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Grim Legacy:
The Image of Kurds in Turkish Culture

Haidar KHEZRI*
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ABSTRACT:

Kurdish people have been described in mainstream Turkish culture as the
«other», which stands in opposition to the Turkish «ego». Turkish culture has
distorted the Kurdish image throughout history, and we see that process of
distortion in Turkish proverbs, literature, art, cinema, etc., which often pictures
Kurds as peasants, fools, thieves, miscreant, barbaric, devilish, hillbillies,
etc. From an extra-Turkish perspective, this article connects the process of
distortion of the Kurdish image in Turkish culture to the distortion of the
Kurdish image in Persian and Arab cultures. It

traces the transference of negative images from

53355 e ool iy pudig s Persian culture to Arab culture, and finally to

W lS] e opsal;  Turkish culture, as a legacy of the transference of

Assistant Professor, Department ~ power from the Persians to the Arabs and then
of Kurdish Language and Culture,  the Turks. From an internal-Turkish perspective,

Mardin Artuklu University, Turkey.  the article also attributes a major share of the
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process of distorting the image of Kurds in Turkish culture to the political and
military reports that were sent out to the Tiles of the Ottomans by Turkish
military and administrative personnel present in the Kurdish areas.

Keywords: image of Kurds, the other, identity, Turkish culture, comparative
literature.
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Extended Abstract

Kurdish people have been described in mainstream Turkish culture as the “other”, which stands
in opposition to the Turkish “ego” Turkish culture has distorted the Kurdish image throughout
history, and we see that process of distortion in Turkish proverbs, literature, art, cinema, etc. This
distortion often pictures Kurds as peasants, fools, thieves, miscreant, barbaric, devilish, hillbillies
and so on. From an extra-Turkish perspective, this article connects the process of distortion of the
Kurdish Image in Turkish culture to the distortion of the Kurdish image in Persian and Arab cultures.
It traces the transference of negative images from Persian culture to Arab culture, and finally to
Turkish culture, as a legacy of the transference of power from the Persians to the Arabs and then the
Turks. From an internal-Turkish perspective, the article also attributes a major share of the process
of distorting the image of Kurds in Turkish culture to the political and military reports that were
sent out to the Tiles of the Ottomans by Turkish military and administrative personnel present in
the Kurdish areas.

In the first part of this article, we study the terminology of the word “Kurd” in Persian classic
culture. There are two major perspectives regarding the word “Kurd” according to first-hand Persian
texts such as the poems of Ferdowsi, Nezami-i Ganjavi, and Jalal al-Din-i Rami. The majority of
Persian scholars concur that the word “Kurd” is equivalent to words such as “occupation” and
“profession” and has the same meaning as “barbarian” and “hillbilly” for both Kurdish and non-
Kurdish people, but is not synonymous with Kurdish nation and ethnicity. These scholars refer to
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geographical dispersion of Kurds from the north to the south and the west to the east of Iran to
substantiate their claims. On the contrary, most Kurdish scholars interpret this dispersion based on
historical evidence, and they consider the word “Kurd” to have a national and ethnic connotation.
In this section, we compare both abovementioned concepts and simultaneously study the image of
Kurds in Persian culture. The most prevalent image of the Kurds in Persian terminology is classified
in three major parts: uncivilized and barbarian, imbecile and fool, and finally, impious and magus
(majasi).

In the second part of the article, we study the image of Kurds in Arab culture, beginning with
the demise of the Sassanid dynasty and advent of Islam transferred by Yemenite and Hiraite schools
to Arab society, especially in the first and second century A. H. In this transference, we focus on the
relationship and replacement of the word “Kurd” with the word “Mad” (Median).

In the third part of this article, we study the broad image of Kurds in Turkish culture, particularly
how its grim legacy was transferred from Persian and Arabic cultures to Turkish culture during the
transmission of power from the Arabs to the Turks.

In the last part of the article, we propose two interpretations about the Kurd’s image in Turkish
culture that confirm the different shades of opinion towards Kurds. In the first part, we study the
mere Kurdish-Turkish interpretation of the Kurd’s image in Turkish culture. We hereby reiterate the
fact that the major part of that unreal, grim, and negative image of Kurds in Turkish culture has been
handed over and distorted from Persian and Arab cultures into Turkish culture. This interpretation
helps Turks and Kurds to arrive to the point of “zero problems with internal neighbors” that should
be before of external neighbors.

In the second part, we explain the Kurdish-Islamic interpretation / perception of this image and
confirm that the Persian, Arab, and Turkish cultures are similar and work together to coordinate
a policy of disseminating a grim image of Kurds throughout history. In this section, based on an
extra-colonialist concept, we try to explain how the Persian, Arab, and Turkish cultures make a force
creolisation against the Kurds during the history by creating for them Persian identity under the
overlap of Iranian, and Arab and Turkish identity under the overlap of Islam.

As we can see, extra-colonialism in the ancient periods became a reactionary internal-
colonialism, for example in the Ayytabyan dynasty. Today also there is the threat of a new extra and
internal colonialism against Kurds. From a post-colonial view, the article concludes with the necessity
of the presence of Kurds as a distinct, meaningful and individual entity in the Middle East.
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