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Summary

The Turkish/Kurdish conflict dates back 
200 years. Turks, through forced 
assimilation, required Kurds speak Turkish. 
The conflict resulted in a war, in 1983, that 
lasted into the turn of the century. Now both 
Kurds and Turks want peace which has 
given the Kurds their linguistic and cultural 
freedoms, but only to a certain extent.



Who Speaks Kurdish?

22 million people and two dialects: Kurmanji and 
Sorani
The area of Kurdish speakers, Kurdistan, covers

Turkey
Iran
Iraq 
Russia

However, this paper will only discuss the Kurds in Turkey 
who speak Kurmanji.





My Motivation for Choosing 
Kurmanji

Year long stay in Eastern Turkey
Contact with Kurds in the city, Malatya
Stories of human rights violations
Desire to understand what it’s all about.

Political implications
Social implications





Language Status

7 million Kurmanji speakers in Turkey
59 million Turkish speakers in Turkey:
Kurds  remember the recent policy of 
“Forced Assimilation”  despite the fact that 
the policy has been reversed.
Definition of forced assimilation



The Conflict is Ethnic-National

Kurdish ruling structure
Turkish ruling structure



History Regarding Language 
Contact

Conflict dates back to 1923 with the “Treaty of 
Lausanne”  
Protected minorities and gave them the right to 
speak their own language.
Never upheld

1923-1990 Kurds penalized 
1950 Campaign slogans 

1980 A new constitution



Turkish Fears and Results

Turks feared that Kurdish individuality 
could undermine national unity creating a 
number of dissenting groups and weakening 
the nation as a whole (Kinzer 2001).
This fear resulted in a war beginning in 
1984 with Ocalan, the Kurdish leader  
instigating the fight.



Kurdish and Turkish War

Terrorists were throughout Turkey for over ten 
years.
Kurdish villages were destroyed and Kurds were 
displaced to large cities where they:

Were usually unemployed
Spoke no Turkish and children had no support in 
Turkish schools
Often were forced to change their names in order to “ fit 
in”



Materials Available

Bibliography
Books
Articles

Personal interviews by email
Web sites



Linguistic Information:
A Sound Inventory

Kurdish belongs to the Iranian branch of 
Indo-European. It is similar to many Indian 
and Iranian languages because it has 
ergative construction of the past tense
Turkish belongs to the Altaic language 
family



Sound inventory of consonants in 
Kurmanji and Turkish

Some Kurdish sounds don’ t exist in 
Turkish:

Aspirated voiceless stops
trilled r /rr/
bilabial glide /w/
velar fricative /x/
pharyngal fricative /h/
uvular stop /q/



Sound inventory of vowels in 
Kurmanji and Turkish

Kurdish vowels:
-rounding

Turkish vowels:
Use vowel harmony



Morphology

Kurdish word formation
Uses word compounding
Assigns gender

Turkish word formation
Agglutinating 

Produces derivational morphemes



Syntax

Both languages use SOV word order
Kurdish has free morphemes
Turkish is highly derivational
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Maintenance and Revitalization 
Efforts in Kurmanji

1991 The language ban was lifted
1998 Ocalan captured and jailed
1998  A new policy of peace 
Now, a desire for cooperation
Forced assimilation is over (it is claimed)



Kurds and Turks Implement 
Democratic Policies

Kurds have formed at least three democratic 
parties:

The Workers’  Party of the People (HEP)
Party of Democracy (DEP)

The Democracy and Workers’  Party (HADEP)



Greater Efforts and Greater 
Freedoms

Judges and mayors allow schools to educate 
in Kurdish
Parents can now choose which languages 
their children will be educated in.
Popular figures demand greater autonomy 
for the Kurdish such as the author, Orhan 
Pamuk, and singer, Sezan Aksu



Kurmanji on the GIDS Scale
Stage 8: Reassembling a language and learning it 
as a second language
Stage 7: Enriching the experiences of those who 
are already speaking the language
Stage 6: The intergenerational, demographically 
concentrated family-home-neighborhood-
community sphere: the basis of transmission.
Stage 5:Schools for children and courses in 
language and literacy acquisition for adults.



Kurmanji on the GIDS Scale, 
cont.

Stage 4: Schools for children and courses in 
language and literacy acquisition for adults.
Stage 3: The world of work, both within the 
ethnolinguistic community as well as outside it.
Stage 2: In regional mass media and government 
services.

Stage 1: Government, employment and education 
at the highest levels.



Prediction of the Language Status 
in the Future

European Community influences the Status
Sets short-term goals for Turkey
Keeps a sharp eye on human rights

Encourages use of Kurmanji



Analysis of the Situation

Despite the fact that Kurmanji is in the 
process of Reverse Language Shift, the 
Kurdish/Turkish conflict is very political. 
Without motivation for a greater goal, 
Kurds ability to speak Kurmanji will be 
threatened in Turkey. The goal to enter the 
EU is what creates progress in Turkey


