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Mapping Kurdistan

Since the early twentieth century, Kurds have challenged the borders and

national identities of the states they inhabit. Nowhere is this more evident

than in their promotion of the ‘Map of Greater Kurdistan’, an ideal of

a unified Kurdish homeland in an ethnically and geographically complex

region. This powerful image is embedded in the consciousness of the

Kurdish people, both within the region and, perhaps even more strongly,

in the diaspora.

Addressing the lack of rigorous research and analysis of Kurdish politics

from an international perspective, Zeynep N. Kaya focuses on self-

determination, territorial identity and international norms to suggest

how these imaginations of homelands have been socially, politically and

historically constructed (much like the state territories the Kurds inhabit),

as opposed to their perception of being natural, perennial or intrinsic.

Adopting a non-political approach to notions of nationhood and

territoriality, Mapping Kurdistan is a systematic examination of the

international processes that have enabled a wide range of actors to

imagine and create the cartographic image of greater Kurdistan that is in

use today.

zeynep n. kaya is Senior Teaching Fellow in the Department of

Development Studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies;

Visiting Fellow at the Middle East Centre, London School of Economics

and Political Science; and Academic Associate at Pembroke College,

University of Cambridge. Her research focuses on the Kurds and identity

politics in the Middle East from an international relations perspective and

gendered drivers of conflict in Iraq.

www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47469-6 — Mapping Kurdistan
Zeynep N. Kaya 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Mapping Kurdistan

Territory, Self-Determination and
Nationalism

zeynep n. kaya

London School of Economics and Political Science

www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47469-6 — Mapping Kurdistan
Zeynep N. Kaya 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
DOI: 10.1017/9781108629805

© Zeynep N. Kaya 2020

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2020

Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ International Ltd, Padstow Cornwall

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-108-47469-6 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47469-6 — Mapping Kurdistan
Zeynep N. Kaya 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

To Elif

www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47469-6 — Mapping Kurdistan
Zeynep N. Kaya 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Maps page viii

Acknowledgements ix

Note on Text xi

List of Abbreviations xii

Introduction 1

1 Kurdish Territoriality under Ottoman Rule 21

2 Orientalist Views of National Identity and Colonial

Maps of Kurdistan 43

3 Wilsonian Self-Determination: The Rise and Fall

of Hopes for Kurdistan 64

4 Kurdish Nationalism during Decolonisation

and the Cold War 96

5 Kurds and the International Society after

the Cold War 130

6 Kurdish Diaspora: Kurdistan Map Goes Global 159

Conclusion 184

Bibliography 200

Index 220

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47469-6 — Mapping Kurdistan
Zeynep N. Kaya 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Maps

3.1 Map of Kurdistan by Sherif Pasha (1919) page 80

6.1 Distribution of Kurds in the Middle East at present 174

6.2 Where are the Kurds? 176

6.3 CIA map of Kurdish lands (1992) 178

6.4 Distribution of Kurds across Turkey,

Iran and Iraq (1996) 179

6.5 Kurdish populated areas (1999) 180

6.6 Kurdish areas (2009) 181

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781108474696
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47469-6 — Mapping Kurdistan
Zeynep N. Kaya 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

Several wonderful people inspired and supported this book with whom

I have discussed many of its aspects and who have given me immensely

useful advice: my doctoral supervisors Fred Halliday and John Sidel

and doctoral adviser John Breuilly, my doctoral examiners Charles

Tripp and James Mayall and the two anonymous reviewers whose

comments transformed the way I present the ideas in this book.

Working with Fred Halliday was one of the biggest privileges of my

life – he was a great source of intellectual wisdom and inspiration,

a huge support and a wonderful friend. I am also indebted to the

editorial team at Cambridge University Press for taking me through

the process with such expertise and ease, especially Maria Marsh,

Daniel Brown and Atifa Jiwa. I would like to thank David

McDowall, Mehrdad Izady, Laris Karaklis, The Kurdish Project for

generously allowing me to use their maps in the book.

Big thanks go to my friends and colleagues at the London School of

Economics: Robert Lowe for always being there for me throughout my

career and the writing of this book; Ribale Sleiman-Haidar, Sandra

Sfeir, ChelseaMilsom and Courtney Freer for being the best colleagues

and friends; TobyDodge for the wonderful guidance. It is impossible to

mention all those who been part of my journey in writing this book,

intellectually and emotionally. I am worried about omitting names but

here it goes: to Jennifer Jackson-Preece, Margot Light, Denise Natali,
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Note on Text

Transliteration was a challenging task for this book because it covered

a long historical period (frommid-nineteenth century to present), a large

geography and a wide range of different transliterations of Kurdish

words in multiple languages – Kurdish, Persian, Arabic, Turkish and

Ottoman Turkish. This book is meant for both specialists and general

readers; therefore, I adopted a basic transliteration method. I have

preserved Ottoman Turkish, Arabic, Kurdish and Persian terms where

possible for words commonly used in English as well as for place names,

personal names, treaties, historical textbooks, names of associations,

rebellions and movements. I have not used diacritics. I have followed

the transliteration guidelines of the International Journal ofMiddle East

Studies.My choice of transliteration is not intended to impose identity or

nationality on the individuals, names and locations.
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DFNS Democratic Federation of Northern Syria

ECHR European Court of Human Rights

HDP Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik Partisi)

HEP People’s Labour Party (Halkın Emek Partisi)

HPG People’s Defence Forces (Hêzên Parastina Gel)

IR International Relations

ISIS Islamic State of Iraq and Syria

KCK Association of Communities in Kurdistan (Koma Civakên

Kurdistan)

KDP Kurdistan Democratic Party

KDPS Kurdistan Democratic Party of Syria

KDPT Kurdistan Democratic Party of Turkey

KHRP Kurdish Human Rights Project

KJ Kurdistan Resurrection Organisation (Komalay Jiyanaway

Kurd)

KNCL Kurdistan National Congress

KNK Kurdistan National Congress (Kongra Netewiya Kurdistan)

KRG Kurdistan Regional Government

KRI Kurdistan Region of Iraq

KSSP Kurdish Society for Solidarity and Progress (Kürt Teavün ve

Terakki Cemiyeti)

LGBTQI Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and Intersex

MPs Members of Parliament

PDKI Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (Partiya Dêmukratî

Kurdistanî Iran)

PKK Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan)
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PUK Patriotic Union of Kurdistan

PYD Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat)

SAK Society for the Advancement of the Kurds (Kürt Teali

Cemiyeti)

SDF Syrian Democratic Forces

SFR Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia

TİP Turkey Labour Party (Tűrkiye İşçi Partisi)

UN United Nations

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

YPG People’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel)

YPJ Women’s Defence Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Jin)
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