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NATELA DANGADZE
IRAK’S TURKMEN

The Iraqi Turkmens (also spelled Turcomans, Turkomens, and Iraqi
Turkmans), Iraqi Turks, or Turks of Iraq (Azerbaijani: Iraq Tirkmanlary/Iraq
TiirklYri, Turkish: Irak Tiirkmenleri/Irak Tirkleri) are the ethnic kin of the Turks
and the third largest ethnic group inlragbehind pan-ethnic Arabs and Kurds. They
mainly reside in northern Iraq and share close cultural ties with Turkey and linguistic
ties with South Azerbaijani.

The Iraqi Turkmens are the descendants of various waves of Turkic migration
to Mesopotamia dating from the 7th century until Ottoman rule. The first wave of
migration dates back to the 7th century when some 5,000 Turkmen soldiers were
recruited in the Muslim armies of Ubayd - Allah ibn Ziyad; however, most of today’s
descendants of these first migrants have been assimilated into the local Arab
population. The second wave of migrants were the Turks of the Great Seljuq Empire;
finally, the third wave, and largest number of Turkmen migrants into Iraq arose
during the Ottoman Empire. With the conquest of Iraq by Suleiman the Magnificent
in 1534, followed by Sultan Murad IV’s capture of Baghdad in 1638, a large influx
of Turks settled down in the region. Thus, most of today’s Iraqi Turkmen are the
descendants of the Ottoman soldiers, traders and civil servants who were brought
into Iraq during the rule of the Ottoman Empire.

Following the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923, the Iraqi Turkmen
wanted Turkey to annex the Mosul Vilayet and for them to become part of an expanded
Turkish state. However, due to the end of the Ottoman monarchy, the Iraqi Turkmen
found themselves increasingly discriminated against by policies of successive regimes,
such as the Kirkuk Massacre of 1923, 1947, 1959 and in 1979 when the Ba’th Party
increasingly discriminated against the community. Although they were recognized as a
constitutive entity of Iraq (alongside the Arabs and Kurds) in the constitution of 1925,
the Iraqi Turkmen were later denied this status.Claims of their population range between
500,000 to 3 million, regardless of this uncertainty, the Iraqi Turkmens are considered
to be the third or the fourth largest ethnic group in Iraq. According to the 1957 census,
which 1s recognized as the last reliable census, as later censuses were reflections of
the Arabization policies of the Ba’ath regime, Arabs formed the largest ethnicity followed
by Kurds (21%) and Iraqi Turkmen (2%).

The Iraqi Turkmens predominantly live in the north of Iraq, especially in Tal
Afar, Mosul, Arbil, Altunkupri, Kirkuk, and Baghdad.

The Turkmen, Iraq’s third-largest ethnic group, are mainly clustered in northern
Iraq, including the disputed city of Kirkuk. Baghdad and the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) are fighting for control of the oil-rich city, which has harbored
Arabs, Kurds, Turkmens and Christians for centuries. Areferendum to decide whether
Kirkuk would be integrated within the autonomous Kurdish region or remain under
Baghdad’s control was originally scheduled for November 2007, but has been
repeatedly delayed, leading to an entrenchment of positions on all sides.
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The past year has seen the intensification of sectarian violence in Kirkuk and
the surrounding areas. The nearby town of Tuz Khurmato has also been caught up
in the dispute. The town, with a majority Turkmen population, has suffered a series
of bomb attacks, reportedly the work of Sunni militants. Amid this unpredictability,
the Turkmen Front hoped to give the inhabitants of this afflicted area a say in the
future course of their country in this week’s nation-wide legislative elections. In
conversation with The Majalla the Front’s leader, Arshad Al-Salihi, spoke about the
obstacles his Front encountered during the election campaign and what Turkmen
political leaders hope to achieve in the future.
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