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ABSTRACT

Iraq, as a multi-ethnic and multilingual country composed of groups such as Arabs, Kurds, Turkmen, and Assyrians,
faces both challenges and opportunities in managing linguistic diversity. Within a federal structure, decentralization
of power to various regions enables them to implement their own cultural and educational policies, including
instruction in the mother tongue. Based on the provisions of the Iragi Constitution, the right to learn in one’s mother
tongue is officially recognized, and some regions, such as the Kurdistan Region, represent a successful example
of implementing these rights by using the Kurdish language in education and government institutions. In addition to
the emphasis on mother tongue use in education, these linguistic rights have also expanded into other domains,
such as media and administrative affairs. Nevertheless, the implementation of such policies encounters obstacles
such as disparities in resources, political stability, and the autonomy of the regions. At times, the dominance of one
language can overshadow the role of minority languages. In this study, the researcher adopts a descriptive-
analytical approach to examine the role of federalism in Irag with a focus on linguistic diversity and the right to learn
and use the mother tongue. The findings of the research indicate that federalism is not only a significant mechanism
for safeguarding linguistic diversity in Iraq but also contributes to strengthening social cohesion and cultural identity.
This study recommends focusing on equitable resource allocation and enhancing cooperation between local and
national governments to ensure the preservation of minority languages and reinforce their position in the country’s
sustainable development.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of federalism in Iraq, especially in

the context of linguistic diversity and the right
to mother tongue education, represents a
pivotal shift in how the country governs its
multiethnic and multilingual population.
Iraq’s demographic fabric, woven from Arabs,
Kurds, Turkmen, Assyrians, and others,
presents inherent challenges for a centralized
governance model in preserving minority
identities. The implementation of the 2005
Constitution marked a critical point in
redefining state-society relations, offering a
federalist structure that legally recognizes the
cultural and linguistic rights of various ethnic
groups. Within this constitutional framework,
Arabic and Kurdish were designated as official
languages, with provisions for minority
languages like Turkmen and Assyrian to gain
semi-official status in areas where these
groups constitute a demographic presence.
This policy shift was not merely symbolic; it
offered a legal pathway for linguistic
minorities to institutionalize their languages
within educational systems and local
governance, echoing the principles seen in
other federal states such as Canada and
Switzerland, where decentralization serves as
a mechanism for empowering local cultural
expressions (Ahmed, 2023; Zangeneh, 2013).
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However, while the theoretical foundations of
Iraqi federalism suggest inclusivity and
multicultural accommodation, the practical
implementation remains inconsistent across
regions, highlighting the dichotomy between
constitutional promises and administrative
realities.

A closer look at the relationship between
federalism and linguistic rights in Iraq reveals
an intricate balance between decentralization
and national unity. Federal systems, by their
nature, emphasize local autonomy in
policymaking, allowing regions to tailor
cultural, linguistic, and educational policies to
local demographics. In the case of the
Kurdistan Region, the adoption of Kurdish as
the medium of instruction across all levels of
education, as well as its use in public
administration, illustrates a relatively
successful  localization of governance.
Educational institutions such as Salahaddin
University have played a central role in
advancing the Kurdish language in academic
and scientific domains, thereby reinforcing
Kurdish identity while also fostering regional
development (Abbasi, 2018; Hechter, 2020).
This is further supported by the proliferation
of Kurdish media and literary production,
which has reinforced both the symbolic and
practical importance of linguistic autonomy.
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Yet, such progress is largely confined to the
Kurdish region, whereas central and southern
Iraq continue to grapple with deeply
entrenched Arabization policies from previous
regimes, limited infrastructure for
multilingual education, and a lack of political
will to prioritize minority language inclusion.
These regional disparities point to an uneven
landscape in which federalism’s promise of
inclusive governance remains unrealized for
many ethnic communities, particularly the
Turkmen,  Assyrian, and  Mandaean
populations.

The historical trajectory of linguistic policy in
Iraq further complicates contemporary
implementation. Under successive Arab
nationalist governments, especially during the
Baathist era, the policy of Arabization
systematically marginalized non-Arab
languages, severely curtailing the educational
and cultural rights of minorities (Hadi Al-
Shukrawi, 2021). The fall of Saddam Hussein’s
regime and the establishment of a new
constitutional order created a window for
linguistic pluralism; however, structural
legacies of centralization and decades-long
suppression of minority languages continue to
influence current institutional practices. The
re-introduction of Kurdish in public life was
facilitated by the existing autonomous status
of the Kurdistan Region, but other regions
with substantial minority populations lacked
the institutional capacity or political leverage
to enact similar reforms. For example,
although the 2005 Constitution guarantees the
right to mother tongue education in areas like
Kirkuk and Nineveh, implementation has been
sporadic and dependent on local political
dynamics. Moreover, budgetary limitations,
teacher shortages, and lack of standardized
curricula in minority languages further inhibit
the realization of linguistic rights. This reflects
broader tensions between centralized control
and regional autonomy, where federalism as a

legal framework is undermined by political
fragmentation and resource asymmetries.

Comparative analysis with other multilingual
federations reveals both the potential and
limitations of Iraq’s model. In India, linguistic
federalism is institutionalized through state-
level language recognition, providing a
relatively stable mechanism for
accommodating diversity. Each Indian state
has the authority to determine its official
language(s), allowing communities to
maintain linguistic heritage while contributing
to national unity. Switzerland similarly
employs a well-integrated multilingual policy
with four national languages, underpinned by
strong federal guarantees and cultural
subsidies. These examples contrast sharply
with Iraq, where the decentralization process
is not matched by robust administrative
frameworks or national consensus on minority
rights (Abdolzahra, 2016; Najafi et al., 2016).
The Canadian model, particularly the bilingual
framework in Quebec, further underscores
how language policy can serve as a tool for
conflict mitigation and cultural
empowerment. Nevertheless, all these systems
also encounter periodic tensions, suggesting
that federalism is not a panacea but rather a
flexible tool that requires consistent political
commitment, intergovernmental cooperation,
and civic engagement to function effectively.
Iraq’s experience demonstrates the risks of
partial decentralization, where select regions
gain autonomy while others remain bound to a
centralized model that neglects local diversity.
Legal instruments at both the national and
international levels provide a normative
foundation for linguistic rights, yet their
enforcement in Iraq remains uneven. Article 4
of the Iraqi Constitution acknowledges Arabic
and Kurdish as official languages, with space
for other languages to be used locally in
education and administration. However, the
implementation of these provisions often
relies on local political dynamics rather than



national policy coherence (Abdulkareem et al.,
2021). Beyond the national -constitution,
international frameworks such as the
International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR) and the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) obligate states to
protect minority language rights in education
and public life. UNESCO’s Universal
Declaration on Linguistic Rights similarly
emphasizes the right of communities to
maintain and transmit their linguistic
heritage. Iraq’s legal architecture nominally
aligns with these instruments, but operational
gaps persist. For instance, while Kurdish
education is supported in the north, Turkmen
and Assyrian education initiatives are
constrained by inadequate funding, teacher
training deficiencies, and a lack of political
support. Courts and government offices in
many mixed regions do not offer
interpretation or translation services in
minority languages, further marginalizing
these communities. This legal fragmentation
reflects a broader pattern of selective
implementation and highlights the urgent
need for mechanisms to monitor and enforce
constitutional rights across all Iraqi provinces.
The sociopolitical implications of Iraqg’s
linguistic diversity intersect directly with its
educational policies and national cohesion
strategies. In regions like the Kurdistan
Region, the integration of Kurdish into the
education system has fostered a sense of
cultural pride and political agency among
Kurdish youth, facilitating both social mobility
and civic participation. Conversely, in central
and southern Iraq, the dominance of Arabic in
schools, media, and government has led to the
gradual erosion of minority languages,
weakening intergenerational linguistic
transmission and fueling perceptions of
marginalization (Sardarnia & Zare Mehrabadi,
2015). In multiethnic areas such as Kirkuk and
Mosul, the politicization of language education
often mirrors broader ethnic tensions, with

communities contesting the language of
instruction as a proxy for political control. The
absence of clear, inclusive policies exacerbates
these divisions and undermines the integrative
function of the education system. The long-
term effects include educational
underachievement among minority students,
reduced civic engagement, and the
entrenchment of ethno-linguistic cleavages.
Therefore, the challenge for Iraq is not merely
to allow linguistic diversity in theory, but to
cultivate a pluralistic educational environment

that normalizes and celebrates
multilingualism as a national asset rather than
a liability.

In conclusion, federalism in Iraq holds the
theoretical promise of fostering linguistic
inclusion and cultural diversity, yet its success
depends on consistent and equitable
implementation across all regions. While the
Kurdistan Region exemplifies how local
autonomy can enhance language rights and
educational opportunities, other regions lag
due to political inertia, institutional
weaknesses, and a lack of coherent national
policy. The disparities in the recognition and
promotion of minority languages reflect
deeper structural inequalities that threaten
both social cohesion and democratic
legitimacy. For federalism to serve as a
genuine mechanism for cultural
empowerment, Iraq must invest in legal
enforcement, infrastructural support, and
inclusive governance practices. Equally crucial
is the need for public education campaigns and
community engagement initiatives that
promote mutual respect and intercultural
dialogue. Only through a balanced, rights-
based approach to federalism can Iraq
transform its rich linguistic diversity from a
source of division into a foundation for
national unity and sustainable development.
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