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“Our vulnerability as Kurds in Iran and the possibility of facing the same fate as was faced by our people across the border was not lost on our elders. Kurds, whether living in Iran, Iraq or elsewhere, live in fear. As members of a minority, in some cases unrecognized and with little or no legal protection, Kurds struggle for survival in a world that makes no room for the weak and unprotected.”
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INTRODUCTION





Kurds of Iran





In the last ten years the struggle of the Kurdish people for self determination has increasingly attracted the attention of world opinion with struggles in Iraq and Turkey taking centre stage. In contrast, the fight of the Kurds of Iran against the Islamic fundamentalist regime has gone under reported and under researched. That Iranian Kurdistan continues to be a stronghold of Kurdish resistance is evidenced by the recent diplomatic dispute provoked by Berlin’s decision to mark the murder of the prominent Kurdish politicians. Dr Sharafkandi, Fattah Abdoli, Homayoun Ardalan and Nouri Dehkordi in that German city in 1992. The Berlin memorial in April this year led to rejoicing and open defiance among Kurds in Iran. 





Kurds of Iran have been vocal in their support for the Iraqi Kurd’s struggle in the post-Saddam Iraq. Indeed, in the aftermath of the February 2004 suicide attacks on the two main Iraqi Kurdish parties (Masud Barzani’s KDP and Jalal Talabani’s PUK) in Howler (Erbil), townsfolk across Iranian Kurdistan took to the streets in solidarity with their Iraqi Kurdish compatriots. More serious from the point of view of Tehran has been the periodic outbursts of discontent from the population directed against the central government. For instance, during early 1999, pro-Ocalan demonstrations in Iran’s Kurdish region quickly turned into anti- government protests, leading to 30 deaths and hundreds injured. 





It should not be assumed that the Kurdish struggle inside Iran has been merely a reaction to events in other parts of Kurdistan. Iranian Kurds have a long traditional of national struggle dating back to the 1880s.





In the early days, nationalism was restricted to the traditional aristocracy of Kurdish society, the Sheikhs (religious leaders) and the Aghas (landowners). In 1881 Sheikh Uybdullah, a powerful religious-tribal leader sent fighters under the command of his son from the then Ottoman (now Turkish) province of Hakkari into Iranian Kurdistan in a bid to unite the Kurdish tribes under his rule. Although the revolt was crushed, Iranian Kurdistan continued to be characterised by disorder. In 1919, following the First World War, another tribal leader, Simku, acting this time from within Iranian Kurdistan, supported a movement for limited Kurdish autonomy. This movement was again suppressed. Ensuing decades saw the creation of the modern Iranian nation-state under the autocratic Reza Shah, involving the degradation and suppression of the Kurdish language and culture in a similar vein to the anti-Kurdish policies of Kemalist Turkey.





When the Shah’s pro-Nazi leanings led to his removal during the Second World War and with it the occupation of large parts of the country by Britain and the USSR, this resulted in the growth of the Komala J.K nationalist organisation and the declaration of the Kurdish Republic of Mahabad in 1946 under the leadership of Qazi Mohammad. Mahabad has since achieved mythic status in all parts of Kurdistan. During its brief existence the Republic enacted numerous reforms for secularism, modern education and woman’s emancipation. However, the evacuation of British and Soviet troops let the central government suppress the Republic and execute Qazi Mohammad. Although defeated, the Republic spawned both the Iraqi and Iranian Kurdistan Democratic Parties and gave the Iraqi Kurdish leader Mustafa Barzani his political baptism (he served as the Republic’s military leader). 





Later decades have been characterised by centralised power and continued oppression of the Kurdish identity. As the Shah’s regime began to deteriorate in the 1970s Kurdish opposition gradually coalesced around two principle parties, the left Komala and the larger secular nationalist Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran under the French educated Dr. Qasimlu. In 1979 the KDPI occupied much of Iranian Kurdistan around Mahabad.  Once the Khomeini regime was installed, Tehran returned to the polices of the Shah, bringing the Kurds back into the fold by force. By the early 1980s, and despite the threat from Iraq, the Islamic regime occupied most of Iranian Kurdistan and sent the KDPI across the border into Iraq. After the Iran-Iraq War in 1988, Dr Qasimlu attempted to enter into peace talks with Iran but was murdered in 1989 by Iranian agents in Vienna. 





Today the Kurdish region suffers from multiple oppressions, with Kurdish culture still only partially recognised. Kurds belonging to the minority Sunni sect are subordinated by the Iranian Shia government while economically the region suffers from underdevelopment and a growing drugs problem, now devastating a new generation. These are just some of the challenges that the Kurds in Iran continue to confront on a daily basis.
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By Said Shams, Researcher and Political Analyst





16 years ago,on 13 July 1989, I was shocked and stunned when I heard the news that Dr Qasemlo, the leader of KDPI, had been assassinated in unknown  circumstances in Austria. We all know now what those unknown circumstances were. He was assassinated while having a meeting with a delegation of the Islamic Republic of Iran. It was a well-planned execution, and a clear example of state terrorism. Dr Qasemlo was one of the greatest leaders of the Kurdish national movement. At the same time, he established diplomatic ties with international progressive forces, particularly the social democratic movement, and this earned him a noticeable popularity among European political leaders and journalists. Thus his assassination generated a widespread condemnation worldwide. However, despite those condemnations, nothing has been done to bring to justice those who committed this crime on European soil. 





The assassination of Dr Qasemlo and other Kurdish prominent leaders is part of a long campaign of violence against the Kurdish nation. I shall attempt to analyse this violence by focusing on three interrelated issues. First is the nature of the repressive policy of the Islamic regime towards the Kurdish population in Iranian Kurdistan, and the political resistance that this repression has generated. Second is the reflection of this issue within the international community and the Western media. Third is the current political predicament in Iraq, which has created a rather ironic situation; that is to say, whereas the political future of the Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan is on the political agenda of USA and Britain, the plight of the Kurds in other parts of Kurdistan, in particular the Kurds in Iranian Kurdistan, is being ignored. 





Let us start with the nature of the repressive policy of the Iranian state vis-a-vis the Kurds. I have to take you through a very brief historical journey; for without a historical review one can hardly comprehend and understand the Iranian state’s repressive policy towards the Kurds. 





During the 20th Century a constant struggle was  going on between the centralisation policy of Persian nationalism and the Kurdish people’s fight for their national rights in Iranian Kurdistan. It was, in fact, a conflict between two nationalisms - one that has achieved state power and the other that struggles for self-government and eventually statehood. The scope of this constant struggle can be understood if we examine the circumstances under which Persian nationalism emerged. 





The course of Iranian nationhood emerged during the constitutional movement. The first constitution was written in 1906, which contained the elements of a democratic polity. The separation of powers and popular sovereignty formed an integral part of the Constitution, and in this way it provided a basis for the definition of the Iranian nation and regarded it as the source of political legitimacy. Although the Constitution acknowledged the equality of the population of Iran before the law, it was silent on the ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity of Iranian society. In this regard the constitutional movement had failed and its failure had a great impact on the development of what has been termed Iranian official nationalism. The objective of this kind of nationalism was the construction of a modern nation-state out of a multi-ethnic country.





The Persian ethnic group, which constituted no more than 50 per sent of the population, formed the cultural, linguistic and religious foundation and identity of this nation-state. In 1925 Reza Pahlavi seized power and the so-called Pahlavi era began. This era is  now seen as an authoritative king’s attempt to modernize the country and create a nation-state. The newly established Pahlavi regime turned the silence of the Constitution on the ethnic diversity of Iranian society into a denial of the existence of non-Persian ethnic and national communities in Iran. As far as the Kurds were concerned, Pahlavi’s nation-building strategy was based on the conviction that Kurds did not exist as a distinct people. However, since the Kurds existence as a distinct people proved to be difficult to deny, the strategy shifted to persianize the Kurds by suppressing their linguistic and cultural identity. In fact, the Pahlavi regime(s) conducted genocide, ethnocide and linguicide in order persianize the Kurds. 





The Shah’s power was built on a strong British, and then US-backed, military and secret police; therefore, it was successful in executing its repressive policy towards the Kurds without any international objection. After Reza Shah’s abdication, despotism was relatively moderated between 1941 and 1953. It was under these conditions that the Azerbaijanis and Kurds established their autonomous governments in 1946. However, the official notion of a nation-building strategy was pursued. As a result, having maintained the support of the United States and Britain, the Iranian Army succeeded in crushing the Kurdistan Republic that had been declared in Mahabad in 1946. The Pahlavi regime continued its repressive policy until its fall in 1979.


 


The revolution of 1978-79 and the fall of the monarchy, and the formation of the Islamic Republic, thoroughly transformed the political landscape of Iran. The Iranian revolution in 1979 was the most important revolution in modern history. When Ayatollah Khomeini returned from exile he was welcomed by massive demonstrations and celebrations. People expected him to bring Iran out of international dependency and establish social justice and democratic participation. Soon after the Islamic revolution the monarchy was declared to be non-Islamic and the establishment of an Islamic state was demanded.





During the revolutionary process of 1978-79 the anti-monarchist movement in Kurdistan was mainly secular. By the end of 1979 two religious leaders had emerged: first Sheikh Ezzaddin Hoseini in Mehabad, and second Ahmad Moftizadeh in Sanandaj. The former, a cleric with a history of nationalist struggle, called for the formation of a secular and democratic state with autonomy for the Kurds. The latter, a religious but non-clerical person, advocated  an Islamic state. The Islamic regime tried to set up an Islamic foothold in Kurdistan, and therefore relied on Moftizadeh’s line as the route to weaken the radical, secular and democratic tendencies of the autonomous Kurdish movement. Although Moftizadeh enjoyed support from some sections of Kurdish people in Sanandaj, the majority of the Kurds throughout Kurdistan supported the secular and democratic politics of the national parties and personalities such as Sheikh Azzddin and Moftizadeh became marginalised. Following bloody clashes between the Kurdish forces and the regime in March 1979, the latter prepared a full-scale attack on Kurdistan. 





This was in line with the context of reconstructing the Iranian political structure following the fall of monarchy in Iran. To put it briefly, it was a reconstruction of Persian nationalism based on a specifically Shiite foundation. The dispute between the Islamic regime and the Kurdish national movement was the inevitable war of two visions, the conflict between Persian nationalism with a strong fundamentalist tone and Kurdish nationalism with a secular and democratic outlook. In inheriting the administrative machinery of the Iranian state the newly established Islamic regime both transformed and reconstructed the official Iranian nationalism. Once again the very existence of the Kurds was seen as a threat to the sovereignty of the Iranian state and its new Islamic character. Therefore for the Islamic discourse the future and stability of the Islamic system was only possible at the expense of suppressing the Kurdish claim to self-rule. Soon after the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the regime resorted to the politics of confrontation and violence rather than negotiation and compromise with the Kurdish national movement. 





In line with this development, in the summer of 1979 the regime launched an anti-Kurdish campaign. Following the clashes of Paveh and Mirwan on 19 August 1979, Khomeini declared himself commander-in-chief of the armed forces and ordered the army and air force to attack Kurdistan. It is interesting to recall that the August offensive was staged on the opening day of the Assembly of Experts, which was assigned the task of drafting the Islamic constitution. The full- scale war against the Kurdish nation in Iran continued until mid-1985 which left many casualties, much destruction and unbearable sufferings for the Kurdish people. By the end of 1985 the Islamic regime had won the military war and managed to recapture the areas previously controlled by the Kurdish Pishmargas. 





The Kurdish nation is the only stateless nation that throughout the modern history of the Middle East has been subject to campaigns of ethnic cleansing because of its claim to self-rule and statehood. Following the fall of the monarchy, the Western media paid attention to the Kurdish struggle in Iran. The image of the Kurdish fighters resisting a powerful military machine of an Islamic state was an available commodity for sale. Therefore there was some coverage of the Kurdish struggle in Iran but soon the whole issue was forgotten. In recent years, the international community and world media have not only kept silent on Iran’s treatment of the Kurds, but they have also applauded the reformists in Iran.





The European countries, and among them the British government, that have been pre-occupied with maintaining their economies and enhancing their power in the region, have launched a so-called constructive dialogue with the Iranian government. This policy aims at maintaining the European countries interest at the expense of an ethical policy to which they tend to pay lip service now and then. Once again the Kurds in Iran have become the victims of the interplay of regional geopolitics andthe economic interests of the big powers. 





Whereas the Kurdish cause in Iranian Kurdistan has been ignored, the Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan are being regarded as allies of the USA and Britain. America and her allies, as they approach the current situation in the Middle East, need a theme around which to construct their policies and roles. They had once the Cold War theme and now they have the war on terror.But as we know now, there is a tension between the emphasis on democratisation and the war on terror. The definition and need for organising themes tells us much more about the American ethos than about the Middle East. Let us not forget the fact whatever the usefulness or relevance of the emphasis on democratisation, it does seem likely to be rhetoric rather than a real strategy. So there remains the theme of war on terror. 





Considering the current political impasse in Iraq and the unintended consequences of the Iraqi occupation, I do not think that there is any need to talk in detail about this campaign of the war on terror. My understanding is that this is more a campaign of breaking up the current structure of authority and enforcing a new order in the region based on maintaining USA dominance in the region rather than a sincere war on terror. How the Kurdish agenda in general, and the Kurdish cause in Iranian Kurdistan in particular, can fit into this development remains to be seen.





Resolving the Kurdish issue in all parts of Kurdistan is, however, of strategic importance for the prospects of democracy and stability in the future of the Middle East. The people of Kurdistan deserve a fair settlement which allows all of them to live together on a basis of freedom and equality. As it seems now, however, there is a contradiction in the policies of USA and its allies towards Kurdish movements in the respective parts of Kurdistan; as I said earlier, the Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan are regarded as allies in the war on terror, whereas the political demands of the Kurds in Iranian Kurdistan are being ignored. And there is, furthermore, the attempt to delegitimize the Kurdish movement in Tureky by labeling it as terrorist. We have, in other words, good kurds on the side, bad Kurds on the other, and in between we have the Kurds in Iranian Kurdistan that are being ignored. This three-strand policy indicates the USA and its allies are aware of the significant role of the Kurdish movements but at the same time it is a matter of fitting them within the wider picture of enforcing a new order in the region. This is not a new scenario. Many of these questions also emerged in the early 1970s when there was a strong Kurdish nationalist movement in Iraq. In fact, the Nixton-Kissinger administration supported the armed Iraqi Kurdish movement because the Shah of Iran wanted to bring Saddam Hussain to the bargaining table over the Shatt al-Arab. When they secured the deal the Kurdish movement was left alone. I am not suggesting that the same scenario will necessary occur in  Iraqi Kurdistan. Rather I am arguing that the concept of the Bad Kurds and the Good Kurds has been constructed to justify contradictory policies of the big powers towards the Kurds. 





What is most disturbing in this current climate is the very notion of bad and good Kurds. The notion of bad Kurds is indirectly referring to the Kurdish armed struggle. Simply a good Kurdí is someone who does and says what West wants him/her to do. A good Kurdí is, moreover, someone who does not disturb the stability of an allied regime in the region. A ëood Kurd is someone who remains silent when the geopolitical interests of the big powers so dictate. Such logic can justify the silence over unprecedented violence against the Kurds in Iran including the criminal act of assassinating Dr Qaesmlo. Armed struggle has always been a salient issue within the Kurdish movement. But despite the fact the Kurdish nation has been subject of intense campaigns of atrocities, massacres and ethnocide in the past 80 years, it is amazing that for the Kurdish national movements armed struggle has always been a measure of last resort. In fact, a brief survey of the history of Kurdish nationalism indicates in most cases that the Kurdish leaders were against the use of violence. This is an issue that is taken for granted by many people. I personally do not know any other national liberation movements that  have kept their distance from violence while suffering from the worst possible state terror and military suppression. 





Ladies and gentlemen, we gathered here this evening to pay respect to the memory of Dr Qasemlo who was brutally assassinated by Iranian agents in a European country. Dr Qasemloís political priority for most of his life was to advance the cause of his oppressed people. The assassination of Dr Qasemlo as a prominent Kurdish leader is not so much a confirmation of the  success of the Iranian state in its violent campaign against Kurdish nationalism, but rather a tragic testimony of the failure of nation building in Iran. Nation-building there is doomed to failure as long as it is based on the idea of imposing Persian ethnicity on other ethnic and national groups.  





Against that background, it is most unlikely that there will be  democratic order in Iran based on the rule of law, without accommodating the Kurdish nation’s political and territorial rights. Such a vision, for which Dr Qasemlo gave his life, needs above all international support. This meeting is a way to pay respect to his memory, as well as to all those who sacrified their lives for the rights of the Kurdish nation. The Kurdish question in all parts of Kurdistan is the struggle of a nation that has been  denied its claim to self-rule and sovereignty by use of force. Any viable option to resolve the Kurdish question should be based on the recognition of the fact ;this is the political affirmation of a nation to its self-rule. In other words, the Kurdish question goes beyond toleration and humanitarian issues as it has come to be understood currently.  My hope is that this kind of meeting shall pave the way for serious efforts to bring back the Kurdish issue in Iranian Kurdistan on to the political agenda.   





Transcript of speech at meeting in Parliament on 14 July, 2004























The Kurds in Iran - A Forgotten Struggle





By Mohammed Alyar, Iranian Kurdish human rights campaigner





Iran is a multi-national country of nearly 70 million population, where Persians, Azerbaijanis, Kurds, Baluchis, Turkmans and Arabs live together, each with their own distinctive traditions, customs, language and culture.





Successive Iranian governments have promoted the Persian language and culture as the official Iranian language and culture at the expense of other nationalities, while their just demands for cultural recognition have often been met with brutality and repression.  





Not long after 1979 revolution, Kurdish demands for regional autonomy were met with a policy of repression and military force. The new Iranian authority dispatched 200,000 of its armed forces to Kurdistan, and Khomeini in his infamous speech on 19 August 1979 declared a Jihad on the Kurdish population in Iran labelling them “children of Satan” and their political leaders as “Enemies of God”. This military campaign up to now has cost thousands of lives.  





The Kurds, who form around 16% of the Iranian population, already severely repressed under the previous regime, continued to suffer multiple violations of their most fundamental rights under the current regime. The Islamic Republic during its rule over Iran for more than two decades has implemented a series of economic, political, cultural, social and religious discriminatory policies that have brought about widespread unemployment, poverty and forced migration. Drug abuse (especially among the youth) which was unheard off twenty years ago, has now reached endemic proportions.





Historically, Iranian Kurdistan has been one of the most underdeveloped parts of the country. Farming still remains the main source of employment and income for the majority of the population. Lack of investment in modern methods of farming and in infrastructure have resulted in the farm produce perishing before reaching the market, and even when they reach the market they are not able to compete in quality and price with produce from elsewhere. This economic stagnation forces Kurdish farmers (specially the young ones) out of the region in search of job opportunities elsewhere. They abandon their farms and join the migrant communities living in shantytowns on the outskirts of major industrial cities. This mass migration of the young population in turn forces the region into a spiral of poverty and depravation, which the regime seems to be either unwilling or unable to stop.





Centralized power, and appointment of non-Kurdish administrators, who often come from the security establishment, at all levels of government in the Kurdish regions, have alienated the Kurdish population from the governing authorities, resulting in mass protests by the population at every available opportunity. The regime's response to protests is always brutal and results in imprisonment, terror, torture and killing of whoever dare to oppose its tyrannical policies. Even during the past few years when the reformist parliament and president tried to curb non-judicial imprisonment and executions, elsewhere in Iran, in Kurdistan the ultimate power has always been in the hands of the security establishment. They have had a free hand to do as they wish with the population. In practice Kurdistan has been under a non- declared martial law.





The human rights abuses in Iran are well documented by the international human rights organizations. Amnesty International in its 2004 report states that during the year January to December 2003, “At least 108 people were executed, often in public. The death penalty was carried out on long-term political prisoners, apparently to intimidate political or ethnic groups such as Kurds and Arabs”.





During the same period, according to Amnesty International,  “At least 197 people were flogged or sentenced to be flogged, often in large groups. At least 11 people were sentenced to have fingers and limbs amputated as judicial punishments". Amnesty points out that the total figures may have been considerably higher.��Amnesty International also highlights the case of a long-term Kurdish prisoner who was executed in 2003: “In February, long-term political prisoner Sasan Al-e Ken'an, a supporter of the banned Komala party, was executed. At the time of his execution his mother was in Tehran seeking a meeting with members of the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD) who were visiting Iran. On her return home to the town of Sanandaj, she went to visit her son in prison. She was informed that he had been hanged and told not to make a "fuss" but to bury him quickly."








Physical elimination of the leaders of the Kurdish movement by state sponsored acts of terrorism is another aspect of the Islamic government policy towards the Kurdish question in the country. On 13 July 1989 in Vienna, Dr. Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou, Secretary-General of the PDKI, and two of his associates, were assasinated at the negotiating table, by envoys of the Iranian government. His successor, Dr. Sadegh Sharafkandi, and three of his associates, were also assassinated on 17 September 1992 in Berlin by terrorists sponsored by the Iranian regime. Subsequently, German justice officially declared the highest-ranking Iranian leaders responsible for ordering the assassination of the Kurdish leaders in Berlin. 





Many other Kurdish activists were assassinated by agents of the Iranian regime in Iraqi Kurdistan and elsewhere. KDPI in a recent communiquÈ publicized the fate of seven of its activists abducted in 1996 by the Islamic Movement of Iraqi Kurdistan and handed over to Islamic regime of Iran, six of whom have since been executed. 





The Iranian regime’s religious policies are also discriminatory against the Kurdish populations. Since the majority of the Kurdish people in Iran are Sunnis, they are considered a religious minority. The constitution explicitly defines the state religion as Shia'a Islam. Building of large Shia'a mosques in Kurdish towns where the overwhelming majority of the populations are Sunni and a massive propaganda campaign by the government, aimed at convert the young Kurds to Shia'a Islam, are state policies designed to change the population composition in favour of the Shia'a religion.





 The Iranian government's educational policies are also discriminatory against the Kurdish people. In Iran, although the right of children to study in their mother tongue is enshrined in the constitution, the Islamic government after a quarter of a century has not implemented this policy. The children in Kurdistan, from their first year in primary school, are forced to study in Persian. This policy of forced education in the country's official language, which is carried out in the name of the unity of the country, puts Kurdish children at a considerable learning disadvantage compared to native speaking Persians . These unfavorable practices and policies are continued to university level. There are very few universities in Kurdish cities, and a large percentage of the places in all Iranian universities are reserved one-way or another for the children of martyrs and supporters of the regime, a fact which by default prevents Kurdish students from accessing these places.    





However, these discriminatory policies and systematic harassment and killing of Kurdish people by the Islamic regime have not been able to crush the resistance of Kurdish people. They continue the struggle for their human rights and their national democratic aspirations. 





We have witnessed in recent years, a new growth and formation of political and cultural consciousness among the Kurdish people all over Kurdistan. A broad section of the population, especially the youth, who are fed up with the repression of their national rights, growing problems of mass poverty and unemployment, have started a new political movement in Iranian Kurdistan. Young people, who do not see any future for themselves under the tyranny and military occupation in Iranian Kurdistan, are considering more and more the necessity of organizing resistance against the Islamic Republic.





In conclusion I would like to stress that stability in the Middle East and democratization in the region can only be achieved if a satisfactory political solution to the Kurdish question is found.





Transcript of speech at public meetingon Kurds in Iran in Parliament, 14 July 2004


 

















       































































































We Must Raise Our Voices Yet Again in Solidarity 


With the Long-Suffering Kurds





By Stan Newens,President of Liberation





The Kurdish people constitute the largest national group in the world without a state of their own, despite the fact that they have lived in the same region of the Middle East  since ancient times.





Descended form the Medes, the Kurdish homeland is divided today between Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran and states formerly part of the Soviet Union. Repeatedly they have been the vicitms of the prolonged and ruthless persecution at the hands of different governments. This is outrageous. Dr Said Shamsi and Mohammed  Aliya have explained much of the background in their contributions today.





In Iran, with which we are concerned this evening, Reza Shah after seizing  power in 1925 and having himself crowned Shah tricked the Kurdish leader of the time, Simko, into attending talks where he was murdered.





Iranian Kurds thereafter were crushed by the Shah’s regime but during the Second World War, when the western powers and the Soviet  Union took over,  the Kurds gained control of part of their region and in 1946 established the Mahabad Republic. When Soviet trops were withdrawn, however, the republic was suppressed and the President Qazi Mohammed and those close to him were hanged.





Although Iranian Kurds continued to struggle for their rights, it was not until the mid-1970s, when the Shah’s rule was finally overthrown, that hopes of achieving their  objectives were revived.





The emergence of the regime of the Ayatollah’s soon dispelled their hopes. I remember, as a long-time critic of the Shah’s tyranny, receiving a photograph of young Iranian Kurds being lined up to be shot and learning that a ‘holy war’ had been launched against the Kurds. That was enough to convince me of the need to condemn the mullah’s regime, and others who hesitated later came round to the same view.





I had the privilege of getting to know Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou, who was elected General Secretary of the Kurdish Democratic Party   of Iran in 1973. A brilliant scholar - who wrote a classic history of the Kurds - as well as a courageous leader, he was treacherously murdered in Vienna on 12 July 1989 when attempting to negotiate with representatives of the Iranian regime.





His successor as General Secretary of the KDP(I), Dr Sadegh Sharafkandi, and his close associates were murdered in Berlin in September 1992 at the behest of the same Iranian authorities. In Kurdistan, meanwhile, persecution and the denial of Kurdish rights have continued without abating to the present time.





Claims were made that the election of President Khatami in Iran would usher in a less repressive system. However, Khatami’sposition on Kurdish rights does not differ in any significant way from that of the so-called Iranian ‘conservatives’ who are backed by the mullahs. I have continued to receive reports of Kurds held in prison, of torture and of continuing executions.





In January 2002 Karim Toujhali was executed and the names of nine otheres under the shadow of execution were published. In December 2003 Jalil Zewai was executed.





These crimes are only the most stunning features of a regime that refuses to recognise Kurdish rights and maintains a climate of fear by continuing repression marked by arrests, kidnappings, disappearances, torture and persecution.





As a staunch opponent of the war launched against Iraq by the USA and the United Kingdom, I am totally against any western-armed attack on Iran. In no way, however, should we refrain from condemning the Iranian regime which is undemocratic, vicious and repressive - not only with regard to Kurdish rights, but in respect of the rights of all Iranian people. We stand wholeheartedly with those in Iran who are committed to change and the full recognition of the rights of all.





In my view, religion is a personal issue and religious rights must be respected, but I am unable to turn a blind eye to a religious fundamentalism that justifies the persecution abd terrorisation of Iranian people and the Kurds.





Liberation has long campaigned on this issue. I wrote a pamphlet  Tje Kurds: a people’s struggle for peace and justice ten years ago and our deep concern with Kurdish rights is undiminshed.





We need to wake up people in public life to the Kurdish issue. I appeal to you all to write letters, to present statements and to lobby Members of Parliament. Approach trade unionists, the churches and anyone who is likely to be concerned. Make them aware of your case.





The Kurdish people have a long history and a rich culture. The full recognition of their right to follow their own customs, to speak and publish in their own language and to develop their own culture in any of the states in which they live is long overdue.





That is why we must raise our voices yet again in solidarity with the long-suffering Kurds.





Transcript of speech at meeting in Parliament on 14 July 2004






























































Violence Against Kurdish Women in Iran





By Dr Anke Stock, Kurdish Human Rights Project





We know that about approximately 9 million Kurds live in Iran. They are the third most important ethnic group in the country. The Kurds in Iran are not recognised as an ethnic minority in the constitution. Today they suffer from multiple oppressions, with Kurdish culture still only partially recognised. Kurds belonging to the minority Sunni sect are subordinated by the Iranian Shiía Government. Economically the region suffers from underdevelopment and a growing drugs problem, now devastating a new generation.





However, the group suffering the most amongst the Kurds in Iran are the women.


 


In Iran Kurdish women suffer not only under the rigid laws which subjugate women and where culturally the value of one woman is generally less than the value of one man. Women in Iran also suffer from state and domestic violence. However, no statistics are available for violence against women especially not for Kurdish women, not from the State nor from other sources. Another issue of great concern is the growing number of trafficking in women from Iran, including Kurdish women.





What are these violations against women’s rights? I want to give you a short overview of the main issues. The Kurdish Human Rights Project is observing the situation of women’s rights in the Kurdish parts of Iran - our last visit to Iran was in May 2003:





Kurdish women are often coerced into arranged and also forced marriages - sometimes at the age of 12/13. They also suffer under the practice of berdel. This involves, the exchange of girls - the girl from one family marrying the son of another (or from the same extended) family while his sister is given in marriage in return. This is often done to avoid having to pay 'bride prices' for the daughters or to strengthen ties within clans and or villages.


 


Women have the right to divorce but only under certain conditions: for example if their husband has signed a contract granting that right or if the husband cannot provide for his family, is a drug addict, insane, or impotent. Still the decision is in the hand of a court staffed with male judges. In December 2002, a new law made the adjudication of cases in which women demand divorces less arbitrary and less costly. Nevertheless, in most cases a divorced woman losses the custody over her children.





In contrary, a husband is not required to cite a reason for divorcing his wife. He can divorce her non-revocable when his wife is unlikely to be carrying the husband’s child. Otherwise divorce is revocable during the waiting period meaning whether she is going to become pregnant or not - this means up to three menstrual cycles. During this time a husband is entitled to change his mind, return and have intercourse with his wife again without having to go through the marriage ceremony. If a man divorces his wife three times, the divorce becomes irrevocable. 





Adultery is illegal in Iran and carries the death sentence. Adulteresses can be charged with the crime zina, which is punishable to death by stoning. However, at the end of 2002 judges were instructed to cease imposing such sentences.





Mutía (or Sighe, as it is called in Persian) is a form of temporary marriage that is legal in Iran under Shiía law. Therefore it does not primarily affect Kurdish women, still they are often forced into temporary marriages. It bears all the characteristics of prostitution, although there is no social degradation for the man. When a man and a woman enter into temporary marriage they make an irrevocable contract stating the period, and the recompense to the woman. A man is permitted, along with the four permanent wives he is allowed to have, to enter into as many temporary marriages as he likes. A woman may enter into mutía without permission, although she must be unmarried and virgins need to have their father’s permission. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) or Pasdaran are alleged to force Kurdish women to enter into temporary marriage contracts with them (so KDPI). Obviously, this constitutes rape.





Another pressing issue are so-called ‘honour killings’. ‘Honour killings’ are murders in which predominantly women are killed as a ëpunishmentí for having infringed traditional codes of honours. Iranian law indicates a tolerance for honour crimes. According to Article 23 of Iran’s Penal Code, if a woman betrays the family’s honour then her murder is justified. Unfortunately, no data are available about the practice of ëhonour killingsí in the Kurdish areas of Iran. During KHRP’s mission in May 2003 we sensed a reluctance of people to talk about the occurrence of ‘honour killings’. So it is difficult to say how often they occur.





Another symptom for the violence against women are the suicides. Although there are again no definite figures, the female suicide rate in Iran is relatively high when compared to western countries. It has been estimated that 67 percent of suicides are the result of marital problems. These suicides stem from various frustrations to do with domestic violence, forced marriage etc. The most common form of suicide is self-immolation as we were told during our mission in last year.





Apart from domestic violence Kurdish women face also state violence. KHRP received reports of violent break ups of peaceful demonstrations supporting International Women’s Day on 8 March 2004. Reportedly, hundreds of women were beaten with clubs and chains. 





Furthermore, the poor economic situation in the Kurdish areas of Iran has driven many husbands to take on work that is illegal, like drug trafficking. During our visit to Iran in 2003 we spoke to many women whose husband had been imprisoned while trying to make a living from illegal work.





To highlight these violations faced by Kurdish women the Kurdish Women’s Project (KWP) and the Kurdish Human Rights Project (KHRP) drafted a Charter for the Rights and Freedoms of Women in the Kurdish Regions and Diaspora. This Charter urges the elimination of discrimination against women in private and political life and the elimination of violence against women. It also urges the full participation of Kurdish women in political, economic, educational, cultural and all other fields, and the implementation of rights for women irrespective of their religious, political or other beliefs.





The Charter is a collective effort that has been published by the Kurdish Women’s Project (KWP) and the Kurdish Human Rights Project (KHRP). It was initiated by a number of Kurdish women in exile - two of which are originally from Iran, the Kurdish Women’s Campaign (now KWP). The Charter has been continually developed for three years to ensure that it appropriately identifies the needs and wishes of women in the Kurdish regions and diaspora. In many Articles we specifically referred to the problems faced by Kurdish women in Iran. The Charter was tabled in the House of Lords on 22 June 2004 and on 12 July 2004 a conference in Iraqi Kurdistan was held to introduce it to the Regional Government. 





Our aim is to raise awareness of the problems faced by Kurdish women at a national and international level. We also want to motivate Kurdish women to use all available mechanisms and to lobby the governments of the countries they are living in to ratify international treaties and to amend their national laws. Therefore, we aim to find prominent supporters who can sign on a letter of support, which will facilitate the submission of the Charter to the relevant governments in the Kurdish regions, the EU and the UN. 


Transcript of speech at a meeting in Parliament, 14 July 2004





Iranian  Kurds and the Limitations on Statehood 


�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������


Hugo Charlton��, barrister and chair of the Green Party





Both on behalf of the Campaign against Criminalising Communities (CAMPACC) and as Chair of the Green Party, I am honoured and delighted to address you. It is important that we  focus our attention on the situation  faced by the Iranian Kurds.





We have already heard reference today to state terrorism and I would like to take up that point. This is not simply a left-wing rallying cry, nor is it an oxymoron. State terrorism is a major cause of world instability. It is most important that governments are subject to the same laws as everybody else. There seems to be an assumption that actions taken by governments are somehow beyond the law. Even the British Government has adopted this false argument (although the English courts have yet to pronounce on the issue). It is a fundamental principle of English, as well as International, law that Governments are bound by the rule of law, and therefore can be as guilty of terrorism as any other organisation. In fact the actions of the Iranian government towards the Kurds could well be classified as genocidal, and to that extent would already be acknowledged as international crimes.





However this does illustrate my concern that the concepts of the nation state and state sovereignty are not satisfactory constructs for todays world. Essentially an 18th century concept, the nation state has suited the developing economies of the western world, and is inherent in the operations of the United Nations, but has also caused many problems; not least the rather arbitrary geographical divisions created in the Middle East in the last century.





However it is the medium through which international relations are conducted and, for that reason, any resolution of the many problems facing the Kurds must, in the short and medium term, be considered in the context of existing national boundaries. Most Kurdish groups have accepted this harsh political reality. This is not to deny the ultimate dream of a unified people, or even a unified state (although in my view that would be perpetuating what I have called an unsatisfactory construct), but in order to achieve improvements in the undoubtedly dreadful conditions which most governments impose on their Kurdish populations, talk of an independent nation now is very alarming to those Governments (if not all governments) and will only make improvements harder to achieve.





Of course regional autonomy within the existing national borders would certainly be possible and is indeed desirable, but I believe the Kurds have a larger vision to offer the world. I believe the Kurds can transcend the limitations of statehood, and instead create a zone of co-operation based on culture, trade and mutual interest, which not only respects the existing borders, but through trade and the promotion of democratic values (in the positive sense of respecting human rights and the needs of the community), would be of great benefit to their host countries. A nation that is both without and across borders would set an important example to the rest of the world.





Such an approach would echo the direction being taken by the European Union, and could provide a model for dealing with the effects of globalisation, which is itself rendering statehood an anachronism.





The Iranian Kurds have been persecuted terribly, and the regime under which they suffer has an appalling record on human rights generally, and on women and homosexuals in particular. I do not accept that this is an inevitable result of theocratic government. Although personally I strongly favour the well-established enlightenment principle of separation of church and state, I do not in any case accept that Islam is any more cruel or despotic than Christianity or any other religion. What I do believe is that those in power have misused religious principles in order to control their populations and maintain their own positions of power.





Whilst it is sadly true that the British Government, and the Foreign Office in particular, tend to side with any other government, however appalling its human rights record, rather than the victims of oppression, it is nonetheless worthwhile to campaign on behalf of the Iranian Kurds. Whilst the British governmental conscience can in theory be pricked, of course for real progress it is the United States government which wields the big stick, although quite where you will end up nowadays if you hang onto Uncle Sam’s coat-tails is a rather anxious-making unknown.





Transcript of speech in Parliament on Kurds in Iran, 14 July 2004








































































































APPENDIX I





Iran and Kurdistan		


		


The vast Kurdish homeland of about 230,000 square miles is about the areas of Germany and Britain combined, or roughly equal to France or Texas. Kurdistan consists basically of the mountainous areas of the central and northern Zagros, the eastern one-third of the Taurus and Pontus, and the northern half of the Amanus ranges. The symbiosis between the Kurds and their mountains has been so strong that they have become synonymous: Kurds home ends where the mountains end.


		


Kurdish lands, rich in natural resources, have always sustained and promoted a large population.


									


Kurds are speakers of Kurdish, a member of the northwestern subdivision of the Iranic branch of the Indo-Europian family of languages, which is akin to Persian, and by extension to other Europian languages. It is fundamentally different from Semetic Arabic and Altaic Turkish. Caucasus as well. 





The most important single features of Kurdistan society since the end of medieval times has been its strong tribal organization, with independence or autonomy being the political status of the land. The society's process of developing the next stage of societal convergence-and the creation of a political culture of interset in a pan-Kurdish polity-was well under way in Kurdistan when it was decisively aborted with the parcelling out of the country at the end of the First World War.			


						


Natural Resources and Economic and Social Structures


Kurdish lands, rich in natural resources, have always sustained and promoted a large population.	


		


With regard to its mineral resources, Kurdistan is one of the wealthiest countries in the world. Most of the zone extending from the Zagros mountain range to the Mediterranean, which has been known as the "Fertile Crescent" since early times, falls within Kurdistan.


Kurdistan is rich in agriculture. The plains between the mountain ranges, especially in the warm south, are well-suited to agriculture because of the composition of their soil and their favorable climatic conditions.


		


Human rights								


The Kurds have manifested an independent spirit throughout modern Iranian history, rebelling against central government efforts to restrict their autonomy during the Safavid, Qajar, and Pahlavi periods. The most recent Kurdish uprising took place in 1979 following the Revolution. Mahabad, which has been a center of Kurdish resistance against Persian authority since the time of the Safavid monarch Shah Abbas (1587-1629), was again at the forefront of the Kurdish autonomy struggle. Intense fighting between government forces and Kurdish guerrillas occurred from 1979 to 1982, but since 1983 the government has asserted its control over most of the Kurdish area. 





Factional conflict within Iran's clerical leadership 


continued to result in severe restrictions on freedom of expression, association, and political participation. Deteriorating economic conditions made worse by severe natural disasters contributed to increasing unrest and a pervasive sense of social insecurity, reflected in clashes between demonstrators and the security forces and in harsh measures against drug-traffickers and other criminals. President Mohammad Khatami won another landslide victory for those associated with the cause of political reform when he was reelected by 77 percent of voters for a second four-year term, but the power struggle between conservatives and reformists remained unresolved. Conservative clerics maintained a strong grip on power through the judiciary, the Council of Guardians and the office of the Leader of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Promises by reformists to increase respect for basic freedoms and the rule of law remained unrealized, and severe restrictions imposed on the independent print media, the major visible gain of President Khatami's first period in office, remained in place. The judiciary, and branches of the security forces beyond the control of the elected government, resorted increasingly to intimidatory tactics, with a sharp increase in public executions and public floggings.





The clampdown on the independent print media that had followed the sweeping reformist victory in parliamentary elections in February 2001  was followed by the detention of scores of leading independent and reformist figures and activists.





The parliamentary commission charged with investigating human rights violations by public institutions, known as the Article 90 Commission, produced a report sharply critical of deteriorating prison conditions. The report itself was not made public, but members of the commission said it identified the sharp rise in the number of offenders being sent to prisons as a major cause of prison overcrowding and the high level of drug abuse among prisoners. More than two-thirds of all prison inmates were reportedly held for drug-related offenses, and AIDS and other diseases were reported to be spreading rapidly among the prison population.


 


Despite the silencing of the independent press, the debate about human rights remained at the center of the political struggle in Iran, especially within the clerical leadership. Reformist clerics repeatedly argued that there was compatibility between Islam and international human rights principles; conservative clerics, just as insistently, asserted that appeals for liberty and respect for human rights were akin to apostasy.





The International Center for Dialogue Among Civilizations, headed by the reformist former minister of culture and Islamic guidance, Ataollah Mohajerani, together with a clerically-supported private university in Qom, hosted an international human rights conference in Tehran with a diverse group of participants. Iranians who attended in the conference were candid in their criticism of domestic conditions.





THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY





United Nations


Iran played an active role in multilateral diplomatic efforts in the human rights field, hosting the Asian regional preparatory conference for the United Nations World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (WCAR) and entering into negotiations with the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights over a program of technical assistance in the human rights field. In April, the United Nations Commission on Human Rights renewed the mandate of the special representative on Iran. 





European Union


Relations with the E.U. continued to improve. British government minister Marjorie Mowlam visited Iran in February.  Foreign Minister Kamal Kharazi met with E.U. 


commissioners for wide-ranging talks. Human rights concerns were  reported to be part of the agenda, but the major emphasis was on expanding trade ties.





United States


Contrary to some initial expectations, oil industry interests closely associated with the new Bush administration brought no discernible shift in U.S. government relations with Iran. Restrictions on freedom of expression and persecution of minority religious communities were roundly condemned in the State Department's Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, and the U.S. continued to voice objections to Iran's alleged efforts to obtain weapons of mass destruction, its alleged support for international terrorism, and its opposition to peace efforts between Israel and the Palestinians.





Human rights progress in Iran was caught in a continuing political power struggle between popularly elected reformers, who controlled both the presidency and Parliament, and clerical conservatives, who exercised authority through the office of the Leader (held by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei), the Council of Guardians, the judiciary, and the armed forces. Despite landslide electoral victories in every major election from 1997 to 2002, the reformers were unable to dislodge repressive policies favored by the clerical leadership, including far-reaching restrictions on freedom of expression, association, and political participation. 





The Council of Guardians repeatedly blocked bills passed by the Parliament in such areas as women's rights, family law, the prevention of torture, and electoral reform. The judiciary, deployed as one of the conservative's strongest weapons, further undermined the rule of law with arbitrary closures of newspapers and imprisonment of political activists. 





Representatives of the predominantly Sunni Muslim Kurdish minority protested the appointment of a new governor of Kurdistan province from the Shi'a majority. The authorities overlooked Sunni candidates for the post put forward by Kurdish parliamentarians. The lack of public school education in Kurdish language remained a perennial source of Kurdish frustration.


 


The banned Kurdish opposition party, the Peoples Democratic Party of Iran (PDKI), which had engaged in armed opposition to the government, announced that the Iranian government had executed Karim Toujali in Mahabad on January 24, 2002. Toujali had sought political asylum in Turkey, but had been unsuccessful in his claim. Turkish police then forcibly returned him to Iran. In October, another PDKI prisoner, Hamzeh Ghaderi, was executed in Orumieh. The PDKI claimed that another five supporters were executed with Ghaderi. Other PDKI supporters reportedly remained in jail facing execution. 





DEFENDING HUMAN RIGHTS 





Access to the country for independent human rights investigators remained restricted, although the government did declare its willingness to admit U.N. special rapporteurs to the country. There continued to be lively discussion of human rights issues in the press and in Parliament, although independent local human rights groups were not permitted to function. 





THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 





European Union 


European and Iranian officials met repeatedly throughout the year to extend cooperation in a range of areas, including counter-terrorism, trade, and the promotion of human rights. The E.U. remained committed to a policy of engaging with Iranian leaders, while at the same time giving human rights a high profile in its public discourse about the relationship.


But the improvement of relations with the E.U. remained vulnerable to interference by hardliners 





On June 17, the E.U. placed human rights at the top of a list of four areas in which it wanted to see improvements through its policy of engagement with Iran: (1) human rights and fundamental freedoms; (2) non-proliferation; (3) terrorism; and (4) the Middle East peace process.





United Nations 


In April, during the fifty-eigth session of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights, a draft resolution criticizing the situation in Iran was defeated by a roll-call vote of twenty to nineteen, with fourteen abstentions, marking the first time in more than fifteen years that a resolution criticizing Iran's human rights practices did not pass at the commission. It brought to an end the mandate of the U.N. special representative on human rights in Iran and was seen as a major victory for Iranian diplomacy. The Iranian government regarded the special representative's mandate as political.





Briefing by Peace in Kurdistan Campaign, July 2004











































































































APPENDIX II





�“Our vulnerability as Kurds in Iran and the possibility of facing the same fate as was faced by our people across the border was not lost on our elders. Kurds, whether living in Iran, Iraq or elsewhere, live in fear. As members of a minority, in some cases unrecognized and with little or no legal protection, Kurds struggle for survival in a world that makes no room for the weak and unprotected.”


Reza Jalali, a Kurd from Iran and writer





Public meeting





Wednesday, 14 July, 7pm





The Kurds in Iran:


A Forgotten Struggle





The meeting is hosted and chaired by Hywel Williams MP


and held in Committee Room 16 House of Commons, Westminster, SW1 (nearest station: Westminster)


Speakers include Said Shams Researcher and political analyst, Mohammed Aliyar, Iranian Kurdish human rights campaigner; Stan Newens, President of “Liberation”; Dr Anke Stock, lawyer, Kurdish Human Rights Project, Hugo Charlton, Chair of the Green Party 


The campaign of the Kurds in Iran for their political, social and cultural rights forms part of the ongoing struggle of the Kurds in all four parts of Kurdistan for a peaceful and democratic solution to the Kurdish question which must be at the heart of a just settlement for all the peoples of the Middle East. Only justice can bring about reconciliation. 





-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------


The meeting will begin with the showing of a short documentary by a Kurdish journalist who visited the region recently, about the hardships of Kurds who live near the Iraq/Iran border. 


-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------





The meeting is supported by Peace in Kurdistan Campaign, Liberation and Kurdish Student Society SOAS University





For information call 


Tel 020 7250 1315 or mobile 0795 864 7705 - 07969 551 476





APPENDIX III





EDM 1534 





KURDS IN IRAN 	16.07.04





That this House, recalling the sentiments expressed in Early Day Motion 721, welcomes the apparent developments with regard to the Kurdish People in Iraq; laments the lack of initiative by the international community to call to attention the plight of Kurdish People in neighbouring Iran, Turkey and Syria; believes that in order for full democracy to be achieved in the region, the question of the Kurdish People has to be fairly, democratically and expeditiously resolved with the full participation of all parties concerned and under the auspices of the international community; and calls on the United Kingdom Government to work with the international community to promote the democratic, linguistic and cultural rights of the Kurdish people.








Williams/Hywel 


Robertson/Angus 


Marris/Rob 


Hancock/Mike 


Drew/David 


Price/Adam 


Ewing/Annabelle 


Cohen/Harry 


Corbyn/Jeremy 


George/Andrew 


Clapham/Michael 


Smyth/Martin 


Vis/Rudi 


Turner/Dennis 


Wareing/Robert N 


Weir/Michael 


Williams/Betty 


Jenkins/Brian 


Mahon/Alice 


Simpson/Alan 


Spink/Bob








Note: This EDM was proposed at the meeting on 14 July and within a few days was signed by 21 Members of Parliament before the recess on 22 July; it will be circulated again in September/October.











