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Analysis

How Iran’s
protests
erased the
Kurds
Tehran's oppression of
minorities is being
ignored
BY Norma Costello

. Demonstration against the death of Mahsa Amini, a woman who died while in
police custody in Iran, during a rally in central Rome, Saturday, Oct. 29, 2022.
(Photo by Andrea Ronchini/NurPhoto via Getty Images)
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After her death, Jina Amini trended under a name her family and friends never used for
her. As Kurds living in Iran, Jina’s parents couldn’t register their daughter using the
Kurdish name they had chosen. They had to pick from a list of government-approved
names, the majority of which were Persian or Arabic, out of which they reluctantly
opted for the name Mahsa. In private, though, they kept calling her “Jina”, which
means “life”.

On September 13, having travelled to Tehran to visit her brother, Jina was arrested by
the city’s morality police. Soon after her detention, she collapsed. The authorities claim
she had a heart attack. Other detainees say she had been tortured. Three days later,
she died in hospital. She was 22.

As this information spilled across social media, it sparked a wave of protests the likes
of which had not been seen since the 1979 revolution. For Iran’s Kurdish community, it
was the beginning of an uneasy alliance with their Persian counterparts.

The two groups have a long history of enmity. The Islamic Republic’s nine million
Kurds have historically been a source of paranoia and fear among Iranian authorities.
This is partly because of their religious affiliation: whereas Iran has been a Shia
Republic since 1979, the majority of Kurds are Sunni Muslims. But Kurds are also
unusual in that they tend to venerate their ethnicity over religion. For this reason,
during the reign of the Pahlavi monarchy, which began almost 100 years ago, Kurds
were seen as disloyal to Iran; they were frequently used as proxy fighting forces both
by Iran and its neighbouring countries. This has led to the suppression of Kurdish
identity in Iran and, under the current Islamic regime, the militarisation of various
Kurdish provinces.
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It was these provinces that exploded into protest after Jina’s death — which, for many
Kurds, symbolised an unbroken cycle of oppression by the Iranian regime. According
to Hengaw, a human rights organisation that tracks rights abuses in the Islamic
Republic, 128 Kurds died by direct fire or baton strikes last year, while 52 Kurds were
executed in Iranian prisons and 7,000 Kurds were arrested by Iranian security services.
Jina’s death was the final straw.

Suggested reading
What Western feminists can learn from Iran
By Ayaan Hirsi Ali

But this time it wasn’t just Kurds protesting. Huge numbers of Persians joined in. In the
more affluent cities, including the capital Tehran, they adopted the old slogan of the
Kurdish women’s movement, “Jin, Jiyan, Azadi’ (Women, Life, Freedom). But the fact
that they translated it into Persian hints at a wider tension in their involvement. While
Kurds welcomed the support from the Persian population, it became apparent that the
latter’s goals often differed significantly from those of Iran’s minorities.

The asserted aim of many of the Persian protestors is to free women from wearing
hijab and reinstate rights of which they are deprived by the Islamic regime. Some
advocate for the return of the Shah’s son, and view the Pahlavi as an alternative to the
Islamic Republic. Yet many of the nation’s minorities — including Kurds and the
Baloch, who are concentrated in Iran’s southern provinces — believe they would face
the same oppression under the Pahlavis that they currently face under the Islamic
republic.

Speaking from inside the Islamic Republic, Kurdish activist Alan* told UnHerd that he
believes recent attention paid to Kurdish issues by certain sections of Iranian society
feels insincere. “They used Jina’s death as a token for their own fight,” says Alan. “One
week before Jina’s death, a Kurdish woman in Mariwan threw herself from a building
after an IRCG [Iranian Revolutionary Guard] guy tried to rape her. The Persians did
nothing; they didn’t speak about this because it happened in Kurdistan and they don’t
care what happens here.”

What is it like to live in a part of Iran that most Persians try to ignore? Susin*, a 19-
year-old student from a Kurdish city close to the Turkish border, tells me that she
navigates daily police checks in her home city. “I can’t go out alone because I’m scared
of being arrested and killed for no reason. I do not have the right to ride bicycles and
eat ice cream outside because I’m a woman and they say it’s inappropriate for
women. When I go out with my older brother I have to take my ID card because the
police may stop us and ask about our relationship. I have to prove that I’m his sister.”
She speaks to UnHerd at great personal risk. The threat of arrest governs every detail
of her life.

Even if women in Iran are liberated from the obligation to wear a headscarf, Kurdish
women will not automatically be afforded the same rights and advantages of their
more affluent Persian counterparts. While the protests in Iran are viewed
internationally as a gender movement, for the minorities who started them, they
represent something different. “As Kurdish women, we don’t just want to go without
headscarves, we need to be recognised as human beings, and have the same rights as
other human beings in democratic countries,” Susin told me. “The regime blames all its
problems on Kurdish people.”
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Suggested reading
Is Iran's Arab Spring doomed?
By David Patrikarakos
Indeed, it seems that Kurds are paying a high price for protesting. During the first 15
days of 2023, according to Hengsaw, at least 96 citizens have been arrested, including
13 children. The regime has also evoked an old trope, representing Kurds as conniving
actors working for foreign governments by alleging that they are working with the US
to destabilise Iran. Susin tells me that anti-Kurdish propaganda is everywhere now.
And, more terrifying still: because of the role Kurdish women have played in the
protest movement, they are now the focus of a harsh government crackdown.
“Because of the recent protests, the regime is putting more pressure on Kurdish girls
and women everywhere — in the malls, in the bazaar, at school and in the universities.
It’s very scary: we don’t feel safe anywhere. The regime has already killed and arrested
many Kurdish women who participated in the protests. They continue to arrest women
in their homes. I’m always scared.”

The support of apparently liberal Persians feels empty to Susin — who, like Jina, was
given a Persian name because her parents weren’t allowed to register her birth under
the Kurdish one they chose. “On social media and TV, they claim they love and
recognise us. They say they support Kurds, but I’m not convinced. For example, they
are not even ready to say Jina’s real Kurdish name, and they keep on saying the
Persian name forced on her by the regime.”

Unsurprisingly, many Iranian Kurds would like to be able to rule themselves — either in
an autonomous Kurdish region with its own governance and laws, similar to Iraqi
Kurdistan, or in an independent new nation. Kurds continue to sing the unofficial
national anthem of greater Kurdistan at the protests — a fact largely ignored by the
wider Iranian movement. Little wonder, given the lyrics include:

Our faith and religion are our homeland.
Our faith and religion are Kurd and Kurdistan.
The Kurds are alive: their flag will never fall.

“Kurds have a reputation for being stubborn and sticking up for ourselves,” says Beri
Shalmashi, a Kurdish writer and director. Shalmashi is concerned, however, that these
protests have been hijacked. More attention is being given to famous feminist activists
like Masih Alinejad, who has been cosying up to the Pahlavis, than the minorities most
in danger. “We need to be included in this movement; as Kurds, we started it.”

More from this author
The Ukrainian priests fighting for Putin
By Norma Costello

It seems her fears are legitimate. The dominant mantra of the protests, “Jin Jiyan
Azadi”, is now, in some pro-Shah circles, being cited as a historically Persian phase. In
fact, the slogan’s origin couldn’t be further from the Shah’s family, exiled in affluent
London suburbs. “Jin Jiyan Azadi” was born in the towns and villages of Mesopotamia,
the product of a guerrilla group widely regarded as terrorists, the Kurdish Workers
Party (or PKK). It is their imprisoned leader, Abdullah Ocalan, who is credited with
creating the slogan; Shalmashi argues that its translation and co-option by Persian
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elites is a symptom of their erasure of Kurdish culture. (At the moment, the Kurdish
language is suppressed in Iran and Kurdish schools are forbidden. Several women were
arrested last year for teaching Kurdish lessons.)

“I feel like if the starting point is truly, ‘Iran is a mixed country’, they should not be
afraid to use the words in Kurdish or English,” says Shalmashi. “But if you use it in
Persian, without acknowledging the current illegality of our language and oppression
of Kurds, you’re cheapening everything this revolution is supposed to be about.”

As images of women in Iranian malls without hijab float around social media,
applauded by Western liberals, Kurds feel they have been erased from their own
revolution. Superficial changes in hijab might sate the demands of wealthy Tehranis,
but what Iran’s minorities need are sweeping structural changes. Shalmashi tells me
that women in the mountainous Kurdish enclave where Jina Amini grew up are
wondering whether the revolution their daughter created will dissipate once rich
Iranian women are free to walk Tehran’s uptown malls in couture fashion:

“There is positive change, but will it last? The needs of women in Kurdistan are
different to that of a woman in uptown Tehran. Women should not be satisfied with
just the removal of headscarves. People need to go to the core of what is unjust in the
Iranian system. Kurdish and minority women have the same fear: that they will be
erased and forgotten from these protests and their oppression will continue.”

 

*Names have been changed to protect identities.
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Steve Murray   3 months ago

Thanks for this insight. I guess many Unherd readers won’t be familiar enough with the subtleties of the

Iranian situation to comment, but as ever, the oppression/suppression of minorities is a more complex issue

than just about whoever is in charge of government.

6  REPLY

CF Hankinson   3 months ago

Tragic reading
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Michael Drucker   3 months ago

I woke at 4 am this morning and did what you must never do: I picked up my phone. I looked at the Telegraph

app, but there was nothing fresh yet. I thought I’d open Unherd. My �rst thought was, maybe I should cancel

the subscription. Nothing that I had read of late felt truly Unherd, unavailable elsewhere. Eye-opening. Maybe

even mind-blowing. Then I read this article. It is by far the best I have read in Unherd in months. The world’s

media has justi�ably given huge coverage to the protests in Iran, but to simplify the narrative for mass media

consumption they have erased the Kurds from it.

Unherd: my subscription is safe for now. I am now lying in bed trying to calculate when it will be socially

acceptable to inform all my friends about this article.
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Samir Iker   3 months ago

The treatment of Kurds by Iran and Iraq is despicable, but even so doesn’t compare to how Turkey has

behaved towards them. And it’s truly mind boggling the extent to which Turkey has gotten away with it. Iran

is a parish state, Iraq has been at war…but Turkeys is supposedly a western ally, and armed liberally with

western weapons. Bizarre!
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Gayle Rosenthal   1 month ago

Islam and the Arabs are the most vicious colonizers in the history of the planet. Far worse than Europeans or

Christians ever thought to be. Islam is a political ideology at every level, masquerading as a religion. it will

stamp out any ethnic minority that gets in its way.

“But Kurds are also unusual in that they tend to venerate their ethnicity over religion. ”

Mahsa Amini was given a Kurdish name by her parents which was not recognized by the Islamic Regime.

Only Arabic and Persian names are recognized. Why aren’t human rights organizations labeling Islamic

governments the same way as communist governments ? By de�nition they are totalitarian and intolerant.

The seek to oppress any ka�r or ethnic minority. Islam is poison to the world and to liberty and autonomy.
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Gayle Rosenthal   3 months ago

The the 21st Century will be about the Right to One’s Identity. Many Jews were denied their identity when

Jewish parents left their children in the care of the Catholic Church. Children of the Desaparacidos (the

Disappeared Ones) in Argentina were claimed under laws regarding stolen property. See research by Prof.

Laura Oren.

Christianity (especially in the form of white culture and the context of colonization and the Holocaust) has

already had to reconcile its imperialistic leanings.

Islam is ruthless in its mission to erase and homogenize ethnicities. Only Islam can make them “minorities”

in their own lands. The Kurds were the most feared by the Arabs in the time of dissolution of the Ottoman

Empire. Europe the victor, cowed to the sheiks and royal families in denying the Kurds their own homelands.

Kurdistan has survived but only as an oppressed people under Syria, Iraq, Iran and Turkey.

This is why the Palestinian problem is so important today. The Palestinians are not an ethnicity. They are all

Arabs who have Islamized the Levant which was formerly pagan, Canaanite, Christian and Jewish – Judeo

Christian. And many of these Arabs’ family connections hail from Tunisia, Egypt, Iraq and other post-

Ottoman Arab countries, having come to Israel in the 20th century. I recommend this video on bronze age

“Palestine”.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qe4TCYGYQ68&t=159&ab_channel=Kedem

There are no more Canaanites, Midianites, Amorites, etc. and so on. The only Mycenaeans (DNA, and not an

ethnic identity) are in Greece. There are no more Philistines either. One can read about Canaanite DNA but

no one calls themselves Canaanites any more.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qe4TCYGYQ68&t=159&ab_channel=Kedem
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It’s simply the way of the world ……
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Paul Devlin   3 months ago

  Reply to  

Do you have make everything about Jews and Israel? Let it go

 Last edited 3 months ago by doctorfeelbad
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CHARLES STANHOPE   3 months ago

  Reply to  

The are NO real Greeks left but even worse NO Romans, more’s the pity!
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