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Abstract
This thesis examines how the United States frames its security cooperation with Kurdish actors in 

Iraq across four crisis episodes the 1991 humanitarian intervention, the 2014–2016 anti-ISIS 

campaign, the 2017 independence referendum, and the 2025–2026 US–Iran confrontation and 

through what discursive mechanisms it simultaneously supports and limits Kurdish political 

standing. Using qualitative content analysis with elements of frame analysis, the study codes 

seventeen official documents from US and Kurdish sources using a seven-category framework 

capturing partnership, security necessity, legitimacy-by-performance, territorial integrity, non-

recognition, conditionality, and dialogue language. The findings reveal a structurally recurring 

pattern: crisis conditions generate partnership and legitimacy-by-performance framing that 

constitutes functional recognition, while sovereignty risks trigger territorial integrity, non-

recognition, and conditionality language that bounds it. This pattern is not contingent on a single 

crisis but is embedded in the US–Kurdish relationship across thirty-five years, confirming that 

recognition in international politics operates as an ongoing discursive practice rather than a binary 

legal act.
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1. Introduction

Since the early 1990s, Kurdish actors in Iraq have repeatedly become significant security partners 

for the United States during regional crises, yet Washington has consistently paired that 

cooperation with explicit limits on Kurdish sovereignty aspirations. This pattern produces a puzzle 

at the intersection of recognition politics, sovereignty norms, and security cooperation: why does 

the US develop deep, direct security engagement with Kurdish actors including training, 

assistance, institutional coordination, and partnership language while simultaneously reinforcing 

Iraq’s territorial integrity and rejecting Kurdish statehood claims?

The tension between these two positions has recurred across multiple critical episodes. In 1991, 

the US established a no-fly zone and Operation Provide Comfort to protect Kurdish refugees from 

Saddam Hussein’s repression, while simultaneously insisting that the intervention was temporary 

and that the US would not intervene in Iraq’s internal affairs. In 2014, when the Islamic State of 

Iraq and the Levant swept across northern Iraq, the US developed extensive security cooperation 

with the Kurdistan Regional Government and its Peshmerga forces, establishing training centres, 

providing brigade equipment sets, and deploying partnership language that treated the KRG as a 

legitimate security interlocutor. Yet in 2017, when the KRG held an independence referendum, 

the US declared that it strongly opposes the vote and subsequently stated that it does not recognize 

the results (US Department of State, 2017a; 2017b). In 2025–2026, as the US–Iran confrontation 

escalated, President Trump personally called Kurdish leaders in Iraq to discuss the war effort, only 
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to reverse course days later, stating that he did not want Kurds to get hurt. Deep cooperation and 

explicit limitation have thus coexisted in the same bilateral relationship across thirty-five years.

The main research question guiding this study is: how does the United States frame its security 

cooperation with Kurdish actors in Iraq across successive crises, and through what discursive 

mechanisms does it simultaneously support and limit Kurdish political standing? Three sub-

questions follow. First, what justifications does US official language offer for engaging with 

Kurdish actors in each episode? Second, what boundary-setting language does the US deploy to 

manage the recognition risks created by that engagement? Third, how do Kurdish actors including 

the Kurdistan Regional Government and the Peshmerga – frame their own role and respond to 

those limits?

This puzzle is significant for International Relations because it demonstrates that recognition is 

not only a formal legal act but is practised and negotiated through security cooperation and official 

language across time. By comparing four episodes rather than a single moment, the thesis identifies 

whether the pattern of support and limits is structurally recurring or contingent on specific 

circumstances. The study draws on the concepts of engagement without recognition (Ker-Lindsay, 

2015), functional statehood (Worster, 2020), organised hypocrisy (Krasner, 1999), and Kurdish 

paradiplomacy (Mohammed and Owtram, 2014; Gunter, 2011), applying them through a 

qualitative textual analysis of US and Kurdish official documents using a seven-category coding 

framework.

The thesis is structured as follows. The background chapter provides the contextual information 

necessary to understand the case. The theory and literature review examines four bodies of 

scholarship and identifies the gap this thesis addresses. The methodology chapter presents the 

research design, data sources, analytical procedure, and coding framework. The analysis consists 

of four episode chapters – 1991, 2014–2016, 2017–2018, and 2025–2026 – followed by a 

comparative discussion that draws together the findings across all four episodes. The conclusion 

answers the research question directly and reflects on the study’s contribution and limitations.
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2. Background

The Kurdistan Region of Iraq is a constitutionally recognized federal entity in northern Iraq, 

governed by the Kurdistan Regional Government and defended by the Peshmerga military forces. 

The Kurds are often described as the largest ethnic group in the world without their own state, with 

a population estimated at thirty to forty million spread across Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Syria. In Iraq, 

the Kurdish population is concentrated in the northern provinces of Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and 

Duhok, with disputed territories including the oil-rich province of Kirkuk. The KRG has operated 

as a de facto autonomous entity since the establishment of the northern no-fly zone in 1991, and 

its autonomy was formalized in the 2005 Iraqi constitution, which recognized the Kurdistan 

Region as a federal entity with its own government, parliament, and security forces.

Four moments in the US–Kurdish relationship are central to this thesis. In 1991, following the 

Gulf War, President Bush encouraged Iraqis to rise up against Saddam Hussein. The Kurdish 

uprising that followed was crushed, producing a humanitarian catastrophe that forced the US, UK, 

and France to establish a protective zone in northern Iraq under Operation Provide Comfort. This 

intervention created conditions for Kurdish self-governance but was framed as temporary and 

humanitarian. In 2014, the rise of ISIS and the fall of Mosul created an urgent security crisis. The 

US developed deep cooperation with the Peshmerga, establishing the Kurdistan Training 

Coordination Centre, providing equipment through the Iraq Train and Equip Fund, and conducting 

advise-and-assist missions across all eight Kurdish sectors. In 2017, the KRG held an 

independence referendum that was overwhelmingly approved by Kurdish voters but was rejected 

by the US, Iraq, and virtually the entire international community, leading to a rapid contraction of 

Kurdish political standing. In 2025–2026, the US–Iran confrontation created a new crisis in which 

the US again reached for Kurdish partners, with Trump calling Barzani and Talabani to discuss 

cooperation, before reversing course as the political risks became apparent. Each of these moments 

generated official language about cooperation and limits, making them suitable for the textual 

analysis conducted in this thesis.
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3. Theory and Literature Review

3.1 Theoretical Framework: Constructivism, Sovereignty, and the Limits of Realism

The empirical puzzle at the heart of this thesis — why does the United States develop extensive 

security cooperation with a non-sovereign Kurdish entity while simultaneously insisting on Iraq’s 

territorial integrity — raises a prior theoretical puzzle: how should international relations 

scholarship understand the relationship between material power interests and the discursive 

management of sovereignty? Neorealist theory offers a parsimonious starting point. For Waltz 

(1979), the anarchic structure of the international system compels states to act primarily on the 

basis of survival and relative power: alliances are formed and dissolved according to strategic 

calculations, and sub-state actors are relevant only insofar as they serve great power interests. From 

this vantage point, the US–Kurdish relationship is straightforward — Kurdish forces are used when 

needed and abandoned when the costs of association rise. Yet while this logic captures part of the 

empirical record, it cannot explain why the United States devotes sustained official language to 

justifying, bounding, and managing its Kurdish engagement across thirty-five years. Waltz’s 

framework predicts the pattern of use and abandonment but offers no account of why the discursive 

work of framing matters, nor why sovereignty norms are invoked with such consistency even when 

they are simultaneously being circumvented in practice. It is precisely this gap — between what 

states do and how they officially say what they do — that requires a theoretical framework 

sensitive to ideas, language, and norms.

Constructivism provides that framework. In his foundational challenge to neorealism, Wendt 

(1992) argues that anarchy is not a structural given that mechanically produces competitive state 

behaviour but is itself socially constructed — made and remade through the identities, interests, 

and interactions of states. His central claim, that ‘anarchy is what states make of it’, establishes 

that the meanings states attach to their relationships are not determined by material capabilities 

alone but by the intersubjective understandings they construct through practice and language 

(Wendt, 1992, p. 395). In his later work, Wendt (1999) develops this into a full theory of 

international politics as a social construction, arguing that the structures of world politics are 

cultural rather than merely material: states operate within shared normative understandings about 

what constitutes legitimate behaviour, and those understandings shape what states can and cannot 
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do. This theoretical move is directly relevant to the present study. If the international system is 

constituted through shared ideas and norms rather than material forces alone, then the official 

language through which the United States frames its Kurdish engagement is not merely rhetorical 

packaging for pre-determined strategic decisions — it is the site where the meaning and limits of 

that engagement are actively constructed.

Adler (1997) elaborates the epistemological position this study occupies. Arguing that 

constructivism seizes the middle ground between rationalist approaches and poststructuralist 

interpretivism, he demonstrates that constructivist research can deploy systematic, empirically 

rigorous methods while insisting that social reality is constituted through cognitive structures and 

shared meanings rather than brute material facts (Adler, 1997, p. 322). This middle-ground 

position directly justifies the methodological choice made in this thesis: qualitative content 

analysis with elements of frame analysis is a method that takes language seriously as evidence 

without abandoning systematic, replicable procedure. Hopf (1998) reinforces this position by 

showing that constructivism’s analytical value lies precisely in its capacity to explain what 

rationalist theories cannot — specifically, how the identities that states assign to other actors shape 

the range of actions available in a given situation (Hopf, 1998, p. 174). In the US–Kurdish case, 

the identity the US constructs for Kurdish actors — reliable security partner versus illegitimate 

sovereignty claimant — is not fixed by material conditions but produced through the official 

language examined in this thesis.

A critical development within constructivism concerns the dynamic character of norms. Finnemore 

and Sikkink (1998) demonstrate that international norms do not operate as static rules that states 

either comply with or violate. Rather, norms evolve through a three-stage life cycle of emergence, 

cascade, and internalisation, and crucially, actors deploy norms strategically — promoting, 

invoking, and suspending them in ways that serve their interests within specific political contexts 

(Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998, pp. 895–905). This insight is central to the theoretical argument of 

the present thesis. The sovereignty norm affirming Iraq’s territorial integrity does not disappear 

during crisis episodes when the US develops deep security cooperation with Kurdish actors — it 

is strategically suspended and then reactivated when Kurdish aspirations threaten the broader 

political framework. This directly connects to Biersteker and Weber’s (1996) foundational 

argument that state sovereignty is itself a social construct — not a timeless legal principle but a 

normative conception that links authority, territory, population, and recognition in ways that reflect 



                                                                                                                                                       8

historically specific power relations (Biersteker and Weber, 1996, pp. 1–21). Together, these 

contributions establish that the sovereignty norms the US invokes in its Kurdish engagement are 

not neutral legal facts but politically produced and reproduced through exactly the kind of official 

language this thesis analyses.

The constructivist framework has not gone unchallenged. Critics have argued that it underspecifies 

causal mechanisms, relies on circular reasoning about the relationship between norms and 

behaviour, and struggles to explain outcomes in contexts where material power and strategic 

interest appear dominant (Zehfuss, 2002; Copeland, cited in Adler, 1997). The realist resurgence 

following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 renewed arguments that Waltzian structural 

pressures ultimately determine state behaviour when security is at stake. However, as Jung (2019) 

demonstrates in a comprehensive review of constructivism’s development, these critiques have 

strengthened rather than undermined the constructivist research programme by generating more 

precise empirical work on when and how norms and ideas shape outcomes alongside material 

forces. The US–Kurdish case is instructive here: a purely realist account would predict 

straightforward instrumentalisation, yet the empirical record shows that the US invests consistently 

in the discursive management of the relationship — producing partnership language during crises 

and boundary-setting language when sovereignty risks emerge — in ways that material interest 

alone cannot explain. As Jung (2019, p. 3) observes, constructivism retains its analytical value 

precisely because the social construction of identities and norms continues to operate even within 

— indeed especially within — periods of intensified great power competition, shaping the terms 

on which power is exercised and legitimated.

Recent scholarship has further refined the constructivist understanding of sovereignty in ways 

directly relevant to this thesis. Kyris (2022) argues that sovereignty should be understood as 

dynamic rather than binary: the conditions associated with recognition — including degrees of 

international engagement, institutional cooperation, and legitimacy — fluctuate in quality and 

quantity within a political unit over time rather than being categorically present or absent. His 

concept of dynamic sovereignty provides a precise theoretical account of the pattern this thesis 

identifies empirically: Kurdish functional recognition expanded substantially during the 2014–

2016 anti-ISIS campaign and contracted sharply in 2017 following the referendum, before partially 

recovering in the 2025–2026 confrontation with Iran. Kyris’s framework updates the classical 

binary distinction between recognised and unrecognised states, offering instead a continuum of 
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recognition that can move in both directions depending on crisis conditions and political risk 

(Kyris, 2022, pp. 290–302).

The methodological dimension of the theoretical framework rests on frame analysis as defined by 

Entman (1993). Framing involves ‘selecting and making salient particular aspects of a perceived 

reality’ to promote specific problem definitions, causal interpretations, moral evaluations, or 

prescriptions (Entman, 1993, p. 52). This definition captures precisely what official language does 

in the US–Kurdish relationship: it selects certain aspects of that relationship — military capability, 

humanitarian necessity, shared enemies, territorial integrity — and makes them salient in ways 

that justify specific political positions while marginalising others. Frame analysis thus provides 

the bridge between the constructivist claim that language constructs political reality and the 

methodological practice of systematically coding official documents. It operationalises the 

theoretical argument: if sovereignty and recognition are socially constructed through practice and 

language, as Wendt (1992), Biersteker and Weber (1996), and Kyris (2022) argue, then the frames 

present in official language are precisely where that construction takes place and can be observed.

Together, these theoretical perspectives constitute the analytical framework of the study. 

Neorealism (Waltz, 1979) provides the baseline against which the thesis argues: it explains why 

the US seeks Kurdish partners during crises but cannot explain the discursive work of managing 

those partnerships. Constructivism (Wendt, 1992; 1999; Adler, 1997; Hopf, 1998) supplies the 

theoretical warrant for treating official language as political action that constructs identities and 

legitimacy rather than simply reporting them. The norm dynamics framework (Finnemore and 

Sikkink, 1998) and the social construction of sovereignty (Biersteker and Weber, 1996) explain 

how sovereignty norms can be simultaneously real and strategically deployed. Dynamic 

sovereignty theory (Kyris, 2022) provides a recent, empirically refined account of how recognition 

fluctuates across time in exactly the way this study documents. Frame analysis (Entman, 1993) 

translates these theoretical commitments into a systematic method for examining how language 

produces and reproduces political reality in official documents.

The following sections review the existing scholarship and theoretical frameworks relevant to the 

puzzle of how the United States develops deep security cooperation with Kurdish actors while 

simultaneously limiting their sovereignty aspirations. The literature falls into four core 

perspectives: recognition and contested sovereignty, engagement without recognition, functional 

recognition and practical legitimacy, and Kurdish paradiplomacy and external strategy. Each 
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perspective has generated research using different methods — legal-doctrinal analysis, 

comparative case studies, quantitative datasets, and interview-based research — and the review 

considers both what scholars have found and how they produced that knowledge. The chapter 

concludes by identifying what existing research does not yet explain and positioning the gap this 

thesis addresses.

3.2 Recognition and Contested Sovereignty

Recognition in international politics is not an automatic legal consequence of meeting objective 

criteria, but a sovereign political decision shaped by strategic calculations. Crawford (2006) 

establishes this point through a comprehensive legal analysis of statehood, showing that while the 

Montevideo Convention of 1933 sets out four criteria for statehood — a defined territory, a 

permanent population, a functioning government, and the capacity to enter relations with other 

states — the decision to recognise remains discretionary (Crawford, 2006, pp. 37–95). States may 

acknowledge that an entity fulfils these criteria and still withhold recognition for political reasons, 

meaning that recognition is as much an act of politics as it is of law. This insight is foundational 

for the present study because it establishes that the US decision to cooperate with Kurdish actors 

without recognising their sovereignty claims is not an anomaly but a reflection of how recognition 

operates in practice.

Krasner (1999) deepens this argument by theorising sovereignty as ‘organised hypocrisy’ — the 

presence of longstanding norms that are frequently violated (Krasner, 1999, p. 9). Drawing on 

extensive historical evidence, he demonstrates that the norms of sovereignty and non-interference 

are routinely violated when it serves the interests of powerful states (Krasner, 1999, pp. 9–25). 

Krasner distinguishes between international legal sovereignty — the recognition of territories as 

states, which is relatively stable — and Westphalian sovereignty — the principle of non-

interference in domestic authority structures, which is more frequently violated (Krasner, 1999, 

pp. 3–4). This framework is directly relevant to the US–Kurdish case: the US can simultaneously 

affirm Iraq’s territorial integrity at the level of formal legal sovereignty while violating the 

principle of non-interference through deep, direct security cooperation with a sub-state actor. The 

pattern of support and limits that this thesis traces can thus be understood as a specific instance of 
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organised hypocrisy, where sovereignty norms are instrumentally deployed or suspended 

depending on strategic circumstances.

The international system exhibits strong normative resistance to unilateral secessions, which 

shapes how non-sovereign entities develop. Caspersen (2012), through comparative fieldwork in 

Nagorno-Karabakh and the former Republic of Serbian Krajina, demonstrates that non-recognition 

has material consequences: it constrains state-building, limits access to international institutions, 

and creates dependence on external patrons. Yet Caspersen also shows that unrecognised states 

are not merely passive victims — they develop internal governance structures and pursue 

engagement strategies designed to increase their room for manoeuvre, even without formal 

recognition (Caspersen, 2012, pp. 1–20). Her finding that unrecognised states exhibit a tendency 

toward militarisation, narrow identity definitions, and patron dependence speaks directly to the 

KRG’s position across the episodes examined in this thesis. Kolstø (2006) similarly argues that 

quasi-state survival depends on internal legitimacy-building, disproportionate military spending, 

and strong external patronage, noting that these entities occupy an analytically distinct position 

from recognised but dysfunctional states (Kolstø, 2006, p. 723) — a distinction applicable to the 

KRG’s constitutionally embedded but internationally ambiguous status.

Florea (2017), using an original quantitative dataset of all breakaway enclaves from 1945 to 2011, 

finds that external military support reduces the likelihood of both peaceful reintegration and 

transition to full statehood, while state-building activities by separatists increase prospects for 

eventual independence (Florea, 2017, pp. 337–351). Crucially, Florea’s findings show that the 

relationship between external support and sovereignty outcomes is not straightforward: military 

patronage may sustain a de facto entity without advancing its statehood claims. This finding 

resonates directly with the US–Kurdish relationship, where American military support has 

sustained the KRG’s operational capacity across multiple crises without translating into political 

recognition.

Coggins (2014), studying a large dataset of twentieth-century secessionist movements 

complemented by case studies of Yugoslav and Soviet successions, argues that the recognition of 

new states is driven primarily by the parochial choices of great powers rather than by legal 

principles or the merits of self-determination claims (Coggins, 2014, pp. 1–13). Her analysis 

demonstrates that recognition is a political tool wielded strategically, and that the fate of 

secessionist movements depends overwhelmingly on whether they align with great power 
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interests. For the present study, the recognition literature establishes that cooperating with non-

sovereign entities creates recognition risk — the concern that engagement may be interpreted as 

legitimising statehood claims — and that states must actively manage this risk through language 

and conditionality.

3.3 Engagement without Recognition

If recognition carries political risk, how do states cooperate extensively with non-recognised 

entities without crossing the line into recognition? Ker-Lindsay (2015) addresses this question 

directly. Analysing diplomatic practice across Cyprus, Kosovo, and Abkhazia, he argues that states 

can engage extensively with contested entities without recognition, provided there is no underlying 

intent to recognise (Ker-Lindsay, 2015, pp. 1–20). The crucial principle is that recognition requires 

an explicit, deliberate act of political will; in the absence of such an act, even high-level 

engagement — meetings between officials, the maintenance of liaison offices, trade relations, and 

security cooperation — does not constitute recognition. This creates a remarkably wide latitude 

for bilateral interaction, provided that the engaging state makes its non-recognition position clear 

through language, conditions, and disclaimers.

This concept of engagement without recognition is central to the present study because it explains 

how the US can develop deep, direct security cooperation with Kurdish actors — including training 

programmes, equipment transfers, coordination centres, and partnership language — without that 

cooperation constituting recognition of Kurdish statehood. The US has consistently deployed 

explicit non-recognition statements, territorial integrity affirmations, and conditionality language 

to signal that its engagement does not imply sovereign recognition. Ker-Lindsay’s framework 

predicts that such boundary-setting language should intensify when the risk of recognition 

becomes politically acute — which is precisely what the thesis expects to find in episodes where 

Kurdish actors make explicit sovereignty claims, such as the 2017 referendum. Conversely, during 

crisis moments when the US urgently needs Kurdish cooperation, the emphasis on partnership 

language should increase while boundary-setting recedes. The thesis tests this prediction across 

four episodes.

Erman (2013) offers a complementary perspective by examining the recognitive practices involved 

in declaring and constituting statehood. She argues that the traditional distinction between 
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declaratory theory and constitutive theory is less clear-cut than often assumed: both rely on 

practices of mutual recognition — speech acts that make normative claims and seek to change the 

normative statuses of those they target (Erman, 2013, pp. 247–249). Her practice-based 

understanding of recognition aligns with and operationalises the present study’s core method: if 

recognition is an ongoing discursive practice rather than a single act, then the systematic coding 

of official language across four episodes is precisely the method needed to trace how recognition 

and its limits are produced and reproduced over time.

3.4 Functional Recognition and Practical Legitimacy

Worster (2020) develops the concept of functional statehood through a comprehensive legal-

doctrinal analysis of treaty practice, international organisation membership, and court proceedings. 

He demonstrates that entities such as Palestine, Taiwan, and the Cook Islands are routinely treated 

as if they were states for specific functional purposes — joining treaty regimes, participating in 

international organisations, being subject to or protected by the prohibition on the use of force — 

without being recognised as states in general (Worster, 2020, pp. 3–15). The key theoretical insight 

is that statehood can be relative and issue-specific: an entity can possess state-like legal personality 

for certain functional areas while lacking it for others. This concept is directly relevant to the US–

Kurdish case because security cooperation involving direct training structures, coordination 

centres, and partnership language constitutes precisely the kind of issue-specific, state-like 

treatment Worster describes. Pegg (1998) similarly argues that international society 

accommodates de facto states through what he terms limited acceptance, balancing pragmatic 

needs against sovereignty norms through informal mechanisms including unofficial diplomatic 

contacts, humanitarian access, and security cooperation — all visible in the US–Kurdish 

relationship across the episodes examined here (Pegg, 1998, pp. 1–30). The thesis uses the term 

functional recognition to refer to this pattern: the treatment of a non-sovereign entity as a state-

like partner for specific purposes, visible in official language and institutional practice, without 

general recognition of statehood.

Smith (2018) examines the specific legal position of the Kurdish Peshmerga, arguing that they 

function as a quasi-state military force receiving direct international support while operating within 

the constitutional framework of a recognised sovereign state (Smith, 2018, pp. 245–277). Her 
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analysis highlights the tension at the heart of this thesis’s puzzle: the Peshmerga are treated as a 

functional security partner by the US, yet their political aspirations are constrained by sovereignty 

norms and by the legal architecture of the Iraqi constitution. Natali (2015) extends this analysis by 

examining how the KRG has leveraged its political limbo as a strategic asset. She argues that the 

KRG has exploited the ambiguity of its quasi-state position to extract resources, build institutions, 

and expand its international standing, particularly during crisis periods when external actors need 

Kurdish cooperation (Natali, 2015, pp. 1–25). Natali demonstrates that the KRG’s strategy has 

been to maximise functional engagement without triggering the formal recognition concerns of 

external partners — a strategy that aligns closely with the theoretical logic of engagement without 

recognition described by Ker-Lindsay.

Together, these studies establish that functional recognition — the treatment of a non-sovereign 

entity as a state-like partner for specific purposes — is not an anomaly but a recurring pattern in 

international politics. However, they also indicate that functional recognition has limits: it is 

contingent on crisis conditions, subject to withdrawal, and bounded by sovereignty norms that 

reassert themselves when political risks increase. The present study examines how these limits are 

discursively constructed and enforced through official language across four crisis episodes.

3.5 Kurdish Paradiplomacy and External Strategy

Para-diplomacy refers to the international activities of sub-state governments (Soldatos, 1990). 

Keating (1999) identifies three sets of motivations driving regional governments into the 

international arena: economic interests, cultural promotion, and political aspirations including the 

pursuit of recognition and legitimacy. Lecours (2002) develops this further, arguing that 

paradiplomacy reflects not only the functional needs of regions but also their identity aspirations 

and their position within domestic constitutional arrangements. Cornago (2006) links 

paradiplomacy to the broader redefinition of international security, arguing that security 

cooperation between sub-state entities and sovereign states is itself a form of paradiplomatic 

activity — a connection that positions US–Kurdish security cooperation not merely as a great 

power decision imposed on a passive sub-state actor, but as a relationship in which the Kurdish 

side actively pursues engagement through its own external strategy.
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Mohammed and Owtram (2014), drawing on semi-structured interviews with senior KRG officials 

conducted in 2010, demonstrate that the KRG has practised paradiplomacy since at least 2003, 

with a Department of Foreign Relations established in 2005–2006 and representation offices in 

multiple countries. Their respondents consistently emphasised that the KRG’s international 

activities were constitutionally grounded in Article 121/4 of the Iraqi constitution and motivated 

primarily by economic and developmental objectives rather than secessionism. This finding is 

significant because it shows that the KRG’s external engagement strategy was deliberately framed 

to increase functional standing without triggering the sovereignty concerns of external partners — 

a strategy consistent with the logic of engagement without recognition. Abbas Zadeh and Kirmanj 

(2017), using document analysis and secondary sources, extend this analysis to the ISIS period, 

showing that the war significantly amplified the KRG’s international standing. However, they also 

document significant obstacles to Kurdish statehood, including partisan divisions among 

Peshmerga forces, internal political fragmentation, and opposition from neighbouring states, 

demonstrating that crisis-driven paradiplomatic expansion remains contingent and reversible when 

political conditions change.

Gunter (2008) provides the most directly relevant historical analysis for this thesis. He identifies 

five stages of American foreign policy toward the Kurds, tracing the relationship from Wilson’s 

Fourteen Points through the Barzani revolt of the 1970s, the 1991 Gulf War and creation of the 

KRG, the 2003 de facto alliance, and the PKK dimension. Gunter demonstrates a recurring pattern: 

the US has repeatedly engaged Kurdish actors when it needed them as strategic partners, only to 

withdraw or limit support when Kurdish aspirations conflicted with broader American interests. 

He observes that the US opposes Kurdish independence because it would lead to the partition of 

Iraq and instability in the region, yet simultaneously supports the KRG to maintain Iraqi political 

unity — a position he describes as inherently contradictory and extremely difficult to implement 

in practice (Gunter, 2008, pp. 155–160). He also documents the Kurdish side of this dynamic, 

noting that Kurdish leaders remember previous instances of American withdrawal in 1975 and 

1991 and that this historical memory shapes their approach to each new round of engagement 

(Gunter, 2008, pp. 1–10). His analysis confirms that the pattern of support and limits is not 

confined to a single episode but recurs across multiple crises.
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Identifying the Gap

The existing literature establishes several important foundations for this thesis. States can 

cooperate with non-recognised entities while managing recognition risk through intent signalling 

and boundary-setting language (Ker-Lindsay, 2015, pp. 1–20). Sovereignty itself operates as 

organised hypocrisy, where norms are instrumentally deployed or suspended depending on 

strategic circumstances (Krasner, 1999, pp. 9–25). Functional statehood is practised across many 

issue areas, treating entities as state-like partners for specific purposes without general recognition 

(Worster, 2020, pp. 3–15). The KRG has an established paradiplomacy apparatus that crisis 

conditions have amplified (Mohammed and Owtram, 2014; Abbas Zadeh and Kirmanj, 2017). And 

the US–Kurdish relationship has passed through multiple stages characterised by a recurring 

pattern of engagement followed by limitation (Gunter, 2008, pp. 1–10).

However, existing research predominantly examines these dynamics through single episodes or 

static legal frameworks. Ker-Lindsay and Worster analyse engagement and functional statehood 

as general patterns but do not trace how a specific bilateral relationship oscillates between deeper 

engagement and stricter limits across successive crises. Mohammed and Owtram and Abbas Zadeh 

and Kirmanj study KRG paradiplomacy in the post-2003 and ISIS periods but do not extend their 

analysis to earlier episodes such as 1991 or to the current regional confrontation. Gunter identifies 

the stages of US–Kurdish relations but does not conduct a structured textual analysis of the official 

language through which support and limits are framed (Gunter, 2008, pp. 155–160). Florea, 

Caspersen, and Coggins provide comparative frameworks for understanding de facto state 

trajectories and the politics of recognition, but do not focus on the discursive mechanisms through 

which a specific external actor constructs and bounds practical legitimacy over time.

What is missing, therefore, is a systematic episode-based comparison that traces how US support 

and limits repeat across successive crises involving Kurdish actors, and what changes in American 

framing when the political risk of cooperation increases. Existing scholarship tells us that 

engagement without recognition is possible, that functional statehood is practised, and that the 

US–Kurdish relationship follows a pattern of support and limitation. But it does not provide a 

structured analysis of how that pattern is discursively constructed and bounded through official 

language across multiple critical moments in one bilateral relationship. This thesis addresses that 

gap by applying a qualitative content analysis to US and Kurdish official documents across four 

crisis episodes — 1991, 2014–2016, 2017–2018, and 2025–2026 — using a structured coding 
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framework that captures both functional recognition indicators and boundary-setting mechanisms. 

In doing so, it draws on the theoretical concepts identified in this chapter — engagement without 

recognition (Ker-Lindsay, 2015), functional statehood (Worster, 2020), organised hypocrisy 

(Krasner, 1999), and Kurdish paradiplomatic strategy (Mohammed and Owtram, 2014; Gunter, 

2008) — applying them not as static categories but as discursive practices visible in official 

language across time.

4 Methodology

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents and justifies the methodological choices made to answer the research 

question: how does the United States frame its security cooperation with Kurdish actors in Iraq 

across successive crises, and through what discursive mechanisms does it simultaneously support 

and limit Kurdish political standing? Because the research question concerns how actors justify 

engagement and articulate limits through official language, the evidence lies in the texts through 

which these justifications and limits are expressed. The study therefore employs qualitative content 

analysis with elements of frame analysis, applied to two streams of official documents — US 

government texts and Kurdish official texts — organised across four crisis episodes. This method 

is adapted from approaches used in existing research on this topic. Ker-Lindsay (2015) analyses 

diplomatic language and practice to study engagement without recognition; Worster (2020) 

examines legal-doctrinal texts to trace functional statehood; Mohammed and Owtram (2014) 

analyse official statements through semi-structured interviews to study KRG paradiplomacy; and 

Milliken (1999) provides a framework for studying discourse in international relations, arguing 

that textual analysis requires systematic methods that go beyond simply reading documents. This 

study combines and adapts these approaches by applying a structured coding framework to official 

documents from both sides of the US–Kurdish relationship, organised into a cross-episode 

comparison that traces continuity and change over time.
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4.2 Design

4.2.1 Constraints on data selection

The study is structured around four defined crisis episodes, each representing a distinct moment in 

the US–Kurdish relationship that generated security cooperation and official language about 

support and limits. The first episode covers the 1991 Gulf War aftermath, specifically the Kurdish 

humanitarian crisis and the establishment of Operation Provide Comfort and the northern no-fly 

zone, from approximately March to December 1991. The second episode covers 2014 to 2016, the 

period from the rise of ISIS and the beginning of US airstrikes through the expansion of 

cooperation including the establishment of the Kurdistan Training Coordination Centre and the 

provision of brigade equipment sets. The third episode covers 2017 to 2018, from the 

announcement and conduct of the Kurdish independence referendum through the US rejection and 

the post-referendum adjustment period. The fourth episode covers the current regional 

confrontation beginning with the escalation of US–Iranian tensions in 2025–2026, including the 

implications of the confrontation for the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and US–KRG relations. A 

document cut-off date of April 2026 is set for the fourth episode to ensure analytical stability.

The study is further constrained by relationship and role. Only documents involving the US–

Kurdish bilateral relationship are included. Other external actors — such as the United Kingdom, 

Germany, and the European Union — are excluded to maintain analytical depth within a single 

bilateral relationship across four episodes, a design choice justified by the gap identified in the 

literature review, where existing studies tend to focus on single episodes (Abbas Zadeh and 

Kirmanj, 2017) or static legal frameworks (Worster, 2020) rather than tracing one relationship 

across time. On the Kurdish side, the study includes the Kurdistan Regional Government, the 

Peshmerga, and Kurdish political leadership. Only documents containing framing language are 

included: that is, language that justifies cooperation, presents actors’ roles, sets limits, or articulates 

conditions. Purely technical documents without framing content, such as equipment specifications 

or logistics schedules, are excluded.

4.2.2 Data sources

The study draws on two streams of publicly available official documents. The first stream consists 

of US official texts. These include Department of State press statements, briefings, and policy 
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speeches; Department of Defense and Inspector General reports, such as the December 2016 

assessment of US and Coalition efforts to train, advise, assist, and equip the Kurdish Security 

Forces (US Department of Defense Inspector General, 2016); Iraq Train and Equip Fund budget 

justification documents; Congressional Research Service reports on Iraq and Kurdistan; and 

presidential or senior official statements relating to Kurdish actors. For the first episode, this 

includes Bush administration statements and Operation Provide Comfort communications. For the 

fourth episode, this includes Pentagon briefings and statements by senior officials concerning the 

US–Iran confrontation and its implications for the Kurdistan Region of Iraq.

The second stream consists of Kurdish official texts. These include KRG Department of Foreign 

Relations statements, Prime Ministry and Presidency communications, and Ministry of Peshmerga 

Affairs statements. For the first episode, before the KRG’s formal establishment, this stream draws 

on Kurdish leadership statements from figures such as Masoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani, as well 

as Kurdish party communications. For the fourth episode, this stream includes KRG and 

Peshmerga statements responding to the US–Iran confrontation and its implications for the 

Kurdistan Region. All documents are publicly accessible through government websites, digital 

archives, and news archives of official statements. The two-stream design mirrors the bilateral 

relationship and enables systematic actor comparison within each episode, following the approach 

used by Mohammed and Owtram (2014, pp. 43–68), who analysed official statements from the 

KRG side, and extending it by incorporating the US side as a parallel stream across all four 

episodes.

A methodological strength of this study is the researcher’s direct access to Kurdish- and Arabic-

language documents. Where KRG or Kurdish leadership texts are available in Kurdish or Arabic, 

they are consulted in the original language, removing dependence on translated summaries and 

enabling direct engagement with the source texts. Any reliance on translations where original-

language versions are unavailable is noted in the document log.

4.2.3 Data collection

For each of the four episodes, documents are identified through systematic searches of US 

government digital archives including state.gov, defense.gov, dodig.mil, and congress.gov, as well 

as KRG official websites including gov.krd and dfr.gov.krd. For the first episode, where digital 
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archives are limited, the search extends to academic collections, published compilations of Kurdish 

political statements, and UN document databases including the text of Security Council Resolution 

688. For the fourth episode, the search includes news archives of official statements from 

government press offices and verified reporting from major international outlets that reproduce or 

quote official positions.

Each document is screened against three inclusion criteria: it must relate to US–Kurdish 

cooperation or Kurdish political standing; it must contain framing language concerning 

partnership, legitimacy, limits, or conditions; and it must fall within the defined time window of 

its episode. Documents meeting all three criteria are included in the corpus. The broader search 

process yields an estimated sixty to eighty documents across all four episodes and both streams. 

From this broader corpus, seventeen documents are selected as the core analytical corpus — those 

most directly and substantively concerned with framing the US–Kurdish relationship — and 

subjected to full NVivo coding. The remaining documents inform contextual understanding and 

are referenced where relevant but are not subjected to the full coding procedure. The second and 

third episodes yield the largest corpora due to higher document availability. Selected documents 

are organised into a document log recording the document title, author or institution, date, episode 

assignment, and stream (US or Kurdish). This log functions as an audit trail, ensuring transparency 

and replicability. The systematic approach to data collection follows the principles outlined by 

Lamont (2015) and Halperin and Heath (2020) for qualitative research design in international 

relations.

4.3 Research logic and analytical approach

The study adopts an abductive research logic. It neither tests pre-existing theory in a purely 

deductive manner, applying fixed hypotheses to the data, nor builds theory inductively from 

scratch. Instead, it moves iteratively between the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 3 

and the empirical material: the seven-category coding framework is derived from existing 

theoretical concepts — engagement without recognition (Ker-Lindsay, 2015), functional statehood 

(Worster, 2020), and organised hypocrisy (Krasner, 1999) — but the coding process remains open 

to refining these categories where the data reveals patterns that existing theory does not fully 

capture. This abductive approach is appropriate for a study that aims not simply to confirm what 

theory predicts but to examine how a specific pattern manifests and changes across a particular 
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bilateral relationship over time. As Lamont (2015, pp. 30–35) notes, abductive reasoning is 

particularly suited to qualitative comparative research where the analytical categories are 

theoretically grounded but the empirical findings are expected to contribute back to theoretical 

refinement.

4.3.1 Data analysis

The analytical method is qualitative content analysis with elements of frame analysis. Qualitative 

content analysis, as described by Halperin and Heath (2020), involves the systematic coding of 

textual data using predefined categories to identify patterns across documents. Frame analysis adds 

attention to how actors construct meaning: not only what they say but how they frame it through 

justification, emphasis, and boundary-setting. This combination allows the study to examine both 

the content and the discursive structure of official language. Milliken (1999, p. 225) argues that 

discourse analysis in international relations must go beyond surface-level reading to examine how 

language produces and reproduces particular understandings of political reality. The coding 

framework used in this study is designed to operationalise this principle by identifying specific 

linguistic indicators of support and limits in official texts.

The unit of analysis is the paragraph or meaningful statement, defined as a coherent passage that 

makes a claim, offers a justification, or frames a position regarding cooperation, legitimacy, or 

limits. This level captures enough context to identify framing while remaining specific enough for 

systematic coding. The coding process involves three steps. First, each document is read to identify 

relevant passages: those that discuss cooperation, partnership, legitimacy, limits, conditions, or 

sovereignty. Second, each relevant passage is coded using the seven-category coding framework. 

The seven categories are: partnership and cooperation language; security necessity language; 

legitimacy-by-performance language; territorial integrity and unity language; non-recognition 

language; conditionality and warnings; and dialogue and constitutional process language. Each 

category is defined by a set of indicator terms and phrases. A passage can receive multiple codes, 

which is analytically significant — a passage containing both partnership language and territorial 

integrity language simultaneously reveals how support and limits are co-constructed in the same 

utterance. Third, codes are recorded in a coding sheet per document, noting the passage text or 

excerpt, the codes assigned, and the episode and stream.
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The coding of all seventeen core analytical documents is conducted using NVivo qualitative data 

analysis software. NVivo enables systematic organisation of the coding process across a multi-

document, multi-episode corpus: each document is imported into the project, passages are coded 

against the seven categories as nodes, and the software generates a queryable record of all coded 

passages by document, episode, and stream. This produces a transparent and replicable coding 

record that can be audited against the original documents. The use of NVivo does not alter the 

qualitative character of the analysis — the interpretive judgements about which passages meet the 

coding criteria remain the researcher’s — but it ensures that all coding decisions are systematically 

recorded and consistently applied across the full corpus. This approach follows the principles for 

computer-assisted qualitative data analysis described by Halperin and Heath (2020).

The coded data is then compared across two dimensions. The first is a within-episode comparison: 

how does US framing compare to Kurdish framing in the same crisis moment, and where do the 

two streams converge or diverge? The second is a cross-episode comparison: how do the 

distribution and combination of codes change across the four episodes? Does partnership language 

intensify during crises? Does non-recognition language concentrate around sovereignty claims? 

What remains constant across all four episodes? This dual comparison is the core analytical move 

of the thesis, designed to reveal whether the pattern of support and limits is structurally recurring 

across crises or contingent on the specifics of each crisis.

4.3.2 Relation to existing research

Each methodological decision is informed by the existing research discussed in the literature 

review. From the recognition and engagement literature, Ker-Lindsay (2015) demonstrates that 

engagement without recognition depends on intent signalling through language — states cooperate 

while making their non-recognition position clear through explicit statements, conditions, and 

disclaimers. This justifies the focus on official language as data and the coding categories for non-

recognition and boundary-setting language. From the functional statehood literature, Worster 

(2020) shows how entities are treated as states through specific functional arrangements visible in 

treaty practice and institutional coordination, justifying the coding for partnership, coordination, 

and legitimacy-by-performance language as discursive indicators of functional recognition. From 

the paradiplomacy literature, Mohammed and Owtram (2014) and Abbas Zadeh and Kirmanj 
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(2017) use qualitative methods — semi-structured interviews and document analysis respectively 

— to study KRG external relations. This study extends their approach by applying structured 

textual analysis to both sides of the relationship and across four episodes rather than a single 

period. Gunter (2008) identifies the stages of US–Kurdish relations historically, confirming that 

the pattern of support and limitation recurs across crises. The episode-based comparative design 

directly addresses the gap in the literature: existing studies examine single moments or static 

frameworks, while this study traces continuity and change across four crises in one bilateral 

relationship.

4.3.3 Limitations

Several trade-offs shape this study. The first concerns document availability asymmetry across 

episodes and streams. US official documents are more systematically archived and publicly 

accessible than KRG or Kurdish leadership documents, particularly for the 1991 episode and the 

most recent period. For 1991, Kurdish political statements may be available only through academic 

secondary sources that quote or reproduce originals. This asymmetry is mitigated through 

transparency: the document log records what is found and what is not, and corpus size differences 

across episodes are acknowledged in the analysis rather than concealed.

The second limitation concerns the recency of the fourth episode. The US–Iran confrontation and 

its Kurdish dimensions are still unfolding at the time of writing, meaning the corpus for this 

episode may be incomplete and interpretations may shift as events develop. This is mitigated by 

setting a firm cut-off date of April 2026, freezing the corpus and treating the episode as analytically 

coherent within its defined boundaries. The third limitation is the single-bilateral focus. The study 

examines only the US–Kurdish relationship; including additional external actors such as the 

United Kingdom or the European Union would strengthen generalisability. The single-case focus 

is a deliberate choice enabling deep, episode-based comparison across time, and future research 

could extend the framework to other bilateral relationships. The fourth limitation concerns 

researcher positionality. The researcher is from the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, which provides 

valuable contextual knowledge — including direct language access to Kurdish and Arabic sources 

— but requires careful attention to analytical distance. The structured coding framework, with its 
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predefined categories and transparent indicator terms documented in NVivo, ensures that the 

analysis is systematic and that interpretive decisions are consistently recorded and replicable.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented the methodological framework for examining how the United States 

frames its security cooperation with Kurdish actors across four crisis episodes, and through what 

discursive mechanisms it simultaneously supports and limits Kurdish political standing. The study 

employs qualitative content analysis with elements of frame analysis, applied to two streams of 

official documents using a seven-category coding framework that captures both functional 

recognition indicators and boundary-setting mechanisms. The data is constrained by time (four 

defined episodes from 1991 to April 2026), relationship (the US–Kurdish bilateral relationship 

only), and role (documents containing framing language only). Seventeen core analytical 

documents, drawn from a broader search corpus of approximately sixty to eighty documents, are 

subjected to full NVivo coding; the remainder inform contextual understanding.

The logic of the design rests on the nature of the research question. Because the thesis asks how 

actors justify engagement and articulate limits, the evidence must lie in the language through which 

those justifications and limits are expressed. The episode-based design is the study’s key 

methodological strength: by organising the analysis around four distinct crisis moments, it enables 

within-episode comparison of how US and Kurdish framings converge or diverge, and cross-

episode comparison of what remains constant and what changes over time. The abductive research 

logic ensures that the theoretical framework guides the coding procedure without foreclosing the 

possibility that the data will require theoretical refinement. Together, these features address the 

gap identified in the literature review, where scholars have examined engagement without 

recognition, functional statehood, and Kurdish paradiplomacy primarily through single-episode or 

static analyses. The limitations of the study — document availability asymmetry, the recency of 

the fourth episode, the single-bilateral focus, and researcher positionality — are acknowledged and 

mitigated through transparent corpus assembly, a firm cut-off date, and the structured NVivo 

coding framework.
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5. Analysis

Episode 1: 1991 – The Gulf War Aftermath and the Baseline Pattern

The first episode establishes the baseline pattern of US engagement with Kurdish actors. In 

February 1991, as Coalition forces were driving Iraqi troops from Kuwait, President George H.W. 

Bush publicly encouraged the Iraqi population to act against Saddam Hussein. Speaking at a 

Raytheon plant in Massachusetts, Bush declared that there was a way for the bloodshed to stop 

beyond Iraqi compliance with UN resolutions, and that was for the Iraqi military and the Iraqi 

people to take matters into their own hands and force Saddam Hussein to step aside (Bush, 1991a). 

This language, coded under partnership and security necessity, signalled that the US viewed 

internal Iraqi actors — including the Kurds — as potential agents of change in the crisis. However, 

the statement was carefully framed: Bush did not name the Kurds or the Shia specifically, did not 

promise American military support for an uprising, and did not offer any political guarantees. 

When later questioned about whether he bore responsibility for encouraging an uprising he could 

not support, Bush responded that he did not accept the criticism that the US had acted too little, 

too late, describing the situation as an extraordinarily difficult logistical problem (Bush, 1991b). 

This rhetorical distancing — encouraging action while denying responsibility for its consequences 

— establishes a discursive pattern that Gunter (2008) identifies across multiple stages of US–

Kurdish relations: Kurdish actors are useful when needed but politically expendable when the costs 

of support become too high.

When the Kurdish uprising that followed was crushed by Saddam Hussein’s forces, producing a 

massive refugee crisis along the Turkish and Iranian borders, the US was compelled to respond. 

On 16 April 1991, Bush announced the establishment of refugee encampments in northern Iraq, 

protected by US, British, and French air and ground forces under the framework of UN Security 

Council Resolution 688 (Bush, 1991b). The NVivo coding of this press conference reveals a dense 

concentration of partnership, security necessity, and conditionality codes. Bush described 

cooperation with Turkey, the United Kingdom, France, the United Nations, and European partners 

to address what he called an unprecedented humanitarian effort. Yet in the same statement he 
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explicitly set limits, declaring: ‘I want to underscore that all we are doing is motivated through 

humanitarian concerns. We intend to turn over the administration and security of these sites to the 

United Nations as soon as possible’ (Bush, 1991b). The territorial integrity code is also present: 

Bush framed the US position as consistent with Resolution 688, which itself affirmed Iraq’s 

sovereignty and territorial integrity while condemning the repression of the civilian population.

Resolution 688, adopted on 5 April 1991, is itself a striking example of the support-and-limits 

pattern. It condemned the repression of the Iraqi civilian population in Kurdish-populated areas 

and demanded that Iraq immediately end this repression (UN Security Council, 1991). However, 

the resolution explicitly invoked Iraq’s sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political 

independence, and framed the Kurdish situation as a threat to international peace and security only 

insofar as it produced cross-border refugee flows. The coding reveals that the resolution combines 

security necessity language with strong territorial integrity framing, establishing a pattern that 

would recur in every subsequent episode. The US decision not to intervene further in the internal 

Iraqi strife reflected multiple strategic calculations: intervention risked a protracted occupation, an 

unstable government, and the destabilisation of the broader Middle East order; Kurdish success 

might also have provoked separatist pressures in Turkey, Syria, and Iran — states whose regional 

cooperation the US needed (Gunter, 2008, pp. 38–45). These calculations reveal that the limits on 

US engagement with the Kurds were not simply about legal sovereignty norms but about strategic 

risk management, a calculus that would reappear in every subsequent episode with the specific 

variables changing but the underlying logic remaining constant.

The Kurdish side in this episode is characterised by appeals for protection and survival rather than 

formal sovereignty claims. Barzani and Talabani appealed to the US for assistance by reminding 

Bush that he had personally called upon the Iraqi people to rise up (Gunter, 2008, pp. 1–10). The 

Kurdish framing during this period was primarily one of humanitarian necessity and victimhood, 

not statehood. This asymmetry between the two streams — a well-documented US documentary 

record against a Kurdish side reconstructed largely through secondary sources — reflects the 

archival constraints of the 1991 episode noted in the methodology. It is nevertheless significant 

for the thesis’s argument: even in the absence of explicit Kurdish sovereignty claims, the US still 

deployed boundary-setting language affirming Iraq’s territorial integrity, insisting the intervention 

was temporary, and refusing to commit to long-term military involvement.
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The 1991 episode thus establishes the baseline: US engagement with Kurdish actors is justified 

through humanitarian and security necessity but bounded by territorial integrity norms, even when 

the Kurdish side is not making sovereignty demands. The establishment of the no-fly zone north 

of the 36th parallel and Operation Provide Comfort created the conditions for what would 

eventually become the Kurdistan Regional Government — a de facto autonomous entity within 

Iraq that would, over the following decades, develop the institutional infrastructure of a quasi-state 

(Natali, 2015). Yet the US framing of this protection was consistently temporary and humanitarian 

rather than political. The combination of practical protection and discursive limitation established 

a template that would shape every subsequent episode: the US would create the conditions for 

Kurdish autonomy while refusing to acknowledge the political implications of doing so. This is 

what Krasner (1999, p. 9) identifies as organised hypocrisy — sovereignty norms are affirmed in 

language while being effectively circumvented in practice.

The conditions established by Operation Provide Comfort — a de facto autonomous Kurdish 

region operating under US air protection — persisted through the 1990s and into the post-2003 

period, setting the institutional foundation on which the next episode of intensive cooperation 

would be built.

Episode 2: 2014–2016 – The Anti-ISIS Campaign and Functional Recognition

The second episode represents the most intensive period of US–KRG security cooperation and the 

clearest evidence of functional recognition. On 10 September 2014, President Obama announced 

a comprehensive strategy to degrade and ultimately destroy ISIS (Obama, 2014a). The NVivo 

coding of this speech reveals a dense concentration of partnership, security necessity, and 

legitimacy-by-performance codes. Crucially, Obama’s framing positioned Kurdish forces not as a 

sub-state militia but as recognized ground partners within a legitimate US-led counter-terrorism 

effort, stating that US airstrikes had ‘protected American personnel and facilities, killed ISIL 

fighters, destroyed weapons, and given space for Iraqi and Kurdish forces to reclaim key territory’ 

(Obama, 2014a). The Peshmerga are thus presented as active contributors to a shared mission, a 

framing that grants them operational legitimacy even while the political framework withholds 

sovereignty recognition.
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Obama’s framing was reinforced in subsequent statements. In his weekly address of 13 September 

2014, he described how American air support had helped Iraqi and Kurdish forces reclaim territory 

around Amerli and stressed the building of a broad international coalition including Arab nations 

(Obama, 2014b). In his statement on airstrikes in Syria on 23 September 2014, he described a 

broad coalition of over forty nations and the training and equipping of opposition fighters (Obama, 

2014c). Throughout these statements, the partnership and legitimacy-by-performance codes 

dominate: Kurdish forces are presented as capable, successful, and instrumental to the counter-

ISIS campaign. The conditionality code is also present in the form of the no-safe-haven warning, 

a formulation that implicitly positions the KRG’s territory as part of a broader security architecture 

rather than as an independent political entity.

The Department of Defense Inspector General’s report of December 2016 provides the most 

detailed evidence of functional recognition in practice (US Department of Defense Inspector 

General, 2016). The report describes a comprehensive institutional architecture of US–KRG 

security cooperation: the Kurdistan Training Coordination Centre staffed by eight European 

nations, US advise-and-assist missions at the sector level, the provision of two brigade equipment 

sets funded through the Iraq Train and Equip Fund, and the establishment of a Joint Coalition 

Coordination Centre near Erbil. The NVivo coding identifies all seven categories in this document, 

but the dominant codes are partnership, security necessity, and legitimacy-by-performance. The 

CJTF-OIR commander is quoted as stating that the Peshmerga ‘have proven that they can fight 

and defeat the enemy with a fairly light touch from the US’ (US Department of Defense Inspector 

General, 2016). A Ministry of Peshmerga official is quoted as stating that the Peshmerga ‘do not 

need American soldiers on the ground but do need other help’ and that ‘the Peshmerga can do the 

job’ (US Department of Defense Inspector General, 2016). These paired statements reveal the 

discursive construction of functional recognition: the KRG is treated as a capable, state-like 

security partner whose operational effectiveness justifies direct institutional cooperation.

The institutional depth of this cooperation is the clearest evidence of functional statehood in the 

corpus. The KTCC coordinated training across four sites; US special operations advisors worked 

alongside British trainers, tailoring programmes to specific threats along the forward line of troops; 

and informal advise-and-assist relationships had developed in logistics, training development, and 

ministry professionalisation that went well beyond the formal mission mandate. The DoD 

Inspector General’s recommendation that these informal relationships be formalised — precisely 
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because they had become so extensive that losing them during personnel rotations would damage 

KSF capability — confirms that the KRG was being treated as a de facto state security partner 

across multiple domains. This is precisely the issue-specific, functional statehood that Worster 

(2020, pp. 3–15) identifies: the KRG received direct training, equipment, and institutional 

coordination as if it were a sovereign partner, while the legal framework insisted that all assistance 

flowed by, with, and through the Government of Iraq.

The ITEF budget justification further confirms this pattern: the fund was authorised to provide 

assistance to ‘military and other security forces of or associated with the Government of Iraq, 

including Kurdish and tribal security forces’, legally positioning the KRG as a component of the 

Iraqi state rather than an independent partner (FY2016 ITEF, 2014). The KRG’s own framing 

during this period, as documented by Abbas Zadeh and Kirmanj (2017) and reflected in the primary 

sources, emphasised reliability, effectiveness, and responsibility. The KRG presented itself not as 

a secessionist movement but as a dependable security partner doing the work on the ground, a 

strategy consistent with the paradiplomatic logic described by Mohammed and Owtram (2014) 

and the strategic exploitation of political limbo identified by Natali (2015). The 2014–2016 

episode thus represents the high point of functional recognition: extensive institutional 

cooperation, partnership language, and legitimacy-by-performance framing, all operating within 

the nominal framework of Iraqi sovereignty.

The collapse of ISIS territorial control by late 2016 and the KRG’s growing confidence about its 

international standing set the conditions for the confrontation that followed.

Episode 3: 2017–2018 – The Referendum and Boundary-Setting

The third episode represents the clearest activation of boundary-setting mechanisms in the US–

Kurdish relationship. When the KRG announced its intention to hold an independence referendum, 

the US response shifted dramatically in tone, emphasis, and framing. On 20 September 2017, 

Department of State spokesperson Heather Nauert issued a statement declaring that the United 

States strongly opposes the Iraqi Kurdistan Regional Government’s referendum on independence 

(US Department of State, 2017a). The NVivo coding of this statement reveals a dense 

concentration of conditionality, territorial integrity, non-recognition, and dialogue codes — a sharp 

contrast to the partnership and legitimacy-by-performance codes that dominated Episode 2.
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The 20 September statement deploys multiple boundary-setting mechanisms simultaneously. The 

conditionality code is prominent: Nauert warned that the referendum ‘has negatively affected 

Defeat-ISIS coordination’ and that it ‘may jeopardize Iraqi Kurdistan’s regional trade relations and 

international assistance of all kinds’. The dialogue code is equally prominent: the statement urges 

Kurdish leaders to accept the alternative, described as ‘a serious and sustained dialogue with the 

central government, facilitated by the United States and United Nations’. The territorial integrity 

code appears in the insistence that the status of disputed areas must be resolved through dialogue 

in accordance with Iraq’s constitution, not by unilateral action or force (US Department of State, 

2017a). The statement also contains a residual partnership element, acknowledging the ‘spirit of 

cooperation seen between Iraqi Security Forces and Kurdish Peshmerga in the campaign against 

ISIS’, suggesting that functional recognition does not disappear entirely but becomes politically 

bounded.

Following the referendum on 25 September 2017, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson issued a more 

definitive statement. He declared: ‘The United States does not recognize the Kurdistan Regional 

Government’s unilateral referendum held on Monday. The vote and the results lack legitimacy and 

we continue to support a united, federal, democratic and prosperous Iraq’ (US Department of State, 

2017b). The non-recognition code reaches its maximum intensity in this document. The 

conditionality code appears in the warning about the ‘potential negative consequences of this 

unilateral step’; the security necessity code persists in the reminder that the fight against ISIS is 

not over; and the dialogue code appears in the call for all sides to ‘engage constructively in a 

dialogue to improve the future of all Iraqis’. Tillerson’s statement that ‘these aspirations, 

ultimately, cannot be advanced through unilateral measures such as this referendum’ (US 

Department of State, 2017b) is particularly revealing: the US acknowledges Kurdish aspirations 

while insisting they must be pursued within the constitutional framework, a formulation that 

simultaneously validates the Kurdish political subject and forecloses its sovereign expression.

The 2017 episode demonstrates how boundary-setting works in practice. The US did not terminate 

cooperation entirely and continued to frame the relationship in terms of the shared fight against 

ISIS. But the discursive balance shifted fundamentally: where Episode 2 was dominated by 

partnership, legitimacy-by-performance, and security necessity codes, Episode 3 is dominated by 

non-recognition, conditionality, territorial integrity, and dialogue codes. This confirms Ker-
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Lindsay’s (2015, pp. 1–20) prediction that boundary-setting language should intensify when the 

risk of recognition becomes politically acute.

The pre-referendum statement alone deploys six distinct warning mechanisms: the referendum has 

negatively affected Defeat-ISIS coordination; it is especially destabilising in disputed areas; it 

raises tensions which ISIS and other extremist groups are seeking to exploit; it may jeopardize 

regional trade relations; it may jeopardize international assistance of all kinds; and the alternative 

path of negotiations will be foreclosed if the referendum proceeds (US Department of State, 

2017a). Each functions as a conditionality mechanism, linking the referendum to concrete negative 

consequences for the KRG. The cumulative effect is to frame the referendum not as an exercise of 

self-determination but as a threat to the security, economic, and diplomatic gains the KRG had 

accumulated through functional recognition during Episode 2. This reveals the structural 

vulnerability of functional recognition: precisely because it is contingent on the external partner’s 

continued willingness to cooperate, it can be leveraged as a tool of control. Tillerson’s subsequent 

call for ‘calm and an end to vocal recriminations and threats of reciprocal actions’ (US Department 

of State, 2017b) repositioned the US as a mediator between the KRG and Baghdad rather than as 

the KRG’s partner — a significant discursive shift from the coalition-partner framing of Episode 

2.

The KRG entered the period after the referendum significantly weakened, having lost the disputed 

territories to Iraqi forces and finding its functional standing conditional on a return to the 

constitutional framework. It was from this diminished position that the next crisis found it.

Episode 4: 2025–2026 – The US–Iran Confrontation and the Return of the Kurdish Partner

The fourth episode demonstrates that the support-and-limits pattern identified in the previous three 

episodes is recurring in real time. Given the recency of events, the corpus for this episode relies 

primarily on news archives of official statements rather than directly archived government 

documents, a limitation acknowledged in the methodology and taken into account in the analysis. 

In late February 2026, as the US–Israeli military campaign against Iran escalated, President Trump 

personally called the leaders of the two main Kurdish factions in Iraq — Masoud Barzani and 

Bafel Talabani — to discuss the war effort (Axios, 2026). The NVivo coding of the Axios report 

identifies partnership, security necessity, legitimacy-by-performance, and dialogue codes. Kurdish 
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forces are described as having thousands of soldiers on the Iran–Iraq border, controlling strategic 

areas, and being among the region’s most organised and capable armed groups, with decades of 

combat experience from fighting in Iraq and against ISIS (IranWire, 2026). This language 

replicates the legitimacy-by-performance framing of Episode 2 almost exactly.

However, the limits appeared almost immediately. On 7–8 March 2026, after initially signalling 

support for Kurdish involvement, Trump reversed course, stating that the conflict was 

‘complicated enough’ and that he did not want to see Kurds ‘get hurt or killed’ (Al Jazeera, 2026). 

This reversal demonstrates the conditionality mechanism at work: engagement is offered and then 

withdrawn when the political risks become apparent. The KRG’s own response further illustrates 

the pattern. KRG spokesperson Peshawa Hawramani issued a statement categorically denying 

reports that the Kurdistan Region was involved in arming or sending opposition groups into Iranian 

territory, stating that the KRG ‘calls for peace and stability in the region’ (Kurdistan24, 2026). The 

coding of this statement reveals territorial integrity, non-recognition, conditionality, and dialogue 

codes — the KRG itself deploying boundary-setting language to manage its exposure to Iranian 

retaliation.

On 1 April 2026, following a drone attack on President Barzani’s residence in Duhok and an 

Iranian ballistic missile attack that killed six Peshmerga fighters, US Special Envoy Tom Barrack 

called Barzani to convey Trump’s strong condemnation of the attacks and to reaffirm ‘full support 

for maintaining security and stability in Iraq and the Kurdistan Region’ (Rudaw, 2026). The coding 

of this statement reveals partnership and security necessity codes, but the support is framed in 

terms of security and stability rather than political recognition. Barzani’s response, expressing 

gratitude for continued US support for the security and stability of Iraq and the Kurdistan Region, 

mirrors this framing precisely: cooperation is acknowledged within the boundaries of Iraqi 

sovereignty. This pattern continued into late April 2026, when President Barzani received a call 

from US Congressman Abraham Hamadeh to discuss Middle East developments and continued 

Congressional support for Iraq and the Kurdistan Region (Kurd Online, 2026). The exchange 

focused on the KRG’s stabilising function rather than on any political aspirations — consistent 

with the functional recognition pattern in which Kurdish actors are valued for what they do rather 

than for what they claim to be.

The fourth episode thus confirms that the pattern of support and limits is structurally embedded in 

the US–Kurdish relationship. When a new crisis creates security pressure, the US reaches for 
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Kurdish partners, deploying partnership and legitimacy-by-performance language. But limits 

follow immediately: political guarantees are withheld, engagement is framed within Iraqi 

sovereignty, and the KRG itself adjusts its messaging to avoid triggering the boundary-setting 

mechanisms it knows will follow. The KRG’s denial statements in 2026 — emphasising that the 

Kurdistan Region will not be used as a launchpad against neighbouring countries and calling on 

Baghdad to protect Iraq’s sovereignty (Critical Threats, 2026) — echo the same territorial integrity 

and dialogue language that the US deployed against the KRG in 2017. This suggests that the 

Kurdish side has internalised the discursive rules of engagement without recognition, now actively 

managing its own framing to remain within the boundaries the relationship permits. Barzani’s 

expression of gratitude for US support for ‘the security and stability of Iraq and the Kurdistan 

Region’ (Rudaw, 2026) carefully positions the KRG as a recipient of protection rather than an 

active participant in the US–Iran confrontation, maintaining the functional relationship while 

avoiding the sovereignty claims that triggered the boundary-setting of 2017.

5.1 Comparative Discussion: The Recurring Pattern of Support and Limits

Having traced the support-and-limits pattern across four episodes spanning thirty-five years, this 

section draws together the findings to answer the research question directly. The cross-episode 

comparison reveals a structural pattern in how the United States frames its security cooperation 

with Kurdish actors. Across all four episodes, the same discursive logic operates: crisis conditions 

generate security pressure that justifies engagement, while sovereignty norms generate political 

pressure that constrains recognition. The pattern is not identical in each episode — the intensity, 

timing, and specific mechanisms vary — but the underlying structure recurs with remarkable 

consistency.

The NVivo coding of all seventeen core analytical documents confirms this pattern consistently 

across the corpus. In Episodes 1 and 2, where security pressure is dominant and Kurdish 

sovereignty claims are minimal, partnership, security necessity, and legitimacy-by-performance 

codes dominate. The US frames Kurdish actors as reliable partners whose cooperation is necessary 

and whose performance is effective. In Episode 3, where the KRG makes an explicit sovereignty 

claim through the referendum, the coding shifts dramatically: non-recognition, conditionality, 

territorial integrity, and dialogue codes surge to dominance. In Episode 4, where a new crisis 
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creates security pressure but the memory of Episode 3’s consequences is fresh, both sets of codes 

appear simultaneously — partnership language in Trump’s initial calls, boundary-setting language 

in his subsequent reversal and in the KRG’s own statements.

Three key findings emerge from this comparison. First, functional recognition expands during 

crises and contracts when sovereignty risks increase. The 2014–2016 period represents the peak 

of functional recognition — direct training structures, institutional coordination, partnership 

language, and legitimacy-by-performance framing — precisely because ISIS created an 

overwhelming security necessity while the KRG refrained from formal sovereignty claims. The 

2017 referendum triggered the contraction: not the end of cooperation, but its political bounding 

through non-recognition, conditionality, and dialogue language, as Episode 3 demonstrates in 

detail. This confirms Ker-Lindsay’s (2015) theory that engagement without recognition depends 

on intent signalling, and extends it by showing that boundary-setting intensifies specifically when 

the sub-state partner makes sovereignty claims.

Second, the US deploys the same discursive mechanisms across episodes, but with varying 

intensity. Territorial integrity language appears in every episode — from Resolution 688’s 

affirmation of Iraq’s sovereignty in 1991, through the State Department’s support for a ‘united, 

federal, democratic Iraq’ in 2017, to the KRG’s own assertion in 2026 that the Kurdistan Region 

will not be used as a launchpad. The mechanism is constant; the intensity scales with the level of 

sovereignty risk. Similarly, conditionality language scales from Bush’s 1991 insistence that the 

intervention was temporary, through the six warning mechanisms of the pre-referendum statement 

identified in Episode 3, to Trump’s 2026 reversal. The underlying logic — cooperation is 

contingent and can be withdrawn — remains structurally constant across all four episodes.

Third, the KRG’s own framing has evolved across episodes in ways that reflect the internalisation 

of these discursive rules. In 1991, Kurdish leaders appealed for protection and survival. In 2014–

2016, the KRG presented itself as a reliable, effective partner within the Iraqi constitutional 

framework, maximising functional recognition while avoiding sovereignty claims — consistent 

with the paradiplomatic strategy documented by Mohammed and Owtram (2014). In 2017, the 

KRG attempted to translate functional recognition into formal sovereignty through the referendum 

and was immediately bounded. In 2026, the KRG pre-emptively deployed boundary-setting 

language — denying involvement, affirming Iraqi sovereignty, calling for dialogue with Baghdad 

— demonstrating that it has internalised the discursive rules of the relationship and now actively 
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manages its own exposure to the limit mechanism. This evolution is the most original finding of 

this thesis: the sub-state actor has learned to govern its own framing in accordance with the 

constraints imposed by the external partner.

These findings support the thesis’s central argument: recognition in the US–Kurdish relationship 

is not a binary legal status but a practice that is constructed, maintained, and constrained through 

official language. Functional recognition is produced through partnership, security necessity, and 

legitimacy-by-performance framing during crises. It is bounded through territorial integrity, non-

recognition, conditionality, and dialogue framing when sovereignty risks increase. This confirms 

Krasner’s (1999, pp. 9–25) insight that sovereignty operates as organised hypocrisy, and extends 

it by showing how the hypocrisy is discursively managed through specific, identifiable linguistic 

mechanisms in official documents. It also confirms the dynamic sovereignty framework developed 

by Kyris (2022, pp. 290–302): Kurdish functional recognition expanded substantially during 

2014–2016, contracted sharply in 2017, and partially recovered in 2026, tracing precisely the 

fluctuating continuum of recognition that Kyris’s framework predicts.

The cross-episode analysis also reveals the structural limits of functional recognition as a strategy 

for sub-state actors. The KRG’s experience demonstrates that functional recognition can be 

extensive — involving direct military cooperation, institutional coordination, and partnership 

language — but it remains structurally contingent. It depends on crisis conditions that create 

security necessity, on the sub-state actor’s willingness to avoid formal sovereignty claims, and on 

the external partner’s strategic interest in maintaining the relationship. When any of these 

conditions changes — as it did in 2017 with the referendum, and again in 2026 with Trump’s 

reversal — functional recognition can be quickly bounded or withdrawn. This contingency 

distinguishes functional recognition from formal recognition and explains why the KRG has been 

unable to translate thirty-five years of security cooperation into permanent political gains.

Conclusion

This thesis set out to answer a question that sits at the intersection of recognition politics, 

sovereignty norms, and security cooperation: how does the United States frame its security 

cooperation with Kurdish actors in Iraq across successive crises, and through what discursive 
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mechanisms does it simultaneously support and limit Kurdish political standing? The analysis of 

seventeen official documents across four crisis episodes 1991, 2014–2016, 2017–2018, and 2025–

2026 using a seven-category coding framework reveals a clear answer: the US constructs 

functional recognition through partnership, security necessity, and legitimacy-by-performance 

language during crises, and bounds that recognition through territorial integrity, non-recognition, 

conditionality, and dialogue language when sovereignty risks increase. This pattern is not 

contingent on a single crisis but is structurally embedded in the US–Kurdish relationship, recurring 

with remarkable consistency across thirty-five years.

The first sub-question asked what justifications US official language offers for engaging with 

Kurdish actors. Across all four episodes, the US justifies engagement primarily through security 

necessity: the humanitarian crisis of 1991, the ISIS threat of 2014, and the Iran confrontation of 

2026 all created conditions in which Kurdish cooperation was framed as urgent, critical, and 

necessary. Alongside security necessity, the US deploys legitimacy-by-performance language that 

positions Kurdish actors as proven, capable, and effective partners who can do the job. This 

combination of necessity and performance creates functional recognition: the KRG and Peshmerga 

are treated as state-like security partners across multiple domains of military cooperation, receiving 

direct training, equipment, institutional coordination, and public acknowledgment of their 

contribution.

The second sub-question asked what boundary-setting language the US deploys to manage 

recognition risk. The analysis identifies four specific mechanisms that recur across episodes with 

varying intensity. Territorial integrity language affirms Iraq’s sovereignty and unity, appearing in 

every episode from Resolution 688 in 1991 to the State Department’s support for a united, federal 

Iraq in 2017 to the KRG’s own assertion in 2026 that the Kurdistan Region will not be used as a 

launchpad against neighboring countries. Non-recognition language appears when Kurdish actors 

make explicit sovereignty claims, reaching its maximum intensity in the 2017 referendum 

response. Conditionality language frames cooperation as contingent and revocable, warning of 

consequences if Kurdish actions threaten the broader framework. Dialogue and constitutional 

process language redirects Kurdish aspirations toward Baghdad and the Iraqi constitutional order. 

Together, these mechanisms ensure that functional recognition remains bounded: extensive in 

practice but limited in political implication.
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The third sub-question asked how Kurdish actors frame their own role and respond to those limits. 

The analysis reveals an evolution across episodes. In 1991, Kurdish leaders appealed for protection 

and survival. In 2014–2016, the KRG presented itself as a reliable, effective partner within the 

Iraqi constitutional framework, maximizing functional recognition while avoiding sovereignty 

claims, a strategy consistent with the paradiplomatic logic documented by Mohammed and 

Owtram (2014). In 2017, the KRG attempted to convert functional recognition into formal political 

status through the referendum and was immediately constrained. In 2025–2026, the KRG pre-

emptively deployed boundary-setting language of its own denying involvement, affirming Iraqi 

sovereignty, calling for dialogue suggesting that it has internalized the discursive rules of the 

relationship and now actively manages its exposure to the limits mechanism.

The thesis makes three contributions to International Relations scholarship. First, it demonstrates 

that recognition is not a binary legal act but an ongoing discursive practice, constructed and 

bounded through specific linguistic mechanisms in official documents. This extends the theoretical 

frameworks of Ker-Lindsay (2015) on engagement without recognition and Worster (2020) on 

functional statehood by showing how these concepts operate in practice within a specific bilateral 

relationship. Second, it provides the first systematic, episode-based comparison of US–Kurdish 

security cooperation across multiple crises, addressing the gap identified in the literature where 

existing studies examine single episodes or static frameworks. Third, it demonstrates that the 

support-and-limits pattern is structurally recurring rather than crisis-specific, confirming Krasner’s 

(1999) insight about sovereignty as organized hypocrisy and extending it by identifying the 

specific discursive mechanisms through which the hypocrisy is managed.

The study has limitations. The document corpus is not exhaustive, and the availability of sources 

varies across episodes, with the 1991 and 2026 episodes yielding fewer documents than the 2014–

2016 and 2017–2018 periods. The single-bilateral focus on the US–Kurdish relationship means 

that the findings cannot be directly generalized to other external actors such as the United 

Kingdom, Germany, or the European Union. The fourth episode is still unfolding, and 

interpretations may shift as events develop. The researcher’s positionality as someone from the 

Kurdistan Region provides contextual knowledge but requires careful attention to analytical 

distance, which the structured coding framework is designed to address.
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Future research could extend this framework in several directions. A comparative study examining 

whether other external actors deploy the same discursive mechanisms when engaging with the 

KRG would test whether the pattern is specific to the US or characteristic of how states in general 

manage engagement with non-sovereign entities. A study incorporating Kurdish-language primary 

sources would capture dimensions of the KRG’s framing strategy that English-language 

documents may not fully reflect. And a study extending the coding framework to other cases of 

functional recognition such as Taiwan, Palestine, or Somaliland would test whether the support-

and-limits pattern identified here is a general feature of how states manage the tension between 

security cooperation and sovereignty norms.
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Appendix

Document Log

Table 1: Core analytical documents coded using the seven-category framework in NVivo

# Document Title Author / Institution Date Episode Stream
1 Remarks to Raytheon Missile Systems Plant 

Employees in Andover, Massachusetts
George H.W. Bush / 
White House

15 February 1991 Episode 1 
(1991)

US

2 Remarks on Assistance for Iraqi Refugees 
and a News Conference

George H.W. Bush / 
White House

16 April 1991 Episode 1 
(1991)

US

3 Remembering the Iraqi Uprising Twenty-Five 
Years Ago

Council on Foreign 
Relations (CFR)

2016 [on 1991 
events]

Episode 1 
(1991)

US 
(analytical)

4 President George H.W. Bush and the 
Aftermath of the Gulf War

NPR 5 December 2018 
[on 1991 events]

Episode 1 
(1991)

US 
(analytical)

5 Statement by the President on ISIL Barack Obama / 
White House

10 September 
2014

Episode 2 
(2014–2016)

US

6 Weekly Address: We Will Degrade and 
Destroy ISIL

Barack Obama / 
White House

13 September 
2014

Episode 2 
(2014–2016)

US

7 President Obama Delivers a Statement on 
Airstrikes in Syria

Barack Obama / 
White House

23 September 
2014

Episode 2 
(2014–2016)

US

8 5 Things to Know: The President Lays Out 
the U.S. Plan to Degrade and Destroy ISIL

White House 17 September 
2014

Episode 2 
(2014–2016)

US

9 Iraqi Kurdistan Regional Government’s 
Planned Referendum

Heather Nauert / US 
Department of State

20 September 
2017

Episode 3 
(2017–2018)

US

10 Iraqi Kurdistan Regional Government’s 
Referendum

Rex W. Tillerson / US 
Department of State

29 September 
2017

Episode 3 
(2017–2018)

US

11 Scoop: Trump calls Kurdish leaders in Iran 
war effort

Axios 2 March 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

US

12 Trump Holds Calls with Iraqi Kurdish 
Leaders Amid Iran War

IranWire 3 March 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

US

13 Trump condemns attack on President 
Nechirvan Barzani’s residence

Rudaw 1 April 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

US / 
Kurdish

14 Iran Updates, February 2026 Critical Threats / AEI February 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

US 
(analytical)

15 Which Kurdish groups is the US rallying to 
fight Iran?

Al Jazeera 5 March 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

Analytical

16 Phone Call Between Nechirvan Barzani and 
US Congressman Abraham Hamadeh to 
Discuss Middle East Developments

Kurd Online / KRG 
Presidency

27 April 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

Kurdish

17 KRG Denies Reports of Arming Kurdish 
Opposition Groups to Enter Iran

Kurdistan24 / KRG 
Spokesperson

6 March 2026 Episode 4 
(2025–2026)

Kurdish

Note: Documents 1–4 relate to Episode 1 (1991), documents 5–8 to Episode 2 (2014–2016), documents 9–10 to 

Episode 3 (2017–2018), and documents 11–17 to Episode 4 (2025–2026). The DODIG-2017-033 report and 
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FY2016 ITEF budget justification are used as supplementary primary sources in the Episode 2 analysis but were not 

coded in NVivo due to their length; specific passages are cited directly in the text.

Table A1: Coding Framework (Seven-Category Codebook)

Code Category Definition Indicator terms / phrases Theoretical origin

P Partnership / 
cooperation

Language describing Kurdish 
actors as partners, allies, or 
collaborators in a shared 
undertaking

partner, ally, working together, 
coalition, support, cooperation, 
coordination

Worster (2020) – functional 
statehood through institutional 
arrangements

S Security necessity
Language justifying cooperation as 
necessary because of an urgent 
security threat

defeat ISIS, counter-terrorism, 
humanitarian crisis, urgent, critical, 
threat, protect, safe haven

Worster (2020) – issue-
specific functional treatment 
driven by necessity

L Legitimacy-by-
performance

Language presenting Kurdish 
actors as effective, reliable, or 
capable security partners

proven, capable, effective, 
demonstrated, successful, 
instrumental, battle-hardened

Worster (2020) – state-like 
personality earned through 
functional capacity

T Territorial 
integrity / unity

Language emphasising Iraq’s 
sovereignty, unity, or territorial 
integrity

one Iraq, unified Iraq, territorial 
integrity, sovereignty, federal Iraq, 
will not be used as launchpad

Ker-Lindsay (2015) – 
signalling non-recognition 
through sovereignty 
affirmation

N Non-recognition
Explicit statements of non-
recognition or opposition to 
independence

does not recognize, opposes, 
rejects, lacks legitimacy, denies, 
baseless allegations

Ker-Lindsay (2015) – explicit 
intent signalling that 
engagement ≠ recognition

C Conditionality / 
warnings

Language attaching conditions or 
warnings to cooperation, framing 
it as contingent

jeopardize, consequences, urge 
against, warning, should not, no 
safe haven, temporary

Ker-Lindsay (2015) – 
boundary-setting through 
conditions and disclaimers

D
Dialogue / 
constitutional 
process

Language directing Kurdish actors 
toward negotiation with Baghdad 
or constitutional solutions

dialogue, negotiation, 
constitutional, with Baghdad, 
political solution, inclusive 
government

Ker-Lindsay (2015) – 
redirecting aspirations within 
existing frameworks

Note: A passage can receive multiple codes. Codes P, S, and L capture indicators of functional recognition (support). Codes T, 

N, C, and D capture boundary-setting mechanisms (limits). The co-occurrence of support and limits codes in the same passage is 

analytically significant.

Table A2: Document–Code Matrix (NVivo Coding Results)

# Document Episode Stream P S L T N C D

1 Remarks to Raytheon (Bush, 1991a) 1 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2 Remarks on Iraqi Refugees (Bush, 1991b) 1 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

3 Remembering the Iraqi Uprising (CFR) 1 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

4 Bush and the Aftermath of the Gulf War (NPR) 1 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

5 Statement by the President on ISIL (Obama, 2014a) 2 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

6 Weekly Address: Degrade and Destroy ISIL 
(Obama, 2014b) 2 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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7 Statement on Airstrikes in Syria (Obama, 2014c) 2 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

8 5 Things to Know: Plan to Destroy ISIL 2 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

9 KRG’s Planned Referendum (State Dept, 2017a) 3 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

10 KRG’s Referendum (Tillerson, 2017b) 3 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

11 Trump calls Kurdish leaders (Axios) 4 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

12 Trump Holds Calls with Kurdish Leaders (IranWire) 4 US ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

13 Trump condemns attack on Barzani residence 
(Rudaw) 4 US/Kurd ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

14 Iran Updates, February 2026 (Critical Threats) 4 Analytical ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
15 Which Kurdish groups is US rallying? (Al Jazeera) 4 Analytical ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

16 Barzani–Hamadeh Phone Call (Kurd Online) 4 Kurdish ✓ ✓ ✓

17 KRG Denies Arming Reports (Kurdistan24) 4 Kurdish ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

TOTAL 16 16 10 9 7 15 9

Legend: ✓ = code present in document. Green shading = support codes (P, S, L). Orange shading = limits codes (T, N, C, D).

P = Partnership/cooperation | S = Security necessity | L = Legitimacy-by-performance | T = Territorial integrity | N = Non-

recognition | C = Conditionality | D = Dialogue/constitutional process

Table A3: Code Distribution by Episode (Summary)

Episode Docs P S L T N C D Dominant pattern
Episode 1: 1991 4 4 4 2 2 0 4 0 Support + conditionality; no explicit non-recognition

Episode 2: 2014–2016 4 4 4 4 0 1 4 1 Peak functional recognition; partnership and 
performance dominate

Episode 3: 2017–2018 2 1 1 0 2 2 2 2 Peak boundary-setting; non-recognition and 
conditionality dominate

Episode 4: 2025–2026 7 7 6 4 4 3 5 5 Both support and limits codes present simultaneously

TOTAL 17 16 15 10 8 6 15 8 Support codes present in nearly all documents; limits 
codes concentrate in Episodes 3 and 4

Note: Numbers indicate how many documents within each episode contain the code. Green columns (P, S, L) represent functional 

recognition indicators. Orange columns (T, N, C, D) represent boundary-setting mechanisms. The shift from green-dominant 

(Episodes 1–2) to orange-dominant (Episode 3) to mixed (Episode 4) visually confirms the thesis’s central finding.


