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This research, by examining the legal status of Kirkuk in the Iraqi
constitution and emphasizing behavioral patterns in crisis
management—including aggressive behavior, inconsiderate
behavior, cautious behavior, responsible behavior, and rule-
based behavior—analyzes the behavioral patterns of Iran and
Turkey in the Kirkuk crisis, particularly during the Iraqi army's
attack on this province in 2017. Accordingly, the main question
of the paper is: based on what indicators can the behavioral
patterns of Iran and Turkey regarding the Kirkuk crisis be
explained and evaluated? In response to this question, using
Benjamin Miller's crisis management theory, the hypothesis is
proposed that the behavioral patterns of Iran and Turkey in
confronting the Kirkuk crisis were of an aggressive nature;
because the control of Kirkuk by Kurdish forces could pave the
way for the independence of the Kurdistan Region, and this,
given the presence of Kurdish populations in these countries,
would likely increase ethnic demands within them. It is worth
noting that the research method in this paper is descriptive-
analytical....
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Introduction

One of the consequences of Western domination over the Middle East has been the
construction of the region’s geopolitical order on the basis of Western national interests, a
process that has generated tensions among ethnic groups within states and enabled regional
powers to intervene in domestic affairs. Kirkuk is no exception, having long been a focal point
of competition among various groups and states; throughout the Kurds’ struggle against the
Iraqi central government, it occupied a central place in Kurdish political agendas, with Kurdish
leaders describing it as the “Jerusalem of Kurdistan™ and the “heart of Kurdistan.” Kirkuk also
contributed to the revival of Kurdish resistance in 1970, and after the liberation of the Kurdistan
Region, Kurdish pressure resulted in the inclusion of the issue of Kirkuk and other disputed
territories in Article 58 of the Interim Constitution and later in Article 140 of Iraq’s permanent
constitution. The presence of Turkmens and the province’s vast energy resources have further
heightened regional sensitivities, prompting neighboring countries to oppose any changes in
the area. Although the Kurds captured Kirkuk during the 1991 uprising, they were forced to
withdraw under international pressure, and a similar failure occurred after the fall of the Ba‘ath
regime in 2003. The core phase of the Kirkuk crisis unfolded in 2017, after ISIS captured Mosul
and Iraqi forces withdrew, leaving Kirkuk under Kurdish administration from 2014 to 2017. In
2017, alongside the Kurdistan independence referendum, a regional coalition led by Iran and
Turkey formed, giving Iraqi forces the green light to seize the province. Accordingly, the central
question of this article is which indicators can be used to understand and assess the behavioral
patterns of Iran and Turkey regarding the Kirkuk crisis. Drawing on Benjamin Miller’s crisis
management theory, the article hypothesizes that their behavior was aggressive, since Kurdish
control of Kirkuk could facilitate the independence of the Kurdistan Region and, given the
Kurdish populations within Iran and Turkey, potentially intensify Kurdish demands in those
countries

Theoretical and Framework

Crisis has been a constant companion of humanity throughout history, arising from the ongoing
competition among individuals and states to achieve their goals and assert control over areas of
interest. It manifests across various fields, including economics, medicine, management,
psychology, and political science. In international relations, a crisis occurs when any
imbalance—whether within domestic structures or the international system—Ileads to sudden,
high-pressure decision-making, increasing the likelihood of violent action and rapidly revealing
competition and hostility among actors. Crisis management, in many cases resembling a
limited war, serves both positive objectives, such as preserving national goals, and negative
objectives, such as ensuring that conditions do not spiral out of control and escalate into full-
scale conflict. Politically, crisis management has two dimensions: one concerns the behavior of
participants and the strategies governments employ to navigate pressure, while the other
focuses on intermediaries and mediators, as most major powers and international organizations
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either prevent crises from expanding or help accelerate their resolution. Overall, crisis
management provides a key framework for understanding how major powers handle
international conflicts. Benjamin Miller’s work on the behavioral patterns of powers during
crises offers a comprehensive lens for examining state actions, highlighting key behaviors such
as aggression, recklessness, restraint, and responsibility, drawing on Miller’s foundational
research and supplementary sources.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive—analytical research method. In the first part of the article, data
such as the situation of Kirkuk, its key indicators, and its ethnic composition are described. In
the second part, Iran’s and Turkey’s crisis management approaches are analyzed using
Benjamin Miller’s crisis management propositions as the guiding theoretical framework.

Results & Discussion

At the outset, Iran’s behavior was characterized by restraint and caution, issuing warnings
regarding the actions of the Kurdistan Region. For instance, Bahram Qasemi, then-
spokesperson for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, described the Kirkuk Provincial Council’s
resolution to participate in the Kurdistan independence referendum as a dangerous and
provocative act, noting that it would not contribute to ongoing talks in Baghdad and could
undermine Iraq’s national capacities and its ability to consolidate victories over terrorism.
Similarly, the raising of the Kurdistan flag over government buildings in Kirkuk was described
by Iran’s Foreign Ministry as unconstitutional under Iraqgi law and tension-inducing. Iran’s
more aggressive posture is also evident in accounts from political and security officials of the
Kurdistan Region; Masoud Barzani, former leader of the Kurdistan Region, notes in his
memoir For the Sake of History that Iran supported the Popular Mobilization Forces on the
battlefield, played an advisory military role, and was influential in negotiations between Iran
and the Kurdistan Region. While Turkey’s perspective on the Kurdistan Region shifted after
the fall of the Ba‘ath regime and the rise of Iran’s influence in Iraq, it has largely remained a
staunch opponent of Kirkuk’s annexation to the Kurdistan Region, due to its growing regional
geopolitical weight, concems over threats to territorial integrity, and fears of mobilizing
domestic Kurdish populations.

Conclusions & Suggestions

In recent years, alongside Turkey, Iran has also become involved in developments in Kirkuk,
operating both alongside and sometimes against each other in the region. This article evaluates
and analyzes the behavioral indicators of these actors in the Kirkuk developments, particularly
in 2017. The research findings indicate that the behavior of Iran and Turkey in these
developments was aggressive, although they played different roles. Initially, Iran had a tangible
and concrete role due to its advisory relationship with the Popular Mobilization Forces, serving
as a direct actor supporting Iraqi forces. Turkey, on the other hand, did not have a similarly
concrete role, but its diplomatic support facilitated Iran’s involvement. Historically, Kirkuk has



been within Turkey’s sphere of influence, and Iran’s influence cannot be imagined without the
consent or green light from Turkey. Therefore, in a comparative analysis, it can be concluded
that Iran’s role was operational, while Turkey’s role was primarily diplomatic support.
Keywords: Kirkuk, Iraqi Kurdistan,Crisis Management,Iran, Tiirkiye
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