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Abstract   

This PhD offers an insight into the powers that governed processes of space production 

in the city of Slemani, the Kurdistan region of Iraq. It concentrates on the decade 

proceeding the US-led war which consequently overthrew Saddam Husseinôs regime 

in 2003. In addition to exploring the role of power, the thesis proposes an alternative 

strategy for political space making; a strategy which grew out of both the literature 

review and the subsequent analysis of the forces of productivity which exist in the city.  

The research studies the built environment within the Kurdish context, choosing to 

take an atypical socio-political approach which is developed in relation to western 

literature. An original conceptual framework is largely constructed through the use of 

óeliteô theory as well as Henri Lefebvreôs readings of space. Both of these scholarly 

concepts help to set the scene for an empirical investigation. The methodology is 

designed from a qualitative perspective, which in turn curates an approach centred on 

case studies. These studies highlight three spatial categories which differ in scale and 

feature the following: investment-driven projects, government-sponsored construction 

and privately-sponsored housing. The objective behind splitting the cases into three 

categories ranging from macro to micro scales was to reveal how social forces interact 

on different levels. These cases were chosen according to the power of their producers, 

as well as their physical properties (cost, location and scale). Data was collected 

through the methods of ómapping controversiesô and questionnaires. It was then 

analysed from a thematic lens with the support of three techniques: story configuration, 

mapping and descriptive analysis.  

The thesis concludes that certain intellectual, business and political decision makers 

exerted significant influence over processes of shaping the built environment, leaving 

extremely narrow opportunity for the rest of the inhabitants of the city to involve. This 

mode of spatial production has prompted unprecedented urban segregation because it 

resulted in the creation of óabstract spacesô, which are detached from their social, 

natural and historical contexts. Interestingly, power relations among social groups 

changed according to the scale of space: the city inhabitants did not challenge the 

authority of decision makers who had repurposed and commodified urban lands.  
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However, important to note, is that these same inhabitants reacted and opposed 

decision makers when it came to the negotiation of their private spaces. This, generally 

speaking, indicates that the inhabitants paid more attention and were perhaps more 

invested in the nature of their private interests rather than public concerns.   

The politics of shaping space in Slemani, and other Kurdish cities, has been heavily 

criticised by numerous voices including academics and some urban officials, who have 

appealed for comprehensive alternatives. Therefore, this PhD proposes two sets of 

reforms: one is tangible and targets formal and informal governing structures, and the 

second is intangible. The latter has an ideological nature and aims to improve social 

consciousness in regard to space making. Similarly, it also encourages the local 

community to question the multiplicity of power structures which are commonly taken 

for granted.  

In a broad sense, the thesis contributes to theoretical, methodological and pragmatic 

arguments. Each of them is derived from one of the main components of this research. 

The theoretical contribution is related to the literature chapter and the pragmatic to the 

empirical study. Moreover, the methodological input is focused on creating a novel 

empirical approach based on the complex philosophical works of Lefebvre, who has 

been criticised by his scholars for not introducing a well-defined methodology. The 

thesis also customises the method of ómapping controversiesô in order to suit the scope 

of the research. The pragmatic contribution is divided into two levels: the actual and 

the alternate. The first is related to the role of identifying the underlying nature of the 

politics of spatial configuration in the context of Slemani, and the second is connected 

to the propositions that have been made as alternatives to the specific political 

approach found in the city or beyond it. In other words, Slemani is viewed here as a 

typical symbol of the urban transformations which have occurred in other cities within 

Iraqi Kurdistan, namely Erbil and Dohuk. Thus, the outcomes of this work can be 

mobilised elsewhere in the region, or even potentially outside this geographical 

territory. 
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Key Terms 

For the purpose of this thesis, the main terms are conceptualised as follows:  

Power 

Power is understood here through four main elements: capacity, action, relations and 

the duality of object and subject. These four elements are organised around the concept 

of objects and subjects: (a) objects can be human or non-human. The human actors 

often have a relatively greater capacity to pursue mental or physical actions, which 

result in the controlling masses of humans. In this sense, objects are associated with 

the theory of óeliteô, meaning a minority who rules the majority of people. Non-human 

actors can invisibly influence the behaviour of massive populations, as they are linked 

to social and cultural norms. (B) Subjects are those humans who are controlled by 

óelitesô or by common beliefs, and they have less capacity to perform actions similar 

to those of óelitesô.   

Power is sometimes depicted in the literature as having four forms: power-over, 

power-to, power-with and power-within which are in turn contingent to three elements 

(capacities, actions and relations). For instance, within the first form, ópower-overô, 

objects have more capacity to make decisions than subjects who have less, and the 

actions of objects are thus featured with control, domination, and discipline. Relations 

in ópower-overô are characterised by rejection and exclusion.  

 

Elites  

The term óeliteô, as Alan Harding defines it, refers to óthe group(s) of individuals whose 

decisions play a crucial part in shaping the lives, choices and futures of the mass of 

peopleô1. In architecture, the term indicates the groups which have the authority to 

shape architectural spaces. These groups could be architects, urban planners, 

politicians or businessmen.  

 

                                                 

1    Alan Harding, Theories of Urban Politics, ed. David Judge, Gerry Stoker, and Harold Wolman 

(SAGE Publications Limited, 1995). 
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Non-Elites 

Non-Elites are the groups which have less capacity to access decision-making 

institutions. In the context of this research, these groups are those have everyday-life 

relationships with the spaces which are produced by the óeliteô groups. In this sense, 

ónon-eliteô people can be the users or the inhabitants of the spaces, or those who are 

affected by the spaces, especially those who live in the neighbouring areas. 

 

Production 

Three types of production are discussed in this research: the physical, the mental and 

the social. In a broad sense, the term production refers to the ómaking or growing 

somethingô2, and it is viewed here as physical or material production. In this research, 

this is linked to construction works. Mental production is related to the action of 

thinking and producing ideas.3 This is associated with the creation of design concepts 

or themes. The third type, social production, refers to productive activities which are 

carried out by ónon-elitesô after they occupy space or develop an everyday life 

relationship with it, and these activities can be mental or physical.  

 

Space 

The common meanings of space denote time, place or emptiness.4 The term space was 

used by numerous philosophers in countless ways. In his study, Space as a Key Word, 

David Harvey suggests that the use of the word depends on the context in which it is 

used.5 Similarly, Michel Foucault suggests that contemporary space is no longer 

constrained by physical boundaries.6  

                                                 

2    Margaret Deuter, Oxford Collocations Dictionary: For Students of English (Oxford University 

Press, 2008), p. 6234. 

3    See Christian Schmid, óHenri Lefebvre's Theory of the Production of Space: Towards a three-

dimensional dialecticô, in Space, Difference, Everyday Life: Reading Henri Lefebvre, trans. 

Bandulasena Goonewardena (Routledge, 2008), p.40. 

4    Deuter, pp. 7534ï36. 

5    David Harvey, Space as a Keyword (na, 2006). 

6    Michel Foucault, óOf Other Spaces,ô Diacritics, 1986, pp.22ï27. 
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Space is sometimes used to refer to physical or non-physical aspects. In this research, 

space has been used in both senses depending on the context: space can refer to an 

architectural project, time or moment of production, or metaphorical place where 

óeliteô or ónon-eliteô people operate, for instance, the space of óelitesô. Two types of 

space are borrowed from French philosopher Henri Lefebvreôs book of óThe 

Production of Spaceô: óabstract spaceô and óabsolute spaceô.7 In simple and 

architectural terms, óabstract spaceô refers to a project which is produced by a group 

of óelitesô and in isolation from ónon-eliteô population, and sometimes these projects 

are designed to serve the needs of the óelitesô. óAbstract spacesô are usually detached 

from natural, social, or historical contexts. On the other hand, óabsolute spacesô 

represent projects which are constructed based on the cooperation and collaboration 

between óeliteô and ónon-eliteô people, and the produced spaces serve the interests of 

both groups. Thus, óabsolute spacesô are engaged with natural, historical and social 

contexts. In this case, everyday life knowledge and practices, which stem from the 

three contexts, are the basis for creating design themes (mental production), taking 

constructional actions (material production) and living in space (social production).      

 

 

Production of Space 

The phrase The Production of Space was coined by Lefebvre in his book, which 

consequently takes the same title.  The philosopher theorises how social spaces, which 

can be physical and non-physical, are produced by human agency. One of the core 

concepts presented in the book is the spatial trial which contains three interrelated 

elements: the representation of space (conceived space), the representational space (the 

lived space) and the spatial practice (lived space). I have looked at the book and a 

number of his other texts from the lens of an architect, who also bears knowledge of 

urban design. Hence, the term is used here to refer to the sense of the production of 

physical (architectural) spaces on different scales whether micro or macro.      

 

                                                 

7   See Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. by Donald Nicholson-Smith (Basil Blackwell 

Ltd, 1991). 
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Mapping Controversies 

The methodological approach of ómapping controversiesô is a method for collecting 

and analysing data. This method was originally developed by the academic Albena 

Yaneva, who authored Mapping Controversies in Architecture.8 The method relies 

majorly on spoken and written sources, such as interviews, newspapers, articles and 

archival documents, and it helps to analyse data through using visual aids. Yaneva 

suggested three empirical guidelines: to follow, to document and to map. I slightly 

adjusted this approach in order to meet the context of this PhD which is about power, 

space and production. However, the guidelines have been used to map the production 

of the built environment in the following sense: the first to follow decision makers; the 

second to document processes of architectural production through gathering all 

relevant materials. The last to map the process of production, which is an analytical 

technique. Mapping here means, in general, to carry out a couple of steps: capturing 

the dynamic of production and visualising it, by relying on still-images.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

8 Albena Yaneva, Mapping Controversies in Architecture (Routledge, 2016). 



21 

 

 : Introduction  

1.1 Overview 

The semi-autonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan witnessed dramatic changes in its 

political and economic environment after the US-led war in 2003. These changes 

impacted the built environment which promoted unprecedented urban sprawl in major 

Kurdish cities, including Slemani whose footprint almost doubled within a mere 

decade, from 2003 to 2013. The rapid expansion, which has been labelled óchaoticô 

and óunplannedô by dozens of critics9 including the head of the provincial council of 

Slemani, Participant 2310, caused numerous architectural, social and political issues. 

This phenomenon interested me as both an urban scholar and a professional architect 

and has thus become the core focus of my thesis. It attempts to understand the forces 

behind the development of urban spaces and aims to contribute to improving the 

strategy of that development. Further, the intention of this study was to gather accurate 

and objective information on the ground without unfairly criticising any individual 

stakeholder.  

As a researcher who worked in the Kurdish academic environment for several years, I 

argue that architecture in Iraqi Kurdistan has rarely been investigated through the lens 

of power relations among social classes due to numerous social and academic factors. 

One prime reason is located in the fact that urban and architectural studies were 

initiated in the Kurdistan region only in the mid-1990s. The first architecture 

department was established in the capital city of Erbil and studies in this discipline 

were very limited at that time as well as in the preceding decade. Further, Iraqi 

Kurdistan encountered several socio-economic unrests due to armed conflicts and 

political crises which impacted the quality and orientation of academic investigations.  

This thesis starts with an overarching question: what were the powers behind spatial 

production in Slemani between 2003 and 2013? This is followed by two groups of sub-

questions which are related to the theoretical aspects of power and space, as well as 

the socio-political context of Slemani where processes of spatial formation occurred.  

                                                 

9      The critics were professional architects, urban scholars, and ordinary inhabitants of Slemani  

10  This individual was one of the urban officials who were interviewed within the course of the 

empirical study 
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In order to answer these questions, two interrelated aspects are explored: the 

theoretical and the empirical. The theoretical section develops a unique conceptual 

framework based on theories of power and the production of space. It begins by 

shaping an explanation for the concept of power, in relation to its components and 

manifestations. From here, the relationship between power and space is explored, 

using two theoretical approaches: Henri Lefebvreôs readings of space and 

understandings of óeliteô theory. The conceptual framework sets the stage for the 

empirical study which is qualitative in nature and uses a case-study approach. The case 

studies are located in the Kurdish city of Slemani, and they include three categories of 

space each with different scales, from smaller individual buildings to larger urban 

projects. Within this overarching spatial trichotomy there are different project types: 

investment-driven projects, government sponsored constructions and privately 

sponsored houses. The case studies were determined by two criteria: the anticipated 

power of decision makers who shaped each space and the properties of the spaces, 

such as the cost, scale and location within the city.  

In the empirical investigation, situated research provided the data for analysis. Within 

this situated process, two methods were used to collect data. The first, influenced by 

the ómapping controversiesô project, largely depended on the collection and analysis 

of spoken and written sources, such as interviews, newspapers, articles and archival 

documents. I adjusted this approach in order to meet the context of this PhD: instead 

of focusing on controversies around space, I paid more attention to three elements 

which are power, space and production. The second method was the questionnaire, 

which was used to gather first-hand accounts from pre-identified (non-elite) 

populations. The questionnaire was structured around three sections: the first was 

concerned with the respondentôs profile, the second asked structured questions that 

were attached to fixed answers, and the last allowed respondents to express their 

imagination and opinion about the case study. The data was then analysed through a 

thematic approach which relied on a matrix devised from the literature review on the 

forms and elements of power. The analysis is supported by three techniques: story 

configuration, mapping and descriptive statistics. In each case study chapter 

information is structured according to two elements: the conceptual framework and 

the technique relating to the story configuration.  
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Each case chapter concludes with an analytical section, which identifies the powers 

that governed the mode of producing the case study: on the one hand it clearly reveals 

the óelitesô in relation to their actions and relations, while on the other it highlights the 

non-human forces that invisibly contributed to shaping the case.  

The PhD aims to contribute towards developing the politics of planning and 

architectural strategies in Iraqi Kurdistan. The long-term goal is to establish a culture 

of deconstructing and consequently reforming existing and often unquestioned power 

relations, which shape urban constructions within my country and beyond.  

I encountered many difficulties during the course of this PhD. One of the challenges 

was the nature of the Kurdish socio-political context which was problematic. Firstly, 

Iraqi Kurdistan saw several armed conflicts that resulted in socio-economic unrest, and 

caused significant reduction in the technology of information distribution. Most 

government institutions had poor online-databases, which were neither digitalised nor 

archived in a systematic way. This caused considerable struggles to find even basic 

data that was needed for the case studies, such the year of construction and the 

completion date. In addition, much of the information about the spaces, especially the     

ones that I looked at on a large scale, were guarded due to their sensitive political 

nature. This means that the disclosure of such information would likely provoke a 

public outcry. On some occasions, I relied on personal connections to gain valuable 

data, without which this work would have been impossible. Secondly, witnessing 

private lives is an inevitable part of the majority of qualitative case-study 

methodologies; this was something that became a challenge during my research due to 

the political nature of its line of inquiry.  

This research appreciated that some cases required a delicate approach as they 

involved powerful urban óelitesô, including political individuals, within the city of 

Slemani. It was anticipated that the discussion of such cases could raise heated 

controversy or provoke public anger. These reasons prevented potential participants 

from taking part in this study because they believed that their involvement was a threat 

to their positions and jobs, as well as their political or social reputation. Therefore, the 

ethical guidance, provided by the School of Architecture at Sheffield University, was 

carefully followed and issues of confidentiality and anonymity have been discussed 

(whenever required).  
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1.2 Research Context 

1.2.1 The Socio-political environment of Iraqi Kurdistan  

Politics in Kurdistan is run by powerful parties é parliament and 

governmental institutions have limited roles é every party has its 

armed forces and its resources.11  

This statement by the prominent and long-serving politician Mahmood Othman, who 

has been in politics since the mid-1950s, elucidates how politics operates in the 

Kurdistan region of Iraq. Power, in a broad sense, is in the hands of well-defined 

óelitesô who belong to the two long-time ruling parties: the KDP and the PUK. These 

óelitesô have been controlling most aspects of economic and social life since 1991 

when, with the aid of international forces, those parties removed Saddam Husseinôs 

authoritarian regime which governed the three Kurdish governorates, Slemani, Erbil 

and Dohuk. The two parties were able to dominate elections throughout the 1990s and 

the 2000s and therefore easily formed government cabinets.12 Unlike political 

conventions in the UK or many states in the global north, where parties have no direct 

connection with military structures, both Kurdish factions have their own armed forces 

and financial resources which provide them with a high level of independence from 

the public sector.13  

                                                 

11    Hakar Nihiely, óInterview with the prominent politician Mahmood Soraniô, Romali Taybat 

[Special News Coverage], TV program, NRT (news agency) Erbil - Iraqi Kurdistan, 12.10.2015 

available at: www.nrt.com, [accessed 23 July 2016]. 

12   Anonymous, óFact Sheet: About the Kurdistan Regional Governmentô, Kurdistan Regional 

Government, government website, 2018 <http://cabinet.gov.krd/p/p.aspx?l=12&p=180> 

[accessed 27 February 2018]. 

13     See Triska Hamid, óCorruption and Cronyism Hinder Kurdistanô, Financial Times, 5 September 

2012 <http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/ea716668-f759-11e1-8c9d-

00144feabdc0.html#axzz3DqfVKP1v> [accessed 20 September 2014]; Adil Murad, Corruption 

in Iraqi Kurdistan, interviewed by Hevidar Ahmed, Rudaw (news agency), 01 April 2012,  also 

available at: <http://www.ekurd.net/mismas/articles/misc2012/4/state6050.htm> [accessed 21 

August 2013]; Hasan Baram, Encyclopedia of Political Parties in Kurdistan and Iraq 1908 - 

2005, First (Slemani, 2012); Carl Dahlman, óThe Political Geography of Kurdistanô, Eurasian 

Geography and Economics, 43.4 (2002), pp.271ï99. 
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Some urban leaders, who are supported by the KDP and the PUK, allegedly had strong 

interventions in business and other disciplines. The leaders have been repeatedly 

blamed, by their opponents, for manipulating ownership rights of urban lands, the built 

environment and the construction industry. This widespread control left a narrow space 

for non-elites, especially non-members of both parties, to take part in decision-making 

processes. The most marginalised (or powerless) ónon-eliteô groups are non-partisan 

female populations (who live in a male-dominated and party-controlled society).  

In the context of Slemani, the authority of the PUK was institutionalised between 1991 

and 2013. Members of the party held the majority of the top government positions in 

the city, and they allegedly managed to shape some social and economic conditions 

according to certain political and private goals.14 The power of the PUK óelitesô 

affected the built environment at both macro and micro scales. For example, this 

research found that one of the major reasons for prolonging the processes of creating 

a masterplan for the city in the mid-2000s, was due to the absence of a unanimous 

agreement among ruling elites who were accused by their opponents of prioritising 

their own agenda and subsequent benefits instead of the wider community.   

 

1.2.2 Literature review: Space as a product of political forces 

Architecture at every stage of its existenceðfrom design through 

construction to occupationðis buffeted by external forces. Other 

people, circumstances, and events intervene to upset the architectôs 

best-laid plans. These forces are, to a greater or lesser extent, 

beyond the direct control of the architect.15 

                                                 

14    See Ranj Sangawi, TV program: ó ͼжϝͭйϧТϽ͵  ͼжϜϸ͆мϝϚ ͼжϝжϜϸйЇ϶йжͻϼмнІϝϠ йЮ дϝϧЂϸϼнͭ  [Issues of 

Development Planning in Southern Kurdistan]ô, Rudaw (news agency), Iraqi Kurdistan: the 

office of Slemani, 2016, available at:  

<http://rudaw.net/sorani/onair/tv/episodes/episode/lagal_ranj_01092016> [accessed 8 September 

2016].   

15    Jeremy Till, Architecture Depends (MIT press, 2009), lv, p. 1. 
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In line with postmodern philosophy, the academic and writer Jeremy Till shifts the 

focus from architects, the apparent shapers of space, to those invisible human and non-

human forces which impact architectural production. This concept is also at the core 

of this PhD which sought to discover the key forces that produced macro and micro 

spaces in Slemani over a ten-year period, from 2003 to 2013.   

Numerous writings investigate space from a political lens. One of the most prominent 

examples of such writings is the work of the French sociologist Henri Lefebvre, who 

stated that óthere is a politics of space because space is politicalô16. Lefebvre argues 

that architectural production is governed by instrumental relations among social 

groups and resultant spaces are products of those relations. This approach is linked to 

three interrelated elements, all of which contributed to the conceptual framework of 

my research: power, space, and production. The meanings and indications of these 

three elements or terms are very broad, and therefore I sought to explore their 

definitions in the literature before forming the conceptual framework of this research.   

Firstly, power is seen here as having four interconnected elements: capacity, action, 

relation and the duality of objects and subjects. All of these elements operate in the 

following sense: (a) objects are human or non-human agencies which often have the 

capacity to make decisions or influence the actions of subjects. This represents those 

humans who have less power and are always controlled by human and non-human 

agencies; and (b) relations between the object and the subject depend on the actions 

and capacities of both sides. Human agencies are associated, in the context of this 

thesis, with óeliteô groups and subjects are aligned with ónon-eliteô people. The term 

óelitesô, in this context, denotes the groups who usually have the authority of making 

decision about social affairs, including the built environment. On the other hand, ónon-

elitesô are the populations who do not have such powers to make decisions or to shape 

architecture, and therefore they are always impacted by the decisions made by the 

óelitesô.  

Power can take four key forms: ópower-overô, ópower-toô, ópower-withô and ópower-

withinô. In each form, the elements of power (capacities, actions and relations) change. 

                                                 

16   Henri Lefebvre, óComments on a New State Formô, Antipode 33, no. 5 (2001): p.774. 
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For instance, in ópower-overô the óeliteô has full capacity to make decisions and control 

the actions of ónon elitesô. The relationship between the two groups is thus 

characterised by exclusion.    

Secondly, space has various meanings and can be used to refer to physical or non-

physical entities. In this research, space has been used in both senses and according to 

the context: the term is used to refer to architecture, time or a moment of production, 

or similarly a metaphorical place for óelitesô or ónon-elitesô. In addition, further 

understandings of space are used̍most importantly the notion of óabstractô and 

óabsoluteô spaces, borrowed from Lefebvre, as they relate to power, architecture and 

production. In plain terms, óabsolute spaceô represents a mode of production where 

óeliteô and ónon-elitesô operate together to shape architecture, whereas óabstract spaceô 

is the inverse mode where only óelitesô function; controlling most production processes 

and imposing their strategies on ónon elitesô.  

Thirdly, production also connotes multiple meanings. In Marxist thought it is divided 

into two types: mental production, which is often controlled by óeliteô thinkers, and 

material production, which is governed by a ruling class (óeliteô capitalists or 

politicians). Material production, which is the main interest of Marx, has four 

interrelated moments: production, distribution, exchange and consumption.17 Henri 

Lefebvre further developed these concept and linked them to space, which he regarded 

as a social product. He argues that there are three moments of material production: the 

conceived (the mental), the perceived (the physical) and the lived (the social). These 

moments form the so called Spatial Triad.  Here, the concepts of Lefebvre have been 

initially investigated, then adapted and reproduced by linking them to processes of 

shaping the built environment. This led to creating a conceptual framework comprising 

of three moments of production and each one of them is seen as representing one of 

the typical stages of architectural production: (a) the mentalˈin which architectural 

design processes take place; (b) the physicalˈwhen construction works begin; (c) the 

social̍  which represents the occupation phase after completion of building works, 

and whereby a project is experienced by ónon-elitesô. 

                                                 

17    Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy, trans. Martin 

Nicolaus, New York: Vintage Books, 1973, pp. 25ï41. 
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1.2.3 Hypothesis 

As a native of the region and an architect and academic who has operated for many 

years within the Kurdish and Iraqi contexts, I was aware that urban lands and the 

production of the built environment were under the control of a few dominant urban 

leaders. It seemed that these leaders had the capacity to mobilise public resources and 

legislative support, and that large-scale projects would not have been built without the 

support of those leaders. At the same time, it also seemed to be widely acknowledged 

that those who were not within the same sphere of power, occupied by these decision 

makers, had no real influence on the formation of space. To a large extent, the 

hypothesis above, along with my background, shaped the course of this PhD in terms 

of its theoretical and methodological positions. In particular, the use of Elite Theory 

and the selection of case studies were chosen to test the hypothesis. 

 

1.2.4 Questions and methodology 

The methodology designed for this PhD is directed towards answering the overarching 

question: what were the powers behind spatial production in Slemani between 

2003 and 2013? The question set the stage for two groups of sub-questions which 

narrowed down the focus of the investigation to the theoretical principles of power and 

production, while also aligning with the socio-political context of Slemani.   

The first group of sub-questions are related to the theoretical level: (a) what is the 

concept of power?; (b) what is the relationship between power and space?; (c) how 

does this relationship influence processes of space production?; and (d) how do 

different power structures produce divergent spaces?  

The second group of sub-questions are related to the empirical section of the thesis, 

and they encompass four sub-questions: (a) what were the reasons or motivations 

behind the rapid architectural development between 2003 and 2013?; (b) who exerted 

power over architecture and urban spaces in the city?; (c) which mechanisms shaped 

the built environment?; (d) what invisible or non-human forces were involved in 

processes of production?; and (e) what are the possibilities for shaping an alternative 

(s) to the politics of space production in Slemani? 
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The first group of sub-questions were addressed in the literature chapter. The concept 

of power was analysed and interpreted as having four interconnected elements: 

capacity, actions, relations and the duality of objects and subjects. In addition, four 

forms of power were identified and linked to theories of space which were, 

predominantly, drawn from the writings of Lefebvre. These materials helped to create 

a conceptual framework in order to guide the empirical endeavour, which was 

designed to answer the second group of the sub-questions.  

The methodology was influenced by the notion of órelative ontologyô, whereas the 

epistemological perspective borrows elements from two prominent qualitative 

paradigms: the interpretive and the critical. The approach of the case studies were 

chosen and determined on the basis of two key criteria: (a) the anticipated power of 

the decision makers who produced the case; and (b) the architectural, economic and 

social features of the case. Three categories of architectural spaces have been 

considered as case studies in the empirical work: investment-driven projects, 

government-sponsored constructions and privately-financed houses. There are four 

case studies within this research: two developments with different uses and conceived 

by business óelitesô, a project built by the local government, and small-scale houses 

constructed by middle income or ónon-eliteô people. However, at the same time, each 

space was seen as a product of the political interaction between the óeliteô and ónon-

eliteô groups and a reflection of the power relations between them. Although case study 

investigations have their limitations18, some measures can be taken to address these 

issues, and thus this research adopts a triad of inquiry, elements developed by Michael 

Patton, the author of Enhancing the Quality and Credibility of Qualitative Analysis.19  

In terms of methods, ómapping controversiesô and questionnaires have been used 

separately to obtain data from various sources, and then this data was subjected to a 

thematic analysis. The themes were extracted using a matrix which was created out of 

the literature chapter, and includes various power elements and forms.  

                                                 

18   Phil Hodkinson and Heather Hodkinson, óThe Strengths and Limitations of Case Study Researchô, 

in Learning and Skills Development Agency Conference at Cambridge, 2001, i, pp. 5ï7. 

19   Michael Q. Patton, óEnhancing the Quality and Credibility of Qualitative Analysis.ô, Health 

Services Research, 34.5 Pt 2 (1999), p. 1189. 
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This was supported by the techniques of story configuration, mapping and descriptive 

analysis. The research design was developed after conducting a pilot study in Erbil, 

the capital city of Iraqi Kurdistan, which further affected the decision of choosing the 

sites of the final cases. Prior to the study, I had two sites of consideration: the two 

major Kurdish cities of Erbil and Slemani. However, this was reduced to one (Slemani) 

as a result of the pilot study and other theoretical and methodological factors. 

 

1.3 Importance of the research 

The importance of this PhD lies in its theoretical, methodological and pragmatic 

contributions.   

Firstly, originality stems from the way in which this research adapts complex western 

philosophical writings on power into a conceptual structure that can be applied within 

the urban context of the Middle East. The second contribution, from a methodological 

perspective, is connected to the development of an empirical model that is based on 

Lefebvreôs writings on space. The creation of this model has not been an easy task, as 

the philosopher did not develop any form of a sophisticated methodological 

framework.20 Finally, the pragmatic input is related to the local politics of space 

production in Iraqi Kurdistan.  

This PhD has identified the core issue which are embedded in the nature of power 

relations between those who have the capacity of making decisions to shape the built 

environment, and those who lack such capacity. Further, the embeddedness is located 

within those invisible non-human powers which are taken for granted and govern 

architectural production. In this research, I propose two strategies to develop urban 

policies and architectural practices.  

                                                 

20   According to Christian Schmid, one of prominent Lefebvrian scholars, Lefebvre himself did not 

present a well-defined methodology, and thus his scholars devised various methodological 

frameworks based on the existing methods. See Urban Revolution Now: Henri Lefebvre in 

Social Research and Architecture, ed. by Dr Ákos Moravánszky and Lukasz Stanek (Ashgate 

Publishing, Ltd., 2014), pp. 27ï33 (pp. 34ï35). 
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The first targets the existing institutional and informal governing structures, and the 

second strategy has an ideological nature and aims to improve social consciousness 

through media and educational organisations. These strategies would assist in 

achieving the ideal (or absolute) mode of production which can be only materialised 

by involving ónon-eliteô populations in processes of space production; and considering 

future spaces in relation to their natural, social and historical contexts. 

 

1.4 Aims and objectives  

The overarching aim is to understand the politics of space in Iraqi Kurdistan, through 

studying one of its major cities, Slemani, in an attempt to contribute towards the 

development of its politics. This is in response to calls from urban officials, academics, 

and numerous local agents, for enhanced planning and architectural practices in the 

region. This demand gave rise to the following objectives: (a) assessing the literature 

in order to initially define the highly contested concept of power, which would then 

help to establish the relationship between power and architecture. This process allowed 

for the creation of a theoretical structure which could investigate existing issues found 

within the Kurdish context of spatial politics; (b) designing a relatively valid 

methodological framework for the above purpose; (c) studying how human and non-

human forces interact when it comes to shaping the built environment; and (d) 

proposing alternative strategies of space production. The long-term goal of my work, 

but one that remains on the outside of my remit for this PhD, is to establish an 

alternative politics of space, which similarly promotes a culture of disturbing 

unquestioned power structures which have been governing architecture in my country. 

 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is structured into nine chapters. It begins with a review of the literature 

relating to power and architecture and then introduces the socio-political background 

of Iraqi Kurdistan and Slemani. This is followed by a discussion of methodology and 

an exploration of the case studies. Each chapter ends with an individual conclusion 

drawn from the section of writing. 
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Chapter 2 discusses the literature on power and production, with a focus on Elite 

Theory and Lefebvreôs writings on óthe production of spaceô. The chapter ends by 

creating a conceptual framework that is based on the two theoretical grounds. In order 

to contextualise this research, Chapter 3 is a historical review of the formation of 

urban and political óelitesô, as well as those who are outside such power spheres. In the 

context of this thesis they are defined as the ônon-elitesô. Chapter 4 explains the 

methodology, which largely comprises the following elements: the ontological and 

epistemological position; the design of the inquiry which is created based on a case-

study approach; and the process of data collection which uses the techniques of 

ómapping controversiesô and questionnaires. Chapter 5 discusses an investment 

project constructed in the core of Slemani, known as the Grand Millennium Sulaimani 

Hotel (GMSH) or, locally, as Shary Jwan (The Beautiful City). This massive 

construction dominates the architectural landscape of the city, and it was created by 

the most powerful urban óelitesô. The production of this type of construction has been 

a common phenomenon in the city in the late 2000s, and has sparked various debates 

on the power of business and political leaders and the ways in which they deal and 

develop urban spaces. Chapter 6 is about a housing project bearing the English name 

of óGarden Cityô. This case shares similar properties with GMSH because it is an 

investment project and was similarly created by business óelitesô. However, the debate 

here focuses on the phenomenon of the ógated communityô due to the fact that this 

urban space has been dedicated to high-income dwellers. Chapter 7 documents a 

government-sponsored project which has two parts: the first is called the Womenôs 

Shelter, which was built to protect women who have escaped domestic violence or 

experienced extreme social oppression, and the second, named Womenôs 

Development Centre, was dedicated to developing the skills of female employees who 

reside in the Womenôs Centre as well as female government employees. A different 

type of óeliteô produced this case and it is represented here by ócultivated elitesô or 

óintellectual elitesô. As the architect who designed the project, I was one of the óelitesô 

who strongly influenced the architectural form of this project. This project caused 

tensions between the residents of the shelter and the inhabitants in the neighbouring 

areas, and the chapter aims to explore this alongside the powers which shaped this 

space.   
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Chapter 8 focuses on small-scale houses, constructed by the cityôs inhabitants, which 

I call óSelf-Supervised Houses (SSH). The majority of SSH were produced by people 

with limited incomes and whom this PhD considers ónon-eliteô people. SSH are small-

scale constructions that are usually located in relatively low priced sites. There are 

conflicting views on the building regulations which limit many aspects of the houses. 

óCultivated elitesô aimed to toughen building regulations, which resulted in SSH 

owners viewing the changes as unduly constraining their freedom to shape their own 

spaces. Finally, Chapter 9 is the concluding chapter and it begins with an overview 

of the research. It explains how the conceptual framework was used to study the four 

cases in this PhD. This is followed by a discussion of the theoretical and 

methodological contributions. Finally, the limitations of the thesis and future research 

directions are outlined.  
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 : Literature Review 

2.1 Overview 

This chapter attempts to explain the relationship between two interconnected subjects: 

power and space. The main argument here is that the formation of the built 

environment is heavily impacted by power relations among social classes, and 

architectural features of space are contingent on the nature of these relations. Two 

major categories of space, based on the writings of Henri Lefebvre, are presented: 

óabstract spaceô and óabsolute spaceô. While the first is linked to a mode of production 

in which óeliteô groups dominate architectural production, the second is connected to 

a mode of production collectively governed by óelitesô and ónon-elitesô.   

Two key theoretical perspectives are used: óeliteô theory, which theorises power 

relations between social groups, and Henri Lefebvreôs work of óthe production of 

spaceô, which links power to architecture. Further, other concepts were used to support 

these two main theories. In this chapter, a discussion of elite theory is preceded by an 

explanation of the concept of power and its forms: ópower-overô, ópower-toô, ópower-

withô and ópower-withinô. Two of these forms, ópower-overô and ópower-withô, are 

then discussed in relation to architectural production.  

The phenomenon of production is seen from a Marxist lens, and thus the work of the 

Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre, in particular his writings on the production of 

space, is the viewpoint of this lens. The chapter ends with concluding remarks and the 

articulation of a theoretical framework, which is created based on Lefebvreôs readings 

on óthe production of spaceô.  His work is largely about power and space and how those 

forces unite to create urban and architectural spaces. Lefebvreôs account cannot be 

understood without reference to Marxôs work on power and production. Connections 

between literature on Marx and Lefebvreôs theory are made throughout discussions on 

power and production. The reason for focusing on these two theorists in relation to my 

subject was due to their ability to take a materialistic approach to power and 

production. This chapter begins with an explanation of the concept of power which is 

then proceeded by sections which highlight the relationship between power and 

architectural production.  
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2.2 The concept of power: its elements and forms 

This section defines the term power and identifies its elements and forms. The concept 

of power is quite broad and has been contested and defined in various ways. Power is 

described by the political scholar, James Murphy, as óa dispositional conceptô21 

because for him, it óis in principle unobservable and can be studied only indirectlyô22. 

However, in the literature, four interrelated principles are often associated with power: 

capacity, action, relation and the duality of object and subject.  

In terms of the first element, sociologists Raymond Aron and Erik Wright, highlight 

two common definitions of power specifically óthe capacity to do, make or destroyô23, 

or the capacity to óproduce effectsô24. This suggests that capacity and the second 

principle (actions) are correlated because the possession of a capacity leads to the 

production of action..25 Michel Foucault stresses the significance of actions and 

believes that power óexists only when it is put into actionô26, meaning that capacities 

can only be visible through actions. The third component, relation, occurs between 

subjects and objects in different ways. In his book Power, the political theorist Steven 

Lukes, identifies a range of relations between subjects and objects.  

All talk of power is the notion that A in some way affects B. But, in 

applying that primitive (causal) notion to the analysis of social life 

é we all affect each other in countless ways all the time: the concept 

of power, and the related concepts of coercion, influence, authority, 

etc. pick out ranges of such affecting as being in significant ways.27 

                                                 

21   James Bernard Murphy, óPerspectives on Powerô, Journal of Political Power 4, no. 1 (2011): p.94. 

22   Ibid 

23   R. Aron, Peace and War, Transaction Publishers, 2003, p. 47,  

24   Erik Olin Wright, óTransforming Capitalism through Real Utopiasô, American Sociological 

Review, 26 December 2012, 0003122412468882, doi:10.1177/0003122412468882. 

25   Adam D. Galinsky, Deborah H. Gruenfeld, and Joe C. Magee, óFrom Power to Action.ô, Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology 85, no. 3 (2003): 453. 

26   Michel Foucault, óThe Subject and Powerô, Critical Inquiry, 1982, p.788. 

27   S. Lukes, Power, Second Edition: A Radical View (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p.30. 
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Lukes refers to the common talk of power which is embedded in a primitive 

relationship between A (object) who has the capacity to influence B (subject), and this 

relationship takes various forms in social life; forms that will be elaborated in the next 

section. Objects can be human or non-human; the concept of the power of non-human 

actors has been discussed in various ways in classic and modern philosophies. For 

instance, it appeared in the work of Karl Marx, and later it was broadened by other 

philosophers such as Michel Foucault and Bruno Latour. In Marxôs philosophy, non-

human actors influence the understanding of social life because whatever exists 

depends on matter.28  

In general, one key Marxian concept can be demonstrated here in regard to the power 

of non-living things̍ the concept of productive forces and ruling ideas.  In terms of 

productive forces, Marx refers to the power of non-living objects in enabling 

production and he assumes that the objects, along with human power, constitute what 

he calls the productive forces. He names these as labour power (human) and means of 

production (non-human objects) such a tools and raw materials.29 In the same vein, 

Henri Lefebvre argues that Marx refers to the óinstruments of labourô 30 as being forces 

of production, and these instruments can be either technology or knowledge. In regard 

to the power of ruling ideas, they refer to the ideologies which govern production 

processes, and this is related to the phenomenon of elitism, which is elaborated on in 

section 2.3.1.  

Turning to Foucaultôs account, power is sometimes linked to non-materialistic forces; 

Foucault believes that certain social, economic, or scientific norms have the capacity 

to turn masses of population into subjects31. Foucault defines this as ócultural 

mechanisms that ensure the control of peopleô32.   

                                                 

28   Tom Bottomore, ed., A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, Basil Blackwell, 1983, p.225. 

29   Ibid., p.178. 

30   Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Basil Blackwell Ltd, 

1991), p.69. 

31   Foucault, óThe Subject and Powerô. 

32    Michel Foucault, óThe Meshes of Powerô, in Space, Knowledge and Power: Foucault and 

Geography, ed. Jeremy W. Crampton and Stuart Elden, trans. Moore Gerald (Ashgate 

Publishing, Ltd., 2007), p.153. 
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Further, these norms have the capacity to influence human behaviour and thoughts.33 

Moreover, Foucault uses the terms ótechnology of powerô34 and ódevices of powerô35, 

which indicate the planning of strategies, scientific rules and political agendas. These 

elements represent power and consequently they discipline or regulate actions of 

people.36 Similarly, Bruno Latour uses the concept of ónon-human actorô to suggest 

that social actions are not only caused by human power, but also óother types of 

forcesô37. These forces, alongside human power, are ówoven togetherô38. To explain 

this, the term óactorô should be defined first. An actor, in Latourôs words, refers to 

óanything that does modify a state of affairs by making a differenceô39. The actor is not 

an alien object making change in isolation from other actors, rather actors are meshed 

in a network and each of them has its role and has the ability to affect each other. 

Latour refers to this as an óActor Networkô.40  

To sum up, power is seen here as having four interconnected elements: capacity, 

action, relation and the duality of objects and subjects. All of these elements operate 

in the following sense: (a) objects refer to human or non-human agencies which often 

have the capacity to make decisions or influence the actions of subjects. Subjects 

represent those humans who have less power than objects and are always controlled 

by these agencies; and (b) relations between the object and the subject depend on 

actions and capacities of both sides. Objects are associated with óeliteô groups and 

subjects with ónon-eliteô people. 

                                                 

33   Foucault, óThe Meshes of Powerô. 

34   Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality (Allen Lane, 1979), p.108. 

35   Ibid. p.86. 

36   Foucault, óThe Meshes of Powerô, 161; Arthur L. Wilson, óCreating Identities of Dependency: 

Adult Education as a Knowledge-Power Regimeô, International Journal of Lifelong Education 

18, no. 2 (1999): pp.85ï93. 

37   Bruno Latour, óReassembling the Social-an Introduction to Actor-Network-Theoryô, 

Reassembling the Social-An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, by Bruno Latour, Pp. 316. 

Foreword by Bruno Latour. Oxford University Press, Sep 2005. ISBN-10: 0199256047. ISBN-

13: 9780199256044 1 (2005): p.70. 

38   Ibid., p.75. 

39   Ibid., p.71. 

40   Bruno Latour, óOn Actor-Network Theory: A Few Clarificationsô, Soziale Welt, 1996, pp.369ï81. 
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The next section explains how the four elements̍ capacity, actions, relations and the 

duality of object and subject̍change when they exist in different forms of power. 

 

2.2.1 Forms of power 

Across multiple interpretations of power found within the literature, four major forms 

can be highlighted: ópower-overô, ópower-toô, ópower-withô, and ópower-withinô.41 

Sometimes these terms are linked to visible and non-visible power42, or expressions of 

power, which are explained below.43 The focus here is on objects, which often hold 

power, and subjects, who are usually influenced by objects. The first form, ópower-

overô, denotes the action of control, domination, and discipline, and it is exercised by 

an object which possesses a certain capacity over another which has less capacity. 

Relations in ópower-overô, according to Michel Foucault, are coloured with órejection, 

exclusion, refusal, blockage, concealment, or maskô44.  Robert Dahl, a leading theorist 

of power, explains the concept of ópower-overô as óA has power over B to the extent 

that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise doô45. This form of 

power, according to the philosopher Bertrand Russell, has overt and covert aspects. 

The first denotes power exercised on human bodies and behaviours in an obvious way 

and in the sense that a person, or a group of people who exert power can be identified 

easily. The second refers to power which cannot be clearly attributed to a person or a 

group, for instance the power which is exerted on financial interests, or ideologies of 

people.46  

                                                 

41   See Maro Pantazidou, óWhat Next for Power Analysis?ô, 2012. 

42   John Gaventa, óFinding the Spaces for Change: A Power Analysisô, IDS Bulletin 37, no. 6 (2006): 

23; Lisa Veneklasen and Valerie Miller, óPower and Empowerment óô, PLA Notes 43 (2002): 

pp.39ï41; John Gaventa and Andrea Cornwall, óChallenging the Boundaries of the Possible: 

Participation, Knowledge and Powerô, IDS Bulletin 37, no. 6 (2006): pp.122ï28. 

43   See Pantazidou, óWhat Next for Power Analysis?ô 

44   Michel Foucault, óThe History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume Iô, Trans. Robert Hurley. 

New York: Vintage, 1990, p. 83. 

45   Robert A. Dahl, óThe Concept of Powerô, Behavioral Science 2, no. 3 (1957): p.203. 

46   Bertrand Russell, óThe Forms of Powerô, in Power, ed. Steven Lukes, Readings in Social and 

Political Theory (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p.283. 
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Steven Lukes studied the visible and invisible types of ópower-overô and the concept 

of three-dimensional power.47 In his account, power is practised over four major 

aspects: physical bodies, behaviours, agendas, and views (or consciousness). Lukes 

highlighted three parameters for testing his theory: behaviours, policies and beliefs. 

As shown in Figure 2-1, the writer concludes that relations between objects and 

subjects shift from coercion (first dimension) to manipulation (second dimension), and 

finally to influence (third dimension).  In addition, the nature of power changes 

gradually from overt to covert and this is accompanied by a gradual disappearance of 

conflicts and physical actions. This means that when power becomes invisible, 

conflicts vanish. To explain this further, objects operate on three levels or dimensions: 

in the first, they control the behaviour of subjects (the most obvious dimension); in the 

second, they dominate governmental agendas; and in the third, they shape the views 

and beliefs of subjects. In other words, objects operate on three levels or dimensions: 

in the first, they control the behaviour of subjects (the most obvious dimension); in the 

second, they dominate governmental agendas; and in the third, they shape views and 

beliefs of subjects. The last dimension is the most influential in the sense that when 

beliefs and values have been shaped by objects, the behaviour and policies of subjects 

will be strongly impacted. Lukes writes:   

Is it not the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to prevent 

people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping 

perceptions, cognitions, and preferences in such a way that they 

accept their role in the existing order of things, either because they 

can see or imagine no alternative to it, or because they see it natural 

and unchangeable, or because they value it as divinely ordained and 

beneficial. 48 

The gist of the above statement refers to the moment when a belief system of people 

has been shaped by a force in a certain way. In this case, the people will be controlled 

or mobilised for action without visible tensions or conflicts because they simply do 

not see an alternative to what they are doing.  

                                                 

47   Lukes, Power, Second Edition: A Radical View, pp.108ï52. 

48   Ibid, p.28. 
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Figure 2-1: The writer suggests that power has two forms, visible and 

invisible, and when it becomes observable, in the case of coercion or force, 

it highly likely causes conflict of interests between objects and subjects. 

Source: Lukes (2005), p.36. 

 

Figure 2-2: Power components and forms. Source: Drawn by the 

author.Figure 2-3: The writer suggest that power has two forms, visible and 

invisible, and when it becomes observable, in the case of coercion or force, 

it highly likely causes conflict of interests between objects and subjects. 

Source: Lukes (2005), p.36. 

 

Figure 2-4: Power components and forms. Source: Drawn by the author. 

 

Figure 2-5: An illustration of the spatial triad of Henri Lefebvre. Source: 

Drawn by the author based on Lefebvreôs spatial triad.Figure 2-6: Power 

components and forms. Source: Drawn by the author.Figure 2-7: The writer 

suggest that power has two forms, visible and invisible, and when it 

becomes observable, in the case of coercion or force, it highly likely causes 

conflict of interests between objects and subjects. Source: Lukes (2005), 

p.36. 

 

Figure 2-8: Power components and forms. Source: Drawn by the 

author.Figure 2-9: The writer suggest that power has two forms, visible and 
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óPower-toô is the second form of power and tends to be similar to the first form. 

óPower-toô occurs when certain powerful groups (objects) lack the full capacity to act 

independently, and thus the group depends on another group with a similar capacity. 

For instance, political theorist Clarence Stone says that cooperation between powerful 

businessmen and politicians exemplifies the form of ópower-toô. The authors of A New 

Weave of Power, People and Politics, Lisa VeneKlasen et al., show that this form of 

power features ómutual supportô 49 in the sense that powerful groups always 

demonstrate ójoint actionsô50.  Stone proposes that the objective here is to gain óa shared 

set of purposesô.51 This scholar highlights the similarity between this form of power 

and the previous form, by statting that óAlthough power-over and power-to are 

conceptually distinct, in political reality they are intertwinedô52. This is because the 

power remains in the hands of a minority of people (objects), who control masses 

(subjects).  

óPower-withô is in contrast to ópower-overô and ópower-toô, as it is about shared power 

and objectives between objects and subjects.53 John Gaventa, a political sociologist, 

suggests that ópower-withô órefers to the synergy which can emerge through 

partnerships and collaboration with othersô54. The use of the two words, collaboration 

and partnership, refer to actions which are taken by both objects and subjects to gain 

shared interests.  Bruce K. Berger, in his study Power Over, Power With, and Power 

to Relations, compares ópower-overô and ópower-withô in a unique way by connecting 

them to relations and actions.   

                                                 

49   Lisa VeneKlasen et al., A New Weave of Power, People and Politics: The Action Guide for 

Advocacy and Citizen Participation (Practical Action Pub., 2007), 45; John Holloway, óTwelve 

Theses on Changing the World without Taking Powerô, The Commoner 4 (2002): p.3. 

50   Lisa VeneKlasen et al., A New Weave of Power, People and Politics: The Action Guide for 

Advocacy and Citizen Participation (Practical Action Pub., 2007), 45; John Holloway, óTwelve 

Theses on Changing the World without Taking Powerô, The Commoner 4 (2002): p. 3. 

51   Clarence N Stone, óUrban Regimes and the Capacity to Govern: A Political Economy Approachô, 

Journal of Urban Affairs 15, no. 1 (1993): p.8. 

52   Ibid. 

53   See Meredith Minkler, Nina Wallerstein, and Nance Wilson, óIMPROVING HEALTH 

THROUGH COMMUNITY  ORGANIZATION AND COMMUNITY  BUILDINGô, HEALTH 

BEHAVIOR, 2005, pp.292ï93. 

54   Gaventa, óFinding the Spaces for Change: A Power Analysisô, p. 24. 
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The author argues that while ópower-overô is about control and domination (of groups 

of people over the masses of people), ópower-withô is about ódialogue, inclusion, 

negotiation, and shared powerô55.  

Likewise, Amy Allen, the writer of Rethinking Power, distinguishes between ópower-

toô and ópower-withô. She theorises that while the former focuses on joint actions of 

powerful groups towards their interests, the latter is about collective actions of these 

groups and the wider population (subjects) to achieve common goals.56 Collective 

actions feature ópower-withô, and the political theorist Hannah Arendt argues that co-

operators act in concert.57 Jeanne Neath and Kay Shriner state that actions and 

capacities are in harmony through the sense that their major aim óto act together as 

equal partnersô58. Objects, according to the political scholar, Marry Follett,59 have to 

involve subjects in the process of decision-making, and objects take responsibility for 

clarifying why and how the decision should be made.60 óPower-withô has been strongly 

associated with the concept of community empowerment.61 The concept of 

empowerment has also been linked to ópower-withinô, which is a challenge to ópower 

overô and ópower-toô, as power here shifts from the possession of a minority to a 

majority of people. This form of power concentrates on the concept of empowering 

each individual in a given society.62  

 

                                                 

55   Bruce K. Berger, óPower Over, Power With, and Power to Relations: Critical Reflections on 

Public Relations, the Dominant Coalition, and Activismô, Journal of Public Relations Research 

17, no. 1 (2005): p.6. 

56   Amy Allen, óRethinking Powerô, Hypatia 13, no. 1 (1998): pp. 21ï40. 

57   Hannah Arendt, On Violence (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1970), p.44. 

58   Jeanne Neath and Kay Schriner, óPower to People with Disabilities: Empowerment Issues in 

Employment Programmingô, Disability & Society 13, no. 2 (1998): p.218. 

59   One the prominent writers in this form of power. 

60   Mary Parker Follett, Creative Experience, vol. 3 (ʈʠʧʦʣ ʂʣʘʩʩʠʢ, 1924). 
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62   Lisa Veneklasen and Valerie Miller, óPower and Empowerment óô, PLA Notes 43 (2002): p. 39. 
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This enables the individual to challenge imposed social norms or structures which 

constrain participation in decision- making processes.63 The action of challenge, John 

Gaventa states, comes from supporting three elements of ópower-withinô: óself-

identity, confidence and awarenessô64. Empowerment is a shared concept between 

ópower-withinô and ópower-withô. However, empowerment in these forms differ when 

it comes to interests.  

Empowerment in ópower-withinô targets certain social classes which are considered to 

be vulnerable, and it aims to include a wider population within ópower-withô.65 In the 

same vein, ópower-withinô has been frequently associated with those social classes 

which are perceived in some societies as powerless, such as women.66 In this respect, 

Marion Khamis et al., the authors of Womenôs Rights in Climate Change, write: 

A sense of 'power within' is essential for women to realise their 

rights - since this is the dimension of power that gives them a sense 

of their own potential to change their lives and destinies, and 

enables them to have the confidence to analyse the problems they 

are facing.67 

This statement focuses on the three elements of ópower-withinô: awareness, confidence 

and self-identity. These elements, according to Khamis, enable women to advocate for 

their rights.   

                                                 

63   Jethro Pettit, óEmpowerment and Participation: Bridging the Gap between Understanding and 

Practiceô, United Nations Headquarters, 2012, pp.3ï5. 

64   Gaventa, óFinding the Spaces for Change: A Power Analysisô, p. 24. 

65   Robert Chambers, óTransforming Powerô, IDS Bulletin 37, no. 6 (2006): pp.99ï110. 

66   Hedayat Allah Nikkhah, Marof Redzuan, and Asnarulkhadi Abu-Samah, óDevelopment of Power 

Within among the Women: A Road to Empowermentô, Asian Social Science 8, no. 1 (2011): p.39; 
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Similarly, the womenôs rights activist, Marilee Karl, addresses in her book Women and 

Empowerment, the issue of womenôs struggle to gain access to institutions of decision-

making in different regions of the world.68 Further, she believes that power structures 

in many countries are male-dominated to the extent that these structures have been 

taken for granted and challenging these structures should be done by women 

themselves. The four forms and elements of power are shown in Figure 2-2. It shows 

that objects gradually lose power when objects fall under the form of ópower-withinô. 

Conversely, the subject starts to gain power when it is within the same category. 

Actions and relations vary according to the degree of capacity that the object and 

subject have. 

 

2.3 The forms of power and the concept of production: Marxist doctrine 

and Lefebvrian approach  

The theoretical trajectory of this research is based on the writings of Karl Marx and 

Henri Lefebvreôs repertoire on power and production. This, as mentioned previously, 

is due to their ability to take a materialistic approach to both subjects, which is 

appropriate for the context of this PhD. The reasons for this approach are detailed 

below. 

Firstly, the notion of dialectical materialism helps to provide a distinct explanation for 

power. Contrary to Hegelian idealism69, Marx believed that the power of human 

agency is a social construction.70 In this regard, Lefebvre elaborates on Marxist 

dialectics by saying that óhumans as social beings are said to produce their own life, 

their own consciousness, their worldô71. One of the key concepts of Marx, according 

to Lefebvre, lies in the discussion of the relationship between contradictions such as 

super-structures and base-structures, as well as ruling óelitesô and the working class.72 

                                                 

68    Marilee Karl, Women and Empowerment: Participation and Decision Making (Taylor & Francis, 

1995), X. 

69    See Karl Ameriks, óHegel and Idealismô, The Monist, 74.3 (1991), 386ï402. 

70   Henri Lefebvre, The Sociology of Marx (Columbia University Press, 1982), pp. 8ï9. 

71   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.68. 

72   Lefebvre, The Sociology of Marx, pp. 7ï13. 
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Figure 2-2: Power components and forms. Source: Drawn by the author. 

 

Figure 2-28: An illustration of the spatial triad of Henri Lefebvre. Source: 

Drawn by the author based on Lefebvreôs spatial triad.Figure 2-29: Power 

components and forms. Source: Drawn by the author. 

 

Figure 2-30: An illustration of the spatial triad of Henri Lefebvre. Source: 

Drawn by the author based on Lefebvreôs spatial triad. 
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Moreover, Marx identifies two categories of power construction: large-scale 

structures, which comprise the ruling class and ruling ideas, and small scale structures 

which are constituted by subject class but ruled by large-scale structures.73 The ruling 

class refers to a minority who have the capacity to govern masses of populations, a 

class that is also able to mobilise their political actions to advance private goals. 

Tension characterises relations between the ruling class and ruled populations, the 

latter of whom are in a continuous struggle to regain their rights.  

In terms of ruling ideas, Marx and his co-author Friedrich Engels write: 

The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the 

dominant material relations, the dominant material relations 

grasped as ideas; hence of the relations which make the one class 

the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance. The individuals 

composing the ruling class possess among other things 

consciousness, and therefore think.74 

The writers see that ómaterial relationsô are the source of knowledge, which is the óideal 

expressionô of these relations. In Marxist thought, material relations are an instrument 

for the ruling class to maintain dominance. The ruling ideas are related to a broader 

notion called mental production which is outlined below and is further elucidated in 

the following sections. In regard to the materialistic perspective of production, it is 

classified into two types: the mental, which is often controlled by thinkers, and the 

material, which is governed by the ruling class. Material production, which is the main 

interest of Marx,  has four interrelated moments: production, distribution, exchange 

and consumption.75 Henri Lefebvre further developed this concept and linked it to 

space, which he regards as a social product. He argues that there are three moments of 

material production: the conceived, the perceived and the lived.76 

                                                 

73    Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas, 1845; Douglas J. Goodman and 

George Ritzer, Sociological Theory (JSTOR, 2003), p. 45. 

74    Marx and Engels, Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas. 

75    Karl Marx, Grundrisse, 1973 (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1857), pp.25ï41. 

76    Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. by Donald Nicholson-Smith (Basil Blackwell Ltd, 

1991), p. 33. 
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Lefebvreôs discussion of the three moments of production has been expanded in this 

research and linked with power and architecture. This led to the formation of my 

conceptual framework, which consists of three moments of production: (a) the mental 

in which architectural design processes take place; (b) the physical when construction 

works begin; (c) the social, as the moment of production which starts after completion 

of building works and when a project is experience by ónon-eliteô people. 

Secondly, Marxôs thought has been used widely across the globe to understand power 

relations and production. I found that many of his writings, especially the concept of 

the ruling class, are appropriate to analyse in the context of force relations which 

governed the built environment in Iraqi Kurdistan (the site of the empirical study), 

further, that the context has been shaped by the phenomenon of elitism. 

My hypothesis, which was supported by the outcome of a pilot study that was 

conducted within this research, was that elitism featured within the political system 

and the power relations which governed the mode of architectural production in Iraqi 

Kurdistan between 2003 and 2013. I saw that Lefebvre, who theorises how different 

elite groups manipulate the formation processes of the built environment, was relevant 

to the environment of Iraqi Kurdistan, especially the city of Slemani where I lived and 

operated as an academic and professional architect.  

The approach that was chosen for this thesis contributed towards achieving two major 

tasks taken on by this research: (a) understanding the mode of architectural production 

in Iraqi Kurdistan; and (b) developing an alternative mode of production. This is 

because once the dynamics of shaping spaces were identified, the possibility of 

forming alternatives would emerge. For instance, if this research finds that certain 

populations or forces exert greater power over the built environment than the rest of 

the populations do, then the focus will turn to those óweakerô forces (or human 

agencies) and their potential in influencing the production of architecture and space.  

The following sections relate the concept of power and its forms to commonly-used 

theories of power and production. 
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2.3.1 Elite theory: óPower-overô and mental and material productions   

The term óeliteô, as the elite scholar Alan Harding defines it, refers to óthe group(s) of 

individuals whose decisions play a crucial part in shaping the lives, choices and futures 

of the mass of peopleô77.  In simple terms, elite theory focuses on the power of the 

group(s) over masses of people.  According to Abdul Gaffar Karim, the writer of The 

Pesantren-Based Ruling Elite in Sumenep in the post-New Order Indonesia, the theory 

ósees society as divided into two groups, i.e. the ruling minority (óeliteô) and the 

majority who are ruled by the minorityô78. Power here is unevenly distributed between 

those who rule and those who are ruled, which is due to the concentration of power in 

the hands of a ruling minority.  

 

2.3.1.1 Who are the óelitesô? Who controls what?   

Identification of óeliteô groups is approached differently in classic and modern 

philosophies. While some theorists believe that óelitesô are those who control economic 

aspects of life, or material production in Marxist terms, others argue that óeliteô groups 

are those who dominate cultural aspects, such as ideologies and discourses. Below, 

both approaches are discussed. In Marxist literature, the ruling class are those who 

have the power to mobilise capital and influence economic life. Understanding this 

argument requires some explanation of the following terms: óbase-structureô and 

ósuper-structureô, ruling ideas, and material and mental production. In brief, the 

concept of ósuper-structureô refers to all social relations and forms which exist outside 

the realms of economic and material production.79 These realms are called the óbase-

structureô, and according to Marx and Engels, the base determines all elements of the 

ósuper-structureô.80  
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(SAGE Publications Limited, 1995). 

78   Abdul Gaffar Karim, óTHE PESANTREN-BASED RULING ELITE IN SUMENEP IN THE POST-

NEW ORDER INDONESIAô, Journal of Indonesian Islam 3, no. 1 (2009): p. 99. 

79   Rebecca A. Martusewicz and William M. Reynolds, Inside/Out: Contemporary Critical 

Perspectives in Education (Routledge, 2012), p.66. 

80   Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas, p.1845. 
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From this perspective, individuals who control the economy (material production) are 

able to influence cultural aspects (mental production) such as knowledge and 

religion.81 Material production is simply related to economy and capital, whereas 

mental production is connected to ruling ideas, which refers to dominant discourses in 

the society and these discourses depend on the nature of governing systems.82 For 

instance, whereas discourses of honour emerge under the reign of aristocracies, 

arguments of equality appear in societies in which bourgeoisies are the most powerful 

óeliteô. 83  According to Marx and Engels, ruling ideas are produced by óthe thinkers of 

the (ruling) classô84, and these thinkers aim to justify the activities of the class. For the 

two writers, the ruling class exert power not only on the economy but also onto other 

types of óelitesô, such as scientific or intellectual óelitesô.85 

On the other hand, for Gaetano Mosca, one of the most influential writers in the field 

of elite theory, the ruling class are not confined to the economy. Mosca argues that this 

class are those who possess ócertain material, intellectual or even moral superiorityô86, 

and the class usually control resources which help them to maintain power; resources 

which can be economic, military, religious, or knowledge (material or mental 

production).87  For Mosca, Priests exemplify the óelitesô who control mental production 

in the sense that they controlled access to scientific knowledge and hampered óthe 

dissemination of the methods and procedures that make the acquisition of knowledge 

possible and easyô88.  

In Moscaôs account, there are many types of óelitesô. It is undeniable that the control 

of material production is essential for the ruling óeliteô, but in some cases monopolising 

mental production can be even more influential. For instance, ruling óelitesô in 

religious societies exercise power over economic and social realms.  

                                                 

81   Ibid. 

82   William H. Shaw, Marxôs Theory of History, Stanford University Press, 1978, p.33. 

83   Marx and Engels, Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas. 

84   Ibid., p. 10. 

85   Bottomore, A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, p.54. 

86   Gaetano Mosca, Arthur Livingston, and Hannah D Kahn, The Ruling class: (McGraw-Hill book 

Company, Incorporated, 1939), p.53. 

87   Ibid, p.68. 

88   Ibid. p. 59. 
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2.3.1.2 Regime theory: Cooperation of urban óelitesô and their control over 

material and mental productions 

Regime analysis studies the cooperation between business and political óelitesô and 

their power over public affairs. This analysis is concerned with the condition of 

fragmented powers, or when power becomes dispersed between two óeliteô groups, and 

neither of them has enough capacity to act without the support of the other.89 In 

addition, the theory highlights ópower-toô relations, specifically the actions of eliteôs 

in gaining a shared purpose.90 In the same vein, the regime theorist, Clarence Stone, 

says that óregimeô creators maintain joint actions by bringing together óappropriate 

resources, which are nongovernmental as well as governmentalô91. Stone suggests that 

these óelitesô create a legitimate form of power due to their capacity, which ócan span 

a number of administrationsô92.  

For Karen Mossberger and Gerry Stoker, two distinguished regime theorists, power 

components (objects, subjects, actions, relations) in the case of urban regimes are set 

as follows: (a) óelitesô, who form a regime, are governmental and non-governmental 

leaders, and the latter are often businessmen.93 This is related to the form of ópower-

overô because the regime members are leaders and they still make top-down decisions. 

In the meantime, the leaders create the form of ópower-toô when they support each 

other to accomplish their tasks; (b) the actions and agendas of the óelitesô majorly serve 

the interests of the óelitesô as opposed to the masses of people; (d) the relations between 

the óelitesô and people who are affected by their decisions are zero-sum, but the 

relations between the óelitesô are almost symmetrical, meaning that their influence or 

power tends to be equal, and remain stable in the long term.  

                                                 

89   Karen Mossberger, óUrban Regime Analysisô, in Theories of Urban Politics, ed. by Jonathan S. 

Davies and David L. Imbroscio (SAGE, 2008), p. 48. 

90   Stone, óUrban Regimes and the Capacity to Govern: A Political Economy Approachô, p. 8. 

91   Ibid, p. 1. 

92   Karen Mossberger and Gerry Stoker, óThe Evolution of Urban Regime Theory the Challenge of 

Conceptualizationô, Urban Affairs Review 36, no. 6 (2001): p. 813. 

93   Stone, Karen Mossberger and Gerry Stoker, óThe Evolution of Urban Regime Theory the 

Challenge of Conceptualizationô, Urban Affairs Review, 36.6 (2001), 810ï35.óUrban Regimes 

and the Capacity to Govern: A Political Economy Approachô. 
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This is because stability maintains the capacity of producing governing decisions; 

otherwise the regime fails.94 In regard to architectural aspects and urban development, 

the best examples of regimes would be the cooperation between investors and local 

politicians to produce urban projects.95 These projects, both housing and commercial, 

are used to serve the interests of the óelitesô (businessmen and political leaders).96 

According to Stone, urban regimes have a number of distinctive features: (a) the main 

objective of urban óelitesô is to increase financial outcomes (material production); (b) 

the óelitesô promote discourses of linking private investment to public sectors 

(influencing mental production); (c) once the linking is done, the óelitesô legitimise 

their power, meaning that they will be able to control means of production (urban 

lands). For instance, the óelitesô will be able to obtain urban lands, clear them, or 

produce new urban spaces.97 óEliteô and regime theories help to understand the 

relationship between power and production. The following sections will cement this 

relationship and link it to architectural knowledge and practice. This will be done 

through using the argument of óthe production of spaceô which was devised by the late 

French philosopher Henri Lefebvre.  

 

2.3.2 óElitesô and ónon-elitesô and production of architectural spaces  

This section studies the work of the Marxist philosopher, Henri Lefebvre, titled The 

Production of Space. Its analysis helps to examine the influence of óelitesô and ónon-

elitesô on the creation of architectural spaces. Lefebvre was the first to present the term 

óproduction of spaceô and used the word space in various ways. He associates space 

with a social product, which is produced by different groups and through moments of 

production which will be explained in the following sections. Below, two main 

elements which relate to production and power are elaborated on: productive forces 

and moments of production. 

                                                 

94   Mossberger and Stoker, óThe Evolution of Urban Regime Theory the Challenge of 

Conceptualizationô, p. 829. 

95   Stone, óUrban Regimes and the Capacity to Govern: A Political Economy Approachô. 

96   See David Harvey, Spaces of Capital (New York: Routledge, 2001). 

97   Stone, óUrban Regimes and the Capacity to Govern: A Political Economy Approachô, p.18. 
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2.3.2.1 Productive forces: Human and non-human powers 

Productive forces can be generated from material and non-material sources. For Marx 

and Engels the forces are generated by raw material (nature), human actions and 

production instruments (the last two are part of labour). For Hegel, production is 

activated by absolute ideas which creates nature and this produces humans. In this 

regard, Lefebvre writes: 

In Hegelians, production has a cardinal role: first, the (absolute) 

idea produces the world; next, nature produces the human being; 

and the human being é produces at once history, knowledge and 

self-consciousness é For Marx and Engels, the concept of 

production never emerges from the ambiguity ... humans as social 

beings are said to produce their own life, their own consciousness, 

their world.98 

According to this statement, the interpretations of productive forces relate these forces 

to two sources: absolute ideas (non-material) and humans (material). The first is about 

faith or belief systems99, and the second includes human labour, means of production, 

everyday-life practices and knowledge.100 The two major sources of productive forces, 

material and non-material, are considered in this research and these forces will be 

linked to the production of architectural spaces in the following sections.  

 

2.3.3 The three moments of production: The conceived (the mental production), 

the perceived (the physical production) and the lived (the social production) 

Similar to what is suggested by Marx (see section 2.3.1), Lefebvre views production 

as having two types: mental and material. However, he argues that the two types of 

production are not sharply separated.101  

                                                 

98    Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.68. 

99    Singer, Hegel, Oxford University Press, 1983, p.80. 

100    Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.70. 

101   Elden, Understanding Henri Lefebvre, p.44. 
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For Lefebvre, ósocial space and space itself escape the base-structure-super-structure 

modelô102, as the author of the book Understanding Henri Lefebvre Stuart Elden puts 

it. Space, in Lefebvreôs understanding, is produced through three moments: the 

conceived, the perceived, and the lived. The first moment occurs when a space is 

mentally produced, the second when a space is physically created, and the third is a 

combination of mental and physical moments. These moments, which are illustrated 

in Figure 2-3, are elaborated on below. 

The conceived moment takes place when a space is produced mentally by using logical 

or scientific thinking. This action is described by Christian Schmid, as óan act of 

thought that is linked to the production of knowledgeô103. The aim in this moment is 

often about arranging a space or setting it in a certain order.104  

In terms of the perceived moment, a space here is produced physically through human 

senses and actions. In other words, humans interact with the material aspect of a space 

by using their senses and body, and this means that physical perception and practices 

occur in this moment.105 Lefebvre describes this moment as embracing activities of 

production and reproduction106, which denotes óthe material dimension of social 

activity and interactionô107, as Schmid states.  

The conceived moment takes place when a space is produced mentally by using logical 

or scientific thinking. This action is described by the Lefebvrian scholar Christian 

Schmid as óan act of thought that is linked to the production of knowledgeô108. 

                                                 

102   Ibid., p.184. 

103   Christian Schmid, óHENRI LEFEBVREôS THEORY OF THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE: 

Towards a Three-Dimensional Dialecticô, in Space, Difference, Everyday Life: Reading Henri 

Lefebvre, trans. Bandulasena Goonewardena (Routledge, 2008), p.40. 

104   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.33. 

105   Schmid, óHENRI LEFEBVREôS THEORY OF THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE: Towards a 

Three-Dimensional Dialecticô, p.38. 

106   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.33. 

107   Schmid, óHENRI LEFEBVREôS THEORY OF THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE: Towards a 

Three-Dimensional Dialecticô. 

108   Christian Schmid, Richard Milgrom, and Christian Schmid, óHenri Lefebvreôs Theory of the 

Production of Space: Towards a Three-Dimensional Dialecticô, in Space, Difference, Everyday 
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Figure 2-3: An illustration of the spatial triad of Henri Lefebvre. Source: Drawn by 

the author and based on Lefebvreôs spatial triad. 

 

 

 

Figure 2-54: Space is surrounded by human and non-human agencies. The three 

moments of space production can be seen in the figure: the ómentalô, the ósocialô, and 

the óphysicalô. The mental production is assumed to be controlled by elite groups (the 

moment is also known as the space of elites), the social is dominated by ónon-eliteô 

people (spaces of ónon-elitesô), and the physical is the space of constructional actions, 

which are taken by óelitesô or ónon-elitesô and this depends on power relations 

between the two sides: when óelitesô dominate the moments of mental and physical 

production this will  lead to the creation of óabstract spacesô, and when óeliteô 

cooperate with ónon-elitesô during all moments of production this will produce 

óabsolute spaceô. Non-human powers are understood here as being common beliefs 

or social norms which usually impact actions and imaginations of humans (whether 

elites or non-elites). Source: Drawn by the author, based on the literature review, 

especially Lefebvreôs spatial triad.Figure 2-55: An illustration of the spatial triad of 

Henri Lefebvre. Source: Drawn by the author based on Lefebvreôs spatial triad. 
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The aim in this moment is often about arranging a space or setting it in a certain order. 

In terms of the perceived moment, a space here is produced physically through human 

senses and actions. In other words, humans interact with the material aspect of a space 

by using their senses and body, and this means that physical perception and practices 

occur in this moment.109 Lefebvre describes this moment as embracing activities of 

production and reproduction, which denotes óthe material dimension of social activity 

and interactionô110, as Schmid states. The third moment (the lived) occurs when the 

users of a space carry out mental and material productions based on their everyday 

experiences. The nature of a conceived moment here is different from that of the 

óelitesô. óNon-elitesô use personal experiences, emotions and imaginations for 

conceiving the space that they live in or use.  

The nature of the knowledge that the óeliteô has is described by Elden as being óless 

formal or more local forms of knowledgeô111. Also, the perceived moment is different 

because perception and practices correspond to the everyday-life knowledge. For 

instance, the perception of a space, which is seen for the first time, tends to be 

completely different from the perception of the same space after living in it. Hence, 

the three moments of production can be associated to three categories of production: 

mental production (conceived moment), physical production (perceived moment) and 

social production (lived moment). These three types of production are strongly linked 

to power relations between óeliteô and ónon-eliteô groups. Lefebvre suggests that the 

ideal process of production takes place when the three moments, or types of 

production, become interrelated in a coherent sense: 

The lived, conceived and perceived realms should be 

interconnected, so that the 'subject', the individual member of a 

social group, may move from one to another without confusion.112  

                                                 

109   Schmid, óHenri Lefebvreôs Theory of the Production of Space: Towards a Three-Dimensional 

Dialecticô, p.38. 

110   Ibid. 

111   Elden, Understanding Henri Lefebvre, p.190. 

112   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p.40. 
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This statement refers to ópower-withô through the way in which óeliteô and ónon-eliteô  

groups cooperatively produce urban or architectural spaces, thus allowing individuals, 

from either of the two groups, to ómove from one to anotherô moment without 

encountering power tensions. This concept can be made clearer when the notions of 

óabstract spaceô and óabsolute spaceô are explained in the next sections. 

 

2.3.4 óEliteô groups and mental production: Representation of space and the 

concept of óabstract spaceô  

For Lefebvre, mental production is carried out by a group of people who are óscientists, 

planners, urbanists, technocratic sub-dividers and social engineersô113. These decision-

makers have the power to óidentify what is lived and what is perceived with what is 

conceivedô114. Within this perspective, Lefebvre calls these noted groups óthe 

cultivated elitesô, who are in fact intellectual óelitesô whose decisions affect ónon-eliteô 

people.115 óCultivated elitesô are different from the ruling óeliteô who are discussed in 

section 2.3.1. Whereas the ruling óeliteô exercise power over economic and political 

realms, cultivated óelitesô practise power only on the architectural spaces which they 

produce by using their scientific knowledge.  

Moreover, following Marxôs ruling, óelitesô can control less powerful óelitesô, and one 

such way would be to use the cultivated óelitesô as instruments for their interests..116 

In this sense, mental production is influenced by different óelitesô. Lefebvre believes 

that the conceived moment (of production) tends to be more influential because it 

shapes the other two moments (the perceived and the lived).117 For instance, decisions 

to create urban spaces are often in the hands of politicians, urbanists or planners, and 

these decisions impact constructional processes as well as the social life of the masses 

(city inhabitants).  

                                                 

113   Ibid., p.38. 
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In order to gain interest, the political, business and cultivated óelitesô impose specific 

images or representations on a space, and they make efforts to cause these 

representations to prevail. The urban scholar, Mark Jayne, who is the author of Cities 

and Consumption, writes: 

Representation of space é This space is made up of signs, 

codifications and objectified representations, and Lefebvre suggests 

that it is a space conceived through ideologies, power and 

knowledge é power is embedded in this representation of space in 

order to impose signs, codes and order.118 

The statement above highlights the elements of ideologies, power and knowledge, 

which are used by óelitesô to óimposeô themes on spaces. This is what Lefebvre calls 

óthe truth of spaceô119 which is presented by óelitesô; this representation does not 

necessarily reflect ótrue spaceô120, which is formed by lived experience or local 

knowledge.121 This leads to the concept of óabstract spaceô, which represents two main 

aspects in Lefebvrian thought. Firstly, it is a mode of production in which power shifts 

towards óelitesô and turns into domination (ópower-overô, see section 2.2.1). Secondly, 

it is architectural space(s), which are separated from social and historical contexts and 

are created to serve the interests of óelitesô.  

Eugene J. McCann, writer of Race, Protest, and Public Space: Contextualizing 

Lefebvre in the US City, explains this by saying: 

óAbstract spaceôˈspace represented by óeliteô social groups as 

homogeneous, instrumental, and ahistorical in order to facilitate the 

exercise of state power and the free flow of capital.122 
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McCann refers to three traits of urban spaces under this mode of production: 

óhomogeneousô, óahistoricalô (through the ability to speed up mass production) and 

óinstrumentalô because the objectives of the political and business óelitesô are 

served123.This leads to the argument that each category of óeliteô produce spaces based 

on their knowledge and objectives.  

The sociologist Harvey Molotch, the author of The Space of Lefebvre, demonstrates 

some ways of producing urban spaces for an óabstract purposeô124 for political or 

business óelitesô. Molotch gives two examples for the production of óabstract spaceô: 

powerful government officials who tend to produce spaces óto facilitate state 

powerô125, and business óelitesô who transform spaces into commodities to increase 

capital accumulation.  

To explain further, political óelitesô shape urban spaces through the way that the spaces 

serve abstract purposes. Lefebvre says: 

Space has become for the state a political instrument of primary 

importance. The state uses space in such a way that it ensures its 

control of places, its strict hierarchy, the homogeneity of the whole, 

and the segregation of the parts. It is thus an administratively 

controlled and even a policed space. The hierarchy of spaces 

corresponds to that of social classes, and if there exist ghettos for 

all classes, those of the working class are merely more isolated than 

those of the others.126 

The objective of the political óelitesô here is to control urban spaces and thus the 

representation of space becomes about organising these spaces around hierarchal 

order. Molotch elaborated on this concept of Lefebvre by discussing how urban spaces 

can be used as political instruments.  

                                                 

123   This is related to the concept of commodity and its use-value and exchange value.   

124   Harvey Molotch, óThe Space of Lefebvreô, Theory and Society 22, no. 6 (1993): p.889. 
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126   Henri Lefebvre, óSpace: Social Product and Use Valueô, in State, Space, World: Selected Essays 

(U of Minnesota Press, 2009), p.188. 
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Molotch states that the óNapoleonic version of Parisô127 represents the domination of 

political leaders over processes of space production.  

Stuart Elden further elaborates on the urban development of Paris under the 

administration of Napoleon III. This head of the state commissioned the architect, 

Georges-Eugene Haussmann (a member of cultivated elite), to produce an alternative 

representation for the city of Paris, under the theme of renovation, around the mid-

1800s. Urban spaces, as Elden explains, were reshaped for three major political 

purposes: to facilitate ómovement of troops and artilleryô128, to replace habitats of the 

working population with óbourgeois onesô129, and to accommodate óbarracks in 

strategic places to control the working classesô130. In this case, the óeliteô consisted of 

a political leader, who controlled the power system, and a city planner, who had the 

knowledge. They had the power to mobilise people and resources and produce 

óabstract space(s)ô.  

Similarly, political decision-makers in Iraq, according to the Kurdish researcher 

Hoshiar Nooraddin, imposed their Arabic national ideology on formation processes of 

the urban built environment of major Iraqi cities between the 1960s and the 1990s. 

These decision makers represented the local architecture through the conceptualisation 

of óArabic heritage architectureô131. Ultimately, business óelitesô shape spaces 

differently from political óelitesô. Business decision-makers use spaces as tools for 

increasing profits in the sense that spaces contribute to facilitating and accelerating 

production processes, and this increases the accumulation of profits.  

Molotch explains this and suggests that the conversion of urban areas into óreal estate 

parcelsô is done in order to make urban spaces óinterchangeable as commoditiesô. 

Lefebvre considers óabstract spaceô as associated with the aspect of exchange-value 

more than use-value.  
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These values are two terms used by Marx to describe the value of a commodity. In 

brief, every commodity has two aspects of value: use value which represents the 

usefulness of the commodity to its users (qualitative side), and exchange-value which 

denotes the material side (quantitative side). Further, when the production of urban 

spaces is guided by business leaders (or market logic) use-value starts to diminish in 

relation to exchange-value, which is the most rapid moment of production. Simply put, 

óabstract spaceô is a tool for increasing financial outcome.  

Cultivated óelitesô cast their own images on architecture; their representation of space 

could be moblised by more powerful óelitesô (politicians and businessmen) to gain 

specific objectives. The influence of these óelitesô is repeatedly stressed by Lefebvre, 

especially regarding the role of prominent architects. The abstractions in the work of 

Le Corbusier, for instance, served the capitalist mode of production. Lefebvre writes:  

Le Corbusier thrust built volumes into abstraction, separating them 

from the earth by means of piles and pillars, on the pretext that he 

was exposing them to open air and sunshine. At the same time ð 

literally ð volumes are treated as surfaces, as a heap of 'plans', 

without any account being taken of time.132 

The theme, which Le Corbusier attached to his designs, is closeness to nature and this 

theme, Motolotch argues, was used óas a coveré.in the service of capitalô.133 Lefebvre 

presents a different view (perhaps a different reality) about the designs, by arguing that 

these designs are mere óabstract spaceô, which are rather isolated from natural and 

historical contexts. In terms of natural contexts, the architect reduced the closeness to 

nature to ósurfacesô and óheaps of plansô, which Lefebvre calls the óreducers of the 

realityô. As for the historical context, the spaces of Le Corbusier, particularly his 

housing projects, were produced ówithout any account being taken of timeô. Here 

Lefebvre is referring to the lifestyle which is óimposedô  on the inhabitants. Indigenous 

lifestyles, which result from everyday life practices, should evolve naturally over time 

and should not be rapidly changed.  
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Stuart Elden writes:  

For Lefebvre, le Corbusier gets rid of the city and replaces it by 

gigantic houses where everything is given over to circulation. In his 

assessment, Le Corbusier was a good architect but a catastrophic 

urbanist, who prevented us from thinking about the city as a place 

where different groups can meet, where they may be in conflict but 

also form alliances, and where they participate in a collective 

oeuvre.134   

The representation of urban spaces imposed by Le Corbusier, was strong enough to 

prevent ónon-eliteô groups (inhabitants or users) from participating in design processes 

or in mental production. Lefebvre argues that the representation of space, which is 

carried out by ócultivated elitesô: 

Leaves only the narrowest leeway to representational spaces, which 

are limited to works, images and memories whose content, whether 

sensory, sensual or sexual is so far displaced that it barely achieves 

symbolic force.135 

This statement highlights the space of ónon-eliteô groups as órepresentational spaceô or 

rather the space of everyday-life knowledge and physical activities. This is explained 

further in the following section. 

 

2.3.5 óNon-eliteô groups and social production: Representational spaces  

For Lefebvre, ónon-eliteô groups consist of inhabitants who live in a (produced) space 

or who use it. These groups are ónon-elitesô because they often do not participate in 

processes of mental and physical production, especially when óelitesô dominate these 

processes.  
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As articulated earlier, the lived moment is one of the three moments (conceived, 

perceived, and lived) and ónon-eliteô groups produce spaces based on their everyday-

life experiences.  

In ópower-overô relations, specifically those that manifest as an abstract mode of 

production, the influence of ónon-eliteô groups on space becomes considerably limited. 

Lefebvre describes the role of these groups in shaping architectural spaces:     

the producers of space have always acted in accordance with a 

representation, while the 'users' passively experienced whatever was 

imposed upon them inasmuch as it was more or less thoroughly 

inserted into, or justified by, their representational space.136 

The statement takes us to the concept of representational spaces. The word óproducersô 

refers to óeliteô groups who impose certain themes on the spaces they produce. The 

power of the óelitesô over ónon-eliteô people results in limiting the actions of the ónon-

eliteô people, and similarly minimises their opportunity to participate in mental and 

physical production. In this case, the ónon-eliteô people ópassively experienced 

whatever was imposed upon themô. Representational spaces imagine óspace as directly 

li ved through its associated images and symbols, and hence the space of inhabitants 

and usersô, and thus it can be said it is the space of ónon-eliteô groups.  This space tends 

to be in contrast with the space of óelitesô in terms of the nature of mental and physical 

productions. óElitesô usually use formal knowledge which is based on rules, logics, 

and laws, whereas ónon-elitesô use a different approach. Lefebvre adds: 

Representational spaces, on the other hand, need obey no rules of 

consistency or cohesiveness. Redolent with imaginary and symbolic 

elements, they have their source in history ð in the history of a 

people as well as in the history of each individual belonging to that 

people.137 
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The approach of ónon-elitesô is óredolent with imaginary and symbolic elementsô. This 

suggests that the mental and physical production of these groups is guided by images 

and symbols which have developed over time and are based on everyday-life 

experiences and practices. This creates, what the writer of Space and Social Theory 

Andrzej Zieleniec names, ólocal knowledgeô.138 

  

2.3.6 óEliteô and ónon-eliteô groups and production of óabsolute spaceô: The form 

of ópower-withô and the concept of óabsolute spaceô     

As explained in section 2.2, the form of ópower-withô is about sharing power, 

(productive) actions, and interests between óeliteô and ónon-eliteô groups. The ideal 

mode of production, for Lefebvre, is contingent to these principles (or to ópower-

withô). óElitesô and ónon-elitesô produce óabsolute spaceô which they ódo so only in 

favourable (or ideal) circumstances, when a common language, a consensus and a code 

can be establishedô139. The word ócommon languageô refers to shared purposes or 

interests, yet it also denotes a consensus on mental production.  This causes physical 

production to be based on collective actions, which results in a mode of production 

which represents óabsolute spaceô. In other words, óabsolute spaceô  emerges when the 

powers of óelitesô  and ónon-elitesô become almost equal and even powers are related 

to the form of ópower-withô.  

In this mode of production, spaces of óelitesô and ónon-elitesô seem to become one 

space. The academic, Lynn Stewart, who wrote an essay on the óproduction of space, 

says that óthis unity of representations of space and spaces of representation is the ideal 

form of what Lefebvre calls absolute spaceô140. The unity between the two spaces 

means that mental and social production become one space, and this is what Lefebvre 

refers to when he says óabsolute space é at once and indistinguishably mental and 

socialô. In this mode use-value dominates over exchange value.141  

                                                 

138   Andrzej J. L. Zieleniec, Space and Social Theory (SAGE, 2007), p. 157. 

139   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 40. 

140   Lynn Stewart, óBodies, Visions, and Spatial Politics: A Review Essay on Henri Lefebvreôs The 

Production of Spaceô, Environment and Planning D, 13 (1995), 609ï609 (p. 612). 

141   Molotch, óThe Space of Lefebvreô. 
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Lefebvre says this mode is organic, a word that is borrowed from Marxôs literature of 

production, and Lefebvre writes:  

Space so conceived might be called 'organic'. In the immediacy of 

the links between groups, between members of groups and between 

society and nature é Abstraction has very little place in these 

relationships, which remain on the level of sex, age, blood and, 

mentally, on that of images without concepts.142 

In the statement above, a comparison between two modes of production is presented: 

the ideal (absolute) and the non-ideal (abstract). In the first, the mode of production is 

organic which means that the relationships between óelitesô and ónon-eliteô groups and 

their natural environment is strong.In the second, the mode contrasts with the previous 

one because of the form of ópower-overô and thus there is a domination of certain 

mental themes or óimagesô imposed on ónon-eliteô populations. In the architectural 

realm, spaces (projects or buildings) are produced differently under the two modes of 

production. It can be said in simple terms, that in óabsolute spaceô architecture becomes 

organic in the sense that projects and buildings suit the needs of the users. On the 

contrary, in óabstract spaceô architectural spaces serve the needs of the óelitesô. In this 

regard Molotch argues óthe superiority of absolute space is kind of organic to human 

need, versus the abstracted hell laid on by plannersô schemesô143. Lefebvre theorises 

that architectural spaces in ancient periods, in which societies were governed by 

common social norms, were produced in an absolute mode of production. He states:  

Spaces produced by social norms can be óabsolute spaceô   é The 

members of archaic societies obey social norms without knowing it 

- that is to say, without recognizing those norms as such. Rather, 

they live them spatially: they are not ignorant of them, they do not 

misapprehend them, but they experience them immediately.144 

                                                 

142   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 229. 

143   Molotch, óThe Space of Lefebvreô, p. 890. 

144   Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 230. 
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Here social norms are the forces which have governed modes of production, and they 

are regarded in the above statement as absolute. The reason for this is that the members, 

who can be members of óelitesô or ónon-elitesô, of historical societies followed 

common norms and produced architectural spaces based on these norms. In this case, 

common language, interests and actions can be seen, and there were (apparently) no 

abstractions within the production processes. Lefebvre refers to these groups, as those 

who exercise ópower-overô and replace common norms by their rules; thus using 

architectural spaces to further their own gains  

 

2.3.7 The approaches of empowerment and participation: The forms of ópower-

withô and ópower-withinô in the context of post-conflict zones 

Although some scholars view ópower-withô and ópower-withinô as separate subjects, 

others suggest that the two forms are interrelated. Often, the two forms of power are 

associated with the themes of participation, empowerment or challenge.  

These themes will be explained in the light of various accounts, including that of 

Lefebvre, and will then be situated within the environment of post-war societies. This 

is due to the case studies of this PhD are being located in Slemani, which was impacted 

by different forms of conflicts, and this will be elucidated in the following chapter. In 

regard to the post-conflict setting, I will only outline some central theoretical trends 

which are relevant to space production, without delving into detailed conceptual 

frameworks conceived by writers that discuss, for example, the reformation of military 

or other organisations, as those are outside the scope of this PhD. Below, I will begin 

with the concepts of participation and empowerment, and then link these to the notion 

of  óabsolute spaceô (which is borrowed from Lefebvre) as well as post-conflict 

literature. Participation and empowerment are interdependent in the sense that 

empowering should precede participation and without the former the latter would not 

occur. According to the Human Development Report (issued by the United Nation), 

the action of participation refers to the way in which ópeople have constant access to 

decision-making and powerô, and this access ódemands increased empowermentô145.  

                                                 

145   Ibid. p.21 
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The term empowerment, órefers to a constant process of enabling individuals and 

groups to take part in collective actionô146. A variety of research can be highlighted 

within the literature which considers community empowerment. In general, an expert 

of community psychology Julian Rappaport, suggests that the concept of 

empowerment is strongly associated with a óphenomenon of interestô147, or common 

goal, which is shaped by social, political, and cultural contexts. In order to achieve a 

common interest, Louise Lawson and Ade Kearns developed a model based on three 

stages: knowledge, choice, and participation.148 The first stage is about providing 

information and skills which are related to a common interest, to participants, in order 

to develop their awareness. The second is about providing óopportunities for making 

choicesô149, and this involves presenting alternatives and preferences to participants, 

who would then be able to make decisions according to the skills and information 

gained. This leads to the last theme, which is óinstituting actions based on decisions 

made so that communities achieve their aimsô150, and these actions should be supported 

by the: 

Right policy framework and resources, supportive organisations 

and a favourable community context that might include know-how, 

skills and the right connections and networks.151 

Lawson and Kearns suggest a comprehensive political programme in which collective 

actions take place and results in achieving common goals. However, sometimes the 

shared goal poses a threat to the progress of empowerment actions, particularly when 

it goes against dominant political ideologies or programmes.  

                                                 

146   E. Wenzel, R. Erben, and P. Franzkowiak, óPeople Empowerment vs Social Capital: From 

Health Promotion to Social Marketingô, 1999, p.179. 

147   Julian Rappaport, óTerms of Empowerment/Exemplars of Prevention: Toward a Theory for 

Community Psychologyô, American Journal of Community Psychology 15, no. 2 (1987): pp.121ï

48. 

148   Louise Lawson and Ade Kearns, óóCommunity Empowermentôin the Context of the Glasgow 

Housing Stock Transferô, Urban Studies, 2010, pp.1462-65 

149   Ibid., p.1463. 

150   Ibid., p.1464. 

151   Ibid. 
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In this case, community actions might shift outside formal boundaries óin more radical 

waysô in order to become liberated from political agendas. Situated in Marxist thought, 

Lefebvreôs approach to empowerment and participation is materialistic because it 

generally emphasises the role of social actions in order to gain tangible outcomes. In 

his book Writings on Cities, he coins the term óThe Right to the Cityô when discussing 

class struggles within the city. The following questions are raised: óWhat is important? 

Who thinks? Who acts? Who still speaks and for whom?ô152 Although Lefebvre does 

not provide an empirical basis for empowerment and participation, he outlines 

theoretical principles that help groups, such as researchers, planners, and others, to 

materialise the practices of involving ónon-eliteô populations in processes of shaping 

the built environment. For Lefebvre, the notion of absolute space, which was explained 

earlier in this chapter, represents the ideal mode of production in which no specific 

group dominates production processes. Across the literature of empowerment in post-

conflict societies, the emphasis has been largely on those people who are politically 

excluded by certain political and business elites, on the basis of class, gender, race, 

age, ethnicity, or other factors according to historical, social and economic settings.153 

In their investigation titled Cities, Conflicts and State Fragility, Beall et al. suggest 

that in many cases foreign decision makers take over political systems which become 

disrupted due to consequences of conflicts. The authors exemplify that óinternational 

actors pour into cities where their involvement in decision making is often at the 

expense of local needs and actorsô, and this can been seen with regards to Iraq.154  

                                                 

152   Henri Lefebvre, Eleonore Kofman, and Elizabeth Lebas, Writings on Cities (Blackwell Oxford,   

1996), lxiii, p. 149. 

153  See Birgitte Refslund Sørensen, Women and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: Issues and Sources 

(Diane Publishing, 1998); Kai Vºckler, óPost-Conflict Development and Civic Imagination 

(Divided Cities)ô (presented at the Archis Interventions in collaboration with Friedrich Ebert 

Foundation Cyprus, Cyprus: Archis SEE Network, 2013), p. 33 

<http://www.seenetwork.org/files/2014/03/06/11/Archis%20Interventions_FES_Cyprus_Divide

d%20Cities_May2013.pdf> [accessed 1 April 

2018].<http://www.seenetwork.org/files/2014/03/06/11/Archis%20Interventions_FES_Cyprus_

Divided%20Cities_May2013.pdf> [accessed 1 April 2018]. 

154  Jo Beall, Tom Goodfellow, and Dennis Rodgers, óCities, Conflict and State Fragilityô, 

Department for International Development-UK, No.2, 2011, p. 1. 
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Michele Chwastiak, who studied the political climate of  Iraq, concluded that óthe Bush 

Administration created a sort of capitalist paradise for US é corporations working on 

the reconstruction of Iraq.ô155 She shows that powerful foreign politicians and 

businessmen created a ócapitalist paradiseô, or a space for the óeliteô, in which they 

manipulate the reconstruction processes for their own gain at the price of the majority 

of Iraqi citizens. Moreover, and in addition to the overseas elites, some local leaders 

further contributed to the isolation of ónon-eliteô people from power spheres, a process 

which became apparent in international policies established for the reconstruction of 

Iraq, notably the ones produced by The Madrid Conference on Reconstruction in 2003 

and The Kuwait International Conference in 2018.156 For instance, Andrew Rathmell 

discusses the politics of rebuilding Iraq after the war of 2003. He states:  

Since the summer of 2004 the coalition has learnt a great deal in 

Iraq, and has shifted course several times é The US State 

Department has gone back to Congress to gain authority to reorient 

reconstruction é More attention is being paid to building 

sustainable Iraqi capacity.. 157 

Rathmell stresses that ósustainable Iraqi capacityô is shown through distributing power 

down to the local level because the strategies of elite international and Iraqi decision 

makers proved to be óinefficientô and contributed to corruption.  

Along the same lines, the policy analyst Derick W. Brinkerhoff emphasises the 

importance of ógovernance reconstructionô in Iraq and proposes a model for reforming 

soft and hard infrastructure. His model is based on developing governing structures, in 

countries such as Iraq, through the following steps listed below.  

                                                 

155  Michele Chwastiak, óProfiting from Destruction: The Iraq Reconstruction, Auditing and the 

Management of Fraudô, Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 24.1 (2013), 32ï43 (p. 41) 

<https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2011.11.009>. 

156  See Michael E. OôHanlon, óIraq without a Planô, Policy Review, 2004, 33ï46; óKuwait to Host 

Iraq Reconstruction Conference in February - KUNAô, Reuters, 9 January 2018 

https://uk.reuters.com/article/ [accessed 17 March 2018]. 

157  Andrew Rathmell, óPlanning Post-Conflict Reconstruction in Iraq: What Can We Learn?ô, 

International Affairs, 81.5 (2005), 1013ï38 (p. 1036). 
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(A) eliminating traditional policy makers, especially those who were part of a clienlist 

system as these individuals are highly likely to impede any form of reconstruction 

progress; (b) linking informal (or non-governmental) organisations to existing 

conventional formal institutions in order to eliminate óinefficiencyô of the main stream 

establishment; and (c) removing any powerful connection to the central government 

body within local structures in order to reduce the possibility of conflict. If power 

continues to be concentrated in the hands of minority or traditional institutions, this 

creates off corruption, clientelism, or patronage, and all these phenomena will give rise 

to focusing on narrow interests instead of public ones.158     

One of the lessons that can be learnt from academic works on empowerment and 

participation in post-conflict areas, is the concept of creating (what I label) a common 

space, which is somehow similar to the concept of óabsolute spaceô, where formal and 

informal organisations collaboratively operate and collectively produce their built 

environment.159   

Fabiano Micocci, the author of Envisioning a Post-Conflict Tripoli, stresses the theme 

for inclusive power relations (between decision makers and non-decision makers) and 

collective actions, or what he calls óInclusive Urban Strategy and Action Planô160, 

whereby architects and local decision makers are invited to órethink their capacity and 

influence in post-war contextsô161.  

                                                 

158     Ibid, pp: 11-13. 

159     See Idrisi Valdete, óCiviKos Platform, Kosovoô (presented at the Archis Interventions in 

collaboration with Friedrich Ebert Foundation Cyprus, Cyprus: Archis SEE Network, 2013), p. 
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2011. 
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Micocci adds: 

On the one hand multidisciplinary teams help to explore areas of 

interdependence across many fields, while the members of 

traumatised communities can also actively take part in every stage 

of the regeneration process. Local communities thus emerge as the 

main beneficiary of any intervention of reconstruction.162 

Micocci turns the focus on distributing power to two groups: ómultidisciplinary teamsô 

and ómembers of traumatised communitiesô suggesting that both groups can operate 

mutually towards shared interests and produce spaces which benefit ólocal 

communitiesô. By bringing about this mode of production, the following advantages 

would be secured: (a) voices of oppressed or marginalised populations are heard; (b) 

knowledge of empowerment and cooperation is developed; (c) common values are 

agreed; and (d) shared interests are protected. I perceive that this notion of common 

space is linked to my research question which seeks alternatives to the current politics 

of space production.  

 

2.4 Concluding remarks  

Within this chapter, power is seen as having four interconnected elements: capacity, 

action, relation and the duality of objects and subjects.   

All of these elements operate simultaneously in the following sense: (a) objects refer 

to human or non-human agencies which often have the capacity to make decisions or 

influence the actions of subjects being those humans who have less power than objects 

and are always controlled by objects; and (b) relations between the object and the 

subject depend on the actions and capacities of the both sides. Power is sometimes 

depicted in the literature as having four forms: power-over, power-to, power-with and 

power-within, and they are contingent to capacities, actions and relations.  

                                                 

162     Ibid. 
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For instance, within the first form, ópower-overô, objects have more capacity for 

making decisions than subjects who have less, and the actions of objects are featured 

with control, domination, and discipline. Relations in ópower-overô are characterised 

by rejection and exclusion.  

Based on Lefebvreôs thinking, two forms of power, ópower-overô and ópower-withô,  

can be seen to have a strong relationship with óthe production of spaceô. The first form 

is attached to the phenomenon of elitism, or to óeliteô groups who exercise power over 

masses of ónon-eliteô people. The second is related to the concept of cooperation 

between óeliteô and ónon-elitesô. Lefebvreôs approach can be also used in terms of the 

third form, ópower-withinô which is connected to the notion of challenge in the sense 

that non-elites refuse to accept the domination of elites. These forms of power impact 

architecture; when power changes its form, the mode of spatial production is impacted 

and this results in different types of spaces. This concept seems consistent with the 

argument of Kurdish scholar, Hoshiar Nooraddin. In his study titled Architectural 

Identity in an Era of Change, he suggests that open and democratic traditions of 

decision-making allows users (or ónon-eliteô people) greater influence in processes of 

architectural development. Further, societies with democratic systems give a range of 

possibilities to exert influence. In non-democratic societies: óthe national architectural 

identity has been produced largely by a small number of decision makersô163. 

Nooraddin sheds light on two different decision-making models (democratic and non-

democratic systems) which are associated here with two major forms of power: 

ópower-overô and ópower-withô. The essence of his argument is that the nature of 

power relations among social groups has a great impact on architectural production.  

The built environment when under the control of óa small number of decision makersô 

(elite groups) is substantially different from that which is shaped collectively by elites 

and non-elites. Below, an elaboration of this concept is presented alongside an 

illustration of a theoretical triad, which has been developed from Lefebvre's spatial 

triad.   

In the case of ópower-overô, óelitesô take over or dominate mental and material 

production, which creates what Lefebvre identifies as óabstract spaceô.  
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In architecture, óabstract spacesô are those projects which are produced by óelitesô in 

isolation from ónon-elitesô and are designed to serve the needs of certain óelitesô (who 

prioritise exchange-value). In this case, these designs tend to be detached from natural, 

social and historical contexts (or elements of use-value). Political or business óelitesô, 

according to Molotch, shape architecture either óto facilitate state powerô164, or to boost 

financial outcomes (increasing capital accumulation). óCultivated elitesô, namely 

architects, urbanists and planners, tend to reduce reality and represent architecture 

based on their formal knowledge rather than on everyday-life experience (or local 

knowledge). Thus, the practices of these groups are often guided by more powerful 

óelitesô (political or business leaders).  

óElitesô often create a ótruthô about the spaces they produce. This ótruthô is regarded by 

Lefebvre as óillusoryô165, something which is used to conceal the actual purpose of 

space. Truth of space is different from a ótrue spaceôwhich is the actual space, one 

which is lived and encountered by users and inhabitants (ónon-elitesô). For instance, 

urban regimes, which are created by political and business leaders, introduce the 

architectural projects they create as crucial to public life, but they conceal information 

about financial and political advantages they gain from the projects.  

óPower-withô tends to be in contrast to ópower-overô due to óelitesô and ónon-elitesô 

both participating in mental and physical production.  In other words, there is unity 

present in the three moments of production (the conceived, the perceived and the 

lived), and this means that spaces of óeliteô and ónon-eliteô groups are integrated to the 

extent that they seem as one space. Lefebvre names this óabsolute spaceô. For him, this 

space represents the ideal mode of production in which no specific group dominates 

production processes or produces (abstract) spaces for their (narrow) interests. In 

architecture, projects could be constructed based on a ópower-withô relation, or an 

absolute mode of production. Architectural designs, according to the notion of 

óabsolute spaceô, should engage with natural, historical and social contexts. Everyday-

life knowledge and practices, which stem from the three contexts, can be the basis of 

the designs from which they can gain shared interests.  
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One of the lessons that can be learnt from previous academic works on empowerment 

and participation in post-conflict areas, is the concept of common space which is very 

similar to Lefebvreôs theory of óabsolute spaceô. The common space is created by elite 

and non-elite populations, who collaboratively and collectively operate to produce 

architecture which serves various economic, social and cultural interests of both 

populations. Lefebvreôs approach can be used in regard to ópower-withinô or in other 

words, the ability for ónon eliteô populations to challenge the power of elite groups, 

resulting in both groups aiming to take control of mental and physical processes. Since 

relations between these groups are tensional (not constructive), the spaces produced 

are normally abstract. As such, the spaces will serve narrow interests, in the sense that 

those non-elite populations, who exert power over production processes, are the only 

group who will benefit most from the produced spaces. In regard to non-human forces, 

they are seen here as being embedded in the phenomenon of a common belief or 

perception. Sometimes, óeliteô and ónon-eliteô populations share the same perception, 

which eventually turns them into subjects and controls their actions and emotions. This 

non-human actor is an invisible force and it could influence space production due to 

its power to control human actions and imaginations of space.   

In short, processes of formation of architecture depend on power relations between 

óeliteô and ónon-eliteô groups. I have developed a theoretical triad (as illustrated in 

Figure 2-4), an illustration based on Lefebvreôs theory. This triad shows that the 

production of architecture goes through three moments: the moment of mental 

production (the conceived), the moment of social production (the lived), and the 

moment of physical production (the perceived).  The assumption here is that the mental 

production tends to be controlled by different óelitesô: political, business, or cultivated. 

On the other hand, social production is dominated by ónon-elitesôwho are not only 

users or inhabitants of the space but also those people who are affected by the 

space.These people might live near the space and in this case they experience the space 

without directly using it. The physical production can be controlled either by human 

forces (óelitesô or ónon-elitesô) or by non-human forces (common beliefs); controlling 

physical production is highly contingent on the dominant form of power, or the nature 

of power relations between the two groups. In the same vein, the dominant form of 

power impacts resultant spaces. While resultant architectural spaces under ópower-

overô tend to be abstract, ópower-withô spaces are often absolute (Figure 2-5).
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Figure 2-4: Space is surrounded by human and non-human agencies. The three moments of space production can be seen in the figure: the ómentalô, the ósocialô, and the óphysicalô. The mental 

production is assumed to be controlled by elite groups (the moment is also known as the space of elites), the social is dominated by ónon-eliteô people (spaces of ónon-elitesô), and the physical is the 

space of constructional actions, which are taken by óelitesô or ónon-elitesô. This depends on power relations between the two sides: when óelitesô dominate the moments of mental and physical production 

this will  lead to the creation of óabstract spacesô, and when óelitesô cooperate with ónon-elitesô during all moments of production this will produce óabsolute spaceô. Non-human powers are understood 

here as being common beliefs or social norms which usually impact actions and imaginations of humans (whether elites or non-elites). Source: Drawn by the author, based on the literature review, 

notably Lefebvreôs spatial triad. 

 

Figure 2-80: The relationship between forms of power and produced spaces. In architecture, projects could be largely constructed around the concept of the absolute mode of production, which is 

associated here with the form of ópower-withô. Architectural designs, according to the notion of óabsolute spaceô should consider natural, historical and social contexts. Everyday-life knowledge and 

practices, which stem from the three contexts, can be the basis of the designs and in this case they gain shared interests. Source: Drawn by the author.Figure 2-81: Space is surrounded by human and 

non-human agencies. The three moments of space production can be seen in the figure: the ómentalô, the ósocialô, and the óphysicalô. The mental production is assumed to be controlled by elite groups 

(the moment is also known as the space of elites), the social is dominated by ónon-eliteô people (spaces of ónon-elitesô), and the physical is the space of constructional actions, which are taken by óelitesô 
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Figure 2-5: The relationship between forms of power and produced spaces. In architecture, 

projects can be largely constructed around the concept of the absolute mode of production, 

something which is associated here with the form of ópower-withô. Architectural designs, 

according to the notion of óabsolute spaceô, should consider natural, historical and social 

contexts. Everyday-life knowledge and practices, which stem from the three contexts, can be 

the basis of design and in this case they gain shared interests. Source: Drawn by the author 

 

Figure 2-106: The Kurds are the largest population in the Middle East without a state. The 

term Great Kurdistan refers to the land where the Kurds live, and this land is divided into four 

separated parts within Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Syria. Source: http://www.bbc.co.Figure 2-107: 

The relationship between forms of power and produced spaces. In architecture, projects could 
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 : Introduction to the socio-political environment 

in Iraqi Kurdistan  

3.1 Overview 

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate the power and the characteristics of óeliteô 

and ónon-eliteô populations in Iraqi Kurdistan. The term óeliteô is used here to refer to 

a group of people who have the authority to shape architectural spaces examples being: 

architects, urban planners, politicians or businessmen. In contrast to this group, ónon-

elitesô are groups which have less capacity to access decision-making institutions. In 

the architectural realm, these groups are those in everyday-life relationships with the 

spaces produced by óeliteô groups. In this sense, ónon-eliteô people can be the users or 

inhabitants of the spaces, or those who are affected by the spaces, especially those who 

live in the neighbouring areas.  

The objective of this chapter is to understand power distribution between óelitesô and 

ónon-elitesô in the social context of Iraqi Kurdistan. The political leaders who belong 

to the two ruling parties, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan and the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party, exert power not only over ónon-eliteô people but also over other 

types of óelitesô. The most vulnerable ónon-eliteô group appears to be women, who live 

in a party-controlled and male-dominated society. The chapter begins with a historical 

background of Kurdish people, and then focuses on Iraqi Kurdistan. This is followed 

by an explanation of óeliteô and ónon-eliteô populations. Finally, the chapter ends with 

concluding remarks about power in Iraqi Kurdistan in the period between 2003 and 

2013. 

 

3.2 Who are the Kurds? 

The term Kurd is believed to derive from the Latin word óCyrtiiô which first appeared 

in the second century B.C. It is also thought that this word has a special reference to 

people who live in mountainous areas.166  

                                                 

166    David McDowall and Martin Short, The Kurds (Minority rights group, 1996), p. 7. 
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The land of the Kurds, which is estimated to be 230,000 square miles (equal to the UK 

and Germany combined167), is called óKurdistanô and consists of two parts: the first 

syllable Kurd refers to the inhabitants and the second syllable Stan which stands for 

the land. Kurds at the present time are the largest group of stateless people in the 

Middle East168, and their land is divided into four separated parts within Iraq, Turkey, 

Iran and Syria (Figure 3-1).  

The exact number of Kurds in the world is officially undeclared, and sometimes it is 

obscured by the states which house Kurdish minorities for political reasons.169 

According to the British Broadcasting Corporation News, the total Kurdish population 

in the four countries (Iraq, Syria, Iran, and Turkey) was between 25 and 35 million 

inhabitants in 2016.170 Moreover, in the period between 2010 and 2013 various 

international references estimated the number of Kurds to be double the number 

announced by the BBC. These sources also declared that 15 - 20 percent of the Iraqi 

population was Kurdish,171 as well as 10 percent of Syria, 172 20 percent of Turkey,173 

and 17 percent of the Iran.174  

  

3.3 Iraqi Kurdistan: the political background  
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1ï57. 
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171    Kenneth Katzman, Kurds in Post-Saddam Iraq (DIANE Publishing, 2010). 
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Middle East <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-19197169> [accessed 23 July 

2013]. 
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<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-22471423> [accessed 23 July 2013]. 
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Figure 3-1: The Kurds are the largest population in the Middle East without a state. 

The term Great Kurdistan refers to the land where the Kurds live, and this land is 

divided into four separated parts within Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Syria. Source: 

http://www.bbc.co. 

 

Figure 3-2: The Kurdish borders which were recognised by the Iraqi government 

from 1991 to 2013. Source: http://adst.org.Figure 3-3: The Kurds are the largest 

population in the Middle East without a state. The term Great Kurdistan refers to 

the land where the Kurds live, and this land is divided into four separated parts 

within Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Syria. Source: http://www.bbc.co. 

 

Figure 3-4: The Kurdish borders which were recognised by the Iraqi government 

from 1991 to 2013. Source: http://adst.org. 

 

Figure 3-5: The key authorities in Iraqi Kurdistan, and the dominance of the PUK 

and the KDP over state decision-making. Source: The author, drawn based on 

information obtained from: http://cabinet.gov.krd.Figure 3-6: The Kurdish borders 

which were recognised by the Iraqi government from 1991 to 2013. Source: 

http://adst.org.Figure 3-7: The Kurds are the largest population in the Middle East 

without a state. The term Great Kurdistan refers to the land where the Kurds live, 

and this land is divided into four separated parts within Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Syria. 

Source: http://www.bbc.co. 

 

Figure 3-8: The Kurdish borders which were recognised by the Iraqi government 

from 1991 to 2013. Source: http://adst.org.Figure 3-9: The Kurds are the largest 

population in the Middle East without a state. The term Great Kurdistan refers to 

the land where the Kurds live, and this land is divided into four separated parts 
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Iraqi Kurdistan is a semi-autonomous region of Iraq, meaning that the central 

government of Iraq has little influence on its politics (Figure 3.2).175 The term Iraqi 

Kurdistan officially appeared in 1970 when the prominent Kurdish leader, Mulla 

Mustafa Barzani, signed an agreement with the Iraqi government which provided 

semi-autonomy for Kurds and recognised their political and cultural rights in three 

Kurdish provinces: Erbil176, Slemani and Dohuk.177 However, a few years later the 

agreement collapsed and this led to several armed confrontations between Iraqi 

military forces and Kurdish fighters. The conflict continued for many years.178 In 1991, 

Kurdish people revolted against the regime of Saddam Hussein and took control of 

three Kurdish provinces. The ruling parties, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) 

and the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), declared the Regional Government of 

Kurdistan (KRG).179  

As demonstrated in Figure 3-3, the administrative structure of KRG is formed by three 

key authorities: the executive, the legislative and the judicial. Since that year, top 

members of the KDP and the PUK have been controlling most of the government 

institutions and positions.180 Today, Iraqi Kurdistan is mainly governed by two ruling 

parties: the KDP and the PUK. The strongholds of the former party are Erbil and 

Dohuk, and the PUK is popular in Slemani. The rulers of the two parties held top 

positions in the Kurdistan region and Iraq: the Head of the KDP, Masood Barzani, was 

elected as the president of Iraqi Kurdistan. His counterpart Jalal Talabani, the leader 

of the PUK, became the first Kurdish politician to hold the post of Iraqi President in 

2005. This post had previously been reserved for Arab politicians for more than nine 

decades.   

                                                 

175   See Katzman. 

176   This city was identified as the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan in the agreement 

177   see Brendan OôLeary, Ian S Lustick, and Thomas Callaghy, Right-Sizing the State: The Politics 

of Moving Borders: The Politics of Moving Borders (Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 277. 

178    Lokman I Meho, The Kurds and Kurdistan: A Selective and Annotated Bibliography (ABC-

CLIO, 1997). 

179    óTimeline: Iraqi Kurdsô, BBC, 19 April 2011, section Country profiles 

<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/country_profiles/2893067.stm> [accessed 18 

June 2015]. 

180    See óKurdistan Regional Governmentô, Department of Foreign Relations 

<http://www.dfr.gov.krd/p/p.aspx?p=88&l=12&s=030400&r=403> [accessed 2 March 2017]. 
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Figure 3-2: The Kurdish borders which were recognised by the Iraqi 

government from 1991 to 2013. Source: http://adst.org. 

 

Figure 3-28: The key authorities in Iraqi Kurdistan, and the dominance of the 

PUK and the KDP over state decision-making. Source: The author, drawn 

based on information obtained from: http://cabinet.gov.krd.Figure 3-29: The 

Kurdish borders which were recognised by the Iraqi government from 1991 to 

2013. Source: http://adst.org. 

 

Figure 3-30: The key authorities in Iraqi Kurdistan, and the dominance of the 

PUK and the KDP over state decision-making. Source: The author, drawn 

based on information obtained from: http://cabinet.gov.krd. 

 

Figure 3-31: The political map of Iraqi Kurdistan in the 1990s and the 2000s. 

Source: The author, adapted from 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html.Figure 3-32: The key authorities in 

Iraqi Kurdistan, and the dominance of the PUK and the KDP over state 

decision-making. Source: The author, drawn based on information obtained 

from: http://cabinet.gov.krd.Figure 3-33: The Kurdish borders which were 

recognised by the Iraqi government from 1991 to 2013. Source: http://adst.org. 
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Figure 3-3: The key authorities in Iraqi Kurdistan, and the dominance of the 

PUK and the KDP over state decision-making. Source: The author, drawn 

based on information obtained from: http://cabinet.gov.krd. 

 

Figure 3-54: The political map of Iraqi Kurdistan in the 1990s and the 2000s. 

Source: The author, adapted from 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html.Figure 3-55: The key authorities in 

Iraqi Kurdistan, and the dominance of the PUK and the KDP over state 
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Following the fall of Saddam Husseinôs government in 2003, the Kurdish region was, 

in contrast to the rest of Iraq, uninfluenced by the invasion processes and the Kurdish 

region remained safe.181 Further, the post-Saddam era saw the following 

developments: the newly formed constitution in 2004, which granted the Iraqi Kurds 

official recognition and rights; the removal of most international sanctions; large 

investments in the oil industry; and openness to the international market. The Kurdish 

economy saw significant development and the national revenue increased due to 

advancement in the oil industry and other areas.182 Salaries of employees working in 

the public sector multiplied ten folds, for instance, teachers who received nearly one 

US Dollar per month in Saddamôs time, had their stipends increased to 500 dollars in 

2004.183  

The economic development not only attracted significant and unprecedented 

investment capital184, but also produced a wealthy class seeking luxury spaces and 

social status. This class, according to Yaseen Rasheed, the spokesperson of the 

Kurdistan Investors Union185, seemed lucrative for investors and they responded to the 

need of the high-income class by building luxury housing.186  

                                                 

181   Salam Kuba, ó ϣЂϝуЃЮϜм рϼϝЧЛЮϜ ϼϝгϫϧЂъϜФϜϽЛЮϜ сТ ϣужϝЫЂъϜ [Real Estate Investment and Housing Policy 

in Iraq]ô, дϹгϧгЮϜ ϼϜнϳЮϜ, 30 November 2008, 

http://www.ahewar.org/debat/show.art.asp?aid=154952; óMinistry of Planning, Kurdistan 

Regionô, accessed 26 July 2013, http://www.mop-krg.org/. 

182    These sources are explained in Chapter One and they include revenues generated from tourism 

industry, tax systems, financial allowances received from the central government and 

investments in different natural resources. 

183    Roula Khalaf, óIraq: 10 Years Laterô, Financial Times, 16 March 2013, 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/c9b2ce20-8c42-11e2-8fcf-00144feabdc0.html. 

184    Jack Kimball and Shamal Aqrawi, óKurdistan Region Attracts 12 Billion Dollars Investment in 

Three and Half Years,ô offical, Kurdistan Regional Government, (February 17, 2010),  

http://cabinet.gov.krd/a/d.aspx?l=12&s=02010200&r=73&a=33844&s=010000. 

185   This is a non-governmental organisation. Its main purpose is to liaise between the government 

and investors. See Faryad Mohamad, ó[The Government Institution did not Understand the 

Investment Law] ϼϝгϫϧЂъϜ днжϝЦ блУϦ бЮ ϣувнЫϳЮϜ ϤϝЃЂϕгЮϜ,ô Kurdistan Investorôs Union, accessed 

August 2, 2016, http://www.kriu.org/3_to_print.php?id=1818&section=1.  

186    According to the then spokeman of the Investment Union of Kurdistan. See Yaseen Rasheed, 

Iraqi Kurdistanôs Investment Sector, 2012 

<http://ekurd.net/mismas/articles/misc2012/7/invest848.htm> [accessed 2 July 2016]. 
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This was facilitated by an investment law which was passed in 2006 (see Appendix 

M). The ratio of investment activities doubled in 2005187 and the National Assembly 

of Iraqi Kurdistan issued a new investment law in 2006, which dramatically lowered 

barriers for foreign investors.  In the mid-2000s, investors began to heavily pour 

money into the housing market. Iraqi Kurdistan witnessed unprecedented urban 

growth and architectural development, and this was accompanied by a political 

campaign titled The Other Iraq, which was supported by international media such as 

CNN and the BBC. The campaign was created by Kurdish politicians in an attempt to 

deliver a different political and economic image of the region to the rest of the world, 

while at the same time promoting business endeavours in the Kurdish region.  At the 

present time, the majority of Kurds are Muslims with an unofficial estimate suggesting 

that 94% of the population of Iraqi Kurdistan are Muslims.188   

In general, there are three types of Muslim groups: secular, moderate and 

fundamentalist. There were several power tensions between these groups. For instance, 

in 2001 and 2003 there were numerous armed conflicts between the PUK party, which 

is considered secular, and Ansar Al-Islam who are thought of as Islamic fanatics.189 

Moreover, Islamic political movements often oppose laws in the Kurdish parliament 

if they consider these laws to be against Islamic legislation, an example being the law 

of banning polygyny, which was passed by the majority vote in 2008.190 Some 

moderate Kurds pay little attention to religion and ethnic distinction (particularly with 

Arabs) when it comes to nationalist affairs.191 Furthermore, the Kurds retain some 

conventions which are part of their identity and which existed before the advent of 

Islam such as the celebration of the Kurdish New Year every 21st of March, which is 

commemorated with by the making of fire.192  

                                                 

187   Almas Heshmati and Rhona Davis, óThe Determinants of Foreign Direct Investment Flows to 

the Federal Region of Kurdistanô, Available at SSRN 1136380, 2008, p. 5. 

188    Stephen Mansfield, óReligious Neutrality In 94% Muslim Iraqi Kurdistanô, Huffington Post, 

2012 <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/stephen-mansfield/ l> [accessed 24 July 2013]. 

189    (see G. R. Stansfield, 2003) 

190    Haje Keli, óLimiting Polygyny in Iraqi Kurdistan: A Study on Different Views of Women  

Regarding the Amendment of the Personal Status Lawô, 2011, pp. 60ï65. 

191    see McDowall and Short, pp. 7ï8. 

192    see Michael M Gunter, óThe Kurdish Question in Perspectiveô,  197ï205 (p. 198). 
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This convention is opposed by Islamic fundamentalists because they believe that it 

belongs to unbelievers who worship fire before Islam.193  

 

3.3.1 Political óelitesô   

According to prominent politician Mahmood Othman, political life within the Kurdish 

territories had been monopolised by certain groups from 1991 to 2015: 

Politics in Kurdistan is run by powerful parties é parliament and 

governmental institutions have limited roles é every party has its 

armed forces and its resources é they are more powerful than the 

parliament .194  

Throughout the 1990s and the 2000s, the KDP and the PUK controlled the political 

life of Iraqi Kurdistan, as well as dominating other political factions.195 The two 

dominant parties became the legitimate rulers in the Kurdish region in 1992, after they 

led the military offensive to oust Saddamôs regime from Kurdish territories with the 

aid of the United States of America, thus forming the first regional government (Figure 

3-4).196  

To a large extent, the ruling parties have been dependent on their paramilitary forces, 

or Peshmerga, to maintain power.197 For instance, on several occasions they overtly 

used Peshmerga for political aims; as mentioned earlier, the two parties waged an 

internal war against each other using their own armed forces in the 1990s. In the same 

vein, the PUK and the KDP formed their own security services in the 1990s.  

                                                 

193    The religion of most Kurds was Zardasht  before the advent of Islam and they worshipped fire 

194    óInterview with the prominent politician Mahmood Soraniô. 

195     See Hasan Baram, Encyclopedia of Political Parties in Kurdistan and Iraq 1908 - 2005, First 

(Slemani, 2012). 

196    óRemembering the Kurdish Uprising of 1991ô, BBC News, 7 April 2016, section In Pictures 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/in-pictures-35967389> [accessed 4 March 2017]. 

197     In 2009, one of the founders of the PUK, named Nawshirwan Mustafa, called for reforming   

Peshmerga forces and ceasing the influence of the PUK and the KDP on these forces and on 

the government institutions.  
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Figure 3-4: The political map of Iraqi Kurdistan in the 1990s and the 

2000s. Source: The author, adapted from 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html. 

 

Figure 3-80: The average earnings of the middle income group or 

public sector employees between 2003 and 2013. Source: Faraj 2014, 

p.36.Figure 3-81: The political map of Iraqi Kurdistan in the 1990s and 

the 2000s. Source: The author, adapted from 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html. 
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These forces were accused, by the opponents of the two parties and a few international 

media channels, of silencing opposing voices, especially local journalists who were 

critiquing powerful members of the parties and publishing information about the 

involvement of these members in corrupt practices.198  

The political writer, Soner Cagaptay, explains the purpose of the security forces which 

belong to the two political parties, by saying: 

In each of the KDP and PUK areas, security is under the 

overarching control of the regional security agencyé both the KDP 

and PUK maintain separate regional security agencies ... the 

Parastin (KDP) and Zanyari (PUK) organizationsðwhich are kept 

separate because of the sensitive regime security role they play in 

each party.199 

Each party has its own special forces, which are mobilised solely by the command of 

the partyôs leaders. These forces were repeatedly accused by the local people and 

international organisations of assassinating journalists. Like the KDP, the PUK was 

criticised for establishing nepotism, patronage and controlling economic resources. 

Qubad Talabani, the son of the PUK leader who held the position of the deputy prime 

minister of the KRG, justifies nepotism and said óI do not think we should be inhibited 

because we are related to a leader, but it is important for there to be an inclusive 

environmentô200.  

                                                 

198     There were a number of international reports regarding abuse practiced against journalists, and 

the most recent one was in 2010 when a Journalist called Sardasht Osman who was murdered 

after publishing his article targeting corrupt practices of political figures who are members of 

the KDP party in the city of Erbil. see Charles Glass, óWho Killed Kurdish Journalist Sardasht 

Osman?ô, Takiôs Magazine, 2010 

<http://takimag.com/article/who_killed_kurdish_journalist_sardasht_osman/print#axzz2ctHVp

qRF> [accessed 24 August 2013]; óProfile: Who Are the Peshmerga?ô, BBC News, 12 August 

2014, section Middle East <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-28738975> 

[accessed 2 March 2017].   

199      Soner Cagaptay, óThe Future of the Iraqi Kurdsô, Washington, DC: Washington Institute for 

Near East Policy, 2008, p. 23. 

200     Kate Clark, óCorruption in Iraqi Kurdistanô, BBC, 10 January 2008. 
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Adil Mudrad, one of the founders of the PUK, claims that some of the top members of 

the PUK and the KDP have been monopolising public resources in order to increase 

their personal wealth, and strengthen their own companies.201 Mudrad states:  

Corruption, once it starts, spreads and spreads in whatever 

environment allows it to most. The leaders of the PUK and KDP 

have not held their members accountable when it comes to 

corruption é Companies have spoken out and said that if they do 

not pay certain individuals (political figures) their paperwork gets 

stuck. Personally, I know of a company which was subjected to 

bribery é When a company builds a hotel, it has to pay this and that 

individual é The ruling parties of the KDP and the PUK represent 

the political óelitesô who manipulate economic and political 

affairsô202   

Murad links the domination of the two parties used over óeconomic and political 

affairsô with corruption, and argues that the leaders of the parties used their authorities 

to gain narrow interests.   

 

3.3.1.1 Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP): Historical review of power 

The KDP party203 was first established in 1945 by Mustafa Barzani, the chief of the 

Barzani tribe, who was one of the well-known political figures in Great Kurdistan. 

This reputation was a result of his political activities from the 1940s to the 1970s.204 

For instance, he was one of the founders of the first republic of Kurdistan called 

Mahabad established in 1946, and he fought for the rights of Kurdish people.   

                                                 

201    Adil Murad, Corruption in Iraqi Kurdistan started after the collapse of Saddamôs regime: PUK 

founder Adil Murad <http://www.ekurd.net/mismas/articles/misc2012/4/state6050.htm> 

[accessed 21 August 2013]. 

202    Ibid. 

203   The title of the party was Kurdish Democratic Party at that time, and it was changed to 

Kurdistan Democratic Party in 1953.  

204    Hasan Baram, Encyclopedia of Political Parties in Kurdistan and Iraq 1908 - 2005, 2012. 
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Barzani was also involved in several negotiations with consecutive Iraqi 

governments.205 Ultimately, and for the first time, Barzani gained official recognition 

of Iraqi Kurdistan from the Iraqi government in 1970 which allowed the Kurdish 

region to have a form of autonomy. After the death of Mustafa Barzani in 1979, his 

son Masood Barzani became the leader of the party.206 Masood Barzani built a political 

relationship with a number of states such as Iran, where he lived in the 1980s, and the 

USA during the second Gulf War in 1991.207 The United States of America has been 

the major actor on the political stage of Iraqi Kurdistan. During the second Gulf War 

the coalition forces led by the USA provided no fly zone cover for the territories of 

both the KDP and PUK, which protected both the Kurds and their political leaders 

from the regime of Saddam Hussein.208 Moreover, the USA brokered reconciliation 

between the KDP and the PUK in 1998 with an agreement known as The Washington 

Agreement which resulted in in the end of the armed confrontation which existed 

between them from 1994 to 1998.209 

The KDP has been shaped based on a hereditary process, and decision-making is 

concentrated to a few hands, mostly within the family of the head of the party. The 

power of this party over the population of the areas it controls, as the Kurdish political 

figure Kamal Qadir puts it, óextends down into the high schools and universitiesô210. 

Most official positions in their stronghold cities are held by members of the KDP. The 

political academic Gareth Stansfield, studied the process of decision making within 

the KDP, showing that despite the democratic aspect of the partyôs program it seems 

that in practice the reality is different.211  

                                                 

205   Massoud Barzani and Ahmed Ferhadi, Mustafa Barzani and the Kurdish Liberation Movement 

(Macmillan, 2003). 

206   Anonymous, óPresident Masoud Barzaniô, KRG official website available at 

<http://cabinet.gov.krd/p/p.aspx?l=12&p=232> [accessed 2 March 2017]. 

207    Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq (Cambridge University Press, 2002). 

208   óNo-Fly Zones: The Legal Positionô, BBC, 19 February 2001, section Middle East 

<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/1175950.stm> [accessed 24 August 2013]. 

209    Alan Makovsky, óKurdish Agreement Signals New U.S. Commitmentô, The Washington 

Institute, 1998 <http://www.washingtoninstitute.org > [accessed 3 March 2017]. 

210    Kamal Said Qadir, óIraqi Kurdistanôs Downward Spiralô, Middle East Quarterly, 2007. 

211    Gareth R. V. Stansfield, Iraqi Kurdistan: Emergent Democracy, 2003, pp. 104ï11. 
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Stansfield believes that the ruling Barzani family strongly influences decision-making 

processes in government institutions, and states óonce a decision has been arrived at 

by the leadership, it is implemented without question by the lower echelons of the 

partyô212.   

In their study The Kurdish Mirage: A Success Story in Doubt, Kawa Jabary and Anil 

Hira concluded that the KDP use the local governments as óa vehicle for patronageô 

213. For instance, Kamal Mirawdeli, who nominated himself for the position of the 

President of Iraqi Kurdistan (which is occupied by the leader of the KDP) in 2009, 

wrote an open letter, titled Barzani and Kurdistan Region, to the American President 

Barack Obama after Mirawdeliôs defeat214 in the election: 

After 21 years of the party patronage system, there is no rule of law, 

no regulations, no functioning institutions, no economy, no 

economic policy and plans, no economic growth and production, no 

labour market, no financial and banking system, no equal 

opportunity and justice é They [the leader of the KDP, his sons and 

relatives] also monopolise most of the regionôs resources, finances, 

businesses and external and internal commercial interests without 

any shred of legitimacy and even nominal accountability to anyone. 

By so doing they have created the most brutal discriminatory and 

unjust regime which daily victimises people in various forms215  

The statement demonstrates the power of the KDP leadership over social and 

economic contexts. The KDP was the force behind the creation of a political 

movement named the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, which is explained in the next 

section.  

                                                 

212    Ibid., p.109. 

213    Kawa Jabary and Anil Hira, óThe Kurdish Mirage: A Success Story in Doubtô, Middle East  

Policy, 20.2 (2013), 99ï112, p. 110. 

214    Kamal Mirawdeli gained 25.32% of the votes while his rival Masoud Barzani won around 70%   

215    Kamal Mirawdeli, óBarzani and Kurdistan Region: An Open Letter to President Obamaô, 

Kurdish Aspect, 2012 <http://www.kurdishaspect.com/ > [accessed 20 August 2013]. 
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Following the collapse of the 1970 agreement and the emergence of the Algiers Accord 

in 1975, which forced Mustafa Barzani to withdraw from political life, two prominent 

members of the KDP, Jalal Talabani and Ibrahim Ahmed, along with their allies, 

founded the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan).216 This party has been the second 

most influential political agent in Iraqi Kurdistan.   

 

3.3.1.2 Patriotic  Union of Kurdistan (PUK)  

As mentioned in the previous section, following the announcement of a ceasefire in 

1975 and the death of leader Mustafa Barzani, there was a political vacuum in Iraqi 

Kurdistan. Two former members of the KDP, Jalal Talbani and Ibrahim Ahmed, along 

with other individuals217 declared the creation of the PUK in June 1975.218  

In 1992, along with the KDP, the PUK participated in forming the first elected Kurdish 

government in the history of Kurdistan. Unlike the KDP, which is based on heredity, 

the PUK was formed from the incorporation of different political movements. 

Moreover, the leaders who ran the party throughout the 1990s and the 2000s were non-

relatives, and most of them were described as educated politicians.219 The political 

environment inside the party allows for debates and criticism.  

There were different political tensions between the leaders of the PUK, and this caused 

Nawshirwan Mustafa (one of the PUK leaders) to split from the PUK in 2006. In 2009, 

Mustafa established a political movement, entitled The Change Movement, in Slemani. 

This movement quickly attracted public support and gained more than 20% of the seats 

in the Kurdish Parliament in the election of 2009.220  

                                                 

216   Anonymous, óPatriotic Union of Kurdistan - Historyô, PUK (the official website of the party), 

available at:  <http://www.pukpb.org/en/meju> [accessed 20 August 2013]. 

217   They were Nawshirwan Mustafa, Dr. Fouad Masoum, Dr. Kamal Fouad, Adil Murad, Omer  

Sheik Mus and Abdul-Razaq Faili 

218   See Anonymous, óPatriotic Union of Kurdistan - Historyô, PUK  

219   Hasan Baram, Encyclopedia of Political Parties in Kurdistan and Iraq 1908 - 2005, 2012. 

220   Anonymous, óElectoral Commission Announces Final Results of Kurdistan Region Electionsô, 

KRG (the official website of Kurdistan Regional Government), 2009, available at: 

<http://cabinet.gov.krd/a/d.aspx> [accessed 2 March 2017]. 
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3.3.1.3 Business óelitesô   

The political and economic changes, which occurred after 2003, contributed 

significantly to the production of local business óelitesô. Prior to 2003, the national 

revenue depended on agriculture, trading and financial allocation from the central 

government in Baghdad. According to Faysal Ali, the head of the Kurdish Economic 

Forum, the national revenue of Kurdistan was extremely limited before 2003 and was 

affected by political agendas of the central government of Iraq.221  

Faysal said that Saddamôs regime, which started from 1979 and collapsed in 2003, 

caused damage to the economy of Iraqi Kurdistan when the regime demolished 5000 

villages during the 1980s by using military force, a number which made up 92% of all 

villages in the region. Faysal adds that the international blockade, which was imposed 

on Iraq in 1990 as a result of the invasion of Kuwait, and the internal armed conflict 

between the two main Kurdish parties (PUK and KDP) from 1994 to 1998 contributed 

to further decline in the regionôs economic development which remained poor until 

2003.  Following 2003, the economy of Kurdistan has flourished enormously for the 

following reasons:  (a) the fall of Saddamôs government; (b) the removal of 

international sanctions on Iraq; (c) the establishment of the new constitution which 

recognises the share of the Kurdistan region in the Iraqi stateôs budget222; (d) the 

adoption of an open door policy for investment and, for the first time, the ruling parties 

commissioned international oil corporations to work for producing oil from the 

Kurdistan region.223 It is worth clarifying that In 2013, official figures demonstrated 

that oil constituted 84% of commodity exportation, and GDP is 12 Billion US dollars. 

dollars. Within that housing is marked at 20.6%, agriculture 6.8%, industry 22%, 

services 1.4%, tourism 19.3%, trade 14.5%.224 In the late 2000s, the GDP of Iraqi 

Kurdistan started to increase at a rapid pace. 

                                                 

221   Faysal Ali, óThe Nature of Economic Diversity in Iraqi Kurdistanô, PUK Media, 2013 

<http://www.pukmedia.com/AR_Direje.aspx?Jimare=9643> [accessed 28 July 2013]. 

222   The Iraqi government set 17% of the state budget in 2004, and in 2013 the amount of the 

Kurdistan budget reached Historical amount 22  Billion US dollars.  

223   See BBC, óUN Lifts Sanctions against Iraqô, BBC, 15 December 2010, section Middle East 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-12004115> [accessed 29 July 2013]. 

224   KRG, óKurdistanôs Economyô, Kurdistan Board of Investment, 2013. 

<http://www.kurdistaninvestment.org/economy.html> [accessed 22 July 2013]. 
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The economic growth rate rose to 12 % in 2012 comparison to 6% in 2009.225 The 

ratio of investment activities doubled in 2005, and a year later the National Assembly 

of Iraqi Kurdistan issued a new investment law, which dramatically lowered barriers 

for foreign investors.226 Section 3 of Article 3 reads:  

The foreign investor and capital shall be treated as the national 

investor and capital. The foreign investor shall have the right to own 

the entire capital of any project that he establishes in the region 

under this law.227 

The law also established what is called The Investment Board of Kurdistan which has 

financial and administrative independence with full authority for facilitating business 

activities and lifting the burden of bureaucracy. Reports show that investors poured in 

14 billion US dollars in total between 2005 and 2011,  and the new policy has attracted 

many foreign companies totalling over 50 in 2013.228  

 

3.3.1.4 Intellectual óelitesô  

Before 2003 the number of architects and urban planners in Iraqi Kurdistan, especially 

in Slemani, was relatively small because architecture or urban planning schools were 

first introduced in Slemani in the mid-2000s. Previously these schools had never 

existed due to numerous political and social factors. The number of these professionals 

increased due to a number of other factors. For example, when the war of 2003 started 

many groups of urban professionals and architects moved to Kurdish cities from other 

regions of Iraq due to the socio-political issues after the war.  

                                                 

225   Anonymous, óErbilô, Erbil (Hawler), Capital of Kurdistan, 2009 <http://www.erbil-

capital.org/wirtschaft/?L=5> [accessed 28 July 2013]. 

226   Almas Heshmati and Rhona Davis, óThe Determinants of Foreign Direct Investment Flows to 

the Federal Region of Kurdistan,ô Available at SSRN 1136380, 2008, p.5. 

227   See óLaw No. 4 Of 2006 : Investment Law in the Iraqi Kurdistan Regionô in Appendix M. 

228   Atkinson, Simon, óKurdish Oil Exports Stall in Rowô, BBC, 20 March 2013, section Business 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-21793783> [accessed 28 July 2013]. 
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Some joined academic and governmental institutions in order to have greater access to 

decision-making institutions.  

 

3.3.2 óNon-Eliteô groups: Groups outside power spheres  

3.3.2.1 Non-partisan people  

People who are not members of political parties, especially the KDP and the PUK, are 

often excluded from decision-making. One of the founders of the PUK, Nawshirwan 

Mustafa, stated that non-members of the PUK or KDP are not only excluded from top 

official posts, but they also cannot óeven become head teachersô229. In his study Iraqi 

Kurdistan: Contours of a Post-Civil War Society, Michiel Leezenberg, writes:  

There seems to be a widespread perception that institutionalised 

clientelism, and having to bribe officials for various kinds of civil 

services, is, if not the norm for legitimate government, then at least 

the normal factual state of affairs. People may be dissatisfied with 

the authorities in power, but they often not only lack the means and 

the media for voicing their protests; they are also too financially 

dependent on the parties to engage in any genuine public 

oppositional activities.230 

In this context, political óelitesô created a form of governance in which ónon-eliteô 

populations were not able to challenge the existing political structure, and the 

emergence of oppositional power tended to be extremely difficult. Clientelism shaped 

processes of decision-making in government institutions, and the processes became 

typically top-down.231  

                                                 

229   An interview with Nawshirwan Mustafa <http://www.kurdishaspect.com/doc061009AZ.html> 

[accessed 2 March 2017]. 

230   Michiel Leezenberg, óIraqi Kurdistan: Contours of a Post-Civil War Societyô, Third World 

Quarterly, 26.4/5 (2005), 631ï47 (p. 641). 

231   Muslih Irwani, Clientelism and Implementing Social Security Programmes in Post-Conflict Iraqi 

Kurdistan Region (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015). 
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Non-partisan people are usually those middle or low-income earners. As shown in 

Figure 3-5, government employees fall into category of middle-income.232 This class 

includes both genders and features an age bracket of 18-63. The number of these public 

sector employees are relatively high in Iraqi Kurdistan, as the Deputy Prime Minister 

Qubad Talabani declared in 2016: the region has óa massive public sector é enormous 

public sectorô233.  

 

3.3.2.2 Female population: The status of women in a male-dominated society   

In Kurdish society men dominate political and social life. A large volume of published 

studies describes the physical violence that women face in Kurdish society, violence 

which has been associated with cultural and religious traditions. During the years 1991 

to 2007, numerous physical and non-physical forms of violence were recorded against 

women in Iraqi Kurdistan, such as honour-based crime (HBC), online harassment, 

forced marriage, and female genital mutilation.234  

HBC has been defined in numerous ways and according to Robert Kiener, the author 

of Honour Killings: Can Murders of Women and Girls Be Stopped?,  the term refers 

to ówomen or girls [who] have been killed by a male relative for allegedly bringing 

dishonour upon their familyô235. This category of crime was regarded by the United 

Nations in 2008 as being a óserious concern in Kurdistanô.236 

                                                 

232  See RTI International, óKurdistan Region: Economic Development Assessmentô, p.5. 

233  Steven Saka, óQubad Talabani: Iraq Has Failed as a State, Qubad Talabani, HARDtalk (TV 

program), BBC World Newsô, London: BBC, 2016, available at: 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04kmgc3> [accessed 3 March 2017]. 

234  Anonymous, óNational Strategy to Confront Violence against Women in Kurdistan 2012 -2016ô 

Kurdistan Regional Government Supreme Council for Women Affairs, government website, 

2012), 2, available at:  

http://www.ekrg.org/files/pdf/strategy_combat%20violence_against_women_English.pdf. 

235   Robert Kiener, óHonour Killings: Can Murders of Women and Girls Be Stopped?,ô Global 

Researcher, April 19, 2011, p.183. 

236   Shwan Muhammad, óSurge in Violence against Women in Iraqi Kurdistan,ô News Channel, 

www.france24.com, (May 24, 2008), http://www.france24.com/en/20080524-surge-violence-

against-women-iraqi-kurdistan?q=node/1924390//2. 
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Figure 3-5: The average earnings of the middle income 

group or public sector employees between 2003 and 

2013. Source: Faraj 2014, p.36. 

 

Figure 3-106: Slemani is one of the major cities of the 

Kurdistan region of Iraq and located in the northeast of 

the country, and administratively subsumed within the 

governorate of Slemani. Source: The author, adapted 

from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani 

Municipality.Figure 3-107: The average earnings of the 

middle income group or public sector employees 

between 2003 and 2013. Source: Faraj 2014, p.36. 

 

Figure 3-108: Slemani is one of the major cities of the 

Kurdistan region of Iraq and located in the northeast of 

the country, and administratively subsumed within the 

governorate of Slemani. Source: The author, adapted 

from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani Municipality. 

 

 

Figure 3-109: Nearly 96 % of the city population are 

Kurdish citizens and permanent residents, and the vast 

majority of the inhabitants are Sunni-Muslims. Source: 

The university of Texas at Austin, 

https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html.Figure 3-1
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In 2011, UNICEF announced that 6% of all families were polygynous. 237  A survey 

conducted by the Ministry of Health of Iraq and the World Health Organization 

(WHO) between 2006 and 2007 shows that: 

61.6 percent of women é had experienced controlling behaviour by 

their husbands, 17.6 percent had suffered from emotional violence 

and 10.9 percent have experienced some form of physical 

violence238.  

A study conducted by a German-based organisation (WADI), which campaigns for 

womenôs rights in Iraqi Kurdistan, revealed in 2010 that 72.7 percent of more than 

1400 females surveyed across the region had experienced genital mutilation, and in 

some rural areas the rate was one hundred percent.239  

 

3.3.3 The city of Slemani: The context of urban planning and architecture 

Slemani is one of the major cities of the Kurdistan region of Iraq and is located in the 

northeast of the country, administratively subsumed within the governorate of Slemani 

(Figure 3-6).  To this date, the official name of the city is written differently in online 

or physical documents because it is somewhat politically disputed. The name is 

pronounced Slemani, or ͼжϝвṉЯЂ in Kurdish font, by the regional authorities of Kurdistan 

and Sulaymaniyah, or ϣтжϝвтЯЂЮϜ in Arabic font, by the central Iraqi government. While 

some Arab writers allege that the name is non-Kurdish, some Kurdish references claim 

that this name was created by the Kurdish prince Ibrahim Baban240 who founded the 

city in 1784 A.D, and named it after his father Sleman Baban.  

                                                 

237   Abd-Alhameed Zybari, óUNESEF Announced Results of Some Surveys in Iraqô, Iraqhurr, 2012 

<http://www.sotaliraq.com/iraq-news. > [accessed 27 July 2013]. 

238   Rozhgar A Saleem and others, óFemale Genital Mutilation in Iraqi Kurdistan: Description and 

Associated Factorsô, Women & Health, 2013. 

239   Talha Burki, óReports Focus on Female Genital Mutilation in Iraqi Kurdistanô, The Lancet, 

375.9717 (2010), 794. 

240  The Baban dynasty ruled areas in Iran and Iraq (esp. Kurdish areas) in the 17th and 18th century.  
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Figure 3-6: Slemani is one of the major cities of the Kurdistan region of Iraq and is located in the northeast of the country. It is administratively 

subsumed within the governorate of Slemani. Source: The author, adapted from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani Municipality. 

 

 

Figure 3-132: Nearly 96 % of the city population are Kurdish citizens and permanent residents, and the vast majority of the inhabitants are 

Sunni-Muslims. Source: The university of Texas at Austin, https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html.Figure 3-133: Slemani is one of the 

major cities of the Kurdistan region of Iraq and located in the northeast of the country, and administratively subsumed within the governorate 

of Slemani. Source: The author, adapted from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani Municipality. 
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In 2003 the inhabitants of Slemani totalled around 490,000 which then increased to 

585,855 in 2010 due to economic and political developments.241 For instance, 

thousands fled troubled Iraqi areas, which witnessed various forms of religious and 

sectarian conflicts, and moved to Slemani and other places within the Kurdistan 

region.242 Within a period of four years after the toppling of Saddam Husseinôs regime 

in 2003, the number of displaced Arab families who entered the city (not the whole 

governorate) of Slemani and rented houses hit 30,000 - about 4% of the total 

population.243  The ratio of male and female populations remained almost equal, 50.53 

% male and 49.47 % female in 2010, over that period.244 Nearly 96 % of the cityôs 

population are Kurdish citizens and permanent residents and the vast majority of the 

inhabitants are Sunni-Muslims (Figure 3-7).245   

The urban structure of Slemani changed considerably after 2003 due the political and 

economic shift. The size of the city almost doubled in a relatively short period. 

Historically, the boundary of Slemani has expanded gradually over two hundred years. 

As shown in Figure 3-8, the urban growth remained contained within a radius of 2 

kilometres in the first century of the existence of Slemani, and in the next century the 

built-up areas increased to almost a 4 kilometres radius. However, the growth pace 

considerably accelerated in a period of only one decade, between 2003 and 2013, and 

the boundary of the city became nearly twice as large as it was in 2003 (Figure 3-9). 

The following sections will present information on the urban, architectural and 

political aspects of the city.  

                                                 

241 Anonymous, Kurdistan Regional Statistics Office, Public Projections of Iraqi Kurdistan , Iraqi 

Kurdistan, Erbil: The Ministry of Planning of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), 

August 2014, p. 26, 45 http://krso.net/files/articles/200415050341.pdf [accessed 22 March 2017] 

242   See Tom Watson, óThose Families in Iraq Fleeing in Terror from Isis Killers ï They Are Our 

Problem | Tom Watsonô, The Guardian, 12 August 2014, 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/12/. 

243   Salam Kuba, ó ϣЂϝуЃЮϜм рϼϝЧЛЮϜ ϼϝгϫϧЂъϜФϜϽЛЮϜ сТ ϣужϝЫЂъϜ  [Real Eastate Investment and Housing 

Policy in Iraq]ô, дϹгϧгЮϜ ϼϜнϳЮϜ, 30 November 2008, 

http://www.ahewar.org/debat/show.art.asp?aid=154952; óMinistry of Planning, Kurdistan 

Regionô, accessed 26 July 2013, http://www.mop-krg.org/. 

244  Anonymous, Public Projections of Iraqi Kurdistan, Kurdistan Regional Statistics Office, 2014. 

245   Ibid. 
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Figure 3-7: Nearly 96 % of the city population are Kurdish citizens and 

permanent residents, and the vast majority of the inhabitants are Sunni-Muslims. 

Source: The university of Texas at Austin, 

https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html. 

 

Figure 3-158: Before 2003, the city had been growing slowly. The urban growth 

remained contained within 2 kilometres radius in the first century of the 

existence of Slemani, and in the next century the built-up areas increased to 

almost 4 kilometres radius. Source: The author, adapted from maps and data 

obtained from Slemani Municipality.Figure 3-159: Nearly 96 % of the city 



102 

 

 

 

Figure 3-8: Before 2003, the city had been growing slowly. The urban growth remained contained within a radius of 2 kilometres in the first century of the existence of Slemani, and in the next century 

the built-up areas increased to almost a 4 kilometres radius. Source: The author, adapted from maps and data obtained from Slemani Municipality.  

 

Figure 3-184: The growth pace considerably accelerated in the period of only one decade, between 2003 and 2013, and the boundary of the city became nearly twice as large as it was in 2003. Source: 

The author, adapted from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani Municipality.Figure 3-185: Before 2003, the city had been growing slowly. The urban growth remained contained within 2 kilometres radius 

in the first century of the existence of Slemani, and in the next century the built-up areas increased to almost 4 kilometres radius. Source: The author, adapted from maps and data obtained from Slemani 

Municipality.  
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Figure 3-9: The growth pace accelerated considerably in the period of 

only one decade, between 2003 and 2013, and the boundary of the city 

became nearly twice as large as it was in 2003. Source: The author, 

adapted from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani Municipality. 

 

Figure 3-210: The administrative structure of the Kurdish territories in 

2013. The Kurdish region is constituted by three governorates which are 

administratively decentralised, and divided into smaller units: districts 

and sub-districts and each one has its own administration council. Slemani 

is the capital of the district of Slemani which is one of the 10 districts of 

the governorate of Slemani. Source: The author, drawn based on 

information obtained from the website of the Kurdistan government: 
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3.3.3.1 Administration structure 

As demonstrated in Figure 3-10, the political system in the Kurdistan region of Iraq is 

presidential. The Kurdish territories are constituted by three governorates which are, 

to a certain extent246, administratively decentralised and divided into smaller units: 

districts and sub-districts and each one has its own administration council.247  

The city of Slemani is the capital of the District of Slemani, locally called Qazay 

Slêmani йЦϜϾͻ ЯЂͼжϝвṉ, and the city houses the Slemani Governorate Headquarters (SGH) 

where urban officials operate; this including the provincial governor who holds the 

highest executive powers on the governorate level, and the members of the provincial 

council which is a regulatory authority. The SGH includes many sectors and one of 

them is the Engineering Department which supervises architectural projects which are 

properties of the public sector.248  

Slemani, as other Kurdish cities in different governorates, has its own directorates 

which are under the authority of the provincial governor. One of the directories is 

Slemani Municipality which, according to the Iraqi-law No.165 of 1964 on municipal 

management (see Appendix L), is governed by a council which is elected by the local 

inhabitants. The members of the municipal council are responsible for preparing a 

masterplan for the urban areas under its governance.249 As dictated in the law, the 

masterplan can be drafted by foreign or local urban experts if they receive an invitation 

from the council, which supervises the planning procedures in liaison with other 

government organisations, such as the Ministry of Municipalities and Tourism. In 

addition to other duties, the municipal officials monitor and control all processes in 

relation to the built environment, in the sense that municipals are authorised to issue 

construction permissions, supervise building works, check the compliance of 

architectural and civil drawings with building regulations, and the like.  

                                                 

246  The power of local decision makers, such as provincial governors and general directors, is less 

than that of higher ranking officials. 

247  Farah Shakir, The Iraqi Federation: Origin, Operation and Significance (Taylor & Francis, 

2017), pp. 131ï33. 

248  óFact Sheetô. 

249  See James M. Carter, Hard Lessons: The Iraq Reconstruction Experience (Wiley Online Library, 

2012). 
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Figure 3-10: The administration structure of the Kurdish territories in 2013. The Kurdish region is constituted by three governorates which are administratively 

decentralised and divided into smaller units: districts and sub-districts and each one has its own administration council. Slemani is the capital of the district 

of Slemani which is one of the 10 districts of the governorate of Slemani. Source: The author, drawn based on information obtained from the website of the 

Kurdistan government: http://cabinet.gov.krd. 

 

 

Figure 3-236: A sample of construction standards which was originally cast by European planners and are imposed by Slemani Municipality. Up to this date, 

these building regulations are being used in Kurdistan, and also in Iraq, with minor modifications. Source: The author, drawn based on data gained from 

Slemani Municipality and Pyla, 2008, p.11.Figure 3-237: The administrative structure of the Kurdish territories in 2013. The Kurdish region is constituted 

by three governorates which are administratively decentralised, and divided into smaller units: districts and sub-districts and each one has its own 

http://cabinet.gov.krd/
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3.3.3.2 The master plan of Slemani and urban regulations 

The contemporary planning system and building regulations in Slemani and Iraqi 

Kurdistan has its historical roots, which trace back to the mid-1950s. The overall 

scheme250 was originally created by Europeans and was marginally altered by Iraqi 

planners in the following decades.  

In 1950, the then Iraqi Prime Minister, Nuri Al-Saed, founded an institution called the 

Development Board (DB) which undertook processes of ómodernisingô major cities of 

the country according to ówestern standardsô.251 The DB commissioned the Greek 

architect and urban planner Constantinos A. Doxiadis to design what was then named 

the National Housing of Iraq Program as well as to develop urban routes and 

infrastructures in some cities within the country. Doxiadis Associates (DA) conceived 

a number of master plans for major Iraqi cities, which were characterised by the 

gridiron layout.252 The schemes of DA were further developed in 1965 and 1966 by 

other European professionals, who were assigned by a new political regime which 

toppled the previous one by a military coup.253 The new Iraqi decision makers 

commissioned Polish planners, who operated within a technical agency named 

Polservice, to advance the policies of Doxiadis and produce further detailed building 

regulations.254 Up to this date, these construction standards are being used in 

Kurdistan, and also in Iraq, with minor modifications (Figure 3-11).   

                                                 

250   Obtaining some information about the recent masterplan of the city was difficult due to the delicacy 

of the data. The masterplan was hindered by some political factors and this was nearly impossible 

to find in a written document. Therefore, I relied on spoken material in a face-to-face interview 

and a TV program 

251   Lefteris Theodosis, óó Containingô Baghdad: Constanitnos Doxiadisô Program for a Developing 

Nationô, 2008. 

252   Panayiota Pyla, óBack to the Future: Doxiadisôs Plans for Baghdadô, Journal of Planning   

History, 7.1 (2008), 3ï19. 

253   Muhammad Hussein Awni, óUrban Case Studies, Baghdad, Iraq: Low Income Dwelling Surveys 

and a Site and Services Proposal.ô (unpublished PhD Thesis, Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, 1979). 

254 See Patsy Healey and Robert Upton, Crossing Borders: International Exchange and Planning 

Practices (Routledge, 2010). 
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In 1958, the first masterplan for Slemani was conceived by DA (Figure 3-12), and later 

in the 1980s it was developed by Iraqi planners in accordance with DA and Polservice 

standards.255 Participant 34, one of senior consultants at Slemani Municipality who 

was interviewed in 2014, clarified that the urban designs conceived for the city and 

other urban areas by consecutive Iraqi governments were óderived from the work of 

western plannersô256. The consultant denoted that the work was done the European 

urban professionals. When the political system in Iraqi Kurdistan transformed in mid-

1991, the local authorities in Slemani perpetuated the inherited planning standards, and 

in the following decade constructions spread over urban lands in an uncontrollable 

way. The policy makers were not able to neither regulate the urban sprawl nor design 

a new masterplan for the city, due to a period of social and economic unrest which 

followed dramatic events: the Second Gulf War and the Kurdish revolt in 1991, as well 

as the internal armed conflict in the mid-1990s. Consequently, built-up areas shifted 

to the urban lands which had been specified as agricultural (Figure 3-13) in the original 

masterplan.257  This is explained below.  

In the post-2003 era, the city officials signed an agreement with German corporation 

IGCO, to design a new masterplan considering the issue of the unplanned sprawl or 

the óhaphazard building frenzyô258 as described by the Kurdish journalist Lawen A. 

Sagerma. Nevertheless, the process of designing the urban plan encountered obstacles 

that arose from conflicts of interests among top ópowerful figuresô, according to the 

then head of the Slemani Provincial Council, Participant 23̍  referring to members of 

the political elite.259  

                                                 

255  Mohammed Amin and Hanaw Mohammed Taqi, óConservation Planning, Urban Change and 

Social Life in Sulaimaniyah, Kurdistan-Iraqô (unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Sheffield, 

2017). 

256  Participant 34, interviewed by Yahia Ali, face to face conversation, 8 June 2014.. 

257  Ibid. 

258  Lawen A. Sagrma, óThe Master Plans for Slemani and Erbil Are Finally Complete, Putting an 

End to the Haphazard Building Frenzy.ô, Soma: An Iraqi-Kurdish Digest, 2008, p. 14 

<ibrarian.net/navon/paper/Price__1_Issue_no_49_Dec_5___18__2008.pdf> [accessed 6 May 

2018]. 

259  Participant 23, interviewed by Yahia Ali, face to face conversation, 22 July 2014.. 
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Figure 3-11: A sample of construction standards which was originally cast by European planners and are imposed by Slemani Municipality. Up to this date, these building regulations are being 

used in Kurdistan, and also in Iraq, with minor modifications. Source: The author, drawn based on data gained from Slemani Municipality and Pyla, 2008, p.11. 

 

Figure 3-262: The image shows two masterplans of Slemani one was created in 2009, and the other in 1958 when planner Constantinos A. Doxiadis was commissioned by the then Iraqi officials to 

conceive an urban design for the city. Source: The author, adapted from Constantinos A. Doxiadis Archives and Slemani Municipality.Figure 3-263: A sample of construction standards which was 

originally cast by European planners and are imposed by Slemani Municipality. Up to this date, these building regulations are being used in Kurdistan, and also in Iraq, with minor modifications. 

Source: The author, drawn based on data gained from Slemani Municipality and Pyla, 2008, p.11. 
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Figure 3-12: The image shows two masterplans of Slemani one was created in 2009, and the other in 1958 when planner Constantinos A. Doxiadis was commissioned by the then Iraqi officials to conceive an 

urban design for the city. Source: The author, adapted from Constantinos A. Doxiadis Archives and Slemani Municipality.  

 

Figure 3-288: Most built-up areas, which were constructed between the 1990s and the 2000s, spread over agricultural lands. Source: The author, adapted from www.arcgis.com, and Slemani 

Municipality.Figure 3-289: The image shows two masterplans of Slemani one was created in 2009, and the other in 1958 when planner Constantinos A. Doxiadis was commissioned by the then Iraqi officials 

to conceive an urban design for the city. Source: The author, adapted from Constantinos A. Doxiadis Archives and Slemani Municipality.  
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Figure 3-13: Most built-up areas, which were constructed between the 1990s and 

the 2000s, spread over agricultural lands. Source: The author, adapted from 

www.arcgis.com, and Slemani Municipality.  



111 

 

In the same vein, during a TV conversation regarding the urban architecture of Slemani 

one local academic and architecture critic, Bayar Omer, stated: 

Unfortunately if there is no political support for the execution of the 

masterplan and it [the masterplan] turns to be mere ink on a paper 

é top political officials violated the masterplan for example they if 

they desire to acquire an urban land and the land is categorised as 

Green Area in the masterplan they change the category to 

Residential Area in order to use the land for their housing projects 

é some political figures within Yek°ti [the PUK party] allowed 

people to build houses without construction permissions just to gain 

their votes é so again there is no political support backing the 

masterplan. 

The host: do architectural processes take place randomly? é you 

spoke about the masterplan, is situation on the micro scale 

[architectural level] as catastrophic as the urban scale? 

It is like that and even worse é  

The host: who is responsible? 

The municipality [SM] I do not refer to the officials within the 

municipality instead I mean the political figures [implying top 

political elites] which manipulate the municipality260 

Omer outlined some reasons behind the issues that hinered processes of creating the 

masterplan. The critic emphasised the absence of ópolitical supportô which meaning 

that there was no consensus among the local elites to materialise the IGCO design.  

                                                 

260 óдϝϧЂϸϼнͭ ͻϼмнІϝϠ  йЮ ͼжϜϸ͆мϝϚ ͼжϝжϜϸйЇ϶йж ͼжϝͭйϧТϽ͵ [Issues of Development Planning in Southern 

Kurdistan]ô, Rudaw (Slemani: rudaw.net, 2016) 

<http://rudaw.net/sorani/onair/tv/episodes/episode/lagal_ranj_01092016> [accessed 8 September 

2016]. 
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The design seemed to have gone too far and conflicted with the interests of the elites. 

Omer also referred to the lack of desire of some elites for serving the wider community. 

For instance, some PUK officials, who held top municipal posts, granted lands to 

certain populations. This allowed them, for political reasons, to construct private 

houses without legal permissions. This in turn, caused further issues for the German 

firm and prolonged the design of the masterplan. In a newspaper interview about the 

processes of creating the masterplan, the general manager of IGCO, Bayad Abdullah, 

elucidated that the technical teams struggled to collect data about the urban spaces 

which were constructed without the permission or even the knowledge of the local 

authorities, especially the Slemani Municipality.261 As a result, the company staff 

repeated their design and produced multiple versions of it over a five-year 

period̍ from 2006 to 2011 (Figure 3-14).    

 

3.4 Concluding remarks 

In general, power in Kurdistan is concentrated in the hands of top political óelitesô, 

who belong to the KDP and the PUK parties. These óelitesô controlled most aspects of 

economic and social life.  

Based on official data, they were able to dominate elections, which took place in the 

1990s and the 2000s, and thus they easily formed government cabinets. Political 

leaders showed, allegedly, strong interventions in business contexts and they were 

repeatedly accused of manipulating local markets. This domination left a narrow space 

for non-elites, especially non-members of both parties, to take part in decision-making 

processes. The most powerless ónon-eliteô groups seem to be women, and this is 

because they live in a party-controlled and male-dominated society.  

In the context of Slemani, it seems that the authority of the PUK had been 

institutionalised between 1991 and 2013. Most of the top government positions in the 

city were held by members of the party; they managed to shape some social and 

economic aspects according to the interests of the party, and most probably, to advance 

personal benefits.  

                                                 

261 Sagrma, p. 14. 
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The power of PUK elites affected the built environment on macro and micro levels.  

It further appears that the processes of creating a masterplan for the city in the mid-

2000s were delayed due to the absence of a unanimous agreement among some 

powerful elites, in regard to producing benefits for the wider community.
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Figure 3-14: IGCO produced multiple versions of the masterplan. The key factors behind the delay and the repetition of the planning processes was the conflict of interests between top decision 

makers in the city. Source: Slemani Municipality. 

 

Figure 3-314: The interactive model which is created by Joseph Maxwell. Source: Maxwell, 2012, p.5Figure 3-315: IGCO produced multiple versions of the masterplan, and of the key factors 

behind the delay and the repetition of the planning processes was the conflict of interests between top decision makers in the city. Source: Slemani Municipality. 
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