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Abstract  

 

This thesis examines current theories of separatism in order to determine their 
relevance for separatist aspirations in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Iraqi Kurdish movement 
towards more autonomy and even independence has a diverse and complex history 
reaching back to the 19th century. Especially since the establishment of the modern 
Iraqi state, there have been numerous uprisings against the central government in an 
attempt to gain more recognition for their cultural and ethnic distinctness. The 
theoretical understanding of separatism itself is an important problem in its own right. 
Two main schools of thought, the philosophical theories and the explanatory theories 
of separatism, are presented and analyzed. This thesis applies a dual and mutually 
reinforcing approach, using both the available theory on separatism as well as 
empirical evidence from the case study of Iraqi Kurdistan to explain each other. The 
analysis shows that the theories presented fail to acknowledge the interconnectedness 
and complexity of the reality of separatism and fall short in explaining the multifaceted 
history of Iraqi Kurdistan. At the same time, the complex Kurdish case suggests that 
theories of separatism need to be more fully developed in order to provide a general 
theory of separatism. Separatism and nationalism remain two of the most 
controversially discussed concepts in modern day politics, not at last because of recent 
independence referenda in Catalonia, Kurdistan or Scotland.  
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Abstrakt 

 

Diese wissenschaftliche Arbeit befasst sich mit aktuellen Theorien des Separatismus, 
um deren Relevanz für die separatistischen Bestrebungen in der Autonomen Region 
Kurdistan zu determinieren. Die irakisch-kurdische Bewegung nach Autonomie und 
Unabhängigkeit hat eine vielfältige und komplexe Geschichte, die bis in das 19. 
Jahrhundert zurückreicht. Besonders seit der Etablierung des modernen irakischen 
Staates gab es zahlreiche Aufstände gegen die Zentralregierung, mit dem Ziel, mehr 
Anerkennung für die herrschende kulturelle und ethnische Diversität zu erlangen. 
Dennoch ist das theoretische Verständnis von Separatismus zweideutig. Um diese 
Ambiguität zu verdeutlichen, werden zwei unterschiedliche Ansätze, das heißt sowohl 
philosophische Theorien als auch begründende bzw. erklärende Theorien präsentiert 
und analysiert. Diese wissenschaftliche Arbeit bedient sich einer dualen und 
gleichwertigen Vorgehensweise, indem sowohl die Theorie über Separatismus als 
auch die empirischen Daten des Fallbeispiels der Autonomen Region Kurdistan 
verwendet werden und sich gegenseitig erklären. Die Analyse zeigt jedoch, dass es 
den genannten Theorien an Berücksichtigung der Komplexität und Vernetzung der 
separatistischen Realität mangelt und dass eine Erklärung der facettenreichen 
Geschichte der Autonomen Region Kurdistan fehlt. Die weitere Forschung sollte sich 
der Ambiguität von Unabhängigkeit in der Autonomen Region Kurdistan widmen, die 
Einzigartigkeit des Fallbeispiels sowie die Bedeutung der grundlegenden Definitionen 
berücksichtigen und die Verwendung einer allgemein gültigen Theorie des 
Separatismus überdenken. Anderenfalls werden die Themen Separatismus und 
Nationalismus zwei der kontroversesten Konzepte der modernen Politik bleiben, nicht 
zuletzt auch wegen der aktuellen Referenda in Katalonien, Kurdistan oder Schottland. 
 
  



 VI 

  



 VII 

 

TABLE OF CONTENT 
 
 
 
 
 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS XI 

INTRODUCTION 1 

1. PHILOSOPHICAL THEORIES OF SEPARATISM 10 

1.1. The Statist Theory 11 

1.2. The Just Cause Theory 14 

1.3. Choice Theories of Secession 22 

1.4. Ascriptivist Theories 26 

1.5. Implications of the Philosophical Theories of Secession 28 

2. EXPLANATORY THEORIES OF SEPARATISM 31 

2.1. Geography 32 

2.2. Who attempts separatism? 35 
2.2.1. Cultural heterogeneity and the power of ideology 36 
2.2.2. Personal factors, psychology 42 

2.3. Economic Factors 48 

2.4. Foreign involvement 57 

2.5. Political factors 61 

2.6. Lessons learned from Explanatory Theories 66 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 VIII 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 IX 

 
 
 
 
 

3. WHAT DOES SEPARATISM IN IRAQI KURDISTAN REALLY MEAN? 68 

3.1. The Nation-state 69 

3.2. Nationalism 73 

3.3. Separatism 76 

3.4. Independence Movement 79 

3.5. Irredentism 80 

3.6. Civil War 82 

CONCLUSION 84 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 91 

ANNEX 107 

Annex I: Maps of the Historical Region of Kurdistan 107 

Annex II: Detailed Chronology of the Kurdish National Movement and Recent 
Historical Events 110 

Annex III: Biographies 115 

PLEDGE OF HONESTY 119 

VITA 121 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 X 

 

  



 XI 

 

 

 

 

 

List of Abbreviations 
 

 

ISIS   Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 

KDP   Kurdistan Democratic Party 

KRG   Kurdistan Regional Government - Iraq 

KRI   Kurdistan Regional Government - Iraq 

PUK   Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 

SCR   Security Council Resolution 

UN   United Nations 

US   United States of America 

  



 XII 

 

 



 1 

Introduction 
 

 

The concept of separatism has been commonly used in the global media to describe 

some form of identity politics aimed at the devolution of the state, usually referring to 

movements of independence or regional aims towards more autonomy. Since the re-

introduction of the ideal of self-determination by Woodrow Wilson after World War 

I, decolonialization and the end of the Cold War in the 1990s, this form of “political 

divorce”1 represents an important trend. In fact, more than half of the current 193-

member states in the United Nations have been founded as separatist states, i.e. by a 

distinct group of people claiming the right to self-rule and/or autonomy, thereby 

forcing politicians to reconsider the old assumptions about permanent unions2.  

Despite the concept’s apparent importance in shaping the international state 

system and global politics, the interest in separatism has faded since the beginning of 

the 21st century, turning a blind eye to the multiple attempts of separatism which 

continue today. In fact, in 2011 Brian Beary3 listed fifty-nine ongoing separatist 

movements all around the world, ranging from the Quebecois in Canada, the 

Catalonians in Spain or the Kurds in Iran, Iraq4, Syria, and Turkey to the Somalis in 

Ethiopia, the Maori in New Zealand or the North Caucasians in Russia. Not 

surprisingly, these movements are highly heterogenous with some of them calling for 

autonomy and/or multiculturalism within an existing state, while others aim for full 

independence. Yet, narrowed down to the shared desire for increased self-rule and 

autonomy, these highly diverse movements have often been depicted as similar.  Few 

comparative analyses take the historical circumstances, normative concepts, and 

intertwined variables into account on which each separatist movement is based and 

consequently fail to acknowledge the diversity and complexity of the topic. 

                                                
1 Don H. Doyle, “Introduction. Union and Secession in the Family of Nations”, In Secession as an  
International Phenomenon: From America’s Civil War to Contemporary Separatist Movements, edited 
by Doyle, Don H.,3. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010.  
2 Ibd.: 3 
3 Brian Beary, Separatist Movements. A Global Reference,Washington D.C.: COPress, 2011:xi ff. – In 
comparison, Roth (2014) lists even more movements in his book Let’s Split and already needs revision 
as new movements, as e.g. Yezidi autonomy movement emerged just after the book was finished 
(Christopher F. Roth, “Springtime of Nations”. 2015. Accessed June 10, 2018.  
http://springtimeofnations.blogspot.com/2015/02/lets-split-now-available-for-purchase.html  
4 The movement in Iraqi Kurdistan will be the case study of this thesis.  



 2 

The limited theoretical understanding of separatism is also reflected in the 

definitions of the main concepts of the idea of separatism, i.e. the nation-state, 

nationalism, independence movements, irredentism and civil war, which continue to 

be highly controversial. Indeed, most authors use their own definitions when talking 

about a specific case study, adapting them to their need and so making a comparison 

actually impossible. Yet, exact definitions are key to the understanding of the 

underlying issues and the individual case study in the first place. For example, while 

separatists’ goals range from the recognition as ethnically different group of people5 

to being a fully independent country6, independence movements exclusively focus on 

the latter7. Irredentism, on the other hand, implies the union with another state or the 

joining of a nation split up in different countries8. Civil war, finally, entails the armed 

conflict of two nations over the central power9. In addition, all these movements rely 

on the concept of the modern nation-state, a state which is founded on the construction 

of a distinct group of people with a shared history and language which makes it 

different from other groups10.  

 

This thesis is aimed at filling the above-mentioned gap in the research on separatism. 

It seeks to demonstrate the ambiguity of the concept, the seemingly contradictory 

definitions it entails and the interconnectedness of the variables that influence 

separatist attempts. What does separatism really mean? What principles have 

influenced separatism? What conditions are necessary for separatism to arise in the 

first place? What factors influence the evolution of a movement? In order to answer 

these questions, this thesis determines the relevance of the current theory for separatist 

movements in general, and the case study of Iraqi Kurdistan in particular.  

This thesis claims that the existing framework on separatism is insufficient to 

explain the case study of Iraqi Kurdistan. General observations made are too all-

                                                
5 Doyle, Introduction 
6 John R. Wood, “Secession: A Comparative Analytical Framework”, Canadian Journal of Political 
Science, 14, I (1981): 111.  
7 David Armitrage, “Secession and Civil War”, Secession as an Internatioanl Phenomenon: From 
America's Civil War to Contemporary Separatist Movements, edited by Doyle, D. H.,37. Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2010.  
8 Donald L. Horowitz, “Irredentas and Secessions: Adjacent Phenomena, Neglected Connections”, 
International Journal of Comparative Sociology, XXXIII (1992): 119.  
9 Doyle, Introduction; Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights, 
Clarendon Press, 1995. 
10 Roth, Springtime of Nations; Kymlicka, Multicultral Citizenship, 11-33.  
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encompassing and fall short of explaining historical facts and the development of the 

movement. Mere factual analyses, on the other hand, fail to place the movement in the 

broader theoretical discussion on separatism, missing the ambiguity of definitions and 

normative arguments. It is further assumed that because of this distinction between 

case study and theory, the generalizations made in modern day journalism and 

academia might actually harm the development of a separatist movement as well as a 

nation’s international perception of identity. This thesis, therefore, seeks to answer the 

question how the theory on separatism influenced the Iraqi Kurdish separatist 

movement? How has the theory on separatism contributed to the shaping of separatist 

movements in general and the case of Iraqi Kurdistan in particular? Is the theory 

relevant to its development? 

 

The movement in Iraqi Kurdistan appears to be the perfect case study for this thesis, 

as the region has a long history of separatist attempts which can be used to demonstrate 

the diversity of the topic even within one single example. The mountainous region of 

Kurdistan, containing parts of Iran, Northern Iraq, Syria and Turkey, has been 

occupied by the Kurds for four thousand years11. Since then, various attempts have 

been made by the local population to reach autonomy. The first, so-called national 

uprising dates back to 1880, when Sheikh Ubaydallah of Nehri revolted against the 

Ottoman Empire12. Sovereignty was also promised under the Treaty of Sevres in 1920 

but was eventually reversed by the Treaty of Lausanne in 192313. In 1945, the Kurds 

succeeded in founding the Republic of Mahabad in Iran, but their revolt was crushed 

by the Iranian forces in the wake of the withdrawal of Soviet support14. Their 

                                                
11 “The Time of the Kurds”. COFR, 2017, Accessed June 6, 2018.  
https://www.cfr.org/interactives/time-kurds#!/?cid=soc-at-the_time_of_the_kurds-infoguide; 
Kerim Yildiz, The Kurds in Iraq, London: Pluto Books, 2004: 7.    
12 Separatism is based on the idea that a movement intends to split from “a modern nation state”. This 
was clearly not yet fulfilled in 1880 during the Ottoman Empire. However, as almost all historical 
narratives include this uprising into the history of Kurdish separatism, it shall also be included here 
(Peter Sluglett. “Common Sense, or A Step Pregnant with Enormous Consequences. Some Thoughts 
on the Possible Secession of Iraqi Kurdistan”, In Secession as an International Phenomenon: From 
America’s Civil War to Contemporary Separatist Movements, edited by Don H. Doyle, 319-337. 
Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010); David McDowell, A modern history of the Kurds, London: 
Tauris, 2014). Whether or not the term separatism is adequate to describe the movement in the first 
place, will be the focus of Chapter III.  
13 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds; Abdulkader Brifcani, Mustafa Barzani: Leader of the 
Modern Kurdish National Movement, London: Kegan Paul International Limited, 2000; Gareth R.V. 
Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan. Political Development and Emergent Democracy, New York: Routledge, 
2003. 
14 Sluglett, Common Sense, 328 
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distinctness was first acknowledged in the 1970 March agreement and since the 

beginning of the 1990s, the Kurds in Iraq have lived in relative autonomy from the 

central Iraqi government through the enforcement of a no-fly zone by the United States 

(US)15. Separation from the state was further increased through the new Iraqi 

constitution in 2005, which established the Kurdistan Region of Iraq as a federal 

province16.  

Over 22 million Kurds live today in one of the largest non-state nations of the 

world17.  A distinct language and culture distinguish the Kurdish people from others 

living in the region which has put them at the forefront of ethnic discrimination by 

ethnically-based nationalist regimes with little tolerance for individual expression in 

all states18. While the modes and scale of oppression have varied in time and place 

between the different Kurdish regions, they share some similar conditions: first, they 

often have been the poorest regions of the countries, systematically discriminated by 

the centers of economic power19. Second, the dynamics of each attempt of resistance 

has affected the direction and outcome of the Kurdish struggles in the other regions20.  

As the Kurdish territory is vast21 it is important to take into account that the 

Kurdish people themselves are by no means homogenous and differ widely with 

regards to politics, ideology, social class and dialect22. As a matter of simplification, 

this thesis will focus exclusively on the Kurds living in the region of Northern Iraq. 

This becomes especially important when analyzing the efforts to split from Iraq and 

the Iraqi response to such attempts. For example, although Iraq currently has a weak 

artificial government23, this did not prevent it from using military force against the 

uprisings in the aftermath of the 2017 independence referendum. This distinction also 

becomes important when analyzing the influence of foreign players, as Northern Iraq 

                                                
15Sheron Otterman and Lionel Beehner, “IRAQ: Drafting a Constitution”, Council on  
Foreign Relations, 2005, accessed May 1, 2018. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/iraq-drafting-
constitution  
16 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds; Sluglett Common Sense; Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan  
17 “The Time of the Kurds” 
18 Beary, Separatist Movement  
19 Amir Hassanpour, “The Kurdish Experience”, 2017, accessed June 9, 2018 
https://www.merip.org/mer/mer189/kurdish-experience  
20 Ibd.  
21 The territory claimed has varied over time but in some interpretations, it almost reaches from the 
Persian Gulf to the Black Sea. For more detail please see the maps in Annex I and Chapter II.1 
22 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds; Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
23 “Country Profiles”, BBC News, October 10, 2017a, accessed December 12, 2017. 
 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18175030  
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has important oil fields, which the Kurds intend to capitalize on24.  

Kurdistan in Northern Iraq25 has struggled with several crises in recent years, 

ranging from internal power struggles in the Kurdish parliament, to a financial crisis 

related to the global oil prices. Also the fight against the Islamic State Against Iraq 

and Syria (ISIS), triggering an influx of refugees from Syria into the KRI and regional 

disputes with neighboring states such as Iran and Turkey have dominated Iraqi Kurdish 

politics. They have found themselves torn between two major global players, the US 

and Russia, which have both used the region to advance their own interests. Indeed, 

today the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) is dependent on US help to fight ISIS and 

pay its fighters salaries, while it relies on Russia for oil exports26.  

In recent years, due to the threat of ISIS in the region, the separatist aspirations 

had been put on a hold and have only been taken up in autumn 2017 with the 

referendum of independence. Despite international opposition and Iraqi prohibition of 

the referendum, the Kurds overwhelmingly (70% turnout) voted for independence in 

September 2017 (92% in favor) 72%27. Soon thereafter, the central government 

escalated the dispute and threatened to send troops to assert its authority28. Masoud 

Barzani, president of the KRI resigned, leaving politics after having dominated local 

government affairs since the 1980s29. Yet, politics in the KRI remain influenced by the 

Barzani clan, with the leadership of the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) being handed 

over to Nechirvan Barzani, the cousin of Masoud Barzani.   

 

The thesis will be structured in three distinct parts. Part I will present the philosophical 

and normative theories of separatism, looking into the questions of whether different 

organized groups of people and/or nations have the unilateral claim to split from the 

larger nation-state and if so, under which circumstances. Four main normative theories 

                                                
24 “Iraqi-Kurdistan Profile”, BBC, October 31, 2017, accessed January 17, 2018.  
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-15467672  
25 i.e. what today constitutes the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (federal region) or Iraqi Kurdistan (the region 
where Kurds live in Northern Iraq) 
26 “Iraqi Kurdistan Profile” 
27 Eric Pichon, “Iraqi Kurdistan’s independence referendum”, European Parliament – Briefing October 
2017, 2017: 5, accessed April 15, 2018.  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/608752/EPRS_BRI(2017)608752_EN.pdf   
28 David Zucchino and Margaret Coker, “Iraq Escalates Dispute With Kurds, Threatening Military 
Action”, The New York Times, September 9, 2017, accessed April 15, 2018.  
 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/27/world/middleeast/kurdistan-referendum-iraq.html  
29 “Iraqi Kurdish leader Massoud Barzani to step down”, BBC News, October 29, 2017b, accessed April 
15, 2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41794083; “Iraqi Kurdistan Profile” 



 6 

will be presented here, namely the Statist Theory30, the Just Cause Theory31, the 

Choice Theory32 as well as Ascriptive Theories33, which originated in the 1990s and 

have identified themselves as key to the wider theoretical discussion on the topic and 

principles of separatism. The different academic backgrounds of the leading scholars 

can be clearly observed because although all four groups of theories weigh the 

importance of state sovereignty against a nation’s or an individual’s right to self-

determination, they each use different angles, i.e. moral justice, stability of the state 

system, law or others, to defend their argument.  

Part II will then introduce the most important conditions necessary for a 

separatist movement to arise in the first place and determine its shape and success. M. 

Hechter34, D. Horowitz35, A. Smith36 and J.R. Wood37 give important insights into the 

key conditions of geography, nationalism and group solidarity, leadership, economy, 

foreign intervention as well as political structure. How important are these factors and 

how are these interlinked? How do these factors contribute to the development of a 

separatist movement? Part II and Part III, however, will not only analyze each factor 

tentatively through the different frameworks and theories, but will also give the reader 

insights into the case study. Evidence is used from both the theoretical and the 

empirical side to explain each other. Does the historical analysis of the Kurdish 

independence movement comply with what International Relations theories 

suggested? Which importance and influence can be attributed to the individual factor 

in the Kurdish case? While on first sight it seems that each factor on its own could 

                                                
30 Margaret Moore, “Ethics of Secession and Political Mobilization in Quebec”, In Secession as an 
International Phenomenon: From America’s Civil War to Contemporary Separatist Movements, edited 
by Don H. Doyle, 77ff. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010; Stephen M. Saideman, “Explaining 
the International Relations of Secessionist Conflicts: Vulnerability versus Ethnic Ties”, International 
Organization, 51, IV (1997): 721-753 
31 Allen Buchanan, Secession: The Morality of Political Divorce from Fort Sumter to Lithuania and 
Quebec, Boulder, Colo: Westview Press ,1991; Allen Buchanan, “Secession”, The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Fall 2017 Edition, accessed April 23, 2018.  
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/secession/ 
32 Harry Beran,“A Liberal Theory of Secession”, Political Studies 32, I (1984): 21-31; Daniel Philpott, 
“In Defence of Self-Determination”, Ethnics 105, II (1995): 352-385; David Copp, “International Law 
and Morality in the Theory of Secession”, Journal of Ethics 2, III (1998): 1-16. 
33 David Miller, On Nationality, New York: Clarendon Press, 1995; David Miller, “Secession and the 
Principle of Nationality”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 26 (1997): 261- 282 
34 Michael Hechter, “The Dynamics of Secession”, Acta Sociologica, 35 (1992): 267-283  
35 Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, London: University of California Press, 1985; 
Horowitz Irredentas; et al.  
36 Anthony D. Smith, “Towards a theory of ethnic separatism”, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 2, I (1979): 
21-37 
37 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
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explain the development of separatism in Iraqi Kurdistan, it soon becomes apparent 

that all factors are closely interlinked and promote each other.  

Part III will, finally, demonstrate the ambiguity of the concept of separatism, 

highlighting the difficulty in categorizing the Kurdish independence movement and 

showing the unviability of a general theory of separatism. The purpose of this thesis is 

to provide the reader with an in-depth understanding of the controversial topic of 

separatism, its complexity and the interconnectedness of all factors, assuming that no 

current theory is well-equipped to analyze separatism.  

The timeframe researched will be limited to the era of the contemporary Iraqi 

nation state because the concept of separatism, as it is understood in this thesis, is 

based on the concept of the modern (multi)nation-state38. Despite Iraq achieving 

independence from Great Britain in 1932, the state of Iraq declared itself a republic 

only in 1958. In addition, the focus of this thesis lies on the time since the 1970 March 

Agreement, as this constitutes the first Iraqi recognition of Kurdish distinctness. 

Nonetheless, as the origins of the movement are found over a century ago, this also 

implies that it will be possible to observe a change in strategy once new factors and 

players take the stage. The possibility to observe changes in the Kurdish movement 

towards independence can be regarded as an advantage to this thesis, while at the same 

time no causal relationship may be implied.  

 

This thesis will benefit from the interdisciplinary approach it adopts. For the case 

study, this thesis will use mostly historical and historiographical analyses of the events 

surrounding the separatist movement in Iraqi Kurdistan. This will then be combined 

with political sciences when it comes to analyzing the theory about separatism. 

Political theory and especially theory on International Relations, seems important 

when it comes to explaining the influence of different factors on separatism and how 

these alter over time. Finally, this thesis will also contain a legal section where it will 

investigate whether the right to self-determination can be ascertained in a specific case. 

The legal argument can be especially important when it comes to the legitimacy of a 

movement and their unilateral claim for independence.   

The bulk of research will be based on primary and secondary literature on the 

                                                
38 Doyle, Introduction. In addition, please refer to Chapter III.   
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topic. There is a large number of adequate resources available, which examine various 

different angles and views on separatism as well as the case study. The literature also 

provides large theoretical frameworks. For example, Allen Buchanan who has 

developed the Just Cause theory, had a large impact on development of the 

philosophical theories in general. Similarly, John R. Wood has presented an extensive 

comparative analytical framework researching the different conditions on which 

separatism is based. The variables tested stem from the international and national level 

of analysis and serve this thesis well for the selection of factors important to 

separatism. Finally, the theory of rational choice was adapted to the context of 

separatism by Hechter and serves to examine the choice individual decision-makers 

take. 

The resources will be limited by the language in which it is available. Concerns 

arise particularly because Iraqi Kurdistan has very uncommon languages and dialects. 

However, the research will be helped by the fact that most documents have been 

written in English or other main European languages, as the Kurdish languages are 

predominantly used orally, and no standardized written version prevails39. In addition, 

particularly in the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, the author also has good connections to the 

local Viennese office of the representation of the KRI and was able to conduct an 

interview. It goes without saying that this thesis presents a balanced view on the 

subject matter and tries to include as many different points of view as possible. 

 

When reading this thesis, it is important to take the various meanings of different terms 

into account, along with their change of meaning over time as well as their 

interconnectivity. It shall also be noted that with regards to the Kurdish separatist 

movement it is important to distinguish the terms of Kurdistan, Iraqi Kurdistan and the 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Iraqi Kurdistan, refers to the larger area where ethnic Kurds 

live and predominate within Iraq40. The Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI), on the other 

hand, refers to the pre-2003 area, which was administered by the Kurdish Regional 

Government (KRG) and was defined by the militarized demarcation line drawn by 

Saddam Hussein in 1991 and/or the “no-fly zone” and “safe haven” established by the 

US. The KRI is roughly half of the area of Iraqi Kurdistan. Finally, the term Kurdistan 

                                                
39 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 37 
40 Please see Annex I.  
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has two meanings: first, it refers to the idea of Great Kurdistan, the entire ethnic 

homeland where Kurds live, i.e. in Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey. Second, Iraqi 

Kurdistan is the term often used colloquially in order to refer to the Kurdistan Region 

of Iraq by politicians and journalists. Depending on the context, this may include or 

not the “disputed territories”. This thesis uses the idea of the KRI, the boundaries of 

the federal region today, as its basis for analysis. This, however, does not imply that 

this is or should be Iraqi Kurdistan in its entirety but only that it is the area currently 

administered by the KRG and other Kurdish parties41.  

 

  

                                                
41 The topic of geography in Iraqi Kurdistan will further be addressed in Chapter II.1. (Stansfield, Iraqi 
Kurdistan) 
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1. Philosophical Theories of Separatism 
 

 

The following two chapters will touch upon the most important theoretical and 

historical arguments when researching separatism. The overview provided below 

cannot be regarded as extensive but rather serves as a display of the diversity of the 

topic and the importance of different points of views and principles concerning its 

evolution. The literature on the theory of separatism is limited to a few researchers, 

mostly in the 1990s, who focused on the topic because of the recent break-up of the 

Soviet Union and the end of decolonialization. Despite the numerous ongoing 

separatist attempts around the world, the scholarly interests had subsided until a rather 

recent resurge in identity politics could be observed, following the referenda of 

independence in Scotland and/or Catalonia.  

It quickly becomes apparent that scholars of separatist movements center their 

debates around similar points of argument, namely the rights of the state, state 

sovereignty and its inviolability of territory vs. the rights of the people of free 

association and self-determination, the degree of injustice suffered by them, the 

reaction of foreign actors and the impact of foreign involvement. Consequently, 

scholars from different parts of the world, with different academic backgrounds and 

traditions have elaborated a diverse spectrum of theories, offering different lenses to 

analyze the multi-faceted topic of separatism.  

Two main groups of theories can be identified, namely philosophical theories and 

explanatory theories. Each of these groups can be further sub-divided into different 

argumentations, which shall be presented here on a theoretical level and in light of 

their relevance for the Kurdish case study. When looking into the different historical 

narratives of the Kurdish separatist movement, it quickly becomes apparent that it is 

the theoretical factors which also dominate the debate at a more practical level. For 

example, regardless which moment in time is analyzed, the question evolves around 

the right to self-determination of the people, the definition of the people as well as the 

necessary conditions to exercise such a right. The combination of theory and historical 

evidence in the following chapters give the reader an in-depth understanding not only 

of the theoretical difficulties of the topic but also its relevance for the development of 

the Kurdish case study itself.  
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Before looking into the different factors that influence separatist movements and 

which contribute significantly to the success or failure of a movement, a more 

philosophical discussion of the principle of the “right to secessionism” is provided. 

This stream of theoretical discussion pays attention to different aspects of the question 

whether or not a specific nation has a primary right to self-determination and therefore 

secession. In particular, there are four streams of philosophical thought, i.e. the Statist 

Theory, the Just Cause Theory, the Choice Theory and the Ascriptivist Theory42. Each 

of these different concepts contributes a different angle to the analysis, includes a 

varied mix of academic disciplines and ascribes different importance to state 

sovereignty and/or individual and group rights, which is why they have shaped the 

debate on separatism significantly since their evolution in the 1990s. This thesis 

presents each of these theories and discusses their relevance to the Kurdish separatist 

movement.  

 

 

1.1. The Statist Theory  
 

The principal idea of the Statist view is that any form of secession from a state is 

unjustified and consequently political boundaries need to be maintained and perceived 

as statist43. Moore (2010) and Saideman (1997)44, who have contributed significantly 

to the understanding of this approach, present three main lines of argumentation in 

order to demonstrate the inviolability of state boundaries45.  

The first argument is based on a realist perception of international relations, 

focusing primarily on nation-states as the principal international actors and indicating 

that the stability of these nation-states is key to international peace and security. Moore 

explicitly emphasizes the inherent destabilizing function of all separatist movements, 

                                                
42 The main adherents to the theory are: Saideman, Explaining the International Relations; Moore, 
Ethics of Separatism; Buchanan, the Morality of Political Divorce; Buchanan, Secession; Beran, A 
Liberal Theory of Secession; Copp, International Law and Morality; Philpott, In Defence of 
SelfDetermination; Miller, On Nationality; Miller, Principle of Nationality 
43 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 77ff.   
44 Saideman, Explaining the International Relations, 721-753  
45 These three lines of argumentation in the Statist Theory are not exclusive. However, for the purpose 
of this thesis, I have decided to limit them to the most common ones.    
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but in particular of independence movements46, which is why under the Statist Theory 

borders need to be preserved at all cost. It can be concluded that secessionist groups 

do not have the unilateral right to secede47. Secondly, Statist adherents deny a primary 

right to secession based on the idea that the government represents and expresses the 

will of all people of a nation-state and benefits them equally48. This argument is based 

on the idea of the modern nation-state based on the concept of territoriality, according 

to which all people of a specified geographical domain follow the same legal and 

political rules and can therefore be conceived as equal citizens. This argument also 

implies that the territory belongs and benefits all nations living on that land in the same 

way so that the scholars49 see no reason for secession50. Analyzed from a governmental 

point of view, central or federal, it seeks to represent all the people living on its land 

equally and expects no change of political boundaries in return. Finally, the statists 

also provide an argument based on the provision of moral goods51. Based on the idea 

that the modern (multi)nation-state provides its citizens with peace and security, the 

protection of individual rights as well as rule of law, the questioning of the underlying 

political order is unjustified. This argument is especially strong when the government 

and the state have democratic accountability52.  

 

In light of the Statist Theory, the Kurdish separatist movement does not have a primary 

right to secede from the central Iraqi state. Regardless if looked at the movement 

during the times of the Iraqi monarchy, during the regime of Saddam Hussein or the 

current federalized Iraqi state, an independent Kurdish state would have severe 

impacts on the regional stability in the Middle East, not at least because Iraq’ 

neighboring states Iran, Syria and Turkey are also the home of Kurdish minority 

groups53. In addition, it would also set a risky precedent for other countries world-

wide, finding themselves in similar situations, which would further destabilize the 

                                                
46 The destabilizing function becomes apparent not only within the state where a separatist movement 
takes place but, in fact, influences the entire region and the international community (Moore, Ethics of 
Secession, 78) 
47 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
48 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 78 
49 i.e. Doyle, Introduction; Moore, Ethics of Secession; Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
50 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
51 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 79 
52 The argument hints at the idea that no democratic state would be able to operate successfully if it was 
constantly threatened by unviability through separatism (Doyle, Introduction).  
53 Sluglett, Common Sense, 320 
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international state system54. It is not surprising that also the future viability of the Iraqi 

state itself would be questioned if the Kurdish region were to leave the federal union55.  

Today, the power is officially shared in Iraq between the two federal regions56, 

with a decentralization personified by the Kurdistan region of Iraq and a more central 

interpretation dominating the rest of Iraq under Baghdad’s command57. The 

constitution also details that the government officials are elected through general, 

open, and fair elections and the people are the source of legitimacy and authority58. 

This not only implies that all Iraqi citizens, be they ethnic Kurds or not, are officially 

equal but it also indicates that the Kurdish population has significant influence in the 

make-up of the government, making any claim to separation unjustified. According to 

the Statist Theory, the Iraqi territory belongs to all citizens, contributing to the view 

that both Shia/Sunni and Kurdish groups are increasingly regarded as Iraqi people59.  

However, the democratic argument used above also hints at various 

weaknesses of the Statist Theory. If the people and different nations had the right to 

enter the union in the first place, this must also imply that they have the power to leave 

it according to their free will60. This is in fact an argument often used by the KRG 

today61. Based on the referendum which took place in September 2017, government 

representatives led by Nechirvan Barzani argue that they have a right to dissolve the 

union they had agreed to in 2005, not the least because the central Iraqi authorities 

have failed to implement the most important provisions62.  

                                                
54 Michael Wahid Hanna, “The Line in the Sand: Is Sykes-Picot Coming Undone?”, Journal of Middle 
Eastern Politics and Policy, 2015, accessed June 6, 2018.  
http://jmepp.hkspublications.org/2015/07/13/the-line-in-the-sand-is-sykes-picot-coming-undone/  
55 According to Wood, secession can never be justified if it leaves the remaining state unable to act and 
protect its citizens (Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework) 
56 See also the current Iraqi constitution. “Iraqi Constitution”, 2005, accessed May 25, 2018.  
http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=230000 
57  “Iraq and Its Regions. Iraqi Governance Structures after the Liberation of Mosul”, 2018, accessed 
May 25, 2018. http://www.lse.ac.uk/middle-east-centre/research/iraq-and-its-regions  
58 “Iraqi Constitution”  
59 Gareth Stansfield and Mohammed Shareef, The Kurdish Question Revisited, London: Hurst & 
Company, 2017.  
60 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 79 
61 Masoud Barzani continuously refers to the preamble to the Iraqi constitution, which states that 
adherence to the text of the constitution is a precondition for Iraq to remain unified. Consequently, he 
argues that in the case that the central Baghdad government fails to hold up the promise, the KRG is 
entitled to dissolve the union (“Iraqi Constitution”; “President Barzani Delivers His Remarks Following 
the Independence Referendum”, Kurdistan Region Presidency, September 26, 2017, accessed April 15, 
2018. http://www.presidency.krd/english/articledisplay.aspx?id=9ZbBMOVvoOU=  
62 Ibd.  
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As it is clearly visible, this problem also relates closely to the question of the level 

of “valid” moral goods required for a state to be legitimate. Can the Iraqi state be 

legitimate despite the constant prosecution of the Kurds over the course of history? 

While some factors are considered to be so rudimentary that any entity would need to 

be regarded as functioning state63, Moore and Saideman disagree whether the 

provision of individual human rights and the provision of the rule of law can be 

regarded as decisive factors. There can be no doubt that Saddam Hussein has violated 

many of these basic provisions, e.g. under the an-Anfal campaign, leading to a mass 

genocide of the Kurdish population. However, even today, the fact that the articles 4 

or 14064 of the 2005 constitution have never been fully implemented, has violated the 

basic provisions under which the Kurds had agreed to the constitution in the first 

place65.  

 

 

1.2. The Just Cause Theory 
 

Expanding the argument of moral goods, the Just Cause theory can be regarded as a 

natural result of the Statist theory. Based mostly on the work of Allen Buchanan66, it 

claims that national groups have a right to secede from the state, if, and only if, that 

state has failed to protect the basic human rights of its citizens, or if a group has 

suffered certain types of serious injustices and/or grievances at the hands of the state. 

Violence must form a central part of the perception of separatist movements67. The 

historical roots of this interpretation, can be found with John Locke and his idea of a 

social contract between the state and its citizens as the foundation of power68. 

Thereafter, the American Revolution and the era of the Enlightenment also serve as 

bases to the right to revolution, fundamental to the Just Cause Theory69.  

                                                
63 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 79 
64 Articles 4 and 140 are two of many examples, which have been not fully implemented of the central 
Iraqi authorities. Article 4: language. It determines both Arabic and Kurdish language as official state 
languages and defines where both languages are to be used. Article 140: disputed territories and period 
of completion.  
65 “President Barzani delivers his remarks”; Zucchino, Coker, Iraq Escalates Dispute with Kurds 
66 The theory is most comprehensively presented in Allen Buchanan, Secession, 1991.  
67 Buchanan, Secession 
68 Alex Tuckness, “Locke’s Political Philosophy”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, last 
modified January 11, 2106, accessed May 25, 2018. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke-political/  
69 Doyle, Introduction, 8 
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While all adherents of the Just Cause Theory agree on the significance of serious 

injustices for the right to self-determination and separatism, the scholarly attempts, 

however, differ on how to exactly define these alleged grievances. For example, some 

arguments include the colonization and conquer of the traditional homeland in the list 

of grievances suffered7071, while others restrict their analysis to the obvious cases of 

violation of human rights and/ or crimes against humanity72. Finally, there are also 

arguments of the Just Cause theory who opt for the inclusion of discriminatory justice, 

i.e. unequal distribution of resources, as sufficient to legitimize secession73. Regardless 

of which grievances are included, all authors agree that the injustices need to be 

numerous and long-lasting to justify separatism and they need to be the result of 

underlying state structures74 rather than the actions of one particular government. Just 

as with the Statist Theory in Chapter I. 1, here it is once again important to differentiate 

the structures of the state from those of the government in order to determine whether 

or not certain actions can be defined as legitimate. It can be concluded that if the 

injustices against a particular ethnic group are “only” committed by a single 

government at one specific moment in time, then the change of government, be it 

through new elections or revolution, is regarded as sufficient to ease the grievances 

and secession from the state is no longer justified75. Independence under the Just Cause 

theory can only be justified if it is proven to be the only remedy to protect the 

fundamental rights of a specific nation76.  

                                                
70 Grievances suffered by colonization and conquer imply the idea that a nation state had a claim over 
a specific homeland in the past and it has unjustly lost that claim through conquer or colonization. 
Buchanan argues that this type of grievances authorizes the nation to reclaim that formerly recognized 
land through international law as their own (Buchanan, Secession).  
71 Closely related to the argument of colonization is also the argument of the artificial state. Authors 
such as Mayall and Simpson argue that many former colonies and developing countries actually have 
never achieved statehood as defined in Chapter III, as they have impeded civil society from developing 
and failed to protect their citizens in the first place. They argue that sovereignty is often merely juridical, 
i.e. the product of international recognition by other states and not developed through a process from 
within (James Mayall and Mark Simpson, “Ethnicity is not Enough: Reflections on Protracted 
Secessionism in the Third World”, International Journal of Comparative Sociology, XXXIII (1992):8.  
72 Wayne Norman, “Ethnics of Secession as the Regulation of Secessionist Politics”, In National Self-
Determination and Secession, edited by Margaret Moore, 34-61. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998; Margaret Moore, “Introduction”. In National Self-Determination and Secession, edited by 
Margaret Moore, 80, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998  
73 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 81f. according to Buchanan, The Morality of Political Divorce  
74 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
75 Allen Buchanan, Justice, Legitimacy, and Self-Determination: Moral Foundations for International 
Law, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004; Moore, Ethics of Secession, 82 
76 Buchanan, Secession  
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Through the definition provided above it has become apparent that the Just 

Cause Theory accepts the moral argument that a legitimate state has a right to preserve 

its territorial integrity, but that such claims can be reversed once the (multi-)nation 

state fails to provide justice for its people77. This means that once the state fails to 

provide the very reason for its existence in the first place, i.e. the social contract 

between the state and its people is withdrawn, separation from the state is justified78. 

The Just Cause theory emphasizes that separation between the state and its people can 

be concluded in various ways, ranging from independence to different forms of state 

autonomy for nations within the existing state79. Yet, also the Just Cause Theory fails 

to provide a took with which to judge form of separatism or autonomy is best in the 

particular case.  

Despite the clear difficulty the adherents of the theory face in defining what to 

include as serious injustices suffered by the state, this approach also struggles with 

other disadvantages, such as the possibilities of a nation to enforce the so-called right 

to secession80. In fact, most groups, which suffer grievances under authoritarian rule 

do not have the means to enforce their right to self-determination on their own. 

National groups are often victims of further repression once they voice their claim to 

separation and central authorities use force against the separatist group which can lead 

to civil war81. Another key criticism of the Just Cause theory results from the little 

importance it accords to nationalism as it argues that the right to self-determination is 

merely driven by grievances rather than ideological components82. This deliberate 

exclusion of nationalism as a driver for separatism in the Just Cause Theory is striking, 

as nationalism is in fact often understood as an ideology declaring a group worthy of 

its own state83. Buchanan neither takes ethnic nationalist ideology, based on a fixed 

myth rooted in history and memory and relying on socially, religiously and historically 

                                                
77 Ibd.  
78 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 80ff.  
79 Ibd.  
80 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 81 
81 Ibd.  
82 Buchanan, Secession according to Moore, National Self-Determination 
83 Nelson Kasfir, “Explaining Ethnic Political Participation”, World Politics 31/3 (1979): 365 – 388. 
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constructed differences to be looked back at whenever needed84, nor civic nationalism 

defined merely in territorial terms85 into account.  

On the other hand, there are also several advantages connected to the Just 

Cause Theory arguing for secession. First of all, it implies a morally strong connection 

between the right to revolt against political oppression and the collective right to self-

determination86. In addition, it is comparably easy to assess because it simply requires 

a historical analysis of the state practices and the prove of authenticity of claims made 

by the separatist group concerning the injustices suffered87. This, however, does not 

change the fact that there might be a difference in clarity of the cases involved.  

To conclude, while this theory gives certain groups the right to secede under 

specific circumstances and as a matter of last resort, it also limits the possibilities of 

separatism to those that have suffered significant grievances by state structures88. The 

Just Cause theory, therefore, implies a certain weighing of rights between the separatist 

groups and the state89.  

 

The Just Cause Theory clearly seems to support the KRG’s argument for self-

determination. It is generally acknowledged that the Kurds suffered significant 

grievances over the course of history. In 1880, the first documented Kurdish uprising 

took place against the suppression of the Ottoman Empire with revolts quickly 

spreading throughout the country but eventually ending with the death of Sheik 

Ubaydallah Nehri in 189390. In 1924, Sheikh Abdul Qadir of Nehri lead another 

uprising, which the Turks by killing thousands91 and similarly in 1946 the Republic of 

Mahabad was founded for eleven months before it was bloodily crushed by Iranian 

forces92. After the end of the Iraqi monarchy in 1958, the Kurds also experienced 

                                                
84 Doyle, Introduction; Kasfir, Explaining Ethnic Political Participation  
85 Yossi Shain and Martin Sherman, “Dynamics of disintegration: diaspora, secession and the paradox 
of nation-states”, Nations and Nationalism, 4/3, (1998): 323; Mayall, Simpson, Ethnicity is not Enough 
86 Buchanan, Secession 
87 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
88 Interestingly, the argument implies that the separatist group need not to suffer the injustices 
themselves but rather that the state from which they want to secede is the perpetrator of such injustices. 
Once the state has failed to protect all citizens equally it has lost the right to territorial integrity (Moore, 
Ethics of Secession, 82) 
89 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
90 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds, 49ff; Wadie Jwaideh, The Kurdish National Movement: Its 
Origins and Development, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2006:75ff  
91 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds, 151ff; ibid: 231ff; Jwaideh, the Kurdish National 
Movement, 207ff., “Iraqi Kurdistan Profile” 
92 Sluglett, Common Sense, 328 
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increased suppression leading to the dissolution of the KDP in 196193. As the hight of 

suppression, the an-Anfal campaigns throughout the 1980s, and in particular the attack 

on Halabja in 1988, needs to be mentioned. There, as a result of deportation and 

chemical attacks ordered by the regime of Saddam Hussein, more than 35,000 family 

heads died, leaving more than 100,000 widows and an even greater number of 

orphans94. Once again in 1991, Saddam Hussein severely punished the Kurds for their 

rebellion after the Iran-Iraq war, consequently leading to the US intervention, the 

establishment of the no-fly zone for civilian protection and the oil-for-food program95. 

However, also recent interference with the payment of salaries of Kurdish 

governmental employees as a punishment for the 2017 independence referendum or 

the non-compliance with the 2005 constitution must be regarded under the light of 

severe grievances suffered96.  

The list of serious injustices experienced by the Kurdish population is long and 

it has become apparent in different points of time that the Iraqi state has failed to treat 

its citizens equally. Nevertheless, the Kurds are not the only nation that has suffered 

serious injustices within the borders of Iraq. For example, the regime of Saddam 

Hussein fiercely suppressed Shia uprisings at the end of the Iran-Iraq war97. Similarly, 

both the governments of Nouri al-Maliki as well as Haider al-Abadi have failed to 

protect the Yezidi minorities from ISIS’ genocidal attacks starting in 201498. “The just 

state […] has an obligation to protect all (existing and future) citizens’ legitimate 

interests in the political and territorial community”99100. Therefore, the depicted 

historical continuous failure of the Iraqi central state to protect its citizens equally and 

the continuity of suppression inflicted on the Kurds lead to the conclusion that the 

                                                
93 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds, 302ff; “Iraqi-Kurdistan Profile” 
94 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds, 383; ibd: 391 
95 Gordon W. Rudd, “Humanitarian Intervention. Assisting the Iraqi Kurds in Operation Provide 
Comfort, 1991”, 2004, accessed April 13, 2018.  
https://history.army.mil/html/books/humanitarian_intervention/CMH_70-78.pdf;  
Susan Meiselas, Kurdistan. In the Shadow of History, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008; 
McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds 
96 Zucchino, Coker, Iraq Escalates Dispute With Kurds; “President Barzani Delivers his Remarks” 
97 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds 
98 It is questioned where it was in fact a failure by the government to protect the Yezidis or a deliberate 
negligence that could qualify as further discrimination and unjust treatment (“Iraq: Protect Mass Graves. 
Evidence of Possible ISIS Genocide Endangered”, Human Rights Watch, 2016, accessed June 5, 2018 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/01/30/iraq-protect-mass-graves )  
99 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 81f. 
100 According to the structure of the argument it is not necessary that the separatists need to suffer the 
injustices but rather that it is the state which perpetrates the injustices to any group living under his 
sovereignty (Moore, Ethics of Secession, 82) 
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grievances suffered are structural rather than the mere attempt of one particular 

government to oppress the Kurds. It can therefore be concluded that the Iraqi central 

state has lost its right to territorial integrity according to the Just Cause Theory.  

 

After having determined the clear right to secession according to the Just Cause 

Theory, the question, however, remains what instruments the Kurds have at their 

disposition to enforce this right. Indeed, neither national nor international law provide 

the separatist movement with a clear legal framework. With regards to domestic law, 

in fact, it is a question of the state’s constitutional law101 and therefore Iraq’s 2005 

constitution. So far, no final legal case has been concluded on the Iraqi constitution 

but the current dispute between the KRG and the central government in Baghdad 

suggests that the Iraqi constitution does not foresee a “political divorce”102.  

With regards to international law, James Crawford states that separation is in 

fact neither legal or illegal but a neutral act103. Yet, while he argues that there is no 

right conferred by international law to unilateral secession, others disagree and outline 

at least a limited right to secession104. This legal right to secession and self-

determination can be found in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (1966) and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(1966)105, implying that the right to self-determination is in fact a legal right and not 

just a political principle and therefore can also not be restricted to people living in 

former colonies106. Undoubtedly this right is universal. In addition, it is important to 

point out that the meaning of the people has been extremely controversial, ever since 

the principle of self-determination was mentioned in the United Nations (UN) 

Charter107. Indeed, initially the UN was largely opposed to any form of secession, 

emphasizing the territorial integrity of a country and describing as “people” those 

                                                
101 Aleksander Pavkovic and Peter Radan, Creating New States. Theory and Practice of Secession, 
Hampshire: Asghate Publishing Limited, 2007, 221; “Iraqi Constitution”  
102 The KRG argues that if they had the right to enter into the federal relationship with the central Iraqi 
authorities they also have the right to leave the union again (Doyle, Introduction: 3, “President Barzani 
Delivers his Remarks” 
103 James Crawford, The Creation of States in International Law, 2nd Edition, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2006, 390 
104 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 233 
105 Article 1(1) states: “All people have the right to self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely 
determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development”.  
106 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 233  
107 “Charter of the United Nations and Statue of the International Court of Justice”, UN, 1945, accessed 
June 13, 2018 https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/ctc/uncharter.pdf   
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living in an independent state rather than a specific group defined by language or 

ethnicity108. This definition was, however, reversed to a certain extent, with today the 

definition still being based upon territorial criteria but rather referring to the federal 

unit of a country than the whole of it109. Furthermore, today the most expansive claim 

on self-determination can be found in the UN General Assembly’s Declaration on 

Friendly Relations110, in particular in its principle five. Following the idea of the Just 

Cause Theory, it states that people’s right to self-determination has to be analyzed in 

conjunction with the right to territorial integrity by the state. It is argued that the state’s 

right to territorial integrity prevails as long as the state conducts itself according to the 

principles of equal rights and self-determination of the people111. “The economic, 

social and cultural development”112 of all peoples has further been supported by 1995 

UN General Assembly Declaration on the Occasion of the 50th Anniversary of the UN, 

which states that no distinction between any people shall be made113, thereby giving 

any group that is structurally discriminated and marginalized by the state the legal right 

to separate from the state114. According to these declarations, separatist groups do not 

need the consent of the state from which they want to secede115.  

It can be concluded that although separation in the form of independence is 

often regarded as illegal, it may still be effective if the new country is recognized as a 

state by the international community116. Even nations which have successfully 

attempted secession, such as Kosovo, still struggle for the full recognition of all UN 

member states. It is important to take into account that although the US established a 

                                                
108 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 233 according to Higgins, Problems and Progress, 194.  
109 Ravokovic, Radan, Creating New States, 234 
110 The full name of the Declaration is United Nations General Assembly’s Declaration on Principles 
of International Law Concerning Friendly Relations and Co-operation Among States in Accordance 
with the Charter of the UN.  
111 “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights”, (1966), accessed June 13, 2018 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/cescr.pdf; “International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights”, (1966), accessed June 13, 2018  
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/ccpr.pdf ; “Declaration on the Principles of 
International Law concerning Friendly Relations and Co-operation among States in accordance with 
the Charter of the United Nations”, UN, 1970, accessed June 13, 2018 http://www.un-
documents.net/a25r2625.htm; “Declaration on the Occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the United 
Nations”, UN, 1995, accessed June 13, 2018 http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/50/a50r006.htm; 
Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 235 
112 “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” 
113 “Declaration on the Occasion of the 50th Anniversary”  
114 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 237 
115 Ibd.  
116 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 221 
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no-fly zone in 1991 and significantly assisted the KRI as well as Iraq in drafting the 

2005 federal constitution, providing the Kurds with significant autonomy and making 

it possible for the Kurds to govern over their region, the US has strictly opposed the 

independence referendum in 2017 as well as any further efforts for more 

independence117. Similarly, also Iraq’s neighboring countries in the region are 

expected to fiercely oppose any attempt of increase Kurdish independence from the 

central state. Finally, the dependence on the central government in general and its 

payment of government salaries but also accessed to oil, remains a key concern118.  

 

The Just Cause theory suggested, despite the theoretical right to revolt and the morally 

strong connection for self-determination that every time the Kurdish separatist group 

or the KRG voice their claim for more separation from Baghdad, the Iraqi central 

government reinforces the pressure on the region, which de facto decreases their 

autonomy119. This is clearly visible after the 1970 March Agreementwhich was 

followed by a period of increased suppression120, in the aftermath of the 1991 rebellion 

when Saddam Hussein mobilized the remaining army to fight against the Kurds in the 

North. This is also visible today, in the aftermath of last year’s independence 

referendum, to which the central Iraqi government responded with a stop in revenue 

transfers121.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
117 Gareth Stansfield, “The Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq”, In The Kurdish Question 
Revisited, edited by Gareth Stansfield and Mohammed Shareef, London: Hurst & Company, 2017: 355-
375 
118 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 47ff.  
119 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 81 
120 The 1970 March Agreement refers to an autonomy agreement signed by Mullah Mustafa Barzani 
(Kurdish side) and Saddam Hussein (Baghdad side), recognizing the Kurds as a distinct group of people 
and introducing the Kurdish language as second official language in Iraqi Kurdistan (McDowell, 
Modern history of the Kurds). Yet, this moment of transitional agreement ended with the 1975 Algiers 
Agreement, crushing the Kurdish rebellion (ibd.).  
121 The list provided here outlines different example in the history of Iraqi Kurdistan during which the 
Kurds experienced additional suppression after attempting to gain more autonomy. This list, however, 
is not exhaustive but rather serves as an indicator that it happened continuously throughout history. 
(please also see McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds for more examples).  
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1.3. Choice Theories of Secession 
 

Choice theories of secession focus their argument on the people’s desire for secession, 

expressed through a referendum or plebiscite, from which they derive the fundamental 

right of any ethnic group to separate122. The main adherents of this theory, Harry 

Beran, David Copp, and Daniel Philpott consider secession to be legitimate as soon as 

the ethnic group is able to express its desire for more autonomy towards the existing 

state, regardless of whether the group has also suffered injustices or not123. This way, 

injustices shall be prevented in the first place124.  

The authors base their argument on the individual’s right of political 

association, which is guaranteed both in national as well as international law125 and 

from which a more profound right of individual autonomy but also collective right to 

self-determination can be derived126. However, it is exactly this argument which also 

brings along various difficulties. In contrast to the peoples right to self-determination, 

the right to political association is disconnected from the right to territory, i.e. the right 

to exercise sovereign jurisdiction over the homeland127 and, in fact, it would be 

precipitous to regard these rights as mutually supporting each other. The argument that 

an individual group can decide unilaterally about parts of a state’s territory even seems 

to contradict the concept of popular sovereignty, in which the state is conceived as a 

territory of all citizens and not just of a particular part of them128.   

                                                
122 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 83 
123 Similar arguments like those presented in the Statist Theory also apply here. Not only Wood but also 
Beran and Philpott argue that secession can only be justified if it leaves the remaining state act to act 
and protect its citizens (Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework; Moore, Ethics of Secession; 
Beran, Liberal Theory of Secession, 21-31; Philpott, In Defence of Self-Determination, 352-385; Copp, 
International Law and, 1-16.  
124 Doyle, Introduction, 9 
125 The right to freedom of association is guaranteed both in national law such as the European 
Convention on Human Rights or the United States Bill of Rights but also in international law, in 
conventions such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (article 20 and 23).  
Bill of Rights Institute, “Bill of Rights”, accessed June 4, 2018 http://billofrightsinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/12/BillofRights.pdf; European Court of Human Rights, “European Convention 
on Human Rights”, 1950,  accessed June 5, 2018 
 https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf; “Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights”, OHCHR, 1948, accessed June 5, 2018  
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf   
126 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 84; “Declaration of Friendly Principles”; Declaration on the 50th 
Anniversary”; “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” 
127 Buchanan, Secession 
128 The argument does, however, solve the definitional question of what a nation is, as the state can 
simply be defined by the vote of the people (Buchanan, Secession).  
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It has become apparent that this theory is clearly limited to states with 

democratic governments129. However, even under the group of Choice Theories and 

with a fully functioning democratic rule, the ideas of democracy and the principle of 

equality of all citizens do not imply that boundaries cannot be redrawn by majority 

vote130131. The problem which arises is that although the results of a referendum may 

represent the will of the majority, independence from a country will also deprive all 

others132 from their citizenship, just as the secession of a new state also removes part 

of the territory without the agreement of the people residing in the rest of the 

country133. It is against the democratic principle that some people who represent the 

minority of a state should decide unilaterally on a matter which effects all citizens. A 

possible solution envisioned by the authors is to hold elections in the whole state. This, 

however, once again goes against the right to political association134.  

This overview has enumerated some of the many difficulties the group of 

Choice Theories entails. It implies that autonomy in the sense of institutional 

recognition achieved through governmental reforms will suffice to those attempting 

separatism and, therefore, independence will not be necessary anymore135. This not 

only prevents the international system from being destabilized, but it also frees the 

remaining nationalities from the burden of having to reconsider their own identity136. 

Moore seems to argue that the increased autonomy represents a good compromise for 

all but the separatists137.   

Another limit imposed by Choice theorists on their argument is that after 

separation, the seceding as well as the remaining state need to be left in such 

conditions, under which they are able to perform their duties, to provide moral goods 

                                                
129 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 84 
130 The democratic principle implies that all citizens shall have equal rights in determining the basic 
rules under which they live, i.e. the social character of their polity. However, the democratic principle 
is not useful to define the boundaries of the state, because in order to implement the democratic principle 
in the first place, the boundaries must already have been fixed (Buchanan, Secession).  
131 Buchanan, The Morality of Political Divorce  
132 Those which did not agree to the referendum in the first place. 
133 Buchanan, Secession 
134 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
135 Ibd.  
136 Buchanan, Secesion  
137 Moore, Ethics of Secession, 84f.  
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towards their citizens as well as survive in the international environment138. As most 

borders were not drawn based on the national groups living on a specific territory but 

due to power struggles, regional security needs to be taken into consideration just like 

the remaining economic conditions139. While this argument seems to be less important 

nowadays in light of increasingly open borders140, the security of the state remains an 

important concern, especially in the case of irredentist movements141.  

It is important to acknowledge that the Choice theory bases its argument on the 

will of an ethnic group and implies that decisions for separation will be made 

according to the specific identities of a nation142. This stands in clear contrast to the 

Statist Theory, which merely recognizes the full nation-state as an actor in the 

international arena, overlooking any independent will coming from within that state. 

In addition, it also stands in clear contrast to the Just Cause Theory, which focuses its 

argument on the injustices suffered by people, whatever the form of organization is.  

 

It is clear that the Choice Theory has often been used as a basis of the KRG’s argument, 

especially in the last decade. In September 2017, the KRG organized an independence 

referendum where 92 % of the people living in the area of the KRI, as well as the area 

of Kirkuk, voted for independence143. This result suggests that according to the Choice 

Theory, the KRG has a unilateral claim to independence. Yet, the question of who 

exactly should be entitled to vote and actually has voted, also hints at the main issue 

under dispute in this case. In particular, the fact that the disputed territories of Kirkuk 

were included in the referendum was highly contested by the central Iraqi 

authorities144. The debate about the territories of Kirkuk dates back until the Treaty of 

Sykes-Picot, where the territories were excluded from the Kurdish homelands for the 

first time145. The argument was founded on the assumption that the oilfields of Kirkuk 

                                                
138 This is also called the viability requirement (Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework; Beran, 
Separatist Movements; Philpott, In Defense of Self-Determination; Moore, Ethics of Secession).  
139 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
140 See also Chapter II.3 on economic factors  
141 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
142 Ibd.  
143 With a turnout of 72% (Pichon, Iraqi Kurdistan’s independence referendum, 5) 
144 Article 140 of the 2005 Iraqi Constitution outlines a transitional period during which to decide 
whether the territories around Kirkuk shall be part of the federal region of the KRI or rather remain with 
the region of central Iraq. The timeline set envisioned the matter to be concluded by December 31, 2007 
but this was never achieved (Stansfield, Shareef, the Kurdish Question Revisited; “Iraqi Constitution”).  
145 Sluglett, Common Sense, 325; Hanna, The Line in the Sand 
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are key to the economic independence of Iraq146. Consequently, also the 1970 March 

Agreement, the 1991 de facto autonomy agreement and the sphere of jurisdiction 

determined in 2003 excluded these territories147. Nevertheless, the Peshmerga took de 

facto control of the area of Kirkuk during the threat of ISIS, practically implementing 

article 140148. It is important to take into account that not only Iraq’s economic 

independence is under severe pressure without the oilfields of Kirkuk but also that the 

KRI’s economic self-sufficiency seems unlikely without them149. Against all 

presuppositions, Stansfield and Shareef have argued that many Iraqi’s do not support 

the KRI as part of Iraq anymore and many would indeed support Kurdish 

independence even in a nation-wide referendum, as an attempt to create a more 

balanced state between Shia and Sunni Arabs 150. Yet, this support would vanish in 

case the KRI would attempt to include Kirkuk into their new state. As to any central 

Iraqi government since the 1970s, Kirkuk remains of utmost importance to the current 

government151.  

According to the Choice Theory and based on the fact that the KRI already has 

achieved a significant degree of autonomy since 1991, which was formalized under 

the 2005 constitution, the question however remains why autonomy is not enough for 

the Kurds in Northern Iraq. The Choice Theory does not seem to offer any explication 

to this regard. Finally, it is important to add that also the Iraqi constitution guarantees 

the right to association152 and Iraq itself was a signing member of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights in 1948153.  

 

                                                
146 The borders of Iraq can be regarded as a typical result of power politics at the end of World War I, 
with Great Britain, France, Italy, the US and the Ottoman Empire deciding on the future borders in the 
region. Their considerations where mostly guided by the already concluded treaty of Sykes-Picot, based 
on geopolitics, such as the attempt to keep Russia out of the Middle East and/or access to oil (Hanna, 
The Line in the Sand; Nick Danforth, “Forget Sykes-Picot. It’s the Treaty of Sevres that Explains the 
Modern Middle East”, Foreign Affairs, 2015, accessed June 4, 2018 
 http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/08/10/sykes-picot-treaty-of-sevres-modern-turkey-middle-east-
borders-turkey/  
147 David Romano, “Iraqi Kurdistan: challenges of autonomy in the wake of US Withdrawal”, 
International Affairs, 86/6 (2010): 1345-1359 
148 The Peshmerga and the KRG did not regard this takeover of Kirkuk to be of temporary nature (Ibd).  
149 Romano, Challenges of Autonomy 
150 Stansfield, the Kurdish Question in Post-Saddam Iraq, 373f.  
151 Ibd.  
152 “Iraqi Constitution”, Article 39 
153 “Universal Declaration of Human Rights” 
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1.4. Ascriptivist Theories 
 

The historical roots of ascriptive theories, which follow the idea that “each nation 

should have its own state”154, can be traced back to the 19th century155. This approach 

agrees to or even promotes a seemingly unlimited amount of unilateral border changes, 

as most nation-states which exist today are multi-ethnic.  

 Yet, also the adherents of Ascriptive Theories impose several restrictions on 

their argument. First, adherents such as David Miller, refer to the fact that although 

they generally support the idea of self-determination to all nations, the international 

legal system is able to impose restrictions and requires some nations to settle for 

autonomy arrangement instead of independence156. While they, too157, deliver little 

information on how to decide which separatist movements shall be restricted, they 

defend this position as an attempt to avoid unnecessary instability, especially when 

there are more than one secessionist movement within a state158. This shall also 

decrease the inherent ethno-nationalist tensions, which arise out of any secessionist 

conflict159.  

While ethnic tensions remain one of the main concerns for Buchanan and 

Gellner in light of the unlimited possibilities for the creation of new nation-states, 

David Miller counters that every nation needs its state in order to be able to protect 

themselves from human right abuses but also from the destruction of their distinctive 

character160. However, he does not insist on the legally enforceable right to self-

determination for each nation but rather argues for a morally strong claim161. He is 

supported in his argument by John Stuart Mill’s considerations that democracies 

function best in mono-nation-states because only then sufficient solidarity, trust and 

                                                
154 Buchanan, Secession 
155 For example, nationalists such as Mazzini referred to the right of each nation to a state in the 19th 
century (Buchanan, Secession) 
156 Miller, On Nationality; Miller, the Principle of Nationality, 261- 282  
157 This is comparable to the Just Cause Theory and the Choice Theory 
158 Buchanan, Secession 
159 Ibd.   
160 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983; Miller, On 
Neutrality; Buchanan, Secession; “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights”; 
“Friendly Relations Declaration”.  
Please also refer to Chapter I.2.   
161 Buchanan, Secession 
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values can be shared162. In addition, single nation-states find it easier to achieve 

distributive justice, as individuals will be more inclined to share their wealth amongst 

their own nationals instead of others163. However, whether nationalism can really be 

strong enough to achieve large redistribution is highly contested because critics 

counter that an increase in nationalism would only lead towards the conquest against 

the other non-nationals, the creation of new identities and smaller sub-groups and 

nations164.  

 

It can be concluded that Ascriptive Theories offer the most comprehensive right to 

unilateral secession to any nation among the group of philosophical theories of 

separatism presented in this thesis. It states that once the legitimate interest of a 

specific group has been determined to be secession, it has indeed the right to separate 

from the central state. Without doubt, this right to separatism also applies to the case 

study of Iraqi Kurdistan, as the Kurds constitute a distinct group of people based on 

differences in culture, language and social structures165. In addition, also their 

legitimate interest to separate seems evident in light of the major human rights abuses, 

the cases of systematic marginalization and suppression that the Kurds were exposed 

to and their wish to prevent injustices in the future166. Nevertheless, it has to be taken 

into account that not only is the Kurdish society not homogenous but in fact many 

small opposition parties such as Gorran have appeared within the KRI in recent 

years167, as a result of the current political instability.  

The initial euphoria is, however, restrained by the fact that also the Choice 

Theory limits independence according to international law and restricts it to those 

cases, which do not unnecessarily produce turmoil in the region, i.e. excludes 

                                                
162 John Stuart Mill expressed his ideas in the essay: Considerations on Representative Government. He 
based his argument on the historical observation that democracy is incompatible with multi-nation 
states, a fact which has been now reconsidered Buchnanan, Secession according to John Stuart Mill, 
Considerations on Representative Government, New York: Prometheus Books, 1991; Tuckness, 
Locke’s Political Philosophy  
163 Miller, On Nationality; Miller, Principle of Nationality – the concept of distributive (economic) 
justice plays a central role in the Explanatory Theories of Secession, analyzed in Chapter II.3.  
164 Buchanan, Secession 
165 For more details on the Kurds as a distinct group of people please see Chapter II.2.1 and Chapter 
II.2.2..It suffices to mention here that their distinctive character has already been recognized by the 
treaty of Sevres (Danforth, Forget Sykes-Picot).  
166 “The Time of the Kurds” 
167 For more information on Kurdish society please see Chapter II.2. (Romano, Challenges of 
Autonomy) 
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irredentist cases from the right to self-determination. Miller, therefore, rather suggests 

a general claim to self-determination, rather than an explicit right, which can also be 

realized through increased autonomy168. It can further be implied that Miller suggests 

an autonomy agreement in the Iraqi Kurdish case, not at last in light of the numerous 

Kurdish minority groups in neighboring countries and the high probability of resulting 

instability. Nevertheless, the Ascriptive Theory, too, fails to give guidance on which 

degree of autonomy or full-independence is recommended in each case and how to 

determine it169.  

 

 

1.5. Implications of the Philosophical Theories of Secession 
 

The overview provided above has grouped the main philosophical arguments used by 

different scholars to defend or deny the legitimacy of separatist movements around the 

world into four distinct categories, weighing the state’s right to territoriality vs. the 

people’s claim to self-determination. This overview only included a restricted section 

about the legal aspects of the arguments where necessary, in order to introduce the 

reader to the legal arguments on behalf of which self-determination occurs170.  

It has further demonstrated that the theories rather argue for increased 

autonomy, then a right to independence. In addition, all four groups share the 

underlying assumption that different steps towards more autonomy, which increase the 

protection of human rights and/ or the distinctiveness of the ethnic group are to be 

regarded as positive development. Even a strong claim to secessionism is accorded in 

numerous arguments, in contrast to the explicit unilateral right to separate, which is 

highly disputed. Yet, none of the theories offers a compelling argument when a 

separatist movement shall merely strive for autonomy rather than complete 

independence. All groups of theories also share their concern whether a unilateral 

movement towards more autonomy or independence is even possible in light of 

missing aid and recognition from neighboring states as well as the international 

                                                
168 Miller, On Nationality; Miller, Principle of Nationality; Buchanan, Secession 
169 Buchanan, Secession 
170 The scope of this thesis requires to restrict the legal analysis to those cases, where presents itself as 
absolutely necessary.  
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community. As Abraham Lincoln stated: “Secession does not really solve domestic 

disputes; it only makes them international”171, underlining the impact of a separatist 

movement on the larger world of nations172. 

All philosophical theories also neglect the discussion whether a nation striving 

towards separatism can actually be regarded as a like-minded community, counting 

with a defined territory over which to gain sovereignty. In fact, as history shows this 

is often not the case. Explanatory theories, expand on this issue, applying significant 

importance to the fact who attempts separatism, the characteristics of the group and 

its homeland. This does not imply an ethnic connection per se but rather the existence 

of some form of nationalism and uniting ideology. Therefore, this question will be 

analyzed in detail in Chapter II.2.  

 

In the more practical discussion of the Iraqi Kurdish case study, it has become apparent 

that the separatist movement has used several of these theories to support their 

argument over the course of history, always changing and adapting the narrative to the 

specific historic circumstances. When looking at the modern movement since 1970 it 

can be concluded that representatives of the KRG based their argument on the Just 

Cause theory, the group of Choice Theories as well as the Ascriptive Theories. In 

addition, the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement is well aware of the fact that the 

central Iraqi government relies its argument to a large degree on the Statist Theory of 

Separatism. However, it needs to be taken into account that also all other theories, even 

the Ascriptive Theory, support the unity of Iraq in order to prevent regional conflict 

and to preserve the economic self-sufficiency of the country.  

This chapter leaves the question unanswered, which theory is best used to 

describe the Kurdish separatist movement throughout history or which philosophical 

argument and principle is best used by its representatives and/or the central Iraqi 

authorities to achieve their claims. However, I argue that reducing the case study to 

merely one philosophical argument is not only impossible but also counter-productive, 

because it constrains the richness and diversity of the topic to a single angle of 

observation. In fact, all these different groups of theories analyzed above have shaped 

the evolution of the Kurdish separatist movement and also the movement itself has 

                                                
171 Doyle, Introduction, 11 according to Lincoln (1861)  
172 Doyle, Introduction 
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contributed to the further development of theoretical aspects and interests in the 

philosophical theory of separatism. Therefore, also the following chapter on 

Explanatory Theories of Separatism needs to be read in light of these arguments.  
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2. Explanatory Theories of Separatism 
 

 

After having introduced the normative and philosophical considerations of state 

inviolability vs. the people’s right to self-determination with regards to separatism, 

this chapter attempts to address questions left untouched by the philosophical theories. 

Explanatory Theories look at the specific conditions under which separatism is likely 

to appear and which factors are most likely to influence separatist considerations. 

Thereby, it tries to determine who exactly attempts separatism and under which 

circumstances.  

This chapter is primarily based on the work of the four theorists Michael 

Hechter, Donald L. Horowitz, Anthony D. Smith, and John R. Wood173, which have 

mainly contributed to the theoretical understanding of the Explanatory Theories of 

separatism. While they all share the general assumption that there exist factors or 

conditions174 which shape separatist movements, and in fact regard some of these 

factors as causally necessary for separatism to arise175, they often disagree what these 

most important factors are and whether or not they are sufficient for separatist 

movements to succeed176. Part of this disaccord results from different underlying 

definitions of separatism used by the authors and the role and importance they attribute 

to ethnicity as well as nationalism. For example, Smith and Horowitz177 restrict their 

analyses to movements which are based on ethnic nationalism and are founded on the 

basis of a historical community who shares the same memories and culture178; while 

Wood and Hechter included forms civic nationalism and/or all different forms of 

separatist groupings179. Hechter, furthermore, only include separatist movements 

                                                
173 Hechter, The Dynamics of Secession, 267-283; Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Horowitz 
Irredentas; Horrowitz, Patterns of Ethnic Conflicts; Smith, Theory of ethnic separatism, 21-37; Wood, 
A Comparative Analytical Framework 
174 The terms „factors“ and „conditions“ shall be regarded having the same meaning in this context and 
will be used interchangeably.  
175 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 182 
176 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 190 
177 Horowitz in fact provides the reader with a clear-cut definition of what he considers ethnic groups: 
“Ethnic groups are defined in terms of their common culture and their belief in common descent or 
origin” (Horowitz, Patterns of Ethnic Separatism).  
178 Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Anthony D. Smith, theory of ethnic separatism, 21-37; 
Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States 
179 Hechter, The Dynamics of Secession, 267-283; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States; Wood A 
Comparative Analytical Framework 
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which attempt to secede from a legitimate and effective central government into his 

theory. According to him, any state which fails to exercise control over the entire 

country in the first place, cannot suffer of separatist conflict but mere state 

fragmentation180.  

 

It shall be emphasized that for every factor named below historical examples can be 

found that contradict the theory which will be presented. This fact, however, does not 

divest these conditions from their explanatory power in a broad array of movements, 

such as the Kurdish case study, but rather hints at the limitations of a general theory 

of separatism. Not surprisingly, the historical circumstances in each separatist 

movement vary greatly so that only very broad theoretical observations can be made. 

Nevertheless, the goal of this chapter is to introduce the reader into the main 

recognized preconditions and components of separatist movements and to demonstrate 

their relevance on the Kurdish case study. This approach was chosen to determine the 

relevance for the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement and not to the end to analyze each 

of the factors and conditions exhaustively. Generally, these conditions can be divided 

into the preconditions of separatism, those necessary to promote and shape a separatist 

movement as well as the conditions necessary for its success.  

 

 

2.1. Geography 
 

Geography is listed by John R. Wood (1981) as the first important and necessary 

precondition for secession, by arguing that the existence of a divisible territory181, 

which contains the majority of the separatist population and which can be detached 

from the state without doing significant damage to its security, economic or resource 

position, i.e. along regional frontiers, is central to the formation of a separatist 

movement182. Similarly, also Hechter adds in his article The Dynamics of Secession 

                                                
180 Hechter, The Dynamics of Secession, 277 
181 Territory in this context is regarded as a piece of land with clearly defined boundaries. This does not 
imply that there need to be geographical barriers, although historically it can be observed that the central 
government has less influence on geographically remote territories (Wood, A Comparative Analytical 
Framework, 112) 
182 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework, 112 
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that every nation that intends to split must not only share common interests183, but also 

the same territory184. He explains that in cases where a nation lacks a defined 

homeland, a separatist group can still attempt a greater degree of autonomy and 

recognition, although it will most likely fall short of full-scale independence185.  

Nevertheless, the mere existence of a defined territory cannot be regarded as a 

condition sufficient to trigger successful separatism. The geographical component 

often implies and even encourages regional competition, resentment, or a difference 

in economic behavior on which a group’s distinctness is then based186. Furthermore, 

the development of a specific region with its own center of power will always 

challenge the core of the larger state, questioning the state’s legitimacy and supremacy 

as well as making it unable for the center to control its peripheral areas any longer, 

thereby triggering separatism187.  

 

The territory of Iraqi Kurdistan is landlocked, with high mountains188 ranging over 

large parts of the territory and constituting as natural boundaries of the Northern 

Middle East189. In fact, Brainwood and Howe argued that the mountains act as a 

safeguard to the Kurdish people, as they are the most influential component when it 

comes to shaping the people, their history and traditions190. While this geographic 

location has facilitated the Kurds relative independent development over centuries, it 

also implies that they find themselves comparably isolated from trade routes. The 

particular geographic location makes them highly vulnerable to neighboring states, 

limiting the possibility of economic independence and self-sufficiency to only few 

export and import partners191. 

                                                
183 What interests Hechter is specifically referring will be elaborated more closely in Chapter II.2 
184 Hechter, The Dynamics of Secession, 267ff.  
185 Hechter, The Dynamics of Secession; Wood, A Comparative Political Framework, 112-113 
186 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States; Hechter, The Dynamics of Secession; Wood, A Comparative 
Analytical Framework, 113 
187 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework, 113 
188 the Zagros Mountains to the Taurus Mountains 
189 Peri-Khan Aqrawi, “The end of empires and the beginning of nations: the dissolution of the Ottoman 
Empire and the birth of the modern Kurdish national movement”, Master thesis, University of Vienna, 
Vienna, 2010, 51 
190 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 28 according to R. Braidwood and B. Howe Prehistoric Investigations 
in Iraqi Kurdistan, Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilization, No. 31, the Oriental Institute of the 
University of Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press.  
191 “The Kurds have no friends but the mountains.” This is a common saying used in Iraqi Kurdistan 
and used in the title of a Sundance documentary film entry in 2000: Good Kurds, Bad Kurds: No Friend 
but the Mountains: Kevin McKiernan.  
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On first sight, the fact that separatism usually occurs along existing political 

borders, i.e. regional boundaries, seems to coincide with the Kurdish case study. 

However, it soon becomes apparent that the Kurdish homeland is not easily definable 

and still today the claims about what exactly comprises KRI territory remains 

unresolved. Territorial maps192 over the course of history vary highly with regards to 

the demarcation line of “Kurdistan”, ranging from the core territory of the 

mountainous area in today’s Northern Iraq until the Mediterranean.  

In addition, “manipulation of geography has been used as a tool to pursue 

political ends”193. It is no surprise that the debate what exactly can be considered as 

the homeland of Iraqi Kurdistan is still highly discused today and has played a 

significant role at various stages of the development of the Kurdish separatist 

movement. The problem evolves around the fact that Turkey denies the existence of a 

Kurdish geographical area and Iran, Iraq and Syria remain reluctant to acknowledge 

its extension194. Although many maps try to outline where Kurds actually live, maps 

remain relatively vague due to the fact that the Kurdish people have constantly 

migrated from their territory and married with their neighbors195. Nevertheless, 

nowadays there remain few Kurdish politicians and representatives who realistically 

believe that access to the Mediterranean is still possible for a possible Kurdish state196 

and so the question mainly evolves around the so-called disputed territories of Kirkuk, 

including its oilfields197.  

The origins of this dispute on the disputed territories lie with the fact that 

Kirkuk was initially excluded from Kurdish “homeland” in the agreement of Sykes-

                                                
192 For all maps providing an overview of the historical development of the Kurdish homelands, please 
see Annex I. “The Time of the Kurds”; Cristian Ionita, “The Kurdish Question. From Paris (1919) to 
Erbil (2017)”, accessed June 6, 2018 https://www.edmaps.com/html/kurdistan_in_seven_maps.html; 
Kurdish Academy of Language, “Linguistic Composition of Kurdistan”, 2008, accessed January 16, 
2018 http://www.kurdishacademy.org/?q=node/154; Nabaz Nawzad,“Sykes-Picot to be Blamed for the 
Century of Exterminations”, The Times of Israel, 2016, accessed June 6, 2018 
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/sykes-picot-to-be-blamed-for-the-century-of-exterminations/; “Map of 
Greater Kurdistan showing claims made for an independent Kurdistan in the 20th century”, The Kurdish 
Lobby Australia, accessed June 6, 2018 http://www.kurdishlobbyaustralia.com/index.php/maps/  
193 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 27 
194 Yilidiz, the Kurds in Iraq, 8 
195 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 27f.  
196 This refers to the irredentist idea of a Greater Kurdistan and not to ambitions voiced by the KRG. 
Joost Hiltermann, “To Protect or to Project. Iraqi Kurds and Their Future”, Middle East Research and 
Information Project, 2008, accessed June 4, 2018 
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/171/29890.html   
197 Stansfield, The Kurdish Experience Post-Saddam Iraq  
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Picot198. The distribution of the Kurds into four different states at the end of World 

War I, not only lay ground for significant sectarian violence among the different ethnic 

groups striving for hegemony but also left the question of the future economic viability 

of Iraqi Kurdistan unresolved199. Since then, there have been several attempts to 

resolve the claims over the disputed territories of Kirkuk, such as in the 1970 March 

Agreement and the 2005 constitution200. Until today no official agreement could 

conclude this dispute. Nevertheless, representatives of the KRG argue that it has been 

settled by force majeure during the fall of Mosul to ISIS in 2014201. Threatened to fall 

to ISIS in 2014, the Peshmerga forces took the opportunity to seize and control Kirkuk, 

in addition to most of the disputed territories listed in article 140, a fact which Baghdad 

refuses to acknowledge202. This also partly explains the central Iraqi authorities’ 

opposition on including the area of Kirkuk in the 2017 independence referendum203. 

Yet, even if the dispute about the Kirkuk oilfields, as well as those oil-fields located 

on the main territory of the region of Iraqi Kurdistan, was to be resolved, this would 

not imply easy export routes for Kurdish oil and gas products204. Furthermore, 

Stansfield adds that in the unlikely case that Kirkuk would be included into official 

KRI territory any support by the Arab population for Kurdish independence would 

evaporate205. 

 

 

2.2. Who attempts separatism? 
 

When talking about who attempts separatism there are several different aspects which 

need to be taken into account. First, various elements and characteristics of the group 

                                                
198 Hanna, The Lind in the Sand 
199 Otterman, Beehner, Drafting a Constitution. For more details on the economic aspects of separatism 
and in particular of oil please see the section on economic aspects in this chapter.  
200 “Iraqi Constitution”; Romano, Challenges of Autonomy; Article 140 introduced a timeframe and 
itinerary until which the question of disputed territories should be mutually agreed upon by the KRG 
and Baghdad without success so that the issues remains unresolved 
201 Stansfield, The Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq, 370 
202 Ibd.  
203 Marina Ottaway and Ottaway, “How the Kurds Got Their Way. Economic Cooperation and the 
Middle East’s New Borders”, Foreign Affairs, 2014, accessed June 3, 2018 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/turkey/2014-04-17/how-kurds-got-their-way  
204 Hiltermann, To Protect or to Project 
205 Stansfield, The Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq, 373f.  
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or nation, shall be described and presented as preconditions to separatism. This will 

then be followed by an in-depth analysis of the individual characteristics of the main 

figures as well as their leadership capacities. As will be demonstrated, the leaders have 

significant influence in shaping and guiding the separatist movement, though their 

impact on the success of a separatist attempt remains difficult to judge.   

 

2.2.1. Cultural heterogeneity and the power of ideology 

The existence of cultural heterogeneity, i.e. the presence of different ethnicities within 

a state does not only seem be to be a central condition for separatism to occur in the 

first place, but it also seems to increase the consciousness of identity and/or 

ethnicity206. The increased perception of identity, whether based on racial factors such 

as ethnicity and historical characteristics, whether socially constructed by group 

leaders or even politically invented207, creates “a peculiar bond among persons that 

causes them to consider themselves a group distinguishable from others”208.  

However, similarly to the condition of geography and unique territory, the 

mere existence of perceived ethnic differences is not enough for a separatist movement 

to occur. On the contrary, it is rather the resulting feeling of solidarity within a group, 

which makes the difference209. Due to the different use of identities, the relationship 

of various groups will be altered in times of change, modifying historic relationships 

of superordinate and subordinate statues and projecting them to the center of 

discussion210. The increased awareness of asymmetric historical relationships may also 

be exacerbated by modern technologies and other methods of communication leading 

to a common perception of threat and/ or opportunity between different nations within 

a state211. Modern technologies have not only facilitated the spread of 

(mis)information about other groups, but also made the direct comparison among them 
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easier212. In addition, where the group solidarity based on ethnicity213, it is often 

supported by an underlying ideology, which in most cases manifests itself in some 

form of nationalism, i.e. the idea that a group declares itself to be worthy of its own 

state214. Difficulties arise due to the fact that nationalism in practice it can mean “all 

things to all alienated people”215 and is therefore often (mis)used by group leaders to 

push separatist attempts216.  

 

Numerous scholars around the world217 agree on the fact that Kurds share a distinct 

society, culture and homeland218. Even so, no exact beginning of their origins and 

history can be found as they are a product of at least four thousand years of evolution 

and a product of mingling of different tribes in the area219.  The name “Kurd” was first 

used in the 7th century AD to describe a group of nomads living in the mountainous 

region of Northern Iraq, while the term “Kurdistan” first appears in the 12th century, 

when the Turkish Seljuk prince Saandjar created a province with this specific name220. 

The Kurds of the 20th century differentiate themselves from the other main ethnic 

groups of the region, i.e. the Arabs, Persians and Turks through their language, way of 

life and folklore221.  

Especially their common language, a characteristic which can be easily 

observed, acts as a link bringing the group closer together and allowing them to 

construct a feeling of distinctness222. Stansfield, too, underlines that the factor of 

language explicitly contributed to a feeling of disunity from the rest of the country223. 

Not surprisingly there have been various attempts to characterize the Kurdish language 
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as a mere dialect of Arabic, Turkish or Persian by the different central governments 

since the beginning224. However, various authors argue that after two centuries of 

international research it has been determined, without doubt, that the Kurdish language 

is independent and originated in the North-West of Iran225. Nevertheless, concerns 

arise in light of the fact that there is still not systemized written and spoken standard, 

which continues to make the communication among different dialectic groupings 

difficult226.  

Just like the uniting factor of language is commonly debated in the scholarly 

literature, so is it with regards to religion. Just like language, the Kurds do also not 

have a homogenous religion which can act as a uniting factor227. The majority of Kurds 

are Sunni Muslims who adhere to the Shafi’I school of thought and who converted 

between the 12th and the 16th century228. Interestingly, although the Kurds have been 

described as greatly devoted to Islam, they have done so in a very personal manner, 

attributing it little importance in a political or socially unifying sense229. In addition, 

there is also a large number of other religious affiliations such as Christians, Jews, 

Yazidis or Alevis in Iraqi Kurdistan230. Today, the Yazidis define their identity to be 

Kurdish with pride despite all cultural and religious differences and having been 

prosecuted by their Muslim counterparts for a long time. Many of them today also 

occupy important government positions231. 

 

Yet, although Kurdish society itself is not homogenous and is defined by an internally 

complex social structure, differences in politics and a great number of dialects; today 

there exists widespread recognition of the fact that the Kurds constitute one of the 

largest stateless nations around the world232. Not at last since the Algiers Agreement 

and the an-Anfal campaign, the structural discrimination and destruction of the 

Kurdish infrastructure has also demonstrated the Kurds their exposure and 
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vulnerability to the central Iraqi government. These emotions experienced have, 

consequently, contributed to the creation of a feeling of solidarity among the Kurds233. 

Since the 19th century, have Kurdish chronicles and poems with their transmission of 

a perception of struggle and survival influenced the culture of the Middle East234. In 

addition, mainly but not exclusively because of their size235, the impact of the Kurds 

on the other ethnic groups in the region and the Iraqi society itself needs to be 

highlighted as significant and can in fact be described as a mutually reinforcing 

relationship constructing both Kurdish as well as Iraqi identities236.  

Yet, despite this close relationship between the two nations and in light of the 

uncountable attempts to downplay the importance of the size and role of the Kurdish 

minorities237, King Faisal noted in 1932: 

 “With my heart filled with sadness, I have to say that it is my belief that there 
is no Iraqi people inside Iraq. There are only diverse groups with no national 
sentiments. They are filled with superstitious and false religious traditions 
with no common grounds between them. They easily accept rumors and are 
prone to chaos, prepared always to revolt against any government238.  

 

The early appearance of Kurdish nationalism has supported this fact. Kurdish 

nationalism can be traced back to the language and literature of the 17th century when 

the society was still largely based on agriculture and tribal structures239 and Greater 

Kurdistan was developing independently under the rule of Kurdish principalities240. 

This situation of relative independence changed when the land was divided under 

Ottoman and Persian spheres of interest, and writers such as Ahmad-e Khani, Ehmedê 

Xanî or Haji Qadiri Koyi reacted to the destruction and suffering of their peoples241. 

For example, Khani did not categorize the Kurds as a religious community anymore 
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but rather regarded them as an ethnic community lacking a king to form “an 

independent kingdom”242. Also, Xanî mentions the Kurds as a distinct nation and 

spreads the words of national interest243. Despite the influence of Khani and Koyi, who 

strongly criticized those neglecting the destine of the Kurdish people and encouraged 

the use of the Kurdish language, in fact social forces were not strong enough to 

translate these desires by the elites into political parties and platforms until the 

1940s244.  

It is this translation of a political idea and nationalist feelings into a de facto 

political movement which also Wood emphasizes as significant. Just as Friedrich 

Nietzsche said: “Madness is rare in individuals – but in groups, parties, nations and 

ages it is the rule”245. Ethnic heterogeneity and nationalism remain unused as long as 

there is no central organization of a specific group246. “The development of a 

successful secessionist movement ordinarily follows the logic of existing institutional 

growth and opportunity”247. In light of the fact that also a national group is by far not 

homogenous, it is extremely important that a coordinated structure be developed, 

which succeeds to include generational, religious, economic or other conflicts248. It 

can be argued that Wood hereby refers to what Hechter summarizes under the 

importance concept of “group identity”, namely the idea that an individual self-

identifies with a group and recognizes itself as a member of this group249. A nation 

attempting to separate from a larger state must have common interests of production 

and/ or consumption as only then it will be capable of collective decision making250.  

In Iraqi Kurdistan, the first significant organized attempt to break with the old 

feudal structures and the construct of the Iraqi monarchy occurred in 1942 with the 

formation of the Society for the Revival of Kurdistan (Komala), the foundation of the 

KDP in 1945 and the proclamation of the Republic of Mahabad in 1946 in Iran251. 

There, the Kurdish resistance created a distinct flag, a national army, decided upon a 
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president and a cabinet, in addition to establishing Kurdish as the official language252. 

The formation of the Republic of Mahabad demonstrated for the first time the 

importance of political organization, from which several political parties were also 

initiated in Iraq, Syria and Turkey253. This also gave the Iraqi Kurds one of the first 

opportunities to self-identify with the movement and the resulting nationalism would 

then also be used in future attempts of group organization, most significantly with the 

formation of the government of the Kurdistan region of Iraq, constituted for the first 

time in 1992.  

 

Finally, a somewhat different attempt to explain the creation of nationalism and the 

importance of ideology to separatist movements is offered by Smith. He explains that 

the formation of narratives based on cultural distinctness used for separatism are 

formed by the bureaucracy of a state, its focus on education, efficiency and the use of 

technology254. As this form of state organization is based on uniformity and 

homogeneity, using the dominant culture to exercise power over the whole country, 

those stemming from a minority group are increasingly faced with discrimination255. 

It is this process in which in particular the well-educated part of the minority, will turn 

away from the center in an attempt to fulfil their ambitions by reorienting themselves 

towards their own community256. This reorientation is based on an ethnic revival of 

the past, in which the narrative of cultural distinctness and the common history is used 

to argue for an independent state257. Examples of marginalization by the central state 

bureaucracy in the Iraqi Kurdish case are numerous; for example, Bunton (2008) 

argues that during the 1960s financial credits and machinery for agricultural purposes 

were increasingly distributed according to client networks close to the Ba’athist regime 

and Saddam Hussein, increasing the material incentives wherever they sought to 

consolidate their alliances258. It can, therefore, be concluded that as a result of the 

policies of discrimination the Iraqi Kurds and due to the decrease of funds for 

redistribution policies, the Kurds organized various rebellions, especially between 
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1961 and 1975, and continuously reoriented themselves away from Baghdad, towards 

Erbil 259.  

 

2.2.2. Personal factors, psychology  

The authors Hechter, Horowitz, Smith and Wood disagree on what exactly influences 

a separatist movement’s decision making and whether it can be primarily based on 

group dynamics or on the motivation of individuals. While Smith and Horowitz base 

their analyses on the perception that decision making depends on economic interests 

of the whole group, i.e. is made according to group identities260, Hechter focuses on 

the individual’s best interest261 and Woods abstains to make any attributions262. This 

chapter shall focus on the individual’s personal components and their impact on 

separatism.  

For this purpose, Hechter introduces the model of rational choice into the 

context of separatism, focusing on the private interests of each individual263. 

Individuals, he argues, need to believe in the relative increase of their private interests 

through separatism, which can be defined as a particular set of preferences in terms of 

economic gains. Each individual living on the designated territory, their leaders as well 

as the leaders of the host state, need to determine that separatism is less costly and, 

therefore, more beneficial than the current situation264. It is not enough that the cost-

benefit ratio of the individuals of a specific nation, which decide to separate from the 

larger state, is positive, but it must also include the calculation and analysis of the 

leaders of the host state265. Serious problems arise, however, trying to gather reliable 

data on this issue, which makes predictions impossible266. 

Besides the difficulty of calculating the rational factors of economic gains, also 

another significant criterion namely the emotions of the individuals remains largely 

unexplored. Wood argues that “psychological predispositions such as ethnocentrism, 
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xenophobia, the territorial imperative or other drivers which lie at the root of human 

conflict”267 also significantly impact separatism. The wish for an independent 

homeland is often triggered by the deep-human desire for security and self-protection, 

but also by possessiveness and jealousness towards other nations within the larger 

state268. The personal and almost secret aspect of these conditions complicates the 

assessment of individuals during the process of shaping and leading separatist 

movements269.  

Finally, it is the “political entrepreneurship of secessionist leaders […] [that] 

brings secessionist preconditions to life”270. Indeed, it is when individuals decide to 

take advantage of social gaps, exploit them and use them for their own means that 

separatism will prosper. The tools of propaganda, civil disobedience, demonstrations 

et. al. are used by leaders in an attempt to gain as much publicity as possible and wear 

down the central government271. It is, therefore, no surprise that modern means of 

communications have facilitated this work widely but also further triggered free-

riding272. It also needs to be taken into account that modern forms of terrorism have 

become more and more popular amongst separatist leaders to gather support for their 

cause273.  

Individual leaders of separatism are most likely to be supported by the middle 

class of an ethnic group274. This is due to the fact that the actions of these leaders are 

likely to only benefit the small number of people which has the educational skills to 

do the bureaucratic work275. It is, therefore, the middle class whose chances are the 

highest to improve their socio-economic status276. Indeed, the importance of the 

Kurdish middle class can be easily observed in the 1950s, when newly-freed peasants 
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moved into Kurdish cities and a modern bourgeoisie with professionals emerged277. 

Education facilitated the incorporation into urban life, not only for men but also for 

women and many of the new workers joined the social bases of the KDP278. The 

importance of the middle class in the formation of the separatist movement continues 

to be key even today.  

 

The importance of so-called charismatic leaders has been researched in-depth 

numerous times throughout history with varying results279. Similarly, also in the case 

of Iraqi Kurdistan their impact is ambiguous. Probably one of the first times that the 

importance of a single leader for the Kurds became apparent was in the late 17th 

century, when Ahmad-e Khani outlined the importance of a king in order to be able to 

unite all Kurds under one Kurdish kingdom280. The lack of such a uniting king, e.g. 

after the death of King Faisal, can be taken as clear example how a region can be 

overwhelmed by factionalism and loss of direction281.  

Two of the most prominent figures of the modern Iraqi Kurdish separatist 

movement, Mullah Mustafa Barzani and Masoud Barzani, have belonged to one of the 

most influential tribes in the region282. Yet, the Barzani tribe was not a constituting 

tribe but composed by various different ones, who accepted the superiority of the 

Sheikhs of Barzan in political and religious questions283. The leadership of the Kurdish 

movement arose as part of the military and civil administration284.  

The nucleus of resistance against the central Iraqi state formed immediately 

after the defeat experienced at Lausanne, with Mullah Mustafa Barzani, the younger 

brother of the Sheikh of Barzan, emerging as their principle leader285. Known as a 

traditionalist tribal leader, a powerful and charismatic politician and famous for his 

courageous struggles against the Iraqi army, the Kurdish middle-class trusted Barzani 
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that he would represent their interests and would not give in to rising revolts by the 

peasants286. As a first real attempt to lead the Kurds, he initiated his political career in 

the beginning of the 1940s by organizing revolts in his home region of Barzan, for 

which he was subsequently exiled. Through rebellions like these, he contributed 

significantly to the establishment of a Kurdish nation287. In addition, despite being 

exile over ten years to the Soviet Union based on his leading role during the Republic 

of Mahabad from 1943 to 1945, Barzani returned after the overthrow of the Hashemite 

monarchy in 1958288. Yet, in light of the fact that also the new regime had no particular 

commitment to resolving the Kurdish question and in fact marginalized the Kurds even 

further, fighting once again broke out in 1961 and continued almost uninterruptedly 

until 1975289. Barzani’s leadership and power was questioned more than once during 

this period by the politburo of the KDP, which is why Barzani mobilized the 

Peshmerga and replaced the leadership of the KDP with a more loyal politburo290. The 

resulting split would define the Iraqi Kurdish movement until the 1970s, when Barzani 

finally succeeded in negotiating the 1970 March Agreement with the Ba’ath regime. 

Yet, Baghdad once again failed to implement the agreement, making Barzani receptive 

to US, Israeli and Iranian offers to support the Kurds in their rebellion against the 

government291. With Baghdad launching a military offensive against the Kurds in 

1974, the foreign powers withdrew their support and the struggle collapsed. 

Consequently, Barzani left again for Iran and died in 1979 in the US292. The impact of 

Mullah Mustafa Barzani’s leadership is still clearly visible today, not only because he 

founded the KDP at the Republic of Mahabad but also because he laid the ground stone 

for federalism with the 1970 March Agreement293. In fact, he also first institutionalized 

the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement, by employing “quasi diplomats, i.e. Kurdish 

students” to study in the US and in Europe and represent the rebellion294.   
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A key result of the defeat of the Kurdish rebellion in 1974/75 and the previous 

struggles within the KDP was the fracturing of the party into Patriotic Union of 

Kurdistan (PUK) and KDP in 1976, with Ibrahim Ahmad and Jalal Talabani taking 

over the PUK and Barzani remaining the head of the KDP295. With Mullah Mustafa 

Barzani’s death only three years later, the KDP party leadership was then taken over 

by his son Masoud. The relative success of the split between the two parties and the 

resulting strength of each of them, encouraged both to soon resume the struggle296. 

The groups Barzani and Talabani presided over were largely defined by territory and 

ideological schools. Barzani took over the Kurmanji speaking district in the Northwest 

while Talabani was primarily based in the Surani speaking Northeast297. In addition, 

Barzani’s leadership followed the traditional style of his father, who had symbolized 

the old-fashioned tribal Kurdish identity, while Talabani followed a more progressive 

political line298. In the meantime, struggles within the PUK between Ahmad and 

Talabani had continued until Talabani finally came to dominate over his critics: the 

PUK was soon to be described as “overshadowed by the personality of Talabani”299.  

It is no surprise that both leading figures aimed for office during the first ever 

regional elections held in 1992. Due to the closeness of the vote (both achieved 50%), 

they decided to share the leadership of the KRG300. Since then, the rivalry between the 

two has more than once seriously threatened the survival of the KRG. For example, 

during the Kurdish civil war (1994-1997) Talabani invited Iranian troops over the 

border and Barzani called Baghdad for help301. It is, therefore, almost surprising that 

they agreed on a seemingly fierce common position while drafting the new Iraqi 2005 

constitution, as the US draft by Paul L Bremer III had envisioned a much weaker form 

of federalism302.  
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It can be concluded that the design of the current constitution, with power being 

split between the central Iraqi government and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, is to a 

certain degree the work of Masoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani. As a result, Talabani 

became president of Iraq in 2005303. Masoud Barzani, on the other hand, remained 

within regional sphere of politics and became president of the Kurdistan Region of 

Iraq. Yet, under his leadership the region entered a deep political crisis304, based on 

the fact that he unilaterally extended his term in office by more than three years and 

there was no replacement mechanism set in place to ease the transition. The popular 

distrust into the KRG’s democratic ambitions was further deepened on the grounds 

that it had been Barzani’s personal decision to remain in power, leading to sharp 

protests against the leadership305306. Based on increased domestic pressure307, initiated 

by rising disputes and a genuine interest by large parts of the population to become 

independent308, Barzani was forced to deliver a referendum309. Be had always flirted 

with secession310: already in 2010 he declared that one day the Kurds might declare 

independence:  
“This is our right on which we should always insist and give it time as well. Our generation 

or the next generation will probably see this wish coming true. God willing, this right should 

be achieved one day. But this will not happen by force, violence, gun or war. This should 

happen through mutual understanding and peace” 311.  

Yet, he had never acted on these temptations312.  It can be further concluded that 

Barzani was an emotion-driven leader. He genuinely feared for the survival of 

his people; “The Shia fear past repressions, the Sunnis fear future repression and 
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we Kurds fear both”313. In addition, he was motivated by a deep-rooted desire 

for security: “A friend asked Barzani whether he was seeking federalism – the 

president of the KRG replied that it was security which he was after – federalism, 

he said, is just a word. It is indeed security that the Kurds need and covet”314. 

In light of the importance that can be attributed to Mullah Mustafa Barzani, 

Masoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani, it is surprising that there have been hardly any 

structural attempts to analyze the impact of the three most important political figures 

of modern Kurdish politics. To conclude, it is important to point out that this analysis 

was focused on the psychology and motivation of those individuals that define and 

make up the separatist movements. This shall by no means imply that the central 

government might not be guided by the same human motivations, for example the 

desire for security, etc.315. In fact, Hechter has emphasized this point throughout his 

analysis316. This becomes clearly visible when he outlines the possibilities of 

suppressing separatism in the first place, which, according to him, effective leaders of 

the host state have every intention to do317. It is no surprise that Saddam Hussein plays 

one of the most important roles in this context318.  

 

 

2.3. Economic Factors  
 

The theoretical debate of the economic factors underlying and influencing separatist 

movements is to a large extent shaped by the idea or the perception of relative 

economic deprivation of a specific nation, i.e. the fact that one group regards itself to 

be relatively worse-off319 than others within the state. This economic “worse-off” 

                                                
313 Khedery, Iraqi In Pieces, 38 
314 Hiltermann, To Protect or to Project 
315 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
316 Hechter, the Dynamics of Secession 
317 As has been outlined in Chapter I, Hechter argues that an effective central government of a host state 
is a precondition for separatism. Any other cases of the creation of new states, with no effective 
government left in the host state, shall therefore be regarded as state fragmentation (Hechter, the 
Dynamics of Secession, 277; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States)  
318 A full analysis of the individual of Saddam Hussein reaches beyond the scope of this thesis. Several 
authors, such as Efraim Karsh, Inari Rautsi, and Said Aburish have extensively researched his role in 
Iraqi politics.  
319 This theory also works the other way around in which a group which is relatively better-off does not 
want to share resources etc. with the other one.  
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situation is not only defined through economic numbers such as relative income, trade 

dependence, net inflows and outflows from the region to the host state, the level of 

decentralization320, the level and control over resources or access to education321, but 

also the degree of development and in particular the speed of development highly 

depends on the relative distribution of power and resources among the various groups. 

Therefore, Hechter as well as other authors argue that separatism will always be 

attempted once the population perceives it as economically beneficial322. In light of 

the fact that not all economically poor regions around the world attempt to secede from 

their larger state, while many economic prosperous regions do, however, also in this 

case it soon becomes apparent that disproportionate distribution alone does not trigger 

separatism.  

Wood, for example, argues that it is the combination of economic deprivation 

together with the sudden reversal of economic expectations or the struggle over control 

over certain resources, which sparks separatist movements323. This frustration is 

further intensified by the perception that the core of a state is exploiting the 

periphery324. Horowitz, on the other hand, rather follows the argument commonly used 

by separatist movements, which represents the idea that economic deprivation is to a 

large extent the result of ethnic discrimination. “Ethnic groups within a state […] 

compare themselves with other groups in terms of worth and legitimacy”325. The 

higher the level of education and therefore the level of income and the influence over 

political as well as economic resources, the higher is the status of a specific group326. 

In light of increased group anxiety, when the idea that available resources will be lost 

or that a group’s status can be enhanced through separatism, it is indeed likely to 

emerge327.  

                                                
320 Milica Zarkovic Bookman, The Economics of Secession, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992; 
Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States 
321 Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, “The Political Economy of Secession” 2002, accessed April 29, 
2018 http://users.ox.ac.uk/~ball0144/self-det.pdf   
322 Ibd.; Hechter, the Dynamics of Secession 
323 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 116 
324 Hechter, the Dynamics of Secession; Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework; Immanuel 
Wallerstein, World-systems Analysis: an introduction, Durham: Duke University Press, 2004.Note: the 
world-systems theory by Immanuel Wallerstein has introduced the debate of economic development 
between the center and the periphery into the common development discourse.   
325 Horowitz, Patterns of Ethnic Separatism; Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Pavkovic, Radan, 
Creating New States, 183  
326 Horowitz, Patterns of Ethnic Separatism; Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict  
327 Ibd.  
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In Horowitz’ article on Patterns of Ethnic Separatism (1981) he also 

distinguishes between four relative economic situations, in which separatism is likely 

to manifest itself. Together with prominent examples, they are displayed in table 1.   

 

 “Backward” groups328 “Advanced” groups329 

Economically “backward” 

region 

Kurdistan, South Sudan, 

Bengalis in Pakistan, 

Chechens in Russia 

Tamils in Sri Lanka,  

Ibo in Nigeria,  

Lozi in Zambia 

Economically “advanced” 

Region  

Bakonjo in Uganda,  

Lunda in Zaire 

Catalans in Spain,  

South Tyrolese in Italy,  

Yoruba in Nigeria 
Figure 1: Separatist movements according to economic and regional position330 

 

Horowitz assigned the region of Iraqi Kurdistan to the category of “backward 

groups” in economically “backward” regions. In his analysis, he outlines that these 

nations331 will attempt to secede rather early after the independence of the state332, as 

the discriminated nations realize that they cannot compete with more prosperous 

nations in a single market, with a single currency and a single bureaucracy333. While 

this observation is restricted to the category of “backward groups” in economically 

“backward regions”, this assumption is also reflected in his general observations334 

under which separatism is likely to arise. Particularly in his book Ethnic Groups in 

Conflict Horowitz explains the general conditions of separatism. There, he argues that 

separatism will take place as soon as one group is hindered from applying any sort of 

                                                
328 Backward groups are defined by the lack of educational and professional achievements and the 
resulting relatively lower income per capita than the average of a state. They are often described as 
ignorant and unmotivated (Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 233).  
329 Advanced groups are defined by the number of graduates from secondary schools and universities, 
as well as their sector of employment and the resulting relatively higher income per capita than the 
average of a particular state. Members of this group regard themselves as motivated and intelligent 
(Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 233).  
330 Horowitz, Patterns of Ethnic Separatism, 171 
331 „these nations” is referring to the category of “backward groups” in economically “backward” 
regions. A detailed description of the other three groups can be found in Horowitz, Patterns of Ethnic 
Separatism, 170-191 and Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 141-184 
332This refers to independence from a colonial power. This argument is also supported by Stephen M. 
Saideman, Explaining the International Relations, 729  
333 Horowoitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 183f.  
334 The book referred to is Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 95ff.  
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influence on the elites of a state335. In addition, this can especially be observed when 

the state is ruled by dictatorial regimes or single rule by one party over the rest of the 

country. Separatism is then, further speed up, once violence breaks out and threatens 

the survival of a specific ethnic group as assimilation and large-scale migration are 

used to undermine the nation336. With regards to the moment in time when separatism 

will arise, Horowitz adds once again that the category of “backward groups” in 

economically “backward” regions as well as “advanced regions” will attempt to secede 

earlier than advanced groups and that he expects that “backward groups” in 

economically “backward” regions will also try to separate earlier than any other group 

described337.  

 

In light of the above, it is surprising that the economic situation of Iraqi Kurdistan is 

described as being rather similar to the rest of the country until the 1970s, with 

agriculture and oil representing the backbones of the economy338. Especially before 

1975, the region was economically prosperous, providing regional markets such as 

Turkey or the Transcaucasus with its main agricultural products wheat, barley, cotton 

and tobacco339. Around 50% of the population was engaged in farming, livestock and 

agricultural production340341. Despite agriculture being of such central importance to 

the development of Iraqi Kurdistan342, however, oil has been taking up much of the 

researchers’ attention not only in recent years. Since the 1970s, a certain shift in 

importance towards the production of oil can be observed, as it represents Iraq’s and 

Iraqi Kurdistan’s main produced commodity and export product343. This trend has 

been additionally accelerated with the government securing its dominance and control 

                                                
335 This also resembles the bureaucracy argument presented by Smith, Theory of Ethnic Separatism 
336 Horowitz, Patterns of Ethnic Separatism; Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Pavkovic, Radan, 
Creating New States. Please also refer to Chapter II.2.  
337 Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States 
338 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
339 Ibd. World Bank Group, “The Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Assessing the Economic and Social Impact 
of the Syrian Conflict and ISIS”, (2015):66, accessed May 28, 2018  
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/579451468305943474/pdf/958080PUB0Apri0PUBLIC09
781464805486.pdf  
340Yildiz, the Kurds in Iraq, 9 
341 Horowitz’ classification of the Kurds as “backward group”, therefore, seems unjustified in the 1970s. 
It is likely that he based his classification as “backward group” on the early 1980s, the years of increased 
marginalization and suppression, when he also wrote his texts and books.  
342 Many of the products such as fruits and vegetables were also oriented exclusively for domestic 
consumption and made an important contribution to food security in the region (Yildiz, the Kurds in 
Iraq) 
343 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 44ff.  
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over the resource and converting agricultural land into oil extraction sites344. 

Furthermore, deforestation not only caused severe environmental damage but also 

destroyed the timber production, pushing more workers into the oil industry345. The 

fact that Iraqi Kurdistan was always financially dependent on the distribution of oil 

revenue by the central Iraqi government, shaped not only the economic development 

of the region but also its separatist attempts by successfully creating a large middle-

class dependent on the central government346.  

The economic prosperity, which had secured the Iraqis and the Kurds a high 

standard of social services347 financed by oil revenues348, ended in 1975 with the Iran-

Iraq war, the Algiers Agreement and the establishment of a 5-to-30-kilometer-wide 

forbidden zone close to the Iraqi-Turkish-Iranian border, from which all people were 

deported349. The situation was intensified by the destruction of all rural infrastructure 

and finally culminated in the chemical attacks of the an-Anfal campaign350. Indeed, 

with September of 1980 the region had become a war zone with landmines and 

chemical attacks making most of the land unviable for any agricultural purposes for 

many years to come351. By the end of the an-Anfal campaign, the Kurdish agricultural 

sector was destroyed, being unable to compete with the cheap imports from the rest of 

Iraq352.  

Before the invasion of Kuwait in 1991, Iraqi Kurdistan was part of a middle-

income country353, providing social services and food subsidies to its people as well 

as having with a strong currency354. What followed was a period of relative decline, 

intensified by the imposition of sanction on Iraqi Kurdistan, first by the UN on Iraq as 

a whole, then by the central government on the region of Iraqi Kurdistan. The UN 

                                                
344 Joe Stork estimates that around 20% of the total arable land has been comprised by the oil industry 
(Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdista).  
345 WB, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, 51 
346 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdista. Stansfield is here referring to importance of the middle class described in 
Chapter II.2. and Chapter II.5 
347 The standard was acknowledged to be among the highest in the Middle East  
348 Petroleum products accounted for around 90% of Iraq’s exports until the imposition of sanctions. 
Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 43 
349 Ibd.  
350 The economic impact of over 1,5 million people deported, 3,000 villages razed and between 150,000 
and 200,000 people killed was tremendous (Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan; McDowell, Modern history of 
the Kurds) 
351 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 45 
352 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
353 The GDP was around 3,000 USD per capita in 1991 (Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan) 
354 Thereby making imports easily available to large parts of the society (ibd.) 



 53 

sanctions imposed under Security Council Resolution (SCR) 661 on August 6, 1991 

was a very effective sanctions regime, placing a total ban on all imports and exports 

of Iraq355. The lack of oil revenues lowered industrial production by more than 80% in 

the following years, putting more than 20% of the population in extreme poverty356. 

While the effects on the Iraqi economy were long-lasting, Iraqi Kurdistan conversely 

enjoyed an economic boom and the highest level of personal freedom in 20 years357. 

The sanctions put in place by the central government on Iraqi Kurdistan in 1992, was 

an attempt to force the Kurds into a political settlement, an opportunity to demonstrate 

the UN and the Western powers that Iraq could disobey their constraints and an 

effective policy to retain scarce resources in the Baghdad controlled territory of the 

country. Yet, this situation of relative independence from the central government, 

protected by the US-no-fly zone, enabled the Kurds a certain degree of economic 

progress. This was only compromised by the unstable political situation in Iraqi 

Kurdistan and the civil war of the 1990s358. Furthermore, the embargos inhibited the 

population to return to their villages but forced them to remain in the collective 

settlements359. The economic situation was only stabilized once international aid effort 

arrived, though it was not big enough to reach the whole of the population360. This is 

why many Kurds once again left the agricultural sector and resorted to short-term 

activities such as smuggling, collecting scrap metal and selling capital assets. The 

economic recession was most felt in the middle-class, whose dependency on 

government salaries had reached a critical level with around 70-80% of unemployment 

but who did not receive any incentive to return to agriculture361.  

After the end of the Kurdish civil war, the economy in Iraqi Kurdistan once 

again profited from the relative political stability and the imports of the oil-for-food 

program362. As the central Iraqi government did not recognize the KRG administering 

                                                
355 United Nations Security Council, “The Situation between Iraq-Kuwait Resolution 661 (199) of 6 
August 1990”, August 6, 1990, accessed June 13, 2018 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/661  
356 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 48 
357 Ibd.: 48 according to Lawrence, D. (2000). Iraqi Kurds Enjoy a De Facto State. In: The Christian 
Science Monitor. Pp: 1.  
358 Rudd, Humanitarian Intervention; Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
359 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 50 
360 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 53f.; Rudd, Humanitarian Intervention; McDowell, Modern History of 
the Kurds 
361 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 53f.  
362 “Resolution 661”; “Resolution 687 (1991) of 3 April 1991”, UNSC, April 3, 1991, accessed June 
13, 2018 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/687; “Resolution 706 (1991) of 15 August 1991”, UNSC, 
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the northern provinces, the UN initially distributed the supplies. It is important to keep 

in mind that although the oil-for-food program prevented a humanitarian catastrophe, 

it also created a new dependency within the economy363.  

The development of the agricultural sector since the beginning of 2000 is 

somehow ambiguous, often increasing and decreasing again in importance. In 2014364 

the total economy was estimated to grow around 3%. While this growth rate is still 

positive and comparably well for Western standards, it represents a sharp decline in 

comparison to the previous years of 8% and lies below the necessary level to keep up 

important infrastructure investments365. This growth is mainly based on the 

exploration of oil, with today more than 47 companies from 17 different countries 

operating in the area366. Projections of production are estimated to increase from 

250,000 barrels a day in 2013 to 500,000-800,000 barrels per day in 2020367. 

Approximately USD 10 billions of foreign direct investments have also been made 

into the oil production of the KRI. In addition, private sector investments, in particular 

in the sectors of construction and services have also developed as important pillars for 

the KRI’s economy, followed by agriculture368. Nevertheless, the World Bank still 

defines the Kurdish private sector as “largely underdeveloped”369 .  

Due to the KRG’s stability and security since 2005, the region has been 

regarded as secure gateway to the whole of Iraq and is preferred as a strategic location 

for investment. The KRI also outperforms the rest of the country in terms of business 

climate. Yet, while this growth is largely supported by public spending, the large 

                                                
August 15, 1991, accessed June 13, 2018 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/706; “Resolution 712 
(1991) of 19 September 1991”, UNSC, September 19, 1991, accessed June 13, 2018 
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363 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
364 The last substantial report on the economy in the Kurdistan region of Iraq was published in 2015 by 
the World Bank and contains the economic data up until 2014. Since then, general observations can be 
made about the development of the economy and the impact of the migrant crisis, but no official 
recordings are available.  
365 WB, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, 18 
366 WB, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq; Stephen E. McAvene, “In Pawn: Kurdish Economic Development 
in the Context of Conflict”, Master’s Thesis, Clark University, Massachusetts, 2017:23, accessed May 
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public-sector employment and its direct dependence on funds stemming from the 

central Iraqi government remain a main concern370. In fact, around 80% of the KRG’s 

revenue and 50% of its GDP still derive from the central government funds371.  

It can be concluded that the total performance of the KRI is mixed. While it 

has a comparably good business climate leading to good general macroeconomic 

environment and market opportunities, FDI investment, tax laws, its labor market, 

financing conditions and infrastructure are lacking behind. In fact, electricity shortages 

are still common in the whole country372.  

 

In addition, new forms of economic cooperation across borders do not only contribute 

significantly to the region’s development but also make the Sykes-Picot borders more 

porous373. The KRI first sought economic independence in 2002, when it signed 

smaller contracts with foreign energy companies374. This was further pushed during 

the constitutional negotiations and in 2007, a hydrocarbon law was passed increasing 

the revenue sharing among KRG and foreign investors375. Trade with Iran remains 

important, too althrough the black market is flourishing towards the Iranian border, 

making clear estimations about its size difficult376. The trade with Syria has largely 

collapsed since the beginning of the civil war377. This development is remarkable, in 

particular with regards to the improvement of the Kurdish-Turkish relationship, as 

Turkey had long opposed KRI’s autonomy based on domestic issues378. However, with 

comparatively cheap oil resources in sight, the KRI has become Turkey’s most 

important contact in Iraq, with more than 70% of total Iraqi trade and investment 

happening from within the KRI379. In addition, Ankara accepted to deposit the 

revenues stemming from the oil and gas exports directly into a Kurdish bank account 

in Turkey, rather than the account of the central Iraqi authorities380. This has sparked 

                                                
370 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
371 According the Iraqi budget law, the KRG is to receive 17%, minus sovereign expenses, from the 
authorities in Baghdad.  
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376 WB, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, 29 
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large protests in Baghdad, whose position remains unchanged. Although the KRG has 

promised to keep the current revenue sharing formula381, which is based on the 

distribution of the population, valid, they have also made clear that this will only 

happen once they have regained all outstanding payments382. Baghdad, therefore, 

continues to insist that all oil and gas revenues be paid directly to the central 

government and it will then redistribute it accordingly among all provinces383.  

However, oil is not the only resource which has shaped the Iraqi Kurdish 

economy. Other minerals found in the region include iron, coal, chrome, copper and 

lignite384. Most importantly, the region is rich in water, with both the Euphrates and 

the Tigris rivers running through it and therefore constituting one of the few 

watersheds in the region385. They serve as main source of artificial irrigation for the 

Kurdish agriculture386. Hydro-electric power generators are constructed at each river, 

although just as other infrastructure installations they, too, have suffered under the 

destruction in the 1980s as well as the sanctions regime of the 1990s387. It is important 

to note that the KRG once again does not control the flow of these rivers nor the use 

of the water388. In addition, Izday notes that “due to the extraordinary archaeological 

richness of the land, almost any dam built in Kurdistan drowns a portion of Kurdish 

history…one can only guess the magnitude of the loss of the historical remains in sites 

like the Barbandi Khan Dam near Halabja”389. The role water plays in current 

geopolitics in general and the relationship between the KRG and the central Iraqi 

authorities in particular, can also be demonstrated through the 2000 Dokan and 

Darbandikhan drought, after which the central Iraqi government came close to 

invading the KRI in an attempt to secure the flow of water into central Iraq390. 

While the KRI was prospering during 2003-2014, they have recently suffered 

significantly from the re-introduction of economic sanctions by Baghdad, the crisis 

                                                
381 According to this formula 17% of the funds (the Kurds make up 17% of the Iraqi population) shall 
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triggered by ISIS and the fall of the oil prices on the world market391. Reform measures 

are limited and often fall short of the intended result. This is why the population is 

increasingly questioning the government’s measures: why “suffer from austerity 

measures when it was the responsibility of the political elite to diversify the tax base 

and institute necessary reforms during the good times of economic boom?”392. Yet, 

reforms are often simply not possible with several billion USD dollars’ worth of 

debt393. It can be concluded that the natural resources oil, but also water, have been 

used by the regime in Baghdad as an instrument of systemic marginalization for a long 

period of time, as economic under-development was regarded as convenient tool to 

keep the Kurds under control, while at the same time securing the access to resources 

for its own people394. 

It strikes that the theory on separatism, with its large emphasis on the economic 

conditions which trigger secession, follows the general capitalist world-understanding 

that all rational demands and decisions are influenced by economic aspects395. While 

it seems that all factors presented in this thesis are somehow related to economy, it 

remains important to keep in mind that there is still considerable debate about question 

whether or not this is actually the case396. Not only have Pavkovic and Radan pointed 

out that there are many examples which contradict Horowitz’ economic assumptions 

but also the Kurdish case study raises many questions with regard to the theory 

described.  

 

 

2.4. Foreign involvement  
 

External intervention is relevant for separatist movements at all stages of their 

development and the historic experience shows that all separatist conflicts are 
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influenced by international politics to some extent397. However, which role the 

regional context, the neighboring states or the great powers play precisely in the 

disintegrative process, needs to be examined for each case individually. Scholars 

demonstrate that the involvement varies widely, ranging from interference through 

diplomatic channels, economic support to military engagement, which is why also the 

effect of the involvement depends to a large extent on the motivation and support 

given398. Regardless of the heterogeneity of foreign involvement, in all cases the 

evidence shows that it makes a decisive difference to the development of separatist 

movements.  

Following this assumption, Stephen M. Saideman, Yossi Shain and Martin 

Sherman have analyzed the underlying arguments states use when deciding whether 

or not to support separatism abroad. In detail, they researched the importance of the 

state’s own vulnerability to separatism, i.e. whether there is a “common interest in the 

support of international rules and institutions and state jurisdictions in the […] region 

that derives from the common vulnerability of states and the insecurity of 

statesmen”399. Saideman, however, argues that common interest is not enough to 

explain cooperation on the international scene but that it is rather the state’s own ethnic 

divisions and diasporas which convince and repress a country’s foreign 

intervention400. Domestic politics and the prospect of elections determine preferences 

of states, which need to be analyzed in order to determine the degree of foreign 

intervention401. In case domestic politics are highly influenced by international 

organizations, non-governmental organizations and other civil society groups, these 

can also produce spill-overs to the state’s interference in separatist movements 

abroad402.  

Furthermore, it is important to take into account that not only the separatists 

are aided by foreign powers but also that the central government’s actions are highly 

influenced by it. In fact, Wood argues that it is the central government which receives 

the larger share of the assistance in an attempt to preserve the status-quo in the 
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international system403. Not only are foreign countries already familiar with the 

behavior of the central government, share trade and diplomatic relationships with it, 

but many of these foreign countries have secessionist groups themselves, which they 

try to oppress and/or keep calm. Therefore, all foreign influence needs to be questioned 

in light of a general reluctance by foreign governments to intervene in the first place404. 

Any engagement is expensive, needs to be supported by the electorate, is difficult to 

limit and the actual impact is often transitory405.   

 

The evidence of foreign influence on the Kurdish separatist movement is abundant406. 

The neighboring countries Turkey, Iran and Syria, where also important Kurdish 

minorities live, have interfered in Iraqi-Kurdish politics since the beginning and any 

attempt to decipher their agendas towards the Kurds and their own national security is 

complex407. Their actions have been driven most importantly by domestic concerns, 

so that i.e. Turkey historically not only constrained their own Kurds and the Iraqi 

Kurds from any form of political and economic development but even denied the 

existence of a Kurdish nation in the first place408. It is, therefore, somewhat surprising 

that the situation has changed in recent years, based on Turkey’s interest in Kurdish 

oil. The common economic interest has not only deepened the trade relationship409, 

but the Kurdish minorities are also used by Turkey as a bargaining chip with the 

European Union410. For example, the Turkish government now supports the KRG’s 

financial independence and has agreed to receive the KRG’s oil revenue411. Some have 

“dubbed this policy “neo-Ottomanism”, a veiled attempt by Turkey to restore its old 

dominance in the Middle East”412. 
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412 Ottaway and Ottaway, How the Kurds Got it Their Way, 147 
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Another prominent and clear-cut example of the involvement of foreign powers 

is development of the Republic of Mahabad in 1945, during which the establishment 

of a Kurdish state succeeded in Iran with support of the Soviet Union413. The 

importance of Soviet Union is easily discovered as the Republic’s success was short-

lived and immediately collapsed after the withdrawal of the Soviet forces at the 

beginning of the Cold War414. Similarly, also the US has interfered numerous times 

supporting and neglecting the Kurdish claim for self-determination according to their 

national interests415. While the US’ support for the Algiers Agreement in 1970 was 

decisive to end the Kurdish rebellion in 1975, the US enforced a no-fly-zone over 

Kurdistan in 1991 in order to contain Saddam Hussein416. This policy was convenient 

not only to secure the US’ access to oil in the aftermath of the invasion of Kuwait417 

but was also the result of a domestic outcry when the public demanded a response to 

the humanitarian crisis under US supervision418. In 2003, the US even partnered with 

the Kurds during the war against Saddam Hussein and had significant impact on the 

formulation of the 2005 constitution, with Bremer clearly opposing the KRG’s 

economic independence and access to the oil-fields of Kirkuk419. A window of 

cooperation opened once again in 2014 during the fight against ISIS420. Yet, the Kurds 

were once again disappointed by the lack of US support during their 2017 referendum, 

during which the US had openly opposed the further separation of the region from 

Iraq421. This opposition, however, has been somewhat once again reversed in light of 

                                                
413 In fact, the Republic of Mahabad is not only an important successful example of the Kurdish 
separatist ambitions but constitutes a key point in time for the development of Kurdish nationalism.  
414 The influence Iran had, and still has, on the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement has also been 
described in Chapter II.2.2. It would be too long for the purpose of this thesis to describe each and every 
time the Iranians have either assisted the Kurds in an attempt to harm the central Iraqi government (e.g. 
Iran-Iraq war), in an attempt to cooperate with Baghdad (e.g. cooperation against ISIS) or because they 
were called for help by the Kurds themselves (civil war). Needless to say, Iranian involvement has 
identified itself more than once as decisive factor during the development of the Kurdish separatist 
movement (Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experiences, Khedery, Iraq in Pieces, et al.).   
415 Geoffrey Wawro, Quicksand: America's Pursuit of Power in the Middle East, New York: Penguin, 
2010.  
416 Otterman, Beehner, Drafting A Constitution; Ronald Ofteringer and Ralf Bäcker, “A Republic of 
Statelessness. Three Years of Humanitarian Intervention in Iraqi Kurdistan”, Middle East Report, 
(1994): 40-45  
417 Oil has been the determining factor not only for US-Kurdish and Iraqi relations but also for Soviet 
and now Russian involvement in the region (McAvene, In Pawn) 
418 Rudd, Humanitarian Intervention 
419 Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq, Sluglett, Common Sense, 334 
420 Hanna, the Line in the Sand 
421 Galip Dalay, “After the Kurdish Independence Referendum. How to Prevent a Crisis in Iraq”, 
Foreign Affairs, 2017, accessed May 5, 2018 https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/middle-
east/2017-10-02/after-kurdish-independence-referendum  
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the recent Turkish rapprochement to the KRI422. The US has been in a limbo between 

Ankara-Baghdad and Erbil for more than 20 years now.  

 

The influence of international organizations and NGOs is particularly important when 

it comes to the humanitarian aid provided in the beginning of the 1990s, who provided 

most of the funding. In the period from 1991-1996, the UN Inter-Agency 

Humanitarian Aid Program spent more than USD 670.7 million, in addition to another 

USD 400 million gathered by NGOs during the same period423. This created significant 

dependence on the international aid program by the KRG and the Kurdish society on 

general and consequently increased leverage by the international community on 

politics in the KRI424. This leverage was furthered by a clear expansion of the civil 

society and establishment of various international and local NGOs active in the area 

of human rights in the area425. The influence international organizations and NGOs 

can exercise on domestic policies, also holds true for multinational corporations426. 

There is hardly any doubt on the key influence international oil corporations such as 

Exxon Mobil from the US or Gazprom from Russia exercise on Genel Energy (KRI) 

and the impact it has on their countries’ relationship to the KRI427.  

 

 

2.5. Political factors  
 

Naturally, also the political structures of the society in Iraqi Kurdistan as well as the 

political framework of the central state, from which separatists try to gain more 

autonomy, play an important role in determining the conditions for the separatism. 

Smith argues that one of the key preconditions of separatism is the discrimination and 

increased exclusion of minorities from the main state bureaucracy 428. Whether the 

                                                
422 “The Time of the Kurds” has argued that because of the US-Turkey relationship through NATO, the 
US had always attempted to keep its allies close. This can now provide a window of opportunity for the 
Kurds. 
423 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 52;” Resolution 661”; “Resolution 687”, “Resolution 706”; “Resolution 
712” 
424 Ibd.  
425 Romano, Challenges of Autonomy 
426 Despite the fact that multinational oil companies represent the most prominent example in this 
context, the impact of international companies is not limited to them.  
427 Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq, 365f.   
428 Smith, Theory of Ethnic Separatism 
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government of the larger state is democratically elected or resembles a dictatorial 

regime, whether the country is governed by a legitimate ruler representing a 

(multi)nation-state or only a minority, while at the same time disregarding minority 

rights, has a deep impact on separatism. It has been argued that it is the decline or even 

complete absence of this legitimacy, which not only triggers separatism itself but also 

makes any claim of separatism legitimate in the first place429. As a result of a failure 

to include the demands of a particular minority, the group will reorient itself outside 

of the center of power”430. This aspect, being central to the economic as well as 

political and social analysis, is also an important assumption when attempting to 

predict separatism as such, as the increase of frustration can be easily observed431.  

 

Iraq’s social and political identity can be described as fluid and the result of large 

waves of emigration and forced displacement over the 20th century432. In 1932, the 

year of Iraq’s independence, neither the population nor their new king, king Faisal, 

had strong ties to the state. Iraq, which had been established out of three Ottoman 

provinces by the colonial power of Great Britain as a mandate, had indeed inherited 

much of the economic and administrative structures of its former rulers433. This, 

however, also implied that the traditional order of the society, with its communal 

leaders and tribal sheikhs had preserved their influence and had not been adapted to 

the structures of a modern nation-state434. Motivated by the prospects of increasing 

one’s own socioeconomic status, religious, ethnic, and/or tribal leaders soon gathered 

around the king to prevent the establishment of a strong government435.  

Yet, even after the revolution, the new regime of Abd al-Karim Qasim did not 

intend to change the remaining old structures of the colonial state, but in fact 

                                                
429 Rather than an explanatory factor this view is represented in the philosophical analysis in Chapter I. 
and in particular following the argument of the Choice Theory (Chapter II.2). Hechter argues that if 
there is no legitimate government exercising power over the whole country no separatism can occur but 
mere state fragmentation (Hechter, the Dynamics of Secession).  
430 Smith, Theory of Ethnic Separatism; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States; Wood, A Comparative 
Analytical Framework 
431 Smith, Theory of Ethnic Separatism; Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
432 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism 
433 Such as the state’s bureaucracy and education system but also police forces 
434 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism, 635f.  
435 Through the strong influence of the tribal leaders on the state, the state became increasingly 
autonomous from its people. This also implied a significant increase in poverty and inequality between 
the elite and foreign (oil) companies and its people (Bunton, Developmental Nationalism).  
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strengthened them436. For example, the reform of the land tenure system during which 

large amount of the cultivable land was nationalized, left most of the land 

agriculturally unexploited, as the government lacked trained administrators and 

machinery to cultivate it437. Also, the Ba’ath party consolidated its power mostly 

among close networks and allies438 and depended almost exclusively on the revenues 

from oil for maintaining it. With the oil shocks in the 1970s and the consecutive drop 

in oil prices, the distributive ability of the regime diminished439. In order to maintain 

its status and control over the society, the regime, therefore, increasingly relied again 

on more religious, ethnic and cultural leaders440. The Iraqi Kurds, which had until then 

profited almost equally from the oil revenues, now faced increasing discrimination. 

Indeed, the Ba’ath the project failed as the regime’s measures were not accompanied 

by institutional reforms that would have allowed the marginalized groups to gain any 

practical benefit441. The resulting disappointment of the middle class gave the Kurdish 

separatist movement new emphasis, which culminated in the rebellion of 1975442. 

With the Iran-Iraq war, a government that was increasingly oppressive and 

authoritarian but that had nonetheless established a seemingly well-functioning well-

fare system, faced serious political challenges443. In fact, most economic reforms 

increased the divide between the elite and more marginalized groups, the central 

government and the Kurds444. Though the economic impact of the sanctions was 

complex it can be concluded that they intensified basic family and tribal tries, 

underlining communal solidarities, all at the same time while increasing the 

dependence on state resources. As a result, new social classes and tribes appeared in 

the 1990s, based on sectarian and ethnic differences and soon conflicting with the 

higher authorities of the state445. It is important to take into account that those 

appointed as tribal leaders were often not the traditional leaders446 but were selected 

                                                
436 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism, 638 
437 Ibd: 638, 639 
438 Through its better organization, it was easier for the Ba’ath party to expand its social base than it had 
been for the regime of Qasim or during the times of the monarchy (Bunton, Developmental 
Nationalism).  
439 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
440 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism, 640 
441Ibd.  
442 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
443 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism, 639 
444 Ibd.  
445 Ibd.  
446 Many of them had been exiled  
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by the regime. People were driven to join new tribes in an attempt to escape the 

discrimination of the sanctions regime447.  

It can be concluded that since the constitution of the modern nation-state, Iraq 

has been a statist regime trying to maintain control in difficult circumstances through 

coercion, repression and clientelism – especially of the Kurdish minorities448. It can 

further be concluded that in doing so, it decreased its legitimacy and forced them to 

reorient themselves elsewhere449. Religious and ethnic differences have always played 

an important role in Iraqi politics, a fact which was further deepened in the 1990s and 

remains valid until today. Yet, when useful, these differences have been concealed by 

the people and the central government in the prospect of increasing one’s own material 

status450. The recent inability of the KRG and the Baghdad government to agree and 

implement the 2005 constitution, however, has spiked discontent once again, leading 

to the 2017 independence referendum451.  

 

In light of the above, it has become apparent that the political environment is one of 

the most effective ways of influencing the way of life of the Kurds, regardless whether 

it is on purpose or not452. In contrast to this observation of discrimination stand many 

historical examples, where separatist movements where successful because of their 

wide public support and visibility rather than the central government’s failure to 

accommodate their demands453. This observation implies that separatism cannot be 

prevented in an attempt to accommodate minority demands but also largely depends 

on the political and social organization of the society in the first place454.  

The Iraqi Kurdish society has traditionally been organized in clan with over 

800 tribes455. The origin of this tribal structure is believed to be rooted in the lifestyle 

of semi-nomadic farmers, establishing also the first form of tribal political structure456. 

                                                
447 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism, 642 
448 Ibd: 644 
449 Therefore, the Kurds increasingly reoriented themselves towards Erbil and sought support for their 
cause abroad, e.g. in the US. (Smith, Theory of Ethnic Separatism) 
450 This example clearly shows how identities can be used by politicians and are indeed often 
constructed (Anderson, Imagined Communities; Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework) 
451 “President Barzani Delivers his Remarks” 
452 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
453 Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 186 according to Hechter, the Dynamics of Secession 
454 Ibd.  
455 Yildiz, the Kurds in Iraq 
456 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 40 according to Dziegiel 
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These social, i.e. tribal, relationships have been propagated by the traditional modes 

of production, impacting the political system of today457. Separatism, therefore, is not 

only the result of economic discrimination and foreign intervention, but also the result 

of a setback in feudal relations and land reforms458. The agrarian foundations of the 

Kurdish society encouraged a certain type of social infrastructure and patterns of 

interpersonal relationships, on which political activity and decision-making still rely 

today459. Also, the agrarian mode of production was influenced by the hierarchical 

relationships common to tribes460. Hassanpour argues that the decline of agricultural 

production in the 1950s, which lead to a structural change of the Kurdish society in 

the context of urbanization, has also impacted the Kurdish separatist movement by 

providing the KDP its main social base in the urban centers461.   

Not surprisingly the social and political structure of Iraqi Kurdistan has been 

largely influenced by the exodus of the people from the region at the same time that it 

was confronted with immigration towards the region462. There has been a constant 

movement of people leaving the region for refuge in times of the Iran-Iraq war, the an-

Anfal campaigns and even throughout the 1990s while at the same time people always 

attempted to return whenever possible463. This happened at a time when the Kurdish 

society depended to a large degree on the central Iraqi government for revenue 

distribution. The distribution formula of 17% as well as the administrative 

organization of Iraqi Kurdistan, which was prescribed by the central Iraqi government 

through the Governate Law of 1969, has had a great impact on the political 

development of the region464. The governorates were a mix of vilayets465 of the 

Ottoman Empire and new constructions, differed greatly in size and forced the 

resettlement of large parts of the society, making it possible for the central government 

once again to reinforce dependency on the Kurds466.  

 

                                                
457 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 40f.  
458 Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experience 
459 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
460 As could be observed in Chapter II.3., the economic analysis of the agrarian Kurdish society has a 
big explanatory value when it comes to analyzing the motivations and political behavior of the Kurds.  
461 Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experience 
462 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
463 Ibd.  
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2.6. Lessons learned from Explanatory Theories  
 

The factors presented above give valuable insight into the Kurdish separatist 

movement through the explanations of the factors geography, group ideology, 

individual leadership, economy, foreign intervention and political structure. Though 

formally the factors were attributed the same level of influence, it is important to stress 

that not all of the factors presented above have the same value in explaining the 

historical developments of separatist movements, and neither does the importance they 

occupy in the Kurdish movement compare to other movements around the world.  

The factors presented were chosen because of their global frequent occurrence, 

which allowed scholars to deduct their importance for separatist movements in 

general, and their meaning in the case of Iraqi Kurdistan in particular. Indeed, they 

have been especially helpful to understand the complexity of separatist movements by 

underlining their deep interconnectedness. This chapter has demonstrated that tracing 

back separatism to less factors would be too simplistic and would compromise the 

reader’s understanding of separatism, as each movement has its unique interplay of 

conditions.  

It further needs to be restated that this chapter only introduced the different 

factors and did not analyze them exhaustively. The importance of each of the 

condition, i.e. geography, group solidarity, leaders, economy, foreign intervention, 

social and political structure has been determined though the scope of this thesis, 

which does not call for an in-depth analysis of each one of them467. The goal of this 

chapter was rather to provide the reader with an overview of major factors that 

influence separatism468, in order to make apparent the intertwined relationship between 

them as well as the complexity of the issue.   

Finally, it is important to stress that the mere availability of one or some of 

these factors does not necessarily lead to separatism but barely indicates potential for 

disintegration. All four models by Hechter, Horowitz, Smith and Wood fail to offer a 

coherent explanation of why secessions happen even in the few cases it actually does. 

                                                
467 I.e. there has been extensive research on the impact of resources such as oil on the possible economic 
independence of a separatist country. For more information please see Chapter II.3.  
468 To this end also less researched factors such as the impact of NGOs or the so-called global civil 
societies have been included in order to highlight the extent of foreign influence on the separatist 
movement, be it clearly visible or hidden local civil societies.  
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Similarly, all frameworks lack compelling tools to determine when exactly separatism 

will take place. Wood stated:   
“Predicting secession is like predicting the moves of gamblers; even if one is familiar 
with their predispositions, understands their rules, and knows the cards they hold, one 
still cannot foretell the outcome of their game. Much less can one project on the basis 
of a previous game what will happen with different gamblers at another time and 
place”469.  

 

 

  

                                                
469 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework, 133 
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3. What does Separatism in Iraqi Kurdistan really mean? 
 

It can be concluded that the number of factors that influence the development of a 

separatist movement are diverse and interconnected. The analysis has demonstrated 

that there are numerous key elements to separatism, from the normative and 

philosophical considerations of the movement (and the central state), to existing 

national and international law, to the general conditions that determine the framework 

of disintegration. In addition, it has been assessed that all these factors lie on the three 

levels of analysis, depending on individuals, the social and cultural parameters within 

a state but also on its relationship to other international actors. To provide an example: 

many ethnic conflicts tempt external parties, be it states, multinational companies or 

NGOs, to intervene or to use the movements for proxy wars. On the other hand, they 

also try to limit these movements, being afraid of their own internal uprisings, domino 

effects or the loss of revenue and reputation. Yet also, the leader of a separatist 

movement may himself seek to provoke external involvement, in hoping for greater 

success with foreign support. What exactly contributes to the success of a movement 

is difficult to establish and highly depends on the specific case, as the different 

conditions vary in their importance over time.  

The analysis above was based on the common understanding of key concepts 

which lie at the heart of separatism, such as nation and nationalism, in addition to the 

movement of independence and irredentism. Indeed, the analysis implied that all 

scholars share the same baseline of definitions when talking about a specific subject 

matter. However, this is not the case. On the contrary, almost every scholar uses his 

own definition of nationalism or underlying guiding ideology, utilizing different 

uniting factors on which the group will form its solidarity. Many even analyze 

separatism to a different end, with some aiming at more autonomy vs. full-scale 

independence.  

 

This chapter will demonstrate the ambiguities that are inherent in the seemingly 

standard separatist narrative by tackling the question of what separatism in Iraqi 

Kurdistan really means. Can it be classified as a movement towards more autonomy, 

towards independence or rather as an irredentist movement? What drives Iraqi Kurdish 

nationalism and on what is it based? 
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3.1. The Nation-state  
 

The focus of this thesis, the Kurdish separatist movement from 1991 – 2017, founded 

its analysis on the concept of the modern nation-state from which the Iraqi Kurds 

intend to split. Yet, despite the popular use of the concept of nation-state in all types 

of media, its origins and characteristics are highly disputed and difficult to define. The 

attempts extend from primordial claims to the Peace of Westphalia, to the ideas of the 

French Revolution, to the birth of England470 as the prototype of the modern nation-

state. Since the 1980s, more modernist ideas of Imagined Communities471 have 

prevailed, which regard the nation-state as an invention rather than the product of a 

collection of identities with historical roots and traditions in their territory472. 

However, regardless of which approach is followed, the underlying question always 

remains the same: How and why exactly is it that a nation comes into being and what 

exactly are the conditions for its existence?  

The modern nation-state of Iraq, just as Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine, 

is a result of the partition of the Ottoman Empire and the settlement of the European 

powers473. Based on three former Ottoman provinces, Iraq was established as an 

independent protectorate by Great Britain, thereby restructuring a region that was still 

based on a tribal social structure according to a European design of countries474. Great 

Britain and France had secured large parts of the Middle East in an attempt to limit 

Russia’s influence in the area, thus splitting the sphere of influence between 

themselves. The treaty of Sevres, which had envisioned the creation of an independent 

Kurdistan, was reversed by treaty of Lausanne, which had followed the armistice 

between Turkey and the Allies in 1922 and the creation of the modern state of Turkey. 

 

It is important to take into account that the definition of the nation-state primarily 

refers to the modern nation-state, whose borders and citizens are more precisely 

                                                
470 Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood, Ethnicity, Religion and Nationalism, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press (1997):1ff. 
471 Anderson, Imagined Communities 
472 Doyle, Introduction, 4 
473 Aqrawi, the End of Empires, 101f.  
474 This restructuring of the (Iraqi) society according to European interests rather than local realities, 
which had been already sketched out in the treaty of Sykes-Picot (1916), is often referred to as being 
the root cause of unrest in the Middle East (Bunton, Developmental Nationalism).  
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defined than the one of its predecessors475. The origin of this modern version of the 

nation-state is traditionally found in a “struggle to liberate the people from unjust and 

often foreign rule”476 and an attempt to unify the territory. In addition, three factors 

prevail in forming a modern nation-state: First, it is based on the ethnic parameters of 

the people living in a specific territory or homeland477. This idea follows the belief that 

a nation is founded on a distinct group of people with a shared history, language, 

customs and maybe even artistic tradition, which makes it different from other 

groups478. It also relies on the assumption that “the state embodies the will of the 

people”479. Secondly, the nation is described as the result of a long-lasting struggle 

against an external threat, with members of the inner-group creating greater self-

consciousness480. Finally, the nation-state is seen as a structure of enduring institutions 

with political powers over its people, filling its structural roles through members of its 

government481. The government in this aspect can be regarded as human agency 

employing the resources of the country, enforcing taxes etc. – competences which have 

increased significantly in the modern era482.  

The current international system is based on the idea of these triple-defined 

nation-states. While the second criteria, the struggle against other nations, can 

generally be traced back for centuries, it was in particular the ideal of self-

determination that gave the first criteria a new and fresh emphasis. Rooted in the 18th 

century and based on the belief of popular sovereignty (as well as (re)introduced by 

Woodrow Wilson after World War I), it provided the architype of a nation-state by 

becoming a coherent political and cultural community483. However, when looking at 

the composition of the current 193 United Nations member states, it quickly becomes 

apparent that many nations today actually do not live in their own nation-state but form 

part of another political entity, in which they usually play a minority role484. Kymlicka 

therefore argues that most present-day countries, are actually not nation-states but 

                                                
475 Doyle, Introduction, 2 
476 Ibd.  
477 Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship 
478 Roth, Let’s Split; Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship 
479 Doyle, Introduction, 2 
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482 Moore Ethics of Secession, 82 
483 Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood 
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rather multi-nation-states, as they consist of more than a single national group485. 

Furthermore, the incorporation into this common federation may have happened 

involuntarily through invasion, secession or colonization, but it may also have been 

concluded voluntarily when different nations agree to get together in light of a mutual 

advantage486. To conclude, the concept of the nation-state as it is commonly used 

today, is much more than a simple ethnicity and rather needs to be regarded as based 

on a strong sense of self-consciousness, grounded on the claim and the right to possess 

a political identity and autonomy as people, as well as control over a specific 

territory487.  

Legally speaking, the nation-state is defined according to the four criteria of 

the Montevideo Convention (1933), which states that the state must consist of a 

permanent population, a defined territory, a government that exercises control over the 

territory and its population as well as the capacity to enter into relations with other 

states488. However, when looking closer at this definition, it becomes apparent that not 

only the sovereign chooses its people but it is also the society which determines the 

sovereign by “owning the country” in the first place489.  

Finally, it needs to be mentioned that the outward struggle of nations to define 

themselves against others, as highlighted above, also implies that states do not develop 

as autonomous entities since they form part of and evolve in the surrounding 

international system. They are constantly in contact with each other. State building 

and nationalism always had - and still have-  direct effect on neighboring countries so 

that the state cannot be regarded solely as a product of its society but also of outside 

forces.  

 

After defining the nation as a territory on which people share a common language, a 

mutual sense of history and destiny as well as an intertwined connection between their 

state and the nation, it becomes apparent that most modern nation-states do not align 

with these criteria and many even struggle to fulfill all legal criteria as stated in the 
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Montevideo Convention. This is also the case of Iraq. Indeed, it is questionable 

whether or not Iraq really constitutes a modern nation-state from which the Kurds 

intend to split. Rather than through the struggle by the people to liberate themselves 

from foreign rule, Iraq is the result of colonial ambitions by European powers490.  In 

addition, the people living in the area do not share one single language or the same 

culture and tradition. Indeed, Iraqi people do not constitute one homogenous group of 

people, but rather are made up Arabs and Kurds, Sunni, Shi’as and Christians; a mix 

of people which resembling the heterogeneity of the Ottoman empire yet appears 

controversial in the modern nation-state491. Consequently, the process by which the 

inhabitants included in the three Ottoman provinces came to identify with the state was 

complex492.  

The struggle against external enemies, be it the colonial powers or their regional 

neighbors, has most decisively facilitated the evolution of an Iraqi identity since the 

state’s beginning. For example, the Iran-Iraq war represented an attempt to asserts 

Iraq’s national identity, by settling the enduring dispute along the Shatt al-Arab 

waterway493. Similarly, the invasion of Kuwait was justified in the name of anti-

imperialism, with Saddam Hussein trying to reverse the undeserved separation of 

Kuwait from Iraq undertaken by the colonial powers494. In addition, although Iraq was 

established by foreign rule, the 1958 revolution can be regarded as a certain attempt to 

free the Iraqi people and alleviate the social inequality495. Finally, the state of Iraq 

represents a structure enduring institution in the sense that the monarchy, the Ba’athist 

regime, or the government of today, were able to exercise clear power over its people 

and developed a social welfare system, in which they redistributed the resources of the 

state to its population496. Moreover, with the introduction of the 2005 constitution and 

the power being shared between the central government and the Kurdish federalized 

region, it can be assumed that the current government represents the whole of the 

people of Iraq, also implying a certain state legitimacy in contrast to previous regimes. 
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491 To name only some of the various religious and ethnic groups 
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This view is further underlined by the fact that the Kurds often emphasize the fact that 

they entered a voluntary union with the central Iraqi government in 2005497.  

It can be concluded that Iraq was formed on the foundation of the Ottoman Empire, 

based on the idea of an invented community, whose identity and self-consciousness 

needs to be understood as a bargaining situation between the communal and tribal 

leaders, be they Arab or Kurds, with the central authorities in Baghdad498. This process 

was slow in Iraq, due to the high influence of these tribal leaders and the fact that there 

was no “universal belief that those bodies [sic] that call themselves countries, or the 

people who have established themselves as rulers, deserve universal recognition”499. 

Between struggling to find a common sense of history and destiny and lacking an 

intertwined connection between their state and the nation it is no surprise that the 

disunity was deepened by the emergence of both Kurdish and pan-Arab nationalism. 

Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that today Iraq is self-conscious about his 

multi-ethnic identity and can be defined as a multination-state.  

 

 

3.2. Nationalism  
 

Like many other challenges of modern nation-states, inter-ethnic tensions have 

accompanied the multination-state of Iraq since its independence in 1932. Conflicts 

were common not only between the Iraqi Kurds in the North and the Arabs in the South 

of the country. Indeed, as a result of a Sunni government ruling over a majority Shia 

populated country during the Ba’ath regime500, conflicts arose numerous times 

between the Shia and the Sunni religious groups501. Therefore, it is unsurprising that 

in light of the above-mentioned struggle to find a common link with the Iraqi state in 

the first place, this disunity within the country led to the emergence of pan-Arab as 

well as Kurdish nationalism.  

                                                
497 Arguing that therefore they also have the right to leave that union again (“President Barzani Delivers 
his Remarks”) 
498 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism 
499 David Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of the 
Modern Middle East, New York: Henry Holt and Company (1989): 564-567  
500 Owtram states that approximately 65% of the Iraqi population are Shia and 35% are Sunni (Owtram, 
The Kurdish Region of Iraq and the Federal Constitutin, 526) 
501 Most common are the Shia uprisings in the South during the 1990s (Wawro, Quicksand).  
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This thesis has referred to nationalism as a “political movement of a group that 

perceives itself different from others, especially with regards to its language, culture 

and political identity”502. Through defending the particular heritage, nationalist 

narratives see the creation of the nation-state as the result of a historic struggle for 

more self-determination, either through an independent state  or by the increase of 

rights within an already existing one503. Nationalism is an ideology declaring a group 

to be worthy of its own state504, based on a fixed myth rooted in history and memory, 

to be looked back at whenever needed505. Nationalists are also frequently described as 

utopians, trying to legitimize “their” vision of the past506. While commonly this 

process has relied on socially, religiously and historically constructed ethnic 

differences and even clear political inventions, it can also be merely defined 

territorially in a form of civic nationalism507. Whichever approach is chosen, 

nationalism relies on the fluid and intermittent creation and recreation of identity 

according to changing goals508.  

In sum, nationalism is a political movement of a group that perceives itself as 

different from others, while especially believing in possessing a distinct culture and 

autonomy. Moreover, nationalism often presents itself as necessary for a modern 

nation-state to functionally survive509. Nationalism, as it is understood in this thesis, 

develops from a mere political movement to a nationalist movement when it expresses 

its goals of autonomy or secession explicitly with regards to the historic homeland. 

Undeniably, nationalism and separatism have been presented as closely related in this 

thesis, but it is important to notice that generally speaking not all separatist movements 

are nationalist movements nor do all movements refer to ethnicity as the common 

denominator510. While the latter implies that the distinct feature is culture, non-

nationalist separatist movements only share the will to gain or retain the right of self-

ruling within their own community, rather than the right to rule exclusively over the 

                                                
502 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework, 114; Doyle, Introduction, 2 
503 Doyle, Introduction, 4 
504 Kasfir, Explainig Ethnic Political Participation; Doyle, Introduction 
505 Mayall and Simpson argue in Ethnicity is not Enough that in this context the educated elite and their 
follows often rather identify with the “half-savage” past than accept the privileges of assimilation 
(Mayall, Simpson, Ethnicity is not Enough, 7).  
506 Ibd.: 10, Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship 
507 Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship 
508 Kasfir, Explaining Ethnic Political Participation 
509 Mayall, Simpson, Ethnicity is not Enough, 10 according to Gellner, Nations and Nationalism 
510 Shain, Sherman, Dynamics of Disintegration, 323; Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, 18f.  



 75 

entire territory. In addition, this thesis followed the assumption that nationalism is 

prior to and separate from interstate relations to the extent that it develops and appears, 

regardless if it eventually results in a national movement or not.   

 

The Kurdistan separatist movement has been formed and propagated on the basis of 

(Iraqi) Kurdish nationalism. It has been demonstrated numerous times that the Kurds 

share a distinct language, culture and tradition511, which they have used to differentiate 

themselves from the other main ethnic groups in Iraq. The first traces of Kurdish 

nationalism can already be found in the 17th century, with important writers such as 

Ahmad-e Khani, Ehmedê Xanî or Haji Qadiri Koyi outlining the struggle of the Kurds 

against increasing discrimination and marginalization512. This historical struggle for 

survival has since then shaped the Kurdish myth and serves as basis for their identity.  

In addition, it can be said that although the Iraqi Kurdish movement has started 

as a merely political movement, it has transformed into a nationalist and separatist 

movement by explicitly claiming to be “worthy of its own state”. Indeed, driven by 

this ideology they have achieved not only recognition for their distinctness513 but also 

autonomy514 and soon maybe even independence515.  

It can be concluded that it is exactly the development of this (Iraqi) Kurdish 

nationalism and, in fact, the development of a separate pan-Arabism, instead of a 

united Iraqi nationalism, which inhibits the Iraqi state to prosper. Iraq’s recognition of 

the Kurds as a distinct group of people and inclusion of this difference in the 2005 

constitution (through the establishment of a federal union) could have served as an 

attempt to overcome the differences and focus on more civic criteria instead. Yet, with 

increasing Arab sectarian violence in Baghdad and the central government’s failure to 

uphold the promises made to the Kurds, the 2005 constitution in reality did not 

encourage the country’s unity but rather deepened the support for Kurdish nationalistic 

moves516. Therefore, it can be concluded that nationalism as defined in the literature 

is a key element to the Kurdish separatist movement and is in fact central to the 

understanding of historical developments.  

                                                
511 Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experience; McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds 
512 Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experience 3; Aqrawi, the End of Empires, 55 
513 Achieved in the March Agreement 1970.  
514 Achieved under the establishment of the KRI in 1991.  
515 Explicitly claimed since 2017.  
516 Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq 
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3.3. Separatism  
 

From the introduction of this thesis, the term separatism has been used to describe the 

Iraqi Kurdish ambitions for more autonomy and even independence. Certainly, the 

concepts of separatism and secession have been used as the most neutral and all-

encompassing ways to describe different forms of devolution in this thesis. Yet even 

these terms are highly contested and are not easy to define, as most researchers apply 

their own definitions, using the terms separatism and secession often 

interchangeably517. For example, Doyle (2010) argues that secession is “an attempt by 

an ethnic group to withdraw with its territory (or homeland) from the authority of a 

larger state which it is a part of”518. On the other hand, Wood (1981) describes it as 

“political disintegration, wherein political actors in one or more subsystems withdraw 

their loyalties, expectations, and political activities from a jurisdictional centre and 

focus them on a centre of their own”519. While these definitions are unbiased and do 

not imply the reaction of the former state, other definitions add that secession can only 

occur under the resistance of the original state520, which implies the threat or the use 

of force to split away against the sovereign’s will521. It can be concluded that the 

meaning extends from the peaceful and legitimate attainment of more autonomy or 

withdrawal from a state, to rebellion and the use of force, thereby referring to various 

forms of state federalization, independence and even civil war522.  

In addition, the meaning of the term has developed historically, referring to 

different forms of disintegration according to the political and social structure of the 

underlying system. This diminishes the chances of a clear-cut definition and universal 

                                                
517 This thesis follows this tradition.  
518 Many authors just refer to ethnic groups when analyzing secession. This, however, does not imply 
that secession cannot be based on other group formations too and in fact is (Kymlicka, Multicultural 
Citizenship; Doyle, Introduction, 2 
519 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework, 111 
520 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 39 according to James Crawford. The Creation of States in 
International Law. 2nd ed., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006, 375.  
521 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 39 according to Marcelo G. Kohen (2006). Introduction, in 
Secession: International Law Perspectives, ed. Marcelo G. Kohen, 3. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press  
522 One of the few authors who makes a distinction between separatism and secession is Wood (1981) 
who argues that the term separatism is more encompassing than secessionism: while separatism only 
implies resistance to the further subordination within an existing state and increased political rights, 
secessionism refers to the withdrawal from former political authority, i.e. independence (Wood, A 
Comparative Analytical Framework, 110).  
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understanding of the term523. Indeed, the term was first found in ancient Rome, where 

it referred to the temporary migration of people outside of the city524 and only acquired 

its current meaning of “splitting from a political organization or church” during the 

19th century525. The only common denominator is the implication of a certain rebellion 

of the people against grievances committed by the ruler since the beginning526. It is 

this common denominator which many (nationalist) groups today still refer to today, 

in the hope that one day they, too, will form their own nation.  

 

On first sight, using the term separatism or secession when describing the Iraqi 

Kurdish movement seems appropriate as it succinctly describes the various attempts 

of political disintegration, efforts to withdrawal their ethnic homeland from the larger 

Iraqi state and the construction of a center of its own in Erbil. The broad meaning of 

the term has facilitated its utilization throughout history, describing equally the 

attempts to gain recognition, autonomy, and/or independence. This approach is further 

supported by the fact that each attempt has been guided by increased discrimination 

from the central state527.  

Yet, it is exactly this all-encompassing meaning of the term separatism which 

also represents its main disadvantage. It falls short of describing the changing 

ambitions within the movement as it does not define the characteristics nor the end 

goal of a movement528. In this context, the rebellions in the beginning of the 1960s 

needs to be regarded as comparable to the 2017 independence referendum529. The term 

separatism often fails to acknowledge the difference in starting points and the 

implications of disintegration within an empire or modern nation state530. In addition, 

using the term separatist movement throughout the historical development of the Iraqi 

                                                
523 This is why it is so important to restrict the analysis to the modern nation-state 
524 Doyle, Introduction 
525 With the development of the modern nation-state (Doyle, Introduction, 1-2) 
526 Ibd.  
527 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds; Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
528 The end goal reaches from the for more autonomy, be it the mere recognition of their distinctiveness 
to the goal to split from the original nation state.  
529 Point of information: the revolts by the religious leader Sheikh Ubaydallah of Nehri in 1880 are 
usually part of the Iraqi Kurdish struggle, they were against the Ottoman Empire to establish an 
independent Kurdistan. The Sheikh was described as somebody who spoke out “in the name of the 
prophet, with the authority of a prince and in favour of their needs”. Yet, because it was a revolt against 
the Ottoman Empire it cannot be considered here as it was not a revolt against the modern Iraqi state 
(Aqrawi, the End of Empires, 76f).  
530 Doyle, Introduction; Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework 
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Kurdish case study does not acknowledge the high and lows which led to the autonomy 

agreement in 1970, the de-facto autonomy achieved in 1991, and/or the attempts 

towards independence, which were denied in 2017. By simply striving for self-rule, it 

blurs the process of negotiation which was and is on-going between the KRG and the 

central government in Baghdad.  

Finally, calling the Iraqi Kurdish movement a separatist movement would 

imply its de facto success numerous times, especially since 1970, lacking explanation 

for why the Iraqi Kurds are continuing to strive for more. As a matter of fact, 

recognition of Kurdish distinctness and introduction of the Kurdish language as a 

second language in schools, were already achieved in 1970531. In addition, de facto 

autonomy was reached in 1991 through the establishment of the no-fly zone and 

deepened by achieving the status of a federalized region in Iraq in 2005. This question: 

at what point in time can separatism be regarded successful and settled? is also raised 

in most of the normative theories532. In addition, while they all have in common that 

they regard increased protection of minority rights as positive, none of them advocate 

for a full unilateral right to self-determination. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 

Just Cause Theory, the Choice Theories as well as the Ascriptive Theories would 

disavow the continuing attempt by the Iraqi Kurdish movement for independence, as 

it was primarily initiated upon the idea to redeem discrimination against the Kurds. 

This approach is further supported by international law, which states the people’s right 

to self-determination needs to be analyzed together with the state’s right to territorial 

integrity and in fact the state’s right prevails as long as the state ensures equal rights 

to its people533. Hence, from a legal perspective the continuous Iraqi Kurdish 

continuous effort to attain independence must be rejected in light of the fact that they 

live in a federal region and have decisive decision-making power over their own 

policies534.  

 

 

 

                                                
531 Sluglett, Common Sense  
532 Only the Statist Theory does not pose itself the question as it regards any kind of separatism or 
secession as illegitimate in the first place (Moore, Ethics of Secession, 77ff).   
533 “Declaration of Friendly Relations”; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 235 
534 “Iraqi Constitution”, article 121 et al.   
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3.4. Independence Movement 
 

While the term separatism is used to describe movements generally aiming at greater 

autonomy, be it the mere recognition of their distinctiveness or to split from the 

original nation-state, independence movements clearly have the creation of a new 

nation in mind535. This implies that the group will not accept anything less than full 

independence, as this would imply the failure of its movement536. On the other hand, 

the definition of independence movement hints at the fact that as soon as a new state 

is accepted to legitimately occupy a certain territory which previously belonged to 

another state, the process of separation or in fact independence can be regarded as 

successfully concluded537. It results that the former nation cedes territory to a new 

entity, surrenders all claims over the land and its people and also the inhabitants 

formally withdraw their allegiance to the former government by setting up a new 

(multi)nation-state538. In addition, the official recognition by other states is still 

regarded to be of major importance to achieve independence.  

 

Calling the Iraqi Kurdish movement an independence movement applies a narrower 

definition when analyzing historical developments and resolves many of the 

disadvantages highlighted with regard to separatism. Undeniably, it implies the clear 

goal of an independent Kurdish nation-state, be it independence from Iraq or implying 

a Greater Kurdistan uniting all four Kurdish territories. Promised for the first time 

under the treaty of Sevres in 1920 and finally re-stated in 2017 during the 

independence referendum, the Iraqi Kurdish movement needs to be analyzed as a 

persistent effort to self-rule the Kurdish homeland. The movement argues that they do 

not need the consent of the state from which they want to secede, citing structural 

discrimination and marginalization by the Iraqi state. In addition, also international 

law and in particular the UN General Assembly Declaration on the Occasion of the 

50th Anniversary of the UN support the Iraqi Kurdish claim539.  

Finally, calling the Iraqi Kurdish movement an independence movement facilitates 

                                                
535 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 37 
536 Ibd.  
537 Armitage, Secession and Civil War, 37 
538 Doyle, Introduction, 2 
539 “Declaration on the Occasion of the 50th Anniversary”; Pavkovic, Radan, Creating New States, 237 
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the assessment of its failure or success, as this feature can be easily observed. Yet, 

appearances can be deceptive as it is important to keep in mind that aiming for 

independence is often a tactical question with regards to how other nation-states in the 

region might react. Sometimes it makes more sense to remain an autonomous region 

within the “old” state until the time is right, instead of splitting and then being 

incorporated into a “new” one. Indeed, as it stands today, neither Turkey nor the US 

would accept Iraqi Kurdish independence and would refuse to give the region its 

international recognition to become a fully functional state540. It can be assumed that 

this is one of the reasons why the KRI was willing to enter into a federal union with 

the central Iraqi region in 2003, instead of pressing for independence541.  

Finally, it needs to be taken into account that calling the Iraqi Kurdish 

movement an independence movement also runs the risk of omitting its highly diverse 

development and the numerous successes achieved since their first uprising in 1880. 

It limits the scope under scrutiny and thereby is likely to leave out facts which are key 

to understanding the historical movement.  

 

 

3.5. Irredentism  
 

In contrast to separatist movements aiming at full independence and state sovereignty, 

irredentist movements are secessionist movements aimed at joining other states or 

ethnic groups542. Irredentism is exclusively led by ethnic groups in one state looking 

to unite with kindred people and their territory across borders543. Irredentist 

movements can take up two different kinds of forms: first, by detaching land in order 

to join it with an already existing state or second, by uniting kindred people among 

than more than one state in order to create a single new one544. 

                                                
540 For example, to become a member of the UN, none of the five Security Council Countries may 
abstain or vote negatively. In light of Turkey’s strict opposition to Iraqi Kurdistan and the close ties 
between Turkey and the US, an affirmative US vote in the UN Security Council is highly unlikely. 
“About UN Membership”, UN, 2018, accessed June 10, 2018 
http://www.un.org/en/sections/member-states/about-un-membership/index.html 
541 Turkey has always looked at the Iraqi Kurdish attempts to independence with fear as it could become 
a dangerous precedent for the Kurds in Turkey (Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam 
Iraq, 362).  
542 Horowitz, Irredentas 
543 Horowitz, Irredentas, 119 
544 Ibd.  
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Irredentism definitively lies at the bottom of the Iraqi Kurdish movement, as all Kurds 

collectively represent one of the largest nations globally without a state545. Initially 

bound together in the Ottoman Empire, attempts for reunification started since the 

initial divide into the countries of Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey through the treaty of 

Lausanne in 1923. Sluglett (2010), however, argues that attempts to create a Greater 

Kurdistan need to be regarded as rather rhetorical gestures as all movement differ 

widely with regards to the aims the political parties are pursuing546. In addition, the 

choice not to pursue irredentism by the Iraqi Kurdish movement and its leaders needs 

to be regarded as a calculated decision, as also all other three Kurdish host nations 

have strictly opposed any development towards independence by the Kurds547. For 

example, Turkey even denied the existence of cultural distinctness of the Kurds until 

recently, describing them as Mountain Turks548. While this uncompromising 

standpoint has been weakened in recent years through the economic benefit Turkey 

receiving in trading with the KRI, a new state joining Turkish and Iraqi Kurds remains 

highly unrealistic549. Furthermore, Iran also supplied the Iraqi Kurds with substantial 

financial aid that would have immediately ceased in case irredentist claims are 

voiced550.  

However, also the annexation of the region of Iraqi Kurdistan to Turkey, Iran or 

Iraq is not desired by the KRG, because Kurds would still constitute the minority of 

the country and therefore their status would remain unchanged551. Not only have the 

Iraqi Kurds have suffered structural marginalization and discrimination by the central 

government but also the Kurds in Turkey, Iran and Syria have been suppressed by their 

governments552. In comparison to their Iranian and Turkish counterparts, the Iraqi 

Kurds have long enjoyed basic freedoms and recognition of their separate ethnic 

                                                
545 “The Time of the Kurds” 
546 Sluglett, Common Sense, 319 
547 Ibd.  
548 Meiselas, Kurdistan,118ff.; McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds 
549 Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq 
550 Horowitz argues that there is an inverse relationship between irredentism and international aid. 
Horowitz, Irredentas, 122 
551 For example, in 1992 10,8000,000 Kurds lived in Turkey constituting 19% of the population, while 
4,1000,000 lived in Iraq constituting 23% of the Iraqi population. If the 4,1 million Iraqi Kurds were to 
join Turkey, the Kurdish population in Turkey would be 14,9 million (i.e. 24,4%). Stansfield (2003): 
33, McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds 
552 Sluglett, Common Sense, 328 
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status553. In addition, Horowitz argues that the middle-class often does not want to join 

another country in the first place, as this would reduce their influence in the undivided 

state. Similarly, the individual leaders prefer the socio-economic worse off position of 

a new independent state to the idea of joining another state in order to still be able to 

compete for leadership positions554.  

 

 

3.6. Civil War 
 

Comparable to the terms nation-state and separatism, the phrase civil war carries with 

it significant political and symbolic weight555. This thesis has abstained from using the 

term civil war to describe the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement in line with the 

literature reviewed on the topic. The only time the phrase has been used, is in reference 

to the internal Iraqi Kurdish conflict from 1994 to 1997556. 

The origins of the term civil war are often traced back to the Lieber Code during 

the American Civil War by either conferring or denying legitimacy to one of the 

contesting parties557. When a group revolts against the oppression of its right to self-

determination and intends to separate from the former state but the existing nation-

state558 enforces its right to territorial integrity and authority with violence, secession 

can lead to civil war. This implies the armed conflict within a country of two nationally 

organized groups against each other to acquire political power559. John Keegan and 

Bartle Bull add that for any separatist movement to be called a civil war, “the violence 

must be civil, it must be war and its aim must be either the exercise or the acquisition 

of national authority”560. Other definitions add that the resulting death rate must lie at 

                                                
553 This attitude of providing the Kurds with certain freedoms was only changed by the an-Anfal 
campaign and in particular the attack on Halabja in 1988 (ibd.).  
554 Horowitz, Irredentas, 124 
555 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War 
556 The civil war has not been part of this thesis due to the fact that it represents an internal struggle and 
is not directly linked to the separatist movement itself. Naturally, the internal fight has influenced both 
the KDP’s and the PUK’s relationship with Baghdad, thereby influencing the separatist movement 
indirectly.  
557 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 38f.  
558 Or multi-nation-state 
559 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 38f.   
560 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 40 according to Keegan; Bull. “What is Civil War? Are We 
Witnessing One in Iraq?” Prospect (2006):18-19.  
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around 1000 deaths combatants per year and insurgents have the ability to inflict at 

least 5% of these fatalities upon the government forces561. Furthermore, also others 

insert the necessity of foreign recognition of the civil war562. It is important to mention 

that no group can ever declare a civil war, but it seems that it rather happens by 

accident, as one group leads a revolt against the authorities.  

Looking at the history of separatist struggle between Iraqi Kurds and the central 

government in Baghdad, multiple armed conflicts can be identified, often inflicting 

much more than 100,000 civilian deaths within a single year563. Yet, at no point has 

the leadership of the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement or the KRI attempted to 

acquire or exercise control over the whole country. Undoubtedly their aims have 

always been restricted towards self-rule and self-determination of their Kurdish 

homeland.  

 

 

  

                                                
561 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 40 according to Small, M.; Singer, J.D. Resort to Arms: 
International and Civil Wars 1816-1980. Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1982: 210-220 
562 Armitrage, Secession and Civil War, 41 
563 McDowell, Modern history of the Kurds; Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan 
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Conclusion 
 
In the last decade, the concept of separatism has been commonly used in the global 

media to describe autonomy aspirations and movements of independence. Although 

highly heterogeneous, the separatist efforts in Catalonia, Kurdistan and Scotland have 

been depicted as easily comparable, sharing a desire for increased self-rule and 

autonomy. This thesis has demonstrated that the analyses fail to take the diversity and 

complexity of the topic into account; they fall short of analyzing the various 

intertwined variables on which each movement is based. Therefore, this thesis has 

aimed to close this gap between theory and practice and sought to demonstrate the 

ambiguity of the concept of separatism, its seemingly contradictory definitions and the 

interconnectedness of the variables that influence both separatist movements and 

theories of separatism.  

 

Through the application of a mutually reinforcing approach of International Relations 

Theory and historiographical analysis, with evidence taken both from the case study 

of Iraqi Kurdistan as well as the theories on separatism to explain each other, the first 

two chapters have examined theories central to the topic of separatism. Outlining the 

most important principles and normative arguments which guide separatist aspirations, 

Chapter I provided an overview of the four most important philosophical groups of 

theories, namely the Statist Theory, the Just Cause Theory, the Choice Theory and the 

Ascriptive Theory. All theories assessed arguments to defend or deny the legitimacy 

of separatist movements, weighing the state’s right to territoriality versus the people’s 

claim to self-determination. It has been shown that the Iraqi Kurdish case has taken up 

several of these theories to support its claim over the course of history, shifting and 

adapting the narrative to the specific historic circumstances. In addition, it has also 

been demonstrated that many of the theories actually represent the claims made by the 

Iraqi Kurdish movement in the first place.  

On the other hand, Chapter II chose and presented six explanatory factors for 

separatism based on their frequent usage in theoretical analyses and the particular 

importance they occupy in case study of Iraqi Kurdistan. These factors analyze 
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geography, group identity and ideology, individual leaders, economic factors, foreign 

intervention, and political structure. It has been demonstrated that not only are all 

explanatory factors highly interconnected with one another and cannot be analyzed is 

isolation, but also that these factors closely relate to the normative principles presented 

in Chapter I. Two examples have been selected to demonstrate how the movement in 

Iraqi Kurdistan relates to the general theories of separatism and how relevant the 

theory is to explain the case itself.  

 

One of the biggest overarching questions, shared by all theories, is whether a 

nation striving towards autonomy or independence can actually be regarded as a like-

minded community and how such a community would be defined. Indeed, both the 

Choice Theory and the Ascriptive Theory base their arguments on the idea that an 

ethnic group can voice its own will, implying that decisions will be made according to 

the specific identity of a nation564. Similarly, the Explanatory Theories also discuss the 

perception of identity within a multi-nation-state, be that identity based on ethnicity 

and historical characteristics, or based on civic characteristic or socially constructed. 

They argue that identity creates a bond among the members of a group and inspires 

them to distinguish themselves from others through nationalism. The increased 

awareness of asymmetric historical relationships between the different nations, often 

based on threat and the struggle of survival, consequently triggers a feeling of 

solidarity among members of the group and may even result in the nation declaring 

itself worthy of its own state. This process of disintegration is frequently even 

encouraged by the normative separatist theories, encouraging nations to protect 

themselves from human rights abuses and/or from the destruction of their distinctive 

character. 

Numerous scholars around the world have presented the Kurds as possessing a 

distinct identity, based on language, culture and traditions. In addition, it was 

particularly the early development of Kurdish nationalism and the increased resulting 

degree of organization by the Iraqi Kurdish separatist movement which could be 

capitalized on by its leaders. Mullah Mustafa and Masoud Barzani as well as Jalal 

Talabani have maneuvered the Iraqi Kurdish movement through almost 80 years of 

                                                
564 Moore, Ethics of Secession 
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separatist efforts, weighing the economic viability of an independent Iraqi Kurdish 

state, the possibilities to present their citizens with a functioning democracy, rule of 

law and a welfare state. In light of the long list of severe injustices suffered by the Iraqi 

Kurds, the continuous efforts to pursue more autonomy can not only be regarded as 

necessary but also as a form of identity building and society consolidation. Yet, the 

fact that the Kurds do not speak one single dialect, do not share one single religion and 

are divided based on their tribal structure, made many scholars question the unity of 

the movement. This division was further accentuated by the split between KDP and 

PUK in the 1970s, as well as the many small opposition parties such as Gorran that 

appeared recently as a result of political instability. Therefore, this leaves the question 

unanswered whether a like-minded community of the Iraqi Kurds actually exists. It 

can be concluded that although both Philosophical and Explanatory Theories have 

emphasized the importance of a distinct character of a group and have attempted to 

provide a tool for its analysis, there is no way to exhaustively assess whether such a 

thing like a like-minded community actually exists or what its implications are. 

However, it is clear that the Iraqi Kurds have successfully gained not only recognition 

for their nation but also achieved de facto and de jure autonomy, despite not being an 

entirely homogenous group of people.  

 

Secondly, this thesis has shown that the character of the group which intends to split, 

as well as its leading individuals, are highly influenced by the social, political, 

economic and geographical circumstances they encounter. For example, while the Just 

Cause Theory has provided the Iraqi Kurds with a legitimate argument to secede from 

the state if that state failed to protect the basic human rights of its citizens, it is the 

underlying social and political (tribal) structures which have been used and misused 

by the various central Iraqi regimes to systematically exclude large parts of the society 

from political participation and prosperity. Indeed, the modern Iraqi nation state has 

been described as a “statist regime trying to maintain control in difficult circumstances 

through coercion, repression and clientelism”565.  

Similarly, economic deprivation in combination with the reversal of economic 

expectations and the struggle over the control of certain resources has been used by 

                                                
565 Bunton, Developmental Nationalism, 642 
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the regimes to govern their people566. Redistribution of oil revenue within the society 

was aimed for, as long as it was useful to maintain the regime in power, quickly turning 

away from other ethnic groups in times of economic crisis. Moreover, resources are 

presented as a convenient tool to compel the KRG to remain within Iraq, as both 

regions need access to the Kirkuk oil fields in order to remain in such conditions under 

which they are able to survive in the future and perform their duties. As has been 

demonstrated, there have been multiple crises in the recent Iraqi history and they have 

been exaggerated by the overwhelming oil dependence, which remains a major 

concern, especially in light of the constant fluctuation in oil prices and the dependence 

of both the KRI and Iraq on the exports to its regional neighbors. 

In addition to the economic dependence on other states, both the Iraqi and 

especially the Iraqi Kurdish society have been largely influenced by the constant 

movement of people leaving and entering the region for refuge. This further underlines 

the constant influence foreign powers have on the development of a separatist 

movement. The question remains unanswered whether separatism can even be 

successful in a case of clear international opposition aid and no aid from abroad.  Be 

it the US or Russia attempting to secure access to oil, or Iran, Syria or Turkey trying 

to diminish irredentist claims, they all constantly pressurize the KRG and the central 

government in Baghdad to remain united. Separatism, especially in the form of 

independence movements, is a highly destabilizing factor in international relations. In 

light of the fact that also Iran, Syria and Turkey are home to significant Kurdish 

minorities, the interest of the neighboring countries in the development of Iraqi 

Kurdistan appears self-explanatory.  

Yet, it is exactly their geographical location in the North of Iraq, dominated by 

the Zagros and Taurus mountains, which has also served as natural boundary and 

refuge for the Iraqi Kurds. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that 

“manipulation of geography has been used as a tool to pursue political ends”567. 

Finally, it is important to consider that while the geographic location limited the 

influence of the authorities on the development of the Iraqi Kurds, it encouraged a 

difference in economic behavior on which the distinctness of the group was then based.  

 

                                                
566 Wood, A Comparative Analytical Framework, 116f.  
567 Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan, 27 
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So, what does separatism in the case of Iraqi Kurdistan really mean? While the theory 

points out the most important preconditions of separatism568, outlines the factors that 

shape a movement and lead to its success, as well as describes the normative principles 

by which a movement is guided, it fails to take their interrelatedness into account. As 

each movement has a unique interplay of conditions, this thesis has demonstrated that 

the current theory on separatism falls short of explaining the multifaceted reality of 

Iraqi Kurdistan. The analysis has further demonstrated that the Kurdish nationalist, 

separatist and/or independence movement highly varies over time and is the result of 

uncountable factors unique to the history and the conditions of a given region. Indeed, 

even labeling the movement separatist movement, independence movement or 

irredentist movement has important consequences with regards to its aim, legitimacy 

and its foreign perception.  

 Most theories presented in this thesis, just as international law, agree on a 

general unilateral claim for more autonomy, while being wary of attempts to become 

fully independent. Therefore, promoting a movement as separatist, irredentist or 

independence-oriented will have significant impacts on the support it can expect, not 

only by foreign countries but also the central government. Incorrect labels can harm 

the movement’s aspirations and deceive its identity. Keeping in mind that theory and 

reality must always be kept apart, it is nevertheless surprising that none of the 

theoretical frameworks can provide a tool to determine how far a movement shall 

actually aim. Are the Iraqi Kurds allowed to strive for full-scale independence or is 

autonomy ensuring the protection of human rights as well as free economic and 

political development the final destination? 

The fact that scholars use their own definitions on separatism and/or 

nationalism immensely complicates the general understanding of the underlying issue 

at stake. In many cases, it appears in fact unclear which degree of autonomy one 

authors actually supports in their analyses. Therefore, the elaboration of common 

acceptable definitions presents itself as central to further research on the topic. The 

importance of updated definitions and concepts on the topic is then further underlined 

by the fact that most research dates to the 1990s, failing to account for new 

developments. In particular information technology, social media and cyberspace 

                                                
568 It is important to repeat that these factors not necessarily lead to separatism but only demonstrate 
potential for disintegration.  



 89 

impact the development of separatist movements, a fact which needs greater 

consideration.  

 

This thesis has demonstrated that there is no single existing framework that can 

exhaustively analyze and explain separatism in the case of Iraqi Kurdistan. They all 

are too general and all-encompassing. Reducing any case study to merely one 

philosophical argument or one condition is not only impossible but also counter-

productive, because it constrains the richness and diversity of the topic to a single 

angle of observation. The academic discussion has become isolated from the reality 

and currently seems to continue this approach. Although no causal relationship 

between theory and reality can ever be proven, this thesis claims that the different 

groups of theories analyzed above indeed have shaped the evolution of the Kurdish 

separatist movement and also the movement itself has contributed to the further 

development of theoretical aspects and interests in the philosophical theory of 

separatism.  
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Annex 

 

Annex I: Maps of the Historical Region of Kurdistan 
Map 1: Kurdistan according to population distribution569  

 
 
Map 2: Area claimed by the KRI. Dark green: area accorded to the KRI by the Iraqi 
constitution. Light green: disputed territories: maximum area claimed by the KRI but 
not recognized as such by the Iraqi central government570.  

 

                                                
569 COFR, “The Time of the Kurds”, 2017, Downloaded 
https://www.cfr.org/interactives/time-kurds#!/?cid=soc-at-the_time_of_the_kurds-infoguide 
[accessed: June 6, 2018] 
570 Ibd.  
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Map 3: Provisions of the Treaty of Sevres 1920571 

 
 
Map 4: San Francisco Conference 1945 – the idea of a greater Kurdistan572 (source: 
Ionita (w.d.)) 

 

                                                
571 Nabaz Nawzad,“Sykes-Picot to be Blamed for the Century of Exterminations”, The Times of Israel, 
2016, Downloaded http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/sykes-picot-to-be-blamed-for-the-century-of-
exterminations/ [accessed: June 6, 2018].  
572 Cristian Ionita, “The Kurdish Question. From Paris (1919) to Erbil (2017)”, Downloaded  
https://www.edmaps.com/html/kurdistan_in_seven_maps.html [accessed: June 6, 2018].  
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Map 5: Comparative map: Kurdish Proposal at the Paris Peace Conference 1919 
(yellow line), The Treaty of Sevres 1920 (orange line), San Francisco 1945 (green 
line) and the CIA map573 (source: The Kurdish Lobby Australia (w.d.)) 

 
 

Map 6: Linguistic composition of Kurdistan574 

 
 

                                                
573 The Kurdish Lobby Australia, “Map of Greater Kurdistan showing claims made for an independent 
Kurdistan in the 20th century”, Downloaded http://www.kurdishlobbyaustralia.com/index.php/maps/ 
[accessed: June 6, 2018].  
574 Kurdish Academy of Language, “Linguistic Composition of Kurdistan”, 2008, Downloaded 
http://www.kurdishacademy.org/?q=node/154 [accessed: January 16, 2018].  
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Annex II: Detailed Chronology of the Kurdish National Movement and 

Recent Historical Events575  
1880:  Sheikh Ubaydallah of Nehri revolts against the Ottoman Empire in an attempt 

to liberate Kurdistan. The revolts spread quickly but he is captured in battle and 

dies in 1893 in Hijaz, Arabia.  

1903:  Sheikh Abdul Salam Barzani revolts against the Ottoman Empire to liberate 

the Kurds. He gets captured in battle and executed thereafter.  

1916:  Agreement of Sykes-Picot  

1918: Paris Peace treaty at the end of World War I. The treaty constitutes the end of 

Ottoman rule in the Middle East. The territory of Iraq becomes a British 

protectorate.  

Sheikh Ahmad Barzani revolts against British occupation and successfully 

gains control over the Kurdish-Iraqi territory. He maintains control until 1932. 

Afterwards, Barzani leaders need to flee to Soviet exile, where they stay until 

1943.  

1919:  The area of Mosul becomes part of the new Iraqi state. Sheikh Mahmud Hafeed 

revolts against Britain over the Sulaymania region. He is captured and exiled. 

1920:  The treaty of Sevres is signed by the Ottoman empire to establish a Kurdish 

state, subject to the agreement of the League of Nations. Article 64 gives the 

Kurds living in Mosul the possibility to join independent Kurdistan.   

1921:  Ismail Agha of Shekak revolts against Reza Shah in Persia. He successfully 

gains control over the entire Kurdish territory (including Iran). He is 

assassinated by Irani forces.  

Emir Faysal is crowned king of Iraq, including the city of Mosul.  

1923: Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. Sheikh Mahmud Barzani rebels against 

British rule and declares a Kurdish kingdom in Northern Iraq.  

 The new Turkish government does not ratify the Treaty of Sevres but signes 

the treaty of Lausanne (without a provision about Kurdistan) instead.   

1924: Sheikh Abdul Qadir of Nehri rises up to a revolt against the Turkish state. The 

uprising lasts until 1930.  

                                                
575 Sources for the entire timeline: Aqrawi (2010), BBC (2017a), BBC (2017b), Briefcani (2010), 
Brunner (w.d.), CNN (2018), COFR (2018), Timelines of History (w.d.) 
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1932: Uprising in the Barzan region to protest Iraq being admitted to the League of 

Nations. Any Kurdish demand for autonomy is continously ignored.  

1943:  The liberation movement of Barzan fights for the implementation of an 

organized free and democratic administration within Iraqi Kurdistan. The 

region remains autonomous until 1945 when British and Iraqi forces end the 

status.  

The Republic of Mahabad is founded as Soviet forces liberate Irani-Kurdistan 

from occupation. This republic is led by Qazi Mohammad with important 

support by Mullah Mustafa Barzani.  

1946:  British forces bomb Kurdish rebels over the border to Iran, which had joined 

the Republic of Mahabad. The Republic of Mehabad is terminated after 11 

months by Iranian reactionary forces and Mullah Mustafa Barzani flees to the 

Soviet Union.  

1951:  A new generation of nationalists revives the KDP. Despite still being in exile, 

Mullah Mustafa Barzani is nominated as their president.  

1958: The Iraqi monarchy is overthrown by revolution. The new Iraqi constitution 

allows Kurdish national rights and Mullah Mustafa Barzani returns from exile.  

1960: The relationship between the Iraqi government and the Kurds deteriorates, 

leading to increasing marginalization of the Iraqi Kurds.  

1961:  The KDP is dissolved by the Iraqi government after a Kurdish rebellion in 

Northern Iraq.  

1968:  The Ba’ath regime comes to power.  

1970: The central government in Iraq and the Kurdish parties agree on a peace accord, 

which grants the Kurds autonomy. This agreement recognizes “Kurdish” as an 

official language as well as states that the Iraqi people “are made up of two 

nationalities”.  

1971: The relations between the Kurds and the central government once again 

deteriorate.  

1974: A draft of the autonomy agreement is drafted by the Iraqi government, which 

is consequently rejected by Mullah Mustafa Barzani. Issue of disagreement are 

the oilfields of Kirkuk.  
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1975:  The so-called Algiers Accord between Iran and Iraq ends Iranian support of the 

Kurdish uprising, which collapses soon thereafter. Barzani withdraws from 

political life.  

1976:  Jalal Talabani, a former leading member of the KDP announces the  

establishment of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK).  

1978:  Internal clashes between the KDP and PUK inflicts numerous casualties.  

1979: Mullah Mustafa Barzani dies and his son, Masoud Barzani takes over the 

leadership of the KDP. 

1980:  Outbreak of the Iran-Iraq war. 

1983: KDP forces work closely with Iran, while the PUK remains hostile until in 

1983 a ceasefire with Iran is agreed and new negotiations on Kurdish autonomy 

are commenced.  

1985: The ceasefire is beginning to break down under the pressure of the central Iraqi 

forces. 

1986:  Both major Kurdish parties, the KDP and PUK, receive support from Tehran.  

1988:  End of the Iran-Iraq war.  

The “Anfal Campaign” against the Kurds reach their peak with the chemical 

attacks in Halabja.  

1990:  Invasion of Kuwait  

1991:  Beginning of the Gulf War.   

1992:  After the end of the Gulf War, the central government of Iraq refocuses its 

forces towards Kurdistan to put down a Kurdish rebellion. Turkey closes its 

borders, not allowing the refugees to pass. Peshmerga forces take control of 

Irbil and Sulaymaniyah and Saddam Hussein finally imposes a blockade on the 

region.  

Elections are held in the areas under Kurdish control, in which the KDP 

candidates receive 50.8% of the vote (PUK 49.2%). Also, the Iraqi National 

Congress brings together a wide-range of Iraqi opposition groups.  

1994:  Being of the Kurdish Civil War, involving KDP and PUK forces.  

1996:  Start of UN Oil-for-Food program with Baghdad. 

1998:  Jalal Talabani and Massoud Barzani sign a peace agreement in Washington.  

2001: Fighting breaks out between the PUK and the Islamic fundamentalist group 

Jund al-Islam.  
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2002:  The Kurdish Parliament convenes in Erbil to agree to work together until new 

elections can be held.  

2003: US Secretary of State Powell accuses the Kurdish group Ansar al-Islam of 

playing an important role in linking al-Qaeda to the Iraqi regime. 

Consequently, the Kurdish leaders reject Turkish troops as part of a US-led 

military campaign against Saddam Hussein.  

US-led coalition forces invade Iraq and begin bombing the major Iraqi cities. 

In April, the US, together with Kurdish Peshmerga take control of the Northern 

cities of Kirkuk and Mosul. Jalal Talabani is elected interim Iraqi president by 

the members of parliament. 

2005:  An alliance of Kurdish political parties is voted on the second place in Iraq’s 

national election. Consequently, 77 deputies are sent to the interim parliament 

and PUK’s leader.  

 In June, also, the first session of the Kurdish parliament is held in Erbil. KDP’s 

leader, Barzani, is president of the autonomous region.  

 Oil drillings start in the Kurdish Region of Iraq and major resources are 

discovered in December 2005.  

2006: Barzani orders to replace the Iraqi flag with the Kurdish one and immediately 

encounters opposition from Baghdad.  

2007:  Despite all the terrorist attacks, the Kurdish regional government takes over 

responsibility for security in three Kurdish provinces from US forces.  

  The Turkish Parliament gives the “go” for military operations in Iraq in pursuit 

of Kurdish rebels. International pressure tries to prevent the implicit Turkish 

invasion into Iraq.  

A referendum on whether to include Kirkuk into the region of Iraqi Kurdistan 

is due to be held but is postponed indefinitely.   

2008:  The Iraqi parliament holds provincial elections. As the status of Kirkuk is still 

unsettled, it is generally excluded.  

2009: The Kurdish government begins to export oil to foreign markets, mainly to 

Turkey. The central government allows the use of its pipeline, for a share in 

revenue.  

 Masoud Barzani is re-elected as president of the autonomous region of 

Kurdistan. The ruling two-party coalition wins the parliamentary majority.  
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2011: Protests start against corruption and power held by the KDP and PUK.  

2012:  Oil exports are stopped as a result of disagreement with the central government.  

2013: The Iraqi cabinet holds a meeting in Kurdistan in an effort to reduce tensions. 

President Barzani secures a 2-year extension of his second term of office. Also, 

the first flood of refugees from Syria flow into the region, leading to the 

temporary closure of the borders.  

2014:  The Iraqi government, led by prime minister Nuri al-Maliki blocks the transfer 

of revenues to the Kurdish authorities as Kurdistan officially markets its first 

pipeline oil at the same time that Peshmerga forces capture Kirkuk.  

Mass atrocities are committed against the Yezidi by ISIS. The US and the Iraqi 

government, start to supply the Kurds with weapons in their fight against ISIS.   

New plans for an independence referendum are announced by Barzani and soon 

put on a hold.  

2015: Elections of the Kurdish parliament are supposed to be held in August but are 

postponed. In October, the Kurdish parliament is finally suspended.  

  A US court rules in favor to support the Iraqi government to block Kurdish oil 

sales to a US buyer.  

2016:   The central government refuses to pay the salaries of Kurdish officials. In its 

place, the US begins paying the salaries of Kurdish Peshmerga fighters.  

 The Kurdish regional government threatens to cut the water supply to the rest 

of Iraq, as the central government buys smaller quantities of wheat products 

than expected. The Kurdistan region refuses to reduce oil production, but the 

US oil company Exxon Mobil pulls out of half of its local operations.  

2017: The Russian company Gazprom Neft plans to increase its oil extraction in the 

region.  

 The Kurdish flag is once again raised over government buildings instead of the 

Iraqi one causing condemnation not only from the central government but also 

from Iran and Turkey. 

An Independence Referendum is held on September 25, despite international 

opposition. The central government moves to assert its authority and sends 

troops. President Barzani resigns in October 2017.   
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Annex III: Biographies 
 

Mullah Mustafa Barzani (March 14, 1903 – March 1, 1979)576 

 

1903 Mullah Mustafa Barzani is born into a ruling clan family in the 
region of Iraqi Kurdistan.  

1931 First important contribution to the 1931 Kurdish rebellion.  After the 
defeat of the movement he was exiled to the Soviet Union.  

1943 Return from exile 
1945 Foundation of the Republic of Mahabad with Mullah Mustafa 

Barzani’s contribution. There he was appointed defense minister and 
commander of the Kurdish army by the republic’s president Qazi 
Mohammad.  

1945/1946 Foundation of the Iraqi KDP. The party’s first Congress was held 1946 
in Baghdad electing Barzani as its president.  

1948 Reunification of exiled Kurdish fighters in the Soviet Union by 
Barzani.  

1951 Movement to Tashkent by the Kurdish resistance under the 
leadership of Barzani 

1958 Mullah Mustafa Barzani returns from exile to Iraq 
1959 Barzani assists the Communists in a national uprising against the 

Ba’ath regime 
1961 Central Iraqi plans start bombing the Kurdish inhibited areas and 

Qasim dissolves the KDP.  
Barzani turns to the US for help. In November 1961 and March 1962 
peace deals are offered by the central Iraqi authorities, which he 
rejects.  

1963 Barzani defeats Jalal Talabani within the KDP. 
1970 Barzani concludes the 1970 March Agreement with the central Iraqi 

government. The Agreement recognizes the Kurdish people as 
distinct group of people and considers the Kurdish language as a 
second language in schools.  

1974 The Iraqi government passes the Iraqi Kurdish autonomy law, not 
including Kirkuk into the autonomous area. Consequently, Barzani 
once again rejects the agreement.  

1975 After the conclusion of the Algiers Agreement, Barzani and more 
than 100,000 followers leave for Iran ending a Kurdish uprising 
against the central Iraqi regime. 

1979 Barzani dies in Iran 

                                                
576 Aqrawi (2010); Hassanpour (1994); Manour (2017); Sluglett (2010) 
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Massoud Barzani (August 16, 1946 – today)577 

 

1946 Massoud Barzani is born as the son of Mullah Mustafa Barzani, one 
the ruling clan families during the Republic of Mahabad in Iran.  

1979  He takes over the leadership of the KDP after his father’s death.  
1992 First elections were held in Iraqi Kurdistan with the KDP and the 

PUK receiving around 50% of the votes. Consequently, a government 
is established as a cooperation between Barzani and Talabani.  

1995-1998 Civil war breaks out in Iraqi Kurdistan. Barzani leads the KDP, 
increasingly cooperating with the central authorities in Baghdad.  

1996 Barzani appeals to Saddam Hussein and his forces to assist in the 
Kurdish civil war.   

1998 Conclusion of the US mediated Peace Agreement in Washington 
between Barzani and Talabani.  

2003  US invasion of Iraq. The KDP and the PUK gradually merge into a 
KRG, with Massoud Barzani as their leader.  

2003 Barzani is elected member of the Iraqi Council 
2004 Barzani is elected president of the Iraqi Council 
2005 Barzani is elected president of the Kurdish Parliament in Iraq. As 

president he concluded many international official visits to the US, 
the UK or Italy.  

2009 Barzani is re-elected president of the Kurdish Parliament in Iraq 
2011 Barzani receives the Atlantic Award from the Italian Delegation to 

NATO Parliamentary Assembly for his contributions to peace in Iraq 
2013 Barzani’s presidency ends officially. Yet, his mandate is extended by 

the parliament for another two years.  
2014 One of the eight shortlisted candidates of Time’s magazine “Person 

of the Year 2014” 
2016 As Barzani still does not vacate the position extensive allegations of 

corruptions become well-known to the public. He promises not to re-
run for the position of president at the next elections.  

2017 Massoud Barzani calls for the independence referendum to be held 
on September 25, 2017. After its success he renounced his position 
and handed over the power to the legislature, the judiciary and his 
nephew Nerchirvan Barzani.  

  

                                                
577 Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experience; Khedery, Iraq in Pieces; Mansour, In Pursuit of Friends; 
Romano, Challenges of Autonomy; Saideman, Explaining the International Relations; Shareef, A 
Paradigm Shift; Sluglett, Common Sense; Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq; 
„Masoud Barzani“, accessed June 14, 2018 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masoud_Barzani#Personal_life 
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Jalal Talabani (1933 – October 3, 2017)578 

 

1961/1962 Talabani joined the Kurdish uprising as part of the KDP, where he 
leads rebellions against the regime of Qasim. 

1960s/1970s He travelled to numerous diplomatic missions abroad, lobbying for 
the Kurdish cause .  

1975 Foundation of the PUK by Talabani and Ibrahim Ahmad.  
1976 Talabani organizes the first of various campaigns aimed to achieve 

Kurdish independence.  
1980s Talabani sides with Iran, leading a Kurdish struggle for autonomy 

from inside Iraq. These attempts where crushed in 1987.  
1991 Ceasefire negotiations between the Iraqi Kurds and the central Iraqi 

regime are highly influenced by Talabani.  
1992 First regional elections of the KRI. The PUK under Talabani’s 

leadership gains 50%, and the leadership of the KRG as well as all 
governmental offices are split equally between the KRG and the 
PUK.  

1994 Begin of the Kurdish Civil War. Talabani fiercely fights the KDP. 
1996 Talabani invites Iranian forces over the border to help him fight the 

KDP.  
1998 Washington Peace Accords are signed by Talabani and Barzani, 

ending the Kurdish Civil War. 
2003 Talabani partners with the US during the Gulf War.  
2003 Talabani is elected president of Iraq by the Iraqi National 

Assembly. He is greatly invested in writing the new 2005 Iraqi 
constitution.  

2006 - 2014 Talabani is re-elected president of Iraq by the Governing Council of 
Iraq, becoming the first president under the new 2005 Iraqi 
constitution.  

2017 Talabani dies on October 3, 2017.  
 

 

 

 

  

                                                
578 Hassanpour, the Kurdish Experience; Khedery, Iraq in Pieces; Mansour, In Pursuit of Friends; 
Romano, Challenges of Autonomy; Saideman, Explaining the International Relations; Shareef, A 
Paradigm Shift; Sluglett, Common Sense; Stansfield, the Kurdish Experience in Post-Saddam Iraq;  
„Jalal Talabani“, accessed June 14, 2018 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jalal_Talabani  
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