Faculty of Management
Master Human Geography: Conflict, Territory and Identity
Academic year 2020-2021
October 2020

The party or the people?
A study of the political support for the paradigm shift of the PKK
among Dutch Kurds

Arnout van Balen
S4609107
Dr. H.W. Bomert
i

Preface
The work before you is not just a product I have been working on for the past few months,
rather, it is the end result of my progress as a student over the past few years. There are,
therefore, many people to whom I would like to express my gratitude, for this thesis would not
have been the same without their contribution.
First and foremost, I would like to thank my parents for always supporting my choices. They
did not push me in any particular direction, but let me choose my own path and they supported
me along the road. In addition, they motivated me to finish my thesis, whereas I sometimes
doubted that it would ever end.
I would like to thank my supervisor, Bert Bomert, as well. This topic might not have been his
expertise, but he has always provided me with excellent comments. The quality of this thesis
would not have been the same without him. Furthermore, he has always been incredibly quick
with responding my emails as well as checking the documents I sent him. In addition, I am
grateful that he has broadened his technological horizon by calling me by WhatsApp. This
thesis was written during the corona pandemic and calling by WhatsApp was one of the only
means of contacting me.
I would like to thank my partner, Joëlle de Renett, with helping me to process all the data.
Without her help, there would not have been any results to analyse; her knowledge of SPSS has
been crucial.
I would like to thank a dear friend of mine, Rens van der Peppel, for always helping me with
correctly formulating my arguments. Not only with this thesis, but throughout my entire
curriculum.
Finally, I would like to thank all the Dutch Kurds that have participated in the questionnaire
and the interviews. Without their willingness to help me, I could not have done it. They were
eager to share their opinions on the Kurdish question.

ii

Abstract
Over the last hundred years or so, the history of the Kurds in the Middle East has been marked
by their constant pursuit of self-determination. This pursuit has known periods where the Kurds
were at war with the various central governments, but also periods of negotiations. These
negotiations have not resulted in the desired independent state of Kurdistan. Consequently, the
main Turkish Kurdish political party, the PKK has decided to shift its goal from obtaining
independence to implementing a confederal democracy. Contemporary academic literature on
conflict resolution argues, however, that the risk of recurrence of violence is much higher for a
unitarian government, as compared to independence. However, research in this debate has been
primarily quantitative, neglecting the uniqueness of each case. This study, therefore, focusses
on whether or not this shift is supported by Dutch Kurds. In addition, it takes two other solutions
in account as well: autonomy and de facto independence. Furthermore, it investigates which
identity markers influence the respondents’ perception of the various solutions. The results of
the questionnaire and interviews indicate that a confederal democracy is supported by the
respondents. Moreover, the support for democratic confederalism and the other solutions can
be explained by looking at the geographical origin, generational differences, and gender.
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1. Introduction
Right after the First World War, the Kurds were very close to obtaining an independent state.
The Triple Entente had defeated the Ottoman Empire and in several treaties the conquered
territory was divided. One of these treaties was designed to split up the region of what we
nowadays refer to as Turkey. This Treaty of Sèvres favoured the establishment of an
autonomous Kurdish state under French and British control (Yildiz, 2007). However, the
successors of the Ottoman Empire, the Turks, did not agree with the treaty and consequently
started a war of independence. This war was ended by the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, with the
establishment of a Turkish state as the ultimate result. With this treaty, the contemporary
Turkish borders were created and included the territory of what would have been Kurdistan
(Akşin, 2007). Thus, the establishment of the Republic of Turkey effectively meant the end of
the Kurdish chance for a sovereign state.
The Treaty of Lausanne did not end Kurdish aspirations for an independent state, however.
From the 1960s onwards, the influence of Kurdish nationalism increased, albeit outside of
Turkey. The First Iraqi-Kurdish War (1961-1970) is one of the first examples of Kurdish efforts
to obtain self-determination. To some extent, this attempt proved to be successful. Although
the war ended in a stalemate, three autonomous Kurdish regions were created in Iraq (Yildiz,
2007). However, hostilities between Iraq and the Kurds did not end in 1970; in 1988, during
the Iran-Iraq war, Kurdish villages were targeted by Iraqi troops. An estimated 50,000 to
182,000 Kurds have been massacred during the so-called Anfal genocide. Ultimately, after the
defeat of the Saddam Hussein regime by the United States, Iraqi Kurds received full autonomy
(Yildiz, 2007). However, the Kurdish people are located in other states as well, such as Turkey.
The Kurdish experiences of obtaining self-determination vary depending on the political region
one looks at — Kurds living in Iran have had different experiences than Kurds living in Iraq.
The Turkish policy towards the Kurdish minority living in Turkey has always been two-sided.
On the one hand, the Kurds have increasingly been allowed to express their culture and
traditions. On the other hand, however, Turkish laws have criminalized Kurdish activism. For
example, the 1991 Anti-Terror bill made Kurdish activism illegal, because it is perceived to
have the intention of changing the characteristics of the state. Kurds living in Turkey have tried
several times to become independent, but none of these efforts was successful (Yildiz, 2005).
The rivalry between Kurds and Turkey lasts until today, with the Turkish invasion of North
Syria in late 2019 as the most recent illustration. Nevertheless, the Syrian war has given Turkish
and Syrian Kurds the opportunity to pursue their wish for an independent state (Baczko,
Dorronsoro, & Quesnay, 2017).
1.1 Societal relevance
The Kurdish struggle for an independent state has had a significant impact on the Kurdish
demography. Throughout the years, the struggle for independence has seen periods in which
Kurds were purposely targeted by hostile troops, ultimately resulting in the diaspora of Kurds
all over the world, including the Netherlands. Since the Kurds were not continuously targeted
by their domestic government, but rather during various periods, three separate waves of
Kurdish refugees can be distinguished (Mügge, 2010). The first wave of Kurdish refugees from
Turkey arrived in the Netherlands during the late 1970s, as a result of the violent Kurdish1

Turkish conflict, which broke out in 1978 and lasts until today. The second wave of Kurdish
refugees also began in the 1970s, lasting until the 1980s, this time originating from Iraq and
Iran (Mügge, 2010). The most recent wave of Kurdish refugees is a result of the outbreak of the
Syrian war in 2011. Various Kurdish armed organizations have been actively involved in the
fighting in Syria, because they saw the civil war as an opportunity to obtain self-determination.
This involvement has caused Kurdish citizens to be targeted by the Syrian army, which made
them flee towards safer regions (Mügge, 2010).
One of the safe havens for Kurdish refugees has always been Western Europe, or, more broadly,
EU member states. Over the course of the last decades, hundreds of thousands of Kurds have
fled to the European Union (Wahlbeck, 2018). One of the member states that has
accommodated many Kurds, is the Netherlands. According to the Dutch Central Bureau of
Statistics, currently there are some 70,000 Kurds living in the Netherlands. Even though these
Kurds might no longer be residing in the Middle East, they still influence the politics and events
in their home region. There are various mechanisms they can utilize to manipulate the politics
(Smith & Stares, 2007). First of all, they can send money and other resources to support Kurdish
militias in the Middle East. Second, they can influence the policy of the domestic government
in favour of the Kurdish struggle. In 2003, Kurdish communities in the United States and the
United Kingdom massively called for the intervention in Iraq. After Saddam Hussein was
overthrown, autonomous regions were (re-)established in Iraq (Smith & Stares, 2007). This
illustrates the power the Kurdish diaspora is able to exert over Middle Eastern politics. It is
therefore relevant to research the political perceptions among the diaspora, because they still
influence politics in the Middle East.
1.2 Scientific relevance
The waves of hundreds of thousands of Kurds moving from the Middle East to other parts of
the world have created an interesting new element of Kurdish nationalism. Although numerous
case studies on Kurdish nationalism have been published recently, most focussed on Kurdish
nationalism in the Middle East, less so on Kurdish nationalism in the diaspora. It is therefore
relevant to research Kurdish nationalism among Dutch Kurds as a case study of Kurdish
nationalism in the diaspora. In addition, this thesis focusses on the political aspects of Kurdish
nationalism; what do Dutch Kurds perceive to be a viable solution for the Kurdish struggle?
More specifically, what resolutions would they support: partition, de facto separation,
autonomy, or a unitarian government? There is already been an extensive amount of literature
on these four options. The main question in the debate about the potential solutions is which
one has the highest chance of success in solving an ethnic conflict. The success of implementing
a solution is defined by the risk of recurrence of conflict. Most scholars in this debate argue that
independence is the best solution (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).
However, an important militant organization in Turkey, the Kurdish Worker’s Party, has
recently shifted its paradigm. It no longer seeks to establish an independent state, but a
confederal democracy (Öcalan, 2017). This shift is in contrast with the debate on ethnic conflict
resolution, because it opts for a unitarian government over independence; given this changed
preference, it is relevant to research as a case study to this debate. In addition, more often than
not the literature concerning this debate does not include the opinion of the local community.
Moreover, the people that have been scattered around the world as a result of the diaspora are
2

not taken into account either. However, it is important to include the perceptions of these groups
as well, because they might act as possible spoilers in the peace-making process (Smith &
Stares, 2007). This is especially relevant when applied to the Kurdish case, because there are
currently over two million Kurds living outside of their home region(s).
This thesis, therefore, studies the opinions of Dutch Kurds regarding this paradigm shift as a
case study of diaspora perceptions. More specifically, the research question of this thesis is;
‘Do Dutch Kurds support the paradigm shift of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party?’ In addition, the
sub-question of this study is; ‘Can identity markers explain the attitude of Dutch Kurds towards
democratic confederalism?’ Hence, this research contributes to the current debate on ethnic
conflict resolution in two ways. First, it does so by tackling a conflict that takes place in a
multitude of states and where nowadays a policy is advocated which is in contrast to the
recommendations of the academic debate. Second, it analyses the political support for the four
solutions amongst the diaspora rather than the success of the implementation.
1.3 Research objective and research questions
Over the last decades, the Middle East has been characterised by high levels of instability and
the Kurdish people have suffered greatly because of this instability. Their conflict with the Iraqi,
Iranian, Turkish, and Syrian governments illustrates their struggle for self-determination.
However, there has recently been an interesting paradigm shift within the Kurdistan Worker’s
Party (PKK). This major Kurdish political party no longer aspires an independent Kurdish state,
but rather seeks to establish a confederal democracy (Öcalan, 2017). This shift has many
consequences, which will be extensively discussed in the first part of this thesis. In short, a
confederal democracy means a collaboration between Kurdish parties and other domestic
parties so as to govern the nation together (Öcalan, 2017). This thesis addresses the question
whether this shift is supported by Dutch Kurds. In addition, it researches the support for other
solutions for the conflict mentioned in the literature on conflict resolution: independence, de
facto independence, and autonomy.
To start with, the thesis debates what potential solutions that have so far been brought up to end
the Kurdish struggle so far. As previously mentioned, in general there are four solutions
presented in the literature. However, these options are often quite theoretical in nature. This
thesis, therefore, addresses what these four options look like when applied to the Kurdish case.
Although the focus is on independence as opposed to a confederal democracy, the two other
options mentioned in the literature are included as well. This thesis constructs an elaborated
view of all solutions, by including these four options. Second, Dutch Kurds have been
interviewed to research what they perceive to be a viable (or best viable) solution. These
interviews provide an insight into the attitude of Dutch Kurds towards the contemporary
political situation of Kurds in the Middle East. Moreover, the answers are analysed and the
outcome is explained by looking at identity markers of the respondents. Can their attitude
regarding the four solutions be explained by looking at the geographical origin, i.e. are there
differences between for instance Syrian Kurds and Iranian Kurds living in the Netherlands?
Other factors are also taken into account, such as generations, education, gender, and religion.
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1.4 Literature review and conceptual framework
The Kurdish struggle for self-determination can be categorized as an ethnic conflict. Even
though there is a debate over whether or not there actually is a single Kurdish identity, the
general consensus articulates that there is indeed such a single identity (Shatzmiller, 2005).
Consequently, the struggle can be depicted as an ethnic conflict between; Kurds and Turks,
Kurds and Arabs, and/or Kurds and Persians (Şêxulîslamî, 2011). An extensive amount of
literature has been published on solving ethnic conflict. The main debate has revolved around
the question whether partition is the best solution. In his article ‘Partition as a Solution to Ethnic
War: An Empirical Critique of the Theoretical Literature’, Sambanis (2000) argues that
partition is not a desirable solution; the process of partition would be a never-ending cycle:
based on ethnicity, two groups decide to go their own way, but then another group comes
forward that wants independence as well and so forth. Sambanis (2000) therefore argues that
this process will repeat itself over and over again until all ethnicities have their own state.
Furthermore, he claims that there is little evidence that partition actually results in the
prevention of the recurrence of war. Partition only leads to a shift from intrastate war to
interstate war (Sambanis, 2000). Based on this, Sambanis argues that the international
community should prevent promoting partition as a means to reduce violence.
This view is, however, contradicted by Carter Johnson, who argues that partition is a viable
solution for ethnic conflict. He claims that Sambanis is incorrect by looking at the creation of
new borders as the critical independent variable (Johnson, 2008). According to Johnson,
partition is only likely to succeed if ethnic groups are demographically separated. In addition,
he claims that there is a variety of other conditions that need to be met in order to make partition
successful. Only if massacres and forced population transfers have already taken place and
long-term military intervention by the international community is unlikely to result in peace,
partition should be implemented (Johnson, 2008). In other words, Johnson argues that, if the
criteria are met, partition does indeed reduce the recurrence of conflict.
Johson’s argument about demographical separation is further elaborated by Thomas Chapman
and Phillip Roeder in their article ‘Partition as a Solution to Wars of Nationalism: The
Importance of Institutions’ (2007). They argue that there has to be made a distinction between
the various types of ethnic conflict resolution, introducing four categories of potential solutions:
partition, de facto separation, autonomy, and a unitarian solution (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).
To start with, partition is the solution described by Sambanis and Johnson: a splitting of
different ethnicities into separate states. The next solution is de facto separation: this typically
follows truces, it does not establish any new institutional arrangements, but it leaves the
secessionists in control of their conquered territory. In other words, rebels themselves acquire
self-determination, but the borders remain intact. Third, autonomy is a solution where self-rule
is given to a region or population on the one hand, but where the borders are kept in place on
the other hand. The difference between de facto independence and autonomy becomes more
apparent when applied to the Kurdish case, as is the case in Chapter 2. Finally, the unitarian
solution implies a government that is made up of both groups. Chapman and Roeder have
analysed the chances of recurrence of conflict for each of the four solutions and conclude that
partition is the best solution, based on the fact that it has the lowest likelihood of recurrence of
violence (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).
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This debate on ethnic conflict solution has been criticized for various reasons. First, it is argued
that such a top-down approach undervalues the importance of political support from the local
people. Second, it is criticised for its universalist claims, e.g. that partition has the lowest chance
of conflict recurrence and should therefore be implemented everywhere (Mac Ginty, 2008).
This critique has contributed to the introduction of a hybrid form of peace-making. The benefits
of hybrid peace-making are the inclusion of local actors to indicate distortions in the peace
project, since they have more knowledge about the local culture, customs and politics (Mac
Ginty, 2008). At the same time, however, on should be cautious to prevent local actors
exploiting their position in the process to foster their social position (Belloni, 2012).
Nevertheless, the benefits of including local actors or even the entire local community in the
peacebuilding process outweigh the disadvantages. In addition, hybrid peacebuilding
recognizes the uniqueness of each conflict. This view is best put by sociologist Roberto Belloni:
“Each context presents particular and specific challenges to those individuals
experiencing a post-war transition. Their everyday lives are shaped by a range of
political, economic, and social dynamics that vary from context to context and, by
definition, cannot be ameliorated by the same standard recipe.” (Belloni, 2012, p. 34)
It is, therefore, worthwhile to study the attitude of the Kurdish community towards different
political solutions, because it is their lives that are affected by the conflict.
The Kurdish attitude towards potential solutions is influenced by Kurdish identity. The desire
for an independent state, Kurdistan, is an important part of Kurdish identity (Eliassi, 2013). It
is this feature of identity that this thesis will focus on. However, it might very well be that Kurds
would accept other political solutions as well. This can be explained by looking at the factors
that influence Kurdish identity – identity is not static, but rather dynamic and influenced by
various (f)actors (Coakley, 2012). Although there are particular characteristics defining
Kurdish identity, there are various factors contributing to differentiation as well; this thesis will
also discuss these factors. First, Kurdish identity might vary depending on the nation under
scrutiny. As previously mentioned, different groups of Kurds have had different experiences
whilst attempting to obtain self-determination. These differences could have influenced their
views on nationalism and therefore their wish for a political solution to their struggle (Eliassi,
2013). Second, religion presumably has an impact on nationalism as well. More specifically,
Sunni Kurds could feel a particular sense of affiliation with Sunnis from other ethnicities
(Gurses, 2018). It is, therefore, likely that they will accept a solution in which cooperation is
necessary, as is the case with democratic confederalism. Third, identity among the diaspora
could vary depending on the generation one looks at. Members of the first generation might
have a stronger connection to their home region than those belonging to the second or third
generation. Moreover, the second and third generation might not feel comfortable at all with
the notion that they are categorized as a foreign ethnicity (Spickard, 2013). The three factors
referred to above are not isolated, but interconnected. They influence each other, just as they
influence nationalism. Although these factors influence nationalism, it does not necessarily
mean they affect people’s attitudes concerning a political solution for the Kurdish struggle.
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1.5 Structure
As previously mentioned, this thesis consists of two coherent parts. It starts by elaborating how
the four aforementioned political solutions would potentially look like when applied to the
Kurdish case. A variety of sources has been used to study the implementation of these solutions.
Firstly, the four different Kurdish regions will be discussed. How have they pursued selfdetermination and what form did that self-determination take: autonomy, a confederal
democracy, an independent state, or a de facto independent state. The situations in the various
regions are elucidated by using academic literature. In addition, documents of Kurdish officials
further illustrate how the implementation of the confederal democracy looks like. Secondly, the
different solutions that have been pursued in the various geographic locations are evaluated
based on the academic literature on ethnic conflict resolution. Hence, how do the four solutions
change the current institutions and how does that affect the stability in the area?
The second part of this thesis focusses on what political solutions, as described in the first part,
are supported by Dutch Kurds. The methods that are used to gather data are semi-structured
interviews and a questionnaire, for these two methods provide an insight into the respondents’
attitude towards the four solutions. I have communicated with various Kurdish institutions in
the Netherlands in order to get in contact with a variety of Dutch Kurds. The members of these
institutions have filled in the questionnaire and participated in a semi-structured interview. I
have not used any focus groups as described by Clifford et al., but I have rather one-on-one
interviews (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). I wanted their answers to be as unbiased as possible
and using focus groups could unintentionally influence their answers. Interviewing one
individual at a time has the advantage of getting answers that are less likely to be influenced by
others.
In addition, the second part researches which identity markers influence the respondents’
attitude towards the four solutions. The data of the questionnaire and interviews are analysed
to study which identity markers have an impact. This research focusses on five different identity
markers: geographic origin, generational differences, education, religion, and gender. In other
words, the second part investigates whether there is support for either of the four solutions and
subsequently what identity markers influence a respondent’s attitude.
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2. Context of the Kurdish question
The objective of this chapter is to elucidate the history of the Kurdish question in the four
regions: Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. Moreover, this chapter explains what form of selfdetermination has been pursued in the various regions. As elucidated in Chapter 1, the academic
literature on conflict resolution presents four different solutions: independence, autonomy, de
facto independence, and a unitarian government. Thus, this chapter focusses on what these four
solutions look like when applied to the Kurdish case. In addition, it discusses the likelihood of
successfully implementing the solutions based on academic literature on conflict resolution.
2.1 An independent state of Kurdistan?
2.1.1 Kurdish identity and nationalism
Although at first glance it might seem difficult to define ‘Kurds’ given their diversity, there are
various elements that make it possible to distinguish Kurdish ethnicity from other ethnicities in
the Middle East. Firstly, they have a shared history that can be traced back thousands of years.
According to the national narrative, the origins of the Kurdish people can be traced as far back
as the establishment of the Medes in the 7th century BC. This origin is often used by the Kurds
to strengthen their territorial claims (Knapp, Flach, & Ayboğa, 2016). Secondly, the Kurdish
language is noticeably different compared from other languages spoken in the Middle East.
Even though Kurds speak multiple languages, all these languages include several characteristics
that make it possible to distinguish them from other languages (Çarikçi, 2013). Thirdly, Kurds
have developed several cultural traits that are noticeably different from other ethnicities.
Especially their focus on women’s equality is noteworthy. Hence, there are various elements
that define Kurdish identity (Çarikçi, 2013). However, these identity markers have already
existed for an extensive amount of time. This raises the question as to why Kurdish people have
only relatively recently begun to strive for an independent state.
The rise of Kurdish nationalism started just after the First World War. The Treaty of Sèvres
(1920) and the subsequent Treaty of Lausanne (1923) resulted in the establishment of new states
such as Iraq, Syria and Turkey (Akşin, 2007). Consequently, the Kurdish people were divided
among four states (including Iran). Kurds had previously lived as one entity within the borders
of the Ottoman Empire. They had maintained a nomadic lifestyle, facilitated by the fact that
they could travel almost anywhere and still remain within the vast borders of the Ottoman
Empire. However, the Treaty of Lausanne had ended this nomadic lifestyle, because Kurds
were no longer able to freely move between different Kurdish camps in the Middle East
(Çarikçi, 2013). In other words, in 1923, by the Treaty of Lausanne and the introduction of new
borders, Kurds were faced with a dramatic change of their lifestyle. In addition, the
establishment of multiple borders meant that Kurds were no longer politically unified.
It is not only this change that has stimulated the rise of Kurdish nationalism, however. There
are various other elements that have contributed to the surge as well. One of the most important
elements has been the persecution of Kurds by the national governments.
2.1.2 Turkish government and Kurds
Especially the Turkish state has been hostile towards its Kurdish minority. This hostility was
the result of Kemal Atatürk’s policy, referred to as ‘Kemalism’. Atatürk introduced a new
7

policy which mainly focussed on westernizing Turkey. This policy was beneficial for many
Turks, because it resulted in economic prosperity. However, Kemalism also emphasized ethnic
homogeneity (Koohi-Kamali, 2003). Consequently, Kurds became second-ranked civilians in
Turkey. Since ethnic homogeneity was aspired, Kurds were no longer allowed to speak their
language, call themselves Kurds, or express anything associated with Kurdish culture (KoohiKamali, 2003). This repression of Kurds eventually resulted in rebellions as early as 1920.
However, all Kurdish rebellions in Turkey in the 1920s and 1930s were harshly put down and
laws were enacted to completely wipe out Kurdish history and identity (Riegl, Doboš,
Landovský, & Bar, 2017). This harsh policy towards Kurds eventually changed after a military
coup in 1960. A new constitution was drawn up, legalizing associations, organized trade unions,
and calling for strikes. The changes also made it possible for Kurds to attend university, where
they acquired new ideas about equality. This new generation of educated Kurds had not been
part of previous rebellions and their subsequent military repressions. They, therefore, had high
hopes for better circumstances for Kurds living in Turkey, but this optimism proved to be
misplaced (Marcus, 2007).
The new Kurdish generation started to develop its own political identity after it had become
apparent that Kurds would not become part of the Turkish political identity. Especially leftwing students took charge in this development. These students adopted many Marxist ideas in
their political identity (Marcus, 2007). They opposed Turkey’s close ties with the United States,
were afraid of the dangers of capitalism, and protested the US intervention in Vietnam.
Furthermore, it had become evident to the Kurds that they would not achieve any political
changes by using peaceful methods only. They, therefore, started to cooperate with Iraqi Kurds
and throughout the 1960s and 1970s resorted to the use of violence. Theories on a violent
socialist revolution were used to determine and legitimize their actions. These violent actions
were eventually put down by the Turkish military. The military subsequently installed a
government whose task it was to limit the spread of radical groups, limiting various freedoms
as well (Marcus, 2007).
2.1.3 Kurdish separatists
The repression of leftist demonstrations did not lead to a decreasing number of demonstrations,
however, but only to a shift in ideology. Whereas Kurds had previously assumed that their
situation would improve after Turkish left-wing parties would seize power, they now
considered an armed struggle to free themselves from the Turkish regime to be the most viable
option (Marcus, 2007). This movement consisted mainly out of Kurdish students who had
previously been put to jail, where they had started to organize themselves. One of these students
was Abdullah Öcalan, the founder of the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK). Öcalan founded the
PKK in response to what he saw as a failure of other organizations that pursued selfdetermination for Kurds. He argued that other organizations relied too much on major foreign
powers such as China, the Soviet Union or the United States. In addition, he argued that
independence was the only solution, whereas others opted for autonomy. These differences
eventually made Öcalan and a few other students establish the PKK in 1978 (Marcus, 2007).
Even though there have been various Kurdish organizations in Turkey that aspired for an
independent state, there are several common features that can be noted. Firstly, they believe
that the geographic borders of Kurdistan were spread over four countries: Iran, Iraq, Syria and
8

Turkey. Secondly, they promoted a socialist model for Kurdistan. Thirdly, they all believed that
armed conflict was necessary to achieve their goal. In addition, they only endeavoured to
liberate the Kurdish area in Turkey, or what they referred to as the northern part of Kurdistan.
It is conceivable that they would, later on, attempt to liberate other parts of Kurdistan as well,
but their initial target was liberating northern Kurdistan. Hence, by the 1970s the separatist
sentiments had resulted in movements that actively pursued Kurdish independence (Marcus,
2007).
2.1.4 Academic literature
How do academic scholars regard the desire for an ethnic minority to become independent?
Some scholars argue that the establishment of a new state merely shifts the violent conflict from
civil war to an inter state war (Sambanis, 2000). However, general consensus disagrees with
these sceptics and argues that partition is the best solution compared to autonomy, de facto
separation or a unitarian government. It should be stressed, however, that these scholars define
success in terms of recurrence of violence within the first two years. In addition, they also look
at the stability of the established democratic government as a measure of success. It could
therefore be argued that the debate revolving around ethnic conflict resolution is mainly
interested in short term success.
Another important element for a partition to be the most advantageous solution, is that particular
criteria need to be met. The main criterion that makes partition a necessary solution is the
presence of incompatible national identities (Chapman & Roeder, 2007). According to
Chapman and Roeder, these incompatibilities are most likely to occur “when members of a
population share an identity that unites them to one another and distinguishes them from the
common-state leaders”. In addition, Chapman and Roeder argue that “it is required that either
the common-state leaders hold a national identity that embraces the disputed territory and
population or the common-state leaders reject the disputed population as members of their
nation but identify the territory occupied by the population as part of the common-states’s
jurisdiction” (Chapman & Roeder, 2007, p. 629). Both criteria as described by Chapman and
Roeder are met when looking at the Kurdish situation in Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran. The
implementation of an independent Kurdish state is therefore the best solution according to the
theory of Chapman and Roeder.
2.2 Confederal democracy
2.2.1 Early years of the PKK
Since its establishment in 1978, the PKK has put much effort into the progress towards
independence. In the first few years after its establishment, a socialist revolution seemed
possible, since the Turkish left had gained much power. However, most ethnic Turks became
influenced by anti-Kurdish racism, propagated by Kemalism (Öcalan, 2017). This change in
the ideology of the Turkish left, in combination with the military coup in Turkey in 1980,
resulted in many PKK fleeing members towards Syria. The Syrian Ba’ath regime permitted the
PKK to settle in Syria. This support by the Ba’ath regime was a result of the rivalry between
Syria and Turkey; the Ba’ath regime could use the PKK as a tool against Turkey. It is
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noteworthy that at the same time when Syrian Kurds were repressed by the Ba’ath regime, the
Turkish Kurds were welcomed, because they initially only tried to free northern Kurdistan
(Knapp, Flach, & Ayboğa, 2016).
In 1984, the PKK started its guerrilla war against the Turkish state to free northern Kurdistan.
Many young Syrian Kurds joined the PKK’s struggle, including women. The PKK even created
a women’s army in 1993, stressing gender equality. Nevertheless, even with the involvement
of Syrian Kurds and Kurdish women, no breakthrough was achieved. After more than ten years
of armed conflict, a stalemate was reached (Öcalan, 2017). Moreover, Turkey threatened to go
to war with Syria if the Ba’ath regime did not expel the PKK. The Ba’ath eventually gave in to
Turkey’s demands and expelled the PKK in 1998. Even though Öcalan tried to settle the issue
peacefully, he was arrested with the help of the CIA and brought to Turkey to be prosecuted for
his actions. Initially, the court in Istanbul sentenced Öcalan to death, but this was later
overturned. Meanwhile, Öcalan used his case to propagate his peace initiative and to negotiate.
However, his initiative failed and he was sentenced to solitary confinement and imprisoned on
the island of Imrali.
During his imprisonment Öcalan started to criticise the PKK’s approach to achieve selfdetermination (Öcalan, 2017). He used historic narratives and prominent philosophers to write
about, what he referred to as, ‘democratic confederalism’ (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013).

2.2.2 The theory of democratic confederalism
One of the main philosophers influencing Öcalan, was Murray Bookchin. Bookchin was an
anarchist and ecologist who argued that there are two forms of democracy: the Hellenic model
and the Roman model. The Hellenic model is a participatory-democratic form of politics, while
the Roman one is a centralist, statist form. Bookchin argues that the Hellenic model has an
active citizenry; democracy as practised by Ancient Athens is advantageous, because it
endorses the participation of its citizens. The Roman model, on the other hand, does not create
free citizens, but rather a herd of subjects. However, in contemporary politics the latter model
has become dominant (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013).
Bookchin seeks to promote the Hellenic model by introducing confederalism as an alternative
to the nation-state. He defines confederalism as “a network of administrative councils whose
members are elected from popular face-to-face democratic alliances, in the various villages,
towns, and even neighbourhoods of large cities” (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013, p. 191). In
addition, these administrative councils “are strictly mandated, recallable, and responsible to the
assemblies that choose them for the purpose of coordinating and administering the policies
formulated by the assemblies themselves” (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013, p. 191). In other words,
Bookchin promotes an anarchist society in which democracy operates by the direct participation
of its citizens.
Öcalan builds his notion of confederal democracy on Bookchin’s conception of confederalism,
by arguing that there is a difference between the state and democracy: whereas a state is based
on coercion as legitimate means, democracy rest on voluntary participation. In addition,
democracy is open to other political groups and factions (Dinc, 2020). This openness could
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solve the problems posed by the multi-ethnic character of the states in the Middle East. He
therefore argues that it is beneficial to further elaborate on Bookchin’s theory on confederalism.
However, Öcalan does not go so far arguing that it is beneficial to part from Turkey, and neither
from Iran, Iraq and Syria. He states that he is merely presenting a solution to the conflict,
without breaking the Middle East apart (Öcalan, 2017).
In short, Öcalan distinguishes four different levels on which such a confederal democracy is
based:
“At the bottom are the communes in the village and districts, which are interrelated at
the levels of town, city, and region. Next is the organisation of social categories, such
as women and the youth. A further level of organisation occurs in the cultural realm,
regarding the frameworks for different ethnic/religious/cultural identities. The fourth
and final level is that of civil society organisations. It is in this sense that democratic
confederalism, through its basis in assemblies at the village/district, city, and regional
levels, refers to organisation of the whole society from the bottom-up” (Akkaya &
Jongerden, 2013, p. 192).
The confederal democracy as described by Öcalan is rather theoretical in nature; it might be
good to look at how the implementation of this form of self-determination could be achieved.

2.2.3 Democratic confederalism in practice
Since 2005, a reconstruction of the PKK and all affiliated organisations has taken place. This
project is referred to as the Union of Kurdistan Communities (KCK) and the focus of this project
has been to reconstruct and establish a democracy that is not grounded on the nation-states. The
KCK itself states that “its main aim is defined in terms of a struggle for the expansion of a
radical democracy, which is based upon peoples’ democratic organisations and decisionmaking power” (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013, p. 192). Confederal democracy needs to be
recognized by states if it is to function, but this does not correspond with the theory’s anti-statist
views. Therefore, another organisation has been established, focussing on forging a new
political paradigm. This organisation, the Democratic Society Congress (DTK), focusses on the
establishment of a radical democracy; more specifically, it attempts to function without using
any concepts of the nation-state (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013). The DTK is organised at six
different levels: the village, rural area, urban neighbourhood, district, city, and region. The
geographical location of the latter level, the region, is what is previously referred to as northern
Kurdistan (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2013).
The main difference between the KCK and the DTK is how they seek to establish a confederal
democracy. On the one hand, the KCK expects that the nation-states will not accept the
establishment of a confederal democracy and it, therefore, deems conflict necessary. On the
other hand, the DTK believes that peaceful establishment is possible. According to the DTK,
democratic autonomy is the solution that will make the implementation of democratic
confederalism possible and consequently end the struggle between the Kurds and the Turkish
state.
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The application of democratic confederalism can be seen in what Kurds refer to as Rojava.
During the Syrian civil war, Kurds have been able to conquer parts of Northern Syria.
Subsequently, they have established a Kurdish government. The influence of Öcalan’s
confederal democracy can be seen in the development of this administration. For example, the
construction of multi-ethnic councils, women’s organizations, and economic cooperatives
illustrate the influence of Öcalan’s theory on the territory (Knapp, 2018). In other words,
democratic confederalism is no longer just a theory constructed by an exiled philosopher, but
rather a model created by the party leader of the PKK and since 2017 implemented in Kurdish.

2.2.4 Literature on ethnic conflict resolution
Even though this solution is referred to as autonomous democracy, it is best categorized as a
unitarian solution since the region is not only governed by Kurds, but by all citizens. A fully
autonomous region is characterized by a homogeneous citizenry, governed by the majority of
the region. The solution brought up by the Kurds involves all ethnicities living in that area. Its
citizenry is much more heterogeneous, which is typical for a unitarian government (Chapman &
Roeder, 2007). According to Chapman and Roeder, there are two sides to implementing a
unitarian government after an armed conflict. On the one hand, there is a high probability of
the recurrence of violence; a result of uncertainty about which party holds which amount of
power. This uncertainty might result in a (re-)escalation of violence, since neither party is able
to make an adequate cost-benefit analysis. Especially rebels are likely to restart the conflict;
they are afraid that their rights might be taken away, it is unclear what a future unitarian
government might bring them. On the other hand, the implementation of a unitarian government
is likely to erode incompatibility of identities. This erosion is a result of identities blending
together. This will eventually reduce the likelihood of the recurrence of violence in the long run
(Chapman & Roeder, 2007).

2.3 De facto separation
2.3.1 Kurds and the Iraqi monarchy
Iraqi Kurds have had similar experiences in acquiring self-determination as the Turkish Kurds
shortly after the First World War. Initially, they too were promised to become part of an
independent Kurdish state. This promise faded away after the Turks had successfully fought
the implementation of the Treaty of Sèvres. Consequently, the Treaty of Lausanne was signed,
which did not include the establishment of an independent Kurdish state (Dawoody, 2006).
Nevertheless, the British were in favour of establishing an autonomous Kurdish region within
Iraq, although it was clear to Winston Churchill, then head of the Colonial Office, that an Arab
leader in Iraq would not accept an autonomous Kurdish region. Nevertheless, in 1924 the
League of Nations strengthened Kurdish claims to autonomy. The British were given the
mandate over the region and they implemented laws to protect Kurds and their culture. These
laws were supported by the League of Nations and in 1934, after its independence, Iraq was
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obligated by the international community to protect the civil and political rights of Kurds
(Dawoody, 2006).
The ruling Hashemite monarchy, however, initiated a process in which the laws that had to
protect Kurds were slowly eroded. This erosion of Kurdish rights opened the path to conflict.
After the death of King Faisal, instability and factionalism in Iraq increased. The instability
encouraged Kurdish chiefs to challenge the Iraqi government in 1935, since it had failed to live
up to the international laws concerning the rights of Kurds. They demanded the legalisation of
the Kurdish language, a more equal distribution of natural resources and a stronger
representation in the National Assembly. Despite the weakness of the Iraqi government, the
Kurdish chiefs failed to achieve any of these demands (Yildiz, 2012).

2.3.2 Free Officers and the Ba’ath regime
No new attempts to obtain self-determination were made until the revolution of the Free
Officers in 1958. This military group overthrew the Iraqi Hashemite monarchy and established
a new pan-Arab government. The coup was supported by the Kurds, since they thought that this
was an opportunity to establish a Kurdish-Arab understanding. This hope was reinforced by the
return of Barzani, a prominent Kurdish politician who had been exiled by the Hashemite
monarchy, and the appointment of a Kurd in the sovereignty council. However, quite soon it
became apparent that the Free Officers would not allow the establishment of an autonomous
Kurdish region (Yildiz, 2012). Fortunately for the Kurds, in February the Free Officers were
replaced by the Ba’ath regime. Once again, the Kurds had hope for a better future. Direct
negotiations between the Kurds and the Ba’ath regime were held, dealing with the establishment
of an autonomous region for the Kurds within Iraq. These negotiations failed, however, because
the Kurds insisted on the inclusion of Kirkuk and Mosul in the Kurdish region.
In November 1963, the Ba’ath regime lost control to Abd Al Salam Arif (Yildiz, 2012). This
takeover meant the reopening of the negotiations on the establishment of a Kurdish autonomous
region. In 1966, the negotiations were completed with a declaration clearly acknowledging the
binational character of Iraq and even recognising autonomy for the Kurds as long as it did not
undermine Iraqi unity. This declaration was not supported by Iraqi officers, however, and it did
not hold. Moreover, in 1968 he Ba’ath regime once more regained power, which made previous
declarations obsolete. Nevertheless, the previous agreement meant that Iraqi Kurds had gained
autonomy, albeit on paper (Yildiz, 2012).

2.3.3 Negotiating autonomy
New negotiations between Iraqi Kurds and the Ba’ath regime began after Kurdish attacks on
oil fields in 1969. These negotiations introduced a young politician who would determine much
of Iraq’s relations with its Kurdish population: Saddam Hussein. Hussein was appointed by the
Ba’ath party to negotiate on its behalf with the Iraqi Kurds. On March 11, 1970, a manifesto
was published, granting numerous rights to the Kurds: Kurdish was recognized as an official
language in those regions where Kurds formed the majority of the population; Kurdish
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education and culture would be reinforced; Kurds would participate in government (Yildiz,
2012). In short, the manifesto gave Kurds what they had longed for: recognition. However, it
quickly became apparent that Hussein was not going to live up to the manifesto. For example,
he actively tried to change the demographics in Iraq in favour of the Arabs. Since many topics
in the manifesto were based on regions where the majority was Kurdish, by altering the
demography in favour of Arabs, Hussein made those topics obsolete. Moreover, Hussein
imposed a new Autonomy Law, replacing the March Manifesto. The main difference between
the two agreements was the return of much of Kurdish territory to the central government. In
addition, the Autonomy Law did not cede Kirkuk to the Kurds (Yildiz, 2012).
The Kurdish leader Barzani did not accept these terms and in 1974 resorted to violence again.
However, Iraqi Kurds were no longer supported by the Soviet Union, because Iraq had signed
a pact with Moscow. This pact resulted in a shifting allegiance; from now on the Kurds relied
on support from (pre-revolutionary) Iran and the United States in their struggle for selfdetermination. Although the United States and Iran provided help to the Iraqi Kurds, it was
mainly out of self-interest. Iran was interested in obtaining access to the Persian Gulf and the
United States were worried by the pact between Iraq and Moscow. In addition, both states were
concerned about the privatisation of oil fields by the Iraqi government (Dawoody, 2006). Thus,
both the United States and Iran considered the conflict between Kurds and the Iraqi government
as an opportunity. However, this opportunism proved to be fatal to the Iraqi Kurds; shortly after
the outbreak of conflict between Kurds and the Iraqi government an agreement was reached
between Iraq and Iran. Iran was given access to the Persian Gulf and Iraq abandoned its claim
to one of Iran’s oil-rich regions. In return, Iran promised to retract its support to Iraqi Kurds.
As a result, within 48 hours Iraqi Kurds were abandoned by the Iranian army, which left the
Kurds fully exposed. The Kurds were unable to continue the conflict on their own and therefore
decided to retreat (Yildiz, 2012).

2.3.4 Armed conflict
The peace between Iraq and Iran was ended by the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War in 1980. This
war was to have a profound impact on the relations between Saddam Hussein and Iraqi Kurds,
especially during the final part of the war. By 1987, the Iran-Iraq War had taken a significant
toll on Iraq in terms of manpower and economics. The numerous casualties and the fact that
Iran had signed a truce with Iraqi Kurds worried Hussein. He feared that Iran was planning to
ally with Iraqi Kurds in order to finally defeat Iraq. This fear culminated in the so-called Anfal
campaigns of 1988, in which over a thousand Kurdish villages were destroyed and tens of
thousands of Kurds were massacred (Leezenberg, 2015).
In the aftermath of the Anfal campaign, Kurdish political parties formed the first National Front
of Kurdistan. This coalition had to wait until an opportunity arose to achieve its goals. This
opportunity came with the outbreak of the First Gulf War in 1990. An uprising broke out in
response to the dwindling of Hussein’s power. This perception was the result of the
developments of the First Gulf War, in which Iraq lost many soldiers. The uprising took place
all over the country and Iraqi Kurds saw this as an opportunity to achieve self-determination in
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the north of Iraq. However, this uprising was not supported by the United States and was
therefore easily put down by Saddam Hussein. Iraqi Kurds tried to negotiate for autonomy, but
these attempts were fruitless (Leezenberg, 2015).

2.3.5 Iraqi Constitution
The US invasion of Iraq in 2003 offered a new window of opportunity for Iraqi Kurds to
successfully establish an autonomous region. The United States had completely toppled
Hussein’s regime and had tasked Iraqi politicians with writing a new constitution. These
politicians came from various regions and had different backgrounds. This variety was
beneficial for making sure that the constitution was taking the diversity of the Iraqi population
into account. The result can be seen in Article 1 of the Iraqi Constitution, which states that “The
Republic of Iraq is an independent, sovereign nation, and the system of rule in it is a democratic,
federal, parliamentary republic” (Dawoody, 2006, p. 494). This article implied that Iraq had
become a union of various independent entities. One of those entities was made up by the Kurds
in the north.
The successful establishment of an autonomous region for the Kurdish entity was enhanced by
several elements of the new constitution. Firstly, regional governments were granted a
considerable amount of power, compared to the central government. For example, “the regional
authority has the right to amend the implementation of the federal law in the region in the case
of a contradiction” (Dawoody, 2006, p. 495). Hence, the regional government is able to overrule
the implementation of laws by the central government, unless it “pertain(s) to the exclusive
powers of the federal authorities” (Dawoody, 2006, p. 495). In addition, there are no
amendments allowed that reduce the power of the regional power. Secondly, Article 129 states
that “the region government is responsible for […] organizing internal security forces for the
region such as police, security and regional guards” (Dawoody, 2006, p. 495). The organizing
of regional forces can be perceived as the permission for the establishment of a Kurdish army.
Thirdly, the unity of Iraq is said to be a free act of its people. This claim implies that the regional
governments have the possibility to secede if they desire to do so, which gives them quite some
diplomatic leverage. Thus, the new 2003 constitution gave the regional governments a
significant amount of self-determination (Dawoody, 2006). It is even arguable that the Kurdish
Regional Government had reached de facto independence.

2.3.6 Literature on de facto independence
The implementation of a de facto independent state is favourable compared to autonomy, but
less desirable if compared to partition or a unitarian government (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).
There are several positive and negative elements of de facto separation that contribute to this
outcome. First, the implementation of a de facto independent state leaves both the offensive and
defensive capabilities of the party unchanged. There is, therefore, little uncertainty about the
balance of military power, resulting in a smaller risk of miscalculations. As a result, neither side
makes an opportunistic move based on a miscalculation. In other words, the transparency of the
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balance of power is of significant importance in the short-term recurrence of violence.
However, a de facto separation does not contribute to long-term stability. This instability is due
to incompatible identities that have been reinforced by armed conflict. This incompatibility is
used by politicians to strengthen their power. They do so by using identity as one of the main
elements in their policy. They use processes of ‘othering’ to get voters of the same ethnicity on
their side. Such a political strategy deepens the gap between the various ethnicities. As a result,
there is a higher risk of recurring violence (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).

2.4 Autonomy
2.4.1 The Kurds in Pre-Revolutionary Iran
The Iranian Kurds’ road to autonomy has been quite different from the Kurds in Iraq. The
conflict between Iranian Kurds and the central government in Tehran can be traced back to the
establishment of the Autonomous Republic of Mahabad in 1945. Then President Qazi
Mohammed tried to establish a federal state in which an autonomous Kurdish region was to be
created. Even though this Republic lasted for only one year, it did form the foundation for
Kurdish claims for an autonomous Kurdish region in Iran. However, others argue that the
President of the Mahabad Republic was a puppet of the Soviet Union and that the claim is,
therefore, illegitimate (Ghassemlou, Chaliand, & Pallis, 1980). Nevertheless, the claim has been
used by Iranian Kurds, whether it is legitimate or not.
The successor of the Mahabad Republic, the National Front, led by Mohammed Mossadegh,
had liberal democratic ideals and a desire to govern the country through free elections. It was
therefore supported by Iranian Kurds, since they saw this as an opportunity to obtain autonomy.
In addition, the Kurds supported Mossadegh’s campaign in which he tried to limit the powers
of the Shah (Ghassemlou, Chaliand, & Pallis, 1980). After Mossadegh was overthrown in 1953,
the Shah did not forget about this Kurdish support. His goal had become to contain Kurdish
nationalism and subsequently prevent the establishment of an autonomous Kurdish region in
Iran. To some extent this policy was successful: no autonomous region was established, but he
was unable to completely destroy Kurdish hopes.
This stance had made the Shah even more unpopular among the Kurds and the Iranian
revolution of 1978-79 was therefore supported by the Kurds. Moreover, from the beginning,
many Kurds participated in the revolutionary process. However, it quickly became clear that
the Islamic Republic of Iran was not in favour of the creation of an autonomous region, for it
was Ayatollah Khomeini’s objective to establish a strong and centralized state (Entessar, 2018).
This goal of a centralized state clashed with the idea of an autonomous region for the Kurds. In
addition, Khomeini rejected the recognition of ethnic differences among Muslims, which made
it even more apparent that he was not in favour of the Kurdish aspirations for autonomy
(Entessar, 2018). Even though it had soon become obvious that autonomy for the Kurds was
not supported by the new regime, Kurds did perceive the downfall of the monarchy as a window
of opportunity. However, Khomeini held a referendum in which the voters had to choose
between the monarchy or the republic. This referendum showed that 98 percent of the people
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were in favour of the republic, including a majority among the Kurds; not only the regime was
in favour of establishing a centralized state, so were the people (Entessar, 2018).
Autonomy for the Kurds had many opponents in Iranian society, and a different solution was
needed. The Kurds, therefore, decided that they would try to influence the drafting of Iran’s
new constitution.

2.4.2 The Kurds in Revolutionary Iran
This attempt to influence the Iranian constitution proved to be fruitless as well. There are a
number of reasons why Kurds failed to receive autonomy and as to why tensions started to rise
shortly after the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Firstly, Khomeini feared that
accommodating secular and ethnic demands would weaken the new regime. Secondly, tensions
had started to rise after it had become evident that autonomy was unlikely to be given. As a
result, some Kurds had taken up arms again and armed conflict subsequently broke out. Thirdly,
Khomeini had appointed a judge whose task it was to persecute Kurds that had opposed the
government. These trials were unfair and mainly focussed on weakening Kurdish resistance
(Yildiz & Taysi, 2007). However, before negotiations were to be completely ended, Khomeini
sent an appeasing message. It is likely that Khomeini feared that internal struggles might
weaken Iran’s capabilities to withstand US influence. He, therefore, decided to reconcile with
the Kurds. However, the Kurds did not agree on how to respond to this offer of peace. There
was discussion within the Kurdish Democratic Party in Iran (KDPI), the major political party
of the Kurds in Iran, on whether or not they should use the option for dialogue. Some argued
that it was best to search for dialogue with the Iranian government, whereas others perceived
dialogue as a betrayal to the Kurdish cause. This disagreement eventually resulted in a schism,
weakening the Kurdish position. It was even further weakened by the assassination of
Ghassemlou, the leader of the KDPI. So, even when Khomeini searched for a dialogue, the
Kurds were unable to use this chance due to internal conflict (Yildiz & Taysi, 2007).

2.4.3 Iranian elections
The elections of 1997 generated positive expectations for political change in Iran. Mohammed
Khatami, a reformist mid-ranking cleric, was elected President with almost 70 percent of the
votes (Yildiz & Taysi, 2007). His goal was to reform Iran’s political system by creating a
pluralistic political culture, reflecting the demography of Iran. He referred to this policy as ‘Iran
for all Iranians’ and this made him popular among various ethnic minorities, including the
Kurds. However, Khatami was unable to implement his policy, since it was continuously
blocked by the conservatives. They perceived the Kurdish desire for an autonomous region to
actually be an attempt to secede. In addition, Kurds in Iran live alongside other ethnicities,
which makes it difficult to geographically border an autonomous region. Consequently, the
1997 political dialogue with the Kurds did not result in any meaningful outcome (Entessar,
2018).
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The 2005 presidential elections initially indicated to be more promising. It was the first time
that ethnic and nationality issues were recognized as being part of the political debate. However,
Ahmadinejad, a former member of the Revolutionary Guard, was elected president. The
Revolutionary Guard is detested by the Kurds and so was Ahmadinejad. Consequently, a
renewed confrontation between Kurdish and Iranian government forces broke out in 2005. This
confrontation has only intensified ever since, for the conservatives have expanded their power
(Yildiz & Taysi, 2007).

2.4.4 Academic literature on autonomy
Even though the Kurds have not yet been able to establish an autonomous region, it is possible
to analyze it along the lines of the academic debate. Chapman and Roeder classify this situation
as autonomy, for the Iranian Kurds desire to rule the region, but remain within the borders of a
sovereign state (Chapman & Roeder, 2007). According to Chapman and Roeder, autonomy is
the least desirable solution to ethnic conflict, since it has the highest probability of a recurrence
of violence. There are various elements that contribute to this outcome. First, autonomy does
not deal with identity incompatibility. This makes it possible for politicians to use ethnicity in
their advantage, as is the case with de facto independence. Second, autonomy is the most
difficult to implement, because both parties have to agree on the outcome, whereas other
solutions are realized by a single side. Thus, autonomy has a higher probability that one party
resorts to violence. Third, autonomy has a relatively negative impact on the coercive
capabilities of the post-conflict settlement. It creates uncertainty, since the defensive
capabilities are lowered by the central government. Consequently, it has become unclear
whether victory can be achieved when re-escalation would take place. This uncertainty could
lead to miscalculations, which result in the recurrence of violence (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).
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3 Conceptual framework
The previous chapter has provided an elaborate overview of the history of the Kurdish question
and, additionally, what the four solutions look like when applied to the Kurdish case. The
objective of this thesis is to research whether Dutch Kurds support the paradigm shift by the
PKK, and/or any of the other solutions. In addition, this thesis aims to explain the Dutch
Kurdish perception regarding the various solutions by focussing on the influence of identity.
Identity is a notorious complex concept to investigate, however. This chapter, therefore, starts
by elucidating the three different schools on identity: primordialism, instrumentalism, and
constructivism. This elucidation illustrates why it is useful to maintain the constructivist
approach. Furthermore, this chapter discusses the identity markers, which might have an impact
on the respondents’ support of the various solutions.
3.1.1 Primordialism
The primordial approach can be traced back to the German romanticism of the 19th century.
Scholars using this approach argue that any identity exists prior to interactions. Consequently,
identity is given rather than chosen and static rather than dynamic. Moreover, it inevitably
results in conflict with other identities (Wang, 2018). According to Pierre van den Berghe
(2005), it is exactly this conflict with a distinctively different group that makes people focus on
their identity. Although most scholars use the same core characteristics of primordialism, there
are at least three different subgroups within the primordial school: nationalist, biological and
cultural/symbolic.
First, the nationalist subgroup argues that identity can be observed by looking at external
characteristics. More specifically, people have the same identity, because they have a similar
appearance (Thananithichot, 2011). An infamous example is what Hitler described as the Arian
race. This race was distinctive compared to other ethnicities by their blond hair and blue eyes.
Second, the socio-biological approach claims that ethnic groups can be traced to genetics and
people’s use of strategies of nepotism and kinship to maximize their gene pool. Ethnicities can
therefore be considered as an extensive kin network. This extensive network is held together
by using cultural symbols such as language and religion as indicators of affinity. Third, the
cultural/symbolic approach can be considered to be an extension of the biological approach. It
is expanded beyond kinship to larger groups, such as those based on common territory.
However, they use cultural elements as well to unify these larger groups (Thananithichot, 2011).
Primordialism is useful to explain ethnic identity for various reasons. It indicates that identity
is deeper than we thought, for it contains both emotions and memories. In addition, it has shown
that identity is an important part of how our lives are shaped. However, the primordial school
also contains some weaknesses. It treats identity as if it does not change over time. In addition,
it fails to explain why it fluctuates in intensity over time and per person. It also ignores the
context in which identity is constructed (Thananithichot, 2011).
3.1.2 Instrumentalism
Instrumentalism is the second approach that seeks to explain ethnic identity. Instrumentalist
scholars argue that ethnicity is a political identity that can be constructed for contemporary
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mobilization. Hence, identity is constructed and used by the elite (Wang, 2018). Consequently,
instrumentalists are not focussing on the origins of ethnic identity, but on the goal it is used for.
Thus, ethnicity is an external identity that is created and promoted within a particular group, by
elites that have their own agendas. Instrumentalists, therefore, believe that identity is dynamic
rather than static, because it depends on whom it is using and for what end it is used. In addition,
it explains why identity is salient at some times and virtually non-existent at other times (Wang,
2018).
Nations and nationalism are modern phenomena according to instrumentalists. These
phenomena require the support of the people in order to be successful – identity can contribute
to this process. The instrumental use of ethnic identity is crucial for the survival of the state.
Moreover, instrumentalists argue that states become stronger and more legitimate once they
become more capable of manipulating nationalist feelings. They can use a wide variety of
methods to strengthen themselves. For example, they can use symbols, songs, rituals and
traditions in order to bring the sentiments of its citizenry and the interests and goals of the state
together (Thananithichot, 2011).
The instrumentalist approach has various benefits compared to primordialism. It gives a better
explanation as to why people feel connected to a national identity and consequently become
nationalists. In addition, it rationalizes how identity is used by the elite to increase their power
and to achieve their goals (Thananithichot, 2011). However, instrumentalism has a few
shortcomings that need to be dealt with. First, it claims that national identity is necessary to
create a nation, but ethnic identity is also suitable. In addition, instrumentalists argue that
industrialization and technology lead to centralization and therefore to emerging of nationstates. However, there are also nations that have emerged without industrialization. Hence,
instrumentalists argue that certain elements are required for the emerging of nation-states, but
other factors could have the same result (Thananithichot, 2011). Second, they leave out emotion
and passion and are therefore unable to explain why nationalism stirs up the passions it does.
In addition, the absence of emotion and passion makes it difficult to explain why nationalism
can be both harmless and dangerous (Thananithichot, 2011).
3.1.3 Constructivism
Constructivism as the third approach argues that any society is a construction and therefore
subject to interpretation. It is heavily influenced by Benedict Anderson’s theory on ‘Imagined
Communities’. Anderson argues that nations and ethnicities are imagined communities that use
myth and historical narrative to present them. The nation and ethnicity are imagined, because
it is not observable like an actual community. The members are part of a nation, because they
have a shared image of their communion in their mind. In other words, nations only exist as a
result of people’s imagination (Anderson, 2006).
According to constructivists, the territorialisation of religious faiths, the decline of kinship, the
interaction between capitalism and changing conceptions of time and space have contributed to
the creation of nations and nationalism (Wang, 2018). There are also tools that nations use to
reinforce those imaginations, such as maps. Moreover, an official language is an instrument to
educate people and subsequently influence their imaginations. Higher educated people are
therefore more nationalistic, because they have been educated about themselves and their
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identity by a (biased) educational system that focusses on nation-building (Thananithichot,
2011). Thus, constructivists argue that nationalism is a process that uses symbols and language
to create, shape and reinforce imagination.
The constructivist approach to identity has several benefits compared to primordialism and
instrumentalism. First, it illustrates how identity is constructed by nationalists, who also
recognize individual agency as part of identity. Second, it explains the spread of nationalism. It
clarifies how the ideas of intellectuals become the property of the masses, for example by using
books and maps. Third, constructivism is able to explain the variation of identity over time
(Thananithichot, 2011). It perceives societal, political, economic and historical processes as
elements that determine the construction of nations and ethnicities. Since these processes can
vary from time to time, so can identity. However, constructivist has some shortcomings as well,
in that it mainly fails to explain why some nation-building projects succeed, where others have
failed (Thananithichot, 2011).
3.2 Identity markers
Thus, this thesis starts from the constructivist approach, since it provides a definition of identity
with the highest degree of individual agency (Thananithichot, 2011). Its subjects can therefore
belong to the same identity, but still maintain a certain degree of variation. The same goes for
Dutch Kurds. On the one hand, they are distinguishable as a single ethnicity, while at the other
hand, there is a difference that could explain why some Dutch Kurds support the paradigm shift
of the PKK whereas others do not. To explain this variation, it is best to study the identity of
individuals, by using the notion of identity markers. The identity markers that will be studied
in this thesis are; nationality, generational differences, education, religion, and gender.
3.2.1 Nationality
One of the features making the Kurdish case so unique, is the transnational character of the
conflict. It is not just a conflict between two different ethnicities, but between Kurds and a
multitude of other ethnicities. Moreover, these hostile ethnicities are not located in a single
state, but predominantly in four states: Iraq, Iran, Syria and Turkey (Yildiz, 2007). As
elucidated in Chapter 2, the experiences of Kurds of the conflict have varied, depending on the
state you look at. In addition, Kurds have pursued a different solution, once more depending on
the state. These differences are the result of historical developments that commenced at least
over a hundred years ago.
As previously mentioned, the Kurds have had different experiences and pursued different
solutions, depending on the nation you look at. First, Kurds living in Turkey have had the most
intensive conflict with the national government. They initially tried to create an independent
state, but this proved to be fruitless. Later, they shifted towards the establishment of a confederal
democracy, for that was deemed to be more feasible (Knapp, Flach, & Ayboğa, 2016). Second,
Kurds in Iraq have long pursued an autonomous region within the borders of Iraq. This attempt
has been so successful, that they have arguably become de facto independent (Dawoody, 2006).
Third, Iranian Kurds have tried to establish an autonomous region as well, but have been less
successful compared to their Iraqi counterparts. Nevertheless, they have created a region in
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which they possess some form of autonomy (Yildiz & Taysi, 2007). Finally, during the recent
Syrian civil war, Syrian Kurds have tried to implement an autonomous region which is
influenced by the ideas of Öcalan. This project has not been completely successful, but the
effort indicates that a confederal democracy has their preference to resolve the conflict (Akkaya
& Jongerden, 2013).
In sum, Turkish Kurds will be in favour of the establishment of an independent state, but their
current policy is to pursue a confederal democracy. The hypothesis is, therefore, that most
Turkish Kurds will perceive a confederal democracy to be the most viable option. Iraqi and
Iranian Kurds will support the creation of autonomous Kurdish regions. In addition, Iraqi Kurds
will also support the establishment of a de facto independent state. Finally, Syrian Kurds will
be in favour of confederal democracy, because they are currently implementing it. Thus, the
assumption is that the origin of Dutch Kurds will most likely affect their perspective on the
conflict and on how to solve it.
3.2.2 Generational differences
The national differences between Kurds have also impacted the Kurdish migration to Europe.
As addressed in Chapter 1, there have been various Kurdish refugee waves to the Netherlands.
These waves took place from the 1960s until the present day. The history of Kurdish migration
is very extensive, even so extensive that it is questionable whether Kurds living in Europe still
belong to the same ethnicity. Nevertheless, the continuous arrival of new waves of Kurds to
Europe, as well as the relations between Kurdish communities in Europe and the Middle East
have contributed to the endurance of Kurdish identity among European Kurds. Subsequent
generations of Kurds have continued to identify themselves as Kurds and consequently have a
diasporic relationship with Kurdistan (Wahlbeck, 2018).
Even though new generations of Dutch Kurds have continued to identify themselves as Kurds,
there is a noticeable difference between the first, second and third generation. This difference
is the result of how new generations conceptualize the notions of homeland, belonging and
identity as compared to older generations, given that they refer to an imagined community
(Alinia & Barzoo, 2014). There are various elements that contribute to this difference in
conceptualization. To start with, for the first generation, identity was constructed in opposition
to the national identities in the countries of origin. The identity of the second and third
generation, on the other hand, have also been influenced by the Dutch identity and society. The
Kurdish and Dutch identity do not inherently clash with each other and Dutch identity has been
much more influential to the identity of the second generation of Kurds, in comparison to
Iranian, Iraqi, Syrian, and Turkish identity (Alinia & Barzoo, 2014). Second, differences
between the first and later generations are also related to their respective perceptions of and
relationships to the homeland. The first generation has real experiences of the homeland, for
they have spent part of their life there. They experienced the conflict with the national
government first-hand and how that has impacted their daily lives. The younger generations, on
the other hand, do not have real experiences, but have rather created an imaginary homeland.
This imagination is often romanticized and the younger generation has, therefore, more desire
to return to the homeland (Bruinessen, 2000).
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In other words, the older generation has a more negative perception of the homeland compared
to the younger generations. This difference might also result in different opinions on how to
solve the conflict. The hypothesis is that members of the older generation are more likely to opt
for a solution that has more impact on the current institutions, because they have direct
memories of the conflict with the dominant ethnicity in their homeland. More specifically, they
will presumably long for an independent state, since they will want to completely break with
the ethnicities they have been in conflict with for such a long time (and which was the reason
to migrate) (Chapman & Roeder, 2007). The younger generation, on the other hand, will
probably be more open to other solutions as well. The assumption is that they have a stronger
desire to return to the homeland; if other solutions make it possible to return, they will be seen
as acceptable. Thus, the younger generation is more likely to accept solutions that have a less
profound impact on the existing institutions.
3.2.3 Education
There is another feature dividing the first Kurdish generation from the second and third ones.
First-generation Kurdish migrants living in the Netherlands more often than not originate from
impoverished regions, lacking a proper educational system. This has resulted in a low-educated
first generation, characteristic of the first wave of Turkish Kurds in the 1960s (Eccarius-Kelly,
2018). Their (grand)children, on the other hand, in general have a better educational
background, based on to the more advanced Dutch educational system. This opportunity was
used by the second and third Kurdish generation (Eccarius-Kelly, 2018).
According to Rasheed and Munoz (2016), there are two advantages to providing education to
refugees. First, higher educated refugees might be used as a tool in a peacebuilding process.
They contribute to a better understanding between people and reduce internal and external
violence; important contributions to peace. Moreover, they contribute to, what Galtung (1969)
refers to as positive peace. According to Galtung, negative peace is the mere absence of direct
violence while upholding structural issues such as racism and sexism. Positive peace, on the
other hand, guarantees a sustainable social system and a lack of all forms of violence, due to
structures and institutions (Galtung, 1969). Peace needs highly educated citizens, if it is to last
in the long run. Second, education is important, because it contributes to long-term
development. More specifically, higher educated people help to create a society with strong
economic, social and political institutions. However, it should be pointed out that highly
educated people can also aggravate the situation by increasing existing tensions to pursue selfinterest (Rasheed & Munoz, 2016).
Education has the potential to contribute to long-term peace and stability. Moreover, it could
result in mutual understanding between opposing ethnicities. The hypothesis is, therefore, that
higher educated Dutch Kurds will perceive a confederal democracy as a more viable option to
solve the conflict compared to lower educated Dutch Kurds. This option calls for the highest
level of cooperation between conflicting ethnicities (Chapman & Roeder, 2007). However, as
previously mentioned, high educated people can also choose to increase the cleavage rather
than to diminish it. It is, therefore, also possible that they opt for another option as well, although
it is less likely.
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3.2.4 Religion
Furthermore, Kurdish society does not have a dominant religion. On the contrary, the variety
of Kurdish geographic origins can also be noticed in its religious diversity. Some of the religions
professed by the Kurds are Christianity, Zoroastrianism, Yezidism, Judaism and Aleviwsm
(Yildiz, 2007). However, the vast majority of the Kurds are Sunni Muslims. They, therefore,
reflect the major religion of the states they live in, for Sunnism is the official state religion in
Turkey, Syria and Iraq. However, it should be stressed that Iran’s official state religion is
Shiism, whereas the Kurds living in Iran are predominantly Sunni (Gurses, Islam and the Kurds,
2018).
According to Gülay Türkmen (2018), religion can be used as a tool to foster peace. However,
religion is mainly used by the elite to their advantage, which often results in the deepening of
the cleavage between different communities. One the one hand, some Sunnis claim that the fact
that they share the same religion should lead to ‘Muslim fraternity’ (Türkmen, 2018). On the
other hand, the Muslim faith, and the Qur’an more specifically, is multi-interpretable and this
often leads to arbitrary interpretations by the religious elites. Moreover, these elites are often
appointed by the state and are therefore even more subjective. Both Kurdish and national imams
are advocating ideas that inherently lead to conflict (Türkmen, 2018). For example, Kurdish
imams argue that they should be allowed to give sermons in Kurdish, whereas the government
rejects this idea. This clash of opinions eventually leads to friction and conflict between Kurdish
Sunnis and the government (Türkmen, 2018). Thus, although (shared) religion might develop
sympathy between different ethnicities it is usually used by the elites in a negative way.
Whereas religion has multiple ways in which it can influence conflict, it can also have different
effects on conflict resolution. If religion has a more sympathetic impact on people’s identity, it
could result in people preferring a solution that has a less profound separative effect. Thus,
those that perceive religion as a tool to bond with people from another ethnicity, are less likely
to pursue independence. Applied to the Kurdish conflict in combination with the four solutions,
the hypothesis is that there seems to be a higher likelihood that Kurds will choose a confederal
democracy, because that option has the least dramatic impact on existing institutions (Chapman
& Roeder, 2007). However, if religion is used by the Kurdish elite, it is more likely that Kurds
will long for an option that has more impact on the existing institutions, such as independence
and autonomy.
3.2.5 Gender
Finally, there has been a discrepancy towards the role of women within Kurdish society. On the
one hand, Kurdish women have been bestowed with an important part of society. For example,
they are a very important part of the confederal democracy, according to Öcalan (2017). In
addition, there is an all-female militia in the Kurdish army, the Yekîneyên Parastina Jin (YPJ)
(Yildiz, 2007). It is therefore reasonable to assume that Kurdish women enjoy equal rights to
their male counterparts. However, this perception does not reflect reality. According to firstand second-generation Kurdish women in the diaspora, women still suffer from inequality and
oppression by men (Clark, 2015). Women have to deal with oppression and patriarchal systems
on three different fronts: the oppression of Kurds – men and women alike – in the Middle East,
male violence within (Kurdish) society, and racism in the diaspora by the host community.
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Whereas Kurdish men also suffer from national oppression and racism by the host community,
male violence is evidently only experienced by women (Mojab & Gorman, 2007). This might
result in a difference between males and females in what they perceive to be a viable solution.
The transnational character of the Kurdish diaspora in Europe makes Kurdish women feel
empowered and they, therefore, join feminist organizations. These organizations have focussed
on improving the circumstances for women, in the diaspora as well as in the Middle East (Mojab
& Gorman, 2007). Moreover, women can have a considerable impact on the process of
peacebuilding on all fronts. This is especially true for women in the diaspora, for they have
frequently acquired useful skills. These skills can contribute to the eventual development of
their ‘own’ country and the establishment of a democracy. The main reason for women to
contribute to democratization is the foresight that they will have equal rights (Clark, 2015).
Consequently, the hypothesis is that women will support the establishment of a confederal
democracy. This solution introduces the largest number of new institutions and is therefore
likely to get rid of systemic patriarchalism. A confederal democracy is perceived to offer better
circumstances and will therefore be supported by women (Chapman & Roeder, 2007).
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4 Methodology
The objective of the thesis is to find out whether or not the paradigm shift of the PKK is
supported by the Dutch Kurds. This chapter addresses the methodology of the research, as well
as how the data were gathered and how they are analysed in the subsequent chapters.
Furthermore, what questions have the participants been asked and what for?
4.1 Methodological approach
This research is based on qualitative research methods to gain new insights into the debate of
conflict resolution. This qualitative method is preferable, because it provides the researcher
with a better insight into the opinions of people (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). It is precisely
more insight into this opinion that has been examined. However, the use of a qualitative
research method does not inherently imply that quantitative research methods are discarded.
Although the main method of this research is qualitative, quantitative methods have been used
as well. More specifically, the data for this thesis has been acquired through questionnaires and
semi-structured interviews.
One of the benefits of conducting a semi-structured interview is its flexibility. On the one hand,
it provides the possibility of creating a certain set of questions before the interview starts. On
the other hand, it offers the opportunity to ask questions based on the information provided by
the answers given during the interview itself. Thus, semi-structured interviews are able to deal
with the uniqueness of each interview. Moreover, it provides the opportunity to ask questions
that would have otherwise not been asked (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). Another benefit of
conducting a semi-structured interview is that it tends to be more informal. This might not seem
advantageous at first. However, the interview is conducted among ‘ordinary’ people rather than
high-ranking officials. It is therefore beneficial to conduct an informal interview, because it
offers inside information from people that would otherwise have been reluctant to provide such
information under more formal circumstances (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). However, I have
not used focus groups as suggested by Clifford et al., but I have conducted these interviews on
a person-to-person basis (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). I wanted the answers to be as
unbiased as possible; using focus groups could have unintentionally influenced their answers.
In addition to the interviews, I have used questionnaires to improve the representativeness of
the interviews. By using additional questionnaires, the amount of data has been significantly
increased, for semi-structured interviews are usually conducted among a limited number of
people (six to twelve) (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). However, questionnaires can be
conducted among hundreds of participants. In addition, questionnaires are an appropriate
method for acquiring information about the characteristics, behaviour and attitudes of a
population (Clifford, French, & Gill, 2010). This corresponds with the goal of this thesis, which
is to get more insight into the Kurdish perceptions regarding political solutions. Thus, the
questionnaire provides a general insight into the respondents’ ideas on the various political
solutions, whereas the semi-structured interviews provide a more in-depth understanding.
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4.2 Data collection
Kurds living in the Netherlands are spread all over the country and initially it was therefore
hard to collect data. Some Dutch Kurdish institutions promised to help, but they never followedup on this promise. Eventually, a Dutch Kurdish acquaintance recommended a specific
Facebook group. Fortunately, this group had many Dutch Kurdish members who were willing
to fill in the questionnaire. In the end, there were ninety Dutch Kurds who completely filled in
the questionnaire. This number could have been higher, but some participants failed to fill in
the last question and their answers were therefore worthless. Furthermore, the first and final
question of the questionnaire asked whether the participant was prepared to be interviewed. If
they were prepared to do so, they were asked to give their email address. This way, eight people
were selected to further elucidate their answers. The participants were selected, based on their
demographic background. The purpose of this selection was to ensure diversity.
4.3.1 Questionnaire
The questionnaire was organized into two separate parts. The first few questions of the
questionnaire focussed on gathering demographic data from the participants. They were asked
about their age, gender, religion, level of education and, since they were migrants, to which
generation they belonged. This information was crucial, since it gives an indication of their
identity markers. The second part centred on getting information about their political views
regarding the Kurdish question. What did they think to be the best solution, considering the
current development in Kurdistan? In addition, they were asked if they would support the
implementation of the four different solutions. The overview of the results of the questionnaire
can be found in the appendix.
4.3.2 Processing data questionnaire
After over 120 participants had filled in the questionnaire, the data was processed. The first step
of processing the data was to remove participants that had not completely filled in the
questionnaire. By doing so, more than thirty participants had to be removed, since they did not
complete the questionnaire. In the end, only ninety responses were left to analyse. Step two of
the process was to order the data. So far, the overview of the data consisted out of a template
with only numbers, representing the questions and the answers of the participants. These
numbers were converted to verbal answers. Subsequently, step three commenced; processing
the data into tables and figures. The figures were comprised into tables by combining the
answers of the first part with answers of the second part. More specifically, the demographic
data was combined with the answers on whether or not they were supportive of the four different
solutions.
All the different demographic data was combined with all the questions relating to the four
solutions. As a result, over eighty tables were created. Logically, further structuring was
necessary to get an organized overview. The tables were therefore combined into figures. These
figures showed how one single demographic characteristic ‘scored’ on the four solutions. For
example, how do Dutch Kurds with a different national origin score on supporting
independence, autonomy, de facto independence, and democratic confederalism.
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4.4.1 Semi-structured interview
The semi-structured interviews were held after all the data of the questionnaire had been
gathered and processed. As previously mentioned, the participants have been selected, based
on their demographic background. They were all asked the same set of questions, however. The
participants were primarily asked why they were (un)supportive of the four different solutions.
The main goal of the interview was to get a better understanding as to why the various solutions
were (not) supported. Moreover, the purpose was to find out what identity markers influenced
their attitude. The questions of the interview can be found in the appendix.
The interviews have been held in Dutch, since it was the native tongue for most participants.
Few participants were not native Dutch speakers, but preferred to speak Dutch rather than
English. Furthermore, the participants were asked in advance if they agreed that the interviews
were recorded. They all accepted the recording and these were later on transcribed. The
recordings were primarily transcribed with the software provided by Amberscript. These
transcriptions were checked and corrected when needed.
4.4.2 Processing the data of the semi-structured interview
Once the interviews were completely transcribed, the data was processed. The transcripts were
analysed regarding five different topics. The first topic focussed on the participants’ origins.
More specifically, did their national background influence their support for the different
answers. The second variable studied whether or not religion changed their attitude towards the
four solutions. The third subject investigated differences in terms of support between the first,
second and third generation of Kurdish migrants in the Netherlands. The fourth topic
concentrated on the difference between higher and lower educated Dutch Kurds. The last theme
was whether or not participants were motivated by gender to support certain solutions. In other
words, the transcriptions were analysed from the perspective of the five identity markers.
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5 Dutch Kurdish identity and the Kurdish question
This part analyses the identity markers and their influence on the respondents’ attitudes towards
the four solutions. The identity markers are analysed separately, so as to examine what their
specific impact on the respondents’ opinion is. The analysis of the five identity markers is based
on both the questionnaire and the interviews. First, the questionnaires are analysed to examine
if the results comply with the hypotheses. Second, the interviews are analysed to get a better
insight into the motivation of the respondents. This insight can further strengthen the hypothesis
or it can illustrate that the Kurdish question is a rather exceptional case in the study of conflict
resolution. Furthermore, almost all respondents argued that independence is the ultimate goal.
As a result, both the questionnaire and the interview indicate that independence receives the
most support. However, respondents argue that independence will most likely not be achieved
in the coming decades. The analysis, therefore, primarily studies what other solutions are
considered to be viable in the short-term.
5.1 Nationality
The conflict between the Kurds and the national governments is already lasting for over a
hundred years and that has presumably impacted the attitude of the Kurds on how they want to
see the conflict solved. However, the Kurds have had different experiences of the conflict
depending on their geographic origins. Moreover, as addressed in the conceptual framework,
these different courses of history might result in different opinions on how to solve the conflict.
Turkish Kurds are more likely to be supportive of a confederal democracy, whereas Iraqi Kurds
are more supportive of autonomy. The analysis of the questionnaire either confirms or
disqualifies this assumption. The data concerning nationality has been obtained and processed
in two steps. First, the respondents had to specify what their geographical background was:
Iraqi, Iranian, Turkish, or Syrian. Second, they had to indicate their supportiveness towards the
four solutions. The data of these two questions have then been combined and have been put into
figures.
First, a hypothetical implementation of the independent state of Kurdistan receives a more or
less similar amount of support from the four respective regions; over 80 percent of all
respondents were either partially or fully in favour. Second, the respondents were less
supportive of a de facto independent state. It is noteworthy that it was supported by only 54.8
percent of the Iraqi Dutch Kurds; noteworthy, since this outcome contradicts the hypothesis.
The history of Iraqi Kurds has resulted in the formation of an autonomous region in Iraq with
such a high degree of self-determination that it might be considered to be de facto independence.
Nevertheless, the results from the questionnaire indicate that this option receives only little
support. Moreover, only 58.1 percent of Iraqi Dutch Kurds are supportive of autonomy.
However, it is arguable that Iraqi Kurds are so confident of their current position that anything
other than independence is considered a setback. The outcome of the questionnaire can,
therefore, indicate that the history of Iraqi Kurds has an impact on their attitude towards the
different solutions, but it can also indicate that the past has no direct impact.
Third, all Dutch Kurds of Iranian origin support autonomy, which affirms the hypothesis.
Moreover, 80 percent of the Syrian Dutch Kurds are supportive of autonomy as well. A possible
explanation for this outcome is that Syrian Kurds perceive the Rojava model to be an
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autonomous region. Although to some extent this is the case, the Rojava model is heavily
influenced by Öcalan’s notion of democratic confederalism (Knapp, 2018). However, the
support of a confederal democracy is rather low; only 40 percent of the Syrian Dutch Kurds are
supportive of it. It can thus be argued that the political circumstances in Syria influence the
attitude of the Syrian respondents towards the four solutions. Finally, the support for a
confederal democracy is highest among Turkish Dutch Kurds. In fact, Turkish Kurds are more
supportive of a confederal democracy as compared to autonomy and de facto independence.
This result too resonates with the hypothesis that the regional background of Kurds influences
their attitude towards the four solutions (for tables, see figure 2).
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Figure 2: Influence of nationality on the support for the various solutions
The analysis of the interviews focusses on the implementation of a confederal democracy. As
previously mentioned, Dutch Kurds of Syrian origin are less supportive of it compared to those
with an Iraqi, Iranian, and Turkish background. However, the respondents of the interview do
not inherently reflect the outcome of the interviews. Consequently, the respondents with a
Syrian background might be supportive of a confederal democracy, even though the majority
of the respondents of the questionnaire are opposed to it. A diversity of respondents has been
selected to motivate their answers: three Iraqi, two Turkish, two Syrian, and one Iranian
respondent. The fourth section of the interview focussed on the confederal democracy. One of
the questions was: ‘What is your attitude towards cooperating with Turks/Arabs/Persians?’
The answers to this question provide a better insight into the relation between Kurds and the
various national governments.
The result of the interview indicate that there is little difference between the various Dutch
Kurds with a different background. Those that originate from Syria, Iraq and Iran argued that
they would support a confederal democracy. This means that they consider it to be possible to
govern a city together. For several reasons, this outcome is interesting. First, it was expected
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that respondents with a Syrian background would be supportive of a confederal democracy.
However, the questionnaire indicated that only 40 percent of Syrian Kurds were in favour,
whereas both Syrian respondents of the interview are in favour.
Second, it is surprising that a confederal democracy receives support from all three respondents
with an Iraqi background. However, they mainly supported a confederal democracy as a
solution for other Kurdish regions, since they argued that Iraq was further along in the process
of obtaining self-determination and, therefore, claimed that a confederal democracy was not
applicable to their situation. Furthermore, they gave a possible explanation as to why Iraqi
Kurds were not supportive of autonomy as indicated by the questionnaire. They claimed that
the current administration of the KRG, the governing party in the autonomous region of Iraq,
is corrupt. Nevertheless, they argued that they were supportive of autonomy, but that
improvement was required: ‘And now [we] can make the next step to kick out our government,
which is corrupt, and to create a better one’ (Interview 1, 2020). However, it might be that
other Iraqi respondents do not think improvement is possible and consequently indicated that
they were not supportive of autonomy.
Third, the Iranian respondent stated that she would support a confederal democracy as well.
She claimed that the Kurdish conflict in Iran was primarily with the government. Consequently,
she argued that ‘the chance is bigger to implement such a confederation if you look at the level
of citizens’ (Interview 6, 2020).
The two Turkish respondents were the only ones that argued that a confederal democracy would
not work. This outcome is noteworthy for several reasons as well. First, it contradicts the result
of the questionnaire. Second, and more importantly, it is in contradiction with the political
development of Turkey over the last few decades. They both had a similar explanation as to
why they did not support a confederal democracy in Turkey. One of the respondents argued: ‘I
do not think that it is possible, because the Turks will dig their heels in’ and ‘Turks and Kurds
do not go together’ (Interview 5, 2020). In other words, cooperation between Kurds and Turks
is impossible, because they assume that Turks would antagonize the implementation.
5.2 Generation
This section focusses on the differences between the generations. In the first part of the
questionnaire, respondents had to indicate to which generation they belong to: either to the first,
second, or third generation. The first generation being the men and women who fled from the
Middle East to the Netherlands, the second generation the children, while the third generation
includes the grandchildren of those who came to the Netherlands. Any differences between
these three generations can be explained by how Dutch Kurds identify themselves, for this can
change. On the one hand, the identity of the second and third generation might have been
influenced by Dutch identity, rather than by Middle Eastern identities. On the other hand, the
first generation may have had more violent experiences about the homeland, as compared to
the subsequent generations (Alinia & Barzoo, 2014). As a result, the first generation is less
likely to be supportive of autonomy, de facto independence, and a confederal democracy, as
compared to the second and third generations.
First, independence receives over 80 percent of support from all three generations, which is the
highest amount of support compared to the other three solutions. The third generation is
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relatively less supportive of independence, compared to the first and second generation; support
of the third generation for the other three solutions is comparable. Second, only 56 percent of
the first generation supports the implementation of an autonomous region, whereas it is
supported by 73.4 and 70 percent of the second and third generation respectively. Furthermore,
similar statistics are shown by de facto independence. Third, a confederal democracy receives
comparable support: 68 and 71.4 percent from the first and second generation. The third
generation, however, is relatively more supportive of a confederal democracy: 80 percent of the
respondents would back the implementation. In sum, the first and second generation are mainly
supportive of an independent state whereas the third generation is equally supportive of all four
solutions.
The questionnaire therefore partially reflects the hypothesis as formulated in the conceptual
framework. First, the hypothesis explains why the first generation is more supportive of
independence than the other three solutions. This generation has different experiences and
therefore long for an independent state. They have invested too much and lost too many
relatives and friends to be able to accept anything other than independence. The implementation
of any of the other three solutions would feel like a failure. Second, the hypothesis elucidates
why the third generation is equally supportive of all four solutions. Members of the third
generation have a very different perspective on the conflict. They primarily desire to go back
to their ‘homeland’ and would therefore accept any solution so long as it makes a return
possible. However, the hypothesis focusses too much on the differences between the first and
later generations. It, therefore, fails to explain any differences between the second and third
generation (for tables, see figure 3).
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Figure 3. Influence of generation on the support for the various solutions
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The analysis of the interviews provides a better insight into the motives of the first, second and
third generation. Two of the respondents belonged to the first generation, four to the second
generation, and two to the third generation. Furthermore, the first section of the interview
focussed on generational differences between the respondents. Respondents of the first
generation were asked: ‘What are your memories of your homeland?’ The second and third
generation were asked: ‘Do you speak with your parents about the Kurdish question, and, if so,
do you have similar or different opinions?’ The answers have been analysed to see whether
their memories and experiences influence their attitude towards the different solutions.
The two respondents categorised as first generation described how they had fled to the
Netherlands when they were still young children. Consequently, only one of them still had
memories of the period when he lived in the Middle East. He told about how he had experienced
the conflict as a child; ‘when you are a child, you have the feeling that your parents can pull
the bombs out of the air’ (Interview 1, 2020). The events he had undergone as a child felt
surrealistic and he, therefore, argued that he had no negative memories of his homeland. The
question about whether they spoke with their parents about the Kurdish question provides a
better insight into the experiences of the first generation. The respondents explained that their
(grand)parents had come to the Netherlands as political refugees, leaving behind everything
they had and everybody they knew. Moreover, one of the respondents told that her parents had
fought in the Kurdish army. They explained how much their parents had lost in their pursuit of
an independent state. The respondents indicated that their parents still desire an independent
state.
The respondents themselves, however, argued that they did not think that it is still realistic to
hope for an independent state. One of the respondents argued: ‘So considering that, an
independent Kurdistan seems impossible to me, although I really want it’ (Interview 6, 2020).
Another respondent explained; ‘My parents want independence for all four parts. That is what
everybody wants, but I think that I maybe look more realistically at the situation’ (Interview 2,
2020). The respondents that belong to the second and third generation claim that they look more
realistically at the situation. They, therefore, think it is better to pursue another solution. Thus,
the analysis of the interviews indicates that the first generation has more of a desire for an
independent state compared to the second and third generation. It is, therefore, plausible to
assume that the experience of the conflict by the first generation did impact their attitude.
However, this does not inherently mean that the first generation is not supportive of the other
three solutions and neither that independence is not supported by the second and third
generation.
5.3 Education
This section analyzes the influence of education on the attitude of the respondents towards the
four solutions. Moreover, the main focus is on the difference between higher and lower
educated Dutch Kurds. According to Munoz and Rasheed (2016), higher educated people can
be used as a tool to create an understanding between opposing ethnicities; higher educated
Dutch Kurds are more lenient towards a confederal democracy, since they are more adept to
cooperate with people from other ethnicities. The results of the questionnaire have been
analysed to see whether there is a clear distinction in support for a confederal democracy among
higher and lower educated respondents. The classification in the figures is, therefore; ‘lower
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educated’ and ‘higher educated’. The questionnaire itself asked what the respondents’ highest
finished grade was: primary school, lower general secondary education, school of higher
general secondary education/pre-university education, intermediate vocational education,
higher vocational education, and university. Pre-university education, higher vocational
education, and university were classified as ‘higher educated’ and the others were classified as
‘lower educated’.
First, both higher and lower educated Dutch Kurds are very supportive of an independent state;
almost 90 percent of all respondents are in favour. Furthermore, de facto independence receives
a more or less equal amount of support from lower and higher educated Dutch Kurds: 65.2 and
70.6 percent respectively. In addition, autonomy has similar figures: 69.4 percent of higher
educated and 64.7 percent of lower educated Dutch Kurds are supportive of the implementation
of autonomy. Moreover, a confederal democracy has a comparable outcome as well; it is
supported by 70.9 percent of higher educated and 76.4 percent of lower educated Dutch Kurds.
The figure on the support of a confederal democracy offers an interesting insight. First, it gets
the highest amount of support compared to autonomy and de facto independence. Second, both
higher and lower educated Dutch Kurds are equally supportive of a confederal democracy.
Especially the second aspect is noteworthy, for it partially contradicts the hypothesis. As
mentioned, it was expected that higher educated Dutch Kurds would be supportive of a
confederal democracy. However, it was not anticipated that lower educated respondents would
be supportive as well. Moreover, the outcome that a confederal democracy receives a
comparable degree of support is also interesting. It indicates that higher educated respondents
are not necessarily more motivated to cooperate with other ethnicities. Thus, the results of the
questionnaire indicate that education has little to no effect on the respondents’ attitude towards
the four solutions (for tables, see figure 4).
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Figure 4. Influence of education on the support for the various solutions
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The interviews provide a better insight into the attitude of higher and lower educated Dutch
Kurds. Six of the respondents are higher educated and two of them were lower educated. The
fourth part of the interview focussed on cooperation between Kurds and other ethnicities.
Respondents were asked: ‘What is your attitude towards cooperating with other ethnicities?’
Furthermore, the respondents were asked why they did (not) want to govern a city together with
other ethnicities. Whereas the first part of the analysis, nationality, focussed on cooperation
with specific ethnicities, this section focusses on cooperation in general. The answers were
analysed to see if there was a difference between the two categories.
The majority of the respondents indicated that they are willing to cooperate with other
ethnicities. One of the higher educated respondents argued: ‘In any form of democracy and
independence, cooperation is necessary. Yes, because nobody is in favour of ethnic cleansing,
neither are Kurdish cities to throw out the Turks. So, if there are ten percent Turks in that city,
then you will have work together with them. I am always in favour of democracy and
cooperation. So yes, that is necessary’ (Interview 1, 2020). This was echoed by one of the lower
educated respondents: ‘Look, it is of course much better to respect and acknowledge each other.
[…] Though, you have to be brave and be open to it’ (Interview 4, 2020). Both lower and higher
educated Dutch Kurds argue that they are open to cooperation. It is noteworthy that most of the
respondents would support a confederal democracy, for the questionnaire indicated that only
73.6 percent of the respondents supported it. The motivation of the respondents of the
questionnaire was that the current situation is so desperate that any solution is considered
progress: ‘Yes, anything better than this’ (Interview 5, 2020). Respondents are, therefore,
influenced by political circumstances rather than their education to cooperate with other
ethnicities. It is noteworthy that almost all respondents are supportive of cooperation, which
shows that there is no difference between higher and lower educated Dutch Kurds. Thus, both
the questionnaire and the interviews indicate that the level of education does not influence the
attitude of the respondents towards the four solutions.
5.4 Religion
The analysis of the questionnaire, regarding religion, focusses primarily on Sunni Kurds. The
classification made in the figures is, therefore: ‘Sunni’, ‘other Muslims’, and ‘other’. As
mentioned in the conceptual framework, Sunni Kurds can feel connected to other ethnicities
with the same religion (Türkmen, 2018). Consequently, this affiliation can result in a larger
number of Sunni Kurds supporting a confederal democracy as compared to other Kurds.
However, it can also be the case that Sunni Kurds are manipulated by their religious’ elites and
therefore pursue another solution, depending on the aspirations of the elite. The other religions
are analysed as well, but they have no motive to feel connected towards other ethnicities with
Sunnism as the dominant religion. Both results are explained by the conceptual framework;
Sunni Kurds are either more or less supportive towards a confederal democracy compared to
other religions.
The results of the support for an independent state is not surprising; over 80 percent of the
participants fully support an independent Kurdish state. In addition, autonomy and a de facto
independent state have a relatively comparable outcome as well. Furthermore, although ‘other
Muslims’ are very supportive of both a confederal democracy and autonomy, they are relatively
less supportive of a de facto independent state; only 27.8 percent fully support it, another 27.8
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partially supports it. Moreover, it receives the lowest amount of support from ‘other Muslims’
compared to the other solutions. However, it is complicated to find an explanation for this lack
of support by ‘other Muslims’ for a de facto independence. This is an unsatisfying answer and
it deserves to be studied in further research. Nevertheless, the focus of this section remains on
the impact of Sunnism on ethnic conflict resolution.
The support of Sunnis for a confederal democracy is comparable to the other two religious
classifications. Although there is a higher percentage of ‘other Muslims’ that fully support the
solution, the combined support (partial and full support) is similar: 78.2 percent of the Sunnis
and 77.8 percent of the ‘other Muslims’. In addition, the percentage of partial and full support
for a confederal democracy by Sunnis is similar to the other solutions: 75 percent for autonomy
and 68.8 for de facto independence. Hence, support for a confederal democracy shows little to
no deviation from the other classifications or other solutions. It is therefore plausible to assume
that religion has little to no impact on the respondents’ choice to (not) support a confederal
democracy, based on the questionnaire (for tables, see figure 5).
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Figure 5. Influence of religion on the support for the various solutions
The religious background of the eight participants of the interviews varied: five Sunnis, two
atheists, and one follower of Zoroaster. The fourth section of the interview focussed on why the
respondent was (not) supportive of a confederal democracy. The first question asked, was:
‘Does religion influence how you see other ethnicities? Does it make you feel more connected
if they share your religion?’ In addition, other sections of the interview have also been analysed,
since they might have made remarks about religion before or after the related section.
Despite the different backgrounds of the respondents, repeatedly similar answers were given.
Almost all of them argued that religion had little to no impact on their support towards the
various solutions. Moreover, neither of them felt more connected towards members of other
ethnicities, for the reason that they shared the same religion. In addition, their motivation for
their answers was similar as well. One of the respondents, who had grown up in Turkey,
explained that she ‘grew up in a village where there were a church and a mosque two steps
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away. We grew up as brothers and sisters, all together in a single village’ (Interview 3, 2020).
In addition, another respondent, who had grown up in the Netherlands, elucidated her
motivation: ‘I have been raised to be open-minded, which is why I do not see any difference
between different people’ (Interview 6, 2020). The analysis of the interview indicates that Dutch
Kurds have grown up in an environment in which children are taught to be respectful and
tolerant of other religions. Consequently, the respondents do not feel connected towards people
from other ethnicities who share their faith, since they perceive religion to be an individual
component rather than collective.
This notion is confirmed by literature on the interplay between religion and Kurdish identity.
According to Gurses (2018), over the past few decades Kurdish identity has increasingly been
secularized. This secularisation is due to Turks utilizing religion to undermine Kurdish demands
for equal rights. In addition, the brutality of the Islamic State against Yezidi and Muslim Kurds
has made Kurds question their Islamic faith. Even though these events have both taken place in
the Middle East, the process of secularisation has not been limited to that geographic location.
Consequently, the role of religion has become subordinate in Kurdish identity over the last few
decades (Gurses, 2018). This is further explained by one of the participants: ‘Look, Kurds are
Kurds first, and Muslim second’ (Interview 5, 2020). As a result, Dutch Kurds feel much more
connected to other Kurds that have a different faith, than to fellow believers. Finally, one of the
respondents explained why she felt more attached to Kurds with a different faith: ‘because they
know what I have had to leave behind, in order to build a life’ (Interview 3, 2020).
One respondent argued that religion did influence her decision. However, it was not her own
religion, but rather the official state religion of Iran that makes her desire autonomy. The Islamic
Republic of Iran is a Shiite state and is under the leadership of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Sharia
law is therefore very important in Iran. Consequently, Iranian citizens do not have the right to
profess a different faith (Gurses, Islam and the Kurds, 2018). According to a respondent, this
restriction makes it possible for the Ayatollah to suppress Kurds: ‘What Iran has, is no Islam.
In name of Islam suppressing and killing Kurds’ (Interview 3, 2020). As a result, the respondent
from Iran desires an autonomous Kurdish region in Iran, because she assumes that the existence
of an autonomous region in Iran increases religious tolerance; ‘because when an autonomous
Iranian Kurdistan is created, we have a democratic and a communist party, of which neither is
focussed on Islam’ (Interview 6, 2020). In that sense, it can be argued, her attitude towards the
conflict is affected by religion. However, it is influenced by religious oppression by the central
government, rather than her own religious believes.
5.5 Gender
The analysis of this section focusses on the position of women in the conflict and its potential
solution. The classification made in the figures is, therefore: male and female. Respondents
were also able to choose ‘other’, but none of the participants has selected this option. The focus
is on Kurdish women, because Kurdish society is shifting from a masculine towards a more
equal society (Grabolle-Çeliker, 2018). This shift can influence women’s support for the
various solutions. As mentioned in the conceptual framework, women are in favour of
democratization, for it offers both equal rights and an equal position in society (Mojab &
Gorman, 2007). In that respect, women have an additional agenda regarding the Kurdish
question. It is therefore likely that they are supportive of a confederal democracy, because this
solution offers the highest degree of democratization.
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The formation of an independent Kurdistan receives the highest amount of support; over 90
percent of both men and women fully or partially support an independent state. Furthermore,
de facto independence receives the same amount of support from both genders; 64.6 percent of
men and 63.4 of women either fully or partially support it. In addition, support for autonomy is
equal as well: 68.8 percent of men and 68.3 of women. The fourth solution, a confederal
democracy, has indicated a more interesting analysis. The number of men that are in favour of
the solution is similar to the other solutions: 66.7 percent. However, the number of women
backing a confederal democracy is 78.0 percent, ten to fifteen percent higher than de facto
independence and autonomy. This is a noteworthy deviation, both relatively and absolute (for
tables, see figure 6).
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Figure 6. Influence of gender on the support for various solutions
One the one hand, it is noteworthy that women are relatively more in favour of a confederal
democracy than men. This might indicate that this solution offers relatively more favourable
conditions to women than it does to men. As a result, it receives relatively more backing from
women. On the other hand, it is significant that a confederal democracy receives more support
than autonomy and de facto independence. This suggests that it presents better circumstances
than the other two solutions. This deviation indicates that the hypothesis, which argues that
women are in favour of a confederal democracy, is correct. Women do perceive a confederal
democracy to offer the highest degree of democratization compared to the other two solutions.
Thus, based on the questionnaire, gender does seem to influence the supportiveness of the
respondents towards the solution.
The analysis of the interviews further explains why women are relatively more supportive of a
confederal democracy. The interviews of Dutch Kurdish men are taken into account as well,
for they indicate how men perceive the status of women and whether or not their answers are
influenced by their notion of the status of women. The number of male and female respondents
was equally divided; four women and four men have been interviewed. The first section of the
interview addressed the role of gender in solving the conflict. All respondents were asked: ‘Do
you expect that the circumstances for women will change after this solution is implemented?
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All of the respondents agreed that the circumstances for Kurdish women in the Middle East can
be improved. However, the answers varied in what way they can be improved. The answers to
this question can be divided into two categories.
The first category argued that the position of women will not improve when either of the four
solutions is implemented: ‘I can not really say that women’s rights immediately improve when
an independent state is created’ (Interview 4, 2020). Instead, as one of the respondents said; ‘It
is not so much the Kurdish question, but a ‘cultural question’’ (Interview 4, 2020). They believe
that Kurdish culture is responsible for the inequality between men and women and, therefore,
think that the implementation of any of the solutions would not change gender inequality,
because the Kurdish patriarchal structure remains the same. This notion is confirmed by
literature on Kurdish women. The Kurdish gender regime can be categorised as a ‘Classic
Patriarchy’, according to Grabolle-Çeliker (2018). This means that Kurdish society is
characterised by a gender-age hierarchy in which older men hold power over younger men and
women. However, it should be stressed that the hierarchy differs depending on social, political,
economic and cultural circumstances. Nevertheless, respondents agree that the Kurdish
patriarchal system is the main problem; there is no consensus among the respondents on how
to get rid of this structure. One of the respondents argued that ‘whether we live in an
independent state or an autonomous region, women have to take care of themselves’ (Interview
3, 2020). However, an evident strategy was lacking.
The second category of respondents claim, however, that the position of women will improve
with the implementation of one of the four solutions. Moreover, they argue that the
implementation of a confederal democracy would improve the circumstances for women the
most. This change is not inherently a result of the confederal democracy, but rather a
consequence of the policy of the party that has developed it. The PKK is considered to be very
progressive towards the position of women by the respondents: ‘I definitely think so. For the
simple reason that the party is really emphasizing it. With the co-leadership, they are really
emphasizing it.’ This is echoed by another respondent: ‘If they come to power, I definitely think
the position of women will improve’ (Interview 5, 2020). This notion is also confirmed by the
literature. The PKK has denounced tribal and traditional kinship structures as obstacles to the
Kurdish question. This denunciation is mainly the result of pragmatism, for it resulted in women
joining the guerilla, hoping for better circumstances. Nevertheless, the PKK has been very
progressive in terms of gender equality (Grabolle-Çeliker, 2018).
Thus, the results of the questionnaire and interviews indicate that the attitude of the respondents
towards the various solutions is influenced by their geographic origin, to what generation they
belong to, and by their gender. However, there is little to no indication that religion or the level
of education has an impact on the respondents perception of the various solutions.
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6 Conclusion
Over the last hundred years or so, the history of the Kurds in the Middle East has been marked
by their constant pursuit of self-determination. This pursuit has known periods where the Kurds
were at war with the various central governments, but also periods of negotiations. These
negotiations have not resulted in the desired independent state of Kurdistan. Consequently, the
main Kurdish political party, the PKK has decided to shift its goal from obtaining independence
to implementing a confederal democracy. The main focus of this thesis has been to investigate
whether this paradigm shift is supported by Kurds living in the Netherlands. Moreover, this
research has endeavoured to elucidate why some respondents are more supportive of a
confederal democracy, while others are not. An explanation has focussed on five identity
markers: nationality, generational differences, education, religion, and gender. In addition,
support of autonomy and de facto independence has been studied.
The results of the questionnaire and interviews indicate that a confederal democracy receives
considerable support from the respondents. In addition, a hypothetical implementation of
autonomy and de facto independence is supported as well, albeit a few percent less than a
confederal democracy. Although the majority of the respondents supported all four solutions,
some respondents oppose a confederal democracy, autonomy, or de facto independence. Both
the literature and the analysis of the interviews suggests that some identity markers influence
the respondents’ attitude towards the four solutions. The three identity markers that had a
noticeable impact on the answers in this study were: nationality, generation, and gender. The
other two aspects, education and religion, had little to no noteworthy influence on the
respondents’ attitude. The three identity markers influenced the respondents’ opinion in
different ways.
First, the national background of respondents influenced their attitude in two ways. On the one
hand – not surprisingly – respondents with an Iraqi or Syrian background were most supportive
of the solution that is currently implemented in their regions of origin. On the other hand, those
that originate from Iran and Turkey are most supportive of solutions that are pursued by the
leading political parties of their respective regions, the PDKI and the PKK: autonomy and a
confederal democracy.
Second, it can be argued that generational differences also influence the respondents’
perceptions. The main difference between the first and subsequent generations is that
respondents who are a member of the first generation are exclusively supportive of
independence, whereas respondents of the next generations are more or less equally supportive
of all four solutions. This difference in outcome is most likely the result of the memories of the
first generation of the conflict between the Kurds and the national governments. Members of
the first generation have experienced the conflict first-hand and have been directly confronted
with personal losses. They are emotionally involved, perhaps to the extent of not being able to
accept anything other than independence. The second and third generation do not have these
same memories or losses and are, therefore, more inclined to accept other solutions.
Third, it can be argued that gender has an impact on the respondents’ attitude as well. Some of
the respondents claim that implementing a confederal democracy would improve the female
position in Kurdish society. Their main reason is that the PKK is a very progressive party
regarding gender equality. However, it should be noted that some respondents argued that the
position of women should be seen as separate from the conflict. They argue that the inferior
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position of women is a result of the masculine Kurdish society and that, in order to change their
position, it would be better to change Kurdish society rather than implementing any of the four
solutions.
Furthermore, the results of the questionnaire and interviews indicate that neither religion nor
the level of education influence the attitude of the respondents towards the various solutions.
First, there is a high degree of tolerance in Kurdish society towards different religions. In
addition, the role of religion has become subordinate in Kurdish identity over the last few
decades. Second, the hypothesis indicated that only higher educated Kurds would be supportive
of a confederal democracy. However, the analysis of the questionnaire and the interviews
proved that respondents with a lower education support a confederal democracy as well. The
main motivation for the respondents to support it, is the dire political situation of the Kurds in
the Middle East. The respondents, therefore, perceive any solution to be an improvement,
including a confederal democracy.
Thus, the paradigm shift by the PKK receives support from the respondents, which can be
explained by looking at the geographical origin, generational differences, and gender.
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7 Discussion
This research has applied both quantitative and qualitative methods to obtain the results. First,
the questionnaire, the quantitative method, offered a generic notion of the attitude of the
respondents towards the various solutions. The interviews, the qualitative method, provided
deeper insights into the perceptions of the respondents. However, the outcome of the
questionnaire sometimes differed from the analysis of the interviews. There are, at least, four
possible explanations for this.
First, it might be that the eight respondents of the interviews are not representative of the 70,000
regular Dutch Kurds. Second, respondents of interviews might have changed their opinion
during the course of the interview (compared to the questions in the questionnaire), because
they better reflect on the questions. Third, the respondents of the questionnaire do not
understand the question as well as the respondents of the interview. The respondents of the
interview can ask a question to the interviewer if they do not fully understand the question.
Rather than answering a question they do not completely understand, they can ask the
interviewer to better explain the question. For example, the respondents of the interview
indicated that they did not completely understand the theory on democratic confederalism. Once
they understood the concept, they indicated that they supported it, whereas they had indicated
in the interview that they did not support it.
Finally, it might be that the questions of the interview were more leading, as compared to the
questionnaire. The interview intended to get more insight into the influence of identity markers
on the respondents’ perceptions and might, therefore, unintentionally contain questions that
were too leading.
Identity is a notoriously complicated concept to research. The analysis of this research has
focussed on five identity markers. However, this distinction between various identity markers
is arbitrary, for the identity markers are interconnected. For example, the religious suppression
of Kurds in Iran has obviously had an impact on the respondent’s attitude towards the four
solutions. Moreover, this attitude is determined by her geographic origin, religion, and gender.
The identity markers are interconnected rather than separate. Despite this, the choice has been
made to analyse the five identity markers separately in order to maintain as much structure and
coherence as possible.
The results of this study are arguably also bound to the time and situation, the context, in which
the interviews and questionnaire have been conducted. The data of the questionnaire and
interviews were gathered between July and September 2020. They were, therefore, all collected
throughout the same period. This is important to keep in mind, because the conflict between the
Kurds and the national governments in particularly Turkey and Syria is dynamic. The
coexistence between Kurds and the Iranian and Iraqi government is fragile. The situation in the
Middle East might obviously change, although it is unclear in which specific direction.
Anyhow, future political developments are likely to affect respondents’ attitude towards the
four solutions.
It should also be specifically noted that the results of the research cannot be generalised, given
the primarily qualitative nature of this research. A variety of Dutch Kurds has participated in
the questionnaire and the interviews, but they may not reflect the opinion of all or even a
majority of Dutch Kurds.
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Finally, and to some extent perhaps the most unexpected outcome is that a confederal
democracy is supported by a vast majority of the respondents – given the academic literature
on conflict resolution. The consensus among contemporary literature is that a unitarian solution
has the second-highest risk of a recurrence of violence and that it, therefore, seems imprudent
to implement such a solution. However, research in this debate has been primarily quantitative,
neglecting the uniqueness of each case. It is, therefore, not entirely clear what element(s)
triggers the recurrence of violence. Should the lack of support of the people be one of the
triggers, then the outcome of this thesis implies that a confederal democracy might be
successfully implemented. Anyhow, further research on the causes of the recurrence of violence
would be interesting.
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