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Introduction

The 2017 independence referendum of
the Kurdistan Regional Government
was a political event in the Middle East
that transcended the local and regional
level to have a significant impact on international politics. The global powers
believed the event to be very sensitive.
This attitude was reflected clearly by
the manner that foreign media outlets
covered the 2017 Kurdish poll. This
cautious manner was particularly noticeable in the referendum’s coverage
by prominent United States media outlets, which saw the referendum as an
essential moment in Middle Eastern
politics, and thus, covered the issue in
detail.
One year on from the independence referendum, it is now a fitting time to ask:
how did United States media outlets
cover the 2017 independence referendum and its consequences? In answering this question, this article attempts
to put forward an understanding of the
manner that the United States based
media outlets covered the Kurdish poll.
In reaching this understanding, this ar4

ticle will use two prominent United
States newspapers as case studies and
compare their coverage of the Kurdish
independence referendum. The papers
that have been chosen for the survey
are ‘The New York Times” and “The
Washington Post”, as these two newspapers have a robust readership base,
and they cover political issues. Moreover, these two newspapers can influence the events that they include.
Part One: Research Methodology
1: The Research Problem

The manner that the United States
covered the referendum and its consequences based media outlets has yet to
undergo thorough scientific analysis.
The importance of the 2017 Kurdish
independence referendum in local, regional and international politics and the
significance of the United States based
media in influencing international politics means conducting such scientific
research is vital. Hence, the research
problem is to identify all those articles
that were published by both ‘The New
York Times” and “The Washington
Post”, and that was specific to the 2017

Kurdish independence referendum.
These two newspapers were selected
as case studies as they have a strong established international readership and
cover political issues across the globe.
Moreover, they both have a significant
impact on the formal and informal politics of those places where their information reaches.
2: Research Significance

This research is significant because
it attempts to outline the significance
that United States-based media outlets
attached to the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum and its consequences. The findings of the research will
also assist researchers and experts who
want to explore this subject further.
Furthermore, this research will enrich
the Kurdish branch of media studies,
thereby supporting researchers and experts who want to explore how news
regarding the Kurds are presented in
world media.
3: Research Aims

This research aims to reveal the extent
to which the United States-based media outlets placed importance on the
2017 Kurdish independence referendum and its consequences, in particular, the ‘The New York Times” and
“The Washington Post”. The research
has the following secondary objectives
to reach its primary aim:
1. To understand the manner in which
the two newspapers informed its readers of the Kurdistan Regional Government’s motivations for conducting the
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2017 independence referendum.
2. To understand the way in which the
two media outlets informed its readers
of the position taken by the international community in respect to the 2017
Kurdish independence referendum.
3. To understand the manner in which
the two newspapers informed its readers of the political and military fallout
of the poll and the extent to which they
also informed their readers of the manner in which the Kurds were confronted as a direct result of the holding of
the referendum.
4: Research Community and
Sample

The ‘United States media’ is the research community of which both
newspapers the ‘The New York Times”
and “The Washington Post” have been
selected as case studies within that
community. These two United Statesbased newspapers have been selected
because; (1) they are two of the most
prominent newspapers in the United
States; (2) they cover essential global
issues; and (3) they are two of the most
referenced media outlets in the United
States and internationally.
The research sample is all the articles
about the Kurdistan Regional Government’s 2017 independence referendum
that were published by the respective
websites of both newspapers within a
two months period from 01/09/2017 to
01/11/2017. The research has chosen
this timeframe as it will provide for articles published in the immediate pre
and post-referendum period, as well

as those released during the poll. The
sample is made up of 17 individual
pieces from ‘The Washington Post’ and
16 different articles from ‘The New
York Times’ each of which discuss issued to do with the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum.
5: Research Method

This research uses description and
analysis as required by the research
objectives to reveal the extent to which
the United States media outlets, in particular, the ‘The New York Times” and
“The Washington Post” as case studies
of this research, attached importance to
the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum and its consequences.
Part 2: The 2017 Kurdish
Independence Referendum and its
Consequences

After the Kurdish political leadership,
especially the Kurdistan Democratic
Party, expressed on numerous occasions the general Kurdish will to move
towards holding an independence referendum that would pave the way for
the establishment of an independent
Kurdish state, on 7 June 2017, fifteen
political sides in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq under the supervision of
the then Kurdish Region of Iraq President, MassoudBarzani, decided on
holding the Kurdish independence referendum on the 25th September 2017
in all Kurdish territories in Iraq. Even
though during the campaigning period
for the poll there was widespread concern, anxiety and condemnation inter6

nally, regionally and internationally,
the referendum ultimately went ahead
as scheduled in the Kurdistan Region
of Iraq, and those disputed territories
that have fallen into the control of the
Kurdish Peshmerga forces during the
conflict with the Islamic State, namely
Kirkuk. Of those voters that turned out
92% voted in favour of Kurdish independence (1).
The independence referendum was,
from the outset, framed as the nationalist project that had cross-party agreement across the Kurdistan Region Iraq.
However, it was the Kurdistan Democratic Party and MassoudBarzani, that
worked hardest on the poll. Moreover,
MassoudBarzani was charged with the
management of the referendum and
its success due to his appointment as
the head of the Supreme Referendum
Council. For their part, the other Kurdish parties and sides, while they did not
openly oppose Kurdish independence
and the holding of a Kurdish independence referendum, they did not have
the same drive as the Kurdistan Democratic Party for holding the referendum on Kurdish independence. These
parties, some directly and others indirectly, criticised the timing of the poll
and a lack of Kurdish preparedness for
carrying it out (2).
It was numerous internal, nationwide,
regional, and international developments that motivated the Kurdish political parties, especially the Kurdistan
Democratic Party, to hold the Kurdish
Independence Referendum in 2017.
The sides that chose not to support the
Kurdish independence referendum did

so because they believed the poll was
an attempt by the Kurdistan Democratic party to gain power across the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq. This view
became prominent amongst critics of
the referendum in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq as the poll was being held
at a time of general political instability in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq
that was being caused by a number of
political crises, such as the ending of
MassoudBarzani’s final presidential
term, parliamentary deadlock, and the
poor state of Kurdish finances. Hence,
critics believed an attempt of this sort,
to achieve Kurdish independence, was
merely an attempt to galvanise nationalist sentiment amongst the Kurdish
population, which would ultimately
serve the interests of the Kurdish elites
in power.
However, those that were for holding
the referendum believed that the unique
environments in Iraq and the Middle
East, specifically that the Syrian Civil
War and the defeat of the Islamic State
in Iraq has given the Kurds of Iraq and
Syria control the majority of Kurdish
territory in those two countries, presented the Kurds with a historic opportunity to gain independence. What
is more, this group also calculated that
as relations between the Kurdistan Regional Government and the Iraqi Federal Government had reached a dire
point, it was now more damaging for
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq to remain
a part of Iraq (3).
On the regional and international level,
the idea of a Kurdish independence referendum was met with much concern
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and anxiety, with many states and international bodies urging the Kurdistan
Regional Government to refrain from
holding the poll. However, the Kurdistan Regional Government did not
heed the warnings of the international
community; and instead, reaffirmed its
commitment to conducting the vote.
This commitment by the Kurdistan Regional Government was on the back of
its hopes that it could ultimately persuade dominant international powers,
such as the United States to accept an
independent Kurdistan in the north of
Iraq. What is more, the Kurdistan Regional Government believed that it
could calm the nerves of the regional
states, especially Iran and Turkey, by
demonstrating, overtime; it’s unthreatening agenda towards them and, like
the with Palestinian cause the Kurds
could work to win the support and
compassion of the other international
states for its independence (4).
After the Kurdistan regional government held its independence referendum
and released the results, Iraq, regional
states, and the international community responded with a severe hit to the
economic and political gains that the
Kurdistan Regional Government had
made over the previous two decades.
The repercussions began with the announcement from the Iraqi Prime Minister that the holding of the referendum
would have severe consequences for
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. The Iraqi
Federal Government, a day after the
poll and in line with the Iraqi Prime
Minister threat, announced the implementation of numerous economic and

political sanctions against the Kurdistan Regional government. Moreover,
the Iraqi Council of Representatives
passed a motion that demanded the
Iraqi Prime Minister used Iraqi military
forces to regain control of Kirkuk’s oil
infrastructure and the Iraqi disputed
territories from the Kurdistan Regional
Government’s Peshmerga forces. In accordance with this motion on the 16th
of October 2017 Iraqi military forces,
with the support of the Iranian backed
Popular Mobilization Forces, recaptured Kirkuk and the other disputed
territories that were under the de-facto control of the Kurdistan Regional
Government’s Peshmerga putting them
back under the control of the Iraqi Federal Government (5).
Part Three: An Introduction to
‘The New York Times’ and ‘The
Washington Post’.

The history of newspaper publishing
in the United States of America dates
back to 1690. What is more, this new
industry witnessed profound change
and development in only a short period, with methods and technology improving rapidly and spreading across
the globe. It is this historical backdrop
that, today, allows the United States
media to be the most advanced in the
world, and to command the most significant influence locally and internationally. Moreover, the media industry
in the United States has developed into
one of the highest earning industries
in the United States of America and
is under continuous development and
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modernization. Today, it has become
so advanced that it is can influence and
direct public opinion, making the mass
media an essential supplement to the
directing and settling of local and international political issues (6).
This inherent power of the mass media
has made it an industry ripe for monopolisation by global elites. In this
regard, International corporations have
been able to take control of the industry in the same way, as they have been
able to control politics in general. With
this monopolisation, corporations have
also wielded their influence, to control
the output of these outlets in a manner
that is beneficial the interests of big
business (7).
In the United States, there are many
newspaper based media outlets, with
some enjoying a local readership,
some having a statewide readership,
some national, and a distinct few having international readership. However, among the outlets, only a handful is
of high quality and considered nationally and internationally as top-grade
newspapers, of which ‘The New York
Times’ and ‘The Washington Post’ are
among them.
The New York Times

Established in 1851 ‘The New York
Times’ was originally a daily newspaper that was distributed in New York
City. The newspaper is one of the oldest in the United States and one of the
best quality newspapers internationally. It is recognised as a newspaper that
continues to uphold the high reputation

and standards expected of the print
media. Hence, ‘The New York Times’
pays great attention to the news that
it chooses to cover and the way that it
presents it. Moreover, ‘The New York
Times’ is a newspaper that has aimed
to expand its readership beyond the
borders of the United States. In this regard, the newspaper has since the early 20th century included stories from
across the world. Within this context,
it’s excellent coverage of the sinking
on the Titanic in 1912 increased the
status of the newspaper greatly in international media. Another marker
of ‘The New York Times’ that distinguishes its quality from other media
outlets was it’s releasing of a series
of reports in 1971 about leaked secret
documents from the United States Department of Defense, termed ‘The Pentagon Papers’. These reports revealed a
secret history of the United States’ political and military involvement in the
Vietnam War from 1945 onwards. The
release of these reports earned the New
York Times the Pulitzer Prize in 1972,
which was one of many awards that the
newspaper has received to date (9).
The New York Times in the Era of
New Media

From 1995, ‘The New York Times’ has
utilised the Internet to widen its readership. In 2005 the newspaper launched
its ‘Times Select’ subscription service,
which allowed its consumers to access articles from the New York Times
online. However, this service ceased
after two years. Today, articles from
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‘The New York Times’ and its archive
collection are open to public viewing
without a subscription. In 2006, ‘TheNew York Times’ founded an electronic newspaper called ‘Times Reader’,
which allowed its readers to download
articles to read off-line. In 2011, ‘The
New York Times’ designed a subscription service for its digital media, which
restricted the websites free service
(10).
The New York Times is ranked 18th in
the world by circulation, it has an international edition, and is divided into
three sections (national and international news, opinion, and special reports) (11).
The Washington Post

The newspaper was founded in 1877
and was published every morning, seven days a week in Washington D.C.
The paper began publication as a fourpage Democratic Party circulation, but
was sold in 1898 and has since evolved
free of its political bias and is one of
the United States’ most significant
newspapers (12).
The newspaper’s best-known episode
was its lead into investigations that become known as the ‘Watergate Scandal’. Their reporting in the Washington
Post contributed significantly to the
resignation of President Richard Nixon, leading to it being awarded the Pulitzer Prize (13).
The Washington Post in the Era of
New Media

‘The Washington Post’ began its ven-

ture into the electronic platform by
utilisingnre technologies to establish
its post-haste telephone service in
1990, which allows its readers to access information free of charge. As
technology marched on the newspaper
debuted its ‘Digital Ink’ online service,
which was the newspaper’s online service to its readers. In 1996, it changed
the name of the service to ‘The Washington Post Newsweek Interactive’ and
launched the newspaper’s official website the same year. In early 2009 the
newspapers, as a result of the changing
dynamics and economic transformation around the newspaper industry,
witnessed a significant retrenchment,
by closing its remaining domestic bureaus in the United States. In 2013, Jeff
(Amazon.com CEO) Jeff Bezos purchased the paper for US$250 million.
To date, the newspaper has received 60
Pulitzer Prizes (14).
Part Four: An Analysis of the
Coverage of the 2017 Kurdish
Independence Referendum and its
Fallout in ‘The New York Times’
and ‘The Washington Post’

After obtaining the final design of the
analysis form, both researchers collected all the articles relating to the 2017
Kurdish independence referendum
published by both the ‘The New York
Times’ and ‘The Washington Post’ for
the two month period outlined above
(01st September 2017 to 01st November 2017). The researchers chose these
dates as the Kurdish independence referendum was held on 25th September
10

2017, and thus they cover the immediate pre and post-referendum period. The
sample of articles that the researchers
collected was seventeen individual articles from ‘The New York Times’ and
sixteen from ‘The Washington Post’.
The results of the analysis are outlined
below.
1) The Kurdistan Regional
Government’s motivations
for holding the Kurdistan
Independence Referendum in 2017.

After a thorough analysis of the articles in the ‘New York Times’ and ‘The
Washington Post’ regarding the 2017
Kurdistan independence referendum,
it appears as though the sources that
the newspapers have relied on believe
that the KRG’s motivations for holding
the poll are many. Of ‘The New York
Times’’ seventeen articles regarding
the Kurdish independence referendum,
fifteen of the articles refer to the motivations behind the decision to hold the
referendum. And of the ‘Washington
post’s’ sixteen articles on the subject
fifteen of them also refer to the motivations behind the decision to hold the
referendum. The analysis shows that
both papers believe that the primary
motivation of the Kurdish independence referendum was the possibility
of finally achieving the historic goal
of separation from Iraq and complete
self-determination. Both newspapers
are also in agreement with the secondary motivation of the Kurdistan
Regional Government for holding the
poll was to prevent further persecution,

suppression and genocide against their
population by foreign governments.
‘The Washington Post’ also puts forward the tertiary reason as an attempt
to keep President MassoudBarzani in
power. (See Table 1)
2) The position taken by
international and regional states
and by international organisations
on the referendum

After a thorough analysis of the articles in ‘The New York Times’ and
‘The Washington Post’ regarding the
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2017 Kurdistan independence referendum, it appears as though the articles from ‘The New York Times’
re-emphasise that the position taken
by foreign states and organisations
on the 2017 Kurdish independence
referendum is largely against. ‘The
Washington Post’ echoes ‘The New
York Times’ on the negative position
taken by foreign states and organisations on the poll. However, ‘The
Washington Post’ does on two occasions mention the fact that Israel supported the 2017 Kurdish referendum.
(See Table 2)

3) Those that opposed the 2017
Kurdish independence referendum

After a thorough analysis of the articles in ‘The New York Times’ and
‘The Washington Post’ regarding the
2017 Kurdistan independence referendum, both newspapers have primarily
referred to the United States’ position
against the Kurdish independence referendum. Following this, both newspapers have referred to the negative
position taken by the Kurdistan Region’s neighbouring states, namely
Turkey, Iran and Iraq. Both newspapers have also referred to the negative
position taken by international and regional organisations, such as the United Nations, the European Union and
the Arab League. (See Table 3)
4) Reasons for opposing the 2017
Kurdish independence Referendum

After a thorough analysis of the articles in ‘The New York Times’ and
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‘The Washington Post’ regarding the
2017 Kurdistan independence referendum, it appears that both newspapers
have covered the reasons why much
of the international community opposed the 2017 Kurdish independence
referendum. The most important reasons the papers put forward were the
threat that the poll presented to the
territorial integrity and unity of Iraq,
and that it may have lead to ethnic
conflict in the country. Another reason
expressed by both newspapers was
that the holding of the 2017 Kurdish
independence referendum might have
impacted the fight against the Islamic
States negatively. A third reason that
the newspapers expressed was that the
poll could lead to region-wide instability especially in those countries that
host Kurdish populations, as such a
vote would encourage Kurds of those
respective states to demand the same
rights of self-determination. (See Table 4)

5) The threats to the KRG from
Iraq and neighbouring states after
the holding of the referendum

After a thorough analysis of the articles in ‘The New York Times’ and
‘The Washington Post’ regarding the
2017 Kurdistan independence referendum, it appears that both newspapers illuminated the threats that
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were posed to the KRG from Iraq and
neighbouring states once the referendum was complete. Both newspapers
have cited the likelihood of military
intervention against the KRG, closures of the Kurdish borders, and the
halting of the Kurdistan Region’s oil
exports through Turkish ports. (See
table 5)

6) The military and political
consequences of the referendum.

After a thorough analysis of the articles
in the ‘New York Times’ and ‘Washington Post’ regarding the 2017 Kurdistan
independence referendum, it appears
that both newspapers have discussed
the military and political consequences of the holding of the referendum.
The primary consequence they discuss
is the Iraqi Government’s military response and the position of the United
States in the dispute between the KRG
and the Iraqi Government. Both newspapers also discuss the military drills
that occurred on Iraqi Kurdistan’s borders by its neighbours and the economic sanctions imposed on the region by
the Iraqi Government. (See Table 6)
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7) The reasons for the defeat of the
Kurdish Peshmerga at the hands of
the Iraqi Forces

After a thorough analysis of the articles in ‘The New York Times’ and ‘The
Washington Post’ regarding the 2017
Kurdistan independence referendum,
it appears as though both newspapers
identify some reasons as to the why the
Kurdish Peshmerga was defeated by
Iraqi Forces. The central problems according to the papers were the internal
divisions in the Kurdistan Region of
Iraq between the different Kurdish political parties, which ultimately worked
to collapse the Kurdish resistance. Another reason the newspapers outline
was that some in the Kurdish leadership
made pre-arranged agreements with

the Iraqi Government to hand over the
Iraqi disputed territories without confrontation. The Washington Post also
outlines the fact that the Iraqi Forces
were a much more powerful force that
the Kurdish Peshmerga as a reason for
the Kurdish defeat. (See Table 7)
Conclusion

1) Both ‘The New York Times’ and
‘The Washington Post’ believe the
KRG held the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum, as they wanted to
separate from Iraq and declare independence, given the poor state of relations between Baghdad and Erbil.
2) Both newspapers explain that on
the national, regional and international
level the KRG failed to convince any
state (except Israel) to support the poll.
Most states chose to either remain neutral or chose to oppose it.
3) Both newspapers have discussed the
consequences of the referendum. They
have pointed, in particular, to the Iraqi
government’s assault on the Iraqi disputed territories and its recapture of the
territory from the Kurds. Moreover,
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they also outline the economic and political sanctions that the Iraqi Government imposed on the KRG.
4) Both newspapers also shed light on
the reasons for the Peshmerga’s defeat
in Kirkuk and the Iraqi disputed territories. They argue that internal divisions
within the KRG mainly caused it.
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Kurdistan conflict and Crisis Research Center

The Kurdistan Conflict and Crisis Research Center (KCCRC) is an independent and not-for-profit
organisation based in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. KCCRC conducts research and produces policy
papers regarding Kurdish, Iraqi and related studies. Within this framework, KCCRC focuses its
research on the politics and economics of the region at the macro level, and at the micro level, it
concentrates on issues surrounding but not limited to the following;
• Ethnic and Sectarian Conflict
• Terrorism
• Islamism, extremism and radicalisation
• Instability
• Internally displaced peoples
• Oil and Gas
• Political Economy
• Ethnic and Sectarian conflict
• International politics
KCCRC delivers for its clients by using its unique geographic position to take advantage of the
expertise of local and international scholars to give the most precise picture of Kurdish, Iraqi and
Middle Eastern affairs.
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