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INTRODUCTION

My name is a dream, I am from the land of magic, my father is the mountain, and my mother the mist, I
was born in a year whose month was murdered, a month whose week was murdered, a day whose hours

were murdered.

(Sherko Bekas, The Cross, the Snafke, the Diary of a Poei)

Dozens of families waited in the rain.

‘I can inhale home,” somebody said.

Now our mothers were crying. I was five years old
standing by the check-in point

comparing both sides of the border.

The autumn soil continued on the other side
with the same coloutr, the same texture.
It rained on both sides of the chain.

We waited while our papers were checked,

our faces thoroughly inspected.

Then the chain was removed to let us through.

A man bent down and kissed his muddy homeland.

The same chain of mountains encompassed all of us.

(Choman Hatdi, Az the Border, 1979)

It was an uneventful morning in June 2017 when I first arrived in Kirkuk driving from Sulaymaniyah.
The temperature would have gone up beyond 40 degrees in a matter of hours. It was Ramadan. Flames
burned from flare stacks and black smoke poured from facilities on the outskirts of the “oil city”.
Refining smell was all around. As I got closer to central districts, I went through the security controls
of several checkpoints managed by the Iraqi Federal Police and no longer Kurdish Peshmerga. Whereas
the counteroffensive against the Islamic State (ISIS) was inching towards the last few jihadist pockets
in Mosul, ethnic acrimony was mounting again given that the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG)
had geared up for an explosive referendum on the independence of the autonomous region (eventually
held on September 25, 2017). Although Kurdish factions were immersed in their own feuds, the
referendum campaign blew on the groundswell of deep resentment against the central government and
mutual accusations of betrayal and deceit. Once again Kirkuk would have become the symbolic and

military frontline of federal disputes, if not the ultimate embodiment of the historic hatred fragmenting
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Iraq into ethno-sectarian components. In mid-October Baghdad responded to what appeared to be the
prelude to secession with the bloody re-deployment of security forces and Shi’a militias in the disputed
territories, then controlled by Peshmerga. I would have been back almost one year later, after the dust

from the political fallout somehow settled.

At the time of my first visit clouds were gathering on the horizon, with the KRG President Masoud
Barzani extending the scope of the referendum to all the “Kurdistani” areas regardless of the
administrative boundaries of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) and making it clear that any alteration
of de-facto borders, redrawn with the blood of the many martyrs who had sacrificed their lives to tackle
the ISIS insurgency, would have not been tolerated. Despite the assertiveness of the KRG top brass, a
breaking point could not be seen yet. Barzani also warned that negotiations would have followed the
vote (a yes-vote easy to guess) in order to reach a new comprehensive agreement over “borders, water,
and oil”. Those three issues of bargaining so clearly stated in one sentence were meaningful for the
reasons that had brought me there. I was in Kurdistan precisely to understand how the politics of oil
has been implicated in the re-articulation of Kurdish self-determination since the downfall of Saddam

Hussein onwards, materially and discursively.

It is no doubt that hydrocarbons have provided sustenance for institution-building in the Kurdish
enclave in northern Iraq. The de-facto petro-state emerging out of post-Ba’athism is oil-dependent as
much as the parent state. The ruling oligarchy inherited the same mentality of building statehood upon
the development of the geological potential: the optimism and the confidence that Kurdish leaders
have about the future is largely linked to the possibility of generating income from oil exports. After
all, modern Iraq was carved out of energy interests to a large extent. Even more than the baseline source
of public revenue to consolidate power or a high-yield commodity imbued with strategic salience,
however, oil is tinged red with identity politics and woven into the weft of a very contentious texture,
delineating multiple (and contradictory) geographies: the KRI is a new hub on the global energy
markets; a rentier economy held captive by patrimonial elites, territorially split along party lines into a
yellow zone and a green zone; a self-appointed haven of stability in the midst of disorder for foreign
investors and allies in the West; the closest thing ever attained to the yearned dream of an independent
Kurdish state for millions of Kurds living not only in Iraq but in neighbouring countries and the
diaspora as well; an unruly separatist region surrounded by ethnically-mixed areas for the Iraqi central
government. As the title of the dissertation suggests these geographies are riven by contestation: oil
acts as catalyst for situated memories of ethnic persecutions and foreign domination, warfare and

rebellion, statelessness and exile, nationhood and citizenship.

Therefore, the ways natural resources are imagined, territorialized, commodified, and governed enter
the fluid re-composition of collective identities within the political community. However, from a

theoretical viewpoint these are rather uncharted waters in International Relations (IR), which has
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predominantly looked at the natural environment subscribing to static and state-centric geographical
assumptions that cannot see anything but a causative role. Indeed, within a semantics of triggers,
stressors, thresholds, and curse-like properties the political dynamics at play are often misrepresented
or become unfathomable altogether. Then, a leap over the narrow boundaries of the discipline is
somewhat required to make sense of socio-natural entanglements and explore the wide context in
which material forces translate nature into resource for human use, without endorsing the

environmental determinism on which IR much indulges.

Accordingly, this piece of research comes out of an interdisciplinary endeavour that is aimed at re-
politicising resource geographies through the empirically-grounded, critically-committed, and
ethnographically-oriented study of the mutual exchanges between resource materialities and practices
of signification. In such an expanded sense, which deviates from the path of mainstream IR theories,
resource geographies are conceptualized as socially constituted fields of power in which discursive
imaginaries of resource use and material patterns of wealth accumulation mediate and intersect with
the mechanisms of identity formation. Theoretical imports from critical geography, political ecology,
and anthropology back up this sort of re-engagement with the matter of nature in the social sciences.
The struggles fought over and around oil arise expectations, beliefs, perceptions, symbols, visions. At
the same time, extractive localities are also embedded in global production chains, flows of capital,
transportation networks; in short, the infrastructural hardware of capitalist accumulation underpinning
the contemporary industrial paradigm. As a consequence of these ramifications oil-related local

contlicts tend to be invariably characterized by an international dimension also.

Given the general aim set out above, this research hopefully opens up an interdisciplinary dialogue that
is attentive to the epistemological project of political ecology and embraces progressive understandings
of security, identity, and power in the light of critical theory. Although the idiographic approach
pursued here excludes generalizations out of context, the analytical framework is suitable for
application to other cases in the measure that it draws attention to the “glocal” dynamics of extractivism
and gives an exploded view of the many layers bringing together ecologies, development, and
governance within a resource frontier. I believe that the re-appraisal of nature in IR is needed for the
purpose of locating agency in often decentred and blurred environmental processes, even more so at a
time of increasing and unsustainable anthropogenic changes. Among other things, this implies that
knowledges of nature (in the plural) always express power relations and that the deconstruction of
techno-political knowledges brings to surface interesting taxonomies of winners and losers that would

go unnoticed otherwise.

In addition, I wish to fill a gap in the literature on Kurdish Studies in that scant attention has been
given so far to the geographical and ecological discourses summoned in the construction of Kurdistan

and Kurdishness. An empirical study of Kurdish self-determination in northern Iraq appears to be very
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timely. Since the US-led invasion in 2003, the de-facto and de-jure borders of the KRI are continually
being changed, with the oil and gas economy playing a pivotal role in that. With the blessing of the
international community and against the vetoes of regional powers, the KRG has consolidated indeed
its institutional capacity thanks to the unilateral export of oil, bypassing Baghdad. This notwithstanding,
resource sovereignty has received less attention than other identity markers, or rather it has not been
considered as a relevant factor for the re-constitution of nationhood. After all, it is said that resource
politics is all about interests. Quite the contrary, the Kurdish case shows that a drop of oil is heavier
than its economic value as it also carries cultural and social messages. Therefore, I hope to succeed in
providing an original and complementary angle to trace the most recent evolution of the nationalist

narrative.

To make the story even more complicated, such development occurred within a geopolitical scenario
in flux, to say the least. The Syrian civil war that flared up in 2011 set into motion the entire regional
architecture; its spillovers have somewhat encouraged the awakening of national mobilizations in the
four quadrants of Kurdistan, this resulting in the £urdification of the vacuums left by retreat or withering
of state legitimacy in the host countries. In this regard, however, the upsurge of violence should not be
considered the result of state fragility per se, as it is commonly accepted in security and policy circles.
Rather, the recrudescence of conflict is expressive, in my view, of the re-negotiation of allegiances and
borders by deployment of growing amounts of violence on the one hand, and the structural socio-
economic inequalities in which the broader region is mired in on the other hand. This mixture led Syria
to plunge into a downward spiral of increasing atrocity, with the TEV-DEM movement led by the
Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) managing to fight off the ISIS pressure and at the same time
practice an unprecedented model of democratic confederalism (inspired by the writings of Abdullah
Ocalan) in the north-eastern areas of the country. These developments were read with concern by the
Turkish government to the extent of occupying militarily the districts of Afrin and Azaz, north-west of
the Euphrates, in order to break the territorial continuity of Kurdish-held areas in northern Syria, first
in August 2016 and again in January 2018, whereas a two-year ceasefire with the PKK was already
broken in June 2015. On the Iraqi side, the rise of a de-facto petro-state in the Kurdish northern
governorates is the mirror-image of the weakness of central institutions and benefited from the fault

lines running deep through the US-designed federal order.

Against this picture and the profound changes underway, I concentrated on how the creation of an
extractive regime in the KRI has related with the frantic re-making of in-group identities, symbolic
markers, territorial disputes, and othering processes, and on how conflicts and imaginaries get
remodelled over and through resource geographies. To make it clearer, the rationale can be summarized
as follows: what impact has the appropriation and commodification of oil and gas resources by KRG

elites had on the negotiation of political identities? In more general terms, then, the research question
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investigates the transformative effect of resource governance on the processes of identity formation

within the political community.

The dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter I is a brief introduction to the turbulent history of
Kurds in Iraq and the strained relationships with central power, from the foundation of the kingdom
in the aftermath of WWI to the present days; to the mythology of Kurdistan and its indefinite
geographical representation; to the evolution of Kurdish political self-identification, from diluted ethnic
consciousness to nationalist causes; finally to a more detailed excursus on the swelling of the petroleum
industry over time and under different political regimes. Chapter II calls into question the spatial
ontology ingrained in IR and the ensuing analytical traps, which are held responsible for the flawed
assumptions shared by realist and liberal theories on resource conflicts. Based on an epistemological
rejection of the modernist binaries that separate human and non-human domains, it presents the added
value of a political ecology approach. The relational understanding of natural resources is further
specified with reference to oil. Chapter III closely looks at the methodological implications of an
interpretive logic of inquiry, which is rooted in hermeneutic phenomenology and reflexive positioning,
discussing ethnography both as methodology and method in social sciences and subsequently
explicating how such premises were translated into a research roadmap aimed at generating thick
empirical evidence. It also tells about the practical realities and limitations of a multi-sited fieldwork
conducted in a politicised context and in proximity to conflict zones. Chapters IV, V, and VI constitute
the analytical core of the dissertation. Each chapter is devoted to a specific level of analysis. Chapter
IV places energy issues at the centre of federal relations, illustrating the role of oil as a carrier of external
legitimation for the KRG, whose energy policies are dissected in their discursive, material, and
geopolitical components. Beyond tracking the journey of a barrel of Kurdish crude and examining the
populist rthetoric behind the framing of the oil nation, the “energyscape” is also viewed in connection
with the emotional attachment to the mountainous homeland defining the Kurdish sense of belonging.
Chapter V provides a careful and much detailed explanation of how the oil complex reflects the
sultanistic regime upon which the Barzani and Talabani houses keep thriving unabated. Inter- and intra-
party infighting across the energy battlefield are examined, with particular attention to what happened
in Kirkuk, before and after the ISF takeover in the disputed areas. The crony and violent traits of the
KDP-PUK duopoly are discussed in the perspective of the neo-tribal and neo-patrimonial politics
embodied by ruling parties. Chapter VI starts out from an overview on petro-capitalism and its local
repercussions to focus empirically on two case studies, which bring into light the dispossession of local
communities bearing the brunt of extractive activities. In view of the alternative resource imaginary
engendered by practices of resistance, it is argued that the elites strengthen dependency relationships
through the oil complex with the purpose of weakening civil society and toughened one-party rule in

each half of the region.
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What does oil mean for Iraqi Kurds nowadays? I sought to answer this straightforward (though
challenging) question through the immersion in the context under study and with over three years of
musings on the myriad issues it involves. I was asked once by one of my closest informant to tell the

facts as they are and let people know. I hope that the following pages are up to the task.
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I. THE KURDISTAN REGION OF IRAQ
Borders, identity, ol

Look, from the Arabs to the Georgians,

The Kurds have become like towers.

The Turks and Persians are surrounded by them.

The Kurds ate on all four corners.

Both sides have made the Kurdish people

Targets for the arrows of fate.

They are said to be keys to the borders

Each tribe forming a formidable bulwark.

Whenever the Ottoman Sea [Ottomans] and Tajik Sea [Persians]
Flow out and agitate,

The Kurds get soaked in blood
Separating them [the Turks and Persians]| like an isthmus

(Ahmad-i Khani, Mem-u-Zin, 1692; as translated in Hassanpour, 1992: 53)

Sitting around an old table
they drew lines across the map
dividing the place

I would call my country

(Choman Hatdi, Lausanne, 1923)

Although this work has the ambition of presenting some advancement to the understanding of resource
politics that might be relevant to all settings, the interpretive bent behind the research process makes
theory-building inseparable from the socio-cultural context within which concrete observations were
made. Based on the premise that knowledge production relies on the physical and emotional presence
of the researcher within the epistemic community, chapter III specifies in epistemological and
methodological terms why a case-centered approach yields much to any interpretive inquiry (or is even
the only way forward). Accordingly, I chose to slightly upend the usual order of a dissertation in political
science by moving up the overview on the Kurdish question before theoretical framework and research
design. This opening chapter is meant to guide the reader through the fundamental events and the
collective meanings underpinning the rise of Kurdish nationalism(s), in Iraq and beyond. Nonetheless,
this is something more than a justification or a description of the case study. In the first place, this long
initiation to the many signifiers and manifestations of Kurdistan seeks to ground some concepts and
notions, which will be central in successive chapters, into the modern history of Kurds. Hence, with

the prospect of ensuring internal coherence, the preliminary discussion of the context drives a sort of
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alighment of theory to the empirical reality under scrutiny. Furthermore, even within Middle Eastern
studies, Kurds have suffered a relative marginalization, in my view, and the reader might be not familiar
with the intricate fabric of Kurdish issues. This is strictly related to the second reason for starting the
dissertation from here. Even if one would accept that there is no permanent and value-free
Archimedean point to adjudicate knowledge claims, as I will elucidate openly later on, any inquiry is
still influenced and often triggered by interests and background knowledge of the inquirer. From this
perspective, I wish to be transparent about how I came to the formulation of the research question
stated in the introduction by pointing up the entanglements (between borders, identity, and oil as the

subheading above suggests) that caught my attention before venturing into the field.

1.1. Historical profile of Kurds in Iraq

The idea of Kurdistan, ‘the land of the Kurds’, is as much evocative as elusive. From notrthwest to
southeast, the Kurdish homeland follows for approximately 200,000 square miles (Izady, 2015) the
steep flanks and fertile valleys of the Taurus and Zagros mountainous arch: it starts from the heart of
Central Anatolia and the headwaters of Tigris and Euphrates at east, laps on the Aras River and the
foothills of the Lesser Caucasus in the Armenian highlands at north, lowers gradually to the
Mesopotamian Plain down to the province of Kirkuk at south, and extends beyond the city of
Kermanshah at east. Across this vast geographic area a diverse mixture of semi-nomadic tribes, whose
roots are lost deep in time in the alleged Medes ancestry and were either shepherds driving livestock
seasonally from one mountain pasture to another or peasants cultivating the lowlands, at some point
in history began to be recognized by outsiders as Kurds, though these pastoralist communities called
themselves by the tribal or clan name and did not use the label ‘Kurd’ in a political sense until the 20t
century (Ozoglu, 2012: 27). The word Kurdistan, instead, first appeared in the 12t century to designate
administratively the province inside the Seljuk Empire on the eastern ridge of the Zagros mountains
near Hamadan (McDowall, 2003: 6; Ozoglu, 2012: 26). Likewise, the territory of Diyarbakir was later
named as such by the Ottomans due to the sizeable Kurdish presence (van Bruinessen, 1992: 11).
Hence, the imaginative geography of Kurdistan holds on a circular analogy between ethnicity and its
territorial manifestation, which are thought to coincide: just as Kurdish land is defined upon the
presence of an ethnic group, Kurds achieve the credentials of ethnic distinctiveness by virtue of
territorial rootedness. Either drawn on a map or practiced into customary habits, however, the lines of
ethnicity (or collective identity more generally) are unavoidably blurred insofar as their referents —

ethnos and territory — are always projects in the making, rather than absolute entities.
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This applies in principle to every political community with no exception, but it is even more revealing
in the case of Kurdistan. Indeed, Kurds are known to be the largest stateless nation!, and their troubled
and unfulfilled road to self-determination has been “one of conflict, betrayal and dashed promises”
(Yildiz, 2007: 14). As Ahmad-i Khani’s poem reminds in the opening, Kurdistan was long the rough
frontier in between mighty empires, a peripheral and inaccessible buffer zone on the fringes of rival
power centres (O’Shea, 2004; Unver, 2016), but a “Kurdish question” (Elphinston, 1946) properly
came to rise only in the aftermath of World War I, when the Allies dissected the Ottoman Empire
through a series of consecutive settlements. Kurdistan was arbitrarily partitioned as well. During post-
war consultations and conferences, Kurds were acknowledged as a unitary people worthy of national
recognition, but the extent for the practical exercise of that right was object of intense debate in the
negotiations following the signature of the armistice of Mudros in 1918, which marked the Ottoman
surrender. Although the Treaty of Sévres in 1920 instructed a commission to draft “a scheme of local
autonomy for the predominantly Kurdish areas lying east of the Euphrates, south of the southern
boundary of Armenia (...), and north of the frontier of Turkey with Syria and Mesopotamia”?, Woodrow
Wilson’s principle of self-determination that was intended to guide the reorganisation of former
Ottoman territories got lost on the way soon. Britain, which brokered the regional architecture through
the long-sought acquisition of a colonial mandate on Mesopotamia and Palestine as anticipated in the
famous Sykes-Picot formula, was never convinced of supporting Kurdish claims in full. In fact, British
policy was much inconstant: whereas at the 1921 Cairo Conference the then Colonial Secretary Winston
Churchill maintained that “purely Kurdish areas should not be included in the Arab state of
Mesopotamia” and that promoting Kurds’ national unity was desirable (Yildiz, 2007: 11), Kemalists’
yearns over Mosul and the perceived unreliability of Kurdish clans produced a change of mind. British
expeditions were later on involved in suppressing repeated uprisings led by Mahmud Barzanji, a
Kurdish Sheikh who had been previously appointed by the mandate authority as governor of
Sulaymaniyah in 1918. The Treaty of Lausanne signed in July 1923 eventually overrode Sevres, which
nevertheless had been already contradicted on the ground by the evolution of the Turkish
independence war. The replacing peace treaty, negotiated this time with Turkish nationalists, carved
out the borders of the present day Republic of Turkey and made no mention of Kurds, who had not
been invited to attend the diplomatic conference. The territorial arrangement reached in Lausanne
definitely frustrated hopes, if there ever was any, for gaining an independent Kurdish state in a
remodelled Middle East. Turkish firm opposition to cede sovereignty in south-eastern Anatolia was

echoed by British reluctance to endorse the consolidation of Kurdish autonomy in Mesopotamia. With

! In absence of official statistics, Kurds are believed to number between 36 to 45 million according to the Kurdish
Institute of Paris. Taking this source as a benchmark, Kurds are unevenly distributed in Turkey (15-20 million),
Iran (10-12 million), Iraq (8-8.5 million), Sytia (3-3.6 million) and the diaspora in Western Europe (1.2-1.5 million).
The CIA World Factbook rounds the total down to 30-35 million.

2 Treaty of Sevres, art. 62.
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the crumbling of the Ottoman Empire and the British occupation of the three Mesopotamian vilayet
(provinces) of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul, Kurds were encouraged to plead the cause of national self-
determination in the northernmost Mosul Vilayet, mostly populated by Kurdish tribes, even though
“the primary sense of identity [laid] with their clan or their religious order” (Tripp, 2002: 34) and their
political outlook was rather local. The zilayet corresponded approximately to the southern arc of
Kurdistan. However, the British Colonial Office headed by Percy Cox deemed Mahmud Barzanji’s
clannish leadership to be unprepared for the task. A League of Nations’ special commission contested
Turkish claims on the Mosul Vilayet; a subsequent resolution adopted in December 1925 eventually
agreed upon the annexation of the province to the Kingdom of Iraq, already handed by Britain to Faisal
Bin Hussain Bin Ali Al Hashemi (then crowned as Faisal I) in 1921, in spite of concerns for the

extension of Arab authority to Kurdish inhabited areas.

As a result, Kurds found their vast homeland broken into pieces under control of four sovereign
countries (Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran) and largely deprived of all forms of autonomy: no longer
surrounded by multi-ethnic empires, but forcefully integrated in supposedly uniform nation states.
Since then the Kurdish question is still pending but took different paths, each of them reflecting the
incorporation of the liberation struggle into distinct political boundaries and arenas. Indeed, Kurdish
national movements were confronted with context-specific sets of constraints and opportunities
unfolding within territories that were suddenly considered riotous peripheries undermining the
construction of centralized and ethnically homogeneous states. Hence, notwithstanding the obvious
interrelations, it would be more accurate to talk of Kurdish questions, rather than a unitary struggle. In
analytical terms, this should not be read as the naturalization of the state system implanted in the
Mashreq after World War I, but as the most appropriate way to enquire into the complexities of
Kurdish identity through the lens of local histories. Without losing sight of transnational aspects, the
present work focuses on the dynamics unfolding in the Iraqi side of Kurdistan, also known as Bashur
(literally, Southern Kurdistan)3. This introduction, which cannot be more than a bird’s-eye historical
overview, puts into perspective the conflict-ridden journey towards the recognition of a de-facto state
inside Iraq. Unless otherwise specified, I draw primarily on two milestones that are familiar to anyone
versed in Kurdish issues: Van Bruinessen’s Agha, Shaikh and State (1992) and McDowall’s A Modern
History of the Kurds (1996), whose anthropological sensibility and historical depth made them great

classics in the literature of Kurdish Studies, despite the Western background of both observers.

A long time has come since the British mandate and negligence towards the fate of Kurds in the postwar

period, but the strained relations between Arabs and Kurds segmented the Iraqi state from the

3 Conventionally the Greater Kurdistan is presented in the four sub-regions fitting into the boundaries of so-
called host countries: Bakur, in southern Turkey; Rojava, in northern Syria; Bashur, in northern Iraq; and Rojhelat,

in eastern Iran.
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beginning. Whereas Iraq acceded to independence in 1932, Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji had launched
insutrections against the Hashemite rule and the British protectors for more than a decade before being
forced to exile in that same year. Unrest burst also in Turkey and Iran, but retaliations were tougher
than revolts. Anyway, it must be borne in mind that gghas (the title used for Kurdish landlords and tribal
chieftains) were not united against Anglo-Iraqi administration under a dawning nationalist cause. In
fact, a national sentiment was yet to rise. Moreover, just as Britain had successfully played on the feudal
lineage of Kurdish society to obtain collaboration of the upper cla