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CHY4U CCA: Essay Draft 5 – Final Essay (June 15)
The Kurdish people are a mystery to most outsiders who know nothing of this large ethnic group who range across the Middle East. Kurdistan, a homeland for the Kurds, is more of a dream than a realistic goal because Kurds live in so many different countries and cross so many boundaries. However, aspirations for autonomy have arisen throughout their history in the 19th and 20th centuries in Turkey, Syria and Iraq. Their efforts toward autonomy have often been thwarted by the governments of those countries or their imperial predecessors, especially the Ottoman Empire and the British and French. They have also experienced intense persecution in Turkey, Syria and Iraq ranging from loss of language rights to loss of citizenship and education rights. Even, Kurds a in 2019-20 Kurds are making major contributions to the war against ISIS and yet are still being denied their desire for autonomy by supposed allies such as the United States. Therefore, it can be argued that despite a continuous pattern of desire for a Kurdish homeland from the 1800s to present day, along with their current major participation in the war against ISIS, Kurdish demands have often been overpowered by the self-interest of foreign powers and the competing demands of nationalism within Turkey, Iraq and Syria; all the while, Kurdish people have experienced persecution in these countries. 

The Kurds’ current situation in the Middle East reveals that their allies - the major world powers in the region - see them as easy to sell out. Since 2014, the Kurdish fighters have been active and successful in the Syrian Civil War and against ISIS. In mid-2014 when ISIS, the Islamic fundamentalist insurgents, put on a big attack in the Iraq-Syria area, the peshmerga (Kurdish guerilla fighters) got assistance from aerial strikes coordinated by a new international coalition including the United States. Turkish Kurds, not living far away, also went to assist. Kurds emerged in control of Kobane, a city close to the Turkish border by January 2015. By March 2019, the Kurds and allies had gained control of most ISIS territory and proclaimed the end of the ISIS-ruled area they called their caliphate
. However, despite the Kurds’ contribution to military success, the international community rejected the Kurds’ declaration of a semi-autonomous “federal area” of Rojava within Syria in 2016. As civil war went on in Syria, Kurdish forces stepped in and, in January 2014, declared autonomous administrations in the cities of Afrin, Kobane and Jazira. This declaration was proclaimed by the PYD – the Democratic Union Party of Syrian Kurds. They expanded their claim in March 2016 to include other non-Kurdish areas as a “federal system” called Rojava.  Perhaps not surprisingly, this was rejected by the US, Turkey, Syria, and the Syrian opposition groups. It was not a direct request for independence but signalled a desire for a definite increase in control and guarantee of rights
. More recently, in 2019, US President Trump called for a withdrawal of US troops from Turkish-Syrian border areas as requested by Turkey; Turkey wanted to eliminate the perceived Kurdish threat. On Oct. 6, 2019, US President Donald Trump agreed to withdraw US troops from these border areas.  The US said it would leave the region to enable a ‘safe zone’ that was to be created by Turkey to resettle Syrian refugees and remove Kurdish soldiers. The US made way for Turkey to remove Kurdish people from said areas
. Apparently, the international community, whether it was the US, Turkey or Syria, could not abide by any steps toward Kurdish independence or autonomy despite their major contributions against ISIS. The rest of this essay will examine the continuous pattern of past precedents, starting in the 1800s and leading right through the 1900s, for this type of international self-interest that gets in the way of Kurdish desires for any form of self-control. Evidence will come from the Kurdish experience in Syria, Turkey and Iraq. As will be seen, current Kurdish concerns are not isolated from past events.
Looking back to long-term contributions to today’s situation, the experience of the Kurds in the Ottoman Empire paved the way for Turkey’s current feeling of distrust toward their largest non-Turkish ethnic group. A classic example would be the 1855 Kurdish Revolt against the Ottomans which showed that the British were willing to betray the Kurds. Yezdan Sher led Kurds in an uprising against the Ottomans in present-day Iraq with the support of 100 000 men. Britain and France didn’t like this because they didn’t want to see this potentially independent territory come under Russian control. In the then-ongoing Crimean War (1853 to 1856), Britain and France had allied with the Ottoman Empire against Russia. Britain sent a mediator, Nimrud Rassam, who encouraged the Kurds to negotiate with the Ottomans over independence. Sher agreed, feeling he would need the support of a European country anyhow if independence for Kurds were to be achieved. Sher went to negotiate in Constantinople, the Ottoman capital, and was promptly arrested and put in jail. As a result, the revolt fell apart
. On a similar note, from the 1870s up to 1908, Ottoman Sultan Hamid II controlled and limited Kurdish nationalism. In the multi-ethnic and multi-religious Ottoman Empire, the sultan allowed the growth of a small sector of Kurdish intellectual leadership through special schools for Kurds. He also allowed for military training as Kurds had been permitted entry into the empire’s military academies after 1870. This enabled him to control Kurdish nationalism and limit it to the benefit of his larger empire. However, Abdul-Hamid was overthrown in the 1908-9 Young Turk Revolt
. Ottoman and British maneuvering toward the Kurds reflected their desire to prevent uprisings and Kurdish nationalism. 
The Ottoman Empire was a complicated place to rule with so many different peoples of varying religions and ethnicities. Early Kurdish revolts such as that led by Yezdan Sher show that the empire was willing to go back on its word to get its desired end: control over all people in the empire. The Sultan, Abdul-Hamid, felt that cooptation of the Kurds was the best route to control them. Self-interest of foreign powers was also a pattern seen in the treatment of Kurds in the Ottoman Empire; the regions where Kurds lived were of interest to major world powers such as Britain, France, Russia and of course the Ottoman Empire. This model of control would continue up to the present day as can be seen through Turkey’s manipulation of the US to make way for clearing Kurds out of Turkish border areas. Once again, the Kurds’ current treatment at the hands of Turkey follows an analogous trend from the past dealings with the Ottoman Empire.
As the Ottoman Empire was dissolved following World War One, key events occurred in Iraq that caused the Kurds to suffer as larger international forces such as the British mandate of Iraq and later Iraqi nationalism took centre stage. In Iraq from 1919 to the 1930s during the British mandate and under the new Iraqi monarchy, Kurdish identity and nationalism (as in calls for a homeland) were forced to take a back seat to Iraqi nationalism. In colonial Iraq, a British mandate (colony-like structure created by the League of Nations) created after World War One, the British favoured the Kurdish rural tribal leaders over the urban, settled Kurds, even allowing them to have their own militias
. This ended up hurting Kurdish nationalism in that the tribal leaders were favoured economically as well; Kurdish regions produced the vast majority of the tobacco in Iraq, resulting in some of the Kurdish landowners becoming very rich. The land-based tribal Kurdish leaders wanted to protect their economic interests, so they paid little attention to the forms of Kurdish nationalism being expressed at the time
. These tribal leaders also became tied to the Iraqi crown, itself a new institution that needed propping up
. Another form of bypassing Kurdish nationalism was that the British/Iraqi government kept the various Kurdish regions separate
; the government policy of emphasizing Kurdish regional dialects rather than a unified and standardized Kurdish language that could be used as a unifying factor also benefited the crown, not Kurdish nationalism
. Given this disregard, it should come as no surprise that the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty that was a step toward Iraq’s 1932 independence did not recognize any special Kurdish rights. Thus, Kurdish nationalism emerged in the 1930s. Later, as the Kurdish movement became more leftist it also became part of the larger anti-colonial movement (there being vestiges of British rule in Iraq – namely the king); the outcome was a reinforcement of loyalty to the Iraqi state rather than to any iteration of Kurdistan
. This has strong similarities to the way the current desires for Kurdish autonomy in the parts of the Middle East are being denied, disallowed and overlooked by the Turks, Syrians and the US. Treatment of Kurds in Iraq during the British Mandate and in the newly independent country was a reflection of British colonial goals and Iraqi nationalism overriding Kurdish identity, just like the way countries treat Kurds today. 
It cannot be overstated how important the post-World War One treaties and the creation of modern Turkey were for the Kurds. First, in 1920, the Treaty of Sevres made some ambiguous statements about a Kurdish state, but Britain and France had other interests. With the end of the Russian involvement in World War One due to the 1917 Bolshevik (Communist) Revolution, Britain stepped in to gain some control of former Russian territories in southern Iraq, home to many Kurds. Negotiation for the Treaty of Sevres between the war allies and the defeated Ottoman Empire was affected by Britain and France having differing positions on what to do with various territories. Articles 62 to 64 of Part III of Section III of the Treaty dealt with the Kurds. Kurds were to receive local autonomy first. Then, a mechanism to deal with an independent Kurdistan was to be enacted through overtures to be made to the newly created international organization, the League of Nations. But the language was “ambiguous” and states had competing interests. In addition, as will be seen, Mustafa Kemal, the most powerful figure in Turkey (the successor state to the Ottoman Empire) wasn’t interested in a Kurdish state that might threaten the dream of unity in Turkey
. The Treaty of Sevres was to read: 

‘"If within one year from the coming into force of the present treaty the Kurdish people within the areas defined in Art. 62 shall address themselves to the Council of the League of Nations in such a manner as to show that the majority of the population of these areas desires independence from Turkey . . . Turkey hereby agrees to execute such a recommendation, and to renounce all rights and title over these areas. ... If and when such renunciation takes place, no objection will be raised by the Principal Allied Powers to the voluntary adhesion to such an independent Kurdish State of the Kurdish inhabiting that part of Kurdistan which hitherto been included in the Mosul Vilayet".’
 

Given the number of ‘ifs’ in the articles, it is perhaps not surprising that this option for independence did not come into being. It is comparable to the situation in Turkey today in which the US wants to maintain its ties to Turkey more than it wants to protect Kurdish rights and honour their contributions to the defeat of ISIS.  The Treaty of Sevres could have been one of those moments when Kurds’ needs were recognized as a priority; however, once again, they were not due to the higher needs of Turkey and the neglect of the League of Nations: likewise the US sell-out of Kurds to Turkey today. 
In 1923, the Treaty of Lausanne that finally ended World War One and created modern Turkey reflected Mustafa Kemal’s strategic ability to eliminate the idea of a Kurdish state. Though still a military general at the time, future President and founder of Turkey Mustafa Kemal refused to sign the Treaty of Sevres. His perspective was that the treaty was considered too punitive on Turkey for having been on the wrong side of World War One; Kemal (soon to be known as Ataturk) wanted to build a strong Turkish state. Britain and France disagreed and consequently broke their united stance after France agreed to support Kemal and his troops. By 1923 the Turks agreed that Mosul (with its large Kurdish population) could come under the newly established League of Nations via the Treaty of Lausanne. Thus, the modern states of Iraq, Syria, Turkey and Iran were created partially out of former parts of the now defunct Ottoman Empire. Ataturk intentionally got his way at the expense of the Kurds
. Therefore, treaties that originally made room for Kurdistan were passed over by Britain and France as well as Mustafa Kemal in newly established Turkey. Kemal was strong in his desire to make sure that nothing would get in the way of a Turkish state devoid of competing ethnic demands. He would also not want to see any other parts of his new state carved out to make up a future Kurdistan homeland for Kurds. This pattern of bypassing and outmaneuvering the Kurds by foreign powers can be seen in the current events in the Middle East where Syrian Kurds’ declaration of a federal state of Rojava was met with opposition from foreign powers and the Syrian government. Kurds in Iraq and Turkey in the 1920s experienced neglect of their needs just as Kurds do today.
Repression of Kurds in Syria in the 20th century set the path for their struggles today. Repression in Syria in the 1950s and 60s saw the removal of citizenship and therefore other rights such as education from Kurds whose families had been in Syria for a long time. After the 1930s and 1940s, most Kurds in Syria were settled into the country. The concern of the government lay with the one per cent of the Kurdish population who were recent arrivals through migration. When oil was discovered in some Kurdish regions in the 1950s, certain Syrian government officials became overly concerned about Kurds and discrimination began
. It continued to worsen during the 1958-1961 period of the United Arab Republic (UAR), the unification of Syria and Egypt under the leadership of Egypt’s President Nasser; some UAR government officials’ perspective was that they didn’t believe in the loyalty of the Kurds to Nasser’s vision of a pan-Arab Syria-Egypt polity. After the UAR broke up, the Syrian government began to examine the composition of its population and found more Kurds than it had expected
. Thus, the removal of citizenship from 120 000 Kurds in Syria began. In 1962 Kurds who could not prove they had been citizens in 1945 were intentionally dispossessed of their citizenship. The 120 000 stateless were known as bidoon (stateless), even though many had been given citizenship by the French mandate in Syria after World War One. They were also called ajanib (non-citizen foreigners, referring to their lack of red identity card). These people had no voting rights, couldn’t leave Syria (because they were without identity papers), and education and health were up to their local leaders, some of whom gave Kurdish residents these rights, others of whom did not
. Once again, these selfish acts echo today’s treatment of the Kurds by Syria and Turkey; even though the peshmerga have been pushing ISIS into the ground, it’s not enough for Turkey and Syria (and the US) to recognize their demands for autonomy.  Syrian Kurds’ rights were seriously compromised partly as a result of the outside influence of Egypt as they are currently ignored by Syria, Turkey and the US. 
Meanwhile, mistreatment of Kurds was common in Turkey throughout the 20th century; the PKK political party was subsequently formed to combat long-standing repression. Though Kurds comprised 15 to 20 per cent of the Turkish population, there was a long history of persecution, relocation, and cultural restrictions
. Since the formation of the Turkish state in 1923, Turkish had been the official language. Many restrictions have been placed on the Kurdish language which was and is probably the second biggest in the country. Kurdish was not allowed in teaching or publishing; it was not allowed to be taught in university (even as a foreign language). Politically, it was not permissible to use Kurdish in political campaigns nor was the idea of a Kurdish ethnic identity allowed to be propagated
. Consequently, the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) was formed in 1978 by Abdullah Ocalan to fight first for an independent state and then to fight against Turkey in an armed guerrilla-style struggle
. Kurds have long experienced second-class treatment in Turkey and have reacted by fighting for their rights. 
Similarly, Iraqi Kurds experienced persecution in the 20th century that was linked to the interests of outside parties. In the 1970s the Iraqi government resettled Arabs in Kirkuk (an oil-rich city) and forced resettlement of Kurds (who are mostly Muslim, like most Arabs, but they are not ethnically Arab); this in turn brought the US into the relationship for selfish reasons.  After more than a decade of up and down relations between Mustafa Barzani’s Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) of Iraq and the Iraqi government, they finally agreed on a settlement in 1970 that would have allowed for Kurdish autonomy. However, this agreement fell apart by 1971 and was finalized in a way unfriendly to the Kurds by 1974
.  Kirkuk, an oil-rich city with a large though not exclusive Kurdish population, was a major focus of this failed deal. With the Iraqi government wanting to have more control over the precious resource, it forced resettlement of Kurds to other parts of the country
. Figures vary but estimates suggest that between 100 000
  and 250 000
  Kurds and other non-Arabs were required to leave Kirkuk during the Arabization resettlement era (which lasted up until 2003) and saw Arabs from southern and central Iraq being given new homes in the Kirkuk area
. Meanwhile, the Kurds under Barzani had turned to the US for assistance after the autonomy agreement failed. The US complied out of self-interest according to this secondary source: “As Barzani returned to insurgency, the Kurds received support from the CIA, which found use in a proxy willing to counter the Soviet-backed Iraqi government. That support never included a promise to support anything beyond Kurdish autonomy inside Iraq, even when Barzani offered Washington access to the Kirkuk oil fields in case of victory.
” As can be seen, the Kurds suffered at the hands of both the Iraqi government and their superficial US ally. The Kurds’ relations with the Iraqi government were further compromised from 1986 to 1989 during the brutal and repressive Anfal campaign imposed on the Kurds as a reaction to them supporting Iran in the deadly Iran-Iraq War. Saddam Hussein, the President of Iraq, carried on a war of revenge against the Kurds of Iraq for supporting Iran in the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988). He is said to have used chemical weapons; mustard gas was used on the village of Halabja resulting in 5000 dead. In total, 50 000 to 180 000 Kurds were dead and thousands more made into migrants
. Sadly for the Kurds, their newfound relationship with the US proved to be of no value; only human rights groups spoke up for the Kurds – no help was forthcoming from the US or Iran with whom the Kurds had allied. Inside Iraq, Kurds were vilified for their disloyalty and the Anfal campaign was celebrated nationally
. The Kurds of Iraq not only experienced severe persecution, but also were left empty-handed by their supposed allies, another instance that parallels the Kurds mistreatment by the US to solidify its relationship with Turkey.
The previous examples from the 20th century show not only the pattern of repression against Kurds in Turkey, Syria and Iraq, but also the that when national interests were paramount, Kurds lost out. When resources were at stake, the Iraqi government was willing to push its Kurdish population aside. When loyalty was questioned, as in during the Iran-Iraq War, Iraq found a way to punish its Kurdish population in a severe way. The discrimination facing Syrian Kurds was directly and intentionally caused by the Syrian government’s pre-occupation with its foreign interests, showing the continuity of the pattern of Kurdish people’s interests being neglected by others. All of these patterns can of course be seen in current events where, despite their military contributions to the war against ISIS, Kurds were not rewarded with recognition of their demands for autonomy in Syria. And in the Turkish border areas, they were left by the wayside by their US “ally.” Past and present are tied together in the Kurdish experiences of discrimination in Syria, Turkey and Iraq.
Kurds have long sought different forms of autonomy and freedom in Turkey, Iraq and Syria and their predecessor imperial states; both today and in the past their goals, proclamations and desires have clashed with the political and strategic needs of foreign powers and the Turkish, Iraqi and Syrian state nationalism while they have undergone significant hurdles of discrimination in these countries.Today, Kurdish fighters, the peshmerga, are well known for their military acumen in the international fight against ISIS. However, this doesn’t seem to have mattered as Turkey has pressed its US ally to abandon the Kurds. Kurdish calls for autonomy have similarly been unsupported by the international community. This repeating relationship can be traced back to the Ottoman Empire where Kurds attempted to demonstrate their autonomy-related goals but were opposed by the British and by the Ottoman Empire itself. There was a moment of hope after World War One, but the post-war treaties once again made it clear that the major powers were not interested in Kurdish demands that could have gotten in the way of their imperialistic ventures. Nor would the newly-created Turkish state under Mustafa Kemal tolerate a non-Turkish ethnic group. Repression of Kurds in the 20th century in Turkey, Syria and Iraq revealed that intolerance was tied to nationalism, state-building and even outside powers. The old saying really seems to be true: “Kurds have no friends but the mountains.” 
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