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Preface

This book covers various aspects of life and events in Kurdistan under the Islamic Republic of Iran in the last four decades. It discusses themes such as change and transformation, revolutionary events, resistance, interstate war, armed struggle, economy, politics, culture, higher education and civil society, spanning over four decades. By doing so, it attempts to explain the significance of such interwoven events in shaping contemporary Kurdistan. Historically, with some exceptions, studies of Kurdistan and Iran, particularly those focused on political history, did not sufficiently engage with the above themes – national history is usually unperturbed – in relation to Kurdistan until quite recently when a group of new scholars emerged. This is closely related to the expansion of higher education institutions in Iran. The period since the Revolution has gradually attracted more scholarly works. Consequently, this book contributes to scholarship by providing an analysis of this history and aims to inspire further research on the era and various related themes. At the same time, the book aspires to be a people’s history of Kurdistan, recounting the stories of women and men whose actions shaped the history of Kurdistan over the next four decades.

As someone who began to witness a part of that history while growing up and being shaped by the events, I may unconsciously appear subjective in some places. However, as a trained historian, I endeavour to remain as ‘detached’ as possible, that is, by refraining from placing oneself at the centre of a world view when dealing with historical actors, not all of whom to one’s liking. To reinterpret the remarks of English historian Richard J. Evans in his book, Defence of History, regarding impartiality, historians do not try to show impartiality when they write about oppression and exploitation, child labour and slavery, gender apartheid and subjugation, dictatorship and killing fields, Himmler and Khalkhali. Instead, they work towards objective knowledge, understanding this term not as neutrality, disconnected from power, indifference or lack of passion, but as rigorous research, asking significant questions, interpretation and explanation and ‘scientific’ investigation of the facts. Having said that, the interpretation of the events in the book may challenge the understanding of more informed readers regarding this history. For those who pick up the book to learn more, or for the first time, about the history of this part of greater Kurdistan and Iran, it promises to be exciting and informative.



Table 1 Ethnic Structure of Iran 1850–1956




	 
	1956
	%
	1850
	%



	Total
	18,945,000
	
	10,000,000
	


	Iranians
	12,770,000
	67
	6,375,000
	64


	Persians
	8,200,000
	
	4,000,000
	


	Kurds
	2,000,000
	
	800,000
	


	Baluchis
	500,000
	
	264,000
	


	Mazandaranis
	500,000
	
	300,000
	


	Gilakis
	500,000
	
	300,000
	


	Bakhuyaris
	400,000
	
	250,000
	


	Lurs
	400,000
	
	210,000
	


	Talleshis
	75,000
	
	50,000
	


	Hazars
	10,000
	
	5,000
	


	Afghans
	10,000
	
	5,000
	


	Others
	175,000
	
	126,000
	


	Turkic speakers
	5,130,000
	27
	2,900,000
	29


	Azeris
	4,000,000
	
	2,110,000
	


	Qashgayis
	500,000
	
	264,000
	


	Shahsavens
	140,000
	
	90,000
	


	Turkomans
	200,000
	
	100,000
	


	Timurs
	30,000
	
	20,000
	


	Afshars
	200,000
	
	150,000
	


	Jamshids
	30,000
	
	40,000
	


	Others – Qajars, Bayats, etc.
	30,000
	
	126,000
	


	Arabs
	567,000
	3
	400,000
	4


	Non-Muslims
	478,000
	3
	300,000
	3


	Assyrians
	20,000
	
	138,000
	


	Armenians
	190,000
	
	110,000
	


	Jews
	60,000
	
	32,000
	


	Zoroastrians
	16,000
	
	20,000
	


	Bahá’ís
	192,000
	
	–
	


	Source: Ervand Abrahamian, Iran between Two Revolutions, 12.
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Translation and Transliteration

Translations are the author’s unless otherwise stated. The book follows a simple transliteration of non-English words or names to avoid distracting readers unfamiliar with Kurdish and Persian. Hamza (‘) and ayn (ʿ) are used only in some cases. Kurdish names are mostly transliterated according to Kurdish-Sorani pronunciation. ‘Q’ (as in Qur’an) and ‘Gh’ (as in Ghaib or unseen) represent letters ق and غ respectively. There may be exceptions for some names which are given as they appear in other works.



Table 2 Political Parties or Groups Active in Kurdistan in 1979 and the 1980s




	Translations based on names given by the parties in Persian – known as (in Persian):



	Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan – Democrat


	(Hezb-e Democrat-e Kordestan-e Iran)


	Organization of People’s Fadai Guerillas of Iran – Fadai


	(Sazman-e Cherikha-ye Fadai-e Khalq-e Iran)


	Revolutionary Organization of the Toilers of Iranian Kurdistan – Komala


	(Sazman-e Enqelabi-ye Zahmatkeshan-e Kordestan-e Iran)


	Office of Sheikh Ezzaddin Hussaini-Daftari Momosta


	(Daftar-i Momosta Sheikh Ezzaddin Hussaini)


	Revolutionary Islamic Organization of the Struggle of Kurdistan – Khabat


	(Sazman-e Enqelabi-ye Eslami-ye Khabat-e Kordestan)


	Organization of the Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class – Paykar


	(Sazman-e Mobareze dar Rah-e Azadi-ye Tabaqa-ye Kargar)


	Organization of Union of the Communists of Iran – Vahdat-e Komonisti


	(Sazman-e Vahdat-e Komonisti-ye Iran)


	Organization of Revolutionary Workers of Iran – Rah-e Kargar


	(Sazman-e Enqelabi-ye Kargaran-e Iran)


	Organization of Working-Class Freedom Fighters – Razmandegan


	(Sazman-e Razmandegan-e Azadi-ye Tabaqa-ye Kargar)


	Kurdistan Egalitarian Organization – Komalay Yeksani


	(Komalay Yaksani Kurdistan)


	Iran’s People’s Fadai Guerillas-Fadayyan Ashraf


	(Cherikha-ye Fadai-ye Khalq-e Iran)


	Fadayyan – The Liberation Army


	(Fadai-Artash-e Rahayi Bakhsh)


	Tudeh Party of Iran – Hezb-e Tudeh


	(Hezb-e Tude-ye Iran)


	Democratic Party of Iraqi Kurdistan – Qiyada Movaqat


	(Qiyada-i Movaqat)


	Qura’nic Schools – Maktab Qura’n


	(Maktab Qura’n).
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Map 1Kurdistan in the west of Iran.

Source: Ceasefire Centre for Civilian Rights, Centre for Supporters of Human Rights and Minority Rights Group International, March 2018.




Introduction

This book presents a history of Iranian Kurdistan since the 1979 Iranian Revolution. It is primarily concerned with the significance of two periods which, closely intertwined, have shaped contemporary Kurdistan in Iran in many important ways. Serving as a brief historical background, the book emphasizes the era since the Second World War as a historical foundation for the Revolution. It then shifts its focus primarily to four decades under the Islamic Republic, assessing the social and political consequences for Kurdish society during this period.

In retrospect, the Revolution can be seen as part of a historical process since the early twentieth century, driven by long, immediate and medium-term causes.1 It ended the Pahlavi order (1925–79), characterized by post-Second World War intensified capitalist authoritarian modernization that conspicuously lacked political reform. Insofar as Kurdistan is concerned, the Revolution marked a major turning point in modern Kurdish history. It led to a relentless and widespread movement, the origins of which can be traced back to the Kurdistan Republic in 1946, which stands out as a crucial milestone in that history, but also to the revolutionary discourses of the 1960s and 1970s. Following the formation of the Islamic Republic in 1979 and its consolidation in the succeeding years, Kurdistan experienced various defining moments. Therefore, the book covers significant political events, explores the reinvigoration of the Kurdish movement and discusses the war and armed conflicts that characterized Kurdistan under the new regime. At the same time, within its scope, it delves into themes such as social change and transformation, culture, gender, education and civil society since the Revolution. It aims to show the political significance of social and cultural history exemplified by political and social forces which have been crucial in shaping contemporary Kurdistan.

The period since the Second World War is one of the most intriguing epochs in Iran’s modern history, marked not only by profound structural changes but also by the rise of revolutionary discourses and the emergence of new educated generations of men and women dedicated to transforming their society. Furthermore, a simultaneous intellectual transformation yielded new political groups, while the literature of both forbidden and allowed materials flourished. These were all recorded by the expansion of photography and, crucially, the visual means of communication. Meanwhile, rapid demographic change and unbridled urbanization formed other aspects of life in those years. In the early 1960s, more than 60 per cent of the Iranian population lived in rural areas, while 80 per cent of a population of twenty million were illiterate. By the end of the 1970s, migration to cities as an outcome of land reform, a high birth rate, the expansions of a capitalist economy and modern education drastically reversed these trends. Other significant aspects of change included the expansion of modern healthcare and technological innovations. Interestingly, no part of the globe seems to have passed through the post-Second World War era without being transformed beyond recognition.2

Therefore, Chapter 1 presents a brief historical background that is crucial for understanding the Revolution and the subsequent political events in Kurdistan. The Revolution created new conditions for the uninterrupted continuation of a much stronger Kurdish movement, despite the new regime’s persistent and unprecedented military and political oppression. This continuity is mainly attributed to the structural changes that Kurdish society underwent before the Revolution. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss revolutionary Kurdistan and the short-lived de facto self-rule that followed. Despite intermittent disruption by the new regime, the experience lasted until the spring of 1980 when Iran’s military forces remilitarized Kurdistan and retook most cities following a month-long military resistance by the Kurds. The history of this crucial period has largely remained untold in the historical studies of the Iranian Revolution. The narrative challenges prevalent discourses that depict the Kurdish movement as a threat rather than recognizing it as a force contributing to liberalism and democracy, as argued in the book. Covered in Chapter 4, full-scale militarization entailed a prolonged armed struggle which continued fiercely throughout the entire decade of the 1980s. It explores the characteristics of the Kurdish armed struggle through a comparative study of many other forms of armed resistance globally. It explains why the armed struggle became the most attractive method of resistance in the decade. Additionally, the chapter analyses the Iran-Iraq War (1980–8) and its impact on Kurdistan, delving into its root causes and examining the way it was pursued by the regime. It illustrates how the regime justified its wars, leveraging emotive rhetoric to mobilize troops to Kurdistan and sustain the conflict with Iraq.

Chapter 5 discusses the 1990s, which began with
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	1 For approaches to the roots and consequences of revolutions, see Lawrence Stone, The Past and the Present Revisited (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987), 154–77.

	2 See Duco Hellema, The Global 1970s: Radicalism, Reform, and Crisis (New York: Routledge, 2019).

	3 Literature includes Andreas Wimmer, Nationalist Exclusion and Ethnic Conflict: Shadows of Modernity (Cambridge Cambridge University Press, 2002); Afshin Marashi, Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Power and the State (Seattle, 2008).

	4 See Touraj Atabaki, ed., Iran in the 20th Century: Historiography and Political Culture (London I.B. Tauris, 2009); Touraj Atabaki and Erik J. Zürcher, Men of Order: Athoritarian Modernization under Atatürk and Reza Shah (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000).

	5 See Kamran Scot Aghaie and Afshin Marashi, eds, Rethinking Iranian Nationalism and Modernity (Austin: University of Texas, 2015).

	6 Zachary Lockman, The Contending Visions of the Middle East: The History and Politics of Orientalism, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 134–48; Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995).

	7 Ilan Pappe, The Modern Middle East (New York: Routledge, 2005), 1–13.

	8 Marouf Cabi, The Formation of Modern Kurdish Society in Iran: Modernity, Modernization, and Social Change 1921–1979 (London: I.B. Tauris, 2022), 4–11. On modernity and the idea of uneven and combined development see Kamran Matin, Recasting Iranian Modernity: International Relations and Social Change (London: Routledge, 2013).

	9 On periodization and spatialization see Fred M. Donner, ‘Periodization as a Tool of the Historian with Special Reference to Islamic History’, Der Islam 91: 1 (2014), 20–36.

	10 T. M. Devine, The Scottish Nation: A Modern History (London: Penguin, 2012), x.
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