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PREFACE

The twenty-first century brought an increase in global attention to the
so-called Kurdish issue, which usually refers to the unsolved conflict
between the Kurdish population and the officially existing states in which
they live: Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria. The main areas of conflict are the
disputed territories, called Kurdistan by the Kurds, and the right to deter-
mine the future of'its inhabitants. The Kurdish identity and policy shaping
the currents of the ‘Kurdish issue’ have become focal points for many
scholars, politicians and journalists. Although it connects with the history
of the conflict, this book proposes a different approach to the ‘Kurdish
issue’. It presents the reality of Kurdistan as a dynamic and creative space,
reconsidering the cultural heritage, identities and interrelations of differ-
ent ethnic and religious groups. In this way it aims to go beyond the topic
of conflict, while applying a postcolonial perspective which serves as the
overall theoretical framework intertwining with other specific approaches.

As suggested in our study, the long-standing conflict may perpetuate
itself by reproducing narratives and interpretations that oscillate around
war, combat and politics, rather than allowing a community and an area to
be viewed as rich resources of different traditions and meanings that can
both be helpful in solving the conflicts and simply be alluring and inspiring
for others around the world. Kurdistan’s cultural heritage is fascinating
partly because of its centuries-long ethnic and religious diversity, but pri-
marily due to the undying creativity and persistence of its people. So often
marginalised and neglected, they have continuously overcome the obsta-
cles of war, discrimination, isolation and poverty in order to create and
reshape their cultural, social and political landscape. At the same time,
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they aspire to be recognised as partners in the modern world and not only
as fighters and refugees who are there to be admired for their bravery or
alternatively offered shelter and compassion.

The thorough attention directed in this book to the many narratives
acquired from texts or collected in field research and through many inter-
views and discussions reveals a wide spectrum of ideas and solutions.
Starting from a basis of the preservation of languages and traditional heri-
tage endangered by the assimilation policy of the Middle Eastern states,
wars and modern ideologies, the inhabitants of Kurdistan also reinterpret
its meanings. This reconsideration and reshaping is based on a selective
approach to their own cultural background, which is updated according to
the contemporary needs of the community. What is more, this book dis-
cusses the heritage of the Christian missionaries who were active in
Kurdistan in the nineteenth century and reveals the ambiguity and diver-
sity of that heritage in relation to the ‘Kurdish issue’.

We believe that the seven chapters dealing with these different aspects
of the reality of Kurdistan will introduce this relatively lesser-known cul-
tural heritage to the global audience and may offer new ways of seeing the
long-standing conflicts. Hopefully, this book may also become an invita-
tion to build more bridges and cooperation with those who lack a state to
represent them. Maybe our attention and engagement can compensate
slightly for that lack?

Krakow, Poland Joanna Bochenska



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Our book, Rediscovering Kurdistan’s Cultures and Identities: The Call of
the Cricket is the result of the five-year team research project entitled How
to make a voice audible? Continuity and change of Kurdish culture and of
social veality in postcolonial perspectives (2013-2018) directed by Joanna
Bocheriska, as well as of the two individual research projects by Karol
Kaczorowski (Construction of ethnic identity amonyg young Kurdish
migrants in Istanbul) and Artur Rodziewicz (Eros and Pearl in the Yezidi
Cosmaogony). All of the grants were funded by the Polish National Science
Centre (NCN) in the scope of the different programmes.

First of all, we wish to express our gratitude to NCN for investing in the
field of Kurdish studies. The projects were launched at the Jagiellonian
University (Krakow, Poland) where interest in Kurdish studies was initi-
ated a few decades ago by Leszek Dziegiel and Andrzej Pisowicz. We are
grateful to the university, and in particular to the Institute of Oriental
Studies, for offering us the space for many seminars and conferences.
These grants gave us all the opportunity to meet, cooperate, discuss and
share the various theoretical approaches. We were able to travel frequently
to Kurdistan, create the Polish-Kurdish-English online platform known as
www.kurdishstudies.pl and publish the quarterly e-magazine Fritillaria
Kurdica. Bulletin of Kurdish Studies.

However, this project wouldn’t be possible without the immense help
from the side of the many Kurdistan’s friends and researchers who devoted
their time and money to assist us. They provided us with their knowledge
and contacts, fed and sheltered us generously, offering the possibility to
discuss many aspects of the studied reality in a quite informal and thus much

vii


http://www.kurdishstudies.pl

viii  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

more apt and illuminating way. Hence, this project is based not simply on
‘gathering knowledge’, but on the strong bonds of friendship that were
built during these years, for which we feel very much indebted. We deeply
believe that such a relationship may become a cure for ‘Orientalism’ and
‘colonialism’. It is because it enables people to immerse in the problems of
others while abandoning their own indifference, distance or fear.

Taking the above-mentioned into account we wish to express special
thanks to the following group of people though this list by no means can
be considered complete.

First and foremost we want to express our special gratitude to Hashem
Ahmadzadeh for his frequent advice, very welcome and friendly assistance
as well as for providing us with many valuable contacts. The Institute of
Research and Development—Kurdistan (Iraqi Kurdistan) directed by Saro
Qadir became an excellent roof for our research at the very initial stage of
the project. We are thankful to Bahar and Nahid Hosseini for their hospi-
tality, warmth and for opening our eyes to the fascinating reality of the
Iranian Kurds as well as to Farhang Muhamad for his undying enthusiasm
to support Polish scholars, students and journalists. We are especially
grateful to Haidar Lagkri, Dilan Majid Rostam and the Koye University for
hosting a few of our initiatives. Muhammad Gomei and Fuad A. Ommar
turned extremely helpful in our exploration of Silemani and in contacting
us with many interesting institutions located there. Sidqi Hirori and
Mouafaq Rugdie introduced us into the cultural environment of Duhok.

Our research in the northern part of Kurdistan wouldn’t be possible
without Nuran Yilmaz, Fahriye Adsay (Diyarbekir), Umid Demirhan,
Bircan Aktag, the Saruhan family, Mehmet Arik (Dogubayazit) and Yelena
Umnova (Istanbul) who for many years have been wonderful guides into
the little-known aspects of the Kurdish everyday life, culture and language.
Also, Ahmed Kani provided us with many valuable contacts. We are par-
ticularly grateful to Barig Seyitvan, Seywan Saeedian and Runak Resulpur
for their hospitality in Diyarbekir and for providing us with an insight into
Kurdish art and many interesting cultural initiatives. We would like to
express our gratitude also to activists, artists and scholars active in Istanbul
for their assistance, invaluable suggestions and discussions. Among them
especially: Ferzan $ér, Ayet, Deniz Giindiiz, Mem Jan, Mchmet Dicle,
Sivan Zeren, Tofan Siinbiil, Ayhan Isik, Mervan Tan and Hiiseyin Taysun.

The Nitbihar association, its perfect network in different towns, in par-
ticular: Ayhan Tek (Gevert), Giilistan and Nevzat Eminoglu (Mus), Mchmet
Rauf Cicek, Abdullah Sahin and Mela fbrahim Xelilé Amedi (Diyarbekir),



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  ix

Hayrullah Acar, Zilkif Ergiin, Abdulrahman Adak (Mardin Artuklu
University) as well as Abdulrrahman Aslan, Medeni Ogut and Hulusi
Akan (Batman) enabled us to conduct many interesting interviews. We
express immense gratitude to the Department of Living Languages at the
Mardin Artuklu University and especially Kadri Yildirim, Mikail Biilbtil,
Resul Geyik, Sidar Bozkur and ibrahim Bor for enabling the official coop-
eration between the department and the Jagiellonian University.

The access to studying the Iranian Kurdistan reality was made possible
by many wonderful Kurdish activists, journalists, scholars and artists who
unfortunately must remain anonymous in this book.

Also, we are very thankful to Aydin Unesi, Amr Taher Ahmed, Jaffer
Sheyholislami, Celil¢ Celil, Andrzej Pisowicz, Anna Krasnowolska,
Mateusz Klagisz, Renata Rusek, Michiel Leezenberg, Kareem
Abdulrahman, Ergin Opengin and Farangis Ghaderi, for their multiple
consultation and providing us with many interesting materials. Last
but not least we express our gratitude to Aziz Alis, Hesené Meté, Ako
Hama Khurshid, Derwés Ferho and Hassan Ghazi for their kind and
generous support in Stockholm, London and Brussels.

Furthermore, Krzysztof Lalik would like to express his special gratitude
to the Kurdistan Christian community and their representatives from
Ankawa, Dohuk and Harmota, particularly to Salim Kako, bp. Rabban al-
Qas, Abp. Bashar Warda, Fr. Douglas Bazi, Fr. Shlimon Isho Khoshaba,
Ano Jawhar Abdoka, Srood Maqdasy, Shamsidden Zaya, Hawzheen Slewa
and late Saadi Al-Malih, as well as a few Christian students and journalists
from Erbil for devoting their time for long interviews and kind support in
acquainting him with the Chaldo-Assyrians of various professions and
experience. He is also in debt to numerous Kurds, first and foremost to
Hévidar Taha Rostinki, Hana Hogsyar Raoof, Amir Abdulrahman Zebari,
Karim Abdulkarim and Abdul Xaliq Ali for their amiable assistance and
cooperation in conducting the field research in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Artur Rodziewicz wishes to thank Dimitri Pirbari for enabling him with
access to the Library of the Yezidi Spiritual Council in Georgia and for his
valuable suggestions and remarks. He is grateful to Kazimierz Robak and
Peter Nicolaus for their helpful criticism on the chapter. He would also
like very much to thank Garik Grigoryan and the Yezidis from Iraq and
Turkey, in particular Dalzar Nashwan Saleem, Nashwan Saleem Aswad,
Naemah Smo Khider, Nawar Nashwan Saleem, Sheikh Abdel, Shwan
Fareed, Sinan Goren and his family, for their hospitality and friendly help
during his field research.



CONTENTS

1 Introduction

Joanna Bochenska, Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut, Karol
Kaczorowski, Marcin Rzepka, Krzysztof Lalik, and Artur
Rodziewicz
1.1 The Call of the Cricket: Within and Beyond Postcolonialism
1.2 Transcription and Geographical Locations
1.3 Kurdistan and Its Inhabitants
1.3.1 Land, People and Religious Traditions
1.3.2  Pre-Modern History
1.3.3  Bakur (Northern Kurvdistan). Kurds in Turkey
1.3.4  Basur (Southern Kurdistan). Kurds in Irag
1.3.5 Rojghilat (Eastern Kurdistan). Kurds in Iran
1.3.6 Rojava (Western Kurdistan). Kurds in Syria
1.3.7  Kurds and Yezidis in the South Cancasus
1.3.8 Kuwrdish Diaspora
References

Between Honour and Dignity: Kurdish Literary and Cinema

Narratives and Their Attempt to Rethink Identity and

Resistance

Joanna Bocheriska

2.1  Introduction

2.2 Honour and Dignity: The Ability to Risk and Honour
Human Life

10
10
13
16
19
21
24
26
28
32

35

36

38

xi



xii

CONTENTS

2.3 Perceiving Humanity: Literary and Cinema Narratives
and the Moral Imagination

2.4 The Discreet Harm of Dehumanisation: Why Do We Need
the Voice of Kurdish Culture to Be More Audible?

2.5 Brave Hero and Faithful Woman: The Traditional
Kurdish Codes of Honour

2.6 God-Love Iden

2.7 Honourable National Struggle: Rebim Qazi’s Pésmerge
as o Literary Attempt to Redefine Honour with Regard to
the Kurdish Nation

2.8 Love as Sympathy and Attention Towards Others: Paving
the Way for Modern Moral Imagination

2.9 How Do We Love Satan and ‘Others’? Kurdish Literature’s
Attention to Anti-Heroes, Enemies and Non-Muslims

2.10 What to Do with an Unfaithful Wife? Promoting New
Moral Choices in the Films Yol and Marooned in Iraq

2.11  Conclusions

References

The Socio-Political Role of Modern Kurdish Cultural
Institutions
Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut
3.1  Introduction
3.2 Hdentifying Kurdish Cultural Institutions
3.3 Owganisational Field in the Kuvdistan Region of Irag
3.4 Owganisational Field in North Kurdistan
3.5  General Issues
3.5.1 Revival of Language
3.5.2  Restoration of Heritaye
3.5.3  Promoting Cultural Production in Urban and
Rural Spaces
3.5.4  Giving Voice to Minorities
3.5.5 Gender Equality
3.5.6 Cultural Education
3.6  Conclusions
References

49

53

55
62

65

66

73

83
89
98

107

107
109
112
119
123
124
127

130
135
137
139
142
146



CONTENTS  xiii

4 Countering Othering: Social Negotiations of Identity

Among New Kurdish Migrants in Istanbul 151
Karol Kaczorowski
4.1  Introduction 151
4.2 Istanbul as o Kurdish Cultural and Political Centre 153
4.3 Waves of Internal Migrations in Turkey and Their Impact

on Kurds 155
4.4 Kurdish Identities in Turkey and ‘Othering’ 160
4.5  Various Dimensions of Identity Negotiations 172
4.6 Conclusions 176
References 180

5 Translation, Power and Domination: The Postcolonial

Explorations of the Bible in the Kurdish Context 187
Marcin Rzepka
5.1  Introduction 187
5.2 Missionary Navrations and the Bible in Kurdish:

Theoretical Considerations 189
5.3 Bible Translation as ‘a Travelling Idea’: From

Constantinople to Tnbriz 191
54 Translation and Knowledge: The Missionary ‘Discovery’

of the Kurds 196
5.5 The Implemented Iden: Bible Transiation for the Kurdish-

Speaking Armenians 200
5.6 Power of Text: Bible Translation and Cultural Practices 205
5.7 Conclusions 207
References 209

6 Ethnic and Religious Factors of Chaldo-Assyrian Identity

in an Interface with the Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan 213
Krzysztof Lalik
6.1  Introduction 213
6.2 Historical Background of Formation of the Chaldo-
Assyrians’ Identity 217
6.3 Secking Equality and Safety: Macro-Dimensions of
Chaldo-Assyrian Relations with the Kurds 222
0.3.1 Legal and Political System Solutions 222

6.3.2  Political Participation 224



Xiv  CONTENTS

0.4

6.5

6.6

0.3.3 Marked as ‘noon’: The Security Situation

0.3.4  Securing o Homeland: The Strugyle for the
Nineveh Plain

Ambiguous Proximity Between Kurds and Chaldo-

Assyrians on the Median Level

6.4.1 Inkeover of Chaldo-Assyrian Lands

0.4.2  Cooperation on Educational and Cultural
Domains

6.4.3  Overt Signs and Symbolic Boundaries

6.4.4 Entangled Between Kurdish Nationalism and
Party Rivalry

Between Attachment and Detachment: Chaldo-Assyrian

Identification on the Micro-Level

Conclusions

References

7 The Nation of the Su»: The Yezidi Identity Between
Modern and Ancient Myth
Artur Rodziewicz

7.1 Introduction

7.2 In the Eyes of Others

7.3 The Oldest Testimonies of Yezidi Self-1dentification
7.3.1 Serfedin, Ezi(d)
7.3.2  Sunet, Geli Suniya, Sunetxane, Ezidxane
7.3.3 Mala Adiya, Teriget, Adawiyya
7.3.4 Mirid

7.4 Others in the Yezidis’ Eyes
7.4.1 Seri’et

7.5 Yezidis’ Origin Myths
7.5.1 Shabid Bin Jarr
7.5.2  Sultan Fzi

7.6 Nation of the Sur

7.7 The Tradition in Modern Times

References

Index

225

227

231
231

232
235

238

243
246
252

259

259
260
270
272
274
276
278
280
283
286
287
292
300
306
318

327



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Joanna Bochenska is Assistant Professor at the Institute of Oriental
Studies at the Jagiellonian University, Poland, and Director of the Section
of Kurdish Studies. From 2013 to 2018 she headed the research project
How to make a voice andible? Continuity and change of Kurdish culture
and social veality in postcolonial perspectives (www.kurdishstudies.pl). Her
main interests include ethics, Kurdish classical and modern literature,
Middle Eastern cinema and art. She is also a translator of Kurdish litera-
ture and a photographer (www.joannabochenska.com).

Karol Kaczorowski’s doctoral dissertation focused on the social con-
struction of ethnic identity among young Kurds who are migrants from
other parts of Turkey to Istanbul. Among other publications, he has
authored two books, on the reception of the Arab Spring in Istanbul (in
Polish, 2014 ) and on the religious beliefs of the Kurds (in Polish, 2015),
and a chapter in the edited volume Living in Two Homes (2017) depicting
various migratory experiences. His scientific interests are connected with
cultural anthropology, the sociology of migration and urban sociology.

Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut is Assistant Professor at the Institute of the
Middle and Far East at the Jagiellonian University, Poland. She is author of the
monograph International Community towards the Kurds of Iragq (in Polish,
2014) and numerous publications on various dimensions of the Kurdish
question. Her research interests are focused on issues of ‘external support’
and the cultural sector in the Middle Eastern countries, especially in Turkey,
Iraq and the Kurdistan Region, where she conducted her field research.

XV


http://www.kurdishstudies.pl
http://www.joannabochenska.com

Xvi  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Krzysztof Lalik is currently completing his PhD at the Jagiellonian
University, Poland. He has published The Iraqi Kurdistan on the Eve of the
Twenty-First Century (in Polish, 2009). His research interests and publica-
tions include historical, political and ethnographic profiles of the nations
of the Persian Gulf region, including Turkey and especially Kurdistan, as
well as their ethnic and religious relations, in particular between Muslims
and Christians.

Artur Rodziewicz is Assistant Professor at the Institute of Oriental
Studies at the Jagiellonian University, Poland. He received his PhD from
the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Warsaw, Poland, and has
worked as an Assistant Professor in the Department of Intercultural
Education at the Warsaw University of Life Sciences, Poland. His research
focuses on Yezidism, the Yezidi diaspora in the South Caucasus, Sufism,
Platonism and the Ancient Greek heritage in the Middle East.

Marcin Rzepka is Assistant Professor at the Institute of History at the
Pontifical University of John Paul II in Krakéw, Poland. His interests
include the ethnoreligious situation in modern Iran and the history of the
Protestant missions in the Middle East, as well as the history of Bible
translations into Iranian languages. He recently published Prayer and
Protest. The Protestant Communities in Revolutionary Iran (2017).



ACE
ADM
AKP

ANP
APP
AUIS
BDP

ChCC
CSAPC
Day-Mer
DENS

EKK
EKS

EU
GD
HDP

HEP

ICP

ID

IDPs

ISDP

ISIS (Daesh)

ABBREVIATIONS

Assyrian Church of the East

Assyrian Democratic Movement

Turkish: Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (Justice and Development
Party)

Abnaa al-Nahrain Party (The Descendants of Mesopotamia)
Assyrian Patriotic Party

American University of Iraq, Sulaimani

Turkish: Baris ve Demokrasi Partisi, Kurdish: Partiya Agti 4
Demokrasiyé (Peace and Democracy Party)

Chaldean Catholic Church

Chaldean Syriac Assyrian Popular Council

Day-Mer Turkish and Kurdish Community Centre (London)
Democratic Federation of Northern Syria (Kurdish: Federaliya
Demokratik o Bakuré Suryé)

Kurdish: Enstitoy Kelepiiri Kurdi (Kurdish Heritage Institute)
Kurdish: Enstitiiya Kurdi ya Stenbolé (Turkish: Istanbul Kiirt
Enstitiisii, Kurdish Institute of Istanbul)

European Union

General Directorate

Turkish:  Halklnrin  Demokratik  Partisi, Kurdish:  Partiya
Demokratik a Gelan (People’s Democratic Party)

Turkish: Hallkin Emek Partisi (People’s Labour Party)

Iraqi Communist Party

Iraqi Dinar

Internally Displaced Persons

Iraq Sustainable Democracy Project

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria

xvil



Xviii  ABBREVIATIONS

KA
KCC
KDP
KDP-I

KDPS

KIU
KJK

KRG

KRI
KiirdKav

MERA
NCM

NGO
NPF
NPU
PJAK
PKK
PUK

PYD

SDF

TiP
UNESCO
USA
USSR
YDG-H

YPG
YPJ

Kurdish Alliance

Kurdish Cultural Centre (London)

Kurdistan Democratic Party (Kurdish: Parti Dimokrati Kurdistan)
Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (Kurdish: Hizbi Démukrati
Kurdistani Evan)

Kurdistan Democratic Party of Syria (Kurdish: Partiya Demokrat a
Kurdistané li Siiriyé)

Kurdistan Islamic Union (Kurdish: Yekgirty Islami Kurdistan)
Kurdish: Komeley Jiyanewey Kurdistan (Association for the Revival
of Kurdistan)

Kurdistan Regional Government (Kurdish: Hukumeti Herémi
Kurdistan)

Kurdistan Region of Iraq (Kurdish: Herémi Kurdistan)

Turkish: Kiirt Kiiltiir ve Arastrrma Vakfi, Kurdish: Weqfa Candi i
Lékolini ya Kurdi (Kurdish Foundation for Culture and Research)
Ministry of Endowment and Religious Affairs

Kurdish: Navenda Canda Mesopotamya (Turkish: Mezopotamyn
Kiiltiir Merkezi, Mesopotamia Cultural Centre)
Non-governmental organisation

Nineveh Plain Forces

Nineveh Plain Protection Units

Kurdish: Parti Jiyani Azadi Kurdistan (Kurdistan Free Life Party)
Kurdish: Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané (Kurdistan Workers’ Party)
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (Kurdish: 7Yeketi Nistimani
Kurdistan)

Kurdish: Partiya Yekitiya Demokrar (Democratic Union Party)
Syrian Democratic Forces (Kurdish: Hézén Siriya Demolkratik)
Turkish: Tiirkiye Isci Partisi (Workers® Party of Turkey)

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
United States of America

Union of Soviet Socialistic Republics

Turkish: Yurtsever Devrimci Genglik Hareket, Kurdish: Tevgera
Ciwanén Welatparéz Yen Soregger (Patriotic Revolutionary Youth
Movement)

Kurdish: Yekineyén Parastina Gel (People’s Protection Units)
Kurdish: Yekineyén Parasitna Jin (Women’s Protection Units)



Picture 1.1

Picture 1.2

Picture 1.3
Picture 1.4
Picture 1.5
Picture 1.6

Picture 2.1
Picture 2.2
Picture 3.1
Picture 3.2
Picture 3.3
Picture 3.4
Picture 3.5
Picture 6.1

Picture 6.2

Picture 6.3

L1sST OF PICTURES

In the workshop of Seywan Saeedian, Diyarbekir, 2015, by
J. Bochenska

Hasankeyf, the historical site that has been destroyed by
Turkey in order to build the Ilisu dam on Dicle river, 2017,
by A. Rodziewicz

The town of Midyat, 2017, by A. Rodziewicz

The city of Silemani, 2015, by J. Bochenska

The village near Saqez, 2017, by J. Bocheiiska

Yezidi cemetery at the foot of Mount Aragats, 2017, Armenia,
by A. Rodziewicz

The statue of love (inscription in Turkish language),
Diyarbekir 2013, by J. Bocheriska

The entrance to the Yezidi sanctuary of Sheikh Adi in Lalis,
by A. Rodziewicz

Duhok Gallery, 2014, by J. Bocheriska

The Kurdish Institute of Istanbul, 2013, by J. Bocheriska
Mastiirey Ardalan, the Kurdish poet and chronicler,
sculpture by Hadi Ziaoddini, Sine 2017, by J. Bochenska
Stimer Park Gallery, 2015, by J. Bocheriska

The Turkmen House, Erbil 2015 by J. Bocheriska

Baharka camp near Ankawa, A chapel under a tent in refugee
camp, 2015, by K. Lalik

Duhok, A statue of St. Ith Llaha near a church of his name,
built around 500, 2015, by K. Lalik

Ankawa, A statue of Virgin Mary, 2015, by K. Lalik

11
14
21
24

29
48
75
117
125
132
134
136
226

234
237

Xix



®

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Joanna Bochenska, Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut,
Karol Kaczorowski, Marcin Rzepka, Krzysztof Lalik,

and Artur Rodziewicz

1.1 THE CALL OF THE CRICKET: WITHIN AND BEYOND
POSTCOLONIALISM

The Kurds, whose population is estimated at around 40 million, constitute
one of the largest ethnic groups without their own state. Unsurprisingly,
their struggle for reliable legal status to protect their rights resonates with
postcolonial claims demanding recognition for those who have been
oppressed and marginalised. During the twenty-first century, their voice
has become increasingly audible, while their fate, history and culture have
started to attract the world’s interest, as can be measured in the growing
number of publications devoted to the Kurdish issue. Due to the difficult
history and multiple traumatic experiences of Kurdistan’s inhabitants, the
majority of media reports and Kurdish studies are affected by the domi-
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nant combative discourse, and thus in a sense continue the conflict with,
and resistance to, the discriminatory policies of Turkey, Iran, Syria and
Iraq. Paradoxically, this makes other aspects of the Kurds almost invisible,
implying that the only activity this community is engaged in is war and
conflict. This has very serious consequences for the Kurds, because of the
way it suggests that topics beyond such a theme are not as worthy of atten-
tion. The scarcity of translations of their literature, whether oral, classical
or modern, adds to this, as does the difficult access to Kurdish cinema
production, strengthening the well-established popular image of Kurds as
warriors, nomads and refugees occupying the furthest peripheries of the
modern world. Recalling an essay by Umberto Eco (1994), we may say
that the Kurds play a role similar to the miserable cormorant from Shetland,
which was called to star on TV only in times of disaster and catastrophe.
Nobody wished to know it as a beautiful bird living in its natural
environment.

The main idea of this book is to go beyond these dominant narratives
that focus on wars, politics and conflicts, and explore the little-known and
less popular aspects of Kurdistan’s reality. As a result of a five-year research
project that has applied the postcolonial perspective, this book is inevitably
intertwined with such an approach. However, at the same time, the six
chapters are based on diverse vistas, presenting various topics and inhabit-
ants of Kurdistan: thus they cannot be limited to the postcolonial approach.
Today, ‘postcolonialism’ seems to be a very wide and blurred term,
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accepted or rejected, defined or redefined in different cultural and socio-
political contexts. As such, it is a starting point for discussion rather than
an all-embracing framework, and forms the basis of an attempt to find a
general perspective, allowing the incorporation of a variety of theories and
approaches in order to scrutinise and describe the vibrant reality that has
been studied.

As stressed above, the word ‘postcolonial” is understood in this volume
as involving contesting dominant narratives of different kinds, thus offer-
ing access to a multiplicity of other, less audible voices (Loomba 2015, 32).
It does not imply a postcolonial era, because the Kurds are still subjected
to the effects of heavy-handed colonial policies. A few examples of this are
the thwarting of the results of the Kurdish independence referendum of
September 25 (2017) by Iranian-backed Shi’a militias, the persecutions of
Kurdish politicians and intellectuals in Turkey and Iran, or Turkey’s attack
on Afrin in January 2018.

The book represents varied aspects and dimensions of postcolonial
studies. While the most influential postcolonial theorists such as Edward
Said and Gayatri Spivak propagated critical analysis of discourses of power,
other scholars such as Robert Young and James C. Scott advocated
empirical research to reveal inequalities and also the physical, though
seemingly invisible, ways of imposing and countering domination. The
topic of social research as a means of exercising power is also mentioned
in this volume.

Although representing different research techniques and approaches
towards postcolonial theories, all the authors are united by the belief that
scrupulous, honest and in-depth research into minorities and subjugated
groups is in itself the most important part of the postcolonial approach. The
volume reflects various approaches to postcolonial methodologies—from
critical analysis of texts, through ethnographic examinations of attitudes
and practices, to the interpretive in-depth analysis of cultural narratives,
supplemented by modern theoretical perspectives developed within various
disciplines such as social psychology, philosophy, sociology, political sci-
ence, history and cultural anthropology.

The chapters refer to Edward Said’s reflections on the marriage of
knowledge and power (2003) and its role in shaping the image of the
Kurds, who are still perceived by many as in need of the rule and decision-
making of others. However, Said’s grasp of Orientalism is linked in this
volume with other theories, such as James C. Scott’s (1990) or Cenk
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Saragoglu’s (2010) anthropological and social perspectives (Chap. 4),
Benita Parry’s (2002) and Neil Lazarus’ (2011) view on recurrence of
exclusions against others (Chap. 6), Pierre Bourdieu’s (1989) symbolic
violence (Chap. 3), or Pamela Young’s (2000), Joseph Errington’s (2008)
and Homi Bhabha’s (2004) takes on cultural hegemony, including the
education programme, the application of the language of the subordi-
nated group and the role of translations into it (Chap. 5). What is more,
recent socio-psychological studies on the subtle forms of dehumanisation
indicate that we tend to perceive the members of our in-groups as fully
human, while seeing those of outgroups as less human. This results in
diminished sympathy and many distorted images, especially if any relation-
ship of power and subordination is involved (Haslam and Loughnan
2014). Hence, the dark aspects of Orientalism can today be seen as an
inseparable part of our daily lives, affecting multiple relationships (Chap. 2).
It seems that, in our global theatre, many of us may be granted the role of
both the coloniser and the colonised, depending on the context.
Accordingly, this book is not only focused on Kurdish narratives, but also
brings to light the points of view of Kurdistan’s other inhabitants, such as
Assyrians or Yezidis, and clearly proposes that Kurdish nationalism or
Islam, especially in Iraqi Kurdistan, have also been imposed on many dif-
ferent others (Chaps. 6 and 7). This policy, though not comparable to the
violent persecutions of the Kurds by the Middle Eastern states, may also
be treated as a part of colonialism. Its aim is to produce a homogenous,
united voice for the Kurdish nation, in order to challenge the status quo
sanctioned by the official states.

Non-Kurdish researchers from Europe presenting the reality of
Kurdistan, as in this volume, also run the risk of being considered ‘colo-
nial’, ‘neo-colonial” or at least ‘Oriental’. First of all, it is a situation that
evokes the question of representation of the studied group, which was
raised by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her well-known question Can
the subaltern speak? (1988). We must ask which voices are allowed to
speak in this volume, and if they can really represent Kurdistan’s various
societies. Taking into consideration that, in recent decades, the Kurds
have managed to represent themselves through various media and pub-
lications, this book in no way intends to replace the variety of their
voices. Rather, it seeks to offer new topics and approaches that have not
been well studied until now. We focused primarily on Kurdistan today
as a part of Turkey and Iraq, because in 2013, when the project was
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started, they were the most accessible, vibrant and influential areas of
Kurdistan regarding cultural developments. However, although to a
lesser extent, the Iranian and Syrian parts of Kurdistan, as well as the
Kurdish diaspora and the reality of Yezidis living in the South Caucasus,
were also covered by our research. Our book is very much based on the
field research and the many in-depth interviews we conducted, and
strives to represent the inhabitants of Kurdistan in their own voices,
where possible.

We are aware, though, that our interpretation of the studied reality
may not be found so innocent everywhere. It can be easily called ‘colo-
nial’ by the representatives of Turkey, Iran, Syria and Iraq who support
their governments’ point of view and treat any mention of Kurdistan as a
fully foreign enterprise started by the Treaty of Sevres (1920), which
envisaged the establishment of an independent Kurdistan and meant the
partition of territory which was believed to belong exclusively to Arab or
Turkish majorities. Such an understanding of the Kurdish case is still
widespread, in Turkey for example, where its conservative government
often points to it. In February 2018, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
labelled the Kurds in Syria as ‘collaborators of post-modern crusades’
who need to be eradicated (Postmodern Hagli Seferi 2018). This clearly
shows the very diverse and often instrumental understanding of what is
‘colonial’ and ‘postcolonial’, so that it can even justify attack or genocide
under the name of defence. Such an approach is not totally alien to the
Kurds, from whom we often heard that the European interest in
Kurdistan’s minorities instead of the Kurdish (and Muslim) majority is a
remnant of colonial thinking and policy. Acknowledging the intersec-
tional differences in experience and perception of colonialism (as minori-
ties are also heterogeneous groups that include members taking profit
from exploitation or exploiting other minorities) is one of the key obser-
vations of postcolonial theory (Loomba 2015). Contemporary paradoxi-
cal understandings and contradictory usage of the term ‘postcolonial’
indicate the term’s vagueness; however, the one thing that all these con-
tradictory approaches have in common seems to be the application of
victimisation. Elisabeth Anker (2012, 12) identified the fascination with
victimisation as one of postcolonialism’s weaker points. All the subjects
want to be associated with the victims of colonial policy of different kinds,
while, naturally, nobody wants to play the role of oppressor. It is not just
because the oppressor is associated with symbolic evil and ugliness, simi-
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lar to the dragon from the Kurdish fairy tales, but also, as highlighted by
Eco’s cormorant, it is being a victim which puts people in the limelight
and makes the world discover and talk about them (1994, 88). One could
provocatively ask if it is not a global lack of interest, knowledge and skills
to deal with other aspects of Kurdish reality that fuels the Kurdish sepa-
ratism which frightens Turkey, Iraq, Syria or Iran so much. If possessing
their own state is the only chance to be recognised as a subject of the
modern world with whom others may cooperate on an equal basis, it goes
without saying that Kurds should fight to achieve it. However, what
would happen if the Kurdish cultural, social and political activities, recog-
nised as Kurdish, and not as Iranian, Turkish or Arabic, became invited
and visible in the many global platforms? Would it not help the neigh-
bours of the Kurds to recognise Kurdish creativity and assets and invite
them to build modernity together without the need to eradicate the
Kurdishness that is seen as so troublesome? Instead, focusing on victim-
hood, wars and conflicts results in a very distracted and dehumanised
image, which impacts the Kurds both directly and through their self-
image, as they start to conceive of themselves exclusively within such a
framework. As a comparison, according to many authors the Polish his-
torical struggle for independence and recognition was fruitful, not only as
a result of resistance to the oppressors, but equally because it entailed
Polish participation and contribution in the world’s cultural or scientific
heritage, allowing Poland to cure itself of the deeply entrenched convic-
tion of being a constant victim, subject to the oppressive policy of
others—though this is something which Poland has still not fully
accomplished.

Taking the abovementioned into account, this volume aims to take inspi-
ration from some of the Polish experience in dealing with the Kurdish issue
and, in this way, avoid the possible accusations of ‘European colonialism’. It
entails, among other things, a departure from focusing only on Kurdish suf-
fering and combat and from romanticising such a struggle along with the
Kurdish national movement. Instead, Chaps. 2 and 3, by Joanna Bochenska
and Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut, are focused on the ways the Kurds build
and develop their modern cultural and social activities through literary and
cinema narratives and cultural institutions when drawing resourcefully from
both their pre-modern works and multiple modern inspirations. An impor-
tant part of this process lies in paying attention more widely towards other,
non-Kurdish (and non-Muslim), communities. Chapter 4, by Karol
Kaczorowski, concentrates on the Kurdish migrants’ practice of countering
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‘othering’ from the Turkish majority in Istanbul. Chapter 5, by Marcin
Rzepka, examines the allegedly ‘oriental’ perspective of Protestant mission-
aries in the context of Bible translations into the Kurdish language in the
nineteenth century, which also engaged the Armenian community. It shows
that the missionaries did not just deform the image of the Kurds but also
managed to portray them in a quite sensitive way. Finally, the book offers a
space for the voices of the minorities living in Kurdistan, their grasp of iden-
tity and interrelations with the Kurds. Chapter 6, by Krzysztof Lalik, is
focused on the formation of the modern Chaldo-Assyrian identity and the
role of their relations with the Kurds in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq.
Chapter 7, by Artur Rodziewicz, explores the way the Yezidis have defined
their identity using oral religious texts. He challenges the concept of their
Kurdishness, suggesting rather that the Yezidis are a community whose
identity is based on the su» (mystery), which still has meaning for many of
them. Furthermore, both chapters shed some light on the ways Kurdish and
Muslim identities have been imposed on non-Kurdish groups. In this con-
text, Kurdish nationalism, as well as Islam, may be viewed as a part of the
colonial domino effect, with the Kurdish majority exercising power over
weaker groups, while subjected to mistreatment by other even bigger com-
munities such as Arabs in Iraq. This suggests, as stressed by Loomba (2015)
and Said (2003), that any victim is not totally free from the danger of
becoming an oppressor and should be sensitive and aware of this problem.
This issue is very much present in modern Kurdish literature.

What is more, in the idea of the ‘call of the cricket’, borrowed from the
poem ‘Feryad’ (‘The Scream’) by the legendary poet from Iranian
Kurdistan, Jila Hosseini [ Huseyni] (2006, 57), the postcolonial approach
shines through many other aspects of this book, elevating the role of a
certain aesthetic and policy of simplicity. In her poem, Hosseini compared
the voices of the saz and the cricket. The sazis a popular instrument in the
Middle East and can be easily associated with the cultures of the established
states which it often represents. The poet praised the cricket’s stubborn
effort to play even though deafened by the saz. In this way she suggests
that even the subdued voice is better than silence or abandoning the coun-
try. Hosseini’s metaphor evokes many interesting associations. The cricket
may symbolise the Kurdish culture suppressed by the official states” narra-
tives and its voice resonates with the intentions of the representatives of
Kurdish cultural institutions. Their aim is to ‘become owners of their cul-
ture threatened by colonial methods’, ‘to save it from extinction’ and ‘to
make it visible in the public space’ (see Chap. 3). Although the cricket’s
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voice seems to lack the courtly ornamentation, style and potential of the
saz, it does not give up, as if believing that at the end of the day it will win
people’s hearts with its simple, powerful beauty. This call for simplicity and
for appreciating the unassuming aspects of life and human interrelations
permeates many Kurdish works of art and social actions, although it is
often suppressed by other ideological approaches to artistic creation popu-
lar among the Kurds, such as Kurdish nationalism (Iraqi Kurdistan) or
Marxism (Turkey). We see this simplicity in the main character from one of
Bakhtiyar Ali’s novels, discussed in Chap. 2, who is called Little Xendan
and who is confronted with her exalted sister Perwane, who seeks the ide-
alised land of love that is so distant from average people. Seywan Saeedian’s
sculptures, meanwhile, have an impact on us precisely due to their simple,
almost naive forms, so rooted in his intimate contact and observation of
nature. Appreciating the rustic aspect of the Kurdish world, which is often
contrasted with the huge and alien metropolis of colonisers, is emphasised
by the representatives of cultural institutions in Chap. 3 and the Kurdish
migrants in Istanbul in Chap. 4. This pursuit of unassuming beauty, requir-
ing both some knowledge of Kurdish cultural context and the patient skills
of contemplation, seems to be the Kurdish response to the ‘colonial’ or
‘imperial’ dreams of becoming glorious, great, important and laudable. As
emphasised by Ali in his novel, such a dream should be substituted for a
kind of imagination that could attend to the needs and feelings of others.

We deeply believe that it is through the means of Kurdish cultural and
social activities, and by advancing the world’s skills to receive and under-
stand it, that the Kurdish voice may become more audible and Kurdish
political demands may be better understood and recognised.

1.2 TRANSCRIPTION AND (GEOGRAPHICAL LLOCATIONS

In this book we have applied a rather complicated strategy of transcription
for the names and geographical locations involved, which aims to appreci-
ate the multiplicity of languages and forms of transcription used by the
Kurdistan’s inhabitants, as well as to allow the reader to find their names
and publications. Taking into account that, since 1932, the Kurds have
possessed their own version of the Latin script invented by Celadet Ali
Bedirxan, we decided to write most of their names following this alphabet,
a convention based on proposals by Hashem Ahmadzadeh in his book
Nation and Novel. A Study of Persian and Kurdish Narrative (2003, 3).
Polish and Turkish names have been written following their respective
Latin alphabets. In the case of the few Turkish names of Kurds who have
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Picture 1.1 In the
workshop of Seywan
Sacedian, Diyarbekir,
2015, by J. Bocheriska

abandoned the typically Turkish letters, we follow this pattern. However,
we abandon this convention for the English transliteration of those
Kurdish names that are widely known through English sources. Similarly,
we follow the common English transliterations of Aramaic, Arabic, Persian
or Russian names and surnames. Yezidi names were written in English
transliteration as well. In this case, the decision was based on the Yezidis’
own choice, revealed in publications and in consultation with the authors.

Regarding the names of geographical locations, we took the decision
regarding each name independently. Sometimes we use a slightly simpli-
fied Kurdish version of the names (e.g. Hawler or Silemani) without using
the Kurdish diacritical marks (i.c. Hawlér, Silémani). In the case of Hawler
or Diyarbekir, which are also widely known as Erbil or Amed, we applied
the two names interchangeably, in a similar way to how they are used by
Kurdistan’s inhabitants. For many other locations we selected the most
popular English transliterations (for instance, Halabja or Sinjar).
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1.3 KuURrDISTAN AND ITS INHABITANTS

1.3.1  Land, People and Religious Traditions

Kurdistan—the land of the Kurds—is today divided between four Middle
Eastern states: Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran. Its borders are rather indistinct
and outline a territory of between 200 and 500 km?. The most recogni-
sable element of Kurdistan’s landscape are its mountains, which feature
widely in Kurdish folklore and multiple proverbs, including the well-
known saying that the mountains are the only friends of the Kurds. The
main mountains are those of the Zagros range, running north-west to
south-east along the Iranian, Turkish and Iraqi borders. The north-
western part of Kurdistan, within Turkey, is shaped by the ridge of the
Taurus Mountains. The Dicle (Tigris), Firat (Eufrat), Little and Great Zap
rivers, as well as the two great salt lakes of Van and Urmia add to the pic-
turesqueness of the area. If not for the conflicts, isolation and ecological
devastation resulting from many governmental projects (such as the mul-
tiple dams built on the Dicle, Firat and Zap rivers by Turkey and Iran or
the gradual destruction of Urmia Lake’s ecosystem caused by many fac-
tors), Kurdistan might have been a touristic pearl enjoyed by many, not
least its inhabitants.

Although the name Kurdistan has been forbidden in recent times in
countries such as Turkey, it does not have exclusively modern connota-
tions. It was widely used in the past by Kurdish chroniclers such as Serefxan
Bedlisi or Mestiirey Ardalan, as well as Seljuk, Ottoman or Persian rulers
to indicate the land inhabited by the Kurds. However, the area each meant
by Kurdistan varied, encompassing quite different territories and it cannot
be totally identified with the map shown on multiple online portals and
networks today. The origin of the ethnonym Kurds is not certain, and in
the past might have referred to different social, not necessarily ethnic,
groups such as nomads (McDowall 2007, 9) or shepherds called kurd (15)
in the Middle Persian (Gacek 2004). On the other hand, the ancient texts
mention people called Kardak or Karda. The Greek historian Xenophon,
who passed through this land, talked about Karduchos in his Anabasis (111
5, 16-17), which suggests that there might have been a distinct ethnic
group using the name, similar to today’s Kurds. There is, however, little
doubt that the Kurdish language belongs to the group of Western Iranian
languages and thus the Kurds are most probably descendants of the vari-
ous Iranian tribes that moved to this area around the second millennium
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Picture 1.2 Hasankeyf, the historical site that has been destroyed by Turkey in
order to build the Ilisu dam on Dicle river, 2017, by A. Rodziewicz

BC. In time, they intermingled with many of the other groups inhabiting
or invading the region. The definition of the Kurdish language is far from
clear cut and therefore may cover different dialects. While the ‘Kurdishness’
of Kurmanji and Sorani is rather widely accepted, the categorisation of
dialects such as Zazaki, Gurani (Hawrami), Kelbori, Luri or Laki is still
disputable and often overshadowed by ideological discussions (Haig and
Opengin 2014). Until the beginning of the twentieth century the Kurds
consisted mostly of a tribal community of nomads, whose culture was
based on oral traditions rather than written texts. Today, the Kurdish pop-
ulation in the Middle East is usually estimated at between 20 and 40 mil-
lion people, with the addition of the communities that migrated to Western
Europe, America or Russia in the twentieth century.

Apart from the Kurds, Kurdistan has been inhabited by many different
cthnic groups such as Armenians, Chaldo-Assyrians, Jews, Turkmens and
Arabs. Many of them became assimilated within Kurdish culture. The
inhabitants, including the Kurds themselves, differ in regard to their
religious beliefs, for example, constituting the rich pattern of customs and
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thoughts which today underlies and inspires Kurdistan’s modern artistic
and intellectual production. Also, the beliefs that are still present in
Kurdistan bear the marks of many ancient religious systems, such as Indo-
Iranian or Mesopotamian and Anatolian cults, Zoroastrianism,
Manichaeism, Judaism or Hellenistic traditions (Kreyenbroek 1996).

The majority of Kurds follow Sunni Islam, which distinguishes them
from Persians and links them with their Turk and Arab neighbours. The
Kurdish Shia minority (the so-called Faili Kurds) live primarily in the
Kermanshah, Ilam and Luristan provinces of Iran and in Diyala governor-
ate in Iraq. The Kurdish Sunni majority are adherents of the Shafi’i school
of jurisprudence (mezheb), unlike the Turks and Arabs who belong instead
to the Hanafi school. Though minor at first glance, this difference has
appeared to play a role in forming the sense of a distinct Kurdish identity,
especially taking into account the significance of the religious schools
(medresa) that were centres of Kurdish language teaching, the popular Sufi
brotherhoods and the late nineteenth-century Kurdish Islamic revivalism
represented, for example, by Sheikh Ubeydullah Nehri (d. 1883)
(Soleimani 2016) and then by Said Nursi (1877-1960). The main Sufi
brotherhoods that have been active in Kurdistan are the Qadiri and the
Nagshbandi orders. The latter developed in the early nineteenth century,
partly at the expense of Qadiriyya, due to changes to the hereditary system
of bestowing the sheikh certificate (4jaza), with it becoming a more dem-
ocratic one based on the merits and skills of the disciples (van Bruinessen
1999). Sheikhs from both orders and their clans were involved in the rise
of the modern Kurdish nationalist movement and then in the emergence
of Kurdistan’s political parties, with the Barzinji, Barzani and Talabani
families playing key roles in today’s Iraqi Kurdistan.

Apart from Islam, three main heterodox groups that were formed on
the basis of the Islamic Sufi tradition and on numerous other earlier cults
should be mentioned: the Alevi, Yezidi and Ahle Haqq (called also Kakais
in Iraq).! These three religious groups share some characteristics, but dif-
fer regarding specific issues. The Yezidis are today mostly Kurmanji
Kurdish speakers and therefore more likely associated with the Kurds,
which, as shown in the seventh chapter of this book, may be misleading.
The Alevi and Ahle Haqq, however, do not consist exclusively of ethnic
Kurds, incorporating others such as Turkmans, Azeris, Lurs or Persians.
The main trait that links these communities together is the oral character
of their religious tradition, passed down from generation to generation
within certain families. Another connecting element is the way the
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cosmogonies of the Ahle Haqq and Yezidis link the creation of the world
with an image of a white immaculate pearl or the Heptad of Angels that
emerged soon after. The Alevi, Yezidi and Ahle Haqq also share a beliefin
reincarnation and in God’s earthly manifestations, including in the spiri-
tual leaders who appear in different epochs to show the right path to their
followers (Kreyenbroek 1996). Accordingly, their concept of time entails
both linear developments and circular repetitions and might be called spi-
ral. Often attacked by orthodox Muslims, these religious minorities have
hidden in different mountain areas such as Hakkari and Sinjar (Yezidis)
Hawraman (Ahle Haqq), or Dersim province (Alevis). Since the nine-
teenth century, persecutions and wars have driven many of them, espe-
cially the Yezidis, out of the Middle East.

Kurdistan’s Christians consist of mostly Armenians and Syriac Christians,
belonging to various churches. Up to the genocide of 1915, the north-
west of Kurdistan (today’s Turkey) was largely inhabited by the Armenians,
whose images and stories are still present in Kurdish folklore, proving the
quite close relationship between these two communities. The Assyrians,
described by many Christian missionaries as quite bellicose tribes, were
located mainly in Hakkari mountains, towns such as Mardin, Midyat or
Nisebin, or around Urmia Lake, and seemed to be more often in conflict
with the Kurds. Today, they are still present in many Kurdish towns, for
example in Erbil (Hawler), dwelling in a large quarter called Ankawa.

1.3.2  Pre-Modern History

For centuries, Kurdistan was the intersection of diverse Western and
Eastern influences. In the seventh century, the region was conquered by
Arab armies, who brought Islam into Kurdistan. In the following centu-
ries, it was also invaded by Seljuks, Mongols and Ottomans. As a result,
many of the invaders settled in the area and, in time, became assimilated.
The aim of Kurdish princes and tribal leaders was to maintain equilibrium
between their submission to powerful centres such as Baghdad, Istanbul
or Isfahan and exercising independence in their hereditary territorial
domains. Kurdish warriors took part in multiple wars and battles supporting
the Islamic armies. At the same time, they harshly competed with each
other, producing a country riven by internal divisions rather than con-
trolled by any stable administrative network. Along with the growing
impact of the Ottoman and Persian empires in the sixteenth century,
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Picture 1.3 The town of Midyat, 2017, by A. Rodziewicz

which treated Kurdistan as a peripheral but strategic area, the rivalry of the
princes became even more apparent as they allied almost interchangeably
with both Sunni sultans and Shia shahs. As stressed by McDowall (2007)
the border established between the two empires after the battle of
Chaldiran (1514) not only partitioned Kurdistan, but at the same time
created a long-term stability that offered the Kurdish princes and sheikhs
new opportunities for alliances, support, refuge and trade.

The nineteenth century brought changes and new challenges. The
period of Tanzimat reforms in the Ottoman Empire resulted in increasing
demands for centralisation of the state and the incorporation of its periph-
eries. On the other hand, the growing impact of foreign Christian monar-
chies such as Russia, France or Britain was noted by Kurdish leaders, who
perceived them with suspicion and fear. Around 1843, one of them, Prince
Bedirxan of Botan, undertook the first attempt to ease the feudal bonds
connecting him with the Ottomans and to seek independence for his duchy.
At the same time, he suppressed the Assyrian Christians in the Hakkari
region, implying their links with foreign powers. His uprising was crushed
by the Ottoman army in 1847. As a result, the Kurdish principalities were
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replaced by centrally appointed governors and thus the power of tribal
leaders was substantially limited. This led to the reorganisation of Kurdish
society and its leadership was passed to the religious sheikhs, who possessed
both charismatic potency and warrior skills. Sheikh Ubeydullah of Nihiri
was one example. In 1880 he managed to mobilise around 20,000 men
against the shah, yet was abandoned by his followers, captured by the
Ottomans and exiled to Istanbul and Hijaz. Though many of his followers
were focused on the spoils rather than independence, Ubeydullah himself
many times emphasised the distinct nature of the Kurds in comparison to
Turks and Persians and thus can be probably considered one of the precur-
sors of the Kurdish national idea, viewing it, however, in a close relation-
ship with Islam (Soleimani 2016).

The threshold of the twentieth century saw the emergence of Kurdish
nationalism, mostly among those Kurdish intellectuals gathered in Istanbul
and inspired by their own culture, as well as by Ottoman, Turkish and
Armenian national movements. Their activity ranged from editing journals
such as Kurdistan (1898) or Roji Kurd (1912), to establishing organisa-
tions and institutions such as Kiirt Teaviin ve Terraki Cemiyeti (The Kurdish
Committee of Cooperation and Progress 1908) (Alakom 1998, 96-104).
The First World War, in which the Ottoman Empire allied with the Central
Powers, and the impact of the Young Turks policy, shattered the multi-
ethnic country, leading to many tragic outcomes. In 1915 Armenians, the
Kurds’ closest neighbours, were massacred as the result of the Young Turks’
orders. The genocide aimed at avoiding the danger of Armenian support
for the Russians and of the establishment of an Armenian state. Many Kurds
became the genocide’s executors, although those who offered help and
rescue, especially for children, should also be remembered.

The Treaty of Sevres (1920) at the conclusion of the First World War
envisaged the establishing of an independent Kurdistan, awaking Kurdish
hopes for their own country. However, the project was never imple-
mented. The new Turkish leader Mustata Kemal Atatiirk managed to
overcome the Greek and French army and proclaimed the birth of a new
state in 1923, incorporating the north-western part of Kurdistan into the
Republic of Turkey. France and Great Britain shared their territorial gains
based on Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916, designing Syria and Iraq as new
countries under the French and British mandate. This new deal did not
care about the Kurds, who were treated as erratic and primitive tribes and
nomads and ended up divided between four countries, the borders of
which were no longer so permeable and rewarding. Not surprisingly then,
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these twentieth-century divisions continue to be contested today, by
Kurdish politicians, intellectuals and many average people who perceive
them as a continuation of colonial policy and the dismissal of the Kurdish
will. This resistance finds its contemporary expression in the nomenclature
used by the Kurds to describe the four parts of their partitioned home-
land, which are referred to, not by the prism of the state they belong to,
but rather through the four cardinal directions: Bagsir (South) for Iraqi
Kurdistan, Rojava (West) for Syrian Kurdistan, Bakur (North) for Turkey’s
part and Royhilat (East) for Iranian Kurdistan. Rojava is the most widely
known of these names due to its brave defence of Kobane and other
Kurdish cantons in Syria from the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS, or Daesh) in 2014. In this book, and especially in the three initial
chapters that are focused on the Kurds, this terminology is followed inter-
changeably with other more recognisable names such as, for instance,
‘Northern Kurdistan” or ‘South Eastern Anatolia’. Such an approach cor-
responds with the postcolonial perspective and aims to familiarise the
reader with the Kurdish point of view, which was, until recently almost
totally suppressed by the narratives of the existing states. What is more,
the Kurdish names of the cardinal directions gain a more metaphorical and
subtle meaning, evoking the picture of an ‘imagined land’ from the fairy
tales that, for centuries, were told in this area. This seems quite suitable for
a book that intends to make the little-known Kurdish culture closer, not
only to Kurdish readers, but to all. Finally, as will be revealed in the follow-
ing chapters dealing with Chaldeans, Assyrians and Yezidis the name
Kurdistan started to be applied by the ethnic and religious minorities of
Iraqi Kurdistan, which was especially visible on the eve of the indepen-
dence referendum of 2017, in order to indicate their belonging to a cer-
tain territory but not to the Kurdish ethnic group. The term Kurdistani
should be thus treated as the response of these minorities to Kurdish
national ambitions, and indirectly suggests reshaping the national idea
towards a territorial and thus more inclusive concept of a nation which
may embrace different others without imposing Kurdishness on them.

1.3.3  Bakur (Novthern Kurdistan). Kuvds in Turkey

The estimated Kurdish population in Turkey is 15-20 million. After the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the emergence of the new modern
Republic of Turkey in 1923, the existence of which was sanctioned by the
Treaty of Lausanne, the situation of the Kurds changed radically. They
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were no longer recognised as a part of the Muslim #mma that formed the
ruling millet of the Ottoman Empire. The identity of the new republic was
built on the new premises expressed by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk in his “six
arrows’ political programme. Two of the ‘arrows’, nationalism, and secu-
larism, became especially pernicious for the Kurds. The nationalism of the
republic was defined according to primordial and cultural lines, giving
priority to the Turkish majority, which should have ‘Turkified’ the other,
non-Turkish, groups (Gunes and Zeydanlioglu 2014, 8). Accordingly, it
left no space for other identities and the Turkish language became the only
official language of the state. In 1924 the use of Kurdish in schools and
other public domains was prohibited, along with the ban on Kurdish
clothing and music (Yildiz 2005, 15). Secularism resulted in outlawing the
traditional religious schools, and their Kurdish language teaching has
never been recreated within the new system of education.

The Kurdish resistance to the reforms soon took the form of uprisings.
The Sheikh Said revolt erupted in 1925, engaging difterent parts of Kurdish
society, including tribal and religious leaders, former Ottoman army offi-
cers and intellectuals. The following rebellion took place between 1927
and 1930 on the slope of the Mount Ararat, and the region of Dersim
revolted in 1938. In all cases Ankara imposed harsh measures to suppress
the Kurdish resistance, including martial law, forced displacement, mass
killings and further restrictions on Kurdish culture (2005, 15-16).

The rising political activism of the Kurds in the 1960s was connected to
a number of factors including the new, more liberal, constitution adopted
in 1960 and the emergence of the new educated Kurdish urban class,
which started to express its demands through both cultural and political
actions of a mostly leftist profile. The spate of new political and cultural
magazines and books related to Kurdish subject is a good example (Gunes
2012, 53). Initially, the Kurds stressed the underdevelopment of the
‘Eastern provinces’ and tried to cooperate with other left-wing organisa-
tions in Turkey such as the Workers’ Party of Turkey (TIP). However,
gradually, as an outcome of disenchantment with the Turkish parties,
which were not willing to recognise the Kurdish national demands, as well
as of a political atmosphere that culminated in the military coup of 1971,
the Kurdish movement established a set of new organisations that speci-
fied their goals in terms of national struggle (Gunes and Zeydanlioglu,
4-5). The military coup of 1980 and the restrictive constitution of 1982
brought new repressions, causing many activists to leave the country for
Europe and radicalising those Kurdish people who remained. As a result,
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the Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané (Kurdistan Workers® Party, PKK),
founded in 1978, took up the armed struggle against the Turkish state by
attacking the Turkish military posts of Semdinli and Eruh in 1984 and
calling for the establishment of an independent socialist Kurdish republic.
Since then, though with different intensities and ceasefires, violent conflict
has kept shattering the reality of Turkey, leading to the death of more than
45,000 people, the destruction of villages by the Turkish army and the
forceful displacement of around 4 million Kurds (2014, 1).

In the 1990s, a new Kurdish political party called Halkin Emek Partisi
(People’s Labour Party, HEP) emerged, calling for the peaceful resolution
of the violent conflict and recognition of Kurdish rights in Turkey. In
1993, for the first time, a few Kurdish candidates were elected to the
Turkish parliament. However, the party has been perceived by the Turkish
state as the political wing of the PKK and has often been banned on the
grounds of it promoting separatism and endangering the unitary system of
the republic. It has been recreated constantly under different names, deal-
ing cleverly with the high 10% threshold that prevented the movement
from entering parliament. By appointing so-called independent candi-
dates, the party managed to overcome the threshold in the 2007 and 2011
parliamentary clections. The 2015 June clections brought the Halklarin
Demokratik Partisi (Peoples’ Democratic Party, HDP) historic success in
the form of 13% of the votes and enabled it to enter parliament as the
recognised opposition. Meanwhile the Kurdish movement redefined its
political programme by drawing from Murray Bookchin rather than Marx,
calling for radical democracy and not independence (Akkaya and Jongerden
2014).

On the other hand, the Turkish political scene has undergone impor-
tant changes too. In 2002 the populist pro-Islam Adalet ve Kalkinma
Partisi (Justice and Development Party, AKP) first won the parliamentary
elections. Focused initially on joining the European Union, the govern-
ment implemented some reforms aimed at improving democratic stan-
dards and liberalising the public sphere. Although the Kurds benefited
from them, neither of the new laws provided a long-term solution to the
Kurdish question. They instead proposed cosmetic changes such as allow-
ing Kurdish publications and private courses in the Kurdish language
(2005), opening the first public channel of television in Kurdish language
(TRT6, 2008,/2009) or allowing a few university departments dealing
with Kurdish language and culture (since 2010). At the same time, the
oppression of the legal Kurdish opposition continued and the peace pro-
cess collapsed totally in Summer 2015, leading to the reignition of the



INTRODUCTION 19

war, the brutal pacification of Kurdish towns by Turkish army, new waves
of repression and forced migration. Not being able to abandon his plans
to install a presidential system, Recep Tayyip Erdogan pursued the idea of
a new constitution, which was accepted in the 2017 referendum allowing
for the implementation of substantially more authoritarian rule.
Crackdowns on the opposition and the free media networks, especially
after the failed coup d’état of July 2016, as well as the offensive on the
Kurdish canton in Syria (2018), proves that Turkey has gradually trans-
formed into a dictatorship guided by an increasingly chauvinistic dis-
course. Unfortunately, the Kurds are the main group to pay the price of
these gloomy developments.

1.3.4  Basur (Southern Kurdistan). Kurds in Iragq

Southern Kurdistan refers to the territory of Iraqi Kurdistan but is also
applied in reference to the officially autonomous part called Herémi
Kurdistan (The Kurdistan Region of Iraq, KRI) governed by Hukumeti
Herémi Kurdistan (the Kurdistan Regional Government, KRG). The
administration of the KRI covers a territory of four governorates: Erbil,
Duhok, Silemani and Halabja,?> though so-called disputed territories,
including areas of Sinjar, Tel Afar, the Nineveh Plain, Kirkuk and
Khaneqin, are also claimed by the KRG as belonging to Southern
Kurdistan, that is to say the land in Iraq with prevailing compact Kurdish
population (Barkey 2009, 12-15; Natali 2010, 106-108). The popula-
tion of the KRI is estimated as much as 5.8 million (2018), around 17%
of the Iraqi population, and comprises both a Kurdish majority and ethnic
minorities such as Chaldo-Assyrians, Turkmen, Yezidis, Kakais, Arabs and
Armenians.

Some Kurdish chieftains sought autonomy or even independence in the
1920s, but all these attempts were quelled by the British, who exercised a
mandate in Iraq until 1932. Nevertheless, the tribal leaders’ rule was grad-
ually transferred into self-governance, increasingly inspired by Kurdish
nationalism. It bore fruit in the subsequent foundation of the Parti
Dimokrati Kurdistan (the Kurdistan Democratic Party, KDP) of Mela
Mustafa Barzani in 1946, and the Yeketi Nistimani Kurdistan (the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, PUK) of Jalal Talabani in 1975, two organ-
isations that would for years dominate the Kurdish political scene in Bagur
(McDowall 287-344).
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Consecutive Iraqi regimes either sought Kurds’ support, granting them
some rights and autonomous promises, or endeavoured to subdue them
by force. The 1960s uprising of Mela Mustafa Barzani resulted in extensive
autonomy for Iraqi Kurdistan in 1970, but this was annulled five years
later, along with the coercive implementation of Arabisation of Bagsur’s
northern outskirts (Yildiz 2004, 52-53). That policy, ordered by Saddam
Hussein, found its culmination in the Anfal genocide (1987-1988) that
cost the lives of as many as 182,000 Kurds (van Bruinessen 1994,
172-176). During the first Gulf War in 1991 the Kurds resumed their
armed struggle for autonomy, which was swiftly defeated by the Iraqi army.
The subsequent exodus of over a million Kurds to Turkey and Iran with a
resulting humanitarian crisis attracted the attention of the United Nations,
which issued the key resolution No. 688, and led to the creation of the
no-fly zone over part of Southern Kurdistan. This paved the way for the
establishment of territorial autonomy in the KRI, in 1992. The first free
elections to the Kurdish parliament took place on 19 May 1992. Although
in the mid-1990s the region was mangled by an internal war between KDP
and PUK| after the overthrow of the Ba’ath regime in 2003 by the US-led
coalition, both parties managed to create a unified government (KRG) in
2006. Mesud Barzani, Mustafa’s son, the leader of KDP, was clected the
president of the KRI, and Jalal Talabani became the president of Iraq.
From that time a swift development of KRI, particularly on an economic
level, was set into motion. It attracted a host of foreign investors, especially
from Turkey, with special attention paid by the KRG to the oil sector
(Yildiz 2004, 34-50; Natali 2010, 84-102). However, the progress of the
KRI was curbed after 2013 owing to the protracted disagreements between
Baghdad and KRG, mostly over disputed territories, budget and oil reve-
nues sharing, as well as due to the emergence of ISIS, which put the KRI
in serious jeopardy of invasion in August 2014. Nevertheless, a joint
Kurdish-Iraqi forces operation, launched in autumn 2016, brought about
the liberation of most territories controlled by Daesh in Iraq.

The KRI’s autonomous bodies are acknowledged by the Iraqi
Constitution, approved in 2005, while a solution regarding disputed
areas was supposed to be found by the end of 2007 through a local refer-
endum (Article 140). Yet the Iraqi government, dominated by Shi’a Arab
parties, has never agreed to hold this poll, afraid of losing the oil-rich
Kirkuk region. Likewise, it opposed the referendum on Kurdistan’s inde-
pendence, held on 25 September 2017, not only in the KRI, but also in
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Picture 1.4 The city of Silemani, 2015, by J. Bocheriska

disputed areas, which revealed support of over 92% of voters for an inde-
pendent Kurdistan. The ensuing takeover of Kirkuk by Iraqi troops, in
October 2017, deserted by peshmerga fighters and thousands of Kurdish
families, increased tensions in the KRG’s relations with Baghdad, and
aggravated an internal political crisis in Bagur that brought President
Mesud Barzani’s resignation from his post.

1.3.5 Rojhilat (Eastern Kuvdistan). Kuvds in Iran

After the First World War, the political and cultural life of the Kurds living
in Iran was shaped by official Iranian state policy and the government’s pres-
sure to integrate various ethnic minorities, whether under nationalism and
its different forms introduced during the reign of the Pahlavi dynasty
(1925-1979) or under the banner of Islam in the Islamic Republic of Iran
after 1979. The estimated number of the Kurds over four Iranian provinces:
Kurdistan, Western Azerbaijan, Kermanshah, Ilam and communities in
Khorasan ranges from 7 to 9 million. They constitute approximately 12-15%
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of the total population of the country. During the twentieth century they
experienced marginalisation and persecutions, limited recognition and
quasi-independence.

After 1918, Iran was politically unstable, affected by border discussions
and the intrusion of foreign powers into domestic policy. The situation
facilitated the separatist Kurdish movement led by Ismail Aga Simko, from
the Sitkak tribe. His aspirations found some support from the British
authorities. Although the movement is often considered a huge step in
forming Kurdish nationalism, Simko’s revolt was predominantly tribally-
oriented. It led to confrontation with the Assyrians living in the Urmia
plain, as well as with other tribes. Finally, he was defeated by the Iranian
army, modernised at that time by Reza Khan, and in 1930 Simko was killed.
The period of Simko’s rule in part of north-western Iran brought cultural
development for the Kurds. The most significant seems to be a journal
published in Urmia in 1919-1926 entitled Roji Kurd, which is often con-
sidered a first official use of the Kurdish language in Iran (Vali 2011, 13).
Reza Shah Pahlavi, enthroned in 1925, was able to break the Kurdish tribal
system and undermine the traditional forms of authority by persecution,
dislocation and resettling of the Kurds. They were forcedly integrated with
the new administrative system and the new state’s economy.

Following the changes caused by the outbreak of the Second World
War and abdication of Reza Pahlavi in 1941, the Kurds formulated a mod-
ern idea of ethnolinguistic nationhood. Mahabad (the name was intro-
duced in the 1920s) became the centre of their political and cultural
activism at that time. In September 1942, the political party of pan-
Kurdish orientation called Komeley Jiyanewey Kurdistan (Association for
the Revival of Kurdistan, KJK) was established, and soon inspired the
Kurds to intensify their efforts and to formulate political goals. The party
used the journal Nistiman (Homeland) as its press organ. The articles
published in it included a number of articles articulating the main demands
of the Kurds: recognition of their linguistic and social rights and the neces-
sity of autonomy. During the war, the Kurds supported by the Soviets,
who occupied the northern part of Iran and made the idea of self-governing
autonomy real. In 1945, a well-known Kurdish leader, Qazi Mohammed,
was appointed president of KJK party. He, however, soon dissolved it, and
established a new party, known today as Hizbi Démukrati Kurdistani
Eran (The Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, KDP-I). The party
revealed a serious political programme of independence, emphasising the
right to learn the Kurdish language and the need to unite the people living in
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Kurdistan. At a meeting attended by the party leadership, Kurdish tribal
chiefs, Soviet Red Army officers and Mela Mustafa Barzani from Iraqi
Kurdistan, the Kurds proclaimed the Kurdish Republic of Mahabad. It
took place on the 22 January 1946, and Qazi Mohammed was elected the
president of the new republic.

The Republic of Mahabad was unquestionably the most spectacular
political achievement of the Kurds in Iran. However, after the withdrawal
of Soviet troops from Iran and a strong military response by the Iranian
government, the republic collapsed. In 1947 Qazi Mohammad was exe-
cuted and KDP-I outlawed. From that time the Kurdish movement in
Iran was overshadowed by more successful developments in Iraq. Thus,
for a while, Iraq became a safe haven for politicians from KDP-I. In June
1971, during the third conference of the party in Koye, Abdulrahman
Ghasemlou was elected secretary general.

After the Islamic revolution, the Kurds sought an opportunity to gov-
ern in Kurdistan independently. In early 1979 the KDP-I announced the
Kurdish programme of autonomy in Iran (Koohi-Kamali 2003, 172).
However, the Kurdish demands were rejected by Ayatollah Khomeini and
the hostile response of the Iranian government led the Kurds to open
conflict with the Islamic Republic of Iran, strengthened by the outbreak of
the Iran-Iraq war. The end of the war brought the Kurdish leaders to the
negotiation table with the Iranian state. Ghassemlou was informed that
Tehran was willing to talk. However, just after Khomeini’s death in 1989
he was murdered by the regime in his apartment in Vienna. In 1992
another Kurdish political leader, Sadeq Sharatkandi, along with three
other Kurds, was murdered in the Mykonos restaurant in Berlin. All of this
indicates the hostile policy of Iran towards the Kurds at the time.

With the beginning of the presidency of Mohammad Khatami
(1997-2005) the situation of the Kurds changed for the better. The new
president appointed a Kurd, Abdollah Ramazanzadeh, as the first Governor
General of Iranian Kurdistan (Yildiz and Taysi 2007, 44). In Tehran in
2000 the Kurdish centre was established which aimed for cultural produc-
tion. A dual identity, both Kurdish and Iranian, was promoted. The Kurdish
hopes to develop their cultural autonomy were smashed, however, by the
next president, Mahmud Ahmadinejad (2005-2013). In fact, the presiden-
tial elections in 2005 were boycotted by the Kurds (Yildiz and Taysi 2007,
45). In 2004 a new political party was created Parti Jiyani Azadi Kurdistan
(Kurdistan Free Life Party, PJAK) which is considered to be the Iranian
branch of the PKK. Sporadic fighting between PJAK and the Iranian army
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Picture 1.5 The village near Saqez, 2017, by J. Bochenska

continues up to the present day. The leader of the party, Mustafa Hijri,
insists that Iran should be transformed into a federal democratic state.
Under the presidency of Hasan Rouhani (from 2013) the region inhabited
by the Kurds has remained one of the most undeveloped in Iran.

1.3.6  Rojava (Western Kurdistan). Kurds in Syria

Northern areas of Syria (Western Kurdistan) were part of the Ottoman
Empire until 1922. One of the regions of northern Syria, now also a can-
ton of modern-day Rojava, bears the name Jazira connecting it with the
Cizira Botan principality (having centre in the contemporary Cizre prov-
ince of Turkey). Some estimates from the second decade of the twenty-
first century imply that there are 1.5-2.5 million Kurds living within the
borders of Syria (MRG 2011; Darke 2010; CIA 2018). During the
Ottoman period, some Kurdish tribes from Anatolia were resettled into
these lands. Kurdish tribal leaders benefitted from the state administration
allowing their governance over certain regions until the mid-nineteenth
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century. After the First World War, the establishment of Syria under French
mandate (lasting from 1920 to 1946) gave Kurds hope for self-governance.
Syrian cities became the place of migration of Kurds escaping persecution
in the newly established Republic of Turkey. During the French colonial
period, many influential Kurdish journals were published, including
Huawar (in English: The Cry, printed between 1932 and 1945). Celadet
Ali Bedirxan (1893-1951), a prominent intellectual coming from a
renowned Kurdish family (who earlier lived in Istanbul), was the editor in
chief of that journal and creator of the Kurdish Latin alphabet. Bedirxan
was also the author of a book on the grammar of the Kurmanji dialect
(Tejel 2009, 38-53).

After the end of the French mandate and establishment of the Syrian
Republic, Kurdish activism was initially not restrained. This changed after
the proclamation of Partiya Demokrat a Kurdistané li Siriyé (The
Kurdistan Democratic Party of Syria, KDPS) led by Osman Sabri and
Daham Miro. The organisation was officially illegal, and its persecution
intensified after Syria and Egypt formed the United Arab Republic
(1958-1960). Since the formation of the union and its constitution, the
state was recognised as an Arab country. Kurdish activists were arrested
and often tortured. Many of them disappeared in undisclosed circum-
stances and their fate is still unknown. The census of Syria in 1962 pointed
to the dominance of the Kurdish population in the Jazira region. The state
policy since the 1960s was to strip Kurds of their citizenship and, since the
1970s, resettle them to the southern parts of the country while settling
Arab citizens in Kurdish regions. Any symbols connected to Kurdish
nationalism were also forbidden (Tejel 2009, 53-69).

During the protests of the Arab Spring, beginning in 2011, some Kurds
were reluctant to join predominantly Arabic opposition, as they did not
feel support from them earlier, during the 2004 riots which started after
an incident on a football match in Qamislo. During the demonstrations,
Syrian forces were reported to have shot crowds, and to have tortured
arrested Kurds (Tejel 2009, 108-13). Despite these differences, Kurds did
play an important role in the Arab Spring protests, which was visible,
among other cases, in 2012, when a Kurd, Abdulbaset Sieda, was elected
as the leader of the Istanbul-based coalition of Syrian opposition, the
Syrian National Council. In the wake of the Syrian Civil War, the Kurdish
Supreme Committee was formed, a coalition of leftist Partiya Yekitiya
Demokrat (the Democratic Union Party, PYD) and of the Kurdish National
Council aligned with the pro-Barzani KDP. The PYD, however, domi-
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nated the coalition and by establishing Yekineyén Parastina Gel (People’s
Protection Units, YPQG) led the operations intended to take control of the
lands inhabited by Kurds in northern Syria. In 2012, the autonomous
region of Rojava was proclaimed, containing three cantons (Afrin, Kobane
and Jazira). Democratic Confederalism (based on imprisoned PKK leader
Abdullah Ocalan’s writings) was chosen as the political system of the
autonomous region. Rojava gained global public attention in 2014 owing
to its defence of the town of Kobane against ISIS. The defence, led by the
YPG, was often portrayed in international media as heroic act of defiance
against a radical Islamist force which at the time had rapidly gained power
in lands within both the Syrian and Iraqi borders. The same year was also
marked by the involvement of the YPG in the rescue of Yezidis in the
Sinjar mountains (which are within the Iraqi borders). In January and
February of 2016, during a conference in Afrin, the $ehba region was
incorporated into Rojava, with a regional assembly established in March of
that year. During the same month, autonomy was proclaimed under the
name Federaliya Demokratik a Bakuré Suryé (Democratic Federation of
Northern Syria, DENS, Rojava). At the same time the term Hézén Siriyn
Demokratik (Syrian Democratic Forces, SDF) chosen in 2015 to depict
alliance of militias of various ethnic groups—Iled primarily by the YPG—
gained popularity (Kiigiik and Ozselguk 2016; Schmidinger 2018). SDF
took part in most of the important offensives against ISIS, including the
Raqqa campaign organised between 2016 and 2017. The rise in political
power of Kurds in Syria has been, however, continuously regarded as
threat for security and political stability by authorities of Turkey, which in
January 2018 led to the offensive of Turkish forces against Afrin canton.

1.3.7  Kurds and Yezidis in the South Caucasus

An exact figure of the Kurdish and Yezidi population in Armenia, Georgia
and Azerbaijan is difficult to determine. This results from the politicisation
of their existence, and depends on the definitions of the terms ‘Kurd” and
“Yezidi’. In the censuses, from tsarist times until today, the Kurds and the
Yezidis were sometimes treated as the same, and sometimes as separate
groups. In Soviet times, in the official Yezidis” documents in the column
‘nationality’, they were described as ‘Yezidi’, but at the same time, before
the collapse of the USSR, the Yezidis were commonly referred to as
“Yezidi-Kurds’. That was accepted then, but now most Yezidis disagree
with such an identification and consider themselves a separate nation.
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The oldest Kurdish traces in Transcaucasia may be related to the
Kardoucho: mentioned by Xenophon, who are sometimes considered the
ancestors of the Kurds. These traces date back at least to the times of the
Shaddadids, who ruled between the Kur and Araxes rivers from 951 to
1074, and the Rawwadid dynasty (the ancestors of Saladin). Many Kurdish
tribes migrated to the territories of Armenia and Karabakh as a result of
the Mongol invasion in the thirteenth century. Most of the Yezidis, in
turn, did not come to the South Caucasus directly from their historical
lands in northern Mesopotamia. They are instead, descendants of tribes
inhabiting the eastern borderlands of the Ottoman Empire, from which
they migrated to Armenia in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.
Some of them then went to Georgia. The first Yezidis however, could have
come to Georgia as early as in the twelfth century along with one of the
Kurdish tribes. A second Yezidi migration took place in the second half of
the eighteenth century when they asked the king of Eastern Georgia,
Heraclius II, for protection against Muslims (Macharadze 1968, 1989).
At the end of the nineteenth century, South Caucasus, previously under
Persian rule, was conquered by the Russians. Their victorious wars against
the Ottoman Empire in 1828-1829 and 1877-1878 resulted in a large
migration of Yezidis fleeing from persecution by the Turkish and Kurdish
Muslims, which lasted until 1921, when the Bolsheviks took over the
whole Caucasus. As a result of the tensions after the Armenian genocides
of 1895 and 1915, many Armenian Kurds fleeing the revenge of the
Armenians escaped to today’s Azerbaijan.

According to the first Russian census of 1897, and based on the linguis-
tic criterion, which treated all Kurdish-speaking inhabitants of Russia as
one group, in the territory of Russia there were 125,640,021 people,
99,949 of whom recognised Kurdish as their native language, and 99,761
of whom lived in Transcaucasia (Kavkazskiy kalendar na 1910 god (n.d.)).
In turn, according to census of 1926, in the Transcaucasian Socialist
Federative Soviet Republic there were 52,173 Kurds and 14,522 Yezidis.

During Soviet times, Kurdish was officially recognised as one of the
USSR’s languages. In 1921, the first Kurdish alphabet (based on Armenian
and then on Cyrillic script) was devised. Access to education was given to
both Kurds and Yezidis. This resulted in the development of their litera-
ture and even in Kurdish theatre, but was also used to spread communist
ideas among them, which led to atheisation and persecutions of the clergy.

In Azerbaijan, Kurds were assimilated (in the official documents instead
of ‘Kurd’ the term ‘Azeri’ was inscribed), which resulted in a danger of
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Picture 1.6 Yezidi cemetery at the foot of Mount Aragats, 2017, Armenia, by
A. Rodziewicz

losing their Kurdish identity. The highest number of Kurds lived in
Kurdistan Uyezd, where the Bolsheviks established a Kurdish Autonomous
Province (1923-1929) known as the ‘Red Kurdistan’, almost entirely
inhabited by Kurds. Its capital was Lachin, next to Susha, in the Nagorno-
Karabakh district.

As the result of the communist repressions, in 1937 and 1944, thou-
sands of Kurds were forcibly deported from Armenia, Georgia and
Azerbaijan to Kazakhstan and Siberia. After the collapse of the USSR,
when Transcaucasian republics regained independence, subsequent
migrations and displacements of the Kurds from Armenia and Nakhichevan
occurred. They were associated with the 1988-1994 conflict with
Azerbaijan about Nagorno-Karabakh and the subordination of this terri-
tory to Armenia. As a result, almost all Muslim Kurds were forced to leave
Armenia. In May 2001, the Armenian parliament adopted a law founding
a new language called Ezdiki, which was associated with the recognition of
the Yezidis as a separate nation. Only the Muslim Kurds were officially
considered to be Kurds from that point.



INTRODUCTION 29

The vast majority of the Kurdish Kurmanji-speaking population in the
South Caucasus consists of the Yezidis, especially those living in Armenia
and Georgia. According to the Georgian census of 2014, Georgia was
inhabited by 12,200 Yezidis (Kurds were not mentioned), of whom, the
confession of ‘Yezidism’ was declared by 8600. According to the Armenian
census of 2015, there were 35,308 Yezidis and 2162 Kurds in Armenia.
The Armenian Yezidis live mainly in the villages, while the Georgian ones
in Tbilisi, where they have their own temple. The Armenian and Georgian
diaspora may also be proud of the first Yezidi Kurdologists (Celils’ family,
Lamara Pashayeva, Kerim Ankosi, Kerim Amoev) born in the first half of
the twentieth century. It was also in Armenia where the first Kurdish
Kurmanji novel, Sivané Kurd (The Kurdish Shepherd) by Erebé Semo was
published in 1927.

1.3.8  Kuvrdish Diaspora

The Kurdish diaspora is one of the largest stateless diasporas in the world.
Itis considered the most politically active and expressive group of migrants
among the non-European communities living in the European Union
(EU).

Just as it is difficult to determine the number of the Kurds living in the
Middle East, it is also difficult to determine the exact size of the Kurdish
diaspora. Most often, it is assumed that more than a million Kurds live in
the diaspora, and most of its members live in Europe. According to conser-
vative estimates, the Kurdish population in Europe is about 850,000 peo-
ple, living in Western European countries including Germany, France, Great
Britain, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, Belgium and the Netherlands.
Of these countries, the largest Kurdish population lives in Germany, with
around 650,000 people (The Kurdish Population 2016). In giving numbers
though, one must be cautious. The adopted statistics are unreliable, firstly
because the Kurds very often have Turkish citizenship or other native states,
which makes them ‘invisible’ in the statistics. Secondly, there are thousands
of illegal Kurdish immigrants in Europe who do not have identity docu-
ments (Wahlbeck 2012). To compare, according to the 2010 census, there
were 63,818 Kurds and Yezidis in Russia ( Vserossiyskaya Perepis’ Naselenyn
Rossiyskoy Imperii 1897 [Russian population census 1897] (1905)). The
2013 American census defined the number of those speaking Kurdish at
home in US as 17,020 (see US Census Bureau 2009-2013).

The emergence of the diaspora is the result of Kurdish migration flows,
which were carried out within three dominant waves, starting from the



30 J. BOCHENSKA ET AL.

second half of the twentieth century. The first wave came in the second
half of the 1950s. At that time, it involved a small number of students and
intellectuals, politically involved young men from the middle-class urban
community, mainly from Iraq and Syria. The second wave that started in
the 1960s and lasted until the end of the 1970s was a large wave of labour
migration of Kurds from Turkey mainly to Germany, similar to other so-
called guest workers. In turn, the third wave of Kurdish migration, which
began in the second half of the 1970s, and took place especially in the
1980s and 1990s, was of political refugees applying for asylum in Germany,
France and Austria. It was a by-product of conflicts between Kurdish com-
munities and the Middle Eastern states, such as the revolt of Iraqi Kurds
against the Ba’ath regime, Saddam Hussein’s persecutions of the Kurds in
the 1980s, the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979 and its aftermaths, the
1980 coup d’état and the civil war in Turkey, or the Gulf War in 1991
(Ayata 2011).

The natural consequence of the successive waves of Kurdish migration
was the institutionalisation of the diaspora through the process of creating
organisations in Europe. Early organisations established by students and
workers focused mainly on representing the Kurdish community in host
countries, as well as social and living issues. With time, they began to add
cultural aspects to their programmes, and after 1980 they took on a politi-
cal character. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Kurdish organisations
dealing with human rights began to emerge. It is also worth noting that
the majority of diasporic organisations were created by Kurds from Turkey.
This is due to their superiority in numbers in the diaspora, because about
85% of its members come from Turkey. Refugees from Iraq are behind
them.

The nature of Kurdish activism within the diaspora, which for many
years existed under the banner of the PKK, developed into pluralistic
activism. The diaspora today has a much more heterogeneous character
than the 1990s, and it is difficult to classify the main divisions that appear
within its framework. Fragmentation of the diaspora is always to some
extent a reflection of political, ideological, religious or regional divisions
in the home country. Institutions often mirror political, social and reli-
gious fragmentation in the immigrant community, tensions, prejudices
and rivalry between the Kurdish groups themselves, as well as between
them and the organisations representing Turks and Arabs (Baser 2013).
Despite differences and divisions, in most important events and situa-
tions, especially those taking place in Kurdistan, various groups cooper-
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ate with each other and undertake joint solidarity actions. The forms of
action that are used at the supranational level are: the strategies of pro-
test and propaganda, organising mass demonstrations, sitting protests
and hunger strikes (Baser 2011). The most spectacular recent event
(2018) involved mass protests in different European cities organised in
support of the Afrin canton attacked by the Turkish army in January
2018. Although political, social and economic structures remain frag-
mented, groups form ad hoc alliances to achieve the same goals. The
main methods of cooperation also include running numerous social cam-
paigns in the media and writing petitions about important events, insti-
tutions or people. Such initiatives have been extremely popular for many
years. Among them have been campaigns related to the Ilisu Dam Project
and the rescue of the historical site of Hasankeyf in the province of
Batman in North Kurdistan (1998-2005), campaigns against the crimi-
nalisation of the Kurdish community and anti-terrorism laws established
in the USA and in Europe in 2000 and 2001, and both campaigns and
petitions calling for the release of Abdullah Ocalan and aid for the Syrian
town of Kobane, besieged by ISIS (2015). The Kurdish diaspora uses
forms of activity appropriate for social movements, civil society organisa-
tions and lobby groups. Kurdish activity at the level of the European
Union is mainly focused on active lobbying of political decision-makers
and a number of institutions, including the European Parliament, the
European Commission or the European Court of Justice. Also, the
annual Kurdish Conferences organised in the European Parliament since
2004 serves the purpose of promoting knowledge about the so-called
Kurdish question. The Kurdish associations with headquarters in Brussels
and Strasbourg have special merits in this area. The diaspora naturally
also uses complementary tools to implement its supranational policy,
such as maintaining its own media, including websites and television sta-
tions, publishing, and organising scientific and cultural events, including
festivals and national holidays.

NoOTES

1. There is also a group called Shabaks living around Mosul. Many of their
beliefs overlap with those of Ahle Haqq.

2. The Halabja governorate was separated in 2014 from Silemani province and
embraces three districts: Byara, Khumral and Sirwan.
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CHAPTER 2

Between Honour and Dignity: Kurdish
Literary and Cinema Narratives and Their
Attempt to Rethink Identity and Resistance

Joanna Bochenska

All the beauty you see herve is only visible to those in whose souls
the poet has overcome the king.
Bakbtiyar Ali (2007, 573) Unless stated otherwise all the English
transiations of Kuvdish litevature in the chapter are
made by the author.

1 threw my stone toward the place I heard the voice with the blindness
of a hunter. While my stone was still in the air, I glanced at the spot
from where I had heard the voice and I vegretted what I had done.

The small kitten. White. The ball of snow. I wanted my stone to
become cold, to fall to the ground or veturn and hit my head.
Mehmet Dicle (2010, 82).

J. Bochenska (1)
Section of Kurdish Studies, Department of Iranian Studies, Institute of Oriental
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

The main goal of this chapter is to understand the ethical transforma-
tion revealed in Kurdish literary and cinema works. Following Kwame
Anthony Appiah (2010), I argue that this alleged ethical or moral
upheaval is an unstudied, though significant, part of modernity that
changes the concept of honour and entails its reconsideration and rei-
magining. Accordingly, more attention should be paid to narratives
that illustrate this process. The ethical transformation that results in
such modern concepts as dignity is definitely not an exclusive feature of
Kurdish artistic production. It can be discussed in relation to many
other works, including, for example, the 2017 Oscar-winner, the
Salesman (2016) by Asghar Farhadi. Nevertheless, the Kurdish context
is exceptional in at least one way: constituting remote provinces of
Turkey, Iran, Syria and Iraq, Kurdistan was long isolated from the
impact of many contemporary ideas, even if Kurdish intellectuals took
an active part in the cultural and political changes in the Ottoman
Empire of the nineteenth century. Kurdistan’s twentieth-century
encounter with modernity was thus a sudden one and so better able to
expose the changes involved. What is more, the Kurdish context offers
us an interesting insight into both traditional and modern narratives,
such as oral folk stories told or sung by traditional storytellers, as well
as modern novels, short stories or poems written by contemporary
authors. Furthermore, the aggressive discriminatory policy towards the
Kurds that was launched in different forms by all four Middle Eastern
states mentioned above both challenged and stimulated the ethical
transformation. On one hand, it fostered the preservation of the tradi-
tional honour system, which was based on courage and deemed crucial
to resisting the oppression. On the other hand, the experience of suf-
fering forced the Kurds to acknowledge that they were not only subject
to colonial oppression but also oppressors themselves. This seems sig-
nificant for any postcolonial reconciliation project, which cannot dis-
cuss only ‘their colonial attitude to us’, but should also focus on ‘our
responsibility toward others’, whom we often treat in a humiliating
way, without even noticing. Therefore the experience of suffering may
be seen as an eye-opener, which is well expressed in Kurdish narratives.
Moreover, when creating the contemporary imaginary framework for
dignity, the Kurds apply their pre-modern resources and this makes the
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content of Kurdish narratives both exceptional and interesting. Finally,
as emphasised in the above quotation from Mehmet Dicle, is it not the
moment of recognising the beauty of others which makes our cruelty
senseless, shameful and regrettable? If this is even partially true, more
attention should be paid to the artistic production of the Kurds, instead
of the constant focus on the wars and conflicts they engage in.

Based on a variety of theoretical approaches, this chapter is also rooted
in the Central European experience of commenting on literary or cin-
ema narratives that played a role in the relatively bloodless overthrow of
the twentieth-century regimes in this part of the world. As stressed by
the Italian specialist on Polish literature Francesco M. Cataluccio, the
literature of Central Europe often replaced philosophy (1991, 6), offer-
ing a more trustworthy understanding of many abstract ideas and of the
surrounding reality, especially in times of turmoil with the changes that
shook this area. What is more, by seeking dialogue with the outside
world, literary and cinema narratives became helpful in confronting the
Western shape of modernity and the many alluring, complicated notions
that emerged as an effect of the West’s different historical and social
experiences. Imported into Central and Eastern Europe as slogans, they
frequently had the form of caricatures. This is shown by Krzysztof
Kieslowski in the movie Three Colours: White (1993). For Karol, the
inhabitant of a small Polish town of the 1990s, equality meant nothing
more than taking revenge on his French wife for betraying him. This was
his way of proving himself ‘equal’ to the Western world. The moral
imagination developed by narratives and discussions, evoked by stories,
helps people to better grasp the sense of modern transformation and
adjust it to their own social context. Although Central and Eastern
Europe is not entirely comparable with the Middle East, following some
of its experiences in reading and commenting on literature, and thus
directing attention to the ethical aspects of modern Kurdish narratives,
might be helpful in grasping the more intimate changes that Kurdish
society is undergoing.

Traditional and modern texts are defined in this chapter in relation to
the understanding of honour that they represent. Accordingly, modern
Kurdish literature is perceived not only through the prism of its form, but
also according to the kind of moral imagination it offers. The chapter spe-
cifically follows Hashem Ahmadzadeh’s approach in using literature writ-
ten in the Kurdish language (in dialects including Kurmanji and Sorani),
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by Kurdish authors from all four parts of Kurdistan, living both in
Kurdistan and abroad (2003, 127-138). However, at the same time, we
should not forget that there are many literary works written by the Kurds
in other dialects (e.g. Zazaki), Arabic, Persian, Turkish or English lan-
guages. In case of the traditional texts, I will refer to the most iconic works
representing the Kurdish world, created, not only in Kurdish (oral and
classical narratives), but also in Persian (chronicles). These offer an insight
into the understanding of honour. What is more, I have chosen narratives
that did not show the impact of modern ideas such as nationalism or secu-
larism when they were produced. Regarding the two films I am going to
compare (Yol and Marooned in Iraq) the language of performance could
not be the main criterion for two reasons: first, the cinema’s poetics is
based on images rather than words. Second, taking into account the dif-
ficult political reality of Turkey in the 1980s, when Yo/ was made, the film
could not employ the Kurdish language. Nevertheless, it is widely acknowl-
edged by the Kurds as one of the most impressive Kurdish movies.
Unfortunately, due to the aims of this chapter, there is insufficient space
for a history of Kurdish literature and cinema, their social and political
background or the biographies of the writers and directors. Along with
the literary texts, I will refer to interviews and discussions on honour, lit-
erature and cinema that I conducted and organised in Kurdistan and
abroad.

2.2  HoxNour aAND DigNrTy: THE ABILITY TO RISk
AND Honour HumaN LIFE

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity of every human is the unques-
tionable foundation of human rights, repeated in many official docu-
ments, there is no simple answer to the brief question of what dignity is.
The notion is like a mysterious goddess that all inhabitants of the globe
are asked to praise. Yet, as stressed by Elisabeth Anker (2012, 4), it is
mostly the violation of human dignity and rights that makes us all invoke
the notion and take up measures to prevent the fall of the goddess, or, if
necessary, to reassemble her. Dignity is often zealously defined as a birth-
right (Hicks 2011, 4), a fundamental right to be respected (Appiah 2010,
177), or a teature bestowed on humans by God (John Paul II [Jan Pawet
117 1995, 70; Kamali 2007, 1). However, it seems an alluring fiction, and
a construct of our modern times (Anker, 1) that we are all invited to
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participate in for the sake of our moral and physical wellbeing. Centuries
ago, human dignity was not a binding norm even in Europe, which boast-
fully considers itself the mother of human rights. As stressed by Lynn
Hunt, in the same year when Rousseau introduced his ‘rights of man’
(1762), convicts in France were still broken on the wheel (2008, 71) and
it took Europeans a great deal of time to imagine and digest what these
rights were about and how could they be embodied in their everyday life.
Indeed, it is still an ongoing process. This extended period of time, and
the role of modern culture and narratives in promoting reflection on a
dignified human being, are today lost from sight and thus neglected by
many who treat dignity as a given and almost everlasting element of the
European or American order.

The modern idea of dignity developed gradually over centuries, evolv-
ing from high rank or social status associated with an aristocratic or
bureaucratic elite towards a more democratic concept embracing different
others, especially after the advent of the Renaissance, humanism and the
Enlightenment project. It became more salient after the Second World
War and its unimaginable atrocities, and found its direct expression in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 (Sroda 1993). Detailed
analysis of the history of the term is beyond the scope of this paper; how-
ever, it is important to underscore that, even though dignity has been
called inalienable and crucial for our presence and future in the modern
era, its contemporary meaning refers to something different than it did in
the past, and is still in flux. One may argue that it has followed a similar
trajectory to the concept of a nation. Recalling Smith and Gellner’s debate
on the roots of nationalism (1995), we may either claim that dignity
developed from something already existing, or suggest that it is a com-
pletely new concept inherent to exclusively modern discourses. The ques-
tion remains, however: how can we enjoy its beauty rather than lament
over its scattered pieces? Today, this issue is very much linked to postcolo-
nial studies, with their attention to the dark dimension of the European
powers’ self-assured redemptive mission towards the many ‘backward’
others, which was obviously based on an entrenched dehumanisation and
a desire to exert power over others while exploiting them economically.
Postcolonial studies have exposed the limits of the unquestionably
Eurocentric vision of the dignified human being. Therefore, this also poses
a question of how others will respond to the ideas of dignity and human
rights. According to Elisabeth Anker (2012), the global failure of human
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rights has been caused, not only by their diverse, often very opportunistic,
interpretation, but also by their own nature, which conceals ambivalence
towards embodiment and promotes a blurred image of a human whose
always integrated body is held worthy of respect and unconsciously associ-
ated with the inventor of the concept: the white man and his culture.
Anker focused on what she called ‘liberal human rights discourses’ and
rejected dignity as a symbol of such discourses (181). However, I would
argue that such frameworks cannot hijack the concept of dignity, which
can incorporate other, more incarnated, visions of the human and human-
ness. First, however, I wish to differentiate between honour and dignity,
suggesting that, although they belong to the same family of words related
to bestowing and enjoying respect, these notions are endowed with differ-
ent characteristics and engaged in different roles in our modern times.
Nevertheless, following Kwame Anthony Appiah (2010) and Anthony
Cunningham (2013) I wish to suggest that honour is inseparable from our
modern vision of human flourishing and that it cannot be limited to the
representation of the past. Therefore, the question is not whether honour
can be replaced by dignity, but rather how these two concepts can success-
fully interact for the sake of our wellbeing. As I will show in the following
sections, this issue is very acute for the Kurds, since the traditional sense of
honour is not something forgotten but constitutes the modern reality; all
the more so considering the difficult political reality forcing the Kurds to
resist the violence of Middle Eastern states.

This seems a good moment to mention a development that has gradu-
ally come into being in the Kurdish language. The traditional meaning of
honour is usually expressed by two words: seref and namiis, the senses of
which overlap; nevertheless the word namiisis one that specifically appears
when referring to women’s chastity, for example in the context of honour
killings (cinayeta namiisé). Both seref and mnamiis are loanwords in the
Kurdish language and are applied in Arabic, Persian and Turkish too.
Namiis comes from the Greek word nomos meaning ‘law’; ‘convention” or
‘custom’ (Dogan 2016, 83). The word seref has Arabic origins, where it
means ‘honourable’, ‘noble’ or ‘notable’. The word seref'was also the title
of the descendants of the prophet (Baranov 1970, 504). According to my
research, the term ‘dignity’ is translated into Kurdish with the help of
many different words, such as rimet, seref, xivet, xurmet, nirx, serberzi,
héjabi/ héjati, rézdari, payebilind, keramet, zanina qedr, qimet, waqar,
giranbubn, sanazi, serbilindi, adeten, siko, sikomendi, sikodari, smyestey
rézlénan, berézi, and san. Therefore, it should be evident that the modern
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word ‘dignity” does not have a fixed meaning in Kurdish. Nevertheless,
there are a few words which occur more frequently in this context, which
arc 7dmet in Kurmanji Kurdish and giko, sikodari, sikomendi or keramet in
Sorani Kurdish. However, the words applied in Sorani seem less fixed than
the Kurmanji rsimet.

According to Kwame Anthony Appiah, honour and desire for respect
are still the driving forces behind many of our decisions and activities.
However, while our desire to be honourable remains constant, our under-
standing of honour changes considerably according to time and space.
Appiah suggests that there might be different kinds of honour and that
dignity is one of them. The types of honour are conditioned by the forms
of respect. Following Stephen Darwall, Appiah distinguishes between
‘appraisal respect’ and ‘recognition respect’ (2010, 13). While appraisal
respect means being evaluated according to a standard, so that being hon-
ourable usually involves a sense of doing better than others in terms of
meeting that standard, recognition respect is defined as evaluating facts
about someone positively. The first type of honour is competitive, implies
comparisons and, in modern times, has become associated with profes-
sional development and ‘esteem’. It requires the person of honour to care,
not only about being respected, but about being worthy of respect (16).
This implies both social and personal assessments, as well as a sense of
candour. The second type of respect and honour is related to knowledge
or awareness about others that is not gradable and that results in the emer-
gence of ‘honour peers’. These honour peers are identified as a group of
equals who share a certain characteristic. Both types of respect can overlap
and thus our understanding of honour must consist of both recognition
and appraisal respect (14). Hence, the code of honour depicted in Kurdish
historical chronicles by Serefxané Bedlisi (1596-1597) and Mestirey
Ardalan (1847) implied recognising the fact of Kurdish nobility, con-
nected with belonging to famous families, clans and the wider community
of Muslims. However, this recognised nobility was not enough and
required constant competitiveness in valour, which, in turn, defined the
mechanism of social evaluation and promotion among the honour peers.
This resulted in the emerging hierarchies of the traditional world and this
hierarchical aspect of honour is often confronted by the more modern
concepts of the equality and dignity of all human beings (Appiah 2010,
131; Bayetsky 2013, 810; Lindner 2007, 10).

Honour had, and still has, its place in particular societies, creating
bonds of respect between an individual and a group of people who share
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the same honour codes. This relational aspect of honour results in the
emergence of ‘honour worlds’which have much in common with the iden-
tity shared by people. Thus, as stressed many times by Appiah (2005,
2010), identity cannot be separated from the ethical dimension of our
lives, because the fact of ‘who I am’ often preconditions ‘what I owe to
others’ (2010, xiii/xiv). The relational context of honour was also high-
lighted by Alasdair MacIntyre in his description of virtues in ‘heroical soci-
eties’ (1996, 228). Importantly for our inquiry, MacIntyre pointed to
courage and faithfulness as two main virtues animating the traditional
sense of honour. As we will see further in analysing the classical and oral
Kurdish narratives, courage was absolutely crucial for the Kurds; there-
fore, I prefer to call their pre-modern type of social structure ‘heroic’
rather than simply ‘traditional’. For MacIntyre, courage in heroic societies
was not simply a noble virtue of an individual. Human life was fragile,
exposed to constant danger of death in one of multiple battles or duels,
with no instruments to protect it. Thus, being brave informed others that
one was a reliable partner with whom to form the alliances needed to pro-
tect a group; hence, it had a deeply social and political meaning (229).
This is most probably the reason why Serefxané Bedlisi and Mestdrey
Ardalan often depicted Kurdish princes by indicating their valour, even
though the events that ensued suggested sometimes that the valour of
some of these nobles could be questioned. It was unthinkable for the
Kurdish chroniclers to present the Kurds as anything but brave people,
especially given that both texts were written in the Persian language and
addressed to the wider Muslim audience. Apparently, the fact of being
brave constituted a code of political correctness.

What is more, according to MacIntyre, courage was often presented as
an ability to face certain patterns of danger, and not simply a single danger
(233). These patterns were embodied and visualised in the narratives that
served the purpose of moral education, helping people to understand their
place in society and what they owed to others (226). Being brave in a
heroic society meant that one was ready to die for something (usually in
the name of a clan, noble prince or faith). The lack of this ability resulted
in ‘being a scornful coward’ and was equal to being expelled from the
honourable, protected, community. A coward was not recognised as
someone worthy of respect and life; to use contemporary language, they
were not considered a real human. At the same time, a solution had to be
found in this scheme of honour for those, such as women, who could not
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be brave in those terms, simply because they lacked the physical strength.
This is one of the reasons why faithfulness and chastity became other cru-
cial values underscored in numerous Kurdish traditional texts. Of course,
this was also linked to the women’s reproductive capacities, because the
existence and honour of a clan was unthinkable without control over its
bloodlines, which conditioned economic relations (e.g. through access to
pastures distributed within a clan) and was often considered a source of
physical strength, courage and thus nobility. At the same time, it is clear
from the chronicles that alliances between princes were changeable rather
than constant. Hence, we may suppose that faithfulness was often com-
promised and negotiated in case of men (not women). Finally, when a
man was not the strongest and his ability to perform brave acts was natu-
rally limited he was encouraged to resort to the power of the mind. Being
wise and smart enough to face danger and save the family honour is there-
fore often a feature of the youngest brothers in the many Kurdish fairy
tales. There were also Kurdish religious scholars, sheikhs and Sufis (who
should be identified not only with Islam but also with Alevi, Yezidi and
Ahle Haqq traditions) who were highly respected! because of their knowl-
edge and spiritual gifts (keramet), and this group represented a distinct
interpretation of honour, which I will show as crucial for the development
of the modern idea of dignity in the Kurdish context.

That said, we should return to dignity, considering what other systems
of values it started to promote. The well-known Kantian definition sug-
gests that dignity recognises the inherent, equal value of every ‘human
being (and with him every rational being)’ who ‘is a purpose in itself”, that
‘can never be used merely as a means by anyone (not even God)’ (Kant
2002, 167). What is more, a human being is the subject of the moral law,
because ‘this moral law is based on the autonomy of his will’ (167). In this
way, it brings into focus an individual, their will and duties and, according
to some, creates an opposition between the traditional and modern worlds.
In this context, honour may be understood as a collective shield for fami-
lies, clans, or nations, as opposed to dignity, which gives priority to
individuals (Bayefsky, 810-811; Lindner, 3). Following the scheme related
to the forms of respect, Appiah defined dignity as a form of recognition
respect which gives proper weight to some important facts about people,
namely ‘that human beings have the capacity for creating lives of signifi-
cance; that we can suffer, love, create; that we need food, shelter and rec-
ognition by others’ (2010, 129). Dignity, then, is not something one must
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earn through brave acts or any other skills. Nevertheless, according to
Appiah, it is still something one may lose if one fails to ‘live up to one’s
own humanity’ (131). This assumption unavoidably suggests that dignity
relies on another term, which is humanity or humanness. Being abstract
and general, this notion is exposed to many dangers such us dehumanisa-
tion, which, as revealed by contemporary psychological research, is quite
common and indicates that we tend to deny or ascribe less humanness to
members of outgroups (Haslam and Loughnan 2014). Being stripped of
their humanness, others become less dignified and thus are likely to be
neglected or eliminated more easily. The most popular modern term
which enables such a policy is the word ‘terrorist’, which is widely applied
and usually refers to someone who threatens our life, humanness and
social order and therefore must be removed from the world of humans at
any price. The reasons standing behind terrorists’ actions are not always
discussed, which is usually justified by their ‘inhumanness’. Thus, like
cowards in the traditional world, any terrorist is not considered an equal
enemy with whom one can negotiate. Hence, any kind of measure can be
taken against them.

Secondly, the negative assumption of not being able to live up to one’s
own humanity, added to the Kantian and liberal stress on reason and free
will, makes for a self-determined creature who needs to be properly edu-
cated and disciplined before they can be deemed dignified, and also creates
friction in our modern world. According to Elisabeth Anker (17), the idea
of liberal human rights is built upon the split between body and reason,
privileging the latter over the former. What follows is the favouring of
reason, abstract thinking and the egotistical self, accompanied by a dimin-
ishing role for emotions, corporeal perceptions and the interdependence
of human beings. As shown by Anker, modernisation built upon such a
project has given way to many contemporary exclusions and atrocities,
especially when we take into account the zeal for enlightening the ‘back-
ward cultures’ of both colonialists and many Middle Eastern intellectuals
representing the modern system of education. It is worth noting that
these tensions are well known to Eastern European intellectuals, who were
exposed to such a challenge somewhat earlier. The famous Russian writer
Fyodor Dostoyevsky spent much of his life proving, by means of his liter-
ary output, that human reason is not a trustworthy basis for ethics. Instead,
he promoted an idea of God-inspired love, but, not surprisingly, identified
it only within the Orthodox Christian tradition, advocating the civilising
mission to be conducted by Russia.? Needless to say, this vision also fos-
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tered a conviction of the Russian culture’s superiority and gave birth to a
form of colonialism imposed on multiple others.®> Therefore, Anker’s
accusations addressed to the Western liberal tradition, though justifiable
to a great extent, seem one-sided and require a more thorough consider-
ation, especially in light of recent studies on the subtle forms of dehuman-
isation which will be discussed in one of the following sections.

That said, two important questions arise regarding the definition of
human dignity. How shall we approach those who fail to ‘live up to our
own humanity’? Or those, for example our children, who for a number of
reasons do not share with us the particular definition of a human being as
the ‘reasonable end in itself” yet sometimes still desire to be a part of our
world? These questions bother many activists who deal with problems
such as honour killings (Lindner, 1).

According to Donna Hicks, dignity should not be limited to bestowing
or denying respect. It is a birthright that ‘brings about our full acceptance
of the miracle of existence’ (2011, 116). One cannot lose it even if one
violates one’s own or others’ dignity. Hicks separates the agent and their
acts, stressing that dignity belongs to the agent regardless of their acts and
that ‘treating people badly because they have done something wrong only
perpetuates the cycle of indignity’ (5). Paul Ricoeur (2004, 461) in his
well-known chapter on forgiveness, also distinguishes between the agent
and their acts, suggesting that ‘this intimate dissociation signifies that the
capacity of commitment belonging to the moral subject is not exhausted
by its various inscriptions in the affairs of the world. This dissociation
expresses an act of faith, a credit addressed to the resources of self-
regeneration’ (490). Applying Ricoeur’s and Hicks’ reflections we can
propose that, while the actions of a human can be judged and rejected as
improper or inhuman, the human being cannot be deprived of dignity
simply because they are taking part in the difficult process of living, which
always entails moral choices, along with the risk of guilt, faults and mis-
takes. This approach appreciates the fact of living and suggests that a
human being is not entirely in possession of their life but essentially
receives it for safekeeping and thus is obliged to take care of it. Contrary
to the members of heroic societies, the modern person is equipped with
many instruments that allow them to do so. The question of whether
there is any creator, defined as God or nature, remains only secondary and
allows for diverse interpretations. Also, the many contemporary move-
ments struggling for the rights of animals and nature indicate that we tend
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to acknowledge ‘life” with its biological context as the main principle and
thus need to widen the club of beings entitled to rights and protection.

Applying Appiah’s definition of dignity, Anker’s reservations regarding
the limits of dignity’s liberal framework as well as Ricoeur’s and Hicks’
distinction between agent and actions, we can assume that modern dignity
recognises the mivacle of life, with its corporeal biological framework and a
rather uncertain future in heaven or hell. While it gives priority to human
life, it does not exclude other living creatures from their share of dignity.
What is more, such an idea of dignity relies, not just on the notion of
humanity, but rather, upon our ability to love. It is not only because of the
gloomy inevitability of death, but also thanks to our potential to love that
we realise the value and vulnerability of life (Nussbaum 1990, 261-285)
and thus learn to appreciate it. Such a definition is by no means the solution
to all ethical problems; rather, it is the beginning of a new set of them.
Nevertheless, it brings human life into focus, calling for care and attention
towards it, which is a new phenomenon compared to the world based on
the idea that one should be always faithful or ready to die for something in
order not to lose honour. This does not of course mean that the inhabitants
of the traditional world all followed such prescriptions, but rather suggests
that, in the traditional world, life was not yet recognised as a value. In other
words, it was not depicted as important in the traditional narratives.*

This provides us with an operational scheme to deal with the two sys-
tems of bestowing importance. While an honour-based system relies on the
virtues of courage and faithfulness (it is thanks to my courage that I can
remain faithful to something and thus earn my honour), dignity recognises
the value of life and promotes love (it is due to my ability to love that I can
grasp the vulnerability of life and fee/, not only speculate, about it). In the
following sections, I will show that the elevation and reinterpretation of the
meaning of love and appreciating life with its corporeal and mortal frame-
work is one of the most important aspects of Kurdish contemporary literary
and cinematic narratives, which try to enrich and modify the system inher-
ited from their ancestors. At the same time, however, due to the constant
need to resist the violent and discriminatory policies of the states the Kurds
live in, a tragic paradox becomes apparent. It lies in the simultaneous con-
flict and alliance between the honourable readiness to die and the inherent
value of life, which is to be protected within the concept of dignity. Strictly
speaking, in the process of the ethical and aesthetical evolution that has
taken place since the modern Kurdish culture was born around the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, it has started to suggest more and more
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fervently that the thing one should stay bravely faithful to is human dignity,
as contrasted with previous loyalties (clans, religion or even the idea of a
Kurdish nation when limited to the interests of particular political groups).
Yet even dignity cannot be totally separated from the question of how one
should live and what one owes to others in a particular historical, social and
cultural context. In this way, Kurdish literature and cinema should be
treated as inseparable from the Kurdish national movement, and fills it not
only with ideological (Ahmadzadeh 2003; Galip 2015) but, increasingly,
new ethical content. It is worth noting that, for Smith (1999, 133) the
nationalist idea glorified and promoted the eternal existence of a nation as
so-called secular salvation calling for sacrifice in the name of the nation and
for future generations, not God. This is seen in the symbolism of women
in Kurdish narratives associated with God in the classical texts, and with
Kurdistan in modern literature. Thus, we may say that nationalism invented
the idea of an earthly paradise and drew attention to human life. Yet, the
life of a human was initially a kind of by-product, still there to be sacrificed
for the sake of a nation and its eternal existence. Gradually, however, atten-
tion was directed towards humanity and life in a more universal sense, even
approaching the globe as the ‘living planet’. These changes are visible in
modern Kurdish narratives but also in the wider social context, as illus-
trated by the slogan popular among the Kurds from Bakur and Rojava: Jin,
Jiyan, azadi (Woman, life, freedom) or the Diyarbekir statue of love. Not
accidentally, the word ‘woman’ is associated this time with life and not only
with freedom for the Kurdish people.

However, in the reality of war and conflict, valuing life is constantly chal-
lenged, because it is associated with cowardice and submission to discrimi-
natory policies (they seek an easy life and are not ready to die)® while being
ready to die for the Kurdish nation draws from the well-known traditional
reservoir of meanings and is more likely to be preserved.® This proves that
dignity cannot be separated from honour; however, elevating the value of
life poses the difficult question of whether one has the right to kill or send
others to be killed in an often unequal fight. Hence, promoting dignity
fosters the emergence of non-violent forms of resistance and the reinterpre-
tation of the traditional sense of honour, which becomes subject to reflec-
tion rather than simply being inherited as an unchangeable practice.

Finally, as highlighted by Lindner (5) dignity mirrors universalistic aspi-
rations to overcome the purely local point of view and look at our human
reality ‘from above’, appreciating other living creatures. This ability to
grasp a more universal context of human existence, acknowledging that
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Picture 2.1 The statue
of love (inscription in
Turkish language),
Diyarbekir 2013,

by J. Bocheriska

there are others who share with us the miracle of life though they think and
act differently, might be termed, after Appiah, the widening of the honour
world, which he showed to be crucial for ending some inhuman honour
practices such as foot-binding in China. It was not simply Christian mis-
sionaries who inspired the Chinese to end the notorious foot-binding, but
rather the Chinese intellectuals who responded to the new code of behav-
iour brought by the missionaries and managed to find solutions within
their own culture. What is more, the missionaries regarded the Chinese
intellectuals as part of their honour world (2010, 88) and therefore, instead
of imposing their own ideas, fostered the Chinese people’s confidence in
their own resources and capacities. Having this in mind, we should ask
how the vital links between the multiple local contexts and the perspective
from above can be established and thus enable people to participate in the
richer and more colourful space of the universal. Notably, the idea of
bringing films and texts created in different languages by representatives of
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those outside the European or American tradition to the area of common
interest has been fervently promoted by postcolonial thinkers such as
Hamid Dabashi (2007, 2015) or Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2012). The
foundation for dignity, defined as recognising the value of life, is no longer
the privilege of the Western world, which continuously wages wars under
the ‘save humanity” mission as if possessing the exclusive right to the vision
of'a dignified human. What we need is also not an ecstasy over the abstract
space above, which will nullify all differences and particularities, miracu-
lously dissolving in the English language spoken by all, but—as empha-
sised by Anker in her idea of ‘globalization from below’ (224)—the
construction of a new equilibrium between the local and the universal. In
the sections that follow, I will show that the modern Kurdish culture has
developed its own understanding of dignity, rooting it in its cultural back-
ground. Furthermore, it seeks links with the universal through intertextu-
ality, the tendency to blur some aspects of the represented world and
application of symbolic elements that are not purely Kurdish. These aspira-
tions must be appreciated, given space and taken care of by all of us, but
especially by the Kurds’ neighbours: Turks, Arabs and Persians.

2.3  PERCEIVING HUMANITY: LITERARY AND CINEMA
NARRATIVES AND THE MORAL IMAGINATION

If the value of human life is to be appreciated and taken care of within the
concept of dignity, one has to be able to imagine what it actually means,
yet life and dignity are still abstract terms. As mentioned before, the old
system of honour also offered multiple narratives to help people grasp what
was required from them in the society they lived in. According to Appiah,
any moral revolution has to involve transformation in moral behaviour and
not only in sentiments (2010, xi). Hence, changing the content of narra-
tives cannot yet be perceived as real moral change. Nevertheless, it is sig-
nificant, because it produces a new moral imagination, which Rudolf
Steiner says bridges the gap to abstract notions with our perceptual capaci-
ties (2000, 80). Therefore, it individualises the idea of dignity in a particu-
lar social and cultural context, allowing people to use their own resources
instead of only importing foreign terms and meanings. Furthermore, it
offers the audience a visual example of how to behave in certain situations
for, according to Albert Bandura (2007, 50) we learn primarily by observa-
tions and symbols. Finally, it helps in spreading the change of sentiments
and therefore encourages people to join the new moral club.
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Lynn Hunt has suggested that the role of literary narratives was sub-
stantial in inoculating and promoting the sense of sympathy in eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Europe and America, through what she defined as
the process of ‘imaginative identification allowing us to feel the pain of
others’ (2008, 65). At the same time, however, Europeans produced mul-
tiple representations of the many ‘less dignified” others which were very
useful in convincing the wider public that what these others needed was to
obey to the rules of the Europeans (Said 2003). This paradox can be
explained in the scope of theories on the subtle forms of dehumanisation,
which propose that we tend to deny the members of the outgroup their
uniquely human potential. This results in a lower level of trust and com-
passion towards them, especially if any relation of power is involved
(Haslam and Loughnan 2014). Hence, when Europeans worked out their
model of dignity in the scope of their new-born national cultures, they
denied dignity to those who did not represent this model. All others were
to be educated and remodelled before they could be respected enough to
be invited into the club of humans.” The right to do so was widely accepted,
while the potential of local cultures was usually rejected as primitive or
barbarian (Memmi 2003, 150-156). Therefore, one can agree with
Martha Nussbaum (2013, 262) that what we need in our global world is
a widening of our naturally narrow sense of sympathy and compassion in
a way that is able to challenge our deeply entrenched disgust, but also
other forms of subconscious distancing and rejection of others, such as the
subtle forms of dehumanisation. The narratives of those who we tend to
perceive as others or enemies can be of assistance.

Nussbaum (1990, 24) claimed that literature should be considered a
part of philosophical and ethical inquiry. It aligns with the question of
‘how one should live’ rather than putting forward any ready answers, and
thus stimulates doubts and pondering instead of certainty. Hence, what
we learn by the means of literary or cinema narratives is not the ready
model of how to behave, but rather a set of possibilities or questions that
we can recall in certain circumstances. While modern Kurdish literature
and cinema grew in the shadow of the nationalist movement, initially the
works reflected ideology rather than evoking any questions or doubts. As
we will see in the case of Rehim Qazi’s [ Rehimé Qazi| Pésmerye, it offered
a guide on how to become a national hero and did not pose any doubts.
Yet the black and white picture of the world has been gradually substituted
by more complex literary food for thought.
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Nussbaum (1990, 66) also suggests that literary narratives train our per-
ception by giving priority to particular people and situations rather than to
abstract rules. Although Nussbaum focuses on literature, her approach is
fully applicable to cinema, which is the most mimetic of all arts and trains
our perception through meaningfully ordered images (Arijon 2011, 16).
On the other hand, as stressed by Martin Lefebrve (1999), what one
remembers from a film implies the work of imagination even though the
film represents reality. The spectator appropriates certain film frames and
sounds that bring out ‘new mental images’ which then become ‘integrated
into a network of memory as a result of a symbolic process’ (480). Perceptual
skills, so important for valuable reasoning, also become developed and
deepened. This is certainly true of modern Kurdish literature and cinema,
while traditional narratives such as the widespread fairy tales represent pat-
terns of actions and types of characters. Moreover, the moral imagination
provided by reading or watching showcases many inner and external con-
texts embedded in particular situations (Nussbaum 1990, 66) and thus
teaches us to grasp the complexity of reality, which is crucial for the proper
understanding of the very intricate Kurdish puzzle, consisting of multiple
elements. The ‘embodied existence’, perception, harnessed and refined by
literature and art, was also advocated by Anker, who followed Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy in her analysis of novelistic discourses’ approach
to human rights. She highlighted that corporeal experience is composed of
‘vital intensities that facilitate the self’s involvement with the surrounding
lifeworld. Within such an ontology of the subject, mind and body are not
divorced or antagonists but instead collaborate to foster not only individual
selthood but also communal belonging’ (48). That said, moral imagination
must be perceived as bridging not only the gap between the mind and
bodily perceptions,? but also between the individual and the social context
in which they sit, which is salient for any identity project. Furthermore, as
highlighted by Leonidas Donskis, moral imagination is crucial for any con-
struction of the symbolic social space, because it brings together elements of
reality that tend to be separated within modern discourses, such as tradition
and innovation, logic and emotion, control and openness. Thus, the moral
imagination resembles a battlefield where antagonistic visions of the world,
opposite tendencies within the human conscious and adverse models of
culture clash and both represent and interpret the social reality (2015, 16).
These clashes of meaning appear in Kurdish texts, having roots in the rich
reservoir of opposing images presented in such sources as the Quran or the
classical Kurdish poem Mem and Zin by Ehmedé Xani (Restil 2007, 295).
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Another advantage of literature emphasised by Nussbaum, and equally
applicable to cinema narratives, is its emotional aspect. Nussbaum (1990,
41) claimed that ‘emotions are closely linked to beliefs in such a way that
the modification of beliefs brings about the modification of emotions’. To
be overcome by emotions does not necessarily mean losing contact with
reality, but may mean discovering reality by using other tools (261). The
empathy we have for the character we are reading about is always based on
our beliefs, which can be reconsidered by the process of reading. Therefore,
emotions engaged in reading or watching become an important cognitive
tool and must be paid attention to. This is well exposed in Kurdish litera-
ture’s gradually unfolding attempt to show and study the anti-hero instead
of the hero, as well as in the application of the image of Satan, which plays
diverse roles in contemporary narratives.

Finally, Kurdish literature or cinema cannot be simply perceived as a
deliberate action, designed to incarnate the meaning of dignity. Each liter-
ary or cinema creation draws from observations, experiences, intuitions or
intertextual inspirations. Many writers and filmmakers do not like to anal-
yse or interpret the content of their works, leaving it to the audience.
However, it is clear from my numerous discussions with those authors I
have had the honour to meet that they perceive their works as something
paramount not only for developing Kurdish identity, but for improving
the cthical and aesthetic aspects of life. Siléman Demir® told me that
Kurdish narratives are important to soften and reconsider the military cul-
ture of Turkey. Sherzad Hassan!? claimed that Kurdish literature should be
associated with Eros battling with Thanatos over the fate of the Middle
East. Mchmed Dicle (2015) defined his goals as discovering and convey-
ing the cultural codes hidden in the Kurdish collective subconscious, thus
saving them from oblivion. Yet, he added!! that this process is never a pas-
sive repeating of the codes, but rather entails changes. A similar attitude to
literary creation was expressed by Roni War.'? Jan Dost,'® and Eta Nehayi'*
suggested that modern literature is crucial for developing the new con-
sciousness and for making people more tolerant towards each other. Also,
Bakhtiyar Ali’s elaborate novel Gazalnus 4 Baxekani Xeyal (Ghazalnus
and the Imaginary Gardens, 2007) offers us both literary and theoretical
debates on the role of imagination in the moral life, which I will refer to
in the following sections. All this inevitably suggests that the ethical
context of Kurdish narratives should be taken into account when discuss-
ing Kurdish identity, its place and role in the modern Middle East.
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2.4  Tue Discreer HARM OF DEHUMANISATION: WHY
Do WE NEeeD THE VoicE ofF KurpisH CULTURE
TO BE MORE AUDIBLE?

As stressed above, human dignity, although claimed as inherent and
inalienable, should at the same time be seen as a malleable construct of
our modern world. We must, however, discuss the danger of this, which
is linked to the fact that human dignity is often closely connected to a
certain understanding and image of humanness. Humanity and dignity
are constructs expressed in a language within certain social and cultural
contexts. At the same time, we are not so keen to see the humanness of
others and often do not treat them as equally dignified. As already men-
tioned above, recent socio-psychological studies have indicated that we
tend to subtly dehumanise the members of outgroups, to deny them
uniquely human potential. In other words, we often see the members of
our in-group as fully human, and the members of the outgroup as less
human (Leyens et al. 2007).

This dehumanisation is generally defined as ‘divesting someone of
human qualities’. Until recently, it was related to wars and conflicts, and
often entailed genocide and other criminal practices planned by a regime
in order to annihilate the unwanted groups. Kelman defined this process
‘as a perception of victims that weakens the victimizers’ normal restraints
on violent behaviour’ (Kelman 1976, cited by Haslam and Loughnan
2014, 401). However, as shown by socio-psychological research, dehu-
manisation may have, not only blatant, but also subtle forms, such as infra-
humanisation (divesting of secondary emotions)'® (Leyens et al. 2000,
2003, 2007), mechanistic dehumanisation (divesting of human nature)
(Haslam 2006), dementalisation (depriving subjects of the capacity of
thought) (Kozak et al. 20006) or displaying them as lacking human poten-
tial (Tarnowska et al. 2012). It often happens involuntarily and impercep-
tibly between groups and individuals; hence it is pernicious and not easily
detectable. Moreover, it does not require intergroup conflict to take place
(Leyens et al. 2007, 151). The gravity of this phenomenon is visible in
reduced empathy and pro-social behaviour, an increase in antisocial behav-
iour, and in distorted moral judgements regarding others (Haslam and
Loughnan 2014, 414—416; Bilewicz 2012, 211-213). What is more, Nick
Haslam and Steve Loughnan (2014, 403) suggested that there might be
different contents for the concepts behind dehumanisation practices.
Infra-humanisation or dementalisation rely on a comparison between
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animals and humans, usually evaluated in favour of the humans, their
intelligence and thus supremacy, while mechanistic dehumanisation
implies a comparison between humans and inanimate objects (such as
machines or robots) and thus suggests the denial of emotional warmth or
vitality. Therefore, Anker’s criticisms regarding liberal human rights
should be seen as related to infra-humanisation or dementalisation. It does
not, however, take into account that there might be different bases for
dehumanisation, discrimination and disenfranchisement that are simply
rooted in the various patterns of cultures and visions of humanity that we
have been educated in.

What is also interesting is that the process of denying secondary emo-
tions, infra-humanisation, happens not only in the case of positive second-
ary emotions (for instance love and sensitivity) but also in the case of
negative ones (shame or indignation). In other words, the members of the
outgroup are perceived as less prone to more complex good and more
complex evil. Thus, it is clear that others are repelled precisely because of
their not being ‘complex’ or ‘sophisticated” enough. The understanding
of this complexity is always heavily linked to our particular social and cul-
tural imagination. What is more, people tend to see their cultural and
social constructs as everlasting and obvious. We live inside our own worlds,
reproducing their meanings, which are of course rooted in the languages
we speak, and communicating with our in-group. At the same time, we are
highly reluctant to see the ‘dignified and sophisticated’ aspects of the rep-
resentatives of other cultures, whose imaginary lives we usually have lim-
ited access to because of not knowing their language and cultural contexts.
According to Jacques-Philippe Leyens (Leyens et al. 2000) humanness is
mostly perceived in relation to three basic elements: intelligence (or rea-
son), language (or communication) and sentiments (i.e. secondary
emotions). In this respect, the role of narratives, which provide us with an
insight into the inner worlds of others, including their thoughts, senti-
ments and moral choices, becomes more visible and important. As stressed
by Lawrence Hinman (2007, 17) it is precisely this access to the inner life
of others that is the foundation of moral life.

To sum up and bring the reflection on dehumanisation into the context
discussed in this chapter, the Kurds are mostly introduced to others
through the prism of the ‘Kurdish issue’ of the conflicts and wars, but only
rarely as possessing any interesting culture and something to contribute to
our global cultural heritage. This is responsible for their entrenched dehu-
manisation and results in denying both their dignity and their right to
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self-determination. The responsibility for this situation does not rest solely
with the policies of Turkey, Iran, Syria, Iraq or the Kurds. If we look
around and check the number of academic institutions involved in Kurdish
studies and foreign researchers knowing the Kurdish language we have to
admit that the problem is wider. Even when they are studied, the Kurds
are often depersonalised, perceived as the Kurds, whose individual proper-
ties and characteristics are not worthy to be distinguished and discussed.
Therefore, reading Kurdish literary and cinema narratives through the
prism of moral imagination can enable us to gain better insights into both
the ‘Kurdish humanness’ and also the social and cultural reality the Kurds
live in.

2.5 Brave HErO AND FarrHruL WOMAN:
THE TraDITIONAL KURDISH CODES OF HONOUR

If we could ask Serefxané Bedlisi [ Bidlisi], the first Kurdish chronicler, his
thoughts about using the value of life as the basis for a new type of hon-
our, we would probably get an answer that this is a system for cowards and
no honourable Kurdish princes could follow it. Recalling the various sto-
ries regarding the origin of the Kurds, Bedlisi states that, according to one
of them, the name ‘Kurd’ originated from the limitless courage they were
known for (1967, 83; 1994, 28; 2007, 101).'¢ Describing the Kurds,
Bedlisi stresses that they are proud, generous and brave (1967, 84; 2007,
102). Moreover they cannot accept scrounging and begging for help and
therefore came to be known as robbers instead (1967, 84; 2007, 102).
What is more, Bedlisi quotes an old proverb stating that ‘those who tend
to discuss the results of their own deeds cannot be considered brave’
whereas the Kurds, being afraid of the label ‘coward’, avoid discussing the
possible consequences of their actions (1967, 84; 2007, 102). The same
characteristic is repeated a few centuries later in one of the stories col-
lected and translated into French by Mela Mehmtdé Bayazidi and August
Koéciesza-Zaba [Jaba] (1860). Their story directly informs us that when
the Kurds want to gain something, they do not care about their own life,
or even about the lives of their children (Bayazidi 2010b, 66; Bayazidi and
Kosciesza-Zaba 2015, 52). Finally, as mentioned in the introduction,
courage is very often ascribed to particular Kurdish nobles within the text
of Bedlisi’s chronicle. For example, talking about Mir Seref’s victory over
the army of Kizilbass, Bedlisi highlights that it happened thanks to the
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bravery of the Kurds, who overcame greater numbers of enemies because
of their courage. By quoting from the Quran, he also indicates that cour-
age comes from God and assists even the small (1967, 185; 2007, 220).
This way, he links the heroic system with Islam. It is clear that, in Bedlisi
time, being brave was a very serious norm in Kurdistan, which had an
impact on very different dimensions of life. It meant being ready to die,
but also not even thinking about the consequences of one’s own deeds.
What is more, the book is literally called The Book of Honour (Serefname),
which is definitely not only linked to Bedlisi’s own name (Seref), but to
the main idea of the chronicle,'” which—as emphasised by the author
himself—is to register and describe the greatest Kurdish ruling families,
with their deeds (1967, 78; 2007, 91) and thus to expose their seref. The
honour described by Bedlisi was conditioned by recognition respect and
thus connected to belonging to certain families who were known to pos-
sess special valour. The valour was not only granted by such belonging but
had to be earned and confirmed through deeds, which is an aspect that
can be discussed with regard to appraisal respect. It was often, though not
exclusively, connected to the courage of princes. Nevertheless, Bedlisi’s
Serefname, and thus the understanding of honour, was widened by the
author and became related to writing a book. As stressed by Bedlisi know-
ing history offers valuable lessons, experiences and hints (1967, 76; 2007,
87-88). Paradoxically, though, Bedlisi did not identify himself totally with
the honour codes he described. He discussed the consequences of one’s
own deeds and became critical about the boundless pride of the Kurds. By
quoting from another historian, Bedlisi stressed that discussing past events
is of value, because, among other reasons, when great people face difficult
problems, by reading history they become more reasonable and recover
tranquillity. Knowing history fosters the ability to differentiate between
truth and falsehood. What is more, reading about the past events reminds
rulers about the power of God, so that they do not become too proud or
too sclf-confident (1967, 76; 2007, 88). In other words, Bedlisi pro-
moted history as knowledge, which was seen by him as useful and noble
at the same time. For Bedlisi, writing a book about Kurdish affairs, and
thus showing the Kurds as knowledgeable, was also a source of honour.
This was especially true with that book being written in Persian, so that
the book was addressed to the wider public of the Muslim world.
Obviously, the world Bedlisi aspired to as a chronicler and educated per-
son posed slightly different requirements regarding honour, which could
be associated with today’s esteem. As a member of a noble family, his
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honour peers consisted of other Kurdish princes and Muslims; however, as
a chronicler, he aspired to a world where family membership and courage
gave way to knowledge. However, he tried to unite these competing areas
by acclaiming both the greatness of princess and the value of knowing his-
tory. Therefore, we may presume that he paved the way for a wider under-
standing of honour than that prevailing in the reality he described. He
wanted the knowledge of history to become honourable among the
Kurds. As I will show further, the same path, though in a quite different
way, was followed by the Kurdish classical poet Ehmedé Xani, almost a
century later.

The chronicle by the female chronicler Mestlrey Ardalan, written
around 1847 and discussing the history of the duchy of Ardalan, also con-
firms the role of courage, which is ascribed frequently to rulers. Mestire
highlighted the role of many different virtues too, such as generosity,
mercy, knowledge, the ability to unite differences and make wolves coexist
with sheep (Kurdistani [ Mestarey Ardalan] 1990, 52, 117). Interestingly,
courage was totally denied to the Yezidi tribe of Bilbas, who were definitely
not treated as equal enemies: their men and women were to be totally
annihilated in fighting (69). Therefore we may presume that possession of
this virtue must have been linked to Islam. Bedlisi considered it to be
bestowed by God, and thus the Yezidis fell outside the respected world
and could be killed more easily. Being brave was also crucial to being pro-
moted on the social scale, for instance to becoming accepted as a husband
by the shah’s sister. Mestlirey Ardalan quotes an amusing story about
Ahmad Khan, the son of the Kurdish prince Xalu-Khan, who grew in
power and became independent from both the Ottoman sultan and the
Persian shah. According to Mestlre, instead of fighting the powerful
prince, Shah Abbas I was encouraged by his advisors to establish friendly
relations with him. As described by Mesttre, it happened precisely because
the Kurds were depicted as very brave and the shah simply gave up fight-
ing with them (62—-63). Ahmad Khan was sent by his father to Shah Abbas,
who had him married to his own sister. Nevertheless, the noble princess
was not yet aware of Ahmad Khan’s valour and refused to sleep with him.
Therefore, Shah Abbas arranged a show during which Ahmad Khan had
to overcome a lion, which he managed without difficulty. This had a great
impact on the princess, who accepted her husband immediately (65).

Both the oral and classical literary traditions provide us with multiple
examples of these brave acts. Tacdin, from the folk story Meme Alan
(transformed by Ehmedé¢ Xani into his Mem and Zin), is ready to die for
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his friend Mem. He does not hesitate to set a fire under his own home to
free his friend from oppression. He is a symbol of friendship, faithfulness
and courage. The Kurdish Khan Goldenhands from the legend of Dimdim
(which has been retold in many versions and dialects in Kurdistan (Jalilov
[Calil] 1967, 27-39)) becomes the friend of the Shah precisely because of
his courage. When the Shah realises he is brave, he no longer allows him
to herd horses for a living. The Khan, however, does not accept being
dependent on the Shah, builds his own castle of Dimdim and fights bravely
until the end, choosing death instead of submission, when the Shah’s army
besieges him. The Khan also selects his people based on valour, the cow-
ards being killed (1967, 172). Brave characters prevail in numerous fairy
tales told by traditional storytellers until the second half of the twentieth
century. Mirza Mahmud, from the fairy tale Sarirbilbil'® chooses the
most dangerous road to find the singing nightingale for his father, though
his two brothers prefer a comfortable life in a town. This fact renders them
less honourable from the very beginning, which is confirmed by their fur-
ther envy against Mirza Mahmud, leading them to abandon him in a well.
Importantly, Mirza is warned about their bad intentions by one of the
female characters, but he bravely chooses the risk of being betrayed rather
than accuse his own brothers. According to Mcla Mechmadé Bayazidi, the
Kurds are brave when fighting and they are ready to die when defending
their homes (1963, 14; 2010a, 44). An interesting story about Kurdish
courage was told by Hassan Arfa, the Persian general struggling with the
Kurdish leader Simko (1921). When some of Persian soldiers were cap-
tured by Simko’s fighters, one of the officers was asked to show Simko the
mechanism of the machine-guns they had collected. While explaining the
details, the officer suddenly turned his gun towards Simko. This daring
pleased Simko so much that he released the soldiers, handing a gold
Turkish lira to each of them (Arfa 1966, 60). Even into modern times,
courage, though accompanied by other virtues such as generosity and hos-
pitality, constituted the unquestionable foundation for the honourable
man, as depicted in various narratives. It was a reason to be proud, but not
necessarily faithful, because such things as changing alliances, killing one’s
closest relatives in order to gain power and not being able to submit to
someone were all outlined by Bedlisi, Xani and Ardalan. Faithfulness was,
however, required for women’s honour, called namis. Women, whose
lives were usually not marked by brave acts on the battlefield, were consid-
ered less important than men and therefore their lives could be taken away
more easily, especially if any of them were caught being unfaithful.
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According to Bedlisi, the life of a girl could be given to mute the spiral of
revenge between two families. It was the equivalent of a horse, or a few
sheep (1967, 88; 2007, 106). In the nineteenth century, Bayazidi stressed
that, if a woman was caught being unfaithful, she was killed regardless if
she was a wife, mother, daughter or sister. Even women were keen to kill
other woman for such a crime. Bayazidi compared this with the fact that
the Kurds were generally not eager to kill their enemies and used to let
them go free (1963, 15; 2010a, 46). In the collection of stories recorded
by him and Koéciesza-Zaba, we find two interesting stories connected to
women’s faithfulness. Story number 26 of their collection recounts the
killing of an unfaithful wife by Cinar Aga, which is acclaimed as a ‘brave
act’ and honoured by the pasha, who promotes Aga to a better position
and gives him an expensive gift (2010b, 98-100; 2015, 88-90). The 19th
story tells us about the courage of Cergo’s wife, Guzel Xat(n, who, when
assaulted by a malicious and lustful servant of her husband, managed to
kill him and did not lose her chastity. This made her famous and praised
for courage. She even carned the prestigious name of ‘lion-like” (Bayazidi
2010b, 85-87; Bayazidi and Kosciesza Zaba 2015, 74-76). Another
example of a brave woman is Cilkezi, from a story recorded from the tra-
ditional version told by the Celils family in 1972. Obviously it was a story
created by the Yezidis, because the Yezidi customs are mentioned as ‘ours’
in the text. Cilkezi is a unique example of a woman character who searches
for her lost love and faces danger like many male characters. Nevertheless,
it is not fighting dragons but keeping her chastity which is her main task
in the tale. It is clear from the fairy tale that she will not be able to regain
her lost love if she loses that chastity. Therefore, she does not hesitate to
cheat and kill men who try to ‘get married” or ‘become her husband’ that
is to sleep with her. Finally, she has to prove her chastity in front of her
husband when, dressed as the king of a country, she is ordering other men
whom she met and escaped from to tell their stories and confirm that they
did not sleep with her. Xanzad, one of the women characters from the
novel Guli Soran (The Flower of Soran) (Nehayi 1998) by Eta Nehayi, a
writer from Rojhilat, comes to the conclusion that, in Kurdish society,
namiis is the main and only aspect of women’s value (2012, 73). This type
of honour is still incredibly important for many Kurdish women. In order
to explain the meaning and importance of namiis, I was once told a story
by a Kurdish woman from Iranian Kurdistan, whom I call Estéra here,"
and who was married to a Kurdish man in Bakur. She told me that ‘namiis
is everything’ and that ‘it is even more important than the life of one’s own
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children’. To illustrate what she meant, she recalled a story that was often
repeated to her by the Kurdish women from Serdest, which was her home
town. The husband of a woman was gone, fighting as a peshmerga during
one of the conflicts, and she remained with her small son. A friend of her
husband was in love with her but she did not answer his feelings, being
faithful to her husband. The man decided to cheat her by telling her that
he was going to take her to her husband in the mountains. She took her
son and they set out on a journey. On the way the man said that he was
going ‘to marry her’ and if she didn’t agree he would kill her son. The
woman refused to give up and the man killed her son. Then, in order ‘not
to get married’ she started to fight with him and managed to kill him. She
became an example of a truly faithful and brave woman and stories were
made about her in the region exposing the proper behaviour of a wife and
woman.?’

The above-mentioned understandings of seref'and namiis are still bind-
ing norms for many inhabitants of Kurdistan and the Middle East. Serefis
connected, not only with the greatness of one’s own family, but in the
contemporary reality has become the shield for the Kurdish nation (Alinia
2013, 55). As we could see from the above examples, seref has been mostly
linked to physical strength and masculinity because they were helpful in
defending the Kurdish people from threats from outside. Nevertheless, we
should bear in mind that it is not the only possible context for this honour,
as Serefxané Bedlisi showed the Kurds as honourable by means of their
knowledge too. In this scheme of honour, the man’s duty is to fight in the
name of national identity and homeland (58), while women should keep
their chastity because they are often associated with the image of a coun-
try, its beauty and purity (Galip 2015, 174-179; Alinia, 58). Female fight-
ers, such as the YPJ?! members or women’s peshmerga units?? can be casily
linked to the above-mentioned image of a brave woman, who challenges
her own physical weakness and, by becoming brave, is able to gain more
respect in the society. Chastity is, however, still the unspoken norm, even
for lion-like women. Women who lose chastity, even as the result of rape,
for example, in the recent case of ISIS attacks, are no longer considered
worthy of respect or life because, according to the honour system, they
bring shame and damage on the whole family. This approach, though
considerably challenged in recent years, still seeks to justify the notorious
honour killings and unfortunately it has made the ISIS deliberate-rape war
plan possible.?® It could not have been conceived of if a woman’s life were
considered more important than her chastity.
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It is clear from the above-mentioned narratives that, according to the
traditional moral system, corporeal life on earth was not yet valued in
itself, and thus could not be honoured and protected in the way we expect
within the concept of human rights. There are new narratives, though,
that can offer another perception and interpretation of the world and a
new sense of honour, which we called dignity. The society may be of
course forced to accept new norms, for example by changing the law to
punish perpetrators of honour killing, but this process could be made less
painful, more acceptable and more effective if the change is seen as an
inseparable part of Kurdish culture. Instead, the new norm is often per-
ceived as ‘foreign’ and thus a suspicious requirement that cannot be
treated as worthy of respect. Paradoxically, although the notorious honour
killings in Kurdish society have been frequently discussed by researchers,
activists and journalists (Mojab and Abdo 2004; Szabotowski 2010; Hardi
2013; Begikhani et al. 2015; Dogan 2016), the narratives that stand
behind these norms, as well as the modern works that could provide the
society with the moral imagination to foster new choices, constantly avoid
attention. It is probably because culturalisation of this crime is considered
incorrect and dangerous. Linking honour crimes to culture may result in
both excusing murders and stigmatising the Kurdish people as ‘backward’
(Alinia, 4; Begikhani ct al., 31).2* Nevertheless, though it goes without
saying that crimes in the name of honour are a part of a more complicated
political and social order, I would argue that there are also Kurdish narra-
tives that can assist the moral transformation and, therefore, culture can-
not be neglected or rejected here. Notably, Mino Alinia underscored that,
while some of the perpetrators of honour killings in Iraqi Kurdistan were
not aware of the change of law, they were aware of the stories of other men
who did it (77). One of the perpetrators interviewed by Alinia claimed
that he had to kill his sister ‘because he couldn’t see another alternative’
(78), which clearly shows that he couldn’t imagine any other possible
solution. Solely banning or condemning such crimes might be futile if we
cannot provide people with a new moral imagination to be applied in their
particular social and cultural reality. Not being able to imagine themselves
as ‘honourable’ by making different choices in life, people will not be
likely to abandon or modify their traditional norms. All the narratives I
have mentioned above are today deemed important for the Kurdish cul-
tural heritage, which is often perceived as endangered by the assimilation
policy of the four Middle Eastern countries; and therefore the moral con-
tent they offer escapes criticism and is taken on board as ‘significant’ too.
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As can be understood from these examples, both seref and namiis draw
from stories and the wide imaginary space, therefore requiring a more
complex approach to enrich heroic culture with a new moral imagination.
At the same time, traditional honour cannot be rejected because we still
need its courage, that can enable people to make moral choices which are
often not supported or even mocked by the majority of those who sur-
round them.

2.6 Gop-Love IDEA

We have already discussed a few examples of Kurdish traditional narratives
that illustrate the meaning of honour, courage and faithfulness. The time
has come to look for the meaning of love, which also has deep roots in
Kurdish culture and today is applied as a main building block of the mod-
ern vision of a dignified human being. The motive of romantic love, espe-
cially the tragic one, pervades the multiple Kurdish songs and interestingly
their themes are not devoid of vivid eroticism (Bocheriska 2011, 66). In
the Yezidi religious texts, love is presented as the main power of God,
responsible for creating the diverse world out of a white, immaculate pearl
(Kreyenbroek 2005, 67; Rodziewicz 2014). Love is mentioned in the
Quran and the love of God constitutes a crucial topic in the Muslim Sufi
tradition.?® The many poems by Kurmanji, Sorani or Gorani Kurdish clas-
sical poets such as Melayé Ceziri (1570-1640), Feqé Teyran (1590-1660),
Ehmedé Xani (1650-1707), Nali (1800-1856), Salim (1800-1866),
Kurdi (1803-1849),2¢ Mechwi (1830-1909), Besarani (1641-1702)
Mewlewi (1806-1882) emphasise the lover’s longing for the Beloved,
that is God, who is often, though not exclusively, represented by the figure
of'a woman. These poems are suffused with pain, yearning and the sense
of being unfulfilled. However, a special place on this list belongs to the
iconic poem Mem and Zin by Ehmedé Xani (1694 ), which focuses, not
only on the mystical devotion of the Sufi, but also on the ethical aspect of
love and the ability to forgive, which the poet ascribes to both God and
human. Nevertheless, from the beginning of the twentieth century Mem
and Zin started to be discussed with regard to Kurdish nationalism (Sakeli
1996; van Bruinessen 2003) and other dimensions of this work, especially
those linked to the mystical context, were often hidden from sight and
neglected. To some extent, this poem has been infantilised in its contem-
porary reception. Although it is true that it tells the story of the unhappy
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lovers Mem and Zin who, because of the intrigues of the malicious Bekir,
are not allowed to get married and thus step on the mystical path, their
love story serves as a pretext to tell the reader about many other issues. In
spite of that, Xani’s work is often referred to as a ‘romance’, ‘mystical
romance’, ‘tragic love story’; or the ‘Kurdish Romeo and Juliet’ and the
unprepared reader will receive it as such, not being able to trace other
meanings. However, what is most compelling in Ehmedé¢ Xani’s poem is
his wide concept of love, which is linked to the idea of a loving and forgiv-
ing God. Although, to Xani, human life was definitely not the ‘end in
itself” and should be sacrificed in the name of the mystical reunion with
God, the understanding of love that it offers is certainly one that provides
meaning for the contemporary idea of dignity. Similar to Serethan Bedlisi,
Xani wrote his work in order to show the Kurds as knowledgeable. This
time he did it, however, in Kurdish (Kurmanji dialect) and, what is more,
we learn from the introduction that he wanted to show the Kurds as ‘not
devoid of the ability to love’ (2005, 172). This is very interesting
information, because it clearly proposes that being able to love was very
important for Xani and that it was linked to a special kind of honour,
which differed from the understanding of honour we have previously dis-
cussed. Love, mercy and forgiveness are presented by Xani as the main
instruments of God, and humans may share in them when they are able to
love and forgive. We are told about God’s limitless mercy towards His
friends and enemies (610) and, being inspired by God’s love, Zin, the
main female character, was able to ask for mercy for Bekir, the malicious
advisor of the prince, who was the reason for her misery and the death of
her beloved Mem (578-582). We may even suppose, as I have in one of
my articles, that Bekir was in fact the personified Satan in the story, and
this way Xani followed a long tradition of Muslim thinkers seeking redemp-
tion for Satan (Bocheriska 2016a). He did it, however, not in the scope of
any theoretical discourse but by personifying Satan and embodying evil in
a particular Kurdish context, creating a powerful example of the literary
moral imagination. He showed Satan as God’s envoy who is a part of
God’s plan, and suggested love that the man is not able to imagine and
conceive of. According to Xani, the real aim of humans was to unite with
God in the hereafter and therefore the single human life was not yet
deemed worthy of respect in the poem. Nevertheless, the poet portrayed
the beauty of life by offering the multiple detailed descriptions of a num-
ber of customs, including the wedding night of Siti and Tacdin, the other
pair of characters whose love finds fulfilment (2005, 337-345). Even if the
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alluring eroticism of this scene should be related to the mystical context,
symbolising the future reunion with God, its realism definitely adds to the
overall enchantment over the physical aspect of life which permeates Mem
and Zin. Xani emphasised the meaning of love, and the ability to love, not
only one’s friends, but also one’s enemies, as one of the most important
virtues. Interestingly, contrary to Tacdin who is the epitome of a brave and
decisive man, Mem is portrayed as a rather apathetic figure who is not will-
ing to take any action. He thinks and dreams a lot, yet is not devoid of
honour. As I will show further, this type of character is developed within
modern narratives. Moreover, the idea of loving one’s enemies deserves
attention, fostering an attempt to consider and understand their actions.
It is well exposed by Xani in the case of both Prince Zeynedin and his mali-
cious advisor, Bekir. They are both portrayed as the source of evil for
Botan, but the reasons for their actions are shown and they are not simply
condemned. This is crucial for acknowledging human dignity, even in
cases where we consider someone’s actions improper, wrong or disgusting.
What is more, although Tacdin kills Bekir, his deeds are not presented by
Xani as proper but, rather, as committed out of despair and he is among
those who are described as in need of the forgiveness of God in the here-
after. As mentioned before, both Mestirey Ardalan and Mela Mechmidé
Bayazidi, in their nineteenth-century writing, emphasised the importance
of mercy, and the ability of the Kurds and their rulers to forgive their
enemies was deemed to be something worth stressing. This means that
mercy and forgiveness were part of the Kurdish traditional culture, and
even of their political reality. Therefore the idea of loving one’s enemies
and thus creating narratives to understand them should be considered a
very important resource in order to build the modern meaning of dignity
and widen the traditional honour world. Nevertheless, we should not for-
get that there were cases, such as with the Yezidis, where people were not
considered equal enemies because they were neither part of the Muslim
umma, nor even of the community of the book encompassing Jews and
Christians. They thus fell outside the area covered by mercy and under-
standing. For Xani, in his work Egideya Imané (The Profession of Faith,
1683), it was clear that those deserving to be saved from eternal hell were
Muslims (2008, 145). Thus, conceiving of dignity in a broad sense will
require a major change and widening of the honour world by inviting
non-Muslims to the club of those who are respected because of being
humans. In the coming sections I will show how this change took place in
Kurdish literature.
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2.7  HONOURABLE NATIONAL STRUGGLE: REHIM QAZI’s
PESMERGE AS A LITERARY ATTEMPT TO REDEFINE HONOUR
WITH REGARD TO THE KURDISH NATION

Along with the emergence of modern Kurdish literature in the twentieth
century, the newly imagined Kurdish community has been crafted in sup-
port of the Kurdish national idea (Ahmadzadeh 2003, 2013; Bochenska
2011; Galip 2015). Pésmerge (Partisans)*” by Rehim Qazi was the first
modern novel published in Sorani Kurdish, in 1961?% (Ahmadzadeh 2003,
175), and paid attention to those who were engaged in the national strug-
gle. In Qazi’s novel (2007), the two noble village boys Pirtit and Sérko,
who become peshmerga, are confronted with bad landlords, Qereni and
Mina Agas, who symbolise all possible misfortunes. The landlords are
described as greedy, cruel and lustful. Qereni Aga collaborates with Iranian
gendarmes against Kurdish peshmerga and Mina Aga rapes Sérko’s sister
Mirat, who commits suicide shortly after that. Although filled with inter-
esting details regarding Kurdish villages and peshmerga fighters’ lives,
from an ethical point of view this novel represents a very flat, black and
white picture of good peshmerga and bad landlords and in this regard
recalls fairy tales rather than contemporary literature. Mina Aga is even
directly compared to the bloodthirsty dragon (45). The national struggle
is identified with moral good and killing in the name of such a struggle is
not perceived as something wrong. Killing Mina Aga brings pleasure for
both Sérko and Pirtt. It is presented as a fully justified act of revenge
(77-79). Mirtit’s suicide is portrayed as the only thing that may come to
the mind of the noble Kurdish girl who cares for her family honour more
than her own life. Her life, in turn, can only become ‘unbearably bitter’
after her namiis had been spoiled (52). Sérko and Pirtit inscribe their wish
for revenge on Mina Aga into the national struggle. Thus, it is clear that
although Qazi’s novel calls for national revolution in the name of modern
Kurdistan, in fact it regurgitates the traditional vision of the world, divided
between heroes and dragons, members of the Kurdish in-group and its
enemies. Like dragons in fairy tales, enemies must be totally annihilated.
There is no reliable truth standing behind them that one may want to lis-
ten to. They are entirely bad creatures with no hope for any transforma-
tion. At the very beginning of the novel Qereni Aga suggests that Kurmanj
(as he calls the Kurds) cannot consider themselves humans in front of their
agha (25); he dehumanises them. However, at the same time the landlord
is also dehumanised within the novel when called a bloodthirsty dragon
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(45). The message is clear: the landlords and the feudal system they repre-
sent cannot be respected; they are no longer honourable. In Qazi’s novel
we are confronted with honour serving the purpose of the new-born
nation. It becomes the shield of the nation, which is a significant differ-
ence compared to a society where only members of the noble families,
landlords, or sheikhs were worthy of respect. The same motives may be
discovered in the prose of other early writers and poets, such as Sakir
Fattah, Ibrahim Ahmad, Muxarram Muhammad Amin or Maruf Barzinji
(Xaznadar 1967, 190-198), However, we cannot yet speak about dignity
that would be able to recognise the value of human life, encompassing
even enemies or ‘disgusting creatures’.

2.8 LoOVE AS SYMPATHY AND ATTENTION
TowarDs OTHERS: PAVING THE WAY FOR M ODERN
MORAL IMAGINATION

Discussing dignity, Donna Hicks suggests that the understanding of love
that is useful in acknowledging one’s dignity is closely connected to the
sort of attention we pay to other human beings. She even declares that
‘love is attention’ (2011, 117). Modern Kurdish literature has developed
new forms of attention and love towards characters that were unknown to
traditional texts. We have already mentioned that love was deeply seated in
the traditional Kurdish narratives, both oral and classical. It was mostly
portrayed as erotic and romantic affection, or as mystical devotion.
However, along with the modern narratives, a new, wider understanding
of love has emerged in Kurdish literature. It initially became linked to
patriotism and love for Kurdish homeland. Accordingly, Kurdistan was
often portrayed as a beloved woman (Galip, 174-179). We may presume
that it took the place given to God in many classical poems. Nevertheless,
in time, Kurdish literature came to offer attention and sympathy towards
people in what, following Lynn Hunt, can be called ‘the process of imagi-
native identification allowing to feel the pain of others’, thus starting to
obtain a more moral meaning. Importantly, these changes came into being
as aesthetic transformations. According to Nussbaum (1990) it is thanks
to aesthetics that ethical questions become more sublime and apt. As a
result, psychological and philosophical portraits of Kurdish characters and
their interrelations have become more multidimensional and richer.
Furthermore, this process has been accompanied by more focus on social
problems. Therefore, the meaning of love expands beyond erotic affec-
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tion, mystical devotion or patriotism. It elevates the universal value of
human life, paving the way for a modern understanding of dignity.

This process is well illustrated in the prose of the famous Kurdish Sorani
writer from Bagur, Bakhtiyar Ali, who discusses it by the means of elabo-
rate dialogues and monologues, for which he is sometimes criticised by
Kurdish literary critics and readers. I would, however, argue that these
philosophical digressions are crucial to better understand the ethical
dimension of Ali’s novels, and that they do not necessarily violate their
aesthetic. Taking the above-mentioned into account, I wish to start my
overview of modern Kurdish literature with the two novels by Bakhtiyar
Ali, which in my opinion offer us not only an imaginary framework for
dignity but also a solid theoretical background for a discussion of the ethi-
cal transformation.

In Ewarey Perwane (The Moths’ Evening, 1998) the character Little
Xendan is chosen to narrate the story, although it seems that it is her sister,
Perwane, who deserves to become the protagonist of the novel (2012).
Perwane belongs to a group of exalted artists, the inhabitants of Esgistan,
which is the Land of Love, who rebel against the authority of the religious
people and establish a place for young intellectuals who believe in the
power of love. Perwane and her friend Midya are killed by religious fanat-
ics one winter evening when many moths and butterflies gather. Perwane,
incidentally, means ‘moth’ and as a popular Kurdish name for a girl, it
evokes the subtle beauty of moths and butterflies,* but also of the classical
Sufi poetry widespread in Kurdistan in the past and still read and enjoyed
by many. In this classical poetry, moths and their fatal attraction to light,
represented in the form of the moth flying to and burning in the flame of
a candle, symbolised the spiritual love of a Sufi towards God and his desire
to unite with the Almighty. According to Annemarie Schimmel moths or
butterflies symbolising the soul have been known from ancient Greece.
The story of moth burning in the flame was first told in Arabic by the
martyr-mystic Hallaj (858-922) in Kitab al-tawasin and the moths occur-
ring in the Quran were the symbols of the confused souls (2013, 61).
Also, as highlighted by Schimmel, many ancient tales spoke of ‘people
killed by the cruelty of political or religious fanatics who appeared again in
the forms of butterflies’ (61).

Al’s Perwane decides to follow the ‘mysterious light of love (¢59)’,
which is confronted with the ‘black tunnel of life’ (2012, 22) that is the
reality of a small town in Kurdistan exposed to the brutality of both the
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religious fanatics and the Iraqi army. Perwane declares herself to be
different than all other people (23) and decides to seek refuge in Esgistan,
a land inhabited by people similar to her. However, in twentieth-century
Kurdistan, Esgistan’s inhabitants consist of young artists and intellectuals
rather than Sufis. The word sofi is associated with the followers of the tra-
ditional form of Islam, who intend to prevent any new vision of life from
entering Kurdistan. They are represented mostly by a woman, Xendan and
Perwane’s aunt, who is constantly hunting for any signs of Satan to com-
bat. Being Xendan’s beloved sister, Perwane becomes the focal point of
the story. Nevertheless, it is Xendan’s loving attention to others which
allows us to see the tragic perplexity of both sides of the conflict: the blind
religious fanaticism and the egotistical escapism of artists, who burn or are
burned as the mystical moths (perwane) following the light. The Land of
Love gains a symbolic meaning, which can be interpreted in many different
ways. It refers to the Kurdish Islamic mystical tradition where Kurdish
contemporary literature has one of its roots and transforms the Sufi into
the modern artist.?* Furthermore, it clevates the meaning of love in the
modern context, linking mystical devotion with artistic creation. One of
the characters even calls love a new religion (180). At the same time, the
novel becomes a critique addressed to Kurdish artists and intellectuals,
their egotism, escapism and naivety in the name of exalted love that is so
far from average people.®! This exalted love results in utopianism rather
than a better world being built. However, Bakhtiyar Ali portrays the
Esqistan’s inhabitants as ‘tragic’ but not ‘stupid’ figures. From their many
monologues and endless discussions we may understand that they are
aware of the sad limits of their religion of love. In spite of that, Ali invents
the narration that arises over religious fanaticism and artistic exaltation.
Xendan’s love is different from that of the artists. Called ‘little’ by the
writer, she is neither an eloquent speaker nor a talented sculptor. Instead,
her “little love and attention’ are centred on other people becoming less
spectacular but more perceptive. She gives priority to the feelings, thoughts
and deeds of others, contrary to any kind of ideological or artistic sacrifice
that the religious fanatics and the Esgistan inhabitants represent. Xendan
is not a hero-type. She is not brave and self-confident enough to escape
with her sister Perwane to Esgistan. She becomes trapped between the two
realities, but paradoxically, this allows her to see more. Compared with
Qazi’s Pésmerge, Ewarey Perwane is richer in portraying the ethical dimen-
sion of competing groups of people. We do not see the black and white
vision of bad and good but, rather, a tragic image of people who are over-
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whelmed by fanatical beliefs, modern ideas, their will to change the society
or the simple dream of a better world. They all live within self-created
illusions, which is perfectly highlighted by the aesthetic of magical realism
applied in the book. We see honour and religion as shields of the tradi-
tional world, which does not hesitate to kill in order to maintain its posi-
tion. Xendan’s narration, although more sympathetic to Esqistan’s
inhabitants, does not dehumanise their opponents. Even if they are painted
as overwhelmed by fanaticism, at the same time their psychological por-
traits gain more complexity by the help of aesthetical nuances. For exam-
ple when Xendan (2011, 34) tells us about her father’s fury after Perwane’s
disappearance, we learn that he destroys the house but also that he cries at
the same time. What is more, her father’s cry is described as ‘the most curi-
ous thing in her life’ (34). This helps us to see him as a tragic and not
simply ‘barbaric’ or ‘fanatical’ creature. Xendan’s narration and loving
attention rise over the competing factions, elevating the value of human
life contrary to any kind of ideological sacrifice and thus offering a digni-
fied portrait of others. Choosing Xendan as a guide and narrator for his
novel, Ali calls for the reinterpretation of love, suggesting that we should
make it less sacred and exalted and more focused on others and on human
life.3? The same understanding of love is directly defined in his novel
Gazalnus it Baxekani Xeyal (Ghazalnus and the Imaginary Gardens, 2007,
2016)* where we learn that:

very few people experience the moment they fall in love — not in the simple
human sense of “being in love”, when you suddenly feel in thrall to another
human being and are unable to do without them or to stop thinking about
them, nor in the religious or Sufi sense of love as a profound relationship
with the Creator, but rather in the sense of a great force that makes people
care for others, makes them aware of a profound connection to all life and
makes them weep for other human beings, whoever or wherever they may
be; in the sense that we fall in love with human suffering and love others
because they suffer, because they are eternal victims and forever alone in
their suffering. (2007, 133; 2016, 119)

It is Bahman-Ghazalnus,* the protagonist of the novel, along with his
few friends, who is endowed with such a capacity to be able to create the
imaginary gardens where such love may find its place. Contrary to the
inhabitants of Esgistan, Ghazalnus and his friends are not confronted with
religious fanatics but with the modern capitalist elite of a city, represented
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by different barons. By the means of poetry and art, along with his friends,
Ghazalnus creates imaginary gardens in the city that may be entered
through secret gates by those sensitive creatures who are able to see them.
Although the city very much resembles Southern Kurdistan’s locations
such as Hawler (Erbil) or Silemani, which have been undergoing major
changes in recent decades, it may be in fact associated with many other
places of the world. The European title of ‘baron’ applied in Sorani Kurdish
certainly draws from non-Kurdish contexts and universalises the story told
in this novel. This is one example of how Kurdish authors contribute to the
universal space, establishing a new equilibrium between the local and the
global. The Baron of Imagination (or Jewahir Serfiraz) is the main figure
among the barons bearing a literary resemblance to the Grand Inquisitor
from the Brothers Karamazov by Dostoyevsky. His resort is imagination.
He wishes to cooperate with Ghazalnus in order to build the dream city.
He wants imagination to become an instrument of power, offering a new
earthly paradise for people where some of them may find beauty, rest and
peace while others will have to be eliminated. However, Ghazalnus strongly
opposes such a role for imagination. He suggests that what the baron is
talking about is a dream: ‘You have dreams, and I have imagination.? It’s
the biggest difference that could divide any two creatures’ (2007, 384;
2016, 339). What is more, according to Ghazalnus: “Those endowed with
an imagination don’t run away from this world. They think about the fate
ofall its creatures. They worry even about the flowers and the ants’ (2007,
384; 2016, 339). Contrary to that, ‘the world’s dictators, its cruel rulers
and emperors all had dreams (...). The most dangerous thing that can hap-
pen is for imagination to be transformed into dreams’ (2007, 384; 2016,
339). “The imagination of each person is tied to his or her soul and exis-
tence. It’s not something that can merge with a big dream’ (2007, 385;
2016, 340). What is defined here in a very precise way is the form of imagi-
nation that we called ‘moral’ in this chapter. Its role is to attend to other
people and other ‘lively creatures’, which is in contrast to both escapism
and the desire to impose one’s own vision of beauty and happiness on oth-
ers. In this context, the dream may be related to the colonial thinking of
any king, politician, scientist or artist, whereas imagination emerges as a
fully postcolonial capacity.®® It does not scarch for pride and glory but
rather remains attached to the often sad and disenchanting reality.
Ghazalnus declares that his paradise ‘lies in his unsuccessful and failed
loves’ and that ‘it is behind the gates of the gardens he must head towards’
(2007, 386; 2016, 341). Whereas the inhabitants of the Esgistan seemed
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more attached to dreams, Ghazalnus is an artist who learns a lot from
Xendan in order to develop his imagination. He is not even a poet himself
but mostly keeps reading the ghazals of his father and thus exposes the tal-
ent of someone else. Moreover, we learn that what Ghazalnus and his
friends are collecting and writing down in their big book are stories about
death. They gather information about the people who were murdered,
girls who were forced to burn themselves, victims of the civil war and those
who drowned in the sea when seeking refuge in Europe (2007, 375; 2016,
333). The beautiful imaginary gardens also serve as a cemetery for the
discovered bodies of people killed in the city. Nevertheless, even Ghazalnus
has to confront the very ambiguous dimension of his love when he becomes
familiar with Chinese Youth (or Murad Jamil), who boldly suggests that he
is Ghazalnus’ ‘real side’ (2007, 406; 2016, 357). Being the local heart-
breaker, Chinese Youth is very much attached to the corporeal dimension
of love, accusing Ghazalnus of simple cowardice: ‘You are nothing but a
cowardly lover. (...) I am the one who needs those ghazals, so that I can
read them to the girls and women who fall in love with me. You talk about
the fantastical aspect of love, but I am the one who is living its real aspect.
Tam the part of you that you have stifled. You can’t cope with the real side
of love’ (2007, 407; 2016, 359). These two figures reflect what Anker
called the split between body and soul (or reason). Whereas she related this
problem mostly to Plato, Kant, Descartes and the European intellectual
tradition (17), we may detect the same break in the Middle Eastern and
Muslim heritage even if it is not just reason, but rather the spirit or soul
which is often described as enslaved by the body. In the introduction to
Mem and Zin, Ehmedé Xani claimed that spirit was united with the body
by force. Mem and Zin abandoned their earthly desires for the sake of pure
spirit and reunion with God. However, the origin of this split seems to lie
deeper, not even in the Platonic, but rather the Orphic, tradition and its
concept of body as a ‘tomb of the soul’ (Guthrie 1993, 156-157).

The Chinese Youth’s allegations have a strong impact on Ghazalnus
even if he rejects the vision of love reduced to corporeal desires, which he
calls ‘the Western law of love” as opposed to the Eastern Sufi tradition link-
ing love with pain (2007, 408-409; 2016, 359-360). Although this dis-
tinction can hardly be justified and has the markings of simple Orientalism,
it helps Ghazalnus to defend his attitude to love, perceived always as some-
thing serious, sad and painful. On the contrary, Chinese Youth declares
that ‘love isn’t mystical, immortal, profound and complex thing that
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should hang around your neck like a rope until death. Love’s easier than
that. It’s the mingling of two souls, you see. Love makes human beings
each other’s friends, not each other’s slaves’ (2007, 409; 2016, 360). In
this way, Chinese Youth undermines the certainty of Ghazalnus’ beliefs and
points out that his concept of love may result in nothing but slavery. The
dialogue between the two recalls another Kurdish work—Gotinén guneh-
kar (Sinful Words,¥ first published in 2007, 2008) by Hesené¢ Meté—
where the Kurmanji Kurdish author from Bakur drew a portrait of God,
implying that He created man for himself in order to be loved and admired
by someone. Such a portrait of God can be easily associated with Orientalism
and the colonial relationship described by Said (Bocheriska 2013a). Helim
Ytsiv from Rojava, in his short story cycle entitled Mem bé Zin (Mem with-
out Zin, 2003) also demystified the image of ‘immortal lovers’ by exhibit-
ing the more mundane, prosaic and thus humane aspects of love.

Thanks to Chinese Youth, Ghazalnus is able to grasp his ‘complex” and
‘profound’, but at the same time very asexual and thus inhuman, relation-
ship with Trifa Yabahri, whom he probably truly loves. He also feels
responsible for finding and burying the body of Chinese Youth, who is
murdered by barons along with his beloved Baran. However, it is not
Ghazalnus but the Real Magellan®® who—as if following the meaning of
his name—makes the real discovery and crosses the border of body and
soul when falling in love with Afsana. He betrays ‘the whole of his strange
past, in which there had been no bridges between body and soul” (2007,
273;2016, 243) and is able to experience what he had believed, that ‘love
is something neither the soul nor body can achieve alone, the one thing in
which both dangerous forces within a human being should fuse com-
pletely. In the act of love, unless the body enters the soul’s game, the souls
will be lost and unable to come together. If the soul doesn’t enter the
body’s game, the bodies become disenchanted and begin to grow apart
(...) The body must speak first so that the souls can build bridges and draw
closer to one another’ (2007, 274; 2016, 243-244). More than that, he
comes to the conclusion that ‘the biggest enemies of the soul are people
who hate the body’ (2007, 274; 2016, 244). We are then allowed to see,
and delight in, the erotic scene between Real Magellan and Afsana.

Finally, we learn from Ghazalnus’ father’s letter that ‘love is an immense
honour’ (2007, 136; 2016, 122) and ‘nothing, no matter how great or
infinite, can rival it in serenity’ (2007, 136; 2016, 122). Furthermore ‘it is
the one thing made by man alone, the one thing in which Devil has no
hand. Nor is God its starting point. God himself is beloved, and the truly



BETWEEN HONOUR AND DIGNITY: KURDISH LITERARY AND CINEMA... 73

beloved does not create love. God is love’s subject, not its creator’ and
‘the power of love is the sole barometer of humanness, one greater than all
the rest” (2007, 136; 2016, 122). Behram, the protagonist of Meté’s
Sinful Words, is also inspired by his love to the earthly Demora, gradually
distancing himself from both God and Satan, rejecting their vision of the
cgotistic love (Bocheniska 2013a) and proclaiming ‘without shame and
fear’ that he loves human Demora more than God (2008, 174). Although
‘this immense honour’ is not called dignity by Ali, we can easily connect it
with the understanding of dignity that has been described in the previous
sections of this chapter.

This discussion reverberates with the anthropological study by
J. Andrew Bush (2016), who focused on the way a Kurdish man from
Silemani, called Newzad in his paper, applied Mahwi and Nari’s couplets
to deal with his moral problems. As highlighted by Bush: ‘Newzad drew
on love poetry and mystical language to express a kind of moral striving
when he explained how “God becomes a lover, a lover becomes God.”’
What is more, according to Newzad, ‘the availability of these concepts and
expressions comes from life in this world’, ‘from the shifting and failing of
human relations’ (85). Newzad’s approach bears some resemblance to the
Xani’s introduction to Mem and Zin, where the poet called God both
magiig (Beloved) and agig (Lover) (Xani, 116) and cunningly approached
the Almighty, suggesting that He should be willing to love and forgive
(Bocherniska 2016a, 46).%° Newzad clevated the role of love but, contrary
to Ali and Meté¢, and in line with Xani, saw God as capable of becoming
the lover and not only the beloved. All these examples show that, for these
Kurdish authors there is no necessity for what Jacek Filek called ‘the mur-
der of God” by Nietzsche (2001, 291). Instead of proudly proclaiming
God’s death, one may follow Newzad and invite God into a new, more
equal and reciprocal relationship. This new pattern of relations between
God and humans becomes significant for any reckoning.

2.9  How Do WE Love SATAN AND ‘OTHERS’? KURDISH
LITERATURE’S ATTENTION TO ANTI-HEROES, ENEMIES
AND NON-MUSLIMS
We have already said that, by reaching out to opponents and by portraying

them with more attention and aesthetic care, Kurdish literature has started
to widen the imaginary world of honour, paving the way for a modern
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understanding of dignity. In this section, I wish to focus on works that pay
special attention to those perceived as weak, enemies, Satanic or disgust-
ing. I suggest that this topic represents a unique dimension in the Kurdish
literary context because of being inspired by the Sufi, Yezidi or Ahle Haqq
religious traditions.

As we know, the Yezidis, and sometimes also the Ahle Haqq (van
Bruinessen 2014 ), were called devil worshippers by their orthodox Muslim
neighbours. This was one of the reasons they were seen as especially dis-
gusting and persecuted more than other religious minorities. The label
originated from the orthodox Muslims’ misinterpretation of the figure of
Tawisi Melek, the Peacock Angel praised by the Yezidis. According to the
Yezidis, Taw(isi Melek refused to subordinate himself to God’s order and
he did not bow to Adam. Therefore he could be easily associated with
Satan in the Muslim and Christian traditions. However, the interpretation
of this act by the Yezidis is different than that by the Orthodox Muslims
and Christians which is why they usually consider Taw(isi Melek ontologi-
cally distinct from Satan. According to the Yezidis’ belief, the refusal came
from Tawtsi Melek’s faithfulness to God, and not because of his pride
(Omarkhali 2005, 51).*° In other words, God recognised the good and
not the evil in him, thus entrusting him with power over the world.
Contemporary Kurdish authors interpret the figure of Satan as if following
these Yezidi beliefs. They explore the Satanic figures as well as the dark
sides of the human soul and manage to both raise doubts and shed new
light on the common understanding of what is good and honourable in
Kurdish society. This practice is especially visible in the works of Hesené
Meté, who often focused on Satan-like figures. In the novel Gotinén gune-
blkar (Sinful Words, 2008) mentioned above, the protagonist Behram is
initially presented as a faithful Muslim living in the town of E. He praises
God and is afraid of Satan. However, after befriending strange villagers
called L1t and Gestina, who do not allow him to kill a black snake (asso-
ciated with Satan in Muslim and Christian traditions but at the same time
being the obvious Yezidi symbol shown at the entrance to the Lalis sanctu-
ary)*! and take him to the mountains, Behram’s doubts rise. He falls in
love with Demora, Ll and Gestina’s daughter, and, after her mysterious
disappearance, decides to travel to Satan (called Ahriman or Great Lord in
the novel) in order to learn how to find her. The trip takes place at night
and reminds us of the miraculous night journey of the prophet Muhammad
who travelled to meet with God and learn the truth from him. This time
it is Ahriman who reveals his truth to Behram, suggesting that God cre-
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Picture 2.2 The entrance to the Yezidi sanctuary of Sheikh Adi in Lalis, by
A. Rodziewicz

ated the man to exercise superiority over someone. Nevertheless, as already
stressed above, Bahram chooses to love Demora more than God and the
Great Lord.

In his novella Tofan (The Storm, 2000) Meté revives the Satanic figure
of Bekir from Ehmedé Xani’s Mem and Zin, who was considered respon-
sible for all the miseries of the two lovers. Meté invents Xani’s testimony,
according to which Bekir (or Beko) should re-emerge on earth each
303 years. We learn from the testimony that there were moral reasons
standing behind Xani’s request: he wanted people to learn something
thanks to Bekir (41). After rising from his grave in Cizira (in Northern
Kurdistan), Bekir realises that many things have changed. Cizira is a
gloomy city destroyed by war and people use the name Bekir (or Beko) to
accuse each other of treachery and different crimes. Even Bekir, who was
considered the master of gossip and rumours, is shocked by the bad lan-
guage and swearing people use against each other. According to Bekir, the
main thing that has been forgotten in Cizira is the ability to love (70). He
idealises the past and returns to his grave in the hope that after another
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303 years he will not be forced to see Kurdistan in this way. Obviously, the
Satan-like Bekir is evoked by Meté to indicate this significant lack and
elevate the meaning of love for everyday human relations. Therefore he
becomes the symbol of good rather than evil. The same lack of love and
sympathy is often expressed in other narratives by women. Dayé¢ Gulé
from Eta Nehayi’s Guli Soran (The Flower of Soran) addresses his revolu-
tionary son by saying ‘O wretches, you all hate each other’ (103). Equally,
Xanzad, who at the beginning of the novel feels that women’s value is
reduced to namiis, after discovering her own love towards the brother of
her husband, is not only embarrassed and frightened. She also realises that
people ‘do not understand of love” and that words related to love ‘were
blackened in human brains’ (121). Kajal Ahmad, in her poem ‘The N’s of
Negative’ (2016, 68) lists the lack of love, and especially the inability of
men to love instead of dying, killing, sleeping and scorning (69), as one of
their most important problems. What is more, she suggests that death is
easier than the difficult task of befriending life (68).

In his short story Sepal (2009), Meté focuses on one of the infamous
Kurdish village guards (%orucu in Turkish) working for the Turkish state
against the Kurdish guerrillas and considered ‘traitors’ by many represen-
tatives of Kurdish society.*? He applies mixed types of narration, with both
the first person narrative and the present tense third person narrative,
which is comparable to a play. This allows the reader to both see the per-
spective of a ‘traitor’, be immersed in his thoughts and emotions, and to
acquire distance to him. Therefore, in a very short text, he manages to
present the tragic paradox of a man called Demodin. Being a Kurdish vil-
lage guard working for the Turkish state, Demodin is portrayed as an
empathetic figure who pays attention to the problems of others, for exam-
ple of his Kurdish fellow Sadin (Meté 2009, 41-42). His relationship
with the Turkish sergeant Durmis is characterised by both admiration and
distance, and sheds important light on the ambiguous colonial relations
between Turks and Kurds. Demodin is contrasted with the Kurdish guer-
rillas, who are shown acting in a precipitant and thoughtless way, not
respecting the points of view of other Kurds (42). He instead follows the
hints of an old Kurd who insists that being Kurdish requires treating all
guests well, even enemies (42). Yet he exposes a subconscious distance to
the Turks when implying, in a very amusing way, that the Turkish state’s
representatives are not even able to raise a dog because, when fed by them,
the dog may lose its honour (39). By means of his provocative short story,
Meté showed cthics as inseparable from the national identity. Thus, we
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may see that being a Kurd became linked to a certain moral choice regard-
ing enemies, a choice that, as emphasised in the previous sections, could
be associated with tradition too. On the other hand, however, Meté did
not praise the figure of the Kurdish village guard, but rather suggested
that the moral choices of people who became korucus should be thor-
oughly analysed. Similarly to the role of Beko from Tofan, the stories of
the village guards may be helpful in understanding the failures of the
Kurdish national movement and can serve as a good lesson. It is worth
nothing that Meté’s lesson is not a direct hint or instruction but rather a
subtle voice, audible for those who are able to attend to all characters pre-
sented in the story.** Comparing Meté’s Demodin with the landlords from
Rehim Qazi’s Pésmerge, we may realise how aesthetically and ethically suc-
cessful the journey of Kurdish literature in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries has been.

Another example of the anti-hero, whose aim is to expose the dark side
of the human soul and discuss the meaning of freedom, is the protagonist
of Firat Cewerl’s novel Ezé yeki bikujim (I Will Kill Someone, 2008), which
may be considered a modern Kurdish update of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s
Notes from Underground. Like Dostoyevsky, Cewerl wished to explore the
borders of human freedom. The main character of the novel is presented
as an anonymous inhabitant of a contemporary Kurdish city in Turkey,
which we can assume is Diyarbekir, but its realistic context is blurred,
allowing more universal interpretation. We learn something about Ceweri’s
protagonist at the beginning and then more is revealed gradually and spar-
ingly. He spent 15 years in a hard Turkish prison due to his involvement
in the Kurdish opposition movement, possibly in the 1980s or 1990s. He
decided to cut all links with his family, friends and the city’s contemporary
reality, which he despised. One day, his inner voice orders him to Kkill
somebody. He sets out from home wandering in the big city to find some-
body to kill. It is, however, not clear whether his love for evil is the convic-
tion of absolute freedom, a wish to emulate God or quite the contrary: to
follow God’s orders (2008, 21-22). However, it scems that Ceweri’s char-
acter desires to become equal to God, who is described as the one who
‘kills so many people every day’ (21). That is why killing seems a test of
freedom, an extreme manifestation of his free choice. Being the most
important Kurdish desire, exposed and praised in many texts, for example
in Sérko Békes’ famous poem Cudayi (Separation, written in 1988; 2006,
736), freedom is usually evaluated as positive and desirable. Ceweri defi-
nitely brings it down, showing that being free also means being free to do
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evil. As with the character from Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground,
Ceweri’s protagonist loves his own malice and evil and, until meeting a
woman, Diana, has no will to change. He sees his own ill will as a fully
justified element of the world’s order. Meeting Diana brings hope to his
dark and sorrowful life. Thus again in Ceweri’s novel, love to human being
becomes elevated as the main reason to seek any good, even though its
character is hit by a car shortly afterwards and has no chance to experience
the change. In the novel freedom is presented as gaining meaning only
along with love.** The same relationship between the two was presented
in Kemal Burkay’s poem ‘Evin’ (‘Love’, 1995, 10).

Another novelty in Kurdish literature is the presentation of passive fig-
ures, who are reluctant to take part in the national fight. They remind us
of Mem from Xani’s Mem and Zin, who, contrary to his friend Tacdin, was
reluctant to act in a decisive way. Badin—the main character of Jan Dost’s
novel Mijabad (first published in 2004, 2012)—seems trapped between
his own desire to become a writer and a sense of duty forcing him to take
an active part in the historical events related to the establishment of the
Mahabad Republic (1945-1946). He is a man of many doubts, preferring
to take part in a love affair than in war; nevertheless he finally joins the
peshmergas (2012). Badin has lot in common with Memduh Selim, the
historical figure, one of the founders of the national Kurdish organisation
Xoybiin (Self-determination) as depicted by Mehmed Uzun from Bakur, in
his Siya Eviné (The Shadow of Love, first published in 1989,2000). Memduh
Selim decides to serve his homeland instead of achieving personal happi-
ness with his beloved; nevertheless in a letter to his friend he presents his
choice as tragic and not the only right one (2000, 242-243) and thus
exposes what Martha Nussbaum called the non-commensurability of valu-
able things (Nussbaum 1999, 106-124). Another example is Dariné Darjo
from Hesené Meté&’s short story Es (The Pain, first published in 1998,
2000), who is an unsuccessful writer who never manages to write any-
thing. He is overwhelmed by artistic impotence due to his relatives’ insis-
tence that he should write elaborate novels in order to get fame and money.
Everyone wants to be proud of him (2000, 28). Art is understood as a
source of family or even national honour. Dariné Darjo strongly opposes
the idea that people who don’t write anything are stupid (53) and thus
diminishes the enlightening zeal. We realise that, in such a context, pro-
ducing literature simply replaces the necessity of brave acts from the tradi-
tional system of honour (where one needs to prove one’s value by doing
something special) but has still little in common with modern dignity, or



BETWEEN HONOUR AND DIGNITY: KURDISH LITERARY AND CINEMA... 79

with the simple ethical and aesthetic desire to say something in the best
possible form (27). All the above-mentioned figures do not, in fact, reject
the idea of national struggle, but rather suggest that it should obtain a new
moral quality and be based on a sense of responsibility towards other peo-
ple and not only on the simple desire to possess an independent state.

While discussing many social and ethical problems of Kurdish society,
Kurdish literature pays considerably less attention to Kurdish neighbours
representing states that are often perceived as enemies, that is Turks, Arabs
or Persians. They are, instead, looming on the horizon as with Sergeant
Durmis from Meté’s short story. In her poem ‘Let Baghdad Come to
Halabja’ (2016) Kajal Ahmad stressed that Arabs should come to Kurdistan
and feel ashamed of the tragedy of the Kurdish people caused by Saddam
Hussein and his soldiers. She straightforwardly opposed the idea that the
town of Halabja, the symbol of the Kurdish genocide of 1988 and its mar-
tyrs, should knock on Arab doors seeking any understanding for the
Kurdish case (61). In the novel Gava ku masi ti dibin (When Fish Gets
Thirsty, 2008) by Helim Yasiv, we encounter the pilot of an acroplane
dropping bombs on a Kurdish village. Masi, the protagonist of the novel,
is a guerrilla and witnesses this attack on a Kurdish village, during which a
small boy is killed. He suggests that, had the boy had a chance to become
a pilot, he could have made another choice in his life than the pilot who
killed him (2008, 77-78). Masi imagines the pilot and wonders if ‘they
know that we all have beloved ones, mothers or children? If he couldn’t
imagine his mother while killing the two women busy with washing
clothes? If he knew that one of them had told to her child: I will just wash
it and return’ (78). This short passage refers to both the abstract ‘them’
and to the concrete pilot and mirrors perfectly the mechanism of dehu-
manisation, which involves weakening the victimisers” normal restraints on
violent behaviour and is responsible for the lack of compassion and inter-
est towards the Kurds among many representatives of the Turkish, Arab or
Iran societies. Nevertheless, we are also not allowed to attend to the sol-
dier through such glasses. He remains somewhere very far on the
horizon.

The situation changes, however, in Mehmed Uzun’s novel Roni Mina
Evine, Tari Mina Miviné (Light Like Love Darkness Like Deatlh, 2002a),
where we are told about Baz, a Turkish officer of Kurdish origin who is
engaged in fighting the guerrillas. Baz (which means ‘falcon’ in Kurdish)
was a small child when he was found by a Turkish soldier after all other
members of his family were killed by the Turkish army. He was raised as a
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Turk. He became a devoted soldier and undertook the fight against the
enemies, that is, the guerrillas. Baz is confronted with a young girl, Kevok
(‘pigeon’ in Kurdish), who decided to follow her boyfriend and joined the
guerrillas. She is captured by Baz’s soldiers, who make her give away her
fellows, and thus, Kevok becomes responsible for their death. Distressed
by her own weakness and betrayal she ceases to speak to anyone. Kevok is
then placed into Baz’s flat. Her silent presence brings changes to his life.
Living side by side with ‘the terrorist’, Baz gradually acknowledges her
humanness. Simultaneously, he becomes bored with his job and starts to
ask himself increasingly difficult questions about own ethnic origin and
the actions he has committed throughout his life. Finally, he realises that
the only thing he cares about is the wellbeing of the ex-guerrilla. Baz’s
love for Kevok forces him to reconsider the state’s policy and he under-
goes a deep moral change. Both individuals try to escape from the coun-
try, but are caught and subsequently, Baz is executed. Uzun successfully
shows that, in the reality of the regime and violence, no one can remain
innocent, neither Baz, who, as the devoted adherent of the Turkish state
policy, commits a huge number of crimes, nor gentle Kevok, who fails to
be brave and strong and betrays her friends. This way, Uzun challenges
both the glory of the Turkish state and the heroic image of the guerrillas.
Moreover, by depicting the Turkish officer as being of Kurdish origin he
avoids the accusatory tone and points out the need to start any moral
transformation or decolonisation from oneself.

Mehmet Dicle, in his short story Du Kani (Two Springs 2013) also
confronts the idea of the Turkish soldier and the Kurdish guerrilla. We get
to know them through the two interweaving first-person narratives, which
create a sense of emotional or even physical similarity (for example both
characters happen to see and describe the same man, a shepherd who
informs the Turkish army about the guerrilla’s hiding place). At the same
time, the situation of both is incomparable. While the guerrilla is alone,
struggling to survive in a cave, 66 fellows are accompanying the Turkish
soldier. After both characters kill each other in the fight it is the body of
Kurdish guerrilla which is despised by other soldiers. Nevertheless, by
some very apt comparisons with nature (the storm, the giant-like moun-
tains) Dicle manages to show the fear, doubts and reluctance of the
Turkish soldier to take part in the military action. The Turk from Dicle’s
short story is equipped with feelings and reflections. He is a human being
with whom one may try to establish a dialogue. Other examples of this
approach include the film Gitmek. My Marlon and Brando by Hiiseyin



BETWEEN HONOUR AND DIGNITY: KURDISH LITERARY AND CINEMA... 81

Karabey (2007), where a Turkish woman falls in love with the Kurdish
actor and fighter from South Kurdistan and decides to seek him in the
mountains. As a result she abandons Istanbul and travels to Kurdistan. In
the novel Misexti (Exile) by Adil Zozani (2009), meanwhile, a Turkish
commander undergoes a deep moral change after being captured by the
guerrillas. Interestingly, it happens due to the strong emotional impact of
a story told him by one of the Kurdish fighters. The commander goes so
far as to become a lawyer working for the Kurds and acknowledging ‘the
existence of Kurdistan as a separate entity’ (Galip 2015, 139).

Finally, Kurdish authors use many non-Muslim characters in their works
and thus encourage the readers to see them as equal creatures, with whom
one may seek to establish new, modern relations based on dignity rather
than on religious or sectarian divisions. In his historical novel Hawara
Dicleyé (The Call of the Tigris River, 2002b, 2003), Mehmed Uzun intro-
duces his protagonist and narrator, Biro, as a descendant of the Yezidis.
The novel takes us to the Kurdish province of Botan under the rule of
Prince Bedirxan (1820-1847). Biro witnesses the dramatic events of the
Bedirxan uprising, the collapse of which brought an end to the quasi-
independent Kurdish principalities. Initially, Bedirxan’s troops attacked
and massacred the Christians, but soon after, the Kurds were smashed by
the Ottoman army. The novel evidently aims to creating a version of
history suitable for the Kurdish imagined community; nevertheless its the-
matic scope definitely exceeds the national context and also reminds the
reader about the shameful moments of Bedirxan’s uprising. The structure
of the novel is based on intertwining epic and lyrical pieces, an approach
which also resembles the Yezidi religious heritage, consisting of religious
hymns and epic stories. Together they offer a concept of a spiral of time
consisting of both circular (mystical) and linear (historical) time, repre-
senting both continuity and change (Omarkhali and Rezania 2009,
335-346). In Uzun’s novel the spiral concept of time is related to the two
different models of cognition, which are based on analytical and intuitive
understanding of the world. It mirrors Uzun’s inspiration from both
Western literature and the domestic tradition (Bocheriska 2014b, 145).
However, the most compelling element of the Uzun’s work seems to be
his attempt to widen the traditionally Muslim honour world by inviting
others to the respected club of dignified humans. It employs the symbols
of rainbow and peacock and advocates acknowledging unity in diversity
(Uzun 2002b, 2003, 61; Bochenska 2014b, 133-134). Biro is the Kurdish
shortened version of the name Ibrahim and obviously refers to the prophet
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Ibrahim, considered the father of the three religions and often referred to
in the Yezidi texts as well (Spit 2010, 369-373). He travels to the Yezidi
sanctuary in Lalis and decides to stay there for a while. He wishes to dis-
cover and understand his Yezidi roots but at the same time he is not keen
to stay in Lalis forever. He does not want to be a follower of a single reli-
gion, but seeks the contemporary common sense of all of them. His
understanding of eternity, though rooted in the mystical tradition, is not
associated neither with God, nor with the Kurdish nation. It is identified
with life, perceived as the ‘eternal tree from which leaves blossom and fall’
(133). What is more, it is the human consciousness and sensitivity that
‘blow among times and epochs’ (133). Biro possesses the unique ability to
hear different voices, not only human, but of the Dicle river, or silence
which adds to the polyphony of the novel. Apart from Biro’s Yezidi origin
we encounter his beloved Assyrian Ester (called Stér—that is ‘star’ in
Kurdish—by Biro), his Armenian protector and wise man Mam Sefo,
along with his two children, who are Biro’s closest friends, and the old
Jewish woman Amojina Rese, who takes care of Stér during her illness. In
contrast, the Muslim majority is represented by the opportunist Heme,
dominated by greediness and the desire to exercise power over others.
This way Uzun, who himself was of a Muslim background, challenged the
honour world of Muslims, pointing to its colonialist aspect and demanding
attention and recognition of other, non-Muslim communities. His novel
creates a new honour world which encompasses human beings rather than
only the representatives of certain religions or nations.

It is worth adding that the idea of settling accounts with the difficult
past and examining atrocities committed by Muslims on non-Muslims is
especially visible in relation to the Armenian genocide (1915) with the
Turkish, and to a lesser degree Kurdish, responsibility in the events. The
literary topic of the Armenian genocide was most probably initiated in
Turkey by Yasar Kemal, a Kurdish-born author writing in the Turkish lan-
guage (Rohat 1992, 42—43) and developed widely in the modern Kurdish
literature of the last decades (Celik and Opengin 2016; Galip 2016).
Today, this process is gradually impacting on the image of Kurdistan as a
home for diverse groups and has the potential to strengthen the recogni-
tion of others, who until not long ago fell beyond the established honour
world.
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2.10  WuAaT To Do witH AN UNFAITHFUL WIFE?
PrROMOTING NEW MORAL CHOICES IN THE FIL.Ms Yor#
AND MAROONED IN IRAQ

Following two famous cinematic narratives, in this section I want to show
the ethical change which is taking place in Kurdish society regarding the
approach to unfaithful women. Both films can be called road movies, both
were made by the famous Kurdish directors Yilmaz Giiney and Bahman
Ghobadi, both are often discussed as representing Kurdish identity and
resistance against the state oppression of Turkey, Iraq and Iran.*
Nevertheless, their ethical content relating to the question of honour and
dignity has not yet been analysed in detail. I would suggest that both films
are closely interrelated and that Marooned in Iraq is actually a continua-
tion of the subject approached by Giiney in 1981 in one of Yols episodes.
Bahman Ghobadi emulates Giiney’s movie when filming the final scene of
his film* and offers a more decisive stance over the sensitive issue,
proclaiming that the border drawn by the traditional sense of honour must
be crossed if the Kurds are to be liberated from oppression. I will also refer
to a discussion regarding the second film that I undertook with the stu-
dents of Koye University in April 2015.

Yol (The Way, 1981) was directed by Serif Goren based on detailed
instructions from Giiney, who was imprisoned and could not make the
film himself (Koksal 2016, 136). It won the prestigious Palme d’Or at the
Cannes Film Festival in 1982. The film tells the story of five men who are
given five days’ leave from prison and travel to their homes. Giiney showed
that Turkey in the carly 1980s was little more than a prison itself with the
Kurdish question lying at the core of its problems. However, I want to
focus on the two episodes from the film which refer to the sensitive issue
of honour undermining its traditional glamour: when Mehmet and Seyit
travel to meet their wives and children. Their stories seem more intercon-
nected than the three other episodes. They meet during the journey and
share their perspectives over the difficult issues they need to face at home.

Seyit learns that, when he was in prison, his wife abandoned their son
and was caught being unfaithful by her family, which, following the tradi-
tional code of honour, sentenced her to death. However, they considered
him the right person to execute the sentence so they locked her away,
waiting for Seyit to come. Zine*® has been kept with animals since that
point and she is described by her family as ‘dirty’, ‘devil’, or ‘dog’, not
deserving any pity, only death. We can casily identify this description as a
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blatant form of dehumanisation that allows the mistreatment of Zine.
However, Seyit confesses to Mehmet that ‘there is a pity in one corner and
hatred in the other corner of his heart” so we see him as doubtful and not
entirely attached to the honour code followed by Zine’s family. This inter-
nal battle will accompany him until the end, shaping his indecisiveness
regarding the fate of his wife. On the other hand, Mehmet is returning to
a faithful wife (Emine)* and their children, who are under the pressure of
the wife’s family (father and brothers). They accuse Mehmed of being a
‘scornful coward’, that is of being guilty of the death of Emine’s brother,
whom he failed to help. In a talk with his old friend, Mehmet confesses
that he was scared and did not act in the required manner, causing the
death of Emine’s brother. In showing one of the main characters as ‘a
coward’ but still worthy of being the main character of a story, Giiney
directly undermined the ethics prevailing in the traditional narratives,
where cowards were only worthy to be killed and forgotten about.
Nevertheless, in the course of the events we learn that Mehmet is not only
a coward. He is brave enough to confess his guilt in front of his wife and
her family. Emine’s brothers and father do not recognise it, however, as an
act of courage, do not accept his repentance and almost kill him. It is
Emine, acting in the name of love and forgiveness, who decides to flee
with her husband, in spite of what he did and in spite of her family’s will.
However, both Mehmet and Emine are shot to death by one of Emine’s
brothers when trying to escape by train.

Seyit goes to the mountainous village where his wife and son are wait-
ing for him. On the way he has to kill his horse, which is not able to go
further through the snow. He does so out of pity for the animal in order
not to allow wolves to eat the horse alive. However, this only serves to
foreshadow the difficult decision relating to his wife, given Serefxané
Bedlist’s account regarding the value of a woman’s life in the sixteenth
century as equivalent to a horse. It is a symbol that Seyit is still attached to
the same code of rules. Zine’s relatives encourage Seyit to “use his anger
and hatred’ and kill the woman, solving the problem once and for all. His
small son is also convinced that his mother is ‘dirty” and therefore does not
deserve anything but death. Nevertheless Seyit does not want to kill Zine;
he pushes the responsibility to God suggesting that ‘Allah will punish her’.
We know that his reluctance to kill is not a simple lack of courage but
rather the result of a strong battle inside him. He speaks to Zine but is not
interested in any of the reasons behind her actions; neither has he the will
to forgive her. There are, however, two motives that indicate Seyit’s strong



BETWEEN HONOUR AND DIGNITY: KURDISH LITERARY AND CINEMA... 85

attachment to Zine and a possible wish to find another solution. The first
is an image of a flute that he used to play as a young man, which deeply
moved Zine and formed the beginning of their love. It reappears in many
memories of both Seyit and his wife. The second is the wedding ring on
Zine’s finger, which seems to confirm her attachment to her husband in
spite of her alleged treachery. It is often focused on, deepening the doubts
regarding her ‘bad action’. After her death, when he returns to prison,
Seyit is not able to take the ring off his finger and bursts into tears.

Not having much time to spend in the village he quickly decides to take
his son and wife back to the small town where they can wait until he is
released from prison. They have to cross the mountains covered with
snow. Unlike her husband and son Zine is not prepared to survive such a
journey. After spending months in the dark shed with animals she is mal-
nourished and weak. She is given only light clothes which are not suitable
for the cold. Lost in his thoughts, Seyit seems not to be aware of the prob-
lem. Obviously he wants to show his wife disregard or even punish her for
what she did. Along with his son, he moves quickly forward, leaving Zine
behind. Seyit does not listen to Zine’s call and returns to her only after his
son’s request. The boy suggests that, since the father decided to take Zine
and not to kill her, he should be ready to help her. Seyit takes Zine on his
back and keeps listening to her pleas to be forgiven, though he remains
indifferent to them. His attitude changes only when Zine loses conscious-
ness, as if it is only then that Seyit realises that she may really die. The
fragility of life, along with the fear of losing someone he loves, causes him
to start to battle for Zine’s life. It is on the threshold of death when his
suppressed love makes him realise the value of life and fight to save it. The
battle is lost and Zine is brought to the town dead. Seyit regrets his inde-
cisiveness when recalling Mehmet’s words about his wife and children’s
ability to ‘love him in spite of everything’. We see him crying in the train,
while returning to the Turkish prison. In Giiney’s film the Kurdish man is
not yet able to forgive or even to avoid punishing his unfaithful wife. Yet
he regrets his actions and we see them as an ‘incapacity’ and not a ‘value’
which is a significant difference compared to many traditional narratives.
Similarly to the many literary texts that we have discussed above, the
change is shown through the prism of life’s finite span and thanks to the
elevation of the value of love, which is directly mentioned and presented,
not as simple affection but rather as a moral capacity inspiring the right
choices in life. However, the change is too weak to occur and flourish in a
country dominated by violence. It is a fragile voice, but it has been born.
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Marooned in Iraq (2002) seems like a continuation and update of this
episode from Giiney’s film. Although the story told by Bahman Ghobadi is
also embedded in the difficult history of the Kurds—we are told about
Saddam’s attack with chemical weapons on the Kurdish towns and villages
in Iraqi Kurdistan—the central topic of the film is the main character
Mirza’s search for his unfaithful wife Henare. The story draws both from
those Kurdish fairy tales where a perfect, brave hero searches for a perfect
(always faithful) princess, and from road movies which are often used to
present a process of transformation. This time, however, it is not only
Mirza who sets out on a journey. He insists his sons, Audeh and Berat, go
with him, although they very much oppose the idea of searching for
Henare, who escaped with Mirza’s best friend to Iraq and ‘spoiled the fam-
ily honour’. We learn that Mirza, who lives in the Iranian part of Kurdistan,
received a message from Henare, who is a refugee in Iranian Kurdistan
after Saddam’s attack. He declares that he has to find her because ‘she
needs him’ but he is not sure if there was any message from Henare because
the letter that she allegedly wrote to him is never found. Mirza searches for
it among other female refugees, who tell him about the difficult situation
of Henare, encouraging him to find and help her. Interestingly, Mirza, who
is already an old man, does not listen to other men, who mock him, and
allows himself to be guided by women’s voices, subtly admonishing one of
his son when asking him ‘what do you know about love’. Thus, from the
very beginning we see him as challenging the traditional meaning of hon-
our but also as reinterpreting the sense of love, which becomes, for him,
something more than simple affection. What is more, Ghobadi shows us
that Mirza is not alone and that there are plenty of others, mostly women,
representing another approach to Henare’s issue, encouraging him to go
further. Mirza’s sons are also very different from Seyit and Mehmet’s fami-
lies in Giiney’s film. They are not bloodthirsty dragons, keen to take
revenge to clear the family honour. They are portrayed as rather lazy fig-
ures, who are not willing to undertake any challenge and keep invoking
honour simply to avoid the rather dangerous journey towards the Iranian-
Iraqi border. Furthermore, the formula of the film, balanced between
drama and comedy, provides a slightly different—more positive—perspec-
tive towards the possible change. As stressed by Appiah when talking about
the end of the duel in nineteenth-century Europe, the practice became not
only condemned but also ridiculed by people and the press (2010, 38—40).
The same tactic seems to be applied by Bahman Ghobadi, who in many
scenes of the film ridicules traditional norms of Kurdish masculinity and
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honour. For example, he shows the Iranian policemen, after being robbed
of their clothes, jumping in mud in their underwear. More than that, this
time we are allowed to see a reason standing behind Henere’s decision to
escape from Mirza. As a gifted singer, she wanted to perform, which was
not allowed for women in Iran. Not being able to give up her talent,
Henare escaped with Seyed,*® Mirza’s best friend, in order to sing in Iraqi
Kurdistan where it was permitted. In Ghobadi’s movie, a woman is no
longer a passive object of men’s action as Zine was for Giiney. She is enti-
tled to talent, passion and free choices in life. After many adventures, Mirza
reaches the refugee camp located on the Iraqi side of the border. He learns
that, although Henare is not there, everyone is waiting for him to bury the
body of his friend Seyed, Henare’s husband. Mirza speaks with a woman
sitting by Seyed’s frozen body who is allegedly Seyed’s sister, but who we
may suppose is Henare. She cannot be recognised because her voice has
changed as a result of the chemical attack and she covers her face, not
allowing Mirza to see her. She stresses that both Henare and Seyed wanted
to see him because they still ‘considered him a friend’. These words do not
contain any repentance and Mirza is not willing to receive any. The ques-
tion of forgiveness is omitted here, although we understand that Mirza is
open to it after making such a long journey. Notably, as stressed by Hicks,
forgiveness is not always a condition for reconciliation. It happens that it
may be passed by for the sake of something ‘equally powerful’, that is ‘hon-
ouring each other’s dignity’ (2011, 185) and thus fostering understanding
of the sometimes complicated choices of others. Subsequently, we learn
that Henare does not need his help for herself but for her small daughter,
born out of her marriage with Seyed. The name of the girl is Sinur, which
means border, and has a very symbolic meaning in the film. Though the
girl is visible evidence of Henare’s unfaithfulness and of the pain she caused
to Mirza, he takes Sinur on his back and sets out on a dangerous journey
through mountains covered with snow. The scene is an obvious ‘quota-
tion’ from Giliney’s Y0/ and updates his gloomy story, showing, in a more
strenuous way, that the life of a human is worth battling for regardless of
the traditional norms that previously guided human choices. We under-
stand that Mirza does not act in the name of past affection towards Henare.
The sense of love which is exposed here instead affirms the value of life and
responsibility for the child, being worthy of love and care. Mirza’s sons
Audeh and Berat discover a similar sense of love during the journey. Berat
falls in love with a woman who has a beautiful voice. He declares that
‘women also can sing’ and instead of immediately getting married, he
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decides to follow the woman to assist her in finding the body of her brother,
killed by Saddam’s troops. Audeh, who was initially seeking another wife to
bring him the desired son, changes his mind and decides to adopt two boys
from an orphanage. Interestingly, it happens after he has been reprimanded
by a young woman from the refugee camp who accuses him of making ‘so
many women unhappy’. The film ends when Mirza crosses the border
(sinur), marked by barbed wire, with the small girl (Sinur) on his back. In
Ghobadi’s film the barbed wire is not only a symbol of Kurdish enslave-
ment at the hands of their enemies. Rather, he indicates the need to rein-
terpret and reimagine the traditional code of honour; otherwise, no real
freedom is possible. However, by the means of his powerful images,
Ghobadi declares that it is the same Kurdish culture which can provide a
reliable treatment for the problem. Mirza is not foreign; he is not a Christian
missionary or Western-looking activist using the many complicated terms
of human rights. Dressed in the Kurdish traditional costume and respected
as a master of Kurdish music, he becomes the best proponent of change.
The transformation is perceived as an inseparable part of the Kurdish cul-
ture which, as shown by Ghobadi, offers resources to solve the problems.
Traditional honour is not abolished, and we do not learn that Henare’s
behaviour was praiseworthy. What we learn instead is that there may be
something more important than the traditional sense of honour, which is
human life and the need to love and care for it. However, similarly to the
characters from the fairy tales, Mirza still needs courage to overcome his
many obstacles, and thus we may realise that the honour code cannot be
abandoned. What Ghobadi does is to offer a new imaginative framework
for courage, which is now linked to totally different moral choices. This
way, Ghobadi enriches the traditional system of honour, creating a new
space for the dignified human being, worthy of respect.

In April 2015, after screening the film, I asked Kurdish students from
Koye University (Bagur) about the reasons behind Mirza’s decision to find
Henare. I mostly received answers that ‘he still loved her’ or that ‘he wanted
to help her’, but one young man told me that ‘initially Mirza wanted to kill
Henare and only afterwards he changed his mind’. This suggests that
Mirza’s attitude and choices, though vividly portrayed by Ghobadi from the
very beginning of the film, are not obvious and understandable even for the
Kurdish youth, and in order to be exposed need to be discussed too. At the
end of our session, I asked the students to vote on whether Mirza is a man
of honour, and some of them were reluctant to answer, though the majority
decided that Mirza is definitely ‘a man of honour’. The students were ini-
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tially very surprised that I wanted to discuss this very sensitive issue and not
‘the difficult situation of the Kurdish nation in the Middle East’ which is
unfortunately the dominant framework in which both films and literary
works are analysed, not allowing their strong ethical content to be revealed.
Both films provide a new picture of humanity, and thus a new moral imagi-
nation is offered to inspire people choices. Mehmet is presented as both
coward and brave man. We are allowed to listen to his thoughts and emo-
tions and get an insight into his inner world to try to understand him. In
this way, the disgusting coward is humanised in the eyes of the Kurdish
audience. Seyit is trapped between the old customs and a possible new
moral choice regarding his wife. After Zine’s death he regrets his indecisive-
ness, which opens the way to a new understanding of morality in the Kurdish
context. Guided by women’s voices, Mirza follows his heart and crosses the
border of old customs and slavery. He manages it, however, only thanks to
a deep understanding and respect towards his own culture which definitely
boosts confidence and attention towards it. It is worth adding that, the new
approach to women’s namiis, touching the problem of honour killing, is
present in multiple Kurdish literary texts, such as the short story Kevoka Spi
(White Pigeon (n. d.)) by Firat Ceweri or the novel Jin (The Woman) by
Rewas Ahmad (2004). In the novel Gazalnus 1 Baxekani Xeyal Bakhtiyar
Ali very provocatively presents Afsana, the beloved of the Real Magellan, as
an unfaithful wife betraying her husband, to whom she was married unwill-
ingly. The author celebrates the betrayal precisely in order to undermine the
traditional norms in the name of love and dignity (2007, 271-275; 2016,
242-243). Mcanwhile, in her poem ‘Pékél le gel Aviman da’ (‘The Goblet
with Ahriman’), the Kurdish poet Nahid Hosseini (2014, 85) calls on
Ahriman’s assistance in order to break ‘the bottle of traditional honour” and
affirms the role of love contradicting the ‘norms of Adams’.

2.11 CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter I have focused on the ethical aspects of Kurdish literature,
suggesting that modern narratives, both in literary works and movies,
build and develop, not only the Kurdish identity, but a new moral imagi-
nation, which serves as an important framework for the modern concept
of dignity. Defined as a type of honour which recognises the miracle of life,
dignity has been distinguished from average forms of respect and honour
and elevated as a kind of modern goddess, animating the sense of human
rights. However, the traditional sense of honour, based on courage and
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faithfulness, may still be an important impulse animating the search for
good and moral transformation, provided that it is matched with dignity.
On the other hand, the sense of dignity cannot be limited to the abstract
definition, but should entail its embodied appearance, which is best pre-
sented in stories and by the different artistic tools, in multiple languages
and through many cultural contexts.

Nevertheless, let us not forget that works of art can be interpreted in
various, sometimes contradictory ways, or that their content may be used
to fit the needs of different ‘barons’. Furthermore, they typically reach a
very limited group of recipients. To repeat Spivak ‘a plea for aesthetic edu-
cation can hope for no more than a coterie audience’. Yet, we ‘make this
plea because we cannot do otherwise’ (21), because this struggle still
engages our honour. Therefore, this chapter keeps arguing that narratives,
especially those created in non-European languages, should be given more
attention. They can become a vital source of inspiration, and not only for
the society which gave birth to them. As stressed in the text, the postu-
lated ‘globality from below’ requires a new equilibrium to be established
between the universal and the local. Inviting Kurdish stories to be a part
of our common heritage certainly addresses this need. We need this moral
imagination more than ever before. Following Bakhtiyar Ali we may per-
ceive it as the postcolonial instrument to deal with the surrounding world.
It is thanks to the stories that we happen to give up certainty and attend
to others with more sympathy, questions and trust.

As shown in this study, recognising the value of life in Kurdish literature
and cinema comes by exposing life’s finitude, but first of all thanks to the
elevation and reinterpretation of the meaning of love, which gradually
encompasses not only the bright and glorious but also the weak and shame-
ful aspects of human nature. Whereas love was deeply seated in the tradi-
tional Kurdish texts, its modern sense is not entirely identical to the past
meaning. After being acclaimed as the patriotic affection for Kurdistan, love
began to animate a more universal attention towards human beings. Honour
has followed a similar trajectory. After acknowledging the national fight, it
gradually turned towards human life, transforming itself into modern dig-
nity. This ongoing process has been accompanied by a deepening of the
aesthetic, psychological and philosophical aspects of the texts visible in
depicting the characters, in their dialogues and monologues, and finally, in
the structure of narratives. Moreover, new characters emerged, who, as with
Little Xendan from Bakhtiyar’s Ewarey Perwane distanced themselves, not
only from the brave readiness to die which dominated the traditional Kurdish
world, but also from the dimension of love originating in the classical
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Muslim texts. What they offered, instead, was the ‘simple’ attention towards
others and the surrounding world that resulted in enhancing the aesthetic
and ethical quality of the literary works. Kurdish literary or cinema progress
cannot be thus reduced to the aesthetic or professional development but
should be perceived in ethical terms as well. The Kurdish portrait of dignity
attracts our attention and gains uniqueness because of the traditional and
classical background which it remodels and harnesses to build the new qual-
ity. It is, therefore, superficial to concentrate exclusively on the contempo-
rary social or political context of Kurdish prose, poetry or cinema. The
interpretation of Kurdish works instead requires vast knowledge and sensi-
tivity towards their metaphorical and intertextual meanings. Thanks to their
stories and images, the Kurds, who are mostly referred to as fighters and
refugees engaged in nothing but war, may be presented as thoughtful
human beings who seek an answer to how one should live in difficult cir-
cumstances. They are not simply attached to their ‘backward culture’ but
transform it, showing us its potential and beauty. Thus the works signifi-
cantly contribute to our grasp of the Kurdish humanness, identity and resis-
tance, but also to our modern understanding of honour and dignity. Finally,
the ethical change exposed in Kurdish narratives widens the honour world
by inviting non-Muslims and non-Kurdish characters to the plot and empha-
sising the worthiness of the colourful Kurdistan. Let us hope that the world
and, especially, the Kurds’ neighbours, manage to discover the Kurds not
only through the prism of the constant conflicts, threat and ‘backwardness’,
but rather through Kurdish creativity and the significant potential of their
culture. Maybe it is by ‘honouring the dignity” of the Kurds and thus paying
more attention to the subtle voice of their stories that their neighbours can
become more open to seeking solutions to the long-lasting conflict.
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NoOTES

1. They were respected only within their own group of followers and not by
orthodox Muslims, who often perceived the members of such sects as her-
ctics deserving less respect than Christians and Jews.

2. See Dostoyevsky’s letter to N. Strakhov (1869), after Ryszard Przybylski
(1971, 398) ‘Fyodor Dostojewski’.
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3. Russian colonialism cannot, of course, be reduced to this pattern. Since the

cighteenth and nineteenth centuries the Russians redefined their identity
many times, perceiving themselves as European, Asian or Eurasian
(Schimmelpenninck van der Oye 2010). The latter proved to be fruitful,
especially in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, when it became nec-
essary to integrate other, non-Russian, groups into the Soviet State and
then into the Russian Federation. The modern Russian Eurasian focus is
associated with autocracy, order and paternalism, which are contrasted to
the ‘irresponsible’ (Putin 2017) offer of the Western democracies.
Accordingly, Russian involvement is often portrayed as preserving the local
order and cultures. For example, in the English summary to her book on
Kurdish khanates in Khorasan, Olga Ivanovna Zhigalina says ‘The author
also highlights the difference between British and Russian colonial prac-
tices. Russia left the traditional historical usages of the Kurdish khanates
intact, abstaining from interfering in the long-established macrostructure.
(...) The British invasion of the Kurdish khanates of Khorasan, on the
contrary, accelerated the disintegration of Kurdish tribal alliances’
(Zhigalina 2002, 246). The same approach reverberates in President
Vladimir Putin’s grasp on the contemporary Russian mission. For instance,
in one of his speeches, Putin (2017) criticised the engagement of ‘some
countries’ in Middle Eastern affairs by indicating that their foreign model
of development was unsuccessful whereas the Russian one, based on
respect towards others and their cultures bears fruits and is much more
propitious. This directly proposes that democracy is foreign and unattain-
able for many others whose culture is ‘different’.

. A good illustration of how the value of life became inscribed into the tra-
ditional religious discourse is The Gospel of Life ( Evangelinm Vitae) by John
Paul IT (1995) in which he presented the value of life as absolutely insepa-
rable from Christianity. He quoted from the Bible, pointing to its many
pieces and offering an interpretation that elevated the value of human life.
However, it is hard to accept that such an interpretation of the religious
texts was always inherent to Christianity, or obvious and widespread among
Christians. In such a case there would have been no need to write
Evangelivm Vitae.

. One such example is the events after the Kurdish referendum of 2017 and
the widespread Kurdish reactions to the withdrawal of the Kurdish pesh-
merga from Kirkuk in October 2017. This happened under the threat of
overwhelming Iraqi army and Shia militia forces. Although the move was
explained by the commander Cafer Séx Mustafa as reasonable and aimed at
not wasting peshmergas’ lives in an unequal fight (2017), many people
called it a betrayal. Also the agreement between some representatives of
PUK and the Iraqi army on which the withdrawal was based was perceived
by many as ‘treason’.
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. In one of the interviews on the eve of the referendum, the president of the

KRI, Mesud Barzani (2017), said that ‘we [the Kurds -JB] would prefer to
die of starvation than to live under the oppression and occupation of oth-
ers. If this decision is made by referendum and the reaction is to isolate us,
let our people die.

. However, we should not forget the atrocities committed in Europe, espe-

cially during the World War II, which were designed not to remodel but
simply to annihilate those who were not seen as proper humans.

. Itis important to add that body and spirit were also separated in the Middle

Eastern Sufi tradition. In the introduction to Mem and Zin, Ehmedé Xani
insisted that spirit was united with body by force, on God’s order (2005,
120). In Rumi’s Masnavi-ye Ma’navi we read that ‘the reed-flute’s sound is
fire, not human breath’ (2006, 7) and that only the ‘Beloved lives, the lover
is a corpse’ (9). The motive of the soul, which frees itself from the corpse,
is exposed, among others, in Farid ud-din Attar’s allegory of the birds in
The Conference of the Birds or in his Elaahi-naama (The Book of God).

. Personal interview with the writer, Orebro, Sweden, April 2009.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

Personal interview with the writer, Silemani, May 2014.

Personal interview with the writer, Istanbul, July 2017.

Personal interview with the writer, Mardin, July 2015.

Personal communication with the writer, email, October 2017.

Personal interview with the writer, Sine (Sanandaj), July 2017.

Secondary emotions such as shame, indignation and love appear later in life
and are linked to the process of education. This is in contrast to primary
emotions, which we share with animals. They depend on other social vari-
ables, such as the development of morality or cognitive capacities. They are
considered culturally specific, and may differ between cultures.
Furthermore, they are cognitive constructions, which means that they
relate to internal rather than external appraisals. In other words, they rely
on ‘the interpretation of the situation’; and not only on ‘the situation
itself” (Demoulin et al. 2004, 75).

Bedlisi does not provide any etymology of the word Kurd that would
explain its origin from ‘brave’. However, it seems that the word in ques-
tion is the Persian ‘gord’ (»5), the transcription of which is very close to the
word ‘Kurd” (s5). According to Dehkhoda’s dictionary (1341(1969), 164),
the Persian ‘gord” means height, glory, or brave, courageous, and combat-
ive. The letter £ not existing in the Arabic alphabet, was sometimes not
reflected in Persian writing either. Nevertheless, according to the phonetic
rules of the Iranian languages, the initial ‘g’ cannot become ‘k’ in Persian
or Kurdish and therefore it is highly unlikely that the word Kurd originated
from ‘gord’, even if there were some exceptions to this rule that came
into being under the influence of the script such as the New Persian word
‘keyhan’ originating from the Middle Persian ‘gehan’ (world).
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. Namely its four books devoted to the rulers of Kurdistan, whereas there is
also an annalistic part on Ottoman and Safavid history.

Based on the version I received from Prof. Calilé Calil from the Celils’ fam-
ily archive in Eichgraben in 2010.

Personal interview with Estéra, July 2013.

The story told by Estéra may be a variation of the folk tale Eskewti Geweré
(The Cave of Gewer), which was broadcasted by Radio Mahabad as a radio
play around 40 years ago. For this information and the story I am very
grateful to Prof. Jafer Sheyholislami. According to the version of the tale
written on the request of Sheyholislami by Salah Payanyani, the young
woman, called Gewer, a wife of the landowner, travels with her two infants
to another village where her parents live. She is accompanied by a servant
who brings her the news of her father’s illness so she sets out to visit him.
When it starts snowing they decide to take refuge in the nearest cave.
However, the servant soon reveals that he wants to rape her and threatens
to kill Gewer’s elder son if she does not comply. She rejects his demands
and the servant cuts the child’s head off. Then, he threatens her that he will
kill her other child. Meanwhile Gewer realises that she has a knife in her
pocket so she agrees to his demand thinking that at a convenient moment
she can grab the knife and kill him. That’s exactly what happens. She man-
ages to kill the servant and remains in a cave until her brother Resid finally
finds her. Gewer declares that what happened is ‘not a problem” because
her ‘conscience remained clean and the heart calm’ as befits a proper
Kurdish girl.

YPJ—7Yekinéyén Parasitna Jin (Women’s Protection Units)—are a part of
Rojava forces widely known as YPG.

Women peshmerga are a part of the Kurdish peshmerga forces based in
Iraqi and Iranian Kurdistan, which today may represent KDP, KDP-I and
PUK.

See: Nazand Begikhani 2014. ‘Sexual Violence as a War Strategy in Iraq’.
The examples of such culturalisation and stigmatisation are numerous. In
her book Honour Killing. Stories of Men Who Killed, Ayse Onal (2008), a
Turkish journalist, presented these crimes as an inseparable part of the
Kurds’ backward culture. We cannot learn from this book about the
Kurdish struggle to bring an end to these crimes, nor about the Turkish
state’s violent policy against the Kurds, which benefits from preserving the
sense of their ‘backwardness’. In his book As Strong as the Mountains. A
Kurdish Cultural Journey (2007) Robert L. Brenneman presented the
honour killings as an inseparable part of Kurdish culture and morality and
many times confronted such values with the Western ones stressing the
obvious differences.
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See, for example, the 178 chapter of Al-Futihat al-Makkiyya (The Meccan
Openings) by Ibn Arabi (1165-1241).

I provide the dates after Mehmed Uzun’s Kiirt Edebiyatina Giris
(Introduction to Kurdish Literature) (2004). However, MarGf Xaznedar
gives different dates regarding the life of the poets: Nali (1800-1856),
Salim (1805-1869) and Kurdi (1812-1850) (1967, 36).

The word pésmerge is used especially in Sorani Kurdish and literally means
‘in front of the death’, which is also an example of honouring the Kurdish
people’s readiness to die for their homeland.

The first Kurdish Kurmanji novel is considered to be Sivané Kurd (Kurdish
Shepherd) by Erebé Semo (Arab Shamilov in Russian) published in 1927 in
Armenian SSR.

Hashem Ahmadzadeh, in his article entitled ‘Magic realism in the novels of
a Kurdish writer Bakhtiyar Ali” (2011) translated the word perwance as ‘but-
terfly’ (291). I would, however, argue that his translation does not fit well
because it hides the mystical context that the word perwane (translated as
moth) contains. The Sharezoor dictionary of Sorani Kurdish translates it as
‘moth’(Qazzaz 2000) and it was the word perwane that was widely used in
Persian and Kurdish classical poetry. Though the meaning of perwane may
also be the ‘butterfly’, I think that the English ‘moth’ is more appropriate
in the context of Bakhtiyar Ali’s novel.

The mystical image of a Sufi or prophetic religious leader was merged with
the modern artist in other Kurdish contemporary works such as the film
Niwmang (Half Moon) by Bahman Ghobadi (2006) or the novel Mirname
by Jan Dost (2008). In Ghobadi’s film we are confronted with Memo, the
musician, who is called &aba that is father by the members of his musical
band. The word baba cannot refer to the family bonds between him and
other musicians, as many of them are older than he is. It rather suggests a
mystical relationship where baba or dede was often the title of a spiritual
leader. Ghobadi makes this connection stronger by showing the traditional
mystical brotherhood that Memo visits on his way to Iraqi Kurdistan (see
Bocheriska 2013b). Mirname by Jan Dost, the Kurdish writer from Rojava,
presents the life of Ehmedé Xani and the Kurdish classical poet is portrayed
not only as a mullah or Sufi but also as a philosopher and statesman resem-
bling the modern artist more than an inhabitant of the traditional world.
To compare, in Labirenta Cinan (Labirynth of Jinns, 1994 ) written in the
Kurmanji dialect, Hesené Meté depicted the gradual fall of an idealistic
teacher, Kevanot, who dreams of changing ‘backward’ villagers. Contrary
to Esqistan’s inhabitants he is not exalted and distant from average people
but becomes their close friend. The problem is that they simply do not
want to change, being very attached to their lifestyle and customs. Finally,
after spending some time in the village, it is Kevanot who gives up his ideas
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and values, starts to behave like other villagers and finally goes mad. This
way, by showing the triumph of the irrational side of human nature, Meté
undermined the belief in the power of reason and education.

The role of Xendan may be compared to the role of Yadgar in Eta Nehayi’s
novel Guli Soran (The Soran Flower). In Guli Soran, the voice of Yadgar
emerges at the end of the novel, bringing a new perspective to the whole
story. Yadgar is the son of Las, a Kurdish revolutionist who sacrificed his
life for the national struggle. In order to do so, he abandoned his wife
Xanzad and their small son. After a few years, Xanzad learned that he had
died. Subsequently she and his brother Ferxo entered a love relationship
that ended in their marriage which was strongly condemned by Las and
Ferxo’s mother, Diya Gulé, who never believed in Las’ death. She per-
ceived Xanzad and Ferxo’s relationship as dishonourable and drove the
couple from her home. After many years Las unexpectedly returned. In
spite of her love towards Las, his mother displayed uneasiness and coldness
towards him (12, 145). It seemed unthinkable for her that after such dis-
honour within her family Las would be able to stay with them. After a few
days spent at home Las shared her views and left. It was, however, his son
Yadgar, who decided that he need to see his father (155) and after receiv-
ing the news of his departure asked his grandmother the simple question
‘why’ (168). Determined to see his father he followed him to the village.
Nevertheless, Las died before his son was able to see him. The last chapter
of the novel, narrated from the point of view of Yadgar who pays attention
to others, to how they feel and dither, allows us to see the tragedy of peo-
ple being trapped by the cruel code of honour. Confronted with Las” death
and Yadagar’s grief we are able to see the value of Las’ life which is elevated
over honour but also over the national struggle linked to it.

I refer to both the original Sorani Kurdish text (2007) and its English
translation (2016) published under the modified title ‘I stared at the night
of the city’. All translations from this novel here were by Kareem
Abdulrahman and come from this edition.

The name Ghazalnus (Gazalnus) means ‘the one who writes ghazals that
is, the classical form of love and Sufi poetry widespread in the Muslim
Middle East. Ali uses double names for many of his characters, which may
be associated with the Sufi differentiation between batin (inner, hidden)
and zahir (exterior, apparent) aspects of the world. In the case of Ali’s
novel one of the names counts for the plot exposing its apparent elements,
whereas the second name conceals a characteristic that is crucial to grasp-
ing the metaphorical meaning of the text. For instance Ghazalnus is an
obvious name for the poet but one may wonder if the name Bahman does
not pay tribute to the famous director from Rojhilat, Bahman Ghobadi,
the master of Kurdish images. Yet, by the means of the ghazals, Ghazalnus
creates powerful images, not only poetry.
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Ali uses the words xewn for dream and xeya/ for imagination. Interestingly,
the word xeyalhas important roots in the Sufi tradition. Stepaniants (2009)
discusses the term in relation to Rumi’s poetry indicating that the term
alemi-xeyal, ‘the world of images’ was usually ascribed to Ibn Arabi, and
Rumi borrowed it (146). According to Stepaniants, the word xeya/ referred
to the ability of creating images and ideas in one’s own mind but also to
the individual and collective images and ideas that were not simply a prod-
uct of human imagination but according to Sufis emerged from the alem-i
xeyal that was independent from human mind (146-147). Such a world of
images was hierarchical and spread from simple images of the earthly life
towards the more sophisticated ones that were reachable to those who fol-
lowed the Sufi path of spiritual development. The Sufi world of images
bears resemblance to Plato’s theory of ideas or, as emphasised by
Rodziewicz (2012, 219) Plato’s ‘soul of the world” which determined the
physical forms. The concept of the ideal spiritual world that emanates shap-
ing the imperfect material one is also represented in Plotinus’ Enneads,
which were partially known to the Muslim world as Theologin Aristotelis.
Not accidentally the Baron of Imagination’s second name, Jewahir Serfiraz,
consists of the words jewher and serfiraz meaning jewel and pride.

The book was translated into English as Sinful Words and published in
2017.

The second name applied in the novel for the Real Magellan is Zuhdi
Shazaman, which is also a meaningful combination of words. It elevates
this figure and his understanding of love. While Zuhdi is an Arabic name
meaning ‘ascetic’ or ‘devoted to God’, Shazaman can be translated as ‘the
king of our times’.

To compare, in the 178 chapter of Al-Futihat al-Makkiyya Ibn Arabi
(2010, 14) suggested that the words zsg and asiq cannot refer to God
because they imply being wrapped in love or being overwhelmed by it. To
him the word asig originates from asaga meaning convolvulus and is not
of Quranic origin. See also: Maurice Gloton (2000), ‘The Quranic
Inspirations of Ibn Arabi’s Vocabulary of Love — Etymological links and
Doctrinal Development’.

There are, however, Yezidis who do not consider this story true but rather
invented by non-Yezidis under the influence of Muslim Sufi tradition
where this motive was present too. According to the Yezidi concept, evil
does not exist and God has no opponent, so talking about Satan loses
meaning and is incompatible with the fundamental order of the world.
The snake becomes a symbol of good in the novel Gava ku Masi Ti Dibin
(When Fish Gets Thirsty) by Helim Yisiv. It is even one of the characters of
the novel entitled to narrate the story and he directly compares itself to
good (2008, 34) and love (33, 34). The novel was published in English
translation in 2016.
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. Korucu (or gorigi in Kurdish) is the Turkish word that stems from the verb
korumak, which means to guard /protect. The system of korucus was estab-
lished by the Republic of Turkey in Kurdistan in the 1980s and its aim was
to rule and divide the Kurdish society (Yildiz 2005, 17).

See more: Bocheriska (2016b), In search of moral imagination that tells us
‘who the Kurds are’.

For more, see Bocheniska (2014a).

I refer to the film by its Turkish title, because it is used worldwide in differ-
ent articles rather than any translation.

See, for example, the collection of articles Kiirt Sinemass Yurtsuziuk ve
Oliim edited by Miijde Arslan (2009).

There are of course many other similar scenes in Ghobadi’s movies, portray-
ing Kurdish characters going through the snow in the mountains. I would
argue that they were an inspiration taken from both Giiney’s film, which
was screened in Iran in 1980 and from the local context of the Kurdish
town of Bane in Iranian Kurdistan, where Ghobadi was born and where he
started his career as a filmmaker. I often heard from many Kurds that the
march through the snow in Giiney’s film is the most impressive scene in
Kurdish cinema, which means it might have had an impact on the young
Ghobadi too. Nevertheless, I think that in Marooned in Irag Ghobadi
referred to this particular scene, its meaning and not only the poetics.

In Turkish and Kurdish the Arabic word zzna has the meaning of adultery.
As witnessed by the author, the name Zina or Zine tends to be given to
prostitutes by the Kurds.

In contrast, the name Emine comes from emin, which is also an Arabic
loanword used in both Turkish and Kurdish and having a sense of being
foisthful, reliable, sure about.

The name Sayed chosen for Henare’s husband, although it sounds a bit
different in Sorani Kurdish, is most probably not accidental and refers to
the figure from Giiney’s film, strengthening the intertextual context
between both films.
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CHAPTER 3

The Socio-Political Role of Modern Kurdish
Cultural Institutions

Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Kurdish cultural institutions have always attracted my attention when vis-
iting Kurdistan and led me to consider neo-institutional theory. Both the
core idea of neo-institutionalism, that organisations are deeply embedded
in social and political environments, and its pivotal theoretical construct—
‘an organisational field” that cannot be determined a priori but must be
defined on the basis of empirical investigation'—are applicable here.

The aim of this chapter is to distinguish and examine the participants of
organisational fields of modern Kurdish cultural institutions in Turkey and
Iraq—the main focus here—and to a lesser extent in Iran and the European
diaspora. It attempts to analyse the mechanisms of the connections
between them. The topics considered will include the degree of field
structuration in Bakur and Bagur, the so-called general issues around
which the Kurdish cultural institutions function, the type of processes
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occurring in the fields, and their level of intensity. The chapter will identify
coercive, normative or mimetic influences—the so-called isomorphism—
in the context of postcolonial studies that draw on Pierre Bourdieu’s con-
cepts (1984, 1989, 1990, 1992). An attempt is made to compare
similarities and differences and to assess the condition of the Kurdish cul-
tural sector.

On the whole, institutions with the adjective ‘cultural’ are not unlike
institutions in other activity fields. According to institutionalist
approaches, cultural institutions, like other institutions, do not follow the
logic of efficiency in economic and bureaucratic terms; rather, they act in
accordance with other forms of rationalities than economist rationality:
they behave on the basis of logics inherent in institutional history, values,
culture and tradition. These are rules, routines, norms, moral consensus,
identity and shared meanings, which suggests that organisational prac-
tices and structures are often either reflections of or responses to rules,
beliefs, and conventions built into the wider environment (DiMaggio and
Powell 1991).

A salient feature of institutions is their existence as objective and exter-
nal structures towards social actors and the fact of their relatively perma-
nency, which means that to be named institutions they must function for
a longer period of time? (Berger and Luckman 1966). The second aspect
is important to understanding how cultural institutions behave and act to
reproduce themselves and to secure sustainable conditions for future exis-
tence. Survival is a driving force for all institutions; since they are depen-
dent on the social environment for their continued existence, they must
constantly prove that they are satisfying some societal need and meeting
aims, expectations and functions that are not met by other institutions.
They must meet needs and offer services that are so specific that they can
be distinguished from the offers of other institutions (Kangas and Vestheim
2010). It is only by fulfilling their aims® that they can legitimise their exis-
tence. Institutions are, of course, also affected by changes in their environ-
ments. In open political and economic systems, where cultural institutions
are exposed to competition from other institutions and organisations
(public or private), the struggle for reproduction and self-subsistence is
always at stake.

The level of analysis in neo-institutional research—the meso level—is
the category of the organisational field.* The term can mean a community
of disparate organisations that constitutes a recognised area of institutional
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life, including: key suppliers; producers; resource and product consumers;
regulatory agencies; overseers; advisors; and other organisations that pro-
duce similar services or products and engage in common activities subject
to similar reputational and regulatory pressures (DiMaggio and Powell
1983). The field idea illustrates the importance of connectedness, struc-
tural equivalence and the debate arena where competing interests negoti-
ate the interpretation of what they each consider as key issues (Hoffman
1999). Fields bring together various constituents with both ‘a common
meaning system’ and ‘general issues’, as described by Richard Scott (1995)
or Melissa Wooten and Andrew J. Hoffman (2017), and disparate pur-
poses that impose a coercive, normative or mimetic influence on the whole
community (Pawlak 2013).

The virtually unknown sets of Kurdish cultural organisations that, in
the aggregate, constitute a recognised area of institutional life of Kurdish
cultural activities beyond theoretical threads is based on materials col-
lected in the field research. The in-depth interviews with local actors were
conducted ad hoc between 2013 and 2017 by Renata Kurpiewska-Korbut,
Joanna Bochenska and Karol Kaczorowski in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, the
United Kingdom and Belgium.

3.2  IDENTIFYING KUrRDISH CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS

Kurdish organisations operating in the field of culture are not a new phe-
nomenon, so they bear signs of permanence and social rooting. The first
such entities were established by the Kurds, like other nations of the
Ottoman Empire, at the beginning of the twentieth century. Legal Kurdish
associations dealing with culture, language and education were founded
and functioned in the Ottoman Empire on the wave of modernisation and
social and political change brought about by Tanzimat and the early Young
Ottomans and Young Turks Movement reforms. The emergence and free
development of Kiirt Teaviin ve Terakki Cemaiyeti (the Society for the
Mutual Aid and Progress of Kurdistan), Kiirdistan Nesri Maarif Cemiyeti
(the Society for the Propagation of Kurdish Education) or Kiirdistan Teals
Cemayeti (the Society for the Advancement of Kurdistan) or Kiird
Kadwmlar Teali Cemiyeti (the Union for the Development of Kurdish
Women) were, however, hampered for many decades by repressive policies
implemented after the establishment of the regional countries formed
after World War I (Ozoglu 2004; Alakom 1998).
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In the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) the present-day institution-
alised cultural sector and management of cultural resources is of rela-
tively recent origin. The development of widely understood culture and
associated institutions started to be possible at the beginning of the
1990s, when the Iraqi Kurds began to create a de facto independent
political entity. The Kurdish administration had shown an interest in the
field from its outset, with the adopted Law no. 11 of 1992 that set the
long-term goals and codified the establishment of the first Kurdish
Ministry of Culture in the autonomous region. For many years, how-
ever, Kurdistan has been subjected to social and cultural isolation from
the rest of Iraq and the world, its political and economic situation has
been far from stable, and in effect culture is not now recognised as a key
domain of public intervention. The budget of the Ministry of Culture
and Youth is tiny—approximately 1% of the regional budget or less,
probably as a result of economic stagnation and budget cuts.® In recent
years, despite the fiscal obstacles and security crises resulting from both
the war with ISIS and the misunderstandings between the KRG and the
central government, there is a noticeable growth of the cultural institu-
tion sector® and artistic communities, operating both within and outside
the formal infrastructure.

In Turkey, the AKP government carried out a series of reforms between
2002 and 2015, which were the consequence of many years of Kurdish
struggle for their rights and also of Turkey’s aspirations for EU member-
ship. As a result, the cultural organisations of minorities, including the
Kurds, have gained some freedom of action for the first time in the history
of the Republic of Turkey. Packages of legislative reforms introduced after
2005, then under the so-called ‘Kurdish Opening’ (2009) and ‘peace pro-
cess” in 2013-2015 in Turkey, have allowed the Kurds to experience their
own language and culture in the public sphere; despite their incomplete
and half-hearted character, these reforms have reaped a harvest in terms of
artistic activity. Kurdish associations and foundations have had problems
with the use of the adjective ‘Kurdish’ in the name, and they often faced
malevolence on the part of Turkish authorities and bureaucracies.
Nevertheless, it is hard to miss the fact that they have become an undis-
puted element of the cultural landscape of Turkey, even if recent years
have brought the general collapse of the peace process and recurrence of
hostility towards the Kurds. Kurdish culture and its institutional environ-
ment have been focused in two distinct and evident centres, namely
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Istanbul and Diyarbekir (Amed). Istanbul, the metropolis and multicul-
tural centre inhabited by a large Kurdish community, has remained a rela-
tively safe haven and a place suitable for cultural and artistic initiatives. In
turn, Diyarbekir—the informal capital of Northern Kurdistan or Bakur—
is a city and a province that was almost continuously managed by the
Kurdish municipal authorities from the 1990s until 2016. They have
worked deliberately for the protection and development of Kurdish cul-
ture and in effect this has been a place of lively cultural activity. In both
centres and in smaller towns, the Kurds have organised their own cultural
and artistic space by working in Kurdish institutions and implementing
their own cultural policy.

In Rojhilat and Iran, one can observe many cultural institutions in
cities and towns with significant Kurdish population like Mahabad, Bane,
Sine (Sanandaj), Serdest or Tehran and Khorasan. Compared to Turkey
and Istanbul, Tehran is not a leading centre of cultural activity for the
Kurds. The role of Kori Kurdani Taran (the Kurdish Institute of Tehran)
was described rather as ‘supportive’ for migrants to assist them in main-
taining their identity and language. It was Sine, Rojhilat in general or
Iraqi Kurdistan that were indicated as ‘real’ centres of Kurdish culture.
The roots of the activities can be traced to the period of Mohammad
Khatami’s presidency (1997-2005) and his policy of openness to the
cultural mosaic of Iran minorities. The respondents stressed the young
character of Kurdish cultural activity, which for years has been overshad-
owed by the political one that was considered more serious and signifi-
cant by many Kurds. Indeed, despite their officially registered cultural
profile, organisations have broader, sometimes unexpected goals and
carry out multitask activities. In addition to the typical cultural and artis-
tic activities, such as implementing theatrical, film, vocal, painting and
literary projects and supporting artists, commemoration of important
historical events and outstanding Kurdish figures or conducting courses
of Kurdish music and language, they work to motivate Kurdish people,
to get them out of a passive lifestyle through sport, ecology or charity.
However, in the Iranian reality any signal of connection with a political
party may consequently threaten the organisation with closure, and the
border between cultural and political activity is very vague and not speci-
fied by Iranian law. A cultural organisation can easily be accused of ter-
rorist activities or ties to political parties and conspiring to break up the
state. Therefore, there are no such overt relationships between the two
environments.



112 R KURPIEWSKA-KORBUT

The diaspora’s cultural institutions located in major European cities are
also rarely concentrated on purely cultural goals. The non-profit Kurdish
organisations focus on lobbying for Kurdish issues in political and aca-
demic terms, allowing or supporting Kurdish immigrants to adapt to the
conditions of life in the West, and integrating the community around cul-
tural events and linguistic and cultural education.

3.3 ORGANISATIONAL FIELD IN THE KURDISTAN
REGION OF IrRAQ

The key supplier in the organisational field of Kurdish cultural activities in
the KRI is the Ministry of Culture and Youth in the KRG and in the
broader political system. In administrative terms, the sphere of the key
suppliers” activity is based on a dual model on central and local level. It is
divided between the two separate ministries: the Ministry of Culture and
Youth and the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquity. Kurdish authorities,
following common practice in the Middle East, situate the Department of
Antiquities under the Ministry of Tourism. The underlying logic behind
this model is the assumption that the Ministry of Tourism is better posi-
tioned to generate revenue, primarily through the development of tourism
and foreign investment in archaeological sites in Kurdistan. However, as
experts note, such configuration raises serious reservations because the
inherent priorities of tourism are not necessarily aligned with those of
museums and archaeology, and in some respects the priorities of one are
at odds with the other (Gibson 2009).

Both ministries manage subordinate structures called General
Directorates (GD) in each province in Kurdistan, that is, Duhok, Hawler
(Erbil), Silemani and Halabja, with Directorates of Antiquities reporting
to the Department of Antiquities and Directorates of Culture and Youth
to the relevant ministry. The entities have some coordinative and autono-
mous competences in setting long-term plans and allocating financial
resources in which they seem more influential than the ministries itself.
Each provincial office comprises various sectoral and local directorates
(e.g. the Directorate of Folklore and Kurdish Identity or the Directorate
for Theatre in Hawler).

In a broader socio-political context, the Ministry of Culture and Youth
has limited strategic leverage,” even in comparison to provincial GDs,
mainly because the cultural sector is not perceived as crucial by the
Kurdish Council of Ministers, especially in the current political climate.
Nevertheless, the Ministry is an essential point of reference for all institu-
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tions because all cultural bodies in Basur operate under a government
licence (mole) and some of them are on the state list for central budgeting.
This public funding system for cultural institutions is inefficient, for two
main reasons. First, there are other budget expenditures considered to be
much more significant and urgent, such as education and health care, and
these are given priority over culture. The second reason is prevalence of
misunderstandings between the central government in Baghdad and the
KRG on resource distribution, and delays in approving the central bud-
get. This situation obviously poses many problems and prevents the
institutions from operating smoothly. It impedes the efforts of individual
institutions to plan strategically and discourages management from seek-
ing creative ways of revitalising their institutions, not to mention covering
basic overhead, salaries and pre-approved projects. Given the structure,
the cultural institutions in particular have no financial autonomy in deter-
mining the allocation of their resources.

For many public institutions, the central budget is not the only source
of maintenance. Cultural institutions are encouraged by the Kurdish
authorities to seek extra-budgetary funding from sources outside the gov-
ernment. Subsidies are therefore provided by political parties, private spon-
sors and foreign—mainly diaspora—sources. Modern fundraising is a
relatively new concept in Kurdistan, but private patronage is definitely not
a new phenomenon in the region. It can be even considered the oldest
form of financing, practised by Kurdish rulers like Bedirxan and Babanzade
in the nineteenth century. Today, important sponsors include the wife of
former Iraqi President Jalal Talabani, Hero Khan, Taha Resul, Faruk Mela
Mustafa and Mela Baxtiyar. They sponsor book publications, exhibitions,
seminars, festivals and film productions, and establish their own associa-
tions such as the Dezgay Rosenbiri Cemal Irfan (the Cemal Irfan Institute
of Culture, further the Cemal Irfan Institute — Taha Resul) and support the
development of Kurdish studies abroad. The popularity of private patron-
age among the Kurds in Bagur is also visible in the diaspora. In Poland, it
was launched by Ziyad Raoof, the businessman and KRG representative,
who has organised and supported numerous art exhibitions, seminars and
smaller cultural events. The existing funding structure, of course, binds
institutions to a specific source of income and a range of interests.

The KRG in general and its politicians and administrators in particular
declare a modern, supportive attitude towards the cultural sector, and express
a high degree of fondness for the arts; as a principle they do not interfere in
private involvement with the arts. Kawa Mahmoud Shakir, the former
Minister of Culture and Youth in the KRI underlined that ‘culture should
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not be subjected to political influence” and that ‘the main basis of the cultural
policy implemented by KRG is ensuring freedom of cultural expression’,?
specifying that the statements refer to the relationship between the political
authority and intellectuals. According to him, such an arrangement that
relies on the use of art and culture for the benefit of people staying in power—
known from the Iraqi historical experience and frequently encountered in
the Middle Eastern countries—is a denial of the independence which is a
constitutive feature of each cultural creativity. However, throughout history,
those in power have always used the arts for their own purposes (Vuyk 2010).

The KRG politicians’ declarations look different when contrasted with the
opinions of the artists themselves. According to Seywan Saeedian, the
Kurdish sculptor, performer and photographer from, Rojhilat who lived in
Basur for a certain period of time, the Iraqi Kurdish authorities and organisa-
tions have neither the will nor the ideas to support the development of cul-
ture in Kurdistan. Their structure is de facto more tribal than modern; it
follows that the support is distributed based on nepotism and not the quality
of works.? Also, Ako Khama Khurshid, the young Kurdish filmmaker from
Silemani who moved to London to make movies, affirmed that there is still
no serious strategy of Kurdish authorities to develop cinema in Kurdistan.
Being a filmmaker is not considered a profession, and film projects cannot
qualify for any systematic financial support but rather are sponsored by
authors. Yet he also underlined some positive changes, such as the opening
of the first film department at the University of Suleymaniya in 2016.1°

This criticism is reflected in some noticeable phenomena. The Ministry
of Culture and Youth seems to perform mostly tasks of representation and
coordination, and the actual decision-making processes and executive power
are located in the governorates whose policy arenas are dominated by the
main political parties, the KDP and the PUK. One can say about the diffu-
sion of central power and bi-centralisation that decisions are being made by
the two parties, not by the supposedly neutral administration. At the centre
of public attention and final decision-making are political leaders like, until
recently, Mesud Barzani and Jalal Talabani,'! and their fellows. The rival
centres are characterised by neo-tribal networks that have undermined the
hierarchical administration of the KRG. These networks have a long history
in Kurdistan and are still organising societal life despite the newly developed
institutions, and they reach into the administrative, corporate and civil
spheres and profit from patronage, interdependencies and nepotism.

Naturally, cultural institutions and artists also belong to and operate
inside this system, and the network stretches into the art market, and thus
can implicitly affect decisions regarding which artists or works of art deserve
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government support and what is being sponsored through wealthy busi-
nessmen and collectors. Thus, the cultural sphere transmission presents a
powerful tool, a medium for ruling elites to demonstrate and legitimise their
power and convey its narrative. This is the case with nationalist symbolism,
which enjoys high visibility in Kurdistan. The artists use the narratives of
national identity, unity of the people, the value of freedom and attachment
to land, which legitimises and glorifies the peshmerga, their leaders” heroism
and the struggle for Kurdish independence. They elevate the significance of
the same people who now make up the political establishment and hold key
governmental functions and #pso fircto contribute to the underlying consoli-
dation of power. It is also manifested in aesthetic choices. Subjects of art
which are funded are the history of the KDP in Duhok and Hawler and the
achievements of the PUK in Silemani (Brennert 2015).

The cultural preferences are a ground for a sort of competition between
the two parties, which is tangible in giant architectural designs. The PUK
project is a Roman style amphitheatre that has been constructed in
Silemani’s Hawary Sar Park. This newly-built open-air theatre is a part of
a project to boost cultural events in the city. According to its designers, it
will provide a platform for festivals similar to those held in Jordan and
Tunisia, organised artistic events and a showcase for Kurdish culture, all of
which will attract tourists (NRTTV 2017; Architettura Italiana 2014).
There are also serious plans from the KDP to create a Kurdistan Museum!?
in the historic heart of Erbil at the base of the ancient Citadel or Qalat,
which will be the first major cultural institution to present the Kurdish
heritage to the world. This project is being designed by starchitect Daniel
Libeskind (Studio Libeskind 2016). However, the uncertain political
future of the KRI after the independence referendum in 2017 and the
Iraqi-Iranian intervention does not suggest early implementation.

At the bottom of the administrative hierarchy, next to the key suppliers,
processes of systemic top-down politicisation and architectural approaches,
other participants of the organisational field are found. These are muse-
ums, theatres, publishing houses and art galleries. They operate in the
form of public, semi-private and private organisations that are directly sub-
ordinate to or loosely connected to the ministries. Many of them emerge
from similar organisational and administrative environments and face
comparable challenges and development paths. Further regulatory agen-
cies in the KRI are presented by the general public; that is, the resource
and product consumers.

Despite a sometimes very modern structure and appearance, some cul-
tural institutions in the KRI reflect the old organisational model prevalent
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throughout the Middle East, wherein, for instance, museums are perceived
primarily as buildings housing objects. Most are currently focusing on cata-
loguing and the conservation of their collections. As a consequence, these
entities are rarely seen as vibrant meeting places between the general public,
experts, artefacts and ideas. There are also numerous neglected areas, or
areas that are not fully exploited. These include cooperating and sharing
information and resources, both domestic and international, that could help
in the more professional functioning and integrity of the whole environ-
ment. Other widespread and burdensome issues are the lack of competence,
the weak level of training and expertise, and not using existing and available
human resources. Appointments are based on standing within the above-
mentioned neo-tribal network and on political or personal affiliation rather
than merit; they are uncontested due to the political distribution of territory
silently recognising the autonomy of governance of the other party.

On the everyday agenda, there are the difficulties with the ongoing
Ba’ath party legislation; however, some of the interlocutors point out the
gradual development of cultural legislation in Bagur, citing an example of
the draft of a copyright law. Some of the institutions, mainly governmen-
tal, have their own legal departments which are responsible for drawing up
various types of contract or issuing regulations in selected areas such as
instructions or prohibitions in the sphere of the protection of cultural
heritage. Transparent procedures for competitions and tenders are also
being implemented by the Erbil General Directorate for Culture and Art,
the Directorate for Antiquities and the Directorate for Theatre.

The creation of the cultural institutions whose representatives were
interviewed was in many cases a bottom-up initiative, not merely an idea
imposed by the authorities. This is the case with Enstitoy Kelepiri Kurdi
(the Kurdish Heritage Institute, EKK) in Silemani, run by the well-known
Iranian-Kurdish folk singer Mazhar Khaleghi. Shortly after the 2003
US-led war in Iraq, he turned to private donors for help and today the
EKK and the Binkey Jin bo Bijandinewey Kelepiiri, Belgenamey i
Rojnamewani Kurdi (the Institute of Life for Revitalisation of Heritage,
Documentation and Journalism, hereafter the Jiz Institute) are among
the bodies struggling to safeguard Kurdish culture and identity.?® It is dif-
ficult nowadays to talk about the existence of civil society in Bagur, which
seems to be at the formative stage. It is clear, however, that there are intel-
lectual elites in Kurdish cities who, through their activities, are trying to
stimulate this process. They undertake tasks in different fields going
beyond the original goals of their institutions; for instance, they do not
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just publish books, but extend their activities to other areas of culture such
as fine arts (Dezgay Cap 1 Pexgsi Serdem—the Serdem Publishing Institute)
or cinema (Cemal Irfan Institute). At the same time, among the people
involved in the cultural sphere there is predominantly a sense that pioneer-
ing tasks are being performed. In the interviews, the pioneering or innova-
tion in undertakings is highlighted in the context of catching up after
delays in the field of culture and being a narrow élite aware of the need to
develop culture. As the director of the Duhok Gallery, Siléman Eli,
explains:

we need some time in our society to understand that art is connected with
everyday life. We have money, cars, but there is still a shortage of exhibi-
tions’ recipients. People do not understand what they are for. Creating art
in Kurdistan requires a lot of time and work, but we are not pessimistic. We
find this activity meaningful.*

Despite many obstacles, whilst resources are thinly spread, and many
institutions, artists, cultural activities and events are unfunded, the lack of
public support in some ways seems to feed the energies of artists and their

Picture 3.1 Duhok Gallery, 2014, by J. Bochenska
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practices. There are now expanding circles and self-organised groups
involved in cultural activities, often responding to urgent cultural and
social questions, especially in large cities. One can see dynamic, artist-led
initiatives where artists have experimented with new modes of expression
including land art, technology, intervention and activist-based practices,
performance and installation (Mitchelson 2009). There is a thriving artis-
tic community in Silemani, sometimes considered Bagur’s ‘capital of cul-
ture’.!® The city is a vivid artistic hub where many cultural events have
taken place, including the annual European Union Film Festival, book
fairs and literary festivals of Binkey Ronakbiri Gelawéj (the Gelawéj Cultural
Institute). Although the drastic reduction in the public budget for the
cultural sector in recent years has reduced the number of large events, it
has not had much impact on small and medium-sized events. This is
largely due to artists, writers and intellectuals contributing their work and
time in shows and undertakings on a voluntary basis.!®

One of the more perceptible processes in the Kurdish cultural insti-
tutions’ organisational field is gradually reaching out to the interna-
tional community and promoting Kurdish art abroad. Admittedly, so far
the cooperation with cultural institutions outside of Kurdistan, mainly
from European and Middle Eastern countries (and cultural diplomacy
more broadly) cannot be considered really advanced. It is usually based
on ad hoc cultural exchange, particularly during different kind of festi-
vals, contemporary art exhibitions and invitations to individual artists,
bands and intellectuals. Although, according to our interlocutors, some
of its forms already exist and further attempts are being made to estab-
lish it through the Kurdish diaspora network (GD of Culture and Art in
Erbil; Duhok Gallery; Directorate of Folklore and Kurdish Identity,
Hawler; EKK; Cemal Irfan Institute). Such initiatives include the par-
ticipation of visual Kurdish artists like Azad Nanakeli, Rebwar Saced,
Walid Siti and Cemal Penjweni in the prestigious Venice Biennales in
ITtaly. Noticeably, the greatest interest of foreign partners is aroused by
Kurdistan archaeological heritage, where there is a cooperation with
several foreign universities, research institutes, private companies and
UNESCO in the field of research, excavation and renovation works.
The 110,000m? Erbil Citadel, dating back nearly 6000 years, the
Ottoman municipal building called Bardaki Sera and the Hotel Farah
are the subjects of restoration and revitalisation by the Kurdish authori-
ties in cooperation with UNESCO. The organisation also funded the
Silemani Museum to support its archiving work.
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There are growing contacts with other parts of Kurdistan including
Bakur, Rojhilat and Rojava, for which Erbil, Silemani and Duhok are
today important contact centres. To a large extent, the cooperation of
KRDI’s cultural organisations with organisations from other parts of
Kurdistan consists of financial support from the former or co-organisation
of cultural events or the exchange of materials. It often takes the form of
informal contacts, although attempts have been made to formalise it, for
example by signing legal agreements as in the case of institutions from
Diyarbekir. Representatives of many institutions stress the need to present
artists and works from all four parts of Kurdistan.

3.4  ORGANISATIONAL FIELD IN NORTH KURDISTAN

It is not easy to identify and define individual actors or a recognised area
of institutional life in the organisational field in Bakur, due to its alterna-
tive character to the Turkish state, not always seen as legal. It seems that
institutions that reach the Kurdish community most effectively have
existed for many years and take the role of state institutions in the field of
culture and so should be considered the ‘key suppliers’. This category
includes: the Diyarbekir Municipality Council and all subordinate cultural
institutions; the Navenda Canda Mesopotamya (Tur. Mezopotamyn Kiiltiir
Merkezi—the Mesopotamia Cultural Centre, NCM); Sentera Candé ya
Dicle-Firaté (Tur.: Dicle-Firat Kiiltiir Merkezi—the Dicle-Firat Cultural
Centre hereafter Dicle-Firat Centre); and Enstitiiya Kurdi ya Stenbolé (tur:
Istanbul Kiirt Enstitiisii—the Kurdish Institute of Istanbul,'” EKS).'8
Other field participants are smaller organisations, the recipients of cultural
production and the Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism as a regula-
tory and oversight agency.

Activity by Kurdish cultural organisations in Turkey, mainly functioning
within the third sector,!® are regulated by several legal acts. This includes
the provisions of the Constitution of 1982, the Civil Code, the Law on
Associations of 2004 and the Foundation Law of 2008. Out of the avail-
able legal forms, Kurdish cultural organisations choose activity both in the
form of foundations?® and associations.?! Between 2005 and 2015, the new
legislation improved the situation of Kurdish organisations. So far, typical
actions taken by state institutions have included raids by the security ser-
vices, confiscation of cassettes, plates and other storage media, suppression
of publications, interruption of events and arrests. Organisations have been
obliged to inform local authorities about the dates of the general meetings



120  R. KURPIEWSKA-KORBUT

and to invite representatives of the authorities. Although there are many
bureaucratic obstacles, they have differed from the conventional coercive
methods used in previous years. For example, the association’s activities
might be subject to scrutiny by the Ministry of the Interior, but the institu-
tion has to be informed about it at least 24 hours in advance. Nonetheless,
there have still been problems with the official registration of the institu-
tion under the Kurdish name or using the Kurdish term in Turkish.
Therefore, some organisations, for example the EKS, have operated in offi-
cial documentation as legal entities (NGOs or companies) with completely
different names from their real ones.

Most Kurdish cultural organisations are based on a small administrative
staff, which usually boils down to two or three permanent posts. People
dealing with organising seminars, providing Kurdish language lessons, dis-
tributing information posters or maintaining web pages are usually volun-
teers and receive no payment. Their activity, as the Kurds themselves
emphasise, is possible thanks to the enthusiasm of amateurs, a network of
friends, and sympathisers loosely associated with these institutions and
supporting them financially. Their distinguishing feature is that they are
formed and based on Western patterns, seek cooperation with European
organisations and use the latest media tools. In addition to having their
own websites, they are present on Facebook and Twitter, run their own
radio stations and publish periodicals. They also produce long-term devel-
opment plans, seek foreign funds to run their activities, develop various
projects, and attempt to gain interest from foreign institutions.

One cannot fail to see that Kurdish culture and organisations and cul-
tural institutions have inseparable links with Kurdish political activity.
Trends in this field aiming to put culture to the service of ideology have
long been set by the PKK. Until recently, the creation of a culture-oriented
organisation without a link to a political organisation was a difficult thing
to imagine in the Kurdish environment. This kind of phenomenon, which
is linked to the shattering of the monopoly of the PKK in the cultural
sphere and the introduction of polyphonies in the Kurdish movement, is a
new and still rare quality. The Kurdish diaspora has contributed greatly to
this tendency, and some other local environments, for example the
Nitbihar Association based on the modern Islamic movement, have
emphasised the need for dialogue with others. Promoting the value of
diversity fosters cooperation and mutual understanding among various
and often ideologically diverse groups. This way the Diyarbekir City
Council, formed by the left-wing HDP, cooperates with the religiously
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profiled N#bibar. Other organisations, such as Wegfi Candi it Lékolini ya
Kurdi (The Kurdish Foundation for Culture and Research, Tur: Kiirt
Kiiltiir ve Avastirma Vakfi, known as KirdKav) and the Griba Xebateya
Vateyi (the Vate Group) also stress the diversity of world views, which to
them means a firm rejection of PKK ideology.

The Kurdish movement associated with the PKK since the early 1990s
developed its own cultural policy and activity within the NCM. Goals set
up in Istanbul in 1991 focused on ‘the protection of culture, art, history
and language of the colonised Mesopotamia people” and the reconstruc-
tion of the ‘destroyed’ and “Turkified’ national culture. The Rewsen
(Enlightenment) journal published by NCM since 1992 has underscored
the importance of folk art in building national identity and called for the
rediscovery of Kurdish folklore, which was marginalised and devoid of any
significance for the Turkish occupiers (Scalbert-Yiicel 2009, 12). The
NCM and the movement associated with it also talked about the need to
create a new culture of guerrilla warfare. At a cultural conference in
November 1992, the then Director of the NCM, Ibrahim Giirbiiz, for-
mulated a programme based on a call to combine culture and art with the
revolution and to create using democratic, socialist and nationalist form
and content (2009, 7).

The slogan of ‘school of revolution and rebellion’ became less impor-
tant over time, and artistic and cultural issues were promoted. In parallel
with the political goals, the founders of the NCM, including prominent
Kurdish intellectuals Musa Anter, Ali Temel, Feqi Huseyn Sagni¢ and the
renowned Turkish sociologist and Kurdish defender Ismail Besikgi, set
themselves the goal of bringing together Kurdish artists, gathering the
achievements of Kurdish culture and disseminating them among the
Kurds. These assumptions are now the main focus of the institution’s
activities. The NCM focuses on music and dance, educates professional
artists (musicians, instrumentalists, vocalists and dancers) and is a place of
artistic creation. At the headquarters of the organisation there is a stage, a
cinema room and a studio called Kom Muzik. The NCM has branches in
Izmir, Adana and Amed. It also cooperates with the EKS.?

For many years, the only centre of creative work and high culture for the
Kurds was Istanbul. With limited resources (due to the state of emergency
before the early 2000s), the south-east of Turkey was less visible and con-
ducted less prestigious activity, such as the collection of folklore. But over
time also in the informal capital of Bakur, Diyarbekir, a new Kurdish cul-
tural centre emerged. The pro-Kurdish local authorities and local cultural
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organisations have used the transformation of cultural policy in Turkey to
fight for cultural rights and recognition of the Kurdish identity by the cen-
tral government. Pro-Kurdish political forces (currently known as the HDP
or BDP) have, since 1999, won a majority in the local elections in a few
provinces, and gained opportunity to exercise their authority. The electoral
victory of the Kurdish political parties led to the transfer of “activists to the
office’ (Watts 2010) and put the city council in the space between the state
and the Kurdish nationalist movement. It is possible to talk about “activists
in the office’ officially clustered in the Turkish administration but having
tight relations with other local and central representatives of the state.
Zeynep Gambetti points out that:

the sheer weight of the municipality as a state institution that forcefully
opens up a space for Kurdish culture and identity largely surpasses the nar-
row limits of everyday subversion because it furnishes subversion with
agency, vision and coordination. (Gambetti 2009, 100)

Part of this coordinated intra-state coup comes from the city coun-
cil’s ‘symbolic policy’, defined by Nicole Watts as ‘the use of represen-
tation — narratives, symbols and spectacles — to maintain or transform a
power-based relationship.” The functioning of the board controlled by
the pro-Kurdish party is more or less loosely organised around the
HDP (BDP) and the PKK (programmes, cultural centres, journals and
political parties) which operate as a network of ideologies and actions.
Actors in this Kurdish network may also act in a contradictory manner
(Watts 2006, 136).

Thus, Kurdish cultural policy at the local level in Diyarbekir has been in
existence for more than a decade. Formally, the Diyarbekir authorities
operated under a five-year strategic plan written by the City Council and
the Department of Culture and Tourism. For cultural purposes, they spent
3.5-4% of the total local budget, which they largely allocated to numerous
cultural institutions. These include Konservatuara Aram Tigran (Tur.:
Aram Tigran Konservatuari—the Aram Tigran Conservatoire), Navenda
Cand # Huneré ya Cigerxwin (Tur.: Cigerxwin Genglik ve Kiiltiir
Merkezi—the Cigerxwin Culture and Art Centre or the Cigerxwin
Centre),?? the Municipal Diyarbekir Theatre, the Diyarbekir City Museum,
the Archaeological Museum and the Stimer Park Cultural and Sport
Complex, consisting of a large art gallery and the Mehmed Uzun Library.
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In the period of relative liberalisation between 2005 and 2015, these
institutions conducted extensive cooperation with Kurdish organisations
and institutions of culture and science, including in the KRI and abroad.
The partner cities of the Kurdish capital were Duhok, Las Vegas, Nashville
and Hanover and the employees of these institutions cooperated with art-
ists, teachers and intellectuals from Austria, France and Armenia.?*
Important relationships link them also with other local cultural centres,
the Dicle-Firat Centre or Nibihar, and the EKS, the NCM and the
Institute of Living Languages at the Artuklu University in Mardin.

Even in situations of greater freedom, the state used methods to reduce
the effect of the actions taken by the local Diyarbekir administration, by
implementing an alternative and competitive cultural policy for the
Kurdish city council. An example of Ankara’s policy was to create a centre
called the Dicle Culture and Art Centre and Youth Academy (Tur: Dicle
Kiiltiir ve Sanat Merkezi ve Genglik Akademisi) next to the Stimer Park
Complex. The name Dicle, referring to the name of the Tigris river, is
used in Kurdish and Turkish and is commonly associated with Kurdish
organisations. Thus, it is clear that the aim of the Turkish institution was
to mislead potential Kurdish recipients. This kind of competition and the
greater budget of the state institutions—in the opinion of Kurdish
officials—is a great challenge for local authorities, who have a lot of
expenses for infrastructure and other basic needs.?®

The creation and renewal of Kurdish culture and tradition, at the cross-
roads of various initiatives undertaken in Turkey by pro-Kurdish quasi-
governmental and non-governmental entities, seems to be an advanced
process, albeit far from fulfilling the needs and reaching the stage of stabili-
sation. It signifies a transition from loose, uncoordinated and unofficial
activities to the formal institutionalisation of the Kurdish heritage in Turkey.

3.5  GENERAL ISSUES

The cultural institutions in Kurdistan and in the diaspora have worked out
some distinct general issues around which they operate. Some of the fore-
ground issues are present in their activities with a greater or lesser intensity
regardless of their geographical or political location. However, they offer
their own specificity.
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3.5.1 Revival of Language

Revival of the Kurdish language seems to be the main element of the more
general revival of Kurdish culture. Language and its revitalisation is a cen-
tral issue taken directly or indirectly by all Kurdish cultural organisations
without exception. However, in the KRI this has become part of the offi-
cial education system and therefore it does not constitute such an acute
question for cultural institutions compared to other parts of Kurdistan and
the Kurdish diaspora.

In Bakur, the Kurmanji and Zazaki dialects of the Kurdish language
could not develop for decades because of severe restrictions imposed by
the Republic of Turkey, unlike the case with the Sorani or Badini dialects
during the British mandate in Iraq or even in Iran, where the private use
of Kurdish was never forbidden or punished. The scope of the pro-Kurdish
language activity of cultural institutions depends on the subject matter,
which includes music, dance, cinema, theatre and visual arts. The reason
for this is the widespread lack of knowledge of their mother tongue among
Kurds, which is undoubtedly the result of the assimilation policy pursued
by the Turkish authorities. The ambitious task of revival is especially
difficult to meet, mainly because of the modest amount of written Kurdish
culture, and thus few original sources of the past that can be applied. In
general, in Bakur the inability to use the Kurdish language creates a big
problem for attracting the public, or to put it differently, the recipients of
Kurdish cultural production. For instance, events devoted to Kurdish top-
ics have to be conducted in two languages; Kurdish and Turkish. Thus, for
several years, Kurdish intellectuals in the forums of cultural organisations
have been debating the necessity of disseminating Kurdish, and at the
same time conducting literary, journalistic and publishing activities for this
purpose. To prepare the Kurds for being conscious participants in their
own culture, organisations offer a wide range of language courses to
enable them to communicate in their mother tongue.

The ESK was founded in 1992 in an effort to restore the vitality and
prominent position of the language. The institute has conducted linguistic
research, published Zend magazine focused on language issues, defined
language norms, published dictionaries, translated, and offered expert
knowledge. It has also conducted systematic language courses in more
than 30 branches throughout Turkey (most of which are in the Kurmanji
dialect, but also in Zazaki and Sorani) using textbooks developed by phi-
lologists. It has also published classics of Kurdish literature. In total,
around 200 publications on language, history and folklore have been
issued.?®
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Picture 3.2 The Kurdish Institute of Istanbul, 2013, by J. Bocheriska

Similar activities in Istanbul and Bakur are also run by recognised insti-
tutions such as the NCM, the Ismail Besik¢i Foundation (Tur.: Ismail
Besikei Vakfr), Kirt-Kav or N#bibar. The changes in Turkey regarding
Kurdish language have also resulted in an increase in the number of people
writing and reading in Zazaki. The Vate Group (an organisation estab-
lished in 1996 in Stockholm and in 2003 in Istanbul) is an interesting
example of an association of people who use the Zazaki dialect and identify
themselves with the Kurdish cultural revival. The aim of this institution is
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to develop knowledge about the Zaza and ‘the Kurdish idea’, especially
among ‘those who are not convinced about their Kurdish background’.?”

The Municipal Council of Diyarbekir has also been committed to the
task of language revival, organising conferences on Kurdish literature and
language. The first was launched by the Council in 2003 and attracted a
lot of interest. For the first time in their history, Kurdish intellectuals in
Turkey publicly discussed their native literature. During the Diyarbekir
conference in 2011, through a general vote, a decision was made to estab-
lish equal status for all dialects of the Kurdish language. The decision to
abandon the creation of one literary language for so-called multilingual-
ism (pirzimani) and the consent to the parallel existence of various dia-
lects was circulated in writing and addressed to various Kurdish institutions,
including political parties. The Municipal Council gave special prizes to
authors writing in Kurdish, and now offers curricula for people to use.?

Language issues are also similarly important for institutional actors in
Iran and the Kurdish diaspora, albeit for other reasons. In Iran, there is a
wide range of Kurdish language courses in its diverse dialects in Rojhilat
and Tehran, offered by such institutions as Agiti: Binkey Gesey Ferbenyi
Bane (Peace: Cultural Development Foundation of Bane or simply
Ferbengi Asiti—The Culture of Peace), Férgey Zimani Kurdi Raja (Raja
School of Kurdish) in Sine or The Kurdish Institute of Tehran; these
courses arc well attended.? A lot of emphasis is placed on writing and
reading; thanks to the similarity of the Persian and Kurdish alphabets, it is
possible to learn this skill within two months.*® In Tehran, organisations
are encouraging language skills among Kurdish emigrants and children
from mixed marriages, maintaining language knowledge.?! Qasang
Abdulla, a Kurdish language teacher from the Kurdish Cultural Centre
(KCC) in London, stressed that providing Kurdish youth with Kurdish
language education is extremely important in the UK diaspora, because
many parents do not speak with their children in Kurdish at home. They
focus on English, believing that it is more important and can help children
to get better jobs in the future. However, according to Abdulla, not know-
ing their mother tongue well does hamper the children’s ability to learn
another language. Kurdish lessons were also launched by Kurdish
Community Centre in Haringey. At the same time, both organisations and
also the Day-Mer (Turkish and Kurdish Community Centre) provide
English language and other supplementary courses to help people, espe-
cially the young, integrate better into society.??
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The language revitalisation efforts are clearly reflected in the emergence
of'a large number of Kurdish publishing houses throughout Kurdistan. In
Turkey and Bakur, one can mention the Avesta, Lis, Nibihar, Ava, Peri,
Hiva, Ar, Belki, Ronahi or Peywend publishing houses. In Rojhilat the
Mang Publishing House established in Bane is designed to popularise the
idea of books in Kurdish.?* The Huner project in Rojava’s Qamislo seeks
to save the Kurdish languages from extinction (AFP 2017). A large-scale
publishing and translation activity correlated with the creation of libraries
and archives is noticeable in the Kurdistan Region in Iraq in the work of
private institutes and publishing houses such as Cemal irfan, Serdem,
Gelawéj, Endese, Spiréz, Aras or Mukriyani. It offers Kurdish literature,
including works of classical and modern literature, scientific literature,
political science, anthropology, philosophy, religion, history and art, with
particular emphasis on neighbouring countries and the widely understood
West and Russia, to familiarise the Kurdish audience with them. They
translate, publish and collect books in many languages besides Kurdish
Sorani, mainly Arabic, Persian, English, French and Turkish.** A perma-
nent element of activity is the regular organisation of book fairs in Erbil,
Silemani, Diyarbekir and Qamiglo (Al-Monitor 2017). In Bane in Rojhilat,
Mang Publishing organised the first exhibition of Kurdish books in July
2017 to promote the idea of reading in Kurdish.

3.5.2  Restoration of Hevitage

The whole cultural environment in Kurdistan is committed to transforma-
tion, from the past traumatic decades and systematic underdevelopment
to the twenty-first century’s policy of revitalisation of Kurdish cultural
resources. For many institutions in Iraq, but also to a great extent in
Turkey and Iran, their primary mission is to explore, collect, revive, pro-
tect and develop their own heritage. For the needs of this chapter, the defi-
nition of heritage as ‘a contemporary product shaped from history” is used
(Harvey 2001, 20; Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996, 20). In almost all
interviews with local representatives from the cultural sector there appears
concern about the continuity of culture, which is treated as one of the
most precious assets for the vitality of the Kurdish nation. Past culture is
perceived as a value in relation to the present and the future. According to
the director of EKK, Mazhar Khaleghi:
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culture is a great and the most basic force that can protect Kurds and their
identity despite the five-hundred-year division between the Ottoman and
Persian Empire and later between countries such as Turkey, Syria and Iraq
[and Iran][...]. All these invaders sought to annihilate the Kurds by destroy-
ing their culture and tried to prevent the Kurds from having their own lan-
guage, traditions, organisation, costumes, names |[...].%

Their underlying goal is to save it for future generations so that they
could perpetually draw from it. This is the most spectacular general issue
for almost all the cultural institutions that were studied.?

In Bagur, the respectful attitude towards the past and to heritage is
expressed by focusing mainly on the cataloguing and conservation of
museum collections, the preservation and exploration of archaeological
sites, the renovation of antique monuments, and the archiving of old doc-
uments, manuscripts, photos and video. Audio media is often digitalised,
collecting and publishing works of the most eminent writers and thinkers,
creators of Kurdish literature and journalism such as Tofiq Wehbi, Emin
Zeki and Piremérd, and also broadening the knowledge about folklore.
Folklore is widely understood as a live oral tradition, music, dance, eques-
trian art, costumes, handicraft and also everyday objects. The Silemani Jin
Institute was created to collect and archive documents dedicated to Kurds
and Kurdistan in all possible languages, at times buying or getting copies
of such documents from various foreign libraries. The Hawler Antiquities
Directorate seeks to protect ancient monuments and conduct research and
excavations in this regard. The Directorate for Folklore and Identity
(Hawler) secks to revitalise the multifaceted folk heritage. Respect for the
past is perhaps even greater because, as Rauf Begard, the president of the
Serdem Institute, stresses:

for many centuries the Kurds were a society of highlanders, living from
hunting, animal husbandry or armed robbery and did not care about the
past. Thus, this legacy which has survived to our times is relatively modest
and therefore more valuable.?”

An attempt to revive the lost art and traditional skills of weaving and
handicrafts that are being retaught to a younger generation of Kurds in
the Kurdish Textile Museum located in the Erbil citadel is part of this
trend (Fatah 2014). Others are the initiatives of remastering old and dam-
aged vinyl records of long-dead Kurdish folk singers from across greater



THE SOCIO-POLITICAL ROLE OF MODERN KURDISH CULTURAL... 129

Kurdistan by the EKK in Silemani, and the J7z Institute archive’s collection
and preservation of written sources including old Kurdish manuscripts.
According to the originators, it serves as a Kurdish testament that can
contribute to the Kurdish heritage of the Middle East. The archive con-
tains newspaper clippings about Kurds, poetry or foreign-authors books
on Kurds (Goudsouzian 2016a).

Revitalisation of Kurdish culture and traditions has brought tangible
results in Bakur, as demonstrated by the project to protect and restore the
art of denygbéjs®® that is considered the ‘heart’ and ‘treasure’ of Kurdish
culture. Dengbéjs are the traditional singers or, in a wider sense, profes-
sional storytellers, who have been present in Kurdistan for centuries, sing-
ing in small towns and villages on the occasion of everyday celebrations
such as weddings and the birth of children. Their artistry has survived
despite the prohibitions and hardships. Also, the Kurdish approach to the
art of dengbéjs has changed considerably in recent decades. After being
perceived as the backward representatives of the tribal culture by the many
Kurdish activists linked to the PKK, the role of dengbéss started to be rec-
ognised as an important part of the ‘Kurdish tradition and heritage’. Even
so, according to Hamelink and Hanifi (2014, 38) this framework still
bears the marks of self-Orientalism because the words ‘oral’; ‘tradition’
and ‘heritage’ are ‘charged with ideas about backwardness and under-
development’. However, in her research (2014, 2016) she ignored the
way the Kurdish creations of dengbéjs have been adopted by modern
Kurdish literature (e.g. in works and essays by Mehmed Uzun or Mehmet
Dicle), which differs from the dominating popular discourse elevating the
role of progress that is often contrasted with the ‘backward Kurdish past’.

The project titled Dengbéj i Kevnesopiya Dengbéjivé (‘ Dengbéjs and
their tradition’) implemented in 2007 by the Diyarbekir municipal author-
ities together with the Dicle-Firat Centre, was among the projects financed
under the European Union Cultural Rights Promotion Programme in
Turkey, based on the rhetoric of cultural diversity and intercultural dia-
logue. It was aimed at ‘promoting and enriching the daily use of non-
Turkish languages and dialects’ in parallel with other projects concerning
the culture and language of Roma, Circassians, Bosnians and Georgians.
It was also placed within the attempt to institutionalise multiculturalism in
Turkey. The project was divided into two parts. The first, financed by the
EU funds, was devoted to the development of a written anthology of
dengbéjs songs and the organisation of two concerts in Istanbul and
Diyarbekir. The second, funded solely by the council, was dedicated to the
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establishment of Mala Dengbéjan (the Dengbéj House). Both sections of
the project were performed at the same time. The house was opened on
May 2007 (on the first day of the 7th Festival of Art and Culture in
Diyarbekir), while the book and CD anthology were ready for concerts six
months later (Scalbert-Yiicel 2009; Antolojiya Dengbéjan 2007, 2011).
The Dengbéj House was created as an institutional result of the project
under the auspices of the Kurdish authorities. However, the earliest step
on the way to ‘bring the centuries-old tradition back to life; in an institu-
tional form has been made by the Dicle-Firat Centre’.%

Although when compared to other EU-funded initiatives this was a
small project, conceptually it was an important one. It left behind an insti-
tutional trace in the form of a permanent site for Kurdish folk art and was
the first ever officially published book in the Kurdish language with state
participation. For the first time in history, a Turkish ministry engaged in a
project aimed at supporting Kurdish culture and language. Even though
the actual involvement of state institutions in the implementation of the
project was minimal, it was of great symbolic value.

3.5.3  Promoting Cultural Production
in Urban and Rural Spaces

In parallel with the focus on the past, many of the activities of the Kurdish
cultural institutions are profiled as modern, adding to the complexity of
the cultural fabric of present-day Kurdistan. Local Kurdish authorities
carry out projects of varying scale and scope that promote native culture
and cultural heritage. With the end of the state of emergency in Bakur in
the early 2000s, they began to introduce alternative narratives into the
domain of cultural production belonging to the Turkish state institutions.
Paraphrasing the philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre, this may be
characterised as a natural order for any new form of political power that
introduces its own way of producing cultural narrative and policy (Butler
2013, 85). It scems that the local authorities are using the political, legal
and administrative capacities in Turkey and the sphere of culture in a way
that brings about the goals and realisation of the values that stand behind
the Kurdish national programme. The main goal of their cultural policy, as
its authors explain, is ‘to be the owner of one’s own culture’, which was
threatened by colonial methods for almost 90 years, and ‘to save it from
extinction’. The way to achieve this is to make it visible and live in the
public space by publishing literature in Kurdish, setting up their own
cultural institutions, and organising their own cultural events.*
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One of the important initiatives is organising of Kurdish arts and culture
festivals. The first Festival of Culture and Art was organised in Diyarbekir in
2001 (Gtiveng 2011). The festival movement developed very dynamically
and gave rise to more mature forms of artistic activity. At present, the city
authorities provide space for the development of specialised theatre, music,
film and literary festivals, and for extensive celebration of Newroz. Similar
events organised by other municipal councils are based on the model devel-
oped in Diyarbekir. Festivals are justified and recognised as the main tool of
the development, democratisation, discovery and promotion of multicultur-
alism in the region, which was a part of the rhetoric of multiculturalism
promoted for many years by the EU and UNESCO. The events often host
artists and groups from all parts of Kurdistan and neighbouring countries
and in the cases of oral production (dramas, films or songs) are open to dif-
ferent dialects of Kurdish, and Persian, Turkish and Arabic languages.

Promotion of Kurdish cultural production in the public space via art,
including street festivals, is particularly important for many Kurdish insti-
tutions operating in Basur, Rojhilat, Rojava and within the diaspora; for
example the Directorate of Folklore and Kurdish Identity in Hawler,
Kurdish Institute of Tehran, the organising committee of the Theatre
Festival in Qamiglo, or the Kurdish Institute of Brussels, which periodi-
cally organise so-called ‘days of Kurdish culture’ in cooperation with the
municipal authorities.

In the KRI, there are many cultural open-air events that are distinguished
by conspicuous national and political features. They are a manifestation of
the current cultural policy pursued by the regional Ministry of Culture con-
tained in Law No. 11. Its provisions assume promotion of ‘Kurdish cultural
originality’, which goes hand in hand with promotion of ‘the ideals of the
Kurdistan Liberation Movement and its democratic aims’. These political
legacies have resulted in extensive public support for events or initiatives
concerned with glorifying the struggle for independence and its heroes. The
most popular example is Newroz, which remembers the overcoming of the
evil prince Zuhaq by the brave smith Kawa. There are many other events
commemorating heroism along with the suffering of the Kurdish nation.
These are initiatives elevating the memory of the Halabja and Anfal geno-
cide that are visible in many artistic projects; for instance, installations, draw-
ings and paintings by Osman Ahmed or the Halabja monument. Another
example is the Mozexaney Emne Sureke (the Red Security Service Museum)
which was established in the ex-prison in Silemani. Most popular modern
artefacts include expressive paintings executed in plain realism, such as the
sculpture of Mastdrey Ardalan by the Iranian-Kurdish artist Hadi Ziaoddini
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in Sami Abdurrahman Park in Erbil. Most of the recognised art in Kurdistan
nowadays deals with historic themes and frequently adopts nationalist sym-
bolism inspired by mountains, land, country and war.

In the urban space in Iranian Kurdistan, we also find similar artefacts
which are under the influence of socialist realism straight from the
USSR. These are sculptures of poets such as the monument to Mastdrey
Ardalan in Sine, Hémin and Hejar in Mahabad, or the monument of the
Kurdish mountain climber in Bane.

-

Picture 3.3 Mastlrey Ardalan, the Kurdish poet and chronicler, sculpture by
Hadi Ziaoddini, Sine 2017, by J. Bocheriska
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The profound nationalist factor pervades almost every aspect of Kurdish
cultural life and has the legal framework to construct and consolidate pub-
lic identity and patriotic attitudes. Nationalism can be seen as an instru-
mentalisation of the sphere of culture. One can even perceive it as a process
that implemented a Ba’athist spirit. In the political situation of the Kurds
in Iraq this is even quite understandable, because it primarily serves as a
driver of Kurdish solidarity and supports the creation of a new reality that
was previously banned. However, it was fiercely criticised by the Kurdish
artists themselves. For Seywan Saeedian, such an approach has nothing to
do with the real artistic quality and thus, to him, the ‘true spirit of the
Kurdish people” remains hidden.*! Imposing Kurdish nationalism on non-
Kurdish inhabitants such as Assyrians or Turkmens, though not compara-
ble with the assimilationist attitude of the neighbouring states towards the
Kurds, can be related to Bourdieu’s symbolic violence and termed a ‘colo-
nial’ rather than ‘postcolonial” policy.

For the city authorities of Diyarbekir, the urban space and architecture
arc especially important. Proof of this are places like the House of Dengbéjs
located in the historical building in the centre of Amed. Another example
was the Stimer Park Gallery founded in the Siimer Holding Complex,
where previously carpets were made. The Diyarbekir City Walls built of
basalt blocks were converted into a space where visitors were able to con-
template the selected representatives of the region’s rich archaeology in
the Archaeological Museum. However, not all architectural decisions
made by the Kurdish council were considered by the Kurds to be right.
Baris Seyitvan, the former director of the Stimer Park Gallery, criticised the
modernisation approach and especially the ‘mindless imitation of the
Western solutions’. He gave an example of the excessive use of glass in
modernising the buildings, which he found completely unsuitable for the
hot continental climate of south-eastern Anatolia and deforming the style
of Amed’s urban space. He stressed that the construction of the skylight
in the gallery, widespread in European galleries, is not suitable for
Diyarbekir due to the harsh sun that disturbs the reception of paintings.
As stated by Seyitvan, ‘it was done because, someone saw that there was
such in the Louvre’.*?

With the intention of raising the young generation, the city council also
created cultural centres in the villages. This is part of the effort to equalise
opportunities between the city and the provinces. The point is, as Barig
Seyitvan explained ‘so that living in the village would not be a fault but
value’. It seems all the more important because in Turkey, Kurdish culture
and language have been perceived as something inferior and primitive, and
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Picture 3.4 Siimer Park Gallery, 2015, by J. Bocheriska

abandoned for the sake of the modern Turkish culture. As stressed by Mela
Ibrahim Xelilé Amedi, the interpreter of Said Nursi’s works ( Nzibihar),
Kurdish culture should be related to ‘nature’; ‘folk’, ‘village’, ‘highland’,
‘Eastern’ or ‘indigenous’ values understood as attachment to Islamic faith,
modesty, generosity and hospitality. He contrasted it with the modern
Turkish, urban and metropolitan culture*?; in other words, the urbanisation
processes was understood as imposing a foreign culture on Kurdish immi-
grants flowing into the cities.** In the face of current changes in pejorative
associations with the village, the Kurdish people have begun to convince
themselves of their own culture and see ‘Kurdishness’ as an attractive offer.
However, according to Seyitvan, there are still significant social groups that
show no interest in the cultural field and do not have any sense of its value.
This is the case of the most affluent members of society, even in Amed, who
are still difficult to persuade to support and sponsor the cultural sphere.*®
Special attention to the urban space and correlation with the past is also
visible in a relatively new factor in some towns in Bagur, namely in the con-
text of the renewed battle for cultural identity. According to some intel-
lectuals, the uniqueness of Silemani is in danger as war and economic
hardships result in changes in political priority and demographics; and also
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because of the recent ‘modernisation frenzy’ as local developers rushed to
build big supermarkets and skyscrapers that disturbed Silemani’s urban
past, including old traditional buildings made of mud brick or grand white
malkandy or sherkoosh stone. The influx of Kurds fleeing persecution from
surrounding villages over the decades, and the unceasing waves of inter-
nally displaced people from war-torn Iraqi provinces means there are fewer
residents today who know about the significant history of the city, and the
preservation of heritage sites is a distant thing for them. Some native inhab-
itants who are aware of the threat, like Sadiq Saleh and Ako Garib, express
their willingness to struggle to save their culture as a part of their identity
against socio-political apathy and indifference. This has resulted in initia-
tives carried out by artists, historians and cultural workers to save several
dozen sites in the city from demolition or decay (Goudsouzian 2016Db).

In Erbil and in the whole province, the task of looking after the restora-
tion and adaptation of old buildings is being carried out by the Directorate
of Antiquity, which has had some success in this area, such as the renewal
of the old military barracks building in Makhmur. Representatives of this
institution, however, emphasise the threats resulting from the extremely
rapid expansion of the city and the inability to control all archaeological
sites. The Directorate is unable to examine from 3000 to 4000 construc-
tion sites at the same time, due to staff shortages or lack of information
about new construction projects. It cannot keep up and does not reach
many places. Also, some irregularities or unlawful actions can be detected,
like theft from excavations and smuggling artefacts abroad.*¢

3.54  Giving Voice to Minorities

The observable area around which the efforts of the institution’s creators
are concentrated is cooperation with, and care for, the culture of minori-
ties and refugees living in Kurdistan. This is manifested in the activities of
the large Lalis Centre in Duhok Desteya Bilind n Pégehé Lalis Yé Rewsenbiri
i Komelayeti Dubok (the High Committee of Lalis Cultural and Social
Centre Duhok or Lalis Centre), which is maintained by the authorities of
the KRI. Another example is the EKK in Silemani, where archiving and
dissemination projects are being implemented for various minorities
including Alevis, Yezidis and Ahle Haqq; or the GD of Culture and Art in
Erbil, which supports Syrian dance and poetry groups in refugee camps.
There is also T7irkmen Evi (the Turkmen House) in Erbil, which collects
and displays artefacts of Turkmen culture and publishes Turkmen books
and magazines.*’
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Picture 3.5 The Turkmen House, Erbil 2015 by J. Bocheriska

To maintain good relations between minorities in the multicultural
society and to sensitise people to all sorts of social problems through cul-
ture and arts is also one of the major tasks in the KRG cultural policy
agenda of targeting social cohesion. The Ministry of Culture and Youth
ensures that it is working on mechanisms for promoting cultural diversity,
reviving the heritage of minorities and organising public cultural events
dedicated to exchange of Kurdish, Turkmen, Arab, Syrian, Chaldeans and
Assyrian cultures. A flagship example of its activities in this respect are folk
festivals such as the popular folklore festival in the Christian Ankawa
district organised by the GD of Assyrian culture of the Ministry of Culture
and Youth. It also publishes several magazines in the fields of arts, cinema,
women, children and folklore, edited in Kurdish, Turkmen and Syriac.
The problems of prejudice against others and social and human rights
issues like the generation gap, exclusion of women or forced migration are
central for the majority of performances at the Hawler International
Theatre Festival, organised annually by the Youth’s Theatre Department
at the Ministry of Culture and the Network for Cultural Redevelopment
in Iraq since 2011. However, the representatives of minorities do not rec-
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ognise the results of this policy as sufficient; they are sceptical towards it,
assessing it even in terms of bribery to change their identity in favour of
Kurdishness or support a certain party. This is especially visible in the case
of the Yezidis, who are often very reluctant to be called Kurds, even
though they may speak the Kurmanji dialect of the Kurdish language.
However, at the same time they can benefit from it, for example using
budgetary funding for their own cultural projects.

Representatives of Kurdish cultural institutions in Turkey also declare
far-reaching openness to the so-called others, including Assyrians, Bosnians,
Circassians, Roma and Arabs, stressing the contrast with the policy of the
Republic of Turkey. The value of the world’s colourfulness is definitely
emphasised by the representatives of many institutions, including the leftist
NCM, municipality institutions or Nu#bibhar. The latter cultivates the
Islamic tradition and pays attention to the cultural heritage of Christians or
Yezidis which is visible in the N#bihar magazine. As Baris Seyitvan explains,
in a project aimed at affirming differences and multiplicity, ‘the point is for
people to be able to meet within their cultures without giving them up’.*8

Especially noteworthy are the initiatives undertaken with Armenia, a
country with which Turkey has not yet fully established diplomatic rela-
tions. The Kurds belong to one of the important groups in Turkey, which
is today a catalyst for contact between Turkey and Armenia. This, of
course, is connected to remembering the events of 1915, which Turkey
still does not want to recognise as genocide. The Kurds were, to a great
extent, the executioners of the Young Turks’ plan for the extermination of
Armenians and, to a much lesser extent, its victims (the Yezidis). It is
worth remembering, however, that many Kurdish families gave shelter to
Armenians in those tragic years, and today, Kurdish intellectuals, writers
and artists demand commemoration of the Armenians (Celik and Opengin
2016; Galip 2016). An example is the exhibition organised in 2012 at the
Stimer Park Gallery entitled Li Ameda Kevin Dewlemendiya Candi
(Cultural Diversity of the Former Diyarbekir). Under this name, old pho-
tographs of Armenians who once inhabited the city were presented. The
exhibition was organised in cooperation with the organisation Armenian
Youth (as part of the project Save Armenian Photograph Archives).*

3.5.5 Gender Equality

The equally important idea that is visible in the cultural institutions’ func-
tioning is gender equality, as underlined by many in Kurdistan and the dias-
pora. In Iraqi Kurdistan, there are initiatives that aim to raise awareness of the



138 R. KURPIEWSKA-KORBUT

problems which have resulted from the Kurdish patriarchalism that deprives
women of personal autonomy and violates their basic rights. The Ministry of
Culture assists women’s issues by sponsoring or organising conferences, sem-
inars and cultural events related to violence against women and to general
gender equality. It also makes efforts to encourage women’s self-expression
and participation in cultural activities by offering them financial and organ-
isational support. Particularly important tools in this field of activity are
screenings and film festivals such as the ‘Movie Day’ to celebrate the United
Nations’ International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women
and the ‘No to Violence Film Festival’ that was part of the KRG’s campaign
called ‘From Peace Within the Family to Peace Within Society’ in 2012.

Equality between men and women, according to many Kurdish intel-
lectuals, is an integral part of Kurdish culture and often is a point of con-
tention or ideological war being fought with Islamic extremists. A good
example of the activities seeking to create a wide discussion of feminist
issues was a one-day conference entitled ‘Kurdish Woman on the Frontline:
Between Victimhood, Representation, Political Participation and the
Fight Against Terrorism” organised by Nazand Begikhani, a well-known
academic and advisor on women’s issues to KRG, with the support of
Mela Baxtiyar, one of the main politicians from the PUK. For the first
time, the conference was included in the programme of the popular
Gelawéj festival in Silemani in November 2015. It emphasised the extreme
vulnerability of women during war and conflict and highlighted the diffi-
culties for the Iraqi and Kurdish authorities in dealing with many prob-
lems such as the rape of women conducted on a mass scale by ISIS fighters
and the children born as a result. The role of Kurdish women in the his-
tory of the national Kurdish struggle and contemporary women’s engage-
ment in the YPJ and female peshmerga units were also highlighted and the
image of women in Kurdish contemporary culture and the role of women
poets’ literary messages were discussed. The conference was accompanied
by a photo exhibition by Yezidi girls who took pictures of Yezidis in a refu-
gee camp.®® However, the Tawar Hall of Silemani, where the conference
took place, was filled mostly with men, which may symbolically reflect a
wider problem of female participation. Despite raising the topic and many
developments in the field, evidence suggests that the status of women has
not witnessed similar, dynamic improvements. Reports and studies of
arranged marriages, rape, domestic violence, honour killings, female
genital mutilation and self-immolation are still widespread throughout the
many conservative areas.
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The issue of gender equality is particularly strongly exposed in Bakur
and Rojava. Remembrance of female PKK or YPG fighters like Zilan, Arin
Mirkan or other ‘Lions of Rojava’ is part of many holidays and festivals,
and the symbol of women is reflected in the popular slogan Jin, jiyan,
azadi (‘Woman, life, freedom’) promoted by left-wing circles in paintings
and posters in Kurdistan. The principle of parity is also observed in many
Kurdish organisations and at the top of power. Women have been and are
copresidents of the HDP, the BDP and the PYD and mayors of the Kurdish
local authorities; women make up 40% of the members of any civil society
or governing body in Rojava. Similarly, all administrative organs, eco-
nomic projects and civil society organisations are required to have male
and female cochairs.

Women’s topics appear in different cultural events such as the exhibi-
tion titled ‘Kurdistan’ organised in 2015 in Diyarbekir by the Stimer Park
Gallery. In this exhibition, in which 250 artists from different parts of
Kurdistan took part, one of them presented women wearing the veil with
tied hands. It was a symbolic representation of the sale of Yazidi women in
bazaars by ISIS militants.! However, the depiction found negative reso-
nance in Turkish society and the conservative newspapers stressed that it
was an insult to the feelings of religious women who wear the veil.

There are also many environments in the Kurdish community, such as
Niibihar, which have a more traditional approach to women’s status. They
point to the worse situation of women in the West who are forced to take
up a profession and criticise gender movements for slavishly using Western
patterns and their inability to exploit the potential of Kurdish culture for
the purpose of gender equality. As a counterbalance, however, it is impor-
tant to highlight the role of many Kurdish women who often combine
their feminist engagement and gender studies with artistic activity includ-
ing Nazand Begikhani, Mahabad Qaradaghi, Choman Hardi, Nahid
Hosseini, Houzan Mahmud, Ciwan Baxtiyar, Narin Yiikler. Also, the insti-
tutions in Rojhilat, Bane, Serdest, Piransar and Sine strongly emphasise
the need for gender equality and working on women’s issues, who are
especially ill-treated by the sharia-based Iranian law.

3.5.6 Cultural Education

Finally, the special attention of Kurdish cultural institutions is applied to the
issue of raising interest in the cultural sphere by diverse forms of cultural
education of children. The driving force is bringing up a new generation of
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the Kurds in their own culture and convincing them to have lively contact
with it. There is a conviction that the development of art and culture in
Kurdistan is conditioned by the education of the ‘mature recipient’, who
will be able to understand this art, and the circle of wealthy art connoisseurs
willingly supporting talented artists and cultural undertakings.

Ensuring contact with culture and its atmosphere from childhood is a
key issue in the process of creating positive change in this area, headed by
institutions established by and functioning under the aegis of the munici-
pal council of Diyarbekir, that is the Dicle-Firat Centre, the Aram Tigran
Conservatoire and the Cigerxwin Centre. The activities of these institu-
tions, such as educating children in the fields of music, singing and danc-
ing, or enabling them to participate in a symphony orchestra, seek to bring
up future creators of Kurdish music. Children have the opportunity to
watch an adaptation of Mem 4 Zin, the classical Kurdish poem by Ehmedé
Xani (1694), which does not exist in the state education system and thus
many children can only get to know this work in this way. They are trans-
ported as an organised group to visual art exhibitions and this persuades
their parents that native culture is valuable and tangible.

Raising the level of knowledge about Kurdish culture, its value and
especially the importance of young people’s creativity and participation in
cultural life is widely recognised by many institutions in KRI. They were
highlighted by Sidqi Salah (the Jin Institute), Nader B. Mohammad (the
Antiquity Administrator in Erbil) and Hewa Suaad Hamawandi and
Ahmed Salar (the Directorate of Theatre). Law No. 11 directs particular
concern to the cultural education of the youngest, for example by encour-
aging a literary, artistic, scientific and sporting youth and directs establish-
ing a TV station and a news agency (Stansfield 2003, 205-200).
Connecting the spheres of culture and youth in the ministerial entity (pre-
viously ‘Culture and Sport’) indicates the desire to use cultural policy
instruments for the education of the younger generation. According to
representatives of the Ministry, it carries out activities that focus on
encouraging and educating members of society to be conscious, tolerant
and modern citizens.>

This noble idea, though, does not find much reflection in practice.
The area of cultural education in Bagur is largely neglected. Few organisa-
tions have regular educational activities that raise the value of cultural
heritage and explain the importance of art. For some of the institutions,
the activity in this field is very important, such as the Directorate for
Antiquity, the J7n Institute and the American University of Iraq, Sulaimani
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(AUIS), but for many others the target group is considered secondary
(Duhok Gallery) mainly due to limited staff resources and financial con-
straints. Generally, it seems that a reduced amount of attention has been
applied to public programmes like educational projects, visitor services,
workshops, panel discussions.

Instead of implementing a holistic educational programme, the Ministry
of Culture and Youth has assumed the role of architect for hard infrastruc-
ture projects in the cultural sector designed especially for the young gen-
eration. It plans to build youth centres, including swimming pools and
sports grounds for basketball, volleyball and football, and theatres or
stages for different artistic activities. An important aspect of these under-
takings is the plan to build dozens of libraries in towns in Kurdistan and
cinemas in the new residential complexes and shopping centres. In paral-
lel, the Ministry wants to undertake the construction of cultural institutes,
also known as ‘cultural cities’, in each city of Kurdistan which would
include a cinema, theatre, gallery, library and café.

A particularly interesting series of cases are the cultural institutions cre-
ated by the Kurds in Iran, which go beyond the commonly understood
cultural education. They engage in developing sporting skills by, for
instance, establishing climbing, football or chess clubs, and social and eco-
logical awareness by promoting urban culture, taking care of the greenery
in the city and other places that are worthy of care. Some of these activities
are of an innovative nature, introducing new behaviours that are not
rooted in Kurdish culture such as projects to regulate traffic in Bane. A
notable aspect of their functioning is activities for the vulnerable or socially
excluded. This includes the help for the blind, tutoring for poor students
so that they can get to university and establishment of libraries in villages.
Support for students may also include the provision of books and other
teaching materials, something undertaken for example by Mukriyan
Publishing which provides free books. They have also initiated meetings of
intellectuals from different parts of Kurdistan to assist them in network-
ing. A distinctive element that is not so visible in other parts of Kurdistan
is the development of awareness of human rights, including specific actions
responding to the Iranian political reality, such as ‘repurchasing’ young
people sentenced to death.>* Teaching Kurdish, musical skills and dancing
is often focused on the young, not only in Kurdistan but also those in
Tehran, London and Brussels.
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3.6 CONCLUSIONS

Identification of the participants in the organisational fields of Kurdish
cultural institutions is necessarily incomplete, as it depends on the possi-
bility of collecting empirical materials and other practical reasons such as
the blurred demarcation between public and private institutions and
determining key and subsidiary institutions in terms of cultural produc-
tion, for example when independent institutions replace state organisa-
tions. Nevertheless, it seems that the most active and influential have
been identified. The same applies to the recognition of the ‘general issues’
around which they focus their attention. These include: revitalising lan-
guage and heritage; promoting cultural production in urban and rural
spaces; highlighting the issues of minorities; and gender equality.
Obviously, they meet the current socio-political needs generated by the
Kurdish community.

The relatively young organisational fields in Bakur and Bagur are struc-
tured and bear the features of durability. One can see here the develop-
ment of mutual awareness, a gradual increase in the amount of interaction
between organisations in the field, an upsurge in the information load and
the emergence of hierarchy coalitions. However, these are not yet well
defined. Kurdish cultural institutions are subject to many processes that
appear to be understood in a classical way. Isomorphic or homogenisation
forces emerge which lead the organisations to become more similar to
each another.

Normative processes associated with professionalisation are still weak,
despite examples of outstanding efforts based on individual personalities.
In general, there is a lack of work on standards, procedures, laws, compe-
tent supervision, consultancy and holistic programmes, for instance in the
field of planning the cultural education on art. It appears that program-
ming in the sphere of culture for the Kurds is at an early stage of develop-
ment, whereas there is widespread awareness of the need to attract, acquire
and educate a responsive recipient. Poor participation in cultural produc-
tion prevails, except for theatre productions and poetry readings where,
according to many interlocutors, there is noticeable progress in increasing
the audience.

Mimetic processes resulting from standard responses to uncertainty and
the imitation of familiar organisational and production standards among
native institutions are revealed in the effect of Western solutions. Local institu-
tions, artists and professionals in the cultural sector strive for building oppor-
tunities in Bakur, Bagur and Rojhilat to explore contemporary Western or, to
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amuch lesser degree, Russian culture. Western currents and phenomena of art
and modernity reach Kurdistan and are adopted in various, sometimes innova-
tive ways. This creates the vibrant amalgam of present-day reality.

Pressures exerted on cultural organisations by other organisations®®
upon which they are dependent occur in different ways in Kurdistan. The
coercive isomorphism that stems from political influence in the Kurdish
cultural sector results mainly from the performance of the higher political
institutions or groups such as overriding Turkish or Iranian state institu-
tions (cultural ministries) and the Ministries of Culture and Youth in the
KRG, KDP, PUK or PKK that impose administrative, financial and pro-
grammatic subordination (both formal and informal), using culture as a
powerful medium for their purposes. This dominant process overlaps with
postcolonial reflection. The Kurdish organisational fields can be perceived
as centres of contestation, ‘fields of struggles’ or ‘arenas of power rela-
tions” borrowed from Bourdieu’s concept of ‘symbolic violence’, indicat-
ing that the state has a privileged place in competition for a valid and
generally binding vision of the social world. This ‘monopoly on common
sense’ is based on the dominance of official, universally accepted language
and official knowledge and discourse. Symbolic violence takes place in the
education system and the legal system, but also in the education of aes-
thetic tastes and ‘making’ the sense of beauty (Bourdieu and Passeron
1990). There is a lot of dichotomy and antagonism that underlies the
ambivalent, symbiotic relationship between diverse entities as if between
neo-tribal structures and artists, cultural elites brought up under the influ-
ence of conservative or more modern patterns, and between the Turkish
institutions and the Kurdish city council in Diyarbekir. There are also
strategies and tactics to avoid pressures and make alternate claims for legit-
imacy that sometimes rely on niche-status and uniqueness within the insti-
tutional landscape.

Finally, treating the Kurdish cultural institutions’ organisational field as a
relational space, where the essence is its ability to serve as the meeting place
and opportunity for organisations to involve themselves with one another,
we can find a creative and promising, but also turbulent, platform for realis-
ing their objectives.
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NOTES

. The concept of ‘organisational field” was introduced by Paul J. DiMaggio

and Walter W. Powell (1983, 147-60).

. There is no fixed answer as to how long such a time period should be. To

decide whether a certain form of organised activity is an institution or not
can only be judged by history. It is evident that there are no standard
answers here because different times and different societies have disparate
opinions on how long time it takes to establish an institution.

. The aims may change but usually that happens only slowly.
. DiMaggio and Powell (1983, 1991) drew on Bourdieu’s conception of a

field, elaborated by Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), emphasising both the
relational and cultural aspects of membership.

. Personal interview with Kawa Mahmoud Shakir, Hawler, July 2013.
. Ttis impossible to specify a number of cultural institutions in the Kurdistan

Region because there are no central records of them.

. Until 2013, the Ministry of Culture was headed by the representatives of

the Communist Party. The thesis does not apply to the Department of
Antiquities because of its narrow specialisation and expert nature.

. Interview with K.M. Shakir, Hawler, July 2013.

. Personal communication with Seywan Saeedian, November 2017.
10.
11.
12.

Personal communication with Ako Khama Khurshid, November 2017.
Barzani resigned from his post and Talabani died in October 2017.

In 1998 the Ministry of Culture allocated land and a budget and engaged
an architect to establish a Museum of Modern Art. For numerous reasons,
the project was postponed. The establishment of a such a museum would
celebrate and promote modern artistic activity in Kurdistan and signal to
the world the Kurdish people’s recognition that contemporary art and
artistic output is a seminal part of Kurdish culture.

Personal Interview with Mazhar Khaleghi, Silemani, May 2014.

Personal Interview with Siléman Eli, Duhok 2014.

In 2012, Silemani was appointed by the Kurdish parliament as ‘the cultural
capital’ of Iraqi Kurdistan. Founded in 1784 by Kurdish prince Ibrahim
Pasha Baban to reflect the values of freedom and multiculturalism,
Silemani’s residents have been at the forefront of the campaign to promote
the use of the Kurdish language since the late nineteenth century. Before
then, the language of the learned man was Persian, Arabic or Ottoman
Turkish. Since its foundation, Silemani has produced many intellectuals,
poets, writers, thinkers and important artists and has quite a cosmopolitan
Spirit.

Records at the local Directorate for Culture and Art show that there were
372 different cultural events organised in 2015 (Hassan 2016).
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Despite the closure of the Institute in 2016, according to reliable sources,
its activity is continued in the same building in the form of a newly estab-
lished institute called Komeleya Lékolinén Kurdi. It undertakes a much
smaller activity, focusing mainly on Kurdish lessons, but it still functions.
Some of these institutions are more widely known under their Turkish
names, therefore we used them.

Some Kurdish cultural organisations were registered as commercial or ser-
vice companies due to the fact that the court refused applications for their
registration in the form of non-governmental organisations.

According to the 2008 foundation law, foundations are asset-based units
established by at least one person: an individual or legal entity, that set as their
main goal activities for the common good or public good. The main bodies
of the foundation are an executive council and a board of management. The
foundation does not work on the principle of membership, but it may have a
board of founders. See: Bocheniska and Kurpiewska-Korbut (2015).
According to the definition contained in the Law on Associations of 2004,
an association is a legal entity established by at least seven persons or legal
entities, gathering knowledge and combining efforts to achieve common
goals not forbidden by law, excluding those based on sharing profits. See:
Bocheriska and Kurpiewska-Korbut (2015).

Personal Interview with Genim, a member of the band Koma Ciya, a
worker of NCM, Istanbul, June 2013.

The Cigerxwin Centre’s Kurdish and Turkish names are not identical. It
was translated into English after the Kurdish name. The Aram Tigran
Conservatoire and the Cigerxwin Centre were shut down by the Turkish
authorities in 2016 and the Siimer Park Complex was taken over by the
central administration.

Personal Interview with Cevahir Sadak Diizgiin, Deputy Director of the
Department of Culture and Tourism of the Municipal Council of
Diyarbekir and Osman Baydemir, the Mayor of Diyarbekir, Diyarbekir,
Mardin, July 2013.

Interview with C.S. Diizgiin, Diyarbekir, July 2013.

Personal Interview with director Zana Farqini, Istanbul, June 2013.
Personal Interview with Deniz Giindiiz, Istanbul, June 2013.

Interview with D. Giindiiz.

Interviews from Iran remain anonymous. Personal Interview at Fergey
Zimani Kurdi Raja, July 2017.

Personal Interview at Ferhengi Asiti, July 2017.

Personal Interview at Kori Kurdani Taran, July 2017.

Personal Interview with Qagang Abdulla and Miran Hassan (KCC),
Ibrahim Yahli (Kurdish Community Centre), and Taylan Sahbaz (Day-
Mer), London, July 2016.
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Personal Interview, Bane, July 2017.

Personal Interview with Sidqi Salah, Silemani, May 2014.

Interview with M. Khaleghi, Silemani, May 2014.

See: the chapter two on the modern Kurdish literature inspirations from
the past.

Personal Interview with Rauf Begard, Silemani, May 2014.

The word dengbéj comes from Kurdish from the word deng, meaning the
voice and the present tense topic of the verb gozin which is béjin.

The organisation was established in 2003 as a branch of NCM.

Interview with C.S. Diizgiin and O. Baydemir, Mardin, Diyarbekir July
2013.

Personal communication with Seywan Saecedian, November 2017.
Personal interview with Baris Seyitvan, Diyarbekir 2015.

Personal interview with Mela fbrahim Xelilé Amedi, Diyarbekir 2015.
This approach also reverberates in the study on Kurdish migrants by Karol
Kaczorowski presented in the following chapter.

Interview with B. Seyitvan, Diyarbekir 2015.

Personal Interview with Director Nader B. Mohammad, Hawler, April
2014.

Personal Interview with Himan Ramzi, November 2015.

Interview with B. Seyitvan, 2015.

According to information leaflet about the exhibition, Stimer Parki Gallery,
Diyarbekir 2012.

This project was supported by UNICEF, Research and Development
Organisation (RDO), Z Company and the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Interview with B. Seyitvan, 2015.

Interview with K.M. Shakir, Hawler, July 2013.

Interview with K.M. Shakir, Hawler, July 2013.

There is an option to pay a certain sum of money in the case of young people
so that the death sentence is not carried out. Usually it is a high amount
which the family cannot afford, and thus organisations help to collect it.

It is hard to see any direct pressure (cultural expectations) from the public,
the society within which organisations function.
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