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Kurds, states, and tribes

Martin van Bruinessen

Until two decades ago, it was widely assumed that tribes, which heal teimee immemorial
been the most prominent social formations of Kurdish sociedse wradually dissolving. The
last few nomadic tribes were succumbing to pressure to settle, antbkioeable process of
urbanisation appeared to be breaking up old solidarities and brifegthghew types of social
relations. The Iratbraq war (198688) and the guerrilla war between the PKK and the Turkish
army (198499) speeded up both developments, destroying much of traditional Kurdish
society in the process. The past two decades of great social upheavabhde@ to the
extinction of the tribes, however. The apparently-mpaglern phenomenon of the tribe has
shown remarkable resilience and adapitgbiand in several respects tribes and tribalism are
even more pervasive in Kurdish society now than twenty, tlyegrs ago. Most Kurdish
tribes had long been sedentary anyway, so the decrease of spaceddrsnoaid not affect
them much. Moreovert iappeared that tribal organisation had a distinct survival value in
periods of insecurity and political strife, and was quite ap@tgto various modern types of
enterprise.

It was not only modernisation theory that prophesied the extinctiotihe tibe; various
critical voices questioned the very concept of tribe: wasn't it justthen ideological
construct, arartefactof the Orientalist gaze or imperialist intervention? This had begredr
with some justification for the case of the large ‘tribefsAfrica, which appeared to owe their
existence to the way the colonial powers had carved up territorieamiarsradical
deconstruction of the tribe made little sense in the Kurdish aaskufdish tribes had a well
documented existence independarft Wesern observers. Although no doubt also an
ideological construct, the tribe— just like the family— had a considerable degree of
substance to it. It was an almost tangible reality, on which people celyldvastly more
concrete than the Kurdish mat orthe Islamicumma The deconstructionist critique served,
however, as a cautionary reminder that tribal ideology shouldb@atonfounded with the
actual functioning of the tribe. It is almost meaningless to spetaibes in the alisact. The
size, composition, degree of hierarchy or egalitarianism of a tribaetamedlations with its
neighbours are affected by changes in the economic and political mneinb. The most
crucial factors are, probably, relations with the state and shifteiedonomic resource base

" An earlier version of this article was published as “Les Kurdes, Etatibus”,Etudes kurdsNo. 1 (février
2000), 931.
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exploited by the tribe. In the case of the Kurds, the existence of nameotie state in the
direct environment has long been a factor of major importance.

At most times, Kurdish society has existed on the peripheraraf, functioned as a buffer
between, two or more neighbouring states. From around 1500 @lEheifirst World War, the
relevant states were the Ottoman Empire inMestand Safavid (later Qajar) Iran in tkast—
with Russia and the British Empire gradually encroaching upon tlenreggm theNorth and
South respectively. In the aftermath of the World War, Kurdistas ereided among four of the
modern woulebe nation states succeeding these empires, becoming a peripheraleand oft
mistrusted regionin each of them. All these states, whether empire or nation $iae,
exercised various forms of indirect rule over Kurdistan, wimave had a profound impact on
the social and political organisation of Kurdish society. Theipéribal formations hat existed
in Kurdish society in various historical periods were in importaspects the products of the
interaction of these states with Kurdish society.

Continuity and variability

Comparison of the names of Kurdish tribes mentioned in variousesoover the past four
centuries shows that some tribes disappeared while new ones kegingmaut that many of
the larger tribes showed a remarkable continuity over ‘tifibe size and the degree of
complexity of these tribes fluctuated considerably ovee, however, and it cannot be taken for
granted that, say, the Mj the Shikak or the Jaf of 1956 three of the largest and most famous
Kurdish tribes— resembled in all respects the tribes of the same names in 185000AR00
three tribes have at onentie or another incorporated smaller tribal groups of differaginoas
clients or full members, andll three have experienced fission as well, when entire sections
broke away under rival leaderdt is significant, however, that there is still a close cati@h
between tribe and dialect (preserved, no doubt, by the strong tendextay endogamy). Many
Kurdish dialects are commonly namafter the tribes speaking them, and the peculiarities of a
person’s speech may give an indication of his tribal afbiatOn the other hand, not all Kurds
belong to tribes; there has always been a stratum ofribah peasants, commonly held in
subjection by tribal overlords.

The tribes of which more or less reliable descriptions exadid yor one period or

! Major sources on Kurdish tribes are: Stearafnamda history of the Kurdish emirates compiled in the late 16th
century), Turkay 1979 (a compilation of data on tribes from Ottoman dmtgjnHursid Pasa 1997[1860Fiften
by an Ottoman member of the commission that delineated the h@ti@nan boundary in 184&2), Jaba 1860,
Sykes 1908, Mayevski 1330/1914, Noel 1919, Gokalp 1992 (written in the early 1920s),i" 2232486, Razrara
1320, Hutteroth 1959, and tlamonymoudAgiretler raporu (the most complete list of Kurdish tribes in Turkey,
compiled by one of the intelligence services, probably in the 1970s).

2 For an example of such changes in composition over a relativelypghiad of time, see Bruinessen 1983 (on
the Shikak tribe).
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another,vary widely in size and complexity of organisatioBome of them are, or were until
recently, pastoral nomads, others combine settled agricultré¢ranshumant animal husbandy,
others again consist of settled peasant farmers. Nowadays latgeopanany tribes are
urbanised without having completely given up tribal values and tiiiganisation— which in
certain urban contexts may even be an advantage. (From the puietvadf the older urban
classes, notably so in Istanbul or Ankara, the massmweigration of Kurds into those cities
during the past decades had the effect of steering local assvatditdevel politics into ‘tribal’
directions— referring to family, tribe or regionally based patterns of pagena

Some of the tribes, especialthe smaller ones, approximate real descent groups,
although there are commonly at least some hamgerghose genealogical relationship to the
core lineages is dubious or who are recognised as unrelated dumiembers. In the larger
tribes, the aspedf political affiliation and loyalty to a common chieftain driefly lineage is
more clearly present, although kinship ideology is impartainice the Kurds do not share the
fascination with their genealogies for which Arab tribesmen aneds, even itarge tribes the
belief in common descent of all members can establish itselfrwattiew generations after a
tribe first emerged as a political coalition.

Some of the large tribes have a hierarchical structure, with adelaaitage, a number of
commorer clans/lineages, client lineages and subjecitmioal peasantry. Some of these tribes
explicitly recognise the heterogeneity of their component plantsvhich reason some authors
would call themconfederacies thus the largéilli tribe (now settledn a wide area between
Urfa and Mardin irSoutteastern Turkey) in the 19th century consisted not only of Kurdish s
tribes but included some Arab sections as well, and the Kurdisbreertcluded Yezidis as well
as Sunni Muslims. Somewhat furtheaist the Hevérkan of the Thr "Abdikéstof Mardin) had
Yezidi as well as Sunni Kurdish sections and Christian cliesddjas.

Although the autonomous dynamism of Kurdish society should not lezastiunated—
inter-tribal conflicts and coalitions impactgatofoundly on tribal structure— the degree of
complexity and internal stratification of the tribes appealat@ depended primarily, as already
observed, on two external factors: the available resource base antetiteestate interference
in the region.

Indirect ruleand tribal sructure

The role of the state is clearly illustrated by the history okilelish emirates, chiefdoms that
consisted of confederacies of tribes (which kept their own nameshamg of which survived
the emirates) and thatere led by dynasties of chieftains who were formally recogniseédeby
(Ottoman or Safavid or Qajar) state. These emirates first emergeount view in the

3 See Bruinessen 1992, Ch. 2: "Tribes, chieftains andritie groups” for a more detailed overview of the mng
of forms of tribal organisation in Kurdistan.
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Sharafndma a chronicle completed in 1597 by the Kurdish ruler of Bitlis, &h#&han.
Although Sharaf Khan attributed a venerable age to most of the emiratesphhbis accounts is
concrete before the Karakoyunlu period "{18entury), and his account emphasises the
differences in the treatment of the Kurdish dynasties at theshahdhe Karakoyun,
Akkoyunlu, Safavids and Ottomans. The structure of the emiratesiigiscent of that of the
Turcoman empires, the tribes being organised into a left agttaving, kept in balance by the
ruler. Each of the tribes in turn had a hereditary chiefiaisome cases two competing ruling
families alternating as leaders), whose sons or other closgaglatid to live at the court of the
emir as a means of keeping the tribes in check.

It has been suggested (lye French geographefavier de Planhol) that Kurdish
mountain nomdism as it was known in Ottoman times first emerged as a cultuntdlesys of
the Turcomans' londistance horizontal nomadism and the originally sti@tince vertical
transhumance of the Kurds. We know that nomadic Kuwiiskish tribal confederaciesxisted
into Ottoman times (the Boz Ulus being the most important of théng not impossible that at
least a number of the Kurdish emirates also emerged from thenfam&rdish encounter. At
any rate, the emirates became more or less stabilisecbasdlidated upon their incorporation
into the Ottoman Empire, which granted formal autonomy ankiedacp the authority of the
emirs with the potential sanction of state power. In the eoafstheir interaction with the
Ottoman state, the courts of therllish emirates became more and more like smaller models of
the Ottoman court.

Each of the emirates was made a separate Ottoman administratiamdimitost or all of
the administration was delegated to the emirs. Some esnpaié a lump sum in taxesthers
not even that. The only obligation that all of the emirates had deviae central Ottoman state
was to perform military services at times of military campaigrtbe region. Not surprisingly,
we find the autonomous emirates in the most geogralbhiperipheral areas, where revenue
collection would be very costly anyway. Productive agnicaltregions near urban centres were
administered directly through centrally appointed governadso#imer agents. (Bitlis is the only
oneamorg the major emirates & commanded an important strategic position on a major trade
route and had argepopulationof craftsmen and merchants.)

Large nomadic tribes had a similar status as the smaller esnieaterge degree of
autonomy, and delegation of all tasks @fenue collection to the chieftain, who paid the state a
lump sum or nothing at dliNeither the emirates nor the large nomadic tribes were creations of
the Ottoman state in a literal sense; they existed when thefigcal surveys were made.
However, heir recognition and delegation of powers to them by the Ottamatre fixated the

* See Demirt@1949, Giindiiz 1997.
® See the observations on the Bitlis, Baban and Jazira eniir@riinessen 1992, pp. 180.

® This is brought out very clearly in the 1@téntury Ottomarmiocuments on the Tdr “Abdin region analysed in
Goyln¢ & Hutteroth 1997.
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state of affairs in the Kurdish periphery and solidified thenoéisgal units.

It should be noted that Safavid policies towards the tribege Wiferent from those ofhe
Ottomans. Whereas the latter consolidated those tribal formdtian they found willing to
collaborate with them, the Safavids attemptedn many cases successfully to forge new
large tribal units out of many disparate smaller groups ofdggeeas origins. In the case of
the Kurds, the most spectacular case of such tribe formation bgtate is that of the
Chamishkazakluyho allegedly numbexd some 40,000 households of various smaller tribal
groups originating from Asia Minor and the Caucasus, whom Shah "Aeétilsl $n Northern
Khurasan around 1600 to guard Iran's frontier against Uzbek incursiogsv@teeheld together
by a centrally appointettkhani later they split up into three lardie(as large tribal units were
called in Iran), eachnder a centrally appointed but henceforth hereditkinani’

Some emirates responded to the weakening of the Ottoman icetitiee 18th and early 19th
centuries with the expansion of the territories under their @oatrd usurpation of revenues
previoudy accruing to the treasury. The military reforms and effdriseatralisation that were
carried out under the sultans Mahmud Il (:8839) and Abdulmajid (1839861), however,
heralded the end of the last autonomous emirates. The emirs \p&eede bycentrally
appointed governors, but these governors lacked the traditionala®gineeded to keep the
notables and chieftains of their districts in check and sawstlges forced to leave the latter a
large degree of autonomy. Thus it was that individiuaés or confederacies, which previously
had been parts of the emirates, became the most importaitaatipolitical units. Chieftains
everywhere made efforts to extend their power and influence at eaeHhs oéxpense.
Missionaries and other travekem the region in the midi9th century repeated local people's
claims that security had seriously decreased since the abolishiniemtemnirates and that there
were unceasing feuds. The segmentary nature of Kurdish socalisatipn was more in
evidene than it had been under the emirates.

Each time that there was a new drive for administrative reformcanttalisation,
representatives of the central government penetrated furthénéntegion. Each new generation
of centrally appointed officials had to find an accommodatidh tie tribal environment and
ended up practising some form of indirect rule, be it at ever l@wvels of administration. The
tribal entities that we see articulating themselves in each cansephase of administrative
certralisation became correspondingly smaller, less complicaad more genealogically
homogeneous: emirates gave way to tribal confederacies, confeseiadarge tribes, large
tribes to smaller onés.

" Bruinessen 1978: 21%&0; Tawahhudi 1359/1981. On the relations between statgitamih Iran in general,
see Lambton 1970.

8 This process is sketched in greater detaBriuinessen 1992 (see the summary at pp5).92
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Segmentary alliance and opposition versusalliancewith strangers

The weltknown anthropological model of segmentary alliance and opposiimasponds well
with the map of social reality that many Kurdish tribesmen hateeir heads. The feud was my
informants' favourite example by which to illustrate whatil@etrs and how it functions. It is
perhaps not an accident that the cases of feuds that proceeéeat hess according to the ideal
rule concerned relatively small and genealogically homogertebas and involved killings of
common tribespeople rather thdnedtains.

The ‘purest’ case of a tribal feud that | came across in my fieldéawk place in
Uludere, a small town near the Turkisaqi border consisting of a number of wards that were
each inhabited by a different lineage of the same tribe. The feudbdrad triggered by an
elopement, in the course of which a man had been accidentadly, kald it had been going on
for several years, mobilising two entire lineages against eaeh ot

In the case of conflicts between or within leading familiesyeher, the segmentary principle is
only one of the organising principles of the pattern of allianceslévatiops. Chieftains, as tribal
ideology has it, reach and maintain their position due to a conainat descent, character
(‘'manliness’, i.e. generogiand courage) and consensus of the members of the tribe. In practice,
however, their position is based on political skills and the sugpautside allies. One of the
major functions of a chieftain is to constitute a bridge betwleetribe and the wia outside, in
which other tribes and the state (or states) are the most impactars. The recognition of a
chieftain by the state- which in the case of the emirates took the form of sumptuous rébes o
investiture and beautifully calligraphed deeds of confirmation, arstipilg at the lowest level
that of collusion with the regional gendarmerie commandes the best possible prop of a his
position.

In the not uncommon case of a conflict within the leading fantfily wibe, for instance
between wo rival contenders for paramount chieftainship, the conflidt tend to spill far
beyond the two groups of closest relatives involved and may spkntire tribe. It is usual for
both rivals to attempt to enlist the support of the most powerfulretferces, i.e. neighbouring
tribes and especially a powerful state in the region. Kurddiféers from many other peripheral
regions in that there has always been more than one nearby #tatehieh a chieftain could
ally himself.

Thus we find arowh 1600 the large Mukri confederacy divided in two violently opposed
factions because two closely related candidates for leadeligdlae mselves with the Safavids
and the Ottomans respectively. In one particular battle, one pare dfilte fought orthe
Ottoman, another part on the Safavid side. We have no prefts@ation as to how the tribe
was split, but since the rivals were close relatives, it cattlyhaave been according to a neat
segmentary patterh.

® Malcolm 1815: 5442. Cf. (for a later but similar incident involving the Mukri tribe) Eskandar Begshi
1978, pp. 101®.
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The proximity of Kurdistan to more theaone state has also had the effect of enabling
Kurdish chieftains to play off one state against another, or sittleaeek protection from one
with the other. TheSharafn@macontains several examples of Kurdish princely houses
alternating between sultamd shah as their royal sponsor. The author of this work, Shamf Kha
spent a considerable part of his life in Safavid service himsedféeéturning to Bitlis and
establishing excellent relations with the Ottomans.

More recently, British political diters, who were stationed Boutrern Kurdistan during
the years after the First World War, observed on many of ther ltniges that these had one
chieftain who was ‘loyal’ (i.e. willing to coperate with the British authorities) and in favour of
law-and-order but that there were also one or more rival chieftaing]lysiose relatives of the
former, who were ‘rebellious® A chieftain's ‘rebellion’ was often provoked by a conflict withi
the leading family of his tribe (or a conflict with a neighbogitribe) rather than by disaffection
with the government of the day.

Since the early 1960s, Kurdish nationalists have waged a gudamniligle against the
central government, in which both sides mobilised Kurdish griagainst the other in a
complicded pattern of alliances and oppositions. In several large tsbe® leading members
were actively involved in the Kurdish movement (which was a-8kstector) whereas others
co-operated with the government and even led sections of their tribesstatprmilitias.

The same phenomenon could also be observed in Turkey in the 1980s anavh880s,
the PKK fought a violent armed struggle against the centreérgment and its Kurdish
‘collaborators’. Many leading families had a few members in goventrservice and others
active in the PKK!!

A very striking example is that of the Bucak tribe, the leadamgilfy of which has long
been split in pragovernment and Kurdish nationalist factions. Fayik Bucak was in 1965fone o
the founders of the KDP of Tkey. He was assassinatedcircumstanceshat remain unclear
possiblyin a tribal feud His children have since become prominent in the Kurdish movement,
one of them, Serhat, closely associating himself with the PKi§th#r branch of the family, led
by Mehmet CelaBucak and his successor Sedat Edip Bucak, has closelgerated with the
state. The PKK targeted Mehmet Celal Bucak in its first symbotaclkaton a Kurdish
‘collaborator’ in 1979, which led to an extended feud between this boditibl Bucaks and éh
PKK. Sedat Edip Bucak has led a large ‘village guard’ mildiad, established in the context of
the war against the PKK (but which he used primarily to establishddnsination over

9 Numerous examples in Edmonds 1957, the most striking one perhaps thatiztidae #ibe, pp. 21220 and
228259.

" This is brought out in an interesting report prepared for Turkey's Chaofi@ommerce and Industry in 1995.
1267 respondents tBasern Turkey, most of them locally prominent persons who were well intdgrateTurkey's
political and economic life, were asked whether they hativetaor acquaintances who were with the PKK. Two
thirds declined answering this question, but 15% (or 45% of those whivdidn answer) mentioned that they had a
relaive with the PKK (TOBB 1995: 19).
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neighbouring tribes.) In the past two decades, members of the Bucakerékilled fighting on
both sides?

The apparent breaking up of tribes or their leading families itcapd antigovernment
factions is not always the reflection of a serious conflicddig the family, however. In some
cases it appears to beetconsequence of a deliberate decision not to put all one's eggaent
basket— a timehonoured strategy of elite families everywhere.

The conflict between the PKK and Mehmet Celal Bucak illustraesnother aspect of
the perseverance of tribal agbns under modernisation. The PKK had a stronglytabal
discourse then and had declared itself opposed to all tribatseditie leader Ocalan was later to
repeatedly affirm his notribal roots.) In the feud that ensued between them and Bucak's m
however, the young PKK activists saw themselves forced to @mteran alliance with
traditional enemies of the Bucaks, the Kirvar tribe. Elsewhmyethe PKK entered alliances
with some tribes against other tribes or rival political orgamnatin the Mazidg district of
Mardin, a conflict over control of the districtbetween the PKK and another Kurdish
organization, KUK, turned into a blood feud, in which both pad&ed very much like tribes
— reflecting no doubt the fact that they drew th@embership largely from different tribal
backgrounds. Tribalism is not only a source of conflicts, but iitaicesituations conflict also
strengthas or eva engenders tribalism.

Tribal militias

The impact of the state on tribal society has been platig pervasive in those circumstances
where it organised tribal militias. The prototype of Kurdighalr militias, with which later
militias are often compared, was tHamidiyeregiments established under Sultan Abdulhamid
Il in 1891, allegedly on thmodel of the Russian Cossacks. Both the Ottomans and the Safavids
had made extensive military use of their tribal subjects hefweing them over large distances
to recently conquered or threatened parts of their empires asst®lnirontier guards) order

to consolidate territorial control. The case of the Chamishkazakhlded into a tribal
confederacy by Shah Abbas and sent to the Uzbek frontier, $fmwsadical intervention by
the state in tribal organization could be. The Hamidiye were simgadifferent, however, both

in organisation and in function. Existing Sunni Kurdish tribes (a6 & a single Karapapakh
tribe and a few Arab tribes) were made into irregular caveffyments commanded by their own
tribal chieftains and integrated (atast in theory) in a formal command structure. A regiment
numbered between 500 and 1150 men; some large tribes constitutetianavae regiment (the
Millt, for instance, raised four regiments). By the end of the dettaste, were altogether 55

120n the Bucak tribe seahin 1995. Sedat Edip Bucak gained great notoriety for his central rbkesedalled
Susurluk scandal, which involved the profitable but illegaberation of countensurgency forcesiightwing
activists and organised crime.
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regimens.'®

The Hamidiye regiments remained outside the command strudttine cegular army,
but all regimental commanders were placed under the authority gbthemander of the 4th
army corps in Erzincan, Zeki Pasha. The ostensible duty afidineidiye was toguard the
frontier against foreign (i.e., Russian) incursions and to kesptimenian population of the
Empire'sEasern provinces in check. For the sultan they represented a psyaliem of control
of the East, independent of the regular bureauaadyarmy which he did not fully trust. The
Hamidiye enjoyed a high degree of legal immunityneither the civilian administration nor
even the regular military hierarchy had any authority ovemthand no court had the
competence to adjudicate crimes catted by members of the Hamidiye and the regiments
turned into virtually independent chiefdoms. Their commandarisl cmt only consolidate their
control of their own tribes but also expand it at the expenseigithzairing tribes that did not
constituteHamidiye regiments. The establishment of the Hamidiye did not dmtadreation of
new tribes but it strengthened some of the existing tribes eccabmand politically at the
expense of their neighbours and it made them internally morardheal.lt also sowed the
seeds of tribal conflicts that would surface decades'fater.

The Hamidiye regiments were dissolved by the Young Turk regimeléipatsed Sultan
Abdulhamid in 1909, but within a few years they were revived undghenname. Kurdish
tribal regiments took part in the World War and disappeared, alonghgit®ttoman Empire
itself, after the war. The British in Iraq briefly experimentathwa tribal police force but soon
enough gave up when they discovered that the deployment of th&ese dgacerbated tribal
conflicts rather than making the British occupation palatableutdigh society at large.

A new type of tribal militia, mobilised to fight Kurdish nat@list guerrillas with their
own methods, first emerged in Irag in the 19@D&n before the first armed clashes between
Kurdish nationalists and Iraqi army troops broke out in 1961, thgoredebetween the Barzanis
and neighbouring tribes, especially their traditional rivals the Zieadost and Lolan, had
been rapidly detesrating and occasional fighting had occurtfedhe return of 850 Barzani
warriors from their Soviet exile had changed the local balanpeveér and was experienced as
a serious threat by these neighbour tribes. The Barzanis bielietdhe central govement was
inciting the other tribes against them in order to keep the Kurds diBéetthat as it may, once

13 Kodaman 1987: 266; cf. Duguid 1973Klein reproduces a document showing that the number of regiment
peaked even at 64 or 65 around 1900, but adds that this high number wafyhehbched and lightly shrank after
(Klein 2002: 37 and Appendix A).

4 Arat (1970) describes how his mribe, the Alevi Hormek, turned against the Shaykh Sa'id rebellion & 192
out of resentment of the Sunni Cibran tribe, which played a leadmgrthie rebellion and which had in the past as
Hamidiye oppressed the Hormek. Janet Klein's dissertatii®Pj2nvestigates the shifts in the balance of power in
the region as a result of the establishment of the Hamidiye.

15 For the chronology of the events and the role of the tribes, see Kinnan&38a4Dann 1969: 198, 33247,
Jawad 1981: 5@, 6-85, McDowall 1996: 3023.
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Mulla Barzani and the KDP were openly at war with the centrag¢rgorent, the latter actively
supported the tribes that were hostile to the Baszamil used them as its proxies in the guerrilla
struggle.

Initially both the Barzanis and their Kurdish opponents foughimiieas a ‘traditional’
tribal war; neither side had any sort of formal military owgation. From 1963 on, the
government attempted to impose some form of order on the tribal, forteggating them in the
army command structure as irregular cavalry regimamsursar). The number of tribes who
were mobilised afursangradually expanded over the ye&r3he tribes happily accegd the
arms and pay that the government offered them but their participatioe conflict continued to
depend more on the dynamics of their own relations with the Barzadisvihn the other Kurds
who had allied themselves with the Barzanis) than olicypalecisions by the central
government. The tribes who joined th&irsan (nicknamed jash ‘donkey foal' by the
nationalists) were not at all times hostile to the nationalisiement and its tribal allies. In fact,
the nationalists claimed that they s#ly received some of their arms and ammunition from
‘jash tribes. There are also reports of tribes switching allegianoes than once, depending on
the perceived fortunes of the government and the Kurdish motemen

The Kurdish war thus provided thecasion for very considerable government subsidies
to tribes (or rather, to tribal chieftains) and gave these talvesv relevance as forms of social
and political organisation. There are no concrete descripdb®w incorporation into the
Fursanaffeded any single tribe, but the general effect was one of coasofidof these tribes
and of the leadership of those chieftains with whom the governnesit. dhese militia
regiments were treated as collectivities; all arms, money and apdshwere commucated
through the chieftain. This had the effect of reinforcing the et control over their tribes,
strengthening the hierarchical and centripetal rather than theadgalitsegmentary aspects of
tribal organisation.

Initially, it was existing tibes that were made infeursanregiments, but later similar
units were formed that were not properly tribes (in the sense achaemciepolitical formations
with an ideology of common descent) and that were commandedilgniral personalities
other han tribal chieftains. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, peadantei@ of one particular
religious leader, a shaykh of the Qadiriyya Sufi order, alagde up &ursanregiment, that
acted more or less as a tribe although they were by no means a desaget

During the Iradrag war (198688), a considerable part of the Kurdish population was
incorporated into the militias; this was considered as a 8ubstior military service and

16 Besides the Zibari, Bradost and Lolan, the powerful Herki and Suras, tilho also had been in conflict with
the Barzanis before, were among the first the be recruitedrsan Other tribes that followed played lgg®minent
roles in the fighting.

7 0n the role of this Sufi order, and the particular shaykh referredép Sleaykh Abdulkarim of Kripchina,
see Bruinessen 2000.
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therefore permitted young men to stay away from the front. Tihkancommanders (named
mustashar‘counselor’) received arms and salaries for all their men, oftem ievexcess of the
real number of warriors under their command, and were allowed ammedswtonomy. Under
these conditions the tribes, or more prelgigheir chieftains, became more powerful than they
had previously been. Most, but not atlustasharwere chieftains of welkkstablished tribes.
Some appear to have been-setide power brokers who, with arms and money from the central
government, boughhe loyalties of a diverse bunch of men.

In March 1991, in the wake of the operation ‘Desert Storm’ theeled Iraqi troops
from Kuwait, the Iragi Kurds rose up against the weakened ceotratrgnent. In most places it
was, significantly, thenustakar who started the uprising. The Kurdish nationalist parties had,
out of fear of reprisals against the civilian population, leelotw profile during the occupation of
Kuwait and appear to have been surprised by the uprising. Even afpartiee had siceeded
in regaining leadership they saw themselves forced to share padtvehevformermustashar
and this has remained so throughout the 1990s. Permanently in witalryach other, the two
leading parties had little choice but concluding alliancéh ws many of thenustasharas
possible, in exchange for which the latter brought a large shéne e€onomic resources of the
region under their control and continued ruling as warlords bear dwn districts. One foreign
observer described the Kurdish parties in the mmeties as ‘tribal confederacies’, which perhaps
IS an exaggeration but at least shows an appreciation of thenpramole that the large tribes
have come to play in Iragi Kurdist&hThe tribes commanded by these warlords appebave
become less egalitarian, held together by strong clientakstdather than kinship.

In Turkey, the authorities responded to the guerrilla offensive shidelaby the PKK in 1984 by
establishing a similar Kurdish militia, the ‘village guardsdy korucular). The first recruits to

the ‘village guards’ belonged to tribes of the distrigtsth of the IragiTurkish border, the
region where the PKK had carried out its first military awidOne of these tribes were the semi
nomadic Jirkan, whose chieftain Tahir Adiyaman had for years &gesh outlaw after killing
several soldiers in an aeth encounter. He was pardoned on condition that he prevent PKK
fighters from passing through his tribe's territory. Severaheffirst korucu units were well
known smuggler tribes, who knew better than anyone else how lzere ¥he border could be
crossd; they could continue smuggling with impunity because of theamyiliservices they
rendered to the state.

The ‘village guard’ system was gradually expanded. Wherevee thed been PKK
activities, villagers were persuaded, sometimes coerced to aotspad becomkorucu The
numbers increased steadily; by the end of the 1990's there werdlp#ome 65,000/00,000 of
them. Some chieftains in fact maintained a private armed forceathaikéeeded the official

18 Wimmer 1997. For observations on the economic and political roles dbtiner mustasharand present
warlords in Iragi Kurdistan, see Leezenberg 1997.

19 0On the firstkorucutribes and their relations with the authorities and with other Kurdish trie§)ask 1989,
Aytar 1992, Wiessner 1997: 2382.
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number?°

Initially, ‘village guards’were only expected to deny PKK guerrilla fighters access to or
passage through their own districts. They were given armgnéhiy salary, and a bounty for
every ‘terrorist’ killed. In the following years they were absxpected to take part in military
campaigns against the PKK. Tkerucuunits were commanded by their own chieftains (who
received the arms and pay for their men, which greatly strengthesieghdsitions) and were
loosely integrated into the command structure ofggraarmeriethe military force that polices
the countryside. Civilian authorities had no jurisdiction ovemt, and they were not placed
under the district gendarmerie commander but under officdiglar levels. Predictably, this
gave them immunity to exercise violence foeir own ends, oppressing, looting, raping and
even killing their neighbours. In response, these neighbours had tdatjetner and reassert
their tribal solidarity. One of the striking effects of the d&himent of the ‘village guards’ is
what one cald call the reribalisation of large parts of Turkish Kurdistan.

% The most notoriousase is that of Sedat Edip Bucak (cf. note 12 above), who has a privatef ansynd 1000
men, of whom only 350 to 400 were officially registered as "villagedgtiaA report prepared by special rapporteur
Kutlu Sava for Prime Minister Mesut ¥maz in 1997 noted that Bucak used this force to establish his hegemon
over Siverek district at the expense of other tribes, nothblyld rivals Kirvar and Karakegilbee Internationaler
Verein fir Menschenrechte der Kurden, 1998.
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Another prop of thetribe: the electoral process

The retribalisation of Kurdish society in Turkey is not only due to‘tiage guard’ system but
started well before this was put in place. Tribal organisatguired a new function when in the
wake of the Second World War Turkey became a fpaltiy democracy with free elections.
Since Turkey opted for a district system, in which each provinctedla number of deputies to
parliament, it became imperative for the competing politicaigzatb have strong grass roots
representation. Each party sotudbcal workers and candidates who could be expected to
mobilise numerous votes. In the Kurdislhabited provinces— most notably in Hakkari, the
most ‘tribal’ province— the big parties' candidates were often either tribal chieftagmselves

or they were men put forward by tribal chieftains as their representatives.

Affiliation with a political party was highly profitable fdribal chieftains for a number of
reasons. When their party was in power, it had the possibilitgviard it loyal supporters
various ways, most conspicuously in the form of infrastructumadstments and government
contracts. Elected deputies, even for opposition parties, Wwerdodst advocates for local
interests. In fact, a large share of deputies' time is spentciinng people from their
constituencies who request various services. The politicaépaherefore found many tribal
chieftains quite eager to join them, irrespective of their pdlpicagrammes.

Chieftains who were in conflict or rivalry with one anmet would, obviously, join
different parties. Competition between the political parties thecame intertwined with tribal
conflicts and rivalries. Elections became the occasions for thstritmation of important
resources (in the form of governmentrpagge) at the provincial and local levels. No tribe was
large enough to send a deputy to parliament by itself; to do sa tbHarge a coalition with
other tribes and/or interest groups. The electoral processdmesto shape important aspects of
the mode of operation of tribes.

This was most visible in Hakkari, the smallest province and nkentost dominated by
tribes. For a long time only the two major parties contested doticgls for Hakkari's single
seat. The leading two tribes affiliatedethselves with either of them, and the other tribes
followed, depending on their conflicts or alliances with thet ftwo. Thus a checkerboard
pattern emerged, in which only minor shifts occurred over timere@sudt of new conflicts, that
forced one trial group out of its own coalition into the opposing camp. Because Hdiddhr
long only one seat, the stakes in the elections were high, astafegbich the tension between
competing tribes significantly increased in periods precedingelegtions. Tibal solidarities
were strengthened (or, to put it less benevolently, stri¢taamas exercised so that all members
of the tribe expressed this solidarity at the ballot booths) @andatindaries between tribes were
sharply demarcated.

Voting behaviouin the Kurdishinhabited provinces was long largely independent of the
parties' overt political programmes. It could happen that ataimeswitched to another party,
bringing his allies and followers along and causing his rivals alaitoh partiesThrough their
insertion into the Turkish political system, Kurdish tribhleftains gained control of additional
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resources and could consolidate or strengthen their positidna thieir own tribal environment.
Electoral politics reinvigorated tribal cety, which proved to be highly compatible with
formally modern politics.

Smuggling and tribalism

The carving up of the Ottoman Empire after World War | resulted in d@&uaf new borders
cutting through Kurdistan. The prices of many essential and luxugsgoad always differed
between regions; the emergence of new states, with differenteppliesulted in steeper price
differentials across the borders. Much of what had in thelbjees normal trade legally became
smuggling— which if anything madat more profitable. Many Kurds earned comfortable
incomes by smuggling tea, sugar or sheep across internatioraigdord

As long as the borders were not guarded very effectively, allwhenknew the region
had equal opportunities, and smuggling mayait have contributed to economic levelling or at
least have allowed vertical social mobility. Once effective suaneg was in place, smuggling
demanded special skills, which led to the concentration of rdssurce in fewer hands.
Specialists who knewow to pass through a minefield without detonating any mines were in
great demand (along the Syra&uorkish border), and the shepherds who best knew the high
mountains of the border regions took a large share of the ifii@sborder trade into their ow
hands. Most profitable, however, were prgfilaring arrangements with the border police and
the local gendarmerie officers. It was only certain people whe imea position to even attempt
to conclude such arrangements without being apprehended afTobeé chieftains were best
placed to do so.

Civil servants, and especially law enforcement officers, whce appointed to posts in
Kurdistan soon found out that they could not do their work withieeitceoperation of at least
some persons who held farm of traditional authority. If they attempted to bypass these
authorities in dealing with the local population, they usuallydeaitepenetrate through the walls
of silence that shielded local society from their view. Soon theyld learn that they eid
achieve much more by relying on one or more of the local chieftaitteemsguides. Almost
inevitably they were thereby drawn into the power game of tribaiety with its perpetual
conflicts and rivalries. A ‘reliable’ chieftain might help themeatr a smuggler or bandit (who in
many cases happened to be a rival) and get other work done, thetkeéyng his own interests
and harming those of his enemies.

Mutually beneficial relationships developed between state alfficand ‘traditional’
authotties, most of them tribal chieftains. In important respects,afficials became part of
local tribal politics, many of them becoming actively involveddeinthese conditions, many
officials appeared to be corruptible, and the mutually beneticiabeaation easily developed
beyond maintenance of the law. Tribal chieftains who had establsbétable arrangements
with the relevant officials came to monopolise an increasilagtye share of smuggling. Thus
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they brought important economic resourceseungheir control, strengthening their position
within their tribes and enabling them to centralise their controltbweartribes.

From around 1980 on, the smuggling trade developed rapidly. The tratlit&maggled
goods— animals, tea, alcohol, eleshic consumer goods- were supplemented with narcotics
and political refugees, raising the risk but even more the profits toalde. The guerrilla war
being waged by the PKK and the recruitment of ‘village guards’ bgtdte constituted further
complications that led to the emergence of a new type of networks growind existing tribes.
The functioning of these networks is, for obvious reasonspanityi hidden from view. From
time to time, however, some of their activities have come to lidgig.niost spectacular of the
networks that were in part uncovered is the ‘gang of Yuksekdi&Ksekova cetgsiin which
we find akorucu tribe, gendarmerie officers and a renegade former PKK gueriglaef
engaged in a profitable enterprise that combihedconduct of countensurgency with heroin
trade and the extortion of rival entrepreneurs in the regidmes@ rivals were moreover made to
believe that it was the PKK that extorted them; the autholdties accused them of supporting
the PKK on the &sis of their payment of extortion monéy).

Among the transnational networks smuggling base morphine and heroirmaaed
recently humans, from or through Turkey to Western Europe, &Kiedish-based networks
appear to dominate. One reason for their esgds that they are almost impossible to infiltrate
because they are based on tribal relations. A Kurdish smugglingy'famay, like a Sicilian
mafia family, include loyal members not related by bload,the core consists of people from
the same exteled family, village or tribe, which guarantees trust and cortfalin A shared
dialect that is hard to understand for outsiders, and that theréoilitates confidential
communication even by cellular telephone, constitutes one afidfiional advantages of tribal
affiliation.

Conclusion

Kurdish tribes show up such a bewildering variety in size and fofrimsernal organisation that

it may seem misleading to refer to all by the same term. They ahaeology of common
descent, endogamy (pdedlcousin marriage) and segmentary alliance and oppositioseThe
principles do actually operate at the level of the smalleribabt but the political alliances and
authority relations that integrate these subtribes into largeles are in clear camidiction with
them. In larger tribes, we often find leading lineages that abesit distantly related to the
commoner lineages that make up the bulk of the tribe, and their apibariten shored up by
an armed retinue and/or by recognition by tlaestpparatus, which also implies ultimately
violent sanctions.

2L Fragmentary revelaths about the gang of Yilksekova appeared in the press in the course of 1997. For
preliminary overview, see Berbgto 1998: 143171.
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The size and complexity of composition of tribes, as well aautieority relations within
them, appear to change in response to two crucial variablesir3thef these is the form and
degree of indirect rule that the relevant state or states allowiltbe {which is itself the outcome
of a process of continuous negotiation between society and #tat@ther variable consists of
the available economic and ecological resource basenti®liaipastures, arable land and subject
peasant populations never were the only available resource basesn routes constituted
another one (several tribes, most famously the Hamawand, Isgecia protecting or robbing
caravans) and so did militaservice for the state. The establishment of modern, centralised
states has not led to the dissolution of tribes, if only bedéeseprovided new resources that
tribes could exploit. The new borders made smuggling an impadarce of income, and tribe
appeared to be appropriate organisations to expleit litecause of their internal solidarity and
the strong authority of the chieftain over his followersecklral politics became a major
mechanism of redistribution on a national scale, and for obveasons tribal chieftains were
attractive partners for political parties. Political patgmatrengthened the tribes and reinforced
the chieftains' positions within their tribes.

Modernising and centralising regimes (most consistently Ketmglirkey ad Pahlavi
Iran) have attempted to detribalise Kurdish society by phygioathoving the chieftains from
the tribes and sometimes deporting entire tribes. The succeskesefrteasures appeared to be
temporary only. When confronted with armed nationagsellion, both Irag and Turkey
established Kurdish militias to whom they delegated much powes réimwvigorating some of
the tribes and causing a resurgence of-imleal conflicts. Both in peace and in war, Kurdish
tribes have shown great resilienaed it is probably true that tribes have played more prominent
social and political roles in Kurdistan of the 1990s than theyadidlf century earlier. Tribal
organisation has shown itself to have survival value in a numioistoictly modern situatins.
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