The Enduring Nexus: A Historical and
Contemporary Analysis of
Kurdish-Iranian Relations

l. Introduction

The Kurdish people, a significant and ancient ethnic group in the Middle East, have a
substantial population residing within the borders of modern-Iran, forming an integral part of
the broader Iranian ethnolinguistic family.! Their history is deeply interwoven with that of the
Iranian plateau and the mountainous region widely known as Kurdistan, which straddles the
borders of present-day Iran, Iraqg, Turkey, and Syria.! This geographical heartland, particularly
the Zagros and Taurus mountain ranges, has been the locus of Kurdish life and culture for
millennia, fostering a long and complex history of interaction with various Iranian polities that
have risen and fallen over the centuries.’

The relationship between Kurds and Iranians, particularly the Persian-dominated central
states, is a multifaceted and often paradoxical one. It is characterized by profound threads of
shared ancient ancestry, deep linguistic kinship, and centuries of cultural exchange. The
Kurdish language itself is a West Iranian tongue, closely related to Persian, reflecting common
Indo-European origins and migratory patterns dating back to the second millennium BCE." Yet,
this shared heritage is juxtaposed with a history marked by persistent political tensions,
recurrent Kurdish struggles for autonomy and cultural recognition, and consistent efforts by
central Iranian states to assimilate, integrate, or control their Kurdish populations. This
dynamic has evolved through various imperial formations—from the Achaemenids and
Sasanians to the Safavids and Qajars—and has continued, albeit in new forms, under the
Pahlavi monarchy and the contemporary Islamic Republic of Iran.

The very definition of "Iranian" within this context is itself a subject of nuance and, at times,
contention. While linguistic classifications and certain historical narratives firmly place Kurds
within a broader Iranian civilizational sphere, the distinct historical experiences, cultural
expressions, and political aspirations of the Kurds often challenge a monolithic,
Persian-centric understanding of "Iranian-ness." Kurds are, in many senses, of Iran through
shared ancient roots and linguistic heritage, yet they have frequently found themselves in
opposition to the homogenizing tendencies of Iranian states. This inherent tension is a
foundational element of their long and often turbulent relationship.

Furthermore, the geographical position of Kurdistan has been a critical determinant of
Kurdish political fortunes. Often constituting a rugged borderland between powerful rival
empires, such as the Ottoman and Persian (Safavid and Qajar) realms, this location has
historically presented both strategic opportunities for Kurdish leaders to assert a degree of
autonomy by playing larger powers against each other, and profound vulnerabilities, making
Kurdish territories a perennial zone of conflict, division, and external interference.* This
historical pattern of existing within contested peripheries has had lasting implications for



modern Kurdish political movements, which continue to navigate complex regional and
international geopolitics.

This report aims to explore the intricate tapestry of the Kurdish-Iranian relationship, examining
its evolution from ancient origins and shared linguistic roots through interactions with
successive Iranian empires and states, to the contemporary socio-political realities faced by
Kurds in Iran. It will delve into the ethnolinguistic background, the nature of political
engagements across different historical epochs, the socio-economic conditions within Iranian
Kurdistan, and the persistent quest for cultural rights and self-determination that defines
much of the modern Kurdish experience in relation to the Iranian state.

Il. Foundations: Shared Origins and Ancient Interactions (Antiquity — 7th Century CE)
The relationship between Kurds and the broader Iranian ethno-linguistic family is rooted in a
deep and complex past, stretching back millennia. Understanding this ancient foundation
requires an examination of shared linguistic heritage, theories of origin that combine both
migratory and indigenous elements, and the interactions of proto-Kurdish groups with the
great Iranian empires of antiquity.

A. Ethnolinguistic Tapestry

The Kurdish language (Kurdi) is classified as a member of the West Iranian branch of the
Indo-Iranian languages, which itself is part of the larger Indo-European language family.' It is
closely related to other Iranian languages such as Persian (Farsi) and Pashto, sharing a
common ancestral linguistic pool.! This linguistic kinship implies shared cultural roots and a
long history of parallel or interconnected development on the Iranian plateau. Traditionally,
both Kurds and Persians, along with other Indo-European speaking groups in Iran, are
considered descendants of Aryan tribes who began migrating from Central Asia into the
Iranian plateau around the second millennium BCE.? These migrations are thought to have laid
the ethnolinguistic groundwork for many of the peoples inhabiting the region today.

However, more recent research, particularly in the field of human anthropology and genetics,
has introduced a more nuanced perspective on Kurdish origins. Some DNA studies suggest
that the earliest traceable ancestors of the Kurds may have been indigenous Neolithic
populations of the Northern Fertile Crescent, specifically the Zagros and Taurus mountain
regions.’ According to this hypothesis, these aboriginal groups were only later, over millennia,
linguistically "Iranianized" through several waves of contact and assimilation with militarily
organized Indo-European (often associated with the R1a1 haplogroup) immigrants arriving
from Central Asia.’ This perspective posits that the aboriginal inhabitants of these
mountainous regions and the incoming Old-Iranian speakers were not initially the same
people, but rather represent distinct historical and genetic layers contributing to the
ethnogenesis of the modern Kurds.? Such a dual-origin theory, combining an ancient
indigenous substratum with a later Indo-European linguistic and cultural overlay, offers a
potential explanation for the Kurds' profound and enduring connection to their mountainous
homeland, as well as the persistence of distinct cultural traits despite their linguistic
integration into the Iranian family. This deep territorial tie, possibly predating significant
Iranian linguistic influence, could be a foundational element of Kurdish distinctiveness and
their historical resilience against complete assimilation by larger, often lowland-based, Iranian



empires.
The etymology of the name "Kurd" itself is a subject of scholarly debate, reflecting the
complexities of tracing group identity through ancient texts. One prominent theory links it to
the Karduchoi (Kapdolyot), a warlike people inhabiting the mountains north of Mesopotamia
who famously harried the retreating Greek army of Xenophon's "Ten Thousand" in 401 BCE."
Other proposed ancient precursors include the Cyrtii (Kurtioi in Greek), mentioned by writers
like Strabo as inhabitants of the Zagros Mountains, or even the more ancient Guti (Qurti), a
mountain people referenced in Mesopotamian records from the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE."
However, a definitive, unbroken lineage from these ancient groups to modern Kurds is difficult
to establish with certainty, and some scholars dispute these connections.' The name "Kurd"
can be dated with certainty only to the period of the tribes' conversion to Islam in the 7th
century CE.! The ambiguity surrounding the term's earlier usage highlights not only the
scarcity of direct historical records from these groups themselves but also a common
historical pattern: dominant, literate lowland civilizations often defined and categorized more
remote, tribal, and mountainous peoples from an external perspective. The eventual
crystallization of "Kurd" as a widely recognized ethnonym by the early Islamic era marks a
significant juncture, reflecting either an increasing internal cohesion among these groups or a
more unified external perception of them, likely spurred by the major political and social
transformations of the Arab conquests and the spread of Islam.
B. Kurds within Ancient Iranian Empires
The historical trajectory of groups identifiable as proto-Kurdish or Kurdish is intertwined with
the rise and fall of successive Iranian empires that dominated the Near East. Their interactions
with these empires were shaped by geography, tribal organization, military capabilities, and
the evolving nature of imperial administration.
e The Median Empire (c. 678 — 549 BCE):
The Medes, an ancient Iranian people, established one of the first major empires on the
Iranian plateau, with their heartland in the Zagros Mountains, a region historically
associated with Kurdish populations.4 The Median Empire, at its height, conquered the
Assyrians in 612 BCE and extended its dominion across much of Iran and into Anatolia.4
This event is so significant in some Kurdish nationalist narratives that 612 BCE is
considered the beginning of the Kurdish calendar.4 The theory that the Medes are
direct ancestors of the Kurds has been influential, particularly in Kurdish nationalist
thought and among some earlier scholars.4
However, this "Median hypothesis,” while evocative, faces challenges from
contemporary linguistic and historical scholarship. Some linguists suggest that Kurdish,
while a Northwest Iranian language like Median, may be closer to Parthian, albeit with a
Median substratum.1 Others argue that the connection between Kurdish and Median is
not necessarily closer than that between Median and other Northwest Iranian
languages like Baluchi or Talyshi, and point to the significant chronological gap between
the fall of the Median Empire and the clear attestation of Kurds as a distinct group.10
Despite these debates, the Medes undoubtedly controlled territories later inhabited by
Kurds, and the subsequent Achaemenid Empire inherited and adapted many Median



imperial structures.12

Achaemenid Period (550 - 330 BCE):

During the Achaemenid Persian Empire, various groups that could be considered
proto-Kurdish, such as the Carduchi (Karduchoi) and Cyrtians (Kurtioi), inhabited the
mountainous Zagros and Taurus regions, often on the peripheries of direct imperial
control.11 The region that later became Iraqi Kurdistan was incorporated into the
Achaemenid satrapy of Media.18 Achaemenid administration in these challenging
terrains likely involved a pragmatic mix of strategies. While more accessible areas might
have been under more direct rule, control over fiercely independent mountain tribes
often relied on indirect means, such as establishing or recognizing tribal confederations
headed by leaders loyal to the Great King, reinforced by political marriages, and
expecting tribute and military levies in return for a degree of local autonomy.21 Cyrus
the Great, himself of Mede-Persian heritage, is noted for employing Median
commanders and officials, suggesting an integration of Median (and by extension,
potentially proto-Kurdish affiliated) elites into the early imperial structure.20 The
Carduchi, encountered by Xenophon in 401 BCE during a period of weakened
Achaemenid authority in the area, demonstrated considerable martial prowess and
independence, highlighting the difficulties the empire faced in fully subjugating such
groups in their rugged homeland.1

Parthian Suzerainty (247 BCE - 224 CE):

Under the Parthian Arsacid Empire, which succeeded the Seleucids, several local
kingdoms with likely Kurdish or proto-Kurdish populations flourished in the Zagros
region and northern Mesopotamia. Kingdoms such as Gordyene, Adiabene, Cortea, and
Kirm are described by some sources as "confederate members" of the Parthian
Federation by the 1st century BC.24 This "confederate" status probably signified a
vassal relationship, where local dynasties ruled with considerable internal autonomy
while acknowledging Parthian overlordship, paying tribute, and providing military
support when required.22 The emergence of these semi-autonomous kingdoms often
occurred during periods of Seleucid decline or before the full consolidation of Parthian
power, illustrating a persistent pattern of local power assertion in the mountainous
peripheries whenever central authority weakened.25 The Parthian Empire itself was
characterized by a relatively decentralized administrative structure, which allowed for
the existence of such vassal kingdoms.26 Linguistically, some scholars have noted that
Kurdish dialects exhibit affinities with Parthian, possibly more so than with Median.1 The
Kayosid dynasty is mentioned as one of the last major local dynasties with Kurdish
connections from this era, falling around AD 380, near the transition to Sasanian
dominance.24

Sasanian Era (224 - 651 CE):

The Sasanian Empire, which overthrew the Parthians and aimed to revive Achaemenid
traditions and a more centralized Iranian identity 29, also had a complex relationship
with the Kurdish populations within its domains. By this period, and possibly earlier, the
term "Kurd" (Krt in Middle Persian) was increasingly used, often with a socio-economic
connotation referring to nomadic or semi-nomadic pastoralist groups in the western



Iranian highlands, and sometimes to tribes aligned with Sasanian authority in
Mesopotamia.10 Kurdish tribes were a significant element within the Sasanian realm;
they initially provided strong support to the empire in its attempts to withstand the Arab
Muslim armies in the 7th century.31 Indeed, historical accounts suggest that Kurds
formed a substantial part of the Sasanian military forces, particularly in the wars against
the Roman/Byzantine Empire and Arab groups on the frontiers.32 Sasanian rulers
maintained a presence in Kurdish-inhabited territories, with evidence of royal resorts
and infrastructure in areas like Kermanshah, indicating ongoing interaction.32 However,
the extent to which Sasanian rule fundamentally altered Kurdish language and local
culture remains a point of discussion, suggesting a degree of cultural resilience or
continued local autonomy.32 Smaller Kurdish principalities or administrative units,
perhaps led by figures referred to as "Kohyar" (mountain administrators), appear to
have preserved a degree of autonomous existence well into the 7th century.24 The
relationship was not always harmonious; the founder of the Sasanian dynasty, Ardashir
|, is recorded as having fought against Kurdish groups at the outset of his consolidation
of power.32 Ultimately, as the Sasanian Empire crumbled under the pressure of the Arab
conquests, some of the most determined resistance to the invading forces came from
the Kurdish regions of the Zagros.32
Throughout these ancient empires, a consistent pattern emerges: groups inhabiting the
mountainous Kurdish regions often maintained a degree of de facto autonomy, facilitated by
their difficult terrain and robust tribal organization. Imperial control was frequently indirect,
relying on alliances with local chieftains, the establishment of vassal relationships, or the
expectation of tribute and military service rather than full administrative incorporation. This
long historical experience of relative, if intermittent, self-governance likely contributed to the
later development of distinct Kurdish political aspirations. Furthermore, the "Iranian” identity
of these empires was itself an evolving construct. The Achaemenids built upon Median
administrative and military traditions; the Parthians initially embraced Hellenistic culture
before a later Iranian revival; and the Sasanians actively promoted a specific vision of
“Iranization." Kurdish interactions were thus not with a static "Iranian" entity but with dynamic
imperial systems that were themselves negotiating and projecting their Iranian character.
Kurdish groups were part of this broader process of identity formation on the Iranian plateau,
sometimes as integrated contributors, other times as distinct peripheral elements. Their
recognized military capabilities made them both valuable allies and formidable adversaries, a
duality that consistently shaped their leverage and vulnerability in relation to imperial centers.
The following table provides a comparative overview of the relationship between
proto-Kurdish/Kurdish groups and the ancient Iranian empires:
Table 1: Proto-Kurdish/Kurdish Groups and Ancient Iranian Empires

Empire Known Nature of Key Sources
Proto-Kurdish/Kurdis |Relationship/Adminis
h Groups trative Status

Median Medes (potential Core population/ruling !
ancestors) group of the empire;




controlled regions later
inhabited by Kurds.

Achaemenid

Carduchi (Karduchoi),
Cyrtians (Kurtioi),
Zagros mountain tribes

Part of satrapy (e.g.,
Media); tribal
confederations under
loyal chiefs; expected
tribute/military service;
often autonomous in
rugged areas.

Parthian

Gordyene, Adiabene,
Cortea, Kirm, Media
(as local kingdoms)

Vassal kingdoms,
"confederate
members" of Parthian
Federation; significant
local autonomy under
Parthian suzerainty;
provided tribute and
military aid.

Sasanian

"Kurds" (Krt - nomadic
groups, tribes), Kohyar
(mountain
administrators)

Military contingents in
Sasanian army; initial
support against Arabs;
some local autonomy
preserved; resistance
to full Sasanian control
and later to Arab

conquest.

lll. Navigating Medieval and Early Modern Empires (7th Century - Early 20th Century)
The Arab-Islamic conquests of the 7th century CE marked a pivotal turning point for the
peoples of the Iranian plateau, including the Kurds. This era witnessed the gradual
Islamization of the Kurds, the consolidation of "Kurd" as a distinct ethnonym, and the cyclical
rise and fall of Kurdish principalities amidst the shifting power dynamics of larger Islamic
caliphates and subsequent Turkic and Persian empires.
A. Post-Islamic Conquest and Kurdish Assertiveness
The initial Kurdish response to the Arab-Muslim invasions was one of fierce and protracted
resistance, reportedly lasting for about a century.* This resistance is often characterized as
being motivated more by social and political factors—a desire to maintain their autonomy and
way of life—rather than purely religious objections.* Eventually, the majority of Kurds
converted to Islam, predominantly adhering to the Sunni branch, often of the Shafi'i school,
and many also embraced Sufi orders." Importantly, this conversion to Islam did not lead to
their Arabization; Kurds largely retained their distinct language and cultural traditions.* It is
during this period that the term "Kurd" became more definitively established as an ethnonym
for these groups. Early Arab and Persian chroniclers sometimes expressed uncertainty
whether "Kurd" denoted specific nomadic groups or a broader ethnic collective, but by the




12th to 14th centuries, historical sources increasingly portrayed the Kurds as a recognizable,
albeit tribally fragmented, ethnic group.™

As the central authority of the Abbasid Caliphate began to wane from the mid-9th century
onwards, a power vacuum emerged in many peripheral regions. Kurdish leaders, who had
already established reputations in fields like the arts, history, and philosophy, seized these
opportunities to assert their own political power.* This era, sometimes referred to by scholars
as the "Kurdish interlude" 3%, saw the rise of several independent or semi-independent Kurdish
principalities and dynasties across the Zagros region and adjacent territories. Among the
most notable were:

The Shaddadids (951-1174) in the north, ruling areas of Armenia and Arran.®

The Marwanids (990-1096) in the west, centered in Diyarbakir.

The Hasanwayhids (959-1015) in the east, in the Kermanshah region.’

The Annazids (990-1117) also in the east, ruling from Hulwan and in western Jibal (a
mountainous region of western Iran).’

The Rawadids (c. 955-1071) in Azerbaijan, including Tabriz and Maragheh.*

e The Ayyarids (or Banu Ayyar) (990-1117) in areas including Kermanshah, Dinawar, and
llam.*® These principalities were typically based on tribal confederations and relied
heavily on Kurdish tribesmen for their military strength.3° The emergence of these
numerous Kurdish political entities demonstrated a resilient indigenous capacity for
self-governance and political organization, shaping a distinct Kurdish political identity
that would echo in future aspirations for autonomy.

This period of Kurdish ascendancy was curtailed by the arrival of the Seljuk Turks from Central
Asia in the 11th century. The Seljuks conquered Persia and Iraq, established a vast empire, and
systematically annexed the Kurdish principalities.* Around 1150, the Seljuk Sultan Sanjar
formally created a province named "Kurdistan" (Land of the Kurds). Its capital was Bahar, near
ancient Ecbatana (modern Hamadan), and it encompassed territories such as Sinjar and
Shahrazur west of the Zagros, and Hamadan, Dinawar, and Kermanshah to its east.* This was
the first official administrative use of the name "Kurdistan" for a defined geographical region.
While this act acknowledged the distinct character of the Kurdish-inhabited lands, it was also
an imposition by an external conquering power, defining "Kurdistan" within its own imperial
framework—a pattern of both recognition and containment.

Despite Seljuk dominance, Kurdish influence resurged dramatically with the rise of the
Ayyubid dynasty (1169-1250), founded by Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, famously known in
the West as Saladin." Saladin, who was of Kurdish ethnic origin, established a vast empire that
stretched from Egypt and Syria to Yemen and included most of Kurdistan.* His leadership in
the wars against the Crusaders made him a celebrated figure throughout the Islamic world.
The 12th century, marked by the Ayyubids' supremacy, the formal recognition of "Kurdistan"
as a geographical entity, and a flourishing of written Kurdish literature, is considered a golden
age in Kurdish history.* However, while Saladin's Kurdish identity was known, his empire was a
multi-ethnic Islamic state, and his primary historical role was that of a Muslim leader. The
Ayyubid success did not translate into the formation of a unified Kurdish national state in the



modern sense, illustrating a recurring theme where individual Kurdish power and influence
operate within broader, non-Kurdish-national frameworks.

Following the Mongol invasions in the 13th century, which disrupted the existing political order,
Kurdish principalities such as Ardalan, Badinan, Baban, Soran, Hakkari, and Badlis re-emerged
or continued to exist, maintaining varying degrees of autonomy into the 19th century.® The
Kurdish Hazaraspid dynasty also ruled in Luristan and parts of southern Zagros from the 12th
to the 15th century.®°

B. The Safavid Era (1501-1736) and the Kurdish Frontier

The rise of the Safavid dynasty in Iran at the beginning of the 16th century inaugurated a new
phase in Kurdish-Iranian relations. Intriguingly, the Safavid dynasty itself is reported to have
had origins in Iranian Kurdistan before its leaders migrated to Azerbaijan and eventually
established their power base in Ardabil.** Some historical accounts even suggest Kurdish
ancestry for the Safavid family, tracing their lineage to figures like Firuz-Shah Zarrin-Kolah.*®
The Safavid shahs, particularly Tahmasp | (r. 1524-1576) and Shah Abbas | (r. 1588-1629),
pursued policies aimed at extending and consolidating central control over the
Kurdish-inhabited regions of western Iran.®* These areas were often governed by powerful
semi-independent Kurdish emirs, such as those of the Mukriyan (Mahabad region) and
Ardalan (Sanandaj region).* Safavid policies towards the Kurds were a complex mix of
co-optation, coercion, and strategic manipulation:

e Integration and Co-optation: Attempts were made to integrate Kurdish elites into the
Safavid system. The offspring of Kurdish emirs were sometimes brought to the royal
court in Isfahan for education alongside Safavid princes, and young Kurdish nobles were
enrolled in the elite qurchi (royal guards).*® Loyal Kurdish emirs could have their
hereditary titles recognized by the shah, a policy particularly evident under Shah Abbas
.4 The Ardalan dynasty, for instance, held the important position of wali (viceroy) of
Kurdistan for much of the Safavid period, ruling as hereditary governors, though Safavid
interference in their succession and affairs tended to increase over time.*° This system
of indirect rule through local Kurdish dynasties was a pragmatic approach to governing
a challenging frontier region, but it also sustained a distinct Kurdish political sphere.

e Coercion and Deportation: Kurdish resistance to Safavid centralization was met with
force. The Battle of Dimdim in 1609-1610, where Kurdish forces under Amir Khan
Lepzerin of Beradost defended their fortress against a Safavid siege, is a prominent
example in Kurdish oral and literary tradition of resistance against foreign domination,
which ended in a brutal Safavid victory, massacre, and subsequent deportations.*
Safavid shahs, notably Tahmasp | and Abbas |, implemented policies of large-scale
forced resettlement of Kurdish tribes.*® Many Kurds were deported from their Zagros
homelands to Khorasan in northeastern Iran, partly to break their tribal cohesion and
power, partly to secure the empire's eastern frontiers against Uzbek incursions, and
partly as punishment for rebellion.? This policy had lasting demographic consequences,
creating a substantial, non-contiguous Kurdish population in Khorasan that persists to
this day." It also represented a form of demographic engineering and state-sponsored



tribe formation, as seen in the case of the Chamishkazaklu confederacy settled in

Khorasan.*®
A defining feature of this era was the intense rivalry between the Shi‘a Safavid Empire and the
Sunni Ottoman Empire, with Kurdistan becoming a primary battleground and buffer zone
between the two powers.* Kurdish tribes and emirates, mostly Sunni, found themselves
caught in this geopolitical struggle and often shifted their allegiances based on strategic
calculations and the promise of greater autonomy.*® The Ottomans, for their part, often
granted considerable autonomy to Kurdish princes in exchange for their loyalty and their role
in guarding the frontier against Persia.* The Treaty of Zohab in 1639 formally demarcated the
border between the two empires, effectively partitioning Kurdistan. This treaty led to the
cession of significant western Kurdish territories (including Shahrizor and Kirkuk) to the
Ottomans, thereby reducing the geographical extent and political autonomy of Safavid
Kurdistan, which was largely synonymous with the Ardalan principality.*°
The establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism as the official state religion of Iran by the Safavids
introduced a significant religious dimension to the Kurdish-Iranian dynamic.* As the majority
of Kurds adhered to Sunni Islam, this created a religious cleavage between the state and a
large segment of its Kurdish population. While political and tribal loyalties often superseded
religious differences in the conflicts of this era, this underlying sectarian distinction would
become an increasingly salient factor in later periods, particularly under the Islamic Republic,
contributing to discrimination and mistrust. Despite the conflicts and coercive measures, the
Safavid era also played a part in integrating Iranian Kurdistan more firmly into the political and
administrative structure of Iran, with Kurdish local elites often acknowledging an affiliation
with the Iranian state, which in turn helped shape Iran's western frontiers.
C. The Qajar Period (1785/1796-1925): Centralization, Tribal Politics, and Resistance
The Qajar dynasty, which came to power in Iran in the late 18th century, inherited a state with
a complex patchwork of central authority and regional powers, including influential Kurdish
tribal confederacies and the remaining semi-autonomous emirates. The Qajars continued and
intensified efforts towards centralization, which inevitably brought them into conflict with
Kurdish chieftains accustomed to a significant degree of self-rule.*® The Ardalan emirate, long
the most prominent Kurdish principality in western Iran, saw its autonomy steadily eroded and
was finally abolished by Naser al-Din Shah Qajar in 1867.2 This elimination of traditional
indirect rule through local Kurdish lords was part of a broader imperial reassertion and a more
concerted effort by the Qajar state to define and control its borders, particularly the long and
often porous frontier with the Ottoman Empire, which still ran through Kurdish-inhabited
lands.*
Qajar land policies also had a significant, though unevenly documented, impact on Kurdish
regions. In an effort to increase state revenue, Qajar rulers often sold large tracts of
state-owned land (khaleseh) to private individuals, typically wealthy merchants or influential
notables.” This privatization disrupted traditional forms of land tenure and agricultural
production across Iran.” While specific data for Kurdistan is sparse in the provided sources, it
is probable that these policies affected Kurdish agrarian and pastoral societies. Such changes
could have empowered certain tribal leaders or urban-based merchants who acquired land,



while potentially dispossessing or increasing the vulnerability of the Kurdish peasantry and
nomadic populations who relied on traditional land access and communal grazing rights. This
could have deepened social stratification within Kurdish society and led to increased
economic hardship for many.

The 19th century was also a period of increasing European economic and political influence in
Iran. The country became more integrated into the global market, primarily as an exporter of
raw materials and an importer of manufactured goods.”' This shift made the Iranian economy,
including its agricultural sector, more vulnerable to international market fluctuations and
contributed to periodic famines, particularly when acreage was diverted to cash crops for
export.” Kurdish regions, like other peripheral areas, likely experienced these economic
pressures, including inflation and the decline of local crafts. Reports from Ottoman Kurdistan
during the same period describe severe hardship for peasants and pastoralists due to crop
failures, over-taxation, war, and lack of security, conditions which likely had parallels in
Qajar-ruled Kurdish territories.>®

Despite, or perhaps because of, these pressures, Kurdish resistance and expressions of
distinct identity continued. The most significant Kurdish uprising of this era was led by Shaykh
Ubaydullah of Nehri in 1880. Primarily based in Ottoman Kurdistan, Shaykh Ubaydullah's
movement had pan-Kurdish aspirations and also extended its challenge to Qajar authority in
Iranian Kurdistan before being suppressed by both Ottoman and Qajar forces.*® This revolt,
while ultimately unsuccessful, is often seen as a precursor to modern Kurdish nationalism,
moving beyond purely tribal concerns to articulate broader ethnic and political demands. The
Qajar period thus represents a critical transition, where the relationship between the Iranian
state and its Kurdish population shifted from one of managing a frontier with
semi-autonomous feudatories to one of attempting to incorporate a restive ethnic minority
into a more centralized, albeit still weak, modernizing state. The Qajar state's efforts to
dismantle traditional Kurdish power structures, combined with socio-economic grievances
and the nascent influence of nationalist ideas, laid the groundwork for the more intense
state-minority conflicts of the 20th century.

The following table offers a structured overview of the interactions between key Kurdish
principalities and the major Iranian dynasties from the medieval to the early modern period:
Table 2: Kurdish Principalities and Iranian Dynasties (Medieval-Early Modern)

Kurdish Dominant Iranian|/Approximate Nature of Key

Principality/DynaDynasty Period of Relationship Events/Policies

sty Interaction

Shaddadids (Abbasid 951-1174 Semi-independent|Ruled in Arran and
Caliphate era) Armenia

Marwanids (Abbasid 990-1096 Semi-independent|Centered in
Caliphate era) Diyarbakir

Hasanwayhids (Abbasid 959-1015 Semi-independent|Ruled in
Caliphate era) Kermanshah

region
Annazids (Abbasid 990-1117 Semi-independent|Ruled in Western




Caliphate era)

Jibal

Ayyubids (Saladin)|{(Contemporary to [1169-1250 Independent Ruled vast
Seljuks, Empire (Kurdish  fterritories
Khwarzamians) founder) including
Kurdistan; focus
on Crusades
Ardalan Safavid, Afsharid, [c. 14th c.-1867 [Vassal, Key frontier
Zand, Qajar Semi-independentprincipality;
Wali, later Safavid
annexed deportations;
Ottoman rivalry;
ended by Qajars
Mukriyan Safavid, Qajar Medieval - 19th c. [Semi-independent|Centered in
Emirate Mahabad region;
often resisted
central control
Hazaraspid Seljuk, llkhanid,  [1115-1424 Vassal, Ruled Luristan and
Timurid Semi-independentfsouthern Zagros
Atabegs
\Various Khorasani [Safavid, Afsharid, [17th c. - Present [Subjects Deported by
Kurd Tribes Qajar (following Safavids to guard
deportation), eastern frontiers;
tribal levies formed distinct

Kurdish enclave

IV. The Age of Nationalism and Modern State-Building (20th Century - 1979)

The 20th century heralded a new era for Kurdish-Iranian relations, profoundly shaped by the
rise of modern nationalism, the establishment of the Pahlavi dynasty with its centralizing and
nation-building agenda, and the increasing politicization of Kurdish ethnic identity. This period
witnessed systematic state policies aimed at assimilation, alongside persistent Kurdish
resistance and aspirations for self-determination.
A. The Pahlavi Monarchy (1925-1979): Nation-Building and Kurdish Marginalization

The Pahlavi dynasty, founded by Reza Khan (later Reza Shah Pahlavi) in 1925, embarked on an
ambitious project to create a highly centralized, modern Iranian nation-state.** This vision
inherently clashed with the traditional autonomy and distinct identity of Iran's diverse ethnic
groups, including the Kurds. Reza Shah's government moved decisively to suppress tribal
power and regional self-governance, which directly impacted Kurdish chieftains and
communities accustomed to a degree of independence.® Early 20th-century Kurdish revolts,
such as those led by Ismail Agha "Simko" Shikak in the west Azerbaijan region (active
1918-1922, killed 1930) and Jafar Sultan of Hewraman, were forcefully suppressed by the
nascent Pahlavi military.®® As part of these efforts, hundreds of Kurdish chiefs were reportedly




deported from their lands, and their properties were often confiscated by the state.®®

A core component of the Pahlavi nation-building strategy was a policy of "Persianization".**
This involved promoting a singular Iranian national identity heavily based on Persian language,
history, and culture, often to the detriment and exclusion of non-Persian ethnic minorities. The
Kurdish language was officially demoted to a mere "dialect” of Persian, and its use in public
life, education, and administration was severely restricted or outright banned.*® Kurdish
traditional dress, literature, music, and dance also faced prohibitions as the state sought to
impose a uniform national culture.*® Speaking Kurdish in official settings or schools could lead
to punishment.>” Furthermore, administrative reorganizations often deliberately cut across
Kurdish-speaking territories, dividing them among different provinces to hinder any potential
for Kurdish political or cultural consolidation.®” This "incomplete nation-state policy," as
described by some analysts, was influenced by certain circles of Iranian intellectuals
(sometimes referred to as the "Berlin Circle") who advocated for national unification under a
dominant Persian ethnic identity, a framework that inherently marginalized groups like the
Kurds, who were also predominantly Sunni Muslim in a state increasingly emphasizing its Shi‘a
character.**

A pivotal moment in modern Iranian Kurdish history occurred during World War II. The Allied
occupation of Iran in 1941 weakened the central government's authority, creating a window of
opportunity for regional movements. In this context, the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran
(KDPI), founded in 1945, established the short-lived Republic of Mahabad in northwestern Iran
in January 1946.%° Led by Qazi Muhammad, the Mahabad Republic represented a significant
attempt at Kurdish self-governance, with Soviet backing. During its brief existence (it
collapsed in December 1946 after Soviet withdrawal and Iranian military intervention), Kurdish
was declared an official language, and efforts were made to introduce mother-tongue
education.’” The fall of the Republic and the subsequent execution of its leaders had a
profound and lasting impact on Kurdish nationalism, serving as both a tragic memory and a
potent symbol of aspiration. For the Iranian state, the Mahabad experience reinforced the
perception of Kurdish political activity as inherently separatist and a threat to territorial
integrity.®'

The socio-economic policies of the Pahlavi era, particularly Mohammad Reza Shah's "White
Revolution" launched in the early 1960s, also had a complex and often detrimental impact on
Kurdish regions. The White Revolution included a significant land reform program aimed at
modernizing agriculture, breaking the power of large traditional landowners, and
redistributing land to small-scale cultivators.®® One of its stated goals was to further reduce
the autonomy of tribal groups, many of whom were Kurdish.®® However, the implementation
and consequences of these reforms in Iranian Kurdistan were problematic. The elimination of
the traditional landlord-peasant system often disrupted established rural management and
credit structures without providing adequate state-supported alternatives, such as effective
cooperatives or access to capital and markets.®* Development programs in Kurdish provinces
were often characterized as being primarily "service projects" (e.g., basic infrastructure) and
heavily influenced by a "political-security approach"—meaning development was often



geared towards enhancing state control (e.g., building roads for military access) rather than
fostering genuine, locally-driven economic growth.®* Consequently, Kurdish regions frequently
remained underdeveloped compared to central parts of Iran, suffering from a lack of
investment, limited job opportunities, and continued poverty.®” The land reforms, in many
instances, led to the failure of newly established small farms and a subsequent migration of
agricultural workers and displaced peasants to urban centers, contributing to social
dislocation and dissatisfaction.®®

In terms of cultural and linguistic rights, the Pahlavi era was largely one of repression, though
with occasional, tactical relaxations. While the overarching policy was the promotion of
Persian and the suppression of minority languages, the government did allow limited Kurdish
cultural expression when it served state interests. For example, during periods of central
government weakness, such as between 1941 and 1953, pressure on Kurdish cultural activities
was sometimes eased.®’ More notably, in the early 1970s, Tehran University offered
introductory and advanced courses in the Kurdish language.®® However, this initiative appears
to have been primarily a political gesture related to Iran-Iraq tensions (where Iran was
supporting Iraqi Kurdish rebels against Baghdad) and an attempt to project an image of
"Aryan" solidarity with Kurds abroad, rather than a genuine commitment to Kurdish linguistic
rights within Iran.®© Kurdish-language publications were virtually non-existent inside Iran for
much of the post-WWII Pahlavi period, though the state did establish Kurdish-language radio
services in cities like Sanandaj, Kermanshah, and Tehran, mainly for broadcasting official
narratives and propaganda.®’ This inconsistent and often opportunistic approach to Kurdish
cultural expression likely fostered cynicism among Kurds, reinforcing the perception that any
concessions were temporary and politically motivated, not a sincere recognition of their
inherent rights.

The Pahlavi state's aggressive, Persian-centric nation-building project fundamentally clashed
with Kurdish identity and historical experiences of relative autonomy. Instead of fostering a
unified Iranian identity that inclusively accommodated its Kurdish citizens, the policies of
forced assimilation, cultural suppression, and political marginalization deepened Kurdish
alienation. This, in turn, laid the fertile ground for the growth of more organized, ideologically
articulate, and resilient Kurdish nationalist movements that would continue to challenge the
central state. The modernization efforts, including land reforms, were often perceived in
Kurdish regions as being implemented with a primary focus on state security and control,
leading to uneven development, the disruption of traditional livelihoods without viable
alternatives, and ultimately, further socio-economic grievances that fueled political
discontent.

V. Iranian Kurds in the Islamic Republic (1979 - Present)

The 1979 Iranian Revolution, which overthrew the Pahlavi monarchy, marked another critical
juncture in the history of Kurdish-Iranian relations. While many Kurds participated
enthusiastically in the revolution with hopes for greater rights and autonomy, these
expectations were soon dashed, leading to a new cycle of conflict, repression, and evolving
forms of Kurdish political expression.

A. Revolution, War, and Renewed Assertiveness



Kurdish political organizations and a significant portion of the Kurdish population actively
participated in the popular uprisings that led to the 1979 Revolution.® Their motivations were
rooted in decades of Pahlavi repression and the aspiration for a new Iran that would recognize
their distinct identity, grant cultural rights, and allow for a meaningful degree of regional
autonomy, often envisioned within a federal, democratic, and secular state structure.®’
However, the revolutionary euphoria was short-lived for the Kurds. The new Islamic Republic,
under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini, quickly moved to consolidate power and establish
a centralized, theocratic state that showed little inclination to accommodate ethnic minority
demands for autonomy.*® Kurdish representatives were reportedly denied meaningful
participation in the Assembly of Experts, the body responsible for drafting the new
constitution, and Khomeini himself is said to have prevented the KDPI leader, Abdul Rahman
Ghassemlou, from taking his elected seat.® In response to these exclusionary measures and
the emerging character of the new regime, many Kurds, including major political factions,
boycotted the March 1979 referendum that officially established the Islamic Republic.®®

These political tensions rapidly escalated into armed conflict by mid-1979. The Kurdistan
Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI) and Komala (a leftist Kurdish organization) became the
leading forces in a widespread rebellion against the central government.® Ayatollah Khomeini
declared a jihad (holy war) against the Kurdish insurgents, framing their struggle as a threat to
Islam and the revolution.** This led to intense military campaigns by government forces,
including the newly formed Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), in Kurdish areas.

The outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War in September 1980 further complicated and intensified the
conflict in Iranian Kurdistan. The region's strategic location along the Iragi border made it a
critical front.”? The Iranian government redoubled its efforts to suppress the Kurdish rebellion,
viewing it as an internal threat that could be exploited by Irag.”® Kurdish areas suffered
extensive destruction, and the civilian population endured severe hardships.®® During the war,
both Iran and Iraq engaged in proxy warfare, supporting Kurdish groups in each other's
territory. Iraq provided assistance to Iranian Kurdish parties like the KDPI and Komala, while
Iran supported Iragi Kurdish factions such as the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK).®' This complex web of alliances sometimes led to
internecine clashes between different Kurdish groups, as when the Iragi KDP reportedly
assisted the Iranian army against the KDP1."

The Kurdish rebellion of the early 1980s resulted in significant casualties, with estimates of
around 10,000 killed and 200,000 displaced by December 1982, alongside widespread
destruction of villages.*® Although the major armed uprising was largely suppressed by the
mid-1980s, pockets of KDPI resistance continued into the 1990s. The Iranian government
effectively curtailed the military capabilities of these groups through a combination of military
pressure and a campaign of targeted assassinations of key Kurdish leaders in exile, most
notably Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou in Vienna in 1989 and Sadegh Sharafkandi in Berlin in
1992.58 In 1996, the KDPI announced a unilateral ceasefire, shifting its focus more towards
political activities.®®

The early 2000s saw the emergence of a new armed group, the Kurdistan Free Life Party



(PJAK), which is ideologically and organizationally affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers' Party
(PKK) of Turkey.*® PJAK has engaged in a low-intensity armed conflict with Iranian security
forces, primarily in the border regions, advocating for Kurdish autonomy within a federal

Iranian system.>®

The Islamic Republic's uncompromising and militarized response to Kurdish political demands
in the revolution's immediate aftermath effectively closed off avenues for negotiated
settlements. This approach solidified a pattern of securitization of Kurdish issues, framing
them primarily as threats to national unity and security rather than legitimate political or
cultural grievances. This, in turn, pushed Kurdish organizations towards prolonged armed
resistance and deepened the cycle of conflict. The Iran-Iraq War further enmeshed the
Kurdish question in regional geopolitics, often subordinating Kurdish interests to those of the
warring states and exacerbating internal Kurdish divisions. While the intensity of armed
conflict has varied over the decades, with shifts in strategy by established parties like the
KDPI and Komala towards more political and civic engagement (often from bases in Iraqi
Kurdistan), the emergence of groups like PJAK indicates that the option of armed struggle
remains a component of the Iranian Kurdish political landscape, reflecting ongoing
frustrations and the perceived lack of viable peaceful pathways to achieve their objectives.
The following table summarizes key Iranian Kurdish political organizations active since 1979:
Table 3: Key Iranian Kurdish Political Organizations (Post-1979)

Organization

Ideology/Primary

Main Period of

Relationship with|Key Leaders

Party (PJAK)

Confederalism
(PKK-aligned),
Kurdish Autonomy,
Eco-socialism

(armed conflict)

ongoing armed
conflict

Name Goals Activity/Armed |lranian State (Prominent
Struggle Examples)
Kurdistan Autonomy for 1979-1996 (major |Adversarial; armed|Abdul Rahman
Democratic Party [Kurdistan, Federal jarmed struggle); |conflict, ceasefire |[Ghassemlou,
of Iran (KDPI) & Democratic Iran,jongoing political Sadegh
Democratic activity Sharafkandi
Socialism
Komala (various [Socialism/Commu [1979-1980s (major|Adversarial; armed|Abdullah Mohtadi
factions) nism, Kurdish armed struggle); |conflict (one faction
self-determinationjongoing political leader)
, Secularism, activity
Federal &
Democratic Iran
Kurdistan Free LifeDemocratic 2004-Present Adversarial; (Leadership often

linked to PKK
structures)

B. State Policies and Kurdish Realities in Contemporary Iran
In the decades following the 1979 revolution and the initial armed uprising, the relationship
between the Iranian state and its Kurdish population has been characterized by a persistent




policy of "institutional securitization".*' This approach, inherited and intensified from the
Pahlavi era, frames Kurdish ethnic demands—whether for cultural rights, economic
development, or political participation—primarily as threats to national security and territorial
integrity. Such a framework serves to legitimize suppressive measures and marginalize Kurdish
voices.

The fact that most Iranian Kurds are Sunni Muslims in a state constitutionally defined as Shi‘a
adds another layer of complexity and potential discrimination.! While Kurdish political
movements in Iran are largely secular, the state's Shi'a identity means that Sunnis, including
Kurds, are constitutionally barred from holding certain key political positions, such as the
presidency.” There have also been reports of restrictions on Sunni religious schools and
practices, and even the destruction of Sunni mosques.’® Although sectarianism is not always
the primary driver of conflict, the state has, at times, exploited this religious difference, for
instance, by portraying Shi'i Kurds in areas like Kermanshah as less involved in early
anti-regime revolts or by recruiting them to counter nationalist Kurdish groups.”

The socio-economic landscape of Iranian Kurdistan (comprising provinces like Kurdistan,
Kermanshah, llam, and parts of West Azerbaijan) reflects a pattern of systemic
underdevelopment and marginalization. These provinces consistently rank among the highest
in Iran for unemployment and poverty.>® For example, in the fall of 2022, Kurdistan province
reportedly had an unemployment rate of 13.8%, and Kermanshah province 17.4%, compared to
a national average of 8.2%.%® A significant portion of employment in these regions is in the
informal sector (e.g., 66.8% in Kurdistan province in 2019-2020), lacking benéfits like
insurance and pensions, which points to limited private sector growth, inadequate investment,
and a challenging legal environment.®® This dire economic situation forces many Kurds,
including women, to resort to kolbari—the perilous cross-border portering of goods—for
survival, often facing injury or death from border guards.®® The Human Development Index
(HDI) for Kurdish provinces is consistently among the lowest in Iran, reflecting disparities in
income, education, and health outcomes.® While national HDI figures for Iran have shown
improvement over time, the gap between more developed central provinces and peripheral
regions like Kurdistan has often widened, with analysts pointing to inequitable distribution of
national resources (such as oil and gas revenues) as a contributing factor.3* Infrastructure
development in Kurdish areas has often been slow or perceived as being driven by security
considerations rather than local economic needs.® This persistent economic marginalization
is not merely an unfortunate byproduct of national economic trends but appears deeply
intertwined with the state's political and security policies toward the region. The lack of
economic opportunity can, in turn, fuel grievances and make segments of the population
more receptive to opposition movements.

Cultural and linguistic rights for Kurds in Iran remain a contentious issue, despite
constitutional provisions. Article 15 of the Iranian Constitution permits the use of regional and
tribal languages in the press and mass media, as well as for the teaching of their literature in
schools, alongside Persian.’” However, the implementation of this article has been extremely
limited and inconsistent. Kurdish is not used as a primary language of instruction in public



schools, and efforts to teach Kurdish, even in private settings, have often faced crackdowns by
security forces.®® While some Kurdish language and literature departments have been
established at universities in Kurdish provinces °, and state-run provincial radio and television
stations broadcast some programs in Kurdish, the content is typically controlled by the state,
often includes substantial Persian-language programming, and is viewed as insufficient by
Kurdish cultural advocates.®” The Kurdish press has seen periods of relative activity, especially
during reformist presidencies, but numerous publications have been shut down by the Press
Supervisory Board or the Judiciary on vaguely defined security-related charges.®’ Recent
parliamentary proposals to fully implement Article 15 have been rejected, often citing
concerns over national unity.® This continued reluctance to genuinely accommodate Kurdish
linguistic and cultural rights, particularly in education, signals an ongoing commitment to
Persian linguistic dominance as a cornerstone of national identity, thereby undermining
Kurdish cultural reproduction and fueling resentment.

Politically, Iranian Kurds face significant repression. They experience disproportionately high
rates of political imprisonment and execution, with reports indicating that nearly half of Iran's
political prisoners may be ethnic Kurds.®® While Kurds are elected to the Iranian Majlis
(parliament), their ability to effect fundamental change in state policy towards Kurdish regions
or address core grievances is severely limited by the centralized nature of the Iranian political
system and the overriding authority of unelected bodies like the Guardian Council and the
Supreme Leader, particularly on sensitive ethnic and national security issues.*® Formal
representation, therefore, has not translated into effective political power for the Kurdish
minority. The "Woman, Life, Freedom" protests, which erupted nationwide in September 2022
following the death in custody of Jina Mahsa Amini, a young Kurdish-Iranian woman, saw
particularly intense participation and repression in Kurdish regions.** While the movement
brought Kurdish grievances to the national and international forefront, it also triggered a
severe state crackdown in these areas, underscoring the regime's continued securitized
approach.

C. Iran's Regional Kurdish Policy and its Domestic Repercussions

Iran's foreign policy concerning Kurdish movements and entities in neighboring
countries—Iraq, Turkey, and Syria—is characterized by a high degree of pragmatism, driven by
geopolitical calculations and state interests, often appearing to contradict its repressive
domestic policies towards its own Kurdish population.®’ This bifurcated approach involves
leveraging Kurdish groups abroad when it serves Tehran's strategic aims, while simultaneously
working to neutralize any perceived threat from these external Kurdish dynamics to its own
internal stability.

e Iraq: Historically, Iran provided significant support to Iragi Kurdish groups, notably the
KDP and PUK, during their long struggle against Saddam Hussein's Ba'athist regime,
particularly during the Iran-Irag War (1980-1988)." This support was instrumental for
the Iraqgi Kurds but also served Iran's strategic goal of weakening its wartime adversary.
Since the establishment of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq post-2003,
Iran has maintained complex and often tense relations. While fostering economic ties
and political influence within the KRG, Tehran remains deeply concerned about the



presence and activities of Iranian Kurdish opposition parties—such as the KDPI, Komala,
and PJAK—which have historically maintained bases in Iraqi Kurdistan.®' Iran has exerted
considerable pressure on both the KRG and the Iraqgi central government to curb the
activities of these groups and has, on numerous occasions, conducted cross-border
missile strikes and military operations against their alleged positions in Iraqgi Kurdistan.**
This demonstrates a direct spillover of Iran's domestic security concerns regarding its
own Kurdish population into its foreign policy towards Iraq.

e Turkey: Iran's relationship with Turkey regarding Kurdish issues has been marked by
both competition and cautious cooperation.®' Both nations share a common concern
about Kurdish separatism and the potential for cross-border Kurdish nationalist
movements to destabilize their respective territories. Iran has, at times, been accused of
providing tacit support to or maintaining relations with the Kurdistan Workers' Party
(PKK) and its affiliates, possibly as a means of leverage against Turkey or to counter
Turkish influence in the region.®” However, there have also been instances of intelligence
sharing and coordinated efforts against Kurdish militant groups. The recent
announcement of the PKK's dissolution and the end of its armed struggle against
Turkey, if it holds, is anticipated to significantly shift regional Kurdish geopolitics,
potentially strengthening Turkey's hand relative to Iran's in this domain.”®

e Syria: Iran has been a steadfast ally of the Assad regime throughout the Syrian Civil
War. Its policy towards the de facto autonomous Kurdish region in northeastern Syria,
known as Rojava or the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), is
multifaceted and guided by strategic imperatives.” While Iran officially supports Syria's
territorial integrity and is wary of any separatist movements that could inspire its own
Kurdish population or create a U.S.-aligned entity on its doorstep '°°, it has also
engaged in pragmatic, sometimes indirect, dealings with Syrian Kurdish groups (like the
PYD and its armed wing, the YPG, which form the backbone of the SDF). Iran's primary
objectives in Syria include preserving a friendly regime in Damascus, countering Turkish
military incursions and influence, and limiting the strategic footprint of the United States
and its allies.? Official Iranian statements have expressed support for dialogue between
the Syrian authorities and the SDF, aiming for national integration while respecting
Syrian sovereignty.'® This suggests a nuanced approach focused on managing the
AANES within a Syrian state structure that remains aligned with Iranian interests.

The domestic repercussions of Iran's regional Kurdish policies are significant. Support for
Kurdish autonomy or rights in neighboring countries, such as the KRG in Irag, can
inadvertently raise expectations and highlight disparities for Iranian Kurds, potentially fueling
their own demands for similar rights.®' Conversely, when the Iranian state cracks down on its
domestic Kurdish opposition, it frequently frames these groups as being instigated or
supported by foreign powers and Kurdish entities abroad, using this narrative as a justification
for repression and to rally nationalist sentiment against perceived external threats.** The
presence of Iranian Kurdish opposition bases in Iragi Kurdistan creates a direct nexus where
domestic security concerns translate into foreign military and diplomatic actions, complicating
Iran's relationship with Iragq and the KRG. Ultimately, Iran's foreign policy towards Kurdish



movements is a delicate balancing act, seeking to exploit Kurdish dynamics for regional
leverage while vigilantly working to prevent any empowerment of Kurdish nationalism that
could challenge its own territorial integrity or internal political order.

VI. Conclusion: An Unresolved Relationship

The relationship between Kurds and Iranians, spanning millennia, is a profound and deeply
complex nexus characterized by enduring paradoxes. Shared ethnolinguistic roots and a long
history of cohabitation on the Iranian plateau and its mountainous peripheries have forged
undeniable bonds of kinship and cultural exchange. The Kurdish language is a testament to
this shared Iranian heritage. Yet, this interconnectedness has been persistently
counterbalanced by a distinct Kurdish identity and an unyielding struggle for recognition,
cultural rights, and varying degrees of political autonomy. This quest has consistently clashed
with the centralizing tendencies of successive Iranian states, from ancient empires to the
modern Islamic Republic.

Several enduring themes emerge from this historical and contemporary analysis. Firstly, the
remarkable resilience of Kurdish distinctiveness. Despite centuries of interaction with, and
often rule by, powerful Iranian polities, Kurds have maintained a unique cultural, linguistic, and
social identity, strongly tied to their mountainous homeland of Kurdistan. This persistence is
perhaps partly rooted in the very geography of their lands, which historically facilitated a
degree of isolation and autonomy, and potentially in deeper, pre-Iranian indigenous origins
that were later overlain with Iranian linguistic and cultural influences.

Secondly, a consistent pattern of behavior by Iranian central states is evident. Whether
Achaemenid, Sasanian, Safavid, Qajar, Pahlavi, or the Islamic Republic, these states have
generally sought to integrate, control, or assimilate their Kurdish populations and territories.
The methods have varied, ranging from co-optation of elites and indirect rule through local
feudatories in earlier periods, to policies of forced assimilation, linguistic and cultural
suppression, demographic engineering through deportations, and direct military repression in
more modern times. The underlying goal, however, has often been to ensure the territorial
integrity of the state and the supremacy of a central, often Persian-defined, national identity.
Thirdly, the Kurdish response has been equally consistent in its assertion of a right to exist as
a distinct people with legitimate claims to self-governance. This has manifested in various
forms, from tribal resistance and the formation of semi-independent emirates in medieval and
early modern times, to the articulation of modern nationalist ideologies and political
movements demanding autonomy or federalism in the 20th and 21st centuries. Armed
struggle has been a recurrent feature, often met with overwhelming state force, leading to
cycles of violence and repression.

The contemporary situation in Iranian Kurdistan reflects these historical legacies. The Islamic
Republic's policy of "institutional securitization" continues to frame Kurdish demands as
existential threats, perpetuating a climate of suspicion and repression. Socio-economic
underdevelopment, political marginalization, and restrictions on cultural and linguistic rights
remain significant grievances for Iranian Kurds. While Article 15 of the constitution offers a
theoretical basis for linguistic rights, its implementation has been minimal and largely
symbolic, falling far short of Kurdish aspirations for mother-tongue education and genuine
cultural pluralism.



Regionally, Iran's policies towards Kurdish movements in neighboring countries are dictated by
pragmatic geopolitical considerations, often creating a stark contrast with its domestic
approach. This dual strategy—leveraging Kurdish groups abroad while suppressing them at
home—highlights the complexities of the Kurdish question in the broader Middle East but
offers little solace to Iranian Kurds seeking recognition and rights within Iran.
The relationship between Kurds and Iranians remains fundamentally unresolved. The threads
of shared heritage are undeniable, yet so too are the deep fissures carved by centuries of
political conflict and divergent aspirations. For a more stable and equitable future, any
resolution would necessitate a departure from policies of securitization and assimilation by
the Iranian state, and a genuine engagement with Kurdish demands for cultural recognition,
socio-economic justice, and meaningful political participation. Until such a shift occurs, the
enduring nexus between Kurds and Iranians is likely to remain a source of tension and a
testament to the unfulfilled quest for self-determination by one of the Middle East's largest
stateless nations.
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