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Iran’s treatment of its Kurdish population has had great variance in the past thirty years. 

From the violently tumultuous Revolutionary period in which Khomeini brutally repressed 

Kurds in Iran to the relative stability of today where Kurds have their own government 

sanctioned TV channels and news papers; Iranian-Kurdish relations have been like a roller 

coaster. There are nearly forty million Kurds today, with over four million living in Iran. Being 

such a large minority, looking at the Iranian government’s treatment and policies towards Kurds 

is important. Having a more integrated population as a whole will allow the state to be more 

stable, when there are large minorities that are not having their needs met, the potential for 

violent revolts or non compliance with government policies is likely. It is especially important 

when considering the domestic commitment of Kurds towards the Islamic Republic. Domestic 

commitment1 is responsible for infusing blood into the veins of the state. Better, more equitable 

policies which expand and protect Kurdish rights and culture will serve to increase domestic 

commitment and sooth potentially rebellious tensions. Although today Iran’s Kurds enjoy more 

protection and freedoms than in Turkey, Iraq, and Syria, there is still much room for 

improvement before the Kurds are integrated as equal members of Iranian society. Until this 

happens, the Kurds will remain a bothersome problem to the state, and their lack of domestic 

commitment will harm state interests. 

In this paper I will conduct an analysis of Iran’s differing policies towards its Kurdish 

population since the Islamic Revolution in 1979. I will attempt to answer why different regimes 

such as Iran under Khomeini, Rafsanjani, and Khatami have approach Kurds differently. Next, I 

will examine Iran’s current policy under Ahmadinejad. An analysis of Iran’s differing treatment 

1 Domestic commitment is the population’s commitment towards the regime. Domestic commitment can be 
measured by looking at the amount of consent and compliance people have with government and its policies. For 
example, if people consent to military conscription, paying taxes, and volunteering for projects, it can be concluded 
that domestic commitment is high. If there is large scale tax evasion or draft evasion, domestic commitment is 
lower. 



of its Kurdish population sheds light on an interesting trend that I believe is useful to understand: 

government policy towards the Kurds is guided by the level of power consolidation. During 

times when the central government’s power was not consolidated, in the early Revolutionary 

days for example, the government made promises to allow Kurds various freedoms. These 

promises and freedoms would later be rolled back after the government’s rule had become 

solidified; it is this trend that has repeated itself for thirty years. After conducting my analysis I 

will look at the implications of Iran’s policy towards its Kurds. Finally, I will suggest ways to 

improve Iranian-Kurdish relations, which will help increase domestic commitment among Iran’s 

Kurdish population, which will further help consolidate and stabilize Iran at a time when its 

power is increasingly growing. 

The Iranian Revolution brought about fundamental changes to the Iranian state. The 

Revolution was started by the people, Khomeini fed on their support to drive the movement 

forward. As a result, in the beginning stages of the movement Khomeini looked to Iran’s Kurds 

to aid the new regime. Khomeini’s rhetoric was that of inclusion; stressing that Kurds would be 

treated better than they had been in the past and looked upon as brothers. In the first national 

referendum, Iranian Kurds, seeing Khomeini as the face of change, voted overwhelmingly in 

favor of the Islamic Republic. Indeed, in the beginning change seemed to be at hand at last, 

Khomeini made many promises and began granting Kurds the freedoms they had always desired. 

Several of the beneficial policies the new state under Khomeini adopted were: the 

legalization of the KDPI2, granting Kurds freedom of assembly, local councils headed by local 

Kurdish leaders, a day’s worth of oil revenue, which amounted to over $75 million3, along with a 

promised plan for self determination. Furthermore, one of Khomeini’s first acts upon winning 

2KDPI stands for the Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran, which is the largest Kurdish political party in Iran. 
3 The Kurds and the State, 142



the national referendum was to release forty-six Kurdish political prisoners as a sign of good 

faith towards the Kurds4. Excitement among Iranian Kurds was at its height – they believed that 

the time for change had come. At least during the beginning of Khomeini’s reign it seemed as if 

he would follow through with his campaign promises: a high ranking Ayatollah, Taleqani, 

drafted a proposal to give more freedom to Kurds in Iran5. For example, during this time Kurds 

were given semi legal status in Iran and allowed to have their own Kurdish language news 

papers, textbooks, and planned to build a Kurdish university. 

The honeymoon of Iran and its Kurds however would soon end. As Khomeini truly 

consolidated his power, especially during the beginning of the 1980’s and with the beginning of 

the Iran-Iraq War, Kurds were deemed expendable. Kurdish political space was reduced as 

Khomeini no longer relied on them to mandate his rule6, he then banned all discussions of 

autonomy and self determination. Khomeini was responsible for Kurds being removed from their 

post, and Iranian Kurdistan became a militarized zone, as it was a main battleground area in the 

Iran-Iraq War, and as their freedoms continued to be curtailed, Kurdish groups turned 

increasingly towards militarization. Troop levels increased from around 5,000 to over 250,000 in 

the period from 1979 to 19867. Here we can spot the beginning of a continuing trend of the 

Islamic Republic in its policy towards Kurds. In times where its power is not consolidated, such 

as in the very beginning stages of the Revolution and before Khomeini cemented his status with 

the national referendum, he reached out towards the Kurds and gave them promises of increased 

freedoms. However after his power was stabilized he turned his back on the Kurds and official 

4 The Kurds and the State, 141
5 The proposal would not grant autonomy to Kurds, but greatly increase their freedoms, even beyond what Khomeini 
had already promised.
6 It should be noted that he did the same with Communist parties, supporters of Mossadegh – whom he used to help 
strengthen his position at first, but then repressed. 
7 The Kurds and the State, 149



government policy became one of violence and oppression, deflating Kurdish hopes and 

aspirations of autonomy and equality in the new Iran.

Rafsanjani was perhaps the most disliked of all Iranian Presidents from the Kurdish point 

of view. Only at the very beginning of his Presidency did he talk about Kurds being like brothers 

to Iranians and stating that they should be treated as such. Almost immediately after his 

campaign however that stance took a one hundred eighty degree turn to one of increasing violent 

treatment and further exclusion from the political process. Militarization of Iranian Kurdistan 

reached its height and violence against dissidents and non-dissidents alike was encouraged by 

Rafsanjani’s government. He also greatly censored Kurdish political groups and closed down 

many of their newspapers8 and other means of expression. One could argue that this rollback was 

necessary for Rafsanjani because he depended so heavily on the conservative right-wing factions 

of the government, all of whom had anti-Kurdish sentiments; as such adoption of oppressive 

Kurdish policies was a byproduct. 

Perhaps the most controversial occurrence during the Presidency of Rafsanjani was the 

assassination of two of the most prominent Iranian-Kurdish leaders, Ghassemolu9 in Vienna 

1989, and another other in Berlin in 199410. Although the Iranian government denied any 

involvement in the murders, many Kurds and in fact many human rights activists around the 

world believed Rafsanjani’s regime to be involved. In the 1993 election, the antagonism between 

Kurds and the central government were apparent, as Kurdistan was the only area in which 

Rafsanjani did not win a majority of the votes11. 

8 The Kurds and the State, 156
9 Ghassemolu was one of the leading members of the KDPI and most vocal about his displeasure with the Islamic 
Republic. He was a fervent fighter for Kurdish rights.
10 The Kurds and the State, 156 
11 The Kurds and the State, 157



Khatami however made solving the Kurdish problem one of his main platforms. He 

realized that Iranian Kurds were being increasingly affected by other Kurdish movements in Iraq 

and Turkey and knowingly understood that this could lead to pushes for Kurdish independence in 

Iran12. Khatami appealed to Kurds as a distinct ethnic community and advocated an increased 

political space for Iranian Kurds. He permitted new radio stations, news papers, and cultural 

centers. Khatami promised to help develop the Kurdistan region, which had suffered from 

chronic underdevelopment and poverty compared to Tehran (for example urban Kurdistan has a 

50.9% food share, while Iran has a 38.7% food share) in the 1980’s. Similarly he advocated the 

building of schools in Kurdistan to help educate Iran’s Kurds; Kurdistan had the highest 

illiteracy rating in the country, with over 70% in the 1980’s13. 

Especially with Khatami being touted as the champion of reform and winning the 

Presidential election by a landslide, Kurds were more hopeful than ever before of an increased 

status in Iran. However the actual results proved disappointing for Kurds in Iran, and the trend of 

hopeful promises leading to rollbacks of freedoms continued. Kurdistan remained 

underdeveloped throughout the Khatami period, with over 25% of Kurds being unemployed.14 In 

May 2001, the Piranshehr Sugar Company discharged 80% of its Kurdish employees (the head 

of the company was non-Kurdish), a clear indication of economic discrimination15. Kurds once 

again lost their political space, with several Kurds being denied positions in the Majlis in 2004, 

and a mass resignation of Kurds from political posts in 2001 as a result of feelings of 

discrimination16. A UN report on human rights issues during Khatami’s Presidency listed the 

12 Kurds in Iran have never openly called for independence, they have always been proud members of the Iranian 
state, only wishing for autonomous status.
13 For complete data and analysis, see The Political Development of Kurds in Iran pgs 156-164
14 Kurdish Identity, 186-187
15 The Political Development of Kurds in Iran, 213
16 The Political Development of Kurds in Iran 213-214



following violations with respects to Kurds in Iran: (1) Kurds were being murdered, (2) death 

sentences imposed and readily carried out at higher proportions that for non-Kurds, (3) not 

allowing Kurdish to be taught in schools, and (4) less use of Kurdish TV and radio than before 

the Revolution. Iran’s policy of gradually assimilating Kurds into Iranian culture continued – 

conversion of Kurds to Shi’ism was advocated and Shi’a groups were encouraged to move into 

Kurdish regions.

Iran’s policy towards the Kurds was not entirely negative during Khatami’s Presidency 

however: military occupation of Kurdish regions throughout Iran officially ended, lifting the 

dread-cloud of direct oppression from Kurdish shoulders, and a policy of inclusiveness was 

stressed and fought for, although the actual results proved to be disappointing from the Kurdish 

point of view. It must also be noted that comparatively speaking, Iranian state policy towards 

Kurds allowed them more freedom and inclusiveness than Iraq and Turkey from the 1980’s 

through the early 2000’s. Turkish Kurds are much more disadvantaged than Iranian Kurds, and 

not even officially recognized by the state, and Kurds in Iran are allowed to speak Kurdish and 

have their own national identity17. Unlike in Iraq, Iran never embarked upon an ethnic cleansing 

program, and Kurds were allowed to wear their traditional dress and celebrate their national 

holidays18. 

Ahmadinejad’s victory in 2005 was cause for celebration among the hard-line 

conservative groups in Iran. For the Kurds, it was bitter defeat. Yildiz and Taysi in The Kurds in 

Iran paint a bleak picture for Iranian-Kurds. Unlike previous Presidents who made initial 

promises to their Kurdish populations, since Ahmadinejad immediately was able to consolidate 

his power (being a conservative hard-liner), no such promises needed to be made. Many were 

17 The Kurdish Political Struggles, 149-150
18 The Kurds and the State, 152-153



worried that Ahmadinejad would roll back the reforms made during the Khatami period, and 

indeed it seems as if he has done so in his first term; there are no Kurds in his cabinet and as 

done almost nothing to stop the discrimination of Kurds. One of the most important rollbacks is 

the frequent clashes between Kurds and the Iranian military in Kurdistan, a contrast from the 

Khatami period of de-militarization. 

Yildiz writes that one of Ahmadinejad’s first moves after being elected was granting the 

basij police powers19 who oftentimes harass women and students as well as being directed 

against Kurds20. The increase of military forces in Kurdish regions is especially troubling 

because the build-up and increasing number of protests continues to result in the loss of life and 

violent oppression21. There are concerns that increasing dissent amongst Kurds will threaten the 

security of the state because the Kurds “… have presented the most active sustained resistance 

over time and thus are the most worrisome to the state” 22. Ahmadinejad ignores requests made 

by Kurdish members of the Majlis and his treatment of Sunni Kurds is even worse than that of 

Shi’a Kurds in the political sphere of Iran. 

Overall, Iranian state policy towards its Kurdish minority can be thought of as being in a 

state of limbo: on one hand Kurds are politically oppressed, militarization has increased, many 

are economically disadvantaged, and they do not enjoy full legal status in Iran. On the other 

hand, Kurds are allowed more freedoms than their counterparts in Turkey, Iraq, and Syria: they 

have semi-legal status, their own TV and radio stations, as well as having a Kurdish university. 

The paradox of the Kurds in Iran is thus: Kurds are being oppressed and discriminated against by 

the Islamic Republic, but (1) still wish to be recognized as an autonomous part of Iran rather than 

19 The basij are volunteer groups of fervent Islamists who support the regime.
20 The Kurds in Iran 45-46
21 The Kurds in Iran 57-58
22 The Kurds in Iran, 59



becoming independent23  and (2) have flourished greatly as a society in the past decade24. There 

are a number of prominent Kurds in the arts: Ata Nahai for example is a highly famous and 

influential Kurdish-Iranian writer and is the head of the Kurdish Language Academy in Iran. 

Shahram Nazeri, a Kurdish-Iranian is one of Iran’s most well respected classical singers, along 

with Ali Akbar Moradi who is a famous Kurdish-Iranian composer. Jamil Rostami, another 

Kurdish-Iranian, is one of the most influential directors in the Middle East and has directed two 

films which were nominated for Academy Awards25. 

How is it that Kurdish society in Iran has flourished so greatly, while they are being 

brutally oppressed? The answer to this paradox is beyond the scope of this work, however it does 

point to the strength of Kurds in Iran. While Kurds are being murdered for speaking out against 

the regime, they are also producing some of the country’s most influential music, cinema, and 

literature. Although Kurds in Iran have never openly asked for independence, continuing 

oppression by the regime might drive them farther towards the path of independence. With the 

growth of Kurdish nationalism in Turkey and Iraq along with independence movements there, it 

is imperative that Iran mend the fences and sooth the wounds inflicted by the state against its 

Kurdish population. If it fails to do so, Kurdish independence movements could begin in Iran – 

which would seriously harm state interests. 

Independence is the most drastic and frightening implication of Iran’s state policy 

towards the Kurds, from the perspective of the Islamic Republic. Iran’s Kurds have always 

treasured the fact that they are Iranians and share many cultural traits; as Manafy points out in 

The Kurdish Political Struggles, “In Iran, the Kurdish culture is deeply rooted in the Persian 

23 KDPI members have harshly criticized other Kurds in Iran who wished for independence.
24 The Kurds in Iran, 109
25 Jani Gal was nominated for Best Foreign Language film at the 2008 Oscars, Marsiyeh Barf was nominated for the 
same award in 2006. 



civilization”26. Continued violence and oppression however will lead to drives for independence. 

In a time where Iran is becoming the dominant regional power in the Middle East27, losing 

Kurdistan to a new independent Kurdish state would drastically lessen Iran’s power. However, 

aside from the political implications that the oppression of Kurds will have on the state, there are 

also social implications. If all the great thinkers, writers, teachers, and artists who contribute so 

much to Iranian society were to leave the country to look for better opportunities, as Yildiz and 

Taysi warn in The Kurds in Iran, they will be sorely missed. Not only will Iran’s capacity for 

producing astonishing works in the arts be diminished, but Kurdish workers, laborers, and 

farmers also will begin to look elsewhere for work or simply begin taking a stance of non 

compliance. These cultural, economic, and political implications all will result as the domestic 

commitment of Kurds in Iran continues to decline as the state continues its oppression. As noted 

earlier, domestic commitment is integral in the smooth operation of state machinery. 

In order to right the course of a ship that has long been astray, it is important for the next 

regime in Iran to foster better relations with Iranian Kurds. In June of 2009, Iranians will elect a 

new President. Whether Ahmadinejad is elected for a second term, or Khatami, the reformist 

candidate wins a seat – it is imperative that the President seriously consider Iranian policy 

towards the Kurds. Iran is in a delicate position, quickly becoming a regional power. As such, 

continuing to cement internal state stability is necessary before expanding on enforcing regional 

stability. One of the keys to creating a more stable Iran is to pacify the Kurds. Giving Kurds 

autonomy would be the best way to accomplish this, allowing them self-governance while still 

being part of the Islamic Republic will help give Kurds faith in the regime and increase domestic 

commitment to levels never before seen. Giving Kurds full legal status, allowing them political 

26 The Kurdish Political Struggles, 154
27 See my thesis: Iran vs. The World, A Look at the Middle East’s New Regional Power for a discussion on Iran’s 
emergence as the dominant power in the Middle East. 



as well as social space, and helping to increase the standard of living in Kurdistan will help 

Kurds in turn reciprocate benefits to the Iranian state. Kurds have valuable assets: from potential 

soldiers, laborers, and intellectuals. Getting increased productivity and volumes from this group 

of over four million should be one of the state’s main priorities in 2009. Ignoring the Kurds and 

continuing their oppression however, will prove to hamper Iran’s aims at regional dominance.
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