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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of intra-party divisions within the Kurdistan Region of Iraq
on the failure of the 2017 independence referendum. Centered on the strategic rivalry between
the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), the
research argues that such competition prevented the formation of internal cohesion and a
unified strategy for achieving independence, ultimately undermining the political and
administrative capacity of Kurdish leadership. Drawing on Barry Buzan’s Regional Security
Complex Theory as the primary analytical framework and Carl Schmitt’s Concept of the
Political as a complementary perspective, the study explores how the interaction of domestic
rivalries with regional pressures from Iran and Turkey—and the limited support of global
powers such as the United States and Israel—eroded political legitimacy and reduced public
participation. Methodologically, the research employs a qualitative document analysis and
case study approach, integrating both local and international sources. The findings support the
hypothesis that the historical rivalry between the KDP and PUK, compounded by regional
constraints and weak international backing, diminished Kurdish unity and coordination,
contributing significantly to the referendum’s failure. The study concludes that internal
cohesion, inter-party cooperation, and the strategic management of regional and international
relations are critical prerequisites for the success of independence movements. Even with a
degree of popular support, deep-seated partisan divisions and external pressures can severely
limit the realization of independence aspirations.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The 2017 independence referendum in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq was a
pivotal event in the region’s pursuit of autonomy. Despite strong initial popular
support, the referendum ultimately failed. This study examines the role of
internal party divisions between the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and how these rivalries, combined with
regional pressures from Iran and Turkey and limited support from global
powers such as the United States and Israel, contributed to the referendum’s
failure. The central research question is: how did internal party conflicts and
historical rivalries, in interaction with regional pressures and restricted
international backing, affect political cohesion and the outcome of the 2017
referendum? The study argues that internal divisions, historical competition,
and external constraints collectively weakened the political capacity of the
Kurdistan Region and limited the effectiveness of the independence initiative.

2. Theoretical Framework

The research is based on Barry Buzan’s Regional Security Complex Theory
(RSCT) and Carl Schmitt’s theory of the political. RSCT emphasizes that
security concerns of neighboring states are interlinked and that political
decisions are shaped by regional power dynamics. Iran and Turkey viewed
Kurdish independence not only as an internal issue but as a potential threat to
their national security. Both countries applied diplomatic pressure, economic
sanctions, and military threats to restrict the Kurdistan Region’s ability to
execute the referendum. Schmitt’s framework complements this view by
highlighting that political authority emerges from managing the distinction
between friend and enemy. In the Kurdistan Region, KDP and PUK interpreted
threats differently, with KDP prioritizing immediate independence and PUK
favoring negotiation. This divergence prevented a unified strategy, limiting the
region’s capacity to respond to external pressures. Additionally, ethnic identity
theories explain the Kurdish motivation for autonomy, as historical
marginalization and transnational dispersion strengthened the desire to preserve
cultural and political identity. The theoretical framework thus combines
domestic, regional, and international dimensions to explain the referendum’s
failure.
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3. Methodology

This study uses a descriptive—analytical approach, drawing on documentary
analysis and case study methods. Data were collected from scholarly articles,
books, official documents, statistical reports, and international databases.
Contextual evidence such as official statements, historical records, and regional
policy reports were used to verify and strengthen findings. The qualitative
method allows an assessment of internal and external factors influencing the
referendum while moving beyond political rhetoric.

4. Discussion

The findings indicate that internal divisions between KDP and PUK
significantly reduced political cohesion and the capacity to form a unified
strategy. KDP’s focus on immediate independence and PUK’s conciliatory
approach  toward Baghdad and neighboring states created strategic
misalignment. Historical rivalries dating back to the 1970s and 1980s further
deepened mistrust and weakened collective decision-making. Regionally, Iran
and Turkey actively constrained the referendum through diplomatic, economic,
and military measures, viewing Kurdish independence as a threat to regional
stability. Limited and inconsistent support from global powers failed to offset
these pressures. The analysis shows that the referendum’s failure was not
caused by a single factor. Rather, the interaction between domestic
fragmentation, historical party rivalries, regional pressures, and restricted
international support collectively undermined the Kurdistan Region’s capacity
to realize independence. Even with widespread popular support, internal
disunity and external constraints prevented effective implementation of the
referendum.

5. Conclusion

The study concludes that successful independence movements require more
than public support and political aspirations. They depend fundamentally on
internal cohesion, coordinated strategies, and effective management of regional
and international relations. The Kurdish experience in 2017 demonstrates that
deep party rivalries can undermine even widely supported political projects.
Furthermore, the coordinated reaction of regional actors and the cautious
approach of global powers revealed that geopolitical transformations cannot
succeed without consideration of regional security balances. The research
therefore suggests that future Kurdish political initiatives should focus on
strengthening internal unity, reducing partisan rivalries, establishing collective
decision-making mechanisms, and developing proactive diplomacy with
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regional and international actors. Ultimately, the Kurdistan referendum
illustrates that in the contemporary international system, the success of
independence projects depends largely on the ability of domestic actors to
maintain consensus while simultaneously managing external pressures and
regional constraints.
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