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Spearheading a new era of auto-
motive experiences, Sardar Trading 
Agencies, the o�cial distributor of 
Jaguar Land Rover in Kurdistan, 
embodies the brand’s philosophy 
of Modern Luxury, Electrification, 
and Sustainability.

For over 15 years, Sardar Trading 
Agencies has cultivated a deep un-
derstanding of the Kurdish market. 
This expertise ensures exceptional 
service that upholds the rigorous 
standards of Jaguar Land Rover 
dealerships worldwide. Their com-
mitment fosters a thriving com-
munity of auto enthusiasts, confi-
dent in the future of mobility with 
Sardar Trading Agencies at the 
helm.
 
Aligning with JLR’s Reimagine vi-
sion, Sardar Trading Agencies pri-
oritises sustainability. They are 
actively transforming their oper-
ations to be cleaner and more ef-
ficient, while collaborating with 
suppliers to build a future-proof, 
electric ecosystem. This dedica-
tion extends beyond vehicles, en-
compassing responsible business 
practices and social engagement.

Electrification is at the heart of 
this vision. With the launch of the 
all-electric Jaguar in 2026 and a 
fully electrified future on the hori-
zon, Sardar Trading Agencies is 
poised to introduce a new era of 
luxury in Kurdistan.

Imagine unparalleled refinement, 
exhilarating performance, and cut-
ting-edge features, all delivered 
with a sustainable conscience.
 
Sardar Trading Agencies’ mission 
is clear: to be the leader in Kurdish 
automotive luxury, driven by ethi-
cal practices and a commitment to 
progress.

Our vision for sustainable growth 
extends beyond the company. We 
are actively contributing to Kurd-
ish society through continuous 
business development initiatives. 
Sardar Trading Agencies believes 
in treating all stakeholders with 
respect, regardless of background 
or community.

We foster a culture of humanity 
within our team, providing em-
ployees with opportunities to build 
their skills through corporate train-
ing and education.
 
This is a future where luxury and 
sustainability go hand-in-hand. 
A future where innovation meets 
tradition. A future driven forward 
by Sardar Trading Agencies.



EDITORIAL
MAY 2024 

Celebrating Resilience, 
Discovery, and Identity

May 1
On Labor Day, Prime Minister 
Barzani highlighted the role of 
workers in rebuilding Kurdis-
tan.

May 3
Production was fully restored at 
Khor Mor gas field after drone 
attacks.

May 4
A delegation led by U.S. Sena-
tors Ted Budd and Joni Ernst 
visited the Kurdistan Region to 
discuss bilateral ties and expand 
cooperation. 

The Philippines’ newly appoint-
ed Ambassador to Iraq Charlie 
Manangan met with Kurdish 
leaders in Erbil for a courtesy 
call.

May 5
The Jordan-Kurdistan High-
er Education Forum was held 
in Erbil to enhance academic 
partnership between the two 
nations. 

May 6
A fire burned over 220 shops 
at the famous Qaysari Bazaar 
in Erbil.

The Head of the International 
Operations at the Medical Aid 
Initiative Norway Geir Fjeld 
visited Erbil.

May 7
Prime Minister Barzani received 
Spain’s Ambassador to Iraq Pe-
dro Martinez Avial to discuss 
bilateral ties.

May 8
Peshmerga forces defused three 
bombs remaining from a bat-
tle with ISIS in Chamchamal 
District, Sulaymaniyah Gover-
norate. 

May 9
U.S. Undersecretary of State for 
Civilian Security, Democracy, 
and Human Rights Uzra Zeya 
met with Prime Minister Barza-
ni in Erbil. 

May 11
Christians formed a new alli-
ance in preparation for the up-
coming Kurdistan parliamenta-
ry elections. 

The KRG announced two new 
tourist visa categories. 

May 12
Prime Minister Barzani received 
Iraq’s President Abdul Latif 
Rashid in Erbil, where they dis-
cussed Erbil-Baghdad 
relations. 

Speaking 
at an interna-
tional symposium in 
Erbil, Prime Minister Barzani 
warned of the threat of climate 
change to the region. 

The Supreme Council of the 
Board of Trustees of Education 
and Higher Education Institu-
tions and Programs held its first 
meeting, overseen by Prime 
Minister Barzani. 

May 13
Notorious human smuggler 
“Scorpion” was arrested in 
Kurdistan after the issuance of 
multiple international arrest 
warrants. 

May 14
The Vatican’s Ambassador to 
Iraq Mitja Leskovar met with 

Kurdish leaders in Erbil and 
praised Kurdistan for promot-
ing peaceful coexistence. 

Kurdistan Region President 
Barzani visited Baghdad to dis-
cuss outstanding disputes. 

May 16
U.S. Assistant Secretary of State 
for Energy Resources Geoffrey 
Pyatt visited Erbil, where he 
discussed energy cooperation 

with Prime Minister 
Barzani. 

May 17
The Kurdistan Re-

gion Security Council an-
nounced the capture of a senior 
ISIS member in Erbil. 

May 21
A top Kurdish delegation at-
tended the funeral of Iran’s 
former President Ebrahim Raisi 
in Tehran.

The elections branch of Iraq’s 
Supreme Judicial Council or-
dered its electoral commission 
to allocate five quota seats for 
minorities in the Kurdistan Re-
gion Parliament. 

May 22
First death from Crimean-Con-
go hemorrhagic fever con-
firmed in the Kurdistan Region. 

Iraq’s Parliament declared 

Kurdish Newroz and the anni-

versary of the Halabja attack as 

national holidays. 

May 23

Prime Minister Barzani and Ku-

wait’s Ambassador to Iraq Tariq 

Abdullah al-Faraj met to discuss 

strengthening bilateral ties. 

May 26

Joined by a senior delegation 

from Doha, Prime Minister 

Barzani opened the Consulate 

General of Qatar in Erbil.

The Kurdistan Region com-

memorated the 48th anniver-

sary of the Gullan Revolution. 

May 27

Romania’s Ambassador to Iraq 

Radu Octavian Dobry visited 

Erbil and discussed strengthen-

ing bilateral ties with Kurdish 

leaders. 

May 28

Outgoing UNAMI head 

Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert 

visited Erbil to bid farewell to 

Kurdish leaders. 

May 29

In a meeting with South Ko-

rea’s Ambassador to Iraq Choi 

Sung-soo, Prime Minister Bar-

zani stressed that the KRG 

seeks South Korea’s experience 

for development. 

Australia’s Ambassador to Iraq 

Glenn Miles met with Prime 

Minister Barzani to discuss a 

range of issues, including bi-

lateral relations and upcoming 

elections in Kurdistan. 

May 30 

Prime Minister Barzani met 

with Iraqi Prime Minister Mo-

hammed Shia’ Al Sudani in 

Baghdad, where they agreed 

on finding a solution to the 

outstanding disputes centered 

around the Iraqi Constitution.

I
n this issue of Kurdistan Chronicle, we bring 
you stories of incredible resilience, ground-
breaking discoveries, and profound reflections 
that highlight the rich tapestry of Kurdistan’s 

past, present, and future. Among the fea-
tured articles, the story of Shireen Khe-

ro stands out as a testament to the 
indomitable spirit of the Yezidi 

people. Khero, a survivor of the 
ISIS genocide, has triumphed 

over unimaginable adversity 
to graduate with a degree in 
business management from 
the American Universi-
ty of Kurdistan (AUK). 
Her journey, culminat-
ing in being awarded 
the Honor of Resilience 
by Kurdistan Region-
al Government Prime 
Minister Masrour Bar-
zani, is a powerful re-
minder of the strength 
and courage that define 
the Kurdish people.

Another article, “Kurd-
istan: A New Frontier for 

Archaeology,” delves into 
the exciting developments in 

the field of archaeology in the 
region. With eleven Italian ar-

chaeological expeditions unearth-
ing historical insights that date back 

thousands of years, Kurdistan is proving 
to be a veritable treasure trove of historical 

significance. Dating from the Neolithic Age to 
the Islamic Golden Age, these sites are shedding 

light on the complex and rich history of the region. The 
collaboration between local authorities and international 
experts highlights the global importance of Kurdistan’s 
long heritage and its potential to attract academic and 
touristic interest alike.

In “Reimagining the Kurdish Question: Identity, Diver-
sity, and Solidarity,” Stephen Fox offers a thought-pro-
voking exploration of the intricate dynamics of Kurdish 

identity, both within the traditional boundaries of Kurd-
istan and among its vast diaspora. Fox’s reflections on 
the diversity and resilience of Kurdish culture provide a 
nuanced understanding of the factors that shape Kurdish 
identity and the challenges faced by Kurds globally. His 
insights into the processes of identity negotiation and the 
importance of cultural solidarity offer a compelling per-
spective on the ongoing quest for Kurdish self-determi-
nation and unity.

We also highlight the groundbreaking article “Rediscov-
ering Kurdistan’s Cultural Heritage,” which explores ef-
forts to preserve and promote the region’s rich cultural 
heritage. This piece underscores the importance of pro-
tecting Kurdistan’s diverse historical and cultural assets, 
from ancient artifacts to traditional music and dance. By 
safeguarding these treasures, we ensure that future gener-
ations can appreciate and learn from the region’s storied 
past.

Meanwhile, in “Empowering Women: A New Chapter 
for Kurdish Society,” we examine the strides being made 
towards gender equality in Kurdistan, highlighting the 
initiatives and organizations dedicated to empowering 
Kurdish women and providing them with education, vo-
cational training, and opportunities for leadership. The 
stories of women who have broken gender and profes-
sional barriers and achieved success in various fields serve 
as powerful examples of the transformative effect they can 
have on human society.

Lastly, “The Future of Kurdish Education: Innovations 
and Challenges” offers an in-depth look at the evolving 
landscape of education in Kurdistan. From advancements 
in technology and curriculum development to the chal-
lenges of accessibility and quality, this article provides a 
comprehensive overview of the steps being implement-
ed to equip Kurdish youth with the knowledge and skills 
they need to thrive in a rapidly changing world.

These articles, along with other insightful contributions 
in this issue, celebrate the resilience, cultural richness, and 
intellectual curiosity that define the people of Kurdistan. 
Whether through the triumphs of individuals like Shireen 
Khero, the discoveries of ancient civilizations, or the on-
going discourse on identity and solidarity, the spirit of the 
Kurdistani people shines brightly, inspiring us all.
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RELIGION

Chaldean Patriarch 
Commends Kurdish Support 

O
n June 22, follow-

ing his return to 

Baghdad, Chaldean 

Patriarch Cardinal Louis Ra-

phael Sako published a letter 

extending his thanks and ap-

preciation to the Kurdistan 

Regional Government (KRG) 

leadership, praising President 

Masoud Barzani, Nechirvan 

Barzani, and KRG Prime Min-

ister Masrour Barzani in par-

ticular for their support.

On July 3, 2023, Iraqi Presi-

dent Abdul Latif Rashid re-

voked a decree recognizing 

Cardinal Sako as the Patri-

arch of the Chaldean Catholic 

Church. Moreover, on No-

vember 14 of that year, the 

Federal Supreme Court of Iraq 

rejected a complaint by the Pa-

triarch against the decision.

In protest, Cardinal Sako 

moved to Erbil on July 21, 

2023, where he was warm-

ly welcomed by KRG Prime 

Minister Barzani and other 

top Kurdish leaders. The top 

Kurdish leaders expressed 

hope that the decision would 

be revoked and justice would 

prevail. 

On July 18, U.S. State Depart-

ment spokesperson Matthew 

Miller expressed his concern 

that the cardinal’s position as a 

respected leader of the church 

was under attack and called for 

his return to Baghdad.

He also referred indirectly to 

The Christians consider the 
Kurdistan Region a secure haven 
amid the political and religious 

conflicts entangling Iraq
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Wladimir van 
Wilgenburg

is a seasoned reporter and 
analyst who specializes

in Kurdish affairs, and 
holds a Master’s degree 
in Kurdish studies from 
Exeter University, UK.

President Masoud Barzani (right) and Cardinal Louis Raphael Sako (left), Patriarch of the Chaldean Church in Iraq and the World (July 23, 2023)
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Rayan al-Kildani, the leader of a Christian Popular Mobi-

lization Forces faction known as the Babylon Movement, 

who was sanctioned by the U.S. government in 2019 and 

has aimed to undermine Patriarch Sako. Al-Kildan has re-

portedly attempted to seize Christian properties, parlia-

ment seats, and endowments of the Church.

On April 12, 2024, after much public pressure, Cardinal 

Sako returned to Baghdad on invitation from Iraqi Prime 

Minister Mohammed Shia’ Al Sudani. His visit to Baghdad 

came two days ahead of Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani’s trip 

to the United States. 

Later, on June 5, Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani reinstated 

Cardinal Sako as the patriarch of the Chaldean Catholics 

in Iraq and the World.

“The decision to return the seat of the Chaldean Catholic 

Patriarch of Iraq and the World is a right and appropriate 

step and I praise [Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani] for this 

decision,” President Masoud Barzani said in a post on X 

on June 12.

“I also appreciate their standing by truth and what is right 

in how they dealt with the matter,” Cardinal Sako said 

about the top Kurdish leaders in the June 22 letter. “Praise 

be to God that matters were eventually set straight by an 

initiative of his eminence, [Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani].”

“I think there is a very great need for 

a clear national vision for the stability 

of the country, and there is no path to 

rectify the crises and fix matters cor-

rectly except through civilized, peace-

ful, wise and courageous dialogue 

upon which all can agree,” he added.

In an interview in August 2023 with 

Kurdistan Chronicle, Cardinal Sako 

also expressed gratitude for the re-

spect and appreciation shown by the 

people of the Kurdistan Region to-

wards religious figures of different 

faiths and expressed his appreciation 

for the culture of coexistence in Kurd-

istan.

“The Christians consider the Kurdis-

tan Region a secure haven amid the 

political and religious conflicts entan-

gling Iraq, prompting them to choose 

to relocate there,” he said. “We, in the 

Kurdistan Region, promote peaceful 

coexistence and wish for it to be a ha-

ven for every individual, irrespective 

of their religion.”

Mohammed Salih, a senior fellow 

at the U.S.-based Foreign Policy 

Research Institute, told Kurdistan 

Chronicle that the decision to rein-

state Cardinal Sako as the Chaldean 

Patriarch was a “blow to both the 

Federal Supreme Court and Iraqi 

President Rashid, who had earlier re-

moved Cardinal Sako from that posi-

tion.”

“This order is important as it seeks to 

appease Cardinal Sako, the Vatican, 

and Iraqi Christians, and is another 

example of circumventing the Federal 

Supreme Court,” Salih said.
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Cardinal Louis Raphael Sako Christians celebrating mass at a church in Erbil, Kurdistan Region
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AGRICULTURE

Transforming Agriculture 
in Kurdistan

T
he Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) has 

embarked on an ambitious journey to revitalize 

its agricultural sector, positioning it as a key driver 

of economic growth and sustainability. With agricultural 

reform as a top priority, the current cabinet has imple-

mented a series of strategic initiatives aimed at boosting 

investment, modernizing infrastructure, and promoting 

local produce. These efforts are reshaping the agricultural 

landscape of the Kurdistan Region, paving the way for a 

more prosperous and self-sufficient future.

Under the leadership of the current administration, the 

allocation of funds to agriculture has seen an unprecedent-

ed rise. Historically, only 1.5% of the government’s bud-

get was dedicated to this vital sector but, recognizing its 

untapped potential and importance, the government has 

increased this figure to nearly 10%. This substantial boost 

in funding has enabled the implementation of numerous 

projects designed to enhance agricultural productivity, sus-

tainability, and profitability.

Multifaceted strategy

A key aspect of the KRG’s agricultural reform strategy is 

the licensing of new companies focused on various facets 

of agricultural production and processing. These new en-

The KRG’s commitment 
to agriculture reform is a 
testament to its vision for 
a diversified and resilient 

economy

Marewan Hawramy 

is a writer and has master’s 
degree in diplomacy and 
international relations.
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Prime Minister Barzani delivering a speech at a ceremony to lay the foundation stone for a new wholesale 
market in Akre
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terprises cover a wide range of activities, 

including the packaging and production 

of eggs, yogurt, milk, and olive oil. By 

fostering the growth of these businesses, 

the government aims to create a more 

self-sufficient agricultural industry. This 

not only reduces the region’s reliance on 

imports but also ensures that high-qual-

ity, locally produced goods are available 

to consumers.

The government’s efforts to promote 

local produce have yielded significant re-

sults, with some of Kurdistan’s finest ag-

ricultural products gaining recognition 

and market presence in the Gulf region. 

High-quality pomegranates, apples, and 

honey from Kurdistan have made their 

way onto the shelves of Gulf markets, 

showcasing the region’s agricultural 

prowess. These initiatives are opening 

new markets for Kurdish farmers, en-

hancing the global reputation of Kurdis-

tan’s agricultural products and providing 

a boost to the local economy.

Infrastructure development is a corner-

stone of the KRG’s agricultural reform 

agenda. Prime Minister Masrour Barzani 

has been a vocal advocate for these re-

forms, highlighting their importance in 

various public statements. One of the 

flagship projects under his administra-

tion is the new $22-million wholesale 

market in Akre, which is nearing com-

pletion and aims to support local farmers 

and traders by providing a central hub 

for agricultural trade.

Prime Minister Barzani recently empha-

sized the significance of this project in a 

post on X: “Akre’s new wholesale mar-

ket will be completed soon. With this 

$22-million investment, we are support-

ing our farmers and local traders on one 

hand and boosting the local economy 

with new jobs on the other.” The mar-

ket is expected to facilitate the efficient 

distribution of local produce, improve 

access to buyers, and stimulate economic 

activity in the region.

The KRG is also focused on improving 

agricultural practices to ensure long-

term sustainability. This involves the 

adoption of modern farming techniques, 

investment in research and development, 
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Prime Minister Barzani visiting farmers in Bardarash District, Duhok, on June 11, 2024
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and the promotion of environmental-

ly friendly practices. By supporting 

initiatives that promote water con-

servation, soil health, and sustainable 

farming methods, the government is 

working to secure the future of agri-

culture in the Kurdistan Region.

Empowering local farmers is at the 

heart of the KRG’s agricultural re-

form efforts. The government has in-

troduced various programs to provide 

farmers with access to better resourc-

es, training, and technology. These 

programs aim to increase crop yields, 

reduce production costs, and improve 

the overall quality of produce. Addi-

tionally, by offering financial support 

and incentives, the KRG is encourag-

ing more people to engage in agricul-

tural activities, thereby strengthening 

the rural economy.

Future prospects and vision

The KRG’s commitment to agricul-

ture reform is a 

testament to its 

vision for a diver-

sified and resilient 

economy. By prior-

itizing this sector, 

the government is 

not only address-

ing immediate 

economic chal-

lenges, but also 

laying the founda-

tion for sustainable growth and de-

velopment. The reforms are expected 

to create numerous job opportunities, 

enhance food security, and improve 

the standard of living for the people 

of the Kurdistan Region.

As these initiatives continue to take 

root, the Kurdistan Region is poised 

to become a model of agricultural ex-

cellence and innovation. The ongoing 

efforts to modernize infrastructure, 

promote local produce, and empow-

er farmers reflect a forward-thinking 

approach that promises to bring long-

term benefits to the region. With 

continued support and investment, 

the future of agriculture in Kurdistan 

looks brighter than ever.
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INSPIRATION

The Inspiring Journey of 
Shireen Khero

Qassim Khidhir 

has 15 years of experience 
in journalism and media 
development in Iraq. He 

has contributed to both local 
and international media 

outlets.

During my captivity, I 
was judged, cursed, and 

tortured
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hireen Khero, a 30-year-old Yezidi 

survivor of the genocide perpetrat-

ed by ISIS, defied all odds to find 

a way forward. In June 2024, she gradu-

ated with a business management degree 

from the American University of Kurdis-

tan (AUK) and was awarded the Honor 

of Resilience by Kurdistan Regional Gov-

ernment Prime Minister Masrour Barzani.

On graduation day, Khero felt immense 

happiness standing before hundreds of 

people, including her sister, brother, 

and friends. “I felt very proud,” she told 

Kurdistan Chronicle. “Finally, my dream 

came true with an extra bonus: the Hon-

or of Resilience from the Prime Minister, 

which I did not expect.”

Khero was in her last year of high school, 

preparing for final exams, when ISIS at-

tacked her village, Hardan, in the Sinjar 

District of Nineveh Governorate. Cap-
Shireen Khero in her traditional Yezidi attire 

P
ho

to
s:

 S
a

fi
n

 H
a

m
id

1918



Khero has joined the Nether-

lands-based organization SEMA, the 

Global Network of Victims and Sur-

vivors of Wartime Sexual Violence. 

In addition to pursuing a career in 

business management, she has de-

cided to dedicate her life to advocat-

ing for the rights and protection of 

the Yezidi community.

Khero does not like the label of 

“victim,” either for herself or oth-

er Yezidi women survivors. “Life is 

not easy, and it’s true that I went 

through a bad experience,” she said. 

“However, I want people to see me 

as Shireen, not as a victim. I’m not 

comfortable when people identify us 

only as victims.”

AUK President Randall Rhodes be-

lieves it is crucial for vulnerable pop-

ulations to have access to higher ed-

ucation. He joined AUK four years 

ago from the American University of 

Armenia, where he served as provost.

“Education is the pathway to success 

in life,” President Rhodes believes. 

“Without education, you’re going 

to continue the cycles of poverty and 

victimization.” 

Rhodes holds a Ph.D. in art history 

from the University of Chicago.

He explained that when AUK nego-

tiates funding with the U.S. Depart-

ment of State to establish scholar-

ships, they try to identify those most 

in need and those who would benefit 

most – in short, the candidates who 

are most motivated to take advan-

tage of education to break the cycles 

of violence that have gripped the 

Middle East for so many years.

“For Khero, it’s very important that 

she moves forward and believes there 

is a next chapter, more to come in 

her life,” Rhodes added. “The great-

est mission on Earth is to help oth-

ers, to make sure they don’t suffer, 

they don’t become victims, that the 

chains of victimization are broken.”

According to AUK, over 72% of its 

students are on scholarships. The 

university is committed to providing 

access to an American-style educa-

tion for the people of the Kurdistan 

Region, regardless of ethnicity, reli-

gion, family name, or ability to pay.

Rhodes would like to get scholarship 

support for Kurds living in Europe, 

the United States, or Canada to re-

turn to Kurdistan and study at AUK.

“By studying at AUK, members of 

the Kurdish diaspora will be recon-

nected with their homeland and 

won’t lose their language or cul-

ture,” Rhodes said.

Rhodes concluded by proposing 

that, if every Kurd living in Ger-

many, Sweden, the Netherlands, or 

the United States were to sponsor 

one person to study in Kurdistan, 

it could dramatically change the 

global perception of the Kurdish 

people. This, he believes, could be a 

path toward ending persecution and 

preventing future genocides against 

Kurdish people, as people in all these 

countries will come to understand 

the realities of the past and present 

in Kurdistan.

tured with her family, she made a 

daring escape in February 2017 to 

Duhok. 

Her life took an unexpected turn 

when she was accepted into the busi-

ness management program at AUK. 

This opportunity marked a fresh start 

for her. Both the faculty and her fel-

low students welcomed her warmly, 

offering the support and inspiration 

she needed to continue her educa-

tion.

“During my captivity, I was judged, 

cursed, and tortured,” said Khero. 

“But at AUK, everyone was nice to 

me. They made me feel safe.”

Since graduation, Shireen’s phone has 

not stopped ringing. Friends and fam-

ily call to congratulate her, and other 

members of the Yezidi community 

have asked about scholarships and 

studying at AUK.

“Khero truly embodies resilience,” 

said Khidher Domle, a friend of Khe-

ro who attended her graduation. 

“There are three reasons why she 

deserved the Honor of Resilience. 

First, after escaping ISIS, Shireen 

didn’t let the trauma define her. She 

found the strength to continue her 

education. Second, she tirelessly used 

all her connections to rescue her sis-

ter and family, who were also cap-

tured by ISIS. Third, Shireen bravely 

raised her voice. She traveled to cities 

like Baghdad to speak out about the 

crimes committed by ISIS and advo-

cate for the rights and protection of 

the Yezidis.”

“Every university in the Kurdistan 

Region and Iraq has a duty to sup-

port Yezidi women survivors,” Domle 

added. “I urge all institutions, in-

cluding private universities, to grant 

scholarships to these women. Educa-

tion empowers them to become sym-

bols of resilience for others and build 

a brighter future.”

In 2014, the Yezidi people in Iraq 

faced a horrific genocide perpetrated 

by ISIS. Thousands of Yezidi men 

were massacred for refusing to con-

vert to Islam, while women and girls 

were abducted and enslaved. This 

brutal campaign forced hundreds of 

thousands to flee their homes.

In 2022, a mass grave containing 60 

people, including Khero’s father, was 

discovered in Hardan. After two years 

of digging and DNA testing, Khe-

ro received her father’s remains last 

January and buried him in the same 

place.

“I am working to turn the location 

of the mass grave into a cemetery as 

a testament to the Yezidi genocide,” 

she said.

Shireen Khero holding her university certificate after graduation 
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EDUCATION

Enabling Refugees 
in Kurdistan’s Education System

Alan Hama Saeed Salih

Kurdistan Regional 
Government Minister of 

Education.

Jean-Nicolas Beuze

UNHCR Representative 
to Iraq.

H
ere in the Kurdistan Region of 

Iraq, people know what it means 

to flee one’s home to escape vi-

olence and persecution. Every Kurdish 

family has experienced firsthand what it 

means to be a refugee. This is why when 

Kurds living in Syria, Türkiye, or Iran 

have sought refuge in the Kurdistan Re-

gion, authorities and communities, as well 

as the international community through 

the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 

have joined forces to welcome them.

Many in the Kurdistan Region received 

their education abroad, during years when 

numerous Iraqi Kurdish families lived in 

exile. Now, it is our turn to give refugee 

children a chance to access quality educa-

tion – on equal footing with Iraqi Kurdish 

children. Without such opportunities to 

learn, interact, and play with their peers, 

and develop into responsible adults, ref-

ugee families would be left without hope 

for their future, including the hope of 

eventually returning to their homes and 

rebuilding their communities.

In most countries, refugee children are al-

lowed to enroll in public schools, a widely 

accepted practice that is both cost-effec-

tive and encourages knowledge sharing. 

The same principle applies here. Why es-

tablish separate schools for refugees with 

dedicated teachers when we can invest 

in enhancing the capacities of our exist-

ing schools? By doing so, we can educate 

both communities side-by-side, fostering 

improved learning outcomes and brighter 

futures for all. Unlike constructing new 

facilities only for refugee children, this 

approach underscores the Kurdistan Re-

gion’s vision for sustainability and inclu-

sivity. As refugees eventually return home, 

our schools will remain.

A social transformation

In alignment with global practices, ref-

ugee children are welcomed in public 

schools across the Kurdistan Region 

through the Refugee Education Inte-

gration Policy, a policy developed by the 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) 

with support from UN agencies. The pol-

icy allows refugee children to attend the 

same schools as Kurdish children, learn 

the local language by following the same 

curriculum, foster relationships, and pur-

sue equal opportunities. By educating 

children to comprehend and appreciate 

each other, we are laying the foundation 

for a future generation that will construct 

a better world in Iraq and in the region. 

But what about qualified refugee teachers 

left without a job after fleeing their home 

countries? This is where the KRG has in-

troduced a groundbreaking decision. We 

have allowed these educators to teach 

both refugee and local children in public 

schools in the Kurdistan Region, so long 

as their diplomas and professional expe-

rience met the requirements of the KRG 

In alignment with 
global practices, refugee 
children are welcomed 
in public schools across 
the Kurdistan Region
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Ministry of Education, in an effort to 

maintain the quality of teaching in 

public schools. 

This is more than just an education-

al shift; it is a social transformation. 

It provides qualified refugee teach-

ers with the chance to contribute to 

the communities that have embraced 

them, an opportunity to make a pos-

itive impact on children from their 

communities and the children of 

neighboring communities.

Moreover, we are creating livelihood 

opportunities for refugees by promot-

ing a more sustainable and inclusive 

environment. “Being able to work as 

a teacher has been a substantial op-

portunity in my life here,” Parveen, a 

refugee teacher, notes. “In the school, 

you see teachers from the refugee and 

local community working together 

and supporting each other.”

Addressing concerns and 
capacities

Certainly, there were initial concerns 

with such a policy, notably the lan-

guage difference. In Syria, teachers 

adhered to an Arabic curriculum 

with students learning in Arabic, de-

spite speaking the Kurdish Kurmanji 

dialect at home and in their Kurdish 

communities. In public schools in the 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq, the teach-

ing language is Kurdish, following 

either the Sorani or Bahdini dialect 

(southern Kurmanji). The question 

arose: can refugee children adapt to 

this shift and can refugee teachers ef-

fectively teach in a different dialect?

Recognizing the legitimacy of these 

concerns, the KRG Ministry of Ed-

ucation and UNHCR proactively 

addressed them. Kurdish language 

classes were provided for children, 

teachers, and parents, whereas new 

teachers underwent training, and 

learning materials were supplied to 

facilitate a smooth transition for ev-

eryone involved. 

In addition, by getting addition-

al funding to rehabilitate existing 

schools and build new classrooms, 

the KRG Ministry of Education and 

UNHRC have enhanced the quality 

of the teaching environment for ev-

eryone. Some 400 qualified full-time 

teachers and some 700 lecturers 

were hired from the Syrian refugee 

community. Meanwhile, the overall 

number of children enrolled in public 

schools increased to 50,000, includ-

ing 70% of school-aged Syrian refugee 

children, in grades one to 12, includ-

ing pre-school, for the academic year 

2023-2024. An additional 21,000 

refugee children await their inclusion. 

“It is disheartening to witness valu-

able knowledge go to waste due to 

conflict,” Layal, a refugee parent from 

Syria, emphasizes. “We have been 

here for ten years and do not know 

when we will return home. We want 

our children to integrate and have the 

same opportunities as Iraqis.”

The journey continues and, for the 

sake of the local and refugee commu-

nities, their children, and their teach-

ers, the international community 

must continue providing support to 

the KRG Ministry of Education. Let 

us remember that it not only takes a 

village to raise a child, but also teach-

ers and a collective group of individ-

uals dedicated to fostering inclusion. 

This model, supported by national 

and international commitment, en-

sures that refugees can take part in 

national systems and become invalu-

able contributors to local economies 

and societies.P
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EDUCATION

Reforming Accreditation 
in Educational System

T
he Kurdistan Regional Govern-

ment (KRG) has embarked on a 

transformative journey to elevate 

the quality of education in the Kurdistan 

Region. The establishment of the Kurdis-

tan Accrediting Association for Education 

(KAAE) signifies a crucial turning point in 

this endeavor, aiming to propel the educa-

tion sector toward excellence and equity.

The KAAE’s primary mission is to es-

tablish and enforce rigorous quality as-

surance standards for K-12 and higher 

education institutions. These standards 

will serve as benchmarks to evaluate the 

effectiveness of schools and universities, 

ensuring they deliver high-quality edu-

cation that aligns with international best 

practices. This will, in turn, necessitate 

a comprehensive review of current prac-

tices, followed by the development of 

standards encompassing various aspects 

of education, including mission-driven 

planning for their alignment with clear 

educational goals and objectives, effective 

governance and organization, curriculum 

alignment with 21st-century skills devel-

opment, student-centered learning with 

the focus on promoting active learning 

and student engagement, effective and 

innovative teaching approaches, and edu-

cational evaluation that assesses the ability 

of institutions to achieve desired learning 

outcomes.

The Kurdistan Region, like many devel-

oping parts of the world, faces numerous 

hurdles to achieving education-related 

goals. Outdated curricula, insufficient re-

sources, and a lack of a unified framework 

hinder progress. Additionally, the absence 

of a robust culture of assessment and eval-

uation leaves the system devoid of reliable 

data to guide informed decision-making. 

Recognizing the critical role that edu-

cation plays in overall development, the 

KRG has prioritized educational reform, 

making the KAAE’s establishment not 

only timely, but also essential for long-

term prosperity.

One of the most significant advantag-

es of the accreditation process lies in its 

objectivity. Standardized and measurable 

benchmarks empower the KRG to ob-

jectively assess the performance of educa-

tional institutions and implement sustain-

able corrective actions. This objectivity is 

crucial for pinpointing areas for improve-

ment and allocating resources strategi-

cally. Without such a system, educational 

reform efforts risk being subjective and 

inconsistent, leading to uneven progress 

across the region.

Honar Issa

 is the Secretary-General 
of Kurdistan Accrediting 
Association for Education.

A key aspect of accreditation involves 

revising curricula to ensure align-

ment with established standards. This 

translates to developing curricula that 

equip students with not only essen-

tial knowledge and skills, but also the 

critical abilities needed to thrive in 

today’s workforce. These crucial skills 

include entrepreneurship, leadership, 

problem-solving, professionalism, 

teamwork, effective communication, 

and lifelong learning.

By creating a culture of continuous 

improvement, schools and universi-

ties will be encouraged to regularly 

review and update their curricula, en-

suring it remains relevant in preparing 

students for the future workforce.

Sustainability and 
transparency

Teachers and faculty members are the 

Recognizing the critical 
role that education plays 
in overall development, 
the KRG has prioritized 

educational reform, 
making the KAAE’s 

establishment not only 
timely, but also essential 
for long-term prosperity
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pillars of quality assurance within aca-

demic institutions. Through the stan-

dards developed by KAAE, educators 

will be exposed to professional devel-

opment programs that enhance their 

skills and equip them to effectively 

support the attainment of learning 

outcomes. Having a strong and qual-

ified teaching force is essential for the 

sustainable development and effec-

tiveness of academic institutions.

Transparency is another crucial com-

ponent of the accreditation process. 

Making shared and informed deci-

sions within academic institutions 

will strengthen their governance and 

organization and foster a collabo-

rative environment that promotes 

progress. Publicly sharing institu-

tional data and accreditation review 

results raises accountability among 

educational institutions. Schools and 

universities, aware that their progress 

is transparent, will be motivated to 

elevate their performance and meet 

established standards. This transpar-

ency also builds trust with students, 

parents, and the broader community 

by providing them with access to reli-

able information about the quality of 

education being provided.

The accreditation process has the 

potential to revolutionize resource 

allocation within the education sec-

tor. Currently, resource allocation in 

Kurdistan can be influenced by fac-

tors beyond actual needs and perfor-

mance. With a clear set of standards 

and regular assessments, resources 

can be directed toward areas demon-

strating the greatest need and poten-

tial impact. This targeted approach 

ensures that all students, regardless of 

their background, have equal access 

to a high-quality education.

Sustainable development hinges on a 

robust educational system. Education 

serves as the foundation upon which 

all other sectors, such as healthcare, 

industry, and social development, 

are built. However, meaningful ed-

ucational reform is a long-term en-

deavor requiring sustained effort and 

commitment. The full impact of the 

accreditation process may take 12-15 

years to fully materialize. Neverthe-

less, starting now lays the ground-

work for a brighter future.

The establishment of the KAAE 

marks a significant milestone in the 

KRG’s educational reform journey. 

By creating a culture of continuous 

improvement, quality assurance, and 

transparency, the KAAE sets the stage 

for an education system that is effec-

tive, equitable, and well-equipped to 

meet the needs of the 21st century. 

While the process requires time and 

dedication, initiating it now ensures 

that the education system in the 

Kurdistan Region is well-equipped to 

shape a brighter future for all its citi-

zens. Through these efforts, the KRG 

is demonstrating its commitment to 

providing high-quality education for 

all, laying the foundation for sus-

tainable development and long-term 

prosperity.

The establishment of 
the KAAE marks a 

significant milestone in 
the KRG’s educational 

reform journey
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HEALTHCARE

Improving Mental Health 
in Kurdistan and Iraq

Chris Bowers 

is a former UK Consul 
General in Erbil, has 
been involved in KRI 

since 2009 and now is a 
psychotherapist in UK.

Dr. Chinar Osman

 is a Consultant 
Neurologist at the Wessex 
Neurological Centre in 

Southampton, UK.

T
he importance of tackling mental 

health problems in the Kurdis-

tan Region, and indeed globally, 

is obvious – these challenges have sim-

ply not received enough attention in the 

Kurdistan Region, as in many parts of the 

Middle East. That, however, is beginning 

to change and, in Kurdistan, the Oxford 

Cognitive Therapy Center (OCTC), 

which is part of Oxford University, is lead-

ing the charge. 

Mental health issues pose a significant risk 

to one’s physical health, educational and 

work prospects, likelihood of committing 

a crime, and even longevity. In post-con-

flict zones, this is particularly acute. In ad-

dition to the personal impact on individ-

uals, their families, and caregivers, mental 

health concerns come at a very high cost 

to economic well-being. A hallmark of a 

resilient community is the ability to deal 

with and respond effectively to peoples’ 

mental health challenges and manage the 

disruption caused by them. 

World Health Organization figures sug-

gest that depression and other mental 

health issues are an increasing burden on 

societies as communicable diseases gradu-

ally recede; communities recovering from 

conflict are also especially vulnerable in 

this regard. 

These factors are as prevalent in the Kurd-

istan Region and Iraq as elsewhere in the 

world, but there are other issues that com-

pound the mental health situation. The 

Kurdistan Region and Iraq have faced de-

cades of trauma and violence, with entire 

communities engulfed by armed conflict, 

extreme political violence, and genocide. 

Forced migration within, into, and out of 

the country has been a feature for several 

decades, another significant contributor 

to trauma and depression. 

Addressing the issue

The Kurdistan Regional Government has 

been fully supportive of the OCTC’s ef-

forts. Kurdish society is noted for its tol-

erance and willingness to help those who 

are suffering now or who have suffered in 

the past from the travails that have rained 

upon the region and its people. 

The need in Iraq contrasts sharply with 

the provision and conception of mental 

health services. Only a small number of 

psychiatrists offer medicalized solutions, 

while primary health care workers receive 

insufficient training to detect mental 

health issues. This is compounded by a 

profound stigma that is associated with 

mental health in Iraq. 

However, there is evidence to suggest 

that targeted training in cost-effective 

’talking cure’ therapies can begin to ad-

dress the gap in Iraq and create a more 

’stepped’ approach, enabling a reliable 

referral process.

Through a project initiated and coordi-

nated by KR-UK-IMPAKT, a UK-based 

non-governmental organization (NGO) 

of interested mental health profession-

als, the OCTC is training 30 Iraqi Kurds 

to deliver cognitive behavioral therapy 

(CBT) to other Kurds. The OCTC, which 

is both a part of Oxford University and P
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the Oxford branch of the UK’s National Health Service, is 

a leading trainer in the UK. Conducted in teaching blocks 

across a calendar year, the training, much of which is done 

online, includes extensive ongoing supervision for trainees 

and is already exceeding the OCTC’s expectations.

The first cohort of 30 Kurdistanis – who speak excellent 

English, have a background in psychology, strong inter-

personal skills, and access to clients – should finish their 

training. What has the experience been like for them so far? 

“From day one, the first benefit was getting to know ev-

eryone, forming a community. Then, we were exposed to 

an incredible wealth of knowledge. Initially, we just heard 

the name ’Oxford’ and thought the training would be very 

hard – but no. They’re working with us to make difficult 

material more approachable. It’s not easy, but they make 

it easy. The trainers are so kind with us, and we are very 

grateful to them.”

Efficiently building foundations

The OCTC trainers are delighted with the project so far 

and are eager to enact the five-year goal of building the 

foundations of a modern mental health service in a part of 

the world that desperately needs it. Included in this goal is 

creating a regulatory framework and a market for psycho-

therapists in the Kurdistan Region.

The project depends on the services of the European 

Technology and Training Center, an experienced training 

organization based across Iraq, to recruit candidates, en-

sure good trainer-trainee liaison, and to manage relations 

with the authorities, who have been supportive. The wider 

team, led by KR-UK-IMPAKT, have worked pro bono so 

far to help negotiate any cultural issues that emerge. 

Online training sharply reduces costs and exposure to se-

curity issues while enabling more equitable working ar-

rangements. The project is relatively cheap – at a cost of 

around £250,000 per annum – targeted, and involves a 

multi-year commitment of up to five years. Funding for 

the first two years so far has been provided by a private do-

nor with a long-standing commitment to Iraqi Kurds, par-

ticularly those who helped journalists during the difficult 

times in the early 1990s. The project is seeking funding for 

years three to five.

The project is eminently replicable, and its project coordi-

nators are ready to bring their experience into other set-

tings. 

CBT, a highly effective treatment for most common men-

tal health issues, also provides an entry point to a range of 

situations and areas of focus. 

Initial discussions suggest that a CBT training intervention 

could prove a useful, targeted tool in Iraq, particularly in 

areas liberated from ISIS. For instance, CBT training can 

help the families of missing persons and those searching 

for or who have found the remains of loved ones. It can 

also help those suffering from ambiguous loss and trau-

matic memories. 

There can be a wide variability in people’s ability to cope 

with, and adjust to, the absence or death of someone close 

to them. This includes a constellation of beliefs: a griever’s 

thoughts about the circumstances of the death, their feel-

ings about the person who died, their reflections on the 

relationship with that person, and their assessment of their 

own ability to survive the loss. Uncertainty adds another 

complicating dimension to adaptation that needs careful 

and qualified help.

Taking a step-back, the Yezidi geno-

cide crisis marked an inflection point 

for the global humanitarian com-

munity. ISIS’s rape and torture of 

women and young girls meant that 

the victims’ needs were as much psy-

chological as they were physical. The 

responses of the UN and NGOs in 

providing food and shelter for the 

Yezidis were necessary, but insuffi-

cient. Many NGOs struggled to find 

Kurds who had the right language 

skills, experience, training, and exper-

tise to address the deep trauma that 

many Yezidis were suffering from and 

continue to suffer from to this day. 

This is ultimately because psychother-

apeutic techniques are in their infan-

cy in Kurdistan, Iraq and the Middle 

East. There is no qualified wellspring 

of expertise to draw upon from the 

host community – itself bereft of 

talking cure therapists. 

In short, there is no health without 

mental health. The OCTC has started 

to deliver CBT training in the Kurd-

istan Region with best-in-class UK 

trainers cheaply and effectively, thus 

laying the foundations for a compre-

hensive and resilient system for the 

treatment of mental health issues in 

the region and beyond. 
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ARCHAEOLOGY

Kurdistan
A New Frontier for 

Archaeology 

A
n exhibition in Erbil organized 

by the Consulate of Italy in Erbil 

showcased11 Italian archaeologi-

cal excavations in the Kurdistan Region, 

demonstrating the region’s potential for 

rich discoveries and highlighting sites that 

date back thousands of years.

Archaeologists working on these projects 

emphasize that the Kurdistan Region of-

fers considerable opportunities for archae-

ological excavations, as much of the area 

remains unexplored.

“The Kurdistan Region has huge poten-

tial because it only opened to archaeolo-

gy 10 years ago,” Paola Sconzo, Assistant 

Professor of Near Eastern and Phoenician 

Archaeology at the University of Palermo 

in Italy, told Kurdistan Chronicle. 

“So, there are areas like the area north of 

Erbil immediately north of Duhok that 

have been explored only recently. What 

we have been doing in recent years is re-

ally pioneering work in areas that were 

unreachable by foreigners before. It’s a 

playground for us.”

Sconzo is part of the ReLand project, 

formed in January 2023 through collabo-

ration between the University of Palermo 

and the General Directorate of Antiquities 

of Duhok, focusing on the on the impact 

of water level fluctuations on archeologi-

cal sites in the Mosul Dam basin, which 

counts over 275 archaeological sites.

“We began just last year. It’s a new project. 

Within a year, Mosul Dam experienced a 

40-meter fluctuation in water levels. This 

means sites are mostly submerged in Jan-

uary and fully submerged now, causing 

damage and erosion,” said Sconzo. 

“We are working together with the Di-

rector General of Antiquities of Duhok to 

try to establish a protocol for monitoring, 

safeguarding, and recording all of the her-

itage that is being lost year by year.”

Sconzo noted that she has never felt un-

safe in the Kurdistan Region, adding that 

it is a very nice place to work. 

“I have been working in Kurdistan for 

10 years. I was working with the German 

Mission before in this region and regular-

ly participate in surveys. I have always felt 

safe. I trust the people who are guiding 

me, and the Director General of Antiqui-

ties is taking care of everyone.”

Luca Peyronel, Professor at the University 

of Milan in Italy, who is involved in 

an Italian archaeological expedition in 

the Erbil Plain, highlighted that most 

archeological projects started in the 

Kurdistan Region around 2010. 

“The Kurdistan Region is almost un-

known in terms of ancient history. We 

currently have many expeditions here, 

at least 11 Italian expeditions, but 

there are also expeditions headed by 

other countries. They cooperate with 

local archaeologists, especially on the 

Erbil Plain.”

In this capacity, Peyronel has partici-

pated in excavations at sites like Hela-

wa and Aliawa, situated in the south-

western region of the Erbil Plain.

These excavations offer insights into 

complex relationships between hu-

man communities and the natural 

environment, from the emergence of 

the first settled villages in the Neolith-

ic and Chalcolithic periods (5th and 

4th millennia BC), then in the Bronze 

Age (3rd and 2nd millennia BC) as 

well as the era of the great empires in 

the 1st millennium BC, and beyond 

into the Islamic period.

“The plain is very important be-

cause of its crucial strategic position 

between the Tigris Valley and the 

Zagros Mountains. Important trade 

routes crossed in this region. We also 

discovered the region’s first Neolithic 

population here,” Peyronel added. 

“The first signs of agriculture in the 

region date to the 6th and 5th mil-

lennia BC. That’s important to know 

when first surveying the region. Later 

we see traces of initial socio-economic 

complexity of the world’s first cities in 

northern Mesopotamia and how they 

developed into regional kingdoms 

during the Bronze Age.”

 

Valentina Vezzoli, faculty member 

Kurdistan Chronicle 

Italian Archaeological Exhibition in Erbil
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with a focus on Islamic archeology at 

the University of Udine, is studying 

the site of Bazhera near Akre. The site 

is part of a three-year project that fea-

tures the remains of a structure used 

as a secure facility for merchants and 

travelers to rest and trade (caravanse-

rai), the excavation of which will shed 

light on the settlement of this region 

during the Islamic period.

“Islamic archaeology is a field not yet 

well studied in the region, although 

it is really rich in that regard. Inter-

national archaeological projects in the 

region show that there are many ru-

ral and urban sites with tremendous 

potential from the Islamic period. It’s 

very interesting.”

She added that the Consulate of Italy 

in Erbil and the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) General Direc-

torate of Antiquities and Heritage 

were very supportive of these archae-

ological missions. “We are collaborat-

ing with them on various projects.”

Her team lives in Akre. “It’s a very 

nice city, with great food and very 

nice people. We really love the area,” 

she said.

Jesper Eidem, Associate Professor at 

the University of Pisa in Italy, works 

on the Tell Shemshara site in Ranya 

Plain near Lake Dokan, which is one 

of the most famous archaeological 

sites in the Kurdistan Region.

Danish and Iraqi excavations car-

ried out in this area in the 1950s 

unearthed the remains of an ancient 

Babylonian palace, including import-

ant cuneiform tablets dating back 

4,000 years.

Eidem said before 2003 that it was 

impossible to work in the Kurdistan 

Region due to a civil war that began 

in the 1990s. “However, in recent 

years, the KRG has been very active in 

promoting archeology.”

“We must continue our efforts to find 

more. It’s very important because the 

lake’s water level goes up and down 

every year and eats away at the site, so 

every year some of it is lost. It’s a race 

against time.”

Italian Consul in Erbil Michele Cam-

erota told Kurdistan Chronicle that 

the Italian archaeological missions 

represent the “best example of cultur-

al and scientific collaboration with the 

Kurdish Region and with the whole 

of Iraq, of which Italy holds the re-

cord.”

He noted that the Italian Agency for 

Development Cooperation has also 

provided a grant in Faida and Khinis 

in Duhok Governorate, “where the 

team from the University of Udine 

discovered some Assyrian rock reliefs 

of immense value along the irrigation 

system dated to the time of King Sen-

nacherib.”

 

“In recent years, Kurdistan has 

emerged as a new frontier of the 

world archaeology itineraries, thanks 

to both the warm hospitality of the 

locals and for the general conditions 

in the field. We believe, in agreement 

with the Kurdish authorities, that pre-

serving and enhancing the legacies of 

the different eras and civilizations has 

the ultimate purpose of affirming the 

value of culture as a driver for tourist 

attraction,” Camerota said. 

“Moreover, the local population 

is already involved in various ways 

with the activities carried out by the 

archaeologists, which creates job op-

portunities for the community. Our 

final aim is to further promote local 

awareness to contribute to the en-

hancement of this priceless universal 

heritage.”

Italy’s Consul General Michele Camerota and KRG Minister of Municipality and Tourism Sasan Othman Awni Habib at the Italian 
Archaeological Exhibition in Erbil
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Bachelor of Science in chemical engineering from Malar-

dalens University in Eskilstuna, Sweden, and then went on 

to receive two master’s degrees: one in quality assessment 

in pharmaceutical sciences/biotechnology and another in 

cancer prevention and pharmacy design. 

Later, he earned a doctorate in cellular sig-

naling pathway and epigenetics from the 

Karolinska Institute in Solna, Sweden, 

where he worked as a postdoctoral re-

searcher in environmental toxicology. In 

2017, he received an offer from Harvard 

Medical School for a second postdoctor-

al fellowship in oncology and cancer bi-

ology. Four years later, he was promot-

ed to the faculty at Harvard, where he 

began focusing on research concerning 

brain cancer in children and aggressive 

prostate cancer. He remains an assistant pro-

fessor at the Karolinska Institute. 

I met Ghalali at Boston’s Children Hos-

pital in May 2024, and he accompanied 

me across the street to the hospital’s 

lab, where he spends most of 

his time researching 

and conducting 

scientific ex-

periments. 

Before 

jump-

ing 

into questions related to his homeland and being a Kurd, I 

wanted to know more about his vascular biology research. 

After explaining cometabolism and drug development 

for late-stage forms of cancer, Ghalali mentioned several 

interesting findings that he hopes will make a 

difference for patients.

For example, new diagnostic biomarkers 

could be used to determine whether a 

patient has a particular medical con-

dition for which treatment may be 

indicated, such as for different brain 

vascular abnormalities or diseases. 

Ghalali is also in the process of pub-

lishing his latest findings on the most 

aggressive form of medulloblastoma, 

a type of childhood brain cancer. This 

study examined hundreds of patients, 

finding a protein that can be targeted by a 

new medication that might lead to a better 

prognosis. 

His team at Harvard also studies the deadli-

est form of brain cancer in children – dif-

fuse intrinsic pontine glioma – and 

has made notable strides. Gha-

lali works on several other 

projects as well, including 

developing alternative ther-

apy options and new treat-

ments.

Scientific research 
on Halabja

Shifting to more personal 

matters, I wondered how 

Ghalali felt as a stateless 

Kurd teaching at one of 

the best universities in 

the world. “Statelessness 

is a strength, not a weak-

ness,” he said. “The polit-

ical condition and de facto 

statelessness of the Kurds 

is proof of their resilience, 

emphasizing the contin-

ued survival of the Kurd-

ish people. Therefore, 

there is nothing too spe-

cial about a Kurd being 

able to reach Harvard. 

Kurds can reach any place 

of excellence if the oppor-

tunity exists. I am honored 

to represent my nation in 

a positive way. My Kurdish 

ACHIEVEMENT

Acclaimed Harvard Oncologist 
and Defender of Kurdish 

Resilience

D
r. Aram Ghalali, a distinguished 

oncologist and biotechnolo-

gist at Harvard Medical School, 

was honored earlier this year in Marquis 

Who’s Who as one of 2024’s Top Educa-

tors and Top Scientists for his “dedication, 

achievements, and leadership in surgical 

instruction,” according to the company’s 

website. These recognitions underline not 

only Ghalali’s contributions to the field of 

medical education, but also the resilience, 

determination, and talent that he has 

demonstrated to reach this point.

Born in Sulaymaniyah in the Kurdistan Re-

gion, Ghalali has faced adversity through-

out his life. When Ghalali was nine years 

old, his father, who had dedicated his life 

to serving the people of Kurdistan, was 

tragically assassinated. When he was 14, 

he and his family made the difficult deci-

sion to leave Kurdistan behind and seek 

refuge in Sweden amid a civil war.

The arduous journey to Sweden took two 

years, with the family making the journey 

across Europe largely on foot. At one 

point on the journey, they were separat-

ed from each other, and Ghalali arrived 

in Sweden at the age of 16 not knowing 

where his family members were. Fate, 

however, smiled upon him, and he was 

soon reunited with his loved ones. It was 

during his time in Sweden that his pas-

sion for medicine and scientific research 

began to blossom. Inspired by his expe-

riences and driven by a desire to make a 

difference, he embarked on a remarkable 

academic journey. 

Substantive research

As a child, Ghalali was placed in a voca-

tional school. He had missed schooling 

for several years, but his strong desire to 

learn was quickly recognized. He earned 

a Bachelor of Arts in biotechnology and a 

In 2017, he received 
an offer from Harvard 
Medical School for a 
second postdoctoral 

fellowship in oncology 
and cancer biology
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will always be a part of us. As we have 

been away from Kurdistan for many 

years, physically speaking, we have left 

Kurdistan, but emotionally, Kurdistan 

will never leave us,” he said.

He underscores how Kurdish identity 

has had a tremendous impact on his 

personality and career. “Whatever I do, 

I always make sure to do it to the best of 

his abilities, so that my actions represent 

Kurdistan in a noble way,” he said. 

Despite his feelings and intentions, un-

fortunately, he has not been able to de-

velop good collaborative relationships 

with universities in Kurdistan. He has 

attempted to reach out to them to es-

tablish connections and provide access 

to state-of-the-art courses to Kurdish 

students, but has only managed to se-

cure access to Harvard courses for a few 

students at the University of Sulaymani-

yah. 

 

Aside from his academic career, Ghalali 

is passionate about wildlife conserva-

tion and environmentalism. In his spare 

time, he enjoys attending musicals and 

classical music concerts and reading, 

mainly applied history, art, and geopoli-

tics. He is also physically active, playing 

sports and hiking. Most of all, he loves 

spending time in nature; the closer he 

is to nature, the more at peace he feels. 

He concluded our conversation with a 

couple pieces of advice for the younger 

generation in Kurdistan. “In a nutshell, 

society is organized by rights and re-

sponsibilities,” he said. “It is saddening 

that many young people today often 

demand more rights without enough 

consideration of their own personal 

responsibilities. Rights are given, but 

responsibilities are taken. That is, you 

give when your opponent is weaker,” 

he said.

“However, strong individuals do not 

wait for things to be delivered. No mat-

ter the obstacles, they take command of 

their own lives and become masters of 

their own destinies. One should com-

mit oneself to one’s own promises and 

goals, then apply discipline and consis-

tency to achieve one’s vision.” 

background has been and will always be a source of deter-

mination and perseverance,” he said.   

 

One way that he has tapped into this background is by 

harnessing his skill and experience in the medical field to 

study the long-term effects of the 

chemical weapons that were used on 

the Kurds at Halabja in the 1980s. 

”The harmful effects of these weap-

on have been studied in relation to 

the immediate attack or a short time 

after, but study of the long-term ef-

fects has been neglected,” Ghalali 

observed.

“For instance, in the case of Halab-

ja, it has been 36 years and nowhere 

in the world are the long-term ef-

fects of chemical weapons being 

researched in detail. Therefore, the 

work in Halabja is truly a very spe-

cial case when viewed from a sci-

entific perspective. Currently, the 

Halabja attack is remembered as simply a humanitarian 

question, but I am aiming to make it one of genuine scien-

tific inquiry,” he noted. 

“There is no knowledge regarding treatment of the long-

term damage caused by these weapons,” he continued. 

“There is an urgent need for reliable and solid research 

about this important matter. There is a plethora of health 

consequences suffered by those in Halabja, including an 

observed increase in cancer case rates, severe respiratory 

problems, and neurological and 

psychiatric problems.” 

Ghalali is spearheading a group 

of internationally recognized 

multi-disciplinary experts from var-

ious institutes. “We are analyzing 

environmental samples from Hal-

abja for chemical weapons agent 

degradation products and mapping 

the cellular toxicity profiles of the 

extracts found in the surrounding 

environment. With this research, 

we hope to build public awareness 

about the Halabja massacre, which 

remains tragically unrecognized in 

the international scientific commu-

nity,” he said.

“Rights are given, responsibilities taken”

Being a Kurd is Ghalali’s greatest pride, no matter how 

far away he is physically from his homeland. “Kurdistan 

His team at Harvard also 
studies the deadliest form 
of brain cancer in children 
– diffuse intrinsic pontine 
glioma – and has made 

notable strides

Goran Shakhawan (right) with Dr. Aram Ghalali (left) at his laboratory
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IDENTITY

Reimagining the Kurdish Question 
Identity, Diversity, and Solidarity

W
hen I was invited to contribute 

an article for Kurdistan Chron-

icle, I spent several hours in 

deep reflection. Over the last ten years, I 

have written hundreds, perhaps thousands 

of pages for my anthropology classes, my 

master’s thesis, and most recently, my 

Ph.D. dissertation. How do I choose a 

topic from among them to share? Equally 

challenging is the nervousness I feel when 

sharing my work with Kurdish people. 

Although I love to speak publicly, teach 

anthropology, and present my findings, 

I am, above all, a student of the Kurdish 

Stephen Fox 

earned a Bachelor of Science 
in Anthropology from 

Oregon State University, 
a Master of Arts in 

Anthropology from the 
University of Idaho and 
is now a 3rd Year Ph.D. 
student of Anthropology 

at the University of 
Kentucky. As a Cultural 
Anthropologist, Mr. Fox’s 
primary interests include 

Kurdish culture and history, 
the anthropology of policy, 
migration, anthropology of 
the Middle East, identity 

negotiation, conflict 
negotiation, and the human 
impacts of climate change.

people. I do not dare attempt to tell 

Kurds what it means to be Kurdish. 

After much contemplation, I remem-

bered the words of one of my Kurdish 

friends,

“Whenever people research Kurds, 

it’s always along the lines of should 

Kurds have statehood or do they 

deserve independence? But nothing 

really about the dynamics of what 

makes us the way we are. Why are we 

so scattered? Why have we relocated? 

So your research is definitely some-

thing that’s going to be very import-

ant in understanding the trajectory of 

Kurds everywhere.”

Understanding the trajectory of 

Kurds everywhere. This profound 

statement hints at a remarkable as-

pect often overlooked in discussions 

about Kurdish people: the diversity 

of Kurdish identity. Its complexity 

goes far beyond political aspirations. 

It encompasses the intricacies of their 

linguistic diversity, religious plurality, 

and cultural traditions. Understand-

ing the Kurdish experience involves 

a comprehensive examination of 

the nuanced, multifaceted nature of 

Kurdish identity across different re-

gions of Kurdistan and in the diaspo-

ra.

Kurdish communities across the four 

regions of Kurdistan each contribute 

unique elements to a vibrant and en-

during Kurdish identity. This diversity 

is evident in their various linguistic 

dialects, including Kurmanji, Sorani, 

and Pehlewani. The religious land-

scape is equally rich, encompassing 

Islam, Judaism, Yezidism, Christiani-

ty, Alevism, and Zoroastrianism. Po-

litically, while the vision for Kurdish 

autonomy differs by region, Kurds 

are united in their pursuit of self-de-

termination. Culturally, the distinct 

traditions, music, dance, and cuisine 

of each Kurdish area underscore both 

their individuality and shared heri-

tage. Together, these elements form 

a resilient and dynamic identity cel-

ebrated by Kurds around the world.

Identity negotiation

For my master’s research, I explored 

how Kurds express their identities 

differently within Kurdistan and in 

the diaspora. In anthropology, this is 

known as “identity negotiation” – a 
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dynamic process where individuals 

and groups continuously define their 

identities through interactions with 

others and in varying social con-

texts. With respect to how migration 

shapes and influences identity ne-

gotiation, anthropologists observe 

how people assimilate, integrate, or 

isolate in their adoptive countries. 

Assimilation refers to the process by 

which migrants gradually accept the 

cultural norms, values, and practices 

of the host society, often losing their 

native cultural identity in the pro-

cess. Integration involves migrants 

maintaining their distinct cultural 

identity while also participating in 

the social, economic, and political 

life of the host society. This process 

emphasizes mutual accommodation 

and acceptance between migrants 

and the host population. Isolation 

occurs when migrants remain sep-

arated from the host society, often 

maintaining economic, social, and 

linguistic separation.

In both Kurdistan and the diaspora, 

Kurds navigate multiple, intersecting 

identities such as ethnicity, gender 

roles, and nationality. In anthropol-

ogy, these labels are known as “iden-

tity markers,” which can sometimes 

conflict or require prioritization 

depending on the context. Power 

dynamics significantly influence this 

negotiation process, especially be-

tween dominant and marginalized 

groups. Marginalized groups often 

must negotiate their identities in en-

vironments that devalue or stereo-

type them. This process is dynamic, 

evolving as individuals encounter 

new experiences, relationships, and 

environments. This evolution leads 

to the integration of new aspects 

into one’s identity or the redefini-

tion of existing ones.

Seeking validation and acceptance is 

a crucial part of identity negotiation, 

as it helps individuals feel secure and 

authentic in their self-presentation. 

Overall, identity negotiation is es-

sential for personal well-being and 

social cohesion. It enables individu-

als and groups to navigate complex 

social landscapes, fosters under-

standing and acceptance in diverse 

societies, and allows for the devel-

opment of a coherent and resilient 

sense of self.

Extensive interviews for my re-

search suggest that in the Middle 

East, Kurdish culture and identity 

are shaped by social, linguistic, re-

ligious, political, economic, and 

geographical conditions. Türkiye, 

Iran, Iraq, and Syria each reflect a 

diverse set of cultures, traditions, 

and ideologies in their national con-

texts. Relationships between Turk-

ish Kurds and Syrian Kurds do not 

resemble those between Iraqi Kurds 

and Iranian Kurds. The absence of 

a common language, along with 

competing economic and political 

interests, make Kurdish identity an 

ambiguous and fractured concept 

within Kurdistan. Furthermore, the 

denial of Kurdish ethnic identity by 

dominant Middle Eastern nations, 

with only sparse acknowledgment 

from nations outside the region, has 

further complicated the issue. The 

construction of identity without 

collective agreement is problematic. 

Nevertheless, Kurdish people have 

endured violent opposition to assert 

their unique place among world cul-

tures.

For many Kurds, the challenge of 

identity negotiation is a reconcilia-

tion between the past and the pres-

ent, between aspirations and reality. 

Their initial cultural spaces – homes 

and birthplaces – are extraordinarily 

dissimilar and cannot be neatly en-

capsulated under a single label. One 

person I interviewed described this 

struggle, saying, “I feel like the cul-

ture repels me, and I repel the cul-

ture … it’s a very conflicting feeling. 

I don’t think it’s just me. I found 

that a lot of people who are in my 

position, who come to a Western so-

ciety at a young age and have grown 

up there, have this sort of a conflict 

where they can’t find peace … I’m 

not this, but I’m not that either.” 

Another person shared, “I am a 

prisoner of my culture.” These 

reflections suggest profound in-

ternal and external obstacles faced 

by Kurds in the diaspora as they 

navigate a sense of belonging and 

identity in host countries. They are 

caught between the pull of their 

cultural heritage and the push of 

their adopted societies, highlight-

ing the complexity and emotional 

weight of forging an identity that 

encompasses both worlds.

In the diaspora, the shared iden-

tity among Kurds becomes more 

cohesive, overshadowing the divi-

sions that exist in Kurdistan. Hav-

ing been targets of oppression for 

so long, values such as fairness and 

equity hold profound significance 

for the Kurdish people. Kurds are 

deeply committed to their families 

and are known for their creativity, 

entrepreneurship, ambition, and 

patriotism. Despite thousands of 

years of history, it is only recently 

that Kurds are beginning to ex-

press who they are fully and freely.

It is both fascinating and perhaps a 

cruel irony that the full realization 

of Kurdish solidarity and identity 

is being achieved in multicultural 

environments, where Kurds adopt 

a shared language that is not a 

Kurdish dialect. While the social, 

political, linguistic, and religious 

differences present in Kurdistan 

also exist in the diaspora, they do 

not result in significant conflict. 

The history of the Kurdish people 

represents millennia of struggle, 

survival, and the quest for an in-

dependent Kurdish state where 

Kurdish culture and identity can 

be fully expressed, free from any 

debate over their personhood or 

right to exist. My deepest hope is 

for a unified Kurdish people, both 

in Kurdistan and in the diaspora, 

to find strength, solidarity, and 

peace in their shared heritage and 

aspirations. 
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NATIONALISM

Nationalism in Kurdistan
A Historical and 

Sociopolitical Prespective

İbrahim Gürbüz

is the head of the Ismail 
Beşikci Foundation.

T
o comprehend the historical tra-

jectory of the Kurdish intellectual 

heritage, it is imperative to under-

take a brief retrospective historical analy-

sis. Beginning from the late Ottoman Em-

pire period, we will examine the impact of 

colonial-assimilation policies implement-

ed during the Committee of Union and 

Progress (CUP) and Kemalist eras on the 

development of the intellectual potential 

underpinning national and historical con-

sciousness. Subsequently, we will attempt 

to elucidate the intellectual and cognitive 

consequences on Kurdish society and its 

intelligentsia of the displacement of Kurd-

ish elites and intellectuals from Kurdistan, 

illustrating this impact with examples. Be-

fore delving into the devastation wrought 

upon the intellectual accumulation in 

Kurdistan, we will also touch upon the 

concept of nationalism. In this context, 

we will explore themes such as diaspora 

nationalism, ethnic nationalism, and terri-

torial nationalism, providing an outline of 

the main contours of the issue.

To facilitate a deeper understanding of 

these subjects, it is advantageous to first 

examine the observations of two eminent 

theorists of nationalism: Benedict Ander-

son and Anthony D. Smith. 

Benedict Anderson was a renowned polit-

ical scientist and historian of Anglo-Irish 

descent. His 1983 book Imagined Com-

munities: Reflections on the Origin and 
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izing the society in which they reside 

as their homeland. For instance, the 

sentiments of some Kurdish intellec-

tuals in Sweden are grounded in these 

principles. The concept of the “shared 

homeland” represents a much earlier 

stage in this context.

British historical sociologist Antho-

ny D. Smith, meanwhile, categorized 

nationalisms into two primary types: 

“ethnic” and “territorial.” According 

to this classification, territorial na-

tionalism is distinguished from ethnic 

nationalism, which emphasizes ethnic 

continuity, by its attribution of sanc-

tity to a specific piece of land and its 

identification of the community’s ex-

istence with that territory. Territorial 

nationalism is, by nature, focused on 

founding a nation-state. On the oth-

er hand, ethnic nationalism does not 

focus on territory and, therefore, does 

not entail demands for independence 

and statehood; instead, it expresses 

the desire to exist culturally within 

the country in which it resides.

Considering this theoretical frame-

work, when we examine the concept 

of Kurdistan and Kurdish national-

ism, we observe how the social fab-

ric and intellectual accumulation of 

Kurdish society have been devastated 

through processes of exile, plunder, 

denial, and assimilation. The cen-

tralization policies initiated by the 

Ottoman Empire in the first quarter 

of the 19th century, particularly the 

Tanzimat reforms launched by the 

1839 Edict of Gulhane, aimed to 

abolish the administrative and polit-

ical status of the Kurdish emirates. 

This was a maneuver to re-colonize 

and annex Kurdistan. To achieve this, 

efforts were made to dismantle politi-

cal and administrative structures such 

as Kurdish mirs and the emirate sys-

tem, as well as to persecute Kurdish 

intellectuals.

The operation initiated with this ra-

tionale was concluded in the mid-

19th century. Kurdish mirs and their 

families were exiled from Kurdistan 

and relocated to Istanbul and oth-

er regions of the Ottoman Empire. 

Emergent Turkish nationalism, root-

ed in the late Ottoman period, per-

petuated its colonial policy towards 

the Kurds and Kurdistan during the 

era of the CUP. The resolutions made 

at the secret CUP congress held in 

Salonica in 1911 were meticulously 

implemented, resulting in the con-

tinuation of policies of exile, demo-

graphic restructuring, and colonial 

assimilation.

Additionally, the development of 

land-based nationalism was hin-

dered by the displacement of Kurd-

ish intellectuals from their ancestral 

lands. Turkish nationalism has large-

ly achieved its goals by leaving the 

Kurds leaderless and devoid of intel-

lectuals, and by relentlessly pursuing 

Spread of Nationalism has since be-

come a seminal text in the field of 

nationalism studies. According to 

Anderson, the formation and dis-

semination of nationalism transpired 

through elements such as the mod-

ernization process, the development 

of the press and printing technolo-

gies, and language standardization. 

Particularly, the role of language and 

printing presses was pivotal in the 

emergence of modern nation-states.

An essential aspect of Anderson’s the-

ory of nationalism is diaspora nation-

alism. Diaspora nationalists harbor the 

desire to maintain their national iden-

tity while simultaneously not wishing 

to sever ties with the society in which 

they live. In other words, this type of 

nationalism functions as a “phantom 

foundation” for individuals who seek 

to experience a national connection 

but do not actually wish to detach 

from diaspora communities. This na-

tionalism encompasses a longing for 

a lost homeland while also internal-
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the assimilation of Kurds and other 

ethnic groups within former Ottoman 

territories. This rupture has deeply 

affected Kurdish intellectual circles, 

particularly obstructing the formation 

of homeland-based nationalism.

As I mentioned earlier, nationalist 

thought typically evolves and spreads 

through instruments such as schools, 

universities, and printed materials es-

tablished on national territory. How-

ever, the Kurdish community and 

its intellectuals have been deprived 

of these instruments. Deprived of 

these opportunities, Kurds were in-

doctrinated within the Ottoman and 

subsequently Turkish educational 

systems, particularly in centers like 

Istanbul. Consequently, while Arab, 

Greek, and Bulgarian intellectuals 

demanded independent states, Kurd-

ish intellectuals defended the unity 

of the Ottoman Empire. During this 

process, Kurds demanded language 

and cultural rights within the unity 

of the Ottoman Empire but did not 

demand freedom and independence. 

Therefore, land-based national con-

sciousness did not develop among 

Kurdish intellectuals educated outside 

of Kurdistan.

In certain regions of Kurdistan, no-

tably Barzan and Behdinan, which 

Ottoman-Turkish, Persian, and Arab 

colonizers invaded multiple times but 

failed to annex, the colonial assimila-

tion policy could not be implement-

ed. Consequently, in these regions, 

the intellectual accumulation that 

emerged, particularly in the madra-

sas, contributed to the development 

of land-based Kurdish nationalism. 

However, in regions where Kurdish 

leaders and intellectuals were exiled, 

where Kurdish mutasarrifs (provin-

cial governors) and military com-

manders were appointed to the upper 

cadres of the Ottoman Empire, and 

where colonial annexation occurred, 

a “landless” nationalism developed 

with a focus on the unity of the Em-

pire and state.

Despite the strong longing for their 

homeland among Kurdish intellectu-

als in the diaspora, land-based nation-

alism did not develop. The reason is 

clear: these intellectuals were discon-

nected from their ancestral society 

and land. Their material conditions 

shaped their thoughts. Diaspora intel-

lectuals romanticize and idealize their 

homeland due to their separation 

from the land, ultimately hindering 

the development of land-based na-

tionalism.

The pioneers of Ottoman-Turkish 

assimilation policies, by orchestrating 

the exile of Kurdish intellectuals from 

their lands to hinder the formation of 

homeland-based nationalist thought, 

demonstrated their expertise in large-

scale social engineering. Musa Anter, 

a Kurdish intellectual who was exiled 

to Istanbul by the Diyarbakir Police 

Department and lived in Istanbul for 

a long time, stated that “we cannot 

do without Bodrum and Izmir,” an 

indication of the impact of exile on 

nationalist thought.

In the early 1900s, many Kurdish in-

tellectuals living in exile, especially in 

Istanbul, Paris, and Cairo, advocated 

for the unity of the Ottoman Empire, 

even though they had once aligned 

themselves with the CUP movement. 

Meanwhile, other constituent ethnic-

ities of the Ottoman Empire advo-

cated for an independent state. For 

instance, Sharif Hussein of Mecca, 

through his diplomatic communica-

tions with British military diplomats, 

orchestrated the establishment of 

separate states for Arabs in former 

Ottoman territories, with himself as 

the King of Saudi Arabia, his eldest 

son Abdullah as the King of Jordan, 

and his younger son Faisal as the King 

of Iraq, stating “we do not want the 

Ottomans, we do not want the Sul-

tan, we want an independent state.” 

During this period, Turkish intellec-

tuals also sought the dissolution of 

the Ottoman Empire and struggled 

for the establishment of a Turkish 

state. Similarly, Balkan nations gained 

their independence through the dis-

solution of the Ottoman Empire. The 

Kurds, however, only demanded lan-

guage and cultural rights within the 

unity of the Ottoman Empire.

The exile of Kurdish intellectuals 

from Kurdistan and their detach-

ment from Kurdish society prevented 

the formation of a widely accepted 

concept of land-based nationalism. 

Therefore, there was no demand for 

independence. Apart from Emin Ali 

Bedir Khan, Abdurrezzak 

Bedir Khan, Sheikh Abdul-

salam Barzani, and Haji Qa-

dir Koyi, most intellectuals 

advocated for the unity of 

the Ottoman Empire. In 

the breakup of the Ottoman 

Empire following World 

War I, all the nations in the 

Balkans and the Middle 

East gained independence, 

whereas the Kurds, due to 

their lack of demand for in-

dependence, did not even 

achieve a mandate status. 

If the mirs had not been 

liquidated in the mid-19th 

century and Kurdish intellec-

tuals had not been detached 

from their lands, land-based 

nationalism would likely 

have developed in Kurdis-

tan, and Kurds could have 

had an independent state 

following World War I. Ot-

toman-Turkish thought rec-

ognized this possibility, thus 

taking measures to prevent 

it by removing the leading figures of 

Kurdish society from Kurdistan.

Moreover, I would like to draw atten-

tion to a phenomenon that warrants 

additional study. It is possible to ob-

serve even today the political differ-

ences between regions in Kurdistan 

where mutasarrifs and military com-

manders were appointed by the Otto-

mans and those where they were not. 

For example, on the whole no colo-

nial empires appointed commanders 

and mutasarrifs from the Barzan-Be-

hdinan region. Therefore, education 

and teaching were conducted in ma-

drasas in these areas, and printed ma-

terials also emerged. This pattern is 

evident in the lives of notable Kurdish 

intellectuals such as Hizni Mukriyani, 

who first established a printing press 

in Aleppo and later moved it to Rawa-

nduz. From this, we see that madra-

sas served as schools and centers for 

the publishing activities necessary 

for the development of land-based 

nationalism in Southern and Eastern 

Kurdistan, where colonial annexation 

did not take place. 

Additionally, Sheikh Abdulsalam Bar-

zani, a prominent leader in the Bar-

zan-Behdinan region, conducted a 

struggle for independence and for the 

use of the Kurdish language on his 

own land. This example demonstrates 

that a continued connection to the 

land shaped a form of land-based na-

tionalism. Today, while political actors 

from this region demand in-

dependence and statehood, 

most political leaders raised 

in regions where land-based 

nationalism did not develop 

and where commanders and 

mutasarrifs were appointed 

by colonial states advocate 

for the unity and democra-

tization of the nation-states 

of Türkiye, Iraq, Iran, and 

Syria.

As a result, there is a great 

similarity between the ad-

vocacy for the unity of the 

Ottoman Empire by a large 

section of Kurdish intellec-

tuals and politicians based 

in Istanbul in the last period 

of the Ottoman Empire and 

the advocacy for unity and 

democratization in Türkiye 

by mainstream Kurdish pol-

itics in Northern Kurdistan 

today. Likewise, land-based 

nationalists represented by 

Sheikh Abdulsalam Barzani 

in the early 1900s advocated for lan-

guage and independence at that time, 

just as Kurdish political actors from 

those regions demand independence 

and statehood. 

The exile of Kurdish 
intellectuals from 

Kurdistan and their 
detachment from 
Kurdish society 

prevented the formation 
of a widely accepted 

concept of land-based 
nationalism

Ghazi Mohammad saluting peshmerga comrades while declaring the Republic of Mahabad in 1946
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REVIEW

Drinking Champagne for Love 
and Freedom in The Diplomat

Kani Xulam 

is a commentator on 
the history and politics 
of Kurdistan and an 

advocate for the Kurdish 
people’s right to self-
determination. He 

serves as the director of 
the American Kurdish 
Information Network.

A
n American woman married to 

a Kurdish man recommend-

ed a book to me while we were 

enjoying tea and pastries in their living 

room. The book, titled The Diplomat, is 

authored by James Aldridge. This scene 

comes to mind when Botan Tahseen of 

the Kurdistan Chronicle approaches me 

for a submission to his magazine. I re-read 

the book last week and thought, "Yes, I 

can write a review for him.

“Happiness,” says the American historian 

David McCullough, “makes people think 

better.” 

Living in a corner of the world that pro-

duces a lot of misery and bad thinking – 

and beheadings too! – could art be the 

remedy for our ills? After reading the 

1949 novel The Diplomat by Australian 

writer James Aldridge, the resounding an-

swer is: Yes, it can!

The Diplomat spans the three capital cit-

ies of London, Moscow, and Tehran, but 

Kurdistan is at the heart of the story, tak-

ing up the age-old struggle of the Kurds 

for a place of their own under the sun. 

The main theme of the novel is liberty, 

which finds its nemesis in an equally pow-

erful theme of order, the old, traditional 

variety of order that is. If you liked the 

movie Braveheart, you will enjoy The Dip-

lomat.

World War II has just ended and the Cold 

War has yet to begin, but the world’s 

countries are already forced to choose 

sides between the Western capitalist world 

and the Soviet socialist one. London and 

Moscow will decide on which side Iran 

will fall.

The story’s three leading characters – the 

diplomat Lord Harold Essex, his assistant 

Ivre Angus MacGregor or Mac, and their 

assistant Katherine Clive – undertake a 

powerful journey across the regions with-

in and around Kurdistan. 

First to Moscow

We already know what happens to Iran. 

With a bit of help from the United States, 

the British prevail and the Soviets with-

draw, but the book describes how London 

and Moscow fight over the prize. If the 

Russians had stayed in Iran, the Republic 

of Mahabad and the Azerbaijan People’s 

Government might still exist today. 

The novel starts with a plane ride from 

London to Moscow in December 1945 

carrying Lord Essex and Mac, as well 

as some Soviet natives who are heading 

home. Flying through inclement weather, 

the plane crashes in a field of snow near 

the Soviet capital. The plane is damaged, 

but the passengers survive, and Lord Es-

sex and Mac make it to Moscow by sled 

and car.

Lord Essex wants to 
keep the British in, the 
Russians out, and the 
Kurds and the Azeris 

down
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What Lord Essex wants to do in Iran 

is identical to what Lord Hastings 

Lionel Ismay, the first Secretary Gen-

eral of the NATO, would later do in 

Europe: keep the Americans in, the 

Russians out, and the Germans down. 

More specifically, Lord Essex wants to 

keep the British in, the Russians out, 

and the Kurds and the Azeris down, 

so that a grateful Shah would then fa-

vor the British in Tehran. 

That is the ultimate plan. But then 

there are events, pesky unplanned 

occurrences that rattle the best of 

plots, that bring Lord Essex and Mac 

face-to-face first in Iran and then in 

London. The fact that the cause of 

Kurdish freedom ruptures their rela-

tionship makes you want to uncork a 

bottle of champagne at this point.

But let the champagne chill a little 

longer until you, dear reader, reach 

the end of this review. Lord Essex 

speaks neither Russian nor Persian, 

but Mac grew up in Iran and speaks 

both nearly fluently. He also knows 

something else: that freedom is the 

birthright of the Kurds and their 

neighbors, the Azeris. 

In Moscow, the meetings with the 

Russians do not go well. Meanwhile, 

at the British Embassy, the encounters 

with the embassy staff spark an unex-

pected romance. First, Mac falls head 

over heels in love with Katherine, but 

Lord Essex thinks she should belong 

to him. This tension adds flavor to 

the days in Moscow until Stalin finally 

says he is ready to receive Lord Essex.

The plan in Iran

The Russian leader has stationed 

troops in Kurdistan and Azerbai-

jan since 1941, with both provinces 

practicing self-rule. Stalin knows that 

neither the Kurds nor the Azeris want 

to submit to the Shah and urges Lord 

Essex to visit the region to find out 

for himself. 

Lord Essex and Mac do just that. 

After landing in Tehran, instead of 

directly driving to Tabriz, the larger 

challenge, Lord Essex suggests that 

they take a detour through Kurdistan. 

While preparing for the trip, Kath-

erine joins them. With the embassy 

driver at their command, they head 

toward the mountains, the land of the 

Kurds.

Once there, they meet a Yezidi lead-

er, who gives them an earful. He tells 

them how they worship their archan-

gel, Tawusi Melek. 

But what pleases Katherine even 

more is what the non-Yezidi Persians 

say about the faith of the Yezidi: that 

they worship the Devil, the fallen an-

gel, because the Devil is stronger than 

God. And what is their proof for that? 

“Because it is quite obvious from the 

amount of evil on earth that God is 

not all-powerful.”

Finally, they meet the Kurds. Mac, 

a Scotsman, sympathizes with their 

struggle for self-determination. When 

a Kurd named Salim asks him if the 

Scottish were conquered by the En-

glish, Mac responds, “like the Kurds, 

we have been defeated, but never 

conquered.” 

Lord Essex, on the other hand, is 

on another planet. He cares only for 

two things: the oil fields of Abadan in 

Iran and those of Mosul and Kirkuk 

in Iraq.

If the Republic of Mahabad stays in-

tact, the oil fields of Mosul may be 

in jeopardy, as the Kurds in Iraq may 

seek their annexation into Kurdistan 

proper, muses the diplomat. He lo-

cates Kurds who oppose the Republic 

of Mahabad and bribes them. This in-

furiates Mac. Nevertheless, the seeds 

of the conflict are sown. In London, 

the battle lines are drawn.

Lord Essex’s mission looks like a 

slam-dunk, until Mac decides to take 

the matter into his own hands and, 

with the able help of Katherine, con-

nects with journalists and key mem-

bers of the British Parliament. 

In the ensuing debate in the House 

of Commons, the Tories cry wolf 

and want to punish Mac for blowing 

the whistle on Lord Essex. The La-

bour Party rises to his defense. At this 

point, the English language reaches 

new heights of eloquence that make 

you want to be alive just to see how 

it is done!

Something else happens after that 

magnificent verbal jousting: Kath-

erine finally dumps Lord Essex and 

chooses Mac. Now is the time to pour 

that champagne and give a toast to 

love and freedom!

Like the Kurds, we 
have been defeated, but 

never conquered

Join Delovan and Dr. Carolyn Melby as they discuss the 
mission and vision of the Kurdistan Nursing and Midwifery 
Development Foundation, as well as the current challenges 

facing the nursing sector in Kurdistan.
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Delovan Barwari is the Director 
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ADVENTURE

Journey Through Kurdistan’s 
Scenic Routes

Leon McCarron 

is a writer, broadcaster, 
and hiking trail designer 
from Northern Ireland. 
He authored "Wounded 
Tigris: A River Journey 

through the Cradle of 
Civilisation" and has 

traveled over 50,000 km 
by human power in the 

past decade.

T
he Zagros Mountain Trail 

(ZMT) is a 215-kilome-

ter-long route that runs west 

to east though the mountains of the 

Kurdistan Region. The project joins 

together pre-existing pathways, many 

of which have been used for hundreds 

of years by the communities who live 

there. The ambition of the ZMT is to 

reimagine these traditional paths as a 

modern-day cultural route that can 

be enjoyed by both local and inter-

national walkers. Those who travel on 

the trail meet with guides from each 

area and can spend evenings in village 

homes. Through those interactions, 

and the striking sights and scenery, 

they begin to learn the story of Kurd-

istan, as told via a journey on foot.

The ZMT concept has been a work-

in-progress since 2016, but has only 

recently opened to the public. At this 

point, all visitors are encouraged to 

walk with local guides so that they 

contribute to the economy of the ar-

eas they pass through. Additionally, 

with every journey on the path led 

by someone from the community, the 

project will always belong to those 

who live on the trail.

Every visitor to the ZMT is equal-

ly important and receives the same 

hospitality and welcome, regardless 

of where they are from. Sometimes, 
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however, there are those for whom the visit holds an ex-

tra layer of meaning. At the end of May 2024, the U.S. 

Consul General in Erbil Mark Stroh, several of his staff, 

and others made the journey through the first stage of the 

ZMT: walking between the villages of Shush and Gundik. 

For those associated with the project, visits like 

this recognize the values and goals of the 

initiative, and are an opportunity 

to showcase the elements that 

make the region so special to 

a new and different demo-

graphic.

Breakfast first

Consul Gener-

al Stroh and his 

team arrived at 

Shush early on a 

Tuesday morn-

ing. His first stop 

was the home of 

the village mukhtar 

Nader Mustafa, the 

head of the local gov-

ernment, whose family 

had prepared breakfast 

for the entourage. It was 

almost certainly the largest 

single group to visit this part 

of the ZMT, but the fifty or 

so guests were presented 

with a generous spread 

of olives, cheese, eggs, 

freshly baked bread, 

fruit from the trees 

behind the house, 

and an array of 

honey and jam. 

When I first started 

walking in Kurdis-

tan, in 2016, I was 

told by a village 

host one morning 

that any journey on 

foot is only as success-

ful as the breakfast that 

precedes it, and I am often 

reminded how true that is.

As the route leaves Shush it 

passes by a graveyard with simple 

upright stones that mark the resting 

places of one-time Jewish and Christian res-

idents of the village. The Jewish heritage is particularly 

prominent, and just a few hundred meters along the trail is 

a recently renovated synagogue dedicated to the Prophet 

Ezekiel. It is hidden from view at first, with its stone roof 

covered by grass so that it blends into the hillside, but 

from below the exterior and low doorway become clear. 

By some estimates the initial structure of the synagogue 

was first built 700 years ago, and it remained in use until 

1948. The recent rehabilitation of the site was catalyzed 

by a visit from a previous U.S. Consul General 

in 2020.

Close by is a stone arch over a 

natural spring, which Mus-

tafa also attributes to the 

Jewish community. 

“Shush was always 

known for its diver-

sity,” he told the 

Consul General. 

“We’re proud that 

so many different 

people have lived 

side by side here.”

Safe, beautiful, 
and accessible

The group walked 

for a few hours along 

the shepherds’ tracks 

that wind out of Shush and 

along a small valley bounded 

on one side by high, craggy 

limestone and on the other 

by a lower, sharper ridge, 

with seams of rust and 

golden soil shining 

through. These hills 

are the final barri-

er before the great 

plains begin be-

yond, stretching 

out toward Mosul 

and the south.

As we moved, small 

groups split off to 

walk together and 

talk: American diplo-

mats and members of 

the local community; out-

door tourism advocates and 

English language teachers. This 

is the beauty of a trail – it connects 

travelers to the heritage of the location, 

but also makes space for spontaneous conver-

sations, and brings together people that might otherwise 

rarely get a chance to meet. Omer Chomani, owner and 

founder of tourism company VIKurdistan who helped fa-

cilitate the walk, said that this is one of his favorite thing 

The U.S. Consul 
General in Erbil Mark 
Stroh, several of his 

staff, and others made 
the journey through the 
first stage of the ZMT
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about tourism: watching people have 

new experiences together.

The route of the trail descends from 

a high point towards the village of 

Gundik, nestled around a series of 

springs that feed bright, bountiful 

orchards. There, the group stopped 

one last time at the remains of the 

Mar Odisho monastery. Its glory has 

faded, but the 400-year old walls still 

stand, and the rooms suggest what it 

might have looked like in the past. 

On the opposite hillside is a large cave 

where reliefs carved into the rock date 

to around 3,000 BC, making them 

some of the oldest and most import-

ant in the region. Like so many sites 

here, much remains unknown, await-

ing further exploration.

“I was really stunned by 

the beauty of the 

landscape 

along 

the ZMT,” said Consul General Stroh 

in Gundik, where his journey fin-

ished. He was deeply impressed by 

the kindness and generosity of spirit 

of the locals, he added. “We hope it 

encourages more people from Iraq 

and around the world to visit, and to 

help develop the local economy.” 

Miran Dizayee, one of the key fig-

ures in the founding of the ZMT, 

explained that events like this are im-

portant because they help show 

others that the trail is safe, 

beautiful, and acces-

sible, and be-

cause the 

at-

tention builds civic pride to those liv-

ing along its route. Mustafa summed 

it up, saying “our homes are always 

open to everyone. I hope this is one 

of many trips where people from 

all over the world come to 

experience the beauty 

of Kurdistan.”
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GEOPOLITICS

Kurdistan and China
An Evolving Relationship

Janghis Awakalay

is an experienced 
International Political 
Observer and Analyst 
with over 15 years in 

international relations.

T
he relationship between the Kurd-

istan Region of Iraq (KRI), par-

ticularly the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG), and China has been 

evolving significantly in recent years. This 

relationship, largely driven by econom-

ic interests, reflects broader geopolitical 

shifts and the growing influence of China 

in the Middle East. This article unpacks 

several key developments that highlight 

how China has increased its engagement 

with Iraq and the KRI.

Support during the pandemic: The 

Covid-19 pandemic played a crucial role 

in strengthening China’s presence in the 

Middle East, including Iraq and the KRI. 

China supplied vaccines and medical sup-

plies to the region, garnering significant 

appreciation from regional officials and 

the public during the pandemic. This 

aid came at a time when concerns were 

heightened about a potential U.S. with-

drawal from Afghanistan and northeast-

ern Syria. Furthermore, China’s media-

tion efforts between Middle Eastern rivals 

Saudi Arabia and Iran, and other activities 

in the region have prompted closer rela-

tions with China.

Diversification beyond oil: Traditionally, 

China’s relationship with Iraq centered 

around oil. However, this dynamic has 

evolved. To be sure, the KRI’s rich oil re-

serves have attracted significant Chinese 

investment due to China’s global strategy 

to secure energy resources. In 2009, Sin-

opec acquired Addax Petroleum, which 

held substantial oil assets in the KRI. Sim-

ilarly, the China National Petroleum Cor-

poration has been involved in exploration 

and production activities in the region. 

Yet, at the same time, Chinese companies 

are now securing contracts in various sec-

tors, including infrastructure and devel-

opment projects in the KRI. For instance, 

the KRG recently signed a memorandum 

of understanding with PowerChina Inter-

national Group to construct four dams in 

the region. Chinese companies often out-

pace Western firms due to their flexibility 

and state-owned status, allowing them to 

offer more attractive deals. One notable 

project is the $5 billion Happy City resi-

dential and leisure development in Erbil, 

signaling China’s commitment to expand-

ing its footprint in the region beyond the 

oil sector. Additionally, there are plans to 

build a Consulate General building on a 

30,000-square meter plot of land.

Diplomatic relations: Before the 2000s, 

the relationship between the KRI and 

China was minimal due to the KRI’s lack 

of formal international recognition and 

its complex political status within Iraq. 

However, after the 2003 U.S.-led invasion 

of Iraq, the KRI became more stable and 

semi-autonomous, paving the way for in-

creased international engagement, includ-

ing with China. 

China’s approach to diplomatic relations 

with Iraq and the KRI emphasizes respect 

for sovereignty and non-interference in 

internal politics. Chinese academics argue 

that China views the KRI as representa-

tive of the Kurdish people in Iraq, who are 

estimated to number over 6 million, and 

thus gives special status to the relation-

ship. Although China does not officially 

recognize the KRI as a separate state, it 

engages with the KRG through diplomat-

ic channels in Baghdad and directly with 

the KRG’s representatives. China also has 

good relations with the political par-

ties in the KRI, which helps strength-

en bilateral relations.

Cultural and educational exchanges: 

Chinese universities offer scholar-

ships to Kurdish students, fostering 

better understanding and long-term 

relationships. Initiatives to promote 

Chinese culture in the KRI and Kurd-

ish culture in China, such as language 

courses and cultural festivals, have 

also been implemented. China’s soft 

power strategy in the KRI includes es-

tablishing language centers, offering 

fellowships, and forming educational 

partnerships. For instance, Huawei’s 

Information and Communication 

Technology academies provide train-

ing and certification, enhancing local 

employment prospects. Continuous 

courses support public employees and 

institutions in performing better and 

making improvements in their work-

places.

Regional stability and security: China 

values the stability of the KRI due to 

its strategic location and economic 

potential. Ensuring a stable environ-

ment in the KRI is crucial for the 

safety of Chinese investments and 

personnel. Consistent with its broad-

President Masoud Barzani (right) during his meeting with Zhu Rui (left), Assistant Minister of the International Department of the Communist 
Central Committee, on February 13, 2023

Janghis Awakalay in Kurdish attire visiting the Great Wall of China
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er foreign policy, China adheres to a 

principle of non-interference in do-

mestic affairs, focusing on economic 

and trade relations while avoiding en-

tanglement in local political conflicts.

In this context, the KRG has sought 

to expand trade relations with China, 

exporting oil and other commodities. 

In return, Chinese goods and ser-

vices have increasingly penetrated the 

Kurdish market. Regular exchanges 

of business delegations between the 

KRI and China have been organized 

to explore further opportunities for 

cooperation. Despite the growth in 

economic engagements, the KRI has 

little presence or influence in China, 

reflecting the asymmetry in their in-

teractions.

Future prospects: The future of the 

China-KRI relationship is likely to 

be influenced by broader geopoliti-

cal trends. China is one of the largest 

markets for Kurdish businessmen and 

traders due to its competitive prices. 

This trend is expected to foster ex-

changes and cultural engagement, 

increasing Kurdish interest in China 

for education, business, and tourism.

The KRG must continue to maintain 

good and beneficial relations with 

both China and the United States, 

among other countries, to ensure 

the region’s interests are protected. 

China’s involvement in the KRI is 

growing, characterized by significant 

economic and soft power initiatives. 

However, the relationship faces chal-

lenges, including political asymmetry, 

regional dynamics, and the U.S.-Chi-

na global rivalry. As both sides pursue 

their respective interests, the relation-

ship will likely remain complex and 

multifaceted. Balancing ties with both 

superpowers is crucial for the KRG to 

ensure long-term benefits while nav-

igating the geopolitical complexities 

of the evolving global order.

China National Petroleum Corporation 
has been involved in exploration and 

production activities in the region
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OPINION

Empowering Kurdistan 
Through Energy Diplomacy

Sherzad Ahmed Shahab

is a PhD candidate in 
Financial Economics, 
School of Economics, 

Finance, and Banking, 
Northern University of 

Malaysia.

T
he Kurdistan Region 

has long been known 

for its substantial hydro-

carbon reserves, making energy 

diplomacy a central pillar of its 

economic and political strategy. 

With the Kurdistan Regional 

Government estimating the re-

gion to possess 45 billion bar-

rels of oil reserves and as much 

as 200 trillion cubic feet of 

gas reserves – each respective-

ly about 3% of total global re-

serves – the Kurdistan Region’s 

resource wealth positions it as 

a pivotal energy player in the 

Middle East and world. 

The Kurdistan Region’s use 

of energy diplomacy seeks to 

harness these resources and 

advance its domestic econom-

ic agenda, while helping to 

provide energy security for the 

world. Yet energy diplomacy 

requires that nations work to-

gether to foster geopolitical se-

curity, economic collaboration, 

and environmental sustainabil-

ity.

Strategic diplomacy

Under the guidance of KRG 

Prime Minister Masrour Bar-

zani, the Kurdistan Region has 

Under the guidance of KRG Prime 
Minister Masrour Barzani, the Kurdistan 
Region has intensified efforts to diversify 

its energy export routes and attract foreign 
investment P
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As the Kurdistan Region continues 

to harness its significant energy re-

sources and strengthen its position 

in the global energy market, the path 

forward requires a multifaceted ap-

proach. To this end, the Kurdistan 

Region should prioritize economic 

diversification beyond the energy 

sector, investing in sectors such as 

agriculture, tourism, and technology, 

to reduce dependency on fossil fuels 

and build a more resilient economy. 

Additionally, fostering an environ-

ment that encourages entrepreneur-

ship and innovation will be crucial, 

which necessitates creating policies 

that support small and medium-sized 

enterprises, streamlining regulatory 

frameworks, and enhancing access to 

finance for startups.

Moreover, the Kurdistan Region 

should continue to strengthen its in-

ternational relationships in energy di-

plomacy and work to attract foreign 

investment across various industries. 

Enhancing transparency, governance, 

and legal frameworks will be key to 

building investor confidence, while 

education and workforce develop-

ment tailored to the needs of a di-

versifying economy will ensure that 

the Kurdistan Region has the skilled 

labor force required to drive future 

growth.

Finally, the Kurdistan Region should 

invest in sustainable practices and re-

newable energy sources and technol-

ogies to address both environmental 

concerns and energy security. Renew-

able energy projects, such as solar and 

wind power, can provide clean alter-

natives that complement the region’s 

existing energy portfolio and stim-

ulate new avenues for international 

collaboration and funding. 

The Kurdistan Region’s use of energy 

diplomacy underscores its proactive 

stance in utilizing natural resourc-

es for economic gain and stability. 

Emphasizing diversification, the 

Kurdistan Region aims to broaden 

its economic base, while fostering an 

environment that attracts foreign in-

vestment and encourages innovation. 

With a focus on sustainable energy 

and international cooperation, the 

Kurdistan Region can navigate global 

energy dynamics effectively, ensure a 

prosperous future for its citizens, and 

become a significant contributor to 

global energy security.

intensified efforts to diversify its energy export routes and 

attract foreign investment. In 2023, a landmark $5-billion 

investment deal with major international energy firms was 

signed that would double the region’s oil-production ca-

pacity from 450,000 barrels per day (bpd) to 900,000 bpd 

by 2025. This significant investment speaks to the region’s 

latent productive potential and enhances its geopolitical 

leverage.

The International Energy Agency defines energy security 

in the short and long-term. In the short term, energy secu-

rity encompasses the resilience of energy infrastructure to 

adapt swiftly to abrupt fluctuations in supply and demand, 

but in the long term, it involves the alignment of ener-

gy supply with economic growth and environmental sus-

tainability. This dual framework underpins the Kurdistan 

Region’s diplomatic and economic initiatives: to ensure 

that its energy supply chains remain robust and to adapt 

to global market dynamics and environmental directives.

A pivotal focus of the Kurdistan Region’s energy diploma-

cy has been negotiating with the Iraqi federal government 

to resolve the long-standing dispute over oil revenue shar-

ing. The breakthrough agreement in 2023, which stipu-

lated a fair revenue-sharing formula that ensured 17% of 

the federal oil revenue for the Kurdistan Region, paved 

the way for economic stability and growth. This resolution 

is expected to unlock further exploration and production 

activities, with oil-export revenues projected to rise 30% in 

the next two years, significantly bolstering the Kurdistan 

Region’s fiscal position. The Iraqis have still not adhered 

to the agreement, delaying the resumption of Kurdistan 

Region’s oil exports to Türkiye, halted since February 

2023.

The strategic use of energy diplomacy has significant eco-

nomic implications for the Kurdistan Region and Iraq. 

The anticipated increase in oil production and exports is 

projected to boost the region’s GDP by at least 8% annu-

ally over the next five years. Moreover, the energy sector’s 

expansion is expected to create over 20,000 new jobs by 

2025, reducing unemployment and stimulating economic 

activity across ancillary industries.

Managing risk

The Energy Security Risk Score, as calculated by the U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce’s Global Energy Institute, reveals 

the volatile history of Iraq’s oil sector. Starting from a 

score of 742 in 1980, Iraq’s energy security risk peaked 

in 1993 at 1784, underscoring the severe challenges of 

sanctions following the Gulf War as well as enduring geo-

political tensions in the region. After 2003, conflict and 

reconstruction created further volatility until steady, grad-

ual improvement in the 2010s. For the Kurdistan Region 

and Iraq, managing these risks is crucial for sustaining eco-

nomic growth and ensuring reliable energy supplies do-

mestically and internationally.

Iraq’s Energy Security Risk Score (1980-2018) 
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CULTURE
Kurdish Shal

A Symbol of Cultural 
Authenticity

K
urdish attire stands out as a dis-

tinctive feature of the nation’s cul-

tural identity, showcasing unique 

symbols like the Shal, which holds sig-

nificant folkloric value among the Kurd-

ish people. This traditional garment is 

donned in various styles across all the dif-

ferent regions of Kurdistan, with each re-

gion contributing its own nuances to the 

overall aesthetic.

The attire worn by Kurdish men and 

women reflects the diverse characteristics 

of different Kurdish regions. From moun-

tainous terrains to desert landscapes, 

Kurdish clothing adapts to local environ-

ments, with variations in style and fit no-

ticeable across different geographies.

Historically, the Shal has been associated 

with Kurdish regions like Bahdinan and 

Hawraman, where it has been worn for 

generations, shaping its design and sig-

nificance over time. Today, it stands as a 

quintessential element of Kurdish attire, 

evolving in terms of color, design, and 

craftsmanship. While traditional Shals 

were limited in color options, contempo-

rary versions offer a wider spectrum.

In the marketplace, Shals are categorized 

into three main types: Ranya, Bahdinan 

(especially Zakho city), and Hawraman, 

each distinguished by its sewing methods 

and pricing. Zakho Shals are renowned for 

their meticulous craftsmanship and com-

mand the highest prices due to the quality 

of materials and intricate preparation pro-

cess, which utilizes premium Marz hair.

Typically reserved for special occasions 

like weddings and festivals, Shals are trea-

Historically, the Shal 
has been associated 

with Kurdish regions 
like Bahdinan and 

Hawraman

Peshraw Mahdi 

is a freelance journalist 
and photographer with 
substantial experience 

in the field, having 
worked for numerous 
media agencies over 
several years. He has 

won multiple awards in 
photojournalism.
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sured for their longevity and 

durability, lasting up to 30 to 

35 years with minimal main-

tenance. They are particularly 

favored during festivities like 

Newroz, contributing to the 

cultural fabric of Kurdish cele-

brations.

The revival and preservation of 

Kurdish clothing, including the 

iconic Shal, hold cultural signif-

icance, as these garments serve 

as tangible links to Kurdish her-

itage. While traditional produc-

tion methods have waned over 

time, there is a renewed inter-

est in preserving these artisanal 

practices, ensuring that future 

generations remain connected 

to their cultural roots.

Adel Ali, a Shal vendor in Hal-

abja, attests to the enduring 

appeal of these garments, espe-

cially during festive seasons like 

Newroz and Ramadan. The 

intricate sewing process, involv-

ing lengths of fabric up to 25 

meters, highlights the crafts-

manship and attention to detail 

involved in creating each Shal.

From sourcing raw materials 

like wool from sheep or goats to 

the intricate dyeing and weav-

ing processes, crafting a Shal is 

a labor-intensive endeavor that 

requires skill and precision. The 

wool is meticulously washed, 

cut, and dyed before being wo-

ven into fabric using specialized 

machinery and techniques, cul-

minating in the creation of this 

iconic Kurdish garment.

In essence, Kurdish clothing, 

epitomized by the timeless 

Shal, embodies the rich tapes-

try of Kurdish culture, weaving 

history, tradition, and crafts-

manship into every thread. As 

efforts to preserve and promote 

these cultural treasures contin-

ue, they serve as enduring sym-

bols of Kurdish identity and 

pride.

A man in traditional Kurdish costume

A group of men dancing in traditional Kurdish clothing A man tailoring Kurdish clothing 
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IDENTITY

Embracing Heritage and 
Inspiring Millions

W
ith over one million Instagram followers, Sazan Hendrix is a well-known 

Kurdish-American author, entrepreneur, YouTuber, and digital influencer. 

She started her blogging journey in 2011 and subsequently modeled for 

Tommy Hilfiger. Along with her husband Stevie, she hosted a popular podcast, The 

Good Life. The couple leans into the idea of finding joy in simplicity, something they 

focus on in their podcast as well as their new book, A Real Good Life: Discover the 

Simple Moments That Bring Joy, Connection, and Love. Recently, Sazan sat down with 

Kurdistan Chronicle for an exclusive interview. 

Goran Shakhawan  

is a Kurdish-American 
journalist and author 

based in the United States. 
He has covered news for 

several Kurdish news 
outlets and was a former 
senior correspondent for 

Kurdistan24 in Erbil and 
Washington D.C. He has 
published several books in 

Kurdish.
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Sazan was born in 1989 in the Unit-

ed States after her parents immigrat-

ed there from the Kurdistan Region 

in search of a better life. “Growing 

up in Dallas and then moving around 

the country, I’ve always been deeply 

rooted in my Kurdish heritage while 

embracing the opportunities and ex-

periences in the United States, a place 

I consider home,” she says.

Sazan’s background is diverse, blend-

ing traditional Kurdish values with 

the modern American way of life. She 

pursued her education in the United 

States, studying broadcast and media 

at the University of North 

Texas, which laid the 

foundation for her ca-

reer in the digital space. 

“I feel deeply honored 

and humbled to be living 

my purpose as an author, 

digital influencer, and en-

trepreneur, where I strive 

to inspire others by sharing 

the profound moments of 

both chaos and magic that 

fill my daily life,” she says. 

Over the last decade, she has 

cultivated an online commu-

nity reaching millions, and yet, 

she senses this journey has just 

begun. Sazan currently resides 

in Austin, Texas, with her loving 

husband and their three beauti-

ful children, cherishing each mo-

ment as an opportunity to spread 

love, light, and positivity.

Not forgetting Kurdistan

Despite being born and raised in the 

United States, Sazan speaks fluent 

Kurdish. I was curious to know how 

she had managed to learn the lan-

guage so well. I also observed that her 

husband Stevie, who is an American, 

and their children also spoke Kurdish 

and asked how that came to be. Sazan 

was eager to answer this question. 

“I’ve always maintained a strong con-

nection to my Kurdish roots, includ-

ing fluency in the language,” she says. 

She learned Kurdish primarily from 

her parents, who made it a priority to 

pass down the language and culture 

to her and her four siblings. “Now, 

I’m passionate about paying it for-

ward and passing on this invaluable 

heritage to my own children, ensur-

ing they grow up with a deep appre-

ciation for their Kurdish identity,” she 

says. 

Through language, food, and music, 

Sazan aims to instill a sense of pride 

in her children’s heritage and nurture 

a connection to her ancestral home-

land

The children of 

Kurdish immigrants play an import-

ant role in instilling the culture and 

language in their children. They also 

expect their kids to preserve this cul-

ture and abide by it. In Sazan’s case, 

she decided to break through cultural 

barriers and navigate her own desires, 

goals, and dreams.

“Marrying my best friend wasn’t with-

out its hardships and trials,” Sazan 

admits. “In our family, we loved hard, 

and there was a time when they strug-

gled to accept my decision to marry 

outside our culture. Their lack of sup-

port was difficult to bear.”

Although the couple encountered 

many challenges before Sazan’s family 

accepted Stevie, today they adore him 

even more than they do Sazan! “It’s 

remarkable how he shares my passion 

for our heritage and wholeheartedly 

supports our efforts to instill Kurdish 

values in our children,” she says.

Their shared commitment in honor-

ing Sazan’s roots has strengthened 

their bond and created a beautiful 

fusion of traditions within their fam-

ily dynamic. Sazan has shared her 

love story countless times, hoping 

to inspire other young girls facing 

similar obstacles. 

When asked about the differenc-

es and similarities she sees be-

tween Kurdistan and the United 

States in regard to culture and 

values, she believes that, like 

two distinct landscapes, Kurd-

ish and American cultures are 

shaped by their own histo-

ries and societal narratives. 

Each holds its reservoir of 

strengths and challenges, 

reminiscent of the peaks 

and valleys of a mountain 

range. Growing up in 

the United States, Sazan 

has been immersed in 

a landscape abundant 

with opportunities and 

freedoms, yet a pro-

found connection to 

Kurdistan runs deep within 

her. Her family’s story, akin to that of 

countless Kurdish families worldwide, 

resonates with tales of courage, sacri-

fice, and the indomitable spirit of the 

Kurds. 

“I take great pride in this heritage. 

It’s an integral part of my journey and 

will always remain so,” she says.

Preserving and promoting Kurdish 

culture is deeply personal for Sazan 

and her family. One way they active-

ly do this is through weekly family 

Sazan Hendrix 
is a well-known 

Kurdish-American 
author, entrepreneur, 
YouTuber, and digital 

influencer
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nights, where they come together to 

celebrate their culture and open their 

home to others. 

“Hospitality is one of the greatest 

forms of love, and I believe it can 

move mountains. Whether it is cook-

ing traditional Kurdish dishes, sharing 

stories from our homeland, or listen-

ing to Kurdish music, these inten-

tional gatherings serve as a reminder 

of who we are and where we come 

from,” Sazan says. 

“My hope is that through my large 

platform I can invite others into our 

culture to ensure that Kurdish her-

itage continues to thrive for genera-

tions to come,” she says.

A Real Good Life

Sazan’s last visit to the Kurdistan 

region was back in 2015. Eager to 

know if she had any future plans to 

visit the Kurdistan Region, I asked 

what she thought about the current 

state of development and tourism in 

the region. She describes the trip as 

a deeply personal journey that stirred 

her soul and reignited her passion for 

preserving Kurdish culture. 

“Core memories from that trip are 

marked in my heart: wandering 

through bustling markets filled with 

vibrant colors and the aroma of spic-

es, savoring the flavors of delicious 

Kurdish cuisine, and experiencing the 

slower pace of life with distant rela-

tives who live there – a pace I’ve come 

to appreciate even more in today’s 

distracted world,” she reminisced. 

While Sazan does not have any imme-

diate plans to visit again, she hopes to 

return one day with her entire family, 

to share with them the beauty and 

resilience of her homeland. In terms 

of development and tourism, Sazan 

notes that “Kurdistan has made sig-

nificant strides in recent years, draw-

ing visitors with its breathtaking 

landscapes, rich history, and vibrant 

culture. It’s the one place in the Mid-

dle East that I believe is so magical 

and peaceful.”

When I ask Sazan about what shaped 

the person she is today, she immedi-

ately reminisces about her childhood 

and the values of resilience, persever-

ance, and family unity that her parents 

instilled in her. Growing up as part 

of the Kurdish diaspora, she learned 

the importance of staying true to her 

roots while embracing the opportuni-

ties that life presents. 

“These values have guided me 

through life’s challenges and shaped 

the person I am today: a proud Kurd-

ish woman with a passion for sharing 

my heart and soul with the world,” 

she says.

As a stateless Kurd, Sazan’s journey 

in the United States has been both 

rewarding and bittersweet. While she 

has found success and fulfillment, the 

absence of a Kurdish homeland al-

ways weighs heavily on her heart. 

“However, it has also fueled my de-

termination to conquer my greatest 

fears, inspire others through faith, 

and be a strong voice for my people 

to preserve our culture in any way I 

can,” she says.

Sazan and her husband Stevie co-au-

thored A Real Good Life: Discover 

the Simple Moments That Bring Joy, 

Connection, and Love, which was 

published in October 2023. Sazan 

explains that this debut book is more 

than just a book for her; it’s a re-

flection of her soul and the lessons 

that she has learned along the way. 

“Through personal anecdotes, practi-

cal advice, and inspirational insights, 

I aim to empower Kurdish girls to 

pursue their dreams, embrace their 

heritage, and live their best lives,” she 

says.

Sazan hopes that this book serves as 

a guiding light for young women, 

inspiring them to defy expectations, 

break barriers, and pave new paths to 

success.

Sazan has several exciting projects 

and collaborations in the works. Pro-

fessionally, her aspirations are to con-

tinue growing her brand, expanding 

her reach, and using her platform to 

advocate for issues that matter to her. 

In  terms of personal goals, “my hope 

is to raise my children with a deep 

appreciation for their Kurdish heri-

tage and instill in them the values of 

compassion, resilience, and self-confi-

dence that have guided me through-

out my life,” Sazan says.
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TRIBUTE
Stream to Ocean

The Poems of Nazand 
Begikhani

 Richard McKane

 was a renowned translator 
and poet (1947 - 2016). 
He studied Russian at 
Oxford and translated 

Anna Akhmatova’s Selected 
Poems. He translated works 

by Oktay Rifat, Nâzım 
Hikmet, and others, and 

published poetry collections 
such as Türkiye Poems and 

Coffee House Poems.

T
ime flows through Nazand Be-

gikhani’s poems like a river: the 

stream of her childhood becomes 

the mighty Tigris, then she finds herself 

washed up in exile on the Atlantic Ocean, 

or by the banks of the Loire Rive 

But she is not prepared to just float with 

the current of tradition. In her poems, 

she rages against the Anfal Campaign, the 

genocidal operation carried out against 

Kurdish civilians at the end of the 1980s; 

she fights against honor killings, and she 

fights for the perception of the Kurds in 

the West. These are painful poems, but 

pain expressed, of women, of the Kurdish 

peoples, needs to be witnessed above all 

by poets and their readers. Politicians of 

all hues, around the world, have let down 

the Kurds. 

It is to the exiled Kurdish poets Sherko 

Bekas, Nazand Begikhani and the young-

er poet Choman Hardi that we must turn 

for the true voices – now in English – of 

the Kurds. They represent a moral philos-

ophy in a world that is without it, in the 

same way that Osip Mandelstam’s work 

outlived Stalin.

Writing in exile is always a double-edged 

sword, involving not so much nostalgia as 

sharp longing, not so much sentimentality 

as twin – or, in Nazand’s case – quadruple 

mentalities. Born and raised in Iraq, she is 

fluent in Arabic and both her French and 

English are strong enough to self-trans-

late – hardly surprising since she studied 

in the Sorbonne and has lived several 

years in France and translated T.S. Eliot 

and Charles Baudelaire into Kurdish. 

She seems to have learnt from Eliot’s 

sense of time; her statement on the Loire 

river, “This is a dry time,” seems to me 

to be Eliotesque. One can only imag-

ine the sheer concentration and cultural 

awareness necessary to translate Eliot and 

Baudelaire and how it would enrich Kurd-

ish poetry and Nazand’s own.

I was surprised to see that her first dis-

"Stream To Ocean: The Poems of Nazand Begikhani," originally published 
by Richard McKane in Bells of Speech in 2006, explores the powerful poetry of 
Nazand Begikhani, a Kurdish poet whose work reflects her exile and the Kurdish 
struggle. McKane highlights Begikhani’s role as a voice for Kurdish women and 
her ability to write in multiple languages, translating works of T.S. Eliot and 
Baudelaire. Despite personal tragedies, including the loss of family members to 
Saddam Hussein’s regime, Begikhani remains a staunch advocate for human 
rights. McKane argues that Begikhani’s poetry combines philosophical insights 
with a quest for identity and justice, making her an essential literary figure who 
bridges cultural divides. Due to the article’s significance and McKane’s esteemed 
reputation, we seek to republish it with Nazand Begikhani’s permission, as she holds 
authority over its content
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sertation in 1987 at Mosul Universi-

ty was on men-women relationships 

in D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterly’s 

Lover. Earlier, she obtained her MA 

on the influence of English romanti-

cism, particularly Shelley, on modern 

Kurdish poetry, and her Ph.D. on the 

image of Kurdish women in European 

literature from Sorbonne University. 

Nazand is a survivor of genocide; 

two of her brothers were executed 

in Saddam Hussein’s prisons and her 

third brother, who managed to flee, 

was killed in Germany. Her father 

was one of the first victims of the 

Ba’athist regime in 1968. Nazand 

fled death in 1987 but did not give 

up hope; she obtained a scholarship 

from the French Foreign Ministry 

and continued her studies at the Sor-

bonne. According to Nazand, “you 

can only overcome your pain and an-

ger through artistic creation, through 

poetry.”

When you meet Nazand, she is a tall, 

elegant, soft-spoken, and calm per-

son who can slip with ease between 

French and English. Her gentleness 

does not so much conceal her burn-

ing passion for human rights as accen-

tuate it. She is that rare person who 

believes in dialogue and somehow 

retains respect for and from the many 

sides of the Kurdish question. She is 

one of the leaders of the campaign 

against honor killings and is an activ-

ist for the status of Kurdish women.

It was at a meeting of Exiled Writers’ 

Ink that first I saw the film of the poi-

son gas massacre at Halabja, shot by 

an Iranian journalist. The silent cam-

era captured fresh corpses in multicol-

ored clothes and zoomed into rooms 

where whole families lay freshly 

gassed. After the film, the poets’ and 

writers’ words, our words, seemed so 

inadequate to express our horror at 

one of the most barbarous massacres 

of the 20th century, perpetrated by 

the perpetrator of the lesser known 

Anfal Campaign: Saddam Hussein.

Reader, I am not making politics – 

these are the universal symbols against 

which all modern Kurdish poems are 

written.

In the poem “My Body is Mine” we 

find Nazand defending the female 

body against the sinister them. The 

poem concludes “but I was one and 

they were all,” which has a macabre, 

clashing ring with the musketeers’ re-

frain: “One for all, and all for one.” 

But in reading Nazand’s poems it is 

easy for us to stand in solidarity with 

her. In “Dreams” she offers: “I rec-

oncile God and the snake / in my 

dreams / I cleanse Eve’s sins / and 

return Adam to paradise.” How poi-

gnant are these lines when we think 

now of what is happening in Iraq, 

where the Garden of Eden – let alone 

the Tower of Babel – is meant to have 

been. I will not reveal the secrets held 

or withheld in the poem “Prayer,” but 

they are startling and quite revelato-

ry to those who attempt to right the 

world with human rights.

Although Nazand’s poems contain 

many mentions of frontiers, I think 

she should be an honorary poet of 

Doctors Without Borders: she is 

treating human souls in acute condi-

tions, calmly under the fire of recent 

events in these elegant poems. There 

are many poems dedicated to her 

mother. The end of “God is not dead 

for my mother” is a brilliant example 

of language having two equally pow-

erful meanings:

when you can trace the white wings of 

your dead children

flying over the path of light in the azure 

of the sky

you don’t need God to die

In the short poem “Journey,” Nazand 

indicates the powerful search for her-

self – and for expression:

I went on 

Beyond things

Beyond words

Beyond the body

Beyond the wind

Then I came across myself

But it is in the shortest poems that the 

poet is often at her most philosophical:

… Knowledge is not about knowing

but about looking through a smiling 

window

reflecting a different image

Even personal happiness becomes a steep 

climb in “Voice”: 

Happiness is a ladder 

Let’s climb it together
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LITERATURE

Exploring Kurdish 
Poetic Traditions

Abdullah Incekan

is a Kurdish writer 
and expert in German 
and Turkish language, 
literature, and culture. 

F
or the most part, the Kurds tend to 

garner the attention of the world 

only during major political events, 

such as the advent of ISIS in the Middle 

East. This attention, however, quickly 

fades. As a result, their artistic and liter-

ary work, along with other aspects of their 

history and culture, remain largely un-

known to the global public.

When learning about the Kurds, borders 

and divisions feature prominently. Few 

indigenous groups have faced as many lit-

eral and figurative barriers as the Kurds, 

who have lived between the Euphrates 

and Tigris Rivers for thousands of years. 

Since there is not enough room here to 

describe all the political, geographical, 

and historical barriers that have shaped 

the experiences of the Kurds, I will focus 

on some of them as they pertain to Kurd-

ish poetry.

Classical literature

From the manuscripts that have survived 

to this day, we know that Kurdish liter-

ature emerged in the Middle Ages. The 

first lyrical texts come from Baba Tahir, 

who was born in 1010 and wrote his qua-

trains in the Luri dialect of Kurdish. The 

term Luri dialect points to one of the key 

difficulties regarding language within the 

Kurdish community: its spoken varieties 

can differ greatly from one another. 

In addition to Luri, classical literature 

written in the Kurmanji dialect flourished 

under the rule of various Kurdish dynas-

ties and emirates from the 16th century 

onward. Parallel to the literature of the 

neighboring Arab and Persian peoples, 

diwans (collections of poems) by writers 

such as Ali Hariri (1010-1079), Melaye 

Ciziri (1570-1640), and Feqiye Teyran 

(1561-1640) were promoted during 

these dynasties and have been generously 

received up to our time. 

Among the classics, however, Ehmede 

Xani (1650-1707) stands out. His love 

epic Mem and Zin, written before the 

French Revolution, alludes to aspects of 

identify and implores the Kurds to ele-

vate their language as a tool for bolster-

ing their power over their territories. In a 

1694 mathnawi (a poem written in rhym-

ing couplets), he evokes national ideas, 

for instance by starting the action of the 

poem on Newroz, the Kurdish New Year. 

In the Sorani dialect, written literature 

developed from the 18th century onwards. 

Literature in Zazaki emerged only at the 

end of the 20th century.

As the Kurdish dynasties declined in the 

19th century, so do did Kurdish language 

and literature. After World War I, these 

dynasties disappeared completely from 

the map, replaced by the creation of four 

European-enabled nation states in the 

region. The basis for Kurdish self-preser-

vation also disappeared, and the societal 

divisions that were forged remain in place 

today.

Political framework

Since then, Kurdish language and litera-

ture have taken different paths in different 

countries. In the former Soviet Union, 

which had a small number of Kurdish 

speakers, the Kurdish language was pro-

moted during Lenin’s time and after 

Stalin’s death. There, it was present in 

schools and media until the fall of the 

Soviet Union in 1991. However, due 

to the politics of the Cold War, there 

was little exchange between those en-

gaging with the language in the So-

viet Union and Kurds in other states.

Following the 1923 founding of 

Turkiye, where most Kurds live, the 

Kurdish language suffered major re-

pression. Kurdish was legally banned 

by the state until 1991, when the law 

was repealed. Despite this positive 

step, Turkiye is still a long way from 

a complete normalization. Kurdish 

remains absent from public life, apart 

from a two-hour elective course in 

middle school and a few Kurdish de-

partments at select universities. While 

there has been some progress in pri-

vate media, there is a complete lack 

of support and funding by the state. 

Written Kurdish is usually learned au-

todidactically.

In Syria, Kurdish was tolerated in the 

press during the French mandate but 

was banned in the 1950s. With the 

outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 

2011, however, Kurdish became the 

official language in the Kurdish-ma-

jority areas.

In Iraq, Kurds faced persecution and 

genocide from the 1920s to 1991. 

However, the language was not al-

ways banned; Kurdish radio broad-

casts and publications were allowed, 

and Kurdish was taught as a language 

in schools, despite being disallowed 

during various periods. Since 1991, 

Kurdish has been the official language 

in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq.

There has never been an explicit 

ban on Kurdish in Iran; like in Iraq, 

Kurdish media and publications were 

permitted but the language was also 

absent from public life.

In addition to this politically complex 

and repressive approach to the Kurd-

ish language, there is another set of 

barriers for Kurdish: it is written in 

the respective country’s alphabet that 

is then modified for Kurdish. This 

means that Kurds use the Cyrillic, Ar-

abic, or Latin alphabets depending on 

which country they are from.

Modern poetry 

Poetry was the primary genre among 

the Kurds until the middle of the 20th 

century, but modern Kurdish poetry 

has its roots in the work of the 19th 

Statues of famous Kurdish poets in Sulaymaniyah Park
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century poet Haci Qadir Koyi (1817-

1897). Koyi’s poetry remains true to 

classic poetical forms like the ghazal 

or qasida, but in terms of content it 

expresses aspects and themes of mod-

ern national life, such as the right of 

self-determination of peoples, as well 

as technical developments. 

Koyi brings a romanticizing, hero-

ic imagery to Kurdish poetry, which 

represents a turning point from po-

etry’s focus on religious and ascetic 

themes and ideas. This change accel-

erated at the start of the 20th century 

for two reasons. First, from 1898 on-

wards, Kurds began to publish maga-

zines and newspapers in which these 

texts were disseminated. Second, the 

number of people attending state 

schools increased, helping to form 

a more worldly, secular class than 

that formed by the classical religious 

schools (madrasas).

Koyi’s poems were published posthu-

mously in the newspaper Jin (Life) in 

Istanbul in 1918. In the same mag-

azine, the poet Abdurrahim Rahmi 

Zapsu (1890-1958) introduced a 

new style by integrating elements 

of spoken language, which was free 

from formal rules, into Kurdish po-

etry. Zapsu abandoned the structure 

and subject matter of classical poet-

ry and used rhythm and symbolism 

as the basic elements of his poems, 

which focused on political and social 

themes. 

Other themes and forms also found 

their way into Kurdish poetry. Mod-

ern forms began to be published, 

including lyrical poetry, sonnets, bal-

lads, haikus, free verse, and even new-

er experimental varieties, alongside 

the ghazal or qasida. The classical 

forms did not disappear; instead, they 

continued to exist alongside modern 

varieties of poetry until the middle of 

the 20th century. 

Although modern Kurdish poetry 

publications do not show linear de-

velopment – they either continued 

to publish where they had been es-

tablished or changed their place of 

publication (for example, from Cairo 

to Geneva) – Kurdish poetry has con-

stantly reinvented itself and interact-

ed with world poetry.

Up to the end of the 20th century, 

Kurdish poetry primarily dealt with 

socio-political themes such as the 

division of Kurdistan, linguistic re-

pression, force and reprisal, imprison-

ment and detainment, questions of 

identity, nature, and migration. 

The imagery used to describe these 

themes, however, is strongly influ-

enced by the natural surroundings of 

Kurdistan. Words such as gul (rose), 

berf (snow), and ciya (mountain), 

which are synonymous with the land, 

are used along with elements from 

folklore and mythology. Over time, 

mythological images and metaphors 

from other cultures have also increas-

ingly made appearances in Kurdish 

poetry.

More recently, new forces and themes 

have shaped Kurdish poetry, includ-

ing urbanization, the anonymity of 

city life, individuality, philosophi-

cal-existential questions, feminist 

approaches, and migration, as well as 

the quotidian joys and challenges of 

the poets conveying their individual 

and collective experiences.
Portrait of Ahmadi Khani, painted by Saadat Barzani 
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CALLIGRAPHY

In the Studio with Master 
Calligrapher

I
n his studio on the outskirts of Erbil, 

master calligrapher Bjar Erbili is sur-

rounded by the warm glow of creativ-

ity. He dips his delicate broad-edged nib 

and brushes in ink, his movements filled 

with the quiet focus of a man possessed by 

his passion. The room is a witness to his 

talent, adorned with samples of his work, 

such as beautifully written gold-painted 

verses of the Quran and poems by notable 

Kurdish and Arab poets. A single copy of 

the Quran holds a special place in the cen-

ter of the room, on a big table; it is a copy 

of the Quran that Bjar wrote for Sheikh 

Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the former 

president of the UAE.

“Without love, one cannot hope to find 

true success,” Bjar says, putting the finish-

ing touches on his latest piece, his voice a 

gentle echo in this art-filled haven.

Bjar Kareem Salim, better known as Bjar 

Erbili, is a 61-year-old from Erbil, the 

capital of the Kurdistan Region. Born 

into a family that adored art and music, 

Bjar developed a love for calligraphy in his 

childhood. The word itself, derived from 

the Greek word for “beautiful,” kallos, 

meaning “the art of beautiful handwrit-

ing.”

“Even as a child, teachers would seek me 

out, requesting that I write names for 

them in calligraphy,” he recalls, a hint of 

nostalgia in his voice. 

After studying ceramics and sculpture at 

the University of Baghdad’s College of 

Fine Arts, Bjar decided to work as a cal-

ligrapher after graduation, which was his 

genuine passion.

His talent has garnered him interna-

tional acclaim, with awards adorning his 

achievements from prestigious competi-

tions in Istanbul and Dubai. In 2012, a 

remarkable opportunity arose. From a 

pool of 128 exceptionally skilled calligra-

phers gathered in Dubai, Bjar was entrust-

ed with the monumental task of crafting 

an edition of the Quran for Sheikh Khali-

fa commissioned by Dubai’s current ruler, 

Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Mak-

toum. The honor was a proof to Bjar’s 

exceptional understanding of the specific 

rules, styles, and order required for script-

ing the Quran.

It took Bjar three years to finish writing 

this calligraphic edition of the Quran, 

some two million copies of which have 

been printed and distributed in UAE.

Erbil has the finest calligraphers 
in the world

Bijar Erbili in his art studio 
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“Erbil has the finest calligraphers in the 

world”

Islamic calligraphy began in the 7th century 

in the city of Kufa in the south of Iraq as a 

method of creating copies of the Quran. In-

deed, the earliest known examples of writing 

in the world were produced around 3,200 

BC in Uruk in what is now Iraq, a testimo-

ny to the deep connection this region holds 

with the written word.

Bjar believes there is a reason calligraphy has 

flourished in Islamic culture. With the de-

piction of human figures discouraged, callig-

raphy offered a sublime alternative, a way to 

express the divine through the elegant dance 

of the script.

After the art first developed in Kufa, the Ab-

basid Caliphate founded a calligraphy school 

in Baghdad, followed by an Otto-

man school in Istanbul, and Iranian 

schools in Isfahan and Tabriz.

In 2018, Bjar founded Erbil Calligra-

phy School. “I established the school 

of Erbil because I strongly believe Er-

bil now has the finest calligraphers in 

the world,” he states with assurance.

The school is a vibrant hub, attracting 

dozens of aspiring artists from across 

Kurdistan. Membership transcends 

mere talent; Bjar seeks individuals 

who embody the values of humanity, 

peace, and coexistence. His vision is 

ambitious: to transform Erbil into a 

global calligraphy capital and a stage 

for international competitions. To 

achieve this, he hopes for support 

from the Kurdistan Regional Govern-

ment.

He also hopes to write the Kurdis-

tan edition of the Quran, as well as a 

compilation of poems by well-known 

Kurdish poets such as Nali, Ehmede 

Xani, and Haji Qadri Koyi.

Twice a week, the air crackles with a 

quiet passion, as calligraphers gather 

at Bjar’s home. They discuss the per-

fect curve of a letter, the subtle weight 

of a word, the whisper of the brush 

against paper. Bjar, a devoted custo-

dian, houses a collection of papers 

worth $20,000 – papers crafted to 

endure for over 200 years, each blank 

page a canvas for future masterpieces.

The calligraphers are not concerned 

with the future of calligraphy in the 

age of technology and artificial intel-

ligence. 

They remarked that calligraphy is 

similar to the art of weaving carpets; 

there is a significant difference in val-

ue and taste between a factory-made 

carpet and a hand-made carpet, and 

the same is true for writing.

And indeed, young blood continues 

to join the calligraphy ranks, drawn to 

the timeless art.
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LITERATURE

A Story of 
Kurdish Struggle

A
ward-winning writer and UK-

based film director Kae Bahar, 

who was born in Kirkuk during 

the regime of Saddam Hussein, is set to 

publish a new book, The Good, the Bad, 

and the Gringo, with Afsana Press on 

October 9, 2024. Originally published 

in 2015 as Letters From A Kurd, Afsana 

Press has agreed to re-release the book 

under its new title.

“The book is available via the Afsana Press 

website and platforms like Waterstone and 

Amazon for pre-order. Soon it will reach 

bookshops across the Kurdistan Region 

and, hopefully, I will get it to high schools 

and universities by including it in the cur-

riculum,” Bahar said.

“At the age of fourteen, I was arrested by 

the dictator’s secret police and sentenced 

to death for no other reason than being a 

Kurd, although I was miraculously saved. 

While the novel is not autobiographical, I 

do share many sentiments with Merywan 

Rashaba, my protagonist, such as a deep 

passion for film and a profound love for 

Kurdistan,” Bahar told Kurdistan Chron-

icle.

Kurdish literature on the world 
market

“Kurdistan and Kurdish independence are 

the central themes of my story. Freedom 

has always been our dream since it was 

taken away from us and, for the first time, 

this is being expressed through a work 

of fiction. I believe the call for Kurdish 

independence is legitimate and deserves 

international recognition. In this regard, 

we can say The Good, the Bad, and the 

Gringo is the first novel about patriotism, 

The Good, the Bad, and 
the Gringo is the first 

novel about patriotism, 
freedom, and the long-

awaited desire to create an 
independent Kurdistan

Kurdistan Chronicle 
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freedom, and the long-awaited desire to create an inde-

pendent Kurdistan.” 

However, Bahar added that a complex political situation 

overshadows his protagonist’s hopes and dreams. “From a 

young age, Rashaba is forced to fight for survival on three 

fronts simultaneously; against his illiterate, merciless, and 

devoutly religious father, against a narrow-minded and in-

tolerant society, and against the tyranny of the oppressive 

regime under which he is growing up.”

“Ever since I left my beloved Kurdistan and arrived in 

Europe in 1980, I have always wanted to write a novel 

alongside my acting and filmmaking,” he added. “This was 

motivated by the fact that I could not find one work of fic-

tion or novel written by a Kurd in any bookshop or library 

anywhere in Europe.” 

He said that he had searched bookshops in Rome, Paris, 

Berlin, London, and “many other cities and was saddened 

and deeply frustrated to find nothing. It was disappoint-

ing that after a century of armed struggle and so much 

sacrifice, we did not have any literary work on the world 

market.” 

In 2011, once he was confident with his English, he de-

cided to take on the challenge of writing the first Kurdish 

novel in English. “My intention was to engage the world’s 

readership and take them on an amazing journey to Kurd-

istan through Rashaba’s story. This has been one of the 

greatest challenges of my life.”

Bahar paused his acting work, abandoned filmmaking, 

and locked himself in a room where he wrote sixteen to 

eighteen hours every day for two years. Moreover, he was 

forced to sell his house in the UK. “Thankfully my wife, 

Josie Bahar, stood by me rather than divorcing me. She 

also designed the cover page for the book and was very 

proud of her work and its contribution toward Kurdish 

independence,” he said. 

“After two years of writing full time, 

and a year of re-writing and editing, 

at last, I had a completed manuscript 

that I could send out to publishers. 

After contacting several literary agents 

and getting heartbreaking rejections, 

a year passed before Brie Burkeman 

fell in love with it and started sending 

it to publishers. Faber & Faber was 

interested but that didn’t work out. 

Soon after, we approached Yolk, a new 

publisher who was going to give their 

maximum attention to the book and 

its marketing. I will never forget the 

day we celebrated the book launch at 

the London Review Bookshop in the 

presence of some 150 guests.” 

“That evening, the fantastic feeling 

of achievement justified four years of 

working for free, without getting a 

penny, taking a gamble where I didn’t 

know if my book was going to be 

published.”

A story about all Kurds

The book was published in March 

2015 under the title of Letters From 

A Kurd. “At the time the Kurdish 

peshmerga were fighting ISIS, and 

the world seemed to wake up to the 

Kurdish call for freedom. Therefore, 

we thought that having the word 

Kurd in the title would help sales, but 

we were wrong.” 

“Despite all our tragedies, including 

the Anfal Campaign, chemical gas 

attacks, mass exodus, and the war 

against ISIS, most of the world still 

doesn’t know about the Kurds. Sad-

ly, my publisher’s health suddenly 

deteriorated, and he had to close his 

business. Therefore, my book, despite 

being in demand and receiving many 

five-star reviews on Goodreads, Ama-

zon, and Waterstones, soon went out 

of print. After that, I was too busy 

with my filmmaking and planned to 

wait until I made my first feature film 

and gained some international rec-

ognition, which would help with the 

re-publication of the book.”

However, Afsana Press, a new pub-

lishing house in London read the 

book, were fascinated by the story, 

and decided to publish it again. “For 

this second edition, we agreed on the 

new title of The Good, the Bad, and 

the Gringo, which is the most appro-

priate title for the story and very dear 

to me.”

 

Bahar hopes to get support from the 

Kurdistan Region’s Council of Min-

isters to publish “the novel in differ-

ent languages in every country where 

there is Kurdish representation.” 

“Apart from having them give away 

the book in their country of residence 

as a gift, I also aim to approach pub-

lishers to publish the book in languag-

es like French, German, Italian, and 

Spanish. Frankly, I believe The Good, 

the Bad, and the Gringo is one of the 

best representations of the Kurds and 

Kurdistan. I would deeply appreciate 

the support of Kurds worldwide in 

making sure the book will not go un-

noticed in the very competitive world 

market.

Moreover, Bahar will do a book 

launch at Stanfords Bookshop in 

Covent Garden in the center of Lon-

don on October 9, 2024. 

“This gives me four more months to 

get the news of the re-publication of 

the book out there, do effective mar-

keting, and get some supporters on 

board, including Kurdish leaders, or-

ganizations, TV channels, social me-

dia influencers, friends, and others, 

to review and talk about the book. 

I spent four years writing the book, 

but Merywan’s story is about all of us 

Kurds, not only those from Southern 

Kurdistan (Kurdistan Region of Iraq), 

but also other parts of Kurdistan.” 
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REVIEW

Yezidi Novelist Sparks 
Literary Flame in Germany

Kamaran Hoc

is a Kurdish writer 
and translator based 
in Germany. He has 

translated numerous books 
and novels from German to 

Arabic.

R
onya Othmann was born in Mu-

nich, Germany, in 1992 to a Yezi-

di father and a German mother. 

Currently a university student, she writes 

essays, prose, and poetry. Her literary 

work has garnered her numerous awards, 

including the Open Mike Poetry Prize, 

the Usedom Literature Prize, and the 

Caroline Schlegel Essay Award. In 2020, 

she published her debut novel, The Sum-

mers, which won the Mara Cassens Prize. 

In 2021, she earned further recognition 

for her poetry anthology Crimes. Her 

most recent book, Seventy-four, was pub-

lished in 2024. 

The Summers

In her first novel, The Summers, Ron-

ya Othmann introduces Layla, a young 

woman named after Layla Qasim. Layla 

is raised near Munich but visits her Yezi-

di Kurdish family in Syria every summer. 

Layla’s father once lived in a Kurdish vil-

lage on the Turkish border and endured 

the fate of the so-called “Al-Hasakah for-

eigners” – Kurds denied Syrian citizenship 

or stripped of it by the Syrian Ba’athist re-

gime. Arrested, he fled to Germany in the 

1980s. During her visits, Layla experienc-

es the simple, innocent life in the village 

despite the challenges the villagers face, 

including racial discrimination in near-

by cities like Qamishli. She is enchanted 

by the small joys and gains insights into 

Kurdish life.

Layla, who is learning Kurdish from her 

father, is bewildered when she is pre-

vented from speaking the language at 

Syrian airports and by the ubiquity of 

the portraits and photos of Syrian Pres-

ident Hafez al-Assad – at her age, she is 

not even familiar with her own German 

president or politics more broadly. Mean-

while, her German mother finds joy and 

warmth in the village, shedding her usu-

ally strict demeanor. However, these mo-

ments of happiness are abruptly interrupt-

ed in 2014 when ISIS sweeps through 

the region, targeting Yezidi villages in a 

brutal campaign. From Germany, Layla 

feels helpless as she watches her father’s 

anguish over the terrifying news of their 

family’s plight.

Layla’s family does what they can to help 

from afar, including facilitating her grand-

mother’s relocation to Germany. This 

return to her roots helps Layla reconnect 

with her extended family and their Yezidi 

traditions, though her grandmother strug-

gles to adapt to her new environment. In 

exile and cut off from her homeland, she 

slowly withers away, longing for the or-

chards and neighbors she left behind. 

Seventy-four 

In her novel Seventy-four, Othmann revis-

its the Yezidis’ harrowing history of perse-

cution, specifically focusing on the geno-

cide inflicted upon them by ISIS, which 

the Yezidis refer to as the faraman. The 

title, Seventy-four, references the fact that 

the attack by ISIS was the 74th genocidal 

campaign in Yezidi history. This atrocity 

has been recognized as a genocidal crime 

by Germany, where the largest Yezidi di-

aspora lives.

Drawing from her personal observations 

during a visit to refugee camps in Kurd-

istan, Othmann crafts a realistic narrative 

devoid of fictional embellishments. She 

lets the victims’ voices guide the story, 

providing their testimonies directly to the 

reader and refraining from editorial inter-

In her novel Seventy-
four, Othmann revisits 
the Yezidis’ harrowing 
history of persecution, 
specifically focusing on 
the genocide inflicted 
upon them by ISIS
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vention. Her narrative also addresses 

the return of ISIS criminals to Ger-

many, particularly German women 

brought back from detention camps 

with their children, who were born 

during the so-called caliphate.

Through this unflinching work, Oth-

mann brings the German audience 

closer to the plight of the Yezidis, giv-

ing a voice to their suffering while ex-

posing the brutality of ISIS. Her book 

stands as another testament to her 

commitment to bringing the Kurdish 

cause to the fore and advocating for 

the Yezidis’ right to a dignified and 

free existence. 

Crimes 

Othmann released her first poetry 

collection, Crimes, a year after her 

debut novel. As the title suggests, the 

collection confronts atrocities com-

mitted against humanity, focusing on 

the tragedies endured by the Kurd-

ish people. The poems capture the 

sorrow and anguish of regions like 

Afrin, Mosul, and Nineveh, where 

Kurds have been victims of both re-

gional and global conflicts. With un-

flinching and poignant language, her 

poems resonate deeply, bearing wit-

ness to the wounds inflicted by these 

“crimes.”

One of the standout poems in the 

collection, titled “Countdown to the 

Explosion,” illustrates the power of 

Othmann’s words:

You should read the stones

Upside down. To begin at the domes, 

the domes are daughters of the sun,

sun rays. But the dome collapsed, the 

dome without a column and without 

a base.

After the explosion, it fell three meters 

and ten centimeters more.

If you count the number of pebbles to 

reach the building,

The result will be a temple.’

Othmann holds society and humanity 

accountable for treating these crimes 

as if they were normal occurrences. In 

“Burning Trees,” she laments:

’It’s like we don’t know

anything.

As if we don’t know, nature is forbid-

den despite everything, 

and the sky is still a lie.

Its blue is flawless. 

This is what can be said about it.’

The poems capture the 
sorrow and anguish 
of regions like Afrin, 
Mosul, and Nineveh, 

where Kurds have been 
victims of both regional 

and global conflicts
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ART

Malmime Bridges 
Art and Heritage

Bakir Shwani

is a Kurdish writer 
and translator based 
in Germany. He has 

translated several 
acclaimed novels into 
Kurdish. Schwani was 

born in Kirkuk and 
studied geology in 

Baghdad before moving to 
Germany and obtaining a 
degree in oriental studies 
at the University of Bonn.

L
ast May, the Goethe-Institut, a 

non-profit German cultural asso-

ciation, invited a group of artists 

to Erbil to participate in various activities. 

Among the invitees were two Kurdish cit-

izens living in Germany, one of whom was 

the painter Hasan Hüseyin Deveci, who is 

also known by his artistic name Malmime. 

Born in 1972 in the Kurdish village of 

Kulu in Konya, Türkiye, Malmime says 

that his family descends from Kurds ex-

iled to central Anatolia by the Ottomans 

roughly 400 years ago. Despite this exile, 

the family preserved its Kurdish language 

and culture, and Malmime, the name of 

one of his grandmothers. The artist has 

lived in Germany since 1994 and studied 

painting in Cologne, where he learned the 

Kurdish Kurmanci dialect academically at 

the age of 31.

Malmime’s biography makes it clear why a 

significant institution like the Goethe-In-

stitut would invite him to Erbil. Beyond 

being an artist, he works as an art thera-

pist and educator, engaging in art projects 

throughout Germany, particularly in the 

German state of North Rhine-Westphalia.

Between 2003 and 2024, Malmime has 

showcased his work in numerous solo and 

group exhibitions across Germany, Italy, 

Spain, France, and Austria, with his joint 

exhibition in Kurdistan being a notable 

highlight. One of his proudest achieve-

ments is his participation in the 53rd Ven-

ice Biennale in 2009 alongside 13 other 

artists from all parts of Kurdistan. He is 

also a member of several international art-

ists’ organizations, including the Interna-

tional Society of Fine Arts in Berlin and 

the International Association of Plastic 

Arts.

Coming to Erbil

Malmime’s visit to Erbil had two main 

Malmime believes that art 
and culture in Kurdistan 

are like undiscovered 
treasures
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purposes. The first was to 

open an exhibition explor-

ing the relationship between 

art and music. Malmime has 

been experimenting with a 

technique of “painting the 

melody of music” for nearly 

seven years and was able to 

showcase several large paint-

ings in Erbil for the first 

time. The second purpose 

was to conduct a three-day 

workshop on the relationship 

between art and the environ-

ment, which was attended by 

15 artists.

Malmime explains that his 

visit to Erbil aimed to build 

a bridge between Middle 

Eastern art and the Western 

world, and to allow him to 

reconnect with his homeland 

on a personal and artistic level. Hav-

ing been born and raised in Türkiye 

and then settling in Germany, this 

trip was his first visit to the Kurdistan 

Region, allowing him to spend time 

among his people and gain new expe-

riences. He describes his time in Erbil 

as the fulfillment of a lifelong dream, 

not just for himself, but also for his 

ancestors, who longed to visit their 

historic homeland.

Malmime elaborates on his artistic 

message in German on his website: “I 

give my characters their posture and 

the viewers give them a soul. There 

should be a connection between the 

viewer and art, which evokes memo-

ries and experiences in the viewer or 

arouses fantasies and dreams. My fig-

ures often have a function like I do. 

They have their own way and life, as 

well as their strengths and weaknesses. 

With this purpose, they not only act 

out something, but often they reenact 

something.”

Additionally, he writes: “With my art, 

I want to create new perspectives and 

viewpoints to perceive and interpret 

reality. I want to lead the viewer be-

hind the scenes of reality and encour-

age them to engage with the symbol-

ism of reality.”

Artistic connections

In speaking with Kurdistan Chronicle, 

Malmime recounted his experiences 

in Kurdistan, including speaking to 

the police in Kurdish for the first time 

in his life. He reflected on the positive 

impact of seeing the Kurdistan flag in 

public and private spaces. 

“Although I was legally in a foreign 

country, I had a strong feeling of be-

longing during my two-week stay. 

The nature of the country, especially 

the unique mountains of Kurdistan, 

impressed me deeply. There’s great 

potential for attracting tourists from 

all over the world,” Malmime ex-

claimed. 

He did highlight that it was 

discouraging to see so much 

litter around the city. “The 

prevalent garbage saddened 

me, especially given my envi-

ronmental project. The pop-

ulation’s indifference towards 

the environment was also dis-

appointing, but I am optimistic 

that through work and projects 

like mine, people will become 

more environmentally con-

scious,” he said.

Malmime believes that art and 

culture in Kurdistan are like 

undiscovered treasures and 

that, with the cooperation 

of specialized institutions in 

Kurdistan, he will do his ut-

most to uncover these treasures 

and strengthen the artistic con-

nection between Kurdistan, 

Germany, and the world. 

“There are both very rich and poor 

people in Kurdistan, but they all 

share a hospitality and kindness that 

preserve values we rarely find in Eu-

rope. In short, I fell in love with the 

Kurdistan Region and plan to include 

it in my future personal and artistic 

projects. My goal is to share my ex-

periences with Kurdistan and help 

young artists adopt new perspectives, 

becoming representatives and flag 

bearers of Kurdish art, blending it 

with world art,” he explained.

Malmime is currently discussing with 

his wife and children the possibility of 

including Kurdistan in their annual 

travel plans. He feels a strong con-

nection to the region and wants his 

children to develop a spiritual bond 

with their ancestral land. “The feel-

ings, experiences, and visions I gained 

in Kurdistan are so profound that I 

believe they could fill the pages of a 

book,” Malmime concluded.

The feelings, experiences, and visions I gained 
in Kurdistan are so profound that I believe 

they could fill the pages of a book
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FILM

Ghobadi’s Poetic Journey 
Through Revolution

Riyadh Hammadi

a writer and literature 
critic from Yemen, is 

renowned for translating 
numerous literary works 

from English into Arabic.

I
n his 2012 film Rhino Season, Kurdish 

filmmaker Bahman Ghobadi, known 

for war-time dramas A Time for 

Drunken Horses (2000) and Turtles Can 

Fly (2004), adapts a poetic tone and lan-

guage to portray Iran during two distinct 

eras: the Pahlavi dynasty and the Islamic 

Republic. The contrast between these two 

eras is highlighted by dark colors, shad-

ows, basements, prisons, and barriers that 

are prevalent during the Islamic Republic. 

This visual language effectively depicts the 

tragic state of Iran after the revolution, a 

place filled with fabricated charges, mur-

der, and rape.

The contrast between the two eras is also 

illustrated through the poetry sympo-

siums during the Pahlavi dynasty com-

pared to the sectarian sorting during the 

Islamic Republic, for instance the inter-

rogation of the Sunni poet and his Shi’a 

wife in prison. Poets are seen in the first 

era as dreamers, free to express themselves 

in a civic state, whereas religious extrem-

ism instills a tyranny over such expression 

during the Islamic Republic.

Throughout the film, Ghobadi actually 

uses a poem to narrate the poet’s fate.

Carry the walls on your shoulders and leave. 

You are being chased by a spider that is 

weaving its threads around you. There is a 

thorn stuck in your throat. When the poem 

dies in you, its corpse will rot, and its smell 

will emanate. The corpse that remains of 

you falls from the eyelid of a half-asleep and 

half-awake horse. You are a salt field blown 

by the wind. Your grave is visible, and the 

chariot of prayers revolves around itself, 

scattering curses in the cursed land. There 

are lifeless bodies along with hidden living 

bodies. The air is a dagger, and the water is 

a dagger, only the one living on the borders 

will create a land.
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A film by BAHMAN GHOBADI

Kurdish filmmaker Bahman Ghobadi
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These alternations affect the sequence 

of events, concluding in both the film 

and novel with Esteban Trueba help-

ing Miguel/Pedro’s escape to Cana-

da, with Blanca/Alba following him.

In Ghobadi’s film, Sahel searches for 

his wife Mina after his release from 

prison, eventually locating her in Is-

tanbul. However, he hesitates to ap-

proach her and instead observes her 

from distance, grappling with the 

psychological barrier preventing them 

from reuniting. 

This barrier is visually and tangibly 

depicted through glass barriers that 

symbolize Sahel’s ongoing imprison-

ment in various aspects of life. Even-

tually, Sahel encounters his daughter 

by chance, who is working as a pros-

titute to raise money for their immi-

gration to Europe. One night, she ac-

companies her friend to his house and 

has sex with him while he’s drunk. 

When Sahel wakes up in the morning, 

he notices a tattoo on her shoulder, 

bearing a quote from one of his po-

ems. 

His shock deepens when her friend 

reveals that the tattoo was inked by 

her mother Mina. The ambiguity 

surrounding the parentage of Mina’s 

twins – whether they are Sahel’s or 

Akbar Rezaei’s – serves as a poignant 

reflection of the intricate identity of 

the post-revolution generation. It en-

capsulates their profound sense of loss 

and the complexity of their quest for 

redemption, transcending the con-

fines of Iran’s borders.

An impossible reunion

The film opens with Sahel’s release in 

2009, but then flashes back to Teh-

ran in 1977, the moment Sahel signs 

his poetry collection, The Rhino’s Last 

Poem, before jumping forward to Is-

tanbul in 2010. There’s a thematic 

link between the title of the collection 

and the film that is laid plain by two 

rhinoceros-related scenes: a car col-

liding with one, and another where 

a rhinoceros floats on water. Despite 

these connections, the relationship 

between the title and the content re-

mains somewhat distant, immersed 

with the poetic beauty that pervades 

the film’s spirit.

When Sahel finds Mina, she senses 

his presence but doubts his identity, 

leading to a non-traditional reunion 

for a long-separated couple. Their ex-

periences in prison have drained them 

of vitality, leaving them as mere shad-

ows of their former selves. Typically, a 

reunion would be filled with longing 

and eagerness, but prison has robbed 

them of life, particularly Sahel. He 

is consumed by a desire for revenge, 

leaving him devoid of any signs of life 

as he drives with Rezaei, appearing 

more like a corpse than a living being.

A person emerging from the tyranni-

cal prisons of the Islamic Republic is 

inevitably transformed. For Sahel, the 

echoes of cell gates closing persistent-

ly haunt him even as he is driving. 

These sounds act as a bridge between 

two worlds – the realm of the detain-

ee and the world beyond – constantly 

evoking memories of his imprison-

ment and impeding his path to a nor-

mal life. Sahel’s fate seems foretold, 

his body destined to reunite with the 

soul that perished within those prison 

walls years ago. With his eventual de-

mise, the poet finds liberation, finally 

freed from the confines of his physical 

and spiritual prison.

The film’s torture scenes are depict-

ed solely through flashbacks. Sahel 

is released upon serving his prison 

term, and an employee named Savak 

retrieves his file from the archives. 

In Persian, this name alludes to the 

Shah’s intelligence and national secu-

rity service, or so-called secret police, 

and its inclusion suggests that, despite 

the change in regime, repression and 

persecution have persisted over time.

After leaving prison, reality appears 

fragmented and distorted to Sahel. 

He is haunted by nightmares and 

hallucinations, and the prospect of re-

venge seems an extension of the hunt 

for a herd of rhinoceroses. However, 

he ultimately realizes that revenge is 

futile or impossible and acknowledges 

that it is more effective to end his own 

torment and rid himself of suffering.

The director dedicates the final scene 

to Sahel. It is deeply surreal. Sahel 

emerges from his car, smokes a cig-

arette, and then walks down a road 

on dry, cracked ground. Eventually 

he disappears on the horizon amid a 

gradual whiteness that subsumes the 

screen. This poetic imagery, used so 

well throughout the film, suggests 

that the poet’s essence will endure 

through his poems, while the dark-

ness of tyranny will consume itself.

Mina (played by Monica Bellucci) is 

the wife of the main character and 

poet Sahel. In a key moment, she tat-

toos the last phrase of the poem on 

the back of a seashore, symbolizing 

that the homeland is no longer a suit-

able place for living.

Revolution means revenge

Ghobadi dedicates his film to the 

memory of Sane Jaleh and Farzad Ka-

mangar. Jaleh, an Iranian student, was 

fatally shot during the demonstra-

tions on February 14, 2011, in Teh-

ran. Kamangar, an Iranian-Kurdish 

teacher, poet, and journalist, was exe-

cuted on May 9, 2010, on charges of 

“enmity against Allah,” belonging to 

the Kurdistan Free Life Party, and par-

ticipating in bomb attacks – charges 

that his lawyer argued were fabricat-

ed. Ghobadi also dedicates his film to 

all political prisoners still detained in 

the prisons of the Islamic Republic.

Rhino Season is based on the true sto-

ry of an Iranian-Kurdish poet known 

by the pseudonym Sadegh Kamangar, 

who endured 27 years in Islamic Re-

public prisons. During his imprison-

ment, his family was falsely informed 

of his death, leading them to mourn 

over a fake grave for decades, a decep-

tion that deeply impacted the poet, 

his family, and countless others. 

The poet’s story is not an isolated 

case. The portrayal of Mina’s rape by 

Akbar Rezaei, one of the revolution’s 

loyalists, while in prison, symbolizes 

the abuse of authority and the oppres-

sion of the Iranian people. But there is 

also a personal motive for revenge and 

one that accompanies coups and rev-

olutions. In this case, it was Rezaei’s 

unrequited love for Mina, the daugh-

ter of one of the Shah’s generals. After 

he confesses his love to her, she tell 

her father, who beats and expels him. 

After the revolution breaks out, and 

the Islamists seized power, Rezaei 

assumes a prominent position and is 

able to seize the general’s house and 

arrest Mina and Sahel on fabricat-

ed charges of conspiring against the 

Islamic Republic by writing poems. 

Sahel is sentenced to 30 years in pris-

on and Mina to 10 years. After being 

raped, Mina gives birth to twins, is 

released, and is told that her husband 

has died, leading her to mourn over 

his fake grave.

Allusion to Isabel Allende

In a similar vein, novelist Marina 

Nemat recounts her arrest and torture 

at the age of sixteen following the 

rise of the Islamists to power in her 

2007 memoir The Prisoner of Tehran. 

She later describes being compelled 

to marry her torturer Ali in order to 

secure her release. Similarly, the 2008 

Spanish film The Anarchist Wife fol-

lows the story of Manuela and her 

husband Justo as they resist Franco’s 

supporters during the Spanish Civil 

War. After Franco’s ascent to power, 

Justo flees while Manuela remains be-

hind, and their servant seizes control 

of their house with the assistance of 

his son, a member of Franco’s par-

ty. This transformation, where the 

wealthy are reduced to beggars and 

the servants become masters, under-

scores how coups serve personal in-

terests and create opportunities to get 

revenge. 

The theme of revenge resonates 

throughout Ghobadi’s film and aligns 

closely with the narrative arc of Isa-

bel Allende’s 1982 novel The House 

of Spirits, which is set in Chile. In 

the story, Alba and Pedro fall in love 

with each other, unaware that they are 

daughter and father. When Alba ma-

tures and goes to college, where she 

meets Miguel, which whom she has 

a love affair. After the military coup 

against the elected government, Alba, 

the granddaughter of Esteban Trueba 

from his daughter Blanca, is arrested 

and tortured by Colonel Esteban Gar-

cia, who is also the grandson of Este-

ban Trueba from his illegitimate son, 

to whom Pancha Garcia had given 

birth to after being raped by Esteban 

Trueba. Driven by his hatred and suf-

fering, Colonel Garcia tortures Alba 

to impel her to reveal Miguel’s hide-

out and then rapes her, completing 

the cycle of rape that his grandfather 

began.

While in detention, Alba wishes for 

death, but the visits of her grand-

mother Clara give her hope. She 

learns that she has become pregnant, 

but it was unknown whether the child 

was Miguel’s or the result of her rape. 

Nevertheless, she makes the coura-

geous choice to love her child and 

put an end to the cycle of hatred by 

refraining from seeking revenge.

The adaptation of Allende’s novel 

into a film involves significant chang-

es, such as assigning the role of Mi-

guel to Pedro and of Alba to Blanca. 

111110



I
n 1993, in the middle of all the chaos 

in Iraq, a Yezidi boy in primary school 

finds comfort in watching cartoons 

on TV. Whenever the power goes out – 

which happens a lot – he misses those 

bright, lively characters. Even in the dark, 

he can picture them in his mind, color-

ful and spirited. He grabs his pencil and 

starts sketching, determined to keep them 

alive. That’s how Falah’s journey began, 

turning the gloom around him into some-

thing brighter with his imagination.

Although Falah survived the 2014 Yezidi 

genocide, he was deeply hurt by losing so 

many people he cared about. Again, he 

found peace in his art. Painting helped 

him fend off the sadness, telling his own 

story of strength and bravery with every 

brushstroke.

Co-founding a charity in 2013, Falah 

showed solidarity during the 2014 Yezidi 

genocide by using art to convey survival 

stories. His paintings now grace interna-

tional exhibitions, while he teaches his 

fellow refugees art, computer skills, and 

English. As a translator for the nonprofit 

Habibi International, Falah continues his 

commitment to community enrichment. 

Based in Germany, he works to spread his 

humanitarian message despite the many 

challenges he has faced.

Mass Escape

The painting The Mass Escape portrays the 

poignant journey of the Yezidi people es-

caping from ISIS. Central to the image is 

a Yezidi mother, cradling her baby, walk-

ing alongside her two daughters through 

a landscape filled with uncertainty, where 

swirling dust obscures their path. 

In the distance, a crowd of fellow Yezidis 

moves onward, their urgent need evident. 

High above them, a fragile boundary sep-

arates the earth from the sky, subtly hint-

ing at their precarious position. Each step 

they take resonates with the weight of his-

tory and the uncertainty of their future, 

teetering on the brink of the unknown.

ART

Falah’s Artistic Journey 
Through Adversity

Sarwa Azeez

is Kurdish poet, researcher, 
and translator. Her 

work has appeared in 
many publications such 
as Parentheses Journal, 
Writing for A Woman’s 

Voice, Notre Dame 
Literary, The International 
Journal of Genocide Studies 
and Prevention, Wingless 
Dreamer and elsewhere.
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Window of Hope

Through the Window of Hope, a Yezidi boy stands poised 

before an open window, whose glass once shielded him 

from the outside world but is now replaced by mere cur-

tains fluttering in the wind. Behind him looms the dark 

interior of an unfinished building, a skeletal testament to 

a world in flux, its raw construction mirroring the uncer-

tain landscape of post-war existence.

In the boy’s posture, the viewer glimpses the weight of 

the world upon his young shoulders. With elbows resting 

on the windowsill and hands clasped in quiet contempla-

tion, he gazes outward with an intensity that belies his 

tender years. His eyes, windows to the soul, peer into the 

abyss of the future, seeking answers amid the chaos and 

wreckage of the past.

At this precise moment, we see more than just a boy. 

What we see is the embodiment of strength within the 

wreckage.

Yezidi Girls in Lalish

In Yezidi Girls In Lalish, the figures adorned in white gar-

ments and delicate scarves serve as vessels of spirituality, 

while the weathered, earth-toned walls of the ancient tem-

ple evoke a profound sense of history and ancestral con-

nection.

Their faces, bathed in the soft glow of sunlight, reflect not 

only the interplay of light and shadow, but also a profound 

bond with the essence of Yezidi culture. This intricate 

dance between light and form transforms the canvas into a 

sacred shrine, where the unity between the people and their 

homeland is celebrated.

The painting tells a story of symbiosis. The contours of 

their features echo through the rolling hills and valleys they 

call home, weaving together a narrative of identity insepa-

rable from the land itself.

Falah’s Resilient 
Brushstrokes

In a world often numbed by indif-

ference, Falah’s art emerges as a vital 

testament to resilience and endur-

ance. Through his masterful strokes, 

he eloquently captures the unyielding 

spirit of the Yezidi community, under-

scoring the fact that, despite attempts 

to erase their existence and strip them 

of their dignity, their imagination re-

mains undefeated.

In depicting Yezidi women and chil-

dren, Falah’s work poignantly un-

derscores the absence of men lost to 

genocide, while the haunting sorrow 

in their eyes echoes the harrowing 

ordeals endured by countless women 

subjected to enslavement, violence, 

and exploitation at the hands of ad-

versaries.

Through his artistry, Falah not only 

encapsulates the suffering and forti-

tude of his people, but also amplifies 

their voices, ensuring that their nar-

ratives endure, neither forgotten nor 

silenced.

Although Falah survived the 2014 
Yezidi genocide, he was deeply hurt by 
losing so many people he cared about
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GAME

Bridging Borders 
Through a Game

K
urdistan Railways is 

a five-player strategy 

board game similar to 

Monopoly that was created by 

Alan Salah, a young Kurdish 

entrepreneur. 

Featuring a map of Kurdistan 

with the names of all its major 

cities, the game’s purpose is 

to educate the younger gen-

eration and foreigners about 

Kurdistan. The new gener-

ation, due to their different 

lifestyle, may not know much 

about their nation and coun-

try and conveying such infor-

mation through games can be 

more engaging. The game can 

also provide valuable informa-

tion and make it easy for for-

eigners to learn about Kurdis-

tan.

While many countries have 

their own versions of such 

games, the story behind Kurd-

istan Railways is unique. 

Born in Aleppo, Syria in 1988, 

Salah lived in Damascus and 

is the son of a Kurdish writ-

er and politician. “My father 

is from Barwari Bala in the 

Kurdistan Region, and my 

mother is from Afrin in West-

ern Kurdistan (northeastern 

Syria). But my family’s roots 

are from Jalawla in the Diyala 

Governorate of the Kurdistan 

Region. My grandfather was 

registered in Jalawla during the 

1957 census while serving as 

part of the Royal Iraqi Army, 

and so our identity card lists us 

Mohammad Dargalayi 

is a journalist and 
photographer with 14 

years of experience. He is a 
member of IFJ Global.

as from Jalawla. Later, my father went to Mosul to study 

but was asked to become a Ba’athist to continue, but he 

refused, instead joining the peshmerga forces in Behdinan 

(aka Badinan). He went to Iran and then to Syria, where 

he married Salah’s mother. “We stayed in Syria until the 

fall of Saddam Hussein before returning to the Kurdistan 

Region,” Salah recounted. 

While in Syria, he graduated as an architectural engineer in 

Damascus. He now runs a design company in Erbil. Often, 

the most difficult question he faces is where he is from. 

“This identity crisis drives my interest in working on Kurd-

istan’s identity, as it encompasses the details of my life and 

succinctly answers this difficult question.”

Trains, games, and strategy

Salah’s love of board games as a child drove him to create 

Kurdistan Railways. “I often thought there should be such 

a game for Kurdistan because it expands the brain and pro-

vides learning opportunities. I have several foreign friends 

who introduced me to a similar game, with each country 

P
ho

to
s:

 M
oh

a
m

m
a

d
 D

a
rg

a
la

yi

Alan Salah sharing his boardgame Kurdistan Railways
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having its own version. This inspired 

me to create one for Kurdistan,” he 

related.

Salah’s childhood love for riding trains 

also proved inspirational. “In Syria, it 

took four hours to reach Aleppo by 

bus from Damascus, but seven hours 

by train. I always traveled by train for 

the joy it brought. I dreamed of one 

day taking a train from Afrin to Zakho 

or other parts of Kurdistan, bringing 

Afrin’s olives to my uncles in Duhok 

and the famous apples of Badinan 

to Afrin,” he said.

Kurdistan Railways imagines a 

railway connecting Kurdistan’s 

cities and helps players learn about 

the geographical boundaries that 

are demographically considered 

Kurdish territory. “When I saw 

Monopoly and decided to cre-

ate a Kurdish version, I thought 

this was the best way to fulfill my 

dream of traveling all over Kurdis-

tan by train,” he explained.

While some may dispute the accu-

racy of the game’s map, it is in-

spired by a map published in 2012 

by the Institute for Kurdish Stud-

ies in Paris, based on research and 

historical sources. The map does 

not show the political boundaries 

of a proposed state and does not 

aim to promote any separatist 

ideas. It is purely for educational 

and entertainment purposes.

Creating the game took about 

three years, although produc-

ing and distributing it took six 

months. Salah started with the 

map, knowing that even a small 

mistake could ruin the project. 

Anyone over the age of eight can 

play and understand the game. 

As a strategy game for five play-

ers, it requires a lot of thinking. 

Players win by completing all their 

tickets, creating the longest path, and 

blocking their opponents. Playing 

time ranges from 30 to 90 minutes, 

depending on the players’ skill and 

experience, with more experienced 

players often finishing more quickly.

The game includes two types of cards: 

long-range and short-range, with 

train cards indicating from which city 

the player is traveling. The railroads 

are color-coded, and the cards feature 

iconic Kurdish elements, such as tra-

ditional clothing patterns and sym-

bols of Kurdish culture.

Building “existence”

Kurdistan Railways is the first Kurdish 

board game registered with the Kurd-

istan Regional Government Ministry 

of Culture and Youth, but Salah has 

pledged that it will not be used for 

political purposes. The game package 

clearly states that it is not affiliated 

with any political party and is solely 

for learning and entertainment. 

Today, young people are enjoying the 

game in some cafeterias in Erbil, and 

it is available in most libraries. Half 

of Salah’s customers are Kurds, and 

the other half are foreigners living in 

Kurdistan. The game is also sold in 

Germany, France, Switzerland, and 

the United States.

Salah mentioned that Kurds born 

in other countries benefit from the 

game, as it helps them learn about 

their identity and homeland. The 

game is written in Kurd-

ish using Latin characters, 

making it accessible to both 

Kurds and non-Kurds. One 

of his goals was to present 

Kurdistan’s identity to the 

world, detached from poli-

tics and war.

For first-time buyers, there 

are tutorial booklets in both 

Kurdish and English, and a 

QR code on the box pro-

vides access to an online 

tutorial.

Feedback from those who 

have played the game has 

been very positive, especially 

from foreigners who have 

learned the Kurdish Latin 

alphabet, seen the map of 

Kurdistan, and learned the 

names of Kurdish cities by 

playing the game.

This game is part of Salah’s 

larger project called habun 

(existence), which includes 

additional game projects. 

“As Kurds, we face existen-

tial challenges, so I want my 

projects to reflect our iden-

tity. Besides Kurdistan Rail-

ways, I am working on four 

other games. My second 

project is a paper game called Legend 

of Newroz, but I am seeking a spon-

sor as it requires a significant budget 

to create. I prepared the first project 

at my own expense, printing 500 cop-

ies,” he said.
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POETRY

In every city I visit,
I yearn for a local pub,
where the walls are soaked with stories,
and the air is �lled with the smoke of a thousand thoughts.

I want to get lost in strange neighborhoods,
cross the streets where unfamiliar faces
tell the living history of the city.

I search for a drug dealer,
to wander together into the dark depths
of the unknown, where reality dissolves.

I crave for a kind old whore,
resembling my mother, a familiar refuge
where I can share and alleviate my deepest fears.

In every city I visit,
I yearn for an absurdist soul,
crazy, unemployed, wandering through the streets, 
kicking empty cans, embracing madness.

I long for a child as a friend,
who laughs loudly at my words,
my movements, and is curious about my presence.

I hope to meet a writer,
to dive together into a corner of the local pub,
letting our thoughts roam freely in streams of words.

I want to visit old faithful books with my pen,
to toast for one night on the naked words
and wander through the stories that dwell on the pages.

In every city I visit,
I search for a pet store full of aquariums,
where the scent of the sea storms my thoughts
and forever lingers in my memories.

I yearn for my fellow countrymen,
to come together, delve into the past,
and embark on a journey to our homeland through our 
dreams.

Lost
Miran Abraham

LOST
I compare the streets, trees, and shrubs,
searching for places reminiscent of my past
I scour for fortune seekers, ugly fools, vagrants,
and those born too late or in the wrong way.

In every city I visit,
I hope to �nd a pianist in the local pub,
playing music late into the night
for the city’s unfortunate ones.

I seek out my father,
walk past his eyes, show that I have grown,
take his hand, and walk beside him in his shadow,
through unfamiliar streets, across the entire city,
stacking diplomas that I give him as a gi�.
I believe in everything, father, except what is yours.
I love strong drink and share the bed with every woman,
father; I curse, scream, and get lost, just like you.

He is in me, standing beside me,
always behind me.
Never am I alone.

I hope to �nd an ugly, bald street, 
full of holes, without lampposts, sidewalks, crosswalks, fences,
colored houses with large high windows with no curtains,
a city with an ordinary school and a local pub.
I want to fall in love with a homeless person,
to discover secret dark sleeping spots in the city.

In every city I visit, 
I am searching for the escaped characters 
from my �rst story, 
the air that needed more space, 
�e woman in the blue dress, 
with whom I wanted to travel 
through the streets of strange lands that had never seen a woman in a blue dress walking 
down them.

In every city I visit,
I delve into the silence of the local pub,
late into the night, looking at myself through the eyes of others.
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O
ne of the most pleasant and loudest 

songs you can hear near rivers and 

other bodies of water in Kurdistan is 

the voice of the male black francolin (Franco-

linus francolinus). This bird, weighing around 

453 grams and measuring 33 to 36 centimeters, 

is distinguished by its chestnut collar, white 

markings on its flanks, a white cheek spot, and 

golden brown wings with tawny-buff streaks. 

The male’s crimson to reddish-brown neck and 

legs contrast with the female’s mostly brown 

plumage, which features a chestnut hind neck 

and broader brown bars on the lower back and 

tail. The black francolin is a resident breeder 

in all parts of Kurdistan and extends eastwards 

to southwestern Turkmenistan, northeastern 

India, and northern Bangladesh. However, 

its range has diminished due to over-hunting, 

leaving fragmented populations in some areas.

Scientific classification 
Domain: Eukaryota

Kingdom: Animalia

Phylum: Chordata

Class: Aves

Order: Galliformes

Family: Phasianidae

Genus: Francolinus

Species: F. francolinus

Binomial name
Francolinus francolinus
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Music Valley, Mount Safeen in Shaqlawa, Kurdistan Region
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