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Introduction
The Kurds and the Kurdish Question in the Middle East

HAMIT BOZARSLAN, CENGIZ GUNES AND VELI YADIRGI

In the past decade, the Kurdish question has re-established itself at the
heart of the regional political debates at a time when the Middle East is
once again engulfed in conflict and violence. On numerous occasions
during the second half of the twentieth century, Kurdish nationalism has
managed to generate and maintain strong appeal amongst Kurdish popu-
lations in Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Syria, but these states have perceived
Kurdish ambitions as a threat to their national security and regional
stability. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Kurdish political
activism has reached a new height with Kurdish movements in Iraq,
Turkey and Syria establishing themselves as important political actors in
the domestic politics of these states. The consolidation of Kurdish auton-
omy in Iraq in 2005 and the establishment of a Kurdish de facto autono-
mous region within Syria in 2012 have turned the Kurds into actors capable
of influencing regional political developments, and consequently enabled
them to forge stronger relations with the international forces involved in
the region. The rise of the pro-Kurdish movement in Turkish politics in
the past two decades, especially its strong electoral performance in
a number of elections since 2015, has placed the Kurds at the heart of the
political developments in Turkey, too.

This volume examines the Kurdish question as a deep-rooted and complex
transnational issue. It brings together chapters that analyse the Kurds and
Kurdistan from the medieval period to the present and takes a broad and
multidisciplinary approach to events in the Kurdish regions in the Middle
East. The multidisciplinary approach enables us to delineate and elaborate on
the complexities of the social, political, economic and cultural forces and
features pertaining to Kurds and Kurdistan and examine these forces and
features from a number of innovative and critical perspectives. A brief
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discussion of the evolution of the Kurdish question is needed to highlight the
main issues and developments that the volume addresses.

The Kurds and Kurdistan in the Age of Empires

In the eleventh century, Mahmud al-Kashgari — a geographer from Kashgar in
the Kara-Khanid Khanate — produced a stylized map of what he titled “States
of the East’, which built-in, along with all the ‘races” acknowledged in the
East, the land of the Kurds. This perhaps is the first map to include Kurdistan
(O’Shea, 2004). During the tenth and eleventh centuries, whilst part of the
Arab caliphate (seventh to eleventh centuries), a number of Kurdish dynas-
ties — the Shaddadids (951-1174, Transcaucasia), Hasanwaydhids (9591095,
Dinawar), Marwanids (990-1096, Diyarbakir) and Annazids (991-1117,
Hulwan) — took control of their local matters, but were wiped out by the
invasions of the Seljuk Turks in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
(Hassanpour, 1992). In the year 1150, the Seljuk sultan Sanjar created the
province of Kurdistan, with the town of Bahar as its capital, and it comprised
areas that are located in the Kurdish regions of contemporary Iraq and Iran
(Kendal, 1996). Yet it was not until the sixteenth century that the geographical
expression Kurdistan came into common usage to denote a system of Kurdish
fiefs generally, and not merely the Seljuk-designated province.

After the Battle of Chaldiran in 1514, except for Kelhor, Erdelan, Baban,
Sehrizur and Mukri, which had either opted to stay independent of both the
Safavid and the Ottoman empires or continued to recognise the former’s
suzerainty, the rest of the existing Kurdish principalities were incorporated
into the Ottoman Empire. The newly conquered province of Diyarbekir
(1515) hosted all of the acquired Kurdish chiefdoms in return for their
acknowledgement of Ottoman sovereignty. Since then, a double dynamic
pushing simultaneously towards fragmentation and unification began to
determine the evolution of Kurdish space and the fate of Kurdish society.
This dual process is certainly not new. As Boris James (2014) has suggested in
his research, Kurds found themselves trapped by inter-imperial conflicts
already during the medieval period, but their survival as a distinct group
has also been guaranteed by their inter-imperial location. As one can feel it
through Ehmed-é Xani's epopee Mem i Zin, published in 1695, the division of
Kurdistan between the Persian and Ottoman empires has certainly created
frustration among some segments of the Kurdish elite; however, one should
also recognize that it did not hinder fluid trans-border relations among the
Kurds. The Kurdish prince (mir) Sharaf Khan (1543-1603), for instance, had
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a problem with having a dual allegiance towards the power-holders in
Istanbul and in Tehran in order to exert a cross-border influence on ‘his’
subjects.

The formalization of the Kurdish principalities occurred as a result of
Sultan Selim I (1470-1520) consenting to the support of the predominantly
Sunni Kurdish chiefs and integrating the Kurdish principalities in eastern
Anatolia. The Battle of Chaldiran also determined the boundary between
the Ottoman and Persian empires and it was officially recognized with the
signing of the Treaty of Zuhab (1693) and — despite disputes and invasions — it
formally persisted until 1914. Between the early sixteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, the two Ottoman provinces that encompassed almost all of
Kurdistan, Diyarbekir and Erzurum were economically burgeoning areas and
constituted important sources of income for the Ottoman central treasury
(Yadirgi, 2017).

The nineteenth century was a time of massive change in Kurdistan. In
the first half of this century, the age-old Kurdish administrative structures
established in the early sixteenth century were abolished as a result of
the centralization and Westernization policies unleashed by the reforms
of Sultan Mahmut II and continued by subsequent Ottoman reformers.
The successor of Sultan Selim III (1761-1808), Mahmut II (r. 1789-1807),
recognized that in order to rescue the ramshackle empire from further
demise or collapse, he would have to reform its institutions. The cen-
tralist reforms implemented by Mahmut II and the succeeding Ottoman
rulers entailed the suppression of the local notables all over the empire
and occasioned the destruction of the Kurdish emirates. Local Kurdish
hereditary rulers were removed, and the Kurdish territories were
brought under direct Ottoman control. In other words, the toppling of
the Kurdish polities and the suppression of the fiscal and landed power of
the Kurdish notables went hand in hand. With the dissolution of Kurdish
emirates, their constituent parts, tribal confederations and tribes (asirets)
became the most important political and social components in Kurdistan.

During the centralization and Westernization period, the Ottoman
Empire felt one of the greatest threats from its ambitious northern neigh-
bour, Russia, which penetrated eastern Anatolia as far as Erzurum in 1829.
Kars, Erzurum and Bayazid were all returned to the Ottomans under the
terms of the Treaty of Edirne (1829), but the war had struck an entirely new
note of danger as not only had the Ottoman Armenians assisted the Russian
capture of Kars, but Muslim Kurdish tribes had also provided a regiment
against the sultan. Such threats from Russia and the novel alliances between
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the Kurds and the Russians had also been influential in informing the policies
of the Hamidian period.

The politically integrated Kurdish rulers were neither autonomous nor did
they request autonomy from the central state, because the nature and the
maintenance of their power and wealth were grounded in the support
provided by the Ottoman state. This helps explain why, in contrast to the
Kurds in the Ottoman metropolis who were largely in support of the 1908
Revolution, the clientele Kurdish elite in Kurdistan were very hostile to it
(McDowall, 2004: 95-6). Following the First World War, when the map of the
Middle East was being redrawn, these schisms within the Kurdish society
prevented the emergence of a leadership that could fill a role akin to that held
by the Hashemite emirs in the Hejaz in the emergence of the Arab national
movement and the development of Arab nationalism during and after the
Great War.

The Fragmentation of Kurdistan and Kurdish
Responses in the 1920s and 1930s

The political settlement in the Middle East after the First World War
resulted in the division of Kurdistan between the states of Iraq, Iran, Syria
and Turkey. The Kurds did not accept the new status quo, and several
Kurdish revolts took place during the 1920s but despite mobilizing
a significant section of Kurdish society, they did not succeed in reversing
the settlement that left Kurds as marginalized minorities in these states.
In comparison with this inter-imperial past, the second division of
Kurdistan after the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire had much
more disruptive effects. Moreover, the tearing apart of Kurdish regions
between Turkey and newly created Syria and Iraq coincided with
a period during which Reza Khan ascended to power in Iran (1921).
Henceforth, the Kurds had to face not only exclusive nationalisms and
repressive states but also militarized inter-state borders. While previously
they were submitted to only two central authorities, now they depended
on four distinct capitals, were obliged to learn one of the exclusive
national languages and, more importantly, evolve in sharply contrasting
political cultures, with different official ideologies, national narratives or
regional and international alignments. The preservation of the Arabic
scripts in Iran, Iraq and Syria, the so-called Linguistic Revolution of 1928
which Latinized the Turkish scripts and Stalin’s decision to impose the
Cyrillic alphabet to the national groups that did not have their own
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historical alphabet, had also tremendously hindered intra-Kurdish com-
munication in the subsequent decades.

Remarkably, however, this fragmentation has also radicalized Kurdish
consciousness and motivated them to form one single entity, distinct from
the Arabs, Persians and Turks. The trans-border affiliations have maintained
themselves despite the heavy repression of states and many of the Kurdish
uprisings gained a regional dimension. From the 1920s onwards, a common
cartographic imaginary, which has been studied by the late Maria O’Shea
(2004), symbolically unified the divided nation. A commonly accepted
national flag was adopted by different Kurdish organizations and intellec-
tuals, before the common national anthem, Ey Regib ("You! Adversary!’),
which became the official anthem of the Mahabad Republic (1946, Iran).
Similarly, a largely shared historical narrative tracing the origins of the Kurds
to the Median Empire, presenting the nineteenth-century Kurdish revolts as
genuine expressions of Kurdish nationalist ambitions and describing
the second division of Kurdistan as the darkest period of the nation to be
overcome, has emerged and spread itself among the Kurdish intelligentsia.
This self-awareness did of course not mean that the Kurdish elites held back
from integrating into the Iranian, Turkish, Iragi or Syrian political and
administrative bodies or refused to take any opportunity of co-optation
that could appear. But a cross-border national ‘reservoir’ of myths, symbols
and plea was there, ready-made for the future mobilization process.

Pan-Kurdish political and cultural activities during the 1920s and 1930s were
mainly carried out in Syria and Lebanon and organized by the Kurdish
intellectuals exiled from Turkey. These Kurdish intellectuals were involved
in the establishment of the Kurdish nationalist organization Xoybtn (Being
Oneself) in 1927, which led the Ararat Rebellion (McDowall, 2004: 203-5).
Important work on the grammatical development and standardization of the
Kurmanji Kurdish was also produced during the 1930s and 1940s. In 1943 in
Iraq, Mustafa Barzani organized a revolt that lasted until 1945 and was
suppressed with the help of the British air force. In the mid-1940s, Iran
became the centre of Kurdish political developments, which were led by
the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran (PDK-Iran), established on
16 August 1945 (Vali, 2011: 25). One of the main developments that the PDK-
Iran initiated was the formation of a Kurdish republic in Mahabad on
22 January 1946. It came about as a result of the Soviet occupation of northern
Iran during World War II and continued its existence for almost a year. On
15 December 1946, Iranian troops entered Mahabad and recaptured the city
from the Kurdish forces.
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Kurdistan after World War II

In Iraq during the 1950s, Kurdish nationalist activities continued underground
but there was an instant revival soon after the overthrow of the monarchy by
General Abd al-Karim Qasim in a coup d’état on 14 July 1958. Mustafa Barzani
returned to Iraq and subsequently established himself as a key figure in
Kurdish struggle and became the leader of the Kurdistan Democratic Party
(PDK). The early years of Qasim'’s rule witnessed growing Kurdish cultural
and political activism but in 1961 he adopted repressive policies towards
political activities of the Kurdish movement. On 9 September 1961, armed
conflict broke out between the Iraqi army and the Kurdish forces. In
February 1964 a ceasefire was agreed that lasted until 1965 when the second
round of armed conflict began. After the Ba’athist coup in 1968, the conflict
between the Kurdish forces and the Iraqi army continued until secret negoti-
ations resulted in an autonomy agreement on 11 March 1970.

The implementation of the agreement was attempted but the Iraqi gov-
ernment opposed the key Kurdish demand of the inclusion of the Kirkuk
governorate within the Kurdish autonomous region. A new autonomy
agreement with reduced terms was proposed on 11 March 1974, which was
refused by the Kurdish side, leading to the resumption of armed conflict soon
after. The Kurdish forces were unable to prevent the advance of the Iragi
army and the Kurdish position was further weakened by Iran’s sudden end of
its military support following the signing of the Algiers Agreement between
Iraq and Iran. On 18 March 1975, the PDK decided to end the insurgency and
retreat its forces to Iran.

The defeat of the Kurdish rebellion spelt disaster for the Kurdish move-
ment in Iraq, with its fragmentation resulting in intra-Kurdish conflict. The
section of the PDK’s leadership in favour of the continuation of resistance
severed their ties with the party and established new political organizations,
including the leftist Komala (Organization), led by Nawshirwan Mustafa, and
the Kurdistan Socialist Movement (KSM), led by Ali Askari. The Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), which was established on 1 June 1975 in Damascus
under the leadership of Jalal Talabani, united these groups that broke away
from the PDK. From May 1976 onwards, the PDK began to re-establish its
presence in Iraqi Kurdistan under PDK-Provisional Leadership. The initial
tense relations that existed between the PDK and the PUK soon led to the
outbreak of violence in the summer of 1976.

The liberalization of Turkey’s political system during the late 1940s and
19508, the rise of the Kurdish national movement in Iraq and the emergence


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108623711.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Introduction

of a new generation of politically active Kurdish activists influenced the
politicization of the Kurds in Turkey during the 1960s. The second half of
the 1960s is characterized by the evolution of Kurdish activism towards
a more organized form. The reinvigoration of the Kurdish national move-
ment in Iraq had a direct bearing on this development. This is evidenced by
the establishment of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Turkey (TKDP),
which advocated a similar program as the PDK in Iraq and marked ‘a new
stage in the autonomisation of the Kurdish movement in terms of the worker
and student movements’ (Bozarslan, 1992: 98-9). In 1967 and 1968, during the
‘meetings of the East’ (Dogu Mitingleri), Kurdish political demands were
publicly expressed, and these meetings culminated in the emergence of the
Revolutionary Cultural Hearths of the East (DDKO) in 1969 (Gunes, 2012:
66—71). During the mid-1970s numerous Kurdish left-wing groups or political
parties were established.

The new generation of Kurdish intelligentsia that began to dominate
Kurdish politics after the Second World War had a very different sociological
profile than the Kurdish intelligentsia of the 1920s. The 1920s Kurdish non-
religious elite had basically the same education as the Arab or Turkish
Ottoman intelligentsia, advocated a Western-oriented nationalism and pre-
sented the Kurdish struggle as the struggle of the Kurds for civilization. In
contrast, the post-WWII intelligentsia was drawn from the broad masses and
except for the few, had mainly plebian origins. It was not a surprise therefore
that the new Kurdish militancy adopted left-wing discourses and symbols. It
used Marxism-Leninism to explain the conditions in which Kurds found
themselves and to conceptualize Kurdish self-determination in a way that
did not deviate from internationalism and attempts at ending the class
oppression that the rule of the oppressor Iranian, Turkish, Iraqi and Syrian
nation-states also entailed.

An attempt to revive the Kurdish movement in Iran was made during the
mid-1960s but without much success. However, as the protests in Iran
intensified in 1978, Kurdish forces established control in the main towns of
the region. Kurdish resistance continued, but in the summer of 1982, the
Iranian army began a large-scale assault against the Kurdish-held territories
and by the end of 1983 almost all of them had been captured. In total 10,000
Kurds died in the conflict during the late 1970s and early 1980s as a result of
the fighting between the Kurdish forces and Iranian army and as a result of
the latter’s summary executions of Kurdish civilians and political activists.

The Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) offered Iragi Kurdish parties more room
for manoeuvre and provided the impetus in their attempts to re-establish
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their presence in Iraqi Kurdistan. The PDK leadership was based in Iran
and began to receive military aid and logistical support from the Iranian
state. During the 1980s, the PUK managed to establish a strong support
base in the Sulaymaniyah and Kirkuk governorates. The PDK continued to
receive military support and money from Iran during 1979 and the early
1980s. The PUK was initially allied with Syria, then signed a ceasefire
agreement with the Iraqi government in October 1983. In October 1986,
the PUK began to form an alliance with Iran and develop closer ties with
the PDK.

However, during the mid-1980s, the Iraqi state intensified its campaign to
bring Kurdish-held areas under its control and adopted an Arabization policy
and initiated the Anfal campaign, which was implemented between February
and September 1988 and involved chemical attacks targeting Kurdish civil-
ians, destruction of the traditional rural economy and infrastructure, forced
displacement of rural Kurdish communities and summary executions and
forced disappearances. In total 4,000 villages were destroyed, and 182,000
people killed, according to Kurdish sources. According to the estimates of
Human Rights Watch, as many as 100,000 people, many of them women and
children, lost their lives, with the chemical attack on the town of Halabja on
16 March 1988 alone killing 5,000 Kurdish civilians (Human Rights Watch,
1993: Xiv).

Hence, the 1980s seemed like the ‘darkest period” in Kurdish history. In
addition to the tens of thousands of victims, the suppression of the Kurdish
movements in Iran and Turkey cost the lives of tens of thousands of other
Kurdish fighters and civilians during this decade. At that moment in history,
one could arguably doubt the very chances of the Kurds surviving as
a national community. Remarkably, however, since this period of Kurdish
history, there has been a marked improvement in the fortunes of the Kurdish
communities.

The Revival of the Kurdish National Movements

The process of almost uninterrupted radicalization that began with the
Barzani uprising in 1961 took a new dimension with the launching of
a second rebellion in Iragi Kurdistan in 1975, the formation of the Kurdish
national movement in Turkey during the mid-1970s and the mass-
mobilizations and guerrilla warfare in the Iranian Kurdistan in 1978—9. With
these developments, Kurdistan entered a highly militarized process and
integrated into a broader Middle Eastern environment marked by inter-
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state or civil wars. The Syrian Kurds have also been engaged in this process
since the mid-1970s through their mobilization for different Kurdish move-
ments. This overall militarization allowed the Kurdish movements to access
the resources of violence such as arms and shelter in one of the regional
countries but also provoked internal conflicts which remained particularly
traumatic throughout the 1980s and 1990s.

Iraq’s unexpected invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 and the international
condemnation and the Gulf War that followed it brought further instability
to the region. After the US forces succeeded in expelling the Iraqi army from
Kuwait in February 1991, Kurds in the north and Shias in the south were
encouraged to rise against Saddam’s rule. An uprising on 1 March 1991 in
Iraq’s south soon spread to central and northern Iraq. On 5 March 1991,
a popular uprising (raparin in Sorani Kurdish) in the town of Ranya,
Sulaymaniyah Governorate, took place and culminated in Kurdish pesh-
merga (‘those who face death’) fighters taking control of the town. In the
following day, this popular uprising spread to the main cities of the region,
Erbil and Sulaymaniyah. However, shortly afterwards, Iraqi military
regrouped and began suppressing the uprising, which resulted in a massive
exodus of Kurds in March/April 1991. Turkey refused to take in the Kurdish
civilians and in order to prevent a humanitarian disaster on 5 April 1991, the
UN Security Council adopted Resolution 688 and a ‘no-fly zone in Iraq’s
north and south began to be enforced by the US and the UK. This action
proved to be a significant development in the history of the Kurds of Iraq and
enabled them to establish their de facto autonomy in 1991. The subsequent
consolidation of Kurdish autonomy was not straightforward and the mid-
1990s witnessed a violent conflict between PDK and PUK miilitary forces, and
two separate Kurdish administrations came into being, with the PDK con-
trolling the Dohuk and Erbil governorates, and the PUK controlling the
Sulaymaniyah governorate.

The 1980s and 1990s were a highly intense period of Kurdish political
activities in Turkey. On 15 August 1984, the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) embarked on its guerrilla war and during the late 1980s and early
1990s, it managed to gather popular support from the Kurds and increased its
influence in Kurdish communities significantly. At the height of its power in
the early 1990s, it had supporters and sympathizers numbering several million
drawn from all parts of Kurdish-majority regions and among the Kurdish
diaspora communities in Europe (Gunes, 2012: 101). Popular support for the
PKK began to be demonstrated in the spring of 1991 and 1992 when large
numbers of Kurds took part in popular uprisings, known as serhildan, across
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Kurdish towns and cities in the south-east of Turkey. The PKK-led Kurdish
rebellion is the longest in the history of the Kurds in Turkey. In addition to
the PKK, Kurdish political demands have also been articulated through legal
channels in Turkey by political parties that have a predominant Kurdish base
and advocate a pro-Kurdish political line. This movement came into exist-
ence with the establishment of the People’s Labour Party (HEP) in 1990 and
while many of these parties were closed down by Turkey’s constitutional
court, the movement managed to grow throughout the 2000s and 2010s.

After the Iranian Revolution of 1979, the occupation of Afghanistan by the
Red Army in the same year, the transformation of the Iraqi and Syrian
Ba’athist regimes into brutal dictatorships and the failure of Nasserism in
Egypt, the regional political climate changed radically and Islamism imposed
itself as the hegemonic ideology in many countries of the Middle East.
Remarkably, however, Kurdish politics remained widely secular and left-
wing oriented, at least within the framework of ideological division lines of
the Middle East of the 2000s. While the PDK and broadly speaking the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) promote a liberal political discourse
(and neo-liberal economic policies), the PKK and its allies in Iran, the
Kurdistan Free Life Party (PJAK), and in Syria, the Democratic Union Party
(PYD), adhere to a broadly left-wing political agenda, and articulate various
calls for equality within the Kurdish demands for self-government in Turkey,
Iran and Syria.

One of the most important effects of this evolution can be seen in youth and
women participation in politics. There is no doubt that as other societies of the
Middle East, the Kurdish society, too, has come under the influence of social
conservatism during the last decades. However, the continuing process of
politicization since the beginning of the 1960s has also pushed forward a new
political generation every decade or so, with each generation emerging on the
historical scene with its own experiences and worldviews. This explains why
the generation which has been already active in the 1960s and the one born at
the beginning of 2000s coexist and interact. It also creates a complex and yet
extremely original political landscape characterized by both intergenerational
transmissions and conflicts. This process of constant renewal also allowed
a much wider participation by women in Kurdish politics, namely, in Turkey
and Syria. Gendered violence and discrimination certainly did not disappear
from Kurdistan (indeed the Iraqi Kurdish authorities took a series of juridical
measures to fight them), but women’s engagement in the ‘national struggle’
has allowed them to enjoy a much higher legitimacy than that imposed by
patrimonial structures. It is true that a rigid moral code is imposed upon the
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fighters of PKK, PJAK and PYD, both male and female, but the ‘co-chair’
system that has been promoted in the legal/civic spheres enabled many
women to access symbolic resources and local power.

Rising National Consciousness amidst Persistent
Social and Political Fragmentation

The conflicts between the Kurdish political parties have not been extin-
guished in the 2000s and 2010s, but gradually gave birth to a non-
institutionalized and yet trans-border Kurdish political space with its ad hoc
mechanisms of communication and arbitration. This political space has two
major reference actors: the PKK and the PDK. However, this bipolarity does
not mean that the PDK-Iran or the Kurdish National Council (KNC) of Syria,
which have close relations with the PDK, or the PJAK in Iran and the PYD in
Syria, which follow the orientations of PKK, lack agency. The PYD and the
PJAK are autonomous if not totally separate from the PKK: they are deeply
rooted in local Kurdish contexts with their sociological peculiarities and
cannot be reduced to the PKK; and yet, they are actors of a broader
Kurdish sphere determined by the PKK and cannot be separated from it.
The fact that the regional subsystem built in the 1920s collapsed in its weakest
links, that is, Iraq in the 1990s and Syria in 20108, which host smallest parts of
the Kurdish population, has transformed these countries into terrains where
competitive models of Kurdish autonomy could be experienced.
Throughout the second half of the twentieth century and during the first two
decades of the twenty-first century, Kurdish national mobilizations and activism
have fostered the development of national identity amongst the Kurds in all parts
of Kurdistan. Social and political transformations engendered a high level of
complexity in Kurdish society and the Kurdish intellectual microcosm. Rapid
urbanization provoked important class differentiations but also changes in the
manners of being, experiencing urbanity and mastering time and space under
political constraints and violence. The cross-border mobility between the Kurdish
communities has been tremendously augmented after the 1991 Gulf War and the
emergence of an autonomous Kurdistan. It has created new economic dynamics
easing, at least to some extent, the “underdevelopment’ (Jafar, 1976) of Greater
Kurdistan, but also accelerated the process of intra-Kurdish integration. In the
course of this process, new generations of Kurdish poets, novelists and for the
first time filmmakers emerged and obtained quite high visibility both in
Kurdistan and, as one can observe through frequent Kurdish film festivals, in
Western countries. The setting up of thousands of websites and tens of TV
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channels made possible thanks to new technologies of communication allowed
a much broader, non-censored intra-Kurdish communication.

The rise of Kurdish national awareness has also reduced the influence and
appeal of subnational identities, such as tribal ones. Although they are not the
sole constitutive element of the Kurdish social fabric, the tribes have played
a decisive role in Kurdish history, particularly after the brutal suppression of the
Kurdish emirates in the nineteenth century. From the Hamidiye Cavalries
(1801) or the militias formed under the Kemalist regime to the ill-famed
Mustashars in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, many tribal leaders collaborated with
the state. On the other hand, the tribes have also constituted one of the main
human forces of armed resistance against the Iranian, Iraqi and Turkish states.
In the highly urbanized context of the twenty-first century, Kurdish tribes do
not have enough strength to impose themselves as main players of Kurdish
politics, but they are still there and continue to play a double role: in Turkey,
for instance, many of them are affiliated to Ankara’s paramilitary Village
Guards, while the others vote massively for the pro-Kurdish political parties.
In Iraqi Kurdistan where tribes were involved in the 1994-1996 Civil War, they
lost their weight in the wake of reinforcement of the Erbil government.

The religious sphere is yet another domain where one can observe
a fragmenting dynamic. The religious environment of Kurdistan has radically
changed after the nineteenth century, and particularly after the Armenian
genocide of 1915, which also affected many Aramaic-speaking Christian
communities of Kurdistan. Although no specific chapter in this volume is
devoted to this genocide, which has been extensively analysed by authors
such as Ungor (2009), Kieser (2000) and Kaiser (2014) in the Kurdish context, it
has played a decisive role in the massive process of Islamization of Turkey,
but also some parts of Iran and Syria. There is no doubt that many Kurdish
actors, both tribal and urban, have participated in this genocide (Bozarslan,
1995). The subsequent expulsion of Jews and forced or voluntary departure of
many Christians from Iraq have also impacted Kurdish society (one should,
however, remember that hundreds of thousands of Iraqi Christians took
shelter in Kurdistan after 2003). The Kurdish-speaking Yezidi community
has been also persecuted both in the late Ottoman Empire and modern
Turkey, as well as in Iraq during the 1930s. The emergence of Islamic State
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in 2014 went together with the quasi-genocidal
violence deployed against this community.

The intra-Islamic divisions that one can observe in Turkey, Iran and Iraq
are also present in Kurdistan and allow affiliations of some Kurdish actors
with the non-Kurdish identities and solidarities. In Turkey, for instance,
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Sunni belonging has played an important role in the formation of an alliance
between many urban, tribal or religious dignitaries and Mustafa Kemal at the
beginning of the 1920s. From the National Order Party (MNP) to the Justice
and Development Party (AKP), Turkish Islamist political parties could find
a constant (but fluctuant) electorate in Kurdish society. In the same country,
many Kurdish Alevis have been affiliated with the radical-left movements or,
later on, the Alevi associations’ networks. It is also well known that the
Islamic regime in Iran could get the support of at least some segments of the
Kurdish Shia community. The Kurdish religious brotherhoods have also
found themselves in close association not only with non-Kurdish tarigat
networks but also with the states. Traditionally, in Assads’ Syria, for instance,
the position of the mufti of Damascus is held by a Kurd.

It is, however, remarkable to observe that in such a dynamic religious
environment, Islamic politics have done rather poorly. The 1925 Sheikh Said
rebellion is, in fact, the only rebellion that, while aiming at the establishment
of a Kurdish state, also claimed to raise up the ‘flag of Islam’ abandoned ‘by
the Turks” who, according to the Sheikh, had ‘betrayed’ their promise of
protecting the caliphate. To be sure, religious actors have also participated in
the 1946 proclamation of the Mahabad Republic whose president, Qadi
(Judge’) Muhammad, was a religious dignitary, as well as to the 1961-1975
Barzani rebellion, without, however, willing to transform them into religious
contests. On the contrary, both contests had some left-wing orientations and
adopted progressive policies. Today, in Iraqi Kurdistan the two main reli-
gious parties obtain hardly 15 per cent in elections. In Turkey, the Free Cause
Party (Hiida-Par) — the legal political party representing the Islamist move-
ment that has been built around the base of the extremely brutal Hezbollah,
which occasionally also served as Ankara’s local death squadron in the 1990s —
is yet to mobilize a fraction of the Kurdish electorate that the pro-Kurdish
parties do. One should also add that, notwithstanding the hierarchical posi-
tions that they occupy, the number of Kurds affiliated to al-Qaeda and ISIS
has remained limited to a couple of hundreds.

Kurdish Cultural and Political Activities beyond
Kurdistan

To alarge extent, ‘Kurdistan’ is a space open or exposed to different cultures,
languages, religious, social, political and economic tensions or dynamisms.
Much like the Caucasian and Near Eastern Armenian, Greek, Jewish and
Palestinian communities, the Kurdish community has also grown into
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a multicultural, if not cosmopolitan, one, by the very condition of its
historical formation. Little wonder, then, that many Kurdish figures such as
Yilmaz Giiney, Mohsen Makhmalbaf, Bahman Ghobadi, Yasar Kemal, Kamal
Mazhar Ahmad or Khalid Bakdash have played the first-rank role in the
cultural, scientific or political life of the four-concerned countries, or that
a Kurdish politician such as Jalal Talabani has imposed himself in the 1960s
and 1970s as a leading figure of Middle Eastern left-wing contests.

What one could call the ‘Kurdish space’ is, in fact, undetermined and
constantly changing, with multiple extensions well beyond the cartographic
imaginations of Kurdistan. One observes, for instance, that the small
Kurdish community of the former Soviet Union (around 300,000 people)
had played a decisive role in the shaping of Kurdish literature and modern
Kurdology after the Bolshevik victory in the Caucasus in 1920. The deport-
ation of some segments of this community to Kazakhstan after 1943 could
not break down its cultural dynamism. One should also mention the very
small Kurdish community in Jordan; it certainly did not play a major
political role but has been nevertheless active and gave birth to some
original works, including one of the first Arabic—Kurdish dictionaries
(Gewrani, 1985; Al-Khatib and Al-Ali, 2010). Estimated to number some
150,000, the Kurdish community in Lebanon hosted many political refugees
from Turkey. At the beginning of the 1980s, PKK has been literally
refounded in Lebanon before starting to wage its guerrilla warfare in
Turkey itself.

However, the most important Kurdish diaspora has to be found in Europe.
The term diaspora was first used, in this context, at the beginning of the
1980s, when tens of thousands of Kurds fled from dictatorships in Iraq, Iran
and Turkey, as well as the Iran-Iraq War, and sought asylum in different
European countries. Thus, Kurdish political and diplomatic life has been
literally transplanted in Europe, where the Kurdish Institute of Paris, founded
thanks to Dr Kendal Nezan’s personal relations with the French President
Francois Mitterrand, has organized three important international confer-
ences, respectively in Paris, Washington and Moscow. Europe has also
hosted Iraqi Kurdish political parties, as well as PKK, which established its
publishing house in Germany. Iranian Kurdish leaders Ghassemlou and
Sharafkandi have been assassinated by the Iranian secret agents, respectively
in Vienna and Berlin in 1989 and 1992. When an autonomous Kurdish
government was founded in Iraqi Kurdistan after the 1991 Gulf War, many
of its leading figures spoke, besides Kurdish, Arabic and English, fluent
Swedish, French or Russian.
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But the real formation of the Kurdish diaspora took place rather in the
years 2000-10 when the Kurdish political class could act more freely in Iraq
and Turkey, and when a second, and then a third, generation of Kurds born in
Europe came to the age of adulthood with strong pro-Kurdish sentiments,
but a European education, and in some cases new professional profiles or
political socialization in their host countries. During the 2000s, it was not
uncommon to see Kurdish figures among the ranks of German, Swedish or
European members of parliament. As the massive mobilization for Rojava,
rather a neologism to describe Syrian Kurdistan, shows, this diaspora is quite
active, but it does not constitute the very heart of Kurdish politics as was the
case in the 1980s.

A New Era for the Kurds?

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 by the US and British forces and the chain of
developments it triggered had a major impact on the fortunes of the
Kurds of Iraq. In 2005, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) was recognized
as part of Iraq’s new governmental structure and Kurds managed to
secure some of the key political positions in the Iraqi state, including
the presidency and foreign ministry. The KRI has complete control over
and responsibility for its own internal security and the organization of its
police and security forces, and its own military forces, the peshmerga, are
outside the command of the Iraqi military forces. However, some of the
Kurdish-majority populated areas, including the oil-rich city of Kirkuk,
remained outside of the Kurdistan region and the final status of these
‘disputed’ territories was to be decided after a referendum, which for
various reasons was not held.

During the 2000s, significant developments also took place in the Kurdish
conflict in Turkey. This began with the departure of the PKK's leader
Abdullah Ocalan from Syria in October 1998 and his capture by Turkey in
Nairobi, Kenya, on 14 February 1999. He was subsequently sentenced to
capital punishment, which, as a result of diplomatic pressure and fear that the
conflict might descend into civil war, was reduced to life imprisonment. In
August 1999, the PKK withdrew its guerrillas from Turkey to Iraqi Kurdistan
and declared a permanent ceasefire, which lasted until June 2004 (Gunes and
Zeydanlioglu, 2014). Subsequently, the PKK began to advocate the accom-
modation of Kurdish rights within the existing state boundaries through self-
government for Kurdish communities. The transformation of the conflict
brought about a normalization in Kurdish politics in Turkey and created
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more room for the pro-Kurdish political parties to increase its presence in
Turkey.

In the local elections of 2004, the pro-Kurdish political party won fifty-four
councils, including the municipal councils of Batman, Diyarbakir, Mardin,
Hakkari and Sirnak provinces. After the 22 July 2007 general election, the pro-
Kurdish parliamentary opposition returned with the election of twenty-one
MPs who stood as independent candidates in order to avoid the 10 per cent
national election threshold. In the municipal elections held on 29 March 2009,
the then pro-Kurdish Democratic Society Party (DTP) consolidated its pos-
ition as a leading political force in the Kurdish majority regions. In total, the
DTP won eight provincial councils and fifty district councils, including the
council of Diyarbakir and Van. Being represented in the national assembly
and having the experience of running many of the local authorities in the
majority Kurdish regions had enabled the pro-Kurdish movement to establish
a strong regional and national presence.

In the 2010s, the region entered a period of instability as a result of the
conflicts in Syria and Iraq. The Kurds established themselves as important
actors in the domestic politics of Iraq, Syria and Turkey and the Kurdish
question became one of the main issues in the international relations of the
region. In Iraq, the emergence of ISIS and its attempted genocide of the
Yezidi Kurds in August 2014 led to a huge exodus that threatened the security
of the entire Kurdistan region. The mechanism to determine the final status
of the “disputed’ territories has not functioned and following ISIS offensive in
northern Iraq in August 2014, the disputed territories fell under the control of
the Kurdish peshmerga forces. The inability to reach an agreement on the
final status of the disputed territories led to the Kurdistan region holding
a referendum on its independence on 25 September 2017, in which
93.73 per cent of the voters cast a vote in favour of independence.
However, due to the opposition of the Iraqi federal government and regional
and international powers, the KRG reversed its decision of pursuing inde-
pendence. On 16 October 2017, the Iraqi army and the Shia militia attacked
and took back control of the disputed territories that were held by the Kurds,
including the oil-rich city of Kirkuk.

At the onset of the conflict in Syria in 2011, there were around twenty
Kurdish political parties in Syria and many of these were brought together
under the umbrella of the KNC in 2011. Since 2011, the PYD has been the
dominant political force in the Kurdish-majority regions of Syria and it has
been spearheading the political developments there. The PYD was estab-
lished by former Syrian Kurdish members of the PKK in 2003. Intra-Kurdish
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relations since 2011 in Syria have not always been cordial but the tensions
have not resulted in an armed conflict. The PYD has been accused of
suppressing the activities of the political parties linked to the KNC and
generally being intolerant to dissent. Such political disagreements have
continued despite the attempts at securing an agreement among the Syrian
Kurdish political parties.

In Turkey, the dialogue between the PKK and the republic created hope
that the decades-long conflict will finally end via a political process. Between
2008 and 2011 Turkish state representatives held direct meetings with the
PKK, mediated by Norway. In August 2009, the government announced that
it was preparing a ‘democratic initiative to accelerate the process of political
reform and offer greater recognition to Kurdish cultural rights. The process
was aborted in October 2010 and renewed violence broke out between the
PKK guerrillas and the Turkish state security forces, which continued until
the end of 2012 when a new round of dialogue was initiated. The ongoing
dialogue resulted in the PKK declaring a ceasefire on 23 March 2013 and this
was followed on 25 April 2013 with an announcement that it was pulling its
guerrilla forces from Turkey to its bases in Iraqi Kurdistan. This announce-
ment created a new sense of optimism and was widely seen as a new chance
for a peace process to end the conflict.

In this period, the pro-Kurdish political parties began to establish them-
selves as an effective electoral bloc, with the Peace and Democracy Party
(BDP) winning 35 seats in the general election held on 12 June 2011. At the
local elections held on 30 March 2014, the BDP won 100 municipal, district
and town councils. From 2012 onwards, the Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP) established itself as the main representative of the pro-Kurdish move-
ment and in the June 2015 general elections, it managed to win the backing of
6 million voters to secure 8o seats in the parliament. Despite the subsequent
repression, the HDP maintained its electoral base in the subsequent elections
in November 2015 and June 2018, where it obtained 10.8 and 11.7 per cent of
the national vote and 59 and 67 seats in the parliament, respectively.

One could thus conclude that real Kurdish empowerment took place in the
region during the 2000s and 2010s, but the price paid for this rise was heavy.
While in 2012-13 many observers thought that Iraqi Kurdish de facto inde-
pendence could be viable, the Syrian conflict would not affect the Kurds, that
a long-standing deal would smooth relations between Iran and the Western
countries and that Erdogan’s Turkey would ultimately find a way out to
envision a political solution for the country’s century-long Kurdish conflict,
the regional environment evolved in a totally dramatic way: the rise of ISIS,
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the burden of militia order imposed on Iraq and Syria by the Islamic regime
and last but not least, repressive and irredentist policies of Erdogan’s regime
created the conditions of a remilitarization of the Kurdish conflict. Kurdistan
of 2012-13 imagined itself as the Athens of the Near East; soon, it realized that
it was about to become its Sparta. After having successfully fought ISIS, the
Kurdish movement had to face important setbacks such as losing the oil-rich
city Kirkuk to Iraq’s Shia militias called Hashd-i Shaabi, affiliated to the
Iranian Pasdaran forces, and Afrin, a Kurdish city in Syria, which has been
heavily targeted by the Turkish air force and handed over to Ankara’s Syrian
Islamist militia clients. Meanwhile, repression increased both in Iran, where
a few Kurdish guerrilla groups fight frequently with the Pasdaran, and in
Turkey, where the “‘peace process’ launched by Erdogan at the end of 2013 has
left room for a new stage of massive terror leading to the destruction of a few
mid-sized Kurdish cities and arrest of many Kurdish politicians.

Despite these setbacks, one can observe that at the end of the 2010s the
intra-Kurdish dynamics remain quite strong and could contribute positively
to the reshaping of Iran, Turkey, Iraq and Syria in the 2020s. That being said,
one should also bear in mind that the Kurdish actors remain minor compared
to the Iranian and Turkish states, as well as to what remains from central
states in Baghdad and Damascus. As importantly, the Kurdish empowerment
in Iraq and Syria had been strongly dependent on American military and
political support. What will be the ultimate outcomes of the disintegration of
the Iraqi and Syrian societies? How will the Iranian and Turkish regimes
manage the crisis in which they have cast their own societies? What role will
the United States and Russia be able or willing to play in Syria and in Iraq in
the future? The fate of Kurdish society will depend on these yet unanswered
questions.

Organization of the Book

The chapters are organized within seven parts. Part I discusses the develop-
ments in Kurdish politics and society from the medieval period to the early
twentieth century. In Chapter 1, Boris James discusses the rise and fall of the
Kurdish emirates between the fifteen and nineteenth centuries. In Chapter 2,
Metin Atmaca delineates Kurdish emirates’ struggle to exist under the suzer-
ainty of the Ottoman and Persian empires. In Chapter 3, Sabri Ates sets out
the Ottoman Empire’s policy of repression of the Kurdish nobility and
discusses the sociopolitical ramifications of the dissolution of the Kurdish
emirates on its society. In Chapter 4, Djene Rhys Bajalan traces the
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emergences of the Kurdish national movement in the late nineteenth century
and its evolution until the early 1920s. In Chapter 5, Kamal Soleimani
discusses the role Islam played in the early articulations of Kurdish national-
ism during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In Chapter 6,
Veli Yadirgi presents a historical account of the economic changes in
Kurdistan.

In Part II, the impacts of the regional, political developments on Kurdish
society and politics in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries are evaluated.
In Chapter 7, Metin Yiiksel provides an account of the main developments in
Kurdish regions of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria and the USSR in the interwar
period. In Chapter 8, Béatrice Garapon and Adnan Celik discuss the revival of
Kurdish political activism in the pan-Kurdish space during the 1950s and 1960s.
In Chapter 9, Cengiz Gunes highlights the main political developments
taking place in Kurdish regions during the 1970s and sets out the organiza-
tional transformations and the fragmentation of Kurdish movements in Iraq,
Iran, Turkey and Syria. In Chapter 10, Hamit Bozarslan situates the political
developments taking place in Kurdish-majority regions during the 1980s and
1990s within the regional and international political fluxes and discusses the
main events taking place in Kurdish regions of Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Syria. In
Chapter 11, Mehmet Gurses and David Romano examine the main develop-
ments in Kurdish regions of the Middle East before assessing the Kurdish
prospects in light of the major transformation experienced in the regional
order.

Part III of the book presents analyses of the state-level developments
during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and highlights the main
changes that have taken in Kurdish politics in Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Syria.
In Chapter 12, Mesut Yegen unpacks the ideological and organizational
evolution of Kurdish nationalism in Turkey during the twentieth century.
In Chapter 13, Derya Bayir deconstructs the strong hostility the dominant
political forces in Turkey feel towards the idea of Kurdish autonomy and self-
government, emphasizing its entrenchment in the country’s legal and polit-
ical order. In Chapter 14, Gareth Stansfield provides an account of the
consolidation of Kurdish self-rule in Iraq, highlighting the key political
developments taking place and the main trends in the past five years. In
Chapter 15, Nicole F. Watts provides an account of forms of Kurdish political
activism through legitimate democratic channels in Iraqi Kurdistan and
highlights the challenges and difficulties that such a form of Kurdish political
participation faces. In Chapter 16, Massoud Sharifi Dryaz discusses the
evolution of the Kurdish question in Iran after the 1979 revolution, examining
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the domestic and regional factors that have influenced the evolution of Iran’s
Kurdish movement in political and military terms. In Chapter 17, Jordi Tejel
provides an account of Kurdish politics in Syria. In Chapter 18, Estelle Amy de
la Breteque discusses the Yezidi presence and experience in the Soviet Union.

Part IV focuses on religion and society. In Chapter 19, Michiel Leezenberg
provides an account of the role of religion in Kurdish society, the Kurdish
religious networks and organizations and how these religious actors interact
with the other political organizations, statutory bodies and the public. In
Chapter 20, Mehmet Kurt discusses the rise of political Islam within Kurdish
society in Turkey and outlines the movements, political parties and/or
organization that constitute political Islam in the Kurdish-majority provinces.
In Chapter 21, Philip G. Kreyenbroek and Khanna Omarkhali discuss the
position of the religious minorities such as Yezidis, Yarasan and Alevis in
Kurdistan whose religion is traced back to the pre-Islamic period in Kurdish
history. In Chapter 22, Erdal Gezik discusses the Kurdish Alevis in Turkey and
the evolution they have experienced in the twentieth century. In Chapter 23,
Hamit Bozarslan and Cengiz Gunes discuss the changing role of tribes and
tribal affiliations in Kurdish society during the twentieth century.

Part V turns the focus on the history and evolution of the main varieties of
the Kurdish languages. In Chapter 24, Ergin Opengin presents an account of
the historical origins and evolution of Kurmanji Kurdish. In Chapter 25, Jaffer
Sheyholislami discusses the emergence and evolution of Sorani Kurdish, also
known as Central Kurdish. In Chapter 26, Mehemed Malmisanij discusses
Kirmanjki Kurdish, also known as Zazaki.

In Part VI, the developments in the fields of Kurdish art, culture and
literature are examined. In Chapter 27, Hashem Ahmadzadeh outlines the
evolution of Kurdish literature and critically evaluates the various literary
movements and periods in Kurdistan. In Chapter 28, Farangis Ghaderi
discusses the emergence and evolution of Kurdish poetry. In Chapter 29,
Mari R. Rostami discusses the history of Kurdish theatre. In Chapter 30, Bahar
Simsek discusses the emergence and evolution of Kurdish cinema in Iraq,
Iran, Syria and Turkey, and in Chapter 31, Engin Sustam discusses the main
artistic developments and cultural productions in the Kurdish regions of
Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria in the past three decades.

Finally, Part VII discusses the transversal dynamics associated with
Kurdish politics and society. In Chapter 32, Joost Jongerden and Ahmet
Hamdi Akkaya discuss the ideological evolution of Kurdish movements in
Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran, unpack the new political project the Kurdish
movements seek to construct and analyse the inter-Kurdish ideological
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debate and contestation. In Chapter 33, Ipek Demir discusses the emer-
gence of the indigeneity discourse and claims within the transnational
Kurdish movement. In Chapter 34, Barzoo Eliassi provides an account of
the formation of Kurdish diaspora in Europe and assesses the impact
diaspora has on Kurdish politics. In Chapter 35, Choman Hardi presents
an account of women’s participation and influence in the KRI and discusses
the progress they made and the challenges that remain. Finally, in Chapter
36, Isabel Kiser presents an account of Kurdish women’s mobilization in
Turkey, the impact it has on politics and society and the main trends and
developments women'’s increasing participation has engendered.
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The Rise and Fall of the Kurdish Emirates
(Fifteenth to Nineteenth Centuries)

BORIS JAMES

The Ottoman Kurdistan period has often been described by historians and
Kurdish intellectuals as some sort of golden age. It is perceived as the era in
which a firm Kurdish high culture emerged ex abrupto within the framework
of thriving Kurdish autonomous principalities. From this preconception
surfaces the idea that the contemporary Kurdish question and Kurdish
nationalism, with its traumatic ignition (WWI), arise directly from an
ideal Ottoman past. However, let us not forget the ambiguous nature of
the Ottoman Kurdistan conception, since it might also imply the subordin-
ation of the Kurds to the “Turkish Empire’ and Islam in the eyes of Kurdish
nationalists. However, the previous periods are seldom taken into account
in the process of establishing the conditions of intelligibility of a Kurdish
transhistorical phenomenon.

This chapter contends that a long-term perspective linked with
a sociopolitical analysis is necessary to understand the formation of autono-
mous principalities during the Ottoman era. I will try and render both the
pre-Ottoman origins of the Kurdish emirates as well as the complexity of the
Kurdish Ottoman principalities” status and relationship with the Ottoman
centre from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. The constitution and
the blossoming of consistent Kurdish principalities during the early modern
Ottoman period is born of three main factors:

(1) Specific regional geopolitical conditions that created the situational
opportunistic rallying of Kurdish polities to the Ottoman entity.

(2) The existence of a long-term local Kurdish economic, social and political,
internal order emerging from the intermediate situation of the Kurdish
lands.

(3) The reproduction of an ancient and well-learned political scheme of
relations between the Kurdish potentates and the bigger regional
powers.
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Therefore, there are two sides of the Ottoman Kurdistan coin: a micro-
political and inter-Kurdish side, as well as a macro-political one based on
the peripheral politics of the Ottoman sultanate. The three aspects described
above are crucial in defining the Kurdish situation in the long run. This
equation seems to be determined by local anthropological preconditions and
by a specific set of imperial policies paradoxically characterized by an inclu-
sion—exclusion trend. Thus, Kurdistan and each of the Kurdish Ottoman
principalities can be seen as a semi-periphery, integrated while marginalized,
intimate but autonomous from the Ottoman centre.

From this multivariant viewpoint, the chapter will look into the medieval
origins of the Kurdish Ottoman principalities. It will then study the political
and cultural structuration of these emirates before exploring the conditions of

their decay and their fall.

Defining Kurdish Pre-modern In-betweenness:
Transhumance and Territorial Anchorage

Medieval Arabic and Persian sources state that the main Kurdish groups lived
anywhere between the Fars region in the east, and the Syrian Jazira in the
west, and from Georgia in the north to Khuzistan in the south. These same
sources also noted that the Kurds inhabited a multitude of environments
from warm steppe-like deserts to high snow-capped mountains. However,
after an overall survey of the sources between the eighth and fourteenth
centuries, the image that emerges is that of an agro-pastoral population
essentially residing in mountainous zones (James, 2011).

As early as the tenth century, thanks to the writings of Ibn Hawgqal
(1939: 1/215, 240, 271), we learn of the transhumance of the Kurds. At the
centre of the map of the Djibal attached to his Kitdb siirat al-ard (The Book
of the Surface of the Earth) are located both the summer and winter
pastures of the Kurds (masd’if al-akrdd wa mashdti‘ihim). This map is
reproduced two centuries later in the great atlas of Idris al-Idrisi (1154).
In the chapter on the Djezireh, Ibn Hawqal indicates that the region
provided summer pastures for the Hadhbaniyya Kurds and winter pastures
for Arabs of Banti Shayban. Similarly, it is noted that the Kurds of Fars
searched for pastures in the mountains during the summer and returned to
the plains during the winter. The geographer indicates that only a few
tribes did not engage in such a lifestyle. Some contented themselves with
‘moving within the various lands they owned” without these movements
being seasonal.
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During Ibn Hawgqal’s period, seasonal movements prevailed among the
Kurds in the Fars region and probably elsewhere (Ibn Hawqal, 1939: 240; al-
MasQdi, 1966: 3/249; Qazvini, 1915: 74). Mus‘ir Ibn Muhalhal indicates that
60,000 Kurdish households (bayt), who had their winter pastures in the
Shahrazlr (Slemani region nowadays), also lived in this manner.
Nevertheless, Yaqit, writing during the Ayyubid period (thirteenth century),
after reproducing Ibn Muhalhal’s words, states: “Today the situation is quite
different from what he [Ibn Muhalhal] mentioned” (Yaqt al-Hamawi,
1866-1973: 3/375—6). This indicates that in the region of Shahrazir, which
was then under the domination of the Turkmen Begtkikinid dynasty, the
‘troublesome’ Kurdish tribes were no longer herding (although, thanks to
Mamluk sources, we know that they returned to this lifestyle in later periods).

For several centuries the Kurdish transhumant population had been graz-
ing their livestock in Djezireh and Shahraziir during the wintertime. During
the summer the Kurds made way for Arab tribes, while themselves moving
further northward and eastward into Ziizan, the region north of Mosul near
Lake Van. It is most likely that the stability of this organization was broken by
the arrival of the Turks in the region around the eleventh century, with some
conflicts erupting between Kurds and Turkmen at that time and on (Ibn al-
Athir, 1998: 10/136).

However, three centuries later it seems that the transhumant economy of
the Kurds continued even during the troubled times of Mongol domination
of Upper Mesopotamia due to the latitudinal organization of Kurdish herding
practices, that is, as the Kurds moved northwards so did the Mongols
(Masson Smith, 1999: 45-7). The seasonal and latitudinal organization of the
pastures likely prevented any overlapping between Kurds and Mongols. The
Kurdish winter pastures were probably too uneven and too dry to maintain
a compact army comprising tens of thousands of horsemen.

The image of Kurdish constant displacement is counterbalanced by the fact
that during the Middle Ages, each of the Kurdish tribes was strongly
anchored in a specific territory. During the Ayyubid period (twelfth to
thirteenth centuries) they were easy to locate. According to thirteenth-
century writers, Yaqut, Ibn al-Athir and Ibn Khallikin, the Bashnawiyya
were in Fink and its environs, the Hadhbéaniyya were in the region of
Maragha, the Zarzariyya in Sindjar, the Hakkariyya in the Djebel al-
Hakkariyya (the region of ‘Imadiyya) and the Humaydiyya in the region of
‘Aqr (Akre) (James, 2006). During the Mamluk period (beginning of the
fourteenth century), in his geographic encyclopaedia, the Masdlik al-absdr fi
mamdlik al-amsdr (The Journey of the Eye across Realms and Countries), al-
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‘Umari (1988: 3/124-35) completely confuses geographic designations and the
anthroponymy of the tribes as tribal names appear as geographic landmarks.
The author travelled over the region of Djibal, from east to west, and
enumerated the names of the Kurdish tribes to be found on his route.
Passing from one tribe to another, that is to say, from one area to another
and moving closer to the Djezireh, he writes: ‘After these [tribe A] we find the
[tribe B].” The vocabulary used is yet another indication of a lack of move-
ment of these tribes, whose members lived (yaskuniina), owned (ladayhim,
biyadihim . . .), governed (yahkumiina) or were residents (muqimiin) of this or
that region. Accordingly, it would be quite absurd to state that these tribes
were only passing through the region as the stereotype of an overwhelmingly
nomadic society would suggest. Moreover, al- Umari speaks of the territories
of some tribes as their place of residence (masdkinuhum), their countries
(diydruhum) or their homelands” (awtdnuhum). The levy of khafira — protec-
tion tax granted by the empires to some emirs and Kurdish tribes — goes along
the same argument of territoriality.

Despite the fact that semi-nomadism and transhumance seemed to be
a very strong feature of the Kurdish lifestyle, it was not the only one, and
tribal territories and settlements were quite easy to define. Moreover, very
early on it was possible to delimitate, even vaguely, a Kurdish space if not
a Kurdish territory (James, 2019). Therefore, the Kurds as an ethnic and
territorial category seemed to be situated in an intermediary position in
between two major nomadic populations: the Arab Bedouins, on one side,
and the Turco-Mongol peoples, on the other.

To conclude on the question of movement, it should be highlighted that
many Kurdish individuals and tribes migrated towards the major cities of the
Middle East (Baghdad, Mosul, Aleppo, Damascus, Cairo, etc.) as early as the
eleventh century. These migrations resulted in the establishment of
the Kurds within peri-urban territories in which the itinerant or semi-
itinerant lifestyle continued, or within the city, where they adopted an
urban lifestyle. In addition to this, the Mongol invasions during the thirteenth
century provoked massive movement of the Middle East’s Kurdish popula-
tions to the west, Syria and Palestine. Yet, not all these migrations were
permanent transfers as the nexus with the Kurdish regions in the east was
maintained. These populations lived within a polycentric world in which an
individual could be attached to the economy, society and politics of major
urban centres such as Damascus and Baghdad, while at the same time
maintaining a relationship with their tribe, transhumant economy and the
‘Kurdish territory’.
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Kurdish Law and Order: Between ‘Asabiyya
and Confederacy

The emerging element of an internal law in the Kurdish lands focuses mainly
on feuds and the resolution of conflicts. First, we can state without going into
details that the segmentation of the Kurdish tribes during the Middle Ages is
mainly due to the state of ongoing war amongst them. During the long
Muslim medieval period Kurdish tribes had fought each other and, indeed,
conflict might almost be described as the central structural function of
Kurdish society at that time. However, this scheme could not be perpetuated
without a mechanism of conflict resolution that re-establishes the balance,
namely, the law of war and peace. War cannot be total as its raison d’étre lies
only in its resolution. As al-‘Umari notes, when two tribes are at war such as
the Zibariyya and the Méazandjaniyya, they are bound to come to terms (al-
‘Umari, 1988: 3/133). The one that is considered to have lost asks for mercy
(amdn), displaying its submission to the other without disappearing and
without losing face. Alliances between Kurdish tribes were also possible,
especially in the situation of a struggle against external enemies such as the
Turkish Ghuzz during the eleventh century (Ibn al-Athir, 1998: 8/177-8).
Cordial neighbourly relations between tribes could also exist, such as
between the Markawan, on the one side, and the Zarzariyya and the
Djtlmarkiyya, on the other side, during the Mamluk period (al-"‘Umari,
1088: 3/132).

The cycle of tribal war can also be explained by the two core tribal values:
solidarity within the tribe, and hospitality and generosity with the external
world. The solidarity within the tribes, sometimes called ‘asabiyya, implies
the participation of all the members in lex talionis ethos. Moreover, any
failure by a particular tribe to respect the unwritten code of hospitality and
generosity would lead to the violent intervention of other tribes. These
principles suggest a system of complicated social and political games. Yet,
as much as the genealogic principle, these are symbolic frameworks govern-
ing the form of social organization amongst the Kurds and restricting the
possible modification of its foundations. These unwritten rules were also
a shield against outside intervention. They are the guarantor of the tribe’s
autonomy and beyond, they worked as ideal elements structuring the
Kurdish lands and its boundaries.

In addition to the rules and customs that allowed the tribes to overcome
the state of ongoing war and disorder, another tendency permitted local
political stabilization and tribal unification. From the classical period on
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(tenth century), petty sovereigns showed their ability in gathering Kurdish
tribes and clans. It is unnecessary to present a detailed history of the period
Vladimir Minorsky described as the ‘Iranian intermezzo’, namely, the rise of
Daylami and Kurdish principalities during the tenth and eleventh centuries
(Minorsky, 1953). Suffice to say, there existed a number of Kurdish dynastic
entities: the Shaddadids of the Rawadiyya tribe from the Hadhbaniyya
confederacy (from the tenth to the end of the twelfth century) in
Azerbaijan and Armenia; the Rawadids, who were also related to the
Hadhbaniyya (from the ninth to the eleventh centuries), in Azerbaijan; the
Marwanids, who were of Humaydi origin (from the tenth to the eleventh
centuries), in Diyar Bakr and around Lake Van; and the Hasanwayhids from
the Barzikani tribe (tenth and eleventh centuries), who ruled over Hulwan,
Dinawar, Nihawand as well as the regions of Hamadan and the Shahrazur.
Emerging from a specific tribe these dynasties federated several other groups
and played a role of referee in between them. Conversely, the tribes in
question can be described as king-making tribes that exploited this situation
to grow stronger through the power of said dynasties. The Marwanids,
famous for the development of a refined court culture, is one successful
example of a family that made a transition from a tribal confederacy to
a strong principality and a quasi-kingdom (Ripper, 2000).

Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras: A Prehistory
of Ottoman Kurdistan

Somehow and from a very Kurdish perspective, Saladin’s epic and the
Ayyubid phenomenon (first half of the thirteenth century) are the product
of the Kurdish tribal schemes described above. However, this fact might not
clearly surface at first. Indeed, the alliance of Kurdish groups recruited by
the year 1130 in Mosul Hinterland and elsewhere — among them Saladin’s
family — was aimed at securing the power of Turkish rulers (the Zengids) and
was used to carry out the conquest of Syria and Egypt for the sake of the
Zengids as part of a larger non-Kurdish confederacy. It took almost forty
years for the Kurdish Ayyubids — Saladin’s dynasty — to take over power in
Egypt and Syria, far away from the tribal territory.

Nevertheless, Saladin ascending to the throne in 1171 as well as the power
structure during the reign of his successors are undeniably underlain by
a transhistorical Kurdish tribal model. The Ayyubid dynasty definitely acts
as a Kurdish dynasty working as a tribal catalyst. In a way, it resembles the
confederacies that emerged long before during the tenth century and led to
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the creation of minor Kurdish dynasties in Upper Mesopotamia. On one
hand, this new amalgamation had to deal with the transformations which
took place in the regional configuration (the Crusades, Turkish ethno-
military domination). On the other hand, this historical phase resulted for
the Kurds, as a whole, in crucial sociopolitical changes. The Ayyubid dynasty
reinforced the nexus between the Kurds and the state while maintaining the
Kurdish tribal ethos and solidarities as well as the link with the ‘original’
territory. The Ayyubid period represents the climax of the Kurdish integra-
tion in Egypt and Syria, to the extent that Saladin’s dynasty came to appear
retrospectively as the Kurdish dynasty par excellence. Kurds from various tribal
and social backgrounds occupied very high political positions within the
military and religious elites of these conquered lands for more than half
a century. This situation contributed to consolidate the Kurdish internal
solidarity, military and political prestige as well as their apprehension of state-
like institutions.

Conversely, when the Mamluks came to power in Egypt after the
Ayyubids (c. 1250), the Kurds ceased to be both a central military force in
the Egyptian army and a major political faction within the state’s institutions.
However, Kurdish identity or — to put it in Khaldunian terms — the Kurdish
‘asabiyya (esprit de corps or firm solidarity) was then mobilized differently by
the Mamluk state and Kurdish leaders. It became a tool to counter Ilkhani-
Mongol influence coming from the east and reinstate Kurdish polities in
Upper Mesopotamia (James, 2016). For instance, the Mamluk ruler al-Malik
al-Zahir Baybars (r. 1250—77) put administrators, soldiers and a royal court at
the disposal of the chief of the Kurdish Jalmarkiyya, Sayf al-Din Mankalan, in
order to retake the latter’s principality lost to the Ilkhanid Mongols by his
grandfather Asad al-Din (Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, 1976: 87). During the first half of
the fourteenth century, fifty Kurdish emirs within the Kurdish zone were
subject to an official correspondence with the Mamluk chancellery and
received mandshir (property notifications) (Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh, 1987: 74-81; al-
Qalqashandi, 1912-1913: 7/285-9). This state of affairs had both practical and
symbolic implications. Certain Kurdish groups were aided by Mamluk mili-
tary support; at the same time, the symbolism of being appointed by an
imperial state institutionalized local leaders who began to look less and less
‘tribal’. Kurds appeared as natural allies to the Mamluks.

However, on the other side, while crushing the Kurdish tribes and poten-
tates, the Mongol authorities sought also to integrate some Kurdish leaders
into their political system on an individual basis. This was done, most
probably, in order to diminish the influence of the tribesmen and to avoid
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the prospect of their alliance with the Mamluks. Some other tribal chiefs were
instituted as Ilkhanid agents either when the Mongols were unable to impose
their will or when they needed to have certain policies, such as tax collection,
implemented. The rulers of both Kurdish Mazanjaniyya-Humaydiyya and
Jalmarkiyya-Hakkariyya principalities held a high official position in the
Ilkhanid state apparatus. For instance, after the Mongols gave up their efforts
to overthrow Mubariz al-Din Kak, the Méazanjani-Humaydi paramount chief,
the latter was handed a pd’iza (an investiture document) which made him the
chief of the region of Irbil and ‘Aqr (Akre), where he was obliged to collect
the taxes on behalf of the Ilkhanids during the second half of the thirteenth
century (al-'Umari, 1988: 3/128). Significantly, the Mongols also granted
a pd’iza to a minor chief, al-Asad b. Matkakin, who was responsible for
collecting taxes in the main cities of the region. This seems to have been an
attempt to dilute the authority of Mubariz al-Din Kak. However, despite
Mongol efforts to enact a policy of ‘divide and rule’, he and his descendants
remained in charge of the region. As for the Jilmarkiyya and its chief, Asad al-
Din Msa b. Mujalli b. Miisa b. Mankalan, whose stronghold was situated to
the far north and west of the Mazanjaniyya region in the country of Jalmark-
Hakkari south of Lake Van, he was also finally officially recognized by the
Ilkhanids (al-Qalqashandi, 1912-1913: 7/283).

The strategy adopted here was to co-opt intractable local forces. By co-
option, we mean providing financial and military assistance as well as a title
to support individuals who were to represent the central Ilkhanid power. The
advantages of this strategy for the Mongols was twofold. On the one hand,
they avoided the destruction of taxable resources and major military expend-
itures. On the other, they ensured that they were able to harness local
resources and asserted their claims of sovereignty over regions within the
Kurdish zone. Such policies were, of course, not unproblematic, as they
facilitated the autonomy of Kurdish tribes and principalities. The fact was
that fear of violence and general mistrust undergirded the relationship
between Kurdish tribes and the Ilkhanid imperium.

Although, at first glance, the policies of the Ilkhanids and the Mamluks
seem quite similar — except in the area of tax collection — the co-option of
individuals and tribes in each empire had different implications. Particularly
significant was the Mamluks’ co-option of Kurdish groups — not on an
individual basis as in the case of Mongol policies — but as members of
a people. These policies were more than the mere implementation of local
powers; they reflected the Mamluks® desire to create a powerful coalition
against the Mongols through reinforcing the notion of the Kurds as a distinct
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category, while at the same time territorializing it. In this sense, Mamluk
policies were somewhat paradoxical; they both promoted integration and
differentiation. This paradox reminds us of the crucial role of the state in
shaping a geographical space, simultaneously resisting or enforcing the local
political configurations. More concretely, not only does the state endeavour
to appoint local leaders in order to project its influence and sovereignty, but it
also names the lands over which it seeks to rule. Indeed, this naming is, in
itself, an overtly political act. The Mamluks tried to do so in external Kurdish
lands.

We should not forget that the Kurdish territories were officially under
Mongol sovereignty during that period. However, the Mamluk state
intended to give it an administrative substance, that is to say, an official
complexion. Al-"Umari, a diwdn al-inshd’ (chancellery) administrator and
son of an administrator, refers to jibdl (the mountains) as a specifically
Kurdish zone. In his geographic encyclopaedia, as well as in the chapter
concerning the mamdlik (countries) in the Subh al-a shd’ of al-Qalqashandi,
Kurds appear in a separate section, namely, in the sections relating to jibdl.
Similarly, Muhi al-Din Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir (d. 1293) reproduces an excerpt of
the Mamluk Sultan al-Manstr Qaldwin’s act of succession to his sons.
Amongst the many dependencies over which the sultan exerted his sover-
eignty and which his sons inherited, there was the ‘fortified and mountain-
ous realm of the Kurds’ (al-Mamlaka al-Akrddiyya al-hasina al-jabaliyya)
associated with its ‘potential conquests’ (futithdtuhd) (Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir,
1961: 202). In reality, actual Mamluk influence over this region was
extremely limited. Yet, what is significant is that the Mamluks put their
hopes in the Kurds as a whole, that is, as an abstract category of people —
a people who would settle and control a specific territory on behalf of the
Mamluks.

The Mamluks led only a few fruitless raids on these regions. It is
noteworthy that Mamluk texts seem eager to show that some Kurdish
emirs mentioned in the chancellery’s lists had high ranks (makdna) within
the Mongol Empire. Thus, we might ask, on whose side were they? The
answer is probably both and neither. However, a sovereign Kurdish entity
was not feasible. Al-‘Umari explains the reasons for this in his Ta rif: [The
Kurds] are countless. If the sword of discord was not cutting their growing
sprout and was not preventing their eruption, they would pour into the
lands and would seize many goods. However, they are inclined towards
disagreement and dissension. The sword stands drawn between them,
blood stays shed, order remains scorned, eyes are wet and spattered with
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blood’ (al- 'Umari, 1992: 47; al-Qalqashandi, 1912-1913: 7/283). Thus, there is no
reason for the Mamluks not to claim sovereignty over the Kurdish regions.

At the same time, we can sense in these few words, as well as in al- ‘Umari’s
other writings, the nature of the Mamluk’s ‘Kurdish policy’, namely, their
desire to use a potentially strong but flawed esprit de corps ( ‘asabiyya) as
a weapon in order to extend the Mamluk realm against the Mongols. Thus,
the Mamluk state, contrary to what earlier Middle East medieval polities had
attempted and contrary to the unanimistic Mongol policies, offers to create
and reinforce the Kurdish ‘asabiyya in order to assert its sovereignty over
eastern lands. This paradox resembles an oxymoron: the autonomous
dependence of the Kurdish territory. And it would not have been possible
without the specific conditions of the Kurdish territory, namely, the situation
of war between two big regional powers, the Mongols acting here as
a monolithically constituted imperium according to old Iranian uses.

From a macro-historical point of view, it is not surprising that the situation
of the Kurdish territory led to the establishment of quasi-independent
Kurdish principalities, notably during the ‘Iranian intermezzo’ (tenth to
twelfth centuries). The circumstances of in-betweenness and border culture
that developed during the Mamluk-Mongol conflict are somehow different
as they imply the obvious and proactive intervention of the Egyptian and
Iranian states in the shaping of these borderlands. It resulted in a new
sociopolitical formula (Kurdish in-betweenness and state ethnic engineering)
that probably laid foundations for the autonomy granted to the Kurdish
principalities by the Ottomans during their conflicts with the Safavids in
the early sixteenth century. It also allows us to see circumstances in which the
entire region gradually became known as ‘Kurdistan’.

Although the Mamluk polity was the most favourable to a Kurdish entity
or Kurdish buffer zone in Mongol territory, its influence was restrained
outside Kurdish lands. From an Egyptian perspective, such a policy (backing
the Kurds) functioned as a thorn in the side of the rival Iranian imperium but
it did not imply the full embedding of the Kurdish entity in the Mamluk
sultanate. Two centuries later the House of Othman finally made this leap
and seized the opportunity to create a fully Ottoman Kurdistan. The circum-
stances under which autonomy was granted to Kurdish principalities that
recognized the one and only Ottoman rule were multifaceted. Many factors
were at stake. To take a few, the troubled political situation that preceded the
incorporation of Kurdistan and the deal that the Ottoman bureaucrats,
among which the infamous Idris Bidlisi, crafted for the Kurdish mirs as well
as the religious siding of the Kurds, were crucial in prompting the outcome.
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Pre-Ottoman Turmoil

After a short period of Timurid domination over ‘Kurdish lands’, that is to
say, Upper Mesopotamia and parts of Zagrossian Iran, the fifteenth century
was characterized by power fragmentation at a local level. None of the
Turkmen local petty states were able to gather this domain and project their
strength further. Among them, two main actors emerged and ruled the
Kurdish lands until the end of the fifteenth century: the Qara Qoyunlu and
the Aq Qoyunlu. The Qard Qoyunlu were located around Lake Urmia and
ruled the major part of Azerbaijan and the eastern Kurdish lands until 1469.
At the beginning of fifteenth century they became the delegates of the
Timurid state in the west and started their lone expansion in Mesopotamia.
However, they appear to have enforced most of the Kurdish rulers’ rights
over their principalities and even acted as mere allies to these Kurdish
princes (mirs). This was especially true in western Kurdistan, where Qara
Qoyunlu influence was remote and unseen. For instance, Shams al-din of
Bidlis was a quasi-independent leader of his city. The Ayyubids, who had
disappeared from Egypt and Syria, remained in the fortress of Hasankeyf in
the heart of Kurdistan where they were seen as Kurdish mirs. They no longer
represented a large-scale catalyst. It looked as if their ‘asabiyya took them over
once again (Ibn al-Munshi’, n.d.). Their local power faded as the Qara Qoyunlu
declined around 1462. On the other side, the Aq Qoyunlu flourished later than
their rivals Qara Qoyunlu in the second half of the century. As their sphere of
influence was based in western Kurdistan, they felt the necessity to crush
Kurdish princes who situationally sided with the Qard Qoyunlu. The Aq
Qoyunlu leader Uzun Hasan defeated the Qara Qoyunlu around 1470 and
took over most of the Kurdish lands. Then he intended to exercise direct rule
over it (van Bruinessen, 1999: 137; Ozoglu, 1996: 11; Minorsky, 1983: 457).

However, the Aq Qoyunlu were soon confronted with two new chal-
lenges from the west (the Ottomans) and from “within’ (the Safavids). We can
only wonder whether the Aq Qoyunlu’s intransigence vis-a-vis the Kurds was
not led by their fear and incapability in addressing these new threats. It was
also probably reinforced by their ambition in becoming a new avatar of the
Iranian Empire with its unanimous standpoint, as they conquered most of the
Iranian plateau. Nevertheless, their attempts in gaining hegemony over both
Iran and Anatolia were unsuccessful. After Uzun Hasan’s death, the dynasty
decayed.

In this context, the Safavid shahs surfaced as the strongest force in
Mesopotamia and the Iranian plateau. This political entity emerged from
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a classical Muslim brotherhood, a tariga, very popular among the Turkmen
tribes. The tariqa that revered the family of an illustrious and charismatic
shaykh, Safl al-Din (1252-1334), flourished at first in Azerbaijan and Upper
Mesopotamia under the Aq Qoyunlu umbrella. As soon as it transpired that
the brotherhood was an overtly political and military organization danger-
ously able to compete, the relations between the shaykhs and the Turkmen
dynasty started to go downhill. The conversion of the tariga to Shiite Islam
was equally detrimental to the former alliance. At the beginning of the
sixteenth century, the brotherhood had the upper hand. Under the guidance
of Shah Isma ‘il, it finally gathered a huge territory stretching from the Hindu
Kush to the Euphrates. Opportunistically the Kurdish families tried to
emerge once again as local leaders. However, relying on Turkmen and
Shiite troops, the Safavids™ policies towards the Kurds were no different
than those of the Aq Qoyunlu. They sought to exercise direct authority
over their imperium and logically intended to undermine or suppress the
paramount Kurdish families that ruled over the small Upper Mesopotamian
principalities, replacing them with Shiite governors or isolated and weak
Kurdish protagonists. One telling episode is the imprisonment of more than
a dozen of Kurdish mirs while they were visiting the shah in Khoy and at the
verge of pledging allegiance to him in 1510. Isma‘il had them substituted by
trustworthy officers.

Idris Bidlisi and the Ottoman Integration
of Kurdistan

On the other hand, in the mid-fifteenth century, the Ottoman sultanate was
a western power, if not a European one, with a strong anchorage in the
Balkans. That is when it started to expand eastward and succeeded in
containing the Aq Qoyunlu’s influence and even prompted their decay.
However, the initial growth of the Ottomans in Anatolia did not undermine
the Safavid ambitions as they perceived the Aq Qoyunlu as their main threat.
The latter endured a turn of events that gathered against them Ottomans,
Safavids and to a lesser extent the Mamluks of Egypt. Until the beginning of
the sixteenth century, the two emerging big powers (Ottomans and Safavids)
did not enter into massive confrontations for various reasons. Nevertheless,
Ottoman incursions from Trabzond in Safavid territory were numerous, as
well as Shiite revolts remotely backed by the shah could rise in Ottoman
Anatolia. This restrained tension resulted in overt warfare that was instru-
mental in reshaping the Kurdish lands. Conversely, the centrality of
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Kurdistan in the confrontation of both empires had a strong impact in
defining their ideological and political construction. Ottoman Sultan Selim
I, who had just reached the throne in Istanbul (1512), launched a massive
military operation against Safavid lands. He easily penetrated the Safavid
borders and broke through in 1515. Soon the city of Amed (recent Diyabakir)
fell under the authority of the Ottomans. The Ottoman armies assisted by
some Kurdish forces pursued their advance and met the Safavid army north-
east of Lake Van in Armenia at Chaldiran. The Ottoman victory was
complete and Shah Ismi‘il even fled from his capital, Tabriz, which was
occupied by Selim I for some time.

This triumph was partly seen as the consequence of the rallying of Kurdish
tribes and emirates or perhaps it was only secured by their backing after-
wards. What is certain, in any case, is that once the Ottoman army retreated
from the Safavid centres, Shah Ism4 ‘il was quite unsuccessful in his counter-
strike in Anatolia. Organized Kurdish forces resisted and blocked the
redeployment of Shiite armies.

Some scholars have interpreted the Safavid intransigent policies towards
the Kurds as a sign of their zealous religious Shiite bias against Sunni groups.
Moreover, the god-like nature of Shah Isma ‘il would not allow the establish-
ment in his sphere of any autonomous or semi-independent rule as the
Kurdish aristocracy was claiming. Some credit can be attributed to these
interpretations. Nevertheless, if we reverse the usual macro-historical per-
spective and look backwards (from the Ottoman to Mamluk era), we might
come up with another analysis. Therefore, the situation would rather suggest
that it is not so much the religious nature of the Safavid power that explains
their policies towards the Kurds but the pluri-secular political culture
attached to the Iranian imperium. The Ottoman-Safavid conflict seemed to
revive the binary scheme that governed the peripheral policies of the Mongol
and Mamluk empires towards the Kurdish emirs two centuries before. The
unanimous political trend was to be applied by the Safavids, and the ethnic
engineering regarding the Kurds and leading to more liberal policies was to
be implemented by the Ottomans. The former were resetting the Mongol
modus operandi, and the latter, the Mamluk one.

Several subsequent Safavid offensives in Anatolia were repelled thanks to
a military confederacy made up of regular Ottoman troops and local
Kurdish armies. The incorporation of Kurdistan was achieved by 1515 and
lasted according to the same unchanged rules for more than 300 years.

From the Kurdish and Ottoman perspective the whole issue of rallying and
organizing the Kurdish principalities revolved around the figure of Idris
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Bidlisi, a Kurdish bureaucrat who had worked for the Aq Qoyunlu sover-
eigns. Born near their capital, Tabriz, where his father enjoyed a high position
at the court, he most likely could have followed his path but decided to do
otherwise. Around 1500 Bidlisi left Tabriz. He considered making the trip to
Egypt in order to join the service of the Mamluk sultan (S6nmez, 2012: 41).
One can only wonder whether he had in mind the old Mamluk Kurdish
policies that ensured the perpetuation of Kurdish principalities in the face of
Mongol rule. As the events unfolded, later on, it appears clearly that Bidlisi
was seeking a patron not only for himself but for a wide group within the
Kurdish aristocracy that suffered from Aq Qoyunlu and Safavid bullying.
He finally joined Istanbul and approached the sultan’s court where he
became a simple bureaucrat but also a productive apologist of Bayazid II's
power, writing essays, histories and poems glorifying him (S6nmez, 2012: 43).
However, he showed some ambiguities in his allegiance to the Ottomans as
he left for Mecca at the end of Bayazid II's reign, where he stayed for a while
under Mamluk protection. Finally, he was summoned to Istanbul at the
service of the new sultan-caliph, Selim I, in 1512. He was then highly appreci-
ated for his foresight and profound knowledge of the eastern lands and the
power structures in the Safavid realm and more specifically in its Kurdish
areas. Therefore, Bidlisi became the paramount negotiator in the Kurdish
affairs and the main architect of the Ottoman eastern policies as well as
a military advisor. Indeed, the Mesopotamian and Azerbaijan expansion of
Selim I's empire was mainly achieved through political dealings and political
engineering in which Bidlisi’s role was instrumental. In order to undermine
the basis of Safavid power and its territorial spreading he was sent many times
to the Kurdish lands. There he assured the princely Kurdish families of the
sultan’s goodwill towards them. He won their support for military campaigns
and most importantly in order to secure the political base for a long-lasting
Ottoman settlement in the region. This was done almost instantly and Bidlisi
crafted such a successful deal that by the time of Chaldiran battle, most of the
paramount Kurdish families had pledged allegiance to the Ottomans. The
others followed after the Ottoman occupation of Azerbaijan and during the
failing Safavid counter-strike campaign. Some princes directly met with the
sultan (van Bruinessen, 1999: 142-5). Aside from their immediate military
interest, these negotiations and allegiances laid the ground for the structur-
ation of a strong and complex Ottoman Kurdish edifice that lasted for
decades. As this incorporation of Kurdish principalities opened a new page
in their history, it was perceived in Istanbul as crucial for the whole Ottoman
realm. Somehow, Kurdistan became consubstantial of the Ottoman
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structure. This state of affairs also explains why the agreement was renewed
by most of the Ottoman sultans afterwards.

Ottoman Kurdistan: Political Structures
and Further Developments

Ottoman Kurdistan, established in eastern Anatolia, stretched from Malatya
to Hakkari (Colamerg/former Jalmark). It also integrated the north-eastern
fringes of Irak. Although at first it had an essentially defensive function in
order to counter any Iranian Safavid expansion towards the west, this did
not prevent it from being thoroughly crafted and reconfigured for the sake
of the Ottoman sultanate. Bidlisi was once again the architect of its political
internal and external structures. Ottoman Kurdistan did not completely
work as federate entity and comprised many layers of administrative and
political authority. However, the Ottoman central state intended to
develop a unified policy towards these lands. The very advantageous
conditions for the submission of Kurdish lords to the sultan-caliph before
and after the Chaldiran battle were transcribed in the Kurdistan administra-
tive structures. The Ottomans appointed a beylerbeyi (lord of the lords) over
it. The latter was never considered the uncontested paramount leader of the
Kurdish princes but acted as some kind of Kurdish interface that would help
co-ordinate Ottoman borderlands politics. Each Kurdish prince did not
benefit from the same privileges regarding the inheritance of their preb-
ends. Nor did they have the same obligations in terms of participation in
Ottoman military campaigns and fiscal reversion duty. Granted by official
decrees (berat), some bore the title of mir (prince). Others held the dignity of
beg (governor) or hakim (ruler). Their principalities were divided into
generic sancaks that had different administrative status from yurtluk-
ocaklik (house) to hiikiimet or beylik (lordship). The latter awarded to
more or less ten principalities referred to the highest level of independence
in the fiscal, land property, judicial and political domains. One lone,
unavoidable request was the undying loyalty towards the House of
Othman. Within the province of Kurdistan, which was actually western
Kurdistan, and included most of these autonomous emirates, numerous
issues were treated internally between the Kurdish notability without the
intervention of the Sublime Porte (Ates, 2013: 37—42; van Bruinessen, 1999:
151-61; Ozoglu, 1996: 16—20). Most of the families consecrated by the new
politico-administrative structures claimed a long-standing authority over
their lands. Except for the legendary lineages and genealogies, some of
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these claims can be asserted by the comparison of medieval and Ottoman
sources where names of families and tribes can be traced.

The incorporation and organization of the Kurdish principalities within the
Ottoman edifice had the consequence of stabilizing and strengthening the
Kurdish lordships to the extent that some of the hiikiimet acted as very localized
potentates. The princes’ courts and administrations started to look more and
more like miniatures of the central sultanate ones, as they were comforted by it
and the security it offered. In Bidlis, not far away from Lake Van, Idris Bidlisi’s
city of origin, a strong principality flourished under the aegis of Sharaf Khan’s
family derived from the Rojaki clan, already mentioned during the Mamluk
era. During the late years of his reign by the end of the sixteenth century, the
same Sharaf Khan retired to write the Sharafiama, a history of the Kurds and
their principalities since immemorial times, which aimed at glorifying the
Kurdish lords, among them his family and the Ottoman Empire. Written in
Persian, the book is the first opus relating Kurdish history through the lens of
a Kurdish notable. It then enjoyed a formidable posterity (Bidlisi, 2005). As an
example, among others, of an emerging Kurdish vernacular literature
(Leezenberg, 2014), it was well considered in the princely courts throughout
Kurdistan. Kurdish mirs purchased copies of it and ordered extended versions
with some additions praising the local families or had the original text trans-
lated into their favourite language (e.g. Ottoman Turkish). Thus, for instance,
several hundreds of miles from Bidlis down south, the Baban dynasty, which
settled at the beginning of the seventeenth century in the town of Qala Colan,
had the passage from the Sharafhama on their own family extended (Alsancakli,
2018; Bajalan, 2012). Playing on the rivalry between Safavid (and then Qajar)
Iran and the Ottomans, this family managed to govern almost independently
until the mid-nineteenth century over a territory that extended from around
their capital, Suleymaniyyeh (Slemani), which was founded at the end of the
eighteenth century. A great number of Kurdish principalities knew more or less
the same destiny. However, the evolution of the structure of power in both the
central states in Iran and Anatolia as well as the transformation of their
relations had a strong impact on the structuration of Ottoman and Iranian
Kurdistan. During most of the sixteenth century, starting from the treaty of
1535, Kurdish principalities were enjoying peace and a flourishing economy as
well as cultural dynamism. As the cycles of war started once again between the
two empires at the beginning of the seventeenth century, Kurdistan autonomy
appeared more precarious. Military campaigns could prove very detrimental to
the Kurdish lordships” independence as it meant they were facing direct threats
from outside, since they were located in the borderlands or internal
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centralization, in order to secure the Ottoman or Iranian nature of their
territory. Nevertheless, long periods of peace could also endanger the autono-
mous reign of Kurdish lords. The imperial states were taking the opportunity
of these untroubled times in reasserting central authority over peripheral lands.
That is exactly what caused the decay of both the several autonomous
principalities and the Kurdistan local modus vivendi that was to govern
common Kurdish affairs.

By the mid-seventeenth century, peace agreements started to multiply
between Iranian kings and the Ottoman caliphate. The idea of instituting
a firm frontier in between the two empires made its way into the central elites.
Nevertheless, the total disarmament of autonomous Kurdish principalities was
not achieved until the mid-nineteenth century. Until here we insisted on the
role of the Ottoman Empire in ‘promoting’ Kurdish self-rule as a means to
contain Iranian influence. On the Iranian side, the House of Ardalan, governing
Sinne (Sanandadj), Saqqiz and Baneh, enjoyed, until the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, the same kind of independent rule despite the payment of a tribute to the
Iranian crown (Ardalan, 2004). At this time the Kurdish principalities’ room to
manoeuvre seriously shrunk and faded away at the end of the century. Several
factors caused this fall. First, the intra-Kurdish rivalries, often within the
same family, strongly weakened their ability to rule independently. But fore-
most, firm and sometimes violent centralizing policies launched by the two
empires were aimed at exercising direct control over the Kurdish lands. This
implied the gradual replacement of local lordship by Ottoman officers formally
appointed and sponsored by the central state. Having at their service consider-
able military forces, the governors of the Ottoman Kurdistan’s neighbouring
cities (Baghdad, Mosul, Diyarbakir, Trabzond) undertook the task of breaking
the cycle of princely titles’ transmission. Sometimes they used military cam-
paigns arguing that some Kurdish mirs were disloyal to the Sublime Porte,
which might have been true somehow. The central state was increasingly
interfering into the political and administrative processes of principalities,
imposing the levy of new taxes, modifying the local land tenure system,
establishing direct military drafting. It started taking the upper hand over
princes’ nominations. The central authorities provided them with non-
hereditary bureaucratic titles like mutesellim, mutasarrif or miidiir, which were
more or less referring to tax collection activities (Ates, 2013: 66-85). Underlying
this centralizing process were the reforms aiming at modernizing the state and
the society and regarding the economic, military and fiscal rationalization
of the empire (Eppel, 2008). The centralization process that Kurdistan under-
went by the 1830s resembled a second Ottoman conquest of the region.
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Bringing the autonomous Kurdish provinces back into the Ottoman cen-
tral state’s fold was also aimed at securing the borders and countering the
imperial threats, especially the Russian influence. It was equally intended as
a way to deprive local communities (Kurds or Armenians) of the means to
secede as some were tempted to follow the trend the Balkans underwent at
the beginning of the nineteenth century. The Russian threat materialized into
a series of wars with the Ottoman Empire and Qajar Iran. These events
resulted finally in the rapprochement of the two regional powers. The last
Irano-Ottoman war took place in 1821—2. The rest of the century was
characterized by a series of attempts to bring about a lasting peace. Both
Istanbul and Tehran were consistent in their efforts to establish a permanent
frontier between them. The Kurdish principalities which previously played
one kingdom against the other suffered greatly from these newly established
cordial relations. The neutralization of the borderlands rendered the federat-
ing and protecting role of the Kurdish principalities obsolete. Thus, at that
period we can witness a retribalization process as well as the emergence of
new charismatic Kurdish actors, namely, the Sufi brotherhood leaders
(shaykhs) who terminated the mirs’ prestige, already undermined by
Ottoman interventionism and internal strife. On the other hand, it is not
surprising that some dispossessed princely families became vigorous figures
in the domain of Kurdist or Kurdish nationalist activities at the beginning of
the twentieth century, among them the Bedirxan mirs, who once ruled
over the principality of Cezire Botan (Cizre) (Jwaideh, 2006: 62-74). The
Xoybin, the association they created, acted as a Kurdish nationalist van-
guard, publishing Kurdish newspapers and reviews under the French man-
date’s umbrella in Beirut as well as fomenting revolts against the Kemalists
(Tejel, 2007).

kokok

The Kurdish principalities that were renowned since the Middle Ages have soon
developed an ambiguous relationship with central states that allowed them to
survive as autonomous entities. They used both the social and political specifi-
cities of their lands and the binarity of imperial powers’ situation in order to
thrive. Furthermore, the Kurdish political scene could only be fragmented as it
had to rely on a set of untold tribal rules that asserted the Kurdish difference.
Nevertheless, some strong political catalysts (Kurdish Sufi brotherhoods and
dynasties) emerged from within. Conversely, the premodern states, namely,
Mamluk and Ottoman realms, saw the interest of integrating while keeping
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a differentiated Kurdish space aside their core territory as a useful resource
against Iranian attacks. However, the process of integration of Kurdish lands into
the Ottoman imperium resumed at the end of the nineteenth century by
crushing the weapons they once utilized against their neighbours. The emerging
modern state could not allow anymore strong delegation of power and it had
henceforth the technical means to counter the traditional Kurdish catalyst
processes.
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Negotiating Political Power in the Early
Modern Middle East

Kurdish Emirates between the Ottoman Empire and Iranian
Dynasties (Sixteenth to Nineteenth Centuries)

METIN ATMACA

Introduction

After Shah Ismail I (1501—24), a charismatic and messianic Sufi leader who
proclaimed himself as the reincarnation of the Hidden Imam of Shiite
tradition, crushed the Aqquyunlu dynasty (1378-1501) in a battle in 1501 and
entered their capital, Tabriz, he declared himself king of a new state named
Safavid, whose members would rule Iran for over 220 years." In 1507, he
sought to expand the boundaries of his dynasty further west into eastern
Anatolia where he came into direct contact with the Kurdish rulers. During
Shah Ismail’s conquest, the most influential beg (lord, ruler) among all the
Kurdish lords was probably the beg of Bitlis, Emir Seref.” When Shah Ismail
seized Harput in 1507-8, Seref welcomed him with a lavish banquet and
pledged his allegiance to the shah in Ahlat, on the northern shore of Lake
Van. Amused by the reception, the shah recognized the rights of Seref Beg.
However, this manoeuvre did not save his rule when he presented himself in
the same year to the shah in Khoy. This time, he was arrested with fifteen
other Kurdish rulers. After his detention, a Qizilbash commander was
appointed to rule Bitlis. The power of Kurdish begs in the region was
significantly weakened even after most of them were later released by the

" For the arrival of the Safavids and their encounter with the Ottomans, see Allouche
(1983), Bacqué-Grammont (1975: 68-88) and McLachlan (2000: 401-3).

* Tuse beg (Turkish bey) and emir (Kurdish mir; umera for plural Turkish emir) interchange-
ably here as historical sources use both titles to refer to Kurdish dynastical leaders.
Whereas agha (Kurdish axa, Turkish aga) in the Kurdish political context is mostly used
to refer to a tribal chief. I prefer using emir instead of the Kurdish mir as the former is
widely used in English.
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shah. The shah did not release Seref Beg and Melik Halil of Hisnkeyfa due to
their prominent position in Kurdistan.?

There was already a Kurdish-Turkmen rivalry during the period of the
Aqquyunlus for the control of eastern Anatolia because of the trade routes
and the abundance of pastures for grazing (Woods, 1999: 31-3). The appoint-
ment of the Qizilbash Turkmen commanders, including Khan Muhammad
Ustajalu to Diyarbekir, further stiffened this rivalry.* Therefore, just before
the Ottomans arrived in Kurdistan, the Kurdish lords of Bitlis, Mardin,
Cemisgezek, Egil, Hazzo (Hizo) and other centres revolted against this
Qizilbash domination (Woods, 1999: 166). After [dris-i Bidlisi, an experienced
Kurdish bureaucrat who worked for the Aqquyunlus and Safavids, decided to
collaborate with Sultan Selim I, the Ottomans better organized their march
on Iran in order to stop the Anatolian expansion of Shah Ismail. Once the
Ottomans defeated the Safavids in the war of Caldiran on 23 August 1514,
Selim T assigned Idris with the duty of ‘earning the hearts of the kings and
rulers of Kurdistan, encouraging the obedience to the sublime throne and
standing up to the adversaries’.” Idris immediately started with his shuttle
diplomacy among the Kurds, who were still under the influence of the
Safavids.® He first met with the Kurdish emirs of Bradost, Soran, Baban and
Sarim, and established an alliance among them.” Later he moved to Amediye
and Cezire, and met with the leaders of Hisnkeyfa, Siirt, Hizan and Bitlis. His
aim was ‘to bring the order among the Kurds’, earn their loyalty to the sultan
and unite them against the Safavids.® Similarly, in February and March 1515,
he secured the loyalty of Kurdish rulers of Urmiya, Amediye, Soran, Bohtan,

w

According to Seref Xan Bidlisi's Sharafnama, at the beginning only three of the Kurdish
lords were not arrested: Ali Beg of Sason, Emir $ah Muhammed of Sirvan ($irvi) and
Gazi Kiran (Yusuf Beg) of Bradost (Scheref, 1860: 191-3, 232, 297). In another part of his
work, Seref Xan states that only Ali Beg and Emir $ah Muhammed were not arrested
(Scheref, 1860: 411).

Despite the initial arrest of the Kurdish lords by Shah Ismail and his brutal punishment of
some Kurdish leaders who supported the Ottomans, Yamaguchi states that there was no
great difference between the Kurdish policy of the two empires as both recognized the
hereditary rights of the Kurdish rulers (Yamaguchi, 2012: 110).

TSMA (Topkap1 Saray1 Miizesi Arsivi), €.8333-1, in Geng (2019: 307).

While he was moving around Kurdistan, he was stopped by some Kurdish bandits who
were collaborating with the shah. He named them as those who ‘wear the Qizilbash
cap’. Idris must have been very upset about this looting since he did not lose the
opportunity to write to the sultan about it and probably used it as part of propaganda
while he was making his case against the Safavids (TSMA, e. 8333/2, in Geng, 2019:
309-10).

Idris-i Bidlisi’s travel and outreach among the Kurdish emirates and tribes was not easy
as he was constantly followed by the shah’s spies (Idris-i Bidlisi, Hakku’l-Mubin fi
serhirisaleti’l-hakki’l-yakin, vr. 7b, in Geng, 2019: 309).

TSMA, e.8333-1, in Geng (2019: 307).
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Nemran, Rojikan and Eyyubi through agreements (Idris-i Bidlisi, 2001: 253).
Shah Ismail’s oppressive policy further motivated Kurdish emirs to collabor-
ate. With Idris’s excellent skills of negation, an alliance was established
among these Kurdish emirs against the Safavids. Shortly before the summer
of 1515, this new alliance defeated the Kurdish regiments loyal to Shah Ismail
at Ercis, north of Lake Van.

Idris deemed Diyarbekir as the final regional target for the Ottomans. He
considered the subjugation of the city as ‘completion of Istanbul’s conquest
and the prelude to the conquest of Arab and Iranian lands’.” Similar to his
earlier efforts with other Kurdish emirs, Idris used the language of diplomacy
with the notables in the city and backed efforts to force the Safavids out of
Amid. Shah Ismail sent more military support and surrounded the city
whereas the people inside of the fortress started to defend the city with the
help of Kurdish forces sent through the initiative of Idris. Both parties
attracted Kurdish groups on their side with promises and religious propa-
ganda and they faced each other in Diyarbekir. In the war that took place in
September 1515, the Ottomans came out victorious (Geng, 2019: 315-18)."°
Over the course of the following winter and spring, the Ottoman army
marched on Mardin and decisively defeated the remaining Qizilbash forces
in the battle of Koghisar (Kiziltepe) in May 1516 (Markiewicz, 2019: 133)."

Idris, without a military or administrative position, became the sultan’s
special emissary in Kurdistan from September 1514 until May 1516. He imple-
mented Selim I's eastern policy in the region. This policy included the forging
of military alliances and the organization of military expeditions. The other
part of Selim I's policy was to establish long-term relations between the
Ottomans and the Kurdish emirs after the military victories. To this end,
Selim I handed Idris blank titles of investiture (berdt) and treaties
(istimdletndme) with his seal on (Markiewicz, 2019: 133). Besides distributing
these titles among the rulers in Kurdistan, [dris and his men struck deals with
Turks and Arabs settled between Amid, Mosul and Shahrizor. It seems that
the defeat of the Safavids by the Ottomans had an initial effect on the alliance
between the Kurdish emirs and the Ottomans and the majority of the work
was through the carefully crafted diplomacy of Idris. During eighteen months

° TSMA, e. 1019, in Geng (2019: 313).

 Idris-i Bidlisi, Salimshahnama, 1333, in Markiewicz (2019: 127). In Haydar Celebi's
Ruzndme the date for the conquest of Amid’s fortress is recorded as 22 October 1515
(Feridtin Ahmed Bey, 1858: 1/470).

" Based on Haydar Celebi’s Ruzndme Nejat Goyiing estimates that Mardin was taken
sometime in October 1515 (GOyiing, 1991: 19).
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of his efforts, he drew the begs of Hisnkeyfa, Sason, Bitlis, Bohtan, Amediye,
Zirki, Merdisi, Egil, Hizan, Cemisgezek and some others to the Ottoman
side. Idris struck a deal first among the Kurdish emirs themselves in order to
unite them against the Safavids, and later prepared an agreement between
each emir and the Ottomans.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Kurdish emirs had no
interest in establishing an alliance with the Ottomans.” Instead, they were
inclined more towards Shah Ismail after he destroyed the Aqquyunlus. Many
Kurdish emirs had grievances towards the Aqquyunlu ruler as they were
pushed out of their hereditary lands.” Shah Ismail initially handed back their
lands to some of the Kurdish begs. This period of confidence, however,
remained short when Kurdish begs were arrested and their lands were
distributed among the Qizilbash leaders. Shah Ismail also deported some of
the Kurdish begs and tribes from the west of Kurdistan into central Iran,
replaced some of the begs with those loyal to him and established kinship with
some through marriages (Scheref, 1860: 410). Idris’s endeavours persuaded
many of those begs to side with Selim I. They considered Selim I as a new
chance to reclaim their lost territories. Meanwhile, Idris tried to draw the
sultan into a second war against the Safavids (Geng, 2019: 323—4). It seems that
the bond he established among the Kurds was not sufficient. Shah Ismail still
held influence over some of the Kurdish emirs. Furthermore, Sultan Selim
I had not met his promises to the Kurdish emirs. Following their experience
with Shah Ismail, these emirs were growing more suspicious of the
Ottomans.

Once the Ottomans took Diyarbekir and divided it into twenty-three
districts (sancak), the Ottoman commander in Diyarbekir, Bryikli Mehmed
Pasha, was appointed as the supreme commander (beylerbeyi)."* Selim I sent

* Regardless of this, there were many Kurdish notables and religious scholars who
pursued their career in the Ottoman Empire. For instance, during the first decade of
the sixteenth century, a certain Kurd Maksud, who was accompanied by his uncle, went
to war in Hungary as an Ottoman mercenary. After his uncle’s death he decided go to
another military expedition with Ali Pasha and later asked for his ulife (lit. ‘fodder
money’ or military wage) from the sultan. The story of Maksud is not traceable as the
documents catalogued in his name at the Topkap1 Palace Museum Archive are limited.
This story nonetheless demonstrates that the Kurds saw the Ottoman Empire of the
period as a land where they could pursue a career (TSMA, e. 753/ 42 (6062/1), 7 Safer 918
(26 Nisan 1512)).

Uzun Hasan (1457—78), the most prominent Aqquyunlu leader, tended towards concili-
ation with the Bulduqani of Egil and Zirki of Tercil while he had taken a much
aggressive stance towards the Ayyubids of Hisnkeyfa and Malkisi of Cemisgezek
(Woods, 1999: 91-2).

For further information on the first administrative structure established by the
Ottomans in Diyarbekir, see Goyiing (1969).
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new blank titles of investiture to Idris and instructed him to collaborate with
Biyiklh Mehmed and appoint suitable Kurdish begs to these districts. The
sultan also sent seven treaties to those Kurdish lords to confirm their pre-
existing rights and ancestral lands (Markiewicz, 2019: 128-9). The Kurdish
begs who joined the 1515 Ottoman campaign in Diyarbekir received these
seven treaties. Idris mediated the process. It was Idris, the sultan’s special
envoy who was delegated extensive authority, who determined which
‘Kurdish leaders were worthy of formal recognition of status, what rights
and privileges should be recognized, and where these rights and privileges
should exist’ (Markiewicz, 2019: 129). Utilizing the Ottoman facilities and
documents he received, he divided the province into two types of adminis-
trative units. The central and western areas of Diyarbekir were put under the
administration’s direct control through the appointment of district com-
manders (sancak begi).” Despite central administration of the districts, the
Ottomans deemed it necessary to confirm the rights and status of some of the
pre-existing local elites. Idris and Biyikli Mehmed accepted the hereditary
rights and the independence of the Kurdish lords located in the east of the
province. There is no record as to which of the Kurdish begs were accorded
their ancestral lands. Most likely, because of their support for the Ottomans
in the war with the Safavids, the beneficiaries of these treaties were the most
powerful Kurdish lords in Bitlis, Amediye, Hisnkeyfa, Cezire, Hizan, Hakkari
and Sason (Markiewicz, 2019: 130).

These initial efforts by Idris and the Ottomans would have long-lasting
effects on Kurdistan in the successive three centuries. The experience of the
Kurdish begs of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries was interpreted
as evidence for specific political prerogatives on the part of the Kurdish
begs. That is, the Kurdish begs would always try to maintain good relations
with strong rulers and with such ‘wise politics they kept Kurdistan safe from
the constant attacks of the rulers of Aqquyunlus, Safavids and the Ottoman’."
The Kurdish lords, especially those close to the borders, would keep close
relations both with the Ottomans and Safavids. They would establish an
alliance with one side against the other if they deemed it necessary in a given

 According to the cadastral survey completed in 924/1518, Amid, Mardin, Arabkir, Kig,
Harput, Erhani, Siverek, Ruha ($anlurfa), Akgakale, Cermik, Sincar and Cemisgezek
were classified as regular districts. Among these only Cemisgezek was accepted as the
ancestral seat of a Kurdish beg as he assisted directly the Ottoman army in the campaign
on Amid (TT.d.64, in Markiewicz, 2019: 130).

16 Although Seref Xan makes this statement for the rulers of Sason, this was a rule that
most Kurdish begs followed (Scheref, 1860: 192).
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context. They would sometimes even ask for backing against a contestant
from their own ruling family (Scheref, 1860: 425-30).

Shah Ismail, when compared with Selim I, appears to have been less
successful in approaching the Kurdish tribes in the prelude and during the
Caldiran war. Sultan Selim I, on the other hand, appointed Idris with a special
mission to persuade the Kurdish lords and ensure a constant flow of informa-
tion before and in the aftermath of the Caldiran war. This shows he carefully
planned his Kurdish policy (Yamaguchi, 2012: 110-11).

The struggle between the Ottomans and the Safavids, especially during
the first half of the sixteenth century, was pivotal in shaping the political
landscape in Kurdistan. The policies of both empires had lasting effects in
the region. Idris himself contributed tremendously by using the religious
differences between the two empires. In his communications with the
Ottoman sultan, Idris represented Kurdish rulers as staunch Sunnis despite
the existence of a significant number of heterodox groups like Qizilbash,
Shiite, Yezidi and Ahl-i Haqq among the Kurds. idris focused on religious
difference as a political tool because of Shah Ismail’s emphasis on Shiism.
The sectarian division between the Ottomans and the Safavids was the most
important policy-forming element for both sides. The emphasis on the
religiosity of the Kurds and their devotion to Sunnism persisted through
the reign of the Ottomans and was remembered more often during political
conflicts with Iranian dynasties.”” Idris believed that recognizing the heredi-
tary rights of Kurdish emirs would be a lesser motive in terms of securing
their loyalty. He saw the religious bond as the basis for a long-term bond. In
addition to religious propaganda, Idris addressed the grievances towards
Shah Ismail and attracted the Kurdish begs to the Ottoman side (Geng, 2019:
320-33). These Kurdish begs agreed to offer their allegiance to Selim I and
accepted the sultan’s name to be proclaimed in the Friday sermon (hutbe) in
their territories. However, the official Ottoman religious doctrine did not
deem the Safavids as infidel threats like their European rivals and wars
against their eastern neighbour were not gaza (holy war). Religion, there-
fore, was less significant for the Ottoman side in the following period of
relations with the Safavids. This situation also affected Kurdish rulers in the
aftermath of the conflict between the two empires. This was when the right
of inheritance and leadership became an issue among the Kurdish leaders.

7" Seref Xan Bidlisi stressed on the Sunni and Shafi’i credentials of the Kurds and for him
being an Ottoman subject was closely identified with Sunni Islam, especially among the
Kurdish rulers (Scheref, 1860: 14, 36; Sharaf al-Din Bitlisi, 2005: 36).
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Some emirs even decided to switch to Shiism due to arising conflicts of
interest. Their commitment to their new faith, however, remained superfi-
cial (Yamaguchi, 2012: 120-1). Despite that, in the following three centuries
the sectarian difference between both empires and religious propaganda
would once in a while come back as a useful political tool to justify the war.

The Sixteenth Century: The Age That Defined
the Permanent Division of Kurdistan

After the Ottomans established their authority among Kurdish begs, they
did not draw abstract lines between themselves and the Safavids. The
sixteenth century was not a period of political conceptualization such that
the Ottomans sought a boundary resembling today’s specific lines between
modern Turkey and Iran. Instead, they paid attention to the cities and their
environs close to the frontiers. The majority of these areas between the
two empires were controlled by Kurdish clans and notables. Kars, Pasin,
Hinis, Adilcevaz, Mus, Erzurum and Bitlis marked the northern frontier
between two powers during the first half of the sixteenth century.
Controlling such a wide range of distant territory from the capital,
Istanbul, was difficult. The Ottomans, therefore, had to rely on the local
rulers to settle their sphere of influence. Furthermore, settling precise
boundaries meant the loss of large revenues for the client Kurdish tribes.
Besides, the Iranians were reluctant to leave Iraq to the Sunni Ottomans
where it sheltered some of the most important Shiite sanctuaries
(Barthold, 1984: 206). Therefore, both empires left most of the boundaries
undecided.

Following Idris’s negotiations, Emir Seref of Bitlis sided with the
Ottomans against the Safavids. In the aftermath, however, the next ruler
of Bitlis did not feel safe under the rule of the Ottomans because of some
conflict. Therefore, he continued to seek protection from the Safavids
(Scheref, 1860: 418). After the conflict between the Shii Pazuki and the
Sunni Rozki (Rojiki, Rawzhaki, Ruzagi, Ruzbenis, Ruzgan) tribes, Emir
Semseddin, the then ruler of Bitlis, surrendered the city to the Ottoman
authorities in the course of (Kanuni) Siileyman I's Irakeyn campaign
(1534-36) and subsequently he left for the Safavid court to serve the shah.
This resulted in the extension of the Ottoman border to the south of
Kurdistan. However, tribes in the region never accepted direct Ottoman
rule. It took more than forty years until the claim of the princely family of
Bitlis was accepted by Istanbul when Semseddin’s son, Seref Xan Bidlisi,
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the author of Sharafnama, was allowed to return with the Rozki tribe in
1578/9."

After Siileyman I's Irakeyn campaign, the division between Tranian
Kurdistan’ and ‘Ottoman Kurdistan’ was consolidated. However, for the
successive centuries, some of the Kurdish lands kept changing hands after
each war between the two empires. Sometimes Kurdish lords would switch
their loyalty for another ruler or simultaneously pay tribute and tax to both
empires.” The allegiance of emirs of Ardalan, Hakkari, Baban, Soran, Bitlis
and the aghas of tribes on the frontier was therefore always in flux. Besides, as
Posch suggests the ‘partition of Kurdistan’ was in no way resembling, for
example, the ‘partition of Poland’ of the eighteenth century since the lands
populated by the Kurds were never united under one political unit named
“Kurdistan’ (Posch, 2003: 21r1).

Before Kurdistan was partitioned between the two empires, Stileyman
I (1520-66) succeeded in uniting almost all of it under his rule. He pursued
conquests in the east, especially in Kurdistan, Armenia and areas around Lake
Van. This was mainly to prevent potential Qizilbash intrusion into Anatolia.
He also wanted to make the Euphrates River a natural boundary between his
domain and the Safavids (Allouche, 1983: 103). He partially accomplished this
through the Irakeyn campaign. During the second campaign in 1548-9, he
captured Kars and Van, two key military strongholds between the Ottomans
and the Safavids. The sultan used the policy of istimdlet (‘to lean’ or ‘incline in
the direction of) among the Kurdish tribes during his war against the
Safavids. ibrahim Pasha, sending communications from his winter base at
Aleppo, pursued the Kurdish tribes with vigorous diplomacy with message
content similar to Idris’s earlier engagements. He persuaded a number of
frontier tribes. Ottoman officials attracted Kurdish rulers and tribes to their
side through establishing better terms of association with the empire when
compared with conditions with the Safavids. Registers of Imperial Surveys
(Tapu ve Tahrir Defteri) show that the Ottomans attached importance to be
recognized as ‘more just rulers than their Safavid predecessors’. Therefore,

® BOA (Cumhurbaskanligi Devlet Arsivleri Bagkanligt), Mithimme Defteri (MD) no. 32,
decrees 168, 185, 514 and 543 (March-November 1578). Posch states that it took nearly
seventy years for the family of Bitlis to reinitiate their rule (Posch, 2003: 205-6).
Eskandar Beg, a Persian court scribe and chronicler during the reign of Shah Abbas I,
emphasizes the tendency of Kurdish tribes to switch side in the conflict with the
Ottomans (Eskandar Beg, 1978: 856; Mirza Shukrullah Sanandaji, 1366/1987: 96fl).
Because of this tendency, many sources blame them of being fickle. Iranians during
this period stereotyped the Kurds as ‘evil-natured’, ‘stubborn’, ‘morose” and ‘treacher-
ous’ (Kaempfer, 1977: 88).
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they ended some of the abusive tax practices, so as to establish a long-lasting
rule in Iraq (Murphey, 1993: 243-4).*°

Siileyman I's third campaign in 1553—4 resulted in full control of Kurdistan
following the capture of Shahrizor and Balqas. Subsequently, the peace treaty
of Amasya was signed between both empires. The Safavids recognized the
sovereignty of the Ottomans over Iraq, north of Azerbaijan and Kurdistan.
Following the treaty, Siileyman I pursued the ‘policy of containment’ vis-a-
vis the Safavids. He wanted to keep two Muslim powers away from
a mutually destructive war while the Portuguese were becoming more active
in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean. It was also pragmatic for the
Safavids to sign such a treaty, considering the overwhelming military
power of the Ottomans (Allouche, 1983: 144).

Selim I approached the Kurds more cautiously and handed hereditary rights
to a limited number of Kurdish lords. Stileyman I differed from his father in his
Kurdish policy by giving more autonomy to local rulers. In addition to Selim I's
classification of Diyarbekir into sancaks (counties with tax and military obliga-
tions) and hiikiimets (local governments with a high degree of autonomy),
Stileyman I added eight more sancaks. He classified the rest of Kurdish emirates
into twenty-eight administrative units as yurtluk and ocaklik (family estate or
hereditary fiefdoms), as stated in a ferman (imperial decree), and granted them
to Kurdish rulers with extensive autonomy and inheritance privileges from
father to son (Barkan, 1953-4: 306-7).*" Despite their self-rule, most of the
Kurdish territories were, in addition to Diyarbekir, put under newly created
eyalets (province) of Dulkadir, Erzurum, Mosul, Baghdad, Van and Shahrizor.
Most Kurdish lords nonetheless enjoyed direct access to the sultan, especially
during periods of conflict with the Safavids. Siileyman I made sure to keep the
Kurdish emirs empowered since he saw Kurdistan ‘as a strong barrier and an
iron fortress against the sedition of the demon Gog of Persia’ (Aziz Efendi, 198s:
14). The sultan sought to preserve a strong leadership through the granting of
inheritance, securing these lords against the intrusion of other rivals. This was
to assure the continuity of the Kurdish emirates. His policy would also make
these lords more dependent on the sultan to maintain their position. Stileyman
I differed from his predecessor when he replaced the focus on religious fervour

** For a short account of the Ottoman Empire’s legacy in Iraq in the early modern period,
see Murphey (1987: 17—29).

* The decree, which would set the Ottoman governing strategy of Kurdistan for the next
three centuries, also detailed the rules of inheritance from father to son and their
administrative privileges (TSMA, e.11696). For an English translation of the ferman, see
Ozoglu (2004: 53—4).
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with different state creeds blending ‘ethnic, linguistic, cultural and religious
ecumenism’ (Murphey, 1993: 248).

Some of the Kurdish tribes were located near the frontier between both
empires and their territories were sometimes divided. Those tribes were very
influential. The Ottoman and the Safavid regional leaders had to take them
into consideration. The Mahmudi near Khoy and Mahmudiye, the Dunbuli
around Khoy and Sugmend (Sukmanabad) and the Senbo (or Sanbavi) in
Hakkari were among some of the prominent tribes. The Senbos, for instance,
were almost independent and their name was not put on tax registers at least
until the mid-seventeenth century despite their allegiance to the Ottomans
(Posch, 2003: 206). The Bradost tribe dominated the territory from the east of
Hakkari to Lake Urmiya and Sawujbulagh (Sablax). Sultan Hiiseyin of
Bahdinan, respected both by other Kurdish tribes and Ottoman sultans, was
another strong tribal leader who ruled from the west of Mukri’s dominion on
the other side of the Zagros mountains in Amediye (Posch, 2003: 206-7).
Further south were the Babans and their tribal confederation located around
Shahrizor. The Babans later extended their territories up to Lake Urmiya. Their
leader, Hact Seyh Baban, so threatened the Safavids that in 1540 Shah Tahmasp
was compelled to send a military force against him (Scheref, 1860: 286).**

Seref Xan classifies some of the Kurdish tribes (Pazuki/Pazogi, Siyah
Mansur, Cekeni/Cigani, Kelhor and Zengene) as the ‘emirs of Iranian Kurds’
(omara-ye Akrad-¢ Iran) (Scheref, 1860: 320-8).” These tribes were loyal to the
Safavids as they were either Qizilbash or from a Sufi order close to them. Their
leaders were promoted as khan or qurchi. Posch suggests that these tribes could
be named as Qizilbash Kurds (Akrad-e Qizilbash) (Posch, 2003: 210). Many of
these tribes were sent to Khurasan during the reign of Abbas I (1587-1629). In
comparison, a second group was made of those who often switched loyalty
between the Safavids and the Ottomans. The Sunni Rozki, Ardalan, Soran,
Hakkari, Baban, Mukri, Mahmudi and Yezidi Dunbuli dominated the
Ottoman-Safavid frontier. In each conflict between the two empires, they
could and did shift alliances in order to keep their independence and hereditary
rights.* Arising conflicts of leadership within a given tribe and members of

** Hac Seyh Baban was also mentioned in the Persian and Ottoman chronicles of Hasan
Ramla (1931: 382-3) and Liitfi Pasa (1341/1925: 383).

* Yamaguchi adds the tribes of Bana and Lur-i Kuchak to this list (Yamaguchi, 2012: 112).

** Besides these two categories, Yamaguchi suggests a third group of Kurdish lords who were
made up of governors and emirs around Diyarbekir and gradually incorporated into the
Ottoman administrative system after the creation of the province in 1515. Once their
territories were seized from the Safavids and hereditary rights were recognized, these
rulers pledged their near total obedience to the Ottomans (Yamaguchi, 2012: r11-13).

54


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108623711.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Negotiating Political Power in the Early Modern Middle East

their ruling family would often result in an invitation to either the Ottomans or
the Safavids to support them in their struggle.

While Kurdish tribes were important for both empires to keep the shared
frontier steady, the towns and cities close to boundaries had further military,
strategic importance. Places like Bitlis and Van were considered as a ‘key and
gate to Azerbaijan’ by the Ottoman commanders.” Khoy and Urmiya on the
Safavid side were the energetic towns for the Safavids to keep the Ottomans at
the door. Therefore, Khoy often became the target of the Ottoman-Kurdish
alliance. Together with their environs, these towns were strategically very
important to check each other’s power for the Ottomans and Safavids.
Without the co-operation of the Kurdish tribes and lords around these
towns, it was impossible to protect these settlements. Kurdish tribes on the
frontier could unexpectedly change sides. In some cases, towns changed hands
when the tribe in their alliance switched sides. Furthermore, the Ottomans and
Safavids tried to avoid direct confrontation. They preferred proxy wars. The
Kurdish emirs and their tribal confederates conquered the land of another
Kurdish ruler under the rival empire. Sometimes they used such skirmishes
among Kurdish tribes as a pretext for wars of a new conquest.*’

The Safavids remained on the north-east shores of Lake Van until the wars
in 1548 and 1550-3. After the Ottomans incorporated Van into the territories of
the empire, a province under the rule of beylerbeyi was created (Sinclair, 2009:
216-17). Despite Ottoman rule in Van, the Mahmudi begs remained loyal to
the Safavids until 1554, several months before the treaty of Amasya was signed
between the empires.” The treaty brought about some stability to the region
by barring the Kurdish rulers from switching loyalty. This laid the foundation
for long-term relations between the two empires. There were not many cases
of shifting sides among the Kurdish ruling families during this period. The
Safavids nonetheless got involved in the appointment of the Mahmudi
begs. Some family members of the Mahmudis were appointed to positions

* BOA, A.DVN, I/52, in Posch (2003: 208).

26 The Ardalanis, who expanded their territories over Sanandaj/Sinna and Shahrizor, are
a good example of how the Ottomans and Safavids waged proxy wars on each other
and tried to expand their frontier territories. Lands of the Ardalanis were ruled by two
brothers (Biga Beg and Suhrab), one in Shahrizor and another in Sanandaj. Using the
feud between these brothers in the second half of the sixteenth century, the Ottomans
took over Shahrizor while the Safavids claimed Ardalan. The boundary between the
two empires was defined as a result of the battles between family members in the
coming years. More details on the history of the Ardalanis in the sixteenth century are
available in Me’mun’s memoirs, which were published both as transcription and
facsimiles in Parmaksizoglu (1973: 192-230 and 1a—45b).

*” For the Ottoman view of the treaty, see Sahin (2013: 127-36).

55


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108623711.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core

METIN ATMACA

in the Safavid army (Scheref, 1860: 302, 304—6). The Mahmudi case shows that
the Ottoman authority was not the only option for the Kurdish lords, who
saw the competition between the two empires as an opportunity to carve
a political space for themselves. They did not passively accept the authority of
their sovereign but maintained the power of negotiation.

When Shah Tahmasp (1524—76) succeeded his father, Shah Ismail, he recog-
nized the hereditary rights of almost all the Kurdish rulers who sought refuge
in his court. He rarely eliminated a Kurdish ruler unless they proved rebellious.
He provided them with financial support whenever for some reason they lost
territory. A distinctive feature of his Kurdish policy was that he received the
young sons or brothers of emirs into his court, most of them as hostages, in
order to assure the loyalty of their families and had them trained with his own
princes (Yamaguchi, 2012: 114—21). Many of those would be raised with a sense
of adoration and fidelity to the shah and would be later appointed as loyal
rulers in their land. Devoted Kurdish rulers would be appointed with titles such
as qurchi, a kind of royal bodyguard. The Safavids created the post of amir al-
umard’ (commander-in-chief) of Kurdistan and gave it to loyal Kurdish emirs to
command other Kurdish chieftains.*® Marriage alliances between Kurdish
rulers and the Safavid royal family as well as Qizilbash commanders contrib-
uted to the integration of Kurdish emirs into the Qizilbash confederation. Shah
Tahmasp’s Kurdish policy seems to achieve its objective for a while as few
Kurdish emirs changed their loyalty to the Ottomans. On the other hand,
despite their attachment to the shah, the Kurdish emirs were never appointed
to high positions in Tahmasp’s court as it was dominated by Qizilbash
Turkmen tribes. One had to wait for Shah Abbas (1578-1629) to reform the
system until some Kurdish elites were accepted into the core administration.”

After Shah Tahmasp’s death, Iran was in a power vacuum and the Ottomans
wanted to use this opportunity to expand their eastern territories after more
than two decades of stability. Using Iranian Kurdish tribes” attack on Van and
frontier raids as a pretext, in 1578 the Ottomans launched a new campaign on
Iran and it took twelve years until the war ended (Kiitiikoglu, 1993: 18-22).*°

* Among those who were appointed amir al-umard’ were Halil Beg Pazuki during Ismail
I's reign, Emir Seref during the rule of Tahmasp and Seref Xan Bidlisi, the author of
Sharafnama, after Shah Ismail II (1576—77) came to power (Yamaguchi, 2012: 118-19).
‘Ali Khan Zanganah, who was a member of the prominent Kurdish Zangana tribe,
reached to the position of grand vizier during the reign of Shah Sulayman (Matthee,
1994: 77-98).

See also the same source (Kiitiikoglu, 1993: 53-82) for a detailed account of the war.
Giovanni Michiel, a resident of the Venetian consulate in Aleppo until 1587, bluntly
states that the Ottomans waged war on Iran not for the usual issue of faith but simply
for the sake of expanding their territory (Bibliotecada Ajuda, Lisbon, 46-10-X,
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The Ottomans also sent an order to Kurdish emirs and aghas to move into
Safavid territories, occupy their cities and kill all the ‘heretics’ (miilhid) in the
area (Uzungarsil, 1995: 3/57-8). Hiisrev Pasha, the governor of Van, is said to
have armed the Kurdish tribes and the emir of Hakkari with a promise of land
and hereditary rights, with the condition that they seize the region of Salmas
(Matthee, 2014: 15). A joint Ottoman-Kurdish force later attacked the Qizilbash
forces in Toprakkale-Urmiya and occupied the area. Proxy wars between the
two empires were carried out through Kurdish forces. The Ottomans kept
denying responsibility and blamed the Kurds for disturbances in the frontier
area. In 1585, the Ottomans eventually occupied Tabriz and large swathes of
Iran’s most productive territories in the empire’s north-west regions. The
Iranians mounted a counter-offensive after one and a half-decade later and
regained these lands. The decades-long conflict in the vicinity of Kurdish
territories drained resources and caused tremendous economic instability
with a number of forced population deportations in Azerbaijan and Shirvan
(Matthee, 2014: 2). Several factors underlie the Ottoman decision of war. One is
its religious ideology vilifying the Safavids as ‘heretics worthy of death’
(Matthee, 2014: 19).> Considering the weakness of the Safavids and Ottoman
military superiority it seems the latter calculated its military strategy very well.
The Kurdish tribes played an undeniable and active role in the planning,
outbreak and course of the war. The Kurdish lords and tribes who supported
the Ottomans had an interest in it. In the words of Murphey, the Kurdish lords
and tribes retained ‘sufficient fluidity and dynamism to defend their own
interests and in exceptional circumstances, especially during wartime, even
to extend their sphere of independent action and influence within those states’
instead of remaining as “participants in and contributors to the fixed agendas set
by their respective imperial “masters”™ (Murphey, 2003: 151).

The Seventeenth Century: From Agents to Partners
of the Empire

In 1603, Iranian lands once again became the battleground between the two
empires and this resulted in the recapture of Tabriz by the Safavids. Shah
Abbas I and his Ottoman counterpart Sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603-17) along with
the sultan’s successors re-established the loyalty of the tribes on the frontier.

‘Relazione delle successi della Guerra fra il Turco e Persiano all anno 1577 al 1587, fols.
200V—300, in Matthee, 2014: 12).

* For a discussion on religious elements in the wars between the Ottomans and the
Safavids, see Hess (2013: 199—204).
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In contrast to the sixteenth century, the earlier Kurdish policy of the Ottoman
Empire to ‘unite and rule’ forced to change into ‘divide and rule’ (divide et
impera) because of the competition with the Safavids for the control of
Azerbaijan. At the same time, the tribes saw this competition as an oppor-
tunity offered by ‘the complex matrix of fluid borders, changing alliances and
the heightened strategic importance that their own native and patrimonial
homelands now possessed in the wartime context to renegotiate and redefine
the terms of their clientship, loyalty and dependence in relation to their
respective nominal overlords both sultan and shah’ (Murphey, 2003: 152).

Despite the autonomous and hereditary status of Kurdish hiikiimets, their
influence on the frontier remained local and they were not appreciated much
by the Ottoman centre for their patrolling and defending the eastern frontier.
Neither the Ottomans nor the Kurdish lords and their tribes sought a fuller
integration between them. As the Ottoman documents of appointment and
investiture during this period formulate, the Kurdish emirates were
mefriiz-iil-kalem ve maktii’-iil-kadem (separated from the pen [of revenue asses-
sors] and cut off from the feet [of the inspectors]). This formulation denoted
their autonomous status with no tax obligation and free of inspection (Ayn-1
Ali Efendi, 1280/1863-1864: 30). Their co-operation with the Ottomans during
wartime gave the Kurdish lords the prestige they sought and put them on
equal terms with accompanying Ottoman provincial officials. They projected
more power during military activities in their territories than in times of
a lack of conflict. They served as scouts during the war. They were informa-
tion collectors and intelligence agents, establishing links between the
Ottomans and various anti-Safavid allies (Murphey, 2003: 154-5). In times of
crises with Georgian princes, for example, the Ottomans would rely mostly
on Kurdish emirs of the Azerbaijani-Caucasian frontier to supply them with
reliable information. The Ottomans made explicit their unreserved confi-
dence in the permanence and sustainability of good relations with Kurdish
rulers because the empire needed stability and predictability in a frontier
where the population easily shifted allegiances (Feridiin Ahmed Bey, 1858:
2/221).

The Ottomans relied on the Kurdish leaders to the extent of even employ-
ing them as peace negotiators with the Safavids. For example, in 1604, the
Ottoman commander Cagaloglu Sinan Pasha delegated Siileyman Beg,
a Mahmudi and the ruler of Hosab, to put forward his proposal for peace
with the Safavids (Eskandar Beg, 1978: 857). The leaders of the Mahmudi
tribal confederation were able to carry this and other roles owing to their
cross-border relations with members of the same or affiliated tribes. Once the
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shah became aware of anti-Safavid coalition among the Mahmudi Kurds, he
took immediate steps to relocate them to other less militarily active parts of
the frontier (Eskandar Beg, 1978: 878). The case of the Mahmudis demon-
strates that both empires often targeted semi-subordinate tribal groups and
attempted to make them clients. They also tried to divert the loyalty of
subordinate groups under the allegiance of their enemy. To this end, Shah
Abbas I equalized the status of the Kurdish and Turkmen Qizilbash groups,
both of whom were indispensable in the defence of the frontier (Murphey,
2003: 158—9).

During the seventeenth century, the Safavids preferred to be heavy-
handed on the non-co-operative elements among the Kurdish tribes in
western Iran. Abbas I was faced with the dilemma of choosing between
maintaining a workable balance between the Kurds and the Turkmens or
suppressing semi-subordinate Kurdish groups. The shah opted for the second
option in the case of Emir Khan, the leader of Bradost, who built the fortress
of Dimdim near the western shores of Lake Urmiya and rebelled against him.
Emir Khan surrendered his fortress after three months of siege by the Safavid
forces between November 1609 and February 1610. In the end, those who
voluntarily surrendered were indiscriminately massacred along with the
rebels who did not lay down their arms as such (Eskandar Beg, 1978:
998-1002).%>* Fifteen years after the Dimdim massacre, Sir Beg of Mukri
revolted in a similar fashion, marched on Maragheh and plundered the
inhabitants. A punitive expedition was sent over his capital, Gavdal, by the
shah. However, Sir Beg was able to save himself when he fled into the
mountains (Eskandar Beg, 1978: 1253).

For the rest of the seventeenth century, the Safavids saw Kurdish lands as
alien and treacherous. Contrary to the Safavids, the Ottomans pursued
a longer-term strategy to win the support and loyalty of the tribes through
investitures and concessions. The policy aimed at creating robust, steady and
self-sufficient allies in the border regions who could react against sudden
attacks when Ottoman forces were not on the ground. Mir Seref, the
hereditary ruler of Cezire, was delegated with a special position and extensive
cross-clan authority during the early seventeenth-century Ottoman-Safavid
wars. The Ottomans would not have been able to overcome the Safavid

** Kurdish literature is rich in the battle scenes of Dimdim. The Kurds treated the conflict
as a struggle against the foreign domination and in their ballads portrayed the mas-
sacred people as martyrs (sehid) in a holy war (gaza) (Hassanpour, 1995: 404-5). For
ballads with musical notation and short stories on the battle, see Dzhalilov (1967: 526,
37-9, 206).
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threat without the collaboration of local rulers like Mir Seref. Kurdish rulers
gained further power by exploiting their new positions to the point to co-opt
the Ottomans into serving their purposes (Na‘imd Mustafa Efendi,

1281/1864-1865: 2/17).%

For instance, the governor of Diyarbekir, Nasuh
Pasha, who was also the son-in-law of Mir Seref Pasha, wanted to put an
end to a rebellion in Baghdad in 1606. Mir Seref diverted Nasuh Pasha’s
attention at the close of campaigning season to a project to expand his own
territory and persuaded him to attack the stronghold of Kurd Ali, a leader of
the Asti tribe. A prolonged siege of four months proved to be fruitless and the
campaign on the Iraqi front was postponed to the following year.

The Kurdish tribal forces became indispensable for providing some of the
basic services in the areas of army transportation and logistical support. The
supply lines of the Ottoman army extended beyond the imperial menzilhdne
(post stations) network confined to the core provinces of the empire thanks
to these tribal forces. According to Aziz Efendi, Kurdish forces constituted
a military force of 50,000 to 60,000 soldiers during this period.** After the
Ottomans recaptured Baghdad in 1638, the tribes were encouraged to extend
their sphere of influence and build cross-border bonds with their tribal
brethren in Safavid territories (Murphey, 2003: 162-3).” Furthermore, in the
absence of Ottoman commanders or pashas to lead their forces, tribal
commanders assumed leadership positions in their own particular sectors
of the wider frontier. When several fronts had been opened on the eastern
frontier in 1627, the leadership for the battle in southern Kurdistan was
assigned to the chief of the Mukri confederation, Mira Beg (Kitib Celebi,
1287/1870: 2/96—7).%° In such cases, the usual order of superiority was tem-
porarily reversed and the hierarchical distinction between the overlord and
vassal was blurred. Besides, the Ottomans during this period could not rely
on the central treasury as they did in the sixteenth century. Therefore,
Kurdish tribes had to share the cost of wars despite their tax privileges.
Such shared responsibility and burden redistribution during the war gave
the opportunity to Kurdish lords to redefine their role and status. These emirs

v
&

Topgular Katibi, Tevdrih-i Al-i Osmdn, fol. 241b—242b, 265a, Vienna: Osterreichische
Nationalbibliothek Ms, Mxt 130, in Murphey (2003: 162).

Aziz Efendi notes that after the provincial governors corrupted and started to extort
money from the Kurdish begs, their forces shrank substantially to a mere 600 or 700 men
at the beginning of 1630 (Aziz Efendi, 1985: 14-15).

Before Baghdad was permanently taken under control, the Ottomans used eastern
Anatolia and the province of Mosul as the centres of military mobilization against the
Safavids.

Aziz Efendi, too, in his report tries to draw the sultan’s attention to the campaigns that
took place under the command of Kurdish begs (Aziz Efendi, 1985: 14).

©
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obtained further immunity against the encroachment of state authority in
their lands and ‘extended regional authority and a re-confirmation and of
long-standing autonomous control within their own patrimonial lands desig-
nated as hukumets’ (Murphey, 2003: 167).

After the two sides agreed to sign the Treaty of Zuhab (better known in
Turkish historiography as Kasr-1 Sirin, 1639), which reaffirmed the essential
elements of the treaty of Amasya that was ratified more than eighty years
before, the Ottoman authority in eastern Anatolia slowly eroded.” The
Kurdish territories on the Iranian side were faced with a similar fate once
the weakening Safavid dynasty could not stand strong in the region after
the second half of the seventeenth century and ultimately lost control in the
eighteenth century when Iran plunged into anarchy because of political
weakness. The long-enduring Ottoman-Safavid conflict eventually created
a suitable environment for the autonomous status of Kurdish emirs who
became part of a buffer zone, which afterwards was left almost untouched.®®
Neither side was able to dominate in Kurdistan. As a result, the Kurdish lords
were able to turn this stalemate to their own advantage.

Aziz Efendi suggested that the eastern frontier significantly declined due to
the rapacious attitude and their continual intervention into the family affairs
of the Kurdish emirates. He stated that the beylerbeyi’s interference into the
autonomy of the Kurdish begs caused the decline. The beylerbeyi collected
huge sums of money from Kurdish begs despite their exemption from finan-
cial obligations. The only solution to improve the military situation in the
east, Aziz Efendi suggested, was to give their hereditary privileges of tenure
and protect them against financial demands by provincial governments.
‘Kurdish warriors” would once again be able to ‘put to use the sharpest
swords’ and ‘bring about many conspicuous victories on behalf of the
imperial throne’ (Aziz Efendi, 1985: 14-17).%

The control of the central government in Diyarbekir became weaker in
the second half of the seventeenth century as only nine ordinary sancaks, out
of the eighteen which were registered in the sixteenth century, remained.

¥ For more details on the agreement, see Na‘ima Mustafa Efendi (1281/1864-1865:
3/ 406-10).

Evliya Celebi, who passed through the region in the mid-seventeenth century, refers to
Kurdistan as a ‘stronghold’ (sedd-i sedid) (Evliya Celebi, 2005: 4/219a).

Aziz Efendi adds that the Ottomans were in ‘debt’ to the Kurdish begs for the services
they provided on the frontier. He therefore suggests, ‘no one shall, in contradiction to
that judicial decree, request a single akca or a single kernel [of grain] from the Kurdish
commanders’ (Aziz Efendi, 198s5: 17). For the administrative organization of the prov-
ince of Diyarbekir in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, see van Bruinessen (1988:
13—28).
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Nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes in the province remained marginal within
the political structures of the Kurdish principalities. These tribes were not
integrated into any administrative units and their classification as sancak was
merely for fiscal purposes as the Ottoman tax agents wanted to collect taxes
before they took the journey to their summer pastures.** By the mid-
eighteenth century, the tribal population of Diyarbekir decreased further.
Princely emirs like those in Bitlis, Hakkari, Amediye, Baban and Soran were
based more on tribal lineages and they received their power from tribal
confederates. Some of these confederates, like the Heyderan and Boz Ulus,
broke up. The Ottomans bolstered these newly born tribes so as to recruit
them into the military, by distributing fiefs and grazing grounds among them.
Such redistributions caused further political conflict inside the Hakkari and
Bitlis emirates. Kurdish rulers in these emirates had limited power on tribes
and were sometimes challenged by their chieftains. This situation forced
them to establish their legitimacy and claim to power with imperial support.
Therefore, they needed the sultan to back their rule (Fuccaro, 2012: 243).

The emirates and tribes kept changing sides and sometimes expanded their
borders. Eventually, the frontier became harder to control or navigate on the
Ottoman and the Safavid side. This situation is clearly visible in the maps in
Katib Celebi’s seventeenth-century geographical account Cihanniima, which
details Anatolia but the Kurdistan region is left blank despite the author’s
knowledge of the region. In the text, he provides some details on the region.
He gives a description of towns and cities like Van, Adilcevaz, Bitlis, Mus,
Mosul, Hakkari, Siirt and Diyarbekir. He defines Cezire as the centre of
Kurdistan and emphasizes the Sunniness of the Kurdish population (Katib
Celebi, 2007: 1/448-50).*

Evliya Celebi, an Ottoman traveller who spent some time throughout
Kurdistan in the second half of the seventeenth century, presents more details
on the geography, politics, people and culture of the region. When he visited
Kurdistan, he found some politically stable administrations. During his visit,
almost all Kurdish principalities were based in towns like Bitlis, Amediye,
Cezire, Hisnkeyfa and Colemerg.** He spent most of his time in Bitlis, and
thus presents it as the most important emirate among all the others. He gives

4 A new study on the political economy of Kurdistan shows that the power of beylerbeyi
increased and the autonomy of Kurdish rulers eroded in Diyarbekir during the seven-
teenth century (Yadirgi, 2017: 75-6).

* For more discussion on Katib Celebi’s perception of Kurdistan, see Atmaca (2018: 82—4).
See also my forthcoming work (Atmaca, 202r1).

“* By the end of the seventeenth century, Naima imagined the ‘domains of Kurdistan’
(memdlik-i Kiirdistan) as a region larger than that described by Evliyd Celebi, by
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some details about southern Kurdistan, especially the province of Shahrizor,
centred in Kirkuk. He finds the province with eighteen ordinary sancaks and
two fully autonomous Kurdish districts, Gaziyan and Mehrevan. During the
war with Iran, he claims, Shahrizor could put out an army of 30,000 men.*
He adds the emirates of Harir, Ardalan and Soran to the autonomous Kurdish
entities classified under the province of Shahrizor, but does not provide any
detail about them. He calls Bahdinan with its capital, Amediye, as the most
autonomous and powerful of all Kurdish emirates. The emirate was divided
among several districts and appointments to rule these districts were made by
Emir Seyyid Han, not by the governor of Baghdad. The emir would partake
in the military campaigns against the Safavids with his own army of 40,000
men, standing beside the army of Shahrizor. Both armies would constitute
the front guard.*

The Eighteenth and First Half of the Nineteenth
Centuries: From Imperial to Regional Alliance

From the 1639 Treaty of Zuhab until the 1720s, no significant conflict took place
between the Ottomans and the Safavids. During this period, the Ottomans
mostly focused on wars in the Balkans and rebellions inside of the empire.
Istanbul sought the help of the Kurdish forces usually during a revolt in the
Caucasus, Azerbaijan or Iraq. For instance, the emir of Bahdinan sent his uncle
Kubad Beg, with a military force of 16,000 men, to join an Ottoman campaign
to suppress an uprising in Basra in 1700 (Saadi, 2017: 83).

The Safavids went through a period of relative decline during this period.
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, before the Safavid shahs were
replaced by Nader Shah (1736—47), the founder of the Afsharid dynasty, the
Ottomans wanted to occupy western Iran. They sent Diirri Ahmed Efendi to
Iran to assess the military condition of the Safavids. After he completed his
journey at the end of 1721, he prepared a detailed report about the Safavid

including Erzurum and Ruha (Urfa). He also recorded the Kurdish population in Sivas
(Na'ilma Mustafa Efendi, 2007: 2/550, 899).

It seems that Evliya Celebi exaggerated the number of soldiers, which he substantiated
without any evidence (Evliya Celebi, 2005: 4/372b).

‘Imadiyye diyar-1 Kiirdistan'da ulu hitkimetdir . .. eyaletinde asla timar u ze"dmet ve
alaybegi ve ceribagi ve serdar u dizdar ve kethudayeri hakimleri yokdur. Ciimleten
melik kendiisii hakim-i diinyadir’ (Amediye is an almighty rule in the realm of
Kurdistan ... in its province there is no fiefdom or vassalage and no officer, com-
mander, castle warden or rulers of stewardship. The king all by himself is the ruler of
the land.) (Evliyd Celebi, 2005: 4/377b). More details on the Bahdinan emirate are
available in Saadi (2017), al-Damal{ji (1952), al-'Abbasi (1969) and al-*Azzaw1l (1949).
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court, their military forces and the society (Diirri Ahmed Efendi, 1820). Once
Sultan Ahmed III and his grand vizier, Damad [brahim, read the report, they
decided that conditions were ripe for declaring war on Iran. The wars were
waged from three fronts: the Caucasus, Azerbaijan and Iraq. Led by the
governor of Baghdad, Ahmed Pasha, the Ottoman army marched from the
Iraqi front and occupied Kermanshah. In order to expand the eastern frontier
further, the Ottomans relied on the Kurdish forces led by the leader of the
Baban emirate, Han Ahmed Pasha (Zeki, 1939: 54-5). The Ottomans, there-
fore, succeeded in occupying Hamadan in July 1731. After Nader Shah took
over Isfahan and replaced the shah with his eight-month-old son in
August 1732, he reclaimed the territories lost to the Ottomans and declared
war on Baghdad. The Ottomans came out of this second war victorious as
well (Vak’aniivis Subhi Mehmed Efendi, 2007: 102-3, 188-92).

In 1736, Nader Shah had usurped the throne of the Safavids and intensified
his irredentist policy towards the west as much as the east of Iran. From the
beginning of his rule until his death in June 1747, he waged a series of wars
against the Ottomans.” During these wars, some of the territories that
belonged to the Kurdish emirs changed hands several times. Among those
lands, the emirate of Ardalan was occupied by the Ottomans and the
Afsharids more than any other. Besides these states, the Mukri, Baban and
Shahrizor emirates also invaded territories of Ardalanis (Sawaqgeb and
Muzaffari, 1393/2015: 97-120).

The Ottomans must have been planning to remain in Iranian Kurdistan for
a while as they prepared land registers for Ardalan together with Luristan,
Kermanshah, Urmiya, Mahabad, Sawujbulagh, Khoy and Maku in the late
17208 (Ozgiidenli, 2003: 87-93; Uzungarsili, 1995: 4/180-2, 193). The Ottomans
organized Ardalan, Kermanshah and Hamadan as eyalets. According to this
new organization, Ardalan was planned as the largest province divided into
seven districts (liva or sancak).® Despite planning and registration, the
Ottomans decided to sign a peace agreement with Iran in February 1732 and
retreated from most of Iranian Kurdistan, including Ardalan (Uzungarsili, 199s:
4/222). The Kurdistan region and Mosul suffered continuous blows as a result
of Nader Shah’s campaigns. Just before he died, a peace agreement confirmed
the 1639 borders between the Ottomans and the Afsharids. The periods of

* On wars and peace agreements between the Afsharids and the Ottomans, see Tucker
(1996: 16-37) and Olson (2017).

Sinne (Sanandaj), Mihreban (Meriwan), Evruman (Awraman), Cevanrud (Javanrud),
Bane (Baneh), Sakiz (Saqqez) and Afsar were organized as liva under the province of
Ardalan (Tahrir Defteri (TD), no. 1066 (c. 1726-27), in Ozgiidenli, 2003: 90-2).
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peace, however, did not endure, on the whole, for a long time (Fattah and
Caso, 2000: 126).

Karim Khan Zand came to the throne immediately after Nader Shah’s
assassination. He largely settled down Iran and started a military campaign
targeting Ardalan territories before the winter of 1749. The Kurdish emir,
Hasan Ali, was ill-prepared and tried to solve the crisis through diplomacy.
He failed to convince Karim Khan. His capital, Sanandaj, was sacked and
burned by the Iranian army (Perry, 2006: 25, 102—3). Kurdish rulers were never
given high positions as governor-general in the administrative division of the
Zand dynasty. The hereditary posts were subject to royal ratification and
Karim Khan did not necessarily confirm as rulers those who were waiting in
line to take the rule in their hereditary lands.

The rivalry between Ardalan under the rule of the Zandis and the Baban
emirate (corresponding to present-day Sulaimaniya in Iraq and its sur-
rounding), which was part of Ottoman Baghdad, provided the pretext
for new interferences. Both emirates had ‘traditional east-west ties of
culture and kinship, which were bisected by the north-south frontier’
between the realms formally under the rule of the Ottoman and Iranian
dynasties, respectively (Perry, 2006: 103). The Ardalan—Baban rivalry would
dominate the political scene of Kurdistan until the first quarter of the
nineteenth century. Therefore, the Kurdish centre of power started to
move down further to the south of Lake Van and the north of Iraq.”
Similar to the late sixteenth century, the Ottomans and Iranians waged
periodic proxy wars through these two emirates. At the beginning of the
conflict, Hasan Ali Khan had to withdraw to Sanandaj against an assault by
the ruler of Baban, Salim Pasha. Despite the collaboration of the emirates
of Baban and Ardalan with the Qajar contender against Karim Khan, the
latter’s victories left them with no choice but to transfer their allegiance to
the Zandis. The Babans had fallen increasingly under the influence of their
rival Kurdish emirs, the Ardalanis, until 1774. The governor of Baghdad,
Omer Pasha, finally decided to reverse this situation and replaced the ruler
of the emirate with another family member. A joint Zandi-Kurdish force
was sent over Baghdad to reimpose Iran’s rule in the Baban emirate but
failed to accomplish the mission. During the following year, Karim Khan
opened up a new offensive on two fronts, the Shatt al-Arab and Baban
territories. Three-pronged attacks by the Zandi army resulted in the defeat

% On the rivalry and the rise of the Babans in Kurdistan in the eighteenth and the
nineteenth centuries, see the first chapter in Atmaca (2013). On the oscillation of
political power among the Kurdish emirates, see my forthcoming work (Atmaca, 2021).
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of the Ottoman-Baban forces. The status quo in the Kurdish emirate was
reinstated (Perry, 2006: 75, 78-9).

During this period, local notables in Ottoman Iraq became quasi-
independent to such an extent that the governors, who were sent from
Istanbul to Baghdad and Mosul, remained symbolic. From 1750 to 1831, the
dynasty of the Mamluks (‘owned’ or ‘slave’), who would come from
Georgia as Christian slaves and be converted to Islam, ruled Baghdad,
then Basra and later extended their sphere of influence in Mosul. The
Mamluks forged a close alliance with the Babans. The Baban emirate
provided a significant proportion of Baghdad’s budget. During the first
decade of the nineteenth century, the Baban emirate under the rule of
Abdurrahman Pasha (r. 1789-1813) became more powerful than the
Mamluks in Baghdad and other Kurdish emirs in Ottoman Kurdistan.
Abdurrahman was called a ‘kingmaker” because of his role in the appoint-
ment of Mamluk leaders to the head of Baghdad (Longrigg, 1925: 226, 231-2).
He even asked the sultan to bestow upon him the province of Baghdad. In
return, he would suppress the Wahhabi rebellions in Iraq and reinstate the
Ottoman rule in Aleppo, Diyarbekir, Rakka and some other provinces that
the rebels attacked. He also offered to pay annually 30,000 piasters as tax, an
amount more than the Mamluks paid.** Abdurrahman attacked Baghdad,
Kirkuk, Sanandaj and Koy Sanjaq, and expanded, at the expense of other
Kurdish emirates, the boundaries of his emirate to the north and east
(Atmaca, 2013: 53).

Abdurrahman used the rivalry between the Ottomans and the newly
emerging Qajar dynasty (1794-1925) in Iran. In times of conflict with
Mamluk governors, he would seek help from Fath Ali Shah (1797-1834),
the second Qajar ruler. After losing a war against the governor of Baghdad,
Ali Pasha, he sought refuge in Iran. Fath Ali received him well and later
pressured Ali Pasha to reappoint Abdurrahman to the leadership of the Baban
emirate.*” Instead of occupying Ottoman lands, Fath Ali decided to maintain
close relations with the emir in order to interfere in the internal affairs of
Baghdad. On the other hand, the pasha utilized the political turmoil between
the two states. Abdurrahman switched several times his loyalty between the
two powers to ensure his political survival. The Ottomans considered the
Baban territories (called ‘Kiirdistan’ in the official correspondence) as

4 BOA, Hatt-1 Humayun (HAT), 20880-F (17 Rebiiildhir 1225/22 April 1810). For an
English translation of Abdurrahman Pasha’s letter to the grand vizier, Yusuf Pasha,
see Atmaca (2013: 55).

4 BOA, HAT, 20880-F.
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a gateway to Iraq and larger lands of the empire.®® Hence, the Porte con-
sidered Abdurrahman’s position very critical to the safety of its eastern
frontier. The Ottomans expressed concern about Abdurrahman due to his
close relations with the shah and Iranian governor in Kermanshah.

Qajar shahs were frequently involved in the internal affairs of Ottoman
Kurdistan until the mid-nineteenth century. Such interferences often resulted
in conflict between the Ottoman Empire and Iran. Two conflicts, one in the
early 1820s and the other in the early 1840s, resulted in two agreements signed
in Erzurum. The first treaty was signed in 1823. As part of the treaty, Iran
agreed not to interfere in the politics of Ottoman Kurdistan. The Ottomans
did not want the Baban ruler to get involved in the peace negotiations since
the Porte considered the Babans as a ‘bond between two states and having no
concern with the war’. Therefore, the report concluded, the issue of the
Baban emirate should be ‘left out of peace terms’.”" The treaty did not stop
Iran exercising influence through the emir. This led to further clashes and
culminated in the second treaty of Erzurum in early 1847. One of the major
topics of negotiation was the status of Sulaimaniya, the capital of the Baban
emirate, and some of the Kurdish lands on the frontier. The Iranian delegate
claimed some of the districts in Van, Bayezid and Sulaimaniya. When the
Ottomans did not accept such demands, Iran offered to act together in the
appointment of the Baban rulers and to receive dues from the tribes of the
emirate for the usage of summer camps on the Iranian side. The Ottomans
rejected these requests altogether and in contrast to the previous treaty, this
time they made sure that the Baban territories would be recognized as part of
the empire (Ates, 2013: 92; Aykun, 1995: 30—41). Following the 1847 treaty, the
Ottomans replaced the Baban ruler with a new administrator of its choice.
This ended Iran’s plan to claim the emirate.

Conclusion

Both states removed the Kurdish notables from their position and incorpor-
ated their lands into the central administration with the 1847 treaty. To this
end, the Ottomans waged a decade-long war against the Kurdish nobility in

*° A report on Abdurrahman Pasha and Baban territories, prepared by the governor of
Baghdad, Ali Pasha, states ‘Kurdistan [means acquisition] of Iraq and Iraq means
acquisition of all Anatolia (Kiirdistan Irak’in ve Irak ciimle Anadolu’nun ittihdz: oldugu).”
BOA, HAT, 6671-B (undated — probably May or June 1806).

' BOA, HAT, 37113-S (29 Zilhicce 1239/25 August 1824). For more details on both treaties,
see Masters (1991: 3-15) and Aykun (1995).
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the Bohtan, Soran, Baban, Bahdinan, Hakkari and Miikiis emirates. The
Ottomans eventually defeated them and appointed administrators from the
centre. Two decades later, Iran followed suit. Iran removed the last members
of the Ardalan dynasty from Sanandaj. Despite delimited borders and an
altered political system in Kurdistan, the Kurdish tribes continued to have
close relations with their brethren on the other side of the border.”* The
Sunni Kurds under Iranian authority continued to be influenced by the
Ottomans’ pan-Islamism propaganda in the second half of the nineteenth
century, while Iran kept close relations with the aghas and members of their
tribes, which were divided by new borders (Harris, 1896: 285-7).

After the second treaty of Erzurum was signed, the Ottomans and the
Iranians avoided any major war. Iran no longer posed a military and ideo-
logical threat to the Ottoman Empire. However, low-intensity violence
continued in the following decades. Kurdistan remained politically frag-
mented because of its geography, the sporadic feuds caused by Kurdish tribes
and the ever-changing administrative and political rearrangements in Kurdish
territories in both states. The boundaries were roughly established and the
border disputes caused only minor modifications in the following period.
Kurdish lands remained a ‘buffer zone” between the two states until the mid-
nineteenth century when finally a borderline was drawn with the help of an
international commission. Despite the Ottomans’ intention of turning the
eastern frontier into a borderland, Kurdish territories remained as a ‘fluid
zone of passage, warfare and imperial administration, an area of economic
and cultural exchange with a harsh natural environment’ (Fuccaro, 2012: 237).

From the arrival of the Ottomans and the Safavids to Kurdistan until the
removal of the Kurdish emirates in the mid-nineteenth century, the Kurdish
nobility was actively involved in regional and trans-border politics. Tools of
power politics varied from time to time but remained mainly the same in
essence. The Kurdish lords sometimes used the least resources to achieve the
most gains and at other times, they employed all their men and financial
means if they saw clear victory in the conflict. Their ‘advantageous’ position
turned into a ‘disadvantageous’ one during the two treaties of Erzurum. As
a result of these treaties, the Ottomans, for the first time, recognized Iran as
a separate nation from the rest of the Muslim world. This meant that the
Ottomans considered Iran as their equals in terms of sovereignty. The shift in
Ottoman politics reshaped diplomatic relations with Iran. This had some

>* For the centralization of Kurdish emirates and its consequences, see Atmaca (2019:
519-39).
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permanent consequences on Kurdish political entities. In the end, both states
decided to move together against the Kurdish rulers. Only then were they
able to bring about the demise of the Kurdish emirates.
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3
The End of Kurdish Autonomy
The Destruction of the Kurdish Emirates in the Ottoman
Empire

SABRI ATES

The long nineteenth century started with ominous signs for the Ottoman
Empire and with it the Kurdish emirates. Alarmed by Napoleon Bonaparte’s
short foray into Egypt, its losses against the Russians, the outbreak of the
Serbian and Greek uprisings and various local revolts led by provincial
strongmen (ayan), Istanbul settled on a course of administrative reorganiza-
tion and centralization that could not tolerate indirect forms of administra-
tion. One of the longest surviving forms of local, indirect administration that
actually predated the Ottomans was the Kurdish emirates. In most parts of
the empire, the Ottomans, like the European governments, for example,
relied on a system of indirect rule whereby the local magnates recognized the
ruler’s suzerainty. Those magnates ‘collaborated with the government with-
out becoming officials in any strong sense of the term, had some access to
government-backed force, and exercised wide discretion within their own
territories’ (Tilly, 1985: 170). The rise of the modern state and its institutions
diminished the need for what might be called a symbiosis with the peripheral
power holders. This practice of ending local autonomies, whereby central
states abandoned their ‘confederal organization” during widespread civil
wars, allowed them to replace decentralized structures of politics with
administratively and territorially cohesive regimes (Maier, 2006: 43)." In
Ottoman Kurdistan, the process of centralization was made possible by
a parallel development: the formation of the Ottoman-Iranian boundaries
and the permanent division of Kurdistan that had been evolving for quite
some time. The elimination of Kurdish dynasts, who hitherto held power at

1 For socio-organizational changes of the Ottoman ancien régime in the premodern period
with a particular attention to Iran, cartography and the borderlands, see Salzmann, 2004.
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the borderland, facilitated the making of the boundary even though it facili-
tated their elimination.

The hereditary Kurdish dynasties made their first appearance in Ottoman
history the moment the empire expanded into Kurdistan to take advantage of
post-Akkoyunlu disintegration and prevent the expansion of the nascent
Safavid state. The deal they struck with Sultan Selim I, with some changes,
lasted until the early nineteenth century. It is to be noted that the Kurdish
dynasts did not originate with the order of Selim I; they were already there
and made a mutual pact with the sultan. The symbiotic and flexible relation-
ship between Istanbul and the Kurdish aristocracy was mutually beneficial.
The geographic distance from the imperial capital, the limits of transporta-
tion technology, the difficulty of penetrating the ragged topography of
Kurdistan, the pre-existing administrative structures and military power of
the Kurdish dynasties and the rise of the Safavid state and the Anatolian
masses that were sympathetic to the Safavids provided an opportunity for the
parties to enter into an alliance.

Indeed, as Suleiman the Magnificent himself came to note, the Kurdish
principalities formed a crucial buffer zone between the Ottoman Empire and
Safavid Iran (Aziz Efendi, 1985: 14). It could be argued that it was mostly due
to this buffer that the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire, and by extension
modern Turkey, started at the Zagros Mountains and not somewhere in
Central Anatolia where the Turkish masses were sympathetic to the Safavids.
Despite their significant autonomy, except the Babans, the Ottoman Kurdish
nobility did not control wholesale provinces that were under the authority of
the Ottoman governor-generals. Due mostly to the zeal of the governors to
extend their authority and extract more resources, and abetted by interfamily
and inter-emirate rivalries, the Kurdish nobility increasingly lost to the
governors. Still, despite the overall control of the Ottoman state, the stronger
Kurdish emirates remained in almost complete control of their own internal
affairs up to the early nineteenth century (Mehmed, 1997: 241).

In the early nineteenth century, the Ottoman state began a reform and
centralization process that would thereafter evolve into what would be called
the Tanzimat period. Istanbul’s relentless drive for centralization effectively
started with Mahmud II’s (r. 1808-39) ascension to the throne. Set out to
eliminate the indirect rule of the local elite throughout the empire with the
direct rule of the centrally appointed bureaucrats, change landholding pat-
terns, introduce new taxes and enforce conscription, the Ottoman state
pressed hard to eliminate any local contenders in front of its drive to bring
uniformity to its governmental structure. As Nilay 0. Giindogan noted, with
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an eye to the confiscation and division of the lands of the Kurdish emirs and
transferring their revenues directly to the treasury, and standardizing the land
tenure system, Istanbul developed strategies from negotiation and incorpor-
ation of former beys as salaried administrators (mudir of nahiye or kaimma-
kam of a kaza), to outright violent suppression of the remnants of the Kurdish
rule (Giindogan, 2014: 160-75). However, the main goal of the Tanzimat state
was to break the autonomy of the Kurdish aristocracy by confiscating the
base of their power, land (Glindogan, 2014: 164).

The fundamental change came to Kurdistan with the governor of Egypt
Mehmed Ali Pasha’s challenge to the Ottoman sultan. As it is well known, it
was only with the help of the British and the Russians that Istanbul was able
to overcome this most serious threat to the Ottoman throne. Appointing
Mehmed Ali the hereditary governor of Egypt and hence officially recog-
nizing what could possibly be considered the second Kurdish dynasty of
Egypt (after the Ayyubids), Istanbul turned against the other hereditary
Kurdish aristocrats.” In the meantime, as a result of their increasingly tense
competition over the Baban principality and the migration of tribes like
Zilan to the Ottoman side, the Ottomans and Iranians were on the brink of
another war. As the tension increased, Britain and Russia intervened and
persuaded the parties to withdraw their troops and agree to resolve their
differences, especially the disputes over the frontier, through an inter-
national conference. Six months later, in mid-May 1843, Russian, British,
Ottoman and Iranian diplomats started deliberating on and negotiating the
limits of the Ottoman Empire and Qajar Iran. Great Powers’ intervention in
the Egyptian crisis, and their mediation in the Ottoman-Iranian frontier
dispute, thus, facilitated Istanbul’s efforts to increase its capacity where it
was markedly low: Kurdistan.

2 Mehmed Ali Pasha, known as Kavalali, and Albanian, is most possibly of Kurdish origin.
Based on an interview with Prince Abbas Hilmi, the eminent Egyptian historian Afaf
Lutfi al-Sayyid Marsot notes that “While historians have described them as being of
Albanian origin, a family tradition believes that they might have been of Kurdish stock,
and came from a village, Ilic, in eastern Anatolia where they were horse traders’ (al-
Sayyid Marsot, 1984: 25). Similarly, premier Turkish republican historian Enver Ziya
Karal, without mentioning Mehmed Ali’s ethnic origin, maintains that he was born in
Kavala, but historians mistakenly assume that he is Albanian. A long time ago, his
ancestors moved from Arabkir (same region as Ilic), he notes (Karal, 1994: 125). It might
be due to this knowledge, for example, that at a much later date, Sherif Pasha’s (Baban)
wife, Emine Hamim, from the Khedival family, was active in ‘Kiird Kadinlar1 Teali
Cemiyeti’; and Kurdish tribes of Syria, like Kiki, and Kurdish notables of Damascus
maintained close connections with the Khedival family of Egypt (Henning, 2018: 400,
452). One hopes this topic will be further researched by historians.
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The First Phase of Kurdistan’s Pacification

Elimination of the Kurdish mirs started with Muhammad Pasha of
Rewanduz, or Miré Kor of Soran, who was aggressively expanding his
rule in southern Kurdistan. Ascending to rule the Soran emirate in 1814,
he forcefully subdued petty chiefs and the larger tribes of Khosnaw,
Shirwan, Surchi, Bradost and Mamesh, and seized the old centre of the
Soran emirate, the town of Harir, from the Babans. By 1831 he took over the
Bahdinan emirate of Imadiye (Amedi), which had been ruled by the same
family since the time of the Abbasids (Kinneir, 1813: 301). It was possibly
around this time that the viceroy of Baghdad acquiesced to Miré Kor’s
relentless push for power and granted him the title of pasha (miri miran, or
pasha of one tail), perhaps as a way of reining him in (Wood, 1966: 93).
However, Miré Kor’s sending of troops against Nisebin, Mardin and Cizre
where Mir Sévdin accepted to come under his authority, and his possible
contact with Mehmed Ali’s son Ibrahim Pasha in Syria, caused serious alarm
in Istanbul. He continued expanding his authority by occupying Akre and
expelling its ruler while massacring a considerable number of Yezidis of the
area in 1833.> The following year he extended his authority over Erbil,
Zakho, Duhok, Ranya and Altun Kopru. In the meantime, according to
some accounts, aside from minting coins in his name and gaining the
support of the ulema, he set up ‘plants for the manufacture of artillery,
shells, rifles, swords and military equipment. In the city itself, he established
a council, or diwan, which advised and assisted him’ (Eppel, 2008: 251).
Defeating an Ottoman force sent against him in 1834, he pushed into Iran.
His efforts to win over the Kurdish tribes on the Iranian side, attack on
Mergever and Urumieh in 1835, and getting Koi Sanjak from the hands of the
Babans inflamed the tensions with Iran.* Despite his establishing his author-
ity over most of southern Kurdistan, the harshness of his expansion, at
a moment of utter Baban decline, while bringing order, security and
prosperity to the area, caused various complaints (Fraser, 1840: 65-83).
The notables of Amedi, the begs of Bradost and Bervari, the chiefs of
Zibari and Mizuri and the mufti and sheikhs of Zakho and Akre sent
a letter to (Giircii) Resid Mehmed Pasha, the former grand vizier and
governor of Sivas, and the region’s supreme authority, complaining about
Miré Kor’s zulm, or oppression (Gencer, 2010: 16; Hakan, 2007: 68-74).

3 Mentioning Miré Kor’s harsh methods to establish order, Richard Wood notes that he
carried out a “War of extermination” against the Yezidi tribes (Wood, 1966: 94).
4 Wood to Ponsonby, 25 March 1837 (Wood, 1966: 118).
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Combined with some of the Kurdish mirs’ and beys’ ‘wait-and-see’
approach during the Russo—Ottoman War of 1828-9, such petitions might
have added fuel to Ottoman pashas’ desire to eliminate the Kurdish dynasts
(Aydin and Verheij, 2012: 31). By 1834, Istanbul had ordered the governors of
Baghdad and Mosul to join Resid Mehmed Pasha (now with supreme
authority as the governor of Diyarbekir, Raqqa, Keban and Ergani as well),
to help the punitive campaign against the Kurdish grandees and to reconquer
Kurdistan. As Ottoman authority was by and large nominal in most of
Kurdistan, Resid set out on a grand plan, including census, settlement of
itinerant populations, banning the production of gunpowder and erecting
stone buildings outside settlements lest they will be used as fortifications
(Gencer, 2010: 21-2). It appears that Emin Pasha of Mush and his brothers
ruling over Bitlis, Himis and Tekman also joined Resid (Brant and Glascott,
1840: 351). Co-operation of Emin Pasha and his brothers brought
a considerable part of northern Kurdistan under Resid’s authority. Resid’s
forces first carried out punitive expeditions against smaller local rulers of
Hazro, Hani, Ilicak and Silvan, who had been ruling their domains as privil-
eged hiikiimets for a considerable time. Burning their residences and exiling
these beys, the pasha’s forces then massacred the Yezidi Kurds of Shirvan in
Diyarbekir province, and in 1835 succeeded in wresting Mardin from the Milli
tribe (Aydin and Verheij, 2012: 31-2). Resid soon turned his attention to the
most powerful Kurdish grandee, Miré Kor, who through his co-operation
with the Zirki chiefs of the Diyarbekir area had extended his control up to the
Cizre and Mardin areas. Resid’s forces first occupied Zakho and Cizre
because Mir Sévdin, the miitesellim, was now under the authority of Miré
Kor. Sévdin took refuge in Baghdad. His cousin and rival Bedirxan withdrew
to the mountains north of Bohtan, but soon surrendered and was appointed
a binbagi (major) in the Ottoman army and miitesellim of Cizre in 1836 (Hakan,
2007: 80; Kardam, 2011: 76, 84-7).

To completely subjugate the ‘North of Kurdistan’, as the British diplomat
Richard Wood noted, Resid Pasha and Ince Bayraktarzade Mehmed Pasha
(the governor of Mosul) from the north and west, and Ali Pasha (the
governor of Baghdad) from the south and the flank advanced towards Miré
Kor, who in the summer of 1836 was still controlling the inaccessible castle of
Rewanduz, and the castles of Amedi, Erbil, Altun Kopri and Akre (Wood,
1966: 93—4). In the meantime, Tehran mobilized a considerable number of
troops at the border. Sending messengers to Miré Kor promising help, and
swindling large amounts of money with such promises, it was simultaneously
offering its help to Resid (Wood, 1966: 1045, 112). As Miré Kor was trying to
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gauge the sincerity of the Iranian offers of help, Ottoman troops captured
Erbil and Akre, approaching Rewanduz. Pressed by a combined force of over
25,000 better-equipped troops, and commanding only 8,000 troops, Miré Kor
entered into negotiations with the Ottoman commanders, asking to ‘remain
in quiet possession of Rewanduz . . . be spared the humiliation of going to the
Camp’ (Wood, 1966: 107, 119). Aware that Miré Kor might cross into Iran,
Resid dispatched an officer and some Kurdish ulema to renew his assurances
of protection with a ‘Muhurly Qur’an’, or a Qur’an bearing his seal, and
promised that he would be reinstalled. It appears that Miré Kor became
a victim of competition between the ambitious Ottoman pashas. Ali Pasha of
Baghdad, who strongly disagreed with Resid Pasha, was of the opinion that
conditions accorded to Miré Kor were of a degrading nature to the Porte and
as such inadmissible. Asking Resid to quit with his troops, he refused to deal
with Miré Kor. He issued his own orders, and thus nullified Resid Pasha’s
promises. Ali Pasha appointed Miré Kor’s uncle Baiz Pasha to the govern-
ment of Rewanduz while marching to Koi Sanjak to enforce his ‘hitherto
nominal authority’. Resid, on the other hand, in contravention to the
promises he made with the Muhurly Qur’an, seized on Miré Kor’s “person
and property” and sent them towards Constantinople, via Diyarbekir.’
James Baillie Fraser attributes Miré Kor’s capitulation to his unpopularity in
his conquered territories, the treachery of some of his officers and the unwill-
ingness of the Kurds to fight against the caliph sultan’s standard. Nonetheless,
his brother Rasul Beg resisted the Ottoman forces for twenty days at Amedi
castle, while Miré Kor was sent to Istanbul, where he spent several months. It
seems that he visited the armoury, learned about the British influence at the
court, was given a decoration or nigan and invited to selamlik — accompanying
the sultan in solemn procession to the Friday prayers. He was hoping to return
as the ruler of Kurdistan. British representatives, who might have accelerated
his end, were suggesting to the Ottoman authorities that Miré Kor be installed
as the governor of ‘the line of the Country of the Taurus running from
Erzroum southward to Sulaimaniyah’, because he alone, they thought, could
hold the region as a barrier against Persian and Russian encroachments; but
also because disorder followed Miré Kor's dismissal.” Despite his cordial
reception in Istanbul, on the return voyage, Miré Kor mysteriously disap-
peared. It is highly possible that he was murdered by the Ottoman authorities.
Nonetheless, his family, like several other Kurdish dynasties, much demoted,

5 Wood to Ponsonby, from Revandus Castle, 3 September 1836; from Mosul,
19 September 1836 (Wood, 1966: 105-9).
6 Wood to Ponsonby, 26 March 1837 (Wood, 1966: 117-18).
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was incorporated into the Ottoman system and remained influential in the
frontier region for some time. As Ahmet Kardam insightfully noted, because
Miré Kor had already eliminated most of the Kurdish aristocracy of southern
Kurdistan, his elimination left all but the weakened Babans as an obstacle to the
Ottoman domination (Kardam, 2o11: 87). Indeed, seeing the writing on the
wall, the Baban pasha, Suleiman, provided the imperial army with 600 soldiers,
while Istanbul appointed one of his sons as a major in the army and decorated
the other (Hakan, 2007: 81). The British missionary George P. Badger claims
that Resid’s operation caused ‘Noorollah Beg, the Emeer of the independent
Coords of Hekari, to sue for an appointment under the Pasha of Erzeroom’ as
well (Badger, 1852: xii).

In the middle of his campaign to subdue Kurdistan, Reshid died in late 1836,
upon which the ‘the treasures taken from Ravandus’ together with the
prisoners were sent to Kharput.” His replacement, the miisir or field marshal
of Sivas, Cerkez (Circassian) Hafiz Mehmed Pasha, the new governor-general
of Diyarbekir and Sivas, whom the notables previously appealed to against
Miré Kor’s oppression, started a four-year campaign to bring Kurdistan into
the Ottoman fold. Hafiz Pasha’s first target were the Yezidis of Sinjar and
Turcoman of Tel Afar, who were resisting conscription and taxation. He
brutally suppressed them, forcing them to pay taxes and submit to the
government authority, and sent 3,000 Yezidi youth to military service
(Hakan, 2007: 86-7). He then bloodily suppressed the Garzan Kurds who
hitherto had never acceded to Ottoman authority (Gencer, 2010: 16).

Hafiz Pasha’s next target were the brothers Khan Mahmud and Abdal
Khan of Moks, or Miikiis (present-day Bah¢esaray), who since the 1820s were
expanding their control in the Van province and beyond. Ottoman disarray
during and after the 1828-9 Russo-Ottoman War allowed Khan Mahmud to
expand the limits of his small principality. During the war he took over the
lands of the ancient Mahmudi dynasty, of the famed Khosab castle, ending
their storied rule (Hakan, 2002: 50). Following a period of clashes for the
dominance of the region, Khan Mahmud and Bedirxan of Cizre struck a deal
and entered into an alliance that included other Kurdish grandees such as
Nurullah of Hekari. According to the British Consul Brant, gradually defying
the sultan’s authority, by the end of the 1830s they stopped paying taxes to the
Ottomans, asserting their independence. The eldest of six brothers, Khan
Mahmud appointed some of his brothers to govern the districts of Van.®

7 Wood to Ponsonby, 2 December 1836 (Wood, 1966: 113).
8 PRO.FO 78/2707, Consul Brant’s long and detailed ‘General Report on Border
Provinces’.
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Around this time Istanbul had downgraded the status of Van from province
to kaimmakamlik. With Ottoman defeat against the Egyptians in 1839, Khan
Mahmud established his authority in the city of Van as well (Hakan, 2002: 66).

Despite fears that the Iranians and the mir of Hekari, Nurullah Beg, might
come to the aid of the brothers, Nurullah, and Bedirxan and Sevdin of Cizre,
who harboured enmity towards the brothers, complied with Hafiz Pasha’s
orders and attacked Khan Mahmud, forcing him to go to Erzurum to submit
to the pasha on 4 November 1838. Khan Mahmud and two of his brothers
who accompanied him were imprisoned. The other brothers fortified them-
selves in their castles but after negotiations submitted to the Ottoman army.
Perhaps Helmut von Moltke has them in mind when he noted, ‘the Ottoman
artillery was far superior to anything which the Kurds could bring against it,
and yet castles with garrisons of from forty to eighty men resisted all their
attempts for thirty-two and even forty days’ (von Moltke, 1893: 285). Khan
Mahmud and two of his brothers were exiled to Istanbul, where they arrived
in March 1839. They were later pardoned and returned to Miikiis, where they
regained their power (Hakan, 2007: 88-114; Kardam, 201m: 93-7).° The
Ottoman treatment of the Miikiis family shows that Istanbul’s goal was not
the physical elimination of Kurdish nobility, but the abolition of Kurdish rule
and the hereditary status of the mirs and their incorporation into the new,
centralized Ottoman administrative system as lesser actors.

One of those actors, Bedirxan of Cizre, accompanied Hafiz's forces to
subdue one of his former allies, Said Bey of Hacibehram, a powerful Kurdish
grandee and father-in-law of Mir Sevdin, who resided in the castle of Gurkél. In
return, Bedirxan’s rank was raised to miralay (colonel) (Cadirci, 1991: 194-6;
Kardam, 2011: 84-93; van Bruinessen, 1992: 177-82). With the Babans in com-
plete disarray,” the mirs of Rewanduz, Miikiis, Hekari and Cizre eliminated or
incorporated into the Ottoman Empire, and most other yurtluk-ocaklik holders
appointed as lesser administrators, it seemed that Kurdistan’s pacification was
almost complete.

Yet, soon afterwards the geopolitical situation changed significantly. The
elusive peace between Cairo and Istanbul that had been holding since 1833
ended abruptly when Mehmed Ali Pasha announced his intention to break

9 It appears they were soon allowed to return, because they commanded the important
Khosab castle and kept a standing force to defend the frontier.

10 According to Fraser’s account, in the mid-1830s Suleimani was under Iranian occupa-
tion. This was caused by Miré Kor’s push to extend his domains and his war with the
Azerbaijan provincial government. Additionally, a plague that carried off half of the
town’s population and dispersal of many others significantly weakened the Babans
(Fraser, 1840: 148).
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away from Istanbul. Jubilant by the victory of his modernized troops, who
were supported by the Prussian advisers, against the Kurds, Hafiz Pasha
‘reportedly convinced the Sultan that he could crush the mighty rebel vali,
and was placed in the command of the Ottoman army’ (Aydin and Verheij,
2012: 34). However, the Ottoman forces, and their large numbers of recently
forcefully enlisted Kurdish irregulars, were no match for the disciplined
Egyptian army. News of the Egyptian army’s besting that of the Ottomans
at the battle of Nizip in 1839 reached the Porte right after the death of Sultan
Mahmud II. However, the Egyptian advance towards Istanbul brought in the
Great Powers as the saviours of the sultan and forced Mehmed Ali to accept
the hereditary governorship of Egypt. Hafiz Pasha’s defeat and the conse-
quent lack of authority allowed the Kurdish aristocracy to fill in the resulting
power vacuum. Conversely, their incorporation into the Ottoman system
facilitated that. For example, Bedirxan, who was now also a colonel in the
Ottoman army, was asked to mobilize troops against the Egyptians. He did so
and used that as an opportunity to extend his control beyond his ancestral
domains. This was to be short-lived, though. Immediately after containing
the Egyptian menace with British and Russian help, Istanbul turned its gaze
to Kurdistan. The well-equipped, 50,000-strong army it had mobilized against
the Egyptian Ibrahim Pasha was now ready to reconquer Kurdistan and bring
it under complete Ottoman control for the first time (von Moltke, 1893: 278,
285). In the absence of a central command structure and each contained to
their own provinces, the Kurdish nobility had no chance of withstanding the
onslaught of such a strong army under pashas eager to advance their careers
at the expense of everybody else.

End of Autonomy

The total elimination of the Kurdish nobility, yet again, started with the
Babans. Following the tumultuous decades of crisis surrounding the Baban
succession and Ottoman-Iranian rivalry over having their man in Suleimani,
in the early 1840s Ahmed Pasha Baban established his authority in the region.
He raised a disciplined 8oo-strong force and equipped them in the garb of the
regular troops. Suspicious of this reform-minded Baban ruler, the governor-
general of Iraq, Giircii Necib Mehmed Pasha, substantially increased taxes
Suleimani had to send Baghdad. Calculated to nip the Baban force from
budding, this measure forced Ahmed Pasha to increase taxes on his already
overburdened country people. That was half of Ahmed Pasha’s challenge,
though. He also needed to keep Iranians at bay and bribe the Baghdad
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authorities to ignore his scheming brother Abdullah’s bid to the governorship
(Jones, 1998: 208-9).

The Ottoman-Iranian border conferences in Erzurum that started in 1843,
and the British pressure on him not to disturb the status quo, temporarily
halted Necib Pasha’s uninhibited aggression. As Iranians were contesting
Ottoman sovereignty over Suleimani, the British diplomats wanted the
campaign against the ‘almost independent government of Kurdish Pasha’
to wait ‘until the new treaty shall have been ratified, and the frontier-line
practically defined” (Jones, 1998: 208—9). Temporarily postponing his cam-
paign, in 1845 Necib Pasha gathered troops to march against the Soran, Baban
and Bohtan emirates. Marching towards Soran, Necib secretly asked Ahmed
Pasha Baban to join his forces. Fearing treachery and uneasy over commis-
sioning 2,000 muskets from a British dealer without the cognizance of the
government, Ahmed declined the offer.” Angered, Najib turned his forces
away from Rawanduz and towards the Babans. Najib advanced towards the
province of Koy/Koi Sancak with the declared goal of ‘observing and adopt-
ing measures for agricultural improvement’, but the real intention was to
incite a crisis so as to assert Istanbul’s power while curbing that of the Baban
prince, as Henry C. Rawlinson noted.” The following developments provide
insights into how the Kurds perceived the limits of their autonomy and that
of the Ottoman power. Cognizant of Ahmed Pasha’s precarious position and
regarding Najib’s ‘inspection’ as nothing but a hostile invasion, the Kurdish
local authorities arrested Baghdad officers who entered the town to collect
provisions. The Baban governor of the Koi Sanjak with a ‘sufficiently respect-
ful, but distinctly intimating” letter informed Najib Pasha that ‘pending
instructions from Ahmed Pasha the Ottoman troops could not be permitted
to occupy the place’.”

Ahmed Pasha’s attempts at rapprochement came to nought. Necib
ordered him to ‘withdraw his troops from Koie and admit a free occupation
of the country by the troops within five days, and appear in camp and render
personal homage to his superior that he would restore [Koie to] him’."* When
Ahmed refused to do so, Necib deposed him and appointed his treacherous
brother Abdullah in his stead. As it was already planned, Necib requested all
troops from Mosul and Baghdad to immediately march on the Baban lands.
His force of 12,000 was numerically inferior to the Baban forces, but was
better trained and equipped. Abdullah Bey Baban, now made a pasha,

11 PRO.FO 78/2713, Rawlinson to Canning, British Consulate, Baghdad, 13 May 1845.
2 Ibid. 13 Ibid. 14 Ibid.
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accompanied Necib’s force to win over malcontents from his brother’s party
and to aid by the influence of his name. Ahmed’s efforts at reconciliation once
again proved fruitless.” The Tanzimat steamroller was not going to let
indirect rule survive in the empire.

In response, Ahmed Pasha, the mir of Rewanduz and the chief of the
Khosnaw tribe of Koi Sanjak joined forces to resist. The families and property
of the tribes were moved to secure places or sent across the frontier to Iran.
The passes were secured and two separate Kurdish forces assembled at Koi
and Bazian, the only places from which the Ottoman troops could penetrate
the mountain chain. Rumours of Bedirxan Bey of Cizre’s offers to help
Ahmed Pasha proved baseless. If happened, such co-operation could have
possibly tipped the balance in favour of the Kurds. It seems that at this
juncture Ahmed Pasha made a crucial mistake. While, according to
Rawlinson, his force could have overwhelmed Necib Pasha’s, he concluded
that he would act only defensively and did not attack, so as not to give the
impression of rebelling against the sultan."

Aptly observing the situation, Rawlinson was prescient about Necib
Pasha’s and Istanbul’s policies, that is, the substitution of "Turkish for
Kurdish power’,

and the establishment of Turkish governors and Turkish garrisons in all the
towns of Kurdistan. If the expedition against Sulaimanieh is attended with
success . .. Kurt Mahomad Pasha will be left with a strong force of Turkish
infantry and artillery in Southern Kurdistan, and Abdollah Pasha will be
made use of as a mere puppet to soothe the irritation of the Kurds at their
subjection to a foreign race. Similar measures will then be conducted in
succession against Rawanduz, Khosnau, the Hakkiari Chief, and Bedir Khan
Bey, the chief of Jazireh; and ultimately it is hoped, the spirit of independence
which has long reigned among the Kurds will be thoroughly broken, and the
tribes will become subjects, rather than the tributaries of the Turkish
Empire.”

As Necib was getting ready to advance towards Koi Sanjak, Ahmed Pasha was
preparing to surround Necib’s camp. Realizing his precarious position, Necib
dispatched messengers to Baghdad to ask for aid, but they were intercepted
by the Kurds and killed. Necib then enlisted a highly regarded sheikh to
Ahmed’s camp to negotiate. During the negotiations, for reasons unknown,
Ahmed Pasha killed the sheikh with a pistol. In response, many of his

15 Ibid. 16 Ibid.
17 PRO.FO 78/2713, Rawlinson to Canning, Sulaimaniyah and Baghdad, 9 July 1845.
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followers switched their allegiance to his brother Abdullah. Following
clashes at the camp, Ahmed Pasha fled to the Jaf tribe, one of the Baban
clients, and then to Senne, in eastern Kurdistan. His army dispersed, and his
guns fell to the hands of Necib.”® He tried to challenge his brother’s
authority, while the Russian, British and Ottoman representatives put
pressure on Tehran to keep him away from the frontier. Nonetheless, the
end of Ahmed Pasha was the effective end of the hereditary rule of the
strongest Kurdish dynasty and its rule over the Suleimani, Kirkuk and Erbil
regions. This end, as Rawlinson noted, symbolized the transition from
tributary relations where the Kurds recognized the Ottoman sultan as
their suzerain, to a new type of relationship where they become the
subjects of the Ottoman sovereign. Ahmed Pasha later reconciled with
Istanbul, where he returned as an exile. His brother Abdullah, who replaced
him, like various other Kurdish grandees who betrayed their people and
family and co-operated with the state authorities, was soon deposed from
his puppet governorship and sent to Istanbul.” That did not mean that the
Babans were not incorporated into the Ottoman system. Abdullah was later
appointed as the governor of Divaniyyah in southern Iraq, while Ahmed
Pasha became a prominent imperial administrator.

Eliminating the weakened Babans, the Ottoman pashas immediately
turned their attention to the recently rebounded Bohtan, Hekari and the
Khan brothers of Van. It appears that after being released from Istanbul, the
Khan brothers regained control of the Van province, wrested control of
the Khosab castle from the Ottoman troops and carried out a campaign
against Bitlis. According to the Ottoman pashas, Khan Mahmud was making
alliances with Hekarf and Cizre, as well as Yahya Khan of Selmas, a member
of the Hekari family, on the Iranian side. In reality, he was receiving aid from
his ally, the Shekak tribe, on the Iranian side, and the Duderi and Koger tribes
of the Cizre region, who spent their summers in Mahmudi pastures®® (Hakan,
2007: 126-9). The people of Van resisted Istanbul’s several efforts to send
troops and install a governor (Dogan, 2011: 154).

Very much like the Baban Ahmed Pasha, the Khan brothers were not
against the sultan or the Ottoman umbrella but were acutely aware of

18 PRO.FO 78/2713, Rawlinson to Canning, Mosul, 12 July 1845.

19 PRO.FO 78/2714, Canning to Sheil, Constantinople, 12 February 1846; and BBA-A-DVN
97/39, 18.L.1270/ 14 July 1854.

20 The Ottoman pashas’ fears might not be baseless. In the spring of 1846, when Bedirxan
needed a doctor, he sent for the missionary Dr Wright of Urumieh, through Nurullah
and Yahya Khan, the governor of Urumieh (Wright and Breath, 1846: 378).
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Istanbul’s intention of ending their autonomy and substituting Ottoman
appointees in their stead. They were not alone. Various Ottoman reports
of the period maintain the presence of a Kurdish league. When the regional
governor-general, Es’ad Pasha of Erzurum, asked the inhabitants of the city
of Van to explain why they are in open rebellion, the people of Van sent
a deputation to let him know that, as the faithful subjects of the sultan who
were ready to pay just dues to the government, they refused to furnish
recruits, receive a garrison, accept Tanzimat or submit to quarantine.”
Over a month after the deadline that Es’ad Pasha had given them for their
unconditional surrender, in March 1845, forty-seven Muslims and sixteen
Christians of Van sent him a sealed letter. They reiterated that they are
resisting the government not because they are rebellious or refuse to pay
their taxes (which they will collect and send to the government), but because
Tanzimat means more taxes, government pressure and conscription.
Defending their autonomy, they additionally informed the pasha that local
troops were protecting the castle of Van (against Iran) and that there was
definitely no need to deploy regular troops there.** Following the reports of
the regional governors, the Ottoman council of ministers concluded that
the Kurdish league under the leadership of Bedirxan, which was behind the
resistance in Van, needed to be suppressed lest it spread to all of the Kurdish
regions all the way to Sivas (Dogan, 2011: 153—4). The British consul of
Erzurum, James Brant, who strongly advocated for the end of the Kurdish
dynasts, was of the same opinion. Indeed, it appears that, after Bedirxan’s
helping suppress Kurdish grandees like Khan Mahmud and Said Bey of
Hacibehram, Hafiz Mehmed Pasha empowered him as a way of keeping
him under control. According to M. van Bruinessen, made mutesellim in 1836
and subdued in 1838, Bedirxan had re-established himself following the battle
of Nizib and extended his authority from east of Rawanduz in the south-east,
to west of Urumiya in the east, and to the gates of Mosul in the south.
Establishing security and the rule of law in the lands under his control, he
promoted crop cultivation and rebuilt destroyed villages, which resulted in
a general air of prosperity. Moreover, as the missionary Dr Wright noted,
who spent four weeks with Bedirxan, he distributed cash to the poor,
dispensed impartial justice and established ‘the force of law’, while being
a magnet for ‘every chief in northern Kurdistan’ to visit, including his old

21 PRO.FO 78/653, Brant to Earl of Aberdeen, 8 January 1846. Most of the information in
the following pages is based on the letters of James Brant. Other detailed accounts are
that of Kardam (2011: 219-54) and Dogan (2011: 153).

22 For a summary of the letter, see Kardam (2011: 234) and Hakan (2007: 183).
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rivals Nurullah of Hekarl and Khan Mahmud of Miikiis,” ‘both still rulers of
emirates with hiikiimet status’ (Wright and Breath, 1846: 381—3; Aydin and
Verheij, 2012: 36). Going beyond the powers of the traditional hiikiimet
system of the old days, it was reported that he had Friday prayers recited in
his name, an unmistakable sign of a claim to independent rulership in the
Islamic world. Very much like Ahmed Pasha Baban, he tried to modernize his
troops, creating elite cross-tribal units under his own command (Aydin and
Verheij, 2012: 36; Klein, 2011: 109-11; van Bruinessen, 1992: 179-80).

If not suffocated at its infancy, this new effort would most possibly have
left the Kurdish political structure with a much different type of organization.
The Kurdish grandees that this chapter concentrates on were definitely
taking Kurdish politics beyond the limits of their locality and were establish-
ing the foundations of supra-tribal organizations. It could be claimed that
with their military contingent compiled from various tribes, they were
detribalizing the social organization and a nascent alliance was taking shape
among the Kurdish nobility.

This reassertion of Kurdish political authority posed a direct challenge to
the centralizing Tanzimat state that was bent on eliminating autonomous or
indirect rule in the empire and replacing local aristocracy with central
appointees. In 1841, suspicious of the empowered Bedirxan and the alliances
he was building, Istanbul tried to rein him in by incorporating parts of his
territory into the Mosul vilayet ruled by the ambitious ince Bayraktarzade
Mehmed Pasha. The so-called Cizre meselesi, or the issue of attaching Cizre
to Mosul, has been interpreted, by scholars who disregard the Kurdish
demands of autonomy and interpret the Kurdish revolts solely as reactions
to the Tanzimat, as the main event that triggered Bedirxan’s revolt (Aydin
and Verheij, 2012: 36). ‘Cizre meselesi’ dragged on for some time as the
Ottoman cabinet and pashas debated the issue. In the end, the district was
officially detached from Diyarbekir and attached to Mosul. Bedirxan’s refusal
to submit to Bayraktar provided the Ottoman pashas with the opportunity to
declare him a rebel, destroy Kurdish autonomy and increase their own
power. While the Ottoman pashas were plotting their end, an alliance
between Bedirxan and Khan Mahmud was taking shape. Very much like

23 ‘Bedirxan’s supreme status among the Kurdish grandness was attested by various
Ottoman authorities who saw him as the leader of resistance from Van to
Rewanduz. For an example the governor of Erzurum noted all the ‘iimera’ of
Kurdistan waits for his word (Kiirdistan timerasinin ctimlesi Bedirhan Bey’in agzina
baktiklarindan),” BOA 1. MSM, 48/1229, p. 20, Halil Kamili Pasha to Dersaadet,
5 November 1843.
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his ally, Khan Mahmud had recovered from the first phase of Kurdistan’s
pacification in the mid-1830s and took control of the strategic Khosab castle
(1842), and tried, unsuccessfully, with the help of Bedirxan and Nurullah Bey,
to take the lands of Bitlis under control. Some Ottoman pashas of the time
interpreted this as part of Bedirxan’s plan to gradually throw off Ottoman
hegemony (Kardam, 2011: 115-19).

Ottoman pashas were not alone in wanting to quash the Kurdish spirit of
independence. The British diplomats insistently pushed for an end to the
Kurdish autonomy as part of their grand strategy of keeping the Ottomans as
a bulwark against Russia’s southern expansion. This push also had a lot to do
with what happened several years earlier. Due to Bedirxan and Nurullah Bey’s
first campaign against Nestorians in the summer of 1843, they were well-known
names in the West and there was pressure on the Ottoman Empire for their
removal. Most possibly encouraged by the support they got from a variety of
European and the newly arrived and assertive American missionaries, and the
promises of the Tanzimat decree, the Nestorian Christians of Hekari region,
who until then were under the authority of the mir of Hekari, Nurullah Bey,
refused to pay him their annual tribute and as attested by contemporary
missionary accounts carried out raids in Julamerg (Grant, 1843: 435).
Nestorian leader Mar Shimun also sided with Nurullah’s nephew Suleiman,
who was competing with his uncle for leadership. Faced with this assertive
independence, increasing Nestorian attacks on Muslim villages and mosques
and the American missionary Dr Grant’s building a fort-like house in Tiyari
district, Nurullah asked Bedirxan for help and he sent a large force to quell the
rebellion. In the ensuing confrontations, large numbers of Nestorians were
slaughtered, and many were forced to leave the region. It would not be far off
the mark to suggest that this event and the well-publicized ‘atrocious massacres
of Bedr Khan Bey’, as one observer called them (Badger, 1852: ix),™* started
a chain of anti-Kurdish European sentiment and stereotyping that would be
repeated by almost all travellers and diplomats to the region and would play
a crucial role in the Kurds being left out of the post-WWI negotiations, and
consequently without a state of their own.” Khan Mahmud-Bedirxan-Nurullah
league’s massacre of the Nestorians and the destruction they wrought in their

24 Bedirxan’s anti-Nestorian campaigns have been interpreted as anti-Christian.
However, such accounts fail to explain the close relations between the Armenians
and Khan Mahmud as well as Bedirxan, not to mention pre-massacre co-operation
between Nestorians and various Kurdish tribes and mirs.

25 Alongside the British representatives, the French ambassador continuously put pres-
sure on Bab-1 Ali for Bedirxan’s punishment. This legacy continued to inform French
policies. According to the extract of a dispatch from Director of British Military
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communities poisoned the relations between the Kurds and the Nestorians.
Similarly, their and other Kurdish grandees like Miré Kor’s anti-Yezidi and
inhumane policies played a significant role in alienating the Yezidis from the
other Kurds for the long term.*°

The attack, seen as one more event in a long chain of anti-Christian violence,
was well publicized in Europe. Occurring several years after the Ottoman Empire
declared the equality of all subjects before the law, the attack was in contraven-
tion to the promises of Tanzimat. French and British governments pressured the
Ottomans to punish the rebel chiefs (Hakan, 2007: 157-93; Klein, 2011: 108-15; van
Bruinessen, 1992: 177-81). The Ottoman administrators were of a different opin-
ion. Considering the fact that Nestorians had never submitted to the Ottoman
Empire before, Bedirxan’s suppressing them was not unwelcome. The governor
of Erzurum, Kamili Pasha, for example, noted that British and American influ-
ence, along with Iranian interference, had led Nestorians astray, encouraging
them to pillage villages and turn mosques into churches for which Bedirxan took
the necessary measures of suppressing them.” Similarly, the support of the
governor of Baghdad and Erzurum to Bedirxan and the fear of European
interference might have led Istanbul not to push Bedirxan out. Perhaps embold-
ened with high-level support, he continued his harsh anti-Nestorian policies and
the French and British consuls, kept informed by missionaries, continued to
pressure Istanbul and their foreign services to put a stop to this persecution. After
he carried out yet another bloody attack on the Nestorians of Thuma in the
autumn of 1846, Istanbul, pressured by the French ambassador and aware that its
legitimacy is at stake, concluded that the time had come to deal with him
decisively. The miisir of the Anatolian army and the governors of Sivas,
Diyarbekir and Mosul were ordered to co-ordinate a campaign against
Bedirxan and Van, whose inhabitants continued to defy the government and
were confident of “their ability to maintain their independence’.*

Intelligence to the Acting Under-Secretary of State, on 27 January 1919, Mark Sykes
informed Frangois George Picot that ‘he intends to suggest that an independent
Kurdish Emirate, to include Mosul, shall be created, and this independent State shall
be placed under British protection.” Picot refused to take this plan into consideration as
he considered this to be against French interests and that ‘it would sacrifice people who
have been traditionally protected by the French, such as Chaldeans and Nestorians,
etc.” (Burdett, 2015: 5/245). As such, one could claim that the idea of not leaving the
local Christians at the mercy of the Kurds played a significant role in French decision-
making, which has cost generations of Kurdish people dearly.

26 For a similar view, see Aydin and Verheij (2012: 38).

27 BOA L. MSM, 48/1229, p. 20, Halil Kamili Pasha to Dersaadet, 5 November 1843.

28 PRO.FO 78/654, Brant to Palmerston, 11 November 1846; and Hakan (2007: 192).
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Bedirxan’s pledging to leave Cizre, allow the return of those who had fled
the region, pay what he owed, regularly collect the due taxation, cease
interfering in Nestorian affairs, submit to the exclusive authority of the
governor of Mosul and conscript troops from areas under his control were
of no use (Kardam, 2o11: 313-15). For Istanbul, his requirement that the Friday
khutba be read in his name alone warranted his dismissal. Istanbul would
tolerate the Kurdish lords no more. Following long preparations, in the
summer of 1847, the Ottoman Anatolian and Arabistan armies under the
command of Musir Osman Pasha began preparing a simultaneous attack on
Khan Mahmud and Bedirxan, the two leaders of the Kurdish alliance
(Kardam, 2011: 105). The city of Van had been defying the Ottoman authority
since early 1845. A letter Osman Pasha sent to the Ottoman general staff
clearly indicates that the Khan Mahmud-Bedirxan alliance that included
some other Kurdish grandees had a strong unity (ittifak-1 kaviyye), and had
ideas incompatible with loyalty, and dreamt of establishing an independent
state (hiikiimet-i miistakile).”® The Porte ordered its pashas to do their best to
break the league of notables’. This was accomplished when Sherif Bey of
Mush and Khan Mahmud’s brother Abdal Bey, possibly angry because the
castles he held were to be given to Bedirxan, defected in April 1847 (Hakan,
2007: 193—203; Kardam, 2011: 331-6). This was followed by Hesenan chief
Rizvan Agha, Heyderan chief Ibrahim Agha and the notables of Ahlat and
Adilcevaz giving up resistance and submitting to the Ottoman army. Some
other defections followed. With a clear plan of eliminating these defectors
after they took care of Bedirxan, the Ottoman pashas distributed robes of
honour to many of them (Kardam, 2011: 328). T'o guarantee his services, Sherif
Bey was made a miralay (colonel) and the town of Mush the centre of
preparations. Resid endorsed Sherif’s brother Emin Pasha as the mutasarrif
of Mush sanjak and decorated the brothers with imperial honours (Gencer,
2010: 16). Because Abdal Khan controlled the castles of Satmanis and Khoshab
on the border, his defection was a huge blow to the Khan Mahmud-Bedirxan
league, which had planned to take refuge in Khosab in case of defeat.’* Abdal
Khan's defection thus forced Bedirxan to enter into inconclusive negotiations
with Iran. In the meantime, the kaimmakam of Harir, Resul Pasha of
Rewanduz, who had been appointed after his brother’s 1836 submission,
escaped to Ushnaviyah in Iran. Istanbul asked the Iranian and British consuls

29 BOA L.MSM, 51/1293, lef. 9.
30 PRO.FO 78/702, Dispatches of Consul Brant, 10 April and 6 May 1847; and Hakan (2007:
208-11).
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in Baghdad for his return. He voluntarily complied, and Tehran decided not
to offer help or hope of refuge to Bedirxan (Hakan, 2007: 217-19).

Even though they faced a superior army of 25,000 and much better-
equipped soldiers commanded by high-ranking generals, Bedirxan and
Khan Mahmud decided to resist and they successfully did so. Yet, on top of
other defections, the betrayal of Bedirxan’s cousin, Ezdin Sher — the son of
Mir Sevdin, whom Bedirxan had replaced — that allowed the Ottoman army’s
entry to Cizre in late May 1847, significantly weakened them, especially
because he guided the troops to Bedirxan’s stronghold at Dergul.”
Following clashes between Khan Mahmud’s forces and Ottoman troops in
the Ahlat, Bitlis and Mush regions (Hakan, 2007: 212-13), on 14 June 1847,
Bedirxan, accompanied by 4,000-5,000 men, carried out a night attack on the
camp of the Ferik Omer Pasha. Simultaneously, Khan Mahmud attempted
a night ambush on the Serasker Osman Pasha’s division. The latter, however,
was discovered and ‘his troops were prevented from passing the Bohtan
River, which they were about to attempt on rafts, the bridge having been
destroyed.”**

Despite the clashes taking over a large geographical area, seeing the
writing on the wall, Bedirxan released his followers from the oath of loyalty
they had taken. In late July, with about 500 followers he retreated to Erwex
(Orak) castle, where his family was already secured. The surrender of two of
his nephews soon followed. The crumbling of the league of Kurdish notables
dispirited the resistance at Van. When the Erzurum troops arrived, two of
Khan Mahmud’s brothers, who had been left to defend the city, surrendered
to Ferik Omer Pasha.” Henry A. Layard noted that assisted by the forcefully
conscripted Yezidi Kurds, the sultan’s troops finally defeated Khan Mahmud
at Tilleh, as he marched with the tribes of Van and Hekari to aid Bedirxan.
However, receiving the news of Bedirxan’s surrender, Khan Mahmud also
entered into negotiations for his and his allies’ (including his Armenian allies
Mikirdi¢ and Marik Efendis) surrender; thus, bringing forty days of clashes
between the Ottoman and Kurdish forces to an end. He surrendered on

31 PRO.FO 78/702, Brant to Lord Covley, 26 June and 3 July 1847. As a reward for his co-
operation, Ezdin Sher was appointed miitesellim of Cizre but in March 1848 Istanbul
appointed a new kaimmakam and ended his ‘rule’. He later carried out a revolt of his
own to no avail (Kardam, 2011: 365).

32 PRO.FO 78/702, Brant to Lord Covley, 26 June 1847. In Ottoman documents the
commander of Bedirxan’s forces is Telli Bey. See Hakan (2007: 224).

33 PRO.FO 78/702, Brant to Lord Covley, 3 July 1847. The notable of Van, Timurzade
Fazil Bey, whom Khan Mahmud left as the ruler of Van, had been secretly co-operating
with the Ottomans.
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4 July 1847 in Tatvan and was later exiled to Ruscuk. In the following week,
the government forces were able to take Van castle under control (Dogan,
2011: 156—7; Kardam, 2011: 343, 361-2).

According to Consul Brant, it was reported that had Bedirxan been
successful, there would have been a general Kurdish uprising.** He was
not, however, and after several days of resistance against the Ottoman troops
at Erwex, he surrendered to the Ottoman pashas on 4 July 1847 (Kardam, 2011
358). It appears that in the meantime (May 1847), Nurullah Beg of Hekari, who
had not participated in the revolt and was keeping his distance, had been
persuaded to renounce his allegiance to Bedirxan.”® After the capture of
Bedirxan, ‘only a few months had, however, elapsed since the Beys of
Bitlis, who had longest resisted the Turkish arms, had been captured. With
them, it was thought, the rebellion was extinguished for the time in
Kurdistan® (Layard, 1852: 10). By August, nearly every important Kurdish
chief had surrendered and was awaiting exile to western regions of the
empire.*® As it usually is the case, betrayal only brought temporary relief to
the betrayers. The chiefs who co-operated with the Ottomans, like Sherif Bey
of Mush and his brothers, were left in their positions for the time being but by
early 1850 they also were exiled from the region. Despite his early defection
Abdal Khan was made to join the caravan of exiles.

Similarly, not co-operating with Bedirxan-Khan Mahmud, and being
provided with an imperial decoration, did not save Nurullah Beg of Hekari.
Istanbul came up with the excuse that he was trying to unite the districts of
Hekari with Iran. The Ottomans were suspicious of Nurullah because one of
his wives was the sister of Yahya Khan of Selmas, whose other sister was
a wife of the shah of Iran, Mohammad Shah. Asking Tehran not to accept
Nurullah in case he crosses the border, Ottoman troops entered Julamerg
(Colemerg) on 9 December 1848. Overwhelmed by the superior military
might, Nurullah escaped to Berderesh castle, where the Iranian hakim of
Berdesor, Ali Ashraf Khan, with 300 horsemen came to his rescue. This
turned into a small-scale international crisis, with Istanbul asking for his
return from Tehran, the local authorities and even the British and Russian
consuls of Tabriz. The consuls, on their part, urged Iranians to hand him over
to the Ottoman authorities, who, they promised, would guarantee his life,
honour and property. Under such pressure, Nurullah returned to the
Ottoman side but took refuge with Seyyid Taha of Hekari, the respected

34 PRO.FO 78/702, Brant to Lord Covley, 3 July 1847.
35 PRO.FO 78/702, Brant to Palmerston, 8 July 1847; and Kardam (2011: 336).
36 PRO.FO 78/702, Brant to Palmerston, 9 August 1847.
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Nagshi-Qadiri sheikh (Hakan, 2007: 266—71). Soon, however, he was sent to
Istanbul and from there to exile. Nurullah’s taking refuge in Seyyid Taha was
a symbolic moment in the history of Kurdistan. As the old nobility was
waning, a new class of brokers between state and society, the already well-
established leaders of the religious networks, were stepping into the scene to
take the mantle of leadership.

Conclusion

Many accounts of Kurdish autonomy start with Idirisi Bidlisi bringing most of
the Kurdish mirs to the Ottoman fold. However, as noted previously, Sultan
Selim I did not create the Kurdish emirates. But through Bidlisi’s intermedi-
ation, he initiated an alliance with the Kurdish nobility. The very fact of his
negotiating and offering them special privileges is a testimony to the exist-
ence and power of pre-Ottoman structures that the Ottomans, as they did in
other parts of the empire, shrewdly incorporated into the body politic of the
empire. Local nobility in many parts of the empire retained their power for
generations. In the case of Kurdistan, through a symbiotic anti-Safavid alli-
ance, a considerable number of the Kurdish dynasts accepted the suzerainty
of the Ottoman sultan, in exchange for preserving their autonomy. Not all of
them were located in the borderland, though. Despite its ebbs and flows their
privileged status or autonomy, with their areas of control and numbers
dwindling, would continue until the mid-nineteenth century. No doubt,
the sultan’s recognition of their authority helped ‘secure and consolidate
their power’ (Ozoglu, 1996: 24), and strengthened these ‘princes’ positions
vis-a-vis rivals and subjects’ (Houston, 2007: 409), while bringing large swaths
of land under Istanbul’s authority. It is, however, erroneous to read the
history of the Kurdish emirates as one of reactions to Safavid and Ottoman
policies, or their survival as a by-product of imperial rivalry or as part of
borderland accommodation. Such reductionist and Turco-centric or Persian-
centric reading of history where groups like Kurds, as some scholars noted in
another setting, only ‘react and adapt and do not create, machinate, initiate,
or control’, treats them as objects rather than subjects or as mere pawns in
the imperial game. Such perspectives not only deny the agency of the Kurds
in the making of their own history but by silencing this agency also margin-
alize their histories and ‘their roles as rational, influential agents’ (Wunder
and Himildinen, 1999: 1232-3). The biggest testimony to this role is the
survival of Kurdish dynasties, despite the relentless efforts of the Ottoman
authorities to end their rule, over the centuries. Their resistance to the
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Ottoman attempts to end their hereditary status, thus, was not just a reaction
to the Tanzimat, as the conventional Ottoman historiography would have us
believe, but a resistance to the Ottoman pashas wanting to end this role and
the Kurdish autonomy. One of the most important consequences of the
demise of Kurdish emirates, thus, is the disappearance of this role, that is,
the agency of the Kurds in the making of their own history for a considerable
time.

When their rule ended, the Kurdish aristocracy was integrated into the
administrative structure of the empire in various ways. Many lesser aristo-
crats were left in Kurdistan and incorporated into the Ottoman administra-
tive system. The hdkim of Palu Abdullah Bey, for example, was given the
titles of rikdb-1 hitmdyiin kapicibasisi (officer of the imperial palace) and asker-i
redif binbagisi (major of the reserve troops). When the central government
abolished his hereditary position, it appointed him as the miidiir of the Palu
district and later the kaimmakam of the Hiisnii Mansur district (Glindogan,
2014: 165). Such appointments opened the way for what has been called the
“politics of notables’ that would dominate post-Ottoman politics of successive
states for the years to come. However, it also signalled out to the elite that the
only way to hold on to some form of power was to co-operate with the state
and be part of it.

Despite the incorporation of the lesser notables, the grandees of Kurdistan,
like Baban, Bohtan, Hekari and Soran family members, were exiled and
permanently cut off from their lands. This set a precedent that would be
repeated in the republican times as well. Their exile conclusively ended the
hereditary Kurdish rule in the lands they ruled. However, that did not mean
the end of their elite status. The well-known cases of the Babans and
Bedirxanis provide valuable insight in that respect. Following Bedirxan
Bey’s return from exile, the Bedirxanis, for example, became highly adept
at integrating themselves into the Ottoman elite, producing a number of
high- and mid-level administrators. Similarly, the Babans became part of the
Ottoman and later republican elite. Bedirxan Beg himself, together with his
extended family, was sent to Candia, on the island of Crete. After a period of
hardship, he was given a salary, and in 1848 due to his service in Crete, was
invited to Istanbul and decorated with a Fourth Degree Mejidi Decoration
and the rank of mirimiran, which was a civilian rank corresponding to
lieutenant-general (Siireyya, 1996: 2/360). Following a ten-year residency,
where he was kept under surveillance in Istanbul, he moved to Damascus,
where he died in 1867, leaving behind twenty-two sons and twenty-one
daughters. The Ottoman administration made sure that Bedirxan’s progeny
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would have no connection to their ancestral lands and would not be able to
emerge as a rallying point for the Kurds.” Except for a small number of
Bedirxanis who later played significant roles in the Kurdish nationalist move-
ment, most family members were either silenced, integrated into a variety of
other aristocratic families throughout the Middle East or assimilated into the
emerging republican or the Middle Eastern elite.*®

Exiled to the same island and similarly barred from communicating with
his native land, Nurullah Beg of Hekari was given the rank of dergah-1 dli
kapicibasiligy, later pardoned and granted an increase of his meagre salary.* In
most cases, the notable families were only allowed to get a fraction of
revenues accrued from the lands they lost.** Notables who, unlike
Nurullah and Bedirxan, co-operated with the state authorities did not save
themselves from exile. For example, Sherif Beg of Mush, in spite of his
defection, was exiled to Damascus but early on was allowed to retain revenue
from his yurtluk-ocaklik lands, even though the legal status of the lands
changed.”" Similarly, Suleimani was turned into a regular sancak and
a regular army was established in the district.*” But that did not prevent
Ottoman co-optation of the Baban family members as high administrators.
Ahmed Pasha Baban, for example, after his short exile in Istanbul, where he
was first given a meagre salary, was sent to Paris with the Ottoman envoy
where he stayed for two and a half years (Atmaca, 2019: 11). He was later
appointed as the beylerbeyi (governor) of Yemen (1855—64), mutasarrif (district
governor) of Van (1865), raised to the rank of vezir in September 1865 and
reappointed as the governor of Yemen. This two-year appointment was
followed by governorships in Erzurum, Aleppo and Adana, where he died
in 1875. Sicilli Osmani notes that his son Halid Pasha became an Ottoman
ambassador to Tehran and his brother Mustafa Pasha became the governor
of Basra (Siireyya, 1996: 1/204). Several other Baban family members rose to

37 BOA LMSM, 51/1203, lef. 9. Mushir Osman Pasha noted that, due to the loyalty of most
Kurds to them, if Khan Mahmud and Bedirxan return twenty years later, they would
rally behind them. Hence, they should be kept in exile and cut off from Kurdistan.
Istanbul, therefore, made sure that was the case.

38 For a comprehensive account of the Bedirxani family in the post-1847 period, see
Henning, 2018.

39 BOA.A.MKT.UM 343/82, 09.B.1275/1859.

40 For example, out of the 50,000 ghurush yearly revenue of the villages registered to
them, the seven sons and daughters of Evliya Pasha of Mahmudi received a total of
2,400 ghurush. BOA.A.AMD 89/98, 1274/1858.

41 BOAAAMKT 225/82, Kurdistan Valisi M. Esad Muhlis'in yazisi, 1265.11.13/
25 January 1850.

42 BOA.A.DVN 61/39, 1266.9.15/27 November 1849; and BOA.A.MKT.UM 10/35,
1266.4.24/ 6 July 1850.
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prominence in the Ottoman Empire and Republican Turkey, while some
others rose to prominence in Iraq.

Elimination of the Kurdish hereditary rule was made possible with the
territorialization of sovereignty that required the delimitation and demarca-
tion of boundaries. It is, therefore, no coincidence that Bedirxan and his allies’
demise was almost concurrent with the signing of the Erzurum Treaty of
1847, which set the stage for the finalization of the Ottoman boundaries with
Iran. The making of the boundaries facilitated the extension of the Tanzimat
state to Kurdistan. By securely framing the Kurdish nobility within the
Ottoman domains, the finalization of the boundaries did not leave them
with much room for manoeuvre. This was followed by the introduction of
new administrative units, taxes and forced conscription of the hitherto un-
conscripted Kurdish masses in the service of the empire.* Conscription was
not introduced en masse. Considering how much the practice was dreaded,
Istanbul introduced a lottery system (kur’a) in which lots were drawn in the
presence of a ‘Kur'a Meclisi’ (Lottery Council) to determine conscripts
(Cadirc, 1985). As an Ottoman report put it, the Kurds, like those of Palu
and Siro kazas who had until then enjoyed the yurtluk-ocaklik status, resisted
the ‘beneficial system of conscription’.** Similarly, the nahiyas of Mardin
resisted to the point where troops were sent to impose conscription
policies.”” Villages in Cizre were likewise forcefully made to surrender
conscripts (and pay taxes).*

While the Kurdish aristocracy and its natural allies, the nomadic tribes,
vehemently defended their precarious autonomies and their being sub-
jected to the alien rule, it appears that the sharecropping population,
maraba, which constituted a considerable part of the agricultural produ-
cers, might have benefitted from the demise of the mirs. The beys/
mirs owned large tracts of land that the peasantry tilled as sharecroppers
subject to paying a tithe and rent (Glindogan, 2014: 165-6). The Tanzimat
state’s ending the privileged rule of the Kurdish aristocracy might have
relieved the peasantry from various misdeeds of the beys like forcing the
peasants into corvée labour and sharecropping, indebting the peasants

43 Richard Wood in 1836 noted, “The main object of the Turkish Government in
subjugating these parts of the Empire which is to increase its revenue, it is stimulated
also by a desire of recruiting its Forces from Kurdish Youths, Sixty Thousands of whom
are to be enrolled in its Armies as soon as circumstances will permit’ (Wood, 1966: 95).

44 (kur’a-i ser’iyye usul-ii hasenesi). See BOA.AMKT.MHM 22/35, 1266.8.8/20 October 1850.

45 BOA.MVL [Catalog no. 1086, p. 8], From the Governor of Kurdistan and the 4th Army
Commander to Istanbul, 12.L.1267/10 August 18s1.

46 BOA.A.AMD 22/61, 1266/1849.
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through various stratagems, over taxation or overtaxing a particular part
of the society like the Christians, and other strong-arm tactics they
sometimes resorted to against the locals. Nonetheless, the local society
had direct access to their rulers. With the demise of the mirs, they now
had to confront the non-familiar Ottoman administrators and tax collect-
ors sent from various parts of the empire and imposing harsh new taxes.
Moreover, these new officials started a tradition of petty government
officers exacting exorbitant amounts ‘not for the real exigencies of the
state” but for their own ‘rapacious pashas and their attendants’. A newly
appointed miisellim of ‘Khini’ (Hani) formulated the new Ottoman method
of ruling Kurdistan to Consul Brant thusly: getting rich, as in the example
of Kurdish Begs, causes people to rebel and that ‘people must be kept
poor by oppression to make them obedient’ (Brant and Glascott, 1840:
361-3). Indeed, the removal of the hereditary rulers who acted as the
anchors of their communities, and brokered between the state and soci-
ety, in the long run, made the region economically disadvantaged and
poorer.

As Veli Yadirg: argues, confiscation of the large landholdings of the
Kurdish dynasts had ‘unfavourable consequences for agricultural productiv-
ity in Kurdistan, and resulted in this region being less affected by the world-
market-induced commercialization of agriculture in the next four decades’.
This was because most of those lands were mismanaged by the state appoint-
ees who left them mostly uncultivated, and secondly, because the poverty-
ridden small peasants were not able to meet the demands of running small
farms and an expanding world market. With the eradication of the Kurdish
emirates irrigation works fell into disrepair and villages fell into destitution
(Yadirgy, 2017: 112-13). Among those dynamics that were most conclusively
affected by the destructive military campaigns of the Tanzimat pashas that
ended the Kurdish hereditary rule was the loss of security and the consequent
decrease in commerce and related activities, as could be deduced from
declining custom revenues in Ottoman Kurdistan. Yadirgt convincingly
shows that the large-scale military campaigns and the destruction they
wrought in their wake caused a demographic demolition that permanently
disadvantaged the region paving the way for its de-development (Yadirg,
2017: 133).

Replacing the Kurdish aristocrats and their armed followers with the
regular government troops allowed the governments to increase their sur-
veillance and control capability, which facilitated bringing those areas under
the governments’ fiscal, administrative and legal structure. In Hekari, for
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example, Ottoman Albanian troops were brought in, and the governor,
Ahmed Izzet Pasha, began residing in Nurullah Bey’s stronghold, and his
rule prompted one observer to declare, ‘the whole of this country, for the first
time, has been brought under the direct control of the Porte’ (Layard, 1852:
383). By losing the beys/mirs the local society lost any form of protection
against even the lowliest of the officials who, acting with the motto of ‘ben
devletim” (I'état, c’est moi), start a period of misuse of authority and oppres-
sion that the peoples of Kurdistan have since not seen any relief from. The
ruthless campaigns of Mehmed Reshid and Hafiz Pasha temporarily brought
order to the region. They partially improved the infrastructure and economy,
building the Samsun-Diyarbekir road, new towns like Malatya and Mezre
(later Elazig) near Harput and government buildings (Aydin and Verheij,
2012: 33).

While constructing new government buildings as potent symbols of the
governmental authority, the Ottoman authorities made sure that most of the
castles, houses and mansions of the Kurdish grandees were destroyed”
(Layard, 1852: 50—4), thus depriving Kurdistan of its historical monuments,
memory and legacy. It was not the castles or residences of the Kurdish beys
and mirs that will henceforth project and represent power but the hiikiimet
konag: (the government house), where an appointed kaimmakam, speaking an
alien language and representing a distant authority, resided. While destroying
the castles, houses and mansions, the Ottoman pashas also confiscated the
treasuries of the Kurdish emirs.** This was not aimless vandalism or collateral
damage to the campaigns. These systematic acts of architectural dismember-
ment were calculated moves, aimed at severing an important link between
historical memory and the people. As Robert Bevan notes, the destruction of
cultural artefacts of an enemy people or nation is a way of dominating,
terrorizing, dividing or eradicating it altogether (Bevan, 2016: 18). This
process went hand in hand with the exile and banning of the Kurdish
grandees from establishing any contact with Kurdistan.

No doubt the confiscation of the treasuries and property of the nobility had
a devastating effect on the future of the Kurdish society. This transfer of
capital from Kurdistan prevented capital accumulation and the consequent
benefits accruing to its peoples. As Michael Eppel argued, the elimination of
the Kurdish emirates and the following deterioration in the general security
of the regions led to the decline of the cities that had and could have further

47 For the burning of the residences of ‘Hazro, I'lijeh [Ilicak] and Khini [Hani] and their
begs being exiled to Edirne, see Brant and Glascott (1840: 360-1).
48 For Miré Kor’s treasury, see Wood to Ponsonby, 2 December 1836 (Wood, 1966: 112).
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flourished as centres of respective emirates and of trade and prosperity. The
elimination of the mirs and decline of those cities prevented the emergence of
a bourgeoisie that could have patronized the development of Kurdish litera-
ture, and ‘high” language (Eppel, 2008: 256).

These steps conclusively weakened the agency of the Kurds in the making of
decisions regarding their historical homeland and themselves as a people.
Despite their limited authority and the limited land they controlled, the
emirates constituted a symbolic rallying point for the Kurds and provided
them with a sense of identity. For centuries, those emirates stood as the
symbols of Kurdish rule, albeit increasingly diminished. Their destruction left
very important symbolic voids. The idea of self-governance and the Kurdish
sense of self-reliance was destroyed with the end of the Kurdish emirates,
setting the stage for the still-ongoing Kurdish struggles trying to gain autono-
mous power. As Stephen Longrigg prospectively put it, even though the
emerging Ottoman regime was precarious, nominal and barely operative in
higher altitude areas, ‘most of the rallying points of the Kurdish nation had
been destroyed” (Longrigg, 1925: 286). This was also because, unlike the non-
Muslim communities who have, over a long period of time, developed various
institutions and were organized around ‘national” churches (and synagogues),
the emirates were the only political organizations that the Kurds could rally to.
As Eppel argued,

The elimination of the Kurdish emirates, with their feudal characteristics,
wiped out any potential nuclei for the growth of a force with ambitions to
dominate Kurdistan, which — in order to adapt itself to modern political
conditions and discourse — would have adopted Kurdish nationalist discourse
and arguments. The existence of such a force could have aroused the
imaginings of the Kurdish nation and attracted the support of educated,
westernized Kurds within and outside Kurdistan, and accordingly could have
become a nucleus for Kurdish statehood and nationalism after the First
World War (Eppel, 2008: 240).

As the examples of Baban and Bedirxani families show, in the following
period, the progeny of the Kurdish emirs were successfully integrated into
the military-bureaucratic elite of the Ottoman Empire. Yet, still, they were
not allowed to reconnect with their ancestral lands and many through
intermarriage or voluntarily assimilated into the post-Ottoman societies,
especially the Turkish republican one, and some of them rose to prominent
positions. However, ‘the intellectual forebears of Kurdish nationalism did not
enjoy social and political conditions under which the Kurdish national idea
could have taken root and developed into a powerful national movement’
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(Eppel, 2008: 256). It could, therefore, be argued that with the elimination of
the Kurdish emirates in the mid-nineteenth century, the Kurds lost the
decisive battles that would take place during and after the First World
War. Lacking any figure(s) whom the Kurdistanis could rally behind, the
majority of the Kurds pinned their hopes to would-be oppressors like the
Kemalists, who would go on to subject them to a century-long programme of
cultural erasure from which they have yet to get a respite.

The void that the demise of the Kurdish emirates left in Kurdish sociopo-
litical organization was not only symbolic. As several travellers noted,
Bedirxan’s rise brought order to the previously famously insecure areas he
controlled (Wright and Breath, 1846: 380). Following the demise of the
Kurdish emirates, insecurity and raids — including the cross-border ones —
hampered trade and the future development of the region. In that sense, as
S. Aydin, and J. Verheij put it, ‘the removal of the mirs was a Pyrrhic victory’
because Istanbul did not have enough human and other resources with which
to fill the emerging power vacuum. Consequently, law and order deterior-
ated, and it became increasingly difficult for the government to collect taxes
and conscripts. To deal with the volatile situation, and keep order and
security, Istanbul appointed the chiefs of tribes as administrators of sub-
districts. As in the example of the Midyat kaza being divided into Halilbegli
and Isabegli kazas, after the chieftains of two tribes, the Heverki and
Dekshuri (Aydin and Verheij, 2012: 40).

The demise of the Kurdish emirates also started a process that I elsewhere
called the re-clanization of Kurdistan, which accompanied the well-known
process of the rise of the sheikhs to the leadership of the Kurdish society.
Eliminating the ‘rallying points’ of Kurdish society, and unable to completely
fill the power vacuum, the Ottoman administration followed a two-pronged
policy of empowering the religious figures and lesser tribal chiefs and making
them dependent on the largess and backing of the government. For example,
in places like Rewanduz (and others) the ulema were given salaries and
numerous Ekrad ve asair beyleri (the beys of tribes and the Kurds), who
nonetheless were eager to fill the emergent power vacuum, and were sent
robes of honour designating them as the new state-sanctioned local leaders.
As in the example of some chiefs of Van, in some places, this co-optation was
selective and provisional. Tribal chiefs were granted temporary salaries or
what one could call hush-money ‘until the border was finalized and the
divisions of tribes [with Iran] was complete’.” In places further from the

49 BOA.A.AMD 29/53, 28.3.1267/8 June 185T.
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Iranian borders, however, numerous notables whom the government con-
sidered to have leadership skills were exiled to other parts of the empire. Such
drastic measures had a number of unintended consequences. Firstly, the
central state did not have the means to fill the jurisdictional, military and
administrative capacity to fill the vacuum created by the removal of so many
local leaders. No doubt, the dearth of recognized local authorities capable of
brokering or liaising between state and society and among the latter’s
competing sections further fractured it. The long-term consequence of this
process of increased societal conflict often resulted in the formation of
subtribes and increased instability. The enduring effects of this direct result
of the end of the emirates are brilliantly described by van Bruinessen: ‘A rapid
devolution from complex, state like to much simpler forms of social and
political organization — as if [tribal organization had] taken a few steps back
on the evolutionary ladder’ (van Bruinessen, 1992: 1812, 193-5). That is,
breaking the power of the autochthonous political structures forced the
Kurdish political organization to take a step backwards in the evolution of
political formations. Kurdish political institutions’ devolution from proto-
state to chiefdom to tribe increased instability but further empowered the
state in the long run (van Bruinessen, 1992: 193-5). It was the aggregation of
these policies and the increasing lawlessness, insecurity and social conflict in
Kurdistan that three decades later Sheikh Ubeydullah referred to when he
met the British consul of Tabriz, Abbot. When Abbot asked the sheikh what
his programme was, the sheikh apparently replied that ‘he wished to reorgan-
ize Kurdistan . . . He felt that the moment had arrived when something ought
to be done for Kurdistan” and for the shamefully treated, poor and unedu-
cated people whom neither the Ottomans nor the Iranians understood.”

The rapid devolution of Kurdistani sociopolitical structures reached a new
and defining low with the creation of the Hamidiyeh Light Cavalry Corps in
the early 1890s. Gaining the debatable title of ‘Bave Kurdan’, or the ‘Father of
the Kurds’, Sultan Abdiilhamid II's regime cemented the tribalization of
Kurdish society and the power of acquiescent chiefs. Empowering Kurdish
chiefs as a bulwark against Russian designs on the region, and the rising
Armenian nationalism, the Hamidian regime set the tone of future engage-
ments between the Kurdish notables and the regimes that would follow:
rewarding and co-opting the acquiescent, and demonization and war against
the resilient elements of Kurdish society, as a way of controlling the region
and the internal dynamics of the Kurdish society.

50 PRO, FO 60/ 441, Abbot to Earl Granville, Tabriz, 1 October 1881.
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Replacing the indirect rule of the Kurdish dynasts with that of central
appointees was part of a process that included the central state’s further
penetration of its geographic peripheries, the standardization of state prac-
tices and identities and growth in the state’s capacity of carrying out intended
policies (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 2001: 78). The natural corollary to this
process was a reorganization of the administrative divisions, the reform of
landholding patterns, the forced settlement of itinerant populations, the
introduction of new and excessive taxes and the forceful conscription of
hitherto un-conscripted locals. Perhaps the most interesting development
was the formation of the eyalet of Kurdistan, which was composed of
Diyarbakir eyalet, Van, Mush and Heari sancaks and Cizre, Bohtan, and
Mardin kazas. Created on 5 December 1847 it was abolished in 1867 (Hakan,
2007: 255-7; Kardam, 2011: 384-6). Considering Kurdistan a reconquered
region, Istanbul carefully appointed new administrators while the high-
ranking pashas who helped suppress revolts were given decorations “peculiar
to the conquests of Kurdistan’.>" The creation of this new administrative unit
was meant to send a clear signal: the old order of privileged Kurdish dynasties
is no more, and their lands and inhabitants were now included into the orbit
of the “auspicious’ Tanzimat.
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The Kurdish Movement and the End
of the Ottoman Empire, 1880-1923

DJENE RHYS BAJALAN

Introduction

Historians of the Kurdish question have often traced the origins of Kurdish
nationalism to the Sheikh Ubeydullah Revolt of 1880 (Ates, 2014: 735-98;
Jwaideh, 2006: 75-101; Olson, 1989: 2—7; Soleimani, 2016a: 157—216). The classifica-
tion of this rebellion as one motivated by nationalism is by no means universally
accepted. Several scholars have argued that such a characterization is a product
of a retrospective reimagining, choosing instead to emphasize the tribal and
religious nature of the uprising (McDowall, 1997: 53; Ozoglu, 2004: 76-7; Pistor-
Hatam, 2002: 19-30). Yet, Sheikh Ubeydullah did not simply seek to maintain or
expand existing feudal privileges in face of a centralizing imperial government as
a previous generation of rebellious emirs, such as Babanli Ahmed Pasha of
Suleimani and Bedirhan Bey of Cezire-Bohtan, had in the 1840s. He had a more
expansive goal, namely, the overthrow of the existing political order in the
region through the unification of both Ottoman and Iranian Kurdistan under his
rule. More importantly, he legitimized his political aspirations with reference to
the idiom of Kurdish nationhood. In a frequently cited letter to an American
missionary, he proclaimed, “The Kurdish nation, consisting of more than 500,000
families, is a people apart. Their religion is different, and their laws and customs
distinct . . . We are a nation apart. We want our affairs to be in our hands . . . and
have privileges like other nations’ (see McDowall, 1997: 53; Ozoglu, 2004: 75).
Sheikh Ubeydullah was ultimately unsuccessful in carving out a Kurdish
state on the Ottoman-Qajar frontier. Following a failed invasion of Iranian
Kurdistan, culminating in a brief siege of the city of Urmia, Qajar reinforce-
ments dispatched from Tabriz were able to put the Kurds to flight. Defeated,
the sheikh returned across the frontier to his stronghold in the Ottoman
district of Hakkari, where he eventually surrendered to the Ottoman author-
ities in the summer of 1881. After this, he was sent into exile, first to Istanbul,
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and following an abortive attempt to return to his homeland a year later,
Mecca, where he died in 1883. Yet, as W. G. Abbot, the British consul in
Tabriz, observed in the aftermath of the sheikh’s surrender, despite his
defeat, it ‘will probably be asked hereafter, what is to be done with
Kurdistan?”” In retrospect, Abbot’s assessment proved to be prophetic.
While the rebellion did not immediately usher in an era of a sustained effort
of nationalist resistance to either Ottoman or Qajar rule, it did herald a new
period in the development of the history of the Kurdish community, one
shaped by the gradual growth of Kurdish national consciousness and the
emergence of the ‘Kurdish question’.

This chapter examines the approximate half-century from the outbreak of
the Sheikh Ubeydullah Revolt in the early 1880s to the collapse and partition
in the early 1920s of the Ottoman Empire, home to the majority of the Middle
East’s Kurdish population. This period is of particular importance to the
history of the ‘Kurdish question’ as it witnessed the emergence of an increas-
ingly active Kurdish ‘nationalist’ movement, a movement that emerged
primarily amongst the Kurds of the Ottoman Empire.

The emergence of nationalism in Europe and the Americas in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had a profound impact on the
Ottoman Empire. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, nation-
alism amongst the predominantly Christian peoples of the Balkans facilitated the
region’s transformation into a patchwork of nation-states, Greece (1829), Serbia
(1878), Montenegro (1878), Romania (1878), Bulgaria (1908) and Albania (1913). By
1914, rebellion and war had reduced the Ottoman Empire’s once-vast European
imperium to a small enclave surrounding the capital, Istanbul. The Ottoman’s
Asiatic empire fared better remaining largely intact until the empire’s calamitous
defeat in 1918, at the conclusion of the First World War. Yet, while nationalist
politics first appeared amongst the Ottoman Empire’s Christian populations,
from the final quarter of the nineteenth century onwards, those claiming to
speak in the name of the various Ottoman Muslim peoples — Turks, Arabs,
Albanians and Kurds — increasingly gained ground.

Much of the older historiography pertaining to the late Ottoman Empire
possesses within it an implicit nationalistic teleology, which regards the
desire for national self-determination in the form of a nation-state as the
inevitable outcome of growing national consciousness. However, it would be
a mistake to assume the rise of national consciousness directly correlated
with the growth of separatist nationalism. Indeed, recent scholarship has

1 NA FO 60/ 441, Tabriz, 10 August 1881.
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demonstrated the complexity and often-ambiguous nature of identities in the
Ottoman Empire of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(Bozarslan, 2016; Der Matossian, 2014; Provence, 2017; Reynolds, 2011a).
While it is possible to identify the growth of Kurdish national consciousness
over the course of this period in a general sense, amongst the early generations
of Kurdish activists, there was a considerable divergence of opinion on how
they might advance the interests of the Kurdish nation.

Like Sheikh Ubeydullah, some such as the social critic and poet Heci Kadiri
Koyi and the recalcitrant Russophile aristocrat Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan envis-
aged a future of national independence. Yet, many of their contemporaries,
including pioneers of Kurdish activism, saw a different path. Rather than
independence, figures such as Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan and Abdurrahman
Bedirhan, who founded the first Kurdish newspaper in 1898, and Sheikh
Ubeydullah’s son, Sheikh Abdiilkadir Efendi, who played a leading role in
Kurdish activism following the 1908 Constitutional Revolution, sought to
advance the Kurdish cause within the framework of a multinational Ottoman
polity governed by constitutional principles. Even as the Ottoman Empire
entered its final death throws, following the end of the First World War, the
Kurdish movement remained divided between pro-Ottoman and nationalist-
separatist factions, with Sheikh Abdiilkadir Efendi seeking to maintain links
with the Ottoman Empire, while others, most notably Emin Ali Bedirhan,
agitated for complete independence. Thus, it is essential to reject
a teleological narrative of the period that sees the rise of national conscious-
ness as synonymous with a growing desire for a Kurdish nation-state. Instead,
it is necessary to recognize both the inherent diversity of opinion within the
early Kurdish movement and seek to understand how and why different
elements of Kurdish society approached the ‘Kurdish question” in different
ways.

At the same time, it is important to avoid projecting back national rivalries
that emerged in subsequent historical eras on earlier periods. In the post-
imperial Middle East, Kurdish nationalism has often developed in response to
the “official nationalisms’ of Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran. Yet, while ethnona-
tional polarization was certainly a factor in the late imperial era, the hostility
and antagonisms that would characterize the relationship between Kurdish
nationalists and their Turkish, Arab and Persian counterparts were far less
apparent. Indeed, the political identities of Ottoman Kurds were often quite
complex. For many Ottoman Muslims, including the Kurds, Islam and
a shared sense of Ottoman patriotism provided a powerful alternative to
‘ethnic’ nationalism. For instance, writing in 1908, Babanzade Ismail Hakk,
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an Ottoman parliamentarian and prominent Kurdish activist, proclaimed that
the Kurdish identity was ‘before everything Islamic’, then Ottoman, and only
‘in the third degree Kurdish’.*

Indeed, it was often the Kurds’ troubled relationship with the Ottoman
Armenian community that played a critical role in shaping the trajectory of
early Kurdish activism. However, this too was a complex process. Some
activists such as Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan and Abdurrahman Bedirhan won
praise from Armenian revolutionaries for their efforts to promote ‘peaceful
coexistence’ (Sarkisian, 1994: 20-30). In contrast, Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan
sought to play on Kurdish fears of the ascendency of ‘the rich but immoral
Armenians’ in order to rally the local tribes to the nationalist cause.’

Consequently, the Kurdish movement of the late imperial period ought
not to be viewed simply as a ‘prelude’ to that of later historical eras, but
a movement that was shaped by a set of conditions quite distinct from those
that emerged following the end of the First World War.

‘Father of the Kurds™: Sultan Abdiilhamid II
and the Kurdish Question, 1880-1908

For Ottoman officials, Sheikh Ubeydullah’s uprising brought into sharp relief
the potentially destabilizing nature of the ‘Kurdish question’ to the existing
order on the Ottoman—Qajar frontier. As one Ottoman official warned in the
autumn of 1880, despite the fact that the sheikh’s initial campaign was directed
at the Iranians, his objective was a ‘new government for the Kurds’ and
‘because of their ethnicity (kavmiyet) the participation of our people close to
the frontier in his movement would be natural’.* Significantly, the rebellion
possessed a strong sectarian character with the violence in Iran pitting the
Sunni Kurds against the Shiite Iranians (Azeri Turks and Persians). However,
the sheikh was also critical of his fellow Sunnis, Ottoman Turks. As early as the
Russo—Ottoman War of 1877-8, Sheikh Ubeydullah composed his Masnavi, in
which he praised the Kurds as being zealous warriors of Islam, while condemn-
ing ‘Rumis’ (Ottoman Turks) for their lack of martial spirit and religious vigour
(Soleimani, 2016b). Indeed, on the eve of his invasion of Iran, he questioned the
legitimacy of Ottoman claims to the caliphate, condemning it for having
‘rejected Islamic law” and ‘acknowledged the law of the infidel’ (Averyanov,
2010: 188—9).

2 Babanzade Ismail Hakki, ‘Kiirtler ve Kiirdistan’, Kiirt Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi
(5 December 1908).
3 NA FO 195/2460, Erzurum, 31 October 1913. 4 BOA Y.PRK.ASK 3/72, 19 November 1880.
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Such antagonisms reflected growing discontent towards the reforms of
the Tanzimat era (1839—76). On one hand, many Kurds came to see the
gradual legal emancipation of non-Muslim communities as a threat to
traditional Muslim supremacy within the empire. On the other, central-
ization had resulted in conscription, increased taxation and arbitrary rule.
For many Kurds, especially those in rural districts, their first experience
of Ottoman ‘citizenship” was one of growing responsibilities and obliga-
tion without a commensurate increase in services and rights (Aydin and
Verhij, 2012: 34). The growing disparity in power between Istanbul and
the European Great Powers laid bare by the empire’s catastrophic defeat
during the Russo—Ottoman War of 1877-8 only served to heighten these
tensions.

Unrest amongst the Kurds was not the only challenge to Istanbul’s author-
ity over its eastern provinces. Sultan Abdiilhamid II (r. 1876-1909), who had
come to power on the eve of the war with Russia, also faced an increase in
militancy amongst Armenians. In 1878, Armenian Patriarch Nerses
Varjabedyan successfully lobbied for the inclusion of a clause in the Treaty
of Berlin commiitting the Ottoman government to carrying out ‘the improve-
ments and reforms demanded by local requirements in the provinces
inhabited by the Armenians, and to guarantee their security against the
Circassians and Kurds' (Hurewitz, 1979: 414). Ultimately, the sultan was
able to confound efforts at reform. Nevertheless, Armenian discontent con-
tinued to fester resulting in the formation of several militant revolutionary
organizations. This growing militancy served to intensify friction in the
region, which exploded in a wave of pogroms directed against the
Ottoman Armenian community in the mid-1890s. This violence attracted
considerable international attention, a source of particular concern to the
Ottoman authorities. As one British diplomat noted, ‘Foreigners were talking
of Armenia as they had once talked of Bulgaria. The Turks thought that there
was a clear intention to break up what remained of the Ottoman Empire and
found an Armenian kingdom’ (Eliot, 1900: 401).

Consequently, the threat of Armenian nationalism shaped Sultan
Abdiilhamid IT’s attitude towards the Kurds. In practice, this policy impera-
tive translated into favouring the Kurds, and more specifically powerful
Kurdish tribal leaders, over the Armenians. For example, in 1889 a Kurdish
religious notable in the district of Mus, Hact Musa, abducted, raped and
forcibly converted to Islam a young Armenian woman. International outcry
and diplomatic pressure eventually forced the return of the girl to her family.
However, following a trial in Istanbul, an Ottoman court acquitted Hact
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Musa of wrongdoing, much to the dismay of the Armenians and their
supporters (Deringil, 2012: 224-6).

Perhaps the most well-known example of the pro-Kurdish élan of
Hamidian policy was the formation of the Hamidiye Light Cavalry
Regiments (Hamidiye Hafif Siivari Alaylar1) between 1890 and 1892. The
Hamidiye regiments, which drew inspiration from Russia’s Cossacks, were
recruited primarily from amongst the Kurdish tribes. They were named in
honour of the sultan and placed under the command of Field Marshal Zeki
Pasha, the sultan’s brother-in-law, who assumed overall command of the
Fourth Army headquartered at Erzincan (Averyanov, 2010: 197—224; Klein,
2002: 32—56; Kodaman, 1983: 36-81). The organization gained international
notoriety because of the involvement of many Hamidiye tribes in the
persecution of Armenians. In the district of Ercis, the British traveller
Henry Finnis Blosse Lynch noted that the enrolment of the Haydaranl and
Adamanh Kurds in the Hamidiye had resulted in ‘a general relaxation of the
law” with crimes against the Armenians being committed under ‘the eyes of
the Kaimakam’ (Lynch, 1901: 26). Hamidiye tribes were particularly heavily
involved in the violence of the mid-1890s. Yet, the regime rarely punished
Kurdish tribesmen responsible for violence against Armenians. Moreover, it
did little to prevent Hamidiye tribes from illegally seizing the lands of
Armenian cultivators, which facilitated the economic aggrandizement of
tribal leaders (Astourian, 2011: 55-81; Klein, 2002: 256-304). Such policies led
Armenian activists to see the Hamidiye as part of a ‘fixed policy” designed to
depopulate Armenian-inhabited districts to ensure that no region maintained
an Armenian majority, a perspective shared by some later historians
(Astourian, 2011: 63—5; Bedickian, 1912: 17-18; Kévorkian, 1995: 31-2).

Although the Armenian question was certainly an important factor in
shaping Hamidian policy in the Ottoman Empire’s Kurdish-inhabited prov-
inces, it was not the sole consideration. In 1876, a camarilla of high-ranking
bureaucrats and military officers had forced the sultan into granting the
empire a constitution and a parliament. This first period of constitutional
rule was short-lived and, in 1877, under the cover of war, the new sultan was
able to dismiss parliament and suspend the constitution. In place of
a constitutional regime, an autocracy was constructed. In order to strengthen
this new political order and shore up support amongst Ottoman Muslims,
Sultan Abdiilhamid I moved away from the liberal-inspired Ottomanism of
the Tanzimat era, towards a state-based patriotism that accentuated the
empire’s Islamic character (Deringil, 1998). The regime would achieve this
not only through propaganda and education but also through appeals to the

109


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108623711.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core

DJENE RHYS BAJALAN

material interests of provincial notables, such as Kurdish tribal leaders and
religious dignitaries, whom the reforms of the Tanzimat had alienated.

Hence, it would be a mistake to view schemes such as the Hamidiye
exclusively through the lens of intercommunal relations. One of the most
powerful Hamidiye commanders of the period, Milli Ibrahim Pasha, main-
tained warm relations with the local Christians, sheltering many Armenians
in his capital at Virangsehir during the violence of the mid-1890s. In fact,
ibrahim Pasha’s primary rivals were the Arab tribes of the Syrian desert and
Muslim notable classes of Diyarbakir (Jongerden, 2012: 55-84). Yet, as one
exasperated Ottoman official recalled, complaints “did little to harm his
influence or the esteem in which he was held by Istanbul’ (Tepeyran, 1998:
450). Moreover, it was not only Hamidiye commanders who benefited from
the sultan’s patronage and protection. In the Kurdish sub-districts of the
vilayet of Mosul, where Hamidiye regiments were not established, the sultan
forged close relationships with important religious dignitaries. This included
Sheikh Said Berzenci, who through a campaign of violence and intimidation
indulged by the sultan emerged as the de facto ruler of Suleimani, much to
the dismay of Ottoman officials (Cetinsaya, 1999: 155-8; Soane, 1914: 187—91).
In short, the Hamidiye formed part of a broader policy that sought to tie the
interests of Kurdish tribal leaders directly to those of the autocracy, creating
a parallel structure of control, independent of the regular bureaucracy and
army, institutions that the sultan viewed as potential centres of constitution-
alist opposition (van Bruinessen, 2002: 174).

The sultan’s pro-Kurdish disposition earned him the moniker ‘father of the
Kurds’ (van Bruinessen, 1992: 186). However, while no doubt a popular figure
amongst powerful elements of Kurdish society, this popularity was by no
means universal. For one thing, the regime’s policies tended to favour rural
elites, the sheikhs and aghas who dominated life amongst the Kurdish tribes,
often at the expense of urban elites in the region’s towns and cities. This gave
rise to considerable discontent amongst Kurdistan’s urban notables. For
instance, in an 1899 letter published in the newspaper Kiirdistan (Kurdistan),
Diyarbakir’s notables complained that officials dispatched to the region were
‘oppressors and lacked a sense of justice’.” The expanding influence of the
sultan’s favourite, Milli Ibrahim Pasha, was a particular source of discontent,
provoking public protests in 1905 and then again in 1907 (Hanioglu, 2001,
106—7; Jongerden, 2012: 76—7). Nevertheless, although noteworthy such pro-
tests were not framed in nationalistic terms.

5 $. M, ‘Kaxidek e ji Kurdistané Hati’, Kiirdistan (1 April 1899).
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Still, the quarter of a century between Sheikh Ubeydullah’s death in 1883
and the 1908 Constitutional Revolution did witness evidence of an emergent
Kurdish national consciousness. This included an increase in scholarly inter-
est in Kurdish language, culture and history. The year 1894 saw the publica-
tion of the first Kurdish-Turkish dictionary, Sheikh Yusuf Ziyaeddin Pasha’s
al-Hediyyet'ul Hamdiye fi’l-Lugat-il Kurdiye (Ziyaeddin, 1894/1895), and in 1900
a group of religious scholars formed the Kiirdistan Azm-1 Kavi Cemiyeti (The
Kurdistan Strength of Purpose Society), an Egyptian-based organization that
undertook the publication of works on Kurdish history and literature
(Malmisanij, 1986: 44-5, 2010: 15-21). It was the beginning of what one
eminent Kurdish historian aptly called the ‘Kurdish enlightenment’ (Celil,
2000).

The scholarship was not the only element of this movement. There were
also more overtly political manifestations of a nascent sense of Kurdish
national identity. Perhaps the most forthright expression of this is in the
work of the quixotic poet Heci Kadiri Koyi. Although receiving a traditional
religious education, Koyi became a keen admirer of modern science and
European civilization. At the same time, he bemoaned the backwardness of
his own community, especially the lack of written materials in Kurdish. ‘If
only books and records and histories and letters were written in the Kurdish
language,” he lamented, “Then our mollas and scholars, our princes and
emperors, would remain famous, forever known and distinguished” (Koy,
2004: 60). He was particularly scathing in his criticism of Kurdistan’s sheikhs,
whom he condemned for ‘teaching laziness . . . collecting treasure and lands’
and occupying themselves with ‘symbolism, coyness and wishing’, while ‘the
science of Europe’ had ‘reached the impossible” (Koyi, 2004: 104). Koyi also
opined over the fall of Kurdistan’s emirs, such as the Babans and Bedirhans,
whom he viewed as the true leaders of the ‘people and nation (qgewm i millet)’
(Koyi, 2004: 124), and mourned the passing of an age ‘when the Kurds were
free and independent” (Koyi, 2004: 11). Thus, he called on Kurds to emulate
the Christian peoples of the Balkans, who had thrown off Ottoman rule and
become ‘states” as well as the “possessors of armies and banners, generals and
field stafts” (Koyfi, 2004: 85).

Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan and Abdurrahman Bedirhan, the editors of the
first Kurdish newspaper, Kiirdistan (published in Kurdish and Ottoman
Turkish), were admirers of Koyi® and shared his concerns pertaining to the
backwardness of Kurdish society. Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, who founded the

6 Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, ‘Untitled’, Kiirdistan (19 May 1898).
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newspaper in British-controlled Egypt in 1898, stated that he had ‘set up and
published this Kurdish newspaper in order to encourage the Kurds towards
scientific and artistic education’.” Abdurrahman Bedirhan, who took over the
newspaper from its sixth issue onwards, mourned the fact Kurds knew
‘nothing of the history of Kurdistan’,* while another contributor complained
that, although Kurds were an ‘excellent specimen of humanity’, they suffered
from a deficit in ‘scientific knowledge and technical knowhow’.” The news-
paper lavished praise on those who had contributed to the advancement of
Kurdish language and culture, including the lexicographer Sheikh Yusuf
Ziyaeddin Pasha,” and even the German orientalist Martin Hartmann,
whose interest in the Kurdish language, Abdurrahman hoped, would
‘become something from which the Kurds themselves learn’."

Kiirdistan also addressed political questions, becoming progressively more
critical of the Hamidian regime. Abdurrahman Bedirhan was particularly
critical of the Hamidiye, asking in a piece discussing Kurdish-Armenian
relations whether there was ‘anyone else bringing oppression to Kurdistan
other than the Hamidiye, who are armed by the sultan and carry his name?™*
In another article, he asserted that ‘as with all innovations of the sultan’, the
Hamidiye had been ‘established with a corrupt purpose’.” However, the
newspaper explicitly rejected Koyi's separatism. Abdurrahman Bedirhan
proclaimed, ‘Every person who is a Muslim desires the continuation of the
Ottoman state . .. The health of the state is our health and the demise of the
state is our demise.”™

Kiirdistan’s Ottomanist orientation was reflective of the fact that the Bedirhan
brothers were not only scions of an influential family of Kurdish notables but
also members of a nascent class of Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals and profes-
sionals. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the expansion and modern-
ization of the Ottoman Empire’s bureaucratic apparatus necessitated an ever-
growing army of bureaucrats, officers and officials. This was realized through
the creation of a modern system of state education, which resulted in the
formation of a governing elite familiar with European languages, sciences,

7 Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, ‘Sevketlu Azametlu Sultan Abdiilhamid-i Sani Hazretlerine
Arzihal-4 Abidanemdir’, Kiirdistan (2 June 1898).

8 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Untitled’, Kiirdistan (30 November 1898).

9 $. M, ‘Kaxidek e ji Kurdistané Hat’, Kiirdistan (1 April 1899).

1o Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, ‘Untitled’, Kiirdistan (19 May 1898).

11 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Intibah’, Kiirdistan (1 April 1899).

12 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Kiirtler ve Ermeniler’, Kiirdistan (14 October 1900).

13 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Hamidiye Stivari Alaylarr’, Kiirdistan (14 September 1901). See also
Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Alayéné Siwaréné Hemid?’, Kiirdistan (14 September 1901).

14 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Intizar’, Kiirdistan (6 August 1899).
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technological innovations and intellectual currents. This new governing class
was made up of Ottoman Muslims from a variety of different ethnic back-
grounds. This included numerous Kurds. Indeed, Sultan Abdiilhamid II greatly
expanded upon a policy, begun during the Tanzimat era, of integrating aristo-
cratic Kurdish families into the empire’s governing classes. The sultan elevated
members of the Baban dynasty to high office, including Kiirt (Kurdish) Said
Pasha, who served as foreign minister and later President of the Council of State.
Members of the Bedirhan clan were similarly privileged. For instance, Mikdat
Midhat Bedirhan and Abdurrahman Bedirhan benefited from the patronage of
the Ottoman state, receiving educations in the elite Imperial High School in
Istanbul and going on to enjoy careers in the Ottoman judiciary and ministry of
education, respectively.” In fact, so notorious was the sultan’s indulgence of the
Bedirhans that when the family dramatically fell from grace and was exiled to
Tripolitania in 1906, it warranted an extensive examination in the London-based
Times.”

Hence, when Kurdish members of the Ottoman Empire’s new governing
classes came to oppose the regime of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, they did so as
part of the broader constitutionalist opposition, which Europeans often
referred to as the ‘Young Turks’. Despite the nomenclature, the ‘Young
Turk’ movement included Ottoman subjects from a variety of different
ethnic and religious backgrounds committed to the overthrow of the autoc-
racy and the restoration of the Constitution of 1876. Moreover, while some
opposition activists were attracted to Turkist ideas, overall the constitution-
alists remained committed to a cosmopolitan Ottomanism, built on the
principle of the unity of ethnic and religious elements (ittihad-1 anasir). In
fact, Kurds played a significant role in the constitutional movement. In 1889,
two Kurdish medical students, Dr Abdullah Cevdet and Dr Ishak Siikuti
(Hanioglu, 1995, 71), were amongst the founders of the [ttihad-i Osmani
Cemiyeti, a group which developed into the leading opposition faction
[ttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Committee for Union and Progress, CUP). As
the constitutionalist opposition gained momentum, other influential Kurdish
public figures, such as Sheikh Ubeydullah’s son, Sheikh Abdiilkadir Efendi,
and Kiirt Said Pasha’s son, Mehmed Serif Pasha, joined the ranks of the
“Young Turks’. Even members of the Bedirhan clan turned against their
patron, including Kiirdistan’s editor, Abdurrahman Bedirhan.

15 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Sultan Abdiilhamid-i Sani Hazretlerine’, Kiirdistan
(14 December 1900). See also Malmisanij (2009: 11, 107-13).

16 “The Fall of the Bedr Khans’, The Times (23 August 1906). See also Edib (1926: 223—4) and
Alakom (1998: 48-54).
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In fact, under Abdurrahman Bedirhan’s leadership, Kiirdistan received
support from Dr Abdullah Cevdet, who ran an opposition printing press in
Geneva (Malmisanij, 1986: 15; Unal, 2008: 70-3). Abdurrahman Bedirhan also
attended the 1902 Congress of Ottoman Liberals, siding with Ahmed Riza’s
“centralist’ faction following splits amongst the attendees.” Thus, in political
terms, Kiirdistan might be thought of as an organ of the constitutionalist
opposition, albeit one catering to a Kurdish audience. The newspaper’s
editorial line rejected separatism and called for the restoration of constitu-
tional rule. As Kiirdistan’s editor proclaimed in a 1902 article, ‘the remedy for
all [issues] is the Ottoman Constitution. When this Constitution is fully
implemented, then people will be aware of their rights and the curse of
a despotic emperor and his civil servants will vanish.™®

For Kiirdistan, the Kurdish question was one of education, development
and maladministration, issues that could be resolved with the removal of
sultanic despotism and the establishment of constitutional order. Ultimately,
Kiirdistan’s four-year run ended in 1902. Yet, Kiirdistan’s ideological configur-
ation, which might best be described as an Ottomanism with Kurdish
colours, remained a potent political force amongst the Kurdish intellectual
and professional elite, reaching its apogee in the aftermath of the 1908
Constitutional Revolution.

‘Loyalists” and ‘Nationalists™ The Constitutional
Revolution and the Rise of the Kurdish Movement,
1008—1914

In July 1908, a mutiny in the Balkans led by officers with links to the CUP
succeeded in forcing the empire’s ageing despot to restore the constitution
and call elections for a new parliament. Sultan Abdiilhamid II was able to
remain on the throne until the abortive counter-revolution of April 1909, but
the power of the imperial autocracy was broken. His successor, Sultan
Mehmed V (r. 1909-18), was largely a ceremonial figure.

Yet, despite the hopes of the revolutionaries and their supporters, the
restoration of constitutional rule after over three decades of absolutism did
not usher in a new era of stability and harmony. The decade that followed the
revolution was, instead, a period of growing conflict and disruption. At
home, the CUP, at first hesitant to take hold of the reins of power, became

17 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Ahrar-1 Osmaniye Kongresi’, Kiirdistan (14 April 1902).
18 Abdurrahman Bedirhan, ‘Kurdistané de Esasa Nifaqé’, Kiirdistan (14 March 1902).
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increasingly intolerant of opposition, establishing de facto one-party rule
following a coup in January 1913.

The new regime also faced an increasingly hostile international atmos-
phere. In 1911, Italy launched a successful invasion of the empire’s last holding
in North Africa, Tripolitania. A year later, the empire suffered an even greater
humiliation, when an alliance of Balkan powers — Greece, Bulgaria, Romania
Serbia and Montenegro — successfully drove the Ottomans from most of
what remained of their European empire. Thus, on the eve of the First World
War, not only had the Ottoman state suffered enormous social and political
dislocation, but its continued viability was increasingly in question.

This period also was one critical to the development of the Kurdish
question, with Kurdish leaders taking advantage of the relative openness
that followed the revolution to organize, lobby and agitate for Kurdish rights.
During the Hamidian era, manifestations of Kurdish national consciousness
had been largely sporadic and lacked any coherent organizational base. In
contrast, the years between the Constitutional Revolution in July 1908 and
Ottoman entry into the First World War in October 1914 witnessed the birth
of an increasingly organized and active Kurdish movement. However,
Kurdish activists remained divided, between ‘loyalists’, who sought to
advance Kurdish interests within the framework of a constitutional
Ottoman Empire, and a growing band of ‘nationalists’, who strove to separ-
ate the Kurdish element from the ailing imperium.

Like many members of the Ottoman Empire’s cosmopolitan governing
class, leading Ottoman-Kurdish intellectuals and professionals welcomed the
fall of the autocracy. The religious reformer Said-i Kiirdi (Nursi) declared the
new constitutionalist order to have been ‘born like a miracle’ (Nursi, 2007: 420),
while Dr Abdullah Cevdet proclaimed the revolution a ‘festival of freedom’
and called on all citizens to ‘embrace one another’ (Bayrak, 1994: 14-18).” Such
attitudes are perhaps unsurprising, given the role played by figures such as
Dr Abdullah Cevdet in the opposition to the autocracy. Moreover, a number of
high-profile Kurds, who had been associated with the opposition, were now
closely associated with the new CUP-backed regime. Mehmed Serif Pasha
became CUP’s Pangalti branch president (Tunaya, 2007: 253), while Sheikh
Abdiilkadir received an appointment to the Ottoman parliament’s upper
house.* Indeed, Babanzade Ismail Hakki — whose opposition to the autocracy

19 Abdullah Cevdet, ‘Bir Hutbe: Hemsehrilerime’ (1909), reproduced in Bayrak (1994:
14-18).

20 ‘Meclisi Ayan ve Seyyid Abdiilkadir Efendi’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi
(19 December 1908).
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had resulted in his expulsion from the Civil Service College — became a regular
contributor to the CUP daily Tanin (Echo) and was elected to parliament as the
member for Baghdad on a CUP ticket.

However, a commitment to the new constitutional order and participation
in Ottoman politics did not preclude an interest in the Kurdish question.
Indeed, Istanbul, home to an estimated 30,000 Kurds, served the focal point of
a new wave of Kurdish activism. Within the first year of constitutional rule,
a number of Kurdish-orientated newspapers were published (or sought
permission to publish) in the imperial capital, including a revived version of
Kiirdistan (Kurdistan), Sark ve Kiirdistan (The East and Kurdistan) and Said-i
Kiirdi’s Marifet ve Ittihad-1 Akrad (The Skills and Unity of the Kurds). However,
the most significant development was the formation, in September 1908, of
the Kurdish Society for Mutual Aid and Progress (Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki
Cemiyeti, KTTC). Although remaining active for less than a year, the
association sponsored two publications, Kiird (The Kurd) and Kiird Teaviin ve
Terakki Gazetesi (The Kurdish Mutual Aid and Progress Gazette), in addition to
gaining affiliates across Ottoman Kurdistan. Both Sheikh Abdiilkadir and
Babanzade Ismail Hakk: were heavily involved in the organization, with
the former serving as its president and the latter contributing to its publica-
tions. Other leading Kurdish public figures were also involved, including
Said-i Kiirdi and lawyer and leading member of the Bedirhan clan Emin Ali
Bedirhan.

In terms of its understanding of the issues facing the Kurdish community,
the KTTC remained largely consistent with the views expressed in Kiirdistan
ten years earlier. Articles in the organization’s publications focused on
subjects such as education, with one article urging readers to ‘open schools
and endeavour to make your children learn about science’.* Said-i Kiirdi
emphasized the need to spread both ‘the religious sciences” as well as those
‘sciences necessary for civilization” amongst the Kurdish tribes.* Social and
economic development was also a focus of the KTTC’s bulletin, with one
article calling for public works and the settlement of nomadic populations in
order to liberate the tribes from ‘squalor and disorganisation” and transform
the economic fortunes of Mesopotamia.* One author neatly summarized the

21 ‘Meclis-i Ayan ve Seyyid Abdilkadir Efendi’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi
(19 December 1908). See also Mayak (2010: 421).

22 Halil Hayali, ‘Weten 1 Ittifaga Kurmanca’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi (23 January 1909).

23 Said-i Kiirdi, ‘Kiirtler Neye Muhtag’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi (12 December 1908).

24 Ahmed Cemil, ‘Osmanli Amerikasi ve Saadet-i Miistakbele-i Asair’, Kiird Teaviin ve
Terakki Gazetesi (5 December 1908).
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significance of social and economic development to the KT'TC, noting that,
while the Kurds were a “decent, loyal and capable people (qewm)’, this was of
little use if they lacked ‘education or art’ and commerce was ‘a rarity amongst
them’.”

Also, in a similar manner to Kiirdistan, the KT'TC saw the solution to the
Kurdish question in constitutionalism. In fact, the KTTC charter committed
the organization to introduce the constitution to Kurds who were not aware
of it, as well as defending constitutional government and the parliament,
which it described as establishing the primary “paths of religion and progress’
(Tunaya, 2007: 435). Thus, the KTTC embraced the new regime, proclaiming
that it supported all the elements “within the political programme published
by the CUP’ which would ‘assure the good health and progress of the
[Ottoman] homeland’.** As one writer put it, ‘thanks to the efforts of the
CUP ... all the woes of tyranny from which we had suffered disappeared.””

However, not all Kurds were enthusiastic about the revolution. In Kurdish-
inhabited provinces, the response of locals to the restoration of the constitu-
tional rule was mixed. For some, such as Pirin¢izade Arif, a Diyarbakir notable
who had led anti-government protests, the revolution was an opportunity. He
was elected to parliament, a position that passed to his son following his death
in 1909. However, for others, in particular, those tribal leaders and religious
dignitaries who had enjoyed a close relationship with the palace, the revolution
was a cause for uncertainty. Within a year of the autocracy’s fall, two of the
Hamidian regime’s most high-profile protégés, Milli Ibrahim Pasha and Sheikh
Said Berzinci, were dead. More broadly, the revolution brought to the fore
questions concerning the privileges enjoyed by the Hamidiye tribes, as well as
the issue of lands seized from Armenian cultivators by Kurdish tribesmen.

This apprehension was evident in the more ambiguous stance of the
KTTC’s provincial affiliates towards the new regime. In December 1908,
a ceremony to mark the opening of a branch of the organization in
Diyarbakir culminated in the participants ‘entering the Mosque [where]
they took [an] oath to be faithful to the “Sheriat-i-Mohammed” or Islamic
law and to the Padishah’.*® In Van, the British vice-consul described the
KTTC’s local affiliate as being made up of ‘Kurdish Aghas of bad character’,

25 Seyyah Ahmed Sevki, ‘Geli Walatiya’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi
(12 December 1908).

26 Kiirt Teaviin ve Terakki Cemiyeti, ‘Cemiyetin Beyannamesi’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki
Gazetesi (5 December 1908).

27 Halil Hayali, “Weten ittifaqa Kirmanca’, Kiird Teaviin ve Terakki Gazetesi
(23 January 1909).

28 NA FO 195/3317, Beirut, 3 January 1909.
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complemented by ‘tithe farmers, selefji [religious scholars] and others, who
fear for their illicit gains under the new regime’.* The anti-constitutionalist
orientation of the Bitlis KI'TC was even more pronounced. Indeed, its
members openly welcomed the abortive April 1909 counter-revolution,
which led to its suppression once the CUP returned to power.”® While the
leadership of the KT'TC in Istanbul welcomed the new order, those fearful
about the implications of the revolution for both ideological and material
reasons dominated the KTTC membership in the provinces (Klein, 2007: 141).
In short, the organization encompassed two distinct factions of the nascent
Kurdish movement, a pro-constitutionalist faction in Istanbul and an anti-
constitutionalist faction in the provinces.

For the Kurdish activists in the capital, the period between July 1908 and
April 1909 marked the apogee of an optimistic Kurdish Ottomanism.
Subsequently, the movement in the capital developed within the context of
growing political discord, international crisis and creeping authoritarianism.
For instance, following the suppression of the 1909 counter-revolution, the
CUP-backed government placed new restrictions on ‘national clubs’, which
were forbidden from engaging in political issues.

Nevertheless, Kurdish activism in the capital continued. In 1910, a group of
leading Kurdish public figures including Emin Ali Bedirhan, Said-i Kiirdi,
Mikdat Midhat Bedirhan, Abdurrahman Bedirhan and Dr Abdullah Cevdet,
as well as a number of Kurdish parliamentarians, founded the Kurdish Society
for the Propagation of Education (Kiird Nesr-i Maarif Cemiyeti, KNMC).*
The organization’s objectives were to promote learning amongst the Kurdish
community ‘who, out of all the sons of the [Ottoman] homeland, had been
the most deprived of the blessings of education’ (Tunaya, 2009: 224). To this
end, it established a model school in Istanbul, Kiird Me srutiyet Mektebi (The
Kurdish Constitutional School), under the directorship of Abdurrahman
Bedirthan®* The Ottomanist framing of the project even earned
a government subsidy thanks to Babanzade Ismail Hakki, who, in the spring
of 1911, briefly served as Minister of Public Instruction (Malmisanij, 2009: 86).
Yet, according to one account, the organization ultimately fell victim to the
CUP’s growing paranoia concerning activism amongst non-Turkish minor-
ities and was forced to close down.”

29 NA FO 195/2284, Van, 3 November 1908. 30 NA FO 195/3317, Bitlis, 8 June 1909.

31 BOA DH.MUI 60/2, 31 January 1910; and BOA DH.MUI, 12 September 1910. See also
Tunaya (2009: 224).

32 BOA LMF 15/1328/M-1, 24 January 1910.

33 Kiirdistan, no. 5 (31 October 1917), reproduced in Malmisanij (2009: 90-1).
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Growing factionalism also stymied Kurdish activism. On one hand, family
rivalries between the Bedirhans and the followers of Sheikh Abdiilkadir
undermined the KT'TC (Silopi, 1991: 28). On the other, intensifying divisions
between the CUP and the ‘liberal” opposition also served to heighten splits
amongst Ottoman-Kurdish elites. Some figures, including Babanzade Ismail
Hakki, Sheikh Abdiilkadir Efendi and Said-i Kiirdi, remained loyal to the
CUP. However, others joined the opposition. In April 1912, for instance,
a member of the Bedirhan clan, Hasan Bedirhan, was elected to parliament
in Siirt on an opposition ticket, a result the CUP overturned at ‘the point of
a bayonet’.* Indeed, Mehmed Serif Pasha took a leading role in the anti-CUP
activity, fleeing the empire and joining the Paris-based opposition, where the
CUP attempted to assassinate him in 1914.%

Despite such divisions, Kurdish activism in the capital continued, albeit with
anew generation at its head. In August 1912, a small group of students, for the
most part, enrolled at the Agricultural College in Istanbul, established a new
Kurdish association, the Kurdish Students’ ‘Hope” Society (Kiird Talebe ‘Hévi’
Cemiyeti, Hévi). This new organization obtained official permission from the
government to proceed and successfully recruited some 200 members (Ekrem,
1992: 20). It remained active until the autumn of 1914, after which the Ottoman
government conscripted much of its membership into the military. Between
August 1912 and September 1914, it published three journals, Rojé Kurd (Kurdish
Day), Hetawé Kurd (Kurdish Sun) and Yekbiin (Unity). In addition, it distributed
the Baghdad-based newspaper Bangé Kurd (Kurdish Call)® The organization
also founded a legal advice centre for Istanbul’s poor,” as well as an affiliate
amongst Kurdish students studying in Lausanne.

In some ways, Hévi was radical when compared to its precursors. It pushed
discussions into new areas, including land reform,?® women’s rights® and
alphabet reform.*® Moreover, the association described the advancement of
the Kurdish community as being ‘the burden of the Kurdish youth’.*' Yet, even
for these young activists, the Kurdish question remained primarily a question

34 NA FO 195/2405, Bitlis, 27 May 1912.

35 ‘Sherif Pasha Attacked in Paris’, The Times (15 January 1914); and “Turk Slain in Paris as
He Tries Murder’, The New York Times (15 January 1914).

36 ‘Bangé Kurd’, Hetawé Kurd (23 May 1914).

37 ‘Osmanli Teshil-i Mesalih Idarehanesi’, Hetawé Kurd (23 May 1914).

38 Hiiseyin Stikrii, “Arazi Meselesi’, Rojé Kurd (12 September 1913).

39 Ergani Madenli, ‘Kiirtlerde Kadin Meselesi’, Rojé Kurd (12 September 1913).

40 Temin-i Maarif ve Islah-1 Huruf Cemiyeti, ‘(Temin-i Maarif ve Islah-1 Huruf) Cemiyet-i
Mubhteremiyesi tarafindan varid olmustur: Rojé Kurd Mecmuas: Miidiriyet-i Aliyesine’,
Rojé Kurd (19 July 1913).

41 ‘Gaye, Meslek’, Rojé Kurd (19 June 1913).
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of social, economic and educational development.** At least in public, they
remained committed to the continuation of the Ottoman polity. As one article
posited, their ‘pure and lofty intentions” were simply to prepare the Kurdish
community for ‘service and self-sacrifice to the supreme caliphate and the
exalted sultanate’.®

However, in the provinces, Kurdish discontent continued to simmer. In
1910, the Hamidiye were reorganized as the “Tribal Light Cavalry Regiments’
(Asiret Hafif Siivari Alaylar1), losing many of the privileges they had enjoyed
under the ancien regime (Klein, 2002: 217-31). The fate of Armenian lands taken
by Kurdish tribesmen also continued to be a source of uncertainty. As one
tribal chief bitterly complained to Said-i Kiirdi in 1910, ‘the Armenians became
lords and we remained wretched” (Nursi, 2007: 442). Despite such dramatic
declarations, government promises to restore stolen lands came to nothing,.
In fact, following the 1913 coup d’état, Ottoman policy shifted from a strategy
of delaying the issue to one in which it made no commitments at all (Polatel,
2015: 1690-83). Yet, military defeat in the Balkans revived European interest in
the Armenian question leading in February 1914 to Ottoman acquiescence to
European administration of the so-called ‘six provinces’ (vilayat-1 sitte): Van,
Erzurum, Mamuretiilaziz, Bitlis, Diyarbakir and Sivas — along with the
province of Trabzon (Heller, 1980: 326, Kaligian, 2009: 201—29). Once
again, a mood of uncertainty prevailed.

Writing in 1914, the British vice-consul in Van noted that little had been
done to ‘improve the material conditions’ in Kurdish-inhabited regions, while
taxes were ‘more rigorously collected than under the old regime’. At the
same time, since the revolution, he suggested that there had been no
continuity of policy’, the result being that the Kurds viewed the CUP regime
with ‘mistrust and suspicion’.** Ottoman defeats in North Africa and the
Balkans only served to heighten these antagonisms as many Kurdish tribes-
men saw these losses as divine judgement on the ‘godless’ Young Turks
(Safrastian, 1948: 72). This growing gulf between the government and the
Kurdish tribes facilitated an upswing in nationalistic political agitation. Seyid
Ali of Hizan circulated pamphlets declaring Siirt, Van and Bitlis Kurdish
property (Reynolds, 201ra: 60), while Sheikh Abdiisselam Barzani and Nur
Mehmed of Dohuk forwarded a petition calling for both cultural and admin-
istrative autonomy for five of the vilayet of Mosul’s Kurdish-inhabited sub-
districts (McDowall, 1997: 98).

42 Kiird Talebe Hévi Cemiyeti, ‘Kiird Talebe Hévi Cemiyeti’nin Beyannamesidir’, Hetawé
Kurd (23 May 1914).
43 ‘Hévive Gendlik', Hetawé Kurd (3 July 1914). 44 NA FO 195/2458, Van, 14 February 1914.
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There were more organized and systematic efforts to unify the Kurds
against the authorities. By April 1913, members of the Bedirhan clan, including
Bedirhani Hiiseyin Kenan Pasha, Yusuf Kamil Bedirhan and the deposed Siirt
deputy, Hasan Bedirhan, had won significant tribal support in the districts
surrounding their ancestral homeland of Cizre-Bohtan® and were calling
upon the Kurds ‘to rise in revolt to protect their national existence’.*
Hiiseyin Pasha’s death in August 1913 put an end to plans for an insurrection;
however, Hasan Bedirhan remained in the region, stockpiling weapons and
calling for the Kurds to be granted greater administrative autonomy, includ-
ing the right to use taxes locally and for officials in the region to be proficient
in Kurdish.*

However, the objectives of another member of the Bedirhan clan,
Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan, were more radical. It had been his actions that caused
his family’s dramatic fall from grace in 1906. This was due to his implication in
the murder of Istanbul’s governor, Ridvan Pasha. As a result, while following
the revolution, the rest of his family received pardons, he remained in prison
until 1910 (Bedirhan, 2000: 18-19). Following his release, he returned to
Istanbul, after which he made for Russian-controlled Tiflis, where he hoped
to find support for his political ambitions (Bedirhan, 2000: 25).

These ambitions consisted of not merely winning autonomy from the
Ottomans but separating Kurdistan from the empire entirely. In the years
leading up to the First World War, Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan worked continu-
ously to build up a revolutionary movement. In May 1912, he established
Irsad (Correct Guidance), which he hoped would provide an organizational
framework through which to unite the Kurdish tribes and lay the foundations
for a general revolt. The organization aimed to build a 70,000-strong militia
and established secret committees in Van, Diyarbakir, Urfa and other
Kurdish-inhabited districts. Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan also recognized the need
to secure foreign support and looked towards Russia (Akgiil, 1995: 28-9).
Hayreddin Berazi, Irsad’s vice-president and a former gendarme captain,
even proposed that Kurdistan might join the Russian Empire with a status
similar to that of the various principalities of Germany (Reynolds, 2011a: 60).
Eager to undermine Ottoman influence amongst the Kurds, Russian officials
supported Abdiirrezak Bedirhan, offering him protection and supplying him
with Weapons.48 However, in September 1913, the Ottoman authorities killed

45 NA FO 195/2449, Diyarbakir, 22 April 1913. 46 NA FO 195/2449, Van, 4 April 1913.
47 NA FO 195/2458, Diyarbakur, 14 May 1914.
48 NA FO 195/2405, Erzurum, 5 November 1912.
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Hayreddin Berazi, leading to the collapse of the organization (Akgiil, 1995:
28-9; Bedirhan, 2000: 35).

Despite this setback, Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan continued his activities, albeit
with a change of focus. The Russian authorities had allowed him to operate in
the Iranian Kurdish town of Khoy, which they had occupied in the chaotic
aftermath of the 1906 Persian Constitutional Revolution. There he estab-
lished Gehandin (Upbringing/Deliverance), an educational association that,
in October 1913, opened a Kurdish school in the town (Celil, 2008: 85-91).
Although providing education in Kurdish, the school also taught Russian
language, literature and law (Ahmad, 1994: 61; Celil, 2000: 127—32, 2008: 81-5;
Reynolds, 2011b: 435—7). Unlike the Kurdish enlightenment in Istanbul, which
saw Kurdish educational improvement as linked to the broader quest for
imperial salvation, Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan desired Kurdish enlightenment
under Russian auspices, which would serve to sever connections with the
Ottoman order.

However, with Istanbul consenting to European control over the ‘six
provinces’ in early 1914 and Kurdish apprehension over potential Armenian
ascendancy heightened, he redoubled his efforts to raise Kurdistan in revolt.
Unfortunately for Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan, in March, Ottoman authorities
captured one of his agents, Molla Selim, a founding member of ir§ad, and
follower Seyid Ali of Hizan.*® This triggered a planned revolt early, with
Molla Selim and his allies marching on Bitlis, before all the elements were in
place. By early April, government forces had dispersed the rebels and Molla
Selim was forced to take refuge in the Russian consulate. Abdiirrezzak
Bedirhan and his allies were in Russia and thus unable to do much to support
the uprising (Reynolds, 2011a: 80).

Nevertheless, the harsh response of the Ottoman government, which
executed fifteen of the rebellion’s ringleaders including Seyid Ali, aroused
‘surprise and consternation’ amongst the Kurds due to the fact that the
government had ‘enforced the death sentence on men enjoying such vener-
ation and respect as the sheikhs’.>* Discontent continued throughout the
summer of 1914, with Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan and his supporters attempting to
use the execution of Seyid Ali and his confederates to ‘awaken feelings of
revenge’ amongst the local population (Aydogan, 200s5: 187). In summation,
while Abdtirrezzak Bedirhan’s ‘nationalists’ were by no means in a dominant
position in Kurdistan on the eve of the First World War, Ottoman power

49 NA FO 195/2458, Van, 4 April 1914. See also Akgiil (1995: 29).
50 NA FO 195/2458, Van, 16 May 1914.
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over the region was looking increasingly tenuous, resting primarily on fear
and violence.

War, Genocide and Imperial Collapse: The Battle
for Kurdistan and the Road to Lausanne, 1914-1923

In the summer of 1914, the Kurdish movement consisted of two distinct
factions. In Istanbul, the Ottoman-Kurdish elite remained largely committed
to the continuation of the Ottoman polity, although attitudes towards the CUP
were more complex than they had been six years earlier. In contrast, across
Ottoman Kurdistan, growing discontent directed at the CUP was increasingly
taking on a nationalistic quality, a fact that Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan and his
Russian backers endeavoured to exploit. However, the outbreak of the First
World War and Ottoman entry into the war in October 1914 on the side of
Germany and its allies had a profound impact on the trajectory of both the
Kurdish movement and, more generally, Kurdish society.

The immediate impact was that Ottoman Kurdistan became a battlefield
over which the Ottoman Empire and Tsarist Russia struggled. In the winter
of 1914/15, Ottoman Minister of War Enver Pasha launched an offensive into
the Russian Caucasus, an offensive that ended in disaster at Sarikamis. The
Ottoman defeat allowed Russia to seize the initiative and over the course of
the following year, Russian forces pushed deep into Ottoman Kurdistan. By
early 1916, they had seized a vast swath of Ottoman territory including the
cities of Van and Erzurum. In February 1916, the Russians also took the
strategically important town of Bitlis, although a force led by Turkey’s future
president, Mustafa Kemal (Atatiirk), was able to retake it, as well as the
neighbouring town of Mus in the summer. Yet, overall, the military situation
for the Ottomans remained dire (McMeekin, 2016: 277-83, 311; Reynolds,
2011a: 134-8).

Not only was the war fought over Kurdish-inhabited regions, but
a considerable proportion of the Ottoman army on the empire’s eastern
front was also made up of Kurds, most notably in the Third and Fourth
Armies as part of the Ottoman Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh and Twelfth Army
Corps. Kurdish tribal leaders also supplied irregular forces to fight both on the
eastern front against the Russians and on the Mesopotamian front against the
British (Ahmad, 1994: 90; Zeki, 2011: 239—40). The cost was great. Indeed,
Muhammad Emin Zeki Bey, a former Ottoman officer and military historian,
estimated some 300,000 Kurds lost their lives as a result of the conflict (Zeki,
201I: 240).
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Despite the setbacks the Ottoman military faced, the war also provided
the CUP with an opportunity to ‘solve’ the Armenian question perman-
ently. More specifically, it provided cover for the annihilation of the
Ottoman Armenians, whom CUP leaders had come to see as an existential
threat to the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire. Beginning in the
aftermath of the Ottoman defeat at Sarikamis, leading members of the
CUP, most notably Minister of the Interior Talat Pasha and a leading
member of the Ottoman intelligence services, Dr Bahaddin Sakir, orches-
trated an escalating campaign of genocide consisting of deportations, rape
and mass murder (Ak¢am, 2012, 2018; Rogan, 2015: 159-84; Suny, Gocek and
Naimark, 2o11). The result was, as one of the leading scholars on the topic
noted, the ‘death and/or murder of more than one million individuals’
(Akgam, 2018: 2).

Many Kurds participated in the campaign of violence. In June 1915,
Erzincan’s Kurds plundered the town’s Armenian quarter (Ungbr and
Polatel, 2013: 70); the same month a mob in Diyarbakir, made up of local
militiamen and Kurdish villagers, raped and massacred the local Armenians
leaving the bodies in the open to rot (Ungér, 2015: 253—4). Kurdish violence
was by no means universal with some Kurdish Muslims protecting their
Christian Armenian neighbour from violence. Because of this, Bahaddin
Sakir issued a directive stipulating that those who had protected Armenians
were to be executed and their residences burned (Akg¢am, 2018: 16).
Nevertheless, some Kurds ignored the government’s demands. Indeed, fol-
lowing the end of the war, the British forces in Aleppo received a delegation
of Kurdish sheikhs who requested that the Europeans take charge of the
Armenian refugees they had been sheltering (Keeling, 1924: 209-10).

At the same time, in some cases the Kurds were the objects of violence: in
1016 Russian forces allied with Armenian volunteers seized the town of
Rawanduz, engaging in massacre and pillage (Hay, 2008: 137-8). However,
the Kurdish population was also subject to violence from the Ottoman
government. From the Balkan Wars onwards, the CUP leadership increas-
ingly shifted towards a policy of ‘nationalization’” and, more specifically,
Turkification. While the primary targets of such policies were non-
Muslims, these policies were also directed against non-Turkish Muslim
populations such as the Kurds. In this context, the Armenian genocide
constituted part of a broader policy of demographic engineering. These
policies aimed to both strengthen the Turkish character of the empire’s
Anatolian core and expand the zone of Turkish settlement into regions
such as Kurdistan (Ulker, 2005: 613-36).
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In 1916, not long after the removal of the Armenians, the CUP administra-
tion issued an ordinance on settlement and refugees, which made an explicit
distinction between Kurds and Turks. Kurdish tribes fleeing the fighting were
to be disarmed, broken up into groups of no more than 300 and sent to
settlement zones in central Anatolia. Tribal groups were to be dispersed into
regions where they would not make up more than 5 per cent of the popula-
tion and were separated from their sheikhs, mollas and tribal leaders.
Furthermore, unlike Turkish communities, the government denied Kurds
permission to return to their home districts (Ak¢am, 2018: 40-8; Bozkurt,
2014: 823-37; Diindar, 2008: 409-19). The objective was clear; dilute the
Kurdish element in the empire’s eastern provinces, while at the same time
assimilating the Kurds by dispersing them in small groups in predominantly
Turkish regions.

In addition to the enormous disruption visited upon Kurdish society, the
war also signalled a rupture in Kurdish activism. Despite growing tensions in
Ottoman politics and the increasingly authoritarian nature of the CUP, most
of the leading lights of the Kurdish movement’s Ottomanist wing remained
loyal to the empire with many serving with distinction in the armed forces.
However, for Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan and the nationalists, the war was an
opportunity. Hoping to bring the Kurds to their side, the Russians appointed
him ‘Sultan of the Tribes’ (Sultan ul-asair) and provided him with arms and
money. Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan also issued a manifesto calling on the Kurds to
support Russia in order to drive the ‘Rumis’ (Turks) from Kurdistan. As the
war progressed, tensions flared up between Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan and
elements of the Russian army. There was conflict also between pro-Russian
Kurds and pro-Russian Armenians. Consequently, the Russian military
moved to disband both its Kurdish and Armenian auxiliaries. Despite this,
Abdurrezzak Bey maintained good relations with the Russians, who
appointed him governor of Erzurum, following the fall of the city, while
Kamil Bedirhan briefly received the governorship of Bitlis (Reynolds, 2011b:
446-8).

These appointments marked a high point for the nationalists. In March 1917,
the Tsarist regime was overthrown, and, in November, the Bolsheviks came to
power. The result was the collapse of the Russian army. With the assistance of
Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan, the new Bolshevik administration attempted to lay the
foundations of a Kurdish Soviet Republic, but these efforts met with little
success (Henning, 2018: 321). Ottoman forces were able to reoccupy much of
the territory they had lost over the preceding years, eventually pushing into the
Caucasus. It was there, in the summer of 1918, that they captured and executed
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Abdurrezzak Bedirhan. However, the Ottomans’ moment of triumph was
short-lived and, following successful British offensives in Syria and
Mesopotamia, the empire was forced to surrender at the end of October.
The war was over.

The Ottoman capitulation and the collapse of the CUP government
prompted a new wave of Kurdish political mobilization. Significantly, as was
the case prior to the outbreak of the war, Istanbul served as the centre of Kurdish
activism. In November 1918, leading Kurdish public figures in the capital estab-
lished a new organization, the Society for the Betterment of Kurdistan
(Kiirdistan Teali Cemiyeti, KT'C), with Sheikh Abdiilkadir serving as its president
and Emin Ali Bedirhan its vice-president. However, unlike the optimistic atmos-
phere that followed the restoration of constitutional rule in which the KT'T'C had
been established a decade earlier, the KTC was formed within the context of
military defeat and imperial collapse. It was also a period in which the principle
of national self-determination, in both its Leninist and Wilsonian iterations, was
increasingly shaping the actions of the peacemakers who met in Paris.
Moreover, American President Woodrow Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points
explicitly called for the ‘nationalities which are now under Turkish rule’ to be
assured ‘an undoubted security of life and an absolutely unmolested opportunity
of autonomous development’ (Torr, 2002: 78). The implication was that the
principle of nationality would fashion the post-Ottoman Middle East.

Still, even at this late stage, the KTC’s attitude towards Kurdish self-rule was
ambiguous. The organization’s constitution committed it to defend the Kurds’
‘general interests’, which was later changed to ‘the Kurdish nation’s political,
economic and social interests and historical and racial/ ethnic rights” (Tunaya,
2009: 215, 222). In January 1919, the KTC’s leadership approached British officials
requesting self-government over a geographically defined region, calling on
‘the British Government to kindly undertake the protection of their rights and
interests, and to help them in their path to civilization and Progress’.”"

For some elements within the KTC, this did not necessarily preclude
a continued connection with the Ottoman state. Moreover, KTC President
Sheikh Abdiilkadir continued to play an active role in Ottoman politics,
serving as the Head of the Council of State between March and May 1919.
He continued publicly to insist that the Kurds remained loyal to the sultan-
caliph and that they only sought a limited form of provincial autonomy.”

51 NA FO 608/95, Constantinople, 2 January 1919.

52 Seyyid Abdiilkadir, ‘Kiirdler ve Osmanhhk’, Ikdam (27 February 1920), reproduced in
Goldas (1991: 282-3). See also ‘Leaders in the Turkish Senate Greatly Worried over
Kurdish Independence’, Leavenworth Times (6 March 1920).
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However, for others, the objective was complete independence. Indeed, in
a KTC general meeting, there were clashes between Sheikh Abdiilkadir, who
called for continued co-operation with the Turks, and younger members,
who demanded that ‘a decision be taken for the declaration of independence
of Kurdistan” (Dersimi, 1996: 131). In early 1920, the continued ambiguity of
the KT'C leadership towards the question of independence and discontent
amongst those advocating a more forthright nationalist policy culminated in
the formation of a rival organization under the leadership of Emin Ali
Bedirhan, the Kurdish Society of Social Organization (Kiird Teskilat-i
igtimaiye Cemiyeti, KTIC).

Despite these divisions, Kurdish activists in Istanbul continued to lobby the
Great Powers for recognition of Kurdish national rights. Kurdish activists
were particularly keen to secure the support of Great Britain, which emerged
as the Middle East’s leading imperial power following the end of the war.
This included not only petitioning British representatives in the Ottoman
capital but also securing representation at the Paris Peace Talks. To this end,
the KTC appointed Mehmed Serif Pasha to represent Kurdish interests in
Europe. As the KTC’s chief diplomat, Mehmed Serif Pasha put forward
Kurdish territorial claims in a 1919 pamphlet entitled Memorandum sur les
revendications du peuple kurde and sought to assure the British of the Kurds’
amenability to their interests.” At the same time, he entered into negoti-
ations with the Armenian delegation, which culminated in November 1919
with an agreement regarding the border between Kurdistan and Armenia.**

In the short term, the Kurds' lobbying efforts met with success. In
August 1920, the Ottoman government signed the Treaty of Sévres, which
included provisions pertaining to the future of Ottoman Kurdistan. Article 62
of the treaty outlined a scheme for a commission, appointed by Britain,
France and Italy, to draft “a scheme of local autonomy for the predominantly
Kurdish areas lying east of the Euphrates, south of the southern boundary of
Armenia ... and north of the frontier of Turkey with Syria and
Mesopotamia’. Article 64 further stipulated that

if within one year from the coming into force of the present Treaty the
Kurdish peoples within the areas defined in Article 62 shall address them-
selves to the Council of the League of Nations in such a manner as to show
that a majority of the population of these areas desires independence from

53 See NA FO 608/95, Paris, 14 February 1919; NA FO 371/4192, Constantinople,
29 June 1919; NA FO 371/5067, Constantinople, 3 February 1920; NA FO 371/5067,
Turkey, 1 March 1920.

54 NA FO 371/ 4193, Paris, 20 November 1919.
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Turkey, and if the Council then considers that these peoples are capable of
such independence and recommends that it should be granted to them
(Hurewitz, 1979: 82).

The form of self-rule outlined in Sévres was certainly limited as it was
contingent on the will of Britain, France and Italy. Moreover, the geographic
extent of Kurdistan was far less than that which had been desired by Kurdish
nationalists. The treaty envisaged the inclusion — either in whole or in part —
of Kurdish-populated provinces such as Erzurum, Van and Bitlis — in
a projected Armenian state (Hurewitz, 1979: 83), while Kurdish-inhabited
regions west of the Euphrates, such as Dersim, were to remain in Turkish
hands. Moreover, the fate of the Kurdish districts in the British-controlled
Mosul vilayet remained unclear. Article 64 was somewhat ambiguous stating
that were Turkey to renounce its rights over the territories outlined in Article
62, no objection would ‘be raised by the Principal Allied Powers to the
voluntary adhesion to such an independent Kurdish State of the Kurds
inhabiting that part of Kurdistan which has hitherto been included in the
Mosul vilayet’ (Hurewitz, 1979: 82).

Thus, although the form of Kurdish self-rule outlined in Sevres was
limited, it constituted an explicit recognition that the Kurds were a national
community with, at least, the potential for self-rule. Yet, despite this recogni-
tion, Kurdish activists were unable to secure even this truncated form of
Kurdish statehood. A number of scholars have emphasized divisions within
the Kurdish movement as accounting for the failure of Kurdish activists to
secure Kurdish independence following the end of the First World War.
Certainly, rivalries and factionalism served to undermine the strength of
Kurdish nationalism (Kirisci and Winrow, 1997: 67-88; Ozoglu, 2004:
87-120; Strohmeier, 2003: 57-74). Indeed, European officials were often dis-
missive of those claiming to represent the interests of the Kurdish commu-
nity. As one British official remarked in March 1920, not only was there a lack
of a Kurdish opinion in ‘the sense of coherent public opinion ... The few
educated Kurds outside Kurdistan holding separatist ideas are very apt to
exaggerate their own influence and importance.”™

However, the emergence of resistance to efforts to partition Anatolia,
which included Greek efforts to take control of Izmir and its hinterlands as
well as plans for an Armenian state on Ottoman territory, also served to
impede attempts to establish a Kurdish state. This resistance movement,
which was led by elements of the military and former CUP operatives,

55 NA FO 371/5068, Constantinople, 29 March 1920.
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coalesced under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal (Atatiirk) in 1919 and,
ultimately, rejected the authority of the Istanbul-based government, which
signed the Treaty of Sévres. The Kemalists established a rival government
based at Ankara in early 1920 and were soon able to establish their authority
over those Kurdish-inhabited provinces that remained in Ottoman hands at
the end of the war.

In a general sense, Kemalists were adept at mobilizing Ottomanist political
discourse, presenting their movement as one seeking to protect the caliphate
against non-Muslim interlopers (Soleimani, 2016a: 256-65). More specifically,
in the east, they were able to appeal to Muslim opinion by strongly opposing
Armenian territorial claims in eastern Anatolia, emphasizing that they would
never allow the formation of an Armenian state on Muslim Kurdish lands.™
Mehmed Serif Pasha’s agreement with the Armenian delegation over an
Armenian—Kurdish boundary only served to reinforce Kemalist propaganda
and, when news of the agreement reached Kurdistan, Kurdish tribal leaders
across the region were swift to denounce it (McDowall, 1997: 133). In short,
the Kemalists were able deftly to manipulate Kurdish fears of Armenian
ascendancy, fears that Kurdish participation in the genocidal campaigns of
the First World War only exacerbated. Indeed, reflecting on the early years of
the Kemalist struggle, Mustafa Kemal's commander in the east, Kazim
Karabekir, recalled that he was able to ‘immunize’ the Kurds from Kurdish
nationalism by portraying those advocating Kurdish statehood as seeking to
‘turn Kurdistan into Armenia’ (Karabekir, 1990: 113).

Writing in late 1919, Major Edward Noel, a pro-Kurdish British officer who
toured Kurdistan, confirmed this, observing that the Kemalist movement was
making ‘frantic efforts to win over the Kurds to the nationalist cause by pan
Islamic and anti-Christian propaganda’. However, Major Noel also noted that
‘no organization for counter propaganda exists. The Kurdish intelligentsia,
the majority of whom have been banished from their country, are debarred
from all communications with the compatriots.”” In other words, repression
also played a significant role in frustrating the activities of Kurdish national-
ists. For example, an October 1919 petition forwarded to the British com-
plained that, in addition to Diyarbakir, the KTC branch in Siirt had been
‘forcibly suppressed by the Turkish Authorities” and that ‘at Urfa the Turkish
authorities are determined not to permit the opening of a branch of the said
Society there.”® The result was that, by the time Sévres was signed in

56 See ‘Sarki Anadolu Tiirki ile Kiirdi tefrik edilemez’, Al-Bayrak (20 October 1919).
57 NA FO 371/ 4193, London, 18 December 1919.
58 NA FO 371/ 4193, Constantinople, 16 October 1919.
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August 1920, Kurdish activists had already been effectively excluded from
Kurdistan. There were subsequent attempts to mobilize against Kemalist
forces, most notably in the Koggiri region, where, in the spring of 1921,
Kurdish nationalists attempted to exploit anti-Kemalist unrest. However,
Kemalist forces were able to put down the rebellion with ease (Strohmeier,
2003: 71-2).

Broader geopolitical circumstances also served to undermine the position
of Kurdish nationalists. Most obviously, Russia’s defeat worked against the
nationalist cause. The secret treaty between Britain and France of 1916, the so-
called Sykes-Picot Agreement, had envisioned

that the region of Kurdistan to the south of Van and of Bitlis between Mush,
Sert, the course of the Tigris, Jezireh-ben-Omer, the crest-line of the moun-
tains which dominate Amadia, and the region of Merga Var, shall be ceded to
Russia; and that starting from the region of Merga Var (Hurewitz, 1979: 64).

Hence, the Russian withdrawal from the war in 1917 ensured Ottoman
dominance across much of Kurdistan. More importantly, in years immedi-
ately following the end of the war, Russia’s new Bolshevik government
reversed the anti-Turkish policy that had defined Russian attitudes towards
the Ottomans for decades (Reynolds, 2011a: 255-9). Indeed, the hostility of
Great Britain towards both Ankara and Moscow only served to drive ‘the
Turkish nationalists and the Bolsheviks into each other’s arms’ (Gokay,
2007: 2). Consequently, Kurdish nationalists lost a powerful potential patron
in the critical years between 1918 and 1923.

At the same time, Great Britain had little interest in the creation of
a Kurdish state. Its Middle Eastern interests centred upon the Ottoman
vilayets of Baghdad and Basra. British forces had occupied both these prov-
inces during the war and, following the fall of Baghdad in 1917, they had
advanced into the vilayet of Mosul. In fact, the British military offensive in
Mesopotamia continued even after the Ottoman capitulation on
30 October 1918, culminating in the capture of Mosul on 10 November 1918.
The result was the de facto partition of Ottoman Kurdistan with Mosul’s
Kurdish-inhabited sub-districts coming under British control. Initially, the
British appointed Sheikh Said Berzenci's son, Sheikh Mahmud Berzendi,
governor of the Kurdish-populated district of Suleimani, but his efforts to
assert his independence resulted in conflict. In May 1919, British forces
marched on the city and removed him from office (Eskander, 2000: 139-63).

Although under the terms of the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, Britain had
agreed to French control of Mosul, its inclusion of the vilayet within the
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British sphere became a priority. While France was quick to renounce its
claim, the Kemalists continued to lay claim to the province, until a League of
Nations Commission peacefully resolved the issue in 1926. Faced with
Kemalist efforts to retake Mosul, the British again experimented with
Kurdish self-rule, allowing Sheikh Mahmud to return to Suleimani as gov-
ernor in 1922. However, again, his efforts to assert Kurdish independence and
establish himself as the leader of a Kurdish ‘kingdom’ resulted in a second,
unsuccessful, revolt (McDowall, 1997: 150—63; Olson, 1989: 60—3). Ultimately,
it was Britain’s desire to stabilize its control over Mesopotamia that came to
drive policy in “Southern Kurdistan’. Thus, Britain’s activities in the region
generally served to limit Kurdish self-rule, while pushing for the incorpor-
ation of Mosul and its Kurdish sub-districts into the newly formed Kingdom
of Iraq (Eskander, 2001: 153-80).

Britain’s Kurdish troubles meant that it had little incentive to intervene
beyond the boundaries of the vilayet of Mosul in order to enforce the
pathway to Kurdish self-rule outlined in Sévres. Moreover, British officials
were quick to recognize that the Constantinople-based government was
powerless. Consequently, Britain increasingly looked towards the Ankara-
based nationalists, who had defeated both Armenia (1920) and Greece (1920—
2), to become the de facto government of Ottoman Anatolia. As Ankara
gained both power and diplomatic recognition, including from Britain’s ally
France, Britain increasingly looked to appease the Kemalists as part of
a broader strategy to isolate Bolshevik Russia (Ali, 1997: 521-34). This culmin-
ated in the Mudanya Armistice in October 1922, which opened the way for
a new round of negotiations. The outcome of these negotiations was the
conclusion of a new treaty, the Treaty of Lausanne, signed in July 1923.

This new agreement between the Kemalist government in Ankara and
Great Britain superseded Sévres. It proved to be disastrous for Kurdish
nationalists. Not only did Lausanne contain no reference to Kurdish self-
rule, but it also did not even reference the Kurds as a distinctive community.
It did commit the government of Turkey ‘to assure full and complete
protection of life and liberty to all inhabitants of Turkey without distinction
of birth, nationality, language, race or religion’. It also included a provision
that stated:

No restrictions shall be imposed on the free use by any Turkish national of
any language in private intercourse, in commerce, religion, in the press, or in
publications of any kind or at public meetings. Notwithstanding the exist-
ence of the official language, adequate facilities shall be given to Turkish
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nationals of non-Turkish speech for the oral use of their own language before
the Courts (Hurewitz, 1979: 122).

However, the new Kemalist government soon reneged on these commit-
ments, launching a wave of anti-Kurdish policies (McDowall, 1997: 191-2).
The hostility of the new regime forced many Kurdish activists in Istanbul into
exile (Strohmeier, 2003: 74). Indeed, Tensions between Kurds and the new
‘Republic of Turkey” were only exasperated following Mustafa Kemal’s
abolition of the caliphate in 1924, which was not only the last vestige of the
Ottoman order but had also served as a symbolic bond between Kurds and
Turks. At the same time, Great Britain had little appetite to enforce these
provisions. Its priority was to resolve the disputed status of Mosul, which the
League of Nations Commission ultimately awarded to the British-backed
Kingdom of Iraq in 1926 (Hurewitz, 1979: 143-6). The partition of Ottoman
Kurdistan was complete and the Middle East’s Kurdish population found
themselves in a radically different set of geopolitical circumstances.

Conclusion

At the outset of this chapter, some of the considerable differences in terms of
the context pertaining to Kurdish activism in the late and post-imperial period
were highlighted. However, while it is important to avoid teleological narra-
tives or anachronistic readings of history, some of the patterns that define
Kurdish activism in the late imperial period can also be discerned in later eras.

Firstly, one might note the differences between urban and professional
elites and ‘traditional’ notable classes, the sheikhs and aghas. While both
these elements of the Kurdish cause have often taken up the national cause,
they have often done so for different reasons. Indeed, in this regard, the
politics of nationality have often served as a framework for co-operation
between different elements of the Kurdish elite. This is most evident in the
case of Abdiirrezzak Bedirhan's efforts to build a movement that brought
together disgruntled Kurdish intellectuals and professionals with restive
Kurdish tribal leaders. Indeed, although unsuccessful in shaking off
Ottoman rule, this political formula prefigured the structure of Kurdish
movements in the post-imperial period, ranging from the Sheikh Said
Revolt of 1925 in Turkey to Molla Mustafa Barzani’s insurrection against
Baghdad in the 1960s and 1970s.

Secondly, the diversity of opinion within the Kurdish movement relating to
the ultimate objectives of Kurdish activism and how the Kurdish question might

132


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108623711.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core

The Kurdish Movement and the End of the Ottoman Empire

best be resolved has also persisted as a feature of Kurdish politics. While over the
course of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, Kurdish activists have at
the time sought national independence, such as in the case of the Iraqi Kurdish
Independence Referendum in 2017, this has not always been the case. Kurdish
political and intellectual leaders have forwarded various potential formulas for
the resolution of the Kurdish issue that have fallen short of the nationalist ideal of
a Kurdish nation-state. This has ranged from cultural rights to forms of territorial
autonomy, as well as encompassing ‘post-national’ approaches such as
‘Democratic Confederalism” as proposed by the Kurdish movement in Syria.

Finally, we might note the importance of international conditions in shaping
the Kurdish movement. Just as the interests and actions of the Great Powers,
especially in the aftermath of the First World War, gravitated against the
formation of a Kurdish state, so too have the attitudes of the governments in
the post-imperial period. The Kurdish movements in both Iraq and Syria,
despite significant gains, remain extremely vulnerable to international circum-
stances. Indeed, it is perhaps this factor, the geopolitical, that is the most
significant in understanding why those seeking Kurdish statehood in both the
late and post-imperial period have ultimately failed in their objectives.
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Religious Narrations of the Kurdish
Nation during the Late Nineteenth
and Early Twentieth Centuries

KAMAL SOLEIMANI

In this chapter, I shall shed some light on the fusion of Islam and nationalism
in modern Kurdish history. To do so, I will selectively discuss the views and
activities of some influential late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Kurdish religio-political figures. The discussions here will by no means be
exhaustive. Here, my aim is to demonstrate that Kurdish religiosity, similarly
to that of other Muslim communities, accommodated their nationalism. In
other words, major Kurdish religious figures were open to, supported and
often worked for some forms of Kurdish self-rule: they imagined Kurds as
a distinct nation and therefore declared and defended the legitimacy of
Kurdish political demands and rights. In a sense, the latter point defines
nationalism since the right to selfrule is principally based on self
referentiality. I argue that the defining point of religious nationalism is that
the modern religious agent creates/imagines the boundaries of her collective
self within those of the national.

In recent years, a body of scholarship has emerged that revisits the nexus
between nationalism and Islam among Arabs, Kurds and Turks (Datla, 2013;
Devji, 2013; Houston, 2003). This emerging literature questions the dominant
orthodoxy that for so long has posited an essential connection between
nationalism and secularism and by the same token has insisted on the latency
of both Turkish and Kurdish nationalisms. Now, especially the idea that
Muslim Arab revivalists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
were also nationalists or were influenced by nationalism has gained greater
credence. I for one have argued that the life and thought of religious agents
operating within the paradigm of nationalism, combined with their inability
to conceive any political system beyond the nation-state, turns them into
agents of nationalism (Soleimani, 2016a, 2017a). The modern state is inher-
ently a nationalist one. Thus, modern religious agents’ perception of the
nation-state as a self-evident entity should be seen as enough of a reason to
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view modern religious agents as homines nationales: they are nationalists since
they blithely and banally espouse either dominant or dominated forms of
nationalism (Balibar and Wallerstein, 1991: 93; Wodak et al., 1999). In the
Kurdish case, Kurdish religious agents, too, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, evinced nationalism or endorsed Kurdish nationalism or the nation-
alisms of their Others. This is the case even with those religious figures who
believed in the unity of the umma and hope for the revival of an Islamic
caliphate.

Seemingly universalist religious concepts such as umma and caliphate lack
coherent historical significations. They have been understood and put into
practice differently in different times and places. Yet in the modern era, with
the rise of anti-colonialism both Muslim activists and the Ottoman state tried
to refashion and reappropriate those concepts to serve their anti-colonial
agendas, not to mention that such agendas were not per se free from the
influence of modern nationalism. Through such reappropriations, however,
modern Muslims have tried to redefine terms like umma as a unified political
entity, in ways resembling the modern concept of nation vis-a-vis the
Christian West.

In this chapter, I will mainly focus on the views and thoughts of Sheikh
Ubeydullah of Nehri and the nineteenth-century Kurdish Istanbul intellec-
tuals Said Nursi and Sheikh Said of Piran in passing. Rather than attending to
the chronologies of events, I will mostly focus on the discursive aspects of the
influence of these figures as well as the nature of their religious-nationalist
utterances.

Kurdish Nationalism and Islam

Kurdish nationalism, being the nationalism of a dominated community, is an
understudied one. Additionally, its initial sparks become visible in unex-
pected centres like Sufi lodges and traditional Kurdish medrese (pl. meddris,
seminaries) and under unconventional leaders like sheikhs and mollas (cler-
gymen), which makes it a manifestly distinctive form of nationalism.
Therefore, the views regarding the initial stages of Kurdish nationalism
could be highly incongruent. There is a somewhat extensive debate on
when Kurdish nationalism began (Vali, 2003). However, some Europeans
who visited Kurdistan in the latter part of the nineteenth century testify to the
existence of Kurdish nationalism. One of these European travellers was
Frederick Millingen, who visited and worked in Kurdistan in the late 1860s.
Millingen contended that he could “affirm, without fear of exaggerating, that
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the sentiment of nationality and the love of independence are as deeply
rooted in the heart of the Koords [sic] as in that of any other nation’
(Millingen, 1870: 213).

This brief account shows that Millingen himself might not only have
encountered debates dealing with more than the mere possibility of the
existence of Kurdish nationalism; he also found it to be comparable with
that of other nations. Millingen himself seems convinced of the intensity and
prevalence of Kurdish nationalist sentiment to the degree that it did not
appear different from that of other nations. He tries to substantiate his claim
by making use of a kind of ethnographic account. Accordingly, he asserts that
his conclusion was based on his “personal experience, having been thrown
into contact with many of the chiefs of the Koordish national movements’
(Millingen, 1870: 213, emphasis added). Millingen neither specifies any
‘Kurdish national movements’ nor defines it. However, even if he was
conflating some Kurdish political activities with a movement, the existence
of such activities, far from signifying an absence of Kurdish nationalism,
suggests that the early stages of Kurdish political history have been
understudied.

Even if the paucity of evidence prevents us from offering a detailed
discussion on the existence of Kurdish nationalism in the 1870s, we encounter
a different situation in the 1880s. The late 1870s witnessed the rise of Sheikh
Ubeydullah, whose nationalism is unquestionable (Soleimani, 2016a, 2016b).
Yet Sheikh Ubeydullah’s activities were not only some efforts by one charis-
matic Kurdish leader. Undoubtedly, his uprising — discussed below — reflected
a certain degree of the prevalence of Kurdish nationalism. The greatest
testimony to such a prevalence of nationalist sentiments is a series of articles
that were written by some Kurdish intellectuals at the time and published in
the newspaper Terciiman-1 Hakikat (Interpreter of Truth) (Soleimani, 2016¢). In
1880, perhaps for the first time, some pro-Kurdish articles appeared in the
Ottoman newspapers. This was taking place due to the perilous circum-
stances in which the ruling Ottomans found themselves. As they were
alarmed by the prospect of an independent Armenia and further disintegra-
tion of the empire as a possible outcome of the Berlin Treaty, some Ottoman
circles allowed for Kurdish voices, who were still called ‘beasts’ or ‘tailed
Kurds’, to be heard.”

Kurdish intellectuals clearly expressed their agitation at the Ottoman
elite’s portrayal of Kurds as brigands and savages. Their articles began to

1 Or ‘caudate Kurds'.
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appear in the Ottoman press as the implementation of Article 61 of the Berlin
Treaty became more and more likely. As shown in the Kurdish elite’s
reaction to Armenian nationalism, these articles demonstrated their collect-
ive self-perception. Therefore, the articles are critical of the portrayal of
Kurds in the Ottoman, Armenian and European presses (Terciiman-i
Hakikat, no. 589). In these articles, the use of the phrases ‘patriotism’
(hamiyet-i milliye) and ‘ethnic zeal” ( ‘asabiyet-i kavmiye) are not infrequent as
the writers aim at rewriting their own nation’s history while portraying their
Others, such as the Armenians, in degrading ways. Hence one of the writers
claims that, aside from those residing in Istanbul, the Armenians were many
times more backwards than the Kurds (Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 589). One of
the writers who is introduced as a Kurdish notable (mu ‘teberan-i Kiird‘den)
starts his article by emphasizing the Kurds” disadvantaged position and their
lack of access to any newspapers, including Turkish ones. Without stating
why they did not previously have access to Turkish newspapers, the writer
asserts that ‘now, we have become more aware of our plight due to lack of
access to the press, even to the Turkish press’ (Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 586).

In many ways these writings reflect a significant degree of ethnic self-
consciousness and glorification to an extent that one article, signed by
a certain ‘A. T, states that even the nomadic Kurds greatly value education
and the arts, that they are extremely eloquent and poetic and that ‘we can say
that no other nation (millet) has arrived at such an honourable stage’
(Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 586, emphasis added). Hence these writers made
efforts to legitimize Kurdish political demands through their narration of
a distinct Kurdish nation. A. T.’s writing exemplifies how the nationalist elite
in the Kurdish community, too, portrayed their Others as nothing more than
‘subhuman’ (Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 586). As Wodak and colleagues correctly
point out, in a more general context, these types of ‘shared emotional disposi-
tions relate to the attitudes members of a given ingroup have towards other
members of that ingroup, as well as those towards members of an out-group’
(Wodak et al., 1999: 4, emphasis added). The writings of A. T. and others also
exhibit the racialist views of the time, which draw links between race,
language and progress in a simplistic, connect-the-dots fashion. Therefore,
these stubbornly depict Kurdish as one of the most developed languages and
almost as the unique lingua franca of previous centuries’ Islamic scholars of
cosmopolitan regions like Arab Iraq and the Levant (Terciiman-1 Hakikat,
no. 592).

These Kurdish intellectuals venerated traditional religious scholarship and
conflated it with their ethnic self-glorification. Their writings celebrate
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Kurdish contributions to the past Islamic scientific and scholarly achieve-
ments. Moreover, they portray Kurdish religious scholars as superior to the
likes of Voltaire, claiming that if he were resurrected from his grave and
confronted with Kurdish scholars, he would have involuntarily bowed down
to them (Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 592). This type of ‘classicization’ (Chatterjee,
1995) by late nineteenth-century Kurdish intellectuals is not limited to the role
that Kurds might have had in Islamic civilization; they Kurdicize the Islamic
influence on European civilization as well. In their attempts at classicization,
areligious hero like Salah al-Din is reappropriated. This way, one of the most
significant Christian—-Muslim encounters of the High Middle Ages is repre-
sented as Kurds’ ethnic triumph in history. Also, the non-Kurdish share in this
particular experience is potently obscured. As Wodak and colleagues state, in
a slightly different context, such narrations of the past lend ‘meaning and
security to monotonous existence and ties everyday life to a “national des-
tiny”” (Wodak et al., 1999: 24).

Furthermore, these writers present Kurdistan’s geographical unity as
eternal, as expected, while simultaneously eliding Kurdistan's contemporan-
eous membership in the Ottoman Empire as entirely “forgotten’.” For this
reason, their claims should not be seen as simple reactions or as limited to
Armenian—Kurdish communal contestations. Despite its paucity, this litera-
ture reveals a situation that is more than merely the Muslims’ reaction to
Armenian nationalism. For instance, in a piece on Kurdistan's geography, in
addition to telling the general story of the ‘personified” nation’s ‘uniquely
identifiable’ historical presence, traceable back to ‘mythical times’, the
Kurdish nation’s geographical borders, too, are believed to have ‘remained
ever separated’.

In these writings, the Kurds are usually portrayed with a distinctly primor-
dial nationality and are divorced from all other Muslims, including the
Ottoman Turks. The classicization is not limited to ignoring Kurdish
Muslims® experience, shared with and central to the Ottoman domains.
Not only the Kurds are imagined as an ethnically distinct community, but
Kurdistan also comes to be imagined as a geographically distinguishable,
neatly separable place from its environs for millennia. In the light of such
distinctiveness of both the nation and its land, these writers reinterpreted the
Ottoman Empire’s expansion into Kurdistan from the sixteenth century
(Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 595). Accordingly, they regard this historical event
as one in which ‘Kurds voluntarily accepted the Ottoman rule’ through

2 For more on the importance of nationalist forgetting see Renan (1990).

142


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108623711.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Religious Narrations of the Kurdish Nation

which these intellectuals hope to retroject the birth of an imagined Kurdish
state into the distant past. Their ‘imagined community’, here, rather than just
being one among multiple imperial domains, has turned their assemblage
thus imagined into a partner for unity in the past and imbued them with
a singular historical agency with an existence independent of the empire.

The language used by these nineteenth-century Kurdish intellectuals for
self-distinction or self-referentiality to a certain extent explains the socio-
historical backdrop of the 1880 Sheikh Ubeydullah uprising. The writers are
very explicit about their political agenda. One of them declares that “we too
will be declaring our plans for the future and we will prove that we have one’
(Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 591). It is clear that their narration of the past aimed
to legitimize their contemporary political claims and demands. They, there-
fore, welcome Sheikh Ubeydullah’s political endeavours. The sheikh’s
endeavours, first and foremost, were a sign of the vibrancy of the Kurds.
Therefore, his leadership offered them a great hope, and served as a warning
to any who assumed that ‘the land of Kurdistan lacks any vigour and
excitement (heyecandan ‘ari), and as you [all] know, the question of Sheikh
Ubeydullah Efendi is still an enduring one’ (Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 501). The
last remark not only indicates that these intellectuals were hopeful about the
sheikh’s uprising but also supported his strategic planning for Kurdish self-
rule.

Ubeydullah’s Borderland Islam

Many scholars of Kurdish studies have claimed that ‘the uprising of Sheikh
Ubaidullah ... cannot be explained as motivated by nationalist feelings’
(Henning, 2018: 4). My contention is that various historical documents
leave no room for the fact that Sheikh Ubeydullah was a religious nationalist.
Elsewhere, I have shown that claims to the contrary are unpersuasive
(Soleimani, 2016a). The most significant evidence can be found in the sheikh’s
own poetic oeuvre, which until recently was unavailable to scholars, an issue
which I will further discuss below (Soleimani, 2016b).

Ubeydullah was a third-generation Kurdish Nagshbandi sheikh who res-
ided in the village of Nehri on the Ottoman—Qajar border (Castor-
Thompson, 2014; Gaborieau, Popovic and Zarcone, 1990; Legall, 2004;
Mardin, 1989). He was a dynamic figure, and at the age of forty,
Ubeydullah was already known for having immense regional religious influ-
ence with a wide range of followers. After an 1882 interview with the sheikh,
the American missionary Henry Otis Dwight described him as “a religious
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chief [who] represents some two million devoted adherents in Kourdistan
[sic], besides counting many of the Pashas of this city [i.e. Istanbul] as his
disciples (ABCFM). According to Robert Speer, the biographer of
Dr Cochran, an American missionary, ‘the sheikh was the third-most highly
respected person in the Sunni world after the Ottoman caliph and the sharif
of Mecca’ (Speer, 1911: 74). British Parliamentary Papers give a glimpse of the
sheikh’s relation with the populace, reporting that he was ‘entertaining daily
at his gates from 500 to 1000 visitors of all classes. His character stands out in
clear contrast with that seen in Persian officials as well as Turks’
(Parliamentary Papers, 1881). About the sheikh’s character, we are told that
he was simple and he or his son would personally see “all who come to them
on business, no matter how trivial it may be . . . From early morning to late at
night he [was] employed in the interest of ... his people’ (Parliamentary
Papers, 1881).

Various historical records point to the sheikh’s restiveness, especially in the
last few years preceding his 1880 uprising. Official and missionary documents,
his personal letters and his poetry reveal the sheikh’s great interest in political
matters and in the fate of Kurdish people. It was particularly the latter that
occupied his mind during and after the Russo—Ottoman War (1877-8). Ates
rightly asserts that ‘Sheikh Ubeidullah of Nehri represented the spirit of the
age and his movement was a distillation of the cultural and political trends of
this time period and should be studied as such’ (Ates, 2014: 740). His
participation in the war gave the sheikh the opportunity to regard the
Kurdo-Ottoman relations in a new light. It also led the sheikh to conclude
that the role that Islam played in the life of these communities was not
identical. During the war, the sheikh began to think of the Ottoman Empire’s
weakness in its fight against Russia as well as its treatment of the Kurds as
signs of the Ottoman Turks” “‘un-Islamic’ tendencies. The sheikh was certain
that the calamities that had befallen the Ottoman state were the result of their
abandonment of Islamic laws and traditions and the spread of a great deal of
moral laxity (bar kabd er moserr). To him, the Ottoman state was too corrupt
to be reformed even by a powerful and well-meaning ruler (tabdil in hay ‘at)
(Nehri, 2000: 108).

To the sheikh, the Kurds were a pious Muslim nation that needed to
separate their path from that of Persian and Ottoman Turks. Both in his
interview with Dwight and in his poetry, the sheikh accuses these nations of
the lack of a ‘true and heartfelt religiosity’ (ABCFM). In his Masnavi, the
sheikh claims that, unlike the Kurds, the Ottoman Turks were only nomin-
ally religious and were bereft of any religious feeling (Nehri, 2000: 111). In his
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discussion with Dwight, the sheikh emphasized the issue of Kurdish piety and
insinuated that missionaries were uninformed about Kurdish religiosity: ‘You
think us [the Kurds as] bad men because you see the Mahometanism of the
Turks. That is in no respect to Mahometanism. Among [pious] Kurds there
[are] no licentious men, no dishonesty, no lying’ (ABCFM). He tries to
convince Dwight that Kurdish Islam was distinct from that of their Others.
Kurds supposedly lived an ‘authentic Islam’, which manifested in their
‘virtuous life” and ‘moral superiority’. The sheikh compared ‘the Islam of
pious Kurds” with ‘true Christianity” of which he thought the missionaries
were the embodiments. He thus “went on and his face lighted up with a smile,
“We seek what you seek™ (ABCFM). Being under the influence of the
renowned thirteenth century Persian Sufi poet Jalaluddin Rumi, the sheikh
did not much concern himself with the ritualist aspect of Islam as he believed
that monotheistic religions were merely different manifestations of a single
truth. Dwight’s account evidences aspects of Ubeydullah’s religious views
and his utter indifference towards religious formalism and consequential
theological differences. This seems to be consistent with the views found in
the sheikh’s poetic work (Nehri, 2000: 129). The sheikh was acutely interested
in the practical outcome of the religious agent’s devotion and the ways in
which heartfelt beliefs are reflected in one’s action rather than one’s words
(Soleimani, 2018). Therefore, he tells Dwight, that essentially, “We seek what
you seek.”

The sheikh viewed the Ottoman army’s mistreatment of Kurdish fighters
during the Russo-Ottoman War as evidence of the irreligiosity of the
Ottomans and the piety of the Kurds. He, therefore, concluded that the
Kurds needed a state of their own, one under which the Kurds could advance
their ‘pious life” free from Ottoman Turkish and Persian oppression. The
sheikh’s assertions about the Kurdish war experience with the Ottomans
demonstrates his great disappointment with the entire Ottoman state appar-
atus. Also, it helps to view the incompatibility of the appropriation of Islam
by the centre and by the periphery, which in turn signified ethnic and
communal differences as well. Particularly, in his Masnavi, Ubeydullah
laments bitterly about Kurdish life under the Persians and Turks in a way
that entirely corresponds to his interview with Dwight (ABCFM). The
sheikh’s lamentation is particularly important when he compares the con-
temporary Kurdish situation, in the late nineteenth century, with the golden
age of Sayyed Taha’s time.

Sayyed Taha, Ubeydullah’s grandfather, was enormously influential in the
earlier decades of the nineteenth century: ‘In the 1840s, when Emir Bedirhan
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ruled over the Emirate of Bohtan, Sheikh Taha of Nehri . . . yielded consid-
erable influence over the emir’ (Henning, 2018: 138). The sheikh believed that,
due to destruction of the Kurdish principalities in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, the Kurdistan of his day had lost its vibrancy. This situation, he claimed,
had left the people ‘to roam in the valleys of ignorance’ (Nehri, 2000: 129). To
the sheikh, in the previous decades, Kurdistan was the beacon of knowledge.
Spiritually, all of this had been replaced with lawlessness and ignorance. He
also argued that Turks and Persians used Kurdish ignorance and lawlessness
to their advantage. The sheikh accused them of using the existing situation to
perpetuate and legitimize their oppressive presence. That is why despite his
defeat in 1880, Ubeydullah had not given up on another uprising against the
states.

The sheikh was of the opinion that a Kurdish state was the one and only
solution to the sorry state of the Kurds. Their community, unlike those of
the Persians and the Ottoman Turks, retained ‘true religious belief (Nehri,
2000: 109, 129). To him, the Kurds were exceptional in their ‘mastery in art
and sophistication (fazl u honar): No one could be as talented as the Kurds if
they were properly educated’” (Nehri, 2000: 121). Yet, for their proper
education, a state was necessary. Kurdish education was certainly the
sheikh’s highest priority in his pursuit of Kurdish independence. Dwight
recounts that when asked what his people most needed, the sheikh pointed
to the poor conditions of Kurdish education and the Ottoman govern-
ment’s unwillingness to support them. He insisted that something has to
be ‘done for the enlightenment of his benighted people’ (ABCFM, emphasis
added). The sheikh tells Dwight that education, books and schools were
the primary needs of the Kurds. According to Dwight, Ubeydullah did not
differentiate between religious and secular education in terms of their
values. He introduced Kurds to Dwight as a nation that was composed
of ‘seekers of knowledge’.

The sheikh made his collective self-referentiality accord with his ethnicity.
He concurrently tried to make the political congruent with the religio-
national. Sheikh Ubeydullah was adamant about the ‘purity’ of Kurdish
Islam, in which once again this religious purity was directly related to
Kurdish ethnic character that could only be found on the initial bearer of
the Islamic message, namely, Arabs. So, he claimed that

Kurds are icons of generosity
‘d’ in Kurd stands for din (religiosity)
‘k’ stands for kamal and perfection
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t” for rushd, spiritual maturation
Only in Kurds can you find
All these virtues combined (Nehri, 2000: 120-1).

This is one of the reasons why his imagined state, regardless of the degree of
its adherence to Islamic laws, was a Kurdish state. This is how the sheikh tried
to make the national and political congruent and in the process he turned his
Islam into an exclusionary one: an Islam that was regional and had an
exclusively ethnic character, which, revealingly, accommodated non-
Muslim cohabitants of Kurdistan.

Instances of Kurdish Religious Nationalism
in the Twentieth Century

The influence of Sheikh Ubeydullah on later generations of Kurdish political
figures has not been studied. This is the case perhaps due to the extraordinary
conditions of the region, widespread illiteracy among the earlier generations
of Kurds and the prohibition of Kurdish historiography. However, there is
important evidence signifying the widespread influence of the sheikh’s 1880
uprising. For instance, the Ottoman state records clearly show that Sheikh
Ubeydullah’s uprising had a meaningful effect on the mutual perception of
the state and the Kurds. Accordingly, almost a decade after the revolt, a major
rift between the state and the Kurds continued to exist. Such a rift forced the
Ottoman state to come up with a new strategy to bridge the existing gulf and
therefore resorted to using non-Turkic languages to address Kurdish people.’
The fact that Turkish was seen as a language inaccessible to the Kurds in and
ofitself is indicative of the distance between Turkish and Kurdish society. On
the contrary, Arabic, along with Kurdish and Persian, was one of the most
commonly taught languages in Kurdish meddris. Therefore, the state, follow-
ing its treatment of Sheikh Ubeydullah, used Arabic in the hope of propagat-
ing new policies and establishing new ties with the Kurds. It was against this
background that the Hamidian regime adopted a series of new political
strategies aiming at greater Kurdish integration with the state. Abdtilhamid
I himself had declared that “‘We can now tolerate within our borders those
who share our religion and [therefore] are one of us. We need to strengthen the
Turkish element in Anatolia and give priority to making the Kurds part of us’

3 BOA: Dosya No: 1428; Gomlek No: 43; Fon Kodu: DH.MKT. Tarih: 09/L/1304 (Hicrf)
[01.07.1887]; BOA: Dosya No: 1432; Gomlek No: 109; Fon Kodu: DH.MKT. Tarih: 25/L/
1304 (Hicri) [17.07.1887]. See also BOA: Dosya No: 1453; Gomlek No: 73; Fon Kodu: DH.
MKT. Tarih: 20/M/1305 (Hicri) [08.10.1887].
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(Heper, 2007: 47, emphasis added). As part of ‘strengthen[ing] the Turkish
element in Anatolia’ under the guise of religion, the state created ‘agiret
mektebleri (tribal schools), as well as the Hamidiye Cavalry, which aimed at
assimilation in Kurdistan after the sheikh’s uprising (Akpmar and Rogan,
1997; Klein, 2016).

Anti-central Sunni Kurdish politics, however, continued to be expressed in
various forms. The Ottoman records reveal a great deal of state concern
about some prominent Kurdish religious figures and families. This was
particularly the case when it came to Barzani and Berzenji sheikhs, whose
activities were usually referred to in the state records as ifsad (dissemination
of vice) and sekavet (brigandry). The Ottoman records, for instance, indicates
that the state officials accused Berzenji sheikhs of anti-state activities in the
last decade of the nineteenth century.” In 1908, Sheikh Abdul Salam Barzani
made certain political demands, which once more illustrated the persistence
of religious nationalism among the Kurds. Barzani insisted on the need for
a type of religio-political autonomy, emphasizing the particularity of
Shafi‘ism (the Islamic legal school to which the Sunni Kurds adhered) and
the ethnic character of the majority of the inhabitants of Kurdistan. Barzani’s
prospective autonomy would have made Kurdish an official language,
required that taxes levied in Kurdistan be spent for the Kurds and that
Kurdish affairs be administered by the Kurds themselves in accordance
with the Shafi‘i school of jurisprudences (Barzani, 1997: 25-7; Olson, 1991:
16-17). The Barzani sheikh’s discontent with Ottoman policy did not end
until he was executed by the CUP (Committee of Union and Progress/
Ittihad ve Terakki Cem ‘iyeti) government in 1914 (Barzani, 1997: 1, 27).

Sheikh Ubeydullah’s uprising was one of a series of acts of resistance
which exerted a broad and lasting influence on Kurdish religious figures in
the post-1880 period. Notably, some members of his family played an essen-
tial role in the later stages of Kurdish politics and were instrumental in the
persistence of his vision. Ubeydullah’s younger son, Sheikh Abdiilkadir, who
in the post-Hamidian era became the speaker of the Ottoman senate,
emerged as an indispensable figure in Kurdish politics and remained active
until he was executed at the hands of Kemalists in 1925.° The same Sheikh

4 Cf. BOA: Dosya No: 426; Gémlek No: 65; Fon Kodu: DH.MKT. Tarih: 22/Ra/1313
(Hicrd) [12.09.1895].

5 The great majority of Sunni Kurds are followers of the Shafi‘i school of Islamic law, and
the Turks follow the Hanafi school.

6 Abdiilkadir was well known and respected in all regions of Kurdistan. The following
poem by a poet from Saujbolaq (now Mahabad) illustrates this reality as the poet
describes Sheikh Abdiilkadir as someone ‘from [Kurdish] notability and yet so
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Abdiilkadir,” after being exiled in 1882, led a group in disseminating anti-
Hamidian caliphate propaganda from Mecca. This group of Kurds renewed
their pledge to the struggle against the Ottoman Empire as a means of cham-
pioning their desire for an independent Kurdistan.® Also, the grandson of
Ubeydullah, Sayyed Taha, worked as the most influential advisor to Isma‘il
Agha Simko, who led a Kurdish movement from 1918 to 1928 in east Kurdistan (in
Iran); Simko’s movement clearly demonstrates Ubeydullah’s Kurdish-Sunni
politics.

Simko’s regional rule drastically increased ethnic and religious divisions.
Even though Simko was not a religious figure, his movement was instru-
mental in the conflation of Kurdish ethnicity with Sunniness, which has not
received any significant attention in the writings on this subject. In the Lake
Urmia region and in Simko’s time, those who were called ‘Ajam were
generally understood to be non-Kurdish Shia. The overwhelming majority
of Kurds in the region were Sunni. Sunniness and Kurdishness were nearly
synonymous. The binary of Sunni Kurds vs Iranians and non-Kurdish Shia
was the operative dichotomy employed by both Kurds and non-Kurds. Thus,
occasionally, for both sides, Kurdishness connoted non-Iranianness, with the
crucial difference being the Sunni-Shiite divide (Soleimani, 2017b).

To come back to Ubeydullah’s family, Sheikh Abdiilkadir, in the post-
Hamidian era, continued to play an active role in politics and led a well-
known Kurdish group. Notably, considering the precariousness of the Kurdish
situation in a post-WWI environment, Abdiilkadir formulated Kurdish political
demands in the form of a request for autonomy rather than independence,
usually in public. In secret, however, he and his nephew Sayyed Taha were
known for their unyielding efforts to garner British support for the creation of an
independent Kurdish state (Zelyut, 2010: 59). British records reveal that ‘in
Constantinople ‘Abdul Qadir of Shamdinan was ready to assume ... the
hypothetical post of the ruler of a united Kurdistan.” Abdiilkadir seemed to
have been hopeful that if the Kurds were able to make their case, the League of
Nations might recognize their right to an independent state (Teqi and Tegi, 1988:

concerned about the welfare of the helpless Kurds. He is the sea of ‘irfan (gnosis) and the
very manifestation of altruism’, Jin (no. 7, 1918).

7 After WWI, Abdiilkadir, Nursi and a few other like-minded figures co-founded
a Kurdish political organization.

8 Cf. BOA: Dosya No: 14; Gémlek No: 50; Fon Kodu: Y.PRK.ASK. Tarih: 17/Za/1299
(Hicri) [30.09.1882]; BOA: Dosya No: 1946; Gomlek No: o1; Fon Kodu: DH.MKT. Tarih:
13/L./1309 (Hicrl) [10.05.1892]. See also BOA: Dosya No: 1971; Gémlek No: 47; Fon Kodu:
DH.MKT. Tarih: 18/Z /1309 (Hicri) [13.07.1892].

9 Parliamentary Papers online ((Cmd. 1061] 1920), 70.
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13-15). So, in his secret meetings with Western delegates, Abdiilkadir, along with
Bediiizzaman Said Nursi and others, seems to have been more comfortable
expressing the real Kurdish desire (Cemil Pasa, 1991: 7).

The Two Saids” Religious Nationalism

Ubeydullah’s family was respected and known by and connected to people
throughout Kurdistan. Chief among them was Bedilizzaman Said Nursi
(1876-1960) and Sheikh Said of Piran (d. 1926). Nursi, along with Sheikh
Abdiilkadir, was one of the founders of the Society for the Advancement of
Kurdistan (Kiirdistan Te‘ali Cem ‘iyeti) (Mardin, 1989: 90). Due to his influ-
ence on modern Islamic thought in Turkey, Nursi’s works and thoughts have
been the subject of various interpretations. To Turkish Islamists, any discus-
sion of Nursi’s nationalism is absurd.

Originally, Nursi was from the Kurdish city of Van, and he visited Istanbul
for the first time in 1907. In that visit, he asked the sultan to allow education in
the Kurdish language. The sultan responded to Nursi by sending him to
a mental hospital. Turkish nationalist historiographical works™ try to down-
play Nursi’s efforts for the inclusion of the Kurdish language in the educa-
tional system. They also strive to obscure his ethnically based demands. As
such, M. Hakan Yavuz, a Turkish nationalist writer, tells us that In an effort
to bring the natural sciences together with Islamic sciences, Nursi visited
Sultan Abdiilhamid II in 1907 to seek his support for a university in Van.
However, the sultan rejected his proposal to reconcile scientific reasoning with
Islam’ (Yavuz, 2003: 1523, emphasis added). Actually, Abdiilhamid II was not
against modern sciences or modern education; on the contrary, his regime
was instrumental in expanding modern education in the empire (Fortna,
2002). Additionally, Kurdish education and instruction remained a lifelong
cause for Said Nursi.

Nursi was very hopeful that the demise of the Hamidian regime would
inaugurate an era in which new schools would change the fate of the Kurds,
whom he called benim cinsimdan, of my own kind (Nursi, 2009). He believed
that the 1908 Constitutional Revolution would result in great things and best
of all would be Kurdish education. Thus, he declared that ‘in a short time
schools will be built in places where there ha[d] never been any, and the old

10 It should be pointed out that some Kurdish writers have also tried to obscure the
nationalist aspect of Nursi’s thought. For instance, Malmisanij’s work on Nursi exem-
plifies such an attempt. Malmisanij deems religion as inherently inimical to Kurdish
nationalist tendencies (cf. Malmisanij, 1991: 12-14).
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schools will be replaced by modern ones in [every region of Kurdistan]’
(Nursi, 2009: 30). Nursi believed that lack of literacy among Kurds had
resulted in their exploitation by those who “were once inferior’™ to them.™
Therefore, he greatly admired those who devoted their lives to the Kurdish
language and its improvement.

Nursi claimed that devotion to the improvement of one’s mother tongue
mirrored ‘the dissemination of national sentiment’ (Nursi, 2009: 191). To him,
there was a direct connection between the prevalence of national sentiment
and the veneration of the mother tongue. Therefore, he paid great attention
to the idea of “collective self and the role of the mother tongue in the healthy
formation of such a ‘self’. In an effort to describe the value of the Kurdish
language, Nursi went as far as equating one’s degree of self-worth to one’s
devotion to one’s mother tongue. In his pre-1925 works, Nursi reproached the
Kurds for their negligence of ‘the mother tongue” and warned that

what is called the mother tongue (lisan-1 maderzad denilen) is the mirror of
dissemination of national sentiment, the water for livelihood, and the tree
cultivated from literary toil, the measurement of knowledge, and the criter-
ion of [the collective level of] selfworth and perfection .... I make my
lamentation known to you for letting [our] language, which is a sign of
civilization, become dry, deficient, and dysfunctional (Nursi, 2009: 191, emphasis

added).

Nursi also expressed his unease about writing in non-Kurdish languages. He
seems to have felt that the languages of his writing, namely, Arabic and
Turkish, were foreign to his imagination and were cruelly marring his articula-
tion. So, he states T think in Kurdish, but I have to write in Arabic and Turkish
through which the typewriter of my imagination is unable to communicate my
thought” (Nursi, 2009: 439). Nursi, as a Kurd, sensed a type of alienation from
his own thoughts when he expressed them in foreign tongues.

Nursi praised those who devoted their works to the Kurdish language.
A case in point is his unbound admirations for Halil Hayali, one of the most
renowned northern Kurdish literati.” Nursi calls Hayali an ‘exemplary patriot .
In one of his talks, Nursi tells his audience, ‘permit me to acquaint you with
a model of patriotism," Motkili Halil Hayali Efendi, who in his linguistic

11 Ekradin madiindunda bulunanlar.

12 Sark ve Kiirdistan Gazetesi (no. 1; 2 Dec. 1908). See also Nursi (2009: 507).

13 Hayali was close to the father of Turkish nationalism Ziya Gokalp, before the latter’s
conversion to Turkish nationalism. They together even wrote a Kurdish dictionary
(Cemil Pasa, 1991: 30).

14 hamiyet-i millinin bir misali.
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efforts, as in all other patriotic fields, has played a pioneering role’ (Nursi,
2009: 191). Nursi's impact was not limited to his linguistic nationalism. As
stated earlier, Turkish nationalists, religious or otherwise, have turned
Nursi’s Kurdish nationalism into a huge point of quarrel. Due to Nursi’s
tremendous influence on Turkish Islamism, Islamist Turks adamantly reject
attributing such credit to him. Hence, they claim that Nursi ‘always con-
demned nationalism in his publications and speeches’ (Uzer, 2o11: 112). His
proponents, known as Turkish Nurcus, most of whom are followers of the
renowned Turkish cleric Fethullah Giilen, go even further and claim that
‘throughout his life, [Nursi] stood against any kind of Kurdist (Kiirtgiiliik)
activities’ (Colak, 2009: 134). Of course, Turkish nationalists’ claims fly in the
face of Nursi's pre-exilic writings. In my analysis, I will strictly concentrate on
Nursi’s pre-1925 writings since, during his exile, he was utterly deprived of
communication with Kurds. Therefore, it is my contention that Nursi’s
general writings on Islam do not negate his nationalistic sentiments and
views.

There is no doubt that Nursi held fairly complex views about the modern
state and nationalism. He was particularly frightened by the practices of the
CUP, which he came to see as embodying modern statecraft par excellence.
However, Nursi developed these views later, in the post-WWTI era, because
he could not decouple modern statecraft from Western civilization and the
catastrophic results of WWI (cf. Nursi, 2009: 250—4). Such observations
doubtlessly made him overly reluctant to directly partake in political action.
Yet, Nursi’s avoidance of political action, which he exhibited in 1926 in Sheikh
Said of Piran’s uprising, does not negate his interest in Kurds” political fate.
Despite his misgivings, Nursi admitted that the modern state could play
a vital role in providing public education, health and safety. Yet, he perceived
the state to be an inherently violent institution. Hence, unlike today’s
Islamists, he did not believe that the religiosity of the rulers alone would
deter the modern state from exerting destructive power.”

Nursi experienced a great dilemma: he advocated what he called positive
nationalism (musbet milliyetcilik)® — a moderate form of nationalism that
defended people’s collective right to statehood while avoiding tenakiir
(denial) of other nations’ existence and rights (Nursi, 2009: 243). And yet,

15 “Bediiizzaman Kiirdinin Fihristi — Makasidi Ve Efkarinin Progmidir/the Programme of
Beditizzam Kurdi,” 2-3.

16 Asnoted earlier, Nursi’s own writings attest that he endorsed what he considered to be
positive nationalism; namely, the type of nationalism that does not deny others’ rights
or existence.
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for Nursi, this meant believing in the legitimacy of dismantling the Ottoman
caliphate, the last Muslim sanctuary against Europe. Such ambivalences and
‘double loyalties” reflected his concerns about the fate of his fellow Kurds in
the face of growing Turkish nationalism as well. Therefore, in 1921, Nursi
proposed an alternative form of a caliphate, one that would play merely an
advisory role within Turkey and symbolized the unity of the Muslim world at
large. Accordingly, Nursi advocated a system in which ‘our Padisah, as
a King, oversees (nazaret) thirty million people [within Turkey], and as
a Caliph symbolizes the sacred bond among three hundred million
[Muslims worldwide]” (Nursi, 2009: 258). Nursi did not oppose the increasing
rise of Muslim nationalisms and states. On the contrary, he regarded this as
the ‘attainment of their own rightful sovereignty’ (Nursi, 2009: 179). He
seems to have thought of the emergence of Muslim nation-states as fertile
ground for the realization of individual rights. Therefore, he asserted that
‘every individual Muslim will obtain his rightful share in the new governing
system since the idea of national sovereignty (hakimiyet-1 milliye) is gaining
currency in Asia’ (Nursi, 2009: 179). Given the fact that Nursi understood
nationalism as a right, he could hardly stand in opposition to Kurdish
nationalism; only for it. The following passage should justify this claim:

What is called nationality ‘milliyet’ is [rooted in] the depth of the past, across
the vast deserts of the present and future ... [It is rooted in] the Kurdish
prodigies’ [voices] like those of the sons of Zal, Rustam, and of Salah al-
Din Ayyubi, gathered as one family in a tent on a mountain top . . . command-
ing you all to turn into a single soul who embodies the unity of the nation for
the sake of its protection and happiness . . . [It is] with an outburst of nationalist
zeal that [one] excels in moral virtues and refines one’s character (Nursi, 2009:
189, emphasis added).

His discussion of tyranny also reveals that Nursi was deeply concerned about
the fate of his fellow Kurds. He believed that, in addition to political tyranny,
there also exist scholastic and communal forms of tyranny to which
a constitutionalist system (mesrutiyet) was the panacea (Nursi, 2009; 189).
To Nursi, constitutionalism was not merely a political sy