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THE _KURDS IN I

I. The Pecple
A. Tribal Origins

Kurds are the major element of the population in the mountainous

areas of Turkey, Irag, and nor Iran
and form a high percentage of the population in the foothills of north-
ern Syria and portions of southwestern Armenia {see accompanying map).
These predominantly Kurdish areas, which have never been a formal
political entity and are difficult to define precisely, are known
collectively as Kurdistan, the land of the Kurds.

The Kurds ere an ancient people of mixed Semitic and Caucasian
strains. Early Greek historians and geographers mention people who
appear to have been Kurds and, in some instances, describe them as
living in the area now referred to as Kurdisten. Arab writers have
used the term "Kurd" since the IX Century. The isolated mountain areas
inhabited by the Kurds have been largely bypassed by modernization and
the influence of Westernization. Although at one time they were almost
exclusively o nomadic people, many of the present-day Kurds have adopted
a more settled agricultural life, especially along the fringes of their
nill country. Others have migrated to urban areas in search of a live-
1ihood and now constitute large, very low income groups in cities such
as Baghdad and Damascns. A few, mostly from influential families, have
been thoroughly Westernized and have become successful economically and

politically. The rank and file of the Kurde, however, ore still isolated
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nomadic end seminomadic agricultural people. They are illiterate and

and are upon their tribal leader or landlord --

4in most mmnmsmeuﬂmelmmam--fmw@mme.

Fo reliable figures on Kurdish population are available. Estimates
from countries in which the Kurds reside are all based on inadequate
sampling that may well have been altered to suit political ends. Esti-
mates of the total mumber of Kurds vary from 3,000,000 to 9,000,000
It is reasonsble to assume that they number between 5 and 5-1/2 million
and are distributed as follows:

Turkey 3,000,000
Iran

1,000,000
Iraq 1,000,000
Syria 150,000
USSR 100,000

In addition to the concentrations found in the predominantly Kurdish
areas, urban centers such as Baghdad, Beirut, Demascus, and Teheran
have sizeable Kurdish colonies. Isolated groups of rural Kurds are
fomnd in Turkey, Iran, and Afghsnistan.

The Kurdish language mey be divided into two groups of dialects:
Kurmanji, spoken in northwestern Kurdisten; and Kurdi, spoken in south-
eastern Kurdistan. Hundreds of variant dialects related to these two
major groups are known by their local names. Sorani, the dialect used
by most of the importent tribes of Iraq and by most mationalist-inclined
Iraql uwrban dwellers, is widely understood in the Mahabad area of Iran.
In Iraq, written Kurdish uses a modified Persian script, but the Kurds
of Turkey and Iran do not have their own written language. The Kixrds of
the Soviet Union communicate in the Cyrillic alphabet, with some

-2
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