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The position of the Turkish Kurds on the revolution of Mullah
Mustafa Barzani (1958-1956)

Asst. Lect. Wasan Eadnan Abdelrahim
Samarra University/College of Education for Human Sciences

Abstract:

This study examines the position of the Kurds of Turkey toward the movement
of Mustafa Barzani during the period 19561958, a highly sensitive phase in the
history of the regional Kurdish movement. This period coincided with the
escalation of Kurdish political activity in Iraq and culminated in the 14 July
Revolution, which reshaped Iraqi politics and opened new horizons for Kurdish
aspirations across the region. The study is guided by a central question: how did
the position of the Kurds in Turkey toward Barzani’s struggle and movement take
shape under the conditions of systematic political repression imposed by the
Turkish state on Kurdish identity since the establishment of the republic in 1923?

The study argues that this position was neither uniform nor monolithic; rather,
it constituted a complex and graded spectrum that reflects what may be termed
“constrained solidarity”—a deep and genuine sense of solidarity rooted in shared
identity and collective consciousness, yet simultaneously restricted by a complete
organizational and political incapacity. This incapacity was imposed by systematic
repression that suppressed three major Kurdish uprisings in Turkey—the Sheikh
Said Rebellion, the Ararat Rebellion, and the Dersim Massacre—leading to the
stagnation of Kurdish political life for decades.

The study further reveals that Barzani occupied an exceptional symbolic
position in the collective consciousness of the Kurds in Turkey, transcending his
role as an Iraqi leader to become a unifying symbol of Kurdish dignity and the
possibility of resistance against dominant states. Information about him reached
the Kurds of Turkey through cross-border tribal networks, intellectual circles with
access to clandestine Kurdish press, and the networks of traders and travelers in
border regions.
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Moreover, the study highlights several factors that shaped and complicated this
position, most notably Turkey’s membership in NATO, which generated
sensitivities toward any Kurdish activity linked to the Soviet Union, particularly
Barzani’s Soviet exile, which provided the Turkish state with a pretext to portray
any solidarity with him as communist collusion. The study also examines internal
divisions within Kurdish society in Turkey between tribal leaders who opted for
accommodation with the state and nationalist intellectuals and youth who were
more sympathetic to Barzani and more receptive to ideas of freedom and
independence.

The study concludes that the period 1956—1958 was not merely an era of silence
and stagnation for the Kurds in Turkey, but rather a phase of latent maturation,
accumulation, and the gradual formation of political consciousness beneath the
surface. This process contributed to shaping the Kurdish generation that would
later drive political mobilization in subsequent decades. Accordingly, this study
offers a contribution to understanding the historical roots of the Kurdish question
in Turkey and reinforces the organic connection between the Kurdish experience
in Iraq and Kurdish consciousness in Turkey in the mid-twentieth century.

Keywords: Kurds of Turkey; Barzani; Kurdish movement; Iraq 1958;
Kurdish solidarity; political repression; Kurdish identity; Cold War and the
Kurds.
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