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In the world there are over 5000 movements centred on ethnical, racial or confessional claims. 

It is a phenomenon that spares no country in the world. The more a country is varied within it, the 

higher the likelihood of having to deal with such movements. The determining factor is not so much 

the territorial extension of the "host state", but rather the degree of ethnic-confessional diversity 

within it. Small and big States swarm with minorities carrying forward instances based on identitarian, 

particular, and nationalist feelings. On the one hand, those instances exalt a sense of "communion" 

with respect to a given ethno-confessional aspect and, on the other, a perception of "diversity" 

towards the country's political community. Communions and diversities that are depicted as innate, 

eternal, ontological.  

The identities of all independent movements are built around factors of "communion" and 

"diversity". The movements nourish such two perceptions of identity with the aim of triggering a 

centripetal force (aggregative, based on commonality) and - at the same time - a centrifugal force 

(distinctive and separatist, based on difference). However, the all these movements are often victim 

of ideal illusions, legitimised by historical instrumental reconstructions and cultivated by a political 

culture anchored to a nation-state idea based on ethnic-confessional foundations (language, religion, 

race, culture, etc.). 

It goes without saying that these instances find even more fertile ground where the process of 

defining and institutionalising the State entities and their boundaries is not the product of a historical 

path that has its protagonist in the indigenous peoples, but is the result of a summation of hetero-

directed events. In the Middle eastern area, the birth of modern states and the delimitation of their 

respective political borders has followed different paths according to the specific historical process. 

In general, this delimitation was mainly determined during the "colonial period" (mandates and 

protectorates) by retracing roughly existing administrative boundaries, where they existed, or by 

creating new ones. The case of Sykes-Picot agreements is the most famous and emblematic hetero-

determination of states and borders. 

 

Rojava (Syrian Kurdistan) 

In the region under consideration, there is a specific identitarian instance that deserves special 

attention. With the start of the Syrian crisis and the emergence of Da'ish in Iraq, Kurdish cause has 

found a new impetus at political, military and media level, within a chaotic regional framework that 

allows significant margins of manoeuvre for both separatist or autonomist instances. However, it is 

important to note that the Kurdish cause is not a single, monolithic phenomenon, but rather 

developed on the grounds of its specific features within each of the four countries (Turkey, Iraq, Syria 

and Iran) covered by the "Great Kurdistan". Thus, unlike other cases (e.g. Saharawwi and Cabili), 

the different Kurdish instances face more than one State as counterpart of their claims and 

grievances. This latter feature resulted in the fact that each Kurdish community within each of these 

four states assumed different connotations depending on their respective historical-political process 

and regional balance, with the physiological permeability of the land borders. 
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Area inhabited by Kurdish population according to a 1992 map from CIA (source: Perry-Castañeda 

Library Map Collection at The University of Texas at Austin) 

 

As shown in the map, the territory inhabited by Kurds stretches across the borders of four 

states, but occupies a relatively larger area in Turkey and Iraq. However, it is not easy to determine 

what might be the hypothetical borders of a "Great Kurdistan" capable of bringing all of the Kurdish 

population together into one single state entity. Indeed, different areas of this vast territory are often 

inhabited by people from different ethnicities or religions, and, in different regions, the Kurds are not 

the absolute majority of the inhabited centres and rural areas of the Great Kurdistan. Sometimes it 

is also difficult to understand the incidence of the inexorably slow assimilation processes which led 

to an Arabisation at times, and other times to a Turkisation or a Kurdisation of those populations or 

individuals that were originally from another ethnic group. This process of assimilation/dilution of 

identities is even more likely in a cross-boundary context of different cultures and civilisations. 

As is often the case, language is one of the most important elements in identity construction 

processes. The Kurdish nationalism is not exempt from this logic. The Kurdish language belongs to 

the Iranian family and is therefore part of the largest family of Indo-European languages. The Kurdish 

is distinguished by its grammar and vocabulary, while depending on the regional variants it uses the 

Latin alphabet (Turkey, Syria, Armenia) or the Arab-Persian one (Iraq, Iran). The Kurdish language 

boasts the existence of an ancient culture that has been able to survive to this day. For many 

centuries it has developed as an oral language and we have to wait until the end of the nineteenth 

century to find the presence of a written literature. 
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Focusing on the area of interest, the Syrian Kurdistan region is known as Rojava (Rojavayê 

Kurdistanê, or "Western Kurdistan") and is located in the north/north-eastern area of Syria. The main 

political actors of the Syrian Kurdish community are the Party of Democratic Union (PYD), the 

Kurdish National Council (KNC) and their armed forces, the People's Protection Units (YPG). These 

entities have historic relationship of cooperation, if not of actual contiguity, with the Turkey-based 

Kurdish Workers' Party (PKK). According to some, they are a mere emanation of the PKK. Such 

political proximity dates back to the times of the Cold War and to the close relationship that linked 

them to the Soviet Union in line with an anti-Turkish stance. For the same kind of reasons, but 

opposite, relations with Iraq-based Kurdistan Democratic Party (PDK) led by Mas'ud Barzani are 

somewhat controversial. 

With the outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011 and the withdrawal of the Syrian Army from the 

north/north-east of the country in 2012, the YPG took control of this area assuming the burden of 

countering jihadist groups in exchange for a recognition of de facto autonomy from Damascus. By 

mutual agreement with the Syrian central government, an autonomous republic was proclaimed in 

2012, with the urgent and immediate goal of fighting the common enemy. Over the years, the 

People's Protection Units have so gradually gained ground at the expense of the armed takfiri 

jihadism, expanding their control over almost the entire northern border of Turkey. 

The Social Contract of 2014, which sanctioned the creation of three autonomous regions (Afrin, 

Jazira and Kobane), recognises in its preamble the territorial integrity of Syria, reiterating that the 

Confederation is "an integral part of Syrian territory" (Articles 3 and 12)1. The Confederation is 

presented as a multi-ethnic (recognises Kurds, Arabs, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Syriacs, Turkmen, 

Armenians and Chechens) and is inspired by the principles of "democratic autonomy": pluralism and 

decentralization of power. This approach finds its ideological reference in the "libertarian 

municipalism" expressed by Abdullah Öcalan, leader of the PKK, in what can be defined as a 

political-program manifesto: Democratic Confederalism2.  

                                                 
1  The Social Contract (29 January 2014) can be found at the following link: 

https://peaceinkurdistancampaign.com/charter-of-the-social-contract/  
2  http://www.uikionlus.com/wp-content/uploads/Confederalismo_democratico.pdf  

https://peaceinkurdistancampaign.com/charter-of-the-social-contract/
http://www.uikionlus.com/wp-content/uploads/Confederalismo_democratico.pdf
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The Social Contract claims to be a "model for a future decentralised federal government 

system in Syria" (Article 12). 

 

In October 2015, with the important US mediation, YPG and members of the Free Syrian Army 

gave rise to the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). In March 2016, representatives of the three 

Kurdish cantons confirmed the path of creating a federal democratic system for the "Rojava - 

Northern Syria" within a sovereign Syria, further defining how to administer the former jihadist-

controlled areas3. 

The case of the Syrian Kurds has obvious peculiarities that distinguish it clearly from Turkish 

and Iraqi experiences. First of all, the non-conflict nature of the relationship with the Syrian state. 

Indeed, over the past decades, Syria has been an important interlocutor of the Syrian Kurdish 

community. For these reason, Syrian Kurdish nationalism has not shown, so far, an openly separatist 

and conflicting character towards Damascus. In this regard, political and programmatic statements 

seem to confirm the will to preserve the territorial integrity of Syria.  

It is, however, wondering whether the absence of a separatist and independent character can 

be traced back to a strategic design that, at the moment, identifies the priority in the struggle against 

jihadism. Once the latter has been eradicated, will the proclamations for a joint Syria continue or will 

the centrifugal pressures prevail on the basis of the Iraqi Kurdish separatism?  

On the one hand, the Syrian Kurdish leadership has so far been cautious and far-sighted. It is 

therefore difficult to imagine that in the near future this may become enchanted by independence 

"temptations". A possible rift with Damascus could be strategically risky for a long range of territory, 

such as Rojava, which would be narrowed between two hostile fires (Syria and Turkey). Furthermore, 

such territory would be landlocked and lacking in sufficient water resources, with all the economic 

and strategic consequences that it entails.  

                                                 
3  https://peaceinkurdistancampaign.com/federal-democratic-union-of-rojavanorthern-syria/  

https://peaceinkurdistancampaign.com/federal-democratic-union-of-rojavanorthern-syria/
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From the western border of Afrin to the Mediterranean, there are 70 kilometres of territory 

inhabited by non-Kurdish populations. It is difficult to hypothesize - if not impossible - that Turkey or 

Syria may spontaneously give up such a strategic access to the sea. This would greatly increase the 

geo-strategic potential of Rojava, giving it a far greater negotiating power. For the same reason, 

cannot be expected that the conflicting relationship with Iraqi Kurdish "brothers" - the only possible 

outlet to East - may suddenly improve, as it is hard to imagine that Barzani may be willing to 

compromise with his "rival brothers". 

Therefore, if the ability to reach Rojava's independence in the short term appears to be 

mortified by geo-strategic constraints, the existence of an autonomous Kurdish region in Syria is now 

a fact. It is difficult to go backwards from the advantages gained in recent years. When the jihadist 

problem is overthrown (probably after the fall of Raqqa) Rojava's forces will try to stabilise and make 

the most of such advantage on the ground. They will be able to handle a rewards of position within 

the Syrian state, without providing Turkey any pretext for intervention. It is well known that Ankara is 

willing to prevent the birth of an independent Kurdish state, even outside its own borders.  

For these reasons, acting as an independent entity within Syria would allow Rojava to focus 

on other issues. First of all, the solution of its main structural gap: geographical isolation. However, 

there are many variables in the field and it is not possible to provide an unambiguous prediction. 

However, there is no doubt that the situation of regional instability, although it appears to be gradually 

improving, will allow any Kurdish separatism or independence instances to have a much wider space 

than in pre-2011 era. 

 

Ṣaḥārawwī and Morocco 

The independence movements currently active in the Maghreb are few, but not insignificant. 

First of all, there is the question of Western Sahara, a large region rich in phosphates which overlooks 

the Atlantic Ocean. It is inhabited by a predominantly Arabic-speaking Berber population that speaks 

an Arabic dialect (ḥasaniyya) rich in Berber contamination which is likely to be derived from the 

ancient Muslim conquerors (Arabs and Berbers) from East. The main political subject behind the 

independence claims of Saharawwi is the Polisario Front (abbreviation of the Popular Liberation 

Front of Saguia el Hamra and Río de Oro). The movement proclaimed an independent government 

and claims independence from the reign of Morocco. It is a latent conflict that in the decades has not 

found a solution and, at the moment, does not seem to have a concrete perspective of unlocking. 

The Saharawwi question has often been the center of friction between Morocco and other Arab and 

African countries, above all Algeria, which hosts a large number of refugees, as well as the 

headquarters of the exiled Saharawwi government in Tindouf and provides political support for the 

cause of the Polisario Front.  
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Kabylia and Algeria 

Algeria, in turn, hosts identitarian and independence instances in the region of Kabylia. Kabylia 

is the coastal mountainous region extending eastwards from Algiers. It is predominantly inhabited 

by Berber and, historically, represents a land of stubborn resistance to French colonial domination, 

before, and then to the "Arab" government of Algiers. The main independence group is the 

Movement for Self-Determination of Kabylia (MAK) led by the singer Farhat Mohni who lives in 

France. The independentist cause of Kabylia receives Moroccan political support. At the moment 

there are no big signs that show real chance of success for the MAK. Only a profound crisis in the 

Algerian state can determine the conditions for a greater margin of manoeuvre in order to legitimate 

separatist instances. 

 

 

 

 


