Anthropological Perspectives on the
Kurdish Peoples: Society, Culture, and
Enduring Questions

Introduction

The Kurdish people, numbering an estimated 30 to 45 million, represent one of the largest
ethnic groups in the Middle East and, significantly, one of the largest stateless nations
globally." Native to a vast, mountainous region historically known as Kurdistan, their ancestral
lands are currently divided among the modern nation-states of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria,
with substantial and historically rooted diaspora communities extending into Central Anatolia,
Khorasan, the Caucasus, and more recently, Western Europe and North America.’
Anthropological inquiry into Kurdish societies offers a critical lens through which to
understand the profound complexities of their culture, social organization, historical
trajectory, and their persistent, multifaceted struggles for recognition, rights, and
self-determination, often undertaken in the face of severe state-sponsored oppression and
assimilationist policies.’

The study of the Kurds is uniquely positioned at the confluence of remarkable cultural
resilience, the enduring political condition of statelessness, and the pervasive impact of
regional conflicts. This nexus provides fertile ground for anthropological investigation into
processes of identity formation under duress, the intricate dynamics of minority-state
relations in the Middle East, and the ways in which communities navigate and resist
hegemonic power structures. The very production of knowledge about Kurdistan is inherently
politicized, compelling a reflexive approach that acknowledges the historical and ongoing
contestations over narratives and representation. Consequently, anthropological research,
with its emphasis on ethnographic methods, cultural relativism, and holistic analysis, is
indispensable for moving beyond simplistic portrayals and appreciating the rich tapestry of
Kurdish life, the diversity within Kurdish communities, and the historical depth of their claims
and aspirations. The challenges inherent in studying a people whose homeland is fragmented
and whose identity is often suppressed by state authorities underscore the necessity for
critical, ethically engaged, and increasingly decolonial anthropological perspectives that seek
to amplify Kurdish voices and experiences.

|. Foundations of Kurdish Society and Culture

A. Historical and Geographical Context of the Kurdish People

The historical presence of the Kurdish people in the Middle East is ancient and deeply rooted
in the mountainous terrains of what is now considered Kurdistan. Some historical and cultural



narratives trace Kurdish origins to the Medes, an ancient Iranic people who played a
significant role in the history of the region, notably in the overthrow of Nineveh in 612 B.C..
Early historical accounts, such as those by the Greek historian Xenophon around 375 B.C.,
refer to encounters with a people known as the "Karduchi," believed by many scholars to be
ancestors of the Kurds. The ethnonym "Kurd" itself may have evolved from a Middle Persian
term, kwrt-, used to describe 'nomads’ or 'tent-dwellers,' a characteristic that could have
been applied to various Iranic groups with a pastoral lifestyle before becoming associated
with a specific ethnic group following the Islamic conquests.

"Kurdistan," meaning "the land of the Kurds," is primarily a conceptual and cultural homeland
rather than a politically defined state. It encompasses a rugged, often inaccessible
mountainous region situated at the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers,
characterized by high plains and extreme temperature fluctuations. This challenging
geography, particularly the Taurus and Zagros mountain ranges, has been described as a
"natural anchor" for the Kurdish people. This environment has historically served a dual role: it
has provided a refuge, allowing for the preservation of distinct cultural practices and social
structures in relative isolation, but it has also contributed to a degree of social and political
fragmentation, which sometimes hindered efforts towards unified political consolidation
against larger, centralized state powers.? The mountainous terrain fostered a cohesive tribal
kinship pattern and a distinct cultural identity reflecting resilience, while the relative isolation
contributed to kinship systems based on mutual protection.

Throughout their history, Kurds have interacted with and been subjects of major empires,
including the Ottoman and Persian empires.® It is crucial to recognize that the historical
narrative of the Kurds is not solely one of subjugation; it includes periods of significant
political agency and autonomous rule. Kurdish dynasties, such as the Marwanids (984-1083
AD) centered in Diyarbakir and the Ayyubids (12th-13th centuries), who famously included
Saladin, controlled substantial territories and left an indelible mark on the region.™
Furthermore, various Kurdish emirates maintained degrees of autonomy for centuries within
the larger imperial frameworks." This historical depth, which includes legacies of
self-governance, is often overshadowed by the focus on modern statelessness but remains
vital for a comprehensive anthropological understanding of contemporary Kurdish aspirations
and identity. The post-World War | dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent
Treaty of Lausanne (1923) marked a critical juncture, as Kurdish-inhabited lands were divided
among the newly established nation-states of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria, largely without
Kurdish consent and denying them a state of their own.? This division laid the groundwork for
many of the political struggles that continue to define the Kurdish experience.

B. The Kurdish Language: Diversity and Cultural Significance

The Kurdish language (Kurdi) is an Indo-European language belonging to the Northwestern
Iranian branch, with its closest linguistic relative being Persian.? It is not a monolithic entity but
rather a macrolanguage encompassing a range of dialects, often grouped into several main
categories. These include Kurmanji (Northern Kurdish), spoken by the largest number of Kurds
across Turkey, Syria, parts of Iragi and Iranian Kurdistan, and the diaspora; Sorani (Central



Kurdish), prevalent in much of Iragi Kurdistan and parts of Iranian Kurdistan; Southern Kurdish
dialects (including Kermanshabhi, Laki, Faili) spoken in western Iran and eastern Irag; and the
Gorani-Zazaki group, with Zazaki (also known as Dimili or Kirmancki) spoken primarily in
eastern Turkey and Gorani (including Hawrami) in parts of Iraqgi and Iranian Kurdistan.! These
dialects exhibit regional variations and varying degrees of mutual intelligibility, which can
sometimes pose challenges to inter-group communication.

The multiplicity of Kurdish dialects, while a testament to historical developments and
geographical diversity, has also presented an internal challenge for the articulation of a
unified pan-Kurdish nationalism. This linguistic diversity has necessitated conscious efforts
towards either linguistic convergence or, more commonly, mutual respect for dialectal
variation within broader cultural and political movements. The efforts by Kurdish intellectuals
to standardize aspects of the language, such as the development of Latin-based alphabets,
can be seen as attempts to bridge these dialectal divides and foster a shared literary and
communicative sphere.

Table 1: Major Kurdish Language Dialects and Primary Regions of Use

Dialect Group Specific Primary Key Linguistic
Dialects/Sub-dialects|Geographical Areas [Features/Notes
of Use
Kurmanji (Northern  [(Relatively Turkey (majority of Predominantly uses a
Kurdish) homogenous, though [Kurds), Syria (majority [Latin-based script
with regional of Kurds), northern (Hawar alphabet).
variations) Iragi Kurdistan, Largest dialect group.

northwestern Iranian  [Ergativity is a notable
Kurdistan, Armenia, grammatical feature.

diaspora
Sorani (Central Mukriyani, Erdelani, Iraqgi Kurdistan (official |Primarily uses a
Kurdish) Silémani, Germiyani  [regional language), modified Perso-Arabic
Iranian Kurdistan script. Has a significant
(provinces of literary tradition. Less
Kurdistan, West prominent ergativity
Azerbaijan) compared to Kurmaniji.
Southern Kurdish Kermanshahi Iranian Kurdistan A diverse group with
(Kirmasani), Laki, (Kermanshah, llam varying scripts
Kalhuri, Faili (Feyli), provinces), eastern (Perso-Arabic,
Gerrusi (Bijari) Iraq (Diyala, Wasit sometimes Latin). Laki

provinces, Khanaqgin) [is sometimes
considered a distinct
language. Some
dialects show Gorani
influence.

Zazaki (Dimili, Northern Zazaki, Eastern Turkey Uses a Latin-based
Kirmancki) Southern Zazaki (Dersim/Tunceli, script. Distinct from




Bingodl, Elazig, Kurmaniji/Sorani, with
Diyarbakir regions) ongoing debate about
its classification as a
Kurdish dialect or a
separate language.

Gorani Hawrami, Bajelani, Iragi Kurdistan (Halabja[Historically a
Shabaki (disputed) region, Hawraman significant literary
mountains), Iranian language (especially
Kurdistan (Hawraman [Hawrami). Uses
region) Perso-Arabic script.
Shares features with
Zazaki.
Sources: '

The Kurdish language has faced severe repression in several of the states where Kurds reside.
In Turkey, for example, for much of the 20th century, the public use of Kurdish was banned,
Kurdish names were prohibited, and education in Kurdish was non-existent.® Similar policies of
linguistic suppression occurred in Iran and Syria.® Despite these adversities, persistent efforts
by Kurdish intellectuals, writers, and communities have sought to preserve, standardize, and
promote their language. Figures like the Bedirkhan brothers, through publications such as
Hawar in the early to mid-20th century, played a crucial role in developing Latin-based
alphabets for Kurmanji and fostering a modern literary tradition.” These endeavors, often
undertaken in exile or under clandestine conditions, underscore the profound symbolic
importance of the Kurdish language as a cornerstone of Kurdish identity, a vehicle for cultural
survival, and an instrument of political assertion. The very act of speaking, writing, and
teaching Kurdish in the face of state prohibitions became a powerful form of resistance,
intensifying the language's value as a marker of distinction and resilience.” Language
revitalization efforts continue today, particularly in diaspora communities and in regions with
greater political autonomy, such as Iraqgi Kurdistan.™

C. Traditional Subsistence: Pastoralism, Agriculture, and
Environmental Adaptation

The traditional Kurdish economy has historically been characterized by a sophisticated blend
of pastoralism and agriculture, demonstrating a deeply ingrained ecological knowledge and
remarkable adaptation to the diverse and often challenging environments of Kurdistan.® These
dual modes of subsistence have not only provided livelihoods but also shaped social
organization, mobility patterns, and cultural practices.

Nomadic or semi-nomadic pastoralism has been a prominent feature, particularly in the more
arid and mountainous regions less suitable for intensive cultivation. Kurdish pastoralists
traditionally herded large flocks of sheep and goats, utilizing the rugged terrain for grazing.
This way of life often involved transhumance - the seasonal movement of herds between



summer pastures (zoma or yaylak) in the higher mountains and winter pastures (germiyan or
kislak) in the lower valleys or plains.® These migrations required detailed knowledge of routes,
water sources, and pasture availability, and were often coordinated at the clan or tribal level.
Nomadic groups typically lived in tents, with lighter, more mobile structures used during travel
and heavier, black woolen tents established for winter encampments. The products of
pastoralism, such as wool, meat, and dairy (butter, cultured milk), were not only for
subsistence but also for trade, exchanged in local markets for grains, tea, sugar, and other
manufactured goods.? Other domesticated animals included cattle (sometimes used for
plowing), donkeys, mules, and horses, though horses were often a sign of wealth.®

Alongside pastoralism, settled agriculture formed the other pillar of the traditional Kurdish
economy, particularly in the more fertile plains and mountain valleys. Staple crops included
wheat, barley, and lentils, while tobacco was often cultivated as a cash crop.® Depending on
local conditions, fruits, vegetables, and walnuts were also grown. Many agricultural
communities also kept livestock, integrating animal husbandry with farming.

The traditional ecological knowledge embedded in these subsistence strategies allowed
Kurdish communities to thrive in varied environmental niches. However, the 20th and 21st
centuries have witnessed significant transformations. The decline or forced alteration of
nomadic pastoralism, due to state-led settlement policies, border restrictions, armed
conflicts, and modernization efforts, represents a profound socio-cultural shift.® Many Kurds
have become settled, either voluntarily or involuntarily. This transition has had far-reaching
consequences, impacting not only economic livelihoods but also traditional social structures
tied to mobility and communal resource management, land tenure systems, and aspects of
cultural identity intrinsically linked to the pastoral way of life. Ethnographic research indicates
that Kurdish pastoral traditions, which have a long history in a region that witnessed the early
domestication of sheep, are now a heritage that requires reassessment and understanding,
with some contemporary forms described as "enclosed nomadism" persisting within settled
contexts despite numerous challenges.

D. Material Culture, Settlement Patterns, and Daily Life

Kurdish material culture, encompassing everything from dwelling types to intricate crafts, is
not merely functional but is deeply imbued with social, cultural, and symbolic meanings,
reflecting environmental adaptations, forms of social organization, and individual as well as
collective identities. Traditional settlement patterns varied according to subsistence
strategies. Nomadic pastoralists utilized distinctive heavy, black woolen tents, often arranged
in camps that could comprise an entire clan or several cooperating families. In contrast,
settled agricultural villages featured low-slung houses constructed from clay or stone,
typically with flat roofs. A common architectural feature in hilly terrain was the terraced
construction of houses up a slope, where the roof of one dwelling served as the outdoor living
space or terrace for the house above it. Village organization itself could vary: some villages
corresponded to specific lineages, while others were home to members of several lineages or
a mix of tribal and non-tribal groups. Communal ownership of pasture land was common, and
in some villages, there were traditional restrictions on selling private property to outsiders,



underscoring a strong sense of local community.

Traditional crafts represent a significant aspect of Kurdish material culture. Among these,
carpet-weaving stands out as a particularly important folk art. Kurdish rugs and carpets are
known for their vibrant colors—high-chroma blues, greens, saffrons, terracotta, and burnt
orange hues—and distinctive patterns, which include medallion designs, all-over floral (Mina
Khani) motifs, and geometric "Jaff" patterns. Beyond their aesthetic appeal, these carpets
often serve as a form of communication, with specific symbols and their sequences believed
to convey the dreams, wishes, and hopes of the weaver, typically a woman. Other domestic
industries included spinning wool, weaving textiles for clothing and other uses, plaiting ropes,
and the production of unglazed clay storage vessels.

The rhythm of daily life was traditionally structured by a well-defined, gendered division of
labor, which underpinned the household economy and social reproduction.® Women were
primarily responsible for tasks centered around the homestead and immediate surroundings:
milking animals, processing dairy products like butter and cultured milk, preparing food,
general housekeeping, and childcare.?® Their duties also extended to collecting firewood and
animal manure for fuel, fetching water, cleaning harvested grain, spinning wool, weaving,
making cigarettes (where tobacco was grown), harvesting tobacco, and carrying the harvest
to the threshing floor. In some agricultural contexts, women might also assist with plowing.?
Among aristocratic or wealthier families, women of the household might perform tasks within
the home but would have servants to carry out more laborious work away from the house,
such as milking or fetching fuel. Men's traditional roles included plowing, sowing, and
harvesting crops, transporting surplus grain to town markets for sale or trade, and making
necessary purchases at these markets. Often, a single shepherd was employed by an entire
village to tend to its collective flocks. This division of labor, while foundational to the
traditional socio-economic system, also established particular power dynamics within the
household and community. It is a system that has been, and continues to be, subject to
transformation under the influence of modernization, increased access to education
(especially for women), large-scale labor migration, and evolving political ideologies that
sometimes challenge traditional gender norms.*

In more contemporary contexts, particularly among Kurdish migrants, material objects take on
new layers of significance. Anthropological studies have shown that for individuals displaced
from their homeland, personal possessions and even specific places can become "material
capsules" that link the past with the present and help in establishing a vision for the future.®
These objects are often associated with deep emotional investment and powerfully influence
an individual's identity, emotions, and sense of well-being, serving as tangible connections to
heritage and memory in new environments.®

ll. Social Organization and Kinship Structures

A. The Tribal System: Lineages, Clans, Tribes, and Traditional
Leadership (Aghas, Shaikhs)



The Kurdish tribal system has historically served as a primary framework for social, political,
and economic organization across much of Kurdistan. Kurdish tribes are generally understood
as socio-political and often territorial units, fundamentally based on concepts of descent and
kinship, whether actual or putative. These tribes possess a characteristic internal structure,
typically segmentary in nature, comprising several sub-tribes, each of which is further divided
into smaller units such as clans, lineages (tire, hoz, ocax), and ultimately, households. While
various local terms like Asiret, Tire, Hoz, El, Khel, Tayfa, or Taifa are used to designate these
different levels of organization, and their application can be somewhat fluid, the underlying
principles of patrilineal descent and segmentary opposition are common across most Kurdish
tribal formations.®

Patrilineal descent is the cornerstone of Kurdish kin groups: a lineage typically consists of
several generations of a man's descendants traced through the male line. Several such
lineages, believing themselves to be related through a common male ancestor, form a clan. A
tribe, in turn, is usually composed of several clans. This system was not entirely closed;
historical accounts suggest that outside groups or individuals could attach themselves to
powerful tribes and, over several generations, become incorporated as full members into a
clan and tribe, often through processes of clientship or alliance.

The significance of tribal organization has been particularly pronounced among nomadic
pastoralist groups, where it provided the necessary structure for coordinating seasonal
migrations, managing access to communal pasture lands within a tribe's territory, and
organizing collective defense. Among more sedentary agricultural populations, overt tribal
affiliations and structures might be less salient in daily life but would often come to the fore in
times of conflict, such as in the mobilization for blood feuds or disputes over land and
resources. However, not all sedentary agriculturalists were organized along strict kinship lines;
some villages comprised members of various lineages or even non-tribal groups.

Traditional leadership within this tribal structure was typically embodied by figures known as
Aghas and Shaikhs. Aghas were generally secular tribal chieftains, often deriving their
authority from land ownership, wealth in herds, and their ability to command a following of
kinsmen and warriors.? They were responsible for maintaining order within their domain,
mediating disputes, offering hospitality (often through a communal guest house or diwan),
and representing the tribe in external relations.® Shaikhs, on the other hand, were religious
leaders, often associated with Sufi orders, whose authority stemmed from their perceived
spiritual power (baraka), learning, and ability to mediate not only with the divine but also in
worldly affairs, including conflicts.? The power and influence of both Aghas and Shaikhs have
evolved significantly over time, particularly in their complex and often fraught relations with
encroaching state powers.”® Central governments have frequently sought to co-opt,
undermine, or manipulate these traditional leaders to extend their own control over Kurdish
regions.

Some analyses, such as that by Hussein Tahiri, argue that the very nature of Kurdish
tribalism—its segmented structure and propensity for inter-tribal rivalries—has historically
been a significant factor hindering the achievement of a unified Kurdish state. Central
governments in Turkey, Iran, and Iraq were often able to exploit these internal divisions,



rallying rival tribes against any group that rose in rebellion. Nevertheless, these same tribal
structures and their leaders, like Mullah Mustafa Barzani, often provided the only available
organized manpower and resources for Kurdish nationalist movements, even if their tribal
base could sometimes alienate other Kurdish groups or classes, such as the peasantry eager
to be free from tribal landlords.?

While often depicted in some nationalist narratives or state ideologies as an archaic or even
"backward" social formation, tribal affiliations and the influence of traditional leadership
continue to play a significant, albeit evolving and sometimes contested, role in contemporary
Kurdish politics and society.? These "old loyalties" can manifest in new forms within modern
political parties, factionalism, local power dynamics, and even in the functioning of alternative
justice systems, demonstrating that the "tribe" is not a static relic but a dynamic social form
that adapts and persists in modern contexts.? Anthropological studies, particularly the seminal
work of Martin van Bruinessen, have meticulously detailed this interplay between traditional
loyalties and their modern national equivalents, showing how relations with the state have
been a key constitutive element in the development and transformation of these tribal
structures.'

B. Kinship, Marriage Customs, and Family Dynamics

Kurdish kinship systems are predominantly organized around the principle of patrilineal
descent, meaning that lineage membership, inheritance (traditionally of land and status), and
social identity are traced through the male line.® This patrilineal emphasis shapes family
structures, marriage practices, and broader social relations. Kurdish kinship terminology
reflects this structure, for instance, by distinguishing between paternal and maternal uncles
and their respective children, while sometimes categorizing paternal and maternal aunts and
their children together.

Marriage customs in traditional Kurdish society have historically been arranged by the families
of the bride and groom, with negotiations often initiated by the women of the two families and
finalized by the men. A significant and widely reported preference in traditional Kurdish
marriage is for lineage endogamy, specifically marriage to the father's brother's daughter
(patrilateral parallel cousin marriage).® This practice is valued because it is seen to "keep the
family together," consolidating lineage property, reinforcing solidarity within the patrilineage,
and maintaining wealth and influence within a close-knit group. However, anthropological
analysis suggests that this preference for close-kin marriage, while strengthening internal
lineage cohesion, can paradoxically contribute to the segmentation of the broader society by
limiting the creation of wider affinal alliances between different lineages and clans, potentially
increasing the likelihood of inter-lineage conflict. If marriage to a father's brother's daughter
is not possible, the next preferred choice is often another cousin. Marriage negotiations
typically involve the settlement of a bride-wealth (qgelen or sér ), the amount and use of
which are formally agreed upon.

Polygyny, the practice of a man having multiple wives, is permitted within Islamic tradition (up
to four wives, provided they can all be supported equally), and thus has been a possibility in
Kurdish society. However, ethnographic accounts suggest that it has generally been



uncommon, primarily due to the economic burden of supporting multiple wives and
households. Divorce, traditionally, could be initiated relatively easily by a man, often by simply
renouncing his wife three times, in accordance with some interpretations of Islamic law.

The typical Kurdish household traditionally consisted of a man, his wife (or wives), their
unmarried children, and eventually their married sons with their wives and children, forming a
patrilocal extended family unit. The senior male, usually the grandfather or father, was
considered the head of the family, holding considerable authority over household members
and resources.

Contemporary Kurdish kinship systems, however, are not static. They are in a state of dynamic
flux, caught between the persistence of these traditional norms and the transformative
pressures of globalization, conflict-induced displacement, urbanization, educational
advancements, and changing socio-economic realities. Research conducted in Iraqi
Kurdistan, for instance, highlights significant social and economic changes post-2003,
marking a transition from a more insular, traditional society to one with greater openness to
the wider world. These transformations have inevitably impacted kinship systems, family
values, and particularly the status and roles of women within the family and society. The
increasing influence of global media and communication technologies is also noted as
weakening traditional collective values while strengthening individualistic ones, leading to
alterations in family customs and the nature of kinship relationships. This interplay between
enduring traditions and the forces of modernity is a central theme in anthropological studies
of social change within Kurdish communities.

C. Traditional Mechanisms of Conflict Resolution and Customary Law

In many Kurdish communities, traditional mechanisms of conflict resolution have historically
operated alongside, and sometimes in preference to, formal state legal systems. This reflects
a form of legal pluralism, where non-state normative orders and dispute resolution processes
hold significant social legitimacy and practical relevance. Central to these traditional
mechanisms are respected community figures, particularly tribal leaders or Aghas.
Ethnographic studies, such as those in Iragi Kurdistan, detail the significant role of Aghas in
mediating and resolving a wide array of disputes. Their authority in these matters often stems
from their inherited position, their reputation for wisdom and impartiality, and the deep
respect they command within their tribes and often beyond. Aghas traditionally intervene in
social conflicts, which can range from interpersonal quarrels and family disputes to more
serious matters like blood feuds, issues related to honor (including honor killings, though this
is a complex and contentious area), and friction between different tribes or lineages.

The conflict resolution process presided over by an Agha typically takes place in his house or
a communal space like a diwan (guest hall). The proceedings are characterized by certain
protocols: disputants are expected to show respect for the Agha's presence, often waiting for
permission to speak. Both parties are given the opportunity to state their cases fully, and
witnesses may be called to provide testimony. The Agha, sometimes in consultation with other
elders or, in complex inter-tribal disputes, other Aghas, will deliberate on the information
presented. A key aspect of the Agha's role is to facilitate communication between the
conflicting parties, conveying their perspectives, wants, and needs, and helping them explore



alternatives for resolution. The process is often iterative, potentially involving several
meetings. An important element of this traditional approach is the emphasis on restoring
social harmony and repairing broken relationships. Aghas may employ storytelling, recounting
narratives relevant to the conflict situation or emphasizing the importance of peace and
communal solidarity, to encourage reconciliation. This focus on dialogue, mediation, and
relational repair often contrasts with the more adversarial and punitive orientation of formal
state legal systems. The aim is frequently to reach a mutually acceptable solution that allows
the parties to continue living within the same community.

The persistence of these traditional mechanisms is notable, particularly in contexts where
state institutions are perceived by local populations as biased, inaccessible, corrupt, or
ineffective in delivering justice.?” In some instances, even government institutions in Iraqi
Kurdistan have been reported to seek the intervention of Aghas for particularly complicated
cases that they find challenging to resolve through formal legal channels.

Beyond the tribal leadership context, new forms of alternative justice mechanisms have also
emerged within Kurdish political movements. For example, the Peoples' Democratic Party
(HDP) in Turkey has established Public Relations Committees (PRCs). These committees have
become a common recourse for Kurds, and increasingly for individuals from other
ethno-religious groups in Turkey, who seek to resolve disputes outside the state's legal
system, often due to a lack of trust in its impartiality or efficacy. Women, in particular, have
been noted as one of the primary constituencies utilizing these HDP committees, suggesting
that these alternative forums may offer more accessible or culturally resonant avenues for
addressing their grievances. The scholarly attention to such informal and alternative justice
systems within Kurdish society is growing, offering vital contributions to the anthropological
study of legal pluralism, indigenous politics, and how politically marginalized groups create
and sustain their own systems of order and justice, sometimes in direct challenge to state
authority.

lll. Religious Diversity and Spiritual Practices

A. An Overview of the Kurdish Religious Landscape

The religious landscape of Kurdistan is notably diverse, reflecting a complex history of cultural
exchange, indigenous spiritual development, and interactions with major world religions. While
the majority of Kurds are Sunni Muslims, predominantly adhering to the Shafi'i school of
jurisprudence, with some following the Hanafi school or Sufi orders like the Nagshbandi and
Qadiriyya, a significant array of other faiths and spiritual traditions are also present and
historically rooted among Kurdish populations.’

Among the most prominent of these are Yezidism, Alevism, and Yarsanism (also known as
Ahl-e Haqq or Kaka'i).! These traditions often exhibit a remarkable syncretism, blending
elements from ancient Iranic and Mesopotamian beliefs, Zoroastrianism, Sufism, and aspects
of Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) into unique theological and ritual
systems." Historically, Christian (primarily Assyrian and Armenian) and Jewish communities
also thrived in Kurdistan, contributing to the region's religious mosaic, though their numbers



have significantly diminished due to various historical pressures and migrations.' There is also
a historical narrative suggesting that many Kurds were Christians long before the widespread
conversion to Islam, which began primarily in the 6th and 7th centuries AD.®

Kurdish culture is often lauded for a degree of religious tolerance. For instance, the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq has made efforts to maintain religiously neutral schools,
and historical accounts suggest periods of positive inter-religious relations, such as between
Muslim and Jewish Kurds. However, this narrative of tolerance must be nuanced by the
historical and ongoing persecution faced by non-Muslim or heterodox groups, both from
external state powers and sometimes from dominant factions within Kurdish society or
extremist ideologies that have taken root in the region.*° The Yezidis, in particular, have
endured centuries of persecution, often mislabeled and demonized, culminating in recent
genocidal attacks. This complex interplay of diversity, syncretism, tolerance, and persecution
makes the religious sphere in Kurdistan a compelling area for anthropological study. It reveals
how religious identities are formed, maintained, and negotiated in a politically charged
environment, and how ancient traditions adapt and persist, often in tension with orthodox
interpretations of major regional religions.

Table 2: Prominent Religious Groups among Kurds: Core Tenets and Anthropological
Significance

Religious Group Estimated Adherence [Key Beliefs/Practices |[Anthropological
among Kurds (if Significance/Notes
available)

Sunni Islam Majority of Kurds ' Adherence to Quran  |Represents the

and Sunna; Shafi'i dominant religious
school predominant, [affiliation; Sufism has
some Hanafi. Sufi played a key role in

orders (Nagshbandi, [social cohesion and
Qadiriyya) influential.! |historical political
movements. Madrasas
(religious schools)
preserved Kurdish
language/literature.”

Alevism Significant minority,  [Syncretic faith with Kurdish Alevis form a
especially in Turkey  [Shi‘a Islamic, Sufi, and |distinct ethno-religious
(estimates vary, pre-Islamic group, often facing
20-25% of Turkey's  |Anatolian/Iranic dual marginalization.

population are Alevi, felements. Reverence [Strong oral tradition.
including Turks and  [for Ali and the Twelve [Historically associated

Kurds) Imams. Cemritual is  |with political dissent.
central. Emphasis on  [Complex relationship
esoteric with Sunni Kurds and

understanding, love,  [Turkish Alevis.*'




tolerance.”

Yezidism

Estimates range from
500,000 to 1 million
globally, primarily
Kurds '

Monotheistic,
non-Abrahamic ethnic
religion. Belief in One
God who entrusted
world to Seven Holy
Beings, led by Tawisé
Melek (Peacock Angel).
Sacred site: Lalish.
Endogamous marriage,
hereditary caste
system (Sheikhs, Pirs,
Murids).
Non-proselytizing.'

Ancient origins,
syncretic (Iranic,
Mesopotamian,
lAbrahamic influences).
Subject to severe
persecution and
misrepresentation
(e.g.,
"devil-worshippers").
Strong oral tradition.
Embodies cultural
resilience.®°

Yarsanism (Ahl-e
Haqq / Kaka'i)

Estimated around 1
million, primarily Kurds

Syncretic faith with
Shi‘a, Sufi, and ancient
Iranic elements. Belief
in seven divine
manifestations,
reincarnation
(dunaduni), cyclical
history. Jam
ceremonies with
tembdr music. Sacred
texts in Gorani (e.g.,
Kalam-e Saranjam).
Hereditary Sayyed
"priestly" lineages.*

Distinct Kurdish
spiritual path. Strong
oral and textual
tradition. Social
structure with
hereditary religious
guides (Pirs) and
followers (Morids).
Highlights linguistic
connection to Gorani
dialect.”

Sources: '

B. Anthropological Insights into Yezidism

Yezidism stands as one of the most distinctive and historically resilient religious traditions
among the Kurdish people. Anthropological studies of Yezidism delve into its unique
cosmology, complex social organization, rich oral traditions, and the profound impact of
centuries of persecution on its adherents. Yezidis are a predominantly Kurdish-speaking
ethno-religious group whose faith is monotheistic and non-Abrahamic, tracing its roots to

ancient Iranic and Mesopotamian spiritual traditions, while also incorporating elements from
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam." For centuries, they have been erroneously and pejoratively
referred to as "devil-worshippers," a misrepresentation that has fueled discrimination and
violence against them.

Central to Yezidi belief is the concept of one God who created the world and then entrusted
its care to a heptad of seven Holy Beings or Angels. The foremost among these is Taw(sé



Melek, the Peacock Angel, who is a central object of veneration.! The religion is strictly
endogamous, meaning marriage outside the faith is forbidden, and religious identity is
determined by birth; Yezidism is not a proselytizing religion.*° This endogamy has been crucial
in maintaining group boundaries and cultural distinctiveness, particularly in the face of
external pressures.

The most sacred site for Yezidis is the temple complex at Lalish in northern Iraqg, which is a
pilgrimage destination that every Yezidi is encouraged to visit at least once in their lifetime.”
Religious practices include a three-day fast observed annually in December. Yezidi society is
traditionally structured by a hereditary caste system, comprising three main groups: Sheikhs,
Pirs (elders or priests), and Murids (laity). This system, which dictates religious roles and
marriage patterns (marriage between different castes is generally forbidden), is said to have
been reformed and solidified by Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir in the 12th century. Sheikh Adi, an
enigmatic figure who was likely an orthodox Sunni Muslim Sufi, became profoundly venerated
within Yezidism and is considered by Yezidis to be an incarnation of Taw(isé Melek.*' This
transformation of a historical Sufi figure into a central divine entity within a non-Islamic faith is
a fascinating example of religious syncretism and adaptation.

The history of the Yezidis is marked by resilience but also by profound suffering. Once
widespread across parts of Kurdistan, their numbers and influence declined due to centuries
of persecution, massacres, and forced conversions, particularly under the Ottoman Empire
and more recently at the hands of extremist groups like Da'esh (ISIS), which perpetrated a
genocidal campaign against the Yezidis of Mount Sinjar in 2014. For anthropologists, the
Yezidi faith and community offer a compelling case study in how a minority religion with a
unique worldview and social structure maintains its distinctiveness, adapts its traditions, and
endures in the face of extreme adversity. The study of Yezidism also highlights the devastating
real-world consequences of religious misrepresentation and the importance of understanding
religious traditions on their own terms.

C. Alevism among Kurdish Communities

Alevism is a significant minority religious tradition with a substantial following in Turkey, where
Alevis constitute the second-largest religious group after Sunni Muslims. Within the broader
Alevi population, Kurdish Alevis form a distinct and important segment, possessing a unique
cultural and ethno-religious identity that often sets them apart from both Turkish Alevis and
Sunni Kurds.®' Anthropological research has increasingly focused on the specificities of
Kurdish Alevism, exploring its beliefs, practices, social dynamics, and political engagements.
Kurdish Alevism is characterized by a syncretic blend of elements derived from Shia Islam
(particularly reverence for Ali and the Twelve Imams), Sufi mysticism, and ancient Anatolian
and Iranic pre-Islamic beliefs and practices.®! Martin van Bruinessen, a prominent
anthropologist of Kurdish societies, has noted that Kurdish Alevi communities, on the whole,
tend to be further removed from mainstream Islamic orthodoxy than their Turkish Alevi
counterparts. Their religious life often emphasizes esoteric understanding, love, tolerance,
and social justice. The central communal ritual is the ayin-i cem (or simply cem), a gathering
that involves music (often featuring the saz or baglama), mystical poetry (deyis), semah (ritual



dance), and communal meals.>* Van Bruinessen has also pointed out striking similarities
between Alevi myths and legends and the mythology of the Ahl-i Hagq (Yarsani) tradition
found in southern Kurdistan, suggesting shared historical or cultural roots.

Historically, the relationship between Kurdish Alevis and Sunni Kurds has been complex,
sometimes marked by mutual mistrust, which has occasionally played a role in historical
conflicts such as the Sheikh Said uprising and the Dersim events in Turkey.** In the politically
polarized environment of 20th-century Turkey, Alevis (both Kurdish and Turkish) were often
associated with leftist political ideologies and faced persecution and violence from right-wing
nationalist and Islamist groups, as exemplified by the pogroms in Malatya and
Kahramanmaras in 1978.3

Kurdish Alevis often experience a multiple or intersectional marginalization, being distinct from
the dominant Turkish Sunni identity in terms of both ethnicity (Kurdish) and religion (Alevi),
and also differing from other Kurdish groups (who are predominantly Sunni) and other Alevi
groups (who are predominantly Turkish-speaking). This unique positionality has fostered
distinct cultural expressions and social dynamics. Recent anthropological work has
highlighted the agency of Kurdish Alevi women, who strategically utilize their intersecting
identity markers (as Kurdish, Alevi, and women) to claim spaces for freedom, demand respect
and social recognition, and challenge various forms of discrimination, thereby cultivating a
sense of empowerment. This focus on intersectionality reveals how multiple social categories
shape lived experiences and strategies of resistance, making Kurdish Alevism a particularly
insightful case for contemporary anthropological inquiry into identity, power, and social
justice.

D. Yarsanism (Ahl-e Haqq / Kaka'i): Beliefs and Practices

Yarsanism, also known by its adherents as Ahl-e Haqq ("People of Truth") and referred to in
Iraq as Kaka'i ("Members of the Brotherhood"), is another distinct religious system with deep
roots among the Kurdish people.*® Founded in the 14th century, its primary centers are in
Iranian Kurdistan (particularly the Kermanshah region) and Iraqi Kurdistan (around Halabja,
Kirkuk, and Khanagjin), with diaspora communities also established in Western countries.®
Notably, it is stated that all adherents of Yarsanism are ethnic Kurds.

The beliefs of Yarsanism are complex and syncretic, drawing from Shi'a Islam, Sufism, and
ancient Iranic spiritual traditions, and sharing some commonalities with Yezidism and
Alevism.®' A core tenet is the belief in seven consecutive incarnations or manifestations of the
Divinity, as well as a succession of five epiphanies of divine hypostases or angels. Yarsanis
also hold a belief in salvation being reserved for those created from "yellow clay" (Zarda-gel),
while those made from "black clay" (Kak-e siyah) are considered eternally condemned. Their
worldview includes a cyclical conception of history, divided into periods (dowre), and a belief
in reincarnation or the transmigration of souls (dunaduni, meaning "moving from form to
form"). The Yarsani myth of creation involves God first creating a Pearl which contained the
elements of the world, followed by the creation of Seven Beings (Haft Tan) to whom control of
the world was entrusted. God and these Seven Beings then gathered in a primordial meeting
(jam), during which a bull or deer was sacrificed, leading to the bursting of the Pearl and the



emergence of the world.

Central to Yarsani ritual life is the jam ("meeting") ceremony, which requires the participation
of at least seven male Yarsanis seated in a circle. A Sayyed (a member of a hereditary
"priestly” lineage) must be present to supervise the ritual, and a kalamkhwan ("singer of holy
poems") leads the musical performance, which is integral to the ceremony.® The tembdr (or
temire), a type of Kurdish long-necked lute, holds sacred meaning and is prominently featured
in the jam. During the ritual, a bowl of water and some food (like sweets or apples) are ritually
shared among the participants. The ceremony largely consists of rhythmic music, the singing
of sacred verses, and clapping, which can build in tempo and intensity, sometimes inducing
altered or ecstatic states of consciousness among participants.

Yarsani social structure is characterized by a distinction between two hereditary groups, often
described as "castes": the laity and the "priestly" Sayyeds. Most Yarsani communities
recognize twelve main lineages or "families" (khandan) of Sayyeds, who are believed to
descend from important historical figures in the religion. Every Yarsani must have a religious
guide (Pir) who is a Sayyed from one of these lineages, and this Pir-Morid (guide-follower)
relationship is typically hereditary.

The religious literature of the Yarsan, including their principal sacred text, the Kalam-e
Saranjam ("Discourse of the Conclusion"), is primarily composed in the Gorani Kurdish dialect
(specifically its Hawrami and Leki sub-dialects). This linguistic connection is significant, as
many Yarsanis identify as Gdran (Goran), irrespective of the dialect they currently speak,
linking their religious identity to this historical linguistic and cultural stratum. Anthropologist
Martin van Bruinessen suggests that, like Yezidism, the Ahl-i Haqq religion likely emerged from
a community of Sufis who, over time, adopted and integrated local pre-Islamic (predominantly
Iranian) beliefs and practices. The Yarsani tradition, with its intricate cosmology, unique rituals,
hereditary social organization, and rich oral and textual heritage in Gorani, offers fertile
ground for anthropological study concerning religious formation, boundary maintenance
between religious groups, and the dynamic interplay of elite textual traditions and popular folk
practices.

E. Themes of Religious Syncretism, Tolerance, and Persecution

The religious tapestry of the Kurdish peoples is characterized by a profound and historically
deep-seated syncretism, particularly evident in faiths such as Yezidism, Alevism, and
Yarsanism. These traditions have organically woven together strands from ancient pre-Islamic
Iranic and Mesopotamian spiritualities, Zoroastrian influences, various schools of Sufi
mysticism, and elements absorbed from the major Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam) that have long coexisted in the region." This blending has resulted in unique
cosmologies, rituals, and social structures that distinguish these groups from more orthodox
interpretations of the larger regional faiths.

Alongside this internal diversity and syncretic development, Kurdish culture has often been
associated with a notable degree of religious tolerance. Historical accounts and contemporary
observations sometimes point to a general ethos of acceptance of different faiths within
Kurdish society. For example, the policies of the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq aiming



for religiously neutral education, and stories of amicable relations between Muslim and Jewish
Kurds in the past, are cited as evidence of this tolerant spirit.

However, this picture of religious pluralism and tolerance is starkly contrasted by a long and
painful history of persecution faced by many of these same minority religious groups. The
Yezidis, in particular, have been subjected to numerous massacres and systematic oppression
over centuries, often fueled by misinterpretations of their faith by dominant religious and
political powers.*° The genocidal attacks by Da'esh (ISIS) in 2014 are a brutal recent
manifestation of this vulnerability. Similarly, Alevis in Turkey have faced discrimination and
violent pogroms.®* Even within the broader Kurdish population, there have been historical
tensions, such as the "mutual mistrust between Alevi and Sunni tribes" noted by van
Bruinessen, which played a role in certain historical conflicts.* Furthermore, the overarching
political and religious climate in the Middle East, often dominated by state-sanctioned
orthodoxies, has generally exerted pressure on non-Sunni Muslim or heterodox groups,
including those among the Kurds. There is even a common prejudice in the region, expressed
in various languages, that "the Kurd is a Muslim" only when compared to an unbeliever,
suggesting a perception by some outsiders that Kurdish adherence to Islam can be superficial
or unorthodox.

This creates a paradox for anthropological study: Kurdistan is a region that has birthed
significant indigenous syncretic religious traditions and is often noted for a degree of
inter-religious coexistence, yet its history is also profoundly shaped by episodes of severe
persecution and the political instrumentalization of religious difference by both state and
non-state actors. Understanding this tension—between internal religious creativity and
tolerance on one hand, and external (and sometimes internal) pressures towards conformity
or violent exclusion on the other—is critical for a nuanced anthropological analysis of religion
in this politically complex and culturally rich part of the world.

IV. Political Anthropology: Identity, State, and
Resistance

A. The Anthropology of Kurdish Nationalism and Movements for
Self-Determination

Kurdish nationalism, as a modern political ideology and movement, has been a central focus
of anthropological inquiry, which seeks to understand its diverse origins, complex evolution,
and varied manifestations across the fragmented Kurdish landscape. Its development can be
traced from the late Ottoman period, through the tumultuous aftermath of World War | and
the division of Kurdistan, into the numerous armed and political struggles of the 20th and 21st
centuries.? Anthropological studies reveal that Kurdish nationalism is not a monolithic
phenomenon but rather a multifaceted and evolving set of ideas and practices, shaped by a
confluence of internal social structures, diverse political ideologies, and persistent, often
violent, interactions with repressive state apparatuses in Turkey, Iran, Irag, and Syria.

Early Kurdish nationalist uprisings often involved traditional leaders, such as tribal Aghas and



religious Shaikhs, who mobilized their existing networks of loyalty and authority.? However,
over time, particularly from the mid-20th century onwards, Kurdish political movements
became increasingly influenced by modern secular ideologies, including various forms of
socialism and Marxism, leading to the rise of political parties and guerrilla organizations like
the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK).2 These newer movements often sought to transcend or
transform traditional tribal loyalties, though the relationship between tribal structures and
modern nationalist politics has remained complex and at times contradictory.?

A key area of anthropological investigation is the construction and negotiation of Kurdish
identity, particularly in contexts of statelessness, oppression, and diaspora. The concept of an
"imagined community," as articulated by Benedict Anderson, is particularly salient for
understanding Kurdistan. Nationalists strive to cultivate a sense of shared identity, history, and
destiny—an "imagined homeland"—across geographically dispersed and socially diverse
Kurdish populations, often in the absence of a unifying state structure and in the face of
active state-led campaigns aimed at erasing or denying that collective identity. Studies of
Kurdish communities in diaspora, for example, highlight how identity is actively reconstructed
and maintained, with language often playing a pivotal role, and how cultural expressions can
flourish with greater freedom than in the homelands.™ Abbas Vali's work on the short-lived
Mahabad Republic of 1946 in Iran provides a critical analysis of how a modern Kurdish national
identity emerged in direct response to the exclusionary nation-state building processes of the
Iranian Pahlavi regime.*°

More recently, a significant development within Kurdish studies, including its anthropological
dimensions, has been the "decolonial turn".® This approach critically examines the "coloniality
of power" that continues to shape the Kurdish experience, focusing on themes of historical
erasure, the suppression of Kurdish language and culture, academic marginalization, and the
need to amplify grassroots Kurdish voices and perspectives in knowledge production. It
challenges Eurocentric frameworks and seeks to understand Kurdish struggles through lenses
that prioritize indigenous experiences and epistemologies.

B. State Policies, Assimilation, and Cultural Erasure: Anthropological
Perspectives

Anthropological studies consistently reveal that the policies of the nation-states
encompassing Kurdistan—Turkey, Iran, Iraqg, and Syria—have frequently constituted a form of
internal colonialism or, at the very least, have involved systematic efforts to assimilate Kurdish
populations and erase their distinct cultural and national identity.®> These assimilationist
campaigns, often pursued under rubrics such as "Turkification," "Arabization," or
"Persianization," have employed a range of coercive measures. Language bans have been a
common tactic, prohibiting the use of Kurdish in public life, education, and media, sometimes
extending to the prohibition of Kurdish personal names and the names of towns and villages.®
Cultural expressions, including music, literature, and traditional clothing, have been
suppressed or folklorized in ways that strip them of political significance. Furthermore,
state-sponsored revisionist historical narratives have sought to deny a distinct Kurdish history
or to subsume it within the dominant national narrative of the state, often portraying Kurds as



"mountain Turks" or a peripheral, less developed segment of the majority population.’
Beyond cultural and linguistic suppression, state policies have often involved more direct
forms of violence and control. Forced displacement, the evacuation and destruction of
villages (particularly during counter-insurgency operations), and instances of mass violence
have been used as tools to break Kurdish resistance, alter the demographic composition of
Kurdish regions, and consolidate state control.” In Iragi Kurdistan, for example, Kurds were
subjected to genocide and mass murder with chemical weapons under the Ba'ath regime.
The "coloniality of power" framework, as discussed by decolonial scholars in Kurdish studies,
offers a powerful analytical lens for understanding these enduring forms of oppression, which
extend beyond formal colonial rule. This framework highlights not only the political and
economic dimensions of domination but also its epistemic aspects—the systematic erasure of
Kurdish knowledge systems, perspectives, and historical narratives. This “"epistemic erasure"
has had profound consequences, impacting not only the lived experiences of Kurds but also
the academic study of Kurdistan itself. For decades, Kurdish studies struggled for recognition
and resources, often marginalized within broader Middle Eastern studies programs that
tended to reflect the dominant nation-state perspectives of the region. This has necessitated
a critical re-evaluation of how knowledge about Kurds and Kurdistan is produced, whose
voices are centered, and what methodologies are employed, a core concern of the decolonial
turn in the field.

The representation, or often misrepresentation and erasure, of Kurds in the dominant national
discourses of the states they inhabit is another critical area of anthropological investigation.
For example, studies of post-revolution Persian novels in Iran have shown how Kurdish
characters and themes are often depoliticized, with Kurdish identity reduced to exoticized
cultural or anthropological categories rather than being portrayed in its full political and
historical complexity. Such representational strategies contribute to the marginalization of
Kurdish voices and experiences within the broader national consciousness.

C. The Concept and Impact of Sacrifice in Kurdish Political Movements

The concept of sacrifice (qurbani, fedakari) holds a profound and complex significance within
many Kurdish political movements, particularly those engaged in armed struggle, such as the
Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK).*® In the context of decades-long conflict, Kurdish
revolutionary discourse has often framed death in battle not merely as a loss but as a
necessary and heroic sacrifice—the "required price for liberation". This ideology of sacrifice
has served as a powerful mobilizing force, fostering deep moral obligations among activists
and shaping revolutionary subjectivities. The martyrs (sehid) of the movement are venerated,
and their memory is invoked to inspire continued struggle and commitment.

Anthropological research, particularly recent ethnographic work, has delved into the "afterlife
of sacrifice" to understand its enduring impact on Kurdish society and politics.*® This concept
explores how the memory and legacy of past sacrifices, especially martyrdoms, continue to
sustain revolutionary movements, stir potent emotions of hope and desperation, and catalyze
processes of ethical self-transformation among individuals who identify with the cause.®
However, this potent legacy also creates moral confusions and social tensions, particularly



during periods of political transition, such as a shift away from armed conflict towards
democratic politics or a deceleration of violence.** The question of how to translate the
immense value attributed to revolutionary sacrifices, often involving ultimate loss, into the
different demands and strategies of democratic struggle becomes a deeply challenging one
for individuals and the movement as a whole.

Classical anthropological theories of sacrifice, such as those by Marcel Mauss, Henri Hubert,
and Maurice Bloch, often emphasized the contractual or reciprocal nature of sacrifice, viewing
it as a gift to the divine or a means of establishing social indebtedness and cohesion within a
society.*® Through sacrificial rituals, societies were seen to form a "wider, nonindividual, and
life-transcending unity". More recent anthropological and philosophical perspectives, drawing
on thinkers like Jacques Derrida and Georges Bataille, have challenged purely functionalist
interpretations. They focus instead on the disruptive, disordering, and inherently revolutionary
aspects of sacrifice, arguing that it can create an "excess irreducible to debt" and unleash
transformations that cannot be easily contained or managed.* This perspective sees sacrifice
not just as maintaining an existing order but as creating an absolute rupture from it, thereby
constituting a revolutionary act in itself.*3

The study of sacrifice in the Kurdish context also involves an examination of its multiple
temporalities.*® There is chronological time, marked by periods of intense conflict
("emergency") and periods of relative calm or political opening ("democratization"). Then
there is "sacred time," where revolutionary sacrifice is endowed with a timeless, sacred
quality. The "afterlife of sacrifice" unfolds within this interplay. In chronological terms, it refers
to the gradual, indeterminate slippage of fatal loss as conflict slows down, bringing notions of
survival, normality, and the future to the forefront, creating what ethnographers describe as a
"messy episode" where sacrificial death has not entirely disappeared but is no longer the sole
focus.”® In sacred time, the afterlife involves ongoing changes to the movement's moral and
social order, encompassing both the "victory" of survival and recognition, and the frustration
that this victory may not feel complete or may come with unforeseen compromises.*® This
anthropological lens allows for a deeper understanding of the enduring power and moral
complexities of sacrifice in a protracted conflict, moving beyond simple narratives of heroism
to explore its profound and often unsettling legacies.

D. Anthropological Studies of Contemporary Kurdish Political Entities
(KRG, Rojava)

The early 21st century has witnessed the emergence of significant, albeit contested and
precarious, experiments in Kurdish self-governance, most notably the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) in Iraq and the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria
(AANES), often referred to as Rojava. These entities have become important sites for
anthropological research focusing on processes of state-building (or quasi-state-building),
internal political dynamics, governance challenges, the implementation of unique political
ideologies, and their complex relationships with central state authorities and international
actors.

The KRG in Iraq gained formal recognition as an autonomous region within federal Iraq



following the US-led invasion in 2003.° Here, long-established Kurdish political parties,
primarily the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK),
function as virtual state entities, managing their own security forces, parliament, and
bureaucracy. Anthropological and political studies have examined the KRG's foreign policy
conduct, including its sometimes risky engagements with regional powers, as well as its
internal socio-political landscape. This includes analyses of street protests and opposition
movements challenging the ruling parties, and the intricate, often strained, bureaucratic and
economic relationship with the central government in Baghdad. Disputes over oil revenues,
budget allocations, and the payment of public sector salaries have led to significant tensions,
with some ethnographic accounts revealing citizen perceptions of the KRG as a "mock
state"—one that projects an image of statehood but is perceived as lacking in effective or
equitable governance, caught between aspirations for self-rule and the realities of
dependency or unmet expectations.

In northeastern Syria, Rojava emerged as an autonomous region in the context of the Syrian
Civil War that began in 2011.° The dominant political force in Rojava, the Democratic Union
Party (PYD) and its allies, have implemented a governance model inspired by "democratic
confederalism," an ideology articulated by the imprisoned PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan.*® This
model officially rejects secession from Syria and instead promotes principles of inclusivity,
grassroots democracy, gender equality, ecological sustainability, and ethnic and religious
pluralism, framing Kurdish autonomy as a potential stabilizing force and a model for a
decentralized Syria.*’ Rojava has established its own administrative structures, security forces
(the Syrian Democratic Forces, SDF, which include the Kurdish YPG and YPJ units), courts, and
legal frameworks.*’ However, AANES faces immense challenges, including ongoing military
threats, particularly from Turkey, which has occupied parts of the region and has been
accused of instigating demographic changes through forced displacement and settlement
construction. The control of oil-rich regions provides crucial economic leverage but also
remains a point of contention.

Ethnographic research within these Kurdish-led administrations often reveals the complex
tensions between revolutionary ideals and the pragmatic demands of everyday governance.
Studies highlight the challenges of translating abstract political philosophies into concrete
administrative practices, the potential for neoliberal economic encroachments, the
persistence or reconfiguration of traditional power structures (such as tribal influences), and
the lived experiences of citizens as they navigate new forms of authority, bureaucracy, and
social services.*®* Anthropologists also examine the role of Kurdish political parties in
advocating for Kurdish rights in countries like Turkey, such as the Peoples' Democratic Party
(HDP), and the severe state repression these parties often face. These contemporary political
entities serve as living laboratories for anthropological inquiry into post-conflict governance,
minority self-rule, the practical application of political theories in highly challenging
environments, and the ongoing evolution of Kurdish political aspirations.

V. Economic Anthropology: Livelihoods and



Transformations

A. Traditional Economies and Contemporary Economic Challenges

The economic trajectory of many Kurdish regions presents a stark contrast between historical
patterns of local production and trade and contemporary conditions often characterized by
underdevelopment, dependency, and poverty. Traditionally, as detailed earlier, Kurdish
economies were based on a combination of pastoralism (sheep and goat herding, often
transhumant) and settled agriculture (cultivating grains, tobacco, fruits, and vegetables),
adapted to the diverse ecological niches of Kurdistan.® Historical records from the Ottoman
era, for instance, indicate that provinces with significant Kurdish populations, such as
Diyarbekir and Erzurum, generated substantial tax revenues from agricultural output, pastoral
activities, and trade.” Land tenure systems during this period were complex, involving
state-owned lands, church or religious endowment lands (vakouf), and private property, with
freehold property often being the most productively managed.

However, the integration of Kurdish territories into modern nation-states in the 20th century,
coupled with protracted conflicts, political marginalization, and deliberate state policies, has
led to significant economic challenges in many parts of Kurdistan. Anthropological and
economic analyses frequently point to a pattern of "de-development" or systemic
underdevelopment.? In Iranian Kurdistan, for example, provinces such as Kurdistan, llam, and
Kermanshah consistently rank among the highest in national poverty indices, suffering from a
lack of state investment in industrial and commercial infrastructure. Similarly, in Turkey,
predominantly Kurdish regions in the southeast have historically lagged behind western parts
of the country in terms of economic development and living standards.

Anthropologist Veli Yadirgl, in his work on the political economy of Turkish Kurdistan, argues
compellingly that the economic underdevelopment of these regions is not merely a result of
inherent "feudal traditions" or geographical isolation, as sometimes claimed.>® Instead, he
posits a direct link between the loss of Kurdish administrative autonomy, particularly following
the centralization policies of the late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic, and the
subsequent economic stagnation and de-development of these areas.* The dismantling of
traditional Kurdish emirates and autonomous structures, according to this perspective,
disrupted existing economic networks and modes of production without adequate or
equitable replacement by centralized state systems. This critical political economy approach,
common in contemporary anthropology, challenges purely culturalist explanations for
economic hardship by emphasizing structural factors, historical transformations in
administrative control, and the impact of broader processes of capitalist integration and
state-led resource extraction or, conversely, strategic neglect. The subsidization of Kurdish
regions by some nation-states, rather than fostering genuine development, has often been a
tool to maintain political control and limit out-migration.

B. Labor Migration: Patterns and Socio-Economic Consequences

In response to economic hardship, lack of local employment opportunities, political instability,



and dispossession, labor migration has become a crucial, albeit often precarious, survival and
livelihood strategy for many Kurdish communities. This migration occurs both internally within
states and internationally. A significant pattern of circular and seasonal labor migration has
been documented extensively within Turkey, where an estimated one and a half million Kurdish
workers, often accompanied by their families, migrate annually from the predominantly
Kurdish southeastern provinces to rural areas in western Turkey. They engage in demanding
agricultural jobs such as seasonal farm labor (e.g., harvesting cotton, hazelnuts, fruits),
sharecropping, as well as work in forestry and charcoal making.

Anthropological research, such as Deniz Duruiz's ethnographic study, analyzes this labor
migration not merely as an economic transaction but as a key component of a racialized and
regionally-divided class formation in Turkey. The Turkish agricultural economy, in many
sectors, has become heavily reliant on this pool of low-wage Kurdish labor. Within this labor
regime, the Kurdish family itself often transforms into the primary unit of production and
social reproduction, with kinship networks playing a crucial role in organizing migration,
finding work, and providing social security in the absence of state support. However, these
migrant workers frequently face exploitative conditions, poor housing, and discrimination in
the host regions.

Beyond internal migration, there is also a long history of international labor migration from
various parts of Kurdistan to industrialized countries in Western Europe, particularly Germany,
as well as to other parts of the Middle East and North America. These movements have been
driven by a combination of economic necessity and the search for refuge from conflict and
political persecution.

From an anthropological perspective, these migration patterns are more than just economic
phenomena. They are profound social processes that reshape family structures, gender roles
(as men migrate, women may take on increased responsibilities in the home communities, or
entire families migrate, altering traditional dynamics), community life, and cultural identities
both in the regions of origin and in the host areas where Kurdish diaspora communities have
formed. The remittances sent by migrant workers can be vital for household survival in
Kurdistan, but migration also leads to social disruption, the fragmentation of families, and
challenges in maintaining cultural continuity across generations in new environments.

C. The Political Economy of Development and Underdevelopment in
Kurdish Regions

The economic conditions in many Kurdish-majority regions are inextricably linked to their
political status and historical relationship with the states that govern them. Anthropological
analyses of the political economy of these areas frequently reveal a pattern where state-led
"development" initiatives, if they exist at all, are often insufficient, inequitably distributed, or
designed in ways that reinforce dependency and state control rather than fostering genuine
local economic empowerment and self-sufficiency. This is often connected to the broader
securitization of Kurdish areas, where state priorities are focused on security and territorial
integrity, often at the expense of socio-economic well-being for the local Kurdish population.
Veli Yadirgl's concept of a "symbiotic relationship" between the unresolved "Kurdish question”



(referring to the political and cultural rights of Kurds) and the "de-development" of
predominantly Kurdish domains is central to this understanding.® He argues that the political
subjugation and lack of autonomy for Kurds have directly contributed to their economic
marginalization. Conversely, economic underdevelopment can exacerbate political grievances
and fuel conflict.

State policies, including prolonged periods of militarization and securitization, have had
devastating impacts on the economic infrastructure of Kurdish regions. In Iranian Kurdistan,
for example, a lack of state investment, coupled with policies that some scholars describe as
creating "deprivation" and destroying indigenous labor opportunities, has perpetuated
poverty and reliance on precarious livelihoods.™ Similarly, in Turkey, decades of conflict in the
southeast have led to the destruction of villages, displacement of populations, and disruption
of traditional agricultural and pastoral economies, with reconstruction and development
efforts often being slow or inadequate.

The influence of neoliberal economic policies has also been examined by scholars in relation
to Kurdish governance and society, particularly in contexts like the KRG or within Kurdish
political movements that have engaged in municipal administration. Neoliberal encroachment
can shape new class identities, create new forms of economic inequality, and lead to tensions
between market-driven development models and the social or revolutionary ideals of Kurdish
movements.

Control over natural resources, particularly oil and gas, is another critical aspect of the
political economy of Kurdish regions. In Iragi Kurdistan, the KRG's ability to independently
export oil has been a cornerstone of its autonomy but also a major point of contention with
the central government in Baghdad, leading to disputes over revenue sharing and budget
allocations.”® Similarly, in Rojava (AANES) in Syria, control over oil-rich areas provides crucial
economic leverage but also makes the region a target for external actors. The struggle for
resource sovereignty is thus central to the economic viability and political aspirations of
Kurdish autonomous entities. Anthropological perspectives on these issues tend to critique
top-down development models and highlight the importance of local participation, equitable
resource distribution, and addressing the structural political factors that perpetuate economic
marginalization in Kurdish regions.

D. Specific Livelihood Strategies and Issues (e.g., Kolbari)

In regions marked by severe economic deprivation and a lack of formal employment
opportunities, often exacerbated by state neglect or repressive policies, Kurdish populations
have developed various, sometimes perilous, livelihood strategies. A particularly stark
example, which has drawn anthropological attention, is the phenomenon of kolbari in Iranian
Kurdistan.®? Kolbars are cross-border porters who carry heavy loads of goods (ranging from
tea and cigarettes to electronics and tires) on their backs across the treacherous
mountainous borders between Iran and Iraq (and sometimes Turkey) for meager wages.

This physically grueling and life-threatening work is undertaken out of sheer necessity by a
significant number of Kurds, including men of various ages (from teenagers to the elderly) and
even some women, often from families with few or no other sources of income.*? Many kolbars



are educated but unable to find employment due to the chronic lack of investment and job
creation in the Kurdish provinces of Iran. Anthropologist Ahmad Mohammadpour and others
have argued that kolbari is not merely an economic issue but a profound political
phenomenon, a direct consequence of what they term "economic apartheid" and "internal
colonialism" imposed by the Iranian state on its Kurdish population. They contend that the
systematic de-development and securitization of Rojhelat (Eastern Kurdistan/Iranian
Kurdistan) have left many Kurds with no viable alternative for survival.

The Iranian state's response to kolbari has generally not been to address the underlying
socio-economic causes but rather to criminalize the activity and employ violent measures
against the kolbars.* Border guards frequently shoot at kolbars, resulting in numerous deaths
and injuries each year. These individuals are often labeled as "smugglers," a designation that
attempts to delegitimize their struggle for livelihood and justify the state's lethal force.

The ethnographic study of kolbari provides a powerful illustration of how extreme economic
marginalization, itself a product of broader political and structural inequalities, can compel
individuals and communities into highly dangerous and exploitative forms of labor. It highlights
the human cost of state policies that prioritize security and control over the economic
well-being and human rights of minority populations. For anthropologists, kolbari serves as a
critical case study for understanding the intersections of poverty, state violence, borderland
economies, and resistance in the context of an oppressed ethnic group.

VI. The Kurdish Diaspora: Transnationalism and
Identity

A. Migration Histories and the Formation of Diaspora Communities

The Kurdish diaspora is a geographically widespread and historically layered phenomenon,
resulting from various waves of migration driven by a complex interplay of political
persecution, armed conflict, socio-economic pressures, and the search for greater freedoms
and opportunities.' While historical Kurdish exclaves have existed for centuries in regions like
Central Anatolia, Khorasan (northeastern Iran), and the Caucasus, the modern Kurdish
diaspora primarily refers to communities established in Western Turkish cities (like Istanbul),
Western Europe (with Germany hosting the largest contingent), North America, and Australia.
The formation of these diaspora communities is not a monolithic process. Different groups of
Kurds have left their homelands at different times and for different reasons. For instance, the
mid-to-late 20th century saw Kurdish labor migration to Europe, particularly Germany, under
guest worker programs. Subsequent decades witnessed significant waves of political
refugees and asylum seekers fleeing state repression and conflict in Turkey (especially after
the 1980 military coup and during the intense PKK conflict in the 1990s), Iraq (following the
Anfal genocide and other Ba'athist campaigns), Iran (after the 1979 revolution and ongoing
suppression of Kurdish movements), and Syria (particularly since the outbreak of the civil
war)."” The resettlement of Iraqi Kurds in areas like Binghamton, New York, since the early
1990s, due to "social, economic, and political hardships," is one such example of community



formation in the diaspora. This results in a diaspora that is diverse not only in terms of
geographical origin within Kurdistan but also in terms of generational depth, socio-economic
background, political affiliations, and experiences of displacement and resettlement. An
anthropological understanding of the Kurdish diaspora must therefore account for this
internal heterogeneity and the varied historical trajectories that have shaped different
diaspora communities.

B. Anthropological Studies of Identity, Culture, and Politics in the
Diaspora

The Kurdish diaspora serves as a critical and dynamic space for the active construction,
negotiation, and performance of Kurdish identity, often in ways that are less constrained than
in the respective homelands." Anthropological research in diaspora settings explores how
Kurdish individuals and communities maintain connections to their heritage while adapting to
new social and cultural environments. Language frequently plays a crucial role in this process,
serving as a key marker of identity and a means of cultural transmission and intra-communal
communication.” In the relative freedom of many host countries, Kurds are often able to
express their cultural distinctiveness more openly through music, dance, literature, community
events, and political activism than might be possible in parts of Kurdistan.

This process of identity maintenance and reconstruction involves the selective remembrance
and narration of history, including "chosen traumas" such as the Anfal genocide against Iraqi
Kurds, which become central elements in shaping collective memory and diasporic identity.
The memorialization of such events through commemorative practices, cultural productions,
and advocacy work helps to foster a shared sense of suffering and resilience, binding the
community together and informing its political consciousness.

Transnational political activism is a defining feature of the Kurdish diaspora.” Diaspora
communities often leverage the political freedoms and communication networks available in
their host countries to raise awareness about the Kurdish issue, lobby international
organizations and governments, provide financial and logistical support to political
movements in Kurdistan, and mobilize for Kurdish rights and self-determination. This activism
not only aims to influence developments in the homeland but also shapes the nature of
diasporic identity itself, fostering a sense of collective purpose and transnational belonging.
The political landscape within the diaspora is diverse, with individuals and groups aligning
with various Kurdish political parties and ideologies, from those advocating for an
independent state to those supporting democratic confederalism or other forms of autonomy.
Anthropological studies also examine intergenerational dynamics within the diaspora.
Second-generation Kurds, often born and raised in host countries, may develop different ways
of engaging with their Kurdish heritage and the "homeland" compared to the first generation
of migrants." Their forms of political and cultural expression may be more attuned to the
hostland context, sometimes involving less formal but more publicly visible activities. The role
of material culture, or "diasporic objects"—items brought from the homeland or created in the
diaspora that embody memories and connections—is another area of interest, highlighting
how tangible things help maintain a sense of home and identity across distances and



generations.?
C. The Role of Media and Technology in Diasporic Connections

Modern communication technologies, particularly the internet and social media, have
profoundly transformed the ways in which Kurdish diaspora communities maintain
transnational connections, construct shared narratives, mobilize politically, and cultivate a
sense of collective identity across geographical distances.*’ These technologies have
facilitated the emergence of new forms of "digital diaspora" and "mediated homelands."

The siege of Kobane in Syria in 2014, and the global attention it garnered, is often cited as a
pivotal moment where digital media played a crucial role in unifying the Kurdish diaspora and
fostering a heightened sense of pride and collective purpose, especially among younger
generations. Social media platforms became vital spaces for sharing information, organizing
solidarity campaigns, and creating a digital record of Kurdish resistance and identity. The
visibility of Kurdish fighters, particularly the women of the YPJ, in online media resonated
deeply with many young Kurds in the diaspora, contributing to what some have termed the
"Kobane Generation". These platforms allowed for discussions about Kurdish history, culture,
and politics, further embedding Kurdishness in transnational digital lives.

More broadly, social media enables Kurdish migrants and their descendants to maintain
regular contact with relatives and friends in Kurdistan and across the diaspora, to follow news
and developments from their regions of origin, and to participate in cultural and political
discussions in virtual communities. This creates an experience of the "homeland" that is
increasingly mediated through digital technologies, allowing for a sense of presence and
participation despite physical absence. Kurdish satellite television channels, websites, and
online forums also contribute to this transnational communicative space, providing news,
entertainment, and cultural programming in Kurdish languages to a global audience.
Anthropological research is increasingly attentive to these digital practices, exploring how
they shape experiences of belonging, identity negotiation, political engagement, and the very
definition of diaspora in the 21st century.

VIl. Gender in Kurdish Societies: Roles, Agency, and
Anthropological Inquiry

A. Traditional Gender Roles and the Evolving Status of Women

Traditional Kurdish society, as documented in earlier ethnographic accounts from the mid to
late 20th century, generally exhibited a sharply defined gender division of labor and a social
structure organized around patrilineal descent, which often positioned men as the primary
holders of authority within the household and in public life.> Women's roles were typically
centered on the domestic sphere, including food preparation, childcare, and household
maintenance, as well as significant contributions to the agricultural and pastoral economy,
such as milking animals, processing dairy products, and participating in planting and
harvesting.* Men were predominantly responsible for tasks like plowing, managing larger



livestock, engaging in trade at markets, and representing the family in public affairs.® This
division, while providing a framework for economic cooperation and social reproduction, also
reflected and reinforced a patriarchal authority structure where men were traditionally
considered the heads of households.® In some traditional contexts, this structure was
associated with lower levels of literacy and formal political involvement for women.

However, it is crucial to avoid static or monolithic portrayals of Kurdish women's lives. Even
within these traditional frameworks, women were integral to the household and local
economies, possessed informal networks of influence, and, as some accounts suggest,
enjoyed certain degrees of freedom, particularly in rural and pastoral settings compared to
more conservative urban environments. The extent of women's agency and autonomy varied
considerably based on factors such as class (e.g., aristocratic women often had servants for
outdoor tasks ), tribal affiliation, regional customs, and individual circumstances.

The status and roles of Kurdish women are currently undergoing significant and multifaceted
transformations. This evolution is driven by a confluence of factors, including increased
access to education, urbanization, labor migration (which can alter household dynamics), the
impact of armed conflicts (which have sometimes opened new roles for women), the influence
of global feminist discourses, and, critically, the active participation of women in Kurdish
political and social movements.? For example, studies in Iragi Kurdistan indicate notable
changes in women's status and kinship systems following the events of 2003 and the
subsequent period of relative autonomy and openness to global influences. These changes
bring both new opportunities for agency and empowerment, as well as new challenges and
contradictions as women navigate shifting social norms and expectations. Anthropological
research is increasingly focused on these dynamic processes, examining how Kurdish women
are actively shaping their own lives and contributing to broader social change.

B. Women's Contributions to Social, Political, and Economic Life

Kurdish women have demonstrated remarkable agency and made substantial contributions
across various spheres of social, political, and economic life, often challenging traditional
gender norms and becoming highly visible actors in contemporary Kurdish history. Their
participation in Kurdish political movements has been particularly noteworthy, extending from
civil activism and community organizing to armed struggle.?® The image of female Kurdish
fighters (e.g., within the YPJ in Rojava, Syria, or historically within the PKK) gained international
prominence, particularly during the fight against ISIS, symbolizing a potent challenge to both
patriarchal structures and extremist ideologies. This involvement in armed resistance, while
complex and debated, has undeniably provided some Kurdish women with platforms for
leadership and has altered perceptions of their capabilities.

Beyond armed conflict, Kurdish women have been at the forefront of civil society initiatives,
advocating for human rights, gender equality, peace, and cultural preservation. For instance,
Kurdish Alevi women in Turkey have been documented using their unique intersectional
identity to claim public space, demand social equality, and actively resist various forms of
discrimination. In Iran, Kurdish women played a central and leading role in the "Woman, Life,
Freedom" (Jin, Jiyan, Azadi) uprising that began in 2022, weaving together personal,



collective, and national struggles in their calls for systemic change.

Kurdish women have also been instrumental in developing and utilizing alternative justice
mechanisms, particularly in contexts where state legal systems are perceived as inadequate
or biased. For example, women have become primary users of the Public Relations
Committees established by the HDP in Turkey, seeking resolution for disputes and grievances
outside of formal state channels. Furthermore, women's organizations are actively involved in
peace-building efforts and in shaping the discourse around post-conflict reconstruction and
societal transformation in various parts of Kurdistan.” These diverse contributions highlight
the multifaceted agency of Kurdish women as political actors, combatants, social reformers,
and community leaders, making them crucial subjects for anthropological inquiry into gender,
power, and social movements in the Middle East.

C. Feminist Anthropological Research on Kurdish Women

Feminist anthropology has made significant contributions to understanding the multifaceted
experiences of Kurdish women, moving beyond earlier, often male-centric ethnographic
accounts to highlight women's agency, perspectives, and struggles within the specific
historical, political, and cultural contexts of Kurdistan. A key figure in this field is Shahrzad
Mojab, whose pioneering work, including the edited volume "Women of a Non-State Nation:
The Kurds" (2001), helped establish Kurdish women as a recognizable and critical subject
area within English-speaking feminist scholarship.

A central tenet of feminist anthropological research on Kurdish women is the emphasis on
intersectionality—the understanding that gender intersects with other social categories such
as class, ethnicity, religion, nationality (or statelessness), and experiences of colonialism and
conflict to shape women's lives and opportunities. Mojab, for instance, insists that gender
relations in Kurdish society and within Kurdish Studies itself can only be comprehended by
taking into account how gender interacts with capitalism, class dynamics, colonialism,
nationalism, and patriarchy. This approach avoids essentializing "Kurdish women" as a
monolithic group and instead focuses on the diversity of their experiences and the complex
power relations that structure their realities.

Feminist scholarship has also been crucial in documenting the historical development of
including Kurdish women not only as subjects of research but also increasingly as researchers
and knowledge producers themselves. This shift is vital for decolonizing knowledge
production and ensuring that Kurdish women's own voices and interpretations are centered.
However, the field is not without its internal challenges. Discussions within Kurdish Studies
have addressed issues of male violence and sexual harassment within academia, prompting
calls for creating a more equitable, inclusive, and supportive environment for (Kurdish) women
scholars.

A notable development emerging from within the Kurdish women's movement itself is jineoloji
(literally, "science of women"), a concept and praxis that seeks to develop a new paradigm of
knowledge centered on women's experiences, history, and perspectives, often linked to the
political philosophy of Abdullah Ocalan. While jineoloji is seen by its proponents as a
pedagogical method for empowerment and a radical form of feminist praxis, its theoretical
underpinnings and relationship to broader feminist theories are subjects of ongoing



discussion and academic analysis within feminist and Kurdish studies. Feminist
anthropological engagement with such indigenous theorizing is crucial for understanding
local forms of feminist thought and activism. Overall, feminist anthropology within Kurdish
Studies strives to provide critical, nuanced, and empowering analyses of Kurdish women's
lives, advocating for decolonial feminist perspectives and challenging patriarchal structures
both within Kurdish society and the academic field itself.

VIIIl. Oral Traditions, Folklore, and Cultural Expression

A. The Centrality of Orality: Dengbéjs, Epics, and Storytelling

Kurdish culture possesses an exceptionally rich and historically central oral tradition, which
has served as a primary vehicle for the transmission of language, history, cultural values, and
collective memory, particularly in periods when written Kurdish faced suppression or lacked
institutional support.® For many centuries, Kurdish culture was predominantly passed down
orally, making its oral arts crucial for its survival and continuity.

At the heart of this tradition are the dengbéjs, who are revered as traditional oral performers,
singers, and storytellers.® The term dengbéj itself comes from deng (voice) and béj (to say, to
sing). These artists are masters of epic poems, known as law;j or kilam, which often recount
heroic tales of adventure in love, battle, and resistance. They are particularly known for their
performance of stran, which can encompass a wide range of songs, including laments and
songs of mourning that articulate communal grief and historical suffering. During periods of
severe linguistic repression, such as in Turkey where the Kurdish language was banned,
dengbéjs, along with religious figures like mullahs in rural areas, played an indispensable role
in preserving the Kurmaniji dialect and keeping Kurdish cultural narratives alive, often
performing in clandestine settings. Their art form is not merely entertainment but a vital
repository of cultural heritage, embodying a resilient spirit of cultural persistence.

Beyond the contemporary performances of dengbéjs, Kurdish oral tradition includes a wealth
of historical epics. Among the most celebrated is Mem G Zin, a foundational work of Kurdish
literature penned by Ahmed Khani (Enmedé Xani) in 1695.° While a written work, Mem ( Zin
draws heavily on existing oral narratives and has itself become a cornerstone of Kurdish
cultural identity, widely disseminated and reinterpreted through oral performance and
storytelling. The enduring power of such epics and the continued practice of dengbéji
underscore the profound significance of orality in shaping and sustaining Kurdish cultural
consciousness.

B. Folklore as a Reflection of Cultural Memory and Identity

Kurdish folklore, encompassing a wide array of oral traditions such as proverbs, folksongs,
fables, myths, and epic narratives, has been actively mobilized by Kurdish intellectuals and
artists, particularly in the 20th and 21st centuries, as a vital source of authentic cultural
heritage and a powerful tool for constructing and asserting a distinct national identity.” This
instrumentalization of folklore often occurred within a framework of cultural or romantic
nationalism, where the "folk" and their traditions were seen as embodying the pure,



uncorrupted spirit of the nation.

In the early to mid-20th century, Kurdish intellectuals, notably figures like the Bedirkhan
brothers (Celadet, Kamiran, and Sureya), recognized the immense potential of oral traditions
for fostering a sense of Kurdish nationhood, advancing literacy in the Kurdish language
(particularly through newly developed Latin-based alphabets), and preserving cultural
distinctiveness in the face of assimilationist pressures from newly formed nation-states."”
Through journals like Hawar and Ronahi, they actively collected and published folkloric
materials, viewing them as foundational for a modern Kurdish literary and cultural
renaissance. This interest in oral traditions was not merely academic; it was deeply intertwined
with political aspirations for national self-awareness and recognition. The collection and
promotion of folklore were seen as acts of cultural resistance and nation-building, aiming to
demonstrate the historical depth and unique character of Kurdish culture.

The themes, characters, and narrative structures found in Kurdish folklore continue to shape
and inspire modern Kurdish literature. Writers like Mehmed Uzun and Mehmet Dicle, for
example, have consciously drawn upon folkloric motifs, epic storytelling techniques, and the
linguistic richness of the oral tradition in their novels and other literary works. This
engagement with folklore is not simply a nostalgic return to the past but a creative
reinterpretation that seeks to connect historical cultural memory with contemporary Kurdish
realities and aspirations. This process can be understood as a form of cultural and language
revitalization, where the heritage language and its traditional expressive forms are actively
employed to articulate modern sensibilities and strengthen cultural identity. The symbolic and
political significance of these expressive traditions remains potent in the contemporary
cultural politics of the Kurds, particularly in regions like Turkey where cultural assertion
continues to be a site of struggle."”

C. Intersections of Oral Tradition with Modern Literature and Arts

The dynamic interplay between Kurdish oral traditions and contemporary literary and artistic
expressions represents a crucial site of cultural continuity, innovation, and revitalization.
Modern Kurdish writers and artists frequently engage creatively with the rich repository of
folkloric motifs, narrative forms, and linguistic styles found in the oral heritage, reinterpreting
these ancient forms to address modern concerns and articulate contemporary Kurdish
experiences. This process is not a mere replication of tradition but an active transformation,
where the old informs the new, and the new breathes fresh life into the old.

Scholarly studies, such as those analyzing the works of prominent Kurdish authors like
Mehmed Uzun and Mehmet Dicle, demonstrate how their approach to folkloric material has
evolved, influenced by their growing literary experience, inspiration from world literature, and
a deepening knowledge of the Kurdish oral tradition itself. This conscious integration of oral
elements into modern literary forms is often viewed as a powerful practice of cultural and
language revitalization. By weaving the language, themes, and spirit of the dengbéjs and
traditional storytellers into novels, poetry, and plays, contemporary Kurdish artists contribute
to the preservation and development of the Kurdish language and ensure that traditional
cultural knowledge remains relevant and accessible to new generations.



However, while the influence of folklore on modern Kurdish prose and poetry is commonly
acknowledged, detailed scholarly exploration of the specific links and transformative
processes involved is still developing. The rich oral tradition is sometimes seen as both a
source of immense strength for modern Kurdish literature, providing a unique voice and
cultural depth, and potentially a source of weakness if it leads to an over-reliance on past
forms without sufficient innovation. Furthermore, research on modern approaches to
traditional storytellers themselves, their performances, and the contemporary social contexts
of their art is somewhat limited, with more attention often paid to the use of oral tradition in
more overtly political or popular cultural forms like theater, pop music, and television shows.
Nevertheless, the creative endeavors of modern Kurdish writers and artists in engaging with
their oral heritage are deserving of continued scholarly attention, as they offer profound
insights into the ways cultures adapt, resist, and regenerate in the face of historical and
contemporary challenges. This ongoing dialogue between the oral and the written, the
traditional and the modern, is a key aspect of cultural dynamism that is of great interest to
anthropological inquiry.

IX. The Anthropology of the Kurds: A Scholarly
Overview

A. Pioneering Anthropologists and Foundational Ethnographies

The anthropological study of the Kurdish peoples, while perhaps not as extensive as that of
some other major Middle Eastern groups, has been significantly shaped by a dedicated
cohort of scholars whose fieldwork and writings have laid the foundations for our
understanding of Kurdish society, culture, and political dynamics. These researchers, often
working across multiple disciplines and navigating challenging political and logistical
environments, have produced a rich, albeit sometimes fragmented, ethnographic record.
Martin van Bruinessen stands out as one of the most influential anthropologists in Kurdish
studies. Beginning his extensive fieldwork in the mid-1970s across Turkey, Iran, Iraqg, and Syria,
his seminal work, "Agha, Shaikh, and State: The Social and Political Structures of Kurdistan"
(1992), remains a cornerstone text.? This book provides a detailed analysis of Kurdish tribal
structures, the roles of traditional leaders (Aghas and Shaikhs), their complex relations with
state powers, and the emergence of Kurdish nationalism. Van Bruinessen's scholarship also
extends to Kurdish religious life, including important contributions on Alevism, Yezidism, and
the role of Islam in Kurdish society.”

Earlier, Henry Field, an American anthropologist, conducted anthropometric surveys and
ethnographic observations among Kurds in Iraq as part of the Field Museum's Near East
Expedition in 1934.%° His multi-volume work, "The Anthropology of Irag," with a specific volume
dedicated to Kurdistan (Volume 2), provided some of the earliest systematic ethnographic and
physical anthropological data on Kurdish populations in that region, though reflective of the
methodologies and perspectives of its time.®°

More contemporary scholars have continued to build upon and diversify the field. Maria



Theresa O'Shea's "Trapped Between the Map and Reality: Geography and Perceptions of
Kurdistan" (2004, with a later edition in 2012) analyzes the crucial geographical and historical
factors that have shaped Kurdish conceptions of their identity and their homeland, Kurdistan,
exploring the interplay of myths, realities, and ambitions.®® Janet Klein's "The Margins of
Empire: Kurdish Militias in the Ottoman Tribal Zone" (2011) offers a detailed historical
anthropological study of Ottoman-Kurdish relations, focusing on state-building efforts, local
power dynamics, and the paradoxical role of Kurdish tribal militias in the late Ottoman
period."

The work of Abbas Vali has been pivotal in understanding Kurdish nationalism and identity
formation in Iran, particularly his analyses of the Mahabad Republic of 1946 as a key moment
in the development of modern Kurdish national consciousness, emerging in response to
exclusionary Iranian nation-state policies.*° Hamit Bozarslan, a historian and political
sociologist, has made extensive contributions to the study of the Kurdish issue as a national
and trans-state movement, the history of contemporary Turkey, and the political sociology of
the Middle East. He is also a key editor of "The Cambridge History of the Kurds," a
comprehensive volume covering many facets of Kurdish life.”

Feminist perspectives have been significantly advanced by scholars like Shahrzad Mojab,
whose edited volume "Women of a Non-State Nation: The Kurds" (2001) was groundbreaking
in centering the experiences of Kurdish women and examining the intersections of gender
with nationalism, colonialism, and patriarchy. Early sociological and anthropological studies on
Kurdish tribes by Turkish scholar ismail Besikci and German anthropologist Lale
Yal¢in-Heckmann also provided foundational descriptions and analyses of Kurdish social
organization.?® Besikgi, in particular, is noted for his critical stance and for referring to
Kurdistan as an internal colony, enduring severe persecution for his work.

Table 3: Selected Key Anthropological Works and Scholars on Kurdish Peoples and their
Primary Focus

Scholar Name Key Work(s) (Title, Year) Primary Anthropological
Focus/Contribution related
to Kurds

Martin van Bruinessen Agha, Shaikh, and State: The |Social/political structures,

Social and Political Structures [tribalism, Aghas/Shaikhs, state
of Kurdistan (1992); Numerous [relations, nationalism, Islam,

articles Alevism, Yezidism, oral
tradition

Henry Field The Anthropology of Iraq: Early physical anthropology,
Kurdistan, Volume 2 (1952 /  |ethnographic observations
1978 reprint) (Iraq)

Maria Theresa O'Shea Trapped Between the Map and|Geography, identity,
Reality: Geography and perceptions of Kurdistan,
Perceptions of Kurdistan historical geography
(2004/2012)

Janet Klein The Margins of Empire: Kurdish|Ottoman-Kurdish relations,




Militias in the Ottoman Tribal
Zone (2011)

state-building, local power
dynamics, militias

Abbas Vali

Kurds and the State in Iran:
The Making of Kurdish Identity
(2011); Essays on the Origins
of Kurdish Nationalism (2003)

Kurdish identity in Iran,
nationalism, state-minority
relations, Mahabad Republic

Hamit Bozarslan

The Cambridge History of the
Kurds (Co-editor, 2021); The
Kurdish Question: States and
Minorities in the Middle East
(1997)

Kurdish history, nationalism,
trans-state movements,
political sociology

Shahrzad Mojab

Women of a Non-State Nation:
The Kurds (Editor, 2001)

Feminist anthropology, Kurdish
women, gender,
intersectionality, diaspora

Lale Yal¢in-Heckmann

Tribe and Kinship among the
Kurds (1991)

Tribal structures, kinship,
social organization (Turkey)

and Rural Kurdish Labor
Migration in Turkey" (PhD
Diss., 2019)

ismail Besikgi Dogu Anadolu’nun Duizeni (The|Sociological/anthropological
Order of Eastern Anatolia) studies of tribes, Kurdish
(1969) question, internal colonialism
Esin Duzel "The Afterlife of Sacrifice in the[Sacrifice, political movements,
Kurdish Movement" (2024) memory, democratization
(Turkey)
Deniz Duruiz "Dispossession, Racialization [Labor migration, racialization,

class formation, political
economy (Turkey)

Ahmad Mohammadpour

Articles on Kolbars, political
economy of Iranian Kurdistan

Kolbari, economic
anthropology, internal
colonialism, state violence
(Iran)

Sources: ?

This collective body of work, while diverse in its specific foci and theoretical orientations,
provides an invaluable resource for understanding the multifaceted realities of Kurdish life.
The persistence of these scholars, often in the face of political sensitivities and limited
research access, has been crucial in bringing Kurdish voices and experiences into broader

academic and public discourse.

B. Major Theoretical Contributions and Methodological Approaches

Anthropological research on the Kurdish peoples has evolved from primarily descriptive
ethnographies and physical anthropological surveys in the early to mid-20th century towards




more theoretically engaged analyses in recent decades.’ Early works, such as those by Henry
Field, focused on documenting physical characteristics, material culture, and basic social
customs, reflecting the prevailing paradigms of the time.®® Later, scholars like Martin van
Bruinessen brought more sophisticated structural and historical analyses to bear on Kurdish
social and political organization, particularly concerning tribalism, leadership, and state
relations, drawing on classical anthropological theories of kinship and social structure while
also engaging with political sociology.'

Contemporary anthropological studies of the Kurds increasingly incorporate a range of
theoretical frameworks to interpret the complexities of their experiences. Political economy
approaches are used to analyze issues of development and underdevelopment, labor
migration, resource control, and the impact of neoliberalism on Kurdish societies.?’ Feminist
theory and intersectionality are crucial for understanding the diverse experiences of Kurdish
women, their agency, and the ways gender interacts with ethnicity, class, religion, and political
conflict.® Postcolonial and decolonial theories have become particularly salient for examining
the historical and ongoing impacts of state policies, assimilation, cultural erasure, and the
"coloniality of power" in Kurdish regions, as well as for critiquing the production of knowledge
about the Kurds themselves.® Theories of sacrifice, memory, and trauma are applied to
understand the legacies of conflict and political struggle.”

Methodologically, ethnographic fieldwork remains a cornerstone of anthropological research
on the Kurds, involving immersive engagement with communities to understand their lived
realities from an emic (insider's) perspective.? This fieldwork is often conducted under
challenging and politically sensitive circumstances, requiring considerable adaptability and
ethical reflection from researchers. Alongside participant observation and in-depth
interviewing, anthropologists utilize a diverse toolkit that includes oral history collection
(especially vital for a culture with a strong oral tradition), the textual analysis of historical
documents, contemporary literature, media representations (such as novels or films), and
archival research in Ottoman, European, or other state archives." This methodological
pluralism allows for a more holistic and multi-dimensional understanding of Kurdish societies,
connecting local ethnographic details to broader historical, political, and economic processes.
The increasing engagement with Kurdish scholars and grassroots perspectives is also
enriching the field, contributing to more collaborative and ethically grounded research
practices.

C. Key Journals, Publications, and the "Decolonial Turn” in Kurdish
Studies

The scholarly output on Kurdish peoples from an anthropological perspective is disseminated
through a variety of academic journals, book series, and edited volumes. Key journals that
regularly or occasionally publish research relevant to Kurdish anthropology include Kurdish
Studies, the International Journal of Kurdish Studies, the Journal of Middle East Women's
Studies, Current Anthropology, HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, the British Journal of
Middle Eastern Studies, and more recently, publications like the South Atlantic Quarterly



which have featured work on the decolonial turn in the field.> Additionally, articles appear in
broader anthropological, sociological, historical, and Middle Eastern studies journals,
reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of much of this research.

Several academic publishers have dedicated book series that provide important avenues for
monograph-length studies on Kurdish topics. Brill's "Kurdish Studies" series and the I.B.
Tauris-Bloomsbury "Kurdish Studies Series" (co-convened by Zeynep Kaya, who has worked
with Martin van Bruinessen) are notable examples, welcoming contributions from
anthropology among other humanities and social sciences.®? Comprehensive works like "The
Cambridge History of the Kurds" (2021), edited by Hamit Bozarslan, Cengiz Gunes, and Veli
Yadirgi, also include chapters relevant to anthropological themes such as tribes, political
economy, gender, diaspora, and folklore.™

A significant recent development within Kurdish Studies, including its anthropological
dimensions, is the "decolonial turn".® This intellectual movement seeks to critically re-evaluate
the historical and ongoing "“coloniality of power" that has shaped the Kurdish experience and
the production of knowledge about it. It challenges Eurocentric theoretical frameworks,
state-centric narratives that often marginalize or misrepresent Kurdish perspectives, and the
legacies of historical erasure and academic marginalization that the field has faced.® The
decolonial approach emphasizes the importance of amplifying Kurdish voices from the
ground—intellectuals, activists, artists, and ordinary people—and employing critical
methodologies that are more attuned to local epistemologies and experiences. However,
scholars note the significant difficulties in decolonizing a field that often operates with limited
institutional infrastructure, scarce financial backing, and amidst ongoing military hostility and
political repression from the states that occupy Kurdistan. This ongoing effort to reorient the
epistemological foundations and research practices of Kurdish Studies is a vital step towards
producing more nuanced, ethical, and empowering knowledge. While major anthropological
funding bodies like the Wenner-Gren Foundation and research institutions such as the Max
Planck Institute for Social Anthropology support anthropological research globally, specific
programmatic focuses on Kurdish studies are not detailed in the provided materials,
suggesting that much of the impetus comes from individual scholars and dedicated, often
smaller-scale, research networks.®’

Conclusion

Recapitulation of Major Anthropological Findings on Kurdish Peoples

Anthropological studies of the Kurdish peoples offer a rich and multifaceted understanding of
a resilient and diverse population whose cultural, social, and political lives have been
profoundly shaped by their unique historical experiences. Key findings reveal a deep
connection to a mountainous homeland, Kurdistan, which has served as both a refuge and a
factor in their historical fragmentation. The Kurdish language, with its array of dialects, stands
as a vital cornerstone of identity, preserved and revitalized despite centuries of suppression.
Traditional subsistence patterns, blending pastoralism and agriculture, demonstrate
sophisticated ecological adaptation, though these are now undergoing significant



transformation due to modernization, conflict, and settlement policies.

Kurdish social organization has historically been characterized by a robust tribal system based
on patrilineal descent, with Aghas and Shaikhs playing crucial leadership roles. While
providing internal cohesion and mechanisms for resource management and conflict
resolution, this tribal structure has also presented challenges to broader political unification, a
dynamic often exploited by external state powers. Kinship and marriage customs, particularly
the preference for lineage endogamy, have reinforced lineage solidarity but also contributed
to societal segmentation. These traditional social forms are currently in flux, responding to
globalization, displacement, and changing socio-economic realities.

The religious landscape of Kurdistan is remarkably diverse, with a Sunni Muslim majority
coexisting with ancient and syncretic faiths such as Yezidism, Alevism, and Yarsanism. These
traditions, often embodying unique cosmologies and social structures, have faced varying
degrees of tolerance and severe persecution, highlighting the complex interplay of religious
identity and political power in the region.

Politically, anthropological inquiry has traced the evolution of Kurdish nationalism from its
early manifestations led by traditional figures to contemporary movements with diverse
ideologies. The concept of an "imagined community" is particularly relevant to the Kurdish
struggle for self-determination across divided territories. State policies in Turkey, Iran, Iraq,
and Syria have frequently aimed at cultural assimilation and the erasure of Kurdish identity,
employing methods ranging from language bans and historical revisionism to forced
displacement and mass violence. The notion of "sacrifice" has been a potent, albeit complex,
mobilizing ideology in Kurdish political movements, with its "afterlife" continuing to shape
contemporary social and moral landscapes. The emergence of autonomous entities like the
KRG in Iraq and Rojava in Syria represents significant, ongoing experiments in Kurdish
self-governance, which are critical sites for anthropological study of state-building,
governance, and the practical application of political ideals.

Economically, many Kurdish regions have experienced a trajectory from historically integrated
local economies to conditions of underdevelopment and dependency, often linked to political
marginalization, conflict, and deliberate state policies of neglect or "de-development.” Labor
migration has become a vital, though often precarious, livelihood strategy. Specific
phenomena like kolbari in Iranian Kurdistan starkly illustrate the human consequences of
extreme economic deprivation driven by political and structural factors.

The Kurdish diaspora is a global and multi-layered phenomenon, serving as a critical space for
identity negotiation, cultural preservation, and transnational political activism. Modern
communication technologies play an increasingly important role in maintaining these
diasporic connections and shaping a "mediated homeland." Gender studies within Kurdish
anthropology reveal traditionally defined roles undergoing significant transformation, with
Kurdish women demonstrating remarkable agency as political actors, combatants, and social
reformers, challenging patriarchal norms and contributing to social change. Finally, the rich
Kurdish oral tradition, embodied by dengbéjs and epic storytelling, has been a vital conduit for
cultural transmission and has been actively mobilized in the construction of national identity
and the revitalization of modern Kurdish literature and arts. The scholarly field of Kurdish
Studies itself is undergoing a critical "decolonial turn," aiming to produce more ethical and



empowering knowledge.
Enduring Themes and Potential Directions for Future Anthropological
Research

Several enduring themes emerge from the anthropological study of the Kurdish peoples. The
condition of statelessness and its profound impact on every facet of Kurdish life—from
political mobilization and economic development to cultural expression and identity
formation—remains a central problematic. The dynamic tension between cultural continuity
and socio-cultural change is another persistent theme, as Kurdish societies navigate the
pressures of globalization, modernization, conflict, and state policies while striving to maintain
their distinct traditions and values. Identity politics, in its myriad forms—ethnic, national,
religious, tribal, gendered—continues to be a critical area of investigation, particularly how
identities are constructed, negotiated, and contested both within Kurdish communities and in
relation to external powers. The legacies of conflict, trauma, and displacement, alongside
efforts towards peacemaking, reconciliation, and justice, are also crucial areas. The ongoing
evolution of the Kurdish diaspora, including intergenerational dynamics and transnational
connections, warrants continued attention. Similarly, the transformations in gender roles and
the agency of Kurdish women remain vital topics.

Future anthropological research on the Kurdish peoples holds immense potential. There is a
continuing need for in-depth ethnographic fieldwork in understudied geographical regions
within Kurdistan and among diverse diaspora communities, as well as on specific topics that
have received less attention, such as environmental issues, health and healing practices, or
the experiences of specific minority groups within the broader Kurdish population.
Comparative studies across different parts of Kurdistan and the diaspora could yield valuable
insights into the varying ways Kurdish identity and society are shaped by different state
contexts and local conditions.

A deeper and more widespread engagement with decolonial methodologies is essential. This
includes prioritizing collaborative research with Kurdish scholars and communities, centering
Kurdish voices and epistemologies, critically examining the power dynamics inherent in the
research process, and producing knowledge that is not only academically rigorous but also
relevant and empowering for the Kurdish people themselves. Applied anthropology also has a
significant role to play, contributing to initiatives related to community-led development,
human rights advocacy, cultural heritage preservation, mental health support in post-conflict
settings, and fostering dialogue for conflict resolution and sustainable peace. Ultimately, the
anthropological study of the Kurdish peoples must continue to illuminate their resilience,
creativity, and enduring quest for dignity and justice, contributing to a more nuanced and
empathetic global understanding of their complex realities and aspirations.
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