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ABSTRACT

The Kurdish separatism issue has always been one of the major fault lines in the West Asian region, with the
potential to be activated at any time. After the emergence of ISIS, the power vacuum in Iraq deepened to the extent
that the Kurdistan Region assessed the situation as conducive for holding an independence referendum. Masoud
Barzani, then President of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, after years of effort, was ultimately able to garner
considerable support among various Kurdish factions for implementing the scenario of establishing an independent
Kurdish state. The successful execution of such a scenario could have triggered another wave of violence and
instability based on ethnic differences in the West Asian region. The collapse of the bipolar world order led to two
waves of regional instability globally. The first wave, occurring in the early 1990s, cast its shadow over the
geographical areas south and west of the former Soviet Union, such as Central Asia, the Caucasus, the Balkans, and
Eastern Europe. Gradually, these areas came under control and achieved relative stability. The second wave
destabilized the Middle East, especially in the early 21st century, and continues to persist with increasing intensity.
This instability stems from the confrontation between two major actors: on one side, an extra-regional actor,
specifically the United States, aiming to control the affairs of this geographical space, and on the other side, regional
actors comprising a collection of some states, nations, and organized groups that are not necessarily aligned or
unified. This phenomenon partially reflects what Huntington referred to as the "clash of Western and Islamic
civilizations." The outcome of this confrontation is the proliferation of crises in the Middle East and the
transformation of its geopolitical processes. Specific examples of these crises include the Palestine-Israel-Lebanon
conflict, the Kurdish issue, the Iraq crisis, the Afghanistan conflict, the security crisis in Pakistan, the Iran-U.S.
confrontation, the legitimacy issues of governments, the spread of fundamentalist ideologies, the development of
Arab-Turkish-Iranian rifts—or what can be described as the triangular rift—the crisis of insecurity and terrorism,
among others. These crises have the potential to fuel further instability, insecurity, and transformation. This study
aims to conduct a comparative analysis of Iran and Turkey’s foreign policy concerning the Kurdistan Region’s
independence referendum, offering a distinct perspective on the Kurdish issue in Iraq. Given the Kurdistan Region's
geo-strategic and geo-political significance, any changes in the Kurdistan Region could have significant impacts on
Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and the Middle Eastern policies of extra-regional powers.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

The Kurdish separatism issue remains a central geopolitical fault line in the West Asian region,
perpetuating instability and influencing the foreign policies of regional powers, especially Iran and Turkey.
The Kurdistan Region's 2017 independence referendum epitomized the Kurdish aspirations for self-
determination, an act that significantly reshaped the regional political landscape. The referendum, led by
the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) under Masoud Barzani, was met with strong opposition from
neighboring states. This paper investigates the foreign policy responses of Iran and Turkey, analyzing their
strategic cooperation and conflict in the context of shared concerns regarding Kurdish independence.
Following the emergence of ISIS, the power vacuum in Iraq intensified, presenting the Kurds with a
perceived opportunity to assert their aspirations for independence. The referendum was largely driven by
ethnic nationalism, historical grievances, and economic considerations. However, its outcomes—economic
sanctions, territorial disputes, and regional opposition—underscored the complexities of achieving
Kurdish independence (Abdollahpour et al., 2017; Basiri et al., 2017). The KRG's failure to garner sufficient
international support for independence further highlighted the geopolitical constraints of the region.

Iran and Turkey's responses to the referendum were influenced by domestic considerations, including their
significant Kurdish populations, and broader regional dynamics. Both countries viewed Kurdish
independence as a direct threat to their territorial integrity and regional influence. Consequently, they
formed a transient alliance, leveraging economic, diplomatic, and military tools to counter the KRG's
ambitions. Turkey's concern about Kurdish autonomy in Iraq was exacerbated by its longstanding conflict
with the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) (Dehghani Firouzabadi & Fathi, 2019). Meanwhile, Iran's
strategic approach emphasized preserving Iraq's territorial integrity and countering the influence of
external powers, particularly the United States and Israel (Ahmadian et al., 2018; Akinci, 2017).

The geopolitical significance of the Kurdistan Region extends beyond its oil reserves and strategic location.
It has been a focal point of regional and international rivalries, involving actors like the United States and
Israel, whose interests often conflict with those of Iran and Turkey. The KRG's covert and overt relations
with Israel were particularly alarming for Tehran and Ankara, as they perceived it as a destabilizing factor
that could amplify separatist movements within their borders (Farahmand & Sami'i, 2018). This perception
catalyzed their coordinated actions to prevent the realization of Kurdish independence.

Despite the referendum's failure, the Kurdish issue remains a persistent challenge in regional politics. The
events of 2017 underscored the importance of regional security frameworks, such as the "regional security
complex” concept proposed by Buzan. According to this framework, the interdependence of security
dynamics among neighboring states necessitates collaborative strategies to address shared threats. Iran
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and Turkey's temporary alignment against the KRG exemplified this principle, demonstrating how
common security concerns can bridge ideological and political divides (Ababakr, 2020; Kavalek, 2016).
The implications of the Kurdish referendum extend beyond the immediate region. The tensions it
generated have influenced broader Middle Eastern geopolitics, affecting the balance of power among
regional and extra-regional actors. The referendum also highlighted the fragility of Iraq's federal structure
and the unresolved disputes over resource sharing and territorial control, particularly in Kirkuk. These
issues underscore the need for sustainable governance mechanisms that can accommodate the diverse
ethnic and sectarian identities within Iraq (Koulai et al., 2016).

In conclusion, the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum was a watershed moment in the geopolitics of
the Middle East, revealing the intricate interplay of nationalism, regional rivalries, and international
interests. Iran and Turkey's coordinated response to this crisis illustrated their shared vulnerabilities and
strategic imperatives, even as they continue to navigate their complex bilateral relations. The findings of
this study contribute to a deeper understanding of the dynamics shaping the Kurdish question and its
broader implications for regional stability.
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