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Pan-Kurdish Related Maps & Background 

   
 
The Kurds are a distinctive ethnic group who are primarily Sunni Muslim and speak various dialects (within the 

Iranian language family) loosely called “Kurdish,” They are the world’s largest nation without a state. The 
Kurdish population is between 28 and 35 million on their native territory, with Turkey having the largest 
contingency.  

 
Democratic Confederation – KCK – an umbrella organization formed in 2007 with Kurds in Turkey, Iran, Iraq 

and Syria. It is described as a loose coalition of grassroots local assemblies and it does not officially, at 
least, aspire to statehood. 

 
1920 Treaty of Sèvres (“Sev-rah”) — The Treaty of Sèvres was forced upon the crumbling Ottoman Empire by 

World War One’s winners. The treaty officially ended the Ottoman Empire and trimmed Turkish holdings 
in many formerly Ottoman lands, including a great deal of what is now Turkey. The diminished Turkish 
borders of the Treaty of Sèvres allowed for an autonomous Kurdistan, was unacceptable to the new 
Turkish nationalist government.  In the aftermath of the War of Turkish Independence, the Turks, led by 

 

*By Dr. David Lynch, 27 April 2016. Professor, Department of Social Science, Saint Mary’s 
University of Minnesota. This document and other “Dave’s Guides” can be found at 
«https://sites.google.com/a/smumn.edu/lynch/dave-s-guides» or with this CRQ code: 

  

THE ESTIMATES BELOW ARE FROM 1991 AND THE TOTAL KURDISH POPULATION OF NEARLY 28 MILLION IS HIGHER NOW, WITH ESTIMATES 

RANGING FROM 28 TO 35 MILLION.1   
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Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, were able to instead negotiate the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne (“Lows-sahn”), 
establishing the borders of modern Turkey and leaving the Kurds as a nation without a state. 
(Encyclopedia Britannica).  

 

Iraqi Kurdistan 

 
KDP – Kurdish Democratic Party – was established in 1946 by Mullah Mustafa al Barzani and is now run by his 

son, Massoud Barzani. The younger Barzani, head of the KDP since 1979, has served as the President of 
Iraqi Kurdistan since 2005. The KDP controls Erbil, Iraqi Kurdistan’s capital, and has support from 
Turkey’s Kurds.  
 

PUK – Patriotic Union of Kurdistan – was established in 1975 by Jalal Talabani (“Ja-lau”). Talabani served as 
President of all of Iraq from 2005 until 2014 (which is not the most powerful position in post-Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq). Talabani sought Iranian support during the Kurdish versus Kurdish fighting in the 1990s. 
Dominant in eastern Iraqi Kurdistan, near Iran, including Iraq’s oil-rich Kirkuk (“Kehr-kook”). The PUK is 
more secular and more modern than the KDP.  

 
Gorran – the official opposition party, founded in 2009.   
 
Kurdish Civil War fought between the KDP and the PUK between 1994 and 1997.  
 
KRG – Kurdistan Regional Government – the official name of Iraqi Kurdistan. 
 
Peshmerga – informal Kurdish fighters in Iraqi Kurdistan with a reputation for fierceness. For a time they were 

the only entity that could effectively challenge ISIS. The formal security force is the Asayish. 
 

Syrian Kurds 

 
YPG – People’s Protection Units – Military arm of the Syrian Kurdish party, the Democratic Union Party (PYD). 

They have carved out a self-governing area in Syria, near the Turkish border, with Kobane being their 
primary city. The PYD have close ties to the Turkish Kurdish party, the PKK.  
 

Rojava – Another name for the Kurds in Syria.  
 

Turkish Kurds   

 
PKK – The Kurdish Workers Party – is the primary organization calling for Kurdish independence. Its leader, 

Abdullah Öcalan (also spelled Ocalan, is pronounced “err-jah-lahn”) is serving a life sentence, but 
continues to be enormously influential in the PKK.  

 
Abdullah Öcalan (also spelled Ocalan, is pronounced “err-jah-lahn”) – is the leader of the PKK. A former 

Marxist, he is serving a life sentence, but continues to lead the PKK.  
 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan (also spelled Erdoğan, “Ray-jehpt  Tie-eep Air-dwahn” – [barely say the n at the end]) 

was the Turkish PM when that was the most powerful position in the Turkish government and then 
became president, along with reforms making the president the most important position (much as Putin 
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had done according to Erdogan’s critics). He leads to the AKP (Justice and Development Party), an 
Islamic identifying party, which has been a significant change given Turkey’s militantly secular founder 
and first leader, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Erdogan has waged war against the Kurds and then 
moderated. He even hoped to woo Kurds in recent elections. This ended, however, with his hesitation 
to allow the YPG to cross Turkish borders (from Syria, to Turkey and back to Syria) with arms en route to 
defend Kobane from an ISIS onslaught. The US finally convinced Turkey to bomb ISIS, but it first bombed 
Kurdish positions.  

 

Timeline of contemporary Kurdish developments 

 
1978 – Fighting begins between the PKK and the Turkish government. Tens of thousands of lives will be lost 

over the next three and a half decades.   
 
1979 – Iranian Islamic Revolution – Shia Islam goes radical and seeks to export this across the region.  
 
1979 – Saddam Hussein becomes leader of Iraq.  
 
1980-1988 – Iran-Iraq War – enormously costly in lives and treasure.  
 
1988 – Saddam Hussein wages genocidal war against Iraqi Kurds, including the use of chemical weapons against 

entire cities.  
 
1990 – Iraq invades Kuwait. US President Bush (the elder) draws a “line in the sand” and declares “this will not 

stand.” He begins assembling a wide coalition, winning UN Security Council backing for sanctions and 
military force, should they be required, and begins a US military build-up in Saudi Arabia in preparation 
should “Saddam”—as he was frequently called—not pull out of Kuwait.  

 
1991 – Having missed deadlines to withdraw Iraqi forces from Kuwait, the US launches an air war against Iraq, 

taking out its air defenses and all military communication, thus turning Iraqi forces into targets in a large 
shooting gallery. In one of the most one-sided wars in history, Iraqi forces retreat back to Iraq, burning 
Kuwaiti oil fields as they leave. The Iraqi military is no longer able to engage in large scale invasions, but 
President Bush decides it will live on, as will Saddam Hussein, in order to prevent Iraq from breaking up 
and to prevent Iran’s ascendency in the region.  

 
1991 – President Bush suggests Iraqis take matters into their own hands to oust Saddam Hussein. Iraqis take 

this to mean there will be US support if there is an uprising against Hussein. They are wrong. An uprising 
ensues and Hussein ruthlessly puts it down, killing over a million Iraqi Shia and Kurds. The US and allies 
therefore enforce no fly zones in northern and southern Iraq (Kurdish and Shia areas respectively) that 
last until the 2003 US-led invasion. This facilitates de-facto Kurdish independence in northern Iraq. 

 
1994-1997 – The Kurdish Civil War between the KDP and the PUK damages Kurdish claims to being ready for 

independence and causes an enduring rift among Iraqi Kurds.  
 
1999 – Abdullah Öcalan, the PKK’s leader, is captured. He is later given life in prison, but continues to lead the 

PKK (in Turkey).  
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2001 – 9/11 attacks on the US. Iraq has nothing to do with the attacks, in fact, al Qaeda considered Saddam 
Hussein a heretic, but 9/11 changes the US calculation of potential damage from Hussein.   

 
2003 – The US invades Iraq, easily ousting Saddam Hussein. The insurgency that follows, however, is a disaster. 

Iraqi Kurdistan is an oasis of stability in an otherwise chaotic Iraq, bolstering its claim for autonomy (or 
outright independence).  

 
2007 – The Democratic Confederation (KCK)—an umbrella organization formed of Kurdish local assemblies 

from Iran, Iraq Syria and Turkey—is formed.  
 
2011 – Arab Spring protests spread to Syria and slide into civil war. ISIS, with roots in the chaos of the war in 

Iraq, begin to successfully challenge both the Assad government and rebels fighting Assad. One of the 
few bright spots in attempts to halt the spread of ISIS are the Kurdish Peshmerga fighters.  

 
2012 – Rojava Conflict, also called the Rojava Revolution – Syrian Kurds battel the government and ISIS to 

establish a de facto self-governing area in Northern Syria. The fighting continues (as of April 2016).  
 
2013 – Turkish Kurdish leader of the PKK, Öcalan, renounces violence to increase Kurdish goals.  
 
2015 – July – The PKK officially ends its ceasefire in the face of escalating Turkish attacks.  
 

Sources (unless otherwise directly cited)  

 
Jenna Krajaeski, “The Future of Kurdistan,” Great Decisions 2016, the Foreign Policy Association  
 
“Kurdistan Glossary,” Foreign Policy Association, available at «www.fpa.org and designed to complement the 

above Krajaeski article  
 

Martin W. Lewis, “Lecture Slides on Kurdistan, Geocurrents, April 2016, «http://www.geocurrents.info/cultural-
geography/lecture-slides-
kurdistan?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+geocurrents+(Geo
Currents.info)».  
 

See also:  

BBC’s Iraqi Kurdistan profile – timeline  « http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-15467672», 1 August 2015.  

BBC’s Iraqi Kurdistan profile « http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28147263 », 6 February 2016.    

BBC’s “Who are the Kurds,” «http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29702440», March 2016.  

BBC’s “Profile: Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK)”«http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-20971100», 27 July 2015.  
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