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This essay examines the impact of the unique religious composition of Kurdistan on Kurdish
political identity. Unity within Kurdistan’s diverse population arises from its culture of toler-
ance, which in turn comes from its long history of diverse religious traditions. The Kurdish
propensity for tolerance is a key element in their desire for an independent political system and
is a primary reason for their conflict with the various intolerant states among which the Kurds
find themselves. This essay outlines measures that should be taken to resolve these conflicts
and discusses the potentially positive role the Kurds could play in bringing lasting peace and
stability to the region.

The Kurdish nation, estimated to be the world’s largest ethnic group without its own state,
is currently spread among four countries that have variously attempted to undermine or com-
pletely eliminate their Kurdish populations. While the vast majority of literature about the
Kurds is limited to discussion of the nation as a victim of history or as an obstacle to regional
stability, this essay examines the Kurds’ potential contributions to a solution for lasting stabil-
ity in the Middle East. It examines the Kurds in the context of the unique religious composi-
tion of Kurdistan, which straddles the modern borders of Turkey, Syria, Iran, Iraq, and the
southern Caucasus.  It is argued that the culture of tolerance, influenced by a historical myriad
of religious convictions. is a key element in the Kurds’ conflict with various intolerant states.
In conclusion, this essay outlines measures that states should take to resolve this conflict and
suggests how the Kurds could contribute to lasting peace and stability in the Middle East.1

Religion among the Kurds
This section briefly surveys the unique religious composition of Kurdistan, providing a

context for an analysis of Kurdistan’s conflicts with its neighbors and its desire for independ-
ence. The religious context is crucial to understanding Kurdish ethnicity and culture, the nature
of Kurdish nationalism, and the potentially positive influence the relatively tolerant Kurds
could have on Islam in general. 

The Influence of Older Religions

Kurdish culture has been affected by a number of older religions. Lack of recorded histo-
ry makes it impossible to trace the concrete origins of many modern Kurdish religious and
social practices. There are parallels, however, between contemporary religious practices and
those of older religions known to have existed on Kurdistan’s territory.

Mesopotamian and Anatolian cults played a significant role in the area before recorded his-
tory. Judaism appeared in Kurdistan in the eighth century b.c., when the Jews were exiled from
Palestine by the Assyrian kings of Israel and Judah.2 Contact with Judaism likely introduced
the Kurds to the concept of monotheism.3 

Zoroastrianism, with its parallels to both Christian and Islamic teachings (e.g., the concrete
definition of good and evil, and the idea of a savior), likely reinforced the notion held by some
Kurdish communities that all religious systems teach one essential truth.4 The celebration of a
spring New Year (still observed by Kurds and Muslim Iranians) is also rooted in Zoroastrian
tradition.5 The modern Kurdish religions of Ahl-e Haqq and Yezidism likely take their teach-
ings of four elements from a branch of Zoroastrianism known as Zurvanism, in which the num-
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ber four is a holy number.6 Confusion between ancient Iranian faiths and Zoroastrianism about
the nature of the spirit that brought light into the world also perhaps contributed to the belief
held by Yezidis that good equals evil.7 

Hellenistic cults, which swept through Kurdistan with the conquest of Alexander the Great
in 331 b.c., likely fostered the concept of gods with human qualities (and humans with divine
qualities)—a concept still taught by the modern cults of the Ahl-e Haqq and the Yezidis.8

Manichaeism also influenced the Kurds, possibly formulating the modern belief of some Kurds
that the same truth underlies the messages of several prophets.9

Christianity also played a significant role in Kurdistan, perhaps contributing the belief
among the Ahl-e Haqq and the Yezidis that God’s spirit can become incarnate in a man.10 The
large number of Christian monasteries, many of which predate Islam, undoubtedly affected the
ideas of the surrounding population. The tradition of the Eucharist, for example, may have
influenced the ritual communal meal, which has become strongly associated with love.11

Yezidism reveres some figures of Christian origin as saints, and the Christian ritual of baptism
has inspired a similar ritual in that faith.12

Religions Native to Kurdistan

Most non-Muslim Kurds follow one of several indigenous Kurdish faiths of remarkable
originality, each of which is a variation on ancient religions based on a “Cult of Angels.”13 Only
three branches of the Cult of Angels have survived from ancient times: Yezidism, Alevism, and
Yârsânism. All denominations of the cult hold a fundamental belief in luminous, angelic beings
who protect the universe from an equal number of balancing dark forces of matter.14 Another
shared conviction is that of the transmigration of souls through numerous reincarnations.15

Members also believe in a “boundless, all-encompassing, yet fully detached” Universal
Spirit (Haq), who created the material world but has since stayed out of its affairs except to
“bind it together with his essence.”16 Religions stemming from the Cult of Angels are truly uni-
versalistic, as they view all other religions as legitimate manifestations of the same original
idea of human faith in the spirit. The founders of these other religions are merely viewed as
examples of the creator’s continuous involvement in world affairs as a new prophet who con-
tinually brings salvation to the living.17

The three branches of the Cult of Angels diverge on their methods of worship and the
emphasis they place on certain angels and symbols. Yezidis are mistakenly known by outsiders
as “devil worshippers” and, as a consequence, have been severely persecuted. This mistake is
likely due to Yezidis’ reverence for Maluk Tawus, or the Peacock Angel, who embodies both
the good and the evil elements necessary for the functioning of the world.18 Birds are symbols
of divine manifestations for the Yezidis and play a central role in the Yezidi version of world
creation19 (e.g., the idea that the world was created from pieces of the shell of a cracked egg).
Almost all Yezidi believers are Kurds located in the northern parts of Kurdistan, much of which
is located in the former Soviet Union. The atheist tenets of the communists and their lack of
tolerance for religion were quite detrimental to the Soviet Yezidi community,20 and today the
Yezidis constitute less than 5 percent of the Kurdish population.

Alevis hold that Ali, the first Muslim Shiite imam, is the most important of the angels of
the Universal Spirit. Despite the importance of Ali, Alevism remains a thoroughly non-Islamic
religion due to its thorough grounding in the Cult of Angels. Some Alevis revere the image 
of a sword in a rock as a deity, an image that might have indirectly influenced the legend 
of King Arthur and Excalibur in England.21 Alevism has spread beyond the Kurds to the Syrian
Arabs, where Alevis constitute 15 percent of the population, and to the Turkmen communities 
in Turkey, where the Turkmen Alevi community is now larger than the Kurdish Alevi 
community.22 
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Believers in Yârsânism, 10 to 15 percent of the Kurdish population, are concentrated in the
southern parts of Kurdistan, primarily in Iran and Iraq. According to Yârsânism, humans are
the end product of a worldly journey of the soul that evolves from inanimate objects, to plants,
to animals, and then begins a series of human incarnations (which can last up to fifty thousand
years) that eventually result in the unification of the soul with the Universal Spirit.23 Because
of their strong belief in reincarnation, the Yârsâns seldom mourn the dead—some Yârsâni
priests even try to identify the exact newborn to which the soul of a deceased person has trans-
migrated.24

Yârsâns are divided unequally among several sects: the Ahl-i-Haq, whose leaders merged
superficially with Shiite Islam in an attempt to protect Ahl-i-Haq followers from the wrath of
intolerant Muslims; the Tâyifâsan, more urban and less vocal about association with Shiite
Islam than the Ahl-i-Haq; and the traditionalists, or Yârsân, by far the largest sect of the three,
and the most faithful to the tenets of the ancient religion.25 The traditionalists, who make no
pretense to be Muslims, are most readily targeted for abuse by their Arab and Iranian Muslim
neighbors.26 

Kurdish Islam

Modern-day Kurds are predominately (approximately two-thirds),27 though loosely, Sunni
Muslim. Geopolitical accident rendered the Kurds mediators of the three great cultural tradi-
tions of Islam. Kurdistan both united and separated the Ottoman Turks, the Persians, and the
Arabs, and for centuries Kurdish men of letters have therefore spoken all three languages in
addition to their own dialect of Kurdish.28 Due to this linguistic competence, they have often
acted as mediators between these various cultures. Many of them studied in one part of the
Muslim world and later taught in another.29 Indeed, the culturally sensitive Kurdish Ulams
exercised great influence in Islamic centers like Medina and Cairo and had significant follow-
ings in India and on the Indonesian archipelago.30

Though the nature of Kurdish nationalism has been predominately secular, the Kurds have
at times deliberately used religion to distance themselves from the Turks and the Arabs—Kurds
even take pride at their “un-Islamic” form of Islam.31 Kurdish Islam differs from the beliefs of
most Islamic nations due to its syncretistic nature and incorporation of elements from older
cults. Isolated communities have often preserved customs and beliefs and even developed
entire religious systems that contain elements alien to mainstream Islam.32 In Kurdistan, these
older beliefs contributed to mysticism, metaphysical speculation, and a firm belief in miracles
and sainthood that diverges from traditional Islamic teachings.33 Furthermore, the largely non-
literate nature of traditional culture in Kurdistan led inevitably to an understanding of religious
truths quite different from those of the highly literate Sunni or Twelver Shiite Islam.34 

The group-oriented culture and communal loyalties of the Kurds, combined with the pre-
dominance of oral traditions that incorporate elements of older religions, has made Kurdish
Islam significantly more charismatic than other, more literate forms of Islam. The majority of
Kurdish Muslims follow the charismatic Sufi branch of Islam, held by many orthodox Muslims
to be a heresy.35 Kurdish Sufism spread beyond the borders of Kurdistan and had a significant
and controversial impact on Islam in nineteenth century Istanbul.36

The place of women in Kurdish society, though not as egalitarian as that of women in the
West, puts Kurds among the more liberal of Muslim societies. Kurdish women, for example,
do not cover their faces or wear the abbaye or chador, the all-covering garments worn by some
Arab and Iranian women. In Syria, Kurdish women even play a significant leadership role in
the branch of Islam known as “Kaftyra,” which promotes a peaceful interpretation of Islam.37 

Kurdish women also have fewer constraints on their professional lives than many of their
Arab and Iranian counterparts and are often educated and work outside the home. Even in rural
areas, women earn money by tilling the fields and harvesting crops. Non-governmental organ-
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izations run by Kurdish women in Iraq were key to the survival of the Iraqi Kurds living under
Saddam Hussein.38 Women have also been a key force in peshmerga operations in Iraq. Many
female Kurds lent their support to war efforts by organizing safe havens for the fighters, and
some even joined the ranks of the peshmerga themselves, living in the same harsh battle con-
ditions as their male counterparts.39

Intolerant Neighbors and Conflict
While the relatively tolerant mentality engendered by a historical coexistence of various

religions and ethnicities has encouraged cooperation within Kurdistan, it has also contributed
to an external clash of interests with Kurdistan’s neighbors. The Kurds have the paradoxical
status of being both great warriors and eternal victims. While Kurdish warriors were renowned
by Assyrian kings and Ottoman rulers for their fighting prowess and are legendary in modern
times as peshmerga, or “those who do not fear death,” the Kurdish people have nevertheless
fallen victim to repeated attempts of ethnic cleansing, forced resettlement, and eradication of
the Kurdish culture and language. 

The Kurds struggled throughout the twentieth century to gain rights within the borders of
existing states. National ideology in these states, however, was guided by the chauvinistic
nationalism of dominate ethnic groups and was intolerant of minority beliefs and cultures.
Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq each took steps to assimilate or destroy the Kurds, whom they per-
ceived as a threat to their territorial integrity. 

From 1960–1975, the Iraqi government carried out an extended campaign of “Arabization”
of its Kurdish areas, which included forbidding the use of Kurdish in schools and mass media,
destroying villages, deporting Kurds, and transplanting Arabs into Kurdish areas. When Iraq
went to war against Iran in 1980, the Iraqi Kurds supported the Iranians, and toward the end of
the war the Iraqi government retaliated with an extensive, devastatingly cruel campaign against
the Kurds. 

Between February and August of 1988, hundreds of Kurdish villages in northern Iraq were
annihilated, and as many as two hundred thousand Kurds were killed in air strikes, chemical
weapons attacks, and mass executions.40 Both the tremendous cruelty of these acts and the
swelling numbers of Kurdish refugees during the first Gulf War focused international attention
on the long-ignored plight of the Kurds. Throughout the 1990s, the Kurds in northern Iraq lived
in relative peace, sheltered by American-led allied protection under the “Northern Watch.”
Today they are navigating a position within the fragile new Iraqi government 

The situation of the Kurds in Turkey, where over half of the world’s Kurds reside, has been
equally bleak. The fall of the Ottoman Empire brought increased suffering to the Kurds, many
of whom believed Turkish general Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s promise to create a Moslem state
of Turks and Kurds.41 When the state was created in July 1923, however, Mustafa Kemal imme-
diately broke his promise of Kurdish autonomy and embarked on a campaign to squelch
Kurdish culture by denying its existence.42

The massive repression that followed the 1980 military coup ignited the Kurdish Workers’
Party’s (PKK’s) armed struggle for the creation of an independent Kurdistan. Though the
guerillas, by and large, did not represent the views of most Kurds, the movement brought about
still more repression by the Turkish government, which ingeniously fragmented the Kurds by
employing impoverished Kurds in its army and police force to fight the PKK.43 These tactics
caused more than five million Kurds to flee Turkish Kurdistan over a span of eighteen years.44

The 1999 capture of PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan ended the PKK movement but has not
produced the level of Turkish support for which the Kurds hoped. While the central govern-
ment has passed laws favorable to the Kurds, local authorities have undermined their imple-
mentation. For example, despite national legislation allowing for pedagogy in Kurdish dialects,
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local authorities have made it impossible for Kurdish language schools to open because of
alleged failures to comply with building standards and other various bureaucratic delaying tac-
tics.45 Furthermore, Turkey’s Kurdish regions are economic worlds apart from the rest of
Turkey due to the lack of central government investment and attention. These disparities only
serve to further alienate Turkey’s Kurds. 

Iranian rulers, from the Reza Shah between the wars to the religious leaders of the Islamic
Republic, banned the Kurdish language for education and publication except during two short-
lived periods: the Mahabad Republic in 1946 and the first four years following the Ayatollah
Khomeini’s revolution in 1979.46 Unlike its neighbors, Iran has not carried out large-scale
oppression of its Kurdish population. It has, however, successfully marginalized the Kurdish
movement by assassinating its most effective leaders, mostly on foreign soil.47 It has also failed
to aid the Kurds at numerous occasions following Kurdish support for Iranian leadership in its
conflict with Iraq. The withdrawal of Iranian support for the Kurds in Iraq led to the collapse
of Kurdish resistance in the 1970s and Saddam Hussein’s subsequent razing of Kurdish vil-
lages along Iraq’s borders with Turkey and Iran to create a security zone. The Kurds again sup-
ported Iran militarily in the 1980s and were consequently slaughtered in Hussein’s 1988 Anfal
campaign.

Since the 1997 election of Muhammad Khatami to be president, Iran has taken measures
to reverse years of discrimination against its Kurdish population. Khatami’s representatives in
Iran’s Kurdish region have allowed both Sunni and Shiite Kurds better representation in
provincial bureaucracy and have granted them greater cultural rights.48 Nevertheless, religious
conservatives remain wary of Sunni Kurds and anxious about Kurdish admiration for the rela-
tive autonomy of Iraqi Kurdistan. Consequently, Iran is seeking alliances with governments of
countries who feel similarly threatened by their Kurdish populations.49 Iran and Turkey have
already pledged to cooperate in the event of a declaration of independence by Iraqi Kurds, fear-
ing the spread of a pan-Kurdish movement to their own populations.50

Syria’s Kurdish population is relatively small but has suffered nonetheless under Syria’s
intolerant regimes. During the Ba’ath Revolution of the 1960s, Syria embarked on an
Arabization campaign to disperse and destroy Kurdish nationalism by forcibly resettling the
Kurds from their mountainous homeland into the interior of the country and undermining
Kurdish culture and language.51 The Syrian government denied many Kurds their citizenship
and banned Kurdish language publications after Syrian independence in 1946.52 The Kurds also
became pawns in a Turkish-Syrian dispute over water, as Syria alternately supported and
shunned the PKK to gain favorable concessions from Turkey.53 

The Nature of Political Development in Kurdistan
Political development in Kurdistan has been both constrained and defined by existence

within intolerant states. The Kurds have long felt a distinctive Kurdish identity but have failed
to achieve a unified Kurdish state. This failure can be explained by both geography and, after
the nineteenth century, foreign intervention in regional affairs. A country of high mountains
and a web of valleys, Kurdistan is at the crossroads of the routes linking Asia to Europe and
Russia to the Arab Middle East. These routes facilitated not only trade, but also a series of inva-
sions that destroyed the internal social and political processes that might have led to a unified
Kurdish political entity.54 Throughout their history, the Kurds have been dominated by others:
the Sumerians, the Akkadians, the Babylonians, the Assyrians, the Parthians, the Persians, the
Romans, and the Armenians. 

The twentieth century division of Kurdistan among four nation-states has rendered the
Kurds a remarkably disunited nation, at variance with itself not only in language and religion,
but also in political identity. Further contributing to this diversity is the variety of non-Kurdish
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ethnicities in Kurdistan. All of these elements point to only one certainty in Kurdistan’s polit-
ical development: unity must be forged through diversity and consensus.

A Precedence of Self-Rule

While never an independent state, Kurdistan has experienced varying levels of autonomy
throughout its history. Recognizing the distinct ethic identity of the Kurds, Selijuk Sultan
Sanjar created a province of Kurdistan in 1150.55 The longest period of peace in Kurdistan
began with the Turco-Kurdish agreement of 1515, which granted the Kurds general autonomy
within the Ottoman Empire. The Kurds first tried to establish their political independence in
the nineteenth century, as revolutionary French ideas of nationalism and the nation state pene-
trated the Ottoman Empire.56 Both Britain and Germany helped the Ottomans squelch this
attempt at democracy, setting a precedent for the almost-constant foreign intervention in the
area that would follow.57 

Indeed, foreign intervention has been a key factor in the failure of the Kurds to establish a
political unity. The international Treaty of Sevres, drawn up after the First World War, called
for the establishment of an independent Kurdistan but was ignored by the two great colonial
powers at the time, France and Britain, as they demarcated new national boundaries on the
ruins of the Ottoman Empire. By 1925, Kurdistan had been divided among five countries, and
the stage had been set for the tragedies that would befall the Kurds in the twentieth century.

If the Kurds were a thorn in the side of the Ottoman and Persian Empires, they represent-
ed a threat to the very political existence of the countries created by the 1925 division. The
Kurds responded to the intolerance they encountered as a result by fighting, both with their
swords and their pens.58

The fight for Kurdish rights by the sword and the pen is perhaps epitomized best by
Mustafa Barzani, who emerged as a champion of Kurdish rights and nationalism because of his
military expertise and political participation in the establishment of the short-lived Kurdish
autonomous republic (the Mahabad Republic, 1946–47) in Iran.59 After World War II, the
Kurdish elite in Iraq became involved in various political parties. They opposed British influ-
ence and the Iraqi royal government and advocated the democratization of Iraq. 

One of these, the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) founded by Mustafa Barzani, was com-
posed entirely of Kurds. After the collapse of the Kurdish resistance in 1975 following the
shah’s withdrawal of support for the Kurds, the KDP leadership decided that continuing resist-
ance against the Iraqi government would be futile. Disagreeing with this position, Jalal
Talabani formed a splinter party, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). 

In the 1990s Kurdish factions, who were continually fighting one another as they warred
against the Iraqi government, made an effort to resolve their differences and present a united
Kurdish front to the Iraqis and to the world. In 1992, they organized democratic elections for
a legislative assembly for the Iraqi Kurdish Autonomous Region and a leader of the Kurdistan
Liberation Movement. The seats in the assembly were divided between the PUK and the KDP,
and the Christians received five seats of their own. International observers and journalists, who
turned out in force for the event, declared the elections to be free and fair.60 While the eupho-
ria of the peaceful elections faded with the increasingly desperate situation of the Kurds, affect-
ed both by the international sanctions against Iraq and by continued conflict with the govern-
ment of Saddam Hussein, the Kurds had demonstrated their potential to put aside their differ-
ences and function peacefully within a democratic system.

Secularism and Political Identity

An important feature of Kurdish nationalism is its secular nature. This feature challenges
many prevailing schools of thought that, in the aftermath of the Islamic revolution of Iran, view
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religion as the engine of social change in the Islamic world. Kurdish nationalism is actually
detached from religion to such an extent that Turkey, a regime espousing secularism, has organ-
ized and financed Islamic revivalist groups in Kurdistan in order to undermine the nationalist
movement.61 

It is also significant that in contemporary Iran, where the state religion, Shiite Islam, dif-
fers from the Sunni beliefs of most Iranian Kurds, the Kurdish nationalist movement has not
focused its attention on obvious religious inequalities (like the restriction barring Sunnites from
the top leadership positions in the government), but on secular nationalist demands such as
political, administrative, linguistic, and cultural autonomy.62 The KDP, which spans the social
spectrum of illiterate traditionalists and communist intellectuals, speaks to the idea of tolerance
for and survival of the Kurds.63

Because of the wide range of religious convictions and social practices in Kurdistan, the
Kurds find their political unity in tolerance for each other and also in the goal of achieving tol-
erance from the governments of the countries among which they are dispersed. 

Symbiotic Interethnic Relationships

Kurdistan is a patchwork of ethnicities. The Christian communities in Kurdistan, which all
speak non-Kurdish tongues as their first languages, have lived symbiotically with the Kurds for
centuries. The main groups of Christians in the region today are the Armenians (many of whom
fled during the Turkish massacres of 1915), the Syrian Orthodox, and the Assyrians.64

Jews were significant members of the Kurdish community until the 1950s, when the vast
majority of Kurdish Jews moved to Israel. The Jews and the Kurds have a unique relationship.
This is partly due to the number of Kurdish Jews residing in Israel, but can also be explained
by kinship inspired by both nations’ shared status as minorities in the Middle East, struggling
to establish a homeland located within the boundaries of other states. 

As one Jewish Kurd explained, “The Kurds identify with the Jews as a persecuted race.”65

Israel has provided aid to the Kurds on several occasions, and a discussion with the Israeli
prime minister was key in persuading then-secretary of state James Baker to visit Kurdistan in
the wake of the Gulf War.66 Indeed, one scholar notes that Jews had better relations with non-
Jews in Kurdistan than in Europe and that the symbiotic relationship between the Kurdish
Muslims and Jews gave rise to a unique civilization in Kurdistan.67

The Turkomans are also an important minority in Kurdistan. The large percentage of eth-
nic Turks in northern Iraq was one of the reasons that Turkey never gave up its claim to the
area.68 Despite their cultural ties to Turkey, Turkomans are supportive of the idea of broader
autonomy for Kurdistan. One ethnic Turkoman living in northern Iraq asserted that
“Turkomans, Kurds and Christians are like brothers living in the same area; we depend on one
another.”69 This sentiment was voiced repeatedly to U.S. soldiers by the inhabitants of the
Assyrian Christian villages of Pall Uskuf, Tall Kaif, and Kermalis and the Turkoman village of
Altun Kupri following their liberation from Saddam Hussein’s regime in spring 2003.70 All
expressed their unequivocal desire to be under the jurisdiction of the Kurds rather than that of
Baghdad.71

Achieving Peace and Stability
Stability in the Middle East will remain elusive without a satisfactory political solution to

the Kurdish problem. In Turkey, Syria, and Iran, this political solution lies in the implementa-
tion of policies that will integrate the Kurds by making existence within these states attractive.
In Iraq, the key to stability is the granting of the widest possible autonomy for the Kurds, whose
decade of experience as a de facto autonomous democracy can be an asset to Iraq’s formation
of a democratic state. The Kurds, who have an historic role as mediators between the great



Kennedy School Review106

Islamic traditions and cultures, can also play a potentially significant role in the resolution of
other Middle East conflicts.

Syria, Iran, and Turkey should shift from viewing their Kurdish citizens as liabilities to
treating them as valuable members of society. Greater tolerance for the Kurds will engender
Kurdish loyalty to the central governments. Each of these states should discourage Kurdish
separatism, not by stifling it with intolerant policies, but by integration through attraction. This
would entail a departure from the historical precedent of forcible assimilation and the imple-
mentation of policies that make existing within state structures a more attractive option than
independence.

While Iran’s implementation of many progressive policies in support of Kurdish language
and culture, its schizophrenic support for and fear of the Kurds (which is largely a reflection of
Iran’s own internal ideological struggle) has prevented Iranian Kurds from fully integrating
into Iranian government structures. Iran should allow the Kurds to have a greater voice in their
own governance, permitting them an ethnic Kurdish provincial governor. Shiite Iran should not
fear a backlash from Sunni Kurds. The primary issue for Iran’s Kurds is the right to their own
culture and way of life. Furthermore, the Kurds’ tendency to separate religion from politics
suggests that differences in religion would not be an issue unless the central government forces
the question. 

Turkey has made significant legislative progress in its treatment of the Kurds, but it should
ensure the compliance of local Turkish authorities with laws allowing for greater freedom in
Kurdish cultural practices. The central government should also show its commitment to inte-
grating the Kurds by stepping up economic assistance and development to the impoverished
Kurdish region in Southwestern Turkey. Furthermore, a formal Turkish expression of contri-
tion for past injustices would go a long way towards repairing the psychological damage of
years of intolerance. This could entail an amnesty for PKK fighters and compensation for the
one million Turkish Kurds forcibly displaced during the PKK rebellion.72 As it pursues E.U.
membership, it is in Turkey’s best interests to promote tolerance and human rights on its own
territory. 

In post-war Iraq, the Kurds find themselves with the opportunity to achieve even greater
political legitimacy in the broadly defined autonomy that has been conferred on them by the
post-Saddam regime. Iraqi Kurdistan has a precedence of self-rule, having developed the
beginnings of a stable democracy during a decade of foreign protection from the intolerant
regime of Saddam Hussein. Kurdish experience should be viewed by Iraq’s Sunnis and Shiites
as an asset, and Kurds should be actively engaged in the establishment of democracy in Iraq. 

Syria, Turkey, and Iran worry that this political strengthening of the Kurds in Iraq will
unleash a new wave of pan-Kurdish nationalism and calls for an independent Kurdistan. At
present, however, it seems that the Iraqi Kurds are simply content to live free from persecution.
Perhaps the sentiments of most Kurds could be explained by the comments of Hero Talabani,
the wife of PUK head Jalal Talabani, who asserts that “the Iraqi Kurds don’t want or need inde-
pendence . . . If Iraq achieves a true democracy, we can live in our houses in peace, go to school
in peace, send our husbands to work in peace . . . Human rights? Maybe in a few years you
won’t find a human here. You must start with survival.”73

Greater autonomy for Iraqi Kurdistan will not unleash the pan-Kurdish nationalism feared
by neighboring states if those states make life more attractive for their own Kurdish popula-
tions. The greater Kurdish nation is quite diverse and would not necessarily form a cohesive
state. The majority of the Kurds simply want the freedom to exist without being persecuted for
their cultural practices and ethnicity. States should compromise by granting the Kurds greater
autonomy and cultural rights. Greater tolerance towards the Kurds would remove Kurdish
incentives to secede.
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The surprisingly large scope of historical influence wielded by Kurdish religious figures,
demonstrated by both the spread of Alevism and unique Kurdish Islamic practices beyond the
boundaries of Kurdistan, suggests the potential for Kurds to play a vital role in contemporary
discussions among conflicting branches of Islam and between Islam and other religions.
Indeed, the historical role of the Kurds as mediators between various cultural traditions of
Islam could be revitalized to deal with contemporary conflicts in the Middle East. Specifically,
the Kurds could be engaged in a broad dialogue on the Israeli-Palestine conflict and perhaps
on lingering disagreements between Iran and Iraq. 

Kurds should not be viewed by the international community solely as victims, and should
be more actively engaged on regional issues. As the Kurds attain their own goals of greater cul-
tural freedom, they should reexamine their place in history and their potential to promote peace
and stability in the Middle East. The Kurdish experience with diversity and religious tolerance
is unusual in the Middle East, and the Kurds are in a unique position to use their experience to
build bridges between the divided societies of the region.
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