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Preface
The present volume has been prepared to commemorate the 35th assassination of Kurdish 

leader Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou. It brings together a number of essays by Kurdish and foreign 
dignitaries in tribute to Dr. Ghassemlou.

Ghassemlou became involved in Kurdish politics at a young age. Following the establishment 
of Republic of Kurdistan in 1946, he joined the youth association of the Democratic Party of 
Iranian Kurdistan (PDKI). He studied in Paris and Prague, eventually earning a doctorate in 
economics. Although serving as a university professor in Prague and Paris for nearly two dec-
ades, he was devoted to the Kurdish cause and was elected as Secretary-General of the PDKI 
in 1970. 

In its heyday, PDKI had managed to establish the Republic of Kurdistan. However, the party 
was forced into exile in Iraqi Kurdistan following the demise of the Republic. Meanwhile, 
draconian state repression during the reign of the Iranian monarchy had turned Kurdistan into 
a desert as far as cultural and political life were concerned. Although PDKI had maintained a 
clandestine organization, it was not able to embark on mass mobilization for decades. Howev-
er, following the 1979 revolution in Iran, Dr. Ghassemlou managed to transform the PDKI into 
a mass movement.

Once the Iranian revolution was hijacked by the Islamists, the de facto autonomy in Kurdistan 
faced an existential threat. Following Ayatollah Khomeini’s deceleration of “jihad” or so-called 
holy war on Kurdistan, Dr. Ghassemlou mobilized Kurdish society to resist military re-occu-



  

  

pation of Kurdistan and the brave Peshmerga managed to hold territory until 1983. PDKI was 
eventually forced to pursue armed struggle in order to compel the Iranian state to negotiate 
with the PDKI. “We wage war in pursuit of negotiations”, Dr. Ghassemlou said on numerous 
occasions.

Following the end of the Iran-Iraq war as well as the death of Ayatollah Khomeini, President 
Rafsanjani made an offer to the PDKI to negotiate on the terms of autonomy for Kurdistan. 
Although Dr. Ghassemlou negotiated in good faith, the diplomats of the Islamic Republic as-
sassinated him and his aides in Vienna, Austria, on July 13, 1989.

Dr. Ghassemlou was the most prominent Kurdish leader in the last quarter of the 20th century. 
He was a political realist, but always conveyed hope for a brighter future in his speeches and 
actions. His hopeful realism is much needed in these times of political extremism, war, and 
enduring authoritarianism in the Middle East and beyond. 

I had the privilege to join the PDKI when Dr. Ghassemlou was the leader of the party. I also 
had the privilege to meet him on numerous occasions during those challenging years when 
PDKI was embroiled in a bloody war with the Islamic Republic of Iran. He has had a lasting 
impact on me and thousands of others in my generation who have been actively involved in the 
struggle for the liberation of the Kurdish nation and for democracy.

While Dr. Ghassemlou lives on in the hearts and memory of millions of Kurds and has, 
through his enduring political legacy, an impact on Kurdish politics to this day, I hope that this 
volume in the English language will provide an international audience with a keen interest in 
the Kurdish issue an introduction to his political ideas and enduring legacy. 

Mouloud Swara
London 13th July 2024
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Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou
A. R. Ghassemlou was born on 22 December, 1930, in the Ghassemlou valley near the Kurdish 

city of Ûrmiyeh. He went to primary school in Ûrmiyeh and continued his Secondary school in 
Tehran.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s involvement in politics started early in life, and at the age of 15 he co-founded 
the Democratic Youth Union of Iranian Kurdistan. Due to political and national oppression in 
Kurdistan, his political activities mostly took a clandestine form.

Ghassmlou attended university in Paris and, later, in Prague. In Prague, he meets Helen (Nasrin) 
Krulich, whom he later married and they had two daughters together, Mina (1953) and Hiwa 
(1955).

Ghassemlou earned a Ph.D. Degree in Economics and was an Associate Professor in both Paris 
and Prague. He was teaching International Economics at the Vysoká s´kola ekonomická (“Prague 
School of Economics”), and thereafter Kurdish studies at Sorbonne University in Paris.

Dr. Ghassemlou authored several books, book-chapters and, articles about politics and econom-
ics.  Some of them have been translated into a number of different languages. His oft-cited work 
Kurdistan and the Kurds (1965) has been until present days consensually recognized as a valuable 
source, especially regarding the political geography of Kurdistan, the political history of the Kurds, 
and traditional socio-economic relations in Kurdish society.

In addition to being an acknowledged scholar and one of the greatest leaders of the Kurds, Dr. 
Ghassemlou’s excellent diplomatic skills earned him an international reputation, especially in Eu-
rope.

Those who knew and worked with him closely during his academic and political carrier, Kurds 
as well as Westerners, recall him as a man of quick wit and a person with a great sense of humour.

Dr. Ghassemlou was elected Secretary-General of the PDKI in 1970, and re-elected to lead the 
party by the PDKI Congresses until his death in 1989. 

After several decades of political activity, and as the leader of the Kurdish people in Iranian Kurd-
istan, Dr. Ghassemlou was assassinated in Vienna by the diplomats of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
on July 13, 1989. 
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Dr. Ghassemlou was in Austria to negotiate with Iranian representatives on Kurdish rights and 
self-government for Iranian Kurdistan.

Dr. Ghassemlou, a resolute advocate of the rights of his people and a determined leader who did 
not rule out armed struggle, was also a man of peace and gave it a chance whenever possible. He 
went to the negotiating table in good faith. However, by assassinating the Kurdish leader, the Ira-
nian regime lived up to the entrenched view among the Kurdish nation that it is not trustworthy, 
and that assassination is part and parcel of its political mindset and practice.
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Mostafa Hejri
Head of the Executive Body of Democratic 
Party of Iranian Kurdistan

Dr. Ghassemlou: 
An Exceptional Leader in 
the Greater Middle East

Dr. Ghassemlou was not only the able Secretary-General of the Democratic Party of Iranian 
Kurdistan, he was also a prominent personality within the democratic movement, and the 
opposition against the Islamic Republic in Iran. 

In the early years after the Iranian peoples’ revolution, when he had recently returned to the 
country and people did not know him well, and due to some reasons, which I don’t want dwell 
on here, the [Communist] Toudeh party was constantly agitating against him and accused 
him of different things to the extent that this poisonous agitation had made some impact. 
However, due to Dr. Ghassemlou’s wisdom and his capabilities in leading the Democratic 
Party, that propaganda was defused quickly and he became a pivotal personality within the 
broader Iranian movement. 

The creation of the Kurdish People’s Representative Council in 1980-1981 and the Demo-
cratic Party’s as well as Dr. Ghassemlou’s impact on that council, as the speaker of the council 
and carrying the duty of negotiation with the appointed group of negotiators by the Islamic 
Republic of Iran on rights of the Kurdish people, brought Dr. Ghassemlou’s abilities to light. 
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The efforts of that council to get the approval of the Islamic Republic for the minimum level 
of the Kurdish people’s rights and to resolve the Kurdish question peacefully did not succeed, 
however. This was due to the fact that the Islamic Republic’s real goal was to prepare itself to 
attack Kurdistan, not to discuss the Kurdish people’s demands. Despite that, the council acted 
in a way that the Kurdish people’s peacefulness and the Islamic Republic’s warmongering be-
came apparent to the public opinion.

At the country level too, due to Dr. Ghassemlou’s initiative to unite the different peoples of 
Iran, practical steps in that direction were taken, and in the autumn of 1981, the idea of gath-
ering their representatives in the city of Mahabad to find a common mechanism in the strug-
gle against the Islamic Republic was put forward. Unfortunately, the regime’s military forces 
started their large-scale assault on Mahabad and that opportunity was lost.

Nevertheless, in the conduct of diplomacy Dr. Ghassemlou’s charisma had lasting impact. 
His knowledge and ability in different areas had given him a special status, and he was ex-
tremely skillful in using this to attract the attention of people he met. His tremendous knowl-
edge of poetry, philosophy, folklore, knowledge about western culture, economics, linguistic 
prowess and so forth made Dr. Ghassemlou a unique personality in the greater Middle East.

All these characteristics helped Dr. Ghassmlou to lead the Democratic Party exceptionally. 
The early years of the Islamic Republic were marked by populism. Emotions and excite-

ment clouded the judgment of Iranian citizens. Due to the leadership of this great man, the 
Democratic Party affirmed its independence by defying revolutionary fervor and populism, 
and instead acted for the benefit and the interest of the Kurdish people. An example of this 
independent policymaking was the condemnation of the occupation of the US embassy by a 
group of loyalists to the Islamic Republic, as well as the approval of ‘Democratic Socialism’ 
in the party’s sixth congress, and many other approaches and decisions. In that time, each of 



   5TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

them generated huge publicity, both positive and negative, but since it was beneficial for the 
future of the party, due to Dr. Ghassemlou’s efforts they were approved. This independence in 
decision-making and this policy within that framework protected the Democratic Party and 
became the guiding principle for the party line in the future. 

Now, after almost a quarter of a century, when we look back, we are proud of our policies, 
especially when we see that during that time, many Iranian dissident organizations committed 
political mistakes, experienced many ups and downs, and caused huge damage to themselves 
and the movement. 

Dr. Ghassemlou knew quite well that what could safeguard a continued democracy was the 
establishment and strengthening of democratic associations in every society. In addition, he 
strongly believed in the role of the youth and women, hence he worked hard to ensure they 
could have their unions so they could support democracy and the movement. Furthermore, 
they could attain their social rights too. The Democratic Youth Union and The Democratic 
Women’s Union were two such associations. When the Democratic Party controlled the major 
parts of Kurdistan and later when the leadership of the Party left the cities and went to rural 
areas and later abroad, Dr. Ghassemlou spent a lot of time and effort for the establishment and 
development of those associations. 

It is obvious that the role of such a charismatic leader within his party, the Democratic Party, 
and even the countrywide movement was decisive. At the same time, his loss was a profound 
and a heavy sorrow. 

The Democratic Party has remained loyal to Dr. Ghaasemlou’s political ideals and principles. 
The truth is that almost fourteen years after his martyrdom, the vacuum in the party leader-
ship has not been filled, but his path will certainly be continued.    

Source: Dr. Ghassemlou: A Modern Leader, edited by Kawa Bahrami
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Excerpts from Eulogy at the Funeral Service of Dr. 
Ghassemlou by Bernard Kouchner, Former French Secretary 
of State for Humanitarian Action 

Once again, here are 
the Kurds, assembled 
to mourn their dead

 
When I think about you, A. R. Ghassemlou I first of all think of your laugh. Your immense 

cultural background, the eye of an historian and an intellectual on all things; you used to make 
fine analyses which procured a distance which was enlarging to our vision.

 
You were the man of the Third World that I admired the most. Both guerilla and liberal, 

faithful to a strategy, holding onto a firm political line and proposing without cease. I mean, 
you wanted to say: Democracy.

 Oh! If only all the leaders of the Third World had been as democratic as you, how many 
thousands of deaths would have been avoided!

In your little house: three rooms, of which one is a library, in the middle of the mountains, 
you told me your realistic dreams.

 He wanted to speak with Khomeiny’s successors. That is why he went to Vienna, despite 
warnings, to make peace in the name of the Kurds.

 They were afraid of this message of peace so they killed the messengers.
 Ghaasemlou, men of your caliber are rare as we approach the end of the century.
 You are far from home. Do you have a home? Eternal exile? Here, with us, your friends, we 

hope that you will feel at home. 
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The struggle will continue, we can be sure. We know the courage of the Kurds and we, who 
are not necessarily Kurdish, we are here to support them. We, in any case the international 
organisations with means, will try to make it so that the Kurds are spoken of more, so that 
they are not ignored while atrocious acts being committed against them and so that interna-
tional organisa-tions, governments might finally put pressure on the authorities concerned 
in Iran, Iraq, in Turkey… That this situation might stop and the Kurds might finally have the 
legitimate rights that they are claiming, that they might aquire a minimum of autonomy so 
that they can become something other than a people at war, continually at war, continually 
oppressed.

But we know, we know that the courage of the Kurds wil help. We know that we must not lose 
hope. And we know that after Dr. Ghassemlou and the two other Kurdish militants who were 
so savagely assassinated there will rise other men, other militnats to take over.

And we, international organisations, all present here today, have come to give family and 
friends our entire support. And, also to tell them that we hope to draw from this moment that 
is so painful to us a new energy for the triumph of the Kurdish cause, so worthy.

 

Source: Institut kurd de Paris, Information and Liaison Bulletin, 
Special Issue, July-August 1989
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Dr. Frédéric Tissot

My Decisive Meeting 
with Dr. Ghassemlou 

It was in March 1981 that I first met Dr. Ghassemlou. This first meeting proved decisive. 

At the time, I was working for International Medical Aid. We had crossed the mountains 
from Turkey to Iran. We had entered Iran’s Kurdistan clandestinely — the so called Rojhelat 
or Eastern part of greater Kurdistan, as I learned later.

This meeting with Dr. Ghassemlou was absolutely decisive for several reasons.

Firstly, it was a meeting imbued with humanity and extraordinary rich. Meeting Dr. Ghas-
semlou at that time was, for me, like discovering life, discovering the world, discovering the 
heart and spirit of a man who represented the fabulous history of this part of the Middle East.

 
Secondly, this meeting was decisive for my life and that of my family. Because it was from 

that moment that I became completely enamored, totally in love with the Kurdish cause. And 
to this day my mind and heart are still filled with “Kurdishness.”

 
And thirdly, this meeting was absolutely fundamental on a political level, because it would 

lead to the creation of the first French consulate general in a part of Kurdistan, in Bashor 
(South of Kurdistan), in Iraq. Indeed, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Bernard Kouchner, a 
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great friend of Dr. Ghassemlou, also a great friend of the Kurds, would appoint me the first 
French consul general in Kurdistan. Today there are more than thirty diplomatic representa-
tions in Erbil in Kurdistan. 

And all of this because one day I met Dr. Ghassemlou who would catapult me into another 
world than medicine. That of diplomacy and the political relationship between France and 
the Kurds. 

The influence of Dr. Ghassemlou has always been present at the consulate general in Erbil. 
Every July 14, the French national holiday, I would show Massoud Barzani this photo taken in 
1982 where I am sitting next to Dr. Ghassemlou. Always to remind of the date of my birth, the 
founding act of my relationship with the Kurds and Kurdistan.

 Of course, I am very proud of all this.
 
On the 35th anniversary of the brutal, tragic disappearance of my friend and my mentor Dr. 

A.  R. Ghassemlou, I still pray, and I still work for an end to the historical injustice the Kurds 
had endured since the 1920s.

 
Long live the Kurds!
Long live Kurdistan!
Long live Dr. Ghassemlou!
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Marc Krvetz* 

Ghassemlou the Wise:
Passionate Ambassador 
of a Desperate Cause 

Abdel Rahman Ghassemlou, murdered in Vienna on July 13th 1989, was in every way an 
exceptional man, both as leader of one of oldest and most deeply rooted national liberation 
movements and in his personal magnetism — his international influence, his rare if not unique 
ability to express the traditions and the struggle of a thousand-year-old people in terms of the 
values of the late 20th century: freedom, democracy, internationalism. But he was little known 
to the public and many will have learned simultaneously of his existence and of his death.

Ghassemlou was not a man of shadows, nor surrounded by mystery. The Secretary General 
of the Democratic Party of Kurdistan of Iran, war leader when necessary but political leader 
above all, he saw himself as a man of contact and dialogue. He was a passionate and tireless 
ambassador for this cause, who travelled all over the world to make it better known. But he 
was happiest sharing a mud hut with his peshmergas at the bottom of some remote valley on 
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the Iran-Iraq border, where he was constantly on the move, taking his library with him. 

He liked good books and good win — but could do without the latter more easily than the 
former — and was as much at ease at a Parisian table as in the spartan loneliness of the harsh 
mountain winter. At nearly sixty, he would have been 59 next December, he combined the 
serenity of an eastern sage with the dynamism of a youth, the curiosity of an encyclopaedist 
with the appetite of a bon vivant. As firm in his convictions as he was pragmatic in action, 
Ghassemlou seemed to reconcile without strain the toughness required for a political-military 
struggle and the elegant scepticism derived from his long academic career.

He had a doctorate in economics, loved history and literature and was an expert of Kurdish, 
Persian and Arabic poetry; he also readily quoted victor Hugo, Baudelaire, Walt Whitman or 
T.S. Eliot. Warm, open approachable, using irony and humour as easily as the six or seven lan-
guages he spoke and wrote fluently, he inspired the same reaction in everyone who met him. 
Sympathizers with his movement, intellectuals, doctors, ministers, ambassadors, politicians 
of left or right. All, even if recalling only one long-ago conversation, admit that they fell for 
his charm. Few people in this century could boast such unanimity. 

Ghassemlou began his political life as a communist in the Iranian Tudeh Party, in which he 
rose to a position of leadership. After 15 years in Prague teaching economics, he broke with 
the Communist Party in August 1968 over the Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia. Though 
he abandoned the certainties of Marxist dogman he did not renounce his background. Rather, 
he examined its mistakes as he analysed the political situation to understand where and when 
justice had slipped into injustice and truth into error, or even horror and to draw the moral 
conclusion. He was particularly well placed to know the difficulties of political struggle in a 
society that was “backward”, as he used to say, because, from being cut off from the world and 
deprived of its rights of decision and expression, even of access to its own culture. But he was 
not prepared to use underdevelopment as an ideological justification for all kinds of excesses, 
such as the cult of violence for its own sake, the cult of the leader in an organisation, or the 
dictatorship of an organisation over the people.

Nor could he adopt the idea that it is quite all right to use one language for public relations 
and the media, and then forget about it in the field. His great pride, as he was never tired of 
saying, was that as far as was humanly possible the ideals of the movement were reflected in 
its everyday conduct. The PDKI has never mistreated prisoners, never used force against ci-
vilians, never taken hostages, never hijacked aircraft or planted bombs in the buses or markets 
of “enemy” towns, let alone outside the war zone. Though by no means a pacifist, Ghassemlou 
opposed terrorism on principle, knowing that he paid a price for that and sometimes remark-
ing, with just a hint of bitterness, that it explained why the media showed so little interest in 
the Kurdish question. “Any little group can become famous by taking hostages or planting 
bombs,” he once wrote, “Whereas liberation movements which abstain from terrorism are 
generally ignored.”

In November 1979 Ghassemlou condemned, on the very first day, the seizure of the diplo-
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mats and staff in the US Embassy in Tehran. Yet, contrary to the accusations of the Tehran 
regime, Washington was not won over to the Kurdish cause. Though American diplomacy had 
indeed been active during the Kurdish war in Iraq (1961-1975), for geostrategic reasons which 
Dr. Kissinger explains at length, and quite cynically in his memoirs, it never lifted a finger for 
the Kurds of Iran. Ghassemlou himself was banned from entering the US until the month of 
his death, when he was for the first time granted a visa. Just before leaving for Vienna, he was 
preparing very carefully for this trip to the US, where he hoped to do a great deal to publicise 
the Kurdish question, though he had no great illusions about the likely political result.

He knew all too well that however great the sympathy felt by a certain educated world opin-
ion for the Kurdish cause, the cause would never mobilise the diplomacy of the great powers, 
nor even of the European democracies, since they were concerned primarily with their own 
regional interests. He had learned their own regional interests. He had learned this during his 
frequent travels abroad, especially in Europe. For although generally respected, he was rarely 
welcome in official circles. At best, by playing on old friendships and exploiting his member-
ship of he Socialist International, he would now and then secure a little humanitarian aid for 
his people. Or, by whispering in a generous ear, would manage to resolve a problem of special 
importance to him.
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He was a realist. So he demanded autonomy for Iranian Kurdistan, not independence for the 
Kurds. 

Ghassemlou’s death warrant was signed as early as 1979, when he was elected as the only 
self-confessed secularist in Iran’s “constituent” assembly. For security reasons he refused to 
go to Tehran. Ayatollah Khomeiny publicly regretted his absence in televised speech, adding: 
“What a shame. We could have arrested him and had him shot at once.” July 13th 1989, the 
day when Musllims celebrated the Id al-Kabir or “feast of pardon”, was also observed by Shiites 
as the 40th day of mourning for the Imam. Was that only a coincidence? Or did the murders, 
disguised as peace envoys with an official mandate from Hshemi-Rafsanjani and passports 
signed by Velayati, come from Tehran deliberately to carry out the sentence on that ritual day?

*(Liberation, August 7, 1989)
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Abdulla Hassanzadeh

An unforgettable 
event with an 
unforgettable speaker

On March 2nd, 1979, a huge meeting was held in the city of Mahabad during which the Dem-
ocratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan’s legendary leader, Dr. A. Ghassemlou, announced the party’s 
overt activities. 

The following is a summary of a speech given by Mr. Abdollah Hassanzadeh, former secretary 
general of the party, at the 45th anniversary of that event.

First, I would like to describe why this meeting was held. The meeting was a result of some cal-
culations and obviously, it was because we wanted to announce the Democratic Party of Iranian 
Kurdistan’s overt activities, but why?  There were other motives behind that decision too. First 
of all, the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan did never stop its activities, but it has not been 
among the people for more than 30 years. Undoubtedly, the lack of advertisement tools, like 
those available to us now, had resulted in overshadowing the party’s politics and agenda. Back 
in the day, only a limited number of people could contact the party and know about the party’s 
views. Hence, it was necessary that on such a day, the party should introduce itself to the masses 
and explain what it was. There is something else which I could say: It was a moment to show our 
might. The Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan wanted and had to test itself. Having a history 
is not enough, we had to show what we were made of.

There was another reason, and it was to show the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan’s stat-
ure, not only to the Islamic Republic but also to our friends. We have to keep in mind that two 
weeks before this gathering, some had demanded that Dr. Qasmlou should be expelled from a 
meeting between the representatives of the Kurdish people and the central government because 



   15TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

he was a member of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan! Who has replied: “Just because 
I’m a member of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, I should attend this meeting. You 
don’t know what the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan is.” We had to show the people what 
the party’s politics were and how much influence it had among the people. At the same time, 
there was another goal, which was to ask people for solidarity, among themselves and with the 
party. We wanted to invite the political forces, both Kurdish and Iranian- at that time, besides 
the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, we had some loosely organized Kurdish groups, 
since even Komele, as it is now, more than two months later announced its existence- we also 
wanted publicly invite the Islamic Republic not to continue the same politics which the previous 
regime, for at least the past fifty years had exercised and it was one of the most rooted problems 
in the Iranian society, namely the ethnic groups and in particular the Kurdish question, and 
resolve the issue. We thought if we requested the activity permit from the Islamic Republic, it 
might take several months or even years to answer, there was also a possibility that they would 
decline our request, but if we announced our overt activities, in those days situation which the 
regime has newly taken the office ad used populistic slogans, would not be able to annul our de-
cision. Hence, I want to ask for your attention, we did not call it: “ The proclamation of the legal 
struggle of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan”, but we called it “The overt struggle”.  It 
meant that we did not care about the government, we considered it to be our legal right and we 
made use of this right.

We heard parts of Dr. Ghassemlou’s speech that day. I would like to present you a deeper anal-
ysis of this topic. His speech that day was, in fact, the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan’s 
manifesto and its view of an Iran that we were about to build. It saddens me to admit that those 
dreams are yet to be materialized, but the program that was presented that day is still new.

The quintessence of that speech was that despite all the reservations we’ve had towards the Is-



16   TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

lamic Republic, the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan valued the Iranian people’s victory, 
that uprising was a sacred one and it was the result of decades or even centuries of not only the 
Kurdish nation but other Iranian nations’ struggle. We know that in this regard the Democratic 
Party of Iranian Kurdistan and the Kurdish nation had a special view compared to the others. 
When Bakhtiar took office [as prime minister], everyone started cursing him, both Iranians 
and even the Kurds, were chanting, “Bakhtiar, Bakhtiar, powerless pawn”. We said: we shouldn’t 
condemn Bakhtiar, hence we chose to be silent, even when he said some negative things about 
the goals of the Iranian ethnic minorities, we sent him a message through the late Yahia Khan 
Sadeq Waziri, the brother of Saremaddin Sadeq Waziri who passed away last year, and told him 
what kind of talk is this? He apologized and promised not to repeat those views, and he never 
did. This was one of the views. The other view was to experience freedom and democracy in our 
country since this country is a stranger to democracy, freedom of speech, and diversity. It was 
manifest that despite all the influence the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan has, it did not 
consider itself as the ruler and the owner of Kurdistan, but not only acknowledges the freedom 
of opinion for all the political parties, it will safeguard it. It was a manifesto that we, the Iranian 
peoples, want to live together.

So, when you listen to Dr. Ghassemlou’s speech we could even today learn new things from 
it. In that part we heard, he addresses the people, and greets them, he could say greetings to all 
Kurdish people, but he says greetings to the prisoners, greetings to the family of the martyrs, 
greetings to the workers, peasants, merchants, civil servants, the clergymen, the patriotic tribes. 
He recounts all and acknowledges them because he wants to say that our society is comprised 
of these. These are all owners of the Kurdish question, and they should be partners both in the 
struggle but also in the responsibilities and of course in the qualifications and the duties. It 
also sends a message to the freedom-loving peoples of Iran and the minorities! You heard him 
addressing the Christians and all others, so they all find themselves in the Democratic Party of 
Iranian Kurdistan’s message.

Then it comes to announcing the overt struggle, even here it salutes the previous struggle, look 
how appropriate this is. If we disregard the time frame, the achievements of the modern free-
dom struggle of the Kurdish people [in Iran] during the whole period before 1979, including 
the period of the Kurdistan Republic, is not as much the struggle and sacrifices during the past 
forty years, it’s not even half of it. But it tells us that it’s not because of our bravery; history is not 
starting from now, what we see now is the result of the decades and centuries of struggle of these 
people, no matter which form and methods of struggle.

After that, it comes to political views. It does not separate itself; it does not separate the Kurdish 
people; it wants to send the message of friendship and peace. It says our people (by our people 
he is referring to the Iranian people), under the leadership of Khomeini with the government, 
have so far achieved a great victory, but with solidarity, with cooperation, we could achieve a 
far greater victory. In other words, he does not say Kurdistan and Iran; he says Kurdistan and 
other Iranian peoples, or Iranian Kurdistan, he does not separate Iran from Kurdistan, to avoid 
taking a stance against the whole government of Iran and all Iranian peoples and the political 
organizations. But at the same time, he says: “It shouldn’t be permitted that reactionary be re-
vived, we should not let the re-emergence of dictatorship in any form.” In political language, in 
a wise language, it tells the Islamic Republic, even your dictatorship will be treated as the Shah’s 
dictatorship; so, while we did not tolerate that one, we won’t tolerate yours either.

We should keep in mind that Monarchists were active back then, they were planning to come 
back to power, hence he warns about the remnants of the monarchist regime. He emphasizes 
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democracy saying that without democracy the rights of the Kurdish people will not be achieved. 
He turns to the Iranian peoples and says: We have the opportunity to build a broad unity, we 
have many common goals, a kind of unity which safeguards both the rights and the freedom 
of all of us, and at the same time it could preserve the independence of the as the country and 
the guarding its borders. He invites all to collaborate and beyond that, he gives ideas to the gov-
ernment! He says, “The government should have an economic program to develop the country, 
especially for the masses, those parts of the society which have not benefitted from the country’s 
resources.” 

He also says that the daily and weekly working hours should be legislated so that employers 
won’t exploit workers as they please. He draws a line to the government which is we are Iranians, 
and we have the right to have an opinion about how the government should be.

He also talks about foreign policy and says that Iran should leave the military pacts, stay neu-
tral, follow a non-aligned policy, have friendly relations with all countries without interfering in 
any country’s affairs, and not allow any country to interfere in its affairs. 

He also talks about the power and says that the Gendarmerie and polis should no longer oper-
ate as they did during the previous regime, which was oppressors of the people, and that these 
two forces should be controlled by democratically elected councils. He demanded that Gendar-
merie would be the enforcer of the law, which is stated in all constitutions. He demands that the 
reactionary army from the previous regime should be disbanded, build a new and patriotic one 
and their garrisons should not be built inside civilian neighborhoods. Since the task of the army 
is to protect the borders, they should be stationed near the borders and far from civilian citizens. 

Finally, he talks about our work and says:” our most important weapon is organization. We 
should have a strong organization; our members should take the party’s political belief to the 
people.”
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   Presentation on 13 July 2024, for KDPI Australia
 by Dr. Gina Lennox, Co-Chair & Public Officer, Kurdish Lobby Australia 

I thank Salah Pourasad and KDPI Australia for inviting me to speak at this commemoration for Ab-
dul Rahman Ghassemlou. My focus will be on Ghassemlou’s meetings with Ayatollah Khomeini 
and the Islamic Republic’s ‘envoys’ in Europe, his assassination, and what lessons can be learned. 

A Brief Background of A. R. Ghassemlou

Ghassemlou was 15 when he became a member of the Tudeh Communist Party’s youth group.
He soon realised Communists were not interested in Kurdish self-determination, so, after the 
KDPI was established, he co-founded its youth wing. Ghassemlou’s baptism of fire as a political 
activist was witnessing the rise and fall of the Republic of Mahabad in 1946. Realising he needed 

Dr. Gina Lennox

WHY AND WHY NOT; In memory 
of Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou 
(1930 –1989)
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a world view to achieve his dreams, he left Iran to become a student and teacher at the Sorbonne 
in Paris, and Charles University in Prague, teaching economics and Kurdish studies. He became 
fluent in nine languages. In 1952, he met and married Hélène Krulich. The couple returned to Iran 
in 1953, the year Prime Minister Moseddegh was overthrown in a US and UK-instigated coup. 

Throughout the late 1950s, into the 1960s, 70s and 80s, between making trips to Europe, Ghas-
semlou clandestinely revitalised the KDPI in Rojhelati towns, and trained Peshmerga in the Qandil 
mountains. It was in the mountains that his friendship with PUK leader, Jalal Talabani, became 
strong, especially in the late seventies with the proximity of PUK and KDPI Peshmerga bases. 

In 1967, Iranian Kurdish Peshmerga joined Iraqi Kurds in their armed struggle for autono-
my. Ghassemlou was elected secretary general of the KDPI in 1971, and in the early seven-
ties he became involved in negotiations between Iraqi Kurds and the Iraqi Baathist govern-
ment. In 1976, he returned to Prague, then moved to Paris, where he connected with journalists 
and politicians, including the Mitterrands, spreading the word of Iranian Kurdish aspirations.

In 1977 demonstrations against the Shah began, but what really ignited the large-
scale strikes and demonstrations across Iran was a tragedy blamed on Pahlavi’s SA-
VAK in August 1978, when 400 people died inside a cinema after it was set on fire.  

Over in Paris in 1978, Ghassemlou and the exiled Ayatollah Khomeini met on several occa-
sions. Another source claims Khomeini refused to meet Ghassemlou but insiders verbally con-
firm these meetings. Ghassemlou would have told the Ayatollah what he told everyone - that 
Kurds would support a revolution against the Shah on condition there was ‘Democracy for Iran 
and autonomy for Kurdistan’. This included the right to be educated in one’s mother tongue. 
Khomeini’s exact responses are unknown, but it seems unlikely that he would have squashed 
Ghassemlou’s enthusiasm for overthrowing the Shah, and ethnic rights back in 1978, espe-
cially as Ghassemlou returned to Iran in November full of hope for what was about to happen. 

Many aspects of Khomeini’s return on 1 February 1979 had been secretly planned, and 10 days 
later, Khomeini declared an Islamic Republic. Thereafter four Kurdish political parties formed a 
delegation to negotiate. The delegation was led by Ghassemlou and the progressive Kurdish cler-
ic, Sheikh Izaddin Husseini, who had links with Komala, a social democrat Kurdish party founded 
in the late 1960s. They soon realised Khomeini had no interest in recognising Kurds or any other 
ethnicity. For Khomeini, all Iranians were in ‘the community of Allah’. That Ghassemlou so 
strongly advocated autonomy for Rojhelat earned him Khomeini’s label of an ‘evil on the earth’.

The clerical elite wasted no time consolidating power. By mid-March they had appoint-
ed their own clerics to represent every town and province. In response to this imposi-
tion there was a three-day uprising in Sanandaj, and clashes elsewhere. Khomeini’s next 
step was to hold a referendum on the new government in the last two days of March. Deter-
mined to implement ‘the Absolute Guardianship of the Jurist’ it asked one question: ‘Do you 
want an Islamic Republic?’ Ghassemlou advocated a secular democracy, so he and Sheikh 
Izaddin Husseini organised a widespread boycott. Allegedly, 97 percent of all voters vot-

https://iranicaonline.org/articles/qasemlu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SAVAK
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https://anfenglishmobile.com/features/thirty-years-ago-the-murder-of-dr-abdul-rahman-ghassemlou-36229
https://anfenglishmobile.com/features/thirty-years-ago-the-murder-of-dr-abdul-rahman-ghassemlou-36229
https://www.iranrights.org/memorial/story/30421/abdol-rahman-qasemlu-ghassemlou
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/kurdish-struggle-iran-power-dynamics-and-quest-autonomy
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202404018218
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ed ‘yes’ despite a complete lack of information about how this theocracy would function. 

In April, Khomeini established the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, hereon called the IRGC 
or Revolutionary Guards. The IRGC would answer to Khomeini, protect the theocracy, and 
keep in check troublemakers and the existing armed forces. Over the next period various groups 
launched isolated clashes against the government, with Kurdish Peshmerga managing to take 
control of areas of Rojhelat. Meanwhile Ghassemlou, Husseini, and others continued their at-
tempts to negotiate. In August 1979, Ghassemlou was elected Urmia’s representative to the As-
sembly of Experts, which would draft a new constitution, but a Kurdish uprising a few days 
before the first Assembly caused Khomeini to announce that Ghassemlou and Husseini were ‘en-
emies of God’, that KDPI was a party of Satan, and hereon banned. Khomeini’s final words 
were a declaration of a holy war on Kurds. Naturally, Ghassemlou did not attend the Assembly.

As military forces attacked different Rojhelati towns, people began to strike and demonstrate. Many 
non-violent political activists were executed so an armed struggle began in the last months of 1979. 
Kurds managed to drive government forces out of Rojhelat and keep them out for six months. In this 
time, Ghassemlou continued building the KDPI’s political and military capacities, establishing a 
KDPI headquarters in the mountains. In April 1980, government forces launched a full-scale air and 
ground assault for 24 days. KDPI and Komala fought back. The war killed 10,000 Kurds, displaced 
200,000, and destroyed hundreds of villages. Twelve hundred political prisoners were executed. 
By 1982 the revolution had been squashed, except for isolated clashes that continued until 1984.

Intelligent, charismatic leaders like Ghassemlou, especially those willing to take up 
arms, are always going to be a threat to tyrants, so in 1984, with the Iran-Iraq war at its 
bloodiest, Ghassemlou returned to Europe to network with politicians and journalists. 

First and Second Meeting in Vienna, 1988 – 1989  

This meant that by 30 December 1988, when Ghassemlou had his first meet-
ing in Vienna with two Iranian ‘diplomats’ to negotiate Kurdish autonomy in Iran:

•	 He had already had personal experience of Khomeini’s devious ways. 
•	 He had lived the hard life of a Peshmerga in the mountains. 
•	 He had witnessed the carnage of Khomeini’s Holy War on Kurds. 
•	 He had seen the Islamic Republic introduce lessons on martyrdom in Iranian classrooms. 
•	 He had too many relatives and friends die fighting on either side of the eight-year war 

with Iraq.
•	 He had seen the heartlessness of Iran’s emissaries of Allah, for instance in sending up 

to 550,000 child soldiers as young as nine to the front lines, where they were made to 
advance over mine fields in ‘human wave’ attacks. Hence, in the name of Allah, these 
clerics had been willing to sacrifice up to 95,000 children who were Iran’s future;

•	 He survived numerous military clashes between Kurdish parties and even within the 
KDPI. 

•	 And he had rejected an Iraqi government offer to support KDPI to fight Iran, in return for 

https://www.clingendael.org/publication/kurdish-struggle-iran-power-dynamics-and-quest-autonomy
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a victorious Iraq bestowing autonomy on Rojhelat. Given Iraq had not given autonomy 
to its own Kurds, preferring to massacre and displace them, Ghassemlou was wise to 
refuse.

I list these horrors to emphasise the big question: 

-	 Why did Ghassemlou trust Iran’s intentions and its two ‘diplomats’ sent to Vienna to 
secretly negotiate with him on 30 December 1988, and again in January 1989, and the 
following July? 

The eight-year war had ended. Ghassemlou’s overriding reason to resume ne-
gotiations was likely driven by an awareness that Iran and Iraq could team up 
to crush the Kurdish movement once and for all on both sides of the border.  

He knew the solution to the Kurds’ struggle had to be an outcome of political negotiations. He saw 
this offer as a window of opportunity to avoid genocide and push for Kurds’ rights, at a time when 
the Islamic Republic was shell shocked, its treasury and manpower were depleted, and the coun-
try was facing a massive reconstruction effort on which the IRGC was about to profit. Moreover, 
fractures had appeared in and between the theocracy and the Revolutionary Guards. An increasing 
number of clerics did not trust the IRGC’s interference in politics, and its growing economic clout. 

-	 But why trust a regime that had imposed its will on the Iranian people, 
had refused all Iraq’s offers of a ceasefire, and insisted on secret meetings?

Sure, Ghassemlou completely trusted his friend, Jalal Talabani. It was Talaba-
ni who had organised the first two meetings, implemented ‘security measures’ and 
was present throughout, with the first meeting taking place in a PUK member’s flat. 

-	 But why put all one’s trust in Talabani? Ghassemlou knew Talabani was well connected with 
Iranian officials. Mam Jalal had a complex history of wheeling and dealing, of being involved 
in strategic alliances with ‘the enemy’, as leaders who must survive in a hostile environment 
often do. After all, the Iranian regime had supported Talabani to fight Iraq in the 1980s. 

-	 Even if Talabani was squeaky clean, why trust the Iranians with whom Talabani liaised?

There were no positive outcomes of the first two meetings. The Iranian envoys were not decision-makers 
and did not have influence on those who were. Iran cancelled meetings scheduled for March. Hence, in 
July, when it was proposed Ghassemlou meet the same two envoys he had previously met, he accepted. 

Third and Fourth Meeting in Vienna, mid-July 1989

By this time Talabani had been sidelined. 

-	 If Ghassemlou knew that Jalal Talabani was no longer involved, why did he 
agree to secretly meet the same officials without an independent observer?

 

https://iranicaonline.org/articles/qasemlu
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22   TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

Ghassemlou had requested the meeting be held in Paris, but Iran insisted on Vienna. 

-	 Was this because Austria had armed neutrality in international affairs, 
and Austria and Iran were in the middle of another illegal arms deal, 
as well as legal trade negotiations –  meaning, Iran had strings to pull?

-	 Why meet so soon after Khomeini’s death on June 3? 
-	 Did Ghassemlou think he could take advantage of the subsequent political reshuffles?
-	 Did he realise that reshuffles provide a way to avoid taking responsibility for an action?

For previous meetings and the meetings on July 12 and 13 the two Iranian envoys were: Mo-
hammed Jafar Sahraroudi, head of Kurdish Affairs in Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence, and Hadji 
Moustafawi, head of the secret service in Western Azerbaijan. Allegedly they arrived in Vienna 
with an IRGC officer and staunch Khomeini-supporter, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Evidence sug-
gests that the future president’s role was to collect weapons from the Iranian embassy. For both 
the July meetings the two envoys were accompanied by a third Iranian, described as a body-
guard: Amir Mansur Bozorgian. All were ready to fly home straight after the July 13 meeting.

-	 Did Ghassemlou know that Ahmadinejad was in Vienna? Probably not.
-	 Was Ghassemlou informed about Bozorgian?

Bozorgian was another Revolutionary Guard. One source says he was in Special Forces, an-
other that he was Secret Police. Whatever the case, he arrived in Austria using a false identity. 

-	 Did Ghassemlou ask why the Iranians needed a bodyguard?
-	 What guarantees did Ghassemlou receive regarding the Kurdish delegation’s safety? And
-	 Why did Ghassemlou keep these meetings secret, even from KDPI?

One source notes that Ghassemlou made an appointment to meet the chief advisor of Austria’s 
Interior Ministry an hour before the second meeting, but the Interior Ministry cancelled.

-	 What did Ghassemlou want to talk about?
-	 What made the Austrians cancel?

For the meeting Ghassemlou was accompanied by Abdullah Ghaderi Azeri, a member of the 
KDPI’s Central Committee, and a newcomer, Fadhil Rassoul, an Iraqi Kurdish universi-
ty professor with Iranian connections who had arranged the meetings and organised their lo-
cation: an apartment in Linken Bahngasse Street in a block with tight security measures.  
 

-	 How well did Ghassemlou know Rassoul and his Iranian connections?
-	 Was any Kurd carrying a weapon and trained to respond in case of an attack in a 

confined space?
-	 Were the six men checked for weapons before they entered the apartment?
-	 Had the apartment been checked for weapons?
-	 If not, why not?
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The meeting was meant to discuss Ghassemlou’s return to Iran to engage in high lev-
el discussions about Kurds gaining autonomy and cultural rights. Ghassemlou had secret-
ly organised an audio tape recording. On this recording Ghassemlou says, “I cannot say that 
Iran is working for the autonomy promised.” Another source talks about arranging anoth-
er meeting for the next day. Whatever the case, suddenly there were multiple gun shots. 

One report claims that armed men burst into the room and killed the three Kurds. This is the 
story that Sahraroudi told police, but this is not reflected in the audio recording, the undam-
aged apartment door, Bozorgian’s testimony, and the weapons found in a nearby trash can. 
These weapons were traced back to the Iranian armed forces. But this story does fit the Ira-
nian government’s spread of a rumour that Kurdish radicals had barged in and carried out the 
assassination, as noted by Hélène Krulich in her book A European Woman in Wolf Country.

Ghassemlou was shot in the forehead, temple and throat. Rassoul was shot in the head and neck. 
Abdullah Ghaderi Azeri had received seven shots. All three received a final shot to the head.

A neighbour called the police. When the police arrived, Hadji Moustafawi had al-
ready escaped. They found signs of a struggle, a wounded Sahraroudi with multi-
ple injuries from one ricocheted bullet, and Bozorgian shouting, “They shot my friend.” 

The Austrian anti-terrorist police were next to arrive. Their officer, Mr Kessler, assessed the situation 
was an open and shut case: the Iranians had assassinated three Kurds, but noted, ‘The rest is politics’. 

Police took Sahraroudi to hospital where he was put under police surveillance. Nine days lat-
er, Austrian police escorted Sahraroudi to the airport and allowed him to leave the country. 

Bozorgian was taken to Schottenring police station but after 24 hours was released. 

-	 Why?
-	 Why did they let him go to the Iranian Embassy, where he found refuge before being 

smuggled out of the country?
-	 Why did the Austrian authorities allow three Iranian government envoys directly 

connected to three political assassinations on Austrian soil leave the country?
-	 Why was there no investigation for another four months?
-	 Why were the findings of that investigation not made public?
-	 And why did no country execute the international arrest warrants for the three assassins 

issued in November? 

It was not the first time that political assassins on European soil were let go. And it was not the last.

Back in Iran, Bozorgian was promoted to the rank of general, and appoint-
ed head of the Pasdaran headquarters in Urmia, where Ghassemlou was born.
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Jafar Sahraroudi was promoted to the rank of Brigadier Gener-
al and appointed the head of the Quds Force Intelligence Directory.

Hadji Moustafawi was appointed Governor of the province of Kurdistan.

And Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was elected president of Iran for two terms, from 2005 to 2013.

As for the Kurds of Iran, Ghassemlou’s assassination kick started a bloody insurgency that lasted until 
1996, and which only led to more persecution. No wonder Kurds ask, “When will justice be done?”

-	 But why would Austria re-open a case when the country has so much to hide?
Reopening the case would only mean more questions:

-	 Why are Western countries and international organisations reluctant to hold Iranian 
officials to account?

-	 Surely the nuclear deal, years of sanctions and boycotts, and Iran’s expanded Axis of 
Resistance operating in multiple countries mean there may never be a right time to re-
open the case, especially given:

•	 The failure of Krulich’s 1990 lawsuit against the Viennese government.

https://iranicaonline.org/articles/qasemlu
https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iran/09072014
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•	 The failure of Austrian magistrates’ investigation into Ahmadinejad’s role in 2005, and 
finally,

•	 The farce of what happened to the killers of Ghassemlou’s successor, Sadegh 
Sharafkandi in Berlin. Even after they were found guilty of the 1992 murder, and were 
sentenced to life in prison, in 2007 the two killers were simply released and deported 
back to Iran and Lebanon. This was after a Berlin court ordered an international arrest 
warrant for Iran’s Minister of Intelligence, Hojjat al-Islam Ali Fallahian, who oversaw 
the assassination on the auspices of Ayatollah Khamenei and President Rafsanjani. 

To this day, Iran denies any involvement in political assassinations on European soil.

Conclusion and Recommendations

To conclude, there are many lessons to be learned from Ghassemlou’s 
life and assassination, and the perilous dynamics of the Kurdish struggle. 

-	 Surely Ghassemlou would have weighed up the risks and rewards of these meetings? 
-	 If so, was Ghassemlou simply naïve? After all, throughout his life he had gone where 

angels fear to tread. 
-	 Was he cursed with misguided trust?
-	 Why didn’t he take precautions?
-	 Why didn’t he insist on independent observers or mediators?

This combination of naivety and misguided trust is what many Kurd-
ish leaders exhibit to this day, except when dealing with other Kurdish leaders.

Other lessons for surviving a long, perilous struggle, include Kurds needing to: 

•	 Choose the battles. Prioritise. Don’t get distracted.
•	 Prepare for worst-case scenarios, whether dealing with perceived allies or enemies.
•	 Act in the best interests of the Kurdish cause – the whole cause, not just for one party.
•	 Act in accordance with a set of principles that uphold best international standards. 
•	 Prepare for the next opportunity. For there will be one, and
•	 Be ready to act when the ‘stars’ align – politically and militarily.

To attain self-determination, Kurds need to learn how to work within the paradigm of international 
transactional politics, for the benefit of Kurdistanis. Kurds need to position themselves as a critical 
factor in a broader conflict or dilemma that impacts them, as they have done in Iraq since 2005, when 
fighting ISIS since 2014, and in welcoming US bases in Bashur and Rojava. Importantly Kurds, need 
the self-confidence, awareness and skills to drive a hard bargain. If you agree, I suggest Kurds need to:

•	 Find common ground with other like-minded parties, even if there are disagreements. 
Isolate those, and

•	 Form a joint platform or council that includes a broad cross section of respected people 
from both sexes and the diaspora, and for this council to identify joint goals and enact 
agreed on strategies to achieve them. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ali_Fallahian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayatollah_Rafsanjani


26   TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

•	 Have this body negotiate with others in and outside Iran, including those struggling for 
self-determination and relevant decision makers with the power to affect change. 

•	 If there is a power imbalance, insist negotiations include impartial observers or 
mediators.

•	 Ensure the representative body gains international support and recognition. That is, a 
council must be credible and useful without selling out, just as Khomeini presented a 
case to take power in Iran and acted according to his principles, even when they were 
questionable. Please leave out the questionable principles! But yes, learn from enemies 
as well as mentors.

For more than a century Kurds have drowned in a terrible concoction of despair and hope. 
Both are problematic if unaccompanied by meaningful action. Could the recently elected Ira-
nian president, whose mother is Kurdish, and who spoke Kurdish in Kermanshah saying 
‘Long Live Kurdistan’ in July 2024, be a sign of a new era, or is he a tool for clerics to pro-
long the life of the Islamic Republic? Whatever the case, the people of Iran need to prepare 
for the day after the clerics are forced off the stage, and before the monarchists hog the theatre. 

Photo: The picture was taken in Hamburg; Dr. Ghassemlou was a guest at a German Green Party event in 1984. Patrick Piel
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Dr. Ali Abdelzadeh

Hope Instead of Despair in the 
Age of Democratic Backsliding:
The Enduring Legacy of Dr. A. 
R. Ghassemlou

Introduction 
Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou, one of the most prominent leaders of the Kurdish nation and former Sec-

retary-General of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan (PDKI) in the last quarter of the 20th 
century, dedicated his life to the struggle for Kurdish rights and the pursuit of democracy in Iran. 
Born in 1930, Ghassemlou became a symbol of the quest for a peaceful solution to the Kurdish is-
sue. As leader of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, he promoted a vision of a democratic 
Iran where Kurds and other national minorities could enjoy self-determination. Dr. Ghassemlou’s 
life was tragically cut short on July 13, 1989, in Vienna, where he was assassinated by Iranian ter-
rorist-cum-diplomats during peace negotiations. The assassination of this great Kurdish leader left 
a profound impact on the Kurdish movement and the global struggle for human rights. 

Ghassemlou’s unwavering belief in democracy, dialogue, and the peaceful resolution of conflicts 
remains deeply relevant today. As we commemorate the 35th anniversary of his assassination, it is 
important to reflect on the current state of democracy worldwide - a cause he passionately believed 
in and fought for.

As accounted for below, the current state of democracy worldwide and in particular trends of 
democratic backsliding are causes of concern. The same applies to the prospects for the respect of 
human rights and democracy in Iran. However, while the current state of affairs and the available 
data pertaining to democracy globally and developments in Iran might not be encouraging, if 
approached in the spirit of Ghassemlou, there is reason to be cautiously optimistic. Instead of de-
spair, democratic actors around the world, both state and non-state, can reverse the trend by being 
realistic in the face of the challenges, yet at the same time allow themselves to be animated by hope.

The essence of Ghassemlou’s political philosophy might be termed hopeful realism. He described 
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case to take power in Iran and acted according to his principles, even when they were 
questionable. Please leave out the questionable principles! But yes, learn from enemies 
as well as mentors.

For more than a century Kurds have drowned in a terrible concoction of despair and hope. 
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nian president, whose mother is Kurdish, and who spoke Kurdish in Kermanshah saying 
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Photo: The picture was taken in Hamburg; Dr. Ghassemlou was a guest at a German Green Party event in 1984. Patrick Piel
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himself as a political realist. He was a “realist” in the sense that he advocated coming to terms 
with existing realities rather than wishing them away, yet at the same time allowed oneself to be 
animated by hope for a better future. “Realism” for Ghassemlou did not entail surrendering to the 
status quo. Instead, it meant a persistent quest for transcending the status quo through a careful 
analysis of existing constraints and opportunities, as well as through the mobilization of the power 
of democratic collective action to bringing about opportunities for change and a brighter future 
(Krulich-Ghassemlou 1989). 

The following analysis of the current state of democracy and political developments in Iran is 
thus conducted in the spirit of the hopeful realism of Ghassemlou, both as an academic effort and 
as a tribute to one of the great leaders of the Kurdish nation as well as an exceptional leader in the 
Middle East. 

The Current State of Democracy Worldwide
As we stand in 2024, democracy around the globe faces a turbulent era. The latest V-Dem (Va-

rieties of Democracy) report highlights a disturbing trend of democratic backsliding in many re-
gions. According to the report, the world has seen a significant decline in liberal democracy, with 
autocratization affecting more than one-third of the world’s population. Countries that were once 
considered stable democracies are experiencing increasing polarization, erosion of judicial inde-
pendence, restrictions on media freedom, and attacks on civil liberties. The V-Dem report empha-
sizes that while electoral democracy remains prevalent, the substantive aspects of democracy, such 
as checks and balances, freedom of expression, and protection of minority rights, are increasingly 
under threat (Nord et. al., 2024). 

The report also highlights that the global landscape is almost evenly divided between 91 democ-
racies and 88 autocracies. Alarmingly, 71% of the world’s population, or 5.7 billion people, now live 
in autocracies, a significant increase from 48% a decade ago (see Figure 1). Electoral autocracies 
account for the largest share of this population, hosting 44% (3.5 billion people). In contrast, liber-
al and electoral democracies are home to only 29% of the world’s population (2.3 billion people). 

Figure 1. SHARE OF WORLD POPULATION LIVING IN AUTOCRACIES

 Source: V-dem, 2024. 
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Currently, 42 countries are experiencing autocratization. Of the 28 countries that were democra-
cies at the start of their autocratization episodes, only 15 remain democracies in 2023. In 23 coun-
tries, autocratization is occurring as a “stand-alone” process, while 19 countries are experiencing 
“bell-turn” autocratization, where initial democratization efforts have failed.

Freedom House’s 2024 Freedom in the World report echoes these findings, showing that global 
freedom has been on the decline for nearly two decades. Authoritarian regimes have become more 
repressive, and even in democracies, populist leaders have eroded democratic norms and institu-
tions. Civil society, journalists, and human rights defenders are under pressure in many parts of 
the world, facing increased threats and violence (Freedom House, 2024). 

Situation in Kurdistan and Iran
Free, fair, and transparent elections are crucial to the legitimacy of any democratic system, en-

suring that the government accurately represents the will of the people and maintaining public 
confidence in democratic institutions. In contrast, Iran’s political system operates as an electoral 
autocracy, where elections are held but systematically manipulated to maintain the dominance of 
the theocratic regime. Presidential, parliamentary, and local elections are tightly controlled to re-
flect the interests of the ruling clerics and institutions rather than the true will of the people. This 
system is rooted in Ayatollah Khomeini’s doctrine of the “Guardianship of the Jurist” (velayat-e 
faqih), which asserts that governance should be administered by a jurist or council of jurists acting 
as representatives of the Twelfth Imam, al-Mahdi, until his reappearance. Thus, the key institu-
tions in the Islamic Republic are the “Supreme Leader” and the Guardian Council, not the Iranian 
parliament. The “President” in Iran is subordinate to the “Supreme Leader” and is in essence a 
manager rather than a decision-maker. The “Supreme Leader,” who has ultimate authority, is a 
senior cleric chosen by the Assembly of Experts, another body of clerics. The Guardian Council, 
which has the power to disqualify candidates, ensures that all electoral candidates adhere to Is-
lamic principles as interpreted by the theocratic establishment. This control mechanism effectively 
rules out political competition and maintains the dominance of the clerics over the political system 
(Ahmedi & Abdelzadeh, 2022). 

Organizing elections was a necessary evil for an elite that came to power after a broad popular rev-
olution against an authoritarian regime in 1979, but also to claim popular legitimacy for the Islam-
ic Republic. Since then, the Islamic regime has recognized the value of organizing sham elections 
to assert its legitimacy both domestically and internationally. Despite these electoral processes, 
however, Iran’s core nature remains one of autocratic rule, characterized by systemic human rights 
violations and centralized control. This reality has consistently led international assessments, such 
as those by Freedom House, to classify Iran as “not free,” “autocracy,” and similar classifications.

In addition to free and fair elections, essential elements of democracy include respect for the 
rights of national minorities and the observance of human rights. The Iranian regime, which sees 
itself as the earthly embodiment of God’s government, believes that it has a superior position both 
domestically and internationally. Domestically, this belief significantly shapes the Iranian regime’s 
policies toward national minorities such as Kurds, Baluchs, Ahwazi Arabs, Azerbaijani Turks, and 
Turkmens. Scholars are increasingly describing the systematic nature of the Islamic Republic’s 
oppressive policies imposed on the Kurds in terms of internal colonialism, drawing parallels with 
classic colonial practices and strategies used by colonial powers to dominate and exploit their sub-
ject populations (Soleimani & Mohammadpour, 2019, 2020; Mohammadpour & Soleimani, 2021). 

For the past 45 years, the Islamist regime has systematically denied the national identity and 
rights of these national minorities. In Eastern Kurdistan, for example, the regime has enforced 
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policies of securitization and assimilation, including forced migration and demographic changes, 
to weaken the Kurdish nation. In addition, since the 1979 revolution, the Kurdistan region has 
suffered from deliberate economic underdevelopment and relentless exploitation of its natural re-
sources. Underdevelopment and economic exploitation in Kurdistan have been described as part 
of the Iranian regime’s broader policy of internal colonialism against Kurdistan and the Kurdish 
people (see Mohammadpour, 2024). As a result, many Kurds, including young and highly educated 
youth, have been forced into “kolberi” (porterage) as a means of survival. Kolbers (porters), i.e., in-
dividuals who carry goods on their backs across the border regions between Iran, Iraq, and Turkey, 
face a grim reality every year, as they are killed and injured by indiscriminate gunfire from Iranian 
paramilitary forces and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). As illustrated in Figure 2, 
between 2012 and 2013, a total of at least 2,077 kolbers were either killed or injured (1,204 injured 
and 873 killed) by Iranian paramilitary forces and the terrorist Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC). In 2022 alone, the number of kolbers killed was 244 (Mohammadpour, 2024). 

Figure 2. Number of killed and injured kolbers between 2012 -2013.

 Source: Mohammadpour, 2024 (The data comes from Hengaw Organization for Human Rights). 

Furthermore, an additional consequence of the Iranian state’s deliberate and systematic policy 
of economic underdevelopment in Kurdistan is that many Kurds have been forced to migrate to 
central Iran in search of employment opportunities. This migration has had a profound impact on 
both the demographic dynamics and the socio-economic landscape of the affected parts of Kurd-
istan.

In addition, since 1979, the Kurdistan region of Iran has been subjected to extensive exploitation 
of its natural resources. For example, as part of its water policy, the Iranian regime has expanded 
the construction of dams in Kurdistan, not with the aim of boosting agriculture and tourism in 
the region, but rather to divert Kurdistan’s water resources to central Iran. This policy promotes 
economic development in central Iran at the expense of Kurdistan’s natural resources. At the same 
time, this systematic exploitation of water has not only affected Kurdistan’s economic development 
but has also led to environmental degradation (see Figure 3). As a result, scholars have analyzed 
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the ecological and socio-economic damage suffered in Kurdistan and other regions using the the-
oretical framework of environmental racism (see Hassaniyan, 2024). This theoretical perspective 
examines, among other things, how environmental policies, practices, or directives disproportion-
ately affect individuals, groups, or communities based on race or ethnicity, highlighting systemic 
injustices and their broader implications for environmental and social justice (cf. Bullard, 1993; 
Hassaniyan, 2024).  

Figure 3.  shows the landscape before and before the construction of the Darian Dam on the Sirwan River.

Source: Hassaniyan, 2024. 

Iran is also notorious for its high rate of executions, consistently ranking among the top countries 
in the world for the number of people put to death. The Iranian regime uses the death penalty 
extensively as a tool of political repression and control. Many of those executed are charged with 
vague offenses such as “enmity against God” or “corruption on earth,” which are often used to si-
lence dissent and target national minorities, political activists, and human rights defenders.

Following the “Women, Life, Freedom” uprising in 2022, the number of executions in 2023 
spiked to its highest level since 2015, a 48 percent increase from 2022 and a staggering 172 percent 
increase from 2021, according to an Amnesty International report (2024). Previous reports have 
shown that Kurds face higher rates of arrest, torture, and execution by the regime.

The self-proclaimed superiority of the Iranian regime is also reflected in its hegemonic policies 
outside Iran, the export of the Islamic revolution, nuclear ambitions, and other destructive poli-
cies. Driven by its ideological ambitions and worldview, the Iranian regime’s actions have desta-
bilized the region through various means. Iran’s support for militant groups such as Hezbollah in 
Lebanon and various Shiite militias in Iraq and Syria has exacerbated conflicts and fueled sectarian 
violence. By providing financial, military, and logistical support to these groups, Iran is expand-
ing its influence, undermining the sovereignty of neighboring states, and destabilizing the region 
(Jones, 2019). 

In addition, Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear program has raised significant global concerns. Despite 
international agreements aimed at curbing its nuclear ambitions, Iran’s activities suggest a contin-
ued intent to develop nuclear capabilities that could trigger a regional arms race and increase the 
risk of conflict. The regime’s ballistic missile program, combined with its nuclear ambitions, poses 

The landscape before the construction of the Darian Dam 
on the Sirwan River.

The landscape after the construction of the Darian Dam on 
the Sirwan River.
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a direct threat to regional security and global peace (Elleman, 2024). 
In conclusion, the Iranian regime poses a grave threat both to the population of Iran and to global 

security and peace. Internally, it perpetuates systematic human rights abuses, obliterates political 
dissent, oppresses national minorities, and suppresses basic freedoms. Externally, Iran’s support 
for militant groups and pursuit of nuclear capabilities destabilizes the region and undermines in-
ternational efforts for peace and security. 

Support for Democracy in Iran
Despite the Iranian regime’s continued repression, the population of Iran demonstrates strong 

and growing support for democracy. Over the past several decades, the peoples of Iran have in-
creasingly expressed a desire for democratic governance, despite facing significant repression. This 
trend is evidenced by data from the World Values Survey, which shows a steady increase in support 
for democracy.

As shown in the chart, support for democracy in Iran hovered around 86% from 1999 to 2004. 
In the subsequent period from 2005 to 2009, this support increased to about 92%. The trend con-
tinued, reaching approximately 97% in the period from 2017 to 2022. Overall, the data suggest a 
growing consensus in favor of democratic governance in Iran over the past decades, underscoring 
the resilience and aspirations of the people of Iran for a democratic and representative political 
system (see Figure 4). 

The peoples of Iran’s unwavering commitment to democratic ideals, even under oppressive con-
ditions, is a testament to their resilience and enduring hope for a better future. This growing sup-
port for democracy not only challenges the current regime but also serves as a powerful reminder 
of the universal yearning for freedom and self-determination, especially among the Kurds and 
other nations that face systematic oppression on a daily basis. 

Figure 4. Having a democratic political system

 
Source: World Values Survey (Inglehart et. al., 2014)
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Conclusion 
In this repressive climate described above, the enduring legacy of Dr. Ghassemlou’s struggle for 

Kurdish rights and democracy remains influential. His vision of an Iran characterized by democ-
racy and respect for human rights continues to inspire Kurds and others who steadfastly pursue 
these aspirations despite the daunting obstacles they face. This commitment was evident during 
the “Women, Life, Freedom” uprising, when people in eastern Kurdistan chanted slogans such as 
“Ghassemlou, Ghassemlou, we will continue your path,” “Freedom for Kurdistan,” and “Long live 
Kurdistan.

The 35th anniversary of Dr. Ghassemlou’s assassination is not only a moment to remember his 
contributions and sacrifices but also an opportunity to reflect on the ongoing challenges and pro-
gress in the Kurdish quest for autonomy and democracy. It serves as a reminder of the importance 
of unity, resilience, and an unwavering commitment to human rights and democratic values. 

As we honor the legacy of Dr. Ghassemlou, we reaffirm our commitment to the principles he 
stood for and continue to strive for a future where the rights and freedoms of all peoples are re-
spected and upheld.
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Mustafa Mauludi

A man of immense 
vision and influence
.

Dear friends!
Respected sisters and brothers!

Please allow me, as a representative of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran’s politburo, 
to welcome you to attend this event organised to honour the memory of the martyr Dr A. R. 
Ghassemlou. A man of immense vision and influence, he selflessly dedicated his life to the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI). His contributions and dedication to our cause 
testify to his unwavering commitment. 

Today, we have gathered here to commemorate the 35th anniversary of the assassination 
of Dr Ghassemlou, the great and influential leader of the KDPI, a diplomat and a celebrated 
leader of the Kurds. We have now gathered to honour his memory. By attending this event, 
you show your respect and recognition of the important roles played by our leader, Dr Ghas-
semlou, who played significant roles in advancing the cause of our party and our nation’s 
struggle. 

Dear friends!
Dr Ghassemlou was well known to the Kurdish people. Most political activists and intel-

lectuals in the region and many of the world’s politicians concerned about the Middle East’s 
political situation knew him well. They were aware of his leading role in the political devel-



   35TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

opments in the region. As for us, the students and comrades of Dr Ghassemlou, many of us 
knew him closely. Because of our access to his writings, we had considerable knowledge of his 
indispensable role. Looking at the KDPI literature and writings, we learn that his contribu-
tions, knowledge, and ideas have enhanced the KDPI literature in many areas. This prominent 
leader’s ideas, contributions, and knowledge have greatly benefitted the KDPI and the Kurdish 
movement. During thirty-five years since his passing, we have remembered him on various 
occasions, either on his birthday or the anniversary of his martyrdom, or written about his 
political life, connection with politics, education, and his central influence on the KDPI. No 
matter how much we write about him, we cannot cover the extensive amount of written works 
and speeches produced about him. Or at least, I cannot add anything new to his magnificent 
history of prolonged struggle, which was filled with glory. 

That is why I ask your permission to review some of the existing writings and speeches about 
Dr Ghassemlou again. Once again, I will present you with selected quotations of his ideas and 
thoughts—those that had become central to the KDPI’s politics and are now most pressing- 
and, if time allows, take them more critically.  

Kurdish politicians, generally, especially the members of the KDPI, are well informed that Dr 
Ghassemlou began his political journey by joining the KDPI Youth Organisation. The KDPI 
Youth Organisation has been active since its formation during the Kurdistan Republic. Since 
its formation, it has continued its activities with the KDPI and has backed KDPI politics. It 
has been active in educating thousands of young people, of whom tens and hundreds have 
become members of the KDP. They have actively progressed the Kurdish movement and have 
dedicatedly performed their responsibilities and tasks. 

After the fall of Kurdistan’s Republic, Dr Ghassemlou was among the first to be active in the 
KDPI’s clandestine activism. He was one of the leading members in 1955 who actively ob-



36   TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

tained the KDPI’s independence. 
Dr Ghassemlou’s role became more central in the 1970s. After signing the 1970 autonomy 

agreement, and once it became officially recognised, he returned to Iraqi Kurdistan. Unfortu-
nately, the KDPI was embattled by severe and complex issues at the time. Dr Ghassemlou, as a 
capable cadre, with the help of other KDPI comrades, utilised the viable opportunity available. 
He used his immense knowledge and skills, enormous political history, and unprecedented 
personal and political connections with Kurds, Iranians, and foreigners to revive and reacti-
vate the KDPI organisation.  

According to those who had the honour of working with Dr Ghassemlou, during this period, 
he brought a renaissance to the KDPI and a new life to the declining KDPI. This was achieved 
mainly because of his unique personality, his well-known name, and the fact that his position 
was accepted and approved by different sections of the KDPI. 

Additionally, he patiently and with experience dealt with everyone, including his stern op-
ponents. He tried to bring everyone together under one objective and one manifesto. Most 
importantly, it is essential to recognise that Dr Ghassemlou followed our great leader’s path 
and politics, Peshawa Qazi Mohammad. 

During this period, Dr Ghassemlou had a significant impact on the KDPI. In a short period, 
he managed to reorganise the KDPI’s structure. The KDPI launched its manifesto, published 
its newspaper, and, most importantly, became independent in its own political decision-mak-
ing. Dr Ghassemlou taught the KDPI cadres a great deal, and until now, his teaching held a 
torch to light our path. 

To protect the KDPI’s principles, he insisted on freedom of expression. He believed in 
self-discipline and the value of self-confidence. He believed in the importance of organising, 

strengthening the party’s relationship with the people, safeguarding the national interest, and 
sacrificing small interests to preserve the general interests. Most importantly, Dr Ghassemlou 
gave special value to the freedom and dignity of individuals, and in this regard, he stated: “No 
blessing is more precious than freedom. Freedom gives value and dignity to individuals, and 
it won’t allow it to turn them into objects. Humans must depart from being mere objects and 
gain personality to become lively and active members of society.” 

Dr Ghassemlou’s personality was exceptional in many ways. He was a forward-thinking, cre-
ative, and competent leader. In many aspects of his political and social life, he was nonpareil. 
In the mountains, he was a revolutionary and a Peshmerga (Kurdish fighter), an intellectual, 
writer, and architect of the KDPI’s general politics. 

Among us, Dr Ghassemlou was a people-centred and humble leader. In the outside world, 
he was an effective and experienced diplomat. Many foreigners have written about Dr Ghas-
semlou’s political and diplomatic skills. Here, I only mention one of these. The renowned 
American journalist Jonathan Randal states: “Ghassemlou was the only Kurdish leader who 
could courageously and with a great authority engage with negotiations with any states. His 
political knowledge and relationship with European and other politicians and journalists gave 
Ghassemlou a “scientific” dimension to his personality. Such qualities were not visible in any 
other Kurdish personalities”. He adds: “Many Kurds believe that if Dr Ghassemlou was alive 
today, he could make progress in all Kurdish affairs”. 

It was the combination of all these personal and revolutionary qualities that made Dr Ghas-
semlou a target for the Islamic Republic, the archenemy of the Kurdish nation and the KDPI. 
The Islamic Republic, with its reactionary politics, had deep hatred against Dr Ghassemlou 
and was ready to eliminate him in any way possible. That is why Dr Ghassemlou’s peaceful 
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approach was misused deceptively.  As we all have been informed, a plot was designed, and on 
13 July 1989, in Vienna, the capital of Austria, he was martyred by the terrorists of the Islamic 
Republic. 

In reality, the regime’s aim was, with the assassination of Dr Ghassemlou, to eliminate the 
KDPI, which is why the KDPI was targeted. However, the regime’s officials failed to consider 
the fundamental role of Dr Ghassemlou’s leadership. During his leadership, Dr Ghassemlou 
tried to diminish the cult of personality within the party, and instead, he enhanced the role 
of groups, cooperation, and democratic processes in decision-making. Significantly, he left 
this legacy behind for the KDPI and its activists. Suppose we acknowledge these legacies and 
put them correctly in practice. In that case, the assassination of Dr Ghassemlou, or any other 
anti-KDPI plot by the regime, will not deter us in the continuation of our struggle. 

Dear friends!
Dr Ghassemlou, with his valuable speeches and expert guidance, has left us with immense 

legacies in terms of working methods. If the KDPI activists and the students of Dr Ghassem-
lou learned them correctly and used them appropriately (I am confident they will do so), I 
am sure the Kurdish nation will never face despair. Also, Dr Ghassemlou’s students will never 
face uncertainty. They can resolve all the challenges ahead by utilising their leader’s political 
experiences and knowledge.  

In one of his valuable speeches, Dr Ghassemlou stated: “If a nation wants freedom, it must 
make sacrifices to obtain it.” Thus, the struggle against oppression was a fundamental issue for 
Dr Ghassemlou. In an interview with Behrooz Yousefzadeh, he mentioned, “A fundamental 
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issue, which I started my struggle against, was eliminating oppression.”  He sincerely believed 
in democracy and worked hard to achieve democratic principles within the KDPI. He never 
turned from democratic principles and believed democracy was the only guarantor of attain-
ing freedom and rights. He explicitly stated, “I prefer the worse kind of democracy to dicta-
torship”. He was decidedly opposed to dictatorship, individualism and the cult of personality. 
Concerning political unity and freedom of expression, he states: “Strengthening the politics 
of free expression and unity is a fundamental responsibility of all the members of the party. 
That does not mean that all members of the KDPI must think alike or have similar objectives 
because this is neither possible nor desirable for KDPI activists. Unity or solidarity does not 
mean taking away the freedom of thought of the KDPI members”. Having different views and 
democratic compromises was the key to resolving all challenges and will lead to progress in-
side the KDPI. From Dr Ghassemlou’s perspective, the best possible way to lead our party was 
linked to lively engagement and finally reaching compromises. 

Dr Ghassemlou considered terrorism as a vile and inhumane act. He would condemn it 
under any condition or grounds. Ethics and politics were closely linked for Dr Ghassemlou. 
For him, the KDPI’s independent decision was above everything else. He worked hard to free 
the KDPI from its dependency on other political organisations. He never allowed the KDPI’s 
independence to be jeopardised. 

Dear friends! We are here to commemorate the memories of our martyred leader, Dr Ghas-
semlou, at a time when the Islamic Republic’s regime, more than ever, is becoming distant 
from the people of Iran. A deep division is happening between the authorities and the peo-
ple of Iran.  The majority of people in Iran do not recognise this regime, and they wish for 
its overthrow.  If they are given an opportunity, they will act against it and participate in its 
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overthrow. Although, with the increase in oil prices in the past two or three years, Iran has 
managed to save more than 40 billion dollars, the country is going through an economic re-
cession, and people are suffering from poverty and inflation. Various political, social and cul-
tural predicaments, alongside the absence of freedom, have made people weary. If we examine 
the regime through democratic standards, we will realise that it has lost its legitimacy among 
people for a long time and has only maintained its power through force. We are confident that 
if the slightest opportunity arises, the people of Iran will reject this regime. 

We are aware that despite the continuous oppression and suffering of the people in Iran, peo-
ple express their opposition and organise protests in various ways, using the slightest available 
opportunity. Two examples of such protests, which occurred in July last year, must be men-
tioned. 

Firstly, the revolutionary uprising of university students at Tehran University and the fol-
lowing uprising of a few other universities were organised to support the student movement 
on July 8, 1999. Secondly, the revolutionary uprising of Kurdistan’s people erupted on the 8th 
of July 1999. During which Showan Said Qadir was martyred in the city of Mahabad. Later, 
the rebellion spread through most Kurdish cities, each continuing for a prolonged period.  
Unfortunately, both turned into bloodshed by the mercenaries of the Ayatollah regime. How-
ever, the importance of both movements lies in the fact that they broke the fear both among 
the students in Tehran and among people in Kurdistan. People became more determined to 
struggle for the attainment of their rights. 

Within the international community, the regime is facing other crises. The regime’s med-
dling in the Palestinian and Iraqi affairs is more pressing than before. This meddling cannot 
be obscured from the eyes of political and international communities, especially the powerful 
countries. Additionally, the regime’s effort in uranium enrichment and subsequently obtain-
ing atomic weapons cannot be hidden from the world any more. We can be confident that the 
responsible and decision-making states are cooperating seriously to make sure the regime 
does not obtain nuclear weapons. This has damaged the regime’s diplomatic efforts and its 
international reputation. 

Dear friends!
By working and thinking together, cementing our solidarity and unity, the KDPI can utilise 

Dr Ghassemlou’s knowledge and thinking, which we have inherited, as a valuable legacy. The 
KDPI can use its cadres and activists to fill the space of its fallen leaders and comrades. It 
can utilise the new opportunities and its available publicity facilities.  It must continue more 
eagerly with its political struggle and diplomatic channels to work more closely with the or-
ganising public and to be more determined in the face of our enemies. This will open a new 
horizon for the people of Kurdistan and also honour the memory of Dr Ghassemlou and all 
our martyrs, those who sacrificed their lives for a better future and freedom. 

- We salute the memory of our leader, Dr Ghassemlou, on the 17th anniversary of his martyrdom.
- We salute all martyrs of Kurdistan, and their glorious path shall continue. 
- Death to reactionary and terrorism.
Mustafa Mauludi, “A man of immense vision and influence”, Kurdistan Newspaper Organ of the Central Committee of the KDPI, no. 441, 

July 21, 2006.

Note: This text is the speech by Mustafa Mauludi, member of the Politburo of the KDPI, delivered on the occasion of the anniversary 

of the assassination of Dr. Ghassemlou.
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Dr. Asso Hassan Zadeh

The political 
legacy of A. 
R. Ghassemlou

Dr A. R. Ghassemlou, Secretary General of the Iranian Kurdistan Democratic Party was assassinated 35 
years ago by the very people who were supposed to discuss with him, on behalf of the Islamic Republic, a 
political solution to the Kurdish issue in Iran.

Ghassemlou had devoted his entire life to the freedom of the Kurdish people and did everything to make 
this cause known at times when the Kurds were being repressed, their rights denied, and the international 
community was barely conscious of their plight and existence.

Ghassemlou’s charisma and exceptional and multifaceted personality is not the only reason that he is still 
so present in the political mind and collective memory of the Kurds, especially in Iran. It is also because 
Ghassemlou’s story is a living and continuing story.

Ghassemlou imbued the cause of the Kurds in Iran with a number of features that made it more than 
a cause for their national rights. He embodied the very antithesis of the philosophy of governance of the 
Islamic Republic. The effectiveness of his struggle led the Iranian regime to put him as a main target on the 
list of opponents to be eliminated. Ghassemlou’s assassination marked the beginning of an intensive wave 
of killing opponents abroad in the aftermath of the Iran-Iraq war.

In a polarized Middle East, Ghassemlou maintained rationality and balance. He wanted to be a conciliator 
of tensions and contradictions surrounding the Kurdish issue and the question of democracy in the region.

Ghassemlou who would later become an oriental Marxist and a nationalist leader, was born in 1930, to 
an Assyrian Christian mother and a feudal lord father who had been active in the creation of the Kurdish 
Republic of Mahabad in 1946.
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Though he came from an underdeveloped society, when he began his dissident activities against the Shah’s 
regime, Ghassemlou followed the path of modernity and knowledge in Paris and Prague where he studied 
Economics. But his spirit and love for knowledge were such that his expertise went far beyond the scope of 
his specialty. Speaking a dozen languages, he was also accomplished in history and literature. Those who 
met him felt to be in the presence of a living encyclopaedia of culture.

Ghassemlou was also a man of action, with rare courage and a great sense of initiative and risk-taking. 
Whether during his early academic life or political career, his courageous position often put him in difficult 
situations. Nevertheless, he always preferred this option than to trample his own principles the most im-
portant of which was political independence. He would never accept support or an alliance at the expense 
of the political independence of his movement.

Ghassemlou was a firm believer in the Kurds’ right to self-determination so far as to say that if one day the 
Kurds were to establish an independent State encompassing all the Kurds, it wouldn’t constitute secession, 
but reunification. However, his understanding of the complexity of the Kurdish question and geopolitical 
realities of his time pushed him to strive for the national rights of the Kurds within a democratic Iran.

Inscribing his struggle within the boundaries of Iran did not make him indifferent to the need of solidari-
ty between the Kurds of other countries. He believed that the Kurdish movement in every part of Kurdistan 
should keep in mind the interests of Kurds in other parts, especially in the context of their relations with 
the governments of the countries they lived in.

Despite his strong convictions and clear principles, Ghassemlou was a pragmatic politician who wouldn’t 
submit to the dictates of dogma. The deeply secular man that he was, following the 1979 Islamic revolu-
tion, he was still elected as the only lay representative to the first constituent assembly (Council of Experts). 
Iranian KDP candidates were also elected in the first parliamentary elections. However, the new regime 
invalidated their election and Ghassemlou never attended the sessions of the Assembly because of threats 
to his life by Ayatollah Khomeini.

Ghassemlou always preferred political and peaceful solutions. Even after Khomeini issued the fatwa to 
attack Iranian Kurdistan, Ghassemlou agreed to begin negotiations with a regime he considered anachro-
nistic. He did this, once again, at the end of the Iran-Iraq war. But it turned out that the first negotiations 
were only a tactic by the regime to buy time to regain control of the Kurdish areas, and the second negoti-
ations were a trap to kill Ghassemlou himself.

Political morality, so dear to Ghassemlou, also applied internationally. Despite the Communist domina-
tion of the world where had lived and studied, he did not hesitate to take a stand against the Soviet inter-
vention in Czechoslovakia in 1968. Nor did he hesitate to condemn the hostage taking at the U.S. Embassy 
in Tehran in 1979. Given the anti-imperialist climate then, these stances were simply outstanding. Later, in 
the 1980s, while leading an armed resistance against the Iranian regime, he introduced “Democratic So-
cialism” into his party program. His goal was to distance himself and his party from the existing Socialism 
-particularly for its lack of democracy- and also to better justify and facilitate the support he was seeking 
from the West.

Ghassemlou was the Kurdish leader who most contributed to internationalizing the Kurdish question. 
At a time when the outside world showed very little interest in the Kurdish cause, he thought that Kurds 
could not afford to base their external relations on purely ideological criteria. Hence, he developed friendly 
relations with European social democrats, most of whom remained very impressed by his extraordinary 
personality and vision. He was also supposed to go to the United States a week after the date he was assas-
sinated. Despite the just and progressive character of Ghassemlou’s struggle, the attention and support he 
obtained was only humanitarian.

Ghassemlou was passionate about life, a great humanist and a true democrat. He was opposed to the cult 
of personality and could live in harsh conditions like his Peshmergas. He believed that the struggle for na-
tional rights of the Kurdish people must not neglect ideals of social justice and equality, especially between 
men and women.
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Fighting against a regime that had no regard for its own precepts or the international laws, he would say, 
should not make us violate our own values related to human dignity. Thus he taught his Peshmergas to 
treat prisoners well, release them systematically, and refrain from terrorist methods, even though he knew 
this would mean a lack of interest in the world media.

For Iranian Kurds, Ghassemlou’s story is a continuous one, because it also represents an open wound. Not 
only they decry a crime that deprived them of an exceptional leader by abusing his good faith. They are also 
outraged by the scandal and injustice committed by the Austrian government that not only freed two of the 
murderers but also escorted one of them to the Iran Air flight at the airport.

While there has been no judiciary pursuit to the assassination of Dr Ghassemlou, the economic and secu-
rity blackmail to which the Austrian government surrendered could not prevent the German courts to de-
clare in 1997, during the Mykonos Trial on the assassination of Ghassemlou’s successor, Sadeq Sharafkandi, 
that the highest leaders of the Islamic Republic were responsible for the terror machine set up to eliminate 
its opponents abroad.

Today, Iranian Kurds feel anger and disappointment by the fact that the international community contin-
ues to turn a blind eye to their fate and that the whole question of human rights and democracy in Iran is 
still neglected and overshadowed by dealings between the Iranian regime and the international communi-
ty around security issues such as the Iranian nuclear program.

To allow the reinstatement of Ghassemlou’s murder case is not only fair and moral, but also politically 
productive. There will be no lasting or genuine international peace and harmony - on which national secu-
rity and even economic interests of western powers depend - unless there are in the Middle East responsi-
ble governments who first respect the rights of their own citizens.

While the Middle East is in more turmoil than ever and new windows seem to be opening to the Kurdish 
question, all those who knew Ghassemlou believe that he was ahead of his time and that history has missed 
its date with him.
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Ibrahim Salehrad (Lajani)

A Champion of 
Kurdish Rights and 
Democratic Values

Thirty-five years have passed since the tragic assassination of Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou, a towering fig-
ure in the Kurdish struggle for democracy, decentralization, and minority rights. Dr. Ghassemlou’s 
life and legacy continue to inspire Kurds and advocates of democracy worldwide, especially in Iran, 
where his ideas and principles remain more relevant than ever.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s Role in the Kurdish Struggle
Dr. Ghassemlou’s significance in the Kurdish struggle cannot be overstated. As the leader of the 

Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI), he played a pivotal role in advocating for Kurdish rights 
within Iran. His vision transcended the demand for mere autonomy; he aimed for a democratic Iran 
where Kurds and other minorities would have equal rights and representation, ensuring their voices 
were heard and respected.

Decentralization and Local Empowerment
At the heart of Dr. Ghassemlou’s philosophy was the belief in decentralization as a means to em-

power local communities and ensure their rights were respected. He understood that true democracy 
could only flourish when power was distributed among various regions, allowing for local govern-
ance that reflects the needs and aspirations of diverse populations. This model was seen as essential in 
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a multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic, and multi-religious society like Iran, where centralization had often 
led to the suppression of minority rights and cultural identities.

Decentralization was more than a political strategy for Dr. Ghassemlou; it was a vision of societal 
organization where regional cultures could thrive. By advocating for a federal system, he believed 
that each region could maintain its unique cultural identity while contributing to the  country’s unity. 
This approach aimed to prevent the domination of one ethnic group over others, fostering a sense of 
belonging and mutual respect among all citizens.

Advocacy for Minority Rights
Furthermore, Dr. Ghassemlou was a vocal advocate for minority rights not only for Kurds but for 

all marginalized groups within Iran. He recognized the importance of fostering a society where dif-
ferent ethnicities, religions, and cultures could coexist harmoniously, free from discrimination and 
persecution. His advocacy extended to promoting human rights as enshrined in international law, 
including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and various United Nations covenants that 
protect the rights of minorities and indigenous peoples.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s work emphasized that the protection of minority rights was not merely a moral 
obligation but a necessity for social stability and peace. He consistently highlighted the ways in which 
minority rights were intertwined with broader human rights issues, arguing that the marginalization 
of any group ultimately weakened the entire society. His dedication to these principles made him a 
respected figure among diverse groups and a symbol of unity in the fight against oppression.

Dr. Ghassemlou on the International Stage
In addition to his efforts within Iran, Dr. Ghassemlou was instrumental in advancing the Kurdish 

cause on the international stage. He tirelessly worked to raise awareness about the plight of Kurds in 
the Middle East and to garner support for their struggle for self-determination and human rights. By 
engaging with international organizations, foreign governments, and global human rights groups, 
Dr. Ghassemlou sought to place the Kurdish issue within the broader context of global justice and 
human rights advocacy.

His diplomatic efforts involved speaking at international forums, participating in human rights 
conferences, and meeting with world leaders to discuss the Kurdish situation. Dr. Ghassemlou’s ar-
ticulate and passionate presentations helped to humanize the Kurdish struggle, presenting it as a 
crucial element of the global fight for justice and equality. His ability to connect the Kurdish cause 
with universal human rights principles earned him widespread respect and support.

Dr. Ghassemlou also sought to build alliances with other oppressed groups worldwide. He under-
stood that the struggle for Kurdish rights was part of a larger battle against tyranny and injustice. By 
aligning the Kurdish movement with other global human rights efforts, he aimed to create a network 
of solidarity and mutual support that could exert more significant pressure on oppressive regimes.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s Impact on Iranian Politics
Dr. Ghassemlou’s political acumen and commitment to democracy also had a significant impact 

on Iranian politics. As a staunch secularist, he vehemently opposed the Islamist regime of Ayatollah 
Khomeini, recognizing its threat to pluralism, freedom, and human rights. He sought to unite Irani-
ans from all backgrounds against the repressive regime, emphasizing the common goal of establish-
ing a democratic and secular state.
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Opposition to the Islamist Regime
Dr. Ghassemlou’s opposition to the Islamist regime was rooted in his commitment to secularism 

and democratic values. He believed that a government based on religious ideology was inherently 
exclusionary and would inevitably lead to the oppression of those who did not share the dominant 
beliefs. His vision for Iran was one where government and religion were separate, ensuring that all 
citizens, regardless of their faith, could enjoy equal rights and participate fully in the political process.

His criticism of the Islamist regime was not just theoretical but based on the tangible impacts of 
theocratic rule in Iran. He highlighted how the regime’s policies led to widespread human rights 
abuses, including the suppression of free speech, the persecution of religious and ethnic minorities, 
and the curtailment of women’s rights. Dr. Ghassemlou’s advocacy was therefore deeply intertwined 
with broader efforts to promote human rights and democracy in Iran.

Promoting Dr. Ghassemlou’s Legacy Today
Today, as we reflect on Dr. Ghassemlou’s legacy, it is imperative that we continue to promote his 

ideas, goals, and political heritage. In Iran, where the struggle for democracy persists, his vision of a 
pluralistic society based on democracy, secularism, tolerance, and human rights remains as relevant 
as ever.

Advocacy and Education
As Kurds in Iran and Iranians alike, we must actively work to uphold Dr. Ghassemlou’s ideals and 

principles. This can be achieved through advocacy, education, and political engagement. We must 
strive to build coalitions with like-minded individuals and organizations to advance the cause of 
democracy and minority rights in Iran. Educational initiatives can play a crucial role in spreading 
awareness about Dr. Ghassemlou’s contributions and the values he stood for. Schools, universities, 
and community organizations can incorporate his work and ideas into their curricula and program-
ming.

Creating educational materials that highlight Dr. Ghassemlou’s achievements and his vision for a 
democratic Iran can inspire new generations of activists and leaders. Documentaries, biographies, 
and academic studies can help preserve his legacy and ensure that his contributions are not forgot-
ten. By fostering a deeper understanding of his work, we can cultivate a culture of respect for human 
rights and democratic principles.

Engaging with International Organizations
Furthermore, we must continue to amplify Dr. Ghassemlou’s voice on the international stage. By 

raising awareness about his contributions to the Kurdish struggle and his vision for a democratic 
Iran, we can garner support from the international community and pressure Iranian authorities to 
respect human rights and uphold democratic principles. Engaging with international human rights 
organizations, such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, as well as United Nations 
bodies like the Human Rights Council, can help keep the spotlight on human rights abuses in Iran 
and advocate for meaningful change.

International advocacy can take many forms, from submitting reports and testimonies to partici-
pating in international human rights conferences. By maintaining a consistent and vocal presence in 
these forums, we can ensure that the Kurdish struggle remains a visible and urgent issue on the global 
agenda. Additionally, building relationships with international media can help amplify our message 
and reach a wider audience.
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Building Alliances and Coalitions
In Kurdistan, Dr. Ghassemlou’s legacy should be preserved and celebrated. His leadership and un-

wavering commitment to the Kurdish cause serve as a source of inspiration for future generations. 
Through commemorations, education initiatives, and cultural events, we can ensure that his memory 
lives on and that his ideals continue to guide our efforts towards a more just and democratic society. 
Building alliances with other ethnic and political groups within Iran is also essential. By fostering a 
united front against the current regime, we can work more effectively towards a shared vision of a 
democratic and inclusive Iran.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s approach to coalition-building was based on mutual respect and shared goals. He 
recognized that the struggle for Kurdish rights was interconnected with the broader fight for democ-
racy and human rights in Iran. By working with other groups who shared these values, he aimed to 
create a powerful and united movement capable of challenging the regime’s authority.

The Struggle Against the Islamic Regime
The struggle against the Islamic regime in Iran is deeply intertwined with the broader struggle for 

democracy and human rights. The regime’s authoritarian nature has led to widespread repression, 
including the suppression of ethnic and religious minorities, censorship of free speech, and severe 
restrictions on political freedoms. Dr. Ghassemlou’s vision of a democratic Iran is fundamentally at 
odds with the current regime’s practices.

Human Rights Violations
The Islamic regime’s human rights record has been consistently condemned by international bodies. 

Issues such as arbitrary detention, torture, and executions without fair trials are rampant. Ethnic and 
religious minorities, including Kurds, Baha’is, and Sunnis, face systemic discrimination and violence. 
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Dr. Ghassemlou’s advocacy for minority rights is particularly relevant in this context, as he champi-
oned the cause of those who are marginalized and oppressed by the state.

Documenting and exposing these human rights violations is a critical aspect of the ongoing strug-
gle. By collecting evidence, publishing reports, and bringing cases to international human rights 
bodies, we can hold the regime accountable for its actions. Dr. Ghassemlou’s emphasis on transpar-
ency and justice serves as a guiding principle for these efforts.

Steps to Promote Dr. Ghassemlou’s Ideas and Goals
To honor Dr. Ghassemlou’s legacy and advance his vision, we must undertake several key initiatives:

1. Strengthening Advocacy Networks
We must build and strengthen advocacy networks that can effectively lobby for Kurdish rights and 

democratic reforms in Iran. This includes forming alliances with international human rights organ-
izations and leveraging diplomatic channels to put pressure on the Iranian government. By working 
together, we can create a more formidable force for change.

Advocacy networks can also provide support to those on the ground in Iran who are fighting for 
their rights. This includes providing resources, training, and international solidarity to grassroots 
activists and organizations. By strengthening these networks, we can enhance their ability to resist 
repression and advocate for meaningful reforms.

2. Promoting Human Rights Education
Education is a powerful tool for change. By incorporating human rights education into school cur-

ricula and public discourse, we can raise awareness about the importance of minority rights, demo-
cratic values, and the rule of law. Dr. Ghassemlou’s life and work should be highlighted as exemplary 
in this regard.

Educational programs can also focus on developing critical thinking and civic engagement skills. 
By empowering individuals to understand their rights and participate actively in their communities, 
we can build a more informed and active citizenry. This is essential for creating a sustainable and 
inclusive democracy.
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3. Utilizing International Law
International law provides a framework for protecting human rights and promoting democracy. By 

invoking international treaties and conventions to which Iran is a party, we can hold the regime ac-
countable for its actions. This includes submitting reports to United Nations bodies and participating 
in international human rights forums.

Engaging with international legal mechanisms can also provide protection for activists and dis-
sidents facing persecution. By leveraging international law, we can seek asylum, legal support, and 
other forms of assistance for those targeted by the regime. This helps to ensure that the struggle for 
democracy and human rights can continue despite state repression.

4. Supporting Civil Society
Civil society organizations play a crucial role in advocating for democratic reforms and human 

rights. Supporting these organizations, both financially and through capacity-building initiatives, 
can enhance their ability to effect change. This includes supporting independent media, human 
rights defenders, and grassroots movements.

By fostering a vibrant and resilient civil society, we can create a foundation for sustained social and 
political change. Civil society organizations provide essential services, advocate for policy reforms, 
and hold the government accountable. Strengthening these organizations is therefore crucial for ad-
vancing Dr. Ghassemlou’s vision of a democratic and inclusive Iran.

5. Enhancing Cultural Diplomacy
Cultural diplomacy can be a powerful tool for building bridges and fostering understanding. By 

promoting Kurdish culture and heritage through international cultural exchanges, art exhibitions, 
and academic collaborations, we can raise awareness about the Kurdish struggle and build interna-
tional solidarity.

Cultural diplomacy can also help to counter negative stereotypes and misinformation about Kurds 
and other marginalized groups. By showcasing the rich cultural contributions of these communities, 
we can foster greater appreciation and respect. This helps to build a more inclusive and understand-
ing global community.

Conclusion
The 35th anniversary of Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou’s assassination serves as a poignant reminder of his 

enduring legacy. As Kurds in Iran and Iranians, it is incumbent upon us to honor his memory by 
continuing to fight for the principles he held dear – democracy, secularism, tolerance, and minority 
rights. Only by actively working towards these ideals can we truly realize his dream of a democratic 
Iran where all citizens are treated with dignity and respect.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s vision was not confined to the Kurdish people alone; it encompassed all Iranians 
yearning for freedom and justice. His life’s work offers a roadmap for achieving a pluralistic society 
grounded in democratic values and human rights. By embracing his ideals and continuing his strug-
gle, we can keep his spirit alive and pave the way for a brighter future for all Iranians.

His legacy is a testament to the power of courage, vision, and unwavering commitment to justice. 
As we continue the struggle for a democratic and inclusive Iran, let us draw inspiration from Dr. 
Ghassemlou’s life and work. Let his principles guide us in our efforts to build a society where every 
individual can live with dignity, freedom, and respect.
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Kamal Hassanpour

The twentieth 
century is the last 
century with unique 
leaders
From a variety of perspectives, the twentieth century was the century of pioneering and 

some of the events which took place in that century were unprecedented in human history. 
We had two world wars in that century, some empires, after being in power for centuries 
crumbled in the twentieth century and science took giant leaps as well. Mankind succeed-
ed in splitting the atom and using its energy for devastation, development, and prosperity. 
During this century the theories of anti-colonialism developed, and many freedom move-
ments were born and a significant number of them became victorious.
During this century several unique leaders emerged and recorded their names in the his-

tory books. On an international level, we could name Gandhi, Lenin, Mao, Churchill, Roo-
sevelt, and Mandela, and in Kurdistan, we could name Sheikh Mahmoud Barzanji, Simko 
Shikak, Qazi Mohammad, Molla Mostafa Barzani, Jalal Talabani, Dr. Ghassemlou, Kak 
Fuad and Abdullah Öcalan. 
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The common characteristic for all these leaders was that none became an esteemed leader 
overnight, but they earned their place in history through long-term and persistent work 
and struggle.
Dr. Qsamelou who is the reason for this article, joined the movement and started his po-

litical struggle when he was a teenager and within some decades, he could prove that he has 
the characteristics of a genius and unique leader.
Among the requirements for becoming a unique and able leader, one could mention these: 

Being a visionary, inspire those around you, being a strategic and critical thinker, having 
communication and networking skills, being original and not an imitator, adaptability, ac-
countability, perseverance, and continuous improvement.
Undoubtedly, those of us who knew Dr. Ghassemlou could testify that he mastered many 

of these qualifications. 
Here, I would like to mention some of the abovementioned characteristics that our leg-

endary leader mastered, and both his friends and foes have admitted them.   
Regarding the ability to be a visionary, one could mention his book ‘Kurdistan and Kurd’, 

the party’s strategic slogan back then, establishing timely party congresses, and denounc-
ing personality cult within the party, showing that he was a visionary leader. Regarding 
inspiring people around him, one could find countless narratives proving this and almost 
35 years after his assassination, his name is still chanted by the young generation. We saw it 
during the 2022 uprising following the tragic death of Jina Amini while being apprehended 
by the morality police in Tehran.
When it comes to being a strategic and critical thinker, I would mention two events that 

show he was indeed a strategic and critical thinker. The first one is his successful move to 
end the Toudeh party’s hegemony over the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran and the sec-
ond one is his famous booklet called Kurtebas (short discussion) in which he denounced 
proletarian dictatorship and embraced social democracy, way before Gorbachev started his 
famous ‘Glasnost’ within the Soviet communist party. 
Communication and networking were two of Dr. Ghassemlou’s most prominent char-

acteristics. His tireless efforts to present the Kurdish question and the Kurdish people’s 
struggle for their legitimate rights and freedom made many valuable and loyal friends for 
the Kurdish cause. 
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Dr. Qasemnlou was a realist, hence he constantly adopted his tactics to move forward the 
party’s struggle against the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
Regarding perseverance and taking individual responsibility, I could mention two of his 

slogans which have been embraced by our people and are the guiding principles for our 
continuous struggle until victory:
1. The best reward for our martyrs, is to continue their struggle.
2. A people who wants freedom, must be ready to pay its price.

When looking at the events at the beginning of the twenty-first century, we find out that 
as communication and Internet technology evolve, the phenomenon of unique leaders be-
comes rarer, and new sorts of leaders emerge.

For the first time in human history, Satellite TV channels, the Internet, and social media 
allow individuals to spread their ideas to a huge audience and receive other people’s ideas. 
This phenomenon could be both positive and negative.

The positive aspect of reaching the masses is the ability to create widely spread movements 
against dictators, as we have witnessed during several revolutions in the past twenty years. 
It is no secret that satellite TV channels and social media could be effective tools to create 
networks between hundreds of thousands or even millions of people around the world.
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One of the negative aspects of these technologies is the massive waves of disinformation 
and fake news, the emergence of leaders who are created overnight, the influencer phe-
nomenon, populist leaders, and ignorant influencers.

Another threat in this century is the role of big global companies leading the development 
of AI with the enormous capability of gathering and processing big data from people and 
the capability of influencing people’s views and choices. We all remember the Cambridge 
Analytica data scandal. 
We are also witnessing a trend in democratic countries in the 21st century, the one that 

has become harder and harder for a political party to get own majority in elections. Now-
adays, it is normal to form a coalition government or a weak minority government after 
parliamentary elections, which makes it hard to implement its politics, since they would 
not get the votes needed without compromising. 
There have also been some examples in which a media mogul has become a politician and 

using their media channels to influence people’s opinion, they have won elections. Silvio 
Berlusconi is an example of such a person.  
Maybe some readers would say, “This phenomenon is typical for developed countries and 

does not happen in Kurdistan.” But since the East Kurdistan society is still under the con-
trol of a dictator regime, derailing people’s minds is always a viable threat.
There is another widespread phenomenon, especially in developed countries, which is 

the existence of think tank centers. They are tasked with research in a variety of fields and 
producing policies that could be used by their governments. That is, instead of a political 
leader or the leader of a political party, individually or with the help of his/her aids, coming 
up with policies and strategies, the product of these think tanks will be used in the deci-
sion-making process. 
Do all these mean that there will not be unique leaders anymore? There is no doubt there 

are some now and even in the future there will be great leaders, but, in my opinion, the 
most successful leaders (On Kurdistan level) will be those who are talented in communi-
cating with individuals, making contact networks, and forging alliances with other parties. 
The 21st century is the century of constant and fast changes, so, a successful leader is the 
one who prepares him/herself and the masses for this new and evolving era.
The successful leaders of today have many knowledgeable advisors around them. They 

resemble a conductor; they delegate tasks to able people and their task is to create harmony 
and lead the work towards success.
If once upon a time leaders decided the fate of peoples and countries, in coming decades, 

AI and the combination of bioscience and communications science will form future soci-
eties.
Remaining in 20th-century sentiment, for a leader or organization, will lead to cata-

strophic consequences, hence we ought to use our experiences from the past century, our 
successes, and failures, as a guiding star for our struggle. Every single one of us, according 
to our abilities, must take responsibility to advance our people’s struggle toward victory. 
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Dr. Carol Prunhuber

Rahman the Kurd
In 1989 when A. R. Ghassemlou 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 sabo-
teurs and corrupt people. The party is banned. And Ghassemlou must be punished.

Without raising his voice, he asked:  “Is Ghassemlou here?”
No one answered as people looked around at each other. Khomeini fixed his gaze upon the Coun-

cil 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 
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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 be-
come 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, be-
gan to develop a national consciousness in the twentieth century. 

As Dr. Ghassemlou once said, “Nowadays, it is natural to have a Kurdish demand for independ-
ence, 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.”

Dr. Ghassemlou was the first Kurdish leader to come up with a solution that overcame the ob-
stacles 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 dia-
logue 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 tor-
mented 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 de-
mands. 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. 



   55TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

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 hap-
piness; 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 
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 culti-
vated 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 prin-
ciple 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, demo-
cratic and humanitarian party, in return for fleeting publicity is both vain and useless.” 
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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.

According to Jalal Talabani when the Iraq-Iran war began, the Iraqi government invited Ghas-
semlou 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 un-
derstanding 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 
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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, A. R. 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 over-
arching 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 must also pay its price. No nation has attained 
freedom without struggle and great efforts, without sacrificing its resources, in lives and treasure. 
The Kurdish nation and our party, as the forerunner of the Kurdish national struggle, understand 
that freedom requires commitment and self-sacrifice. The ranks of our fallen comrades are ever 
increasing, and it may continue to be so on a greater path in the future. 

Dr. A.R. Ghassemlou 

This is a casual translation of the 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 tragic events of July 13, 1989. In fact, what happened on that day 
was a carefully planned assassination of Dr Ghassemlou by Iranian authorities under the pretext 
of political negotiation.

We are gathered here to honour his memory and celebrate his works and achievements. Any 
attempt to shed light on the works and achievements of Dr Ghassemlou would immediately gen-
erate an uneasy discussion. This is because the real Dr Ghassemlou I knew was far from the myth 
constructed by some of his colleagues on one hand, and the notorious character portrayed by his 
foes and rivals on the other. The existing and real Dr Ghassemlou was neither of these extremes. 
He was a human being with his own strengths and weaknesses. He has been recorded as a great 
leader in contemporary Kurdish history, and rightly so. However, aiming to reflect on his personal-



   59TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

ity and to try to separate the real and actual character from the myth made by some of his friends, 
or the negative portrait heavily publicized by his foes and rivals, is not an easy task. It is, indeed, a 
daunting task.

On the other hand, the uneasiness comes from the way he lost his life. Remembering July 13 
and looking at a picture of Dr Ghassemlou’s fallen body on the sofa, his white shirt stained with 
blood—so much so that any observer can only distinguish the shirt’s colour from the blood by 
its thickness—would truly evoke distress. But perhaps the most significant element of uneasiness 
stems from the fact that the terrorizing of Kurdish leaders has become the final solution to resolve 
the Kurdish question in Iran. Successive Iranian governments over the past 80 years have followed 
this practice, and the assassination of Dr Ghassemlou is no exception. Bearing this in mind, one 
cannot but become conscious that the terrorizing of Kurdish leaders has been an integral compo-
nent of Iranian regimes’ policy in dealing with the Kurdish national movement. To grasp the irony 
here, one has to understand the Kurdish tragedy in modern times. But first, allow me to reflect 
upon Dr Ghassemlou’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, recording many heroic 
episodes in their lifetime or sacrificing their lives for the sake of their people. Elites and intellec-
tuals are those who acquire knowledge and academic training in one or more domains and work 
towards bridging the gaps between the requirements of the time and the norms and value systems 
of society and its institutional settings. However, in the history of any nation, there are few who 
simultaneously embody the roles of heroes, intellectuals, and political leaders. Dr Ghassemlou’s 
personality encompassed all three roles. He started his political career as a leftist activist while 
pursuing his studies in France. He was then expelled from France as an undesirable political figure, 
largely due to pressure from the Iranian government of the time and forced to settle in Czechoslo-
vakia. There, he seized the opportunity to complete his studies, earning his PhD in 1962 and subse-
quently lecturing in political economy at Prague University from 1962 onward. In 1970, he visited 
Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan and decided to devote the rest of his life to reorganizing the KDP, which 
was suffering from an acute political and organizational crisis following the sad end of the armed 
struggle of 1967-69. At the third conference, he was elected as the leader of the KDP, a position he 
held until that tragic July 13, 1989. He has now entered our history as a great leader, distinguished 
intellectual, and hero.

His imprint on KDPI history is such that I am tempted to say the party’s history since the fall of 
the Kurdistan Republic into three phases: the pre-Ghassemlou era, the Ghassemlou era, and the 
post-Ghassemlou era. I personally benefited from his insightful thoughts following the revolution 
of 1979, during which I had the opportunity to know him for a short period. For me, the most 
notable characteristic of his management style was that, as an intellectual, he perfectly understood 
the need for a modernizing project within the KDPI and the Kurdish national movement. As a 
result, he always aimed to promote professionalism at organizational and operational levels. At the 
same time, he ensured that his communication approach was tailored to a particular audience and 
that an effective medium had been identified and selected for each case. From this point of view, 
his eagle eye for professionalism never failed him, even when working with people who could not 
share his enthusiastic reception of professionalism. This was the most important lesson I learned 
from him.

He was born in 1930 and very much embodied the J.K. and KDP school of thought of that time. 
To make my point, I have to stress that by the early 1940s, international and regional circumstanc-
es offered the Kurds an opportunity to break the vicious cycle imposed upon them. This period 
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was marked by the formation of J.K., the KDP, and the establishment of the Kurdistan Republic. 
The promising period of 1942-46 was, however, brief, and by late 1946, the Iranian government 
managed to restore and establish dominance in Kurdistan. In fact, there is undeniable historical 
significance in the policies 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 Northern Iran, thus 
facilitating the sudden fall of the Azerbaijan People’s Government and the Kurdistan Republic. The 
legacy of this historic juncture had a significant impact on Kurdish politics for years to come. The 
ruling elites in Iran, Turkey, and Syria continued to deprive the Kurds of their rights to self-deter-
mination. At the same time, European countries and a considerable number of progressive forces 
in Europe attempted to downgrade the Kurdish question to a mere human rights issue, completely 
disregarding the Kurdish nation’s right to self-rule. He was seventeen years old when the Kurdistan 
Republic fell. He belonged to the second generation of Kurdish political activists of that period—a 
generation that inherited the confusion surrounding their political environment as a result of the 
drastic end of the Kurdistan Republic and the inhospitable international and regional political en-
vironment. As a result, he, like many other young Kurdish activists, found safe refuge in leftist ide-
ology, particularly the dominant school of thought of the time, the Tudeh Party, and the pro-Soviet 
doctrine of those years. However, his affiliation with this policy line experienced some difficulties 
before his return to Kurdistan.

In 1970, he left his teaching position at Prague University and went to Kurdistan. After intensive 
discussions and negotiations with remaining officials and members of the KDP, he struck a deal to 
resume his political career within the ranks of the KDP. With their assistance, he soon organized 
the party’s third conference and was elected leader, a post he held until he lost his life. Considering 
the difficulties the party faced following the upheaval of the late 1960s, Dr Ghassemlou aimed to 
win the battle of ideas, strategy, and tactics within the ranks of the party in exile. From 1970-1979, 
he worked hard and put immense effort into modernizing and regenerating the KDP. He drafted 
a new political program, which was discussed and passed at the third congress. Alongside his at-
tempt to modernize the party’s organizational structure, his core ideas and strategy centred on the 
slogan of “Democracy for Iran and autonomy for Kurdistan.” Since then, the KDP officially became 
the KDPI. Until late 1978, the KDPI had approximately 100 members and was based in exile. Fol-
lowing the revolution of 1979 and the collapse of the monarchy in Iran, the KDPI became a mass 
party with a semi-army at its disposal, and Dr Ghassemlou emerged as a main Kurdish leader with 
popular appeal and national credibility. He was one of the main architects and staunch believers 
in the aim of “Democracy for Iran, Autonomy for Kurdistan,” for which he invested at least twen-
ty years of his life. His new position with mass popular support, his credibility, and his charisma 
across Iranian political society provided him the opportunity to implement his aim and dream. In 
aiming to assess his political achievements, the period between the revolution of 1979 and 1989 
will be a determinant historical period.

Almost immediately after the collapse of the monarchy, there was little agreement between Kurd-
ish nationalists and the newly established Provisional Government. The Kurds regarded the end 
of the 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) revived its organizational networks alongside the Kurdistan branch of Fa-
dayan, as well as the newly formed Revolutionary Organization of the Toilers of Kurdistan (Koma-
la). These mainly secular forces, which were independent of Tehran, dominated the city councils 
formed following the collapse of the monarchy and practically governed the whole area in the ab-
sence of a central government infrastructure. Having armed themselves from a large army barrack 
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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 Provisional Government.

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 lat-
ter, 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 was soon marginalized demonstrates 
that, although the majority of the Kurds are Sunni and religious differences played a role in their 
opposition toward the Islamic Republic, the Kurdish political society was mostly secular and has 
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 Nowruz (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 upon when a high-ranking delegation was dispatched from Tehran to the area. After hard 
negotiations, an agreement was signed. However, this was merely a foretaste of the future war be-
tween the Islamic authorities in Tehran and the Kurdish national movement.

Following the early clashes, the Provisional Government (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 
Qom 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, the PG did little in practice to appease 
Kurdish antagonism. Meanwhile, pressure from Ayatollah Khomeini resulted in the PG using di-
rect 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 un-
fettered power.” This brutal warning to the Kurds was intended for them to realize that any major 
difficulties they caused 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 tempo-
rizing of the Islamic regime, declined to recognize its separate political and organizational insti-
tutions. Equally, the regime, especially the fundamentalists, was uneasy with Kurdish claims to 
self-rule and waited for an appropriate opportunity to disarm them militarily and undermine their 
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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 purge Kurdistan 
of infidels on August 19. Following fierce fighting, the Pasdaran and army recaptured the Kurdish 
cities, pushing the Kurdish Peshmerga 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 its authority beyond establishing a military presence in the major towns and some 
military checkpoints on the main roads between them. Extrajudicial executions by Ayatollah Sad-
eq Khalkhali generated 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 Peshmerga. As a result, the Islamic military was unable to restore order or run governmental 
and institutional offices effectively. In addition, following their initial withdrawal from the ma-
jor towns, the Peshmerga launched a guerrilla campaign and frequently attacked Islamic military 
posts.

By late September and early October, the Peshmerga pushed government forces back to their 
barracks and virtually governed the area. Soon after the US Embassy affair, Khomeini made a 
U-turn on the Kurdish issue and ordered a halt to military intervention. A cease-fire was agreed 
upon between the two sides, and Khomeini sent a message to the Kurds, asking them to join the 
rest of the Iranian Muslim nation in turning 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 never recognized the Kurd-
ish delegation’s legitimacy.

By 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 to take on a 
topic that seems 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 blurred boundaries with the notion of terror-
ism as far as the Kurdish nationalist movement is concerned. The rationale 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 the political level but 
also, as Secretary-General of the Party, had overall responsibility for the Kurdish armed struggle 
against the Islamic Republic. From the tape-recorder’s cassette of the meeting of July 13, one can 
clearly hear his last words, assertively replying to the envoys of the Iranian regime that demand-
ed an unconditional surrender and laying down of arms. He said, “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. You can 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 
ten-year-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 the boundaries between armed struggle and terrorism within the Kurdish national 
movement?

Unfortunately, like most concepts in politics and political theory, this one is contested, in the 
sense that there are different interpretations and normative implications. I will try to define the 
concept in two ways: broader and narrower senses in the hopeful anticipation that this may help 
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to find accommodation. In a broader sense, we may define the phenomenon as the systematic use 
of force to achieve political ends or aims. In this sense, one can hardly define the use of violence 
as a terrorist act because in any conventional war, armies resort to this kind of violence. If we all 
agree that war is the continuation of politics by other means, then most conventional wars can be 
defined as terrorist acts if we agree that terrorism is the systematic use of force to serve political 
ends. In this sense, the use of violence can be regarded as a technology, not an ideology.

Then we may try to define the concept in its narrower sense, which is any systematic use of coer-
cive intimidation used to create and exploit a climate of fear among a wider target group with max-
imum negligence and carelessness towards the immediate civilian victims in order to publicize a 
cause or achieve 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 means, and the act can be regarded as terrorist.

The fact of the matter is that under the leadership of Dr Ghassemlou, the KDPI was, and still is, 
a political force that, along with other Kurdish forces, most notably Komala, represented the will 
of the Kurdish nation in Iranian Kurdistan. In their ten-year-old armed struggle with the Islam-
ic Republic, KDPI had never advocated a military solution and always preferred a political and 
peaceful resolution. But when, in the early 1980s, the Islamic Republic was convinced that it could 
expunge the Kurdish question by military means, persisted in its refusal to recognize the right 
of the Kurdish nation to self-rule, and finally launched an unprecedented military attack against 
Kurdistan, the Kurdish forces resorted to armed struggle to defend their people and land. During 
this period, the Iranian military forces committed many acts of genocide and mass murder. For 
example, in 1980, the entire population of the two villages of Qarna and Qalatan, including women 
and children, were brutally beheaded.

After this diversion, I hope that it was a helpful one, we may resume our journey. By late March 
and early April 1980, when the Islamic regime was launching its second military offensive against 
Kurdistan, Iran was passing through the most violent phase of her recent history. Following the 
U.S. Embassy affair, the fundamentalists had relatively outmanoeuvred their nationalist and leftist 
rivals on two issues: radicalism and anti-imperialism, which coincided with Bani-Sadr’s presi-
dency. 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 ‘Mullacracy’ were the National Front and the 
Islamic Liberation Movement of Bazargan. But they did not have much popular support. In prac-
tice, his most powerful partner was the Mujahedin. His alliance with them, denied until 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 fundamen-
talists’ 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 offen-
sive against Kurdistan.
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Khomeini realized that the Kurds were able to mount a serious threat to the Islamic Republic. 
Two particular crises stand out. The first in August 1979 was when the fundamentalists attacked 
and easily outmanoeuvred 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 out-
come 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 Ezzad-
din 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 Peshmergas, which 
provided a good pretext for the regime to launch a second military offensive against Kurdistan in 
mid-April 1980, under the banner of ‘cleansing’ Kurdistan of infidels. Khomeini appointed Ba-
ni-Sadr as the 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 easy 
victory to sustain his claim to power, but his calculations were flawed. Unlike the first military of-
fensive, 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 actively participated in the fighting, but their leadership was 
under constant pressure from the Tudeh party and Mujahedin, accused of not realizing the grav-
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ity of the imperialist threat and playing with fire. As a result, two weeks after fighting began, the 
Fadayan launched a peace campaign for Kurdistan. While their guerrillas were involved in 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. Ghassemlou and the Kurdistan committee of the Fadayan issued a unilateral cease-fire and 
argued they were ready to stop fighting permanently if the government agreed to do the same. 
Although he was not anxious to appear weak, Bani-Sadr had tried to convince the fundamental-
ists that continuing 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 1985, along with the cities and towns, most of the countryside was under the control of Islamic 
military forces. Having lost all the liberated areas, the leadership of Kurdish forces and their Pesh-
mergas were forced to move to Iraqi Kurdistan. Aided by the 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 in July 1989.

How can we assess the political legacy of Dr Ghassemlou? He was one of the main architects and 
staunch believers in the strategy of ‘Democracy for Iran and Autonomy for Kurdistan.’ As we have 
seen, he invested all his personal, organizational, 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 that attracted the attention of the majority of Iranian political forces. From this 
standpoint, 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, Irani-
an society was not only divided between the fundamentalists and liberals and radical nationalist 
camps, but these groups were subdivided along distinct ethnic lines. Or to put it more precisely, 
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these groups were divided along political (the National Front, the Islamic Liberation Movement, 
the Fadayan, the Mujahedin, the Kurdish parties), nationalistic (Persian, Azeris, Kurds, and so on), 
and religious (Shias and Sunnis) lines. No secular party or major political force made any serious 
effort to understand these contradictions and 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, Ghassemlou persistently pursued his strategy. In late 1979 and 
early 1980, he had some hope that the liberal elements within the Provisional Government might 
convince Khomeini to accept a peaceful resolution of the Kurdish question. Nevertheless, his hope 
faded away soon as he experienced that the Provisional Government, deriving its authority from 
Khomeini, was unable to offer any reliable solution to or accept any meaningful political responsi-
bility for the resolution of the Kurdish question. By late 1980, Ghassemlou had realized that there 
was 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 inevitable. So he persistently worked to form a national coalition to fight against 
the fundamentalists. His first and immediate partner for this coalition was the Fadayan. 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 Cen-
tral Committee and the Kurdistan Committee of the Fadayan over this issue, which was finally 
resolved in favor 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 Mujahe-
din kept silent over the Kurdish question until early 1981, when the fight finally broke out between 
the Mujahedin and the Islamic regime. In order to set up a foothold in Kurdistan, the Mujahedin 
leadership offered Ghassemlou and the KDPI a political coalition, ensuring that the future Iranian 
government under their leadership would honour Kurdish self-rule. Although Ghassemlou had 
major reservations about their real intent, he took the risk and joined the ‘National Resistance 
Council.’ But as you may be aware, he was soon forced to leave the coalition.

Ghassemlou wholeheartedly worked for and devoted his life to achieving the aim of democracy 
for Iran and autonomy for Kurdistan. His personal goal was to broaden the concept of Iranian 
identity to include the Kurds and other non-Persian national communities. He aimed to make the 
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 futile. Ghassemlou first tried the liberal forces in the National Front and the 
Provisional Government, as did the Kurds, but it did not work. Then he tried the Fadayan, as did 
the Kurds, but it did not work. Finally, out of desperation, he reluctantly tried the Mujahedin, but it 
did not work. We may guess that in the end, he realized that he had 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, the non-fundamentalist 
camp failed to produce any kind of national leadership to challenge the fundamentalist camp.

In the end, we ask how anyone can comprehend this journey. How can anyone approach the 
brutal murder of Ghassemlou? How should anyone 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 reservations and disagree with me for using the phrase 
‘Kurdish tragedy.’ Of course, I am not unreasonable and agree that Kurds were not the only popula-
tion subjected to brutal treatment by the Islamic Republic, equally by Ba’thists or Kemalist regimes 
in Iraq and Turkey. But being realistic, only the Kurds had been marked for total destruction and 
allotted no place in the New Order installed by Khomeini, Saddam Hussein, or Kemal Ataturk. 
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Although in 1966 that the General Assembly of the United Nations stipulated in article 27 its 
international covenant  on Civil and Political Rights: “In those countries in which ethnic, religious 
and linguistic minorities exist, persons belonging to such minorities shall not be denied the right 
in community with other members of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and prac-
tice their own religion or to use their own language”.  In fact, the provision of article 27 were the 
minimal expression of the rights of a minority: cultural rights and the right to an identity. None-
theless, there is undeniable evidence of the oppression and discrimination of minorities, why? 
Because in realpolitik the protection of minority guaranteed by the United Nations various con-
ventions quickly came up against the principle of state sovereignty, and in the end was dependant 
on the good will of each state.

Late British philosopher and social theorist Ernest Gellner, a major authority in the theory of 
nationalism, made the point on several occasions 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, one can figure out the Kurdish tragedy in its three interlocked components. 
If anyone can comprehend that the Kurdish strategy was, and still is, an outcome of a process. The 
process took the path of a campaign of linguicide, which was the killing of the Kurdish language 
by peaceful or violent measures. Then this policy line developed into ethnocide, which meant 
suppressing and wiping out Kurdish culture. These two components logically opened the way for 
many episodes of genocide. The Kurdish tragedy was an outcome of a unique encounter between 
these factors that seemed quite ordinary and common when the agenda was the construction of 
one state, one nation, and one language in 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 experts and politicians regarding 
other forms of mass murder and genocide, for example, Palestinian, Darfur, and so on, the contri-
butions of professional historians and journalists to studying the Kurdish tragedy seem marginal 
and negligible.

In the end, to comprehend the murder of Ghassemlou and the Kurdish tragedy, I would like to 
paraphrase the crucial questions drawn by Everett C. Hughes, a historian and authority in the field 
of the Holocaust. 1) Who are the people who carry out this crime? 2) What are the circumstances 
in which other ‘good’ people allow them to do it? 3) How can we ensure to prevent this dirty work 
in the future?

I know I am running out of time, so I will reflect briefly on the last point by suggesting three sim-
ple points. First, if he were 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 comprise 
approximately 8-10 percent of the Iranian population. Therefore, all Kurdish activists owe him the 
task of reviewing this strategy. Second, our European friends, and the friends of Ghassemlou, by 
now, have realized 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 iden-
tity and express their cultural values in private or through associations of their members. Then 
they owe 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 reopen his case and bring it to a satisfactory con-
clusion. I hope, therefore, that all of you support and approve a resolution that would be proposed 
by the chairman.
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Hassan Ghahramani

Dr. Ghassemlou’s Views on the Econ-
omy of Kurdistan Based on the Book 
“Kurdistan and Kurds”

Introduction:
Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou is considered one of the leading Kurdish economists and a prominent figure 

throughout the Middle East. His influential book, Kurdistan and the Kurds, presents a scientific anal-
ysis of Kurdistan and the Kurds in four countries: Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and Syria. Despite being written 
nearly 60 years ago, the book remains relevant and continues to be used in prestigious universities for 
doctoral theses and academic research, testifying to its enduring academic value.

In Kurdistan and the Kurds, Dr. Ghassemlou offers a comprehensive understanding of Kurdish soci-
ety, enriched with detailed data, chart analysis, and research findings. The book examines the social, 
economic, and political situations across the various parts of Kurdistan, providing a detailed picture 
of Kurdish life and their struggle for autonomy. This analysis sheds light on the cultural and historical 
aspects of Kurdish identity and traditions, offering deeper insights into their quest for self-determi-
nation.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s contributions to Kurdish studies and economic thought were pioneering. His 
works provide a detailed picture of the Kurdish economy during a period of significant change, with 
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particular emphasis on agriculture  which were fundamental to Kurdish society. He explores how 
these sectors were the main sources of income for the majority of Kurds and how they contributed to 
the local economy.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s academic background is as fascinating as his writing. He earned a doctorate in 
economics from the University of Prague and taught capitalist and socialist economics as well as the 
theory of economic growth at various universities. His scholarly work and teaching solidified his rep-
utation as a distinguished economist and academic. Through his insightful lectures and writings, Dr. 
Ghassemlou made significant contributions to academia, helping numerous students grasp complex 
economic theories and apply them to real-world challenges.

Drawing parallels to influential economists like John Maynard Keynes and Milton Friedman, Ghas-
semlou valued human happiness and satisfaction as measures of economic success. He advocated 
for good governance, transparency, and international partnerships to harness Kurdistan’s economic 
potential. Furthermore, he stressed the modernization of agriculture and efficient water management 
to diversify the economy and reduce oil dependency.

In commemorating the 35th anniversary of Dr. Ghassemlou’s assassination, his insights remain pro-
foundly relevant. His work offers a comprehensive framework for understanding the economic chal-
lenges and opportunities in Kurdistan, emphasizing the need for strategic planning, effective resource 
management, and robust political and economic reforms.

Historical Background and Economic Conditions
Kurdistan’s history is characterized by colonialism, conflict, and a continuous struggle for autonomy. 

These historical conditions have significantly impacted Kurdistan’s economic development. Dr. Ghas-
semlou points out that the economic structures in Kurdistan have been shaped by political changes in 
the region. The colonial powers and the subsequent governments of Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Syria often 
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ignored or actively suppressed economic development in Kurdish areas.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s analysis highlights how this complex history has left deep marks on the region’s 
economic landscape. Despite facing political oppression and manipulation, the Kurdish economy has 
demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability. Understanding this history is crucial to com-
prehending the real challenges and opportunities facing Kurdistan today.

Natural Resources :
One of Kurdistan’s most prominent economic assets is its rich natural resources, particularly oil and 

gas. Dr. Ghassemlou describes how these resources, if managed effectively, have the potential to trans-
form the region’s economic landscape. However, he also notes that the Kurdish population has often 
been marginalized from these resources due to political instability and lack of control.

Oil and Gas: The Main Natural Resources of Kurdistan:
Oil and gas are the cornerstone of Kurdistan’s economic potential, especially in the Iraqi Kurdistan 

Region, which boasts some of the world’s largest oil reserves. These resources represent tremendous 
opportunities for economic growth and development.

Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes that careful and efficient management of oil and gas resources can drive 
economic stability and growth. He advocates for good governance and transparency in the oil and 
gas sector, within a framework of effective and fair regulation supported by strong institutions. This 
approach ensures that oil and gas revenues are used sustainably and inclusively, with investments in 
long-term projects that promote economic diversification and reduce dependency on a single natural 
resource.

International relations and partnerships play a crucial role in developing Kurdistan’s oil and gas 
sector. By building strong diplomatic and economic ties with other countries, Kurdistan can benefit 
from the technical support and investment needed to develop its resources effectively. International 
assistance can help improve the region’s technology and infrastructure, further strengthening its eco-
nomic capacity.

Dr. Ghassemlou’s analysis underscores that oil and gas represent Kurdistan’s most valuable natural 
resources. Through careful management, good governance, and strong international partnerships, 
these resources can contribute to sustainable and inclusive economic development. However, achiev-
ing this requires strategic and long-term planning to ensure that revenues are used in a way that ben-
efits all residents and secures a stable and prosperous future for Kurdistan.

Agriculture and Water Resources:
In addition to oil and gas, Kurdistan has significant agricultural resources. The region is known for 

its fertile soil and historically important agricultural sector. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes that mod-
ernizing agriculture and better managing water resources can play an essential role in diversifying the 
economy away from oil dependency.

Efficient use of water is crucial for sustainable agricultural development, particularly in a region fre-
quently suffering from water scarcity. By investing in modern farming practices and improving water 
management infrastructure, Kurdistan can bolster its food production and create a more sustainable 
and diversified economy.

Challenges and Opportunities for Economic Development:
One of the biggest obstacles to Kurdistan’s economic development is the region’s political instability. 

Conflicts with central governments, internal political divisions, and external military threats contrib-
ute to an uncertain economic environment. Dr. Ghassemlou identifies several critical factors that can 
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Photo: The picture was taken in Hamburg; Dr. Ghassemlou was a guest at a German Green Party event in 1984. Patrick Piel

influence the region’s economic future and development opportunities.

Political Relations and Stability:
Political stability is a prerequisite for economic growth. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes that improved 

relations with central governments and international actors can contribute to a more predictable and 
supportive environment for economic growth. Stronger diplomatic relations and cooperation with 
international bodies not only create security but also open doors for investment and economic coop-
eration.

Domestic political stability is equally important. Coordinated cooperation between different Kurd-
ish factions is essential to avoid internal conflicts and divisions that can hinder economic progress. 
Domestic cohesion increases the confidence of investors and international partners, creating a safer 
and more stable political environment conducive to economic development.



72   TISHK Center for Kurdistan Studies

Infrastructure Development:
Infrastructure development is a critical factor for economic growth. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes the 

importance of improving transportation networks, energy infrastructure, and communications tech-
nology. A thriving infrastructure creates conditions for increased economic activity and enhances the 
quality of life for local residents.

Improved transportation networks facilitate the movement of people and goods, essential for com-
mercial and industrial development. Efficient transportation solutions reduce costs and time con-
sumption, making companies more competitive and attractive for investment. This, in turn, promotes 
regional integration and connectivity with national and international markets.

Education and Workforce Development:
An educated workforce is fundamental to long-term economic growth. Dr. Ghassemlou stresses the 

importance of strategic investment in education and vocational training to prepare the Kurdish pop-
ulation for the future labor market. A strong educational base enables individual development and 
contributes to a more dynamic and competitive economy.

Investing in basic education ensures that all individuals have access to necessary knowledge and 
skills. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes that a strong basic education is a prerequisite for further education 
and vocational training. By improving the quality of education and access, more young people can 
develop and reach their full potential.

Vocational and technical education is crucial for preparing the workforce for specific industries 
and occupations. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes the need to adapt educational programs to the current 
needs of the labor market. By providing relevant and practical training opportunities, the gap be-
tween labor market demands and the skills workers possess can be reduced.

Dr. Ghassemlou also suggests creating more opportunities for young people to participate in en-
trepreneurship and small businesses. By promoting a culture of innovation and independent entre-
preneurship, new jobs can be created, driving economic growth. Support for young entrepreneurs, 
in the form of training, mentoring, and funding, is vital to enable them to develop and grow their 
businesses.

International Relations and Economic Partnerships:
International relations and economic partnerships are crucial for the development of Kurdistan’s 

economy. Dr. Ghassemlou analyzes how Kurdistan can benefit from international investment and 
trade partnerships to promote economic growth and development. He stresses that maintaining good 
relations with neighboring countries and international actors can attract the necessary investment 
and technical support.

Building and strengthening diplomatic relations with neighboring countries and world powers can 
lead to increased economic confidence, essential for attracting foreign investment. By actively partici-
pating in diplomatic dialogue and international cooperation, Kurdistan can demonstrate its readiness 
to become a reliable and stable partner on the world stage.

Trade partnerships are also a key condition for stimulating economic growth. Dr. Ghassemlou sug-
gests that Kurdistan should seek regional and international trade agreements to open new markets 
for Kurdish products and services. Such trade engagement can increase exports and provide access to 
new technologies and innovations that can improve domestic industry and manufacturing.

Technical support and knowledge transfer from more advanced economies are additional benefits of 
international partnerships. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes the importance of leveraging technological 
advances and expertise from abroad to modernize and organize Kurdistan’s infrastructure and in-
dustry. Cooperation with international companies and organizations can provide access to advanced 
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technologies and best practices, crucial for improving competitiveness and sustainability in economic 
development.

To maximize the benefits of international relations and economic partnerships, Kurdistan must also 
work to create an attractive investment climate. Ensuring political stability, legal certainty, and a fa-
vorable business climate is essential. Dr. Ghassemlou stresses that transparency, efficient bureaucracy, 
and investment protection are key factors in gaining the trust of international investors.

Trade and Exports:
Trade and exports are central to Kurdistan’s economic development. With its natural resources, such 

as oil and gas, and agricultural products, Kurdistan can generate significant income and create jobs 
for the region’s population. Dr. Ghassemlou highlights how improving economic infrastructure and 
strengthening trade relations can facilitate the export process and open new markets for Kurdish 
products.

Exporting agricultural products is particularly important for the local economy. Dr. Ghassemlou 
points out that by improving agricultural practices and investing in institutions, Kurdistan can in-
crease the value of its agricultural products and make them more attractive in the international mar-
ket. This will not only increase export earnings but also create more jobs and strengthen the rural 
economy.

To maximize the benefits of trade and exports, Kurdistan needs to create a favorable trade environ-
ment. Dr. Ghassemlou emphasizes the importance of improving regulations, ensuring legal certainty, 
and reducing bureaucratic hurdles that can deter international business partners and investors.

Summary:
Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou, a distinguished Kurdish economist, authored the seminal work “Kurdistan 

and the Kurds.” This book offers an in-depth analysis of the socio-economic conditions and politi-
cal dynamics across the divided regions of Kurdistan in Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and Syria. Despite being 
written 60 years ago, Ghassemlou’s insights remain highly relevant and are frequently referenced in 
academic circles.

Ghassemlou’s work outlines a comprehensive strategy for the sustainable development of Kurdistan. 
He emphasizes the region’s potential for economic prosperity through meticulous strategic planning, 
efficient resource management, and robust international relations. His analysis underscores the im-
portance of modernizing agriculture, improving water management, and leveraging Kurdistan’s rich 
natural resources, particularly oil and gas, to drive economic growth.

Moreover, Ghassemlou highlights the political marginalization of the Kurds and its detrimental im-
pact on economic development. He connects economic stagnation to the broader struggle for polit-
ical rights, advocating for improved governance, transparency, and political stability as prerequisites 
for economic progress. His vision includes fostering international partnerships to attract investment 
and technological advancements, which are crucial for modernizing Kurdistan’s infrastructure and 
industry.

In commemorating the 35th anniversary of Dr. Ghassemlou’s assassination, it is evident that his 
work provides a valuable framework for understanding and addressing the economic challenges and 
opportunities facing Kurdistan. His emphasis on human happiness and satisfaction as measures of 
economic success aligns with contemporary economic thought, reinforcing the enduring significance 
of his contributions to both economic theory and Kurdish studies. Ghassemlou’s legacy continues to 
inspire efforts toward achieving a stable and prosperous future for Kurdistan through informed and 
strategic economic planning.
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Mouloud Swara 

We won’t forget you
neither forgive them

On July 13th, it’s 35 years since Dr. A. R. Ghassemlou, the most famous leader of Eastern Kurd-
istan and the general secretary of KDP1 was assassinated. After participating in Socialist Interna-
tional’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.
Dr. Ghassemlou sought a peaceful resolution to the Kurdish question and an end to the conflict in 

Kurdistan, understanding that Kurds reject war because military means offer no solution to their 
issue. This quest was especially pertinent given the recent conclusion of the eight-year Iran-Iraq 
war. That is why he embarked to negotiate with the so-called Iranian diplomats without consid-
ering the security arrangements. Instead of using the opportunity to put an end to war and give 
the Iranian people the peaceful life 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 regime’s 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.

Over 400 Iranian Kurdish political activists in South Kurdistan have been assassinated by Iranian 
operatives, violating the sovereignty of a neighbouring country. Additionally, a dozen has disap-
peared without any trace of their whereabouts. Numerous European and Asian countries have 
become stages for Iranian assassinations targeting dissidents, which many of you are already aware 
of. Meanwhile, the Kurdish struggle for freedom in Kurdistan across all four countries has per-
sisted for over a century. Despite numerous attempts to suppress it, this struggle is now recognized 
globally. Those familiar with Dr. Ghassemlou’s beliefs understand that his philosophy could offer 
solutions to many of the current conflicts in the Middle East.

The question we Kurds never stop asking is how come the Austrian authorities for the sake of 
some economic interests with Iran’s theocratic dictatorship ignored all principles of rule of law, 
officially allowed the terrorists involved in 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 defending human rights, did not protest against this barbaric assassination?
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The Kurds will never forgive the Austrian government’s unlawful handling of the Vienna assas-
sination.

Eastern Kurdistan is a vast area with a population of more than 12 million, possessing considera-
ble natural resources is 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 lived a decent and good life, 
they also could create a good and secure place for foreign investment. But despite all these natu-
ral 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, known as porters 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.

It’s widely recognized that the Islamic Republic of Iran has become a hub of terrorism and dest-
abilization. In their quest to establish a theocratic Shia empire, the Iranian state has destabilized 
the entire region, and their illicit activities will continue until the international community forces 
them to abandon their imperialistic ambitions. Wherever Islamic terrorists operate, death and 
human rights abuses follow. In contrast, today the Kurds in all four countries have become a shield 
against terror and reactionary forces. They are at the forefront of the fight against these dark forces, 
sacrificing themselves in this struggle. Therefore, it would be unjust if these struggles and sacri-
fices, made for the sake of the entire region and beyond, are not acknowledged and remembered.

It is well known that the Kurds are the largest stateless population in the world, with many still 
facing persecution and denial of basic human rights. Supporting the Kurdish cause is both a matter 
of justice and in the interest of all parties, making it crucial to focus more on their struggle.

On 35th anniversary of the assassination of Dr. Ghassemlou and his comrades, we remember 
their sacrifice and honour their memory.
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The News coverage 
of the assassination of 
Dr. Ghassemlou by the 
international media at the time
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Austrian court
Part of the case of the Austrian 
court in connection with the assas-
sination of Dr. Ghassemlou
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