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Abdul Rahman GHASSEMLOU
MAN of PEACE and DIALOGUE
The life and death of
Dr. Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou (1930-1989)

MAN of PEACE
and DIALOGUE

The Attainment of national Kurdish rights within a federal democratic Iran.
Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou, the Secretary-General of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDPIran), was born on 22 December 1930 in Ourmiah, Kurdistan.
He went to university in Paris and later Czechoslovakia, had a Doctorate in economics and was an
associate professor, having taught in Prague and Paris.
n 1941, the Allies invaded Iran in a ‘bridge of victory” operation that inevitably brought about the
downfall of Reza Shah because of his relations with the Axis powers. A major political change was
to take shape in the country. In Iranian Kurdistan the national movement came back to life and
the KDP founded on 16 August.
1945, attracted young people in its masses. One of them was Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou - not yet
15 years old. On 22 January 1946 the Kurdish Republic of Mahabad came into existence by proclamation, but in December of the same year the imperial army with the help of the Western forces
entered the city, and the killing and arrests that followed were as cruel as they were indiscriminate.
The Republic had fallen; its President, Qazi Mohammad, and his close followers were taken prisoner, and then put to death on 30 March 1947.
Little by little the Kurdish people re-gathered their strength. The Republic of Mahabad may have
been short-lived but in the collective memory it did not die. Running unlimited risks, the Kurdish
leaders set about the vast task of protecting, educating and organizing the population. Back from
Europe in 1952, Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou devoted his energies to these clandestine activities
for several years. In the next decade, he split his time between Europe and Kurdistan working in
double harness: his university career and his repeated missions to Kurdistan.
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In 1959, the regional context appeared to be more hopeful; in neighbouring Iraq, the monarchy
had been overthrown, and Molla Mostafa Barzani (leader of the Democratic Party of Iraqi Kurdistan) had returned to his country after eleven years of exile in former USSR. The government in
Baghdad accepted the principle of autonomy for the Kurdish population of Iraq.
On the other side of the frontier, the KDP steeled itself to renew the struggle. In 1968-69, the
armed conflict was rife in Iranian Kurdistan and the period ended in a bath of blood with the
massacre of the Kurdish leaders - and yet, even then, Kurdish resistance managed to raise its head
again. The vice-like grip in which the Shah’s armies were trying to hold it had to be broken. At the
third Congress of the KDP (1973), Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou was elected Secretary-general and
at those that followed he was invariably returned to office.
During the years that followed, the prestige of the Pahlavi monarchy continued to wane. The White
Revolution was questioned by experts in international affairs; the greedy demands and extravagant behaviour of the court were criticized in the press, and the SAVAK was active throughout the
country with no social class being spared its baneful attentions. Clearly, the regime was doomed. If
that happened, what should be the position of KDP? In view of the complex nature of the problems
in the region that position had to be clear-cut. The Party had to reply unambiguously to a number
of questions about its identity, its allegiances, its aspirations and its options. Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou and his aides drew up as coherent and realistic a programme as they could which may be
summarized, in essence, as follows:
- We are Kurds, we belong to a people that the
vicissitudes of history have scattered over five states. A bond of brotherhood binds us, and will
continue to bind us, to all other Kurds, wherever they live.
- We are the descendants of one of the oldest Indo-European civilizations. Our identity is defined
by the fact that we have our own language and our own culture.
- We are the citizens of a country called Iran - on the same basis of the other people’s living on the
Iranian territory: the Baluch’s, Persians, Azeris, Arabs, Turkmens and so on.
- We are ardent defenders of the Declaration of Human Rights and the right of peoples as defined
by the United Nations.
- We are for the freedom of worship and we respect all religions practiced by our co-citizens. Faith
is an inviolable right. However, being resolutely modern in our outlook, we feel that a separation
between the religious institutions and the state is desirable. A lay state is not, on that account, opposed to the faith or to those that serve it.
- For the living conditions of all to be improved, and customs from long ages past condemning
women to a state of inferiority to be ended.
- To accelerate development in our country, it is necessary to establish a system providing free
education of uniform quality throughout the country. A special effort should be made in the peripheral areas (Kurdistan, for example) that are clearly a long way behind.
- No attempt to leave poverty behind will succeed without the active participation of the people
themselves. To feel concerned - so we believe -they have to feel free. Freedom of movement for
goods and persons, freedom of association and freedom to form political parties or unions and
to belong to such organizations are the indispensable preconditions for economic and cultural
development.
- For there to be trust between the population and the central authority, large-scale decentralization is necessary.
- In Kurdistan’s case, that decentralization has to comprise a charter of autonomy for the region
whose boundaries would need to be precisely defined. Within this Kurdish space, the administrative languages should be Kurdish and Farsi, which would both be official languages of the regional
and local authorities. Primary education should be in Kurdish whereas the two official languages
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should be routine practice in secondary school. Lastly, after so many years of violence, the Kurdish
people could not accept a police force that was not manned by Kurds. It is only on these conditions
that there would be any chance of lasting peace in Iranian Kurdistan.
- Lastly, the “kurdification” of the administrative and ‘production structures would demand major
investment in the training of senior officials and staff and also - it goes without saying - a multidisciplinary university on Kurdish land.
In other words, what the leaders of the KDP demand is genuine and effective autonomy. Unfortunately, as everyone knows, dictatorships hide behind pyramid-shape structures excluding all horizontal communication. Feeling themselves perpetually threatened (as indeed they are), they seek
the support of foreign powers, which, in the end, become their masters. Dictators are not free and
they abuse the freedom of others. So the autonomy of Iranian Kurdistan would be utopian unless
Iran made the change to democracy. Without democracy in Iran there could be no guarantee for
autonomy in Kurdistan.
Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou saw that these two concepts were inseparable and so they became the
watchword of the KDP: Democracy for Iran, autonomy for Kurdistan.
This policy statement in which chauvinism and sectarianism had no part won the KDP the firm
friendship of Third World countries and modern democracies alike.
During his many trips abroad, Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou was always sure of a warm welcome.
Many humanitarian organizations offered him help, eminent figures on the world stage in political
and university life thought highly of him and human rights and religions militants encouraged
him throughout his life. It was thanks to him that the Iranian Kurds were able to emerge from
their isolation and make their voice heard in the international fora. Some of these sympathizers
were surprised that the Iranian Kurds had “such modest” demands after such a bitter struggle. “It
is really autonomy you want - nothing more?” was a not uncommon reaction.
No secret clause was ever planned or hidden in this blueprint for autonomy because it was the fruit
of long and profound thought about the world political context following World War Il. The Kurdish leaders took the view that major changes to frontiers were ruled out and that the general trend
was towards the formation of large groupings rather that the fragmentation of existing units. In
any case, once peace was restored, it would surely be natural for countries with common borders
to seek to develop trade and cultural exchange. Therefore, in the long term, the existence of big
Kurdish communities in various parts of the Middle East could be a positive factor in inter-regional relations. Everyone would stand to gain. It is well known that the big exporting countries pay
considerable attention to the ethnic minorities, which often act as bridgeheads or relay stations in
campaigns to win a foothold in new markets.
In short, the Kurdish thinkers concluded that only the shortsighted could see ethnic, linguistic or
religious diversity as an obstacle to development. In the future the big middle-eastern house would
derive its energy from the many different elements of which it was built. This pattern was
particularly true of Iran itself with its 45 million inhabitants of which only 40 % were of Persian
origin. (Today Iran has over sixty million inhabitants). At that time, towards 1975, this type of
thinking sounded at least advanced, not to say fanciful. The Kurds were still under the heel of the
Shah, but nothing is eternal, dictators included.
One day in February 1979 Mohammed Reza Pahlavi finally gave up the throne. At that time the
KDP had a solid base and a real impact in Iranian Kurdistan. However, to run the territory properly and control its administration the police had to be removed and the army thrown out down to
the very last man. This was the task of the “peshmergas” or partisans, who attacked army barracks
and seized large stocks of arms and ammunition. Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou was then able to
claim that, in a large part of Kurdistan, the Kurds were their own masters.
It was reasonable to hope that the Iranian revolution would have brought men to power able to
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realize that the interests of the central authority and those of the Kurds were compatible. Elections
were planned and a new constitution was being written for the country.
Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou was elected to the Assembly of experts and made ready to carry to
the capital the message of the Kurds - a simple message: there is room for all in this country where
everything needs doing or re-doing. Imam Khomeini, unfortunately, saw things differently, he
labeled the newly elected
representative of the Kurds an “enemy of God” and declared a “holy war” on Kurdistan. This was
in 1979. Sudden though it was, this call to arms was, in retrospect, not surprising. How, after all,
could this grim gerontocrat with the cruelty of another age be prepared to give his attention to the
history and wants of the Kurds? How could Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou be expected to stay silent
at the hostage-taking, occupation of foreign embassies and other terrorist activities launched in
1979 by an Imam who had recently returned from Neauphle-le-Chأ¢teau to sow the seeds of hate
and insanity.
The Gulf War broke out the following September. Perhaps these unsubdued Kurds would be forgotten during this conflict between Iran and Iraq (1980-88). On the contrary, in fact, it cost them
dearly, for their villages lay on either side of the frontier where the fighting was at its fiercest. They
were accused, too, of being anti-patriotic: their settlements were destroyed and the people living
there reduced to a wandering existence. The ultimate purpose of these crimes against humanity
was obvious: to use the war as an excuse for exterminating a people whose authenticity was denied
as strongly as it was proclaimed by the Kurds.
Iran came out of the war with Iraq exhausted and the Imam at death’s door. The facts had to be
faced and Tehran had to find a compromise in Kurdistan. For his part, Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou had been saying for years that the fighting had been imposed on him, that neither side would
ever lose or win and that, sooner or later, the Kurdish problem would have to be solved across
the negotiating table. After flying a few kites, Tehran issued a concrete proposal for a meeting in
Vienna on 28 December 1988 and the KDP accepted. The talks lasted two days, 28 and 30 December and the results must have been promising because it was agreed to hold another meeting the
following January. On 20 January, at the end of the first round of negotiations, the representatives
of Tehran were fully acquainted with the Kurdish demands. The principle of autonomy seemed to
have been agreed. The details of how it was to be put into effect had yet to be defined.
Six months later, Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou returned to Europe to attend a congress of the Socialist International. Tehran tried to contact him again in order, he was told, to pursue the negotiations that had begun the previous winter. The KDP accepted the offer sent to it. The meeting
took place on 12 July 1989 in Vienna. The Tehran delegation was as before, namely Mohammed
Jafar Sahraroudi and Hadji Moustafawi, except that this time there was also a third member: Amir
Mansur Bozorgian whose function was that of bodyguard. The Kurds also had a three-man delegation: Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou, his aide Abdullah Ghaderi-Azar (member of the KDP Central
Committee) and Fadhil Rassoul, an Iraqi university professor who had acted as a mediator.
The next day, 13 July 1989, in the very room where the negotiation took place Abdul Rahman
Ghassemlou was killed by three bullets fired at very close range. His assistant Abdullah Ghaderi-Azar was hit by eleven bullets and Fadhil Rassoul by five. Hadji Moustafawi succeeded in escaping. Mohammad Jafar Sahraroudi received minor injuries and was taken to hospital, questioned
and allowed to go. Amir Mansur Bozorgian was released after 24 hours in police custody and took
refuge in the Iranian Embassy.
Indignation was at its height. How, in this age, in the heart of Europe, could it happen for the
representatives of a member country of the United Nations to open fire at point blank range on
the representatives of a country with whom it was at war and had entered into peace negotiations?
On 19 July two representatives of the political bureau of KDP came to Paris to attend the funeral.
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At a press conference they announced, among other things, that the higher authorities of the KDP
had appointed Sadegh Sharafkandi to perform the duties of Secretary-general. Sadegh Sharafkandi (who was also assassinated on 17 September 1992 by the Iranian terrorists) was in his fifties and
had a doctorate in industrial chemistry from Paris University. He was Deputy Secretary-general of
the Party up to the death of Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou.
The two murdered men of the KDP were buried on 20 July in Paris in the presence of a throng
of some two thousand people from all parts: Kurds and Armenians, Azeris and Turks, Persians
and Europeans, poets and doctors, ministers and workpeople, representatives of humanitarian organizations and members of parliament. Leading the funeral procession, the peshmergas in their
Kurdish resistance fighters’ uniform advanced with difficulty in the torrid heat of the Parisian
summer. They were all there, all that had been able to travel on their crutches and in their wheelchairs, having come from the various capitals of Europe where they were recovering, as best they
could, from the wounds received in the conflict. Tehran denied all connection with this triple murder and told Austria to look for clues in other directions than Iran. But the findings of the ballistics
experts were conclusive.
In late November 1989 the Austrian courts issued a warrant for the arrest of the three Iranian representatives and the Austrian Government expressly accused the Iranian Government as having
instigated the attack on Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou and the two other Kurds.
Thus died this man who was no warmonger but a man of letters, master of several languages and
persuasive speaker. Overflowing with enthusiasm and energy, he was an intellectual of his time,
this end of the twentieth century when the triumph of democracy seems really within reach.
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Dr. Carol Prunhuber

Rahman the Kurd
In 1989 when ARG decided to go and meet his nemesis in Vienna, he may have been reckless. He
may have made the controversial decision to go anyway, but he knew the risks because he had been
publicly warned 10 years before that he was being condemned to death, while simply watching
television.
On Iranian television that day – August 19, 1979 – none other than the Ayatollah Khomeini had
come to the opening session of the Constitutional Council of Experts in Tehran. This Council was
going to design a Constitution for the new Islamic Republic.
Imagine the scene the television camera is broadcasting: The hall is full of venerable ulemas, their
heads covered with turbans and their faces somber as they listen to the Imam.
Khomeini at the podium, with his thick eyebrows, is speaking in his soft monotonous voice; a tone
he also used to express great anger.
A few days earlier, armed Kurds had defeated his troops in Iranian Kurdistan. Irate, Khomeini
threatened the army with punishment and declared himself Commander in Chief of the armed
forces.
Looking at the silent audience, he said: “Ghassemlou is the culprit. The KDPI is a nest of saboteurs
and corrupt people. The party is banned. And Ghassemlou must be punished.
Without raising his voice, he asked: “Is Ghassemlou here?”
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No one answered as people looked around at each other. Khomeini fixed his gaze upon the Council members and with all the fury concentrated in his carbon dark eyes he exclaimed: Why did you
tell him that he was a “mofsed fil arz”, a corrupt person! Why did you scare him away? If that dog
Ghassemlou had come today, we would have sent him directly to hell!
Reality TV, Khomeini style!
Perhaps in talking today about the many achievements of Dr. Ghassemlou we should begin with
the question: Why was he assassinated?
He was assassinated not only for being the leader of the Kurds of Iran, but more than that, because
of the type of man he was – his beliefs and the difficult choices he made were unlike those of other
traditional leaders in the region.
Different from other Kurds, Dr. Ghassemlou was perhaps the harbinger of real unity among the
Kurdish people. His enemies had rightfully perceived his unspoken destiny and this would become a direct threat to them.
It is important to note that, Dr. Ghassemlou was not a traditional tribal leader. His ideological
itinerary traveled from an orthodox Marxism-Leninism to Social Democracy in the course of his
life. He was an empathetic leader and a cultivated man who spoke seven languages and possessed
an inherent strength and wisdom that endeared him to his people. He had a refined sense of humor
and loved life.
Unlike other Middle East leaders that fancy democratic ideals but are discouraged by the risks in
pursuing them, Dr. Ghassemlou had the courage to manifest his democratic and humanistic vision, as well as put forward his political program within an Islamic society.
Not only did he defend human rights, but also women’s rights – long before it became a must in
the international scene. In the Kurdish society during Ghassemlou’s life, women’s rights were non
existent – and still they are far from being achieved.
In the unfortunate war in Iraq, there has been one beneficiary: Kurdistan. Although unity across
Iraq seems difficult, Kurdistan has managed to achieve an unequalled degree of national unity
under the Regional Autonomous Government.
Dr. Ghassemlou recognized that there existed a Kurdish irredentism and that integration was
scarce in the countries where they live, that their language was alive despite intentions to drown
their cultural identity. The Kurds, after resisting the woes that for centuries befell their nation, began to develop a national consciousness in the twentieth century.
As Dr. Ghassemlou once said, “Nowadays, it is natural to have a Kurdish demand for independence, for the realization of a national Kurdish project. An independent Kurdistan would be a state
without access to the sea. Yet at the same time, it would be a state rich in oil and, especially, in
possession of unique resources. Water is much coveted in the Middle East and could spark future
wars in this region. Without oil, people are poor; without water, they cannot survive. As everyone
knows, the great reserves of water are in Kurdistan.”
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Dr. Ghassemlou was the first Kurdish leader to come up with a solution that overcame the obstacles inhibiting the creation of a Kurdish state and that is why he accepted a realistic plan: to
renounce independence and instead choose the path of autonomy.
He understood both the weaknesses and strengths of the Kurds. He was a tolerant man of dialogue who maintained his calm in stressful situations. Because he was respected for his political
and intellectual wisdom about the Kurds, including his keen sense of diplomacy and international
perspective, his vast culture and his charisma, he was able to bring opposing political parties to a
negotiation table.
Dr. Ghassemlou knew that unity among the Kurds was of prime importance. In fact, he was tormented by the division among the Kurds. Politics in this part of the world paralyzed any forward
movement. Nothing lasted; no agreement was respected.
For the Kurds had a tribal concept of politics, based on the unconditional support of their chief,
not of a particular political program. All of this became the Achilles heel of the Kurdish movement,
making it ever vulnerable to the manipulations of regional governments.
Dr. Ghassemlou understood that only through unification could the Kurds achieve their demands.
He worked hard for this goal, to end fighting among the Kurds. He was a prudent man whose essential nature was to unify. His impassioned wish was to educate his people and this showed in the
respect and love he held for them.
When visiting his men at the military hospital, he knew their names and would speak with them
about their family, their village and listen intently to what they had to say.
Long before environmental issues came to the fore, he discouraged his people from clear cutting
the forests and unnecessarily killing wildlife. This was a man who once said, “You cannot find happiness; you have to create it. If you don’t create it, you will never find it.”
This same leader played intermediary between Mustapha Barzani and Saddam Hussein in the 70’s;
between Jalal Talabani and the Iraqi government in the 80’s.
He supported Barzani because he considered him to be the most important representative of the
Kurds; yet over the years, Dr. Ghassemlou also questioned his stewardship on many issues.
In an interview, Dr. Ghassemlou once recalled that he had been especially incensed by Barzani’s
refusal to compromise on Kirkuk in the mid 70’s, when negotiating an autonomy plan with the
Iraqi government.
Can you imagine that? Barzani turned down Saddam Hussein’s proposal, first to give the Kurds
50% of the oil revenues and then 75% -- and finally Saddam made the offer that since Kirkuk was
the main obstacle, they should divide the city into two parts. Even today, Kirkuk continues to be a
battleground between the Kurds and Arabs.
Dr. Ghassemlou regretted this decision, for he felt it compromised the pan-Kurdish cause. He
said: “The Kurds haven’t achieved anything politically because they have applied more emotion
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than reason to politics. They asked for all or for nothing. You cannot be black or white in politics.
What’s possible today is not possible tomorrow. I think Barzani should have accepted the Kirkuk
deal, consolidated autonomy and fought in the future for the rest of the Kurdish goals.
“If Kurdistan had been autonomous and Barzani kept his troops, when the revolution happened in
Iran in 1979, the Iranian Kurds would have been in a better position.
“It’s normal that for those who govern Baghdad or Tehran, to want to safeguard the integrity of
their country. We Kurds understand this.
“In politics it’s not intention that counts, but the relation of forces. If the Kurds had been capable of
consolidating their autonomy, Baghdad would have had to accept a fait accompli. The failure of the
March 1979 negotiations was a repetition of the failures of Kurdish history. The balance of forces
was in favor of the Iraqi Kurds. They should have realized this.”
On an international level, Ghassemlou’s education and experience made him one of the few Kurdish leaders intently familiar with other cultures. He developed a true knowledge of the West from
his education in Paris and Prague. Due to this developed socio-cultural awareness, he was able to
justly win the ears, if not the support of foreign powers.
He held a Doctorate in Political and Economical Science and became a professor at University of
Prague where he taught economic growth and development. Ghassemlou was an unusually cultivated man who would one day be reading a book of Sufi Poetry and the next a volume on European
Literature, listening to a Kurdish song or a Mozart piano concerto.
He always maintained his independence. First and foremost, his primary goal and leading principle was to support the Kurdish cause. Dr. Ghassemlou never accepted the idea that a leader could
sell out his Kurdish brothers across the border for the sake of personal or parochial interests. He
had not forgotten the lesson of the Kurds in Iran who had been abandoned by their brothers to the
hands of the Shah.
And let us not forget how similarly years later, after his death, the Islamic regime in Tehran was
given a free hand to operate militarily against Kurds inside Iraqi Kurdistan.
Even though it led an armed struggle against Iran, Ghassemlou’s party was perhaps the only Third
World revolutionary movement that opposed popular terrorist methods – especially at that time.
About this he said: “As a democratic organization we have always opposed all acts of terrorism,
be it hijacking of planes, taking hostages, putting bombs or any action that threatens the lives and
security of civilians. To renounce our principles and thus loose our image as a responsible, democratic and humanitarian party, in return for fleeting publicity is both vain and useless.”
Not only did he oppose any hostage taking in the 80’s, but he was instrumental in the liberation
of several French hostages, and even paid for their freedom with weapons on one occasion and
another monetarily.
Trapped by the geopolitical situation of Kurdistan, Dr. Ghassemlou had lived and worked in Iraq on and
off, and maintained contact with the Iraqi regime. Yet he never collaborated with Baghdad against Iran.
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According to Jalal Talabani when the Iraq-Iran war began, the Iraqi government invited Ghassemlou to form a Kurdish state. They offered him money and weapons. Even the budget for the
future Kurdish government would be paid by the Iraqis, who would recognize it. Baghdad wanted
to divide Iran. But Ghassemlou responded that he wanted democracy and autonomy within the
Iranian state.
He was not a ‘business as usual’ kind of man. Due to his principles, he could not be bought or cajoled into making overnight deals for the Kurdish cause.
He was in a difficult position regarding Iraq. In private he spoke about the horrors of the Iraqi
regime, yet he was obliged to be discreet about it publicly.
Almost too modern for his time, Dr. Ghassemlou’s political stature was a unifying force. His understanding of the ways of the world and his close ties and relations with politicians, journalists
and academics in Europe and beyond, gave him a pragmatic approach that others lacked.
He had also foreseen his own end. For years he had thought about writing his autobiography, but
the amount of work and the internal problems of the party did not allow him to do so.
A year before he died, Dr. Ghassemlou told me that if he ever wrote his story, it would have begun like this: “On many occasions, Kurdish leaders have been assassinated due to treason by the
Persian authorities. It happened with Jafar Agha and later with Simko, one of our most important
contemporary leaders. While Simko’s blood ran through the streets in a nearby house, a boy was
being born. That boy would be me.”
“Did it really happen like this?” I questioned.
No,” he answered. “Simko was murdered June 1930, the same year I was born but not the same
day. Do you realize how strong that beginning is? One a Kurdish leader dies and at the same time
another is being born.”
Some Kurds believe that if Dr. Ghassemlou had lived, he would have been able to further the cause
for all Kurds. It is difficult today to say what role he could have played.
Were he alive today, there’s no doubt Dr. Ghassemlou would look upon the progress made in Iraqi
Kurdistan with hope -for its continued solidarity and growth into the 21st century.
One thing is very certain: throughout his life, Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou never limited himself
to being just an Iranian Party chief.
He lived as a farsighted leader and above all, a KURD – who held a dream for Kurdistan and overarching love for his people – in the end, giving up his life while reaching for that dream.
We honor his life here today. In these turbulent times, we can remember his unwavering spirit and
light that lives on in the hearts and craggy mountains of a nation called Kurdistan.

Copyright © 2008, Dr. Carol Prunhuber. Published with permission.
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Dr. Said Shams

Dr. A.R. Ghassemlou:
A rebel with a cause
“A national community that seeks emancipation shall also pay its price. No nation without struggle
and great efforts, without sacrificing its resources, in lives and treasure, has attained freedom. Kurdish nation and our Party, as the forerunner of the Kurdish national struggle, understands that freedom requires commitment and self-sacrifice; the ranks of our fallen comrades ever increasing, and it
may to continue to be so with a greater path in the future.”
Dr. A.R. Ghassemlou
This is a casual translation of late Dr A.R. Ghassemlou’s words, the Secretary-general of the KDPI,
from Kurdish into English. The last sentence seems to have the merit of apparent certainty as he
himself lost his life in the unpleasant tragedy of July 13, 1989. In fact what happened on July 13, 1989,
was a carefully drafted plan of assassinating Dr. Ghassemlou by Iranian authorities under the pretext
of political negotiation.
We gathered here to honour his memories and celebrate his works and achievements. Any attempt
to shed some lights on the works and achievements of Dr. Ghassemlou would immediately generate
uneasy discussion. This is because the real Dr. Ghassemlou I knew was far from the myth constructed
by some of his colleagues on the one hand, and a notorious character that had been portrayed by his
foes and rivals on the other hand. The existing and real Dr. Ghassemlou was neither of them. He was
a human being with his own strengths and weaknesses. He has been recorded as a great leader in the
contemporary Kurdish history, and rightly so. However, to aim to reflect on his personality and to try
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saying something about his real and actual character and separating it from the myth made by some
of his friends or the negative portrait that heavily publicised by his foes and rivals will not be an easy
task if I try to avoid saying it is a daunting task.
On the other hand, the uneasiness comes from the way in which he lost his life, remembrance that
balk 13 of July and looking that a picture of Dr. Ghassemlou’s falling body on the sofa while his red
shirt stained with blood that any observant can only distinguish the shirt colour from the blood by its
thickness would really stimulate distress. But, perhaps, the most elements of uneasiness stems from
the fact the terror of Kurdish leaders have become the final solution to resolve the Kurdish question
in Iran. And the consecutive Iranian governments in the past 80 years have followed this practice,
and the terror of Dr Ghassemlou is not an exception here. Bearing in mind this, one cannot but to
become conscious that the terror of Kurdish leaders has been an integral component of the Iranian
regimes’ policy in dealing with the Kurdish national movement. To grasp the irony here one has to
understand a Kurdish Tragedy in the modern times. But first allow me to reflect upon Dr. Ghassemou’s personality.
Within the history of any nation, national community or social group there are heroes, elites and
political leaders. Heroes are those who devote their lives to the people and they either recorded many
heroic episodes in their lifetime or sacrificed their life for the sake of their people. Elites and intellectuals are those who acquired knowledge and academic training in one or more domains, and working towards filling the gaps existing between the time requirement and the norms and values systems
of the society and its institutional setting. However, in the given history of any nation there are few
who all at once are heroes, intellectuals and political leaders. Dr Ghassemlou’s personality comprised
these entire three roles. He started his political career as a left activist while he was pursuing his studies in France. He then expelled from France as undesired political character, very much under the
pressure of the Iranian government of the time, and forced to settle in Czechoslovakia. There he succeeded to take an opportunity offered to him to finish his studies, gained his PhD in 1962 and from
1962 lectured political economy at the Prague University. In 1970 he paid a visit to Iraq and Iraqi
Kurdistan and decided to devote the rest of his life to the reorganisation of the KDP that was suffering
from acute political and organisational crisis following the sad end of the armed struggle of 1967-69.
In third conference he was elected as a leader of the KDP and until that black 13 July 1989 remained
at this post. He has now entered in our history, as a great leader, distinguished intellectual and a hero.
His imprint on the KDP history is in a way that any historian can easily divide the history of the Party
since the fall of Kurdistan republic into three phases of pre-Ghassemlou era, Ghassemlou era and
post-Ghassemlou era. I personally benefited from his insightful thoughts following the revolution
of 1979 I had the opportunity to know him for a short period of time. For me the most noticeable
characteristic of his management style was that as an intellectual he perfectly understood the need
for a modernising project within the KDP and Kurdish national movement. As a result he had always aimed to promote professionalism at organisational and operational levels. At the same time he
was always trying to ensure that his communication approach is prepared for a particular audience
and effective medium had been identified and selected for each case. From this point of view his
eagle-eyed for professionalism had never failed him to work with the people who could not share
his enthusiastic reception to professionalism. This was the most important lesson that I learned from
him.
He was born in 1930, and very much was the son of J.K. and KDP School of thought of that time.
To make my point I have to stress that by the early 1940s the international and regional circumKurdistan Democratic Party - Iran
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stances offered the Kurds an opportunity to get round of the vicious circle that had been enforced
upon them. This period was to be marked by the formation of J.K., KDP and the establishment of
the Kurdistan republic. The promising period of 1942-46 was, however, brief and the Iranian government managed to restore and establish the dominant tone in Kurdistan by the late 1946. In fact,
there is an undoubted historic significance and topicality to the policy of the two victorious Allied
Powers in 1946- USA and UK-, expressing their loyalty to the Persian government and forcing the
Soviet forces out of the Northern part of Iran therefore facilitating the sudden fall of the Kurdistan
republic. The legacy of this historic juncture had a great impact on the Kurdish politics for the years
to come. The ruling elites in Iran, Turkey and Syria continued to deprive the Kurds from their rights
to self-determination. At the same time, European countries, and a considerable numbers of progressive forces in Europe were attempting to downgrade the Kurdish question to the only human rights
level, completely disregarding the Kurdish nation right to self-rule. He was seventeen years old when
the Kurdistan republic fell down. He belonged to the second generation of Kurdish political activists
of that period. A generation that inherited the confusion surrounded their political environment as a
result of the drastic end of the Kurdistan republic and inhospitable international and regional political environment. As a result of which, he, like many other young Kurdish activists, found a safe refuge
in the leftist ideology, particularly the dominant school of thought of the time, the Tudeh Party and
pro-Soviet doctrine of those years. However, his affiliation with this policy line experienced some
difficulties before returning to Kurdistan.
In 1970 he left his teaching position at the Prague University and went to Kurdistan. After an intensive discussion and negotiation with remaining officials and members the KDP he stroked a deal
with them to resume his political career within in the rank and files of KDP. With their assistance
he soon organised the Third conference of the Party and was elected a leader, the post of which he
held until he lost his life. Considering the difficulties faced the Party following the aftermath of upheaval of the late 1960s, Dr Ghassemlou aimed to win the battle of ideas, strategy and tactics within
the rank and files of the Party in exile, as a result from 1970-1979 he had worked hard and put an
immense effort towards the modernisation and regeneration of the KDP. He had drafted a new political programme, which had been discussed and passed in the Third congress. Along his attempt
to modernise the organisational structure of the Party his main core ideas and strategy centred on
the slogan of Democracy for Iran and autonomy for Kurdistan. Since then the KDP name officially
turned to be KDPI. Until the late1978 the KDPI had approximately 100 members and based in exile.
Following the revolution of 1979 and the collapse of the monarchy in Iran, the KDPI became a mass
party and a semi-army in its disposal, and Dr Ghassemlou emerged as a main Kurdish leader with a
popular appeal and national credibility. He was one of the main architect and staunch believer in the
aim of ‘Democracy for Iran, Autonomy for Kurdistan’ for which he invested at least twenty years of
his life. His new acquired position with a mass popular support; his credibility and charisma across
the Iranian political society provided an opportunity to him to implement his aim and dream. So in
aiming to assess his political achievements the period between the revolution of 1979 and the 1989
will be a determinant historical period.
Almost immediately after the collapse of the monarchy, there was little agreement between Kurdish
nationalists, and the newly established Provisional Government. The Kurds regarded the end of
monarchy as an opportunity to rectify their long-standing sense of injustice over the denial of their
national rights by state sponsored chauvinism. From late 1978, the Kurdistan Democratic Party of
Iran (KDPI) had revived its organisational networks alongside the Kurdistan branch of Fadayan,
as well as newly the formed evolutionary Organisation of the Toilers of Kurdistan (Komala). These
mainly secular forces, which were independent of Tehran, in the absence of a central government in13 July 2020
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frastructure dominated the city councils formed following the collapse of the monarchy, and practically governed the whole area. Having armed themselves from a large army barrack in Mahabad, and
gendarmerie posts throughout the region that were attacked in February 1979, these groups became
powerful forces that challenged the authority of the PG.
By late 1979 two religious leaders had emerged: first Sheikh Ezzaddin Huseini in Mahabad; and second Ahmad Moftizadeh in Senna. 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. Since the Islamic regime had been trying to set up
a foothold in Kurdistan, they relied on Moftizadeh’s line as an alternative to weaken the radical, secular and democratic ideals of the Kurdish national movement. Although Moftizadeh enjoyed popularity among some sections of the Kurdish people in Senna, the majority of the Kurds, supporting a
secular and democratic policy, rallied behind the nationalist parties and groups, as well as personalities such as Sheikh Ezzaddin, quickly marginalizing Moftizadeh. The fact that Moftizadeh allied with
the Islamic republic and soon marginalized demonstrates that although the majority of the Kurds are
Sunni therefore the religious differences played a role in their opposition toward the Islamic republic
but the Kurdish political society was mostly secular and remained as such.
The first confrontation occurred in late March 1979, when a disagreement between the people of the
city and Safadari, Khomeini’s representative in Senna, developed into an open confrontation. The
army garrison intervened on the latter’s side. On the eve of Nowroz (New Year) Phantom jet fighters
from Tehran and helicopters from Kermanshah attacked the city, and a full-scale civil war broke out
between the Kurdish forces and the new Islamic authority. A temporary cease-fire was agreed when a
high-ranking delegation was dispatched from Tehran to travel to the area. After hard negotiations an
agreement was signed. But, this was merely a foretaste of the future war between the Islamic authorities in Tehran, and the Kurdish national movement.
Following the early clashes, the PG was careful to distance itself from the Pahlavi regime’s policy
towards non-Persian Iranian nationals, even though Kurdish leaders sought a peaceful solution. In
February 1979 a state delegation headed by Daryush Foruhar, paid a visit to Mahabad to discuss
autonomy demands with Kurdish leaders. In March 1979 a Kurdish delegation, headed by Dr Ghassemlou, went to Tehran to meet premier Bazargan, and then to Qum for extensive meetings with ayatollah Khomeini. During his various press conferences in Tehran, Dr Ghassemlou indicated that the
Kurds were prepared to support the PG as long as it appeared to be clearly promoting a democratic
policy for Iran, and autonomy for Kurdistan. These meetings achieved nothing concrete. Although
Premier Bazargan announced that his government had accepted the idea of autonomy for the Kurdish area but the PG did little in practice to appease Kurdish antagonism. Meanwhile, pressure from
Ayatollah Khomeini resulted in the PG using direct military action to crush Kurdish resistance. Subsequently, the vice-premier warned “we do not approve of the independence of Kurdistan in any way.
It is the policy of the state not to allow the secession of any part and territory of Iran’s land and such
an event will be forestalled with unfettered power.” This brutal warning to the Kurds was intended
for them to realise that any major difficulties they caused to the PG, by challenging the ideological
basis of the new Iranian-Islamic state, would be repressed using the full military power of the state.
The referendum that had newly ratified the regime’s change of name, to the ‘Islamic Republic’, faced
major difficulties dealing with the Kurdish issue. The Kurds, who were strongly opposed to the
change, did not participate in the referendum. Kurdish nationalists infuriated by the temporising of
the Islamic regime, which had declined to recognise its separate political and organisational instituKurdistan Democratic Party - Iran
Abroad Committee Media Centre

13 July 2020
45

tions. Equally the regime, especially the fundamentalists, was uneasy with Kurdish claims to self-rule,
and waited an appropriate opportunity to disarm them militarily, and undermine their ideology. The
Ayandegan affair, therefore, became a pretext for the fundamentalists to deal with the Kurdish issue.
Having declared himself commander-in-chief of the armed forces, Khomeini issued a fatwa and
ordered the army and the Revolutionary Guard to attack and purged Kurdistan from infidels on 19
August. Following fierce fighting the Passdaran and army recaptured the Kurdish cities, pushing the
Kurdish Pishmarga into rural areas.
The fundamentalists had won a battle but not the war against Kurdistan and soon after the offensive
backfired. During the three-month civil war in Kurdistan, the government was unable to consolidate
their authority beyond establishing a military presence in the major towns, and some military checkpoints on the main roads between them. Extrajudicial executions by the ayatollah Sadeq Khalkhali
generated a deep-seated resentment against the Islamic regime. More than a quarter of the population of the towns had left the occupied urban centres to live in areas under the control of the Peshmargas. As a result, the Islamic military were unable to restore order, or to run governmental and
institutional offices effectively. In addition, following their initial withdrawal from the major towns,
the Peshmarga launched a guerrilla campaign, and frequently attacked Islamic military posts.
By late September and early October, the Peshmargas pushed government forces back to their barracks, and virtually governed the area. Soon after the US Embassy affair, Khomeini made a u-turn
over the Kurdish issue, and ordered a halt to military intervention. A cease-fire was agreed between
the two sides, and Khomeini sent a message to the Kurds, asking them to join the rest of the Iranian
Muslim nation to turn their anger and rifles against the U.S. He assured them of internal self-rule
within the Islamic Republic. He then sanctioned a state-delegation consisting of some of the ex-PG
ministers to strike a deal with the Kurds, who had formed a Kurdish People’s Representation. Interestingly, throughout the negotiations, Khomeini had never recognised the Kurdish delegation’s
legitimacy.
By the late March 1980, the Islamic republic was preparing to launch its second offensive against
Kurdistan. Before I continue I would like to divert your attention for a short while and to take on
a topic that seemed to be misunderstood by many people, and then we will resume our journey to
the end. The topic is the issue of armed struggle and its blur boundaries with the notion of terrorism
as far as the Kurdish nationalist movement is concerned. The rational for this point is that if we are
going to talk about Dr. Ghassemlou’s legacy, we need to get clear about the boundaries of armed
struggle and terrorism. Dr. Ghassemlou not only led the KDPI at political level but he also, as a
secretary-general of the Party, had overall responsibility of the Kurdish armed struggle against the
Islamic republic. From the tape-recorder’s cassette of the meeting of 13 of July one can clearly hear
his last words, assertively replying to the conveys of the Iranian regime that demanding an unconditional surrender and laying down the arms, as he is saying that ‘we will never surrender our arms as
long as you continue the genocide and mass murder of our people,’ then you can hear the barrage of
bullets whistle. And you can have it as a guess that was the end of Dr. Ghassemlou. Dr. Ghassemlou
was always ready to negotiate a just, peaceful and democratic solution to the KDPI and Kurdish tenyears-old struggle with the Islamic republic within the existing Iranian borders. Several times on his
own initiative he offered the Iranian authorities a peaceful solution, and each time they and his rivals
branded him weak. When he showed his strength he was labelled a terrorist. How can we deal with
boundaries between the armed struggle and terrorism within the of the Kurdish national movement?
Unfortunately, like most concepts in politics and political theory, this one is contested, in the sense
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that there are different interpretations and normative implications. I will try to define the concept
in two: broader and narrower senses in the hopeful anticipation that this may help to find the accommodation. In broader sense we may define the phenomenon as a systematic use of force to gain
a political ends or aims. In this meaning one can hardly define the use of violence as a terrorist act,
because in any conventional war the armies resort to this kind of the use of violence. If we all agree
that war is the continuation of politics by other means therefore majority of conventional wars can
be defined as a terrorist act if we agree that terrorism is a systematic use of force to service political
ends. In this sense, the use of violence can be regarded as a technology not an ideology which is continuously used in the conventional war and armed struggle for emancipation. Then we may try to
define the concept in its narrower sense, which is any systematic use of coercive intimidation is used
to create and exploit a climate of fear among a wider target group with the maximum negligence and
carelessness towards the immediate and civilian victims in order to publicize a cause or achieve a
political ends. In this narrower sense, the systematic use of force can be defined as an ideology not a
technology, as an end not a mean, and the act can be regarded as terrorist.
The fact of the matter is that under leadership of Dr. Ghaseemlou the KDPI was, and still is, a political
force that along other Kurdish forces, most noticeably Komala, was representing the will of the Kurdish nation in the Iranian Kurdistan. In the ten-years-old of their armed struggle with Islamic republic
these forces have never advocate a military solution and have always preferred political and peaceful
resolution. But when in the early 1980s the Islamic republic convinced that it can expunge the Kurdish question by military means, persisted in its refusal to recognise the right of the Kurdish nation to
self-rule, and finally launched unprecedented military attack against Kurdistan, these forces resorted
to the armed struggle to defend their people and land. During this period the Iranian military forces
committed many acts of genocide and mass murder, e.g., in 1980 the entire population of two villages
of Qarna and Qalatan, including women and children, were brutally beheaded.
Kurdistan Democratic Party - Iran
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After this diversion, I hope that it was a helpful one we may resume our journey. By the late March
and early April of 1980 when the Islamic regime was launching its second military offence against
Kurdistan, Iran was passing through the most violent phase of her recent history. Following the U.S.
Embassy affair, the fundamentalists had relatively out of commissioned their nationalist and leftist
rivals on two issues, radicalism and anti-imperialism, which coincided with Bani-Sadr’s presidency.
Although Bani-Sadr enjoyed a popular electoral mandate, he was almost unable to secure a power
base, “Politically arrogant and ambitious, he conveniently flirted with different groups at different
times. He was becoming a man of all seasons.” The Tudeh party, the Fadayan, and the Kurdish forces were all, for different reasons, suspicious of his real intent. Equally the President, being aware of
Khomeini’s suspicions of secular groups, had tried to distance himself. His most natural partners
for his crusade against the rising ‘Mullacrasy’ were the National Front and the Islamic Liberation
Movement of Bazargan. But they did not have much popular support. In practice, his most powerful
partner was the Mujahedin. His alliance with them, denied until to the end of his presidency, provided the ground for his final confrontation with the fundamentalists in the summer of 1981, resulting
in his dismissal.
This was a marriage of convenience. The Mujahedin saw Bani-Sadr as a useful partner in their struggle against the fundamentalists, a partner who could be easily removed once the fundamentalists’
downfall had been achieved because he had little support in the streets. The alliance of Bani-Sadr and
the Mujahedin had a deadly effect on the fate of the Kurdish national movement against the regime.
Until then the Mujahedin had never tried to establish a base in Kurdistan, and blamed the Fadayan
for their involvement in Kurdistan which, according to them, had made Khomeini more suspicious
of the radical groups’ real intentions. Considering the ideologically hostile approach that the Mujahedin and Bani-Sadr held towards the left-wing groups, in general, and the Fadayan, in particular, it
was the worst possible moment to launch another military offensive against Kurdistan.
Khomeini had realised that the Kurds were able to mount a serious threat to the Islamic republic.
There were two particular crises, which stand out. The first in August 1979 was when the fundamentalists attacked, and easily out-manoeuvred the secular groups, but faced major difficulties in Kurdistan. The second was when the Kurdish people rejected the Islamic constitution. Khomeini and the
fundamentalists knew that the unresolved Kurdish issue had the potential to pose a serious threat to
the Islamic republic. Their options were, either to seek a political solution with the Kurds, the most
likely outcome of which would have been a Kurdish gain, or to send in fresh troops hoping that they
might have greater resolve to settle the issue. The difficulty for the fundamentalists was that even a
diluted autonomy represented ‘secession’, so instead they chose war.
Following the frequent requests of the Kurdish leaders to find a peaceful solution, Sheikh Ezzaddin
Husaini and Dr Ghassemlou, met the regime’s top officials and Khomeini in April. Once again nothing concrete was derived from the meetings. To appease the regime’s hostility they frequently insisted
that the Kurds would respect the territorial integrity of Iran. From March 1980 there were many
sporadic skirmishes between the regime’s military forces and Kurdish Peshmargas, which provided
a good pretext for the regime’s launching a second military offence against Kurdistan in mid-April
1980, under the banner of ‘cleansing’ Kurdistan from infidels. Khomeini appointed Bani-Sadr as a
commander-in-chief of the armed forces. He accepted the appointment partially because he had no
choice, and partly because he shared Khomeini’s assessment of the undesirable outcome of Kurdish
demands for the Islamic Republic. The troops had been ordered ‘not to take off your boots until you
have entirely recaptured Kurdistan’. He needed to secure a quick and soft victory, to sustain his claim
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to power, but his calculations were flawed. Unlike the first military offensive, the Kurds held their line
despite the horrendous scale of hand-to-hand combat.
The war was concentrated in southern Kurdistan and the main battleground was around Senna. The
Kurdistan Branch of the Fadayan had actively participated in the fighting, but their leadership was
under constant pressure from the Tudeh party, and Mujahedin, accused of not realising the gravity
of the imperialist threat, and playing with fire. As a result of this, and two weeks after fighting began,
the Fadayan launched a peace campaign for Kurdistan. While their guerrillas were involved in the
heavy fighting, the Fadayan leadership argued that civil war in Kurdistan would threaten the unity of
the country, and create a gap that would be impossible to bridge. The campaign had limited success.
Dr Ghassenlou and the Kurdistan committee of the Fadayan issued a unilateral cease-fire and argued
they were ready to stop fighting permanently if the government accepted to do the same. Although,
he was not anxious to appear weak, Bani-Sadr had tried to convince the fundamentalists that to continue the war in Kurdistan would result in desertion from the army. The Pasdaran immediately issued
two statements pouring scorn on the liberal-minded circles in the government that had deceived the
nation over the counter-revolutionary threat in Kurdistan, and argued that they were acting under
the guidance of Khomeini, and they would not cease the fight against the infidels until the whole
region was ‘purged’.
By the 1985, along the cities and towns most of the countryside was under the Islamic military forces.
Having lost all the liberated areas, the leadership of Kurdish forces and their peshmargas were forced
to move to Iraqi Kurdistan. Aided by Iraqi regime these forces were able to conduct guerrilla operations in both cities and villages. Dr. Ghassemlou remained the leader of KDPI until his murder at the
hands of the Iranian authorities on July 1989.
How can we assess the political legacy of Dr. Ghassemlou? He was one of the main architect and
staunch believer of the strategy of ‘Democracy for Iran and Autonomy for Kurdistan’. As we proceeded he invested all his personal, organisational and national credibility in service of this aim. In the
end he lost his life in this venture. From its very outset the Kurdish question had been an important
issue, which had attracted the attention of the majority of Iranian political forces. From this stand
we may appreciate his persistence in pursuing the strategy of democracy for Iran and autonomy for
Kurdistan. To be fair to him I have to admit that the Kurds and their major political forces, particularly the KDPI and Komala, were caught in several predicaments. In fact, Iranian society was not only
divided between the fundamentalists and liberals and radical nationalist camps, but these groups
were subdivided along on distinct ethnic lines. Or to put it more precisely, these groups were divided
along political (the National Front, the Islamic Liberation Movement, the Fadayan, the Mujahedin,
the Kurdish parties), nationalistic (Persian, Azeris, Kurds, so on), and religious (Shias and Sunnis).
No secular party and major political force has made any serious effort to understand these contradictions and to initiate a joint project to bridge these differences and construct a democratic national
front as an alternative to the fundamentalist camp.
In this political environment Dr Ghassemlou persistently pursued his strategy. In the late 1979 and
early 1980 he had some hope that the liberal elements within the Provisional Government may
convince Khomeini to accept a peaceful resolution of the Kurdish question. Nevertheless, his hope
faded away soon as he experienced that the Provisional Government, having derived its authority
from Khomeini, was unable to offer any reliable solution to or accept any meaningful political responsibility for the resolution of the Kurdish question. By the late 1980 Dr Ghassemlou had realised
Kurdistan Democratic Party - Iran
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that there is no room for accommodation with the Islamic regime, and that the clash between the
Kurdish national movement with its secular and relatively democratic outlook, and the Fundamentalists’ strategy seemed to be inevitable. So he persistently worked to form a national coalition in
fight against the fundamentalists. His first and immediate partner for this coalition was the Fadyan.
From its outset this policy line seemed to be working as the Fadayan (Majority) were in partnership
with the Kurdish national movement. However, there was deep disagreement between the Central
Committee and the Kurdistan Committee of the Fadayan over this issue, which was finally resolved
in favour of the former. As a result they left Kurdistan and joined the regime against the Kurdish
national movement.
Last but not least, in line with their non-confrontational policy towards Khomeini, the Mujahedin
kept silence over the Kurdish question until early 1981, when finally the fight broke out between the
Mujahedin and the Islamic regime and in order to set up a foothold in Kurdistan, out of the blue the
Mujahedin leadership offered Dr Ghassemlou and the KDPI a political collation and ensuring that
the future Iranian government under their leadership would honour the Kurdish self-rule. Although
Dr Ghassemlou had a major reservation about their real intent he, however, took the risk and joined
the ‘National Resistance Council’. But as you may be aware he was soon forced to leave the coalition.
DR Ghassemlou wholeheartedly worked for and devoted his life to achieve the aim of democracy for
Iran and autonomy for Kurdistan. His personal goal was to broaden the concept of the Iranian identity to include the Kurds and other non-Persian national communities. He aimed to make impossible
possible. At any rate, his experience suggested that the strategy of democracy for Iran and autonomy
for Kurdistan without identifying any serious national partner willing to invest its political and intellectual resources to achieve a kind of democracy that would entail autonomy for the Kurds remained
to be futile. Dr Ghassemlou first tried the liberal forces in the national front and the Provisional
Government, so did the Kurds, but it did not work. Then he tried the Fadayan, so did the Kurds, but
it did not work. Finally out of desperation he reluctantly tried the Mujahedin, but it did not work.
We may have as a guess that in the end he had realised that he exhausted all his stock of credit. The
Kurds fought hard and well in the war against the fundamentalists. The Kurds were not helped by the
fact that, having been prey to fragmentation and utter confusion, in the end the non-fundamentalist
camp failed to produce any kind of national leadership to be able to challenge the fundamentalist
camp.
In the end, we ask how anyone can comprehend this journey. How anyone may approach the brutal murder of Dr Ghassemlou? How anyone should understand the Kurdish tragedy? A paradox
confronts anyone who tries to understand these perplexing and persistent phenomena of ‘Kurdish
Tragedy’. Many people may have strong reservation and disagree with me for using the phrase of
Kurdish tragedy. Of course I am not so much unreasonable and agree with you that Kurds were not
the only population subjected to a brutal treatment by the Islamic republic, equally by Ba’thists or
kmalist regimes in Iraq and Turkey. But let being realistic, only the Kurds had been marked for total
destruction and allotted no place in the New Order installed by Khomeini, Sddam Hussein or Kamal
Ataturk. Late British philosopher and social theorist, Ernest Gellner, one of the major authority in
the theory of nationalism, has made in several occasions the point that when state and ethnic-group
boundaries do not coincide, ‘politics is apt to remain ugly’. This was true in the past century and will
continue to be true in the twenty-first century. From this perspective the paradox can be easily unravelled, thus with a little effort figure out the Kurdish tragedy in its three interlocked components. If
anyone can comprehend that Kurdish strategy was, and still is, an outcome of a process. The process
took path by campaign of linguicide, which was the killing of Kurdish language by peaceful or vio13 July 2020
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lent measures. Then this policy line developed into ethnocide, which simply meant to suppress and
wipe out Kurdish culture. And these two components logically opened a way for many episodes of
genocide. Kurdish tragedy was an outcome of a unique encounter between these factors that seemed
themselves quite ordinary and common when the agenda was the construction of one state, one
nation and one language in the multinational and multiethnic societies (Iran, Iraq, Turkey and Syria). Unfortunately even today little attention has been paid to our voices. When compared with the
awesome amount of work accomplished by the experts and politicians regarding other forms mass
murder and genocide, say for example Palestinian, Darfur, so on, the contributions of professional
historian and journalists to study Kurdish tragedy seems marginal and negligible.
In the end in order to comprehend the murder of Dr Ghassemlou and Kurdish tragedy, I would like
to paraphrase the crucial questions drawn by Everett C. Hughes, a historian and authority in the field
of Holocaust. 1) Who are the people who actually carry out this crime? 2) What are the circumstances in which other ‘good’ people allow them to do it? 3) How can we are able to ensure prevent this
dirty work in the future?
I am aware of the fact that I am running out of the time so I reflect briefly on the last point by suggesting three simple points. First, if he was with us today I am almost sure that he would initiate a
serious review of this strategy, as he was a realist and perfectly aware of the fact that the strategy of democracy for Iran and autonomy for Kurdistan cannot be achieved single-handedly by the Kurds who
approximately comprise 8-10 per cent of the Iranian population. Therefore all Kurdish activists owe
him the task of reviewing of this strategy. Second, our European friends, and the friends of Dr Ghassemlou by now have realised that the Kurdish question in all parts of Kurdistan goes beyond human
rights and the policy of toleration. A policy of toleration involves leaving groups free to assert their
identity and express their cultural values in private or through associations of their members. Then
they owe Dr Ghassemlou, who lost his life for the emancipation of the Kurds, to ensure a transparent
approach and foreign policy to support the Kurdish nation’s right to self-determination. Last but not
least, 19 years ago he was murdered at the hands of Iranian authorities but the perpetrators are still
at large, so we all owe him the struggle to re-open his case and bring to a satisfactory conclusion. I
hope therefore all of you support and approve a resolution that would be proposed by the chairman.

Copyright © 2008, Dr. Said Shams. Published with permission.
Daryush Frohar, Kayhan, no. 10650, Esfand 10, 1357, p 3.
The Kurds formulated their request for autonomy in 30 clauses, and see also Sheikh Ezzaddin Huasaini, interview with Kayhan, no. 10652, Esfand 13, 1357, p 8.
Kayhan, nos. 10651 and 10654, Esfand 12-15, 1357, p 7.
The Daily Telegraph, February 21, 1979
Muftizadeh later claimed that the war in Kurdistan was a well-designed conspiracy by the Iraqi regime, imposed on the Kurds. In this way he tried to lift the responsibility from the Iranian regime,
though Khomeini was the author and initiator. Kayhan, nos. 10648, 10649 & Aban 14, 1358,
Sheikh Ezzaddin argues that Iran is a multinational country and the new constitution should recognise and guarantee the rights of national and religious minorities in Iran. see for example, Kayhan,
no.10652, Esfand 13, 1357, p.8, and Ayandegan, Tir 29, 1357.
Ahmad Muftizadeh was widely seen as a reactionary by the Kurdish groups, and was forced to flee
Kurdistan under fierce pressure from the nationalist forces. He was later detained and imprisoned
by the Islamic regime, until his release in 1992 soon after which he died in unknown circumstance.
There was an unsubstantiated rumour that he was poisoned by the security forces before his release.
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Kayhan, nos. 10665 & 10666
The Guardian, March 20, 1979
The Guardian, February 22, 1979
The delegation included: ayatollah Taleqani, Beheshti, Hashemi Rafsanjani, and Abdulhassan Bani-Sadr. Ayandegan, 28, March 1979
Entessar, 1992, Kurdish Ethnonationalism, p. 35.
Dr Abdulrahman Ghassemlou, the general secretary of KDP, was born on 22 December 1930 in
Oromiah, North-West Iran. He had a Ph.D in economics, was an associate professor teaching in Paris and Prague. In the early 1970’s he left his academic career to become a professional politician. At
the Third Congress of the KDP (1973), he was elected as General-Secretary and re-elected until his
assassination during a negotiating meeting with an Iranian state delegation in Vienna by the Islamic
Republic on 13 July 1989.
Kayhan, no. 10671, Farvardin 11, 1358
Kayhan, no.10674, Farvardin 15, 1358
Reflecting on the early confrontations between the Kurds and the regime, Reuter reported that General Qarani said that the military would never allow any part of the country to secede. The Guardian,
February 22, 1979
Ayandegan, 20 February 1979
Before the August offensive against the Kurds, the Premier Bazargan reacted angrily over Kurdish
demands saying “they [the Kurds] didn’t simply want autonomy; they wanted to be separate from
Iran.” Le Monde, March 6, 1979, quoted by McDowall, 2000, p. 269
Ayatollah Khalkhali later justified his extrajudicial executions in Kurdistan, 2001, pp. 95-103
Kayhan, Aban 20, 1358/ November 29 1979
Kayhan, Aban 27, 1358/ December 6 1979
Khomeini was extremely careful not to use Khod-mukhtari (autonomy), which was a recognised
concept within the Iranian leftist political culture, and instead used the word Khod-gardani which,
though it has a similar meaning, is a less radical or secular interpretation.
The Kurdish delegation was 4 members from the KDP, 3 from Komala, 3 from Sheikh Ezzaddin
Husaini’s Bureau, and 3 from the Kurdistan Branch of the Fadayan.
Kar, year.1, no.36, Azar 5, 1358/ November 26, 1979; Hashemi, Khāterāt, p.365. In Azar 21, 1358,
Sabaghyan, a member of the Islamic regime’s delegation over the Kurdish issue, announced that the
Kurds’ rights would only be granted to individuals, but not to Kurdish political groups. Kayhan, Azar
21, 1358.
Milani, 1995, pp. 184-93.
Behrooz, 2000, pp. 136-44
Milani, 1995, p. 185.
Ibid., p .293.
By the late June 1981 Bani-Sadr and the leadership of the Mujahedin had started working together
to topple the ‘dictatorship of the Mullas’.
Throughout of 1979 and 1980 the Mujahedin followed their non-confrontationalist stance towards
Khomeini as a result of which when the Kurds involved in the heavy fighting with the Fundamentalists’ forces, the Mujahedin criticised the Kurds and the Fadyan for involving in such dangerous game
and warned imperialism was trying to take advantage of ‘separatist movements, see for example,
Mujahedin-e Khalq, Announcement, Ordibahesht 18, 1358.
The Mujahedin realised that Kurdish opposition to the Islamic regime, coincided to some extent,
with their political strategy. However, until late 1981, they had barely supported the Kurds, since they
knew that Khomeini’s stance against the Kurdish resistance was popular. Therefore, they refrained
from supporting the Kurdish national movement in order to avoid antagonising Khomeini. Second13 July 2020
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ly, the Kurds were unsympathetic towards Islamic activism, and the Mujahedin realised they were
unlikely to succeed in setting up an Islamic foothold in Kurdistan. Last, but not least, the Mujahedin,
as with the rest of Iranian groups, held a very ambiguous view of the Kurdish cause and its demands
to the Iranian government.
For an interesting review of the Kurdish- the Islamic Republic relations, see, Butorac. B. (1980).
‘Iran’s Revolution and the Kurds’, Review of International Affairs, (Belgrade), April 31, 1980, and
MacDonald. Ch. (1989). ‘The Kurdish Challenge and Revolutionary Iran’, Journal of South Asian and
Middle Eastern Studies, nos. 1 and 2, Fall-Winter 1989.
The Islamic regime knew that the Kurds opposed the ratified constitution, and the doctrine of valayat-e faqih. Even Sheikh Ezzaddin utterly rejected this doctrine “What we have is not religious government, but a dictatorship under name of Islam […] It is not an Islamic regime […] Any religious
government will end in dictatorship, and religion will become a means of beating, executing and
killing in the name of God”. Middle East Report, no.113, March-April 1983, pp.9-10.
For the fundamentalists’ position on Kurdistan see for example, M Razawi, Hashemi ve Enqelab:
Tarikh-e siasi Iran az enqelab ta jang (Hashemi and the Revolution: the Political history of Iran from
the Revolution to the War) 1376, Hamshari Publication, pp. 283-97
When negotiations between the Kurds and the regime had reached an impasse, the KDP, unilaterally
tried, much to the dismay of its left-wing partners, to prepare a more diluted version of autonomy
hoping it would help to secure an agreement with the regime. It achieved nothing. Dr Chamran, a top
military strategist of the Islamic regime, in an extensive three part interview with Kayhan, claimed
that the Kurds wanted independence, and concluded ‘we have to disarm their militia without any
delay otherwise they are planning to secede from Iran.” Kayhan, Aban 22, 1358/ November 13, 1980.
Kayhan, Farvardin 16, 1359/ April 7, 1980
Dr Ghassemlou, interview with Kayhan, Farvardin 27, 1359
Kayhan from Bahman 7, 1358 to Farvardin 31, 1359
Kayhan, Bahman 14, 1358/ February 5, 1980
Kayhan, Bahman 20, 1358/ February 30, 1980
Later, whilst in exile, Bani-Sadr claimed that his statement had been taken out of context, and claimed
that he was trying to settle the Kurdish question through a peaceful solution, and that his attempt was
unsuccessful because Dr Ghassemlou avoided a straight answer. This account cannot be verified by
the facts, Khayant be omid, pp. 133-38.
Enqelab-e Islami, Ordibehesht 14, 1359/ May 3, 1980
Kar, year.2, no. 58, Ordibehesht 24, 1359, May 13, 1980 , and no.59, 31 Ordibehesht 1359, May 20,
1980.
Kar, year.2, no.57, Ordibehesht 17, 1359/ May 7, 1980
Ibid.
Kar, year.2, nos. 58 & 76
McDowall, p. 272.
Kar, no. 59, Ordibehesht 31, 1359, and Financial Times, May 24, 1980
Everett C. Hughes, ‘Good people and Dirty Work’, Social Problems, Summer 1962, pp.3-10
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London, House of Lords

The Kurds of Iran:
from assassination
of Dr Ghassemlou to
Present
Thank you Lord Avebury, thank you Mouloud Swara for organizing this event, thank you Asso Hassan
Zadeh for your participation and thank you all for being here today.
The first question I usually get from Venezuelan journalists has been: How did a Venezuelan get involved
with the Kurds? My first encounter with the Kurds happened in 1982 at the Cannes Film Festival where I
met Yilmaz Guney, Kurdish filmmaker from Turkey. It was through him that I learned about the plight of
the Kurdish nation. In 1983, I met Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou at the Kurdish Institute of Paris.
My first impression of Ghassemlou was that he was a cultivated, charming and charismatic man. He spoke
eight languages. I was impressed by his knowledge of Western art and culture, as well as that of Iran. That
night he recited poems by Omar Khayam, and Hafiz in Farsi and then would translate them into French.
He was the center of attention; he usually always was, captivating those around him with his humor and
his easy way of being with others. His stature and command as a statesman and leader of millions of Kurds
brought forth respect and hope for his people.
Ghassemlou invited me to come to Iranian Kurdistan and two years later I traveled there to do a documentary for the French Gamma TV agency. It was then that the idea of a book about the Kurds was born.
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Who was Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou?
He was the Secretary General of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran, KDPI. In 1979, when he returned
to Iranian Kurdistan, the party was small and he was not a well-known figure. But it did not take long for
him to become the undisputed leader and spokesperson for the Kurds.
Due to his lucidity and open politics, he was able to communicate in a way that spoke to the hopes and
desires of the population. He rapidly emerged as the ideological leader of the Kurdish national movement.
For the Kurds, he became the leader who could bring change to their lives. He engendered and represented
national pride.
Ghassemlou gave the national movement a clear direction and he was able to mobilize the resistance
against the Iranian regime. His message was clear: he favored an independent Kurdish party that asserted
the rights of the Kurdish people in Iran. Autonomy for Kurdistan. Democracy for Iran.
From the outset, Ghassemlou knew who Khomeini was. He had read his books, listened to his speeches.
He said Khomeini was reactionary and his political proposal medieval but he “never imagined he could be
so blood thirsty.”
Even though Ghassemlou was meeting with the authorities from Tehran and went to visit Khomeini twice,
he knew that the government was buying time.
In March 1979, Ghassemlou and members of his party went to Qom to meet with the Ayatollah at his
home. When they entered into an alcove they found many ministers, ambassadors, politicians, and clerics
waiting for the Imam.
Ghassemlou recalled that they were not searched. “We could have easily killed him,” he would say with
a chuckle. They entered his room and found him surrounded by hundreds of children and women. The
Ayatollah, seated on the floor, would take a lump of sugar, put it into his mouth, and then he would take it
out and give it to one of the boys sitting next to him.
Ghassemlou went up to Khomeiny’s son and told him they wanted to meet alone with the Imam. Suddenly
everyone left the room. They spent an hour alone with him.
Ghassemlou explained the situation in Kurdistan and said that the Kurds would participate in the referendum and vote for the Islamic Republic as long as their demands were respected.
“That is not my business, go see Bazargan,” Khomeiny answered without looking at Ghassemlou.
Undeterred Ghassemlou said, “That’s fine, and we would like you to publicly comment about our meeting.”
“Ayatollah Taleghani already made a declaration. What more do you want?” he muttered.
Ghassemlou knew that the Western and Iranian press were waiting outside for them. They suspected that
the Kurds were clearly in the opposition.
So Ghassemlou insisted once more saying: “So when I leave here, you authorize me to declare that you
agree with what Taleghani said?”
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“But I don’t know what he said,” objected Khomeini and added, “We are all brothers and Muslims.”
But Ghassemlou insisted and the Ayatollah suddenly said he was feeling sick and quickly left the room
without even looking at the Kurds who got up and left. Outside the Kurds saw the Imam on the roof, waving at people.
Before leaving Qom, the Kurds decided they would not participate in the referendum for the installment
of an Islamic Republic, and announced that they would not take part because the ballot question only gave
the people one option: to choose or not an Islamic republic.
Ghassemlou was well aware that those first months of freedom after the revolution would not last, and that
the mullahs would confiscate the revolution, turning it into a clerical dictatorship. He believed that under
the iron grip of the ayatollahs, there could be no democratic progress in the country.
During those turbulent months of 1979, Ghassemlou was building the armed resistance of the peshmergas
and at the same time, he was working to reach
an agreement with the government. He always sought dialogue with the authorities.
After the referendum for the Islamic Republic which the Kurds opposed, there was an election for the
members of the Constitutional Council of Experts. This body was going to design a Constitution for the
new Islamic Republic.
Not only had Ghassemlou obtained 80% of the votes in the region, but he was also one of the three laypersons elected to that body. The clerics and other fundamentalists occupied the majority of the seats.
A few days before the opening session, armed Kurds had defeated the government’s troops in Iranian
Kurdistan. Irate, Khomeini had threatened the army with punishment and declared himself Commander
in Chief of the armed forces.
Because of this tension, the party had recommended that Ghassemlou stay home and not attend the opening session. Sitting in his house in Mahabad, Ghassemlou was watching the transmission on television.
It was August 19, 1979 – the Ayatollah Khomeini had come to the opening session of the Constitutional
Council of Experts in Tehran.
Imagine the scene the television camera is broadcasting: The hall is full of
venerable ulemas, their heads covered with turbans and their faces somber as
they listen to the Imam.
Khomeini at the podium, with his thick eyebrows, is speaking in his soft monotonous voice; a tone he also
used to express great anger.
Looking at the silent audience, he said: “Ghassemlou is the culprit. The KDPI is a nest of saboteurs and
corrupt people. The party is banned. And Ghassemlou must be punished.”
Without raising his voice he asked: “Is Ghassemlou here? I don’t see him.”
No one answered. With a contained fury concentrated in his dark carbon-colored eyes, he said to the assembly: “If that mofsed fi’l-arz (corruptor of the earth) had come today, I would have had kept him here.”
In other words, executed him.
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The Kurds began an armed struggle against Khomeini and his regime that would last more than a decade. Though Ghassemlou took up arms against the regime, he never believed that violence was the way
to achieve his demands. Armed struggle was a means to achieve enough clout when the time came for
negotiating.
Ghassemlou was a far-sighted leader; a tolerant man whose democratic and humanistic vision for his
nation had left behind the dogmas of the radical left. He was a man who in the 80’s, contrary to the revolutionary movements of the time, opposed any act of terrorism that would harm civilians.
About this he said: “As a democratic organization we have always opposed all acts of terrorism, be it hijacking of planes, taking hostages, putting bombs or any action that threatens the lives and security of civilians.
To renounce our principles and thus lose our image as a responsible, democratic and humanitarian party,
in return for fleeting publicity is both vain and useless.”
In 1988, the war between Iran-Iraq was over and Ghassemlou feared that both governments would agree
to crush the Kurdish rebellion in their respective countries, as it had happened in 1975 after the Algiers
Accord. It was time to sit down and negotiate.
Hashemi Rafsanjani, then president of the Iranian Parliament, reached out to Jalal Talabani, current Iraqi
president, to mediate with Ghassemlou. Talabani organized a first series of meetings in Vienna between
December 1988 and January 1989. Talabani ensured extreme security measures to protect his friend Ghassemlou.
But soon after these discussions the Iranians informed Talabani that his people had talked about the meetings, and therefore they were halting the conversations. Secrecy was absolutely necessary.
Talabani at the time thought that they were abandoning the negotiations due to the changes in the internal
political situation in Iran: Khomeiny’s health was declining and the fight for succession had intensified. In
this way they deftly put Talabani aside, for their plan was in fact to murder Ghassemlou.
Those first meetings were meant as bait that would lead to a second round of meetings without Talabani
and without security measures. So the regime asked Fadil Rasul, an Iraqi Kurd to serve as an intermediary
and insisted on the need for total secrecy.
The reason Rasoul and Ghassemlou were probably told was that there were hardliners within the regime
that did not want to negotiate with the Kurds.
Ghassemlou took the bait and accepted to meet with the Iranian emissaries in Vienna and did not inform
the party. He was convinced the regime needed to resolve the Kurdish question. Also Khomeiny had just
died and Rafsanjani presented himself as a pragmatist who would lead a less fundamentalist government.
This was Ghassemlou’s flawed lecture of the internal politics of the country.
His death resembled that of Julius Cesar who despite all the warnings he received still went to the Senate
where he met his death. In the same way, Ghassemlou received several warnings prior to his trip to Vienna.
Bernard Kouchner, current French Minister of Foreign Affairs, told him the night before to not go to this
meeting because he could not trust the Iranians. His former wife, Helene Krulich told him that Rafansayani
wanted his death and he should not go to Vienna. His loyal assistant Abdullah Ghaderi had an ominous
feeling and was sick to his stomach the day of the murder…there were so many signs that he ignored.
And he went. He was confident and happy after the first meeting on July 12th. On the second meeting,
July 13 1989 Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou was killed. He received 3 bullets in the head, Fadil Rasoul, the
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intermediary, received five bullets and Abdullah Ghaderi eleven. Ghaderi had blood and skin in his nails;
he had fought to his last breath and in this final struggle a bullet probably strayed, and wounded the main
Iranian emissary. Because of this stray bullet, it was not the perfect murder.
Two of the three Iranian emissaries negotiating with Ghassemlou were taken into custody. The wounded
Iranian was taken to a hospital. Oswald Kessler, of the Austrian national police force, announced to the
minister of the interior that it was a political crime planned from abroad. He said “Three Iranians have
assassinated three Kurds.”
Iran began to pressure the Austrian government to release the wounded Iranian. At the same time a political scandal, the Noricum Prozess was in full swing. It implicated high-level Austrian officials in the sale of
weapons to Iran and Iraq violating Austria’s neutrality.
It was because of this commercial exchange of weapons with the Islamic Republic of Iran that Austria, a
democratic European state, released the witnesses and suspects of the crime covering up a state murder
and thus became by omission the accomplices to a terrorist act.
The case was never resolved. In 2005, the Austrian parliamentary Peter Pilz brought forth new evidence
regarding the participation of the Iranian regime in the murder and allegedly implicating Hashemi Rafsanjani and the newly elected president of Iran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in the planning of the assassination.
According to this new evidence there had been two Iranian teams involved in the murder – a negotiations
team and an execution team. Pilz demanded the case be reopened and that there be a parliamentary inquiry. The request was denied.
In 2009, Peter Pilz once again accused Ahmadinejad according to a confession of a German arms dealer
to the Italian police. This man affirmed having delivered the weapons that killed the Kurds to the Iranian
Embassy in Vienna. He also said: “A certain Mahmoud who later became president had been present.”
I wrote the book to denounce the assassination by the Iranian regime and the complicity of the Austrian
authorities, and also to tell the story of the Iranian Kurds through Ghassemlou’s fascinating life. I finished
the book in 1992 and my agent sent it to different publishers in Spain, Venezuela and Mexico. The response
was always the same: It’s a good book, but who’s interested in the Kurds? So, I shelved the project.
In 2003 after the invasion of Iraq by the United States, the Kurds became front page news. I updated the
book and sent it to a Venezuelan publisher. They published it in 2008. Chavez had become chummy with
Ahmadinejad and Iran was an unknown for Venezuelans. Since then, the book has been translated into
Turkish, Sorani and now English.
In 1984 I read Ghassemlou a eulogy I had written about Yilmaz Guney after his death. When I finished
translating the article, Ghassemlou said to me, “When I die, I would like you to write a book, telling the
story of my life and the Kurdish cause.”
Twenty six years later the promise I made in 1984 to write his story has been fulfilled and I offer it to you
today friends and members of this proud and dignified nation, the Kurds.

2010©Carol Prunhuber
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Dr. Asso Hassan Zadeh,
Houses of Parliament in London

The 25th anniversary
of the assassination
of Kurdish leader
Dr. A.R. Ghassemlou
Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is an honor for me to talk about the struggle for freedom of the Iranian Kurds in this prestigious place. A
place of free speech which has witnessed many debates on the long path of democracy and human rights.
I would first of all like to thank Lord Eric Avebury for hosting us here. My thanks also go to Mr.Mouloud
Swara for his efforts in organizing this seminar and of course Carol Prunhuber for inviting me to be beside
her today.
Carole’s book is the authentic tale of a crucial period in the history of Iranian Kurds. A story told in a novelistic style, without ever distorting reality. Although the work is devoted to the life and death of a man, Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou, which go back to more than twenty years ago, the details provided are obviously
valuable for understanding the current situation of Iranian Kurds. Many of the considerations expressed in
this book are still valid today. With this book we become particularly aware of the multiple dimensions that
the struggle of Kurds in Iran has. It’s precisely to these dimensions that I will devote my remarks.
The status of the Kurdish issue in Iran is the outcome of a game between two seemingly simple paradigms
which, nonetheless are essential for the understanding of the Kurdish question in Iran. On one hand, I
want to refer to the Kurdish dimension, or as we could say, the Kurdistani dimension of the struggle (I
mean by that the territorial aspect of the Kurdish issue). We are indeed in the presence of a people’s struggle
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to achieve their national rights, but a people who is only a part of an overall nation divided over several
States. On the other hand, I would like to refer to the Iranian dimension of the Kurdish struggle. Although
the Kurdish movement in Iran is politically centrifugal (a peripheral nationalism as some would say), the
Kurds of Iran are not separatists and in that sense, their struggle is inscribed in the general framework of
the fight for democratization of Iran.
This dual dimension of the Iranian Kurds’ struggle - both Kurdish and Iranian or both national and democratic at the same time – generates conflicting consequences, in both political and identity terms. For the
ruling elite in Iran, it is often a source of distrust towards the Kurds, and sometimes, it raises doubts among
the Kurds themselves as regards to their allegiance to Iran. It’s precisely these tensions that Ghassemlou
tried to address throughout his life, to the point of paying the highest price with his own death.
Of all the minorities in Iran (if indeed one can speak of “minorities” in a country where non dominant
peoples constitute at least over half of the population), Kurds have the highest political consciousness of
their ethnicity. Without mentioning the demographic factors (such as the size: the Kurds are the third
largest ethnic group in Iran, or the compactness of the population inhabiting historically a territory called
Kurdistan), I would like to evoke two factors in support of my previous statement :
The first factor is the long and rich history of Iranian Kurds’ quest for freedom. We can trace the first Kurdish princes’ revolts in the 16th century, following the first partition of Kurdistan, even if national movements in the modern sense only appeared during the 1880s and 1920s. But the highlight of the modern
history of the Iranian Kurds is the creation in 1946 in Mahabad of the only Kurdish Republic in history.
Although the Kurdish Republic was abolished by the Iranian central government before it celebrated its
first anniversary and its leaders were hanged, its existence is considered the most significant event in the
history and imaginary of all nationalist Kurds.
During the decades following the abolition of the Kurdish Republic, Kurdish resistance to oppression continued, but the Kurds had to wait until the 1979 Revolution to find freedom again. Insofar as the demands
of the Kurds were inherently incompatible with the anti-democratic and reactionary nature of the newly
established clerical power, the respite was short-lived. Combining military means worthy of an international conflict with the massacre of civilians, the Iranian armed forces implemented the fatwa (or the religious order) decreed by the Ayatollah Khomeini against the Kurds. This forced the Kurdish opposition into
armed resistance until the mid-nineties. Even if armed resistance is now suspended, everyone agrees that
of all Iranian opposition groups, the Kurdish forces are the most organized and most entrenched among
the population.
The second factor explaining the high degree of national consciousness and political organization of the
Iranian Kurds, and this is where I am coming to the point of the double dimension of the struggle, is the existence of two fields of identification and interaction relevant to the political behavior of the Iranian Kurds.
There is indeed a Kurdish national identity that transcends territorial division and links of various nature
unite Kurds across borders. The Kurds of Iran are far from being indifferent to what happens in other parts
of Kurdistan, they are very interested in the democratization processes in other countries where Kurds live
and their organizations sometimes adopt strategies taking into consideration the situation existant in other
parts of Kurdistan. However, this sense of solidarity among the Kurds of Iran and those of other parts of
Kurdistan has no radicdal political consequences. Indeed, while feeling they belong to an overall nation
- namely the Kurdish Nation-, the Iranian Kurds’ political interaction is mainly with the Iranian central
power or more generally with Iran’s political elite. Paradoxically, while the reference to the Kurdish Nation
is common among Kurdish elites, including those of Iran, the Iranian Kurds’ political discourse is the least
based on the concept of self-determination, due to the independence related connotations of this idea.
Since the mid-twentieth century, the most important forces of the Kurdish movement in Iran as in other
parts of Kurdistan have been fighting for the political and constitutional recognition of the Kurdish rights,
be it in the form of autonomy or federalism, but in any case without calling into question Iran’s territorial
integrity. The Kurds of Iran have, in fact, never given up adopting constructive methods and integrationist
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approaches by participating, whenever they could, in the political process and by always preferring political means to military ones. However, the election of their true representatives has mostly been invalidated
and their political parties were declared illegal, not to mention the fate experienced by some of their leaders
on the path of peaceful settlement, something that Carol Prunhuber describes very well in her book.
While from the Kurdish point of view, the recognition of nationalities in Iran, their equal participation in
the decision-making process and decentralization of power are the best guarantee for a lasting democracy
in this country, these legitimate requests are still perceived by Iran’s political elites (not only in power but
also in large parts of the so-called democratic opposition) as a threat to national cohesion. A national cohesion that has been in the making for more than eightie years by always following the same Jacobin pattern
clumsily copied and imported from abroad. It consist of building a nation state in which political institutions reflect a dominant culture. Instead of relying on the historical realities of Iranian society and the
Iranians peoples’ will to live together, this enterprise has always depended on an iron fist. Hence its failure.
Today, the conservatives’ hold on the political process in Iran and the impossibility of reforming the Islamic
Republic has made life unbearable for Iranian Kurds, the oppression being intensified under the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad ( the same man who supposedly has been part of the team responsible for
the assassination of Ghassemlou). The prohibition of Kurdish language in the public sphere continues.
Despite the existence of natural resources in the Kurdish region in Iran, the area is deliberately left in a state
of underdevelopment. The tense security climate is always tangible in Iranian Kurdistan, the only region
in Iran heavily militarized where political executions continue to take place (For example, four of the five
activists hanged two weeks ago in Evin prison in Tehran were Kurds). Not a day passes by without villagers
living in frontier areas being shot or activists being arrested. Currently, more than a dozen Kurdish prisoners are sentenced to death and dozens of others serving, often under torture, lengthy prison sentences.
In the past, we used to say that the central government imposed on us the violent method. For a few years
and especially since the post-election protests, the Kurds, like the rest of liberty-loving Iranian people, have
been trying by all means to impose on the regime the non-violent method. And yet the response of the
Islamic Republic is still about fire and blood: imagine, Farzad Kamangar, who has just been hanged was a
primary school teacher.
Let me finish by making a brief note about the international context of our struggle. Because of the policy
of silencing and denial of the regime and because of an unfavorable international context (especially since
the end of the Iran-Iraq war), the Kurdish conflict in Iran is currently quite neglected in the international
fora. Furthermore, the lack of unity and firmness of the international community towards the Islamic Republic is also a factor in the continued suffering of the Iranians. Not only the ideal of human rights, but also
long-term European interests require the adoption of a much more courageous policy towards a regime
that turned Iran into a prison for its own people and a hot-bed for spreading violence in the world. In saying this, I’m not calling for an armed intervention. Between military intervention and the status quo, which
is as dangerous to Iranians as to Westerners, there is a third way worth exploring : that is to completely
isolate the Islamic Republic and to assist concretely the democratic forces in Iran.
This redefinition of the international community’s attitude towards Iran can only be productive in the long
term if at the same time the multi-national and multi-ethnic reality of the Iranian society are fully taken
into account. Genuine democratic institutions must reflect the structural forces that make up the society.
In Iranian society, the most important structural forces are the nationalities of this country. The best way
to end a century of comings and goings of democracy and highjacking of power in Iran is to make these
structural forces the very basic pillars of the future Iranian democratic design, a design in line with its own
people and in harmony with the international community.
Thank you.
© Dr Asso Hassan Zadeh
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14 July 2014

Message from the Secretary General of the Socialist International to the meeting at the
House of Commons in London marking the 25th anniversary of the assassination of Kurdish
leader Dr. A.R. Ghassemlou

Dear friends,
Yesterday, July 13, marked the 25th anniversary of the assassination in Vienna of Dr Abdul
Rahman Ghassemlou, the Secretary General of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan,
along with his comrade, Abdullah Ghaderi Azar and Iraqi professor Fadhil Rassoul.
Three weeks before, Dr Ghassemlou had headed the PDKI’s delegation to the 18th Congress
of the Socialist International, which brought together leaders and representatives of social
democratic, socialist and labour parties from different parts of the world, held in Stockholm.
His vision, commitment and dedication to the cause of the Kurdish people, and indeed for
democracy and human rights in Iran, was well known to our progressive movement. He was
a man highly respected, who through his efforts and courage made the struggle of the
Kurdish people for rights and freedoms a common cause with that of the quest for
democracy and for the rights and the freedoms of all people.
Many of those who during that time were living the democratic revolutions which ushered in
a new era for the peoples of Central and Eastern Europe; or those living the struggles for
democracy in other parts of the world, like in Latin America, Africa, and in Asia, came into
contact and got to know better the reality, hopes and aspirations of the Kurdish people in
their various countries through the efforts of leaders such as Dr Ghassemlou, and others
such as his successor as Secretary General of the Party, Dr Sharafkandi, later also tragically
assassinated, on 17 September 1992, following his participation at the 19th Congress of the
Socialist International in Berlin.

SOCIALIST INTERNATIONAL, MARITIME HOUSE, OLD TOWN, CLAPHAM, LONDON SW4 OJW UNITED KINGDOM
T: (44 20) 7627 4449 | F: (44 20) 7720 4448/7498 1293 | E: secretariat@socialistinternational.org
www.socialistinternational.org
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We in the Socialist International know well from our own experiences and struggles around
the world, that it would not be possible to build a society of rights for all people if there is no
recognition of all the diverse groups within society, with guarantees of equal rights for all
citizens. We know from our experiences that the common way forward for democracy to
flourish and for peace to be achieved is the respect of all freedoms for all groups. Without
guarantees of equal rights for all, space is created for sectarian divisions and extremism to
grow. As we can see today, in many conflicts that affect countries in different parts of the
world, it is always innocent people who suffer the results of these divisions. That is why in
our International, parties such as the KDP have their place, as we recognise that the Kurdish
people have to be granted their rightful voice in the decisions which affect the future of
their country.
That is why we stand alongside the Kurdish people and all the democrats who are today
seeking a future of peace and freedom in Iran. For the same reason, we have firmly rejected
the creation of an Islamic caliphate in Iraq and called for a government of national unity with
guarantees of pluralism based on equal rights for all citizens, including of course the Kurdish
people. With those same principles and values in mind, we are standing today alongside the
Kurds, as indeed all groups who are suffering in Syria, mobilised in the struggle for freedom
and democracy.
Solidarity is an expression of our identity and has always guided our proposals and policies.
It directs us in our fight for equality and in our struggles against all forms of discrimination
and oppression.
For the members of the Socialist International, Dr Ghassemlou’s legacy is a key component
on the road to advancing today’s efforts to strengthen and consolidate the voice of the
Kurdish people in his native country, as everywhere. The work that he set out to do is not
yet accomplished and our International will continue to denounce all forms of repression
against the Kurds and to support multilateral efforts to advance and protect, in accordance
with international law, the rights, security and improvement of the living conditions of the
Kurdish people – all of which Dr Ghassemlou represented and represents today.
Luis Ayala
Secretary General
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Mouloud Swara, London
On 30th anniversary of the assassination of
Dr. Ghassemlou and his comrades

We won’t forget you
neither forgive them

On July 13th, it’s 30 years since Dr. Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou, the most famous leader of Eastern Kurdistan and the general secretary of KDP was assassinated. After participating in Socialist
International’s congress in Sweden, DR. Ghassemlou travelled to Vienna in order to negotiate with
Iranian government’s “representatives” in order to find a peaceful solution to the Kurdish question
in Iran.
We won’t forget you neither forgive them.
Based on the idea that Kurds basically do not want war and the belief that there is no military solution to the Kurdish question and considering the fact that the eight-year war between Iran and Iraq
had recently ended and the time for peace and reconstruction in Iran had come, Dr. Ghassemlou
was searching for peaceful resolution of Kurdish question and to end the war in Kurdistan.
That is why he went to negotiate with the so called Iranian diplomats without considering the
security arrangements. Instead of using the opportunity to put an end in foreign and domestic
wars and give the Iranian people the genuine peace they deserved, the other party, the Iranian
authorities followed their previous path of deception and assassination and plotted to murder Dr.
Ghassemlou and his comrades.
The Vienna assassination was not the Iranian regimes the first act of state sponsored terror and
they have not stopped the policy of annihilation of dissidents. From the beginning of the theocratic regime in Iran until now, more than 60 thousand Kurds in Eastern Kurdistan have been killed.
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More than 300 Iranian Kurdish political activists in South Kurdistan in violation of sovereignty of
a neighbouring country have been assassinated by Iranian terrorists. A dozen has been abducted
without any trace of their whereabouts. Many European and Asian countries have become the
scene of the Iranian assassins to eradicate the dissidents and this is not a strange thing to many
of you. On the other side, the Kurdish struggle in Kurdish land which is divided between four
countries has been going on for more than a century and despite all the efforts to crush it, it’s now
known all over the world. Many of you who knew Dr. Ghassemlou are aware of his thought and
convictions appreciate that his philosophy could help resolving many of today’s conflicts in the
Middle East.
The question we Kurds never stop asking is how come the Austrian authorities for the sake of some
trade interests with the theocratic dictatorship ignored all principles of rule of law, are officially
allowed the terrorists of the Vienna assassination to return to Tehran?
How come the European countries which are the defendants of democracy in the world and they
claim to be defendant the human rights, did not protest against this barbaric assassination?
The Kurds will never forgive the Austrian government’s unlawful handling of the Vienna assassination.
Eastern Kurdistan is a vast area with almost 12 million people with considerable natural resources
and one of the richest parts of Iran. If this people could govern themselves and use the region’s
resources for their prosperity, not only they will have live a decent and good life, they also could
create a good and secure place for foreign investment. But despite all these natural wealth people are living a harsh life and many of them have to commute the border areas and use primitive
transportation tools like horses and mules and even their body to transport goods between South
and East Kurdistan. Despite the hardship, the Iranian revolutionary guards attack these goods
transporters and kill them indiscriminately. Is it justified in 21th century to get killed just to try to
make a living? This is more painful considering the fact that the whole world is watching in silence.
We all know that the Islamic Republic of Iran has become a centre of terrorism and destabilization
which its clergy dictators’ dream of creating a theocratic Shia empire, has destabilized the whole
region and their illicit activities will not stop until the international community forces them to
abandon their imperialistic dreams. Where ever the Islamic terrorists lay their hands, death and
abuse of human rights is spread and today the Kurds in all four countries have become a shield
against terror and terrorism and the reactionary forces. They are the spearhead in the war against
dark forces and they are sacrificing themselves in this struggle. Therefore, it would be unjust if all
these struggle and sacrifices which is for the sake of the entire region and its people and even people elsewhere is not acknowledged and is forgotten.
Everyone knows that the Kurds are the largest people in the world without a nation and that a large
portion of them are still persecuted and denied their basic human rights. It is not only a just cause
but in the interest all parties to pay more attention to the Kurds and support their struggle.
On 30th anniversary of the assassination of Dr. Ghassemlou and his comrades, we remember their
sacrifice and honour their memory.
I urge everyone to support (more than before), our human and national struggle.
Mouloud Swara
London 13 July 2019
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ϭϯ:ƵůǇϮϬϬϭϵ




ϯϬǇĞĂƌƐŽŶ
/ŶŵĞŵŽƌǇŽĨďĚƵůZĂŚŵĂŶ'ŚĂƐĞŵůŽƵ
EĞǀĞƌƚŽďĞĨŽƌŐŽƚƚĞŶ



KŶƚŚŝƐĚĂǇŝŶϭϵϴϵ͕ǁĞǁĞƌĞĂůůƐŚŽĐŬĞĚĂŶĚĚĞĞƉůǇƐĂĚĚĞŶĞĚďǇƚŚĞŶĞǁƐƚŚĂƚŽƵƌ
ĨƌŝĞŶĚ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƌĂĚĞ ďĚƵů ZĂŚŵĂŶ 'ŚĂƐƐĞŵůŽƵ͕ ^ĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇ 'ĞŶĞƌĂů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ
ĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐWĂƌƚǇŽĨ/ƌĂŶŝĂŶ<ƵƌĚŝƐƚĂŶ͕ŚĂĚďĞĞŶďƌƵƚĂůůǇĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶĂƚĞĚĂůŽŶŐǁŝƚŚŚŝƐ
ĂŝĚĞ͕ďĚƵůůĂŚ'ŚĂĚĞƌŝǌĂƌ͘

dŽƚŚŝƐĚĂǇ͕ŶŽŽŶĞŚĂƐĞǀĞƌďĞĞŶďƌŽƵŐŚƚƚŽũƵƐƚŝĐĞĨŽƌƚŚĞƐĞŚĞŝŶŽƵƐŵƵƌĚĞƌƐ͘

tĞŝŶƚŚĞ^ŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚ/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůďƵŝůƚĂƐƚƌŽŶŐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉǁŝƚŚŚŝŵ ĂŶĚǁĞǁĞƌĞ
ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌŝŶƚŚĞys///ŽŶŐƌĞƐƐŽĨŽƵƌ/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŽŶůǇƚŚƌĞĞǁĞĞŬƐďĞĨŽƌĞŚĞǁĂƐ
ĐŽǁĂƌĚůǇĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶĂƚĞĚ͘

tĞ ǁŝůůŶĞǀĞƌĨŽƌŐĞƚ ŚŝŵŽƌ ŚŝƐĚĞĚŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞ ĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŽǁŚŝĐŚŚĞ ŐĂǀĞ ŚŝƐůŝĨĞ͕
ĂŶĚ ǁĞ ǁŝůů ŶĞǀĞƌ ŐŝǀĞ ƵƉ ŽƵƌ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ƚŽ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ĨƵůů ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ĂŶĚ
ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵƐŽĨƚŚĞ<ƵƌĚŝƐŚƉĞŽƉůĞ͘tĞŚĂǀĞƐƚŽŽĚ͕ĂŶĚǁŝůůĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞƚŽƐƚĂŶĚ͕ĨŝƌŵůǇ
ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ŽƵƌ <ƵƌĚŝƐŚ ĐŽŵƌĂĚĞƐ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƋƵĞƐƚ ĨŽƌ ƉĞĂĐĞ͕ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ ĂŶĚ ĞƋƵĂů
ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͘

KŶƚŚŝƐϯϬƚŚĂŶŶŝǀĞƌƐĂƌǇŽĨŚŝƐĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ǁĞƉĂǇŚŽŵĂŐĞĂŶĚŚŽŶŽƵƌƚŚĞůĞŐĂĐǇ
ŽĨ ďĚƵů ZĂŚŵĂŶ 'ŚĂƐĞŵůŽƵ͘  tĞ ĂůƐŽ ƉĂƵƐĞ ƚŽ ƌĞŵĞŵďĞƌ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ŵĂƌƚǇƌƐ
ǁŚŽŚĂǀĞĞƋƵĂůůǇĨĂůůĞŶǀŝĐƚŝŵĂŶĚƉĂŝĚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŝƌůŝǀĞƐĨŽƌƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚĂŶĚ
ďĞůŝĞĨŝŶũƵƐƚŝĐĞĂŶĚĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͘

,ŝƐ ůŝĨĞ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĂƚŚ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ŝŶ ǀĂŝŶ͘ ,ŝƐ ůĞŐĂĐǇ ůŝǀĞƐ ŽŶ ĂŶĚ ǁŝůů ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă
ƐŽƵƌĐĞŽĨŝŶƐƉŝƌĂƚŝŽŶĨŽƌƵƐĂůů͘


>ƵŝƐǇĂůĂ
^ĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇ'ĞŶĞƌĂů
^ŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚ/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů




^K/>/^d/EdZEd/KE>͕WKŽǆϲϳϵϳϯ͕>KEKE^tϰϰh͕hE/d</E'KD
d͗;ϰϰϮϬͿϳϲϮϳϰϰϰϵͮͮ͗ƐĞĐƌĞƚĂƌŝĂƚΛƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů͘ŽƌŐ
ǁǁǁ͘ƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů͘ŽƌŐ
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