The Enduring Tent: A Study of Nomadic Kurdish Life Before Modernity

I. Introduction: The Nomadic Kurds in Historical Context

The study of nomadic Kurdish life before the transformative pressures of the 20th century
requires an understanding of the very terms "Kurd" and "Kurdistan" as they applied in a
predominantly pastoralist context. Historically, the appellation "Kurd" was not always a clearly
defined ethnonym. Early medieval Arabo-Persian historiography, for instance, often employed
the term with broader socio-economic connotations, frequently signifying "nomad,"
"tent-dweller," or "shepherd".! Some scholars note its rather indiscriminate use in early
literature, carrying social implications such as "nomad" or, at times, even pejorative labels like
"robber".? This fluidity suggests that the identity of the groups under discussion was shaped
significantly by their mobile lifestyle. Minorsky identified a two-phase evolution in the usage of
"Kurd": an initial stage where the term related to concepts of nomadism and broader regional
categorizations like 'Arabness' or 'Ajam' (non-Arab, often Persian), and a subsequent phase
where it emerged more clearly as an ethnonym designating a specific people.? The Persian
term "KWRT," meaning "tent-dweller," further underscores this intrinsic link between early
Kurdish identity and a nomadic existence.? The initial application of "Kurd" might have been an
exonym used by settled societies to describe various mobile, transhumant groups inhabiting
the Zagros-Taurus mountain systems. Over centuries, as these groups developed and shared
distinct cultural traits, linguistic commonalities, and political formations, the term solidified
into a more cohesive ethnic designation, challenging any static interpretation of ethnic
identity and emphasizing the formative role of lifestyle in shaping collective consciousness.
The geographical area known as "Kurdistan," literally "land of the Kurds," gained historical
currency around the time of the Seljug Sultan Ahmad Sanjar (d. 1157), who established a
province bearing this name, with its administrative center near present-day Hamadan." This
region, primarily encompassing the rugged Zagros Mountains and adjacent highland
territories, constituted the heartland of traditional Kurdish nomadic life.® The very topography
of Kurdistan—mountainous, characterized by distinct seasonal pastures, and often peripheral
to the centers of major empires—inherently fostered and sustained nomadic lifestyles.® This
environment acted as both a sanctuary and a zone of constant interaction, profoundly
shaping Kurdish political structures and social autonomy. The difficult terrain provided ideal
conditions for pastoral nomadism, offering seasonal grazing and defensible areas, while its
position as a borderland between powerful empires like the Ottoman and Safavid often
resulted in weaker direct imperial control, thereby allowing for the persistence of autonomous
tribal nomadic societies.® Thus, the environment was not merely a passive backdrop but an
active force in molding nomadism as a successful and enduring adaptation strategy,
influencing everything from social organization to military tactics.

Nomadism was far more than an economic pursuit for the pre-modern Kurds; it was a
cornerstone of their social organization, a source of military strength for their principalities,
and a defining element of their cultural expression for many centuries. The reliance of Kurdish
emirates on nomadic tribesmen for their armies is a testament to this deep-seated
significance.' This report aims to explore the multifaceted existence of these nomadic Kurdish
communities before the onset of the 20th century, a period preceding the major political and



societal shifts—such as the establishment of modern nation-states and intensified
sedentarization campaigns—that irrevocably altered their traditional lifeways. The
geographical focus encompasses the traditional Kurdish territories: the Zagros Mountains
(spanning parts of modern-day western Iran and northern Iraq), the Anatolian highlands
(southeastern Turkey), and contiguous areas of northern Syria and Mesopotamia.®

Il. The Fabric of Society: Tribal and Kinship Structures

The bedrock of pre-modern Kurdish nomadic society was its intricate system of tribal and
kinship structures, predominantly organized along patrilineal lines of descent.” The
fundamental unit was the household, which, when grouped with other related households,
formed a lineage. Several such lineages, tracing their ancestry to a common male progenitor,
constituted a clan. Multiple clans, in turn, could unite to form a tribe, and in some instances,
larger tribal confederations emerged.” This hierarchical structure is well-documented:
"Several generations of one man's descendants through the male line constitute a lineage.
Several such lineages compose a clan... A tribe consists of several clans".? While the ideology
of shared kinship was paramount in binding these groups, factors such as political affiliation
and unwavering loyalty to a powerful chieftain also played crucial roles in maintaining
cohesion, particularly within the larger and more complex tribal entities.” It was not
uncommon for outside groups or individuals to attach themselves to a formidable tribe and,
over several generations, become fully incorporated members.® A variety of indigenous terms
were employed to designate these social units, including Ahiret, Tira, Hoz, il, Khel, Tayfa,
Zuma, and Rama, often used interchangeably depending on regional dialects and specific
tribal customs."

Within many of the larger Kurdish tribes, a distinct social hierarchy was observable. This
typically involved a leading lineage, often considered noble or chiefly, from which leaders were
traditionally drawn. Below them were commoner clans and lineages, forming the bulk of the
tribe. Additionally, client lineages, sometimes of different ethnic or geographical origins but
bound by loyalty and mutual obligation to the dominant group, were often integrated into the
tribal structure. In some cases, subject non-tribal peasantry, who cultivated lands controlled
by the tribal leaders, formed the lowest stratum of this hierarchy.” The 19th-century Milli tribe,
for example, exemplified the potential heterogeneity within such confederations,
incorporating Arab and Kurdish sub-tribes, as well as both Yezidi and Sunni Muslim groups,
demonstrating that tribal affiliation could transcend narrow ethnic or religious lines.” This
complex layering suggests the emergence of a quasi-feudal system within the broader tribal
framework, where nomadic elites exercised control not only over vast herds but also over
agricultural land and the labor of sedentary or semi-sedentary populations. This "tribal
feudalism" ? indicates that nomadic power could extend to encompass settled modes of
production and social organization, blurring the distinctions between purely pastoral and
agrarian societies and fostering a unique form of social stratification.

Leadership and governance within this tribal framework were embodied by figures such as
the Agha, who typically served as a clan or lineage leader, and the Beg, often a higher-ranking
chieftain, sometimes holding a hereditary position within the context of larger emirates.” The
authority of a chieftain was not derived from a single source but was a composite of descent



from a recognized lineage, esteemed personal qualities such as generosity and courage, the
consensus of tribal members, astute political skills, and, critically, the ability to cultivate and
maintain the support of external allies, including other tribes and, significantly, the state
authorities of the surrounding empires.” The traditional agha, for instance, was responsible for
maintaining a guest house (mehmankhane), which served as a place for lodging visitors and
as a communal space where village men gathered to discuss important events and make
collective decisions.” The crucial role of state recognition in bolstering a chieftain's authority
implies a continuous and dynamic interplay between internal tribal legitimacy and external
state power. This made chieftains vital intermediaries, or brokers, between their own tribes
and the larger imperial structures, a position that required considerable diplomatic skill and
shaped the political strategies of Kurdish leaders for centuries.

The "segmentary lineage system," a common feature of tribal societies, provided a
foundational framework for social organization and mobilization, especially in the context of
feuds and disputes.” However, this system, with its emphasis on kinship-based alliances and
oppositions, was often superseded by more pragmatic political considerations. Powerful
chieftains who could attract a diverse following, sometimes transcending strict lineage
affiliations, demonstrated a blend of kinship ideology and realpolitik. The aforementioned Milli
confederacy serves as a prime example of how political allegiance to a strong leader could
integrate disparate groups.” This adaptability was a significant strength in the often volatile
political and social landscape of the pre-modern Middle East.

Inter-tribal dynamics were complex, characterized by a fluid spectrum of alliances, rivalries,
and conflicts. Blood feuds were a common manifestation of inter-group tensions, particularly
prevalent between smaller, more genealogically homogeneous tribes.” In larger-scale
conflicts, chieftains actively sought alliances not only with neighboring tribes but also with
powerful external forces, including the state apparatus of the Ottoman or Persian empires.’
While specific details regarding customary law (lex non scripta) governing pasture and water
rights are not extensively detailed in the available sources, such unwritten codes undoubtedly
played a significant role in regulating access to essential resources and resolving disputes
within and between tribes." The eHRAF summary notes that clans and lineages often became
salient social units precisely in response to conflict, frequently manifesting in the form of
blood feuds °, underscoring the importance of these kin-based structures in maintaining
social order and managing inter-group relations.

lll. In the Shadow of Empires: Kurdish Principalities and External Relations

From the medieval period well into the 19th century, numerous independent or
semi-autonomous Kurdish principalities, often referred to as emirates, emerged and
flourished across the Kurdish territories. Prominent among these were Ardalan, Badinan,
Baban, Soran, Hakkari, and Badlis." The seminal historical work, the Sharafnama, penned by
Prince Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi in 1597, provides a comprehensive account of these entities, their
rulers, and their interactions with neighboring powers." A defining characteristic of these
principalities was their reliance on the military prowess of nomadic Kurdish tribesmen, who
formed the backbone of their armed forces, enabling them to assert their authority and
defend their domains.! The Ardalan dynasty, for instance, established in the early 14th



century, controlled significant territories including Zardiawa (Karadagh), Khanagin, Kirkuk,
Kifri, and Hawraman. Despite being vassals to various succeeding Turkic federations in Persia,
such as the Kara Koyunlu and Ak Koyunlu, the Ardalan rulers maintained their regional
dominance until their rule was terminated by the Qajar monarch Nasser-al-Din Shah in 1867."
These Kurdish principalities were strategically located at the volatile peripheries of major
regional powers, primarily the Ottoman Empire to the west and the Safavid (later Qajar)
Empire in Persia to the east, with the Russian Empire also becoming a factor in later periods,
particularly in the Caucasus.® The geographical position often cast them in the role of buffer
zones between these rival empires. Consequently, their relationships with these imperial
centers were exceedingly complex and multifaceted, characterized by periods of diplomacy,
strategic alliances, and frequent shifts in allegiance. These shifts were typically driven by
pragmatic political considerations and the pursuit of local interests rather than by unwavering
religious or ideological commitments." The proximity to multiple powerful states provided
astute Kurdish chieftains and emirs with opportunities to engage in a delicate balancing act,
playing one empire against another to preserve their autonomy or gain advantages.’ This
frequent maneuvering was not necessarily indicative of fickleness but rather a testament to a
pragmatic survival strategy developed in a geopolitically contested region, highlighting a high
degree of political acumen and agency among Kurdish leaders.

The dominant empires generally exercised a form of indirect rule over the Kurdish territories,
granting considerable autonomy to Kurdish emirs and tribal chieftains. This autonomy was
often exchanged for obligations such as military service, the payment of tribute, or the
responsibility of maintaining security along volatile imperial borders.® Such arrangements
frequently involved formal imperial recognition of hereditary rulers and their traditional
privileges, including the yurtluk-ocaklik system of hereditary estates.' However, this autonomy
was never absolute and was often precarious, punctuated by periods of Kurdish revolt against
imperial encroachment, attempts at greater centralization by the empires, or disputes over
succession and tribute. Notable examples of such resistance include the Janpulat Revolt in
the early 17th century and the Rozhiki Revolt of Abdal Khan of Badlis in 1655 against Ottoman
authority ', as well as Sheikh Ubeydullah of Nehri's significant uprising in the late 19th century,
which challenged both Ottoman and Qajar control.” The centralizing Tanzimat reforms
initiated by the Ottoman Empire in the 19th century aimed to dismantle these traditional
autonomies and integrate the Kurdish regions more directly under Istanbul's control, leading
to the decline and eventual dissolution of many of the long-standing Kurdish emirates.”

The political structure of the Kurdish emirates, often functioning as confederacies of various
tribes united under a hereditary dynastic leadership formally recognized by an imperial power
', demonstrates a sophisticated adaptation of tribal organization to a supra-tribal political
form. These emirates were not merely enlarged tribes but complex multi-tribal entities. Their
courts and administrative structures, in some instances, emulated those of the larger Ottoman
or Safavid empires on a smaller scale.” This suggests an indigenous process of state
formation, or at least proto-state development, within Kurdish society, influenced by and
interacting with the surrounding imperial systems. Such a level of organization was essential
for managing larger territories, mobilizing resources, and conducting diplomacy with powerful



neighboring states.
Furthermore, the critical reliance of these Kurdish principalities on the military capabilities of
nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes ' created a system of reciprocal dependency. Emirs and
ruling dynasties required the support of the tribes for defense, territorial expansion, and the
maintenance of internal order. In return, the tribes often benefited from the political umbrella
provided by the emirate, which could offer a degree of stability, access to resources, and a
framework for mediating inter-tribal disputes. This dynamic undoubtedly shaped the internal
politics of the emirates, requiring rulers to carefully manage their relationships with powerful
tribal chieftains, who might be granted significant privileges or a share in the spoils of war and
taxation. It also meant that the military capacity of an emirate was directly linked to the
prosperity and willingness of its nomadic components to provide warriors, making the
well-being of the pastoral economy a strategic concern for the rulers.
The following table provides an overview of some key Kurdish principalities during the

pre-modern era:

Table 1: Key Kurdish Principalities (Emirates) in the Pre-Modern Era

region, Shahrizor
plain

occasionally Qajar

Name of Approximate Key Territories |Primary Suzerain [Notable
Principality Period of Controlled Empire(s) Features/Events
Influence (Ottoman/Safavi

d/Qajar)
Ardalan Early 14th C - 1867|Zardiawa Safavid/Qajar, Capital moved
(Karadagh), Kara Koyunlu, Ak [from Sharazour to
Khanagqin, Kirkuk, [Koyunlu Sinne (Sanandaj).
Kifri, Hawraman Maintained rule as
vassals until
ended by
Nasser-al-Din
Shah.!
Badinan 1376 - 1843 Amadiya, Duhok, [Ottoman Known for its
(Bahdinan) Zakho relatively long
period of
autonomy. Its last
emir was removed
by the Ottomans
during
centralization
efforts.’
Baban 1649 - 1850 Sulaymaniyah Ottoman, Founded the city

of Sulaymaniyah
as its capital in
1784. Engaged in

frequent power




struggles with
neighboring
principalities and
empires.”

Soran

Medieval - 1830s

Rawanduz region

Ottoman

Reached its peak
under Mir
Muhammad (Miré
Kor) who declared
independence
before being
defeated by the
Ottomans.’

Hakkari

Medieval -
Mid-19th C

Hakkari region
(mountainous
area south of Lake
\Van)

Ottoman

Comprised a
confederation of
often fractious
tribes. Maintained
significant
autonomy due to
its remote and
rugged terrain.’

Badlis (Bitlis)

Medieval -
Mid-19th C

Bitlis and
surrounding areas

Ottoman, Safavid

Ruled by the
Rozhiki (Rojki)
dynasty. Sharaf
Khan Bitlisi, author
of the
Sharafnama, was
an emir of Bitlis.
Abdal Khan led a
revolt in 1655.

Hazaraspid

1155 - 1424

Southern Zagros,
Luristan,
Khuzestan,
Kuhgiluya,
Golpayegan

llkhanate, various
local powers

Conquered
Shushtar,
Hoveizeh, Basra in
14th C. Played a
role before the
rise of more
prominent later

emirates.

Data Sources: '

IV. The Rhythms of Pastoral Life: Economy and Migration
The traditional Kurdish way of life, particularly before the widespread encroachments of
modernity, was intrinsically linked to pastoral nomadism. This existence revolved around the
herding of livestock, primarily sheep and goats, which were well-adapted to the mountainous



terrain of Kurdistan. Cattle, donkeys, mules, and horses also formed part of their animal
husbandry practices, serving various purposes from dairy and meat production to
transportation and, in the case of horses, warfare and status.® The nomadic economy was
fundamentally based on animal husbandry, encompassing dairy farming, the seasonal milling
of wheat (often obtained through trade with settled communities or through marginal
cultivation by semi-nomadic groups), and the meticulous processing of animal products.
These products included wool, meat, butter, cheese, and hides, which were essential for
subsistence, trade, and the creation of material culture [ (1.1), *¢ (3.1), 2]. Within the
household economy, women typically bore the primary responsibility for milking the animals
and transforming the milk into various storable dairy products like yogurt, cheese, and butter.’
A defining feature of Kurdish nomadic life was the practice of transhumance, a system of
seasonal migration dictated by the availability of pasture and water for their herds. This
involved regular movement between summer pastures, known as zozan, located in the cool
high mountains, and winter pastures, referred to as garmiyan or qgishlaq, situated in the
warmer lowlands or sheltered valleys. For instance, historical accounts and ethnographic
observations describe nomadic families wintering in the rural plains around areas like Dara,
Nusaybin, and Midyat, and then, with the advent of spring, undertaking arduous journeys to
the lush high plateaus of regions such as Van, Bitlis, and Agri for the summer months.?' These
complex migrations were not haphazard movements but were carefully planned and
coordinated at the tribal or clan level, often following ancestral routes passed down through
generations.’ This zozan-garmiyan system was more than an economic imperative; it
represented a sophisticated socio-ecological adaptation. It shaped Kurdish culture, reinforced
social cohesion through the shared experience and tribal coordination of migration, and
cultivated an intimate and extensive knowledge system regarding the terrain, climate patterns,
and the cyclical availability of pasture and water.

The management of land and resources, particularly access to pastures and water sources,
was critical for the survival of nomadic communities. Traditionally, pasturage was often
considered collectively held by the clan or tribe within its recognized territory.” Access rights
and usage patterns were likely governed by deeply ingrained customary tribal laws and
unwritten agreements, although specific details on "asiret law" pertaining to these precise
resource rights are not extensively elaborated in the provided historical snippets.™
Competition for prime grazing lands and water sources could, and often did, lead to conflicts,
either with neighboring sedentary agricultural communities or with other nomadic tribes.”
The intervention of state authorities, particularly the Ottoman administration during the
Tanzimat era, began to alter these traditional land use patterns, notably by allowing powerful
aghas to register communal grazing lands in their own names, thereby privatizing what was
once a shared resource.’

Nomadic Kurdish groups were not isolated entities but were integrated into wider regional
economies through trade and exchange with settled agricultural populations. They bartered
their pastoral products—such as wool, meat, live animals, and dairy items—for essential
goods they could not produce themselves in sufficient quantities. These included grains like
wheat and barley, as well as tea, sugar, salt, and various manufactured items like tools or



weaponry.’ This economic relationship was often characterized by a degree of symbiosis, as
sedentary populations also depended on the nomads for pastoral products, pack animals
crucial for transportation, and livestock manure, a valuable fertilizer for their fields."® However,
these interactions were not always harmonious. Friction could arise, particularly concerning
the practice of kiglak, or winter quartering, where nomadic groups would camp in or near
peasant villages for extended periods. This could place a considerable strain on local
resources, such as fodder and fuel, and sometimes led to disputes over property or damage
to cultivated lands.”™ This complex interplay of symbiosis and tension was further complicated
as state policies increasingly favored sedentarization and formalized land ownership. Such
interventions often disrupted the traditional balance, creating new power imbalances and
frequently disadvantaging nomadic groups in their access to historically used pastures and
wintering grounds, fundamentally altering the long-standing dynamics of interaction. The
processing of animal products, primarily undertaken by women °, represented a significant
female contribution to the nomadic economy that extended beyond purely domestic chores.
Activities such as milking, churning butter, making cheese and yogurt, spinning wool, and
weaving textiles ® were not merely for household subsistence but also produced valuable
commodities for trade and essential items for cultural expression, such as intricately
patterned kilims. This vital economic role likely afforded women a degree of informal influence
and recognized importance within the household and the wider community, even within the
context of a formally patriarchal social structure.

V. Material Worlds: Dwellings, Dress, and Craftsmanship

The material culture of pre-modern nomadic Kurds was a direct reflection of their mobile
lifestyle, resourcefulness, and deep connection to their environment. Their dwellings, clothing,
and crafts were all adapted to the demands of pastoralism and seasonal migration.

The quintessential dwelling of the Kurdish nomad was the black tent, known variously by terms
such as reg (Kurdish for "black"), kon, or chadir.” These tents were traditionally constructed
from heavy, black goat hair, a material prized for its durability, insulation against both heat and
cold, and natural water resistance.’ Ethnographic descriptions, particularly from Anatolia, note
the use of reed wattle screens, known as cit, which formed the outer vertical walls of the tent,
providing additional protection from wind and creating a more defined living space.?° A
characteristic feature distinguishing Anatolian Kurdish black tents from those of some other
nomadic groups was the presence of several central support masts of similar height, rather
than a single central pole, which influenced the tent's overall shape and stability.2° Nomads
often utilized lighter, more easily transportable tents when traveling to and from summer
pastures, while heavier, more substantial tents might be left standing at established winter
pasturage sites.” Nomadic camps could vary in size, sometimes consisting of an entire clan
moving together, or smaller groups of related families pooling their efforts to herd their flocks
collectively.” The design and materials of the Kurdish black tent thus represent a sophisticated
adaptation to a mobile existence in diverse and often harsh environments, embodying
principles of portability, resilience, and ingenious use of available resources. The tent was far
more than mere shelter; it was the locus of family life, social interaction, and economic
activity, with its internal organization often reflecting social norms and hierarchies.



Traditional Kurdish clothing, prior to the widespread adoption of Western styles in the 20th
century, exhibited considerable regional variation, though certain common elements were
discernible across Kurdish territories.24 As early as the 13th century, the historian Ibn
Khallikan described Kurds as wearing clothing made of cotton and a distinctive head covering
known as a mandil, likely a form of turban.24

For men, attire generally included baggy trousers (salwar or serwal), shirts, waistcoats, and
wide sashes (pistin) wrapped around the waist. Northern Kurdish clothing, particularly in
Anatolia, was often more tight-fitting, with trousers that were snug around the lower legs but
featured a characteristically loose, voluminous crotch.24 The Sal G Sapik ensemble, prominent
in Central Kurdistan (Sorani-speaking areas), consisted of a fitted, collarless jacket (sapik)
tucked into gathered trousers (sal) that flared at the ankle. This suit was often intricately
embroidered, particularly for festive occasions, and typically worn with a white shirt featuring
distinctive funnel-shaped sleeves, along with a large, often colorful sash.24 Southern Kurdish
men's clothing, while also featuring baggy trousers and a similar style of jacket (though
usually with less embroidery), became widely recognized as a standard form of Kurdish
dress.24 Headdresses for men varied significantly by region and tribal affiliation, ranging from
simple skullcaps to elaborate turbans meticulously wound from long pieces of cloth,
sometimes indicating social status or group identity.24

Women's traditional clothing was characterized by layers, vibrant colors, and often elaborate
embellishments. Common garments included baggy trousers worn under long dresses or
gowns, frequently layered with aprons, vests, jackets, or coats.24 Materials varied from
everyday cotton and linen to more luxurious velvet, brocades, and silk, especially for festive
attire or for sashes and decorative elements.24 Head coverings were an essential part of
women's dress. While simple headscarves were common for daily wear, more elaborate
headdresses were worn by married women or for special occasions. These could include
velvet skullcaps adorned with coins or beads, often secured with a beaded chain under the
chin, over which multiple scarves and tasseled fabrics could be wound to form a tall,
impressive turban.24 European travelers of the 19th and early 20th centuries, such as Sonn
and Claudius James Rich, provided detailed descriptions of Kurdish women's layered gowns,
distinctive blouses (sometimes referred to as Kawa), and ornate headscarves.26 These
regional variations in clothing, while sharing underlying commonalities, served as important
visual markers of tribal identity, social status, and local cultural expression, reflecting the rich
diversity within the broader tapestry of Kurdish nomadic culture.

Craftsmanship, particularly weaving, was a highly developed skill among nomadic Kurds, with
women playing a central role in the production of textiles that were both utilitarian and
artistically expressive [ (1.1), %2]. Kilims (pileless flatweaves) and knotted carpets were
essential components of nomadic life, serving as floor coverings, wall hangings for tent
insulation and decoration, storage bags (heybe), saddle blankets, and cradle covers.?” Wool,
readily available from their own flocks, was the primary material, valued for its durability,
insulating properties, and excellent ability to absorb natural dyes.?” Kurdish textiles are
renowned for their vibrant and saturated colors, with deep reds, blues, rich terracotta, burnt
orange, and saffron yellows being characteristic, often produced using locally sourced plant



and mineral dyes.? The designs and motifs woven into these textiles were far from merely
decorative; they formed a rich symbolic language, with specific patterns and symbols carrying
particular meanings related to fertility (e.g., the elibelinde or hands-on-hips motif,
representing motherhood), power and masculinity (e.g., the kocboynuzu or ram's horn motif),
protection from the evil eye, tribal identity, or significant life events.?’ The serpent or dragon
motif, for example, was a recurring symbol associated with luck, abundance, and strength.?’ In
a largely oral culture, especially for women who might have had limited access to formal
literacy, the intricate symbolism woven into kilims and carpets represented a powerful,
non-literate form of communication. These textiles served as repositories of cultural
narratives, beliefs, and personal expressions, making them, in effect, historical documents
that offer a direct window into the worldview and cosmology of pre-modern Kurdish nomads.
Other essential crafts included the spinning of wool into yarn, the plaiting of ropes from
animal hair, and the fashioning of unglazed clay storage vessels for food and water.’

The following tables summarize key aspects of Kurdish nomadic material culture:

Table 2: Traditional Kurdish Nomadic Dwellings and Key Material Culture (Pre-1900s)

Item

Materials Used

Key
Features/Constructio
n

Primary
Usage/Significance

Black Tent (Res, Kon,
Chadir)

Goat hair (heavy,
black), wooden poles

Woven goat-hair
panels, multiple central
masts (Anatolian style),
often spacious,
durable,
weather-resistant

Primary dwelling for
nomadic families,
shelter for humans and
sometimes young
animals, center of
household activities °

Reed Wattle Screens
(Cit)

Reeds, woven together

Used to form the outer
vertical walls of the
black tent, providing
windbreak and defined
space

Enhancing tent
stability and comfort,
creating a more
enclosed living area

within the larger camp
20

Goat-hair Tent Fabric

Spun and woven goat
hair

Strong, durable,
naturally
water-resistant, good
insulation

Main material for
constructing tent
panels, ensuring
longevity and
protection against
elements °

Woven Storage Bags
(Heybe, Cuval)

Wool, goat hair

Often kilim or carpet
weave, decorated with
tribal motifs, various
sizes

Transporting and
storing grains,
clothing, household
goods, and personal
belongings during




migrations %

Animal Tack (Saddles,
Bridles)

Leather, wood, metal,
woven textiles

Functional and
sometimes ornately
decorated, adapted for
horses, mules, or
donkeys

Essential for herding,
transportation, and
warfare; often a display
of wealth or status %

Basic Cooking Utensils

Metal (copper, iron),

Pots, pans, cauldrons

Preparation of daily

Daggers, Swords)

sometimes silver/ivory
inlay

and hunting; daggers
often carried as part of
traditional male attire

clay, wood for open-fire cooking, |meals, processing of
wooden spoons, clay  |dairy products ?
jars for water/food
storage
Weapons (Rifles, Steel, wood, Functional for defense [Personal protection,

hunting, tribal warfare,
symbols of manhood
and status %

Kilims and Carpets

Wool (primary), cotton
(less common for
warp)

Flatwoven (kilim) or
knotted pile (carpet),
vibrant natural dyes,
geometric and
symbolic motifs
specific to
tribes/regions

Floor coverings, wall
hangings, bedding,
prayer rugs, dowry
items, trade goods,
cultural expression %

Data Sources: °

Table 3: Regional Variations in Traditional Kurdish Clothing (Pre-1900s)

Region

Garment Type
(Men's/Women's)

Description (Style,
Cut, Embellishments)

Common Materials

Northern Kurdistan
(Anatolia, e.g., Botan,
Hakkari peripheries)

Men's

Tight-fitting trousers
with baggy crotch,
waistcoats, shirts,
modest
turbans/skullcaps.
Some tribal groups had
shirts with
funnel-shaped sleeves.

Wool, cotton, felt %

Women's (East
Anatolian/Khorasan

type)

Baggy trousers under
@ knee-length dress,
layered with aprons,
short jacket/long coat.
Hair fully covered with
tight triangular
scarves, secured by

Cotton, wool, various
colored fabrics %




another scarf across
forehead.

(Sorani areas, e.g.,
Sulaymaniyah,
Mukriyan)

(open to waist) tucked
into gathered trousers
flaring at ankle. Often
embroidered. White
shirt with funnel
sleeves wound around
jacket arms. Large
sash. Turban from
checkered scarf
around skullcap.

Women's Baggy trousers, plain |Cotton, sheer fabrics,
(Badinani/Hakkari above-knee traditional heavier
type) underdress under fabrics for dress, solid
sheer dress with colors becoming
gathered waistand  |common
flowing funnel sleeves;
long-sleeved coat over
dress. Sleeves often
tied behind back.
Central Kurdistan Men's (Sal G Sapik) Fitted collarless jacket |Wool, cotton, often

striped or self-colored
stripes. Barzani tribe:
red/white check
turbans %

Women's (Main Kurdish
Dress/Sorani)

Baggy trousers,
petticoat under
floor-length
funnel-sleeve dress.
Short waistcoat, long
coat, and/or short
jacket worn over.
Traditional backcloth
and tall turban for
married women (velvet
skullcap, beaded
chains, multiple
scarves).

Chiffon voile, cotton for
dress; velvets,
brocades for
waistcoat/coat/jacket.

Cotton linings, wadding
24

Women's (Mukriyani -
Mahabad/Saqgez)

More voluminous
trousers (no cotton
tops), short vest top
under sheer
straight-sleeved dress
gathered at hips. Large
sash on hips,

Sheer fabrics, velvet,
brocade for hat %*




waist-length coat.
Decorated pillbox hat
with large triangular
shawl| crossed over

chest.
Southern Kurdistan |[Men's Baggy trousers Wool, cotton %
(e.g., Kermanshah, gathered at waist,
Ilam, some Iraqi tapered at ankle.
border areas) Jacket similar to

Central Kurdish but
less embroidery. Solid
colors, sometimes
pinstripes. Sash of
varying lengths/widths.
Skullcap and large,
fringed square scarf as
turban, often draped
with tail.

Women's Layered gowns, Linen, cotton, silk,
blouses (Kawa), often [expensive patterned
made of expensive  [fabrics %

fabrics with tight
sleeves. Long dresses.
Elaborate headscarves
of silk or colorful shawl
material, pinned like a
crown (Dasmal).

Data Sources: %

VI. Echoes of the Past: Oral Traditions, Music, and Daily Life

The cultural landscape of pre-modern nomadic Kurds was vibrantly alive with rich oral
traditions, evocative music, and deeply ingrained social customs that governed daily
existence. In a society where literacy was not widespread, the spoken word, song, and
communal practice were the primary vehicles for transmitting history, values, and collective
identity.

Kurdish folklore, almost entirely preserved and propagated through oral means before the
20th century, is characterized by its remarkable richness and diversity.” Among the most
cherished masterpieces are epic poems and narratives that have resonated through
generations. These include poignant tragic love stories such as Mem G Zin, an iconic romance
often likened to Romeo and Juliet, which was famously committed to writing by the great
Kurdish poet Ahmed-i Khani in the 17th century, though its oral roots extend much further
back in time. Another such tale is Khej G Siyabend.’ Historical epics also held a prominent
place, with Dimdim recounting the heroic but ultimately tragic Kurdish insurrection led by Emir



Xan Lepzérin against the Safavid Persian ruler Shah Abbas | at the fortress of Dimdim in the
early 17th century.” Moral and allegorical tales like Zembilfirosh (The Basket Seller), which
explores themes of temptation and virtue, were also integral to the oral repertoire.’ Beyond
these grand narratives, daily life was enriched by a wealth of folktales, often featuring
recurring characters like Kegelok (the clever bald-headed boy), as well as countless proverbs
and riddles that encapsulated communal wisdom and wit.’ The prominence of this oral
tradition, and the central role of figures like the dengbéj, indicates that history, cultural
memory, and social norms were not static texts but were actively performed, interpreted, and
re-negotiated through storytelling and song. These art forms were thus central to social
reproduction and the affirmation of identity in a predominantly non-literate nomadic context.
Central to the preservation and performance of these oral traditions were specialized figures:
the dengbéj (bard or epic reciter) and the stranbéj (singer). The dengbéj was a highly
respected artist, a master of narrative and melody, responsible for reciting the long epic
romances such as Mem 0 Zin or Dimdim. These performances were often lengthy and
emotionally charged, with the dengbéj frequently accompanying himself on a stringed
instrument like the tembdr, a long-necked lute similar to the Turkish saz or baglama.’ The
stranbéj, or traditional singer, played an equally vital role, particularly in the context of
communal singing for dances and social gatherings, especially in regions where the use of
musical instruments might have been proscribed for religious reasons.® These performers
were not mere entertainers; they were custodians of cultural memory, historians, moral
guides, and enhancers of social cohesion.

Music and dance were inseparable from the fabric of Kurdish nomadic life. Traditional Kurdish
music, passed down orally from generation to generation, encompassed a wide array of
themes, from stirring historical accounts and grand epic tales to deeply personal lyrical
poems and expressions of love.® The lawuk, for example, is a well-known genre of love song
characterized by its short, evocative lyrical verses.’ For festive occasions and dances, the
most common instrumental ensemble was the def U zirne—a combination of a large drum (def
or dehol) and a powerful oboe-like wind instrument (zirne)—which produced a vibrant and
compelling sound.®® Other traditional instruments included the blwur or nay (an end-blown
flute), the duzele or zimare (a double clarinet often made of reed or bird bones), and various
types of frame drums like the defe.** Kurdish village songs often featured distinctive
antiphonal forms, where singers or groups of singers would alternate phrases or verses in a
call-and-response pattern.® In contrast, the music performed by semi-professional musicians
in towns, while drawing from the same melodic wellsprings, often exhibited more developed
and complex melodic structures.®® Specific song types were associated with various aspects
of daily life and work, such as Kelhori (songs for traveling, working, or hunting), Manga
lawaneh (milking songs), and particular melodies and rhythms for weddings (serdare) and
other ceremonies.®*

The daily life and social customs of nomadic Kurds were structured by clear divisions of labor,
established family systems, and traditional marriage practices.

The traditional Kurdish family unit, while often appearing nuclear (comprising parents and
their children) on the surface, was fundamentally embedded within a larger patrilineal



extended family system [9 (1.1), 36]. The position of head of the family was typically
transferred from father to eldest son, and upon marriage, a woman would usually leave her
natal family to reside with her husband's household (patrilocal residence).36 A typical
nomadic household might thus consist of a man, his wife (or wives, as polygyny was
permissible though not universally practiced), their unmarried children, and eventually their
married sons with their wives and children, forming a multi-generational domestic unit [9
(1.1].

A distinct division of labor based on gender was a hallmark of nomadic society [9 (1.1)].
Women were primarily responsible for a wide range of tasks crucial to the household economy
and daily sustenance. These included milking the livestock (sheep, goats, cows), processing
dairy products (making yogurt, cheese, butter), preparing food, general housekeeping, and
childcare. They also undertook the arduous tasks of collecting fuel (firewood and dried animal
manure), fetching water (often from distant sources), cleaning grain, spinning wool, weaving
textiles (for clothing, tents, and other necessities), making cigarettes, harvesting tobacco,
carrying the harvested crops to the threshing floor, and, in some instances, assisting with
plowing [9 (1.1)]. Women from aristocratic or chiefly lineages might have had servants to
perform some of the more labor-intensive tasks away from the immediate household.9 Men's
responsibilities primarily involved plowing, sowing, and harvesting crops (where agriculture
was practiced), herding and protecting the livestock (though a village or camp shepherd was
often employed for the collective flocks), transporting surplus goods to market for sale or
exchange, and making necessary purchases for the household [9 (1.1)]. While the sources
provide extensive detail on gender-based roles, specific ethnographic information on
age-based division of labor in the pre-20th century Kurdish nomadic context is less explicitly
detailed beyond the general understanding that children would contribute to tasks
appropriate to their age and ability, and the elderly would be respected for their wisdom and
experience. This division of labor, while clearly gendered, underscores the significant and
recognized roles women played in the pastoral economy, particularly in dairy production and
textile manufacturing. These contributions were indispensable to the survival and well-being
of the nomadic unit and likely translated into a degree of informal social influence and respect
for women within the household and community, despite the formally patrilineal and
patriarchal societal structures.

Marriage practices were deeply embedded in kinship and tribal considerations. Marriages
were typically arranged between the families of the prospective bride and groom, often with
strategic considerations for strengthening lineage ties or forging alliances [9 (1.1)]. A strong
preference existed for lineage endogamy, with the ideal match often being the father's
brother's daughter (patrilateral parallel cousin marriage). This practice, which was reported to
be common, was valued for "keeping the family together" and consolidating property and
loyalty within the lineage, although it was also acknowledged that such close-kin marriages
could potentially weaken ties between different lineages, thereby increasing the likelihood of
inter-lineage friction or conflict [9 (1.1)]. The negotiation of bride-wealth (gelen) was an
important part of the marriage arrangements, with the terms and its intended use often
stipulated in a formal marriage settlement.9 Divorce was permissible, and a man could
traditionally divorce his wife by renouncing her three times in accordance with Islamic custom,



which was prevalent among most Kurdish tribes.9 The preference for lineage endogamy, while
reinforcing the solidarity of the immediate kin group, may have simultaneously contributed to
the segmentary nature of Kurdish tribal society. By limiting the scope of marital alliances
outside the close lineage, it could have made the formation and maintenance of larger, more
stable tribal confederations more challenging, reliant instead on strong external pressures or
the emergence of exceptionally charismatic and unifying leadership.

VIl. Encounters and Transformations: External Influences and Early Changes

The world of the pre-modern nomadic Kurd was not one of complete isolation. It was shaped
by encounters with external forces, ranging from the observations of itinerant European
travelers to the increasingly assertive policies of surrounding empires, particularly their efforts
to encourage or enforce sedentarization. These interactions gradually began to transform
traditional nomadic lifeways even before the more radical disruptions of the 20th century.
Early European travelers and, later, ethnographers provided some of the first written accounts
of Kurdish life accessible to Western audiences. Marco Polo, during his 13th-century journey
to the East, recorded encounters with Kurds in the vicinity of Mosul and included descriptions
of them in his writings, introducing them to his European contemporaries.1 From the 16th
century onwards, a trickle of European adventurers, missionaries, and diplomats passed
through Kurdish-inhabited lands. Hans Christoph Freiherr von Teufel, a late 16th-century
traveler, for instance, used the term "Tschurdo" to refer to the Kurdish populations he
encountered between Bitlis and Babylon.37 The 19th century witnessed a more systematic,
though often colored by the prevailing colonial mindset, ethnographic and scholarly interest
from Europeans. Academics and researchers, some associated with institutions like the
Austro-Hungarian Academy of Sciences, began to collect Kurdish oral histories, linguistic
data, and material culture artifacts.37 Travelogues from this period, such as those penned by
female travelers like Ida Pfeiffer who crossed Kurdistan in 1848, offered valuable, if sometimes
subjective, perspectives on daily life, including observations on the lives and roles of Kurdish
women.37

A particularly notable account from the cusp of the modern era is Ely Banister Soane's "To
Mesopotamia and Kurdistan in Disguise," first published in 1912 but based on his extensive
travels in the early 1900s. Soane, who journeyed through Kurdish regions disguised as a
Persian named "Mirza Gulam Huseyin Sirazi" to gain more intimate access to local society,
provided detailed observations on a wide range of topics. These included ancient tribal
enmities and alliances, local customs such as the social life of coffeehouses, the structure of
tribal hierarchies (including the status of Begzadas among the Jaf tribe), the patterns of
nomadic migration (with specific reference to the Jaf), aspects of material culture like tents,
weaponry, and clothing, and the renowned Kurdish traditions of hospitality.25 Just after the
period under primary consideration, but reflecting conditions rooted in earlier realities, British
Major E.W.C. Noel's diary and report from his 1919 mission to Kurdistan also contain
observations on Kurdish tribes, their land ownership patterns, livestock herding practices, and
social characteristics.40 While these European accounts offer invaluable glimpses into
pre-modern Kurdish society, it is crucial to approach them with a critical eye. They were often
shaped by the observers' own cultural biases, their political or colonial agendas, and the
inherent limitations of their access and understanding. Soane's disguise, for example, while



allowing proximity, also framed his interactions. Their focus on "tribal enmities" or "unruly
character" sometimes reflected imperial interests in understanding and potentially exploiting
internal divisions or justifying external control.

A significant external pressure that began to impact nomadic Kurdish life with increasing
intensity in the 19th century was the policy of sedentarization pursued by the Ottoman and, to
some extent, Persian empires. While attempts to settle nomadic groups had occurred
sporadically even earlier (the Ottomans as early as the 16th century), these efforts became
more systematic and ideologically driven during the Ottoman Tanzimat reforms, which
spanned from 1839 to 1876." Iran also implemented similar policies, particularly in the 19th
and 20th centuries.” The primary motivations behind these policies were multifaceted: to
extend and consolidate central state authority over peripheral regions, to facilitate more
efficient taxation and military conscription of nomadic populations, to control groups
perceived as a threat to state security or public order due to their mobility and martial
traditions, and sometimes, to "civilize" nomadic peoples by encouraging settled agriculture,
which was seen as a more advanced mode of existence.” These imperial sedentarization
policies were not merely about encouraging nomads to settle down; they represented
fundamental attempts to transform Kurdish socio-economic structures, undermine traditional
tribal autonomy, and integrate Kurdish territories more fully into the state's fiscal,
administrative, and military apparatus. The implementation of these policies often involved the
settlement of nomadic groups into existing villages, sometimes those inhabited by other
ethnic groups like Armenian peasants, which could lead to significant social friction and
competition for resources.™ Resistance to sedentarization from Kurdish tribes was common,
prompting Ottoman officials to employ a range of tactics, from mediation and offering
incentives to outright coercion and military force." The discouragement of tribalism as a
social and political organizing principle was often intrinsically linked to these sedentarization
efforts, as tribal structures were seen as underpinning nomadic autonomy."

The relationship between nomadic Kurds and settled peasant populations was traditionally
complex, characterized by both symbiosis and conflict. A degree of mutual dependence often
existed, with nomads supplying pastoral products such as meat, dairy, wool, and hides, as well
as pack animals for transport and valuable manure for fertilizing agricultural lands. In return,
they obtained essential agricultural commodities like grain, and various craft goods from the
settled communities.” However, this symbiotic relationship was frequently strained. Conflicts
arose, particularly over access to land and resources. The practice of kislak, or winter
quartering, where nomadic tribes would spend the harsh winter months in or near peasant
villages in the lowlands, could place a considerable burden on the local peasantry, leading to
disputes over grazing rights, fodder, and fuel.’”® Ottoman provincial officials sometimes
formally allocated villages to specific tribes for wintering in exchange for military support or
the payment of taxes (kiglakiye)." The imperial policies promoting sedentarization significantly
exacerbated these existing tensions and often created new ones. As newly settled nomadic
groups, often lacking established agricultural skills or clear title to land, found themselves in
competition with established peasant communities, disputes over land ownership and usage
intensified. In some instances, this led to the large-scale usurpation of land, a particularly



acute issue in the late 19th century when some Kurdish tribes, empowered by their
incorporation into the Hamidian cavalry regiments, dispossessed Armenian peasants of their
lands.” This demonstrates how state interventions, by altering land tenure systems and
shifting power dynamics, could accelerate the transition from a tense but often manageable
coexistence to more overtly antagonistic relations between nomadic and settled groups.
VIIL. Interpretive Insights and Avenues for Further Scholarly Inquiry

The preceding examination of pre-modern nomadic Kurdish life reveals a society
characterized by profound resilience, intricate social structures, and a deep symbiosis with a
challenging yet resource-rich environment. Several defining characteristics emerge: a robust
tribal organization founded on patrilineal kinship, yet adaptable enough to incorporate diverse
elements through political allegiance; a sophisticated pastoral economy centered on
transhumant livestock herding, demonstrating an intimate knowledge of seasonal cycles and
mountain ecosystems; a vibrant oral culture that served as the primary repository of history,
law, and artistic expression; and a complex, often precarious, but enduring relationship with
the powerful empires that surrounded and sought to control Kurdish territories. The resilience
of this nomadic way of life stemmed from multiple factors: the martial traditions and military
prowess of its tribes, the ecological sustainability of its pastoral practices, the strong internal
social cohesion within tribal units, and the astute political maneuvering of its chieftains and
emirs who navigated the treacherous currents of imperial rivalries.

Despite the widespread processes of sedentarization and modernization that have
transformed Kurdish society over the past century, the legacy of these nomadic traditions
remains palpable in contemporary Kurdish culture. The enduring importance of tribal and
kinship ties, even in urbanized settings, is a direct inheritance. Elements of traditional music,
dance, and oral storytelling continue to thrive, albeit in evolving forms. Certain culinary
traditions, particularly those based on dairy products and lamb, reflect the pastoral heritage.
Furthermore, the historical experience of relative autonomy, coupled with a long history of
resistance to external domination, continues to inform Kurdish political consciousness and
aspirations. The imagery and values associated with the nomadic past—freedom, hardiness,
closeness to nature, and fierce independence—are often invoked in modern Kurdish cultural
and nationalist narratives.

While existing scholarship and historical accounts provide a valuable framework for
understanding pre-modern nomadic Kurdish life, significant gaps in current knowledge
persist, offering fertile ground for future research.

One critical area is the systematic collection and analysis of unrecorded oral histories and
traditions. While major epics like Mem 0 Zin are known, a vast corpus of local oral
traditions—including specific tribal histories, songs, proverbs, and, crucially, customary laws
(urf or lex non scripta) pertaining to individual tribes and regions—likely remains
undocumented or inadequately researched. Ethnographic fieldwork focused on recording
these traditions from elderly community members, before they are lost, is of paramount
importance.

Further research is needed into specific regional variations in nomadic practices. While
broad patterns of transhumance and social organization are understood, detailed comparative
studies of the customs, material culture, dialects, and social structures among different major



Kurdish tribal confederations (such as the Milli, Hevérkan, Jaf, Haydaran, Celali, and others)
across the diverse geographical zones of Kurdistan (the central Zagros, the Anatolian
plateaus, the Syrian Jazira) during the pre-modern era would yield a more nuanced picture.
The roles and perspectives of women in nomadic society warrant deeper investigation.
While their significant economic contributions, particularly in dairy production and textile
weaving, are acknowledged, more research is needed to uncover the extent of their informal
social influence, their specific roles in preserving and transmitting cultural knowledge beyond
the material arts, and their own perspectives on nomadic life. This might be achieved through
careful re-analysis of existing folklore, a critical reading of historical ethnographic accounts
for subtle clues, or comparative anthropological approaches.
A more thorough understanding of Kurdish customary law (lex non scripta) is essential.
While the general authority of tribal leaders is recognized, detailed studies focusing on the
traditional rules and procedures governing resource management (especially pasture access
and water rights), conflict resolution mechanisms within and between tribes, and the
inheritance of livestock, wealth, and social status among nomads are conspicuously lacking in
the available pre-20th-century focused materials.™
The impact of early modernization and state-led sedentarization efforts also requires
more nuanced local studies. While the broad policies of empires like the Ottoman are known,
research into the precise local impacts on different nomadic groups, considering their varied
responses—which ranged from outright resistance to pragmatic adaptation or even co-option
by state authorities—would greatly enrich our understanding. The case of Abdullah Beg in
Palu and the Ottoman state's land confiscation policies offers one such avenue ®, but many
more local histories remain to be explored.
Finally, the field of archaeology of nomadic sites holds considerable potential. Systematic
archaeological investigation of seasonal campsites (zozan and garmiyan/qishlaq), including
analysis of faunal remains, ephemeral structures, and material artifacts, could provide crucial
physical evidence to complement and sometimes challenge textual and ethnographic sources
regarding the daily life, economic practices, and environmental interactions of pre-modern
Kurdish nomads.
Addressing these avenues of inquiry will not only deepen our understanding of the rich and
complex history of nomadic Kurdish life but also contribute to a more comprehensive
appreciation of the diverse tapestry of human adaptation and cultural expression in the
Middle East.
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