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THE KURDISH NATION


Identity Without a State

On the twenty-first day of March each year, Kurds across four nations gather on mountainsides to light fires. The custom, known as Newroz, marks the spring equinox and the arrival of new life. But the flames mean something far older and more charged with meaning: they commemorate Kawa the Blacksmith, who according to Kurdish legend rallied the oppressed against a tyrant and lit bonfires on the peaks to signal freedom. When a young woman named Jina Amini was beaten to death by Iranian morality police in September 2022, her funeral in the Kurdish city of Saqqez became the gathering point for a massive uprising. Mourners chanted Jin, Jiyan, Azadî—Women, Life, Freedom—a slogan born in the Kurdish movement and now echoing across global feminist networks. That cry, rooted in ancient mythology yet voiced through smartphones and livestreams, captures the paradox at the heart of Kurdish existence: a stateless people have built one of the world’s most resilient nations.

The Kurds number between thirty and forty-five million globally, making them the largest ethnic group on Earth without a sovereign state. They inhabit the mountainous regions where Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria meet, yet this geographical continuity masks a fragmentation that should, by every conventional theory of nationalism, have obliterated their shared identity long ago. They speak mutually unintelligible dialects, practice different religions, wage war among themselves politically, and have been systematically targeted for erasure by every state that claims them. Yet the Kurds endure. More than endure—they have fashioned a national consciousness that adapts and strengthens across the very borders designed to divide them. Understanding how is to understand something fundamental about how nations actually form.



The Betrayal of Borders

The statelessness of the Kurds is not ancient. It is a twentieth-century wound, inflicted at the moment when the Ottoman Empire dissolved and European powers carved the Middle East into states suited to their own interests. What happened at the drawing boards of Lausanne was not merely the creation of new borders; it was the systematic erasure of an existing nation.

In 1918, as the Ottoman Empire collapsed, Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points promised that nationalities under Turkish rule would have an “unmolested opportunity for autonomous development.” The victors drafted the Treaty of Sèvres in 1920, and Articles 62 to 64 proposed an independent Kurdish state encompassing roughly 150,000 square kilometers of mountainous terrain across Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and the Zagros ranges. The envisioned state would have stretched from the Mediterranean coast inland to the slopes of the Caucasus, claiming territory rich in history and natural resources. The proposed boundaries included the Mesopotamian plains where the ancient Kingdom of Mitanni had once thrived, the volcanic peaks of Anatolia where Kurds had pastured their flocks for millennia, and the Zagros mountains forming a natural rampart against the Iranian plateau. Major Kurdish cultural centers like Diyarbakır, with its black basalt walls built by Byzantine emperors; Van, the ancient trading nexus on the lake bearing its name; and Mosul, a major commercial and intellectual hub, would have formed the core of this new state. The proposed Kurdish homeland also encompassed significant oil fields, a detail that would become crucial to its undoing. For a moment, international law appeared ready to grant the Kurds what the world was ostensibly offering to other subjugated peoples.

But that moment dissolved. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, rebuilding the Turkish state, rejected Sèvres violently and completely. His nationalist movement, energized by the specter of partition and backed by Bolshevik Russia, successfully forced renegotiation. The British, initially interested in supporting Kurdish autonomy as a counterbalance to Turkish and Persian power, reconsidered their position when the full geopolitical stakes became clear. The British mandate in Iraq coveted the oil resources around Mosul—resources that fell within the proposed Sèvres boundaries. Control of Mesopotamian oil became more strategically valuable than honoring commitments to Kurdish self-determination. The Kurds themselves were too fragmented by tribal rivalry and competing provincial loyalties to mount a unified response to either the Sèvres proposal or its abandonment. Three years later, the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 erased the Kurdish state entirely from the legal world, drawing borders across the contiguous Kurdish homeland to serve Turkish, Iraqi, Syrian, and Iranian interests. Turkey retained Anatolia and northern Mesopotamia; Iraq gained Mosul and its crucial oil fields; Syria received the western reaches of Kurdistan; Iran maintained the eastern highlands. The treaty did not merely deny the Kurds independence; it denied their existence. The very word “Kurdistan” became an historical relic, not a political possibility.

This denial set the template for a century of suffering. Turkey declared Kurds to be “Mountain Turks” and criminalized the Kurdish language itself, making it illegal to speak Kurdish in public spaces or teach it in schools. Iraq, under the Ba’athist regime, deployed chemical weapons during the Anfal Campaign of 1986–1988, a series of eight systematically coordinated military operations directed by Ali Hassan al-Majid, known to Kurds as “Chemical Ali” for his willingness to deploy such weapons indiscriminately. On March 16, 1988, the town of Halabja experienced the largest chemical weapons attack on a civilian population in history, killing between 3,200 and 5,000 people in a single day. Survivors described the smell of burnt almonds as nerve agents filled the streets; thousands died gasping in their homes or collapsing in the marketplace. The Anfal Campaign’s total death toll reached an estimated 100,000 Kurds, while over 4,000 villages were systematically destroyed. Entire regions were depopulated, their inhabitants either massacred or forcibly relocated to concentration-camp-style settlements. Syria stripped hundreds of thousands of Kurds of citizenship in 1962, reclassifying them as “foreigners” in their own country and denying them access to schools, government employment, and basic legal protections. Iran has maintained a policy of sustained suppression, with border guards routinely shooting those caught smuggling across mountainous terrain, and successive Iranian regimes have pursued periodic campaigns of arrest and execution against Kurdish nationalist activists and intellectuals.

The states had a unified strategic interest: they coordinated their repression with stunning efficiency. The 1955 Baghdad Pact formalized intelligence and military cooperation to contain Kurdish nationalism, creating a multilateral security apparatus explicitly designed to prevent any cross-border Kurdish organizing. International law turned its back entirely. The United Nations, dominated by nation-states jealously guarding their territorial integrity, refused to recognize the Kurdish question as a legitimate issue. The Kurds became what one might call an inter-state colony—a people too dispersed and too weak to demand recognition, yet too numerous and too stubborn to disappear.



The Fragmentation That Should Have Killed Them

Here is where conventional nationalism theory breaks down. Nations, we are told, require shared language, shared religion, or shared state infrastructure. The Kurds possessed none of these.

The Kurdish language is not one language but a cascade of dialects so different that Kurds from Turkey cannot easily understand Kurds from Iran. Kurmanji, spoken in the north and written in Latin script, dominates in Turkey and Syria, with millions of speakers across the northern tier of the homeland. Sorani, written in modified Arabic script, prevails in Iraq and Iran, dominating in the cities of Sulaymaniyah and Erbil. A third major dialect, Hawrami, adds further linguistic complexity. The crucial moment came in 1932 when Jeladet Bedir Xan, a Kurdish intellectual exiled in Damascus, invented the Hawar alphabet—a Latin-based script designed to unify Kurmanji writing and create a standardized written form that could transcend local variations. This innovation was politically and culturally significant: it represented an attempt to create a single literary language that could bind Kurmanji speakers across multiple nation-states. Yet this innovation never achieved universal adoption, particularly in Iraq and Iran where Sorani speakers maintained their own script rooted in the Arabic tradition. A Kurd in Istanbul and a Kurd in Baghdad could not rely on reading the same words, making the development of a shared print culture extraordinarily difficult.

Religion fragmented them further. While most Kurds practice Sunni Islam, significant minorities are Shia, and ancient syncretic faiths—Alevism, Yazidism, Yarsanism—claimed deep cultural roots in specific regions and communities. These religious differences were sometimes reinforced by sectarian politics, as host states exploited religious distinctions to prevent unified Kurdish organizing. The 2014 ISIS attack on the Yazidi stronghold of Sinjar became a catastrophic moment: the militant group’s forces swept through the region in August, massacring thousands of Yazidis and enslaving approximately 3,000 to 5,000 women and girls. Yazidi survivors described horrific atrocities—families separated, young women distributed to ISIS fighters, brutal violence against those who resisted. Yet this tragedy, horrifying as it was, paradoxically strengthened broader Kurdish solidarity. The attack united Sunnis, Shias, Yazidis, Alevis, and secular nationalists in collective grief and shared outrage. Kurdish military units from across the political spectrum rushed to defend Sinjar. The massacre became a unifying trauma, a moment when religious and political differences seemed trivial beside the question of survival.

The political landscape was even more fractious. The Kurdistan Democratic Party represented conservative tribal interests and maintained close ties to the Turkish and Iranian governments. The Patriotic Union of Kurdistan split the difference between tradition and modernization, competing with the KDP for power in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Kurdistan Workers’ Party, founded in 1978 by Abdullah Öcalan, rejected tribal structures entirely and theorized that only a mass revolutionary movement could liberate the Kurdish peasantry from both imperialism and internal feudal oppression. Öcalan’s PKK synthesized Marxist-Leninist theory with Kurdish nationalist aspiration, creating an ideology that explicitly sought to overturn traditional hierarchies. The PKK became the primary vehicle for Kurdish nationalist aspiration in Turkey and Syria, launching an insurgency that would cost tens of thousands of lives and reshape Turkish politics. These factions fought each other bitterly—an actual civil war devastated Iraqi Kurdistan from 1994 to 1997, leaving thousands dead and deepening the regional divide. A foreigner observing the Kurds circa 1980 would have predicted not survival but dissolution into the larger nations that contained them.

Yet the opposite occurred. The very absence of shared language, religion, and political ideology forced Kurdish identity to rest on something deeper: the shared fact of oppression itself. The trauma of displacement, the daily humiliation of language bans, the generational memory of massacres and chemical attacks created a “shared nightmare” of survival. Being Kurdish became synonymous with resisting erasure. Resistance became the nation.



The State as Unintentional Nation-Builder

Eugen Weber’s analysis of French nation-building argued that the modern state peacefully assimilated disparate regional populations through compulsory education, military conscription, and economic integration. The Kurdish experience inverted this model entirely. Rather than bringing disparate populations into unity, state apparatus became the mechanism of forced division while simultaneously catalyzing resistance identity.

In Turkey, schools were explicitly designed to obliterate Kurdish identity. The 1924 Law of Unification of Instruction mandated Turkish-only instruction and criminalized the teaching of any other language, making it a criminal offense for parents to teach Kurdish to their own children. The 1934 Settlement Act forcibly relocated hundreds of thousands of Kurds, replacing them with Turkish settlers brought from the Balkans and the Caucasus, fundamentally altering the demographic composition of the Kurdish heartland. The Dersim Genocide of 1938–1939 massacred thousands of Alevi Kurds, using the pretext of rebellion to justify aerial bombing, artillery bombardment, and systematic executions. Dersim, a mountainous region home to heterodox religious communities, was targeted because its inhabitants resisted Turkish assimilation policies and refused military conscription. The Turkish military deployed planes for the first time against a domestic population, creating a precedent for aerial bombardment that would resurface repeatedly across the twentieth century. Decades later, during the intense conflicts of the 1990s following the PKK’s insurgency, the state destroyed thousands of villages deliberately, driving two million Kurds into urban margins where they would be easier to surveil and control. The policy was explicitly designed to separate the Kurdish population from its territorial base and thereby weaken nationalist sentiment by severing populations from the mountains that had sheltered Kurdish culture for centuries.

Rather than assimilate through state institutions, the Kurds rejected state legitimacy entirely. Because schools were weapons of linguicide, informal religious schools and kinship networks became the spaces where Kurdish identity was preserved. Because borders were enforced with lethal violence, cross-border marriages and informal trade networks became acts of defiance. The state’s monopoly on force generated its opposite: a population that saw the state not as a modernizing force but as an occupying power.

This inversion had a paradoxical effect. The state’s escalating violence inadvertently elevated Kurdishness to the absolute center of what mattered. To survive, to preserve your language, to mourn your dead—these acts became political. The infrastructure of oppression became the forge of identity. When Turkey banned the word “Kurdistan,” the word became revolutionary. When Iraq dropped chemical weapons on Kurdish villages, Kurdish nationalist consciousness crystallized instantaneously across tribal and sectarian lines. When Iran shot Kolbers crossing the border, the practice became a symbol of Kurdish defiance and survival. The states tried to murder a nation and instead gave birth to one.



From Satellite Dishes to Digital Kurdistan

If the Kurds lacked the state apparatus to forge a unified nation, how did they build the “imagined community” that Benedict Anderson famously theorized? Anderson argued that print-capitalism—the mass production of newspapers and novels—allowed geographically isolated people to imagine themselves as part of a synchronous national community. For the Kurds, direct access to print was structurally blocked by poverty, illiteracy, and draconian censorship.

In the 1930s, Kurdish intellectuals exiled in Damascus and Beirut published Hawar, a periodical that simultaneously codified the Hawar alphabet and distributed it across the literate diaspora. Yet Hawar had limited circulation, reaching only a few thousand readers at its peak. The truly transformative moment came in 1995, when the diaspora launched MED TV from European studios, broadcasting in Kurmanji to Turkish, Syrian, and Iraqi Kurdistan. Satellite technology meant that broadcasts could not be blocked by borders or state censors. Satellite dishes became the infrastructure of Kurdish national consciousness. For the first time, millions of Kurds could watch the same news, hear the same songs, and see their language and faces reflected in a synchronized electronic space that transcended the four nation-states trying to contain them. MED TV featured Kurdish music, news about Kurdish affairs, cultural programs celebrating Kurdish history, and advertisements that normalized Kurdish language in commercial spaces where it had been banned. The impact was electrifying: Kurds suddenly possessed a shared media ecosystem that had seemed impossible decades earlier.

But satellite broadcasters faced vulnerability to state pressure. In 1999, the British government shut down MED TV under intense Turkish pressure, citing alleged PKK connections and claiming the station promoted terrorism. The closure demonstrated how broadcasting licenses could be weaponized by powerful states to suppress Kurdish media. Yet the Kurdish diaspora immediately pivoted: the channel relaunched as Medya TV from Belgium, then France, then eventually found sanctuary in Rojava where it broadcast the fight against ISIS. This cat-and-mouse game with European authorities reveals how the Kurdish media struggle became a geopolitical proxy war fought on the terrain of broadcasting licenses. Kurdish media outlets repeatedly relocated across European borders, each time finding new jurisdictions where they could broadcast before facing pressure again. The pattern demonstrated that while states could shut down individual broadcasters, they could not shut down the underlying determination to create a Kurdish electronic public sphere.

Today, social media and the internet have further deterritorialized the Kurdish nation. The Mahsa Amini uprising of 2022 exploded across Instagram and TikTok with Kurdish songs, revolutionary poetry, and the chant Jin, Jiyan, Azadî. Digital archiving projects such as the Kurdish Digital Archive work to preserve documents and literature on servers beyond the reach of states historically prone to burning Kurdish libraries. The Kurds have proven that a nation no longer requires contiguous territory or a shared alphabet. An electronic nation, sustained through satellite dishes and cellular networks, can be as real and as powerful as one inscribed in laws and national currencies.



The Singers of Memory

Long before satellites, the Kurds preserved identity through voice. The Dengbêj—the word combines deng (voice) and bej (to tell)—functioned as the librarian of Kurdish memory for centuries. These bards and storytellers sang epic poems, histories, romances, and elegies, often without musical accompaniment, their voices carrying the weight of collective history. They memorized the deeds of heroes, the genealogies of tribes, the traumas of displacement, and the victories of resistance. In a world where possessing a Kurdish book could mean arrest, the Dengbêj kept language and history alive in sound and memory alone. The most famous Dengbêj could maintain intricate narrative structures across multiple nights of performance, their material transmitted orally from master to apprentice across generations.

In recent years, there has been a remarkable cultural revival of Dengbêjî. Satellite television broadcast Dengbêj performances to millions, bringing the ancient oral tradition into the modern electronic public sphere and introducing younger generations to a cultural practice that had seemed destined for extinction. Physical cultural centers like the House of the Dengbej in Diyarbakır train new generations of storytellers and preserve recorded performances in digital archives. This is active heritagization—the strategic deployment of the past to forge a unified future and reclaim indigenous ownership of the cultural landscape from states that had sought to destroy it.

Alongside the Dengbêj tradition stands the mythology of Newroz and Kawa. According to legend, the tyrant Zahhak was cursed with serpents growing from his shoulders that fed on the brains of youths. Kawa, a humble blacksmith whose own children had been taken to feed the serpents, forged a rebellion and defeated the tyrant, liberating the oppressed. Newroz, celebrated on the spring equinox, is therefore far more than seasonal festival. The lighting of the fires is an act of political dissent, a synchronized ritual that binds Kurds across dialectical, tribal, and sectarian differences in a shared moment of resistance and commemoration. The ritual itself becomes nationalist pedagogy, transmitting across generations the message that oppression can be overcome and that collective action has power.



The Smuggler’s Economy and the Border War

The division of Kurdistan at Lausanne destroyed historical trade routes and economies. The host states deliberately under-developed Kurdish regions, marginalizing them from national centers of power. This structural violence created a unique phenomenon along the Iran-Iraq and Iran-Turkey borders: the Kolber.

A Kolber is a person who carries impossibly heavy commercial goods—electronics, clothing, medicine, fuel, sheep—across the treacherous, snow-covered peaks of the Zagros Mountains on their back. The work is liminal and dangerous. The Iranian regime refuses to recognize Kolberi as legal labor, classifying the workers as smugglers, yet occasionally issues them official ID cards, creating a paradox of quasi-legal status. This paradoxical legal classification leaves them vulnerable to arbitrary state violence: shootings by border guards, landmine explosions left from the Iran-Iraq War, death by avalanche in winter storms, and capture leading to imprisonment and torture. An estimated 70,000 to 300,000 individuals engage in this brutal trade, including desperate university graduates who cannot find employment in the depressed Kurdish economy. Some Kolbers make the crossing more than three hundred times per year, their bodies marked by the weight of constant loads and the trauma of constant danger. The informal supply chain they comprise generates a shadow economy worth approximately $25 billion annually, roughly equivalent to the GDP of the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq. These figures reveal the magnitude of economic integration despite political partition.

The tragedy of Kolberi is real and acute. Young men have frozen to death on mountain passes, their bodies discovered in spring when the snow melted. Families have lost breadwinners to border guards’ bullets, with hundreds of deaths recorded each year. An estimated 5,000 Kolbers have died over the past two decades, making the practice one of the most dangerous forms of informal labor globally. Yet the practice accomplishes something remarkable: it physically nullifies the borders drawn at Lausanne. Kurds on the Iraqi side facilitate goods that Kurds on the Iranian side carry across mountains that official law says should divide them. Families separated by borders conduct commerce through Kolberi networks, maintaining economic relationships despite legal prohibition. The shared language, kinship networks, and cultural identity enable this massive underground economy. Every loaded back crossing a frozen peak is an act of resistance to the partition that was supposed to end Kurdish history.



Women, Life, Freedom

The most profound transformation of modern Kurdish identity has been ideological, centered on the question of women’s liberation. Historically, Kurdish society was deeply patriarchal and organized around conservative tribal structures, with women’s legal and social status subordinate to male family members. Over the past four decades, this has fundamentally inverted. Women’s liberation has been positioned not as a side issue but as the absolute prerequisite for national liberation itself. The slogan Jin, Jiyan, Azadî—Women, Life, Freedom—encodes this revolutionary inversion.

This shift is rooted in a theoretical framework called Jineolojî—literally the “science of women”—developed within the Kurdish freedom movement and influenced by imprisoned PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan. Jineolojî argues that patriarchy and the centralized nation-state are mutually constitutive systems of domination that reinforce each other through social control and coercion. It rejects Western liberal feminism in favor of an indigenous, anti-colonial epistemology of women’s liberation grounded in communal structures and direct democracy. The theory posits that women’s autonomy is prerequisite for all other forms of freedom, and that liberation must be simultaneously social, political, economic, and cultural.

Under this framework, Kurdish women have organized militarily and politically in unprecedented ways: in the ranks of the PKK in Turkey, where women compose approximately 40% of the armed cadre, holding leadership positions and commanding military units; in the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ) fighting ISIS in Syria, where female fighters became international symbols of Kurdish resistance; and in underground civil society movements across Iran. Their armed participation has dismantled traditional hierarchies and provided a progressive, egalitarian core to modern Kurdish identity. The international attention garnered by the YPJ’s defense of Kobani during the 2014–2015 siege created powerful imagery of female Kurdish fighters defending a Syrian city against ISIS. As ISIS launched repeated assaults, YPJ women held the line, their presence internationally documented through photographs and videos that circulated across global social media. Western volunteers including dozens of women from Europe and North America joined the YPJ to fight ISIS, creating an unprecedented alliance between Kurdish women fighters and international solidarity activists.

The distillation of this ideology is the slogan Jin, Jiyan, Azadî: Women, Life, Freedom. Originating in the early 2000s within the Kurdish women’s movement, it was chanted at funerals for fallen female fighters, transforming mourning into revolutionary pedagogy. The chant became a way to honor the dead while asserting that their sacrifice had meaning and that the struggle would continue. In September 2022, when Jina Amini was beaten to death by Iranian police, her funeral became the epicenter of a massive uprising. The chant of Jin, Jiyan, Azadî at her gravesite ignited nationwide protests across Iran and global feminist networks. Crucially, the Iranian protest movement adopted the chant verbatim—in Persian it became “Zan, Zendegi, Azadi”—showing how Kurdish political culture is now actively exporting ideology rather than merely importing oppression. A slogan born in the struggle for one nation became a universal grammar of resistance. The adoption of the slogan across linguistic and national boundaries demonstrates how Kurdish ideas about liberation are increasingly shaping broader movements for human rights and justice.



The Diaspora’s Laboratory

As state violence, forced assimilation, and economic collapse drove millions of Kurds to flee, a diaspora emerged—roughly two million people concentrated in Germany, France, Sweden, and other European nations. Freed from the threat of arrest and torture, the diaspora became a laboratory for Kurdish identity construction. Institutions like the Kurdish Institute of Paris, founded in 1983, preserved linguistic heritage, curated massive libraries of Kurdish literature, and educated Western audiences about the Kurdish situation. The institute published Kurdish newspapers, organized academic conferences, and became a hub for Kurdish intellectual life in exile.

Kurdish-origin members of parliament in Sweden and Germany have actively lobbied for sanctions against Turkey and for international recognition of Kurdish rights. The diaspora exercises power through the European court system, challenging Turkish legal rulings and filing human rights complaints at the European Court of Human Rights. Thousands of cases have been brought by diaspora Kurds alleging torture, extrajudicial killing, and violations of speech rights. The flow of financial remittances from diaspora communities funds both civil society and armed movements back in the Middle East, giving diaspora Kurds real economic leverage over homeland politics. Annual remittances from Kurdish diaspora communities exceed one billion dollars, sustaining families and institutions in Kurdistan even as host states attempted to marginalize them economically.

The second and third generations navigate the complex intersection of European civic life and inherited Kurdish heritage while maintaining deep connections to the homeland through digital platforms. A Kurdish teenager in Berlin watching a Newroz broadcast from Diyarbakır or exchanging messages with cousins in Iraqi Kurdistan participates in the same imagined community as the Dengbêj singing in the mountains or the Kolber crossing the border. Territory is no longer a prerequisite for nationalism.



The Resilience of the Stateless

The survival and continuous intensification of Kurdish identity stands as a challenge to conventional theories of nationalism. Benedict Anderson’s requirement for print-capitalism was sidestepped by a stateless people who leveraged satellite and digital networks instead. Eugen Weber’s thesis about state-driven assimilation was completely inverted: the coercive apparatus of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria did not erase the Kurds but forged them.

The Kurds have built their nation through an adaptive repertoire of cultural, economic, and political mechanisms. The Dengbêj preserves history when books are burned. Newroz synchronizes ritual across borders. The Kolber physically defies the borders of Lausanne through sheer suffering and cross-border kinship. The ideology of Jineolojî transforms women’s liberation into a global banner for human rights. Satellite television created an electronic nation that state violence could not contain. Digital networks allow the diaspora and the homeland to breathe the same air.

For the Kurdish people, identity is not a static inheritance. It is an active, continuous process of survival. The very act of resisting erasure across four hostile nation-states has become the foundational, unifying core of what it means to be Kurdish. So long as the political conditions that necessitate this resistance remain entrenched in the Middle East, Kurdish identity will not merely persist but will continuously adapt and strengthen across physical and digital frontiers alike.
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