004: 28-29).
However, they may have specific names or may be referred to after the particular
kind of dance that they are associated with. For instance, the songs that accom-
pany the dance ya mila (lit. that of the shoulder; alternatively ci de) in the lower
Mardin area are referred to as ya ragsé (that of dancing), whereas the songs which
accompany the dance delilo are referred to as delilo after the name of the dance.

Dance songs are very often performed with instrumental accompaniment,
although antiphonal (two groups of singers singing alternating musical phrases)
or responsorial (call and response) performances used to be common in some areas
in the past. The instruments used depend on the area. However, until recently the
dehol (double-headed drum) and zirne (a type of shawm) pair constituted the most

Men play traditional Kurdish music in the Kurdistan region of Iraq, 2016. (Dreamstime Agency/
Dreamstime.com)
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popular instrumental accompaniment to dance music. In the lower part of the
Mardin area kemace is the primary wedding instrument, whereas somewhat to the
west of the area around the town of Kiziltepe and in the adjoining areas in Syria
(today popularly known as Rojava), the amplified long-necked lute bizk is a popu-
lar wedding music instrument. Today digital keyboards are an integral part of wed-
ding musicianship in the entire Kurdistan area and are used both as a melodic
instrument and to provide rhythm.

At the present time, most performers of dance songs are professional wedding
musicians. In the past, however, nonprofessionals (lay people) also used to per-
form at weddings. In any case, the professional performers of these genres often
considered dance songs (or love-themed songs in general) to be beneath them. In
many areas, peripatetic musicians have been the primary providers of dance music
at weddings and other festivities. Nevertheless, today wedding musicianship has
become a relatively more socially acceptable line of work among the Kurds them-
selves, and therefore there are many wedding music bands in Kurdistan in general.

Bridal Songs

In addition to the songs that are conventionally played at weddings and are asso-
ciated with dancing, there are bridal songs performed at specific moments during
a wedding. The musical features of these songs and the names given to them may
vary between areas. The following is Christensen’s description of the musical fea-
tures of bridal songs in a specific tribe (Blum et al., n.d.):

Weddings among the Ertosi of western Hakkari require that men and women sing
at certain moments of the ritual. Women of the bride’s family sing narinik before the
departure of the procession that will take the bride to her husband. Serke zava (‘over
the groom’) is a genre sung upon her arrival at the groom’s house, when the couple
first sits together. Thereafter sesbendi are performed by men or women, or by two
men and two women from the groom’s family, in alternation. In all these cases, the
singers stand still or sit, the performance is antiphonal and the traditional texts are
sung syllabically on loosely metred [sic.] melodies.

Today, some bridal songs such as those that accompany the specific wedding
ritual, where henna is applied to the hands of the bride and the groom as married
and unmarried women circle around them with candles in their hands, may also
be performed by the professional wedding musicians themselves.

Singing that Accompanies Work

In the village society in the past, singing accompanied certain kinds of work, such
as milking animals, churning butter, crushing wheat, sickle harvesting, etc.
Although as expected the main function of work songs is to facilitate labor (e.g.,
by synchronizing labor), Christensen also mentions that some of these songs were
believed to have apotropaic (preventing bad luck and evil) qualities and performed
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for that reason (Christensen, 1967: 118). With large-scale urbanization in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century, these songs started becoming forgotten as the activi-
ties that they accompanied became largely irrelevant to urban populations.
Therefore, today only some rhythmic songs performed during harvesting crops and
milling grains are still remembered (Allison, 2001: 44).

Ritual and Religious Performances

For faith groups in Kurdistan, such as the Yezidis, Yaresan (Ahl-e Haqq), and the
Alevis, musical performances constitute a very important part of ritual performance
and each has its own ritual performance genres, which depend on the faith group
and the area in question.

For the Yezidis, musical performances consist of the sung performances of long
sacred poems known as gewls and beyts and musical rituals performed within the
context of religious celebrations. Qewls have the highest status in Yezidi textual tra-
dition and are ordinarily memorized, transmitted, and performed by specialists
named gewwals (Kreyenbroek, 2010: 84). Each gew! originally had its unique melody
(Kreyenbroek, 2010: 83). Although, strictly speaking, beyts do not have religious
themes, they contain references to the Yezidi faith (Gokcen, 2009: 140). Musical
performances also take place among the Yezidis on two main occasions: the New
Year and the yearly pilgrimage to the tomb of Sheikh Adi, the founder figure and
saint of Yezidi faith. These performances feature woodwind instruments such as
the ney and the sebbabe and rhythmic accompaniment provided by the frame-
drum def (Blum et al., n.d.). The Yezidi consider these instruments to be sacred.

Likewise, among the Yarsan, musical performances play a very important role
in ritual contexts: they are an integral part of the religious assemblies known as
cem, which consist of performances of short parts from sacred poems that are
known as kalams by professional, specialized kalamxwans (Kreyenbroek, 2010: 84;
2015: 503). These performers not only sing these kalams but also accompany them-
selves on the long necked-lute tembur, which is considered sacred. Previously only
members of the Ahl-e Haqq were allowed to hear these performances. However,
starting with the famous tembur player Ali Akbar Moradi, recordings of these per-
formances now can be found on some international labels.

Among the Kurdish or Turkish-speaking Alevis, musical performances are com-
mon during the main rituals of Alevi religious life and are referred as cem or ayn-i
cem and feature dancing known in Kurdish as semé (or semah in Turkish). The long-
necked lute baglama is the only permissible instrument in ritual contexts and is
played either by the religious leader dede or by another performer known as the
zakir. Those present in the cem ritual may sometimes dance the semé or join in the
musical performance by uttering vocables with religious significance (Aksoy, 2014:
124-126).

Among Muslims, musical performances in ritual contexts and songs with reli-
gious themes or ritual significance are also found. Perhaps the most common musi-
cal performance in the context of Islam is the adhan (call to prayer), which is
recited five times a day by an imam from the top of a minaret. In addition to that,
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the recitation of the Qur'an by religious specialists also often involves melodiza-
tion of the texts concerned.

Religious songs such as those referred to as geside, lawje, beyt, or qazel in differ-
ent areas are performed among Muslim Kurds. However, because of lack of research
into these genres, regional differences in the performance of these songs are still
unknown to nonlocals. In the past, these genres were often performed by dervishes
(members of Sufi tariqas) to the accompaniment of the frame-drum widely known
as erbane, def, or defe. Today, only a small number of people are still alive who per-
form within that particular style. In terms of the performance practice of der-
vishes Al-Salihi (1989, 88) offers the following information:

These songs almost exclusively consist of three parts. The first and the third parts
are performed in metric free recitative. The middle part is fixed and strongly rhyth-
mic. In the recitative part, the dervish holds his def vertically in front of him and
uses it as a resonator and a percussion instrument. In the rhythmic part or the inter-
ludes, he holds his daff obliquely with some distance from his body. The daff is held
with both thumbs and played with the fingers of both hands.

Recent Developments in Kurdish Musical Practices

Kurdistan has been politically divided between four different nation-states since the
beginning of the 20th century. Some of these nation-states pursued a very oppres-
sive policy toward their Kurdish citizens. The prime example of this is Turkey, which
banned the use of Kurdish in public for many years following the state’s foundation
in 1923. The ban on publishing in Kurdish was officially lifted in 1991; however,
unlawful and illegal restrictions and political pressure have continued since then.

Tanbur

The tanbur is a Kurdish string instrument that is played by many at home, at wed-
dings, and at other festivities and some religious occasions. The instrument is shaped
like a teardrop with a long neck and has 13 frets and three strings, two for the melody
and one for the base line. It is plucked or strummed. For the Ahle-Haqq or Yaresan,
the tanbur is a sacred instrument played in their religious performances and chants.
Other famous Kurdish singers like Shivan Perwer play the tanbur with their songs.
Ali Akbar Moradi from Iran is one of the most accomplished tanbur players.

In such an atmosphere of political oppression, two radio stations came to hold
vital importance for Kurds: Radio Baghdad in Iraq and Radio Yerevan in the Arme-
nian Soviet Socialist Republic. The broadcasting of performances of sung narratives
and poetry, dance songs, and other genres of melodized sound and word on these
radio stations had a lasting effect on the musical life of the Kurds, and the particular
genres and styles that were broadcast attained widespread popularity in large areas.
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As mentioned previously, a good degree of variety already existed in many
aspects (e.g., instrumentation, style, terminology, etc.) of melodized sound and
word performance between different areas in Kurdistan. Nevertheless, as a result
of living in four different nation-states for almost a century and interacting with
the national cultural forms in these nation-states, other kinds of differentiation and
diversification also emerged in Kurdish musical practices.

Perhaps one of the most important developments in the 20th century has been
that some of the most vital genres of sung performance lost their popularity. First,
with technological advancements such as the increased accessibility of radio and
television in the 1970s and subsequently with rapid—and sometimes forced—
urbanization, sung narratives and poetry lost their significance. Although since
the mid-1990s these genres and their performers have been revitalized as the prime
element of Kurdish national culture, the social circumstances surrounding their
performance and listening practices have changed drastically. Moreover, almost no
new compositions in traditional genres are being made and today only old sung
narrations and oral traditions are being rehashed and performed. Nonetheless,
dance songs seem to have maintained their popularity during this period of change.

Another important change has been that professional musicianship, especially
wedding musicianship, used to be largely considered a lowly occupation and
severely inappropriate for the majority of the Kurdistan society to participate in.
Moreover, in the past, among certain pious sections of the society music and musi-
cianship (especially playing an instrument) were considered to be sinful. Today,
however, musicianship has become more acceptable in the society of Kurdistan as
a profession. Nevertheless, most Kurdish families would still prefer their children
not become professional musicians. Certain other taboos concerning musicianship
still hold for Kurds, such as playing the kemace in the lower Mardin area, as the
instrument is associated with performers from peripatetic communities and Kurds
consider it shameful to play the instrument.

Today, Kurds both inside and outside Kurdistan pursue a diverse range of mod-
ern forms of popular music. There is a significant trend among new-generation
musicians to incorporate traditional singing techniques or references to traditional
performance styles into their performances and compositions.

Argun Cakir
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Cinema

Within the last decade one of the most significant and effective ways of represent-
ing Kurdish identity and its social, cultural, and political resistance has been tak-
ing place through Kurdish cinema. By means of the rising visibility of Kurdish films
that travel the world in international film festivals, the Kurdish people’s past and
present moments of resistance are revealed and circulated.

Kurdish cinema is categorized as such since the 2000s, and it is an international
cinema that emerges from multiple geographic spaces, concentrated in countries
with Kurdish populations, such as Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Armenia, Australia,
and European countries like England, Germany, Austria, France, Sweden, and Nor-
way. A number of historical, political, and cultural circumstances have led to the
emergence of Kurdish cinema. These include the visibility of Kurdish directors
like Bahman Ghobadi and Hineer Salem at international film festivals; the
increase in the number of Kurdish people receiving film education; and the new
digital technologies that bypass or limit the influence of censorship by state
apparatuses.

A Short History of the Formation of Kurdish Cinema

The international success of the Iranian Kurdish director Bahman Ghobadi’s films
Zamani Barayé Masti Asbha (The Time of The Drunken Horses, 2000), Gomgashtei Der
Aragh (Marooned in Iraq, 2002), and Lakposhtha Parvaz Mikonand (Turtles Can Fly,
2004) and Iraqi Kurdish director Hiner Saleem’s Vodka Lemon (2003) and Kilometre
Zero (2005) ignited the first spark of “Kurdish cinema.” Ghobadi’s and Saleem’s
representation of the lives of Kurdish people combined with the awards these films
received at international film festivals generated recognition of Kurdish identity in
the international film arena. These successful attempts created a significant moti-
vation for Kurdish people, disseminated throughout various countries, to be assem-
bled under the rubric of Kurdish cinema. Thus, Ghobadi’s and Saleem’s success is
one of the most significant factors behind the international recognition of Kurdish
cinema (Cicek, 2009: 3).
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A Time for Drunken Horses

Kurdish-Iranian director Bahman Ghobadi released the film A Time for Drunken
Horses, Zamani Baraye Masiye Asbha, in 2000, which became internationally acclaimed
by winning the Golden Camera at the Cannes Film Festival. The film is set in the
Iranian-Iraqi Kurdistan border area describing the life of some orphans where a
young boy and his sister try to raise money for their youngest brother’s surgery. The
young boy goes with smugglers across the mountains where the mules are given
alcohol to survive, and his sister is getting married, hoping to use the dowry money
for the treatment.

The first significant resource that was published on Kurdish cinema was com-
piled and edited by Mizgin Mujde Arslan in 2009, published in the Turkish lan-
guage, and it is titled Kiirt Sinemast: Yurtsuzluk, Stnir ve Olim / Kurdish Cinema:
Homelessness, Borders and Death. Arslan is a Kurdish director and film critic from
Turkey, and in her foreword, she states that the success of Kurdish directors like
Bahman Ghobadi and Hiner Saleem motivated young Kurdish people of different
social classes from all over the world to engage in filmmaking. In the 2000s, Kurd-
ish films were accepted at international film festivals like Cannes and Berlin. As a
result, cinema workshops were held in various newly emerging Kurdish art and
cultural centers mainly established in towns with a predominantly Kurdish popu-
lation in Turkey. These workshops organized by Kurdish directors provided an edu-
cation in the technical aspects of filmmaking for both Kurdish and Turkish people
who were interested. Apart from receiving a filmmaking education in these cen-
ters, Kurdish students also began to obtain degrees in film studies. Hence, Arslan
concludes that for Kurdish people cinema became a method of self-definition and
liberation (Arslan, 2008: xi). Furthermore, Hamid Dabasi states that Kurdish cin-
ema creates a visual topography, and in this way, it animates the reality of Kurdish
people (Dabasi, 2009: x). Based on this background, it can be argued that Kurdish
cinema creates a platform to share Kurdish reality with both Kurdish and non-
Kurdish audiences. It also motivates the formation of a Kurdish audience, which
represents the disseminated Kurdish nation, embodying different aspects of Kurd-
ish identity, including the different accents and dialects, local culture, traditions,
and lifestyles that merge with each other through Kurdish films (Cicek, 2009: 3).

Devrim Kili¢ asserts “As cinema narrates emotions, ideas, history, in short life
itself with image and sound, it is a highly significant tool for Kurdish people who
are in a state of liberation” (Kili¢, 2009: 3). He argues that there is a strong rela-
tionship between the emancipation attempts of Kurdish people and developments
in Kurdish cinema. The rising number of Kurdish-themed films after the 1990s is
a reflection of the continuous changes in the status of Kurdish people’s lives. The
emergence of Kurdish cinema is directly linked with the rise of the Kurdish ques-
tion in international politics. The Kurdish community attracted international
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Scene still from the film Marooned in Iraq (2002), directed by Bahman Ghobadi. (Photofest)

attention in terms of its political and cultural status especially after the first Gulf
War in 1991. Due to the interventionist politics of the United States in countries
like Iraq, Iran, and Syria, the cause of Kurdish people has become more of an
issue in international arenas. Starting from the Gulf War to the current turmoil in
Syria, the position of the Kurdish people and their resistance has always been at
the core of the geopolitical conflicts. As a result of these changes in political cir-
cumstances, the Kurdish people have found the opportunity to reflect their lack of
social status through cinema (Cicek, 2009: 3).

In this realm, the first Kurdish film ever made is known to be Zare (1926)
directed by the Armenian director Hamo Bek-Nazaryan (1892-1965) as it reflects
the story of the Kurdish people living in a Yezidi village. Nazaryan is known to be
the pioneer and founder of Armenian cinema, and Zare is about the love story of
Saydo and Zare and their struggle for a relationship in a Yezidi Kurdish village at
the time of the Russian Revolution. The first screening of Zare as a part of a Kurdish
cinema event took place in 2006 during the fourth London Kurdish Film Festival,
thanks to the efforts of Mustafa Gtindogdu, who is the founder and the director of
this festival.

Another prominent Kurdish filmmaker who inspired many Kurdish directors
is Yilmaz Guney (1937-1984). His film Yol/The Way (1982) got the Palme d’Or at
Cannes Film Festival in 1982, during which Giiney was expelled from Turkish
citizenship. As an actor, script writer, and director from Turkey, his cinema is
embraced by both the Kurdish and Turkish cinema contexts. Mizgin Mujde Arslan
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would include Guney’s late films Umut/Hope 1970, Siirii/The Herd (1979), Yol, and
Duvar/The Wall (1983) in the realm of Kurdish cinema, because in those films the
social, cultural, and political aspects of the Kurdish context is represented and
problematized.

Guney’s cinema occupies a highly significant space in Kurdish cinema, not only
for representing and problematizing the Kurdish context in Turkey, but also for
the stylistic and aesthetic level of filmmaking his films have reached. Yol is the story
of five male prisoners who are on leave for a week during the 1980s coup d’état.
Yet, in the history of cinema Yol is the first film that has characters through whom
Guney represents the extremely problematic military regime, as well as the patri-
archal context of the eastern and Kurdish geography of Turkey.

Another significant aspect of Guney’s cinema is that as a communist figure he
spent more than 10 years in prison, mostly in the wards for political prisoners.
During this time he devoted much of his time to reading and writing, and he wrote
the scripts of Siirii and Yol in prison. Especially during the script writing process
of Yol he was inspired by fellow prisoners he stayed with. Thus, he used the prison
space like a laboratory of various compelling characters and cases, which he later
represents in his films. Being a prisoner never stopped him from producing—on
the contrary, the scripts he wrote in prison became much longer and more elabo-
rate in order to reflect on every detail he had in mind as he couldn’t be present at
the actual film shooting. In 1981 he fled from Turkey when he was on leave from
prison, and he escaped to Paris where he spent the rest of his life until 1984.

Although Guney’s cinematic works were internationally very well received, due
to his prison time and his peculiar representation of the working-class people in
his films, his works were deliberately excluded from “national cinema” debates that
questioned the boundaries of “Turkish national cinema.” His exclusion from Turk-
ish national cinema prompted various questions, including: How could Gtiney’s
cinema be situated in Turkey? If it's excluded from Turkish national cinema debates
in his time, where does it stand in Turkey? Is there a Kurdish national cinema?

Positioning Kurdish Cinema as a “National Cinema”

In the realm of Kurdish cinema studies, a significant debate revolves around the
question of how Kurdish cinema can be situated in the “national cinema” frame-
work. National cinema is a concept that emerged mainly in Europe, but especially
in England during the 1970s, and the motivation behind its emergence was to indi-
cate the tension between the popular and wide distribution channels of Holly-
wood films vs. the in-house productions of various European cinemas, including
British, French, or German. In order the resist the hegemony of the Hollywood
phenomena in the European film market, the concept of national cinema aimed
to indicate the interaction between nation, state, and cinema that could resist the
American films and its extremely wide distribution channels. Yet the national
cinema framework (maybe unconsciously) has always regarded its theoretical for-
mulation to be stemming from a recognized state. Until the 2000s, the existence
of nonstate filmmaking was not taken into account in the realm of national
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cinema studies. With the emergence of Kurdish cinema, Basque cinema, or Que-
bec cinema, “the possibility of a national cinema without a state” has become an
issue of dissent for national cinema frameworks, and several different film theo-
rists have supported concepts like transnational cinema, subnational cinema, or
supranational cinema. In this framework, many theorists have already positioned
Kurdish cinema as a national cinema. For instance Mehmet Aktas explains that
while world cinema was celebrating its 100th anniversary, Kurdish cinema was
just emerging in the early 2000s (Aktas, 2008: 28). For Kurdish people, the
20th century was a difficult time, filled with resistance, prohibition, defeat, and
sorrow. States like Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria tried hard to eradicate the Kurdish
language and identity through assimilation politics. Aktas comments “that is why
the late coming of a national cinema, which is more complex and which has dif-
ferent needs than other modern art forms, should be tolerated” (Aktas, 2008: 56).
Furthermore, Suncem Kocer would also define Kurdish cinema as a national cin-
ema, and she would argue, “Kurdish cinema has emerged as a national cinema in
transnational space” (Kocer, 2014: 474). Thus, both of these approaches for defin-
ing Kurdish cinema indicate that Kurdish cinema does not necessarily take the
state formation as a condition for defining its cinematic entity as a national cin-
ema. From Kocer’s point of view, Kurdish cinema formation situates itself as a
national cinema under which the transnational cinematic works can be united.
Because as Kocer elaborates, “Kurdish cultural production in European Diaspora
exemplifies transnational imaginations informed by the existing discourse of the
nation” (Koger, 2014: 475). Ayca Ciftci would also state, “Kurdish cinema can be
considered as a cinema that reflects and reproduces a national consciousness in a
transnational space” (Ciftci, 2015: 116). Thus, Ciftci would also indicate the rela-
tional aspect of the transnational nature and the national discourse of Kurdish
cinema, and she would further state, “It would be theoretically justifiable to regard
Kurdish cinema as a sub-national cinema, national cinema, or a transnational
cinema. However, rather than pressing it in one of these categories, we can see
Kurdish cinema as an example that demonstrates the importance of understand-
ing the relationships between the national, sub-national, and transnational from
a relational perspective” (Ibid).

These approaches to Kurdish cinema reveal that on one side its nonstate and
transnational entity challenges the existing framework of the interaction between
cinema and nation and marks Kurdish cinema as an “irregularity.” On the other
side, as Kocer would indicate, Kurdish cinema production reveals a transnational
nature through its multistate contexts of production and distribution. At this point
significant follow-up questions would be: How do Kurdish films meet with their
audience? How are they distributed? How are they received? How are they funded?

The Distribution of Kurdish Cinema

It is significant to note that film festivals are extremely important venues for Kurd-
ish films to meet their audience, for Kurdish filmmakers to pitch their new proj-
ects and apply for funding, and for Kurdish cinema to arouse international
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recognition and appeal. From this perspective since the 2000s, Kurdish films have
been screened at leading international film festivals, including Cannes Film Festi-
val, Berlin International Film Festival, Cinéma du Réel, San Sebastian International
Film Festival, Nuremberg Film Festival, and Istanbul Film Festival.

Yet especially in Turkey, the screenings of some Kurdish films are still prevented
through censorship politics. For instance in 2015, the screening of Bakur/North/
Kuzey (2015) directed by Cayan Demirel and Ertugrul Mavioglu, which is a docu-
mentary set in the camps of Kurdish Workers Party (PKK), was censored hours
before its premier at the Istanbul Film Festival. This last-minute censorship that
prevented the premier screening aroused quite a controversy, and dozens of direc-
tors from Turkey withdrew from the national competition to protest this censor-
ship. Thus, on one side, film festivals function as venues where Kurdish fiction and
documentaries meet with their audience, but on the other side, for contexts like
Turkey, the policies of oppressive state apparatuses toward Kurdish cinematic repre-
sentations are revealed during these festival venues.

Besides the appearance of Kurdish films at the earlier mentioned international
film festivals, since the 2000s many international “Kurdish Film Festivals” are being
organized by Kurdish art and culture centers in various cities, including New York,
Montreal, Melbourne, London, Manchester, Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Frankfurt,
Cologne, and Stockholm. Among these film festivals, the first Kurdish Film Festi-
val was organized in London in 2001 by Mustafa Gindogdu, right after Bahman
Ghobadi’s success at the Cannes Film Festival in 2000. In Turkey, there are also
Kurdish film festivals like the Amed Documentary Film Festival and the Yilmaz
Guney Short Film Festival organized in Batman. Apart from these, the first Inter-
national Kurdish Film Conference took place in Diyarbakir in 2009, and it was
organized by the Diyarbakir Metropolitan Municipality (Kocer, 2014: 482).

In addition to these Kurdish cinema events, various Kurdish culture and art centers
in Turkey provide cinema workshops, including at the Mesopotamia Culture Cen-
ter in Istanbul, the Aram Tigran City Conservatory, and the Cegerxwin Culture
Center in Diyarbakir. At these cinema workshops especially young people who are
interested in filmmaking can receive education that includes courses on directing,
script writing, editing, or theoretical classes on film history and film analysis.

Kurdish Cinema Today

Along with the rising number of Kurdish art and culture centers that provide cin-
ema education for potential young Kurdish filmmakers, the number of short Kurd-
ish films, feature films, and documentary films is increasing. With this increase in
the number of films and filmmakers, certain diverse visual/vocal and aesthetic
aspects shape the distinctive framework for Kurdish cinema. In this respect, Mizgin
Mujde Arslan describes various stylistic characteristics of Kurdish cinema. She
states that one of the most important aspects of Kurdish cinema is that its language
is Kurdish. For Arslan the use of Kurdish language would mark “Kurdish cinema”;
otherwise, for instance, films made by Kurdish directors but shot in any other lan-
guage would be indicative of the assimilation of the Kurdish context (Arslan,
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2014). Furthermore, Arslan notes various other patterns for Kurdish cinema, includ-
ing the representation of the borders, mountains, villages, and rural life, which
have been common in Kurdish films. The themes of fatherlessness, statelessness,
mourning a loss, the dependence on oral culture, storytelling, and the Deng Bej
tradition would be other common aspects of Kurdish cinema. It is also important
to note that many Kurdish filmmakers as well as Kurdish art and culture centers
are still dealing with censorship practices, as well as the harsh circumstances of
the “emergency state” in Turkey.

Other prominent Kurdish filmmakers who were not mentioned before would
include Hisham Zaman, Shahram Alidi, Kazim Oz, Hiiseyin Karabey, Zeynel
Dogan, Ahu Oztiirk, Ali Kemal Cinaro, and many other young and inspirational
filmmakers who keep on producing films in spite of many obstacles and censor-
ship practices.

Ozgiir Cicek
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5 Nolu Cezaevi / Prison Number 5. Dir. Cayan Demirel. 2009.

Dengeé Bavé Min / Voice of My Father. Zeynel Dogan and Orhan Eskikoy. 2014.
Bahoz / The Storm. Dir. Kazim Oz. 2008.

Bakur / The North. Dir. Cayan Demirel—Ertugrul Mavioglu. 2015.

Be Deng / Silent., Dir. Rezzan Yesilbas. 2012.

Dersim 38. Dir. Cayan Demirel. 2006.
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Diyar. Dir. Devrim Akkaya. 2014.

Ez firiyam tu ma li cih / I Flew You Stayed. Dir. Mizgin Mujde Arslan. 2012.

F Tipi Film / F Type Film. Dir. Huseyin Karabey. 2012.

Fasle Kargadan / Rhino’s Season. Dir. Bahman Ghobadi. 2012.

Gitmek / My Marlon and Brando. Dir. Huseyin Karabey. 2008.

Gonderen Ilhan Sami Comak / Sender: Ilhan Sami Comak. Dir. Cigdem Mazlum and Sertag
Yildiz. 2016.

Gtnese Yolculuk / Journey to the Sun. Dir. Yesim Ustaoglu. 1999.

He bu Tune Bu / Once Upon a Time. Dir. Kazim Oz. 2014.

Iki Dil Bir Bavul / On the Way to School. Dir. Ozgtir Dogan and Orhan Eskikoy. 2009.

Kilometre Zero. Dir. Hiner Saleem. 2005.

Kiraseé miriné: Hewitl / A Fatal Dress: Polygamy. Dir. Mizgin Mijde Arslan. 20009.

My Sweet Pepperland. Dir. Hiner Saleem. 2013.

Sessiz Oliim / Sessiz Oliim. Dir. Hiiseyin Karabey. 2001.

Strti / The Herd. Dir. Yilmaz Gtiney. 1979.

Toz Bezi / Dust Cloth. Dir. Ahu Ozturk. 2015.

Umut / The Hope Dir. Yilmaz Guney. 1968.

Were Denge Min / Come to My Voice. Dir. Huseyin Karabey. 2014.

Yol / The Road. Dir. Yilmaz Guney. 1982.

Zamani barayé masti asbha / A Time for Drunken Horses. Dir. Bahman Ghobadi. 2000.

Zare. Dir. Hamo Bek-Nazaryan. 1925.

Zoneé ma koti yo / Where Is My Mother Tongue?. Dir. Veli Kahraman. 2012.
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History and Demographics

The Kurdish community in France is believed to be the second most numerous in
Europe, after the Kurds in Germany. However, due to the prohibition of ethnic cen-
suses, the exact number is difficult to ascertain. Furthermore, Kurdish migrants
are often categorized according to their Turkish, Iraqi, Iranian, or Syrian citizen-
ship, which makes it even more difficult to present a definite number. According
to the Kurdish Institute of Paris, between 230,000 and 250,000 Kurds lived in
France as of May 2016, the great majority of which are from northern Kurdistan
(Turkey) (IKP, 2016; see also Karim, 2016: 39-40; Khayati, 2008: 142). A majority
of Kurds live in the suburbs of the larger French cities, especially Paris (for example,
in the towns of Villiers-le-Bel, La Courneuve, Aulnay-sous-Bois, Sevran, Mantes-
la-Jolie, etc.) and Marseille, as well as sizable communities in cities like Creil,
Lyon, Montpellier, Nantes, Rennes, Rouen, and Strasbourg.

Except for a brief visit by Ehmed Pasa of the Baban, who spent some time in
France in 185354 (see Chodzko, 1857), the first prominent Kurdish figure to take
up residence in France was Kurd Serif Pasa (1865-1951), another Baban prince,
who spent 40 years of his life in exile, mainly in Paris and in Monte Carlo (princi-
pality of Monaco). He actively campaigned for Kurdish national rights, and in 1919,
he headed the Kurdish delegation at the Paris Peace Conference. This is the con-
text in which he published his work entitled “Memorandum on the Kurdish people’s
demands” (Mémorandum sur les revendications du peuple kurde). Serif Pasa was instru-
mental in securing the Kurdish position in the Treaty of Sevres (1920); however,
these efforts ultimately proved unsuccessful, as it was replaced by the Treaty of
Lausanne in 1923 (see Alakom, 1998).

The Kurdish-French relationship continued in the Levant, most importantly in
mandate Syria, where important diplomatic and military figures, such as Pierre
Rondot (1904-2000) and Roger Lescot (1914-1975), maintained friendly relations
with the Bedirxan brothers, Celadet (1893-1951) and Kamuran (1895-1978), as
well as other members of the Kurdish nationalist league Xoybtn (“Independence”).
This collaboration was beneficial to both parties, yielding important productions
in the domain of Kurdish studies, such as the Kurdish Grammar (Grammaire kurde)
prepared by C. A. Bedirxan and R. Lescot and published in 1970 in Paris (Tejel
Gorgas, 20006).
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In 1930, the eldest of the Bedirxan brothers, Sureyya Bedirxan (1883-1938),
migrated to Paris, where he acted as a representative for Xoybun. That same year,
he also published a book called The Kurdish Question. Its Origins and Motives (La
Question kurde. Ses origines et ses causes). After the end of the French Mandate on
Syria, in 1946, his brother Kamuran followed in his footsteps, and in 1947, Kamu-
ran Bedirxan replaced Roger Lescot as chair of Kurdish Studies in the LanguesO,
or School of Oriental Languages, in Paris. That chair had been created in 1945,
marking the first time Kurdish was taught as an academic subject in Western
Europe. Kamuran Bedirxan wrote several books, including a French manual of the
Kurdish language (Le Kurde sans peine, 1990) and an unpublished Kurdish-French
dictionary (with Roger Lescot). Among his students was Joyce Blau, who later took
up his professorship at the university.

Kurd Serif Pasa, Sureyya Bedirxan, and Kamuran Bedirxan were all prominent
members of the Kurdish intelligentsia in exile, and they came to France on an indi-
vidual basis, benefiting from their cordial relations with French officials. As for
the first wave of permanent and relatively large Kurdish migration, it can be traced
back to the 1960s, when around 15,000 Kurdish migrant workers arrived in France
as part of the 30,000 workers’ contingent who settled there following an economic
agreement between France and Turkey. These workers mostly took up residence
in the Alsace-Lorraine region (Khayati, 2008: 142). The adoption in 1976 of the law
of family reunification allowed them to be joined by their families under certain
conditions.

Later waves of Kurdish migration closely mirrored the political developments
in Kurdistan and the occupying states. The end of the 1970s and beginning of the
1980s saw a surge in the influx of Kurdish asylum seekers as a consequence of the
genocidal policies of the newly established Islamic Republic of Iran (1979) and of
the Turkish military regime led by Kenan Evren (who came to power with a mili-
tary coup on September 12, 1980). Another contributing factor was the election in
1981 of the socialist president Francois Mitterrand, whose government embraced
a more welcoming policy toward migrants.

The number of Kurdish political refugees in France remained high for much of
the 1980s and 1990s, as the repressive policies of the Turkish state, in response to
the guerrilla war launched by the PKK in 1984, led to the displacement of around
3 million Kurds and deprived millions more of the right to live and perpetuate their
culture on their ancestral lands. Meanwhile, between 1986 and 1989, Saddam Hus-
sein led a genocidal campaign against the Kurds in South Kurdistan (Iraq), caus-
ing more than 150,000 victims. Francois Mitterrand’s wife and founder of the
association France Libertés (1986), Daniele Mitterrand (1924-2011), was particu-
larly active in her support for the Kurds during this period.

It is estimated that approximately 50,000 Kurds arrived in France between 1990
and 2002, the year in which the Party of Justice and Progress (AKP) of Recep Tayyip
Erdogan came to power in Turkey (Khayati, 2008: 144). After a continued increase
between 2002 and 2005, the number of asylum seekers has been on a constant
decline, from 5,356 in 2005 to 1,195 in 2015 (about 90 percent of these applica-
tions come from Kurds; see the annuals reports by the French Office for the



FRANCE

Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons [OFPRA], 2001-2015). However,
given the renewed and brutal oppression faced by the Kurds after the peace talks
with the PKK were abruptly ended by the Turkish authorities in June 2015, a
return to higher numbers of asylum seekers is likely. Furthermore, in recent years,
there has also been an increase of Kurdish refugees from Rojava (Western/Syrian
Kurdistan) and Bashur (Southern/Iraqi Kurdistan).

Kurdish Associations

As a result of the specific circumstances of Kurdish migration, the Kurdish com-
munity in France has always included a comparatively high number of politically
conscious and active people. This explains why the Kurds in France quickly felt
the need to organize themselves into associations, with the objective of defending
their rights and drawing attention to the Kurdish question and to the struggle
for Kurdish rights. The oldest of these associations is the Kurdish Cultural Cen-
ter (KCQ), located in the predominantly Kurdish neighborhood of Strasbourg
Saint-Denis in Paris. In 2001, the Kurdish Cultural Center became the Ahmet
Kaya Kurdish Cultural Center in honor of the popular Kurdish singer Ahmet Kaya
(1957-2000), who passed away in Paris after being forced into exile because of his
political positions.

Still located in its historical building, the center now is known as the Academy
of Arts and Cultures of Kurdistan. It offers Kurdish and French classes, folklore
lessons, sports activities, and provides a broader community atmosphere. It serves
as the focal point in the grassroots political mobilization of the Kurdish commu-
nity in Paris and its surroundings, as is the case for other Kurdish associations
throughout France and Europe. Demonstrations frequently start at the center and
take place in nearby Place de la République or Gare de I'Est.

Located in the same area is the other major Kurdish-French institution, the
Kurdish Institute of Paris (KIP). The KIP was established in 1983, and among its
founding members are many Kurdish artists and intellectuals, such as Yilmaz
Guney, Cigerxwin, Hejar, Tawfiq Wahby, Qanaté Kurdo, Nureddin Zaza, etc. The
institute is presided over by Kendal Nezan. Since 1993, it has been recognized for
its public utility, a specific legal status by which the French Council of State com-
mends the positive social impact of an association or foundation, and between 2008
and 2013, it received financial support from the Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG). The institute focuses mostly on cultural and scholarly activities, with vari-
ous periodical publications (Kurmanci, Studia Kurdica, Etudes kurdes), exhibits, con-
ferences, Kurdish classes, and a short-lived TV station (Kurd Yek). It also possesses
an impressive Kurdish library, which has been digitized as the Bibliotheque numéri-
que kurde, with many books freely available for download on its website.

While the Kurdish Cultural Center and the Kurdish Institute of Paris are the
two oldest Kurdish associations in France, the increasing diversification in the ter-
ritorial distribution of the community has in the last several years led to the cre-
ation of many new associations in different cities, serving as community hubs for
cultural activities, socialization, and political mobilization. One should mention
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the Maison culturelle kurde du Val d’Oise in Villiers-le-Bel, the association Amara—
Maison du peuple kurde in Rennes, the Centre culturel de Mésopotamie in Mar-
seille, the Centre culturel kurde Engin Sincer in Nantes, and many more. All these
associations are members of the Federation of Kurdish Associations in France
(Fédération des associations kurdes de France, FEYKA), whose main offices are
located inside the Kurdish Cultural Center of Paris.

Finally, worthy of mention is the presence in several universities of the French
branch of the Kurdistan Students’ Union (Yekitiya Xwendevanén Kurdistan, YXK),
an association founded in Germany in 1991 and active in various European coun-
tries, which started working in France from 2011. One should also mention the
Kurdish Information Center (Centre d’Information du Kurdistan, CIK), a diplo-
matic office also located in Paris, near the Gare du Nord, which was the site of the
assassination on January 9, 2013, of three Kurdish women activists, Sakine Cansiz
(founding member of the PKK), Fidan Dogan (Paris representative of the KNK),
and Leyla Saylemez.

Political and Community Life

The Kurdish cultural centers in various cities organize most of the community, cul-
tural, and political activities. The French Kurds frequently organize demonstra-
tions in connection with current events in Kurdistan, as well as take part in French
demonstrations, such as the annual First of May marches, the 2016 protests against
the reform of labor law, etc. FEYKA also participates at the Féte de 'Humanité
(named after CHumanité, the daily of the French Communist Party), which draws
around a million people in mid-September every year. There is also an annual
march and meeting in the European capital of Strasbourg on the weekend of Feb-
ruary 15 to protest the arrest of Abdullah Ocalan in 1999.

Newroz

The Kurdish New Year, Newroz, is celebrated on March 21. It coincides with the
Northward Equinox and marks the beginning of spring. It is believed to be a pre-
Islamic, Zoroastrian custom that uses fire to symbolize purification and renewal. This
occasion is an important element of Kurdish identity, when Kurds in all home coun-
tries and in the diaspora get together to celebrated their culture through music, dances,
special food, colorful costumes, games, and gatherings. Often celebrated outside, huge
bonfires are lit, and the young people jump across the fire. Newroz also has political
aspects as a mass gathering of Kurds to reassert their identity and demonstrate for
cultural and political rights in confrontation with the various governments.

Since 2007, the Engin Sincer Kurdish Youth Festival has been taking place in
June in different French cities. It is named after the famous Kurdish politician and
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guerrilla commander Engin Sincer (1969-2003). The festival draws Kurds from all
over Europe; likewise, Kurds from France also take part in the major Kurdish fes-
tivals and demonstrations in other European countries. Other annual manifesta-
tions include the International Working Women’s Day (March 8), the celebration
of Newroz, the Kurdish New Year (March 21), the birthday of Abdullah Ocalan
(April 4), the start of the Kurdish armed struggle (August 15), and the foundation
of the PKK (November 27).

France holds a special place among the Kurdish diaspora for its famous émi-
grés. Yilmaz Guney and Ahmet Kaya, who are both buried in the Pere Lachaise
cemetery in Paris, have already been mentioned. The cemetery is also the resting
place of Abdurrahman Qasimlo, leader of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran
(KDP-I), assassinated in Vienna in 1989 and of his successor Sadiq Sharafkandi,
assassinated in Berlin in 1991. This serves as a strong reminder of the impact of
violence and conflict on the history of the Kurds, including in the diaspora.

This is especially true in Paris, where the history of political violence against
Kurds goes back to the days of Kurd Serif Pasa, who was the target of an assassi-
nation attempt organized by the Committee of Union and Progress leadership in
January 1914. On December 23, 1985, Mustafa Aktas, a member of the Army of
Liberation of the People of Kurdistan (ARGK), was assassinated by killers linked
to the Turkish military junta. He is also buried in the Pere Lachaise. The crime
perpetrated against Sakine Cansiz, Fidan Dogan, and Leyla Saylemez is the latest
of these political assassinations. Its culprit, Omer Guney, died in prison on Decem-
ber 17, 2016, a month before the scheduled beginning of his trial. It is suspected
that he worked for the Turkish intelligence services, and every Wednesday, a dem-
onstration is held in Paris asking for the instigators of the crime to be brought to
justice.

French Attitudes Toward the Kurds

The French people are generally sympathetic toward the Kurdish community,
although the extent of the support for the Kurdish cause is debated along partisan
lines, with the left and far-left sections of the political class usually being the more
supportive. The inclusion of the PKK on the list of terrorist organizations of the
European Union in 2002 has, however, occasionally led to arrests and trials of
Kurdish politicians and militants. During the Syrian crisis, France has offered lim-
ited support for the Rojava project. Nasrin Abdalla, YP] commander, and Asiya
Abdellah, co-president of the PYD, were received by President Francois Hollande
at the Palais de I'Elysée in 2015. In May 2016, a representative office of the Rojava
administration was opened in Paris near the city hall; however, it has not been offi-
cially recognized by the French government. There has been a representative of
the KRG in Paris since 2001 and a French consulate in Hewler (Erbil) since 2007,
as well as a section of the Institut Francais du Proche-Orient (IFPO) since 2011.
The Kurdish community in France maintains friendly relations with the Armenian
and Assyro-Chaldean communities of the country, notably in Sarcelles where the
latter is mainly present.
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Culture, Sports, and Education

In terms of education, the Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales
(INALCO, formerly Langues’O) has a Kurdish department offering BA, MA, and
PhD programs. Both Kurmanji and Sorani are taught along with classes on the his-
tory, geography, and civilization of Kurdistan. The department is headed by Pro-
fessor Halkawt Hakem, and the chair for Kurmanji is held by Professor Ibrahim
Seydo Aydogan. In the past, Langues’O/INALCO has been home to scholars and
educators such as Roger Lescot, Kamuran Bedirxan, Joyce Blau, Michael Chyet, and
Christine Allison. At the University of Rouen, Professor Salih Akin gives Kurdish
classes as part of the diploma of French teaching as a foreign language (FLE). Kurd-
ish classes are also offered at the Kurdish Cultural Center and the Kurdish Insti-
tute of Paris. In the social sciences, Professor Hamit Bozarslan of the School for
Advanced Studies in Social Sciences (Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales,
EHESS) has written extensively on the Kurds and the broader Middle East; he also
supervises a great number of Kurdish-French PhD students.

There is, as of yet, not much Kurdish literature translated into French. We can
mention Ehmede Xani’s Mem 6 Zin (Mem et Zin, UHarmattan, 2001), translated by
Sandrine Alexie and Akif Hasan, and Mehmed Uzun’s Siya eviné (La poursuite de
lombre, Phébus, 1999), translated by Fawaz Husen. Likewise, French literature has
rarely been translated into Kurdish. There is a very good dictionary of Sorani Kurd-
ish, made by Halkawt Hakem (Dictionnaire kurde-francais, UAsiatheque, 2012); the
only dictionary of Kurmanji Kurdish is the thorough but dated work of Auguste
Jaba and Mela Mehmude Bayezidi, edited by Ferdinand Justi (St. Petersburg, 1879).
A number of academic and journalistic works on contemporary Kurdish issues have
been written, and recently, the Rojava revolution has attracted renewed attention
from writers, with several books and documentaries produced on the subject.
Abdullah Ocalan’s The Road Map to Negotiations has been translated into French
(La feuille de route vers les négociations, 2013), and the translations of his series of
Defenses to the European Court of Human Rights are in preparation.

Several Kurdish artists are living in France and working in French, Kurdish, or
both, such as writer Fawaz Husen, director Hiner Saleem, comedian and director
Ahmet Zirek, poet Seyhmus Dagtekin, singer Nuarin, and rapper Zimanbaz. The
actress Amira Casar is part Kurdish, as was the late choreographer Maurice Béjart
(1927-2007). Some festivals of Kurdish cinema have been organized, and projec-
tions of Kurdish films or films on the Kurds are frequent. The Kurdish Institute of
Paris organizes a “Month of the Kurdish book” every year in January and February.
There are several Kurdish restaurants in Paris, such as Dilan, Zagros, etc. In terms
of sports, the Kurdish Cultural Center organizes a football tournament every year in
May in La Courneuve, and the Engin Sincer festival also includes sports activities.

Sacha Alsancakli
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If the diaspora is the fifth part of Kurdistan as Martin van Bruinessen (2015: 126)
suggested, then Germany certainly covers a major part of it. It is the country with
the largest Kurdish population outside of Kurdistan. What makes this especially
interesting is the enormous demographic diversity including people of all ages and
classes, all social subgroups, and speakers of all languages and dialects that are
found in the four parts of Kurdistan. Each relevant state and region, including old
and new diasporic communities, each town and more or less each village are rep-
resented. There are people of all social classes and of all educational levels, young
Germans with a Kurdish background, newcomers, political activists, nationalists,
atheists, secular believers, and religious fanatics. All of these groups are socially
or politically organized in one way or another. Regardless of how many different
points and frames of reference, they are in an ongoing dialogue with each other
and with others, and they are constantly and powerfully reaffirming aspects of
Kurdish identity. Transgenerational and transnational transmission of this intra-
and inter-ethnical identity discourse is giving distinction to important aspects of
their lives.

As is the nature of ethnicity and the context of migration, Kurdish identity with
its cultural and ethnic heritage must be perceived as particularly amorphous: iden-
tifying oneself as Kurdish means different things to different people, and still
there is a strong feeling of togetherness. Kurmanji becoming the lingua franca fur-
ther strengthened this notion through active language planning on an academic
level.

Second- and third-generation immigrants born and raised in Germany often
acquire their Kurdistan view from an outward position, and it becomes more sig-
nificant for an imagined homogenous landscape, a longing for peace and freedom,
omnipresent contact with kin, and neighborly ties, as well as a general sense of
belonging somewhere (Ammann, 2004: 1018). They are confronted with identity
questions different from those faced by older generations and first-generation immi-
grants, and some certainly turn away from what is commonly considered Kurdish
(Bengio & Maddy-Weitzman, 2013: 83). Those in Germany who feel mostly Kurd-
ish relate to common frames of reference in their thinking and feeling. These are
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language idioms, territories of origins and destinations, transnational histories,
material culture sometimes with folkloristic elements, common future perspectives
and hopes, collective memories of persecution, and flight and displacement.

Specific data on the number of Kurds in Germany are limited for a number of
reasons: no nation-state backing, the massive historical ethnic suppression in their
homelands, and the general circumstances of all migration processes. Even though
there should be no need to prove large numbers in order to justify collective
demands for recognition and social justice, there is an obvious and comprehensible
general desire to document and emphasize quantity.

Considering the large numbers of transnational, transethnic, and in general
hybrid identities in individuals as well as collectives, especially in second and third
generations of migrants, it is impossible to produce exact numbers. While some
organizations consider 1 million people in Germany to be Kurds (Baser, 2013: 5),
politicians and scholars treat these numbers with reservations. In 2000, an esti-
mation came up with an overwhelming 85 percent of the German Kurds with roots
in Turkey, about 60,000 to 70,000 from Iraq and a few thousand from each Iran
and Syria (Ammann, 2001: 138). In the meantime, the growing numbers of refu-
gees suggests that the diaspora community keeps growing. Within the last 10 years,
more than 56,000 Kurds from Syria and about the same number of Kurds from
Iraq immigrated to Germany according to the German Ministry for Migration and
Refugees. According to official German statistics, there are about 140,000 Iraqis—
originally registered as refugees—Iiving in Germany. Considering estimates that
70 percent of those are Kurds, the result would be around 100,000 Iraqi Kurds.
Family reunifications and transnational marriages are not included in these con-
siderations. Neither is the growing number of returning migrants.

Another interesting fact is that among all 1.1 million adult refugees who entered
Germany in 2015 a little over 3 percent—that makes 31,000 immigrants—named
Kurmanji as their first language.

In 2015, about half of the 30,000 refugees from Iraq were Yezidis according
to official German statistics. Due to the recurring persecution of Yezidis and Ale-
vis in their home regions, both groups are clearly overrepresented among the
Kurdish diaspora compared to their homelands. At the same time, especially
Alevi and Kurdish identities sometimes mingle because these people suffer from
double discrimination (Ammann, 2004: 1015). The wider public is unaware of
the fact that Kurds have grown into one of the largest group of refugees and immi-
grants in Germany (Ammann, 2004: 1012). The only way to derive an accurate
numbering of the Kurds would be a census collecting numerically representative
data that are based on self-identification and giving people the option to report
more than one ethnic or religious affiliation. The outcome might provide surpris-
ing results.

The Kurdish presence in Germany started with a handful of privileged academ-
ics from different Kurdish regions living in Europe before the 1950s: diplomats,
lobbyists for Kurdish nationalist aspirations, scholars, and university students.
However, today’s diaspora primarily stems from Germany’s active labor recruitment
with its peak in the 1970s. Kurdish migration at that time had not been overt; only
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years later did it become clear that at least 20 percent of the migrant labor workers—
the so-called guest workers from Turkey—were of Kurdish origin.

Because of Turkey’s restrictive politics regarding its ethnic minorities and a rigid
Turkish-nationalistic education system, no comprehensive, ethnic self-confidence
developed. The expression of Kurdishness had been almost entirely wiped out or
was fear driven. In (stergaard-Nielsen’s words (2006: 4) the guest workers have
only discovered or started emphasizing their Kurdishness in the diaspora. When
the recruiting activities were halted in 1973, migration continued through family
reunification and later the search for political asylum. Many of the Kurdish migrants
had already moved to western parts of Turkey and into the big cities for economic
reasons. Now, Kurdish refugees began setting off directly from rural areas in the
far east of the Turkish Republic right into Germany during the 1990s. A simulta-
neous influx of Kurdish refugees happened from Iraq.

During the historical phase of labor recruitment, additional political and eco-
logical push factors promoted Kurdish emigration movements. These included two
military coups, severe earthquakes, and pogroms against the Kurdish Alevis.
Around 30,000 Kurds fled to Germany as a result of the military coup in 1980
alone. At the same time, the first Gulf War and the new fundamentalist regime in
Iran forced Kurdish refugees from Iraq and smaller numbers from Iran to flee. Two
additional waves of Kurdish migration set off in Turkey and Iraq. In 1984, the PKK
launched their armed struggle against the Turkish military forces. This has to be
seen as a reaction to the sufferings of the Kurdish population after long years under
martial law. After thousands of their villages had been forcibly depopulated by the
Turkish regime, millions of Kurds turned to the metropoles of Turkey, where a
whole generation became uprooted and ended up as society’s precariat. Hundreds
of thousands of them turned to Germany and other Western countries as asylum
seekers. The second wave occurred in northern Iraq in 1991 just after the Second
Gulf War. The regime then still under Iraqi President Saddam Hussein brought
down a Kurdish uprising that had been encouraged by the Gulf War Allies. Recall-
ing chemical agents used against them after the First Gulf War and a number of
other atrocities, again hundreds of thousands of Kurds set off from the region as
soon as borders opened for the first time (Ammann, 2004: 1012).

It is now widely agreed that Germany has witnessed the strongest activities of
the Kurdish movement in Europe, or in other words “the Kurdish diaspora is one
of the most visible and active Diasporas in Europe” (Baser, 2015a: 113). Bengio and
Maddy-Weitzman (2013: 69) describe the European Kurdish diaspora as “the most
politically vocal group of all non-native European communities.” Considering the
German segment of the Kurdish diaspora as being the largest by far, its role can-
not be emphasized enough.

There is a fine line between community activism and political engagement among
the diaspora. In Germany, there are hundreds of community organizations, social
and cultural programs, and clubs run by and focusing on Kurds. There is also a
large number of regular publications such as newspapers, magazines, newsletters,
and websites dealing with all kinds of Kurdish issues. Most of the community orga-
nizers have transnational connections relating to other European segments of the
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Kurdish women participate in German language classes in Berlin, Germany, June 1, 2004.
(Brigitte Hiss/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

diaspora and to the homeland. A small professional elite group of artists, writers,
and musicians forged corresponding networks (Ammann, 2004: 1013¥).

For the majority of the diaspora population politics became an issue and the
reason for their own or their families’ often forced migration. Political persecution,
expulsion, and other acts of massive violence play an important role and are a con-
stant element in the diaspora’s collective memory. Refugees have always played a
catalytic role in the process of affirming identity and they continue to do so
(Ammann, 2001: 136).

The first influential Kurdish political organization in Europe—founded in Ger-
many in the second half of the 1970s—was Komkar, the Union of Workers’ Asso-
ciations from Kurdistan, which supported the left-wing movement in Turkey. As
opposed to PKK—then called Kongra Gel—Komkar’s political strategies were more
or less exclusively aimed at the country of destination and not the homeland,
whereas PKK in Germany acted and still acts deterritorialized and does not focus
on immigrant needs. The same can be said about the Kurdish political parties in
Iraq, the KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party) and PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdis-
tan), as well as the recently established left-wing Gorran, Movement for Change
(Ammann 2004: 1014; Baser 2015a; @stergaard-Nielsen, 2006: 4).

The violent activities of PKK during the 1990s did not appeal to the German
public and government, which outlawed the organization in 1993 (Bengio &
Maddy-Weitzman, 2013: 80). Reasons for the rise of PKK and their eminent success
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among the larger part of the Kurdish population in Germany can be traced back
to the negative perception as migrants in Germany in addition to the historic and
ongoing violent treatment of the Kurds in Turkey (Ammann, 2004: 1014, 1017).
Even though the PKK is illegal in Germany, but not in Austria, similar policies can
be observed. Pro-Kurdish—including pro-PKK—activities are neither officially
supported nor prohibited but rather tolerated and observed. The democratic nature
of the German political system and state institutions allowed for applying trans-
national politics, and activists keep good relations with high-ranking politicians,
whereas at the same time they are under surveillance by the domestic intelligence
service. Supported by a number of respectable media, serious attempts to lift the
ban on the PKK can be noted. However, due to the latest violent clashes in Turkey,
these campaigns probably will slow down for some years.

Kurds from Turkey and among them PKK and its numerous subgroups and
organizations dominate the public perception of Kurds in Germany, which makes
their image instable. Even though the drama of the Anfal and chemical attacks on
Halabja, the arrest of Ocalan, the fate of the Yezidis of Sinjar/Shingal in Iraq, and
the battle for the city of Kobane in Kurdish-controlled Rojava in Syria (Baser, 2015b)
have raised public awareness and sympathy for the Kurdish cause, the Kurds in
general are looked at with ambivalence (Ammann 2004: 1017; Bengio & Maddy-
Weitzman, 2013: 21).

Transnational relations on all levels between the diaspora and the homeland are
of immense importance and have been widely acknowledged especially regarding
Turkey. Other studies about the relations with the Kurdish Region in Iraq further
document this in detail. Candan (2013: 65) has shown that the Kurdish regional
government has been actively encouraging the diaspora community to get involved
in the reconstruction process to improve the living conditions in the former home-
land. The remittances result in the transfer of knowledge and sociopolitical, cul-
tural, and entrepreneurship back to the country of origin. A recent study on
remigration shows that the larger part of the returnees re-immigrate on a volun-
tary basis, which indicates that more long-distance commuting on a regular basis
is to be expected. People head back for family reasons, marriage, inheritances,
patriotic reasons, and because their social capital and status is higher in their coun-
try of origin than in Germany. Permanent or semi-permanent remigration often
takes place after having acquired German citizenship. In addition, they consider
the fact that despite relative safety in the Kurdistan region, the frontline with the
so-called Islamic State is only 50 km away, violent warlike clashes in the Kurdish
parts of Turkey are ongoing, and the Syrian border is within sight. Apart from
all the transnational activities that have been described by many, Kurds from
both Turkey and Iraq actively take part in politics by voting in their countries of
origin—a fact that should be subject for further research.

The Kurdish presence in Germany has come a long way: First being unrecog-
nized and unorganized until they have been defined as a diaspora group with
ambivalent attitudes: victims and perpetrators; or in the words of @stergaard-
Nielsen as both peace wreckers and peacemakers (2006: 4). Due to Germany’s
close political relations to the Kurdish Regional Government in Iraq (to whom it
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has been providing arms and where it is running a consulate) and the growing
public sympathy for the Kurdish suffering under Erdogan’s regime in Turkey, it
appears that the German public opinion seems to be shifting toward a greater accep-
tance and support of the Kurds rather than skepticism and fear.

As Martin van Bruinessen (2015: 126) puts it, the diaspora is a “space of social
and political mobilization . . . the interface of exchanges between the different parts
of Kurdistan.”

Backed by the democratic institutions in Germany where the Kurds are getting
together in large numbers for the first time, intra-ethnic solidarity and exchange
among the Kurds has grown and at the same time left a remarkable imprint on
the divided homeland. Information on activities in the fields of politics, arts, and
culture, as well as academic research, is circulating in different parts of the home-
land as well as in the different segments of the diaspora. The diaspora is contrib-
uting to medical, humanitarian, social, academic, and political undertakings in
different parts of the homeland. Kurds from the diaspora serve as interpreters and
cultural mediators in international development missions and business affairs.
Kurdish politicians, administrative, academic, and medical staff from the dias-
pora are actively and permanently engaged in the autonomous region of North-
ern Iraq and other Kurdish regions. The German armed forces are occasionally
recruiting diaspora Kurds for missions in the relevant areas (Ammann, 2004:
1017).

Germany’s Kurdish diaspora in its dimension and unique composition has com-
posed its own narrative of Kurdishness, which faces the dilemma of resting
between two poles. On the one hand, it raises claims of cultural relativism defined
by opposing colonialist and imperialist forces, and on the other hand, it relies on
cultural universalistic concepts, which envision the overcoming of national or
ethnic peculiarities on the way to a cosmopolitan world society.

Due to a constant and growing stream of migrants and refugees coming to
Germany, the diaspora group has to adjust and transform. Young first-generation
Germans take in unaccompanied parachute kids, who were sent ahead by their
families hoping to reunify in the diaspora later. Couples of different national back-
grounds are starting Kurdish families. Other refugees with unrealistic hopes
return in disappointment, while highly skilled long-time residents happily return
at retirement age. Various first-language idioms exist, religious diversity is debated
in transforming contexts, and the never-ending inner Kurdish political friction is
getting new fuel, while additional foment is continuously created.

Birgit Ammann
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After Turkey, Iran has the largest Kurdish population among the Kurds’ countries
of origin. The population of Iranian Kurds is estimated at between 8 and 10 mil-
lion, counting up to 11 percent to 15 percent of Iran’s overall population. As Iran’s
largest ethnic group after Persians and Azerbaijanis, Iranian Kurds play a large role
in Iran’s national life. Most Iranian Kurds live in their historical home in mainland
Kurdistan in west and northwestern Iran, but a large number lives in Khorasan,
far away in the northeast.

In its broad sense in the Iranian context, “Kurdistan” refers to the western
and northwestern regions of the country, which have historically been home to
Kurdish tribes. Also known as Eastern Kurdistan and Rojhelat (Kurdish: the east),
Iranian Kurdistan extends from Iran’s northwestern borders to the slopes of cen-
tral Zagros in the west, neighboring Armenia, Turkey, and Iraq. It is an area of
over 112,000 square kilometers, including the provinces of West Azerbaijan,
Kurdistan, Kermanshah, and Ilam. To this is added the total area of Kurdish-
speaking regions of Hamedan Province.

Kurdistan’s life-giving rivers, thick woodlands, and strategically important
mountains, as well as easy access to vast plains on both the east and the west of
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Zagros have appealed to men of power in different ages. The ruins of numerous
ancient temples, bridges, houses, castles, and walled cities all speak of thriving
economies and powerful governments in Kurdistan’s distant past. Located at the
heart of central Zagros in Kermanshah is the Behistun Inscription, one of the main
relics of Persian civilization, which narrates Darius the Great’s exploits (522 BC)
in three languages: ancient Elamite, Akkadian, and Achaemenid cuneiform. Bah-
ram Chobin’s Valley in Ilam is a lasting record of the final days of the Sassanid
Empire—of the power struggles and ruinous warfare among the descendants of
Persian royal houses, which led to the intervention of Roman troops. Iran’s single
main Mithraic temple and the best preserved four-pillared fire temple are both
located in Kurdistan—the first in Kangavar, Kermanshah, and the second in Dar-
reh Shahr, Ilam.

Located near ancient Persian and medieval Caliphate capitals (including the Sas-
sanid capital of Ctesiphon and the Abbasid capital of Baghdad), the Kurdish cities
of central Zagros have always played a major role in the social life of the region.
North and central Zagros included two main branches of the Silk Road, serving as
the main communications highways of the ancient world. The cities of Hamedan,
Nahavand, Kangavar, Kermanshah, Dinawar, Sirvan, Masbazan, and Shahrizour
in the southwest and the cities of Mahabad, Saqez, and Urmia in the northwest
have played significant roles in the economic life on the two sides of Zagros.

Khorasani Kurds, who live in Iran’s northeastern provinces, including Khorasan
Province, are descendants of Kurdish tribes that had been displaced from their
homes in western Iran at different historical moments from the early days of Islam
to the Safavid Era. In the 16th century, for instance, the Safavid government
enforced large-scale displacements of the Kurds from northwest to northeast Iran
to fight the Uzbek invaders. Between 1598 and 1610, the government of Shah Abbas
displaced tens of thousands of the Kurds in western Iran, relocating them to areas
on Iran’s borders with Afghanistan and present-day Turkmenistan. Unofficial
sources estimate the population of Khorarasi Kurds at around 2 million, most of
them Shia Muslims who speak Kurmanji as their mother tongue.

Scattered over a vast area of 80,000 square kilometers, Kurdish towns and set-
tlements of Khorasan are among the least developed parts of the country. While
the majority of Khorasani Kurds live in villages, significant numbers of them have
settled in the cities of Nishapur, Mashhad, Sabzevar, Quchan, Bojnoord, and Esfa-
rayen. Nomadic tribes form a very small portion of the populace. The tribal family
system is still well in place in the villages so that most individuals identify them-
selves as members of a tribe—with a surname (which in most cases ends with the
suffix loo) betokening their descent.

Political History

With the advent of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula and the subsequent Muslim con-
quest of Persia, Kurdistan was among the first areas to be attacked by Muslim
warriors. The Muslims’ victory over the Sassanid army in Nahavand (642 CE) was
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a giant step forward in their historical conquest of Persia. Kurdistan’s history from
that day to the early days of the 10th century, usually referred to as Persia’s dark
ages, is vague and couched in mystery.

In the early 10th century, the first local governments were formed on the basis
of tribal allegiances in southern parts of Kurdistan. The Hassanuyid dynasty (959—
1015), ruling over the cities of Kermanshah, Hamedan, Dinawar, and Shahrizour,
is probably the first regional Kurdish government. There were other local gover-
nors who ruled on behalf of the caliph in Kurdish-inhabited areas. Bani Anaz (991—
1017) was an example of such local administrations.

With the rise of the Seljugs in eastern Iran in 1037 and their subsequent move-
ment toward the west, Kurdish cities fell, one after the other, between 1076 and
1079, making way for the Seljugs’ retaking of the Abbasid capital of Baghdad from
the Buyid dynasty in 1055. The Seljugs ruled over Kurdistan and Iraq from 1117
to 1194 when they were driven out by the Khwarezmids. It was during the reign
of Mahmud I of Great Seljuq that the word “Kurdistan” was first used for an area
in present-day Iran. Formerly known as “Iraq,” this area included central and west-
ern Iranian cities of Kermanshah, Hamedan, Isfahan, Rey, Qazvin, Kashan, and
Qom. “Kurdistan” thus included a vast area from Hamedan to Shahrizour, with
Kermanshah as its seat. As a divide between central Persia and the Arabs, Kurdis-
tan played a significant role in the Middle Ages.

The Khwarezmids™ one-and-a-half century rule over Kurdistan and Iraq came
to a close with the Mongol invasion, inaugurating the Ilkhanid era in Iran. After
gathering all forces of the Far East, the Mongols swept through east and central
Iran, arriving in Kurdistan—then ruled by Soleiman Shah Ivayi from his capital
of Bahar—burning city after city on their way to Baghdad and far beyond to the
west. Nothing could stop the Mongols, not even Caliph al-Musta’sim’s troops, which
he had sent to defend Kurdistan alongside Soleiman Shah’s soldiers. Very soon,
Hulagu Khan destroyed Bahar and subdued all of Kurdistan. In 1259, the Mon-
gols moved toward other Kurdish regions occupying the cities of Van, Meyafarikin,
Diyarbakir, and Erbil. The Ilkhanid’s rule over Kurdistan and the rest of Iran was
not easy. Only later, when Oljaitu the eighth Ilkhanid ruler converted to Islam,
changing his name to Muhammad Khodabandeh, the people of Kurdistan began
to embrace the Ilkhanids’ rule.

After the llkhanids, between 1378 and 1501 came the Ak Koyunlu, who were
soon driven out by the Kara Koyunlu; then came Tamerlane. The most significant
event, however, was the rise of the Safavids. On their way to Azerbaijan, before seiz-
ing power in Tabriz, the Safavid family was warmly received in Kurdistan. After
establishing themselves in Azerbaijan, they focused on Kurdistan—then ruled by
the Kurdish houses of Mokri, Ardalani, and Shekak. The Safavids occupied Kurdistan
following tough and bloody wars with local administrations that enjoyed the sup-
port of Kurdish tribes. Always seeing the Kurds as a potential threat, the Safavid king
Tahmasp I ordered large-scale displacement of powerful Kurdish tribes from their
historical home in Kurdistan to other parts of Iran. Iranian history is marked by fre-
quent cases of such displacements as a way of dealing with rebellious local tribes.
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Following the Safavids’ defeat by the Ottomans in the Battle of Chaldiran, a large
part of Kurdish-inhabited lands, including the important cites of Diyarbakir and
Van, was separated from Iran and became part of the Ottoman Empire. Soon after,
Tahmasp I of Iran embarked upon his violent demographic intervention, ruining
Kurdish cities, destroying Kurdish cultural heritages, and displacing Kurdish tribes
to mountainous areas in Alborz, northern Iran, and Khorasan. The homes and
the lands of removed Kurdish tribes were then given to the Afshars, a number of
Oghuz Turkic tribes who were likewise relocated by the Safavids. In the early
18th century, while the Safavid armed forces were busy fighting Nader Shah in the
East, the Ardalans found the moment opportune to restore their power. They took
Hamedan and, following Nader Sha’s death in 1747, expanded their territory to
Fars Province. Ardalan administration restored peace and prosperity to Kurdish
settlements.

The Ardalans’ rebellion against the Safavids in the final years of the Safavid era
became a model for a few other Kurdish rulers during the Qajar and the Pahlavi
dynasties. The year 1879 saw the first modern national movement in Kurdistan.
In this year, Sheikh Ubeydullah Nehri declared his nationalist project, demand-
ing recognition from both the Ottoman Empire and the Qajar dynasty of Iran. He
brought the lands between Urmia Lake and Lake Van under control and chose
Oshnavieh as his capital. Sheikh Ubeydullah’s short reign came to a close when
he was defeated by the Ottomans in December 1880.

The example of Sheikh Ubeydullah Nehri’s movement was followed by some
other Kurdish leaders in the following decades. Between 1918 and 1922, Simko
Shikak, the leader of the Shikak tribe in the west of Urmia Lake, and Ja’far Sultan,
the ruler of Hawraman, led powerful rebellions. Ja'far Sultan’s rule in Haw-
raman came to an end in 1925 when his rebellion was quelled by the armed forces
of the central government. Seated in Sanandaj, Ardalan governors were generally
on good terms with the Qajars’ central government in Tehran, but the situation
could sometimes get uneasy over both personal and public issues.

Reza Shah’s coming to power in 1925 was a turning point in Kurdistan’s social
structure. In line with his policy of assimilation and modernization, Reza Shah
took strict measures against Kurdish tribes, relocating rebellious houses and
imprisoning powerful leaders. Life in Kurdistan under Reza Shah (1925-1941)
was one of unrest and insecurity. The situation worsened during World War 11
when Iran was invaded by Soviet, British, and other Commonwealth armed forces
in 1941.

Iran’s neutral stance during this time of invasion by the Allies wore out the
national army, providing opportunity for Kurdish leaders to take up arms against
the central government. Mohammad Rashid of Baneh took Baneh, Sardasht, and
Marivan before he was defeated by the Shah’s army in 1944. Two years later, the
Society for the Revival of the Kurds (Komeley Jiyanewey Kurd or KJK) with the
support of the Soviets founded the Kurdish Republic of Mahabad with Qazi Moham-
med as the president. The Republic of Mahabad could not expand beyond a small
area in northern Kurdistan, and within a year, it was overturned by the Shah who
ordered the execution of Qazi and other leaders of the Kurdish Democratic Party
of Iran.
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The Republic of Mahabad

During World War II, Iran’s northern part was invaded by the Soviet who encour-
aged the Kurds to form their autonomous government. Under the leadership of Qazi
Mohamed, and with military support of Mulla Mustafa Barzani’s tribal fighters, the
Republic of Mahabad declared its independence on January 22, 1946. It called for a
Kurdish national movement, support of the farmers, equality of its citizens, and the
use of Kurdish as the official language. The Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran was
the leading political organization, which later branched off into neighboring coun-
tries. The republic was short-lived. After the Soviet withdrawal, the Iranian army
took over Mahabad on December 15, 1946, and shortly after Qazi Mohamed and
other leaders were executed.

The 1970s are marked by many contradictions in the Shah’s relations with the
Kurds. Prior to the Algiers Agreement—which brought the Iran-Iraq territorial dis-
putes to a peaceful resolution in 1975—Iran waged a proxy war against Iraq
through financial and military support of the Barzanis who led a Kurdish rebel-
lion against Saddam’s Baath regime. For most Kurds, the Algiers Agreement revealed
the Shah’s true feelings toward the Kurds. Following the two countries’ agreement
to a contract of good neighborliness, Iran closed his border crossing on Iraqi Kurds
and withdrew its military supports. Following this fatal blow, many Barzani lead-
ers and Peshmergas were forced to move to Iran, an event that gave a new impetus
to political activism in Iranian Kurdistan.

In response to the Pahlavis’ hostile measures, Iranian Kurds played a major role
in the 1979 revolution. Transition from Pahlavi regime to a democratic government
that would grant the rights of ethnic and religious minorities was the project fol-
lowed by the Kurds during the Revolution. After the revolution, the Iran—Iraq War
(1980-1988) brought death and destruction to the lives of many Kurdish civilians
in cities close to the Iran-Iraq border. Many cities were reduced to dust from fre-
quent bombardments by Iraqi air force. Saddam occupied a few cities and threw
chemical bombs on those he could not take.

Following the war, the reconstruction project in damaged cities has been slow.
The government’s troubled relations with a number of exiled Kurdish parties and
the historical distrust toward public investment projects in border areas have been
an obstacle on the path to development and economic growth. Today, many Ira-
nian Kurds are active members of official political parties and paly active roles in
the political life of the country. Although the degree of tolerance toward Kurds
among Iranian statesmen is higher than is seen among neighboring nations (such
as Turkey and Syria), many people question the government’s restrictions on Sunni
Muslims who aspire to run for high administrative positions.

Language

Iranian Kurdistan displays an astonishingly high degree of linguistic variety. Dif-
ferent dialects of Kurdish are spoken by different communities of Iranian Kurds in
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the west, northwest, and northeast of the country. Researches on Kurdish language
have focused on the western parts of the country where the main dialects of Kurd-
ish are spoken. Among the main dialects of Kurdish is Sorani which covers a
cultural territory extending from Urmia and Mahabad in the north to Divandareh
in the south. Further to the north, close to the Iran-Turkey border, are different
Kurmanji (or Shikak) dialects. The majority of Kurmanji speakers are found in
northeastern parts of Iran, in the cities of Bojnord, Quchan, and Mashhad.

Farther into the south are Ardalani speakers who live in a linguistic territory,
with Sanandaj at the center, which separates northern dialects from the southern
ones. Sanandaj, the center of Kurdistan Province, had been the capital of Ardalan
administration during the Qajar dynasty. Ardalani is highly affected by Hawrami
and Kalhori.

To the south of Sanandaj is Kermanshah, a metropolis city around which are
centered the linguistic territories of Kalhori, Hawrami, and Laki. To the west of
the land between Sanadaj and Kermanshah are Jaff and Hawrami speakers. The
largest concentration of Hawrami speakers is in Paveh, a small town with a popu-
lation of 25,000. Laki-speaking tribes mostly live in eastern and southeastern parts
of Kermanshah, adjoining Khorramabad, the center of Lorestan Province.

On a slanted direction from Kermanshah to the southeast are the cities of
Eslamabad-e Gharb and Eyvan, which are home to a variety of Kalhori speakers.
The name Kalhor signifies both a number of very closely related dialects and a num-
ber of allied tribes. Thus, when referring to certain groups of people in Hamedan,
Illam, and Kermanshah, it does not necessarily mean tribal descent.

In Ilam, the dominant language is Kurdish, with Arabic and Lori as minor lan-
guages spoken in the provincial area—the first in the south, to the vicinities of
Khuzestan Province, and the second in the southeast, to the borders of Lorestan
Province.

Literature and Arts

Iranian Kurdistan has given birth to famous poets. In the Middle Ages, most Kurd-
ish men of letters composed their works in Arabic, Farsi, or Gorani, a Kurdish
dialect with exclusively literary use. Unlike their fellow compatriots in eastern and
central parts of Persia, Kurdish poets were not highly influenced by Arabic liter-
ary tradition in the centuries following the Arab conquest of Persia. While through-
out the 13th and 14th centuries, powerful local governments in Khwarezm and
Khorasan promoted aesthetic values issued by the Islamic Caliphate in Baghdad,
poets in the more provincial west, including Kurdistan, continued local literary
traditions of pre-Islamic Persia. Composition of Awraman songs and Pahlawi qua-
trains (the pahlawiyat) by Iranian poets in Jibal and Iraq in the 12th and 13th cen-
turies is an indication of the persistence of pre-Islamic literary traditions in western
parts of the country.

Pahlawi quatrains were written in a developed form of Pahlawi, the official and
literary language of the Sassanid Empire. Orally composed Awraman songs were
most probably lyrical quatrains in Gorani, a specialized form of literary language
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used by bards in Hawraman, a mountainous area in Kurdistan. Gorani incorpo-
rated elements from a number of Zagros dialects, including Hawrami, Laki, Kal-
hori, and Lori, and it was understood by most speakers of these dialects until the
mid-20th century.

Contrary to mainstream Persian prosody, in Gorani poetry the meter is syllabic,
which indicates its adherence to pre-Islamic poetic rules. Like many dominantly
oral languages, Gorani has no prose literature. In Kurdistan, as in most oral com-
munities, poetry has played a significant role in maintaining and transferring cul-
tural data, from literature to history and from philosophy to mythology. The fact
that there is no prose literature in Gorani has another explanation: it reflects an
old Zoroastrian belief according to which Ahura Mazda, the supreme god, orders
Zarathustra not to record his teachings and to carry them in his heart instead. This
belief lived well into the Islamic tradition, embodied in the Islamic practice of had-
ith, through which disciples and close relatives of the Prophet Mohammad and the
imams conveyed their teachings to the wider public through oral accounts.

The works of Gorani poets were in vogue in all Kurdish lands, except for the
Kurmanji territory, until the mid-20th century. A vast majority of the illiterate could
recite hundreds, sometimes even thousands, of lines of lyric, epic, or religious
poetry, from the Kurdish Shanama, to the romance of Leyli and Majnoun, and from
the romantic epic of Shirin and Farhad to the Yarsan kalam (sacred hymns). The
poems of Mala Pareshan of Dinawar, famous 16th-century poet and mystic, are the
oldest extant examples of Gorani poetry. The last, and perhaps the most significant,
Gorani poet is Mawlawi Tawagozi (1806-1882), known as the Kurdish Mawlawi.
Available in multiple versions, Mawlawi’s poems are well known all over Kurdistan.

Many of the orally composed Gorani poems are available to modern readers and
scholars thanks to Kurdish governors and men of power in the past. Many Kurd-
ish magistrates of the old times appointed copyists to transcribe for them well-
known poems recited by the bards. Available under different titles, such as razm-nama
(war account), kashkoul (anthology), ketab (script) or daftar (notebook), hundreds
of these booklets are kept in numerous national archives as well as in people’s
homes.

In the last few decades, Iran’s national literacy movement has tended to sup-
plant local literary languages with Farsi, to the effect that a smaller number of
people understand Gorani today. With the decline of Gorani language in mid-
20th century, Kurdish poets began to try their hands at poetic and prose composi-
tions in the relatively new literary languages of Hawrami, Laki, and Kalhori,
painting the colorful landscape of contemporary Kurdish literature. Due to the
strong influence of the Sorani tradition in Sulaymaniyah (in Iraqi Kurdistan), the
Sorani dialect has become the dominant literary language in Iranian Kurdistan too.
Many contemporary writers in Iranian Kurdistan have followed the examples of
Iraqi Kurdish poets and have established themselves as key figures in this domi-
nantly Iraqi tradition. Among Iranian Kurdish poets of the Sorani tradition are
Wafayi, Qani, Hemin Mukriyani, Hajar, and Swara Ilkhanizada.

Kurdish men of letters have played significant roles in Persian literature too. Ali
Mohammad Afghani’s masterpiece Shohar-e Ahoo Khanom is among the first and
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most important Farsi novels, and Abulgasim Lahouti’s poems are the earliest exam-
ples of free verse in Farsi. Kurdish men of letters, Mohammad Ghazi and Ebrahim
Younesi, have made many world masterpieces available to Farsi speakers with their
skillful translation.

Kurdistan is known as the cradle of music. Kurdish musicians, who are among
the best-known Iranian artists, have dominated the nation’s contemporary music.
Keyhan Kalhor, Shahram Nazeri, and the Kamkars (a group of seven brothers and
a sister accompanied by their children) are among many Kurdish artists whose
works have reached audiences around the globe. Despite its resemblances to vari-
ous musical traditions of its neighbors, Kurdish music has its own unique elements
terms of in melody and rhythm and the kind of instruments used.

Religion

About 66 percent of Iranian Kurds are Sunni Muslims of the Shafi'i and Hanafi
schools of Islamic law. Twelver Shias comprise about 27 percent of the population
and the remaining 6 percent is formed by the Yarsans, Christians, and Jews.

Due to their strategic locations, the mountainous areas of Iranian Kurdistan have
always been havens to nonconforming religious sects—including different Sufi
orders—as well as political dissenters. Following the suppression of Abu Muslim
Khorasani’s rebellion by the Abbasid Caliph in the eighth century, his follow-
ers took refuge in Kurdistan where they pursued their activities with freedom.

Kurds in Iran celebrate the festival of Pir Shaliyar in the village of Uraman Takht. (Rahman
Hassani/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images)
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Reorganized into various new orders, such as the Khurramites, they had a signifi-
cant imprint on Sufism in Kurdistan. Nourbakhshiyya, Suhrawardiyya, Khaks-
rai, Ne'matollahi, Nagshbani, and Qadiriyya are among many Sufi orders that have
prevailed in Kurdistan in different ages.

Among the most mysterious religions in Kurdistan is the Yarsan. Also known
as Ahl-e Haqq, Ali-Allahi, and Kaka'i, it is an esoteric religion with many traces of
pre-Islamic beliefs. Despite outside pressure and inquisition by Islamic centers, the
Yaresans have maintained their ancient beliefs and practices, among them reincar-
nation and a radically different system of good and evil. Interestingly enough,
they do not believe in the world to come. Unlike the apocalyptic religions, the Yare-
san seems to locate the hereafter on earth, and life after death is conceived of as a
long chain of reincarnations. Thus, the Yaresan shares common elements with vari-
ous other local religions and Sufi orders. The Khaksari, for instance, has close
structural ties with the Yarsan so that many Khaksar Pirs (Murshids, religious
chiefs) identify themselves as old Murids (disciples) of Yaresan Pirs.

The most popular Sufi orders in Kurdistan are the Nagshbandi and Qadiriyya.
As one of the oldest Sufi dynasties, the Qadiris identify themselves as the descen-
dants of Abd al-Qadir Gilani, a famous 12th-century Persian Sufi. The Qadiriyyah
was founded by Baba Rassoul Barzanji in Shahrizour. Barzanji was a Murshid of
an older Tariqa (order) called “Noorbakhshiyya” into which he incorporated ele-
ments from the Alaviyya, a branch of the Khalvatiyya.

A major branch of the Qadiriyya is the Kasnazani (meaning “the unknown”) who
relate their dynasty, through the Shah of Kasnazan, to the Prophet Mohammad.
Regarded as a means of direct contact with truth, music and sama (a holy Sufi dance)
dominate the rituals in the Kasnazani tariga. Their rituals are accompanied by the
performance of karamat (supernatural wonders) such as self-wounding, devouring
rocks or blades, and self-electrocution. Most adherents of the Kasnazani live in the
province of Kurdistan.

The adherents of the Nagshbandi are found over a vast area, including the Middle
East and the Indian peninsula. In Iran, the order was founded in Shahrizour by
Mevlana Khalid-1 Baghdadi (1779-1827), who is considered as the best-known and
most influential figure in the history of the tariga from its early days in the
14th century to the present. A lifelong traveler, Mevlana Khalid was known and
revered over a vast territory from Sulaymaniyah in present-day Iraq to Khorasan
and India. Baghdadi spent parts of his life in different cities of Kurdistan, includ-
ing Sanandaj, before settling in Sulaymaniyah where he died of the plague in 1827.
There are many Nagshbandi khanqahs (shrines) in Sanandaj, Saqez, Baneh, Mari-
van, and other cities and villages in the province of Kurdistan. Unlike the adher-
ents of the Qadiriyaa, Nagshbandis are moderate in their beliefs and practices. They
observe Sunni Sharia and have no use for music and sama in their rituals.

Mythological Beliefs

Some mythological beliefs have been popular in Kurdistan. Until recently, people
took great pleasure in the heroic tales of the Kurdish Shanama, which the bards
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recited in public places. The existence of numerous ancient architectural sites
in Kurdistan has been influential in fostering mythological beliefs. One favorite
local belief has it that the people of Kermanshah are the descendants of Farhad,
the legendary sculptor and stonemason, and his beloved Shirin, whose heroic
love story is among the most popular Iranian narratives. Many people in Sanan-
daj consider themselves as the descendants of Tous, son of Nowzar, the mytho-
logical Iranian prince and hero from the Pishdadian dynasty. Along with the
official Persian calendar, there is an agricultural calendar, which has been in use
for many ages until recent past. Even today, each of the rituals of Nowruz and
Chaharshanbe-Suri is held on two different dates as a result of the difference
between the modern and the ancient calendars. This discrepancy is explained
by the climatic differences between the mountainous areas of Kurdistan and
the desert plains of central Iran. Thus, some Iranian rituals, such as the Yarsan
ritual of Khavankar (possibly a Mithraic festivity), are exclusive to Kurdish
communities.

Literacy

As in most border provinces, literacy in Kurdistan is below the average rate of the
country. Before Iran’s national literacy movement (Nehzat-e Savad Amoozi), tradi-
tional maktabs and madrasas were responsible for public education in Kurdish socie-
ties. Funded by the mosques and programmed for training public and religious
figures, these traditional institutions focused on religion and literature, disregard-
ing sciences and technical knowledge.

In Iran’s national literacy movement, literacy is defined as the ability to read and
write in Farsi, the official language of the country and the only language of educa-
tion. As a result, Iranian Kurds have had no easy access to their own literary tradi-
tion, and most of them have been unable to read and write Kurdish. Many Kurdish
university graduates, including high-profile intellectuals, have little knowledge of
Kurdish writing and Kurdish literature. As a result of the ban on local languages
in schools, young children have ceased to speak Kurdish in many families, espe-
cially in big cities. In the absence of educational courses on Kurdish in public
schools, private schools and tutors have played a major role in the education of
Kurdish language and literature.

Only very recently has the Iranian Ministry of Education approved a course on
Kurdish language in middle schools; and it was not until 2015 that the Ministry of
Science, Research and Technology finally granted the permit for establishing the
BA program in Kurdish Language and Literature at University of Kurdistan in
Sanandaj. It was a belated enforcement of a disregarded, and somewhat vague,
principle in Iran’s Constitution (Principle No. 15) which identifies Farsi as the offi-
cial language but grants the right to education and publication in local languages.
Kurdish magazines and newspapers are published in Kurdish cities, and local TV
and radio channels have programs in a few Kurdish dialects.

Behrooz Chaman Ara and Cyrus Amiri
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IRAQ

The Republic of Iraq is home to the third largest Kurdish population in the Middle
East, after Turkey and Iran. Although the precise number of Iraqi citizens that iden-
tify as being of Kurdish origins is difficult to ascertain, there are most likely
between 6 and 8 million Kurds constituting approximately between 15 percent and
20 percent of the Iraqi population. Although Kurdish communities can be found
in most of Iraqi’s provinces and cities, the highest concentration are located in the
“Kurdistan” region, located in the country’s northeast.

In the Iraqi context, the precise boundaries of the Kurdistan region, also known
as Basuré Kurdistané (Kurdish: Southern Kurdistan), are hotly contested. The March
Accords of 1970, signed between the Iraqi central government and representatives
of the Kurdish movement, laid the foundations for an autonomous Kurdish region,
governed from the capital city of Erbil. However, the geographical extent of Kurd-
ish autonomy zone continues to remain a topic of disagreement between the two
sides. Currently, the regions that are officially recognized as part of the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG) include the governorates of Erbil, Sulaymaniyah,
and Dohuk. However, Kurdish political leaders continue to claim the governorate
of Kirkuk as well as the districts of Aqra, Al-Sheykhan, Sinjar, Al-Hamdaniya, Tel Kayf
in the Nineveh governorate, Tooz in the Salahaddin governorate, and Khanagqin,
Kifri, and Baladrooz in the Diyala governorate, as well as Badra in the Wasit gov-
ernorate. Following the U.S.-led invasion of 2003 and the toppling of the Baathist
regime, the issue of the final status of these “disputed territories” was referred to
Article 140 of the 2005 Iraqi Constitution. This article committed the Iraqi gov-
ernment to holding a referendum in November 2007 on the future status of the
“disputed territories.” Although no referendum was ever held, Kurdish forces
occupied most “disputed territories” following the Islamic State of Iraqi and the
Levant’s (ISIL) occupation of Mosul in 2014.

Much of Iragi Kurdistan is mountainous, with its eastern extremities dominated
by the western partition of Zagros mountain chain. However, some of the south-
western districts of the KRG, most notably in southwestern Erbil as well as the
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disputed territories in Kirkuk, Nineveh, Saladdin, and Diyala governorates, are
home to low rolling hills and steppe land. The region is also home to major tribu-
tary rivers to the Tigris, including the Khabur and Greater Zab, which enter Iraqi
Kurdistan from Turkey, as well as the Lesser Zab and the Diyala, which enter
from Iran.

The majority of Iraqi Kurdistan’s population are Sunni Kurds. There are, how-
ever, minorities of Shia Kurds, as well as those who follow more heterodox reli-
gious traditions, most notably the Yezidis and the Ahl-e al-Haqq. There are also a
number of non-Kurdish ethnic and religious minorities, including Arabs and Turk-
men (both Sunni and Shia) as well as populations of Christians, including
members of the Assyrian and Chaldean community. Since 2003, Iraqi Kurdistan
has also seen increasing immigration from outside of Iraq. These include Kurds
from across the Middle East, including large numbers of Syrian Kurdish refugees
as well as growing numbers immigrant workers from North America, Europe, South
East Asia, and China. The most widely spoken language in the region is the Sorani
dialect of Kurdish, which is spoken the governorates of Erbil, Kirkuk, and Sulay-
maniyah and written in the modified Arabic script. However, in the Dohuk and
Nineveh governorates, a variant of the Kurmanji variety of Kurdish spoken in
Turkey and Syria, known in Iraq Bahdini, is spoken. In addition to Sorani and
Bahdini, there are other variants of Kurdish spoken in Iraq, including Hawrani,
Bajalani, Gurani, and Luri. Arab, Turkish, Aramaic, Persian, and English are also
spoken in the region in addition to Kurdish.

From Antiquity to the Ottoman Conquest, 7000 BCE to 1514 CE

Archeological evidence from sites such Jarmo and Tel Hassuna, which date from
between 7000 BCE and 6000 BCE, demonstrate that the territory of modern-day
Iraqi Kurdistan was home to some of the world’s first agricultural communities.
By the third millennium BCE, the region was known for its thriving Bronze Age
culture, which was ultimately integrated in the Akkadian Empire (2334-2154
BCE), although conflict between the Akkadians and the nomadic Guti people ulti-
mately led to the collapse of the empire. The region was later conquered by a vari-
ety of peoples, including the Assyrians (2025-609 BCE), the Neo-Babylonians
(626-539 BCE), and ultimately, the Persian Achaemenids (520-331 BCE). In 331
BCE, the forces of Alexander the Great (r. 336-323 BCE) broke the power of the
Achaemenids, following their victory of over Darius III (r. 536-331 BCE) at the
Battle of Gaugamela, which took place northwest of the city of Arbela (modern-
day Erbil). The region subsequently formed part of the Seleucid Empire (312—-63
BCE), the Hellenic successor state established in Iran following Alexander’s death.
However, Seleucid authority in the east was broken by the rise of a new Persian
dynasty, the Parthians (247 BCE-224 CE), in the mid-second century BCE. With
the eastward expansion of the Roman Empire, modern-day Iraqi Kurdistan came
to constitute a frontier region separating Persia from the Roman Near East. How-
ever, with the expectation of a brief Roman interlude in the second century CE,
the region remained under Parthian rule until the dynasties collapse. Subsequently,
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the Parthians successors, the Sassanid dynasty (224—651), absorbed modern-day
Iraqi Kurdistan into their vast imperium, ruled from the city of Ctesiphon located
20 miles south of the modern city of Baghdad.

Sassanid rule ultimately ended following the rise of Islam in the seventh century.
The Muslim accounts of the Muslim conquest of Sassanid Iran contain some of the
earliest direct mentions of the Kurdish community in the historical record. Mus-
lims scholars mentioned the presents of tribes of Kurdish Christians and “fire wor-
shipers” inhabiting the mountainous distinct to the northeast of Mosul and their
resistance to Arab rule. Over the subsequent centuries, the majority of the Kurd-
ish population adopted the faith of their Arab conquerors. Kurds initially played
a marginal role in the broader affairs of the Islamic world. However, in the
10th century, a number of Kurdish tribal groups were able to establish indepen-
dent emirates in their mountainous homelands. This included the Hasanuyids
(959-1015) and the Annazids (990-1117), both of whom sought to dominate the
central Zagros region, including districts such as Shahrazur and Daquq, which
roughly correspond to the present-day Iraqi Kurdish governorates of Sulaimani and
Kirkuk. This period of Kurdish preeminence was brought to a conclusion by the
invasions of the Ghuzz (Oguz) Turks and the formation of the Seljuq (Selcuk) empire
in Iran in the 11th century. By the 12th century, with much of the territory that
comprises modern-day Iraqi Kurdistan falling under the control the Seljugs sub-
ordinate, Imad ad-Din Zengi (r. 1127-1146), became the Atabeg (governor)
of Mosul. Mosul’s Atabegs launched numerous campaigns against the Kurdish
tribesmen residing within Mosul’s environs bringing large numbers of them into
submission. However, Imad ad-Din Zengi as well as his successor Nur ad-Din
(r. 1146-1174) also made extensive use of Kurdish tribal units within their mili-
tary structures as well as integrating important Kurdish notables into the state’s
governing elite. Indeed, Salah ad-Din al-Ayyubi (r. 1174-1193), who, in addition
to capturing the holy city of Jerusalem from the Crusaders, established a vast
Muslim imperium, stretching from North Africa to the borders of Iran in the
late 11th century, began his career in service to the Zengids.

In the 13th century, the Kurdish highlands were again shaken by an invasion,
this time from the Mongols, who like the Turks before them, entered the Middle
East from Central Asia. The Mongol invasion proved to be extremely disruptive.
Kurdish relations with the Mongols was often fraught. In 1245, for instance, Mon-
gol forces plundered Shahrizur, depopulating the region. A decade later, during
Mongol paramount Hulegti Khan’s campaign to take Baghdad (1258), Mongol
troops were dispatch to secure the city of Erbil, where the local Kurdish garrison
unsuccessfully attempted to resist. Nevertheless, some Kurdish notables were able
to reach political accommodations with their Mongol overlords, and conversion to
Islam of Iran’s Mongolian Ilkhanid dynasty in 1295 served to improve relations.
Following the degeneration of the Ilkhanids state in the late 14th century, a suc-
cession of Turkic dynasties were able to lay claim to Kurdistan, including the
Timurids, the Qaraqoyunlu (Karakoyunlu), the Aqqoyunlu (Akkoyunlu), and in
the early 16th century, the Safavids. Unlike early Turkic dynasties, who were, like
the Kurds, predominately Sunni Muslims, the Safavids were Shias, a fact that lay
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at the root of growing of religious tension between many Kurdish elites and their
new overlords. This religious tension played into the hands of the Sunni Ottomans,
who sought to limit the threat posed to their control of Anatolia by the rise of a
vigorous Shia empire to its east. Thus, when Ottoman Sultan Selim I (r. 1512-1520)
attacked the Safavid dynasty’s founder, Shah Ismail I (r. 1501-1526), he was able
to call upon Kurdish nobles and tribesmen for support. This supported, rallied by
a former Aqqoyunlu administrator and Sufi scholar, Idris-i Bitlisi (1452-1520),
proved pivotal in the Ottomans’ ability to conciliate their hold over much of west-
ern Kurdistan following their victory over the Safavids at Caldiran in the summer
of 1514.

The Ottoman Period, 1514 to 1918

Despite their victory at Caldiran, Ottoman control over Kurdistan was never abso-
lute. The Safavids maintained control of the region’s more easterly extremities.
Moreover, many of the Kurdish-inhabited districts that lie within Iraq’s present
boundaries were only secured during the reign of Stileyman I (r. 1520-1566). Fol-
lowing their conquest by Ottoman forces, Istanbul organized these territories into
provinces, Mosul, established in 1535, and Sehrizor (Shahrazur), established in
1554. As in other parts of Ottoman Kurdistan, the imperial authorities granted local
Kurdish nobles and tribesmen a significant degree of autonomy over their ances-
tral lands. During the 16th and 17th centuries, the most powerful of these Kurd-
ish nobles were the rulers of Badinan emirate, centered upon the town of Amadiya
(present-day Dohuk governorate), and those of the Soran emirate, ruled from for-
tress of Rawandiz (present-day Erbil governorate). Although these emirates con-
tinued to exist well into the 19th century, in the late 17th, their reputations as the
dominate forces in southern Kurdistan eclipsed by the rise of the Baban emirate.
In 1694, the Baban chieftain, Suleiman Bey, defeated pro-Iranian Ardalan Kurds,
successfully curtailing their influence in Shahrazur. As a result, the Ottoman
authorities recognized him as the district’s overlord and, over the course of the
18th century, the Babans were able to extend the influence over much of southern
Kurdistan, including the districts of Kirkuk, Koya, Qasr-e Shirin, and Zehaw. How-
ever, perhaps one of the most significant legacies of the Babans was the founding
of the city of Sulaymaniyah. The town, constructed in the late 18th century to serve
as the Baban capital, soon emerged as one of the preeminent centers of Kurdish
language and culture, a reputation it still enjoys to this day.

Relations between the Ottoman officials and their Kurdish vassals were, how-
ever, not always cordial. For instance, in 1805, the Baban emir, Abdurraham Pasha
(r. 1789-1813), was forced to briefly seek sanctuary in Iran following Ottoman
efforts to impose one of his relatives, Khalid Pasha, in charge of the emirate. The
operation ultimately failed, and Abdurrahman Pasha returned to Sulaymaniyah a
year later with the support of the Shah of Iran, Fath-Ali Shah Qajar (r. 1797-1834).
Thus, while the Babans generally pledged fidelity to the Ottomans, they often sought
to balance Ottoman influence through appeals to their Iranian rivals. Indeed, com-
petition between the Ottoman and Iranians helped precipitate the Ottoman-Qajar
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war of 1821 to 1823, a conflict triggered by the defection the Baban emir, Mahmud
Pasha (r. 1813-1834), to the Iranians. The Babans were not the only Kurdish dynasty
to challenge for Ottoman authorities in early 19th century. The weakening of the
Babans in the 1820s, opened the way for a revival of the Soran emirate, under the
leadership of Kor (Blind) Mir Mohammad, who emerged as the dominate figure in
southern Kurdistan in the early 1830s. However, his ascendance was relative brief.
In 1836, Ottoman military successes forced his surrender. Over the subsequent
decade and a half, the Ottoman authorities sought to put an end to the indepen-
dence of the Kurds, seeking to replace the feudalistic system, which had defined
relationships Istanbul and its Kurdish vassals for centuries, with a European-style
system of centralized provincial administration. This drive, which accelerated fol-
lowing the promulgation of the Tanzimat Reform edict in late 1839, prompted sig-
nificant resistance from Kurdish potentates across Kurdistan. In the early 1840s,
Ahmad Pasha (r. 1838-1846) made efforts to revive the power and influence of
the Baban emirate. However, he was ultimately defeated by the forces of Necip
Pasha, the Ottoman governor of Bagdad in 1846. The Ottoman subsequently
installed Abdallah Pasha, a more compliant member of the Baban clan, as gover-
nor of Sulaimani. However, the Ottoman central government gradually eroded his
autonomy and in 1851, Baban rule in Sulaymaniyah was terminated.

The fall of the Babans marked more than three centuries in which Ottoman offi-
cials had shared the task of governing Kurdistan with local princelings. However,
it proved difficult for the Ottoman authorities to provide a stable alternative admin-
istration, in particular with regard to territories that would become Iraqi Kurdis-
tan. Between 1850 and 1878, Istanbul placed the region under the authority of
the governor of Baghdad and, when compared to other Kurdish-inhabited districts
farther north, reforms in provincial administration were relatively slow. It was
only after 1878, when the province of Mosul, which included the formally Kurdish-
held districts located to the city’s northeast, was re-established, that the region
was brought more firmly under central government control.

However, as in other parts of Kurdistan, the fall of the emirates and the relative
weakness of the Ottoman central government laid the foundation for the rise to
political prominence of the sheikhs, the leaders of the Sufi brotherhoods, religious
orders that defined the spiritual life across much of the Kurdish highlands. As Mus-
lim spiritual guides, Sufi sheikhs have along since played an important role in
Kurdish society. However, will the fall of the emirates and the growth of European
influence over the Ottoman Empire, the Kurdistan’s Sufi sheikhs were able to both
take up the role as intermediaries in tribal disputes and present themselves the
defenders of traditional Muslim sociopolitical supremacy in the face what they per-
ceived as an ascendant “Christendom.” The most well-known Kurdish Sufi leader
of this period was Sheikh Ubeydullah of Nehri (d. 1883), a leader in the Nagshbandi-
Khalidi Sufi order, which had risen to prominence in Kurdistan in the early
19th century. His rebellion against both Ottoman and Iranian authorities in the
early 1880s drew on the support of numerous Kurdish tribes, including in the dis-
tinct surrounding Mosul. Following his defeat and exile in Hejaz, resistance to the
Ottoman authorities continued under the leadership of Sheikh Ubeydullah’s
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deputies (khalifa), the sheikhs of Barzan, a dynasty that would come to play a criti-
cal role in ITragi Kurdish politics. Other significant Kurdish dynasties that rose to
prominence in Iraqi Kurdistan included the Talabani sheikhs, who dominated
the districts surrounding Kirkuk. However, perhaps the most powerful Kurdish
sheikhs in southern Kurdistan were the Talabani’s rivals, the Berzinji sheikhs of
Sulaimani.

The rise of the Berzinjis of Sulaymaniyah was facilitated by the shrewd alliances
cultivated by the dynasty’s leaders. Not only did they forge ties with powerful
tribal groupings residing in the districts surrounding Sulaimani, most notable the
warlike Hamawand tribe, they also formed close bonds with Sultan Abdulhamid
II (r. 1876-1909). Indeed, in 1901 the Ottoman sultan hosted the family’s patri-
arch, Sheikh Said (d. 1909) in Istanbul and giving a special code through which he
could contact the palace directly, circumnavigating the regular channels Ottoman
bureaucracy. This meant that Ottoman officials, who often complained about the
Berzinjis lawlessness, were unable to take action against the family. As a result,
Sheikh Said Berzinji was to emerge as the unofficial master of Sulaymaniyah, dom-
inating its local government and expropriating land from local cultivators. The
power of the Berzinjis was temporary checked following the 1908 “Young Turk”
Revolution, which put an end to the personal rule of Sultan Abdulhamid II. As a
close associate of the sultan, the new Ottoman government removed Sheikh Said
from Sulaymaniyah to Mosul, where he was killed during the course of a riot in
early 1909. Nevertheless, the power of the Berzinjis was not broken and Sheikh
Said’s son, Sheikh Mahmud (1878-1856), remained at large. Nevertheless, with
the Ottoman entry into the First World War in October 1914, Sheikh Mahmud
made peace with the Ottoman government, supplying irregular cavalry to fight
the British invasion of Mesopotamia. After 1908, the Ottoman authorities also
faced renewed resistance from the Barzanis, led by Sheikh Abdusselam Barzani
(1882-1914). Significantly, faced with the hostility of the Ottoman administra-
tion, Sheikh Abdusselam Barzani sought allies, including Abdurrezzak Bedirkhan,
a Kurdish aristocrat who sought to spark a general Kurdish revolt with the sup-
port for Russia. However, Ottoman forces put an end to Abdusselam’s resistance,
capturing and executing him in 1914. However, unlike the Berzinjis, Sheikh
Abdusselam’s successor, Sheikh Ahmed (1889-1969) did not make peace with
Istanbul following the outbreak of the war, instead seeking sanctuary in Russia for
the duration of the hostilities.

The Hashemite Monarchy, 1918 to 1958

Although at the end of the First World War most of Ottoman Kurdistan remained
in Turkish hands, the British, who had been advancing northwards from lower Iraq,
occupied some of the more southerly Kurdish-inhabited districts. In May 1918, Brit-
ish forces entered the oil-rich city of Kirkuk. This was followed by occupation of
Mosul, in violation of the Mudros Armistice signed in October 30, 1918, in early
November. With the fall of Mosul, Turkish authority across much of southern
Kurdistan came to an end. Initially, British plans for the region were to include it
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within an Arab state, albeit with a certain degree of Kurdish political and cultural
autonomy. Indeed, in 1919, the British recognized Sheikh Mahmud Berzinji, who
had been appointed by the retreating Turks the governor of Sulaimani, as the local
ruler. However, Sheikh Mahmud’s efforts to expand his authority and establish an
independent Kurdish kingdom soon earned him the hostility of not only the Brit-
ish authorities but also neighboring tribesmen who resented his authority. This
resulted in his removal from office in 1919 and his subsequent exile to India. How-
ever, following Turkish efforts to re-establish control over southern Kurdistan in
1921 and 1922, the British returned Sheikh Mahmud to Sulaymaniyah in order to
counteract Turkey’s influence. However, Sheikh Mahmud’s renewed efforts to
establish an independent kingdom again led him into conflict with the British. By
1924, British forces had forced Sheikh Mahmud to quit Sulaymaniyah and take
refuge in the mountains surrounding the city.

Although Sheikh Mahmud continued to agitate for Kurdish independence,
only making peace with the Iraqi government in 1932, his withdrawal from Sulai-
mani marked the end of serious military Kurdish resistance to British attempts to
integrate the Kurdish-inhabited districts of Mosul into newly formed Hashemite
Kingdom of Iraq. In 1926, Turkey’s claims to the region were also resolved, with
League of Nations’ mediators ultimately finding in favor of the Iraqi government.
However, despite commitments from the Iraqi government to implement recom-
mendations from the League of Nations that the Kurds be granted a limited degree
of cultural and administrative autonomy, relations between Iraqi authorities and
the Kurds remained problematic. The Iraqi government did little to realize these
pledges and, in the 1930, the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty, which laid the basis for Iraqi’s
formal independence from Great Britain in 1932, made no mention of Kurdish cul-
tural and political rights. Despite this, many Kurds made came to accept Iraqi
rule, with some rising to prominent positions in the Hashemite administration.
These included Mohammad Emin Zeki Bey (1880-1848), a prominent histo-
rian of the Kurds from Sulaymaniyah, who held a number of ministerial positions
in the 1920s and 1930s, and General Bakir Sadqi Askari (1890-1937), the archi-
tect of Iraq’s first military coup d’état in 1936. It also included Ahmad Muktar
Baban (1900-1976), who served as prime minister between May and July 1958
and enjoyed the dubious distinction of being the last prime minister of Iraq’s
Hashemite era.

However, while some Kurds made peace with the monarchy, there was also a
continuation of tensions. For instance, in 1931 government efforts to imposed tax-
ation and police on the district of Barzan coupled with a program to settle Assyr-
ian refugees from Hakkari on lands adjacent to the village resulted in conflict with
the village’s sheikhs. Under the leadership of Sheikh Ahmed and his younger
brother, Molla Mustafa (1903-1979), the Barzanis revolted, resisting the forces of
the central government for over a year, before withdrawing over the border and
seeking asylum in Turkey in the summer of 1932. A year later, the Turks handed
the Barzanis back to Iraqi authorities, after which they were exiled from their homes,
living in various towns and cities across Iraq. In 1943, Molla Mustafa escaped the
Iraqi authorities and returned Barzan, where upon hostilities resumed. However,
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as in the early 1930s, Iraqi military superiority gradually pushed the Barzanis back
and, in 1945, he and his followers fled across the border into Iran. In Iran, he
became involved in the Soviet-backed Mahabad Republic, led by Qazi Mohammad.
There he served as the autonomous republic’s minister of defence until its collapse
in early 1947. However, unlike Qazi Mohammad, whom Iranian authorities cap-
tured and executed, Molla Mustafa engaged in a fighting retreat, evading the Ira-
nian army and eventually crossing the Aras River into the Soviet Union. He would
remain there in exile until the Iraqi Revolution of 1958.

The Barzani revolt, which helped raise the prestige of the Barzani clan, occurred
at a time of growing political mobilization amongst the Iraqi Kurds, especially the
growing urban intelligentsia. The rise of Arab nationalism in Iraq alienated many
educated Kurds. Some were attracted to socialist ideas, and the Iraqi Communist
Party (ICP), founded in 1934, won many Kurdish adherents through its calls for
Kurdish national self-determination. Although the ICP later reversed this policy,
it continued to maintain a Kurdish section, Azadi (Freedom). The 1930s also wit-
nessed the formation of a number of Kurdish clubs and political association, includ-
ing the Komala-ye Lawan (The Young Men’s Association), a Baghdad-based youth
club; the clandestine, albeit aristocratic, Komala-ye Briyeti (The Brotherhood Asso-
ciation), founded by one of Sheikh Mahmud’s sons; and Darkar (the Woodcutters),
a more radical group of nationalists with ties to the ICP. In 1938, another signifi-
cant group was the Hiwa (Hope), led by a veteran of the Sheikh Mahmud Revolt,
Rafiq Hilmi (1898-1960). Hiwa brought together separate Kurdish groups in Erbil,
Kirkuk, Kifri, Kalar, Khanaqin, and Baghdad and served to spread nationalist ideas
among educated Kurds, including those serving in the civil service and military.
Hiwa was also supportive the Barzani revolt, seeking to transform a tribal revolt
into a nationalist cause célebre and worked to build relations with Kurdish activists
in Iran. However, tensions between pro-British liberals such Hilmi and pro-Soviet
leftists within Hiwa resulted in splits and the formation of a new political party in
1945, Rizgari Kurd (Kurdish Liberation). Rizgari Kurd was short-lived, although did
manage to make an appeal for national self-determination to the newly formed
United Nations. It was superseded by the formation of the Kurdistan Democratic
Party of Iraq (KDP) in 1946.

The KDP was originally a sister organization to the party of the same name estab-
lished by Kurdish revolutionaries across the border in the Iranian Kurdish town
of Mahabad. Its first congress, held in Baghdad during the summer of 1946, resulted
in the election of Molla Mustafa Barzani, who at the time was in Iran, as the organ-
ization’s president-in-exile. However, despite this conservative leadership, the
KDP soon attracted the support of many left-wing Kurdish nationalists, who
coalesced under the leadership of Ibrahim Ahmed (1914-2000), a Baghdad-
educated lawyer from Sulaymaniyah. In 1951, Ahmed became the party’s general-
secretary, also becoming the organization’s de facto leader. The political program
of the KDP initially called for Kurdish self-rule, but avoided calls for social and
economic reforms that might alienate some of Kurdistan’s more conservative
tribal and landowning elites. However, under the influence of leftist intellectuals
such as Ahmed, the KDP increasingly moved to the political left, even forging an
electoral alliance with the ICP. By the mid-1950s, the KDP program called for
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the nationalization of the burgeoning Iraqi oil industry, the abolition of the mon-
archy, and closer diplomatic ties with the Soviet Bloc.

Republican Irag, 1958 to 1991

In July 1958, a military coup d’état carried out by Brigadier-General Abdul Karim
Qasim (1914-1963) toppled the Iraqi monarchy. Many educated Kurds welcomed
the fall of the Hashemite dynasty, hoping that it might open the way for the reso-
lution of the Kurdish question. Molla Mustafa’s return from the Soviet Union after
12 years in exile further served to raise Kurdish expectations. Once back in Iraq,
Molla Mustafa moved quickly to secure control of the KDP and worked closely with
the new republican regime. However, despite symbolic gestures such as including
a Kurd on Iraqi’s new sovereignty council, creating a new national flag, which
included Kurdish symbols, and the insertion of a clause in the new Iraqi Constitu-
tion, which described Arabs and Kurds as “partners” within the nation, relations
between Molla Mustafa and Qasim soon deteriorated. Once back in Kurdistan,
Molla Mustafa moved against tribes that had supported the Hashemite against ear-
lier Barzani rebellions such as the Zibaris Baradost, Herki, and Surchi. In response,
the Iraqi government began arming anti-Barzani tribal elements, and by 1961, Molla
Mustafa and his supporters were in open revolt against the central government.
Molla Mustafa was able to draw on the support of conservative landowning ele-
ments in Kurdistan enraged by Qasim’s efforts to implement land reform. In con-
trast, the more urban and left-wing political leadership of the KDP, most notably
Ibrahim Ahmed and his protégée Jalal Talabani (1933-), was more circumspect
about the rebellion and suspicious of the growing power and prestige of Molla Mus-
tafa. Nevertheless, Qasim’s hostility toward the KDP and his failure to make pro-
gress on Kurdish autonomy helped push them into open revolt. Between 1961 and
1963, Kurdistan descended into political chaos, with government forces losing con-
trol over many of the more mountainous districts. The war in Kurdistan was not
the major issue facing Qasim’s regime. Pan-Arabists, Nasserites, and Ba’athists in
Baghdad were also increasingly hostile to the government, and Qasim found him-
self increasingly politically isolated. Qasim’s downfall came in February 1963, fol-
lowing a successful CIA-backed Ba’athist coup détat.

Mulla Mustafa Barzani

One of the most popular and successful leaders of the Kurds was Mulla Mustafa
Barzani. As a member of a traditional sheikh family, he combined his charismatic
leadership skills with the work in the Kurdistan Democratic Party (Iraq), whose presi-
dent he was since 1946. Until 1975, he fought several wars with the Iraqi govern-
ment and neighboring countries in order to secure cultural and political autonomy
for his people. After the Algiers Accord, he withdrew from politics but not until his
sons took over the leadership of the KDP. He died from cancer in 1979 and was
buried in his home village, Barzan.
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Molla Mustafa and the KDP welcomed to removal of Qasim, and moves to put
an end to the violence were set in motion. However, mutual mistrust remained.
Many Baathists regarded Iraqi Kurdistan as Arab land and the Kurdish movement
as a tool of Western imperialism. Negotiations stalled, and in June 1963, Baghdad
renewed its assault on Kurdistan. The Iraqi army, however, again failed decisively
to defeat the insurgents, and the offensive ended in November 1963, following
President Abdul Salem Arif’s removal of the Baathists from government. Molla
Mustafa had been generally supportive of the Arif coup d¥état, signing a peace agree-
ment with Iragi government in February 1964. This move was, however, heavily
criticized by the Ahmed-Talabani wing of the KDP, who were incensed by the fact
that Molla Mustafa had signed the agreement in his personal capacity rather than
as leader of the KDP and that the agreement he had put his name on made no
mention of Kurdish self-rule. This division ultimately resulted in conflict. At the
sixth KDP Congress, held at Qala Diza in June 1964, Molla Mustafa ordered the
arrest of supporters of Ahmed-Talabani faction. A few days later, he dispatched
his son, Idris, to attack Ahmed, Talabani, and 4,000 of their supporters, driving
them across the border into Iran. With his power within the Kurdish movement
secured, Molla Mustafa demanded that the government include Kirkuk and
Khanagin into an autonomous
Kurdish region. This demand
proved to be unacceptable to
Baghdad.

With discussions between the
Kurdish rebels and the central
government stalled, the conflict
resumed. For much of the mid-
1960s the violence was inter-
mittent.  Neither the Iraqi
government nor the Kurdish
movement could obtain a deci-
sive military victory. Following
Arif’s death in April 1966, an
offensive against Molla Mustafa
by the Iraqi Army, supported by
Ahmed and Talabani, collapsed.
This opened the way for the
new Iraqi prime minister, Abd
al-Rahman  al-Bazzaz  (1913—
1973), to open up a new round
of talks, which culminated in
the Bazzaz Declaration in June.
The Bazzaz Declaration was an
expansive 12-point program

Molla Mustafa Barzani, leader of the Kurdistan . ) :
Democratic Party (KDP), 1970. (Keystone-France/ that recognized the binational
Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images) character of Iraq and promised
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Kurds cultural and linguistic rights as well as self-government. Molla Mustafa and
the KDP accepted the proposal. Nevertheless, pressure from hard-line members
of the military pressured Iraqi’s new president, Abd al-Rahman Arif (Abdul
Salem’s brother), to dismiss al-Bazzaz, a civilian known for his hostility to mili-
tary power. The new administration broke off talks with Molla Mustafa and the
KDP and armed tensions continued.

In July 1968, the Baath Party regained power in Iraq. Although the party was
mistrustful of Molla Mustafa and the KDP, it included in its program a commit-
ment to resolving the Kurdish question peacefully. Already the conflict had resulted
in the destruction of 700 villages, the displacement of 300,000 people, and as many
as 60,000 dead and wounded. Hence, the Ba'athists, eager to consolidate power,
and the Kurdish movement, weary of war, entered into a new round of talks in
1969. This culminated in the announcement of the peace accords of March 11,
1970. This agreement promised extensive political autonomy and cultural rights
for the Kurdish population. However, while Baghdad moved quickly to implement
some parts of the agreement, tensions soon began to resurface. The Ba'ath party
continued to be suspicious of Kurds, who were receiving military aid from Iran,
Israel, and the United States, while Molla Mustafa and his supporters questioned
the sincerity of the Ba’athists’ commitment to the March Accords. Disputes also
arose regarding boundaries of Kurdish autonomy and, in particular, the future sta-
tus of the oil-rich city of Kirkuk. In March 1974, with relations between the two
sides deteriorating rapidly, the Ba’athist government unilaterally promulgated an
Autonomy Law, albeit a watered-down version of what had been agreed to four
years earlier. This resulted in a renewal of the armed struggle. Initially, the Iraqi
army enjoyed considerable success, despite that fact that Molla Mustafa now had
almost approximately 100,000 men under his command. Iraqi success, however,
prompted the Iranians, who had been quietly backing the Kurdish since the mid-
1960s, to step up military support to the Kurds. With Iranian support, Kurdish
peshmergas (militiamen/ lit: those who face death) were able to reverse some of the
Iraqi gains. It soon became apparent that Iranian support was critical to Kurdish
success, prompting the Iraqi government to dispatch then Vice-President Saddam
Hussein (1937-2006) to Algiers to meet with the Shah Mohammad Reza (r. 1941-
1979). This meeting resulted in an agreement between the two countries, signed
on March 15, 1975. In return for Iraq ceding claims to the entirety of the Shatt
al-Arab waterway, Iran agreed to halt its support to Kurdish rebels. A few days later,
the KDP agreed to end the armed struggle, following a meeting between the Shah
and Molla Mustafa. Barzani subsequently retired to Iran and then the United States,
where he died in 1979.

Molla Mustafa’s death marked the end of an era for Iraqi Kurdish politics, leav-
ing a political vacuum that his son and successor as KDP leader, Masoud Barzani,
was unable to fill. Even before his death, Molla Mustafa’s decision not to fight in
March 1975 resulted in political splits. For example, former KDP loyalist Sami
Abdul Rahman established the Kurdistan Popular Democratic Party (KPDP),
angered by the continued dominance of the Barzani clan over KDP internal affairs.
However, without a doubt the most significant group to emerge from the KDP in
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the 1970s was the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), founded in June 1975. The
origins of the PUK can be traced back to the Ahmed-Talabani faction of the KDP.
Ahmed and Talabani evidentially reconciled with the KDP, but tensions remained,
resurfacing after Molla Mustafa’s defeat in 1975. Although Ahmed withdraw from
frontline politics, immigrating to Great Britain, Talabani, who had been represent-
ing the KDP in Syria, split from the party, bringing together a number of leftist
Kurdish groups under the PUK’s umbrella. By the late 1970s, the PUK had Pesh-
merga fighters in the field and were waging a low-level guerrilla war against both
the Iraqi army, but also elements of the KDP. Still, the overall position of the Kurd-
ish insurgency was at its most unfavorable since it had begun in 1961. As many as
250,000 Kurds had fled to Iran, while some 60,000 were internally displaced.
Moreover, the Iraqi government undertook anti-Kurdish policies, including the
establishment of a 20-km-deep cordon sanitaire along the border, the settlement
of Arabs in Kurdish districts, and deportation of between 40,000 and 300,000
Kurds to the south of Iraq (although the Iraqi government eventually allowed
most to return).

Any major renewal of the armed struggle in Iraqi Kurdistan was difficult so long
as the Iran remained committed to the Algiers Agreement and kept the border
closed. However, the Iranian Revolution of 1979, which was welcomed by both the
KDP and PUK, and the outbreak of the Iran-Iraqi War in 1980 opened the way for
a renewal of Iranian military support. For example, with Iranian support the KDP
was able to capture the border town of Hajj Umran and expand its influence in
the Bahdinan region, while the PUK consolidated its position in districts further
to the south. For the first two years of the war, Kurdish forces, backed up by the
Iranians, enjoyed a number of successes against government forces. By early 1983,
the Traqi government’s hold on Kurdistan was looking extremely tenuous, with the
outbreak of anti-government demonstration and questions regarding the loyalty of
pro-government tribal militias in doubt. In response, Iraqi president Saddam Hus-
sein, who had seized power in 1979, sought to restart negotiation with the Kurd-
ish groups. While he was rebuffed by the KDP, his overtures to the PUK proved
more successful and in December 1983, the two sides agreed to a ceasefire. How-
ever, negotiations collapsed in October 1984, amidst continued Iraqi repression of
Kurdish activism. Indeed, the intransigence of the Iraqi government helped solid-
ify Kurdish opposition to the regime and a gradual improvement in relations
between the KDP and PUK. This culminated with the formation of the Iraqi Kurd-
istan Front in July 1987.

Faced with an insurrection in the north, which was tying up valuable resources,
the Ba’athist regime increasingly resorted to violence against civilians in order to
intimidate the Kurdish population into submission. As early as 1983, Saddam Hus-
sein had ordered the murder of 6,000 men and boys from the Barzani clan, includ-
ing those who had supported the Ba'athists. The level of violence only increased as
the war continued. In March 1987, Saddam Hussein appointed his cousin, Ali
Hasan al-Majid as Kurdistan’s ruler. Once in the north al-Majid began destroying
Kurdish villages and towns, importing Arab settlers into strategic districts around
Kirkuk, and using chemical weapons against the peshmerga. This violence only
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increased in the spring of 1988. Perhaps the most well-known incident to occur
that year was the poison-gas attack on the border town of Halabja, in which between
3,200 and 5,000 civilians of all ages were killed. Nevertheless, the Halabja mas-
sacre must be understood within the broader context of the Anfal campaigns, mili-
tary operations conducted against the Kurdistan’s civilian population and realized
in eight phases between February and September 1988. During the course of the
campaign between 50,000 and 182,000 Kurdish civilians were killed and over
4,000 villages destroyed. Even after the end of the Iran-Iraq War, in August 1988,
the violence and deportations continued with the Iraqi government forcibly reset-
tling as many as 1.5 million Kurds. With Iranian military support withdrawn there
was little the KDP, PUK, or other smaller parties could do halt these campaigns.

The Kurdistan Regional Government, 1991 to present

In August 1990, Saddam Hussein ordered his troops into Kuwait, a move con-
demned by the international community. The United Nations subsequently passed
a resolution demanding the Iraqis to withdraw. Saddam refused, and ultimately a
military coalition, led by the United States, attacked Iraqi forces in early 1991. By
the end of February, the Iraqi army had been defeated and a ceasefire imple-
mented. A few days later, in early March, a mass uprising broke out in both the
predominately Shia south of the country as well as in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Kurdish
uprising began on March 4 in the small town of Ranya and soon spread across the
region, with the towns of Sulaymaniyah, Erbil, Duhok, and Kirkuk falling to KDP
and PUK Kurdish fighters, who were aided by the defection of upwards of 60,000
former pro-government tribal militias to the rebels side. Nevertheless, after crush-
ing the rebellion in the south, Saddam refocused his attention on Kurdistan. By
early April, Iraqi forces had reoccupied most of Iraqi Kurdistan, prompting approx-
imately 2 million Kurds to flee to Turkey, Syria, and Iran. This looming humani-
tarian disaster forced international action in the formation of “Operation Provide
Comfort” and the formation of a Kurdish “safe haven,” protected by a no-fly zone,
above the 36th parallel. In response, the Iraqi government withdrew government
officials from Kurdistan and placed the region under a blockade. Saddam evidently
hoped to starve the Kurds into submission. However, the Kurdish political parties
moved into fill the power vacuum, and in May 1992, the first democratic election
for the Kurdistan regional parliament was held. Although eight political parties par-
ticipated, the KDP obtained 50.22 percent of the vote and the PUK 49.78 percent.
Given the closeness of the election, the major parties agreed to divide the seats in
the 105-seat Kurdistan National Assembly (KNA) equally, each receiving 50 seats
with the remaining 5 seats being assigned to representatives of the Christian
minority.

The new Kurdish government, which functioned under the dual leadership of
Masoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani, moved quickly to reform government, open
schools, and organize the budget. In October 1992, the KNA also issued a decla-
ration redefining the goals of the Kurdish movement from “autonomy” to “federal-
ism.” Nevertheless, the Kurdish administration was still extremely vulnerable and
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faced the hostility of not only Baghdad, but also that of the governments of Tur-
key, Iran, and Syria who feared a successful Iraqi Kurdish movement might
embolden their own Kurdish populations. There were also serious internal divi-
sions within Iraqi Kurdistan, with both the KDP and PUK establishing extensive
networks of political patronage to the detriment of democracy. At the same time,
the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), which had been waging a war against the gov-
ernment of Turkey since 1984, was also trying to expand its influence into Iraqi
Kurdistan, which resulted in a rapid breakdown of relations with the Iraqi Kurds,
in particular the KDP. At the same time as the KDP was facing off with the PKK,
the PUK had its own problem, engaging in a struggle for power with Islamic Move-
ment of Kurdistan (IMK), a Jihadist organization, which had emerged in the late
1980s. By 1994, even the power-sharing arrangements between the KDP and PUK
had collapsed, making the beginning of the Brakuji (civil war). In August 1996,
the situation deteriorated even further following KDP leader Masoud Barzani’s
request that the Iragi army support him against Jalal Talabani’s PUK, which was
receiving support from Iran. The KDP, alongside Iraqi military units, drove the PUK
out of Erbil and, for a brief time, its stronghold of Sulaymaniyah. The intervention
of the United States in the fall of 1996 compelled the Iraqis to withdraw their
forces from Kurdistan, and Iraqi Kurdistan was in effect partitioned between a KDP
zone (Dohuk and Erbil) and a PUK zone (Sulaymaniyah). The American-brokered
Washington Agreement of September 1998 in effect formalized this partition.

Between the end of the civil war period in 1998 and the U.S.-led invasion of
Iraq in March 2003, witnessed a period of political reconciliation between the KDP
and PUK. The two parties also cooperated in the struggle against radical Islamic
groups, most notably Ansar al-Islam, a Kurdish Salafi group established in 2001,
which had taken control a number of villages along Iranian border. In 2003, the
KDP and PUK supported the U.S.-led invasion and, aided by the 101st Airborne
Division, ejected Iraqi troops from Kirkuk and Mosul. In addition, PUK fighters,
supported by U.S. Special Forces, also forced Ansar al-Islam from their stronghold
on the Iranian border. Following the fall of Saddam, Iraqi Kurdish leaders emerged
as important actors in Baghdad and successfully lobbied to have the principle fed-
eralism included in the new Iraqi constitution, which came into effect in 2005. This
in effected legalized Iraqi Kurdistan’s autonomous government, the Kurdistan
Regional Government. They also secured the inclusion of an article on the future
status of disputed territories (Article 140), which was to be decided by a plebiscite
that was scheduled (although never held) for 2007. Kurdish politicians from both
the KDP and PUK secured high-profile positions in the Iraqi central government.
The former KDP spokesperson, Hoshyar Zebari, served as foreign minister between
2003 and 2014 and finance minister between 2014 and 2016. PUK leader Jalal Tala-
bani became Iraqi president, serving between 2005 and 2014. He was succeeded
by former communist and veteran PUK politician, Fuad Masum.

The post-invasion period also witnessed a certain degree of reunification of KDP
and PUK zones of control, although both parties continued to maintain separate
militias. In 2005, the KRG held regional elections with the KDP and PUK running
a joint list (Kurdistan Alliance), along with several smaller parties, winning
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90 percent of the votes. Subsequently, a coalition government was formed with
ministerial portfolios shared among the members of the Kurdistan Alliance. The
KDP and PUK also reached a power-sharing agreement over the position of KRG
prime minister, with the KDP’s Nechirvan Barzani (Masoud Barzani’s nephew)
serving between 2006 and 2009 and then again after 2012, while veteran PUK poli-
tician Bahram Salih held the post between 2009 and 2012.

Nevertheless, despite cooperation, Iraqi Kurdistan’s political leadership has faced
numerous internal challenges. The KRG government has periodically faced public
protests. For instance, in 2006, crowds in the town of Halabja attacked and
destroyed the Anfal memorial in the town, complaining that the KRG had neglected
the town. In 2011, a more serious wave of anti-government protests broke out in
Sulaimani, although the security forces eventually quelled the unrest. The KDP-PUK
government was also challenged by the formation of the Gorran (Change) Party,
which emerged after the PUK’s number two, Nishirwan Mustafa, quit the party
over the issue of corruption. The party, founded in 20009, first ran in regional par-
liament elections the same year, coming third behind the KDP and PUK, which
had ended their electoral alliance. In the 2013 elections, they overtook the PUK,
coming in second to the KDP. Gorran has since emerged as the main opposition to
the KDP, which since 2013 has emerged as Iraqi Kurdistan’s dominant party. In
2015, they were the main opposition to a two-year extension beyond the constitu-
tional limit to Masoud Barzani’s term in office, a constitutional crisis that resulted
in the closure of parliament.

In addition to internal divisions, tensions between the KRG and Baghdad inten-
sified. The referendum on the status of Kirkuk and other disputed territories,
which was scheduled for 2007, was never held. Following the U.S. withdrawal from
Iraq in 2010, relations between Baghdad and Erbil went into decline. In 2012, ten-
sions in the disputed town of Tooz resulted in clashes between Kurdish forces and
those of the Iraqi Army. Although a full-scale military clash was avoided, disagree-
ment over not only the borders of the Iraqi Kurdistan region, but also the future of
oil exploration and revenues continued to undermine relations between the two
sides. In early 2014, this resulted in the central government cutting the KRG’s allo-
cation from the national budget. However, the crisis with the Baghdad govern-
ment was soon eclipsed by the rise of ISIL. In June 2014, ISIL, a radical jihadist
group, seized control of the city of Mosul, leading to the collapse of the Iraqi army
in the north of the country. In response, the KRG advanced into the disputed ter-
ritories to stop them from falling into the hands of ISIS fighters. At the same time,
the KRG announced its intentions to hold a referendum on Kurdish independence.
Initially ISIL focused its energies on attacking regions held by the Iraqi govern-
ment. However, in August 2014 it widened its objectives, launching an offensive
directed against the KRG. This included a thrust directed against the capital of Erbil
as well as an assault on the Yezidi community of Sinjar. A U.S.-led military inter-
vention helped halt ISILs advance on the Kurdish capital, but the attack on Sinjar
was more successful. Subsequently, ISIL massacred some 5,000 Yezidis with a
200,000 being forced to flee their homes. By autumn 2014, the frontline had stabi-
lized, and Kurdish forces, in conjunction with those of the Iraqi central government
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and the United States, began a counteroffensive. In April 2017, as Kurdish forces
were participating in a joint operation to retake Mosul, the KRG announced that
it would hold a referendum on independence in September.

Djene Rhys Bajalan
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ISRAEL

The Kurdish Jewish community has been shaped by its distinctive experience with
persecution, dispossession, and expulsion from Iraq in 1950-1951. Growing hos-
tilities toward Jews in all of Iraq followed the establishment of the state of Israel in
1948 and forced nearly the entire Kurdish Jewish (and the much larger Iraqi Jew-
ish) community to depart for Israel. Kurdish Jews initially faced significant bias in
Israel because of their lack of formal education, but should be considered a well-
integrated community today. Descendants of expelled Kurdish Jews are also suc-
cessfully engaged in a range of cultural and business activities that re-established
relationships with Muslim communities in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. Many
nationalist Kurds in Iraq increasingly appreciate Israel’s public support for the cre-
ation of an independent Kurdish state. However, others fear that closer relations
between Kurdistan and Israel could provoke hostile responses from neighboring
Arab countries and from Iran. In essence, Iraqi Kurdish leadership quietly hopes
to be able to emulate Israel’s success in terms of establishing an independent Kurd-
ish state, yet aims to avoid becoming involved in Israel’s ongoing conflict with
Palestinian communities (Bengio, 2014).

Traditionally, Kurdish Jews belonged to culturally isolated communities and
numbered a mere 25,000 people in Iraq. Mostly poor and reliant on long-established
animal husbandry and subsistence farming practices, they spoke Aramaic (an ancient
Semitic language) and Kurmanji (northern Kurdish) at home (Zaken, 2007: 8-9).
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Dispersed among about 200 remote villages in Kurdistan, Kurdish Jews depended
on Muslim Kurdish tribal protections to eke out an existence for themselves.
Kurdish Jews also lived in the Jewish quarters of the town of Zakho, near the
Turkish border today, where they engaged in basic commerce and trade (Gavish,
2010: 32-43).

From a historical perspective, Kurdish Jews experienced relatively high levels
of tolerance and were able to carry out their farming and trade activities as well as
religious practices without significant interference by powerful Kurdish aghas (over-
lords). Prior to the 1930s, when Nazi-inspired ideological notions began to shape
perceptions about Jewish communities, Jewish-Muslim relations in Kurdistan had
been fairly harmonious. Yet by 1941, Kurdish Jews began to face periods of hostility
and harassment, persecution and even a pogrom (organized massacres targeting a
specific ethnic/religious group) as a direct result of the rise of a pro-Nazi German
government in Baghdad (Zaken, 2007: 9-17).

By the 1920s, a few Kurdish Jewish families became involved in the Zionist
movement. Zionism represented an ideology advanced by Jewish nationalists in
support of creating a homeland in the historic areas of Israel. Jewish migration from
Iraq, including Kurdish Jewish migration, increased with the establishment of the
British Mandate for Palestine (1922-1947), which meant that the League of Nations
had granted Britain full control over former Ottoman territories. The disregard of
Palestinian interests unsettled Arab communities throughout the region and caused
conflict over several decades.

Among the best-known Zionist Kurdish Jews was a young Moshe Barazani (also
Barzani) (1926-1947). Barazani was born in Baghdad to a family that originated
from Kurdistan and then moved to mandate Palestine. As a teenager, he engaged
in anti-British acts of sabotage and terrorism. He joined Lehi (Freedom Fighters of
Israel), an organization the British called the Stern Gang. Members of the group
focused on expelling British forces from the region and participated in increasingly
dangerous and violent acts. Lehi/Stern Gang members embraced violence as a legit-
imate tool to pursue the establishment of the state of Israel and enforce a path of
unlimited immigration of Jews to the region. In 1947, Barazani was arrested by
the British just moments before carrying out an assassination against a British mil-
itary officer. Barazani was condemned as a terrorist and scheduled to be executed
when someone managed to smuggle a hand grenade into his prison cell. Barazani
committed suicide along with another convicted terrorist.

Levels of violence between Arab, Palestinian, and Jewish communities dramat-
ically increased throughout the Palestinian Mandate territories in the 1940s. As
the numbers of Palestinian refugees seeking shelter and aid in Iraq and Kurdistan
swelled, Jews faced growing intolerance and hostility in Iraq. In 1941, after the pro-
German coup in Baghdad, open hostilities shaped interactions between Muslins
and Jews throughout Iraq. Iraqi political officers encouraged the so-called Farhud
pogroms (campaigns of violent dispossessions) in Baghdad, but they also spread
to Kurdistan where Muslim Kurdish tribes took advantage of the changing politi-
cal climate. About 130 Jews were murdered in Baghdad, several others killed in
the countryside, and some 2,500 Jews were injured (Yehuda & Moreh, 2008: 6-7).
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Iraqi Muslims suspected that Jews and Kurdish Jews supported Zionism and
with it the establishment of the state of Israel. Kurdish Jews, just like all Jews in
Iraq at that time, faced accusations of being traitors and favoring the expulsion of
Palestinians. Jews began to leave Iraq in growing numbers by entering Syria, then
Lebanon, before reaching Palestine. Others left for Iran. Many received support
from Zionists who were ideologically committed to assist as many Jews from Iraq as
possible in their journeys to Israel.

Once the state of Israel declared its independence on May 14, 1948, war broke
out between Arab communities and Israel. Several allied Arab states led by Egypt,
Jordan, and Syria, and supported by expeditionary forces from Iraq, entered the
former Palestinian Mandate territory with the aim to destroy the newly established
state of Israel. In the three years following this war an estimated 700,000 Jews were
expelled from countries throughout the Middle East and began a mass migration
to Israel. This process is called aliyah in Israel and describes the mass migration of
Jews from the diaspora to the homeland.

Before the mass exodus from Iraq, Iraqi Jews (including Kurdish Jews) numbered
around 120,000, and nearly everyone left the country for Israel because of cam-
paigns of economic dispossession, threats, and expulsions (Zaken, 2007: 343).
Between 1950 and 1951, the Jews of historic Kurdistan were airlifted to Israel as
an expansion of an earlier campaign known by its code name “Operation Magic
Carpet.” Magic Carpet had focused on bringing Yemeni, Djiboutian, and Ethiopian
Jews to Israel starting in June 1949. In 1950, all Iraqi and Kurdish Jews received
permission to leave Iraq within one year on the condition that they renounced their
citizenship. In 1951, the Iraqi government froze Jewish property, requisitioned
belongings, and placed further economic restrictions on community members.
Israel then negotiated airlifts to bring Iraqi and Kurdish Jews to Israel in “Opera-
tion Ali Baba,” also more formally known as Operation Ezra and Nehemia (in ref-
erence to the return of Jewish people from Babylonian exile in the fifth century,
BCE) (Pasachoff & Littman, 2005: 301). Most Iraqi and Kurdish Jews arrived in
Israel without resources, and Kurdish Jews in particular experienced high levels
of destitution. Many Kurdish Jews lived in former military barracks and refugee
tent encampments in Israel before being permanently resettled within the country.

The integration of Kurdish Jews into Israel proved to be a painful experience as
the community faced social intolerance and patterns of discrimination. Consid-
ered uneducated country bumpkins, Kurdish Jews encountered a low public image
in Israel and became the brunt of cruel jokes about their supposed lack of intelli-
gence and knowledge about the modern world. Kurdish Jews settled throughout
many small towns and villages to continue to engage in traditional agricultural and
business practices for their first decades in Israel. Few arrived with modern skills,
but they embraced educational opportunities for their children. The largest num-
ber of Kurdish immigrants settled in the surrounding area of Jerusalem. Kurds
established themselves in the city’s undesirable Katamonim neighborhood, known
for concrete, Soviet-style apartment buildings. In the 1950s and 1960s, Israel relied
on the construction of low-cost, prefabricated apartment block buildings to ame-
liorate the extreme housing shortages that followed the wave of immigration to the
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newly established state. Nearly 200,000 Kurdish Jews live in Israel today, and half
of them can still be found in the vicinity of Jerusalem, although many also reside
in various neighborhoods of Tel Aviv.

Hadassa Yeshurun

Kurds who immigrated to Israel contributed much to the country’s cultural and
political development. Among the most popular artists of Kurdish descent in Israel is
singer Hadassa Yeshurun who performs in Kurdish although she does not speak the
language. Her parents moved to Israel from Kurdistan Iraq, and through her songs,
she preserves the heritage of her ancestors. Recently, she released a cover of the
famous song “Peshmergayna” that was originally sung by Tahseen Taha. In this
song, Yeshurun praises the bravery of the Peshmerga who protect the Kurdish
homeland.

The majority of young Kurdish Jews live a secular life today and tend to inter-
marry with members of other Jewish community members. Israeli born Jews of
Kurdish descent tend to be well integrated into Israeli society, and speak Hebrew
and English as their main languages (JCJCR, 2016). In contrast, the lives of com-
munity elders are often still shaped by deeply religious practices; some speak Ara-
maic and/or Kurdish at home. Among the best-known Israelis of Kurdish descent
is former military general, Knesset (parliament) member, and minister of defense
Yitzhak Mordechai (born in 1944). He resigned from his government position once
he faced accusations of sexual assault and was later convicted. Another well-known
Kurdish Jew is the linguist and scholar Yona Sabar (born in 1938 in Kurdistan),
whose son Ariel Sabar wrote a family memoir under the title My Father’s Paradise,
expressing the longing that exists within the Kurdish Jewish community to better
understand their cultural heritage (Sabar, 2008).

Jews of Kurdish descent play a crucial role in maintaining the community’s cul-
tural traditions in Israel. Some have renewed and strengthened links between
modern Israel and the Kurdish region of Iraq. While official governmental rela-
tions between Israel and the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) of Iraq have
fluctuated over time, private and unofficial cultural contacts and business relations
between Israelis of Kurdish descent and Kurds in Kurdistan are positive. Today,
many Kurdish communities in Iraq welcome visits from members of long-departed
Kurdish Jews. In Zakho, located in the KRG and bordering on Turkey, Muslim
Kurds still describe part of the city as the Jewish neighborhood of Zakho, even
though Kurdish Jews have not lived in Zakho for over 65 years.

Sherzad Omar Mamsani, a Jewish Kurd and a former Peshmerga (Kurdish militia)
fighter involved in the struggle against Saddam Hussein’s Baathist regime, serves
today as the director of Jewish affairs in the KRG’s ministry of endowment and reli-
gious affairs (Robinson, 2016). In 2015, he initiated the first official commemoration
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of the Farhud pogroms in Erbil, Kurdistan (Sokol, 2015). Some 400 or more Jewish
Kurdish families live in the KRG, although such estimates are notoriously difficult
to confirm as many families continue to officially register as Muslims, especially in
light of the regional threat of ISIS (The Islamic State in Iraq and Syria) which con-
tinues to attack religious and ethnic minorities.

A major Kurdish Jewish holiday, Seharane (also Saharana) festival, is celebrated
on September 29 and exclusively recognized in Israel today. The festival takes place
over multiple days and encourages Kurdish communities to gather, share traditional
Kurdish meals, and sing and dance together. Many Kurds from various parts of
the world travel to Israel to experience this unusual holiday. Everywhere else, Kurds
celebrate Newroz (New Year) on March 21. But, when Kurdish Jewish immigrants
arrived in Israel in the 1950s, the Mimouna holiday fell on the same day as the
Kurdish New Year. Mimouna was celebrated by a more populous and centuries-old
North African Jewish community. To avoid cultural oblivion in Israel, Kurdish Jews
agreed to shift the date for their own holiday celebrations to September.

Vera Kelly-Eccarius
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LEBANON

Kurds have a long history of settlement in Lebanon. In the 16th century, they were
reportedly described as a community of four tribes (eshiret), including the Banu
Sayfa clan north of Tripoli; the Ras Nahash, who settled near Tripoli; the Amadi
coming from the Amadiya region in Iraqi Kurdistan in the 17th century; and the
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Can Polad who came from the Hakkari region. The latter are believed to be descen-
dants of Saladin and considered ancestors of the Junblat family. A second group of
Kurds immigrated to Lebanon in more recent times. After the breakdown of the
Sheikh Said revolt in 1925, many Kurds fled from Turkey to Lebanon and estab-
lished a new, thriving community. The nationalist organization Khoybun was
founded in Beirut.

Although historically, various Kurdish settlements were found in Lebanon, the
Kurdish population there should be studied in connection with those Kurds in Syria
because most of them came from the neighboring country or travelled to Lebanon
from southeastern Turkey via Syria. The latter lived in the Tur Abdin area near the
city of Mardin and migrated to Syria after a series of failed revolts against the Turk-
ish authorities in the 1920s and 1930s. They also crossed into Syria during the
1950s in search of work and better living conditions. Word-of-mouth propaganda
proved to be a successful tool to recruit more Kurdish migrants from Turkey and
Syria to come to Lebanon. This group of recent immigrants today dominates the
Kurdish Lebanese community.

Other Kurds in Lebanon were part of the group of Syrian Kurds that were
stripped of their Syrian citizenship after the 1962 population census. Many were
forced to leave the country, and due to its proximity and open market, they deci-
ded to move to Lebanon. The Kurds in Lebanon mostly worked as day laborers
and dominated the service sector.

Demographically, the Kurdish community is divided into a Kurdish-speaking
group, the Kurmanj, and a group that speaks a mixed form of Arabic and Kurdish
called the Mhallami or Mardalli. It is contested whether the latter’s ethnicity is
indeed Kurdish or Arabic. Little has been done to strengthen the Kurdish identity
in Lebanon. For example, no language courses in Kurdish language are offered in
the Lebanese school system or elsewhere, and thus the ability to communicate in
their own language is quickly disappearing. Instead, Kurds in Lebanon speak a
vernacular, colloquial type of Arabic. They often do not possess strong writing or
reading skills in Arabic either and generally lack education.

The last population census in Lebanon was held in 1932, and it revealed a six-
to-five majority of Christians over Muslims. The Lebanese political system is built
upon this sensitive sectarian balance, and every attempt to change the status quo
is fiercely attacked. It is estimated that during the middle of the Lebanese civil war
around the year 1985 between 60,000 and 90,000 Kurds, almost all of the Sunni
Muslims, lived in Lebanon with two-thirds of them in the greater Beirut area. How-
ever, the realities and demographics have changed significantly. Today the reli-
gious balance is estimated at 65 to 35 in favor of the Muslim sector; however, the
internal divide between Sunni and Shia Muslims has become more important, and
since almost all Kurds are Sunni Muslims, they are at least nominally a key politi-
cal interest group.

Politicians generally avoid discussing the status quo, especially when it comes
to the issue of citizenship. Lebanon is home to hundreds of thousands of refugees
and migrants; however, the window of opportunity to claim citizenship is closed
for almost all of them. Most Kurds in Lebanon are still noncitizens. During the
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1940s when the status of citizenship for most Lebanese was determined, they did
not apply for it because they mostly did not know about it or did not understand
the benefits. The lack of education and the illiteracy were other reasons. Other
Kurds did not apply because they considered their residence in Lebanon only tem-
porary and hoped to go back to Syria or Turkey sooner rather than later. And others
were afraid of a possible conscription into the army. However, already during
World War 11, it became apparent that not being a citizen had severe conse-
quences. For example, food rations were only given to ID card holders. Later, access
to public education, healthcare, and services was often limited to citizens.

Local Kurdish organizations lobbied for their naturalization; however, Lebanese
decision makers were too worried about changing the demographic balance. And
granting citizenship to several thousand Sunni Kurds would be problematic for the
Christian and the Shia sectors.

It took the Kurds years to have sympathetic Sunni prime ministers issue them
temporary or “under study” ID cards, which allowed them to enroll their children
in school and earn some social benefits. However, these documents were not suf-
ficient to let them work in the public sector. In 1994, Prime Minister Rafik Hariri
issued a naturalization decree, and many Kurds, between 10,000 and 18,000, were
able to acquire citizenship.

As farmers or laborers and because of their low level of education, most Kurds
worked in the service sector. They also did not possess technical skills, and thus
worked as day laborers, porters, construction workers, or servants. Being part of
the lower class also dictated where they could live, in the low-income areas of the
larger towns. From here, it was almost impossible to break the circle of poverty,
illiteracy, and low status. Even the Kurdish women had to seek work as cleaners
and servants in order to earn a living. And not having citizenship denied them the
rights to healthcare benefits, insurances, and better education.

Low status in Lebanese society was a stigma, and those lower-class members of
society were frequently discriminated against and deprived. As ethnic Kurds, they
were even more disadvantaged than Arabs from the same social class. It is esti-
mated that 85 percent of the Lebanese Kurds lived below the poverty line and
60 percent were illiterate. Because of their insecure status and low number, the
Kurds experienced a precarious situation, which led to a mass immigration to
Europe. Not having Lebanese citizenship was the biggest obstacle for their inte-
gration into Lebanese society and labor market. Estimates speak of less than
50 percent of Lebanese Kurds having a Lebanese passport. Authorities were reluc-
tant to issue them the document because of the complicated and fragile ethnoreli-
gious system of proportional representation on which Lebanese civil and political
society is built.

The growing awareness of their dire situation led to the formation of political
and social organizations to improve their socioeconomic conditions. However, this
process did not start until the early 1960s when other mostly educated Kurds from
Syria came to Lebanon to flee the ongoing persecution in Syria and the United Arab
Republic. These Kurds were politically active and acutely aware of the Kurdish lot
in other Middle Eastern countries. Mulla Mustafa Barzani’s war with the Iraqi Kurds
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against the Iraqi central government was another factor that helped politicize the
Kurds in Lebanon. The liberal city of Beirut was a great forum to promote Kurdish
nationalism, and this boosted the group’s self-awareness significantly. In 1970,
Jamil Miho’s Kurdish Democratic Party—Lebanon (KDL-L; el-Parti) was officially
licensed after working for almost a decade in support of Barzani’s KDP. Among their
main goals were the facilitation of better communication, improvement of economic
conditions and education level, the naturalization, and the publication of works
on the Kurdish national movement. However, since no unity among the Kurdish
groups existed, the party soon disagreed over many issues. Jamil Miho sided with
the Iraqi government; his son Riyad took over the leadership of the KDP-L, and
another son, Muhammad, founded a new political movement. By the early 1990s
all Kurdish political parties either dissolved or were disbanded.

However, the Lebanese political and socioeconomic system is dominated by
strong patron-clientele relations. The patron, za'im in Arabic, often belongs to an
influential family and a particular religion. Each patron controlled a village, region,
or part of town. The Kurds always looked toward Sunni za’ims in the greater Bei-
rut region for leadership and protection. In the 1940s and 1950s this leadership
was provided by the al-Sulh family, and in the 1960s and 1970s Saeb Salam, also
the prime minister, was the Kurdish champion. During the civil war, some Kurds
joined the Druze bloc and their Progressive Socialist Party under the leadership of
Kamal Djunblat and his son Walid. Kamal Jumblat was at certain times in his politi-
cal career labeled a Kurd and supporter of Mulla Mustafa Barzani. Although he
knew Barzani personally, he never intended to join forces with his movement.
Instead, the Kurdish label caused him some domestic problems. Kurds, on the other
hand, with their perception of Jumblat being a Kurd, always respected him. It was
Jumblat, then minister of interior, who issued the “under-study” ID cards.

During the civil war, the Kurds sided mainly with the Sunni bloc and fought
alongside the al-Murabitun movement and several Palestinian groups against the
Christian Phalange militia, hoping that their contribution would lead to improve-
ments after the war. However, due to their alliance with the Palestinians, they later
were dragged into clashes with the Shia Amal movement. The Syrians arrested
Jamil Miho, and after the completion of the Syrian occupation, other members
and supporters were targeted too. This led to another wave of emigration to Europe
and the end of the political activism of the KDP-L.

After the war, then Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri became the new za'im of the
Lebanese Kurds. He managed to pass the naturalization law, which was seen as a
major accomplishment. However, since class structure still is very static and deeply
engraved into the Lebanese mind, daily life has not changed much for most of the
Kurds. Although they now have an ID card, they are still denied many services
and benefits. Hariri was also instrumental in attempting to unify the fractured
Kurdish community, although the resistance from within the community was too
strong and a unified Kurdish movement in Lebanon did not materialize.

Since the mid-1980s, the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) from Turkey gained
influence and support, mostly because they offered a practical and ideological solu-
tion to unify all Kurds. However, after the party’s chairman Abdullah Ocalan was

263



264

RUSSIA AND TRANSCAUCASIA

arrested in 1999, the support for the party vanished and instead, Masoud Barzani,
the president of the Kurdish Autonomy Region in Iraq became the new political
champion. The Lebanese Kurdish organizations appealed to him for political and
economic support, to which he did not respond. Comparing the living conditions
in Lebanon, it was found that the situation was better than in neighboring Syria
and Iraq and that they did not need Barzani’s help immediately. Here in Lebanon,
the Kurds had citizenship and were able and allowed to speak their own language
and practice their faith and culture. Furthermore, they had the chance to partici-
pate in the public life with political parties and other social and cultural organ-
izations, all of which were officially recognized by the Lebanese government.
Among the current active organizations are the Rawdah Delegation, The Rezgari
Party, the Lebanese Kurdish Philanthropic Association (LKPA), and The Future
Generation. They all stated as their main goal the improvement of the general liv-
ing conditions for the Kurds in Lebanon; however, most of them operate without
an agenda, with little resources and no cooperation with other similar groups. There
are also plagued by the segmented nature of the organization, each representing a
particular interest group. For example, Rezgari and Future Movement are domi-
nated by the Mardallis and the LKPA by the Kurmanj.

Today’s Kurds in Lebanon are losing their identity, language, and social cohe-
sion. Although their status is more secure than in the past and obviously better
than for the Kurds in neighboring countries, the general conditions and future pros-
pects are weak. Without a unified voice or movement, their marginalization will
continue, and immigration will become the only solution. In times of increased
migration due to the civil war in Syria, the Kurds of Lebanon will be pushed further
to the sidelines of society where they might cave in traditional societal fractions.

Sebastian Maisel

Further Reading

Hourani, G. G. (2011). “The Kurds of Lebanon: Socioeconomic Mobility and Participation
via Naturalization.” LERC Research Paper Series 1/2011, The Lebanese Emigration
Research Center, December 2011.

Meho, L. I., & Kawtharani, F. W. (2005). “The Kurdish Community in Lebanon.” Inter-
national Journal of Kurdish Studies, vol. 19, no. 1/2, 137-171.

Vanly, 1. C. (1998). Kurdistan und die Kurden, Band 3: Syrien, Emigration, UdSSR, US-
Botschaftspapiere (in German). Gesellschaft fir bedrohte Volker, Pogrom. Gottingen,
Germany: Verlag.

RUSSIA AND TRANSCAUCASIA

Transcaucasia (also known as Southern Caucasia) is a region south of the Cauca-
sus Mountains that presently includes the three independent political states of
Georgia in the northwest, Azerbaijan in the east, and Armenia, situated largely on
a high mountainous plateau south of Georgia and west of Azerbaijan. This region
of about 72,000 square miles is south of Russia, west of the Caspian Sea, north of
Iran and Turkey, and east of the Black Sea.
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Up until the 19th century, Russia occupied most of Caucasia, except the west-
ern portion of Armenia, which was governed by Turkey. When the Russian Empire
collapsed in 1917, the Transcaucasian Commissariat was formed as the first gov-
ernment of the territory of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia. It was short-lived,
and in 1918, the Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic was declared; it
dissolved after a matter of months and independent states emerged in Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and Georgia. From 1922-1936, these nations consolidated to become
the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (TSFSR) under the Soviet
Union. With the fall of the Soviet Union, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia achieved
full independence in 1991.

The peoples of the region have historically exhibited a vast amount of ethnic
and cultural diversity due to successive waves of people migrating across Eurasia.
This diversity was preserved by the geographic isolation of the many small ethnic
groups that settled in the mountainous areas of the region. Although an accurate
count of Kurdish populations has been difficult to get, as of the 1990s, around
500,000 Kurds lived in former Soviet republics, with 200,000 (2.8 percent) living
in Azerbaijan, 75,000 (1.8 percent) living in Armenia (with a large Yezidi popula-
tion), and 40,000 (0.9 percent) living in Georgia (McDowell, 2004: 490). However,
according to the Azerbaijani Census, Kurds currently account for around 0.2 percent
of the population of the Azerbaijani Republic at 13,100 people (Minority Rights
Group International, n.d.). There has been speculation that up to 1 million Kurds
may have integrated into various societies as far away as Central Asia.

Although Kurds identify with a common nationality, historically they have been
divided along tribal and religious lines. Globally, Kurds are predominantly Sunni
Muslims; however, the Kurds of the Soviet Union are primarily Shiite Muslims.
Sunni Kurds have sided with non-Kurdish Sunnis over relationships with other
Kurdish groups, such as the Yezidis and over other religious groups that live in
Kurdistan. Often there was intertribal warfare even among Muslim Kurds. For
instance, in the 19th-century Ottoman Empire, Muslim Azeri Kurds raided Chris-
tian Armenian and Assyrian villages, which were often under the protection of
certain Kurdish tribal leaders. This conflict would force the tribes to defend
themselves.

Many Kurds came as refugees to Britain, Sweden, Germany, and France in the
1980s—1990s as a result of genocide during the Iraq-Iran War. There they were able
to begin teaching about Kurdish culture and publishing content in Kurdish. In
recent years, terrorism has been associated with Kurdish political organizations,
bringing the Kurdish question into the public eye.

Armenia

The Republic of Armenia is located in the Caucasus Mountains south of Georgia,
bordering Turkey, Iran, and Azerbaijan. Ethnic Armenians account for 93 percent
of a population of about 3 million inhabitants. The official language is Armenian.
The majority religion is Christianity, the largest denomination of which is the
Roman Apostolic Church (Armenian Orthodox). The capital of Armenia is Yerevan.
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In Armenia, the majority of Kurds are Yezidi; they are also the largest religious
and ethnic minority in Armenia. According to the 2011 Armenian census, there
are 35,272 Yezidis, who are a distinct group from Muslim Kurds. In Armenia,
Yezidis enjoy freedom in their religious and cultural traditions.

Armenians were persecuted by the Ottoman Empire in the late 19th century as
a cultural suppression tactic. In 1894 to 1896, Turkish troops and Kurdish groups
massacred Armenians, resulted in the killing of around 58,000 people, or between
2 and 12 percent of the Armenian population of the Ottoman Empire.

More systematic killings of Armenians occurred as some of their group joined
the Russians to fight the Turks during World War I. During 1915-1923, various
populations of the former Ottoman Empire, including Turks, Muslim groups, and
Kurds, killed some 1.5 million Armenians; this has come to be known as the Arme-
nian genocide.

Some Kurds participated in the killings in exchange for freedom from Turkish
prisons, while others opposed the events, even hiding and protecting Armenians
from the massacre. Yezidis were killed alongside Armenians. Many political and
academic Kurdish groups recognize the act of Kurds attacking and killing Arme-
nians as genocide and have submitted statements of acknowledgement or apology.
Yezidis have mostly dissociated themselves from Muslim Kurdish groups in Arme-
nia and are listed as a separate ethnicity. Some theories include that Yezidis see
themselves as aligned with Armenians because of past violent acts they both expe-
rienced at the hands of the Kurds, but there is also speculation that this is to avoid
discrimination or any negative associations with Muslim Kurds.

The 1990 Nagorno Karabakh War between Armenia and Azerbaijan resulted in
the creation of another ethnically de facto Armenian state, Nagorno Karabakh (also
known as Artsakh). During this conflict, 18,000 Kurds fled Armenia and Nakh-
ichevan as Armenia occupied Azeri land. Many Yezidis fought on the Armenian
side of the war against Muslim Azeris and Kurds.

Azerbaijan

The Azerbaijani Republic (also known as Azerbaijan) is located south of Russia,
east of Armenia, southeast of Georgia, and north of Iran, and it is bordered on the
eastern side by the Caspian Sea and includes the autonomous region of Nakhiche-
van. The capital of Azerbaijan is Baku, which is an important harbor town on the
Caspian Sea. Ethnic Azeris make up about 90 percent of the country’s population
of approximately 8.5 million people; however, this population shifted beginning
in 1988 during the ethnic conflict leading up to the Nagorno-Karabakh War as
many Armenians were pushed out. Azeri citizens are predominantly Muslim, and
the remaining population is Russian or Armenian Orthodox. The official spoken
language of Azerbaijan is Azeri, and Arabic, Cyrillic, and Roman alphabets have
been used in the written form of Azeri.

Almost all Kurds in Azerbaijan are Sunni Muslim and are very integrated into
Azeri society; whether this is by choice due to being of the same religion or due
to forced integration is a speculation. By 1926, only 17 percent of the Kurdish
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population identified the Kurdish language as their mother tongue. The term
“Kurd” currently mostly refers to a geopolitical distinction, as those people who
were formerly of the Red Kurdistan.

From 1919 to 1920, a minority Armenian population of part of Azerbaijan was
driven out by Azeri and Kurds, and in 1923, this region became “Red Kurdistan,”
or the Kurdish Autonomous Province under the Soviet Union. Kurdish education
and culture was encouraged, with classes taught in Kurdish, a Kurdish-language
broadcasting service, and Kurdish-language newspaper. However, this autonomous
region only lasted until 1929 before it was absorbed back into Azerbaijan due to
suspicions on the part of Joseph Stalin that Kurds would ally themselves with other
nations. Beginning in 1992, Kurdish populations lobbied to restore the Kurdish
autonomous area. During the Nagorno-Karabakh War, many Kurds in the Kelba-
jar region were forced to flee during conflicts with the Karabakh Armenians.

Georgia

Georgia is located south of Russia, north of Turkey and Armenia, and northwest
of Azerbaijan. Georgia also contains two autonomous entities, Abkhazia and Aja-
ria, as well as the region of South Ossetia, which remains unrecognized politically
by Georgia. These regions tend to differ from Georgians in ethnicity, language,
and/or religion, which have led to conflict and violence. Approximately 5 million
people live in Georgia, most of whom are ethnically Georgian. Armenians, Azeris,
and Russians are the largest minorities. Georgian is the official language, and most
of the population belongs to the Christian Georgian Orthodox Church.

The Kurdish population of Georgia primarily consists of a Yezidi subgroup, with
Muslim Kurds being a minority within the overall population. The Yezidis make
up less than 2.3 percent of ethnic groups in Georgia and 1.5 percent of religious
groups, out of a population of 4,928,052 (est. 2016). Around 80 percent of the Geor-
gian Kurdish population lives in the Georgian capital of Thilisi (Immigration and
Refugee Board of Canada, 1998).

The Yezidis (also sometimes known as Yezidi-Kurds) are a specific religious
group within the larger Kurdish ethnic group. Unlike Armenian Yezidis, in Geor-
gia there does not appear to be as great of a distinction drawn by Yezidis between
themselves and Muslim Kurds. The Yezidi observe an insular religion that honors
both Christian and Islamic teachings and practices oral traditions. Their supreme
creator god is called Yazdan, who is worshipped most often through seven great
spirits who emanate from him. This worship includes praying five times a day to
the main spirit, Tausi Melek, the Peacock Angel, and offering animal sacrifices. One
must be born into the Yezidi religion and marry other Yezidis.

The Yezidis began immigrating into Georgia beginning in the late 1800s and
continued as the Russian Empire absorbed lands traditionally belonging to them.
Yezidi groups in the Ottoman Empire fell under religious persecution at a similar
time to Armenians and so immigrated to Georgia in the early 20th century. As resi-
dents of the Soviet Union, Yezidis occupied areas at the bottom of the social ladder,
living in poverty and engaging in occupations such as street cleaning. The Soviet
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authorities tried to improve their standing through education and government
housing.

Muslim Kurds were largely forced out of Georgia during the time of the Soviet
Union due to perceived ties to Turkey, in which Sunni Islam is also the majority
religion. Sunni Muslim Kurds may marry other Muslims, regardless if they are
Kurds, and so at times had closer ties to other surrounding Muslim groups. While
Yezidis are Kurds, they belong to a religion from Muslim Kurds, who have discrimi-
nated against them for religious and cultural reasons.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, a capitalistic Georgian state became less inclined
to support cultural and religious diversity and economic opportunities declined,
so around one-third of the Yezidi population emigrated to Russia, Western Europe,
and North America (Szakonyi, 2007). The 1989 Soviet census counted the Yezidi-
Kurds population at 33,331; 13 years later in 2002, the Georgian census counted
18,329 persons self-identifying as Yezidis and 2,514 persons self-identifying as
Kurds, a decline of 37 percent (Szakonyi, 2007). Within Georgia, Yezidis are still
discriminated against or stereotyped as poor, uneducated, or lower class, limiting
social and economic opportunity.

Several factors, such as emigration out of Georgia and religious discrimination
by the government of Georgia, have weakened Yezidi cultural cohesiveness. As an
endogamous religion (people must marry within the community), this emigration
allowed for less choice when it came time for marriage. Yezidi culture is a caste
system, and the people who could afford to emigrate were largely the wealthier
priest castes, thus providing a further separation of the people of the Yezidi masses
from the leaders of their religion.

Russia

The Russian Federation is the world’s largest country—it covers all of northern Asia
and most of Eastern Europe and borders 12 other countries. Russia is a democratic
federation of republics, formed in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991. Russia is bordered on the north by the Arctic Ocean and by the Pacific Ocean
on the east. Georgia and Azerbaijan lay directly south of Russia. Russia is a multi-
ethnic country, with a population of around 142.5 million people; around 80 percent
of the populace is ethnic Russians. Tatars, Ukrainians, Bashkirs, Chuvash, and
Chechens make up the largest minority populations; however, Russia has over 200
ethnic minority groups. Russia’s official language is Russian and its primary reli-
gion is Russian Orthodox Christianity.

According to the 2010 Russian Census, there are almost 64,000 ethnic Kurds
in Russia. Historically, Kurds were welcomed to the Russian Empire during con-
flicts between the Ottoman and Persian Empires. Yezidis began moving to Russia
to escape the pan-Islamic religious violence at the end of the 19th century. When
the Russian Empire fell and the Soviet Union was formed, many Kurds became
part of the region of Transcaucasia, known as the Transcaucasian Democratic Fed-
erative Republic.
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By the late 1890s, Russia began to show interest in Iranian Kurdistan and sent
its Russian Orthodox missionaries to the region of Azerbaijan. Due to the Anglo-
Russian Agreement of 1907, Turkey and Russia divided Iran and Kurdistan fell to
Russia. By 1913, Russia had allied itself with Britain to take Azerbaijan from Tur-
key and ran it as a protectorate. Although Russia maintained 10,000 troops in the
region, it also co-opted Kurdish tribes to enforce order. In October 1914, World
War [ spread to the region, putting disputes over ownership of Iranian Kurdistan
on hold.

Although some Kurds defected to the Russian forces during World War I, most
tribes fought with Turkey. Russia encouraged local dissidence within the Ottoman
Empire, but wouldn't directly support Kurdish or Armenian independence, as it
had designs on East Anatolia—the renamed region of eastern Turkey that occu-
pied the Armenian Highlands after the Armenian genocide of 1915 to 1923. It is
ironic that during their involvement that the Kurds did not yet know the plan of
the new Turkish government under The Young Turks’ Committee of Union and Pro-
gress Party. After the war was concluded, they planned to relocated Kurdish
groups to West Anatolia after World War I and forcibly assimilate them into the
Turkish population, isolating their tribal leaders in cities and ensuring that ethnic
Kurds wouldn't exceed 5 percent of the population.

During World War I, Turkey pitted predominantly Muslim Kurds against Rus-
sian Armenian Christian troops, resulting in ethnic cleansing in Azerbaijan. Osten-
sibly to prepare the Ottoman Empire for an anticipated onslaught by Russian
forces, on May 27, 1915, the Council of Ministers in Istanbul approved the “depor-
tation of populations ‘suspected of being guilty of treason or espionage™ (McDowell,
1994: 103). The Turkish government used this argument to compel Kurdish tribes
to fight the Russians through relocating and killing Christian groups such as the
Armenians. With the Armenians gone, Kurdish groups occupied their former dwell-
ings. Failure to participate in the jihad was tantamount to disobeying the Shah.

Some Christians were spared because they were neighbors or had been under
the protection of Kurdish tribes; however, the Kurds were threatened with pun-
ishment if they comply with the government’s orders. Additionally, it is speculated
that it was in the interest of the Kurds to remove populations who had alliances
with hostile powers (such as Russia). The ethnic cleansing of Armenians occurred
more intensely in the eastern parts of the Ottoman Empire, nearest to the Russian
forces. When the Russians withdrew in July 1915 from Anatolia 200,000 Chris-
tians went with them to avoid more religious persecution.

In February 1917, Russia made inroads west and the Turkish government initi-
ated a “scorched earth” policy, which meant destroying or removing all available
resources such as food, buildings, and people. The military forcibly relocated resi-
dents, with many dying along the way. Some 700,000 civilians were removed from
the provinces of Van, Bitlis, and Ezerum.

Meanwhile, Russia was undergoing its own political unrest, leading to the begin-
nings of political instability of Russia and making its involvement in the war tenu-
ous. This unrest culminated in two revolutions that led to the formation of the
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Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in 1922. In March 1917, Tsar Nicholas II abdi-
cated, leaving the country in possession of the newly formed Russian Provisional
Government, which was led by members of the Imperial parliament. Due to set-
backs during the war, much of the military was mutinous and the common people
wanted to pull out of the war. When the Provisional Government chose to con-
tinue, the Bolsheviks revolted in October 1917. The revolution weakened Russian
forces and the Armenians could not hold the front. Turkish army recaptured Erz-
injan in February 1918.

Russia’s involvement in World War I ended with the signing of the Treaty of
Brest-Litovsky on March 3, 1918. After the end of the war on November 11, 1918,
Turkish and Russian forces pulled out of Kurdistan, razing and scavenging crops,
food stores, and houses. Many Kurds died of exposure, disease, and starvation.

In 1942, Kurds were told by the Soviet Union self-determination for minority
groups was supported. As World War II began to end in 1944, the Soviet Union
encouraged Azerbaijan and northern Kurdistan to demand formal separation from
Iran. The Soviet Union planned to incorporate them and implied that it would help
Kurdistan achieve sovereignty. However, this was also a ploy to influence Iran to
provide oil to the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union planned to leave Iran after the
end of WWII in 1946, but only did once there was an agreement with Iran to form
a joint company: the Iran-Soviet Oil Company.

The Soviet Union also encouraged the formation of a short-lived Kurdish state
in northwestern Iran called the Republic of Mahabad in 1946, led by Qazi Moham-
mad. The government of Azerbaijan reverted to Iran in 1946 and the Iranian
government executed Mohammad. The Soviet Union provided asylum to military
and Kurdish Democratic Party leader, Mustafa Barzani during 1947-1957, although
for a period of time he was separated from his followers, and they were forced to
do hard labor. He lobbied the Communist Party for better treatment of the Kurds
after Joseph Stalin’s death in 1953.

Although the Soviet Union has allied with Kurds at times, it has generally favored
the regional governments and used offers of Kurdish nationalism to control Kurds
and use them as bargaining chips. The Kurdish experience in the Soviet Union
under Joseph Stalin (1878-1953) was a difficult one. Kurds in Soviet Union were
cut off from the rest of Kurdistan. Nomadism was extinguished and the border was
sealed. During the 1930s-1940s, thousands of Kurds were forcibly removed from
Armenia and Azerbaijan to Kazakhstan, Central Asian republics, and Siberia. Along
with many other ethnic groups within the Soviet Union, Kurds were forced into
labor camps, almost half of them dying from disease and malnutrition.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, various Kurdish groups have been
given a certain amount of sanctuary in Russia. The Kurdistan Parliament in Exile
was allowed to meet in 1995. Abdullah Ocalan, the fugitive leader of the Kurdistan
Workers Party unsuccessfully sought refuge there in 1998. In the 1990s, Russia
opposed UN sanctions against the regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq for economic
reasons, although his regime was responsible for genocide among the Kurds.

Erin Whitney
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SWEDEN

Kurds are considered the biggest stateless diaspora in the world, and they are one
of the most prominent diasporas in terms of political dynamism and visibility. Due
to the oppression targeting their identity and culture and political turmoil in their
homelands, they are scattered around the world, mostly in Europe and the United
States. Sweden is one of the European countries that hosts a visible and active Kurd-
ish diaspora. Some authors estimate that there are around 40,000 Kurds who cur-
rently reside in Sweden (Emanuelsson, 2005), while others suggest that it is closer
to 55,000 (Khayati, 2008). Other studies also talk about higher numbers from
60,000 to 100,000 (Pelling, 2013). It is very hard to come up with an exact figure
for Kurds who reside in this country for a variety of reasons: First, these estimates
cannot be verified, as Sweden does not register immigrants or asylum seekers
according to their ethnicity but rather according to their nationality. As such, Kurds
are registered as Iraqi, Turkish, Iranian, or Syrian in the statistical records. There
could be other methods, such as statistics on the mother tongue language. How-
ever, such figures will leave out assimilated Kurds who do not speak Kurdish but
consider themselves Kurds, or the second generation who might consider Swedish
their mother tongue.

The Kurdish community in Sweden is heterogeneous and consists of Kurds from
different parts of the Middle East, including Iran, Iraq, Turkey, Lebanon, and Syria,
who came to Sweden for a variety of reasons. It is said that some Kurds migrated
from Kurdistan for education purposes during the 1950s. Another wave of Kurds
came to Sweden as labor migrants with the first wave of migration from Turkey.
The reason behind this influx was mostly economic. At that time, the favorable
destination was Germany; however, through personal links and other friendship
networks, a significant number of Kurds, especially from Central Anatolia, chose
Sweden as their host country. These migrations were followed by family reunifica-
tion, which increased the Kurdish population in Sweden. After the 1971 and then
the 1980 military coups in Turkey, the number of Kurdish immigrants from Tur-
key rose significantly, as there has been a significant increase in asylum applica-
tions. Kurds from Iran migrated to Sweden after the Iranian Revolution of 1979.
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Moreover, at the end of the 1980s, many Iraqi Kurds also fled the brutal Saddam
regime and migrated to Sweden as asylum seekers. They were fleeing from the geno-
cidal campaign called Al-Anfal, which included a chemical gas attack on Halabja.
As the statistics show, especially during the beginning of the 1990s, Sweden has
granted asylum to many Iraqi Kurds (Pelling, 2013: 27). It is said that currently
the number of Kurds from Turkey exceeds the number of Kurds from other parts
of the Middle East but for the reasons explained earlier, it is hard to obtain exact
figures.

Similar to many other stateless diaspora groups such as Tamils or Palestinians,
Kurds were highly dynamic in terms of mobilizing in the interest of their home-
land. Especially with the arrival of the asylum seekers who involuntarily left their
homeland due to oppression and genocidal attacks, Kurdish diaspora activities in
Sweden gained an immediate political tone. As a conflict-generated diaspora, the
Kurdish community maintained their ties with their homeland and established
transnational networks that kept their identity alive. This retention of ethnic iden-
tity does not appear to have caused a barrier toward integration into their host
societies. Swedish integration policies and the immigrant incorporation framework
have also been very supportive in terms of the cultivation of Kurdish identity, sup-
porting civil society organizations and migrant associations in particular. This
multicultural attitude, which has existed in Sweden since the early 1970s, celebrates
migrants’ identities. Sweden has never forced assimilation on foreign communi-
ties. The Kurdish community could mobilize and even receive support from the
Swedish authorities. In the early 1980s, an umbrella organization for all Kurdish
organizations was formed and officially recognized by the Swedish government.
Furthermore, Sweden’s citizenship policies, which were relatively more liberal com-
pared to other European countries, gave the Kurdish community the opportunity
to naturalize as Swedish citizens in a short period without taking language or citi-
zenship tests. This positive attitude also determined Kurdish perceptions toward
Sweden and paved the way for further integration without feeling threatened or
risking their ethnic identity. In this environment, gradually, one of Sweden’s most
political diaspora groups was born.

Regarding the transnational activities of the Kurdish diaspora, Sweden is a
remarkable host country. The majority of Kurds who reside there differ from those
in other European countries, which received predominantly labor migrants. Swe-
den tends to host a comparatively highly educated Kurdish intelligentsia consist-
ing of journalists, authors, academics, artists, and directors, which is why the first
generation of Kurds here are considered a political generation (Baser, 2015). For
instance, Sweden hosted a very famous Kurdish author called Mehmet Uzun who
is a prominent figure in the Kurdish nationalist movement. He has written numer-
ous books in Swedish, Kurdish, and Turkish, and each of his books touches upon
important topics related to the situation of Kurds in Turkey. Sweden also became
a stimulating environment for many other Kurds who, like Uzun, were free from
oppression in their homeland. Sweden granted them the opportunity to culti-
vate their culture through the preservation of their traditions and the survival of
their mother tongue (van Bruinessen, 1999: 10). Given that the use of the Kurdish
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language was forbidden in Turkey until the 1990s, this has been a great opportu-
nity for the Kurdish community to achieve what they could never do where they
came from. The Swedish government also enabled opening a Kurdish library in
Sweden, which still exists today (http:/kurdlib.org). It also provided financial
support for the publication of books in Kurdish, which in the end resulted in pro-
duction of thousands of books or other literary material in Kurdish, which was
not possible otherwise in the Middle East. When the number of Kurds became
significant, the Swedish system provided mother tongue language courses at
schools for children. This policy did not exist in any countries in Europe where
Kurds resided and thus was an important contribution to the preservation, but
also to the revival of the Kurdish culture and language.

Although living in this positive environment, Kurdish migrants in Sweden also
experienced challenges. First of all, many of these Kurds had had traumatic expe-
riences, and these traumas merged with the exile experience in Sweden (Alinia,
2004: 320). In addition, some experienced discrimination and xenophobia in Swe-
den. The rise of anti-immigrant political movements in the 1990s, and the rise of
Islamophobia after 9/11 affected the Kurdish community and other communities
from the Middle East and Africa in a negative way. Due to structural and popular
discrimination in Sweden, they experienced stigmatization in the labor market,
media, and housing and education opportunities. On top of that, some develop-
ments seriously damaged the image of the Kurds in Sweden. During the 1980s, a
few politically motivated murders were allegedly committed by the members of the
PKK (Kurdistan Workers Party), and they occupied the newspapers for a while. Fur-
thermore, the assassination of Prime Minister Olof Palme, a very popular political
figure in Sweden, in 1986 was associated with the PKK as well, despite the fact
that this was never proven. Discussions on the Kurdish question gained a negative
tone for a short period. In addition, a number of honor killings were attributed to
the Kurdish communities in Sweden, such as the case of Fadime Sahindal (http://
memini.co/memini/fadime-sahindal), which ultimately tarnished the positive rep-
utation of the group. Currently, clashes between local Turkish and Kurdish groups
are also making the news in Sweden. These clashes never received popular sup-
port from the Turkish or Kurdish community, and interethnic violence remained
marginal in Sweden compared to other European countries such as Germany and
Belgium. All in all, Kurds have carved a positive environment in Sweden where
they can be politically and socially active and productive while successfully bal-
ancing their Kurdish and Swedish identity.

The first generation of Kurds was politically vocal, and they established organ-
izations in order to contribute to both homeland and hostland affairs. Kurdiska
Riksforbundet (the National Kurdish Federation, KRF) and Kurdiska Radet (Kurd-
ish Council) are among the most popular organizations that are visible in public
sphere. The second generation is also highly political. Apart from Kurdiska Stu-
dent och Akademiker Forbundet (the Kurdish Students and Academics Associa-
tion, KSAF), an umbrella organization for students with Kurdish origin, there are
other Kurdish youth organizations with different affiliations and aims operating
in different parts of Sweden. They organize meetings, seminars, folk dance courses,
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concerts, and demonstrations, and in that way, they render the Kurdish commu-
nity and their issues visible in Sweden.

Swedish Kurds also lobby political parties and other relevant organizations for
the Kurdish cause. The heterogeneity of the Kurdish population brings different
colors to those activities and diversifies their targets and repertoires of actions.
Besides the works by famous and authoritative authors and intellectuals, the Kurd-
ish community also contributed to Sweden with its comedians such as Ozz Nujen
or Nisti Sterk; singers such as Sidar Yigit; politicians such as Nalin Pekgul, Amina
Kakabaveh, Jabbar Amin, and Gulan Avci; and journalists such as Sakine Madon.
Kurdish politicians play a vital role in terms of pushing forward the Kurdish
demands and putting the Kurdish question on the agenda of many political par-
ties. There are prominent figures of Kurdish origin in a variety of different politi-
cal parties from right to left of the political spectrum, which increases their leverage
in political matters. One of the important successes of the Kurdish diaspora was
to lobby the Swedish Parliament to recognize Saddam Regime’s Al-Anfal Campaign
as genocide in 2012. It happened as a result of rigorous efforts by politicians of
Kurdish origin as well as civil society organizations such as the Kurdocide Watch
Organization (CHAK) which is led by Ali Mahmoud, an Iraqi Kurdish activist. Swe-
den became the first country that recognized Al-Anfal as genocide. It was later
followed by Norway and the United Kingdom.

Diaspora Kurds in Sweden also celebrated the rise of the Kurdish Autonomous
Region in Iraq, which is currently discussing a potential separation from Iraq. For
the stateless Kurds who suffered under various countries due to the lack of a state
of their own, the foundation of this autonomous region came as a positive devel-
opment. The Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) has opened representations
all around Europe and in the United States, which act as de facto embassies. There
is also KRG representation in Sweden, and an official body representing the Kurds
in Sweden has encouraged their self-confidence and leverage in Swedish
politics.

Bahar Baser
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Over the last five years, with the political shifts in the region, the escalation of war
in Syria, and the significant role assumed by Kurdish political actors in these pro-
cesses, the country’s Kurdish population has become the object of considerable
interest to researchers, policy makers, and political activists alike. This largely
politically motivated interest has already been foreshadowed since the mid-2000s,
in particular following the Kurdish uprising in Syria in spring 2004. This recent
increase in interest contrasts with previous decades of scholarly negligence regard-
ing Syria’s Kurdish communities and their areas of residence, especially with
regard to more distant historical periods. Even with the incipient development of
Kurdish Studies in the 1980s and 1990s, hardly any research has been conducted
on this part of Kurdistan, and despite the recently growing scholarly attention to
this part of Syrian society and territory, many aspects of the history, sociology, and
anthropology of Syria’s Kurdish population remain under- (or un-)researched until
today. Throughout the 20th century, many scholars of post-independence Syria
assumed that Kurdish speakers residing within the national borders would, over
time, assimilate into the Arab majority. For some, this assumption was reinforced
with the rise of Arab nationalism as the dominant ideology in Syrian politics since
the 1950s and the introduction of political measures aiming at the accelerated Ara-
bization of the Kurdish populated regions. When Syria’s Kurds recently became of
political interest to observers in the West, it may thus have appeared as if they came
“out of nowhere” (Gunter, 2014), even though Kurdish communities look back on
centuries of historical presence in today’s Syria.

Geography and Society

Claims about the numbers and the territories historically inhabited by Syria’s Kurds
are highly politicized, and any figure can only be based on estimates. In the pre-
2011 era, no reliable numbers on politically highly sensitive issues such as the
demography and geography were published by the Syrian government (no census
since the mandate period has provided any data on ethnic identity). After 2012,
the dynamics of Syria’s unfolding (civil) war have—despite the emergence of
Kurdish-dominated administrative structures—not exactly been conducive to any
systematic and critical research into the issue. Moreover, during the fighting, pop-
ulation shifts have affected all parts of Syria, including the Kurdish areas, and
(forced) migration movements into and out of these areas continue until today.
In 2011, Syria had a population of about 22 million. The percentage of people
who speak Kurmanji as their native tongue and/or identify as Kurds range from
an estimated 8 percent to 10 percent (McDowall, 2004: 466) or 8.5 percent (HRW,
1996) to 12 to 15 percent (Allsopp, 2014: 18) of the Syrian population. Today, three
main areas in northern Syria are settled by compact Kurdish populations, namely
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Shepherd from Efrin, Syria, where many of the country’s Kurds live in a traditional, rural envi-
ronment. (Michael Major/Dreamstime.com)

the region of Efrin/Ciyayé Kurménc/Kurd Dagh northwest of Aleppo, the region
of Kobané/Ayn al-Arab farther east, and part of the Jazira (spelled Ciziré in Kur-
manci) around the city of Qamishlo/Qamishli in Syria’s northeastern corner bor-
dering Turkey and Iraq. Apart from these, there are a number of smaller Kurdish
or Kurdish-origin communities interspersed in otherwise predominantly Arab-
populated parts of Syria. Vice versa, Arab, Assyrian, Turkmen, and other commu-
nities can be found in predominantly Kurdish areas. As a result of the manifold
and diverse history of Kurdish communities in Syrian territories, settlement pat-
terns and degrees of identification with a Kurdish ethnic background today are het-
erogeneous. Communities in a number of Kurdish-populated villages in the Homs
area and in that mountainous region of today’s Lattakia province known as Jabal
al-Akrad (the Mountain of the Kurds), for instance, assimilated into Arabic culture
quickly and lost their Kurdish language while retaining a memory of distant Kurd-
ish origins. The case is somewhat different for the historical Kurdish quarter of
Damascus, where residents were integrated into the Damascene social and politi-
cal fabric over centuries and often adopted Arabic as their lingua franca, but where
a continuous influx of migrants from rural areas nevertheless led to a constant
refreshing of Kurdish language and (self-)identification. In the 1920s, and espe-
cially following the defeat of the Sheikh Said rebellion in 1925, Kurdish tribal
communities escaped Turkish army pressure by settling in the Syrian Jazira along
with other—notably Christian—communities crossing into Syria from Turkey,
while Kurdish nationalist intellectuals sought refuge in Beirut and Damascus.
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The majority Kurdish-populated quarters of Aleppo, namely (Western) Sheikh
Magsud and Ashrafiyya, were established considerably later than the Kurdish
quarter of Damascus. However, over the course of the 20th century, they devel-
oped dynamically as urban Kurdish communities in northern Syria, maintaining
close ties to the majority Kurdish hinterlands in Efrin and Kobani. Until the early
20th century, the Jazira was largely populated seasonally by nomadic communities
(among them Kurmanji as well as Arabic speakers), while today’s urban centers
Qamishli/Qamishlo and Hasake were only (re)established under the French man-
date. During the 1920s, the area saw a considerable influx of populations fleeing
from Turkish army persecution across the border into Syria, among them a large
number of Kurdish but also Christian communities.

Political History

Although the nation-state of Syria is rather young, the region looks back to mil-
lennia of human history. There is no room to discuss in greater detail developments
prior to 1918, but a brief overview is necessary in order to better situate and
understand the position of Kurds as a distinct ethnic group within the Syrian
nation-state. As summarized by Winter (2010), smaller, Kurdish-speaking, tribally
structured groups had been moving into the territory of today’s Syria since antiq-
uity, while classical Arabic historical texts documented the immigration of Kurdish-
speaking semi-nomads from the Taurus mountains (today’s Turkey) during the
medieval period. In the 11th and 12th centuries, a number of military dynasties
or “warlords” of Kurdish background settled in the Bilad al-Sham (roughly: the Syr-
ian lands) through a land distribution system, which allocated strategically impor-
tant lands to feudal military leaders. The medieval stronghold Crac des Chevaliers
near Homs, known since the 11th century as Husn al-Akrad (The fortress of the
Kurds), attests to this. The best-known military leader of the 12th century, the
famous Salah ad-Din al-Ayyubi or Saladin (d. 1193) who unified Muslims in Syria
(and beyond) in the fight against Crusaders from Europe, was of Kurdish origin.
During Ottoman rule (1516-1918), a number of local military leaders, religious fig-
ures, and administrators of Kurdish background held significant positions in Bilad
al-Sham. Not least, the historical “Kurdish quarter” of Damascus bears witness to
the lasting establishment of Kurds who have come to this area since the Middle
Ages. Until today, the Damascene quarters of Rukn al-Din, Zorava, and Salihiya
are wholly or partly identified as “Kurdish neighborhoods.”

As one of the successor states of the Ottoman Empire, Syria’s borders were effec-
tively established by the victorious European powers, namely Britain and France,
following the Ottomans’ defeat in World War I (1914-1918). The political history
of the Kurds is deeply marked by these larger political developments in the region.
The often reluctant subjection and integration of Kurdish communities into differ-
ent nation states of the modern Middle East—besides Syria, Turkey, Iraq, and
Iran—have resulted in significantly different historical experiences and deepened
linguistic division. Thus, like most Middle Eastern nation-states, the state of Syria
has existed for less than a century, but it has exerted considerable power over the
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years by imposing legal constraints and measures on its citizens—as well as those
residing within its borders who were not recognized as Syrian citizens, as will be
explained later.

Following the First World War, the future Syria was shaped from the remnants
of a number of Ottoman administrative units, such as the Ottoman province (vilayet)
of Greater Syria (Sham) in the south and parts of the province of Aleppo (Halab)
in the north. This entity was ruled by an Arab administration under British pro-
tection, headed by Faysal, one of the sons of Sherif Husain of Mecca, who was pro-
claimed king of Syria in 1920. However, in the same year, Syria was formally
declared a League of Nations mandate under French administration; French troops
occupied the country and ousted Faysal, who subsequently became king of Iraq
under British protection. Syria, now administratively separated from what was to
become Lebanon and Jordan, remained under French mandate administration—
de facto until the last French troops left Syria in April 1946, although legally Syria
had become an independent state in October 1945 when it joined the United
Nations as a founding member.

The earlier mentioned relative “invisibility” of Syria’s Kurdish population to
scholars to some extent corresponded with a view informed by international
political rationales following World War 1. According to these, Kurdish nationalist
aspirations were initially considered, but eventually not included, in the emergent
political landscape of the post-war order. A considerable number of people along
Syria’s northern border with the newly emergent Republic of Turkey were Kurmanji
speakers, while others spoke Arabic, Turkish, Armenian, or Assyrian. Many locals
were fluent in more than one of these languages. The new border, established “from
above,” separated communities on the ground that had previously been linked by
ties of kinship, economic exchange, and shared language and religion. Formerly
all Ottoman subjects, members of these communities now found themselves to be
citizens of different nation-states, separated from their relatives and former neigh-
bors by a demarcation line that largely followed the tracks of the Baghdad railway:
those who lived south of the tracks (bin xaté, “below the line”) were now citizens
of Syria, while those “above the line” (ser xaté) had become citizens of Turkey; to
the east, the Syrian-Iraq international border now separated the Jazira, the Meso-
potamian “island” enclosed by Euphrates and Tigris. The emergence of Syria as a
nation-state and the establishment of national borders separating Syria’s Kurds from
their relatives in neighboring Iraq and Turkey led to the definition of Syria’s Kurd-
ish population as a “minority” in a larger, predominantly Arab whole.

Ottoman Syria

As van Bruinessen (1994) suggests, there is evidence that some kind of shared
(self)consciousness of Kurdish distinctiveness vis-a-vis neighboring ethnic groups
existed for several centuries before the end of the Ottoman Empire. Although Kurds
in the territories of the Ottoman Empire and Iran were not a homogenous group,
but differed from each other in terms of religion, dialect, and social organization.
As in other settings, in Ottoman and post-Ottoman Syria, too, derivation from a
Kurdish background or Kurdish family connections did not necessarily imply
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identification with Kurdish ethnicity as a primary characterizing feature or politi-
cal motivation. Gunter (2004: 10) cites the examples of well-known historian
Muhammad Kurd Ali (1876-1953) and Khalid Bakdash (1912-1995), leader of
the Syrian Communist party in the 1930s as examples; both of them conducted
their public and intellectual pursuits in Arabic and did not emphasize their Kurd-
ish ethnic ties. Moreover, as urban intellectuals they had little in common with rural
inhabitants of Syria’s Kurdish regions. The case has been, and is, different for
other notable figures of the Syrian Kurdish community, as will be explained later.

In the Ottoman period, economic, social, and political structures in the rural
areas (not only in Syria) had been strongly shaped by nomadic or semi-nomadic
tribes or tribal confederations, as well as religious identities and loyalties. In Syria,
particular social identities, based on tribal belonging, religious, and class affilia-
tions, persisted throughout the era of the French mandate (1920-1946) and have—
albeit unevenly and partly—continued to do so until the present. In the areas
today covered by Syria, a number of Kurdish tribes have been influential. Among
the best known are the Milli, the Heverkan, the Berazi, and the Rashwan, to name
just a few. Generally speaking, the influence of tribal loyalties is unevenly distrib-
uted between Syria’s three main areas settled by compact Kurdish populations:
while it is virtually nonexistent in the region of Efrin, it is still felt in the other two
areas, namely Kobani and the Cizire around Qamishlo. The supposed influence of
tribal loyalties on political behavior is, of course, ambivalent; but until the recent
past, the ability to quickly muster large numbers of followers or supporters on the
basis of tribal ties has been an undeniable asset in Syria’s volatile and violent politi-
cal environment. In the colonial and especially postcolonial era, however, political
ideologies and party affiliations have provided a growing influence on structuring
political and partly even social loyalties and subjectivities, as will be explained later.

Another distinguishing identity marker since at least Ottoman times has been
religion. As in other communities and regions, this characteristic denotes social
identity as much as (or sometimes more than) it describes personal beliefs and spiri-
tuality. The majority of Kurmanji speakers in Syria are Sunni Muslims; but there
has also long been a sizeable Yezidi community as well as a smaller number of Alev-
ites and individual converts to Christianity. In addition those who privately might
not consider religious belief part of their identity (or who would even describe
themselves as atheists) should be mentioned, but who under Syrian personal sta-
tus law are until today considered to be members of their fathers’ religious com-
munities. As in other parts of Kurdistan, the influence of persons regarded as
spiritual authorities, and the popular followings they were able to mobilize, has
been an important aspect in the field of spirituality and religiosity. Although these
movements are overtly situated in the field of religion, in the context of Syrian his-
tory they have always also had political implications. Syria’s Sunni Kurds have
been strongly influenced by the Nagshbandi Sufi tradition. Syria’s Kurds have been,
engaged to a surprising degree in “official” Sunni Islam in post-independence Syria.
One reason is that many of them, due to their Sufi imprint, did not share the strict
refusal of Wahhabi and Salafi Sunni Syrian circles to cooperate with the Ba'thist
regime. The most prominent example is Sheikh Ahmad Kaftaru (1921-2004),
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a Nagshbandi Sufi sheikh who had taken over the leadership of the Kaftariyya
tariqa (Sufi order) in the Kurdish quarter of Damascus from his father. Kaftaru was
named Mufti of the Republic in 1964, an office that he held until his death in
2004. By virtue of this office, Kaftaru was co-opted as a figurehead by the Ba'thist
regime under Syrian president Hafiz al-Asad. Another prominent religious scholar
of Kurdish origin, who stood for a more Salafi-oriented religiosity, is Sheikh
Muhammad Said Ramadan al-Buti (1929-2013). In contrast to Kaftaru, al-Buti
never held any public office of similar prominence, although he was made preacher
of Damascus’s famous Umayyad Mosque in 2008. However, through his promi-
nent presence in Syria’s state-controlled TV, as well as his reported closeness to
both presidents Hafiz and Bashar al-Asad, al-Buti, too, was visibly close to the
regime. Another notable figure was Sheikh Muhammad Ma’shuq al-Khaznawi
(1957-2005), a prominent representative of the Khaznawiyya tariga based in the
Syrian Jazira. He stood for a relatively liberal, modernist interpretation of Islamic
teachings, was popular with Kurdish as well as Arab Sunnis in Syria, and gained a
growing number of followers in other countries. Initially tolerated by the Syrian
regime, in the 2000s he more and more vocally called for Kurdish rights within
Syria and became increasingly popular among Kurds internationally. Described
as “a non-conformist who was critical not only of the authoritarian Sufi model
promoted by his ancestors, but also of the Ba'thist dictatorship” (Pierret, 2013b:
133), this made him appear more and more dangerous to the Syrian authorities.
In 2005, when traveling in Europe, he gave an extremely critical interview to The
Canadian Globe about the Syrian regime, which, he said, would have to “change or
be terminated.” He also met with Kurdish politicians as well as the exiled head of
Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood, Ali Sadr al-Din al-Bayanouni, in Brussels. In 2005, a
few months after his return to Syria, Sheikh Khaznawi was murdered. Family
members as well as outside observers have attributed the murder to the Syrian
security services, although the Syrian authorities denied involvement His death
triggered large-scale protests, mostly by Kurds.

The Mandate Period (1920-1946)

During the French mandate, the states of the Levant served as an important orga-
nizational base for Kurdish nationalist activities. The French administration sup-
ported such activities to a certain extent, particularly in the realm of culture. In
the 1920s, a number of Kurdish activists and intellectuals crossed the newly estab-
lished Syrian-Turkish border to escape Kemalist persecution. Arguably, the most
notable figures among them were the Bedirxan brothers Jaladet (1893-1951)
and Kamuran (1895-1978), grandsons of the last Emir of Botan, Bedirxan Beg
(ca 1800-1868), and brothers of Sureyye Bedirxan (1883-1938), who had pub-
lished the Ottoman Kurdish journal Kurdistan following the Young Turk revolu-
tion in 1908. Tolerated by France, the Bedirxan brothers and other Kurdish
intellectuals founded the committee Xoybun (‘to be oneself’) near Beirut in 1927.
With French support, Jaladet and Kamuran Bedirxan were also able to publish
two other journals—Hawar (“The Calling,” 1932-1940) and Roja Nu (“New Day,”
1943-1946)—from Damascus and broadcast Kurdish radio emissions through
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Radio Levant (Beirut) from 1941 on (Tejel, 2009: 21-23). These projects aimed—
among other things—at the promotion of Kurdish language and culture through
the publication and dissemination of Kurdish classical as well as contemporary
literary production. Although they reached only a limited readership, these jour-
nals had an important role in propagating a Kurdish alphabet written in Latin
letters in the Syrian contexts and, Gunter (2014: 12) argues, for contributing “to a
sense of Kurdish identity” in Syria. Until today, Syrian Kurdish (Kurmanji) alpha-
betization and publications use Latin letters like the Kurds of Turkey, while Kurds
in the Tranian and Iraqgi contexts use Arabic script. French political support did
not, however, extend to establishing Kurmanji as a language of teaching or as a
subject in Syrian curricula or to supporting anything resembling the establish-
ment of an autonomous Kurdish state.

It has been remarked that Kurdish nationalist activities during the mandate,
such as the Xoybun organization (1927-1944) as well as its successor, the Kurdish
League (1945-1946), did not aim specifically at changing the situation of the Kurd-
ish community in Syria, but focused instead on the struggle against Kemalist Tur-
key. On the other hand, Syrian Kurdish-based movements challenging the central
state and its political order were strongly conditioned by local struggles. Two exam-
ples illustrate this claim: between 1932 and 1939, a Kurdish-Christian movement
led by Kurdish tribal leaders, notably Hajo Agha of the Heverkan, and local Chris-
tian notables called for autonomous status of the Jazira. Among the movement’s
demands were the “advancement of Kurdish in school and the appointment of
Kurdish officials” in the Jazira; its leading figure, Hajo Agha, raised a Kurdish flag
in front of his home in the Jazira. The movement thus had regionalist as well as
Kurdish nationalist aspects. Another example is the so-called murud movement in
Kurd Dagh (Efrin). Between 1933 and 1940, it mobilized mostly lower-class adepts
(muridin) of one Sheikh Ibram (Ibrahim) Khalil who had come to Syria from neigh-
boring Turkey. Sheikh Ibram preached not only religious austerity, but promoted
a political agenda which was inimical to the powerful landowning elite (aghas) and
opposed French rule in Syria, but did not articulate Kurdish nationalist demands.
The uprising was finally suppressed through French military intervention, aided
by the local elite and its followers.

From Independence to the Qamishli Uprising (1946-2004)

After independence, the country was ruled by a succession of quickly changing
governments—a number of them coming into power through military coups. Two
of the presidents of independent Syria, Husni Za'im (1949) and Adib al-Shishakli
(1949-1954), had a Kurdish background, but this did not automatically translate
into pro-Kurdish policies. On the contrary, during Shishakli’s rule, Kurdish lan-
guage use, Kurdish music and other expressions of Kurdish culture and identity
were restricted through a number of legal provisions in order to forge a more homog-
enous and unified Syria under Sunni Arab auspices. Arab nationalism and enmity
with Israel were increasingly used as legitimizing factors for authoritarian policies.
The state security apparatus was built up and diversified; political dissent was
severely suppressed, and torture of prisoners was routinely used as a means of

281



282

SYRIA

intimidation and terror. These measures targeted any opposition against the regime,
regardless of ethnic identity. Additionally, however, Syrian Kurds were marginal-
ized in specific ways. In 1973, a constitution was adopted (which remained valid
until 2012) that defined Syria and its people as Arab, a claim that was echoed
in any interaction between citizens and the state, including identity documents
which explicitly identified subjects of Kurdish origin as “Syrian Arabs.” Thus, the
legitimate existence of Syrian Kurds was implicitly denied; a policy that translated
into an increasing number of policy and legal measures. Many Kurdish place
names were Arabized; parents who wanted to register newborn children with
Kurdish names were unable to do so or faced considerable difficulties. In Septem-
ber 1992, the government prohibited the registration of children with Kurdish
first names; the case was similar for business owners and shopkeepers who gave
Kurdish names to their businesses; teaching and publishing in Kurdish were also
prohibited.

The most momentous measure, however, was the Census of 1962, carried out
in the province of Hasake in the Jazira in just one day. The way in which it was
conducted on October 5, 1962, resulted in about 20 percent of Syrian Kurds being
stripped of their Syrian nationality, leaving them stateless. “The government claimed
that a large number of Kurds had entered Syria illegally and obtained Syrian iden-
tity documents. They hoped to identify these illegal immigrants by demanding that
all inhabitants of the region provide proof of residency prior to 1945. On the day
of the census, many could not provide the required proof; many were away from
home and others chose not to participate, hoping to avoid military conscription
and government taxes” (Allsopp, 2014: 24; cf. also HRW, 1996). As a result, those
who were not able to produce the necessary documents were registered as “for-
eigners” (ajanib), amounting to about 120,000 people. Another group was classi-
fied as “unregistered” (maktumin), probably those who had not taken part in the
census at all. Yet despite the claim that these people had recently moved into Syria
from neighboring Turkey or Iraq, no effort was made to “repatriate” them; instead,
they and their offspring remained in Syria, facing disadvantages and discrimina-
tion at all levels of daily life. With slight differences in status (maktumin being even
more disadvantaged than ajanib) they were not allowed to participate in elections,
either actively or passively; to be employed in the public sector; or to own or rent
a property, including a business; registration of marriages and childbirth were rife
with difficulties. And while both maktumin and ajanib were allowed to attend school
until 12th grade, maktumin did not receive a school leaving certificate, nor were
they entitled to attend university; while ajanib could attend university, they were
not permitted to practice all professions. Ajanib and maktumin status are inherited
at birth by children born to ajanib or maktumin parents. Taken together, both groups
were estimated to amount to more than 300,000 stateless Kurds in 2008. In
April 2011, a presidential decree granted ajanib (but not maktumin) Kurds the right
to apply for Syrian citizenship in an apparent effort to placate Syria’s Kurds in the
face of the rapidly spreading protest movement against Bashar al-Asad (Allsopp,
2014: 148); it is unclear at present how many Syrian Kurds registered as ajanib sub-
sequently actually did become citizens.
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The Jazira was also the arena for another, large-scale Arabization process.
Between 1973 and 1976, several tens of thousands of Arabs from the Euphrates
Valley, most of whom had been forcibly displaced by the construction of the Euphra-
tes Dam at the city of Tabqa and the subsequent flooding of Syria’s largest reser-
voir, Lake Asad, were resettled in a string of newly constructed villages in the Jazira
on land previously used by Kurds, a scheme commonly referred to as the “Arab
Belt.” The establishment of such a scheme had already been suggested in 1963 in
a report written by the then head of security in Hasaka Province, Muhammad Talab
Hilal. Hilal had proposed 12 points for the Arabization of the Jazira, among them
the expulsion of Kurds and settlement of Arabs. Although the report was never offi-
cially adopted government policy, many of its suggestions were at least partially
implemented in subsequent years.

In March 2004, Syria’s Kurdish areas saw a wave of unprecedented mass dem-
onstrations and protests against the regime, triggered by clashes between Arab and
Kurdish soccer fans at a match in Qamishli. After violent reactions by the security
forces, protests soon escalated into attacks against public buildings throughout the
Jazira. Images and statues of former president, Hafiz al-Asad, were toppled by the
protestors. In the following days, protests spread to Kobani, Efrin, and Damascus,
partly fueled by Kurdish TV station Roj TV (associated with the PKK). Syrian secu-
rity forces reacted violently, using live ammunition against protesters, until finally
the Syrian Kurdish parties as well as civil society organizations called for an end
to the violence and the protests died down. A year later, large-scale protests erupted
once more following the murder of Sheikh Khaznawi (see earlier). The 2004 pro-
tests showed that especially younger Kurds were discontent with the role of Syr-
ia’s Kurdish political parties and took to the streets to express their protest against
ongoing marginalization and disenfranchisement through other means than party
politics.

Development of Kurdish Political Parties in Syria

In the post-independence period, dissatisfaction with the rule of the old elite—
wealthy merchants, landowners, and notables—which had persisted in the first
decades of independence grew throughout Syria among rural and urban lower
(middle) classes; communist and Arab nationalist ideologies attracted more and
more followers. On the international stage, too, pan-Arab nationalism came to the
fore. In 1958, Syria joined Egypt to form the United Arab Republic (UAR) under
President Gamal Abd al-Nasser, a union that was ended by a Syrian coup in 1961.
In 1963, the Syrian Ba'th party seized power. With a platform of socialist and Arab
nationalist strands, the Ba'th party, founded in 1947, managed to mobilize a fol-
lowing from the peasantry, the urban lower middle class, and the officers’ corps,
many of them from rural and minority backgrounds. After six years of internal
power struggles within the Ba'th, defense minister Hafiz al-Asad finally seized
power in another internal coup (the so-called Corrective Movement) in 1970. He
remained Syria’s president until his death in 2000, after which power was trans-
ferred to his son, Bashar. Under Hafiz al-Asad, who enjoyed considerable popu-
larity in the early years of his rule, Syria was transformed into a de facto (though
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not de jure) one-party state where a number of other parties beside the Bath—some
of them represented in the Syrian parliament—acted to shore up support for Ba'thist
rule as members of the “progressive front” under leadership of the Ba'th. Parties
who did not acknowledge this arrangement, such as the Communist Labor Party,
or the increasing number of Kurdish Syrian parties, had to operate illegally.

After Syrian independence, the significance of Kurdish ethnonationalist senti-
ments as a mobilizing factor in local politics increased. To some extent, this echoed
the increasing significance of Arab nationalism as a dominant political force in
Syria, as well as political developments in Turkey and Iraq, during the 1950s. In
1957, the Kurdish Democratic Party in Syria KDPS (Partiya Demokrat a Kurd li Suriye)
was founded by a group of Kurdish nationalist activists and men who had previ-
ously been affiliated with the Communist Party. It has been suggested that the
issues debated by the KDPS since its inception are still relevant today: Should the
party advocate for Kurdish cultural and political rights within the Syrian nation-
state, or should it aim at joining Kurdish movements in other nation-states of the
Middle East? Overall, the decision has been for the former: “None of the parties
demand an independent Syrian-Kurdish state or the inclusion of the Syrian-Kurdish
regions in a united Kurdistan. None of the parties—and here the Kurdish move-
ment in Syria differs from the Kurdish parties in Iraq and Turkey—wants to claim
the rights of the Kurdish population by force of arms nor have they ever propagated
this” (KurdWatch, n.d.: 15). Over this issue, the KDPS split into a right and a left
wing in 1965, a split that persisted despite a brief attempt at reunion in 1970—an
attempt that led essentially to the establishment of a third branch of the KDPS. In
subsequent years, further offshoots were established—in fact, the majority of Kurd-
ish Syrian parties today (which in total numbered 15 in 2014) are offshoots of the
KDPS. They resemble each other with regard to programmatic aims as well as to
their names, but differ in political nuances as well as personal loyalties to partic-
ular leading figures. Reasons for the extreme differentiation of Kurdish political
parties in Syria are manifold. Until 2011, there has never been an armed mobiliza-
tion within Syria that could have served as a unifying factor; the Syrian state and
its intelligence agencies have actively intervened to keep Syrian Kurdish parties
small; and the influence of external Kurdish parties (KDP and PUK in Iraqi Kurd-
istan, as well as the Turkish-Kurdish PKK) is a factor. Last but not least, the ille-
gality in which Kurdish Syrian parties have been forced to operate have not only
influenced cautious programmatic, but also led to decentral and cell-like structures
which have been conducive to further splitting processes.

Another important political party is the Kurdish Future Movement (Sepela
Pesheroje ya Kurdi li Suriye), founded by charismatic politician, Mish’al Temo in
2005. Temo advocated cooperation with Arab opposition against the Asad regime,
and the Future Movement decisively supported the Syrian uprising in 2011. In
October 2011, however, Temo was assassinated in Qamishli. His murder silenced
not only an outspoken voice for Kurdish-Arabic cooperation and against the regime,
but turned out to weaken the Future Movement considerably, which consequently
has lost much of its mobilizing power. At the time of writing, the Future Move-
ment is not officially represented within Syria, but is still active in Kurdish Syrian
politics abroad.
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The third, even more significant, strand in the development of Kurdish politi-
cal parties is the role of the Kurdistan Workers Party (Partiya Karkeren Kurdis-
tane, PKK), which was long tolerated and even supported by the Syrian regime on
the condition that its activities not target Syria. In 1978, Abdullah Ocalan had fled
to Syria from Turkey; from 1980 on, the PKK was coordinated from Damascus,
and military training for PKK recruits was organized in the Beqaa Valley. Many
young Syrian Kurds joined the PKK to fight for Kurdish rights in neighboring Tur-
key. PKK recruitment in Syria was at once expressive of, and conducive to, a wider
mobilization for Kurdish nationalist politics, although the PKK advocated the view
that there might be Kurds living in Syria but that they did not form part of larger
Kurdistan. The close relations between the PKK and the Syrian regime ended in
1998, when Turkish pressure against Syria mounted, leading to the expulsion of
Ocalan from Syria, his arrest by Turkish agents in Kenya, and his subsequent trial
and imprisonment in Turkey. In 2003, a new Syrian Kurdish party—the Demo-
cratic Union Party (Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat, PYD)—was founded in close ideo-
logical, organizational, and personal proximity to the PKK. Now engaging explicitly
in the Syrian political scene, it has played a dominant role in Syrian Kurdish poli-
tics since 2012.

The Uprising against Asad and the Syrian War (2011—present)

Following the Syrian uprising against the Asad regime in spring 2011, the regime’s
violent reaction against it and the subsequent spiral of (civil as well as proxy) war
in Syria since 2012, the situation in Syria’s predominantly Kurdish areas has evolved
dynamically. Contrary to occasional later claims, the Kurdish street in towns of
the Jazira such as Amude and Qamishli turned out early on in large numbers in
support of the protests against the Asad regime, and the Future Movement led by
Mish’al Temo joined the Syrian opposition as member of the Syrian National Coun-
cil (SNC) in July 2011. However, the trajectory of the other Kurdish parties was
different. Sixteen of them, notably those who had been derived from the KDPS,
joined to form the Kurdish National Council (KNC) under the protection of Iraqi
Kurdish leader, Masoud Barzani, in October 2011. The Future Movement joined
the KNC in 2015. The PYD did not join the KNC, but joined the National Coordi-
nation Committee for the Forces of Democratic Change (NCC) which promoted
nonviolent change in cooperation with the Syrian regime and which has been
denounced as a pseudo-oppositional front for the regime by members of the Syr-
ian opposition. Simultaneously, the PYD and its armed wing, the People’s Protec-
tion Units (Yekineyen Parastina Gel, YPG), have taken the leading role in building
up administrative structures and effectively controlling the regions of Afrin, Kobani,
and the Kurdish areas of the Jazira around Qamishli/Qamishlo, as well as Aleppo’s
predominantly Kurdish quarters, Ashrafiyye and Sheikh Meqsud. In December
2011, the PYD announced the establishment of the “Popular Council of West
Kurdistan” (Meclisa Gel a Rojavaye Kurdistan) which served as a de facto umbrella
organization for groups close to the PYD. In July 2012, the Syrian regime ceded
control over most parts of Syrian Kurdistan (Efrin, Kobani, and the Kurdish quar-
ters Sheikh Meqgsud and Ashrafiyya in Aleppo, as well as the Kurdish areas in the
Jazira with the exception of some strategic points in Qamishli) to the PYD without
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a struggle. For the regime, this freed up military resources to counter opposition
in other parts of the country; for the PYD, it opened the way to establishing admin-
istrative structures in close military, ideological, and personal cooperation with
the PKK. For the critics of the PYD—both Kurds and non-Kurds—this transition
underlined the collaboration of the PYD with the Syrian regime. In January 2014,
the previously mentioned three regions were declared to be three separate “can-
tons” making up Syrian Kurdistan, which has been popularly referred to by the
PYD and its sympathizers in Syria as well as outside of it as “Rojava”—Western
(Kurdistan). This name was hardly used as a self-reference by Syrian Kurds before
2011 and was dropped again as official self-designation in favor of “Democratic Fed-
eral System of Northern Syria” in December 2016. The successive name changes
did not indicate significant changes at the administrative level, however.

Kobani

The city of Kobani is a Kurdish city in Syria that gained international attention dur-
ing a six-month-long siege imposed by the Islamic State in 2014. The surrounding
area was completely captured by IS, and only the city center was under the control
of YPG-led fighters. In a courageous battle, they were able to push back IS militants
and step by step liberated the outskirts of the city, its suburbs, and surrounding
villages. This victory symbolized the heroic resistance of the Kurdish fighters to
protect their homeland. Today, reconstruction has started, and the citizens return.
Kobani is part of the self-administered cantons in Rojava.

In the politically highly charged atmosphere of the Syrian war, evaluations and
even descriptions of these developments are often colored by sympathy for the left-
ist agenda and the feats of the Kurdish administration in Syria. Among these, the
realization of women’s rights and political representation of women and the intro-
duction of a “council democratic” structure, as well as the inclusion of non-Kurdish
demographic groups (Arabs and Assyrian Christians) have been applauded in the
administration of Syria’s three Kurdish “cantons.” Often added to this is admira-
tion for the military discipline and prowess displayed by the Kurdish-led units of
the YPG and YPJ in the fight against the so-called Islamic State, an admiration that
sometimes appears to be mixed with a (somewhat Orientalist) fascination for the
female fighters of the YPJ in particular. On the flip side, human rights violations—
including the often-violent silencing of voices critical to the PYD and Ocalan;
application of administrative policies such as obligatory military service; and cases
of underage recruitment, harsh taxation, the explicit ideological, organizational,
and military closeness to the PKK; and not least the tactical alliances with the Asad
regime (which, proponents of the PYD say, have spared the Kurdish areas the dev-
astation caused by Asad’s bombs in oppositional parts of Syria)—are among the
issues which motivate criticism of the PYD and its rule. Local critical voices have
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even denounced PYD administrative practices as resembling Ba'thism, with Asad
being exchanged for Ocalan in the public iconography. Seen in a regional or even
global perspective, the ongoing war has provided Syria’s Kurds with potential new
international allies, but it has also deepened and made more visible inner Kurdish
divisions and is, at the time of writing, pitting them into an ever harsher confron-
tation with Turkey.

Katharina Lange
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The advances of the jihadist terrorist group Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
in Iraq and the civil war in Syria have significantly increased the role of Kurds as
a pro-Western and secular regional actor and as a stabilizing factor. In spite of the
increased strategic importance of the Kurds in the regional and international poli-
tics, the historical conflict on their political future and autonomy aspirations has
not been peacefully regulated yet.

In addition, the conflict in Turkey over the Kurdish question has not been
resolved through peaceful means yet. Although the Kurdish question is not a taboo
subject anymore and Kurds enjoy more freedoms than before, the war that has been
continuing since 1984 between the Turkish army and the militant Kurdistan Work-
ers Party (Kurdish: Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan; PKK) has left its marks: around
40,000 deaths, 3,500 destroyed villages, and over 2.5 million displaced people
(forced migration and flight). The conflict has intensified the ethnic polarization
and nationalism on both sides. The peace talks that had continued since autumn
2012 between the ruling Justice and Development Party (Turkish: Adalet ve
Kalkinma Partisi; AKP) and PKK have been abandoned. Since July 2015, the vio-
lence has been dominating the Kurdish question in Turkey again.

Population

There are no certain figures or exact numbers of Kurds living in Turkey. During
the 1965 census, people were asked what their native language was. However, this
question was later erased and never asked again. According to the latest report of
the Turkish Statistical Institute, Turkey’s total population has risen to 78.7 million,
of which the proportion of the Kurds is estimated to be between 15 and 25 percent,
or 11 and 20 million. According to the CIA’s World Factbook, based on 2008 esti-
mates, the Kurds constitute 18 percent of Turkey’s total population (The World
Factbook, 2016). In 1996, David McDowall estimated the proportion of Kurds in
Turkey as 23 percent, emphasizing the higher reproductive rate of the Kurdish
people (McDowall, 1996: 3). According to a survey by KONDA, a Turkish research
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and consultancy company, in 2011 Kurds made up 18.3 percent of Turkey’s total
population (KONDA, 2011).

There are a few reasons for the ambiguity of the numbers. First and most impor-
tantly, the Turkish state and its institutions do not recognize the Kurdish identity.
So when conducting a census, the Kurds are not listed as a separate ethnic group.
According to the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, Turkey recognizes only the Armenians,
Greeks, and Jews as minorities. Second, many Kurdish people are still afraid to
articulate their Kurdish identity as a result of the ongoing oppression and discrimi-
nation. Third, the total number of Kurds residing in Western Turkey is not easily
to obtain. There is a considerable number of Kurds living in large cities such as
Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, Mersin, and Adana. According to some sources, Kurds
make up 15 percent of the total population in Istanbul, a city that is home to 14 to
15 million people (KONDA, 2011: 16). There have been also some Kurdish com-
munities particularly in and around Konya and Ankara for almost a century. These
consist of Kurdish families that were forcefully displaced by the Turkish state fol-
lowing the consecutive Kurdish rebellions in 1920s and 1930s.

The number of Kurds living outside the Kurdish provinces has risen continu-
ously particularly since 1980s due to several factors, including economic hardships,
outbreak of the war between PKK and the Turkish state, consequent forced dis-
placement of local people by the Turkish state, and the destruction of Kurdish vil-
lages by the Turkish military. Statistical data on Kurdish migration demonstrate
that 41 percent of Kurdish migrants moved to Istanbul, 18 percent to Ankara,
15 percent to Adana, and 4 percent to Izmir (McDowall, 1996: 401). According to
the latest KONDA report, 34.1 percent of the total Kurdish population lives out-
side the Kurdish provinces. Half of these, 17.5 percent of the total Kurdish popu-
lation, lives in Istanbul (KONDA, 2011: 15). Moreover, a considerable number of
ethnic Kurds define themselves as Turks as a result of assimilation and/or in order
to avoid any oppression or discrimination.

Language

The Kurdish language is a branch of the Indo-European language family and it con-
tains three important dialects called Kurmanji (Northern Kurdish), Sorani (Cen-
tral Kurdish), and Pehlewani (Southern Kurdish). Kurmanii is the most widespread
dialect that is spoken by Kurds in Bakur (Turkish Kurdistan or Northern Kurdis-
tan). Kurmanji is furthermore spoken in Rojhilat (Iranian Kurdistan or Eastern
Kurdistan), in the northern part of Bashur (Iraqi Kurdistan or Southern Kurdis-
tan), and in Rojava (Syrian Kurdistan or Western Kurdistan). Since 1930s, Kurmanji
has been written with the use of Latin alphabet in Turkey.

There are also Zazaki-speaking Kurds (Zaza-Kurds) in Turkey, mainly living in
the provinces of Tunceli (also known as Dersim), Bingdl, Mus, Elazig, and Diyar-
bakir. It is, however, important to note that some linguists classify Zazaki as a dis-
tinct language rather than being merely a dialect of the Kurdish language.

While Kurdish is a member of the Indo-European language family, the Turkish
language belongs to the Ural-Altaic languages. For decades following the founding
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of the Republic of Turkey (1923), however, the Turkish state insisted that the
Kurdish language was only a dialect of Turkish, which was in accordance with the
policy of denial Turkey had adopted in order to assimilate the Kurdish population.
In the years that followed, Turkey forbade publishing in Kurdish and changed Kurd-
ish village and province names into Turkish. The military government that com-
posed Turkey’s current constitution in 1982 prohibited even the verbal use of the
Kurdish language. This restriction was abolished in 1991 by the government under
Turgut Ozal. Only in the early 2000s, Turkey introduced some reforms and minor
improvements that relaxed the restrictions on Kurdish, including in the education
and media sectors. On January 1, 2009, for instance, the state-run TRT introduced
TRT-6, a channel that is broadcasting in Kurdish 24 hours a day. Three years later,
in 2012, Kurdish became an elective subject in public schools. In addition, some
universities launched new departments and programs dedicated to studying
Kurdology.

Despite the relaxation of its use, there are still vast restrictions on the practice
of the Kurdish language in Turkey. An example is the situation at courts. If Kurd-
ish is spoken by one of the attendants at Turkish courts, it is usually noted as “X”
or “an unknown language” in court records. Another example is the restriction
imposed upon the Kurdish prisoners. Prison officers often reject Kurdish letters
because they were written in a different language than Turkish. Furthermore, the
Kurds” demand for Kurdish to become the language of instruction in schools in
the Kurdish inhabited provinces remains unrealized.

Religion

One of the common bonds Turks and Kurds share is the religion. This is also one
of the more conspicuous characteristics that kept Turks and Kurds together dur-
ing the Ottoman Empire and during the subsequent Independence War of Turkey.
Most of the Kurds are Sunni Muslims, approximately 75 percent, just like the Turk-
ish population (McDowall, 1996: 10). Yet most Kurds follow the Shafi’i school of
Sunni denomination in contrary to Turks, who are followers of the Hanafi school
(Strohmeier & Yalcin-Heckmann, 2003: 43). It is, however, necessary to stress that
these schools differ from each other only slightly in their religious practices and
rules. For example, Shafi’i followers have to make their niyat (intention) before fast-
ing in Ramadan by the morning prayer, whereas Hanafi followers can make their
niyat at midday.

Kurds are, nevertheless, not exclusively Sunni Muslims, and there is also a con-
siderable number of Kurds that follow a different sect of Islam or a different religion,
the most significant group of whom is the Alevi Kurds. Whether or not Aleviness
is a part of Islam is, however, a very controversial issue even among the Alevis.
Some consider Aleviness a branch of Islam, whereas some others deny this relation-
ship. Due to the great importance of the Prophet Ali and the Twelve Imams in Alevi-
ness, some consider it a divergent school of Shi’a Islam (Massicard, 2013: 60).

There are no precise numbers regarding the Alevi population in Turkey. They
compose approximately 15 percent to 25 percent of the Kurdish population in
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Turkey and at least 15 percent of Turkey’s total population, including the Turkish
Alevis. According to the report of the European Commission of October 2004,
Massicard (2013: 2) specified the number of Alevis in Turkey between 12 and
20 million.

Alevi Kurds are concentrated mainly in Tunceli (the largest Alevi city in Tur-
key), Mus, Bingol, Sivas, Malatya, Kahramanmaras, and Elazig. There are both
Zazaki- and Kurmanji-speaking Alevi Kurds. It is pertinent now to specify that
Alevi Kurds have been discriminated and persecuted in Turkey due to both their
Kurdish and Alevi identities, where they constitute a minority both in ethnic and
religious aspects.

Yezidism is a non-Islamic, ancient Mesopotamian religion that used to have sig-
nificant followers in Turkey. Yezidis or Yazidis believe in God as the creator of the
world, which makes the Yezidi religion a monotheistic one. Yezidis in Turkey are
exclusively Kurmanji speakers. There is, however, almost no more Yezidis left in
the Kurdish provinces of Turkey. Most of them migrated to Germany in the 1980s
and 1990s. They used to live in Tur Abdin and its environs. The most prominent
residential area of Yezidis is Sinjar (Kurdish: Shingal), a town in the Nineveh region
of Iraq. Today they number about 750,000 worldwide.

Some Kurdish provinces of Turkey (mainly Tur Abdin and its environs) were
also home to Assyrians, who are Christians and ethnically non-Kurds but mostly
also speak Kurdish. Nevertheless, today only a small number of Assyrians live in
the region. Most of them migrated, like Yezidi Kurds, to Europe, mainly Sweden
and Germany.

Geography and Economy

Northern Kurdistan (or Turkish Kurdistan) is one of the four parts of Greater Kurd-
istan, and it comprises the southeastern and eastern provinces of Turkey. It is a
mountainous region, with the Eastern Taurus Mountains covering the southeast-
ern provinces. Sirnak and Hakkari provinces are renowned for their high moun-
tains that reach over 3,500 to 4,000 meters. The highest mountain, however, is
located in the eastern province of Agri, known as Mount Ararat (Kurdish: Ciyaye
Agiri; Turkish: Agri Dagi) with an elevation of 5,137 meters, which makes it the
highest mountain in Turkey.

Although the Kurdish region in Turkey does not have any coastline, it is actu-
ally a very water-rich region. In addition to numerous rivers and lakes, the Kurdish
region contains the Euphrates, Tigris, and Great Zab rivers. Moreover, it possesses
the largest lake in Turkey, Lake Van, located between Bitlis and Van, whose sur-
face accounts for 3,755 km2.

Unlike Southern Kurdistan (or Iraqi Kurdistan), Northern Kurdistan does not
possess significant oil reserves. A minor oil refinery was set up in Batman in 1955.
However, other natural resources are abundant in Kurdistan such as chrome, cop-
per, iron, coal, and lignite (van Bruinessen, 1992: 14).

The Kurdish area in Turkey used to be covered with forests. The cutting of trees
for construction and heating purposes and the damage caused by animals,
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Landscape with the old Kurdish town of Hasankeyf, in southeastern Turkey. (Radio Kafka/
Dreamstime.com)

particularly by goats, led to considerable deforesting of the wooded areas (Stroh-
meier & Yalcin-Heckmann, 2003: 23). The outbreak of the war between the PKK
and Turkish state has worsened the deforestation further in the region. Beside the
harmful effects of war itself, the Turkish military has burnt down some forested
areas in order to deny PKK fighters a hideout and shelter.

A continental climate dominates in the Kurdish provinces. As a result, signifi-
cant temperature differences can be felt between summer and winter. While it is
very cold and snowy in the winter in the eastern provinces, temperatures reach
up to 25 degrees Celsius in the summer. In the southeastern provinces, however,
it is less cold in the winter, whereas very hot temperatures prevail in the summer,
reaching over 35 degrees Celsius.

The economy in the Kurdish provinces is characterized by livestock breeding
and agriculture. Some scholars define the Kurdish region as excellent for livestock
breeding while at the same time stress the detrimental impacts of the war on agri-
cultural production and livestock breeding in the region (Strohmeier & Yalcin-
Heckmann, 2003: 23-24). Also the smuggling of goods across the borders has
been a source of income for Kurdish families living near the boundaries. These
include mostly sugar, tea, and diesel oil. Indeed, the so-called smuggling takes place
within the Kurdish-inhabited areas that were carved up among Iran, Iraq, Syria,
and Turkey in the years following the First World War.

According to the Turkish Statistical Institute, 17.95 percent of the total agricul-
tural production in Turkey take place in the eastern and southeastern Anatolia
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regions, two of Turkey’s seven geographical regions, which are predominantly
Kurdish. On the other hand, the proportion of industry and service sectors in these
regions within Turkey’s economy is only 8.05 percent and 8.89 percent, respectively.
According to a study conducted by KONDA, 23 percent of the Kurds in Turkey live
below the starvation line and 53 percent of them live below the poverty line.

Political Parties

The Kurdish national struggle in Turkey remained dormant from the end of 1930s
until the 1960s when it started to reorganize within Turkish leftist organizations,
of which the Workers Party of Turkey (Turkish: Turkiye Isci Partisi; TIP) was the
most important. The reason for this inactivity was mainly due to the draconian
suppression of consecutive Kurdish rebellions and the general suppression of politi-
cal activities by the Turkish state throughout the years 1921 and 1938. The sup-
pression was fortified with the 1934 Resettlement Law that aimed at relocating
non-Turkish minorities in order to Turkify them. Then Interior Minister Sukru Kaya
revealed the aim of the Resettlement Law with the following statement:

This law will create a country speaking with one language, thinking in the same
way, and sharing the same sentiment. (Ulker, 2008: § 8)

Another member of parliament at the time, Sadri Maksudi, expressed his sup-
port for the Resettlement Law with the following words:

Turkification of the language is among the greatest devices for assuring the future of
the Turkish race and the living of Turk as Turk. This is our aim. (Ulker, 2008: § 6).

In the 1965 general elections, TIP succeeded in winning 14 seats (out of 450),
obtaining 3 percent of the total vote, but it was subsequently shut down following
the March 12, 1971, military coup. Kurdish activism within the party was one of
the reasons for its prohibition (Strohmeier & Yalcin-Heckmann, 2003: 106). As the
Kurdish awareness commenced to revive, the number of political organizations
established and dedicated to the Kurdish cause also rose. Kurdistan Democratic
Party—Turkey (Kurdish: Partiya Demokrata Kurdistane—Tirkiye; KDP-T), founded
in 1965, can be seen as the first Kurdish party that resembled the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (Kurdish: Partiya Demokrata Kurdistane, KDP) founded by Mustafa
Barzani in 1946. KDP-T was, however, an illegal underground organization that
failed to become a popular movement.

In 1969, another Kurdish movement named Revolutionary Eastern Cultural
Hearths (Turkish: Devrimci Dogu Kultur Ocaklari; DDKO) was established. DDKO
was in close connection with TIP and also dissolved in 1971 by the military junta.
This marked the beginning of successive party prohibitions that were to continue
in the following decades. The oppression did not only take place within the sphere
of political activism. The Kurdish identity and language were also subject to strict
discrimination.
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The 1970s saw a great escalation of the violence between Turks and Kurds, Sun-
nis and Alevis, rightists and leftists, with the former being tolerated and even sup-
ported by the state. In order to combat “terrorism,” Ankara took measures in the
Kurdish cities, which paved the way for arbitrary arrests, torture, and general
humiliation of the Kurdish people. Due to the strong attack on political activism,
the number of people who believed in the necessity of an armed struggle increased
continuously. It was this kind of political and social atmosphere that was prevail-
ing in Turkey when the PKK was established in 1978.

The events culminated in another military coup in 1980, which subsequently
introduced strict measures to limit political freedom and shaped the reputation for
arbitrary torture, murders in custody, and repressive political practices. For example,
the electoral threshold of 10 percent, which is the highest in Europe, was intro-
duced by the junta of 1980 with the aim of keeping the dissident political parties
outside the Grand National Assembly of Turkey. Another example of the strict mea-
sures is a 1983 law requiring all political parties to use the Turkish language alone
during party congresses, meetings, or campaigns.

The 1980s passed by in the shadow of the military government that ruled the
country from 1980 until 1983. Yet Turkey entered a new era in 1984 when PKK
launched a simultaneous attack on military posts in Eruh and Semdinli in south-
eastern Turkey. This incident marked the beginning of the PKK insurgency that
continues until today.

The 1990s witnessed the banning of four pro-Kurdish political parties by the
Constitutional Court on charges of separatism, promoting the Kurdish language,
and threatening Turkey’s territorial integrity. These parties included:

* People’s Labor Party (Turkish: Halkin Emek Partisi; HEP) founded in 1990 and
banned in 1993

¢ Freedom and Democracy Party (Turkish: Ozgurliik ve Demokrasi Partisi; OZDEP)
founded in 1992 and banned in 1993

» Democracy Party (Turkish: Demokrasi Partisi; DEP) founded in 1993 and banned in
1994

 Democratic Mass Party (Turkish: Demokratik Kitle Partisi; DKP) founded in 1997 and
banned in 1999

Predictably, the banning was not merely limited to political parties, but indi-
viduals too. In 1979, Serafettin Elci, an influential Kurdish politician who served
as minister of public works between 1978 and 1979, declared publicly that “there
are Kurds in Turkey. I too am a Kurd” (McDowall, 2004: 415). Subsequently, he
was sentenced by the military junta of 1980 for these words and spent 30 months
in prison. In 1994, several Kurdish deputies were sentenced to 15 years for sepa-
ratism, including prominent politicians such as Leyla Zana, Selim Sadak, Hatip
Dicle, and Orhan Dogan, after the Grand National Assembly of Turkey revoked
their parliamentary immunity. The fact that Leyla Zana finished her parliamen-
tary oath with a Kurdish sentence, “I am taking this Constitutional oath for the
brotherhood of the Turkish and Kurdish peoples”, caused serious protests from the
parliamentary ranks.
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The closure of one Kurdish political party has always led to the establishment
of another one, albeit under a different name. As a successor of DEP, People’s
Democracy Party (Turkish: Halkin Demokrasi Partisi; HADEP) was founded in
1994 and became the first Kurdish party to participate in the general elections of
1995, receiving 4.2 percent of the total vote (Strohmeier & Yalcin-Heckmann, 2003:
112). As the party did not reach the 10 percent threshold, it did not win any seats
in the parliament. Subsequently, HADEP was also banned on the charges of sepa-
ratism by the Constitutional Court in 2003.

HADEP was then succeeded by the founding of Democratic People’s Party (Turk-
ish: Demokratik Halk Partisi; DEHAP) in 1997. DEHAP took part in the general
elections of 2002 and received almost 2 million votes that accounted for more than
6 percent of the total vote. Yet this was not enough for DEHAP to be represented
in the parliament because of the 10 percent electoral threshold. Later, DEHAP dis-
solved itself in order to avoid a prohibition in 2005.

Following the dissolution of DEHAP, the Democratic Society Party (Turkish:
Demokratik Toplum Partisi; DTP) was established in 2005. In order to overcome
the 10 percent electoral threshold, DTP adopted a different strategy. Instead of par-
ticipating in the elections as a party, DTP members ran as independent candi-
dates. This strategy actually worked out, and 21 DTP candidates made it to the
parliament after the 2007 elections. A political party needs at least 20 deputies in
order to build a parliamentary faction, which was enough for the DTP to form a
parliamentary faction in the Grand National Assembly of Turkey that has 550 seats
in total. Nevertheless, DTP had to share the same destiny as its predecessors when
the Constitutional Court decided unanimously to ban it from the political arena
in 2009, again on separatism charges.

The closure of DTP gave birth to Peace and Democracy Party (Turkish: Baris
ve Demokrasi Partisi; BDP) in 2008. BDP did not change its election strategy and
participated in the 2011 elections with independent candidates. This time, BDP
increased its electoral success and gained 36 seats in the parliament.

In 2012, the Peoples’ Democratic Party (Turkish: Halklarin Demokratik Partisi;
HDP) was formed with the aim of bringing dissident social and political groups
together and thereby becoming an umbrella organization. Although it is still pre-
dominantly a Kurdish party, HDP has managed to become a party for those who
have felt discriminated and marginalized by the political system in Turkey, includ-
ing leftists, workers, students, and so forth. There had already been a tradition of
joint efforts between Kurds and leftists since the 1960s. In addition, HDP has
included a wide variety of groups ranging from Muslims to Armenians, Assyrians,
and LGBT members. As part of this strategy, BDP changed its name to Democratic
Regions Party (Turkish: Demokratik Bolgeler Partisi; DBP) in 2014. From that
moment on, the movement has been represented in the Kurdish provinces as DBP
and as HDP in the rest of Turkey, which organizationally resembles a case in Ger-
many where the Christian Social Union (CSU) is represented in the state of Bavaria
and the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in the rest of Germany.

In the light of these developments, HDP modified its election strategy and deci-
ded to take part in the general elections of 2015 (June 7) as a party and not as
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individuals. HDP achieved a great electoral success by receiving 13.1 percent of
the total vote, earning 80 seats out of 550 in the parliament. Because a coalition
could not be built, however, the elections were repeated in November of the same
year. It is important to note that during the attempts to build a coalition, the HDP
was excluded from the coalition talks by the AKP (Justice and Development Party)
that has perpetually ruled the country since 2002. The AKP (Turkish: Adalet
ve Kalkinma Partisi) is a right-wing conservative political party built on the
principle of moderate Islam, which was founded in 2001. Since then, the AKP has
won the majority in the Turkish parliament in the general elections of 2002, 2007,
and 2011. The AKP has lost its majority in the June 2015 elections but regained it
in the snap elections of November 2015.

HDP and the Turkish General Elections in 2015

The Turkish general or parliamentarian election took place on June 7, 2005. President
Erdogan’s ruling AKP won only 40.9 percent, while the main opposition parties
CHP gained 25 percent and the MHP 16.4 percent. The surprise outcome of the
election was the success of the People’s Democratic Party (HDP), a left-wing, pro-
Kurdish minority party, that won 13.1 percent of the votes or 80 seats disallowing
the AKP a single-party rule. HDP was backed by many Kurdish voters as it repre-
sented the PKK in the peace negotiations with the Turkish government. In the
following snap election, HDP managed to get 10.76 percent of the votes or 59 seats.

In the snap elections of November, the HDP under the leadership of Selahattin
Demirtas and Figen Yuksekdag again overcame the 10 percent threshold by obtain-
ing 10.8 percent of the total vote, earning this time 59 seats. This electoral success
constituted a milestone in the political history of the Kurds in Turkey as it was for
the first time that a pro-Kurdish party passed the electoral threshold.

Women constitute 38.9 percent of HDP’s members of parliament (23 out of 59
HDP seats), having the highest ratio among the political parties represented in the
Grand National Assembly. In addition, HDP has the system of co-chairmanship,
with Demirtas and Yuksekdag being the co-chairs of the party. This system is
applied to local administrations as well, making it compulsory to have one female
and one male chairperson for each district municipality.

As mentioned earlier, the persecution against Kurdish politicians has not merely
been confined to political parties. Over the decades, thousands of Kurdish politicians,
activists, and journalists have been sued, jailed, tortured, banned, or murdered. Pro-
Kurdish party buildings outside the Kurdish provinces have been subject to racist
attacks, arson, and armed assaults. Since November 2016, HDP’s 11 members of
parliament, including co-chairpersons Demirtas and Yuksekdag, have been taken
into custody on terror charges following the approval of the proposal of the ruling
AKP to revoke the legal immunity of 148 parliamentarians, a situation similar to
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that of 1994 (see earlier). In May 2016, the Turkish parliament stripped 148 par-
liamentarians (29 AKP, 55 CHP, 53 HDP, 10 MHP, and 1 independent) of their
legal immunity on the grounds of provoking people to be rancorous and hostile,
inciting terror, praising an offence, and libel charges (according to Turkish laws).
Yet only HDP parliamentarians have been arrested so far. Apart from jailed HDP
parliamentarians and its numerous party members, also almost all elected HDP and
DBP mayors have been arrested and replaced by government-appointed trustees
in recent months on terror charges.

There are also smaller Kurdish parties in Turkey, such as the Rights and Free-
doms Party (Turkish: Hak ve Ozgurlukler Partisi; HAK-PAR) founded in 2002,
which stands for Kurdish autonomy within Turkey, or the Free Cause Party (Turk-
ish: Huar Dava Partisi; HUDA-PAR) founded in 2012, which is an Islamist political
party but also stands for the constitutional recognition of the Kurds and the Kurd-
ish language. The former has lacked any popular support or electoral success,
whereas the latter could reach a minor electoral success in the local elections of
2014 only in a few Kurdish cities. HUDA-PAR obtained 7.8 percent of the total vote
in Batman, 3 percent in Bingol, 4.3 percent in Diyarbakir, and 5 percent in Bitlis,
which, however, was not enough to win over any municipality.

Party Name Establishment Prohibition

KDP-T 1965 (founded illegally) -

DDKO 1969 1971

HEP 1990 1993

OZDEP 1992 1993

DEP 1993 1994

HADEP 1994 2003

DKP 1997 1999

DEHAP 1997 2005 (dissolved
itself to avoid a ban)

HAK-PAR 2002 -

DTP 2005 2009

BDP (DBP) 2008 (2014) -
HUDA-PAR 2012 -
HDP 2012 -

Genesis, Development, and Current State of the Kurdish Conflict in Turkey
Foundations of the State Ideology, Politics of Forced Assimilation, and the Ethnopo-
litical Mobilization of Kurds

The founding of the Turkish nation-state in 1923 meant an important caesura for
the Kurds of Turkey. In the new centralized unitary state, not only the tradition
of autonomous self-administration of the Kurdish principalities during the Otto-
man Empire was abolished. The Kurds were declared nonexistent. Their forced
assimilation was cemented through new qualitative and systematic policies, which
were implemented alongside a socioeconomic negligence of the Kurdish inhabited
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southeast of Turkey. The result was a series of local Kurdish revolts in the 1920s
and 1930s. According to the Turkish General Staff, as many as 30 Kurdish rebel-
lions took place within 1924-1938. During that time, the entire Kurdish region
was under emergency rule, which was abolished only in the beginning of 2000s.

The state policy of forced assimilation and use of violence was justified by the
new Kemalist state ideology named after the founder of the Republic of Turkey,
Mustafa Kemal Atatirk. The fundamentals included a rigid nation and state con-
cept, an unalterable constitutional principle of the indivisible unity of territory and
people, and a restrictive approach toward the minorities. The legitimacy of the cen-
tralistic nation-state and its unitary ideology was and is still based on the unalter-
able constitutional principle of the indivisible unity of territory and people.
Particularly this constitutional clause, which is applied in numerous provisions
(e.g., in penal code, antiterror law, and law on political parties) on the legislative
level has extensive impacts. Its scope of application is not clearly defined so that
fundamental rights can be easily restricted, such as freedom of press and speech.
For instance, the constitutional principle can be applied when ethnic minorities
demand cultural autonomy or self-administration rights. Especially in the context
of the Kurdish question, this constitutional principle is applied frequently and helps
to restrict freedom of press and speech. The minority clauses of Lausanne Treaty
of 1923 are concerned with and related to non-Muslim minorities (Greeks, Arme-
nians, and Jews). Despite their considerable number, the Kurds in Turkey are not
considered.

The repressive denial and assimilation policy, which is justified by the state ide-
ology, triggered the ethnopolitical mobilization of the Kurds, and is one of the
main causes of the emergence of the conflict. In addition, the establishment of the
militant PKK should be viewed in this context.

The end of the Cold War and the Gulf War of 1991 introduced a tendency toward
political change in the era of Turgut Ozal, who was prime minister and president
between 1983 and 1993. While retaining the military repression, Ozal aimed at
liberalization in the cultural realm and followed the goal to incorporate the PKK
politically. However, no government after Ozal followed this ambitious liberaliza-
tion policy, which eventually remained stagnant.

Objectives and Contents of the Kurdish Policy of the AKP Government
(2002-2016)

The AKP administration took up Ozal’s Kurdish policy under far more advanta-
geous conditions, triggered by the capture of PKK-Leader Abdullah Ocalan in Feb-
ruary 1999 and the acceptance of Turkey as a European Union (EU) candidate
country in December 1999. Nevertheless, AKP’s Kurdish policy remained embed-
ded within the ideological framework of the Turkish state and constitutional order,
which are defined by the primacy of Turkish nationalism. In addition to a rigid
nationalism, Islam and neo-Ottomanism form two other ideological driving factors
of AKP’s Kurdish policy. Both elements comprise a recollection of the Ottoman past
and an emphasis on the common religious affiliation. They stress national unity,
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but at the same time negate the political national dimension of the Kurdish ques-
tion. On the one hand, a “religious brotherhood” and “national unity” should be
formed by stressing the common religion, Islam. On the other hand, the recollec-
tion of the Ottoman past implies an “Ottoman solution” of the Kurdish question.
This would internally allow a limited liberalization in the realm of cultural rights
and expand the range of influence explicitly as “patron saint and hegemon” in the
Kurdish question. Even though AKP differs from Kemalists with regard to the ele-
ments as “Islam” and “neo-Ottomanism,” it agrees with respect to the primacy of
the Turkish nation and the exertion of influence on the Kurdish question beyond
the national boundaries. This is because AKP is a Turkish nationalist party with
an Islamic-conservative character while it does not possess Kemalist attributes. The
protection and preservation of Turkish nationalism and the Turkish nation is the
common ideological denominator of both AKP and Kemalist powers. This com-
mon denominator is defined by a negative perception of the Kurdish question, the
denial of the political-national dimension of the issue, and the preference of a
military-security policy approach that rests on the use of violence and repression.
Hence, the AKP government, just as all the previous governments, views the Kurdish
question and PKK as a threat to national unity and territorial integrity. Furthermore,
the AKP strictly differentiates the PKK from the Kurdish question, and it considers
the former a terrorism problem and the latter a socioeconomic issue. Thereby it
negates the relationship between the unsolved conflict and the emergence of the PKK
and the historically deep-rooted political-national dimension of the conflict. This
can be viewed as the troubled legacy of the peace settlements in the aftermath of
the First World War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, which denied the
Kurds self-determination right and the establishment of a Kurdish nation-state.

Despite certain changes in AKP’s Kurdish policy strategy, its main understand-
ing of the Kurdish question and its objectives are continuously based on a national
consensus and not affected by the limited liberalization policies. These objectives
include:

* Preventing of the emergence of a Kurdish state

 Exerting of influence on the developments related to the Kurdish question
* Weakening and controlling of the Kurdish national movements

* Combatting politically and military against the PKK

The Kurdish policy of the AKP administration is determined by a double strat-
egy based on a policy mix of political and military measures, as well as rhetoric
actionism. The cornerstones are (1) to allow a limited liberalization policy in the
realm of cultural individual rights while preserving the foundations of the state
ideology; (2) to contain and control the legal political sphere of Kurds by margin-
alizing the legal Kurdish party HDP and all the Kurdish political activities in civil
society; and (3) to combat the PKK politically and militarily in order to defeat it.
For this purpose, the AKP initiated talks with the PKK and its jailed leader Abdul-
lah Ocalan for the first time in the history of the modern republic, which later,
however, were terminated.
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The AKP government’s liberalization policies regarding the Kurds include four
components:

1. Political reforms in the years 2002-2005, which were adopted as part of Turkey’s
EU accession process and led to an amelioration of individual freedoms. These
reforms include, among others, some amendments of the 1982 constitution, the abol-
ishment of the state security courts, the allowance of broadcasting in languages
other than Turkish, the revision of the penal code on torture, the abolishment of
the capital punishment, the revision of antiterror laws, and the prioritization of
supranational treaties over domestic laws.

2. Aninitiative announced in summer 2009 promising the expansion of the use of the
Kurdish language.

3. The democratization package of September 2013, which included measures that were
relevant to Kurdish policy, for example, lifting the prohibition on the letters x, q,
and w (used in the Kurdish alphabet); reintroducing formerly banned Kurdish place
names; and expanding the use of the Kurdish language.

4. The peace talks with Ocalan and the PKK between November 2012 and July 2015 in
order to achieve the disarmament of the PKK.

Taken as a whole, the adopted reforms and measures had a positive impact on
the situation of the Kurdish population. In addition to Kurdish broadcasting,
Kurdish-language courses, giving children Kurdish names, the reintroduction of
Kurdish place names, the introduction of Kurdish as an elective subject at schools,
the opening of Kurdology departments at universities, and the use of the Kurdish
language during election campaigns or in prisons was permitted. Furthermore,
emergency rules were lifted, and Abdullah Ocalan’s capital punishment was con-
verted into life imprisonment as part of Turkey’s accession process to the EU.

Thus, the framework for a political solution of the Kurdish question from the
AKP’s position was set through a process of reforms. However, the expansion of
individual cultural rights and freedoms occurred while maintaining the ideologi-
cal fundaments of the state. These rights were never meant to recognize the Kurds
as a distinct ethnocultural group. This had the effect that the reforms were not
implemented systematically and were still managed restrictively. Further political
demands for a federation or autonomy were rejected as separatist aspirations and
a threat to the national unity and territorial integrity. This represents the national
consensus of Turkey’s Kurdish policy.

The Consensus on Demands of the Kurds

The adopted reforms, however, represented the demands of the Kurds only very
narrowly. The Kurdish demands are built upon a consensus between the Kurdish
political spectrum that includes the HDP and PKK and the Kurdish civil society.
The consensus represents the following demands:

* Granting the right for Kurdish education in the public education system
* Enlarging the competences of the local administrations
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* Decreasing the 10 percent electoral threshold

* Recognizing the Kurdish nation in the constitution

* Dissolving the village guards who are deployed in the fight against the PKK and
receive salaries in return

* Ending political and military operations

e Releasing all political prisoners, including Abdullah Ocalan

The ultimate demand, however, is the granting of collective sovereignty rights
in the context of autonomy or a federal state structure, whose final form is nego-
tiable. The consensus furthermore includes the request to consider the PKK as part
of the Kurdish question and that any political conflict resolution must include
the PKK and Abdullah Ocalan. Nonetheless, particularly the issue of preferred
autonomy in a federal state structure received a strong backlash from the AKP
government and the two opposition parties, the Republican People’s Party (Turk-
ish: Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi; CHP) and the Nationalist Movement Party (Turkish:
Milliyetci Hareket Partisi; MHP). They view autonomy as a threat to Turkey’s
national unity and territorial integrity, and thus reject it.

The Rise of the Kurdish Politics

Currently, the HDP is the strongest political party of the Kurds. In eastern and
southeastern Turkey, the HDP has consistently managed to obtain the majority of
electoral votes of the Kurdish population in general and local elections. Despite a
smear campaign by the AKP, the HDP succeeded in overcoming the 10 percent
electoral threshold in the last general elections of June 2015 and the subsequent
snap elections of November 2015 and managed to enter the parliament for the first
time. Considering the number of seats, HDP became the third largest party repre-
sented in the Turkish parliament. The number of seats in the Turkish Parliament
is divided as follows: AKP 317 seats; CHP 133 seats; HDP 59 seats; MHP 40 seats;
independent MPs 1 seat (550 seats in total).

All predecessors of the HDP have been banned consecutively since the begin-
ning of 1990s on charges of close relations to and support for the PKK. The HDP,
too, is labeled as a continuation of PKK and pressured to distance itself from the
PKK and to condemn them as a terrorist organization. On the whole, the legal Kurd-
ish political arena has become more resilient over the years in spite of many pro-
hibitions and systematic marginalization attempts. They have gained more political
experience since the 1990s. Both the parliamentarian and political work on the
local level (through numerous city halls in the region) have reinforced the ability
to organize Kurdish politics in limited areas between survival and prohibition and
to solidify influence in the east and southeast. In particular, city halls have consti-
tuted the successful nucleus of the HDP. Thus, the HDP has become a vital inte-
gral component of the local political landscape. Similar to its predecessors, the HDP
concentrates on the recognition of the Kurdish identity and the inclusion of Ocalan
and the PKK for a conflict resolution. On the one hand, the HDP strives to serve its
grassroots base. On the other hand, it works to bring the resolution of the Kurdish
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question onto the national political agenda, and thereby exerts pressure on the
Turkish politics.

The HDP sees the resolution of the conflict in the transformation of the politi-
cal administrative state structure through decentralization and democratic auton-
omy. The latter refers to the autonomy on the basis of self-administration with
regional and local parliaments. Regarding the decentralization in Turkey, the HDP
suggests 20 to 25 regions with their own regional parliament and government,
which are legitimized via elections. The local administration should be strength-
ened by given the right to electing the governor directly. The central government
should only be responsible for foreign affairs, finances, and defense. Furthermore,
a new constitution is proposed with a new definition of the concept of the nation
(“Nation of Turkey” instead of “Turkish Nation”), guarantees for the protection and
development of identities and cultures, and the use of Kurdish in public.

The HDP’s increasing success has sharpened the political rivalry between the
AKP and HDP over the Kurdish voter support. AKP’s reaction to this political rivalry
has been very confrontational and included the following goals: (1) to curb HDP’s
political influence, (2) to delegitimize HDP’s numerous city halls, (3) to narrow
down the legal political sphere of Kurds, and (4) to preserve the political control
over the Kurdish politics and the Kurdish people.

A Stronger PKK and the Fight for Democratic Autonomy

The PKK came into existence under the influence of the radicalizing political climate
in the 1970s, which was furthermore exacerbated by the military coups of 1971
and 1980. With the aim of establishing an independent Kurdish state, the PKK
(founded as a Marxist-Leninist organization) launched its guerrilla warfare against
the Turkish state in August 1984. The PKK departed from this ultimate demand
in the early 1990s. Although they were not endorsed by all Kurdish political forces
due to the violent means deployed, the PKK received support from the general
populace, to which the Turkish government contributed significantly with its
oppressive Kurdish policy. The PKK modified its demands in 1993 and has since
been pursuing a solution within the borders of the Turkish state. Since the first
ceasefire declaration in March 1993, the PKK has announced, without abandon-
ing its strategy of violence, eight unilateral ceasefires, which have, however, come
to nothing. Shortly after the arrest of Ocalan in February 1999, they even with-
drew its fighters from Turkey and ceased the armed struggle for several years.
But even after the capture of Abdullah Ocalan, the government’s desired mili-
tary solution to the PKK question has not succeeded. This is related to facts such
as the regional character of the unsolved Kurdish conflict, the growing politiciza-
tion of the Kurdish people, and the PKK itself. In the meantime, the PKK has
become a political force, which is not only present in the “mountains,” but also in
the cities that possesses a societal basis that cannot be underestimated. Its regional
significance and power have also been rising. In addition, regional developments
like the Gulf War in 1991, the Second Gulf War in 2003, the prominence of the
federal region Kurdistan-Iraq, the Arab Spring, the Syrian Civil War, and the fight
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against ISIS boosted the politicization of the Kurdish population and Kurdish
nationalism in all parts of the country and challenged the governance.

Recently, the PKK has gained importance through their participation in the civil
war in Syria and the war against ISIS. The PKK became a strategic factor combat-
ing ISIS in Iraq and Syria, which extended regional maneuverability. This can be
observed by looking at the accomplishments of the PKK’s offshoot, the Democratic
Union Party (Kurdish: Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat; PYD) in Syria. Since summer
2012, the PYD with its military wing the YPG has been controlling and governing
the Kurdish region in northern Syria called Rojava in Kurdish that consists of three
autonomous cantons in Efrin, Kobane, and Cizire. The aim of the PYD and the
PKK is not the formation of a separate Kurdish state in Syria, but rather autonomy
for the cantons as constituents of a new democratic Syria. In Rojava, the PYD and
the PKK attempt to implement their political model that is based on the core ele-
ments of gender justice, ecology, and grassroots democracy. However, this has
encountered strong resistance from the AKP government who considers Rojava and
the strengthening of the PKK/PYD a threat. The success of the PKK and the PYD
in Rojava could inspire the Kurdish population in Turkey for autonomy endeavors
and solidify the PKK’s position.

The Regionalization of the Internal Conflict, a Fragile Peace Process, and the
Return of Violence

The commencement of the peace talks with the PKK and Ocalan in November 2012
did not only have domestic political motives. More importantly, the talks served
to curb the Kurdish threat in Northern Syria and potential strengthening of the
PKK. During the peace talks, the HDP played a mediating role between the PKK
leadership in the Qandil Mountains in neighboring Iraqi Kurdistan and Ocalan.
During the Newroz celebrations on March 21, 2013, Ocalan, from the Imrali Prison,
invited the PKK leadership to end the armed struggle. They followed this call by
proclaiming a unilateral ceasefire and beginning a partial withdrawal of approxi-
mately 2,000 fighters from Turkey into the camps in Iraqi Kurdistan. The govern-
ment, on the other hand, abandoned its basic principle of not speaking with
“terrorists,” which had been a political principle until then, and thereby recognized
Ocalan as an interlocutor and representative of the Kurdish national movement and
the HDP as the political voice of the PKK. Indeed, both sides adhered to the agreed
ceasefire to a great extent. Nevertheless, the talks stagnated and came to a standstill
prior to the general elections of June 2015. On the one hand, the peace process
was influenced by the developments in Syria and Rojava. On the other hand, it
was fragile from the outset because of diametrically opposed interests. While the
government strictly rejects federal or autonomous forms of self-administration and
the right to education in Kurdish in the context of a new constitution, these demands
are central to all of the Kurdish parties and organizations—the PKK, the HDP, and
Kurdish civil society establishments. The government utilized the peace process
in order to reinforce its capacity to act in the Kurdish southeast of Turkey. The state
built new technological well-equipped military bases and dams in the southeast
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that were designed for security purposes. The PKK, on the other hand, expanded
its urban structures and proclaimed autonomy in some of their strongholds.

The show of force between the government and PKK intensified with the politi-
cal achievements of the PYD and PKK in Syria and Northern Iraq. The electoral
success of the HDP in the general elections of June 2015 was another negative devel-
opment from the government’s viewpoint. This was a shock for President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and his AKP for several reasons: First, the AKP missed the abso-
lute majority in the parliament, and the distant goal of establishing a presidential
system was jeopardized. The election results meant a setback for Erdogan’s Kurd-
ish policy. The hope to neutralize the Kurdish endeavors through the politics of
involvement and negotiation did not succeed. Instead, the Kurdish question expe-
rienced an unexpected renaissance in Turkey in the wake of the bold and success-
ful battles of the PYD in Syria. President Erdogan and his AKP reacted by adopting
the so-called “fight against terrorism” strategy: On the one hand, the PKK as a ter-
rorist organization should be fought through military means, and on the other
hand, the HDP should be discredited as alleged political extension of the PKK. Since
late July 2015, the Turkish army has been bombing PKK positions in northern Iraq.
They have also attacked Kurdish towns and provinces in the east and southeast
of Turkey with considerable support for the PKK and HDP with special forces,
commando units, snipers, and heavy weapons. The PKK applied a new strategy of
carrying the war into the cities for the first time through its youth structures.
Thereby, the PKK tries to stimulate a popular revolt in order to exert pressure on
the government to accept the proclaimed autonomy in some places. This plan
has not worked out, and the anticipated support of the people has been absent, as
the population has become the target of the escalation of violence. The HDP has
repeatedly asked both the Turkish state and the PKK to end the violence. Moreover,
many Kurds and Kurdish civil society organizations have criticized the PKK’s new
strategy and demanded an immediate ceasefire. At the same time, many Kurds
are deeply disappointed by Turkish state’s actions and the lack of solidarity in
the western part of the country. In February 2016, the government declared an
action plan against terrorism with focus on security policies but without any
advanced political arrangements. The government promises therein the recon-
struction of the destroyed cities in combination with new security measures.
Moreover, it announced not to negotiate with the PKK or HDP, but with other
Kurdish actors. The end of violence is not in sight yet.

The AKP succeeded in regaining the absolute majority in the parliament follow-
ing the snap elections of November 1, 2015. Despite losing some votes, the HDP
managed again to enter the parliament and thus became the third largest party.
Yet the internal tensions have not disappeared. On the contrary, human rights
organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International draw a dra-
matic picture of the situation in their 2015 Turkey reports: the criminalization of
the opposition, the repression of the press and the freedom of expression, and the
violation of Kurdish people’s right to life.

The HDP and the city halls it controls were also profoundly affected by the con-
frontational policies the government has adopted. Prior to the general elections of
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June 2015, the HDP was already subject to defamations by President Erdogan, the
government, and the pro-government media. The main goal of the defamations was
to keep the HDP under the 10 percent electoral threshold so that the AKP could
gain the majority in the parliament. The HDP and its infrastructure became the
target of numerous attacks across the country, including a bomb assault on a rally
in Diyarbakir in June 2015. This left the party largely marginalized. Furthermore,
after the legal immunity of 53 HDP parliamentarians was revoked in May 2016,
the state launched an investigation process against them. More than 10 HDP par-
liamentarians, including co-chairs Demirtas and Yuksekdag, have been arrested
on terror charges since November 2016.

In addition, many mayors of HDP and DBP who have been elected for years
in their regions by the overwhelming majority of the Kurdish population, have
been arrested. Since the declaration of emergency rule following the failed coup
attempt on June 15, 2016, the measures taken against Kurdish politicians have
increased sharply. In the meantime, the government has replaced those demo-
cratically elected mayors with trustees in more than 70 eastern and southeastern
cities, towns, and districts on the grounds of terrorism and threats to national
security. The Turkish government accuses them of using the budget to support
terrorism. The PKK, on the other hand, has declared to target these government-
appointed trustees and AKP representatives in the region. Also on terror charges,
many Kurdish media outlets (including not only pro-PKK but also many critical of
the government) have been shut down, and 14,000 Kurdish teachers have been
dismissed. The government’s main aim is not only to deal the HDP a final blow. It
is also about destroying the democratic achievements and the local governance
that the Kurdish politics has achieved in the last two decades.

In addition to the domestic containment policy against the Kurds, the AKP gov-
ernment has expanded its military strategy beyond the Turkish borders. On
August 24, 2016, the Turkish army launched a campaign, the so-called Euphrates
Shield, into Syria with some factions of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and captured
the city of Jarablus in Northern Syria without considerable ISIS resistance. Mean-
while, the Turkish army and its FSA allies have captured also the strategic town of
al-Bab (35 kilometers northeast of Aleppo) after fierce clashes with ISIS. With this
proactive foreign policy strategy, Turkey aims at preventing the YPG and Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) from linking up the Kurdish cantons in northern Syria.
Founded in October 2015, the SDF is a multiethnic and multireligious alliance of
Kurdish, Arab, Assyrian, Turkmen, and Armenian militia groups. The Kurdish YPG
is the largest group within the alliance. The Turkish government’s main goal has
been the creation of a de facto buffer and no-fly zone in the area that divides the
westernmost canton, Efrin, from the other cantons. However, this idea has lacked
international support. With the creation of such a zone, Turkey ostensibly aims to
establish a violence-free area for Syrian refugees. Yet the Turkish state views the
YPG and SDF as terrorist organizations and also wants to obstruct a Kurdish zone
along its southern borders. Thus, the Turkish government has repeatedly announced
the advance of the YPG forces west of the Euphrates River as its red line. Although
the YPG and SDF captured the city of Manbij, west of the Euphrates River, with
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the help of U.S. air support in August 2016, Turkey has seemingly achieved its goal
of thwarting the Kurdish territorial unity in northern Syria with its intervention
in the Syrian War. Furthermore, Turkey sporadically shells YPG-held places and
threatens to advance toward Manbij.

Recognition of the Kurdish Autonomy Endeavors

The Kurdish question has been occupying the political agenda in Turkey since its
establishment in 1923. The new Turkish nation-state denied the Kurdish popula-
tion any cultural or political autonomy. Instead, the Turkish state denied even the
existence of the Kurds and aimed at the forced assimilation of its large Kurdish
population. As a result, a series of Kurdish rebellions took place in the 1920s and
1930s, which were brutally suppressed in order to consolidate the newly estab-
lished unitary state system. Moreover, Kurdish place names were changed into
Turkish as part of the assimilation policies.

Because of the brutal suppression, the Kurdish struggle remained dormant in
the 1940s and 1950s but it started to politically reorganize in the 1960s. Yet any
cultural or political Kurdish activity was suppressed. Even publishing or obtain-
ing an elementary Kurdish book was a reason for imprisonment on separatism
charges. The 1970s experienced a great escalation of the political violence and the
Turkish state systematically squashed both the leftist and Kurdish activities. The
1980 coup left no space for political activism and the scope of the oppression
reached a new level. In addition to numerous atrocities, arbitrary arrests, and mur-
ders, the military government banned the use of Kurdish even in private conver-
sations. In this political context, the PKK launched its armed struggle in 1984,
which continues until today.

The density of the conflict between the Turkish state and PKK increased in the
1990s. In addition to the fierce clashes, human rights abuses, and forced displace-
ment in the Kurdish inhabited eastern and southeastern regions, the Turkish state
banned several pro-Kurdish political parties and arrested some prominent Kurd-
ish parliamentarians, including Leyla Zana, Orhan Dogan, Ahmet Turk, and Hatip
Dicle. Furthermore, the entire Kurdish region was under martial law.

Following the EU compliance reforms by the new AKP government and the abol-
ishment of the martial law in the Kurdish towns, the tensions eased in the begin-
ning of 2000s. In the meantime, the pro-Kurdish political parties have steadily
increased their electoral success and managed to create a parliamentary faction
in the Turkish parliament in three consecutive general elections: 2007, 2011, and
2015.

The conflict in Turkey came to a halt in November 2012, when the Turkish state
recognized PKK’s ceasefire for the first time. In addition to the ceasefire, the two
parties had a series of negotiations for a political reconciliation of the violent con-
flict. Yet the peace talks failed in July 2015. With the eruption of fierce clashes
between the PKK and Turkish state, several Kurdish provinces and districts
have been put under martial law again. Furthermore, the scope of the political
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repression expanded and many democratically elected HDP parliamentarians and
mayors have been recently arrested. The Turkish government has repeatedly reit-
erated that it would no longer negotiate with the PKK or HDP.

However, it is difficult to reach peace without the PKK and HDP, the legitimate
third largest party in the Turkish parliament. On the one hand, the regionaliza-
tion of the intra-Turkish conflict has already proceeded extensively. On the other
hand, the conflict over the future of the Kurds in Turkey and other three parts is
essentially a troubled legacy of the peace settlements following the First World War
and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The autonomy endeavors of the Kurds
are firmly entrenched in this historical context and therefore cannot be ignored or
overlooked. Any peaceful and durable conflict resolution requires the recognition
of the historically deep-rooted autonomy endeavors of the Kurds and necessitates
the inclusion of the PKK. Last but not least, a renewed peace process needs an
external influential mediator in order to actively lead both parties, the PKK and
the government, on the way to a peace settlement and to prevent an escalation of
violence.

Gulistan Gurbey and Vedat Dayan
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Kurdish-Americans and Kurdish immigrants represent a socioculturally and reli-
giously diverse community today, and estimates suggest that around 25,000 Kurds
live in United States. A steady stream of Kurdish refugees and political exiles has
arrived in the United States since the 1970s, particularly following dramatic regime
changes and ethnonational wars throughout the main Kurdish regions of the Middle
East, including in Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. Kurds settled predominately in
urban areas of southern California such as Los Angeles and San Diego, and in the
upper Midwest, including in Nebraska, Minnesota, and North Dakota. The most
sizable Kurdish community in the United States lives in Nashville, Tennessee, but
many intellectual Kurds also decided to live in New York and in Washington, DC.
Kurds have been successful in their integration efforts in the United States while
also managing to protect their cultural and linguistic heritage over time.

Nashville, Tennessee

Due to a large concentration of Kurdish immigrants, the city of Nashville, Tennes-
see, is considered the Kurdish capital of the United States and is often called “Little
Kurdistan.” Most Kurds are from Iraq, and they started moving into the city in the
1970s. Other waves of Kurdish mass migration followed, and today, some 13,000
Kurds live in the greater Nashville area. They have established cultural centers,
mosques, and shops to cater to the Kurdish community’s needs.

A wave of Kurds from Iran settled in the United States in 1979 following the
Iranian Revolution. Secular and leftist Kurds feared repression under the theo-
cratic regime and quickly qualified for asylum abroad. Many Kurdish refugees also
arrived in the United States from Iraqi Kurdish areas following the outbreak of the
Iran-Iraq War from 1980 to 1988. The former dictator of Iraq, Saddam Hussein
(1937-2006), aimed to crush ethnic resistance and attacked Kurdish communities
in the infamous al-Anfal (Spoils of War) campaigns, which culminated in the hor-
rific poison gas attacks in the area of Halabja (also Halepce) in 1988. About 5,000
civilians died in nerve gas attacks on the city of Halabja after the Iraqi air force
dropped colorless and odorless Sarin gas on unsuspecting Kurdish communities
(Hilterman, 2007). Throughout the entire war period, the Iraqi regime destroyed
some 4,500 villages to undermine agricultural activities and viciously murdered
between 100,000 and 180,000 Kurds (estimates range widely), including vast
numbers of women and children (Black, 1993). By April 1991, and in the after-
math of the Gulf War (August 1990—February 1991), the United States initiated
Operation Provide Comfort to deliver desperately needed humanitarian aid to
Kurds fleeing their homes. However, the humanitarian intervention on behalf of
the Kurds was considered inadequate by experts (Frelick, 1992: 25). Thousands
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of Kurdish refugees from Iraq arrived in the United States between 1991 and 1992,
following the Kurdish genocide and the Gulf War.

Another major migration of Kurds to the United States took place between 1996
and 1997, after an internecine war broke out pitting the two major Iraqi Kurdish
political parties against each other. The Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the
Patriotic Party of Kurdistan (PUK) struggled to gain control over the region and
internationalized the conflict by looking for allies. The PUK established an alliance
with Iran and the KDP collaborated with Saddam Hussein, which resulted in
30,000 Iraqi troops entering the northern Kurdish city of Erbil. Kurdish refugees
escaped from the region and crossed the border into Turkey. President Clinton
ordered a military intervention to prevent the Iraqi regime from re-establishing a
power base in Kurdistan and instituted the northern no-fly zone. A significant
number of Kurdish refugees from this particular conflict were resettled in Nashville,
Tennessee, which, as mentioned, claims the largest concentration of Kurdish immi-
grants in the United States (Campbell, 2014). The Tennessee Kurdish Community
Council (TKCC) asserts that its community makes up nearly 15,000 people today.

Following the U.S. intervention in Iraq in 2003 and the capture of Saddam Hus-
sein, many Kurds considered returning to areas of Kurdistan. Kurds expressed
optimism because a federal constitutional framework for the new Iraq allowed the
region to reconstitute itself as the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). Yet ongo-
ing regional instability, disputes over land and oil resources, and the threat of the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) slowed and then reversed this trend of return
migration. Finally, during the past decade, many Kurdish immigrants arrived in
the United States who had previously worked with members of the U.S. military, had
been employed by international humanitarian organizations, or served as trans-
lators or local mediators for other nonprofit organizations in Kurdistan and Iraq.

In comparison to Kurds in European countries, the North American Kurdish
community represents a more divided and less politically active community. How-
ever, several influential Kurdish organizations have been engaged in public rela-
tions and lobbying activities in the United States since the 1990s. Among the best
known Kurdish political groups in the United States are AKIN (American Kurdish
Information Network), KNCNA (Kurdish National Congress of North America), the
offices of the Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq (KRG), and the HDP (Peoples’
Democratic Party). Most recently, a solidarity group for Syrian-Kurdistan was
formed in New York, and Washington, DC, gained a Kurdish policy think tank.

AKIN is headed by Kani Xulam, a Kurdish activist who originated from Diyar-
bakir, Turkish-Kurdistan. During both Clinton administrations (1993-2001), AKIN
established enduring relationships with members of Congress, human rights
organizations, and scholarly communities. The KNCNA was formed shortly after
Saddam Hussein’s regime carried out the Halabja massacres against the Kurdish
minority. The KNCNA aimed to represent Kurdish interests in the United States
by advancing efforts to remove the Iraqi dictator.

The KRG established offices in Washington, DC, more recently to represent the
official government of northern Iraq’s Kurdistan region. Since 2003, the KRG has
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obtained certified assistance from the United States’ government to encourage the
Iraqi Kurdish leadership to maintain the federal arrangement within post-Saddam
Hussein Iraq. The KRG lobbies actively on behalf of Kurdish economic interests
and also pursues broader security-related causes. In 2013, the KRG’s high profile
spokesperson, Qubad Talabani (born in 1977 in Damascus, Syria), left the United
States for the KRG to become more involved in domestic Kurdish politics in Iraq.
Iraqi Kurdish lobby groups are often constrained because of the very complex rela-
tionship between competing Kurdish groups within the Kurdistan region and the
KRG'’s interactions with the central government in Baghdad. Currently, the KRG’s
interests are represented by Bayan Abdul Rahman in the United States. She left a
career as an accomplished journalist and experienced high representative in Brit-
ain to advance Kurdish interests in the United States. Hailing from a politically
active Kurdish family, both her father and her brother tragically died in a terror
attack in Erbil, Kurdistan, in 2004. Nearly 100 people were killed in the attack,
and Rahman decided to pursue a political career after the tragedy.

With the emergence of ISIS as a major threat to Kurdish communities in 2014,
Kurdish groups in the United States intensified their efforts to influence interna-
tional perceptions related to Kurdish demands for self-determination. The dramatic
siege of Shingal (Sinjar), a mountain top to which thousands of Yezidi Kurds fled
after ISIS attacked them, and the ferocious battles for the town of Kobani in Syrian-
Kurdistan created opportunities for Kurdish activists in the United States. Ameri-
can Kurds of various ideological convictions demanded military assistance from
the United States to be able to equip Kurdish militias to fight more effectively against
ISIS. While Kurdish lobbying efforts became increasingly visible in the United
States, it was not necessarily discernible that these Kurdish activities resulted in
shaping American foreign policy choices.

A new arrival in Washington, DC, was the representative of the Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP), Mehmet Yuksel. As a highly trained and skilled spokes-
person for Kurdish political interests in Turkey, he added even more diversity to
the varying Kurdish lobbying efforts. While the HDP spokesperson emphasized
shared values of democratization and overlapping security interests, the party’s
entire leadership was removed from public office and then imprisoned following
the failed military coup in Turkey in July 2016. Turkish President Erdogan (born
in 1954) established emergency rule in Turkey after the coup attempt. Since then,
he has pursued a strategy that focuses on removing his critics from positions of
influence. A wave of arrests and detentions has silenced journalists, removed Kurd-
ish politicians from their elected positions, and fired vast numbers of people affili-
ated with a competing Islamist group, the Gulen movement, which has been
accused of orchestrated the coup. Mehmet Ytiksel and other Kurdish (and leftist)
representatives of the HDP are remaining in the United States for fear of arrest and
mistreatment in Turkey.

The newest organization that aims to educate the public and advance Kurdish
research agendas is the Kurdish Policy Research Center (KPRC), a think tank in
Washington, DC. Established in 2016, the KPRC regularly brings together groups
of scholars who focus on identifying and analyzing global issues concerning
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U.S.-Kurdish relations. In addition, it is important to note that various groups
have formed in the United States with the intent to support Rojava’s (Syrian-
Kurdistan) struggle for autonomy. Rojava Solidarity, located in New York City, is
among the most active groups in the United States.

Several highly successful Kurdish immigrants to the United States have shaped
public perceptions about the community. Dr. Najmaldin Karim, (born in 1949)
and originally from Kirkuk, Iraq, arrived in the United States in 1976 and became
a practicing neurosurgeon. He co-founded the Kurdish National Congress of
North America (KNCNA), and testified before the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations
Committee in June 1990 on Saddam Hussein’s atrocities in Kurdistan, including
the Anfal Campaign, the Kurdish genocide and the use of chemical weapons by
the Iraqi dictator. In 2009, he returned to Kirkuk, and in 2011, Dr. Karim was
elected governor of Kirkuk Province. Perhaps the best known Kurd in the United
States today is Hamdi Ulukaya, the founder and CEO of Chobani Yogurt (born in
1972). He arrived in the United States in 1994 to study English in Albany, New York.
In 2005, he initiated the production of Greek-style yogurt in upstate New York and
received notable recognition for his support of refugees. In 2014, he aided Kurdish
communities who were displaced by the war against ISIS, and in 2015 Ulukaya
pledged $700 million to provide assistance to Kurdish refugees (The Kurdish
Project, 2015). Influenced by Warren Buffet and Bill and Melinda Gates, Ulukaya
became the first Kurdish immigrant to the United States to sign on to the philan-
thropic movement.

Hamid Ulukaya at Chobani

Hamid Ulukaya is a Kurd from Turkey and founder and CEO of Chobani, a popular
yogurt brand in the United States. Based on his personal experiences, he started
his business employing refugees and supporting resettlement programs. For this,
he and his company were targeted by hate crimes; however, Mr. Ulukaya increased
his efforts to help refugees from Iraq, Syria, and other countries by signing the Giv-
ing Pledge, essentially promising to donate most of his wealth to charities working
with refugees.

The main challenge that continues to face politically engaged American Kurds
is the complexity of the political situation in the Kurdish regions in Iran, Iraq, Syria,
and Turkey. Often Kurds are simplistically portrayed in the media as ferocious
Peshmerga in Iraqi Kurdistan, willing to die in the fight against ISIS. In Syrian-
Kurdistan, Kurds are sometimes identified as trustworthy regional allies, but only
as long as they pursue an agenda that is approved by the Pentagon. If Kurds push
for national independence, they become labeled as petulant trouble makers or even
as terrorists (McKiernan 2006). In recent years, Kurds in the United States have
begun to control more of the narratives about Kurdish experiences in their

3N



312

UNITED STATES

homeland. The growing number of Kurdish-Americans with university degrees is
likely to further improve on this trend.

Vera Eccarius-Kelly
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Sharafnama

A Persian-language historical work on Kurdish dynasties, composed between 1596
and 1599 by Sharaf Khan Bidlisi (1543—ca. 1600), prince of Bidlis in northern
Kurdistan (southeast Turkey).

Author. The author was a scion of the line of Diyadinid/Rojikid princes of Bidlis on
his father’s side and related to the Turkman Mawsillu clan on his mother’s. Born in
Karahrud, near Qom, Sharaf al-Din was educated in the royal palace alongside
Shah Tahmasb’s sons. He rose to prominence in the Safavid state, before losing
royal favor during the reign of Ismail I (r. 1576-1577). The Ottoman sultan Mur