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Women’s Organizing in the  
Kurdish Party Tradition 

Gültan Kışanak
Translated by Necla Açık and Paula Darwish

Throughout history, social inequalities have ignited social 
struggles. Although humans are considered the most intelligent 
creatures on earth, they’ve created inequalities, hegemonies, and 
hierarchies, dealing blow after blow to human values and rights, 
while decimating the natural world to the point of jeopardizing 
their future survival. History is littered with conflicts sparked by 
these inequalities and by nature’s rebellions against the pillage of its 
assets, commonly referred to as “natural” disasters.

Gender inequality is the oldest inequality in history, and for a long 
time, women’s struggle against male supremacy was purposefully 
obscured by ruling classes. Women’s struggle for freedom continues 
today as a universal force, and the Kurdish women’s movement is 
part of this universal struggle. Its accomplishments are remarkable, 
as Kurdish women have asserted their existence, power, and will in 
every area of life. All their experiences deserve to be thoroughly 
examined, but the stories in this book are about their experiences 
in a specific political party tradition in Turkey. That tradition 
began with HEP, the first legal party with a specifically Kurdish 
identity, and has continued with other parties to the present. 
The book also focuses on Kurdish women’s experiences in local 
government, where over those years we’ve achieved co-mayoring 
and equal representation.

Working within a political party tests women’s self-confidence 
repeatedly, every day and every minute. Even as they struggle 
against prescribed social roles, the traditional family structure, 
and state oppression, they must also face the party’s own patriar-
chal mindset and gender roles internalized by women themselves. 
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And just when a woman seems to receive acknowledgment for her 
achievements, she realizes that it has been given to her as a special 
privilege; if she indulges in savoring it, she becomes a masculin-
ized woman type, infected by the patriarchal mindset. In short, 
women’s political party experience is endlessly challenging. 

HEP AND DEP (1990–94)

HEP, established on June 7, 1990, was the first political party 
in Turkey to overtly identify as Kurdish. During the 1980s, the 
Kurdish struggle had gained ground, becoming a mass movement 
that provided the social foundation for HEP’s establishment. 

Turkey has a 10 percent electoral threshold, a high bar that 
any party must surpass to gain seats in parliament. So for the 
1991 parliamentary elections, HEP made an alliance with SHP, 
merging their candidates on the same slate. HEP’s only woman 
candidate, Leyla Zana, was a newcomer to politics and could easily 
have become invisible among the veteran men politicians. But 
the opposite happened—she became the center of attention, the 
most sought-after speaker at election rallies, partly because her 
husband, Mehdi Zana, the mayor of the city of Diyarbakır, had 
been detained in the 1980 coup. 

During the 1991 campaign, a spirit of determination arose 
among the people to correct that injustice, but Leyla Zana’s pop-
ularity had another basis as well. With her red, yellow, and green 
headband and her enthralling Kurdish-language oratory, she 
became the symbol of politicized Kurdish women. Her nickname 
“Xûşka Leyla” (Sister Leyla) reflected the era’s outlook that women 
in politics were seen as men’s “sisters.” A ranked-choice voting 
system was then in effect: the voters could cast their ballots both 
for the party and for whomever they liked on the party slate. Leyla 
received enough preferential votes to put her in top place as the 
MP for Diyarbakır. Of the 450 seats in the 1991 Turkish parlia-
ment, only eight were held by women. One was Leyla Zana. On the 
new parliament’s opening day, at the swearing-in ceremony, she 
said, “I take this oath for the fellowship of the Kurdish and Turkish 
peoples.” For daring to utter these words, the Turkish media all but 
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lynched her, and its hysteria persisted long afterward, reflecting the 
society’s intolerance of women politicians, especially Kurdish ones.

In 1993 the Turkish state banned HEP, whereupon its activists 
proceeded to form a new party, DEP. In those years the Turkish 
state was forcibly evacuating and razing Kurdish villages, allowing 
extrajudicial murders of prominent Kurds to go unsolved, and 
maintaining an ongoing state of emergency. Kurdish democratic 
politics fell victim to those policies. On March 4, 1994, the state 
stripped the DEP MPs of their parliamentary immunity, frog-
marched them out of the parliament, and arrested them. One of 
those MPs was Leyla Zana. 

Women were not yet an organized force in HEP and DEP. They 
were present in local party chapters, but at the central party level, 
only two or three women held appointed positions. In those years, 
women could participate in Turkish politics only if they were 
“strong and deserving” or else held menial positions. Parties didn’t 
nominate women as candidates for office and made no special 
effort to attract women’s votes. Candidates made no outreach to 
women and addressed no speeches to them. Not only were women 
excluded as agents of politics, they couldn’t even be the subject of 
politics. With a few rare exceptions, politics was a men’s business. 

Kurds began their struggle for democratic politics with the 1991 
election rallies and continued thereafter with marches, protests, 
and press releases. Women joined demonstrations and rallies. The 
politicization of the streets swelled the Kurdish political movement, 
but women could mostly only knock on its doors. 

HADEP (1994–2002)

After DEP was shut down in 1994, Kurdish activists regrouped 
as HADEP, and buoyed by the groundswell in the streets, more 
women got involved in local party work. In the larger provinces, 
the party established women’s commissions to address the trauma 
of forcible evacuation from villages. These commissions held 
women-only meetings in neighborhoods, where women decried 
the impact of Turkey’s war on themselves and their children. Out 
of these meetings, a specific women’s agenda emerged, alongside 
the general political agenda. Many women said they wanted to get 
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involved in grassroots party activism but were prevented by their 
fathers, husbands, and brothers, even those who themselves were 
party activists. Why couldn’t women join men in fighting state 
oppression? they asked. Wasn’t the ability to leave the house and 
become active a matter of freedom? Solving this problem became 
a priority for women in local party administration, who visited 
families to persuade men to let women participate. 

Even as women performed more local party work, their 
efforts weren’t replicated at the central party level. There women 
remained few in number, even to the point that a man on the 
Central Executive Committee was briefly put in charge of women’s 
issues. But gradually local women’s mobilization gained strength, 
and in 1997 party women created a Central Women’s Commis-
sion to coordinate local work with the central party structure, and 
general political work with women’s autonomous activities.

In 1999 HADEP participated in local elections, but most women 
didn’t yet feel powerful enough to run as candidates. The political 
atmosphere was extremely tense, yet in a timid but courageous 
debut, women candidates did run in three districts: Mukaddes 
Kubilay in Bazîd (Turkish Doğubayazıt) in Ağrı province, Cihan 
Sincar in the Kızıltepe in Mardin province, and Ayşe Karadağ 
in Derik, also in Mardin province. Women participated enthu-
siastically in the campaigns. Overall, HADEP won control of 37 
municipalities, including one metropolitan district (Diyarbakır) 
and six provinces (Ağrı, Batman, Bingöl, Hakkâri, Siirt, and Van). 
The three women candidates were elected and now had to figure 
out how to govern. With the support of the party’s newly formed 
women’s branches, they did exceptional work and gained the 
public’s trust.

In 2000, Turkey’s Law on Political Parties was amended to allow 
parties to establish women’s branches. So that year at the HADEP 
congress, members proposed a resolution to amend the party’s 
bylaws to institute women’s branches. The congress approved the 
resolution, which also instituted a 25 percent women’s quota: 

Positive discrimination will be applied for women in candida-
cies and delegates at all levels and to the ratio of speakers at all 
meetings. In elections for management roles at every level of the 
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HADEP constitution, at least one in four of those chosen must 
be women. This rule applies to municipal council members, MP 
candidacies, and delegates for provincial or area congresses and 
conventions: at least one in four members, delegates, and MP 
candidates must be women. No upper limit can be set. 

For the first time, a Kurdish political party adopted a women’s 
quota both in elections and in all official party bodies at every 
level, down to the number of speakers at meetings. Over the next 
years, our effort to fulfill the women’s quota reflected our deter-
mination to speak and our rejection of the silencing of women. 
The right to speak, after all, is the cornerstone of people’s power to 
assert their will. Including women’s right to speak in the resolution 
was a direct challenge to the existing patriarchal attitude of “It’s not 
your prerogative to speak.”

Soon after the HADEP congress, the party held its first women’s 
congress. Thousands of women from across the country arrived 
in Ankara to participate, demonstrating women’s determination 
and strength. They formed women’s branches in accordance with 
the new bylaw, and for the first time, the party created a central 
office—head of the women’s branches—whose main function was 
to support and promote women’s activism.

Women now occupied a substantial position in HADEP. Ever more 
women were entering the party, the women’s quota ensured that 
women held positions in the Party Council and Central Executive 
Committee, the women’s branches were in place, women were 
mobilized in every province and district. 

But all this was still not enough for women to achieve equality 
within the party, where the patriarchal mindset was firmly 
entrenched. Political parties are hierarchically structured bodies, 
with a powerful leader—generally a man—at the top. The 
weight of the party hierarchy tended to crush women’s organiz-
ing. Mixed-gender meetings made decisions about which women 
would sit on the Party Council and Central Executive Committee, 
who would be candidates for elections, and what women’s activi-
ties would be undertaken, but at these meetings, men were in the 
majority. That situation obstructed the development of gender 
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awareness and prevented party women from recognizing their 
power and believing in themselves and each other.

The women’s branches discussed the problem at women’s con-
ferences, then in 2000 they proposed that the party adopt four 
principles: 

1. Women’s organizing must be based on autonomous self-organiz-
ing, and all decisions concerning women must be made by women. 
In accordance with the new party bylaw, women set up their 
own structure within the party but outside the party hierarchy. 
The Central Women’s Branch would coordinate women’s opera-
tions and make all decisions concerning women. The head of the 
women’s branches would present women’s branch decisions to the 
Central Executive Committee; if those decisions were challenged, 
the women members of the CEC would defend them, ensuring 
their acceptance. The same process was applied in the districts 
and provinces; here too women in the local party administration 
were automatically members of the women’s branches. Women 
throughout the party structure would mobilize to ensure that their 
decisions were implemented and to check attempts to undermine 
them. The formation of a collective women’s voice would have a 
major impact on the party. 

2. In advance of election periods, party women must establish a 
Women’s Election Commission, separate from the General Election 
Commission. The Women’s Election Commission would ensure 
that the women’s quota was filled and take nominations for women 
candidates. Furthermore, it would support women candidates 
throughout their campaigns by giving interviews, conducting 
opinion polls, and producing election publicity and materials. 
It’d strive to increase women politicians’ visibility and introduce 
women’s agendas into the society at large. Such work would prove 
crucial in swaying politics toward a women-centered axis. 

3. The party budget must allocate funds to women’s organizing. That 
“politics is for those who have money” is fundamental to sustain-
ing the hierarchical structure of parties. Women who lacked the 
resources to travel to party meetings could not be active in politics. 
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But they had trouble getting funding from the party because it 
didn’t regard their activities as necessary. The fact that women 
were obliged to ask for money from their men at home or the party 
treasurer replicated traditional gender roles. 

This problem was resolved at the central party level when a 
woman took on the role of general treasurer. But at the district and 
provincial levels, women were told, “The party has just enough 
money for general activities. You women need to find your own 
budget.” That attitude, too, perpetuated traditional family roles. 
Women were reduced to organizing charity sales and selling 
handmade goods to fund the party’s March 8 events. So it was 
crucial for the party to budget a set amount for women’s activi-
ties. After a while, this principle was incorporated into the party 
bylaws. 

4. Men who were bigamous or violent toward women were barred 
from holding party executive positions. At every congress and in 
every election, women made great efforts to enforce compliance 
with this principle. The party accepted it in theory, but implemen-
tation proved difficult. Some argued for flexibility, insisting that 
men who had pre-existing bigamous marriages prior should be 
exempt from the principle. Men pushed for “exceptions” during 
congress and election periods. But thanks to women’s sheer per-
sistence, the principle was ultimately incorporated into the party 
bylaws.

Thereafter when men were vetted as prospective electoral candi-
dates, they were asked about their relations with women. Men who 
gave unsatisfactory responses were eliminated from candidacy. 
At least one woman sat on each interview panel. So before the 
interview, men nominees would frantically bone up on the subject 
by asking their women friends about women’s perspectives. 

Since 2000, women in Kurdish political parties have operated 
on the basis of these four principles. In tandem with the women’s 
quota, the women’s principles enabled women to move into active 
positions. But a long struggle remained before the general party 
entirely dropped the attitude that “politics is for men, women 
are auxiliaries,” and empowered women’s mobilization. In fact, 
the operations of male domination, together with the privileges 
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handed to men by the patriarchal system, continued to affect the 
party’s gender balance. Ultimately women couldn’t easily become 
an “equal power” without unraveling all hierarchical relations. 

THE 2002 GENERAL ELECTIONS 

In the 2002 general elections, women’s mobilization in the women’s 
branches and implementation of the women’s principles bore their 
first fruit. Women were nominated in places where they stood a 
chance of getting elected. And the first time, the party presented 
its women’s policies to the people. In several provinces, the party’s 
top-ranked women candidates got more than enough votes to be 
elected MPs. 

But the party as a whole didn’t get enough votes to surpass the 
10 percent electoral threshold, so the vote-winning individuals 
couldn’t take their seats in parliament. If not for the high threshold, 
there would have been many women representatives in the parlia-
ment in 2002. Clearly the 10 percent threshold constitutes a barrier 
to democratic politics in general and to women in particular. 

In the wake of that failure to surpass the threshold, a hostile 
patriarchal backlash erupted. Some blamed the shortfall on the 
choice of women as preferential candidates, and some even blamed 
those candidates’ religious identities. Male chauvinism kept this 
discourse on the agenda for some time, as sexist men in the party 
believed they’d finally found a legitimate reason to oppose women 
candidates. 

Women and men turned out to have strikingly different styles 
of doing politics. Overall, Turkish political culture values a strong 
leader and a managed society, but political women tend to aim 
for a democratic politics grounded in cooperation, collective 
will, rights, and responsibilities. Kurdish politics also claims to 
pursue a democracy-oriented political practice, but it’s nonethe-
less influenced by the patriarchal style. Men in the Kurdish parties 
conformed to the classical mode by seeking to accrue power as 
individuals, while women saw political work as a responsibility to 
the collectivity.

After 2007, the gender struggle within the party was transformed. 
In the past, party men took blatantly exclusionary approaches to 
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ensure their continued domination, but now they found subtler, 
more deceptive ways to exploit the privileges that the patriarchal 
system so readily handed them. For example, in program planning, 
they’d recommend women to handle insignificant, small programs 
and men to lead major, large ones. When women objected, they 
invoked public opinion in that ever-ready excuse: “It’s what the 
people want!” 

Another subtle form of misogyny within the party was that it 
approached gender inequality as a women’s issue. Although it spe-
cifically incorporated gender equality as a goal in its programs and 
bylaws, it made few concrete efforts to fulfill that goal in reality. 
One resolution required that in every internal party training and 
meeting, “women’s liberation” was to be a main agenda item, but 
men violated this principle easily: in meetings where no women 
were present or where women’s organizing was weak, women’s 
issues weren’t discussed. 

The party bylaw on the quota had affirmed the principle of 
“positive discrimination,” or affirmative action to include more 
women. But this principle proved even harder to implement than 
women’s quota. Men consented to allocating some seats to women 
when more than one seat was available, but when there was only 
one seat, they roared against allowing a woman to have it. They 
howled about the woman’s supposed lack of “qualifications” and 
threw at her every sexist prejudice known to the patriarchal system.

The question of whether women were “qualified” to hold political 
office was never-ending. Everything about women candidates was 
interrogated, and qualities that no one would think of looking for 
in men were demanded of women. Women were expected to work 
harder, be more decent, be more effective speakers, have more 
knowledge and experience, take more risks, and be more self-sac-
rificing. To some extent, women defused the “qualification” issue 
by choosing women candidates themselves, but the issue still 
surfaced far too often. 

Whenever a man made a mistake or misjudgment, everyone 
quickly forgot about it. But let even one erroneous word slip from a 
woman’s mouth, and she’d be castigated endlessly. The patriarchal 
mentality within the party would then join hands with the media, 
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state, and society. But when the subject was a man, an unnamed 
male solidarity would come into play. 

At press briefings, protests, events, and visits, some men would 
rush to elbow women aside and shove their way forward—yet 
another sign of their inability to accept women as equals. In fact, 
once the party implemented equal representation, some men inter-
preted standing even one step behind a woman as a blow to their 
pride. 

During elections, men would try to undermine the women’s 
quota by grousing, “Why do women always want guaranteed 
places?” And when a man candidate lost an election, men would 
conjure up so many excuses on his behalf that the candidate’s actual 
shortcomings would become virtually invisible. But if a woman 
candidate lost an election, they’d pin the blame on her alone and 
ignore all other possible factors. No wonder women hesitated to 
run for election in places where the outcome was uncertain. 

In the face of this double standard and other sexist attitudes, 
women learned to reject all relations of dominance and power 
and look instead for ways to root their collective force in demo-
cratic principles. Our experience showed over and over again that 
the only sure path here was the one that passed through women’s 
autonomous self-organizing. During times when women’s orga-
nizing was strong, the patriarchal mentality regressed, and when 
women’s organizing weakened, the patriarchal mentality became 
prominent, pushing back against women’s will. Women under-
stood that relinquishing the fight against the patriarchal mentality 
would put all their gains at risk, so they continued their struggle 
within the framework of democratic political principles. 

On March 13, 2003, Turkey’s Constitutional Court shut HADEP 
down. Thereafter the mantle passed to DEHAP, a new party in 
the same Kurdish tradition. DEHAP carried over women’s accom-
plishments and principles, and women continued their work there. 

Organized women’s work was by now well established within the 
Kurdish political tradition, but the party realized that it needed 
to raise and deepen gender consciousness, so it instituted gender 
awareness trainings. These trainings taught women to question 
every institution and perception formed by a male-dominant 
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mentality, to challenge existing codes of femininity and masculin-
ity, and to strive for a future that embraced women’s emancipation 
and democracy. Over time they even learned to challenge the 
hierarchical relationship that human beings formed with nature. 
Asking Kurdish women “What kind of a future?” introduced them 
to the ideology of women’s liberation. This work gave the Kurdish 
women’s movement momentum and depth. 

Women in DEHAP sought to extend women’s struggle into 
every area of life, by creating independent women’s institu-
tions. After 2000, DEHAP set up women’s structures one after 
another. During the period 2000–5 autonomous women’s orga-
nizations examined the historical origins of the woman question, 
analyzed issues of violence and discrimination against women, 
and discussed the preconditions for women to achieve economic, 
social, political, and cultural power and agency. The most intensely 
discussed topics were the social contract and the ideology of 
women’s liberation. 

The Dicle Women’s Cultural Center, in Istanbul, became a focal 
point for women’s education. The Amargi Women’s Cooperative, 
also in Istanbul, offered consciousness raising. And in 2002 the 
Selis Women’s Counseling Center, in Diyarbakır, worked to prevent 
violence against women. In 2001 the Diyarbakır Metropolitan 
Municipality established the Center for Research and Applica-
tion on Women’s Issues to conduct fieldwork on issues affecting 
women, search for solutions, and offer counseling services. Over 
time other municipal administrations opened women’s centers, 
strengthening the links between women and local governments. 

The autonomous women’s organizations and DEHAP’s women’s 
branches needed to collaborate and coordinate their work. 
Together they held women’s conferences, bringing together women 
from different fields to share experiences, discuss ways of fur-
thering the women’s liberation struggle, and organize campaigns 
around common themes. They established the Democratic Free 
Women’s Movement (DÖKH) not as a centralized organization 
but as a dynamic, flexible, and inclusive “movement” that allowed 
principles and agendas to be determined, planned, and executed 
collectively. 




