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Introduction
The Kurdistan women’s revolution –  

A social history from below

Women are half the society. You cannot have a revolution without women. 
You cannot have democracy without women. You cannot have equality 
without women. You can’t have anything without women. – Nawal El Saadawi

In my utopia, you must struggle for freedom all your life. In a liberated 
Kurdistan, the struggle must be glorious. – Sakine Cansız

Patriarchy is one of the most normalized power systems in the world. It is an 
organizing principle for domination and hierarchy that reaches from the deeply 
personal to the global. On any given day, each one of us is likely to walk past 
several survivors of some form of patriarchal terror, from psychological abuse 
to sexual violence and harassment. Due to this near universal manifestation of 
male domination, in particular its widely accepted role in structuring the most 
intimate relations in society, it often passes as the general will of all. This does 
not mean, however, that people do not resist. In fact, people have fought back for 
millennia, increasingly more collectively, often at great risk to their own lives. 
The countless instances in which people refused to accept violence and control 
over them may be impossible to account for, but they are a long and living legacy 
of freedom. Tragically, the normalized role of patriarchy in society, combined 
with the often-intimate nature of patriarchal abuse, can render resistance not 
only invisible, but often also impossible or ineffective. Dependency and violence 
lead to atomization, which silences or fragments demands and objections, 
making it hard to believe that a world without violence will ever be possible. At 
best, so we are often told, one might aspire to change laws of individual states 
towards equality and increased safety. Even that is perceived as a distant dream, 
only available to a privileged few. Liberation from patriarchy becomes a utopia, 
a wish, but never a tangible reality. 

Even if its forms vary in different contexts, patriarchy is produced and 
reproduced on a world scale via ideology, class, race, education, religion, science, 
and media in a statist and capitalist world-system, which was established 
through patriarchal methods and systems of domination like slavery, militarism, 
colonialism, and imperialism. Throughout history and around the world, 
patriarchal violence often served to control society and to repress resistance; 
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framing it as culture or human nature normalizes violence as a ‘natural’ part 
of life. Colonialism reorganized social relations in gendered ways. Patriarchy 
also broke class solidarity among the poor. Women were often able to see their 
own domination by their partners, families, or societies mirrored in other forms 
of systemic violence. No surprise then that early organized women’s struggles 
(with all their problems that have widely been critiqued) evolved in interaction 
with causes such as socialism, anarchism, anti-colonialism, anti-racism, and 
the abolition of slavery. Whether or not they defined themselves as feminists, 
throughout history women actively participated in struggles that claimed to 
fight for change and equality in their societies, and against war, militarism, 
and ecocide committed in the name of their nations. Resistance deepened and 
radicalized over decades especially from the twentieth century onward, as Third 
World revolutionaries, socialists, and Black feminists argued that no individual 
liberation is possible without liberation from colonialism, state terror, racism/
White supremacy, and capitalism. Decades before state armies began recruiting 
women as soldiers, women were already fighting in resistance movements. In 
different parts of Europe, women took part in anti-fascist resistance. In places 
like Algeria, Palestine, Nicaragua, South Africa, Philippines, Colombia, India, 
Sri Lanka (and more), women participated in guerrilla struggles against coloni-
zation, apartheid, and occupation and for sovereignty and national liberation.

Recent years have seen a global rise in local and transnational women’s and 
queer struggles that demand radical system change in a world that rewards 
sexism, rape culture, homophobia, transphobia, and feminicide,1 the systematic 
killing of women. In many spaces, self-identifying as ‘feminist’ is no longer a 
taboo. In fact, today, ‘This is what a feminist looks like’ is a statement mass 
printed on clothes and accessories available on Amazon, often produced by the 
exploited labour of women, and sometimes children, in sweatshops; increas-
ingly, feminist causes and arguments are watered down and integrated into the 
neoliberal order to be made compatible with agendas of business and states; 
‘women’s empowerment’ has even become a way to justify war and occupation. 
Are these positive developments? What does it mean if a radical oppositional 
movement is at risk of no longer being perceived as a threat to power?

* * *

The title of this book mentions three phenomena that have historically been 
repressed: Kurds, women, and movements. The history of the Kurds is conven-
tionally narrated as that of a ‘people without a state’. This state-centric framing 
of social life echoes civilizational discourses that helped build and legitimize the 
power-based organization of the world today. Such privileging of the history of 
the state, in particular the nation-state, naturalizes power and violence in the 
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minds, restricts the possibility for a fuller view of the human experience and 
suffocates other visions and paths. In the aftermath of state violence, knowledge 
production on wounded geographies fails to reassemble the remnants of past 
social worlds; it becomes impossible to fully grasp and account for people’s 
grief over irreversible losses that devastated ecologies and communities. And 
yet knowledge production matters for questions around justice and truth. In 
her book Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, Māori 
feminist scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) writes: 

It is not simply about giving an oral account or a genealogical naming 
of the land and the events that raged over it, but a very powerful need to 
give testimony to and restore a spirit, to bring back into existence a world 
fragmented and dying. The sense of history conveyed by these approaches is 
not the same thing as the discipline of history, and so our accounts collide, 
crash into each other.
 

Histories of the state and state systems are entangled with patriarchy. However, 
patriarchy’s historical trajectories are less straightforwardly documented 
compared to other systems of power, because patriarchal power manifests to a 
large extent in the realm of the social and interpersonal. Feminist perspectives 
were among the first radical critiques of the relationship between power and 
knowledge. These argued that erasing women from the historical view renders 
the experience of entire social worlds as marginal or irrelevant to our under-
standing of human societies. Centring our worldviews around the perspective 
of able-bodied, bourgeois, and white men as representing universal humanity 
also obscures the true scale of the violence of systems of power and of the power 
of violence in society. Ideas of history as a linear march towards progress are 
Eurocentric, male-centric, and state-centric myths or dogmas. Perspectives of 
the historically oppressed and ‘othered’ show that the inclusion of some margin-
alized people into spheres of power does not translate to change in the lives of 
oppressed people more broadly. For example, countless reports on feminicide, 
rape, intimate partner and family violence, poverty, harassment, and ill health 
show that reality is violent, precarious, and ruthless for many women in the 
world. In the words of feminist activist and scholar Rita Segato (2016): 

There have never been more protective laws for women’s rights, training 
sessions for security forces, more published literature in circulation about 
women’s rights, more prizes and recognitions for accomplishments in the 
field of women’s rights, and yet we women continue dying. Our bodies were 
never before so vulnerable to lethal aggression at home, and torture until 
death never existed as it does in contemporary informal wars. Our bodies 



THE KURDISH WOMEN’S MOVEMENT

4

never received more medical intervention seeking the shape of compulsory 
happiness or beauty, and we were never surveilled so closely regarding 
abortion as we are now. 

As in other places, women in Kurdistan are subjected to multiple interlocking 
systems of violence. The similarities and differences in the lives of Kurds in 
the four nation-states who together claim all of Kurdistan within their borders 
(Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria) have shaped Kurdish people’s knowledge of the 
state and of violence. For Kurdish women this also meant exposure to specific 
patriarchal formations and a destructive continuum of gendered violence. Polit-
ically conditioned episodes of large-scale state violence, forced displacement, 
dispossession, and deprivation interacted with socio-economic and cultural 
factors like class, religion, feudalism, and tribalism, shaping and reproducing 
patriarchy in Kurdistan in different ways. From the domestic to the interna-
tional sphere, Kurdish masculinity often entered alliances with oppressive 
systems against women. In addition to lacking access to education, work, and 
social independence, Kurdish women’s lives are devastated on a daily basis by 
domestic abuse, so-called ‘honour killings’, harassment, trafficking, rape, sexual 
assault, forced and child marriage, and in some regions even female genital 
mutilation (FGM). In the context of political conflict, hypermasculinist ideas 
about nation, land, and power, often systematically excluded women from the 
means of politics, economy, and knowledge production. Trajectories of genocide 
and feminicide have historically been entangled.

Feminist activists and scholars note that ideological and physical battles over 
power and hegemony often play out in specifically gendered ways in the lives of 
women. Patriarchal mentalities often view women’s conduct and bodies as rep-
resentations of culture and territory. Controlling these becomes a way of publicly 
coding the permissible and the taboo, the traditional and the modern, especially 
in times of crisis, chaos, and change. After episodes of war and political unrest, 
traditional gender roles often push women back into the ‘domestic’ sphere to 
assert a sense of normalcy according to conservative ideals. Often drawing on 
their own experiences in organizing, women have long theorized the tendency 
of social and political struggles to defer the so-called ‘women’s question’ to some 
future ‘after’ the revolution – after decolonization, after the fall of empire, after 
capitalism, after the war or after elections. Experiences of gendered backlash 
are crucial episodes in memories of collective struggle. They illustrate the ways 
in which different forms of oppression are entangled. However, narrativizing 
them into academic platitudes can have a depoliticizing and pacifying effect. 
The claim that ‘women always get sent back to the home once the show is over’ 
actually reproduces ideas around the naturalness of patriarchy and offers no 
solution. 
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Considering that revolution is a term that is largely associated with masculine 
acts and aesthetics, what would a ‘women’s revolution’ look like? This question 
matters also in light of contemporary global trends. Parallel to the rising visibility 
of issues around gender equality, the emergence of new mass movements 
around the world in the social media-shaped 2010s – from anti-government 
revolts to youth-led climate justice movements, including mass women’s 
strikes and marches – animated new discussions about the term ‘revolution’ 
in the twenty-first century. In a time in which even small reforms or short-
lived coalition-based protest movements are celebrated as radical, what are the 
prospects for sustainable social transformation in a time of war, feminicide, and 
climate catastrophe? What is the meaning of revolutionary politics in an age in 
which theories of change mushroom in offices of state power, in which activism 
becomes a skill that can be acquired in trainings sponsored by institutions with 
links to states?

Against liberal notions of change that are compatible with existing systems 
of power, system-critical social movements, especially those at the margins of 
the nation-state system view the state as a colonizing institution that does not 
protect but attack society. They often develop politics with alternative methods 
and mentalities to dismantle, rather than seize power. Feminist movements 
are at the forefront of thinking – concretely but also imaginatively – about 
revolution, not reform, by arguing that breaking the patriarchal solidarity 
that connects violence and domination from the households to world politics 
means thinking about the possibility and sustainability of meaningful social 
and political change, from personal relations to the organization of the world 
economy. Drawing on such legacies, as well as on the theory and practice of the 
Kurdish women’s movement, this book relates to the idea of ‘women’s revolution’ 
– not as abstract utopia but through lived realities and efforts organized in the 
here and now. One aim of this book is to contribute to ongoing debates around 
revolution with a proposal a) to move beyond traditional state/male-centric 
associations, often shaped by authoritarian fantasies of taking power and b) to 
break cognitively, spiritually, and emotionally with hegemonic liberal feminisms 
and their energy-consuming conservative and reformist ideologies. Inspired 
by different intellectual traditions that emerged within political struggle, one 
of the main positions of this book is that due to the intimate ways in which 
patriarchy manifests itself in society, women cannot expect to achieve liberation 
on their own terms if they do not become a collective and autonomous force in 
wider struggles for justice. In turn, if social justice campaigns genuinely seek to 
transform social relations, then women’s liberation needs to be foregrounded as 
a central site of struggle. This approach is related to the recent rise in mainstream 
discourses that present individual women’s achievements (especially in the 
realm of government and economics) as though these were indicators of 
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a transformation of power relations. Such trends package new forms of elite 
formation in the language of the oppressed when in reality women’s growing 
participation in structures of state and capital is a trend in the neoliberal system. 
Celebrating the ‘first-women-to’ moreover reproduces traditional masculinist 
ideas around individualist heroism and therefore disengages a key dynamic of 
women’s history: power in collectivity. 

Studying the Kurdish women’s liberation movement, a popular, terror-la-
belled Middle Eastern movement, which proposes stateless democracy and 
women’s autonomy, offers an opportunity to analyze urgent contemporary 
questions about political possibility and revolution. This emphasis of the need 
to lead the anti-patriarchal struggle as also a fight against the state echoes the 
politics of many feminist movements around the world, who formulate rich and 
radical perspectives around autonomy in theory and practice. In such contexts, 
the realm of the political materially and spiritually extends to all spheres of life. 

Understanding the relationship between social movements and knowledge 
production on social movements is key to making sense of such politics. That 
global audiences first heard about the struggle of women in Kurdistan from 2014 
onward due to the fight against the so-called Islamic State (Daesh) lent itself to 
ideologically charged portrayals across the political spectrum. The tendency of 
academic or political accounts to not only frame but also fragment knowledge 
and understanding meant that although the Kurdistan freedom movement 
encompasses a diverse ecology of struggle sites, the relationships between these 
have often been misrepresented. In an environment that is already ideologically 
hostile to revolutionary politics, the ability of radical political communities to tell 
their stories is often compromised. Because its history has often been repressed 
or distorted, and because its view of revolution is anti-statist and focuses on 
the social realm as the privileged sphere for long-term radical transformation, 
I believe that what I call a ‘radical history from below’ or ‘social resistance 
histories’ is a useful methodology to understand this and similar movements.2

FEMINIZING REVOLUTION

The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) was formed as a Marxist-Leninist 
party organization in 1978 and started guerrilla warfare against the Turkish 
state in 1984, with the aim of establishing a state to liberate all of colonized 
Kurdistan. In 1999, its leader Abdullah Öcalan was abducted to Turkey in a 
NATO-led operation. He has since been held captive on the prison island of 
Imralı in the Marmara Sea. As early as the mid-1990s, the movement began 
to discuss, critique, and abandon the idea of establishing an independent 
Kurdish nation-state and ever since embarked on a journey to theorize and 
realize non-state forms of self-determination. In 2005, Öcalan declared, from 
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prison, his proposal to build ‘Democratic Confederalism’, a system based on 
autonomous self-organization, realized through communes, assemblies, 
cooperatives, academies, and congresses, a model outside, against and despite 
the nation-state framework. The organized and coordinated struggle to build 
along these ideas – Öcalan’s ‘democratic, ecological and women’s liberationist 
paradigm’ – is hereafter referred to as the ‘Kurdistan freedom movement’. 
Democratic Confederalism is currently being built up in different parts of the 
Middle East and the diaspora; however, it is a project not only for the Kurds 
but offered for discussion to peoples and movements around the world. Parallel 
to enshrining women’s liberation in all spheres of the struggle, the movement 
builds an autonomous women’s system from the bottom up, towards the horizon 
of a ‘World Democratic Women’s Confederalism’ as a way of organizing a twen-
ty-first century internationalism against patriarchal and statist power. 

At its heart, the Kurdistan freedom movement is a secular, socialist mass 
movement that attracts people from different regions, ethnicities, religions, and 
class backgrounds. The presence of youth, women, religious minorities, and the 
poor across the different sites is particularly noticeable. A large number of pro-
fessional revolutionaries (cadres), civilian organizers, and casual sympathizers 
survived forced migration, state violence, and some sort of trauma. Often, entire 
families are mobilized, which makes this a highly intergenerational struggle. At 
its core, it is led by a decades-old, revolutionary party with devoted, militant 
cadres. It is one of the last remaining guerrilla movements claiming to fight 
against capitalism. It organizes, in a highly structured way, myriads of cultural, 
social, political, and military institutions to realize the ideas it articulates in 
volumes of regular publications. Although the movement has transformed 
itself ideologically and organizationally, many of its ways are characterized by 
a partisan mode of organizing familiar from twentieth century socialist and 
anti-colonial movements: the central role of leadership and ideology and an 
unapologetic attitude towards political violence (‘self-defence’), to name a few. 
As several chapters of this book explain, the movement’s ideology and corre-
sponding political practice offer the main ground for its claims to legitimacy. 
Instead of speaking in the abstract on behalf of ‘the people’, the movement is 
able to refer to thousands of grassroots self-organized revolutionary structures 
that it helped build over years and across territories to represent collective 
and organized political will. On one hand, its globally oriented political vision 
appeals to the new era of planetary justice struggles beyond nationalism or the 
nation-state; on the other hand, its focus on ideology and ground-up organizing 
among largely lower-class communities are very much in the fashion of old rev-
olutionary movements. Perhaps this combination of the strengths of different 
left traditions is what continues to draw diverse political constituencies to the 
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movement, such as local communities and radical social movements, within 
and beyond the Middle East.

The Kurdish women’s liberation movement defines revolution not as a 
disruptive single ‘day in the calendar’, but as a long-term struggle to dismantle 
all forms of domination in society, to therefore enable liberated social relations. 
The revolution is framed as being about democratizing everyday relations of life, 
between groups inside society, between societies, and between human societies 
and nature. In the movement’s literature, forceful criticisms are directed towards 
the authoritarian character of historical socialist projects. Criticizing older 
socialist schools’ fascination with modernity and the state, the movement claims 
to lead ‘a paradigmatic struggle against capitalist modernity’, i.e. the ideological, 
cultural, and social project that dominates and colonizes contemporary human 
imagination. Instead of aspiring to establish new, power-centric regimes, 
revolutionary institutions and perspectives should create conditions to restore 
moral-political reflexes that society lost to state, capitalism, and patriarchy. 
Organization is key to this. Protest and resistance are seen as insufficient to 
break the systematic wars waged against women, peoples, and nature. Formless, 
erratic rebellion, as well as critique that is not backed by organizational capacity, 
are both seen as expressions of defeatism. Instead of becoming secondary ‘wings’ 
of the larger struggles, those who are the most oppressed must become the rad-
icalizing force that pulls the rest along. Because the 5,000-year-old domination 
of women is seen as the oldest and most profound form of oppression, and 
intrinsically linked to the institutionalization of all other injustices in human 
society, the movement views women’s liberation not only as an end in itself, but 
also as a central method to society’s liberation as a whole. The active invigor-
ation of women, their history, agency, politics, and interests, has been upheld 
as a revolutionary ideal especially following the movement’s paradigm shift in 
the early twenty-first century: the respectability of women ought not to rely on 
their role as mothers or fighters as may have been the case in earlier stages of 
the struggle. Rather, women, the original owners of economy and organizers of 
society, must be valued per se, by virtue of hosting within themselves the pos-
sibility to be the creators of ‘free life’. In other words, the internal colony’s own 
objectified internal colony must become the main subject of the revolution; they 
are the most radical revolutionaries within the revolution. Practically, women 
and all oppressed sections in society must organize autonomously in all spheres 
of life and break free from oppressive social expectations. The movement also 
claims to be a struggle for men’s liberation from the violent templates imposed 
on all of society under patriarchy. ‘Killing dominant masculinity’ is regarded 
as a strategic objective in the movement’s works, as manifested in its activities 
in education, culture, and media. Spread over a long period, and across 
different sites and spaces, the privileging of women’s liberation on the agenda 
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also functions as a rehabilitating antidote to destigmatize men’s relationship to 
emotionality, empathy, and care.

In this sense, the Kurdistan freedom movement claims to struggle against 
several layers of colonization. At stake is not merely Kurdistan’s liberation from 
specific states. Rather, life must be decolonized from power. When framed 
as a mobilizational identity, grounded and fluid – like life itself, womanhood 
can be a platform to struggle against structures of violence and domination. 
It can create spaces for the formation of more complex personhoods, diverse 
identities, and more liberationist relations. It can lead the path towards a world 
in which gender will no longer serve as an organizing principle for power and 
hierarchy. Seen in this way, ‘woman’ not only stands for the material ways in 
which ‘half of society’ has historically been usurped, degraded, humiliated, 
brutalized, burned, stoned, raped, marginalized, minoritized, and silenced, but, 
by virtue of being the ‘first colony’, also represents all other forms of domination 
and violence. Turning the ‘Housewifized’ object (to borrow from Maria Mies, 
1986) into the primary subject of the revolution echoes the decades-old feminist 
slogan that ‘the personal is political’. This conception of revolution is simultane-
ously concerned with the micropolitics of everyday life as well as the large-scale 
systems and structures that organize world politics. 

WHY RADICAL SOCIAL HISTORIES FROM BELOW?

Before the fight against Daesh, it was a murder case that was one of the first 
occasions to bring the Kurdish women’s liberation struggle to the attention of 
global audiences. After a 68-day long hunger strike of thousands of Kurdish 
political prisoners in about 40 jails in Turkey, and a phase of escalated war that 
lasted until 2012, a peace process was to be initiated between the Turkish state 
and the PKK, represented by imprisoned leader Abdullah Öcalan, to end the 
decades-old conflict. The fragile prospect of peace was soon struck a major blow 
when on 9 January 2013, three Kurdish women, Sakine Cansız, Fidan Doğan, 
and Leyla Şaylemez, were assassinated in the Kurdistan Information Office in 
147 Rue Lafayette, Paris.

Tens of thousands of people across Europe immediately rushed to the French 
capital, a furious sea of Kurdish rage, unseen in the European diaspora since 
the capture of Öcalan in 1999. Sakine Cansız, nom de guerre Sara, one of the 
co-founders of the PKK, had already become a legend in her lifetime due to her 
role in the Diyarbakır prison resistance in the early 1980s under the Turkish 
military coup regime. As a revolutionary, political prisoner, and guerrilla, and 
as a Kurd, Alevi, and woman, her life story in many ways mirrored the history 
of the Kurdish women’s movement.3 Of a younger generation than Cansız, 
Fidan Doğan (Rojbîn) and Leyla Şaylemez (Ronahî) were cadres organizing in 
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the Kurdish movement in Europe, at that time working in the diplomatic and 
youth spheres, respectively. Although the Turkish intelligence service (MIT) 
was suspected from the start to be linked to the murder, efforts to seek justice 
and truth continue to this day. As can be seen from documents revealed by 
WikiLeaks among others, Sakine Cansız’ movements in Europe were long 
closely monitored by European states in coordination with the Turkish state. 
What did French authorities know ahead of this triple feminicide?

Half a year before the Paris murders, in July 2012, a conflict-ridden region in 
northern Syria, which the Kurds call ‘Rojavayê Kurdistanê’ (western Kurdistan) 
or simply Rojava, had declared revolution in the context of the regional ‘Arab 
Spring’ uprisings. There, ever since the Kurdistan freedom movement started 
implementing Öcalan’s radical political vision, a relatively stable and largely 
self-reliant non-state system not only actively protected, fed, and educated 
millions of people in the midst of the Syrian war, but has been claiming to 
do so based on egalitarian principles. The slogan ‘The Revolution of Rojava 
is a women’s revolution’ has now been on billboards, graffiti, and community 
buildings across large swathes of territory in northern Syria for a decade. In 
Rojava, the three revolutionaries killed in Paris are ‘immortalized’ in 8 March 
International Women’s Day celebrations, on street walls and on curricula in 
dozens of autonomous women’s academies.

The majority of the people who organized the revolution in Rojava, among 
them the first to lose their lives fighting against Jabhat al-Nusra, Daesh, and 
similar groups since the early stages of the war in Syria, were part of a decades-old 
political community, supportive of the PKK, whose leader and headquarters 
had been located between Lebanon and Syria from 1979 until 1998. Thousands 
of young women had grown up with images of PKK guerrillas and stories of 
martyrs in their family homes. Just as thousands of youth from Rojava had 
crossed borders to fight against the Turkish state since the mid-1980s, young 
women and men from these other parts of Kurdistan went to defend Rojava 
decades later. The experiences of democratic autonomy in Bakur (Turkey) and 
the self-organized Mexmûr Refugee Camp in Başûr (Iraq) constituted a wealth 
of experience to draw on when the Rojava Revolution was declared in 2012.4 
Meryem Kobanê, one of the women who commanded the famous battle for 
Kobanê against Daesh in 2014, told me several months after the end of the battle:

When the Kurdish people’s leader Apo [Öcalan’s nickname] came to Rojava, 
it was as though a new seed had arrived, one that would take roots in this soil. 
The yeast of the Kurdistan freedom movement matured in Rojava. Its leading 
cadres, its early system all developed in this smallest part of Kurdistan. When 
Rojava declared revolution in 2012, it was based on this social legacy.


