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ABSTRACT

The Kurdish Political aspiration in the Post Ba’athist Iraq has been a critical area to study. The present paper seeks an
attempt to understand the political aspirations in Iraq which is being described as democratic and federal in character with
the provisions for proportional representations, represents the fifth phase of its perpetual evolution and transformation
since its inception. Large chunks of the people of Kurdish ethnicity were made part of the evolving Turkish, Syrian, Iranian
and Iraqi polity. They came face to face with new political reality, which either refused to acknowledge and honour the
sensibilities related to their political aspiration and cultural identity or forcefully transformed them into a permanent ‘ifth
columnist’ and a thorn in the flesh of the new evolving polity. Since then people of Kurdish ethnicity are embroiled into
embedded and perpetual conflicts everywhere and fighting the assimilationist forces represented by the ethnicized nation
states of Turkey, Syria, Iran and Irag-till Saddam led Baathist regime. Kurds of Iraq are confronting is conceptualized in
terms of historical legacies and the subsequent political developments owing to the internal factors, regional geo-strategic
situation and the interference of the foreign powers in the paper. It also highlights the domestic, regional and international

factors which have been shaping Kurdish question in Iraq and elsewhere.
KEYWORDS: Kurds, Aspirations, Assimilations, Conflicts, Federal, Conflicts.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The political system of contemporary Iraq, which is
being described as democratic and federal in character
with the provisions for proportional representations,
represents the fifth phase of its perpetual evolution
and transformation since its inception as a sovereign
state after the First World War Owing to French and
British imperial political machination and manipulation
many artificial states came into being in West Asia, Iraq
is one of them. Peoples from different ethnicity and
religious-sectarian persuasions were lumped together
and put under a centralized political authority without
any shade of democracy and political pluralism. These
developments set the patterns of state and communities
relationship with the centralized political authority.
One of the communities, which suffered most because
of the externally imposed process of politico-territorial
permutation and combination, was the Kurdish ethnicity,
Kurdish territory and thus the community was subjected
to undergo multiple fragmentations.
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Large chunks of the people of Kurdish ethnicity were
made part of the evolving Turkish, Syrian, Iranian and
Iraqi polity. They came face to face with new political
reality, which either refused to acknowledge and honours
the sensibilities related to their political aspiration and
cultural identity or forcefully transformed them into a
permanent ‘fifth columnist’ and a thorn in the flesh of
the new evolving polity. Since then people of Kurdish
ethnicity are embroiled into embedded and perpetual
conflicts everywhere and fighting the assimilationist
forces represented by the ethnicized nation states of
Turkey, Syria, Iran and Irag-till Saddam led Ba’athist
regime.

Iraqi history is replete with great political uncertainty
and enmeshed conflicts. However, despite many
vicissitudes and violent change and transformation, the
basic political set up remained intact, especially from
the Kurdish perspective. A new era of real change and
transformation surfaced in the aftermath of the Gulf war
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II'in 1991 and the subsequent developments inside Iraq
and in the region. The scenarios, which surfaced as a
result of the developments, can rightly be characterized
as a paradigm shift, especially Iraqi state vis-a-vis its
Kurdish community. The process for a paradigm shift
started with the establishment of a ‘safe haven’ and ‘no fly
zone’ over the Kurdish region of Iraq. This transformed
the region into a de facto state, enjoying complete
autonomy, including the financial autonomy. During the
period of the so-called ‘safe haven’ and ‘no fly zone’ the
Kurdish leadership developed their political institutions
through a regularly held electoral process. It provided
huge opportunity for the region to consolidate its ethnic
demands. This autonomy provided enough leverage to
the political elites for playing a decisive role in national
politics too.

In a nutshell, it can be said that the Kurdish community
of Iraq was given the status of being a ‘state’ within a
state which later on, in the aftermath of the dissolution
of the Ba’athist State in 2003, were transformed into a
constitutional Kurdish regional government with the
enactment of a democratic and federal constitution in
Iraq in 2005.

However, there is another side of the story of the political
development in Iraq. Despite the abovementioned
fundamental change of great implication, decades
old Kurdish demands are still unaddressed, which are
breeding simmering discontents and great potential for
future conflicts and regional destabilization too.

The issues with which Kurds of Iraq are confronting
can be conceptualized in terms of historical legacies
and the subsequent political developments owing to
the internal factors, regional geo-strategic situation and
the interference of the foreign powers. There have been
a lot of domestic, regional and international factors,
which have been shaping the Kurdish question in Iraq
and elsewhere.

The study is about the issues involving Kurds in the
post-Ba’athist Iraq. However, its antecedents cannot be
overlooked. This study tried to address the historical role
of the Kurdish nationalist movement in impacting Iraqi
politics from 1920 to the fall of Saddam Hussein and later
in formation of the new constitutional government and
power sharing arrangements between various factions

especially KRG and the federal government of Iraq.
KURDS AND KURDISTAN

The Kurds are indigenous communities of their
historical land called Kurdistan for over 4,000 years.
They are mainly scattered along the Zagros and Taurus
mountainous regions. Kurds as an ethnic group have a
clan history with over 800 tribes in Kurdistan (Kerim,
2004;).(not mentioned in the end references) Various
myths exist concerning Kurdish origins. According to
the myth, the Kurds descended from children hidden in
mountains to escape Zahhak, a child-eating giant. This
myth links them mystically with ‘the mountain’ and also
implies, since the myth refers to children rather than one
couple, that they may not all be of one origin (David,
2000;).(not mentioned in the end references) A similar
story suggests that they are the descendents of King
Solomon’s slave girls, sired by a demon named Jasad,
and driven by the angry king into the mountains. Another
myth claims that the Prophet Abraham’s wife was a Kurd,
anative of Harran and thus validates the Kurdish identity
within the mainstream of monotheism.

Most Kurdish tribal groups have their own real or
imagined ancestors, which often harks back either to
a hero of the early Islamic period or even to descent
from the Prophet himself. This was a particularly
attractive form of legitimating during the period of the
Islamic empire. Several chiefly families claimed either
descendent or association with the great early Islamic
general Khalid-bin-Al-Walid. Others invoked Umayyad,
Abbasid or Saladin connection (Van Bruinnessen, 1992:
23).

Kurds trace their civilization in Median Empire in sixth
century, at the time of Arab conquest of Mesopotamia in
the seventh century AD. Kurds are first non-Arab ethnic
community who embraces Islam at the time of second
Muslims Caliph Umar-bin-Al-Khattab. The name ‘Kurds’
was used to describe these nomadic people who lived
in this region. The term ‘Kurdistan’ meaning ‘the land
of Kurds’ first appeared in the twelfth century when the
Turkish prince Sanandjar created a province with this
name (Kerim, 2004: 07). Kurdistan must be considered
a peripheral region lying along the geopolitical fault
line between three power centre’s of West Asia until the
beginning of the twentieth century. Almost every tribe or
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tribal confederation possesses a strong sense of territorial
identity alongside ideas of ancestry. Tribal chiefs or
Aghas administer local administration. Their relationship
with the state was based on the patron—clients framework
of relationship.

The range of the land, which Kurdistan encompasses,
has fluctuated historically. However, it remains
predominantly the geographical region that spreads across
the mountainous area where the borders of contemporary
Iraq, Iran, Syria and Turkey meet. Estimated figures show
that 28 million Kurds are dispersed throughout these four
states, with the highest numbers of 15 million, roughly
20% of the total population of Kurds living in Turkey
and around four million in Iraq, approximately 25% of
the total population, 7 million of the Kurd population in
Iran consisting of 15% of the total population. Kurds are
currently the fourth largest ethnic group in West Asia,
a human culture that dispersed over a vast land, which
has no fixed borders and claim to that territory (Gunter,
1999: 67).

KURDISH COMMUNITY FROM ISLAMIC ERA
TO OTTOMANS IMPERIAL RULE

Kurds had a vital role to play in the Islamic empire. The
geo-strategic positions place them in the borderland,
which was very vulnerable due to European aggression.
Therefore, they used to work as border guards. This
is why, throughout the Muslim Empire, Kurds were
considered the frontier of Islam. Salahuddin Ayubi the
great, who fought against crusades, was himself a Kurd
but never considered himself as a Kurdish leader rather
than Islamic. At that time ethnicity was not a matter of
separate identity and inclusion or exclusion was not
based on these affiliations. Islamic identity was a basic
form of social solidarity based on common religious
affiliations. Kurds had a special role to play in the Empire
and thus were given autonomous entity. Kurds under the
Ottomans had also remained in regions that were loyal
to the Ottoman Empire. The Kurdish community in the
north enjoyed a semi-autonomous entity.

THE EMERGENCE OF KURDISH
NATIONALISM

There is no doubt that the Kurdish people had existed
as an identifiable group for possibly more than two
thousand years, but it was only in the early years of

the twentieth century that they acquired ‘a sense of
community’ as Kurds. This sense of national community
occurred at more or less the same time that Turks and
Arabs also began to embrace an ethnic sense of identity
in place of the two previous basic forms of solidarity.
However, in the twentieth century, ethnicity assumed
a prominent place as an identity marker not only in
Iraq, but across the region with the introduction of the
western concept of a nation-state. The inability of the
‘imposed” Westphalia state system to accommodate the
aspiration of Kurdish self-determination has relegated
the various Kurdish minorities found in West Asian states
to a life of oppression. The right of self-determination
would be defined in a limited manner as to effectively
exclude Kurds. The plight of the people to a greater
or lesser extent has been that of the repression of their
collective identity at the hand of states that have sought
to establish a homogenous nationalist culture based on
things Turkish Iraqi, Syrian and Iranian. Each state has
been providing ‘rear back seat’ for Kurdish insurgents
against each other.

In Kurdistan, however, the politicization of ethnicity
was to dominate the course of history, after the Iraqi
state was founded, and it gradually nationalized access
to position of power, and put restrictions on all those
not considered members of the politically dominated
groups. The British and Iraqi monarchs failed to unite
the country’s diverse population, an artificial construct
that had been cobbled together of the three provinces of
Baghdad, Basra and Mosul. The Monarchs, nationalists
and the Ba’athist regime in Iraq have all failed ultimately
to establish a political system of rule. Despite the many
changes in Iraqi politics, the Kurds were considered as
the ‘enemy of the state’ and were continuously excluded
through-out the period. Therefore, Kurds continued their
national struggle for self-rule.

The more coercive method applied, the demand became
non negotiable. In August 1991, the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait and Kurdish uprising, which spread rapidly and
captured most of the northern region, was protected and
declared ‘No fly Zone’ by allied forces. This created a
semi-autonomous region and led to self governance.

The Kurdish aspiration and the nature of political
opportunities provided by the Iraqi state and the consistent
silence of regional and international actors to recognize
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it fearing opening of new doors for secessions because
large numbers of Kurds in other countries view them
as a potential threat to their nation-building and have
either refused to acknowledge the existence of the Kurds
(Turkey) or in practice sought to exclude them as a group
(Iran, Iraq, Syria); prioritizing instead Turkish, Arab or
Persian ethnic identities. These four states have been at
odds with each other over many issues. However, their
single point of common ground has been the consensus
that no examples of Kurdish self-determination should be
allowed in the region. The Kurds are not recognized as a
state because their lands are part of already existing states,
turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria. To create an independent state
of Kurdistan would threaten the territorial integrity of
pre-existing states. No state will support a doctrine that
sanctions its own potential break-up.

KURDS IN CONSTITUTIONAL ERA: IRAQI-
SPECIFIC SITUATIONS

The removal of the Ba’ath regime in 2003 heralded
a new period of consolidation and prosperity for the
Kurds, although coloured with heightened political
uncertainty. The ratification of the new Iraqi constitution
in 2005 stipulates that Iraqi Kurdistan is a federal entity
recognized by Iraq; and special provisions are added for
the KRG, the areas are divided into three governorates
of the Dohuk, Erbil and Sulamania. Autonomy from
Baghdad has revitalized the Kurdish sense of nationhood.
The popular discourse in Kurdistan, among Kurds,
rapidly became dominated by notions of Kurdayeti
(Kurdishness), Kurdish nationalism.

With the demise of the Ba’athist regime, Kurds have
become kingmakers in Baghdad. No federal government
can be established without them. The Kurdish parties
are just taking advantage of the situation to advance
their agenda, to use a once wide but now narrowing
window of opportunity to expand the territory and natural
resources (oil, gas and water) under their control, as well
as the powers they exercise within that territory. They
hope thereby to build the foundations of an independent
Kurdish state. Their objective is to use the levers of
the state for a two-fold purpose: to prevent a powerful
central state from deploying its security forces against
the Kurdish population, as happened so often during the
past century, and to maximize Kurdistan’s chances to
secede. These twin goals are closely intertwined; jointly,

they define the Kurdish past, present and future.

On identity issues, the Kurds won recognition of Kurdish
as one of the two official languages of the Iraqi state by
the new Iraqi Constitution. Kurds almost universally
support the concept of Kurdish independence, when
they went to the polls as Iraqis in January 2005, at that
time, they were polled informally by volunteers on the
question of independence, and 95% responded that they
favoured it. Many Kurds in the Diaspora express a desire
to return to a ‘free and independent Kurdistan.” Diaspora
life effects Kurdish identity and the priorities of political
movements for a future Kurdistan.

The Iraqi constitution states that the governor system
in Iraq is republic, federal and democratic, in which
powers are shared with the federal government and
the regional authorities. The federal system is based
on the historical and geographical facts and not upon
nationality, ethnicity or religion. Federalism continues
to be considered by many to be “the best guarantee for a
united Iraq”. Federalism to the Kurds originally meant
a confederation, a mutual choice by Kurdish Iraq and
Arab Iraq to continue to live together, but in a very loose
arrangement that would afford the Kurds maximum
autonomy over their own affairs.

On hydrocarbon issues, the struggle between the federal
government and Kurdistan regional government concerns
about political, ideological and obviously territorial
issues. Among the many disputes boiling the Iraqi body
politic, one has been particularly difficult over Kirkuk.
They disagree also on how they should divide power
between them, manage the country’s hydrocarbons
wealth and distribute revenues from oil and gas sales. The
dispute over its administrative status is contaminating
and even paralyzing national politics.

The most serious is the danger of extreme disparities
and inequalities in wealth between different regions.
According to the World Bank ‘resource dependence is
one of the most important causes of civil wars’. Iraq has
the world’s second-largest endowment of oil, amounting
to 11% of the global total. About 75% of Iraq’s proven
oil reserves are concentrated in the three southern
governorates, with 25% in the middle and the north. The
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) controls about
6% of these northern reserves (or 15%, if the Kirkuk area
is included) (Source: Revenue Watch Institute).
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CLAIM OR COUNTER CLAIM OVER
TERRITORIES

Since 2003 the Kurds have been considered kingmakers
in Iraq, playing a key role in keeping the country
together while negotiating Kurdish nationalist demands
in Baghdad. Henceforth, the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) has taken advantage of the weak
central government, an unclear Iraqi constitution and
high-level positions to establish its place in a federal Iraqi
state. The Baghdad government claims that the Kurds,
having been over-involved in obtaining their political
goals, are holding the country’s political progress
hostage to their demands. The territorial boundaries
of the KRG are a particular source of contention and
a key threat to Iraqi internal security, Kirkuk is one of
the major flashpoints in relations between the different
groups in Iraq, as the city is claimed by Arabs, Kurds
and Turkmen alike. Another equally important but time
and again ignored territory-sharing dispute centre’s on
the city of Mosul. The explosive web of claims and
counter-claims regarding Kirkuk, which sits on top of
some of Iraq’s most important oil fields, with 12% of
Iraq’s oil reserves has made the city a potential flashpoint
for Kurdish—Arab conflict. The Kurds claim the Kirkuk
province based on their majority status in the province.
Plans for the Kurdification of Kirkuk have already begun.
The most conflicting issue is Article 140; which provides
an official referendum to determine the future of Kirkuk.
At the time of referendum people had to vote either to
remain a part of Iraq or to join the Kurdistan region and
be ruled under KRG.

A potential clash was postponed with UN special
representative Staffan de Mistura’s proposal to defer the
process by 6 months. In reality, this has been postponed
indefinitely. There is a possibility that Article 140 would
be implemented in the near future, which could spark a
new wave of intra-state violence and ignite inter-state
direct confrontation. One of the crucial Kurdish demands
is an assurance from the new prime minister to carry out
Article 140 of the Constitution, a hotly contested course
that outlines the steps towards a referendum on the fate
of the disputed northern territories, including Kirkuk.

Another factor, the Iraqi constitution seemed to stress
territorial federalism. Such an emphasis seems to have
brought about the sudden emergence of a strategy of

land grabbing. The Kurds in the north and the Shi’a
in the south began to unfold plans to control larger
swaths of Iraqi territory as their own. However, such
a tendency created new communal zones in which
multiple communities reside for the time being. Such a
development will undermine the development of an Iraq
of multiple ethnic and religious communities living in a
state of pluralism and democracy. It will create more or
less three distinctly separate and internally homogeneous
regions with very little commonalities. Then, the ground
will be set for a centrifugal drive to separate Iraq into
three different states or Kurds in the north, Shi’ite Arabs
in the south and the Sunni Arabs in the middle. What
seems to await Iraq is a form of dissimilar federalism
based upon territory. Such an environment would be most
fruitful for the eruption of some kind of civil war, which
may even kindle new conflicts between the neighbours
of Iraq and even impulsive regional wars between Arabs,
Iranians and Turks.

The question now is whether the Kurdish parties have an
inherent interest in the formation of additional regions
in the rest of Iraq or whether they could live with an
Arab—Kurdish confederation that would be asymmetrical:
Kurdistan living side by side with an Arab—Iraq
decentralized along governorate boundaries. It may be
difficult to undo the damage, although a new, but very
loose, coalition of Iraqi parties is trying. Spanning the
ethno-sectarian divide, these parties have a nationalist
feeling in common. The real question is how the Kurds
will be able to reach a state of relative security. The KRG
has set its sights on Kirkuk, seeing safety in territory
and economic power. The better way forward for the
Kurds in their legitimate quest for security may therefore
lie in a push for the maximum that is realistically and
consensually attainable at this historical juncture, to strike
deals that will be both beneficial and durable. These
deals are unlikely to yield exclusive Kurdish control over
Kirkuk. However, they may allow the KRG to develop
its own oil and gas fields under federal legislation that
will draw the international investments the Kurds require
to explore and develop their natural wealth. Such deals
could also produce a boundary to the Kurdistan region
that would be accepted by Iraq and neighbouring states
and as such could be recognized officially by the UN
and major states, and thus could attract guarantees of
sanctity.
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KURDISH DEVELOPMENT INSIDE IRAQ AND
ITS IMPLICATION ON NEIGHBOURS

The United States led invasion and the subsequent war
in Iraq can certainly be considered as the second major
assault on international peace witnessed in the early
phase of the twenty first century. George W. Bush’s
regime-changing war in Iraq is widely seen as an oil war
a grab for the second-largest petroleum reserves in the
world. Iraqi oil was the major hope for neo-conservatives
and their allies to push the war. The main aim was the
hegemonic control over oil and undermining Arab
regimes and making the region safer for the US and
Israel.

Ba’athist Iraq was the citadel of Arab nationalism and
the most powerful frontline gate against Zionism and
colonialism. One of the objectives of regime change in
Iraq through invasion cum occupation was to transform
Iraq from a frontline gate against Zionism into a plaint
state and thus to strengthen Zionism. Israel, the greatest
beneficiary of regime change in Iraq, looked for another
ally in the region that would serve the very same purpose
with fewer unknowns in the future. The best candidate
would be the Kurds in northern Iraq, who are not hostile
towards them, nor are they likely to have an apolitical
system or a bureaucratic mechanism, which might create
friction vis-a-vis the expectations of the US or Israel
particularly in the military domain. Then, the Kurds will
be obliged to those who will have contributed, in one
way or another, to achieving their ultimate objective of
creating an independent state.

However, the specific nature of the superficial security
threat posed by anticipated Kurdish gains in post-war
Iraq varied from state to state. In Syria, long-standing
Ba’athist restraints on Kurdish access to the political
system, along with a policy of Arabization that settled
Arabs on confiscated Kurdish lands, had generated a host
of Syrian Kurdish opposition groups that were at once
well organized and motivated to seek redress for Kurdish
grievances. By way of contrast, [ran and Turkey focused
not on Kurdish existential threats, but on the potential
for Kurdish secessionist violence to put in danger their
territorial integrity. This concern resulted from past
experiences with nationalist-inspired Kurdish violence.

The post-war regional scenario impeded their political

aspiration, which was brewing beneath. Understandably,
the neighbours have little sympathy for Kurdish separatist
aspirations in northern Iraq. In the past, Turkey, Iran
and Syria have tried to collaborate on limiting Kurdish
progress. The problem they face at the moment, however,
given the chaos that has followed the war, is that any
attempt directed at deterring separatism could easily
backfire and have the opposite effect. On the other
hand, both Iran and Turkey can potentially influence the
future of Iraqi Kurdistan through economic and political
incentives. They both can provide linkages with other
parts of the world and access to markets and trade.

CONCLUSION

The great change has not been in Kurdish political
demands, but rather in the way Kurds view themselves at
amass level. This now has very real policy implications.
Kurds, shore up by their party’s electoral success in the
2010 parliamentary election, since then the president of
KRG is intensifying his demands for greater sovereignty
and control of oil. In spite of all odds, the Kurdish
president, Massoud Barzani, has been heavily courted
for support in forming coalitions in the new government
to maximize benefit in the power-sharing arrangement.
The Kurdistan regional Parliament quietly created a new
committee tasked with reclaiming ‘historic Kurdish land’
meaning contested areas like Kirkuk and hot spots in
Nineveh Province under the regional government’s de
facto control, but nominally still attached to the central
government.

The diversity of political actors in Iraq and the confluence
of regional and international policy problems with Iraqi
affairs complicate efforts to predict the course of events
in Iraq. Most Arab governments fear a general failure
of the new Iraqi government and the prospect of chaos
that could leave Iraq’s minority Sunni Arab population
vulnerable. Reconciling these differences of opinion is
likely to remain difficult and could complicate efforts to
secure the cooperation of Iraq’s Arab neighbours with
new stabilization initiatives.

The Kurds were also hoping the new Iraq would take a
different path than previous regimes and would finally
respect their long-standing struggle for freedom and
national rights. The last 8 years, however, have proven
that Iraq’s new political elites haven’t learned much from
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the modern history of Iraq, and day by day, the vision
of Iraq of becoming a federal and democratic entity is
losing momentum. During this period, the new Iraqi
governments have adapted similar methods to pre-2003
regimes in dealing with the Kurd’s national and political
demands. There are obvious signs from the current Iraqi
government, which seems to have more confidence, is
trying to create a strong and centralized system and take
away most of the political and economic power from
the regions, especially the KRG, which is contrary to its
previous support for the federal system in Iraq.

When the Kurds review the events of the last 8 years
in Iraq, it is logical to think about their best interests
and look for their own solution, even if it is against all
political realities of the region. It also should be kept in
mind that the possible failure of adopting a federal system
in Iraq will increase the gravity of the political situation
in Iraq and the whole region.

In the end, the Kurds will have to choose between
endemic contention and a compromise agreement that
could buy them peace for a generation or more. As long
as US forces remain in Iraq, the window of opportunity
for the second option is unlikely to close. And enhanced
autonomy (Kurdish federalism) will not extinguish the
dream for Kurdish independence; to the contrary, through
a combination of good governance (fighting corruption,
in particular), strong regional economic relations and
good neighbourliness, it may bring closer the day that
this dream can be realized.

As a final thought, while the whole region is under a
massive political and social tsunami, the international
community should come to the realization that the
emergence of South Sudan as the world’s 193rd country
will bring more strength to Kurdistan’s demand of
sovereignty and statehood in the near future. It will be
near-impossible to resolve the crisis without tackling
outstanding nationwide political issues.
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