
Famous Kurdish Tribes and Emirates 
Through History: A Dynastic and Political 
Survey 
I. Introduction: The Landscape of Kurdish Tribes and 
Emirates in History 
The historical tapestry of the Middle East is interwoven with the enduring presence of 
numerous ethnic and tribal groups, among which the Kurds hold a significant and complex 
position. Understanding the famous Kurdish tribes in history necessitates an exploration of 
their origins, the geographical and political concept of "Kurdistan," the nature of their 
socio-political formations, pivotal historical texts, and their intricate interactions with the 
larger empires that dominated the region. 
A. Defining "Kurd" and "Kurdistan" in Historical Context 
The Kurds are an Iranian ethnic group indigenous to a mountainous region often referred to as 
Kurdistan.1 Their origins are traced to Indo-European tribes who settled in the Zagros 
Mountains and surrounding areas, likely during the second millennium BC.2 Ancient Greek 
historians, such as Xenophon, referred to a people in this region as the Karduchoi, who 
fiercely resisted the Ten Thousand Greeks in 401 BC.3 Following the Arab conquests in the 7th 
century AD, the term "Akrad" (plural of Kurd) was often used to denote nomadic or 
semi-nomadic peoples of the Zagros region, rather than a strictly defined ethnic group.2 Over 
time, however, "Kurd" evolved into a more distinct ethnic identifier. 
The term "Kurdistan," literally meaning "land of the Kurds," is first attested in Seljuk chronicles 
of the 11th century.4 Around 1150 AD, the Seljuk Sultan Sanjar formally created a province 
named Kurdistan, with its capital at Bahar, near ancient Ecbatana (modern-day Hamadan).1 
This province encompassed areas such as Sinjar and Shahrazur west of the Zagros, and 
Hamadan, Dinawar, and Kermanshah to its east.1 Geographically, the broader region 
historically understood as Kurdistan encompasses the northwestern Zagros and eastern 
Taurus mountain ranges, a territory now divided among Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.4 The 
establishment of "Kurdistan" as an administrative unit by an external power like the Seljuks, 
even while reflecting an existing ethno-geographic reality, illustrates the complex interplay 
between indigenous identities and imperial statecraft in shaping regional conceptualizations. 
This external naming did not create Kurdish identity but rather provided an administrative 
framework that acknowledged, to some extent, their presence and territorial concentration. 
B. The Nature of Kurdish Tribal Structures and Political Formations 
Kurdish society has historically been characterized by a strong tribal structure, which has 
profoundly influenced its political organization.5 Throughout much of their history, Kurdish 



political power was expressed through tribal confederations and, more formally, through 
principalities or emirates (mîrnişîn). These emirates were typically ruled by powerful Kurdish 
tribal dynasties that not only dominated their own kin but also often subjected weaker 
neighboring tribes and non-tribal sedentary populations to their control, sometimes forging 
extensive supra-tribal political units.6 

A crucial aspect of these Kurdish principalities was their military self-reliance. They depended 
on Kurdish tribesmen and nomadic Kurds as the backbone of their armies, particularly for 
cavalry. Unlike some contemporary powers, such as the Buyids who relied on Turkic slave 
soldiers (ghilman) for their mounted troops, Kurdish emirs could field cavalry from their own 
tribal ranks.1 This reliance on indigenous tribal manpower was a source of military strength 
and resilience. However, it also implied that the power of an emir was often contingent upon 
maintaining the loyalty of various tribal chieftains, whose allegiances could shift. This internal 
dynamic, rooted in tribal loyalties and potential rivalries, likely contributed to the often 
fragmented nature of Kurdish political power, where emirates could be "almost always divided 
and entered into rivalries against each other".7 

C. The Sharafnama: A Cornerstone of Kurdish Historiography 
A pivotal source for understanding the history of Kurdish tribes and dynasties is the 
Sharafnama (The Book of Honor). Written in Persian in 1597 by Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi (also known 
as Sharaf Khan Bidlisi), a Kurdish prince and scholar from the Emirate of Bitlis, this work is 
widely regarded as the most important and comprehensive early historical account of the 
Kurdish people.8 The Sharafnama meticulously details the histories of numerous Kurdish 
dynasties, including the Ayyubids, and various ancient and medieval Kurdish principalities 
such as Ardalan, Badinan, Baban, Soran, Hakkari, and his own Badlis (Bitlis).1 

Sharaf Khan's decision to compose this monumental work in Persian was significant. Persian 
was the dominant language of high culture, administration, and scholarship in the wider 
region at the time.8 By writing in Persian, Sharaf Khan aimed to reach a broad audience across 
the Persian-speaking world and to enhance the legitimacy of Kurdish dynasties and their 
history within the broader Perso-Islamic political and intellectual sphere.8 He reportedly sent 
copies of his work to other Kurdish leaders, such as Husayn Jānbūlād of Kilis and Halo Khan of 
Ardalan, possibly to assert the historical authority of the Bitlis rulers and to underscore the 
use of Persian as a language of high discourse in prominent Kurdish courts.8 The Sharafnama 
thus stands as an invaluable indigenous perspective on Kurdish lineage, political structures, 
and historical narratives. 
D. Geopolitical Context: Navigating Empires 
The history of Kurdish tribes and emirates is inextricably linked to their geographical position, 
often straddling the frontiers of major rival empires. For many centuries, particularly from the 
early modern period (c. 16th century onwards), the Kurds found themselves under the 
suzerainty of the two most formidable powers of the Near East: the Sunni Ottoman Empire 
and the various Shi'a Persian Empires (Safavid, Afsharid, Zand, and Qajar).1 

Kurdish emirates frequently existed as semi-independent entities, caught in the continuous 
warfare and complex diplomatic maneuvering between these empires.6 The Treaty of Zuhab in 
1639, which demarcated borders between the Safavid Shah Safi and the Ottoman Sultan 



Murad IV, effectively partitioned the traditional Kurdish lands between these two imperial 
giants.7 This division had profound and lasting consequences for the Kurdish people. The 
overarching theme of Kurdish political history during this long era is one of constant 
negotiation for autonomy, survival, and influence amidst the competing ambitions of these 
larger states. This dynamic profoundly shaped their political strategies, alliances, internal 
structures, and ultimate historical trajectories. 

II. Early Kurdish Dynasties and Precursors (c. 10th - 
12th Centuries) 
The period from the 10th to the 12th centuries witnessed the rise of several notable Kurdish 
dynasties, often referred to by scholars as a "Kurdish interlude".1 These entities carved out 
independent or semi-independent principalities across a wide swathe of territory, 
demonstrating early instances of Kurdish state-building and political assertion. Their military 
strength was primarily derived from Kurdish tribal warriors, who formed the core of their 
armies.1 The geographical spread of these early dynasties—from Diyarbakir in Anatolia to 
parts of Armenia and Arran, and eastward into the Jibal region of Persia and 
Azerbaijan—indicates a significant and widespread Kurdish political presence across a vast 
and strategically vital mountainous frontier. This dispersal, while allowing for adaptability to 
local conditions and resilience in specific locales, may have also contributed to their collective 
vulnerability when faced with larger, unifying imperial forces such as the Seljuk Turks, who 
eventually absorbed many of them.1 

A. The Marwanids (983–1085) 
Among the most prominent of these early dynasties were the Marwanids, who established 
their rule in Diyarbakir (Amid) and extended their influence over parts of Armenia.1 The 
dynasty was founded by Badh ibn Dustak, a figure of humble origins, reportedly a shepherd, 
who rose through military prowess to become a powerful war chief and carve out a domain.10 
The Marwanid state, existing for over a century, evolved into what has been described as a 
"Cosmopolitan Frontier State," characterized by interactions among diverse ethnic and 
religious groups, including Kurds, Arabs, Byzantines, Armenians, Persians, and Turks.1 

The zenith of Marwanid power is often associated with the reign of Nasr al-Dawla Ahmad ibn 
Marwan (ruled until 1061). He was a significant patron of culture and development, 
undertaking extensive building projects including the fortification of his capital Mayyafariqin 
(Silvan), construction of bridges (such as the Dicle Bridge, also known as the Ten-Eyed 
Bridge, built in 1065 10), public baths, and the restoration of an observatory.10 Nasr al-Dawla 
also established libraries in mosques and invited scholars, historians, and poets to his court, 
fostering a vibrant intellectual and artistic environment.10 His reign was marked by relative 
peace, flourishing trade, and notable artistic achievements, as evidenced by monumental 
inscriptions that survive in Diyarbakir.10 He also expanded Marwanid territory, notably taking 
the city of Edessa (modern Şanlıurfa) in 1026.10 

The cultural achievements of the Marwanids, particularly under Nasr al-Dawla, challenge any 
simplistic characterization of these early Kurdish polities as mere militaristic tribal chiefdoms. 



They demonstrate a clear capacity for sophisticated statecraft, urban development, and the 
patronage of learning and arts, comparable to other contemporary Islamic dynasties. 
However, despite their successes, the Marwanids, like other regional powers, eventually 
succumbed to the rising power of the Seljuk Turks, who annexed their principality in 1085.1 

B. The Shaddadids (951–1199) 
The Shaddadids were another significant Kurdish dynasty that emerged in the 10th century. 
They established their rule primarily in parts of Armenia and Arran (a historical region in the 
South Caucasus, corresponding roughly to modern-day Azerbaijan).1 Alongside the 
Marwanids, Hasanwayhids, and Annazids, the Shaddadids were considered one of the four 
major Kurdish principalities dominating different parts of the Kurdish-inhabited lands during 
the second half of the 10th century.3 Their long rule, spanning over two centuries, signifies a 
durable Kurdish political presence and influence in the Caucasian frontier regions. 
C. The Hasanwayhids (959–1015) 
The Hasanwayhids (or Hasanuyids) were a powerful Kurdish dynasty that controlled territories 
in the eastern regions, primarily in the Jibal (the mountainous region of western Iran, including 
areas around Kermanshah) and Dinawar.1 They rose to prominence in the mid-10th century 
and were recognized as one of the four major Kurdish principalities of that era.3 Their 
dominion in the central Zagros Mountains represented a strong Kurdish political center in the 
eastern part of the Kurdish lands. 
D. The Annazids (Banu Annaz) (990–1117) 
The Annazids, also known as Banu Annaz, were contemporary with the Hasanwayhids and 
also ruled in the eastern Kurdish territories, specifically in eastern Jibal.1 Their rule lasted for 
over a century, from 990 to 1117, making them another of the four key Kurdish principalities of 
the late 10th and early 11th centuries.3 The Annazids, like the Hasanwayhids, consolidated 
Kurdish power in the Zagros region, maintaining a significant degree of autonomy. 
E. Other Contemporary Principalities 
Beyond these four major dynasties, other Kurdish principalities also existed during this period: 

●​ Rawadids (c. 900s –1071/1115): This dynasty was based in Tabriz and Maragheh in 
Azerbaijan.1 They were of Arab origin but had become Kurdicized. Significantly, the 
Ayyubid dynasty, founded by Saladin, traced its lineage to the Rawadiya, which was a 
branch of the larger Hadabani tribal confederation, itself of Kurdish origin.1 

●​ Hadhbani (c. 900s –1144): The Hadhabani (or Hadabani) were a prominent Kurdish 
tribe whose chiefs ruled in Erbil and parts of eastern Azerbaijan.1 As mentioned, the 
Rawadiya, and by extension Saladin's ancestors, were a branch of this tribe.1 

The existence of these principalities, and particularly the lineage connections of the 
Rawadids/Hadabani to the later Ayyubids, demonstrates a continuity of certain Kurdish tribal 
lineages in positions of political power and influence over several centuries. 
The eventual absorption of most of these early Kurdish dynasties by the expanding Seljuk 
Turkish empire in the 11th century 1 marked the end of this particular "Kurdish interlude." 
However, this period was crucial in demonstrating the capacity of Kurdish tribes to form 
durable political entities. The Seljuk conquest also set a historical precedent for the future 
relationship between Kurdish polities and larger Turkic-led empires, a dynamic where periods 



of Kurdish autonomy would often be followed by the assertion of control by a dominant 
regional power, foreshadowing the later interactions with the Ottomans and Safavids. 
Table 1: Overview of Early Kurdish Dynasties (c. 10th-12th Centuries) 
 
Dynasty Name Approximate Period Primary Region(s) Notable Rulers/Key 

Characteristics/Signi
ficance 

Marwanids 983–1085 Diyarbakir, parts of 
Armenia 

Badh ibn Dustak 
(founder), Nasr 
al-Dawla (cultural 
patronage, expansion). 
Culturally vibrant, 
cosmopolitan frontier 
state, annexed by 
Seljuks. 1 

Shaddadids 951–1199 Parts of Armenia and 
Arran 

One of four major 
Kurdish principalities in 
10th C; extended 
Kurdish influence into 
the Caucasus. 1 

Hasanwayhids 959–1015 Eastern Jibal (Zagros 
region) 

One of four major 
Kurdish principalities in 
10th C; strong 
presence in central 
Zagros. 1 

Annazids 990–1117 Eastern Jibal (Zagros 
region) 

One of four major 
Kurdish principalities in 
10th C; stable rule in 
eastern Kurdish 
territories. 1 

Rawadids c. 900s–1071/1115 Tabriz, Maragheh 
(Azerbaijan) 

Kurdicized Arab 
dynasty; ancestral link 
to the Ayyubids via the 
Hadabani tribe. 1 

Hadhbani c. 900s–1144 Erbil, eastern 
Adharbayjan 

Prominent Kurdish 
tribe; ancestral link to 
the Ayyubids. 1 

III. The Ayyubid Zenith: Kurdish Influence and 
Expansion (12th - 13th Centuries) 
The rise of the Ayyubid dynasty in the latter half of the 12th century represents a watershed 



moment in Kurdish history. For a significant period, a family of Kurdish origin controlled a vast 
empire stretching from Egypt and Syria to Yemen and parts of Mesopotamia, playing a pivotal 
role in the Crusades and the broader politics of the Islamic world.1 This era marked a peak of 
Kurdish power and influence on the international stage. 
A. Saladin and the Kurdish Origins of the Ayyubid Dynasty 
The founder of the Ayyubid dynasty (1169/1171–1250/1341) was Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, 
famously known in the West as Saladin. He belonged to the Rawadiya clan, which was a 
branch of the larger Hadabani tribe, identified as ethnically Kurdish.1 His family's origins are 
traced to the town of Dvin in medieval Armenia.1 Contemporary and later medieval Muslim 
historians, such as Ibn Khallikan and Ibn Athir, explicitly affirmed Saladin's Kurdish ethnicity.1 
Indeed, the Ayyubid state itself was often referred to in Islamic sources of the period as the 
"Kurdish dynasty" (al-Dawla al-Akrad) 12, underscoring the recognition of their ethnic 
background. This explicit Kurdish origin of such a powerful and historically renowned dynasty 
is fundamental, marking a period where individuals of Kurdish lineage were not merely local 
chieftains but rulers of a major empire. 
B. Establishment and Nature of Kurdish Chieftainships and Military Presence 
Under Saladin and his successors, several Kurdish chieftainships were established or 
recognized within the Ayyubid domain.1 However, it is important to characterize the Ayyubid 
state accurately: it was primarily structured as a confederation of principalities governed by 
members of Saladin's extended family, rather than a collection of fully autonomous Kurdish 
tribal regions operating independently.12 The empire was a dynastic enterprise, with loyalty 
directed towards the Ayyubid Sultan. 
Nevertheless, Kurds formed a substantial and critical component of the Ayyubid military, 
particularly its formidable cavalry.1 Saladin's army included significant numbers of Kurdish 
warriors organized into distinct tribal corps, among which the al-Hakkariyya, al-Mehraniyya, 
al-Humaydiyya, and al-Zarzariyya were prominent.12 During the reign of Sultan al-Salih Ayyub, 
the al-Qaymariyya tribe rose to become the dominant Kurdish group within the military elite.12 
The Ayyubids also utilized the iqta' system, granting land revenues to military commanders 
and notables, and Kurdish fief-holders from these major tribes were significant beneficiaries.12 
This system ensured the loyalty and service of Kurdish military elites. 
While the Ayyubid success elevated Kurds to imperial power and spread their influence, it was 
a complex phenomenon for distinct Kurdish political aspirations. The later Ayyubid rulers 
became increasingly "Arabized" in culture and language, particularly those based in Egypt.12 
Although some rulers like Al-Adil and Al-Mu'azzam Isa reportedly spoke Kurdish 12, the 
dominant administrative and cultural language of the empire was Arabic. The centralized 
nature of the Sultanate, especially in core regions like Egypt 12, meant that this period of 
Kurdish-led imperial power did not translate into the creation of a unified, autonomous 
Kurdish state. Instead, Kurdish identity and influence became one significant component 
within a larger, multicultural Islamic empire. The power was Ayyubid—familial and dynastic, 
with strong Kurdish military and elite participation—rather than a pan-Kurdish national 
enterprise in the modern sense. 



C. Cultural Impact: Kurdish Presence in Major Cities 
The Ayyubid era facilitated a notable migration and settlement of Kurdish tribal forces, 
scholars, and administrators into major urban centers outside the traditional Kurdish 
homelands. This led to the establishment of distinct Kurdish quarters, often known as Haret 
al-Akrad (Quarter of the Kurds), in prominent cities such as Aleppo, Baghdad, Barda, Cairo, 
Damascus, Gaza, Hebron, and Jerusalem.1 In these urban environments, Kurdish notables and 
communities often founded their own religious and charitable institutions, including mosques 
and madrasahs (theological schools). A notable example is the Ribat al-Kurd, a hospice or Sufi 
lodge, built in Jerusalem in 1294 by Amir Kurd al-Mansuri.1 This pattern of diaspora and 
settlement indicates a broader dispersal of Kurdish populations and cultural influence under 
Ayyubid patronage, extending their presence beyond their mountainous heartlands. This 
dispersal likely played a role in the long-term formation of Kurdish communities in diverse 
urban settings across the Middle East, contributing to cultural exchange and the maintenance 
of Kurdish identity in new contexts. 
The military structure of the Ayyubids, while initially relying heavily on Kurdish tribal corps, 
also evolved. The later incorporation and increasing reliance on Turkic Mamluks (slave 
soldiers), particularly Kipchak Turks and Circassians, eventually led to the Mamluks 
supplanting the Ayyubid dynasty in Egypt in 1250.14 This transition demonstrates the inherent 
political risks associated with reliance on ethnically distinct military elites and foreshadows 
later historical dynamics where Kurdish military power would be co-opted, balanced, or 
challenged by other groups within larger imperial frameworks. 

IV. Major Kurdish Emirates in the Age of Empires (c. 
14th/16th - 19th Centuries) 
The period spanning roughly from the 14th or 16th century to the mid-19th century was 
characterized by the existence of numerous semi-independent Kurdish emirates. These 
entities, rooted in powerful tribal structures, navigated the complex and often perilous 
political landscape dominated by the Ottoman and various Persian empires (Safavid, Afsharid, 
Zand, and Qajar). Their autonomy was a fluctuating reality, largely dependent on the 
prevailing strength of the central imperial powers, the strategic importance of their territories 
as buffer zones, and their own internal cohesion and leadership.6 The Sharafnama, completed 
in 1597 by Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi, serves as an indispensable primary source for the history of 
many of these emirates, offering detailed accounts of their lineages and political affairs.1 A 
persistent feature of this era was the rivalry among the Kurdish emirates themselves, which 
often influenced their external relations.7 

Table 2: Major Kurdish Emirates and Their Key Features (c. 14th/16th-19th Centuries) 
 
Emirate 
Name 

Ruling 
Tribe/Dynas
ty 

Capital(s) Key Period 
of 
Prominence 

Notable 
Leaders 

Primary 
Imperial 
Allegiance/
Rivalry 

Key Cultural 
Contributio
n 



(Ottoman/P
ersian) 

Ardalan Bani Ardalan Sanandaj 14th C – 
1865/68 
(Peak: 
17th-18th C) 

Baba 
Ardalan, 
Halo Khan, 
Khan Ahmad 
Khan, 
Amanollah 
Khan 

Primarily 
Persian 
(Safavid, 
Qajar); 
rival/allied 
with 
Ottomans. 
Rival: Baban. 
17 

Patronage of 
Gorani 
Kurdish 
literature; 
Gorani as 
literary 
koinè. 17 

Baban Baban family Qala Çolan, 
Sulaymaniya
h 

16th C – 
1850 (Peak: 
Late 
18th-Early 
19th C) 

Ibrahim 
Pasha, 
Abdurrahma
n Pasha, 
Ahmed 
Pasha 

Primarily 
Ottoman; 
rival/allied 
with 
Persians. 
Rivals: 
Ardalan, 
Soran, 
Botan. 19 

Fostering of 
Sorani 
Kurdish 
literature; 
Sulaymaniya
h as cultural 
center. 19 

Soran Soran 
dynasty (Isa) 

Rawanduz Medieval; 
Revived 
1816–1836 
(Peak: Mir 
Kor) 

Mir 
Muhammad 
"Kor Mîr" 

Ottoman 
(nominal); 
asserted 
independenc
e. Rival: 
Baban. 1 

Attempted 
unification; 
development 
of a 
modern-styl
e army. 21 

Botan 
(Bohtan) 

Azizan / 
Bokhti 

Cizre c. 14th C – 
1855 (Peak: 
Bedr Khan 
Beg) 

Bedr Khan 
Beg 

Ottoman; 
asserted 
independenc
e. Rival: 
Baban, 
Soran. 22 

Center for 
Kurmanji 
literature 
(Melayê 
Cizîrî, Feqiyê 
Teyran). 24 

Hakkari Shambo / Izz 
al-Din Shir 

Hakkari c. 1380s – 
1847 

Izz al-Din 
Shir, Nurullah 
Beg 

Ottoman/Per
sian 
(fluctuating). 
Allied with 
Botan (Bedr 
Khan). 26 

Long-standi
ng 
mountainous 
emirate; 
complex 
Kurdish-Assy
rian 
relations. 26 

Bitlis (Badlis) Rojiki 
(Rozhaki) 

Bitlis 1182–1847 
(Peak: 17th 

Sharaf al-Din 
Bitlisi, Abdal 

Ottoman/Per
sian 

Cultural hub 
(Sharafnama



C, Abdal 
Khan) 

Khan (fluctuating). 
29 

); Persianate 
influence; 
Evliya 
Çelebi's 
accounts. 6 

A. The Emirate of Ardalan (c. 14th Century – 1865/68) 
The Ardalan Emirate was one of the most enduring and influential Kurdish principalities, 
located in western Iran with Sanandaj as its primary capital.17 Its territory roughly 
corresponded to the modern Kurdistan Province of Iran.17 The ruling Bani Ardalan tribe, 
according to Sharafkhan Bidlisi, descended from a lineage connected to the earlier Marwanid 
dynasty, having settled among the Goran Kurds and established power in the Sharazor 
region.17 Other traditions claimed descent from Saladin or even the ancient Sasanian kings.17 
Founded traditionally by Baba Ardalan, perhaps as early as the 12th or 14th century 17, the 
emirate maintained complete independence until 1617. Thereafter, it was incorporated as a 
semi-independent frontier province within the Safavid Empire, and its rulers, bearing the title 
of Wali, generally remained loyal to subsequent Persian dynasties, notably the Qajars, until its 
final dissolution around 1865-1868.17 

The political history of Ardalan was marked by its strategic position between the Ottoman and 
Persian empires, leading to deep involvement in their protracted conflicts and a pragmatic 
policy of shifting allegiances to preserve its autonomy.17 The Ardalan rulers, such as the 
celebrated Halo Khan and later Khan Ahmad Khan, were considered part of the Persian 
political elite, holding significant titles and responsibilities, including military command and tax 
collection.31 Some even converted to Shi'ism to solidify ties with the Safavid court.31 The 
Baban Emirate to its west was its principal Kurdish rival.17 

Culturally, the Ardalan Emirate is of paramount importance for its patronage of Gorani Kurdish 
literature. Gorani served as the literary language and lingua franca of the court and developed 
into a sophisticated "literary koinè" during the 17th and 18th centuries under Ardalan support.1 
Many Ardalan princes were themselves poets or patrons of poets who wrote in Gorani, as well 
as in Persian and Arabic.17 The fall of the Ardalan Emirate led to a significant decline in the 
status and production of Gorani literary works.18 Rulers like Halo Khan were also noted for 
their construction activities, including the rebuilding of Marivan Castle and the establishment 
of mosques and schools.17 

B. The Emirate of Baban (c. 16th Century – 1850) 
The Baban Emirate emerged as a significant Kurdish power in the region of present-day Iraqi 
Kurdistan, with its later capital at Sulaymaniyah, a city founded by Ibrahim Pasha Baban in 
1784.1 Prior to this, Qala Çolan served as a key center.20 The precise origins of the Baban 
dynasty are somewhat obscure, with no definitive pre-Ottoman sources; Sharafkhan Bidlisi 
mentions Pîr Budek Beg as a founder in the early 16th century, while other historical accounts 
suggest a founding around 1649.19 The emirate persisted until 1850, when Ottoman 
centralization efforts led to the defeat of its last ruler, Ahmed Pasha, and the annexation of 
the Shahrizor region into the Ottoman Empire.1 



The Babans actively participated in the Ottoman-Safavid rivalry, generally aligning with the 
Ottomans, though their loyalty could be pragmatic and subject to change.19 Their territory 
often fluctuated due to constant rivalries with neighboring Kurdish emirates, including 
Ardalan, Botan, and Soran.19 The emirate's internal stability was also challenged by 
interference from both the Ottoman and Safavid empires, as well as by succession disputes 
within the Baban family itself, all contributing to its eventual weakening.20 Notable leaders 
included Faqe Ahmad Darshmana, Ibrahim Pasha Baban (founder of Sulaymaniyah), 
Abdurrahman Pasha (who led a revolt in 1806 37), and the final emir, Ahmed Pasha.1 The Baban 
revolt of 1847-1850 was ultimately suppressed by a combination of Ottoman forces and allied 
Kurdish tribes.19 

Culturally, the Baban Emirate played a crucial role in the development of Sorani Kurdish as a 
literary and administrative language.19 While Gorani was also used as a court language for 
some time 19, the rise of Sulaymaniyah as a vibrant urban center under Baban rule fostered a 
flourishing of Sorani poetry and literature. 
C. The Emirate of Soran (Medieval; revived 1816–1836) 
The Soran Emirate, with its historical center at Rawanduz, had medieval origins, mentioned by 
Sharafkhan Bidlisi as having been established by a shepherd named Isa.1 Some historians 
place its initial establishment between the 1330s and 1430s.21 The emirate experienced a 
dramatic and powerful revival in the early 19th century under the leadership of Mir 
Muhammad of Rawanduz, commonly known as Kor Mîr (the Blind Emir), from 1816 to 1836.1 

Under Mir Kor, the Soran Emirate underwent a remarkable transformation. He consolidated 
power, built a formidable citadel in Rawanduz, and created a disciplined and relatively modern 
army, reportedly numbering between 30,000 and 50,000 tribal musketeers who received 
regular salaries.1 This military force enabled him to embark on a significant expansionist 
policy. He conquered territories from neighboring principalities, including parts of Baban, and 
extended Soran's influence over a vast area stretching from Erbil and Kirkuk to Mardin, Cizre, 
and Nusaybin, even compelling the rulers of Bahdinan and parts of Botan to accept his 
authority.1 Demonstrating his sovereignty, Mir Kor struck his own coins and had his name 
mentioned in Friday sermons (khutba).1 

This rapid rise of a powerful, centralized Kurdish state under Mir Kor caused serious alarm in 
Constantinople.21 The Ottomans, fearing a potential alliance between Soran and the rebellious 
Muhammad Ali Pasha of Egypt, dispatched an army against him in 1834.1 Although Mir Kor 
initially repelled the Ottoman forces, he was eventually pressured by a combination of military 
force and diplomatic maneuvering to travel to Istanbul for negotiations. He was ostensibly 
confirmed as emir but disappeared under mysterious circumstances on his return journey.1 His 
brother Rasul was briefly installed by the Ottomans, but the Soran Emirate soon succumbed to 
the empire's broader centralization policies.1 Mir Muhammed Pasha of Revanduz (Soran) is 
remembered for leading one of the most notable Kurdish revolts of this period.38 

The Soran Emirate under Mir Kor is significant not only for its military and administrative 
achievements but also for displaying traits of a broader Kurdish awareness, including an 
ambition to unite various Kurdish areas and the use of distinct Kurdish uniforms for his army.21 



D. The Emirate of Botan (Bohtan) (c. 14th Century – 1855) 
The Emirate of Botan (also Bohtan), centered on the ancient town of Jazirah ibn 'Omar (Cizre) 
in southeastern Anatolia, was another long-standing and influential Kurdish principality.1 Its 
ruling dynasty, the Azizan, traced their lineage to the Bokhti tribe, with some accounts 
suggesting a founder named Sulaiman, son of Khalid, during the Umayyad Caliphate.22 
Sharafkhan Bidlisi notes that the eighth Botan ruler, Mir Ezzaddin Abdal, swore allegiance to 
Timur in 1394.22 After the Battle of Chaldiran in 1514, the Ottomans granted Botan the status of 
a Hükümet (government), recognizing its hereditary rule within the empire.22 The emirate 
effectively lasted until 1855.22 

The most renowned ruler of Botan was Bedr Khan Beg, who reigned from 1821 to 1847.1 Bedr 
Khan was a powerful and ambitious emir who modernized his military, established a high 
degree of security within his domains (leading to immigration from neighboring regions), and 
significantly expanded Botan's influence, at its peak controlling a vast territory from Diyarbakir 
to Mosul and Urmia.22 He minted his own coins, reformed taxation, and organized a justice 
system, making his capital Cizre flourish.23 He also formed strategic alliances, notably a triple 
alliance with Han Mahmud of Müküs and Nurullah Bey of Hakkari.23 

Bedr Khan's relationship with the Ottoman Porte was complex. He initially supported the 
Sultan, participating in the Battle of Nizip in 1839 on the Ottoman side.23 However, his 
increasing power and assertions of independence eventually led to conflict with the 
centralizing Ottoman state.23 His reign was also marked by tragic inter-communal violence. 
Bedr Khan was responsible for massacres of the Yazidis (in 1832, in cooperation with the 
Soran Emirate) and of Nestorian Assyrians in the Hakkari region (in 1843 and 1846).23 These 
actions against the Nestorians were, to some extent, encouraged by Ottoman authorities who 
were wary of growing Western missionary influence among the Assyrian tribes.26 The 
massacres effectively ended the autonomous status previously enjoyed by these Assyrian 
tribes.40 Ultimately, Bedr Khan was defeated by a large Ottoman army (which included Yezidi 
tribesmen seeking revenge) in 1847 and was exiled.1 Following his defeat, the Ottomans 
created an administrative "province of Kurdistan" in 1847, which included Botan, in an attempt 
to assert direct control.38 

Culturally, the Botan region was a significant center for the development of Kurmanji Kurdish 
literature. Classical Kurmanji poets such as Melayê Cizîrî (1570–1640) and Feqiyê Teyran 
(1590–1660) hailed from this area.25 The seminal Kurdish national epic, Mem û Zîn, composed 
by Ehmedê Xanî (1650–1707), although Xanî himself was from Hakkari, drew from the rich oral 
traditions of Northern Kurdistan, including Botan, and its manuscripts circulated widely in the 
medreses (Islamic schools) of the region.24 

E. The Emirate of Hakkari (c. Before 1380s – 1847) 
The Emirate of Hakkari, centered around the mountainous city of Hakkari and the region west 
of Lake Urmia, was a long-enduring Kurdish principality.1 It governed a heterogeneous 
population comprising pastoral Kurdish tribes, Nestorian Assyrian Christians who were largely 
vassals of the Kurdish emirs, and settled Armenian farmers.26 The emirate did not, however, 
control the fiercely independent Assyrian tribes of regions like Tyari, Baz, and Jilu, who 



maintained their own tribal autonomy.26 

The founder of the Hakkari Emirate was Izz al-Din Shir (Yozdan-Shir), a Kurdish noble of 
contested lineage (some Armenian sources suggest a matrilineal descent from the Armenian 
Artsruni dynasty), who had established his rule by the 1380s and reigned until 1423.26 His 
dynasty later became known as the Shambo dynasty.26 The political history of Hakkari was 
characterized by its strategic location on the frontiers of major empires, leading to fluctuating 
allegiances between the Timurids, the Qara Qoyunlu, and later the Ottomans and Safavids.26 
The emirate also experienced considerable internal strife, with frequent inter-familial conflicts 
for leadership.26 During the 16th-18th centuries, the Emirate of Hakkari reportedly fragmented 
into several smaller, semi-independent fiefdoms.26 

In the 19th century, Emir Nurullah Beg of Hakkari allied with Bedr Khan Beg of Botan. This 
alliance was involved in the 1843 massacres of Nestorian Assyrians within their territories, an 
event partly fueled by Ottoman concerns over increasing Western missionary activities and 
influence among the Assyrians.26 The Ottomans used the ensuing instability and international 
pressure as an opportunity to assert more direct control over the region, leading to the defeat 
of the Bedr Khan-Nurullah Beg coalition in 1847 and the subsequent absorption of Hakkari 
into the Ottoman administrative system.26 

The socio-economic life in Hakkari, typical of many Kurdish regions, was based on pastoralism 
(animal husbandry) and agriculture in suitable areas.5 The tribal agha (chief) played a crucial 
role in local governance, dispute resolution, and the collection of dues or taxes.5 Within the 
broader Ottoman administrative framework for Kurdistan, semi-autonomous Kurdish districts 
(Ekrad beyliği) and "Kurdish governments" (Kürd hükümeti) existed, where hereditary tribal 
chiefs (mirs) were often recognized as sancakbeyis (district governors) by the Ottoman state, 
responsible for local order, tax remittance, and providing troops.5 

F. The Emirate of Bitlis (Badlis) and the Rojiki (Rozhaki) Tribe (1182–1847) 
The Emirate of Bitlis (also Badlis or Bidlis), a significant Kurdish principality centered on the 
strategic town of Bitlis, was founded by the Rojiki (or Rozaki, Rozhagi) tribal confederation.1 
Historical accounts place its establishment as early as the 10th century, or more formally by 
1182, and it endured until 1847.1 The Rojiki tribe is credited with conquering Bitlis and Sasun 
from Georgian rulers.29 According to Sharafkhan Bidlisi, eighteen Rojiki princes had ruled the 
emirate by 1596.29 

Two rulers of Bitlis stand out for their historical importance. The first is Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi 
(Sharaf Khan) himself, the author of the Sharafnama. He was appointed Emir of Bitlis by the 
Ottoman Sultan Murad III in 1578 and ruled until 1597.1 His work provides unparalleled insight 
into the history of his own emirate and many others. The second is Abdal Khan, who ruled in 
the mid-17th century. He was highly praised by the Ottoman traveler Evliya Çelebi as a 
"renaissance prince," a man of culture who possessed a rich library with books in several 
languages.1 The French traveler Jean-Baptiste Tavernier described Abdal Khan as the most 
powerful and independent Kurdish prince of his time, acknowledging neither Safavid nor 
Ottoman overlordship fully.29 Abdal Khan led the significant Rozhiki Revolt against the 
Ottomans in 1655, a testament to his power and independent spirit.1 



The Bitlis Emirate, like others, navigated the complex relationship with the Ottoman and 
Safavid empires. It initially supported the Ottomans under Selim I but briefly shifted allegiance 
to the Safavids in 1531, prompting an Ottoman capture.29 For much of its existence, it 
maintained a considerable degree of relative independence by leveraging the 
Ottoman-Safavid rivalry.6 The emirate was a formidable military power; Evliya Çelebi and 
European travelers noted its ability to mobilize thousands of cavalrymen.6 Its autonomy was 
significantly curtailed in 1655 after Abdal Khan's conflict with the Ottoman governor (Wāli) of 
Van, leading to Bitlis's integration into the Van eyalet.29 However, prior to this, in the first half 
of the 17th century, Bitlis had emerged as arguably the most dominant and prosperous of the 
Kurdish emirates.6 Evliya Çelebi, who visited Bitlis, described it as a burgeoning cultural, 
religious, and economic center with numerous shops, workshops, mosques, medreses, and 
influential Sufi orders.6 The presence of many Yazidis in Abdal Khan's army in 1655 also points 
to a degree of religious diversity or pragmatism within his domain.1 

Culturally, Bitlis was profoundly influenced by Persian language and traditions, a common 
feature in many eastern Anatolian and Kurdish principalities due to centuries of interaction 
with Persian-centered empires. Persian was the language of administration, literature, 
diplomacy, and high culture in the Bitlis court.29 

The "semi-independence" enjoyed by these Kurdish emirates was indeed a highly fluid and 
contingent status. It often expanded during periods of intense Ottoman-Safavid warfare, as 
both empires sought Kurdish alliances and were willing to concede greater autonomy in return 
for loyalty and buffer services.6 Conversely, when these empires were strong, at peace with 
each other, or pursuing policies of centralization, Kurdish autonomy was invariably curtailed, 
often through military force.7 This dynamic suggests that Kurdish autonomy was less an 
inherent, recognized right and more a consequence of the shifting strategic calculations of 
the dominant regional powers. 
Furthermore, the cultural patronage observed in these emirates, particularly the cultivation of 
distinct Kurdish literary forms—Gorani in Ardalan, Sorani in Baban, and Kurmanji in Botan and 
Bitlis—served as a vital means of asserting a unique identity and legitimacy.17 This occurred 
even as these courts often participated in the broader Persianate or Ottoman cultural 
spheres, indicating a sophisticated biculturalism among Kurdish elites who could navigate and 
contribute to dominant imperial cultures while simultaneously fostering their vernacular 
traditions. 
The recurring theme of inter-emirate rivalry (e.g., Ardalan versus Baban 17, Soran versus Baban 
19) was a significant factor that often hindered the potential for unified Kurdish political action. 
These internal divisions were frequently exploited by the Ottoman and Persian empires, 
allowing them to maintain control over the Kurdish regions through divide-and-rule 
strategies.7 

Finally, the figure of the powerful, charismatic, and often rebellious Mir, exemplified by leaders 
like Mir Kor of Soran and Bedr Khan of Botan, is a recurring archetype in the history of these 
emirates. Their ambitious attempts to consolidate power, expand their territories, and assert 
greater independence frequently led to direct and ultimately overwhelming confrontations 



with the imperial centers. While these efforts often ended in their defeat and the subjugation 
of their emirates, these leaders became potent symbols in Kurdish historical memory, 
representing peaks of Kurdish autonomy and resistance against external domination.1 

V. Major Kurdish Tribal Confederations: The Case of 
the Jaff 
Beyond the more formally structured emirates ruled by specific dynasties, large Kurdish tribal 
confederations also played a significant role in the historical landscape. Among these, the Jaff 
tribe (Caf, جاف) stands out in historical records as one of the largest and most influential, 
maintaining a distinct identity and considerable power across the frontiers of present-day Iran 
and Iraq.46 

A. Origins and Historical Timeline 
The Jaff tribe traces its dynastic origins to Zaher Beg Jaff in the year 1114.46 However, the 
broader Jaff tribal confederation is understood to have formed in the early 17th century.46 An 
early documented mention of the Jaff appears in the Ottoman-Iranian treaty of May 17, 1639.46 
Notably, they are not mentioned in Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi's Sharafnama, which was completed in 
1597, suggesting that their rise to prominence as a major confederation likely occurred after 
this date or that their structure at the time did not fit the Sharafnama's focus on established 
princely dynasties.46 For centuries, the Jaff were primarily nomadic pastoralist shepherds, a 
lifestyle they maintained until the 20th century, when a significant portion of the tribe 
underwent sedentarization.46 This transition from nomadism to a more settled existence, while 
retaining tribal cohesion, marks an important adaptation to changing socio-economic and 
political conditions. 
B. Geographical Heartland and Key Settlements 
The traditional heartland of the Jaff tribe straddles the border region between Sulaymaniyah 
in present-day Iraqi Kurdistan and Sanandaj (Sine) in Iranian Kurdistan.46 They inhabit 
numerous cities and towns across this territory, including Halabja, Kalar, Sulaymaniyah, 
Ravansar, Sanandaj, Ciwanro (Javanrud), Salas-e Babajani, Kermanshah, and Khanaqin.46 
Sources also place them in the Kordestan Province of Iran, specifically southwest of 
Sanandaj.47 This trans-border distribution is characteristic of many large Kurdish tribal groups 
and has historically subjected them to the influences and policies of multiple state entities. 
C. Socio-Political Structure and Notable Leaders 
The Jaff are recognized as one of the largest, if not the largest, Kurdish tribal confederations. 
Historically, the Jaff tribes in Iraq were sometimes referred to as Muradi, while those in Iran 
were known as Javānrudi.46 Their ancestral seat of power is Sherwana Castle, an important 
symbol of their historical presence and authority.7 The leadership of the Jaff confederation 
has been hereditary, with prominent figures often recognized by imperial powers. The 
Ottoman Empire, for instance, bestowed the title of Pasha upon Jaff leaders starting in the 
1700s, a clear indication of their regional importance and the Ottomans' desire to formalize 
relations with them.46 



Numerous influential leaders have emerged from the Jaff tribe over the centuries. These 
include: 

●​ Zaher Beg Jaff: The traditional originator of the dynasty in 1114.46 

●​ Mohamed Pasha Jaff: A Kurdish king and supreme chief of the Jaff tribe, credited with 
building Sherwana Castle in 1734.46 

●​ Osman Pasha Jaff: A Kurdish king and leader of the Jaff in the 19th century, married to 
Lady Adela.46 

●​ Lady Adela (Adela Khanum Jaff): (1847–1924) Wife of Osman Pasha Jaff, she was a 
highly influential figure, called the "Princess of the Brave" by the British. She played a 
significant role in the region, particularly during the era of Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji's 
uprisings.46 Her leadership is a notable example of the powerful roles women could 
assume within Kurdish tribal structures. 

●​ Mahmud Pasha Jaff: Another important leader from the Jaff dynasty.46 

●​ Nawzad Dawood Beg Jaff: Recognized as a contemporary leader of the Jaff tribe and 
Chairman of North Bank Iraq.46 

In the early 20th century, the Jaff tribe wielded considerable power, reportedly controlling as 
much as one-ninth of Iraq and its communication systems. Their military strength was also 
substantial; in 1933, it was estimated that about 100,000 rifles were in the hands of Jaff 
tribesmen, compared to only 15,000 held by the newly established Iraqi state.46 This 
demonstrates their capacity to act as a significant autonomous force, even challenging the 
authority of nascent nation-states. 
D. Interactions with Empires and Kurdish Emirates 
The Jaff tribe's history is marked by complex interactions with both the Ottoman and Persian 
empires, as well as with neighboring Kurdish emirates: 

●​ Ottoman Empire: As noted, the Ottomans granted the title of Pasha to Jaff leaders, 
indicating a degree of formal recognition and alliance, likely aimed at securing their 
loyalty and cooperation in a strategic border region.46 

●​ Ardalan Emirate: In the late 17th century, the Jaff came into significant conflict with the 
authority of the Ardalan Emirate. This confrontation resulted in a defeat for the Jaff, the 
capture and execution of their tribal chief and his son. Consequently, the majority of the 
Jaff tribes fled from the Kermanshah and Sanandaj regions (then under Ardalan control) 
and sought refuge in the territory of the Baban Emirate. Those Jaff who remained in 
Ardalan lands reportedly joined the Guran tribal confederation.7 

●​ Baban Emirate: The Baban emirs provided protection and crucial grazing lands to the 
displaced Jaff tribes, allowing them to settle in areas from south of Sulaymaniyah to 
Khanaqin.46 This illustrates the shifting alliances and support networks among Kurdish 
groups. 

●​ Post-World War I: In the aftermath of World War I and the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire, the Jaff tribe opposed the Kurdish leader Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji (who sought 
to establish an independent Kurdish kingdom) and also resisted Great Britain's policies, 
particularly its failure to grant Kurdish autonomy in the newly formed state of Iraq.46 

E. Cultural Aspects 



The Jaff tribe possesses a rich cultural and religious identity. They are predominantly 
adherents of the Shafi'i school of Sunni Islam, with a significant number of followers of the 
Naqshbandi and Qadiriyya Sufi orders, both of which have historically been influential in 
Kurdistan.46 

Linguistically, the Jaff are majority Sorani-speakers, specifically the Babani dialect, which is 
logical given their historical ties and geographical proximity to the Baban Emirate.46 However, 
demonstrating the complex linguistic tapestry of the region, the Jaff princes during the 17th 
to 19th centuries were known patrons of Gurani literature.46 This patronage, despite the tribe's 
Sorani-speaking base, suggests that Gurani held a certain prestige as a literary language, 
perhaps influenced by the Ardalan court or other cultural centers where Gurani flourished. 
This echoes the broader phenomenon where literary choices by elites were not always 
dictated by the most widely spoken vernacular but could be influenced by established literary 
traditions or inter-elite cultural currents. 
The Jaff have also produced notable poets and cultural figures who have enriched Kurdish 
literature, including Khanai Qobadi Jaff (c. 1700–1759), Nali Jaff (1797/1800–1855/1856, a 
foundational poet of the Sorani literary renaissance), Abdulla Goran Jaff (1904–1962, a 
modernizing figure in Sorani poetry), and contemporary figures like Tara Jaff, a singer and 
musician specializing in the harp.46 

The internal division of the Jaff into the Muradi in Iraq and the Javānrudi in Iran 46, along with 
their heartland straddling the modern Iran-Iraq border, underscores a common experience for 
many large Kurdish tribal confederations: bisection by imperial and later national frontiers. 
Such divisions inevitably impacted tribal cohesion, leadership structures, and their 
relationships with respective state authorities, often leading to divergent political trajectories 
and allegiances for different segments of the same tribe. 
Table 3: Prominent Leaders of the Jaff Tribal Confederation 
 
Leader Name Approximate Period of 

Influence 
Key Achievements/Roles 

Zaher Beg Jaff Founded dynasty in 1114 Originator of the Jaff dynastic 
line. 46 

Mohamed Pasha Jaff Active 1734 Built Sherwana Castle; 
recognized as a Kurdish King 
and supreme chief of the Jaff. 
46 

Osman Pasha Jaff Born 1846 (19th C) Kurdish King, leader of the Jaff 
tribe; husband of Lady Adela. 
46 

Lady Adela Jaff 1847–1924 Called "Princess of the Brave" 
by the British; highly influential 
in regional politics, 
administration of Halabja. 46 



Mahmud Pasha Jaff 19th - Early 20th C Important leader of the Jaff 
tribe. 46 

Nawzad Dawood Beg Jaff Contemporary Current leader of the Jaff tribe; 
Chairman of North Bank Iraq. 
46 

VI. Other Notable Kurdish Tribes in History 
While the major emirates and large confederations like the Jaff often dominate historical 
narratives, numerous other Kurdish tribes have played significant roles in shaping the 
demography, culture, and politics of the regions they inhabited. The information available for 
these tribes varies in depth, but their mention in historical sources illustrates the widespread 
presence and internal diversity of the Kurdish people. 
A. The Mahmudi (Pinyanişi) Tribe of Lake Van 
The Mahmudi tribe, also known as Pinyanişi, was a notable Ottoman-Kurdish tribe located in 
the strategically important Lake Van region.48 The 17th-century Ottoman traveler Evliya Çelebi 
described them as a formidable force, claiming they could field 60,000 warriors.48 Their chief, 
Sarı Süleyman Bey, is recorded as having strengthened and reinforced the impressive Hoşap 
Castle (Xoşab Kalesi) near Van in 1643.48 The Mahmudi tribe thus exemplifies a powerful local 
Kurdish entity operating within the broader Ottoman imperial system, capable of significant 
military mobilization and undertaking substantial fortification projects, which indicates a 
considerable degree of regional autonomy and strength. 
B. Tribes Mentioned in Persian Provinces 
Historical and ethnographic accounts, such as those referenced by Kaveh Farrokh compiling 
earlier sources 47, list numerous Kurdish tribes across various provinces of Persia (Iran), 
highlighting their extensive distribution and, in many cases, their interaction and intermixture 
with neighboring ethnic and linguistic groups. 

●​ Azerbaijan (West and East): In West Azerbaijan, tribes such as the Jalâli (around 
Mâku), Milân, Haydarânlu, Donboli (noted as Azeri-speaking, around Khoy and Salmâs), 
Korahsunni (Kurdicized Azeris), Shekkâk, and Herki (around Urmia) are mentioned. In 
East Azerbaijan (Qarâjadâgh and Khalkhâl regions), several Shi'ite, Turki-speaking tribes 
of Kurdish origin are listed, such as the Ùalabiânlu, Mohammad Khânlu, Delikânlu, and 
Shatárânlu (an offshoot of the Shekkâk).47 This data underscores the fluid nature of 
ethnic and linguistic identity in these borderland and contact zones over long historical 
periods. Assimilation and cultural exchange were often bi-directional, leading to 
Kurdicized Turkic groups or Turkicized Kurdish groups. 

●​ Kordestan Province (Iran): This core Kurdish region was home to many historically 
significant tribes, including the Saršiv, Tilaku`i (described as Kurdicized Turks), the 
powerful Bani Ardalân (the ruling tribe of the Ardalan Emirate), the Jâf (connected to 
the Jaff Confederation), Hulilân, Gurân, Kalhor, Sanjâbi, Sharafbayâni, Kerindi, Bâjalân, 
Nânakuli, and Zangana.47 The concentration of such diverse and influential tribes 
underscores the province's centrality to Kurdish history. 



●​ Hamadân Province: Tribes such as the Jamiri, Juzikân, and Shâhjân are noted.47 

●​ Luristan Province: This region represents a significant linguistic and tribal interface 
between Kurdish and Lur populations. Tribes like the Delfân, Selsela, Armâ`i, and 
Bayrânvand are mentioned as speaking Laki 47, a language/dialect often considered 
transitional between Kurdish and Luri, or by some as a distinct Kurdish dialect.49 Other 
tribes like the Itivand, Judeki, and a large tribe named Kord are also listed.47 

●​ Khuzestân Province: Groups of Zangana and Jalâli tribes were reportedly moved to 
this southern province by Nâdir Shah. A tribe named Âl bu Kord is also mentioned.47 

●​ Gilân Province: The Rišvand (or Rašvand) tribe, noted as forming part of the Bâbân 
tribe of Solaymâniya, were moved to Gilân by Shah Abbâs I. They were later largely 
displaced by the 'Amârlu tribe, who were themselves moved to Gilân from northwestern 
Persia by Nâder Shah.47 

●​ Mâzandarân Province: Major Kurdish tribes in this Caspian province include the 
Modânlu, Jahânbeglu, and Khvâjavand, the latter reportedly brought from Garrūs and 
Kurdistan by Nâder Shah.47 

The deliberate resettlement of Kurdish tribes by Persian Shahs, as seen with the Rišvand, 
Zangana, Jalâli, 'Amârlu, and Khvâjavand, was a significant imperial policy.47 This practice 
served various strategic purposes for the Persian state, such as breaking up powerful tribal 
concentrations in their homelands, securing vulnerable frontiers with loyal warriors, or 
populating sparsely inhabited areas. For the tribes themselves, these forced migrations meant 
profound disruptions, adaptation to new environments and neighbors, and often a changed 
socio-political relationship with the central imperial authority. These policies led to the 
creation of new, often isolated, Kurdish communities far from their original territories, 
contributing to the complex demographic map of the region. 
C. Other Mentions of Tribal Migrations and Settlements 

●​ The Modanlı tribe is recorded as being the first Kurdish tribe to arrive in Central 
Anatolia, settling in the Haymana region near modern-day Ankara in 1184.48 

●​ Later, after 1800, other Kurdish tribes such as the Cihanbeyli, Reşwan, and Şêxbizin also 
migrated into central Anatolia.48 

These migrations, whether forced or voluntary, illustrate the dynamic nature of Kurdish tribal 
movements and settlements over many centuries, extending their presence well beyond the 
mountainous core of Kurdistan. The extensive lists of tribes across various Iranian provinces 
and their settlement in Central Anatolia paint a picture of the Kurdish population not as a 
monolithic entity, but as a mosaic of diverse tribal groups, speaking various dialects (and in 
some cases, adopting other languages), and adhering to different religious traditions 
(primarily Sunni, but with Shi'ite communities as well). 

VII. Common Threads: Autonomy, Inter-Tribal 
Relations, and Imperial Interactions 
Across the diverse histories of numerous Kurdish tribes and emirates, several common 
threads emerge that characterize their political existence and interactions. These recurring 



themes shed light on the enduring aspirations, challenges, and strategies that shaped the 
Kurdish historical experience. 
A. The Pursuit of Autonomy and Self-Rule 
A deeply ingrained characteristic of Kurdish political entities, from the early dynasties to the 
later emirates, was a persistent pursuit of autonomy and self-rule. Even when nominally 
vassals of larger empires, Kurdish emirs often sought to maintain a wide degree of control 
over their internal affairs, with many principalities possessing attributes of de facto 
independence.3 For example, the Ottoman Empire, for strategic reasons, often granted 
considerable self-rule to Kurdish emirates, particularly during periods of intense conflict with 
Persia, as this ensured Kurdish loyalty and provided a buffer on a volatile frontier. This system 
of semi-autonomy, where Kurdish courts became centers of local power and culture, 
functioned for centuries, only to be systematically dismantled in the 19th century with the rise 
of imperial centralization policies.3 This historical aspiration for self-governance remains a 
potent theme in Kurdish historical consciousness. However, it is crucial to recognize that this 
"autonomy" was frequently a pragmatic concession granted by empires based on their own 
strategic needs, rather than an inherent right recognized by those empires. This "conditional 
autonomy" was therefore inherently unstable and subject to withdrawal once the imperial 
calculations changed, as evidenced by the Ottomans bringing Kurdish chiefdoms under direct 
control after the Persian threat diminished in the 1820s.7 

B. Alliances and Rivalries Among Kurdish Tribes and Emirates 
The internal political landscape of Kurdistan was rarely monolithic. Kurdish principalities were, 
as noted by historical sources, "almost always divided and entered into rivalries against each 
other".7 Prominent examples include the long-standing rivalry between the Ardalan and Baban 
emirates 17, and the conflicts involving Baban, Soran, and Botan.19 These internal rivalries often 
weakened the collective Kurdish position and were frequently exploited by the Ottoman and 
Persian empires to maintain their dominance through divide-and-rule tactics.16 However, 
periods of cooperation and alliance also occurred, such as the triple alliance formed by Bedr 
Khan Beg of Botan with Han Mahmud of Müküs and Nurullah Bey of Hakkari in the 1840s.23 
These complex internal dynamics, characterized by both conflict and collaboration, were a 
defining feature of Kurdish political life and significantly influenced their ability to respond to 
external pressures. These inter-tribal and inter-emirate rivalries were not merely internal 
squabbles; they were often exacerbated or directly manipulated by the Ottomans and 
Persians as part of their broader geopolitical strategies to prevent the emergence of a unified 
Kurdish power bloc. 
C. Navigating Imperial Domination: Ottomans and Persians 
For centuries, Kurdish emirates and tribes were compelled to navigate the precarious terrain 
between the Ottoman and Persian empires. Their survival and the degree of their autonomy 
often depended on their ability to skillfully maneuver between these two colossal powers, 
shifting allegiances based on strategic advantage and the prevailing balance of power.1 This 
relationship involved periods of allegiance, where Kurdish leaders were integrated into 
imperial administrative structures. A key example is the role of Mevlana Idris Bidlisi, a Kurdish 
statesman who, in the early 16th century, facilitated the alliance of many Sunni Kurdish emirs 



with the Ottoman Empire against the Safavids, in return for recognized autonomy.1 Conversely, 
there were numerous periods of rebellion, often triggered by attempts at imperial 
centralization, excessive taxation, or perceived injustices, with emirs like Bedr Khan of Botan 
or Mir Kor of Soran leading significant uprisings.1 

Imperial policies towards the Kurds varied significantly over time and depending on the 
empire. The Ottomans, for instance, employed a range of tactics: from co-optation and 
granting titles (like Pasha to Jaff leaders 46) and recognizing autonomous beyliks or hükümets, 
to harsh measures such as "banishment," "discipline," and "deportation" for rebellious tribes.38 
In the late 19th century, the Ottomans also established the Hamidiye Cavalry, primarily 
composed of Kurdish tribesmen, as a means of frontier defense and internal control, though 
this also exacerbated inter-tribal tensions.38 Similarly, Persian Shahs engaged in policies of 
forcibly resettling Kurdish tribes to different parts of their empire.47 This imperial toolkit for 
managing peripheral tribal populations, ranging from alliance to brutal suppression, had deep 
historical roots, though it evolved with the advent of modern state ideologies, such as the 
more explicitly assimilationist ethnic engineering policies of the Committee of Union and 
Progress (CUP) in the early 20th century.38 

D. Factors Contributing to the Rise and Fall of Kurdish Tribal Power 
The ascendancy of Kurdish tribes and emirates was typically driven by a combination of 
factors: strong and charismatic leadership (the powerful Mirs), a high degree of tribal 
cohesion and military mobilization capability, strategic geographical location (often in 
mountainous buffer zones between empires), and periods of imperial weakness or distraction 
that created power vacuums.1 

Conversely, their decline and fall were often precipitated by the determined efforts of empires 
to centralize their authority, particularly evident in the Ottoman Tanzimat reforms of the 19th 
century, which aimed to dismantle traditional autonomies.7 Direct military intervention by 
superior imperial forces, as seen in the suppression of the Soran and Botan emirates, was a 
common cause of their demise.1 Furthermore, as previously discussed, internal Kurdish 
rivalries and disunity often played into the hands of the empires, preventing a united front.7 
Finally, shifting geopolitical landscapes, such as the eventual stabilization of the 
Ottoman-Persian frontier after centuries of warfare, reduced the strategic value of 
autonomous Kurdish buffer states, making them targets for incorporation.7 Imperial powers 
like the Ottoman Empire also actively worked to restrict the growth of any single powerful 
central Kurdish principality that could potentially challenge their overarching authority.37 The 
19th century, in particular, marked a decisive turning point, witnessing the systematic erosion 
and eventual elimination of most remaining Kurdish autonomies in the face of imperial 
modernization and centralization drives. 

VIII. Cultural Legacy and Enduring Identity 
Despite the political fragmentation, imperial pressures, and eventual loss of autonomy, the 
Kurdish tribes and emirates fostered distinct and vibrant cultural expressions that have 
contributed significantly to the formation and endurance of Kurdish identity. Their courts and 



territories often served as nexuses for literary, religious, and intellectual activity. 
A. Patronage of Kurdish Language and Literature 
A crucial aspect of the cultural legacy of the Kurdish emirates was their patronage of Kurdish 
language and literature. While Persian and Arabic often served as languages of high 
administration or religious scholarship in the broader region, several emirates became 
important centers for the cultivation of written literature in various Kurdish dialects: 

●​ Gorani Kurdish: This dialect achieved prominence as a literary language, or koinè, 
particularly under the patronage of the Ardalan Emirate in western Iran during the 17th 
and 18th centuries.17 The Jaff princes were also noted patrons of Gurani literature.46 

●​ Sorani Kurdish: The Baban Emirate, with its capital Sulaymaniyah, played a pivotal role 
in fostering the development of Sorani Kurdish as a significant literary dialect.19 
Sulaymaniyah emerged as a key cultural center for Sorani poets and writers. 

●​ Kurmanji Kurdish: The Botan Emirate region in southeastern Anatolia was a heartland 
for Kurmanji literature. Influential classical Kurmanji poets such as Melayê Cizîrî 
(1570–1640) and Feqiyê Teyran (1590–1660) were associated with this region.25 Ehmedê 
Xanî (1650–1707), born in Hakkari but deeply connected to the cultural milieu of 
Northern Kurdistan, composed his epic Mem û Zîn in Kurmanji, a work considered a 
cornerstone of Kurdish national literature.24 

Many Kurdish courts, even if small, became centers of literary and artistic life, supporting 
poets, scribes, and scholars.3 This development of distinct literary traditions within the 
emirates was vital for the preservation and evolution of the Kurdish language in its various 
forms and for the creation of a rich written cultural heritage. The flourishing of these different 
literary dialects, while a testament to cultural vibrancy, may also have subtly reinforced 
regional distinctions within the broader Kurdish cultural sphere. This could have presented 
complexities for later efforts towards a single, unified Kurdish literary standard, as each 
dialect carried the prestige of its historical patronage. 
B. Development of Madrasahs and Centers of Learning 
Kurdish cities and the capitals of emirates often housed madrasahs (theological schools), 
mosques, and other public edifices constructed and supported by Kurdish rulers and 
notables.1 Sources mention that theological schools in towns like Chre and Zakho were 
renowned in the wider Muslim world.3 The town of Akhlat, historically within the Kurdish 
cultural sphere, was known for its teaching of natural sciences and even possessed an 
observatory.3 The Bitlis Emirate under Abdal Khan in the 17th century was described as a 
significant cultural hub, boasting a rich library and numerous mosques and medreses.6 These 
medreses across Kurdistan, particularly in Northern Kurdistan, also played a crucial role in 
preserving and transmitting Kurdish literary works, such as manuscripts of Ehmedê Xanî's 
Mem û Zîn.41 These institutions served as vital centers for education, religious learning, and 
the transmission of both Islamic scholarship and local Kurdish culture, contributing 
significantly to the intellectual life within Kurdish societies. The fact that many Kurdish courts 
and literary circles also operated within a broader Persianate cultural framework, using 
Persian for administration or high literature (as seen in Ardalan and Bitlis 17), suggests a 
sophisticated biculturalism among Kurdish elites. They adeptly navigated and participated in 



the dominant imperial cultures of the time while simultaneously cultivating and promoting 
their own vernacular traditions, reflecting a complex and layered cultural identity. 
C. Impact on Kurdish Historical Consciousness and Identity 
The historical memory of these Kurdish emirates—their periods of autonomy, their distinct 
cultural achievements, and the deeds of their prominent leaders (such as Saladin of the 
Ayyubids, Mir Kor of Soran, and Bedr Khan of Botan)—has profoundly contributed to modern 
Kurdish national consciousness and continues to inform aspirations for self-determination.21 
Works like the Sharafnama are not merely historical records but also testaments to a 
developed historical consciousness and a sense of distinct identity among Kurdish elites 
centuries ago.8 Even after their subjugation, the memory of relative prosperity or 
independence under local Kurdish rule persisted; for instance, it was noted that Kurds 
"remembered their happiness under Soran and other Kurdish emirates," fostering a sense of 
distinction from Ottoman or other external officials.21 The historical existence of these 
autonomous or semi-autonomous Kurdish polities, with their own rulers, armies, 
administrative structures, and cultural centers, provides a powerful historical precedent that 
fuels narratives of historical sovereignty and the capacity for self-rule, which are potent 
elements in modern Kurdish identity and political thought. 

IX. Conclusion 
The history of famous Kurdish tribes and emirates is a rich and multifaceted narrative of 
resilience, political maneuvering, cultural development, and an enduring quest for autonomy. 
From the early dynasties like the Marwanids and Shaddadids that carved out significant 
principalities in the medieval period, through the zenith of Kurdish influence under the 
Ayyubids, to the numerous semi-independent emirates such as Ardalan, Baban, Soran, Botan, 
Hakkari, and Bitlis that navigated the complex geopolitical landscape dominated by the 
Ottoman and Persian empires, Kurdish tribal structures consistently formed the bedrock of 
these political formations. Large tribal confederations, exemplified by the Jaff, also wielded 
considerable influence, often interacting with and sometimes challenging both established 
emirates and imperial states. 
These entities, while diverse in their specific histories and characteristics, shared common 
threads. They consistently sought to maintain or expand their autonomy, often leveraging their 
strategic locations and military prowess derived from loyal tribesmen. Their relationships with 
the Ottoman and Persian empires were complex, characterized by shifting alliances, periods 
of cooperation and integration, and episodes of fierce rebellion against efforts at imperial 
centralization. Internal dynamics, including inter-emirate and inter-tribal rivalries, were a 
persistent feature, often exploited by external powers, yet periods of alliance and unified 
action also occurred. The 19th century, with its drive towards imperial modernization and 
centralization, proved to be a critical turning point, leading to the systematic dismantling of 
most remaining Kurdish autonomies. 
Despite their eventual subjugation, the legacy of these Kurdish tribes and emirates is 
profound. They were instrumental in shaping the political and demographic map of the 
regions they inhabited. Culturally, they served as vital centers for the patronage and 



development of Kurdish language and literature in its various dialects—Gorani, Sorani, and 
Kurmanji—and fostered centers of learning through madrasahs and religious institutions. The 
Sharafnama of Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi stands as a monumental testament to their historical 
consciousness and a crucial source for understanding their past. 
The historical memory of these tribes and emirates, their leaders, their struggles, and their 
periods of self-rule continues to resonate deeply within contemporary Kurdish identity and 
political aspirations. The complexities of their past—the interplay of autonomy and vassalage, 
the internal divisions that often hampered unity, and the cultural flourishing that occurred 
even amidst political turmoil—offer valuable perspectives for understanding the long historical 
trajectory of the Kurdish people. 
Further research could delve deeper into the socio-economic structures of these emirates, 
explore the histories of less-documented tribes, conduct comparative analyses of their 
administrative systems, and further investigate the nuanced ways in which imperial borders 
and policies impacted trans-border tribal confederations. The enduring themes of identity, 
autonomy, and interaction with larger state powers that defined the history of these Kurdish 
entities remain relevant for understanding the broader historical dynamics of the Middle East. 
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