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Ethnic conflicts in Iran

Kurds
The Kurdish population, which predominantly consists of Sunni Muslims,
spans across the borders of Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and Syria. The population of
the Kurds in Iran has been estimated at five to eight million.

The Kurdish

population is estimated at approximately 4 million in Iraq, 10 to 12 million

in Turkey, and 600,000 in Syria.

Kurds are the world’s largest stateless ethnic

group. Most of the Kurds of Iran inhabit the western and northwestern areas

of the country, in the regions neighboring Iraq and Turkey. Other Kurds have
been forcefully dispersed, during Reza Shah’s reign, to the other provinces, such
as the Fars, Mazandaran, and Khorasan provinces. Some, however, due to eco-
nomic rationales, migrated to Tehran and Khuzestan.

The Kurdish regions in Iran enjoyed semiautonomy until the late 1800s.

Kurdish self- determination claims were suppressed by Reza Shah in the 1930s.
Soviet assistance and support, however, helped the Kurdish Republic

of Mahabad form in the 1940s.

This independence lasted about one year in 1946.

After the withdrawal of the Soviet army, the Iranian army recaptured the region.
The Kurdish regions remain deficient and socially and economically under-
developed. The Kurdish opposition is arguably the most organized and militant
opposition pitched against the Iranian regime.

In fact, the issue of ethnicity and religion among the Kurds is manifestly politicized.

Kurds pose the greatest threat to the state and have the clearest and most valid potential for separat-
ism. The Kurds’ history of separatist campaigns, strong cross- border connections

and networks, possession of large land areas and populations, and resistance to
the project of Persianization altogether make the Kurds the single most potent

threat to Iran’s territorial integrity.
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The greatest ethnic challenge to Tehran, in the aftermath of the revo-

lution, came from the Kurdish insurgency. The Kurds participated in the
revolution of 1979 and presented demands for a federal democratic state and
the recognition of the Kurdish language and its use in education and publica-
tions. Several antiregime demonstrations had taken place in the main Kurdish
cities of Mahabad, Paveh, Kermanshah, Marivan, and Sananda;.

Tehran,

however, did not tolerate such political insubordination, and its response was
incredibly violent. Ayatollah Khomeini warned the Kurdish leaders that any
attempts to undermine Iran’s territorial integrity would be quelled. He sent
Revolutionary Guard troops to the northeast to tackle the Kurdish insur-

gency.

Despite Khomeini’s warnings, in 1979 the Kurdish Democratic

Party of Iran (founded in 1945) rebelled and demanded fully self- determining
rule. The regime, however, perceived this as merely an attempt at anti- Persian
separatism.

Ethnic Conflict in Iran

In 1979, Khomeini warned the Kurdish leaders that any attempts to claim
independence for the region would be confronted with a strong reaction. Kho-
meini also declared a jihad, a holy war, against the Iranian Kurds.

The Kurdish

Democratic Party of Iran initiated an armed struggle against the regime shortly
after the revolution. The regime, in its promised response, launched an armed
campaign against the Kurds. Human Rights Watch, in its 1997 annual report,
states that “more than 271 Iranian Kurdish villages were destroyed and depopu-
lated between 1980 and 1992. Between July and December 1993 alone, during

a major offensive against Kurdish armed groups, 113 villages were bombed.”
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The regime’s security forces are heavily stationed in the Kurdish areas and
closely supervise the activities of Kurdish separatist groups, such as the Iranian
Kurdish Democratic Party.

Iraq under Saddam used Kurdish movements so

as to weaken the Iranian regime.

Iran had, it must be added, utilized Iraqi

Kurdish parties in the fight against the Iragi government during the 1970s and
1980s. In the beginning of the 1980s, Iran was effectively fighting two wars—
one with Iraq and one with the Kurdish separatist groups.

Tehran, aiming to eradicate the Kurdish leaders, reportedly ordered the
assassination of four Kurdish opposition figures in Berlin on September 17,
1992. The Berlin court, known as the Mykonos court, found the senior

Iranian government authorities to have been directly involved in the assassi-
nations. Germany’s decision to implicate the Iranian leaders in the murders
damaged the diplomatic relations between some of the European countries and Iran.
This has occurred as recently as May 2010, when five young Kurdish

activists accused of “carrying out terrorist acts” were executed for their political
activities in Tehran.

Iran is undertaking a joint operation with Turkey against the Kurdish insur-
gents. A former Iranian intelligence and security minister, Ali Yunesi, stated
that the main task of the Intelligence Ministry was anti- insurgency and that the

ministry enjoys “good cooperation” with the ethnic and religious minorities.
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He added that the Intelligence and Security Ministry would not allow enemies
to penetrate the ethnic groups and that the ministry has constantly taken appro-
priate measures so as to prevent such penetration.

The Kurdistan province suffered from pandemic economic, social, and mor-

tal damages during the war with Iraq. This suffering, however, was closely fol-
lowed by the regime’s wholesale oppression of the Kurdish people. According
to Human Rights Watch, in addition to the destruction of many Kurdish vil-
lages, a large segment of the Kurdish population has been dispersed, and vast
areas have been implanted with landmines.

After the war, although there was

some minimal renovation work done in the local business sector, the region
continued to suffer from stark underdevelopment. As unemployment dramati-

cally increased, many local youths left for other cities, seeking jobs. While ahigh percentage of Kurdish
youths use drugs, the regime has nevertheless not

generated a cogent policy for tackling drug problems in their region.

In late 2000, Kurdish relations with the government deteriorated even

further, when a Kurdish member of Parliament openly accused the regime of
repression and of committing a chain of murders of innocent Kurds. A year
later, six Kurdish members of Parliament jointly resigned in protest against the

regime’s ethnic policies.
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