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Foreword
David	Graeber

Even	 many	 ostensible	 revolutionaries	 nowadays	 seem	 to	 have	 secretly
abandoned	the	idea	that	a	revolution	is	actually	possible.
Here	I	am	using	“revolution”	in	its	classical	sense,	let’s	say:	the	overthrow	of

an	 existing	 structure	 of	 power	 and	 the	 ruling	 class	 it	 supports	 by	 a	 popular
uprising	of	some	sort,	and	 its	 replacement	by	new	forms	of	bottom-up	popular
organization.	For	most	of	the	twentieth	century	this	was	not	the	case:	even	those
revolutionaries	who	hated	the	Bolsheviks,	for	example,	supported	the	revolution
itself,	even	popular	uprisings	that	came	to	be	led	by	ethno-nationalists	were	not
simply	 condemned	 if	 they	 were	 seen	 to	 be	 genuinely	 popular.	 There	 was	 an
obvious	reason	for	this.	For	most	of	that	time,	revolutionaries	felt	that,	whatever
temporary	 complications,	 history	 was	 flowing	 inevitably	 in	 the	 direction	 of
greater	equality	and	freedom.	Those	rising	up	to	shake	off	some	form	of	tyranny,
however	 temporarily	 confused	 or	 distracted,	 were	 clearly	 the	 agents	 of	 that
greater	movement	of	liberation.
It’s	 understandable	 that	 it’s	 hard	 to	 maintain	 that	 kind	 of	 blind	 optimism

anymore.	 It	 often	 led	 to	 extraordinarily	 destructive	 naiveté.	 But	 neither	 is	 it
particularly	 helpful	 to	 replace	 naiveté	with	 cynicism,	 and	 it	must	 be	 admitted
that	 in	many	quarters,	 this	 is	what	has	happened.	A	very	large	portion	of	 those
who	 at	 least	 think	 of	 themselves	 as	 the	 revolutionary	 left	 now	 seem	 to	 have
adopted	a	politics	which	leads	to	the	instant	and	near	automatic	condemnation	of
pretty	 much	 any	 even	 moderately	 successful	 revolutionary	 movement	 that
actually	 takes	place	on	planet	earth.	Certainly	 this	 is	what	has	happened	 in	 the
case	of	Rojava.	While	a	large	number	of	people	have	been	utterly	astounded,	and
deeply	 moved,	 to	 see	 a	 popular	 movement	 dedicated	 to	 direct	 democracy,
cooperative	economics,	and	a	deep	commitment	 to	ecology	emerge	in	that	part
of	 the	 world	 they’d	 long	 been	 informed	 was	 the	 very	 most	 authoritarian	 and
benighted,	 let	alone	 to	witness	 thousands	of	armed	feminists	 literally	defeating
the	forces	of	patriarchy	on	the	battlefield,	many	either	refused	to	believe	any	of
this	was	actually	happening,	or	tried	to	come	up	with	any	reason	they	could	for
why	there	must	be	something	deeply	insidious	lying	behind	it.	One	expects	this
kind	 of	 reaction	 from	 the	mainstream	media,	 or	US	 and	European	 politicians.



After	 lecturing	 the	world	 for	generations	about	how	 the	peoples	of	 the	Middle
East	 were	 desperately	 backwards,	 and	 how	 their	 traditional	 and	 supposedly
uncompromising	 hostility	 towards	 liberal	 values	 like	 formal	 democracy	 and
women’s	 rights	 justified	 both	 the	 support	 of	 extreme	 right-wing	 regimes	 like
Saudi	Arabia	 (“what	 else	 can	you	 expect	 from	people	 like	 that?”)	 and	 endless
bombing	and	massacres	against	the	population	unfortunate	enough	to	live	under
whichever	 regimes	 the	 Empire’s	 guns	 happened	 to	 be	 trained	 on,	 it’s	 hardly
surprising	 that	 the	 emergence	 of	 popular	 movements	 embracing	 forms	 of
democracy	 far	 more	 radical,	 and	 not	 just	 women’s	 rights	 but	 genuine	 full
women’s	equality,	in	all	aspects	of	life,	would	be	a	topic	they’d	prefer	to	avoid.
But	the	left?
These	 reactions	 I	 should	 stress	went	well	beyond	mere	 skepticism,	which	of

course	is	healthy	(indeed	necessary):	I	have	former	friends,	English	activists	who
had	never	 taken	a	strong	interest	 in	Middle	Eastern	affairs,	who	on	 learning	of
the	 Rojava	 Revolution	 decided	 the	 appropriate	 response	was	 to	 appear	 at	 any
event	 about	 the	 region	 in	 London	 to	 distribute	 pamphlets	 condemning	 the
revolution	and	urging	people	not	to	help	it.	What	on	earth	would	move	someone
to	 conclude	 that,	 of	 all	 the	 things	 they	 could	 be	 doing	 to	 further	 the	 cause	 of
universal	freedom	and	equality	in	the	limited	days	they	had	left	upon	this	planet,
this	would	be	the	best	usage	of	their	time?

*	*	*

In	 my	 unkinder	 moments,	 I	 am	 tempted	 to	 label	 such	 elements	 “the	 Loser
Left”—by	which	I	mean,	not	that	they	are	personally	inadequate	in	any	way,	but
that	 they	 have	 embraced	 a	 politics	 which	 tacitly	 assumes	 the	 inevitability	 of
ultimate	defeat.	Admittedly,	this	attitude	has	always	been	with	us.	Consider	the
phrase	“fighting	the	good	fight”—it	seems	to	carry	within	it	an	assumption	that
of	course	one	will	not	win.	But	since	the	end	of	the	Cold	War	the	Loser	Left	has
ballooned	enormously.	I	would	suggest	that,	as	currently	constituted,	it	has	two
main	 divisions:	 purists,	 and	 extreme	 anti-imperialists.	 The	 first	 have	 taken	 the
old	Marxist	vanguardist	idea	that	anyone	who	doesn’t	adopt	every	detail	of	my
particular	form	of	doctrine	isn’t	really	a	revolutionary,	and	pushed	it	just	a	step
further	to	conclude	that	any	revolution	that	doesn’t	fit	my	theory	of	what	a	real
revolution	should	 look	 like	 is	worse	 than	no	 revolution	at	 all.	 In	anarchist	 and
some	Marxist	circles,	this	attitude	converges	around	a	kind	of	cool-kid	clubbism:
many,	one	suspects,	are	unconsciously	horrified	at	the	prospect	of	a	revolution,
since	that	would	mean	everyone,	even	hairdressers	and	postal	workers,	would	be
debating	Théorie	Communiste	or	Aufheben	 and	 there	would	be	nothing	 special



about	them	anymore.
The	anti-imperialists	are	a	stranger	case.	I	am	not	obviously	speaking	here	of

anyone	who	 opposes	 the	 global	 dominance	 of	North	Atlantic	military	 powers:
it’s	 hard	 to	 imagine	 how	 one	 could	 be	 a	 revolutionary	 and	 not	 do	 so.
“Financialized”	 capitalism	 is	 essentially	 military	 capitalism;	 the	 power	 of	 JP
Morgan	Chase	or	even	Standard	&	Poor’s	is	entirely	dependent	on	the	power	of
the	 US	 military;	 even	 the	 inner	 workings	 of	 capitalist	 profit	 extraction
increasingly	work	through	simple	coercive	force.	These	things	are	not	extricable.
What	I	am	speaking	of	here	instead	is	the	feeling	that	foiling	imperial	designs—
or	 avoiding	 any	 appearance	of	 even	 appearing	 to	 be	on	 the	 “same	 side”	 as	 an
imperialist	in	any	context—should	always	take	priority	over	anything	else.	This
attitude	 only	 makes	 sense	 if	 you’ve	 secretly	 decided	 that	 real	 revolutions	 are
impossible.	Because	surely,	if	one	actually	felt	that	a	genuine	popular	revolution
was	occurring,	say,	in	the	city	of	Kobanî	and	that	its	success	could	be	a	beacon
and	example	to	the	world,	one	would	not	also	hold	that	it	is	better	for	all	those
revolutionaries	 to	 be	massacred	 by	 genocidal	 fascists	 than	 for	 a	 bunch	 of	 rich
white	intellectuals	to	sully	the	purity	of	their	reputations	by	suggesting	that	US
imperial	 forces	already	conducting	airstrikes	 in	 the	region	might	wish	 to	direct
their	attention	to	the	fascists’	tanks.	Yet,	astoundingly,	this	was	the	position	that	a
very	large	number	of	self-professed	“radicals”	actually	did	take.

*	*	*

I	support	the	revolution	in	Rojava	because	I	would	like	to	see	the	revolutionaries
win.	The	Kurdish	freedom	movement	has	evolved	in	stunningly	dramatic	ways
since	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 current	 round	 of	 armed	 struggle	 in	 the	 1970s.	Old-
fashioned	Marxist	dogmas	and	debates	have	been	 replaced	by	a	welter	of	new
ideas,	 arguments,	 and	 commitments.	 The	 demand	 for	 a	 separate	Kurdish	 state
has	been	replaced	by	a	rejection	of	the	very	notion	of	the	state,	and	an	embrace
of	a	principle	of	Democratic	Confederalism	based	on	a	synthesis	of	the	ideas	of
American	 anarchist	 and	 social	 ecologist	 Murray	 Bookchin	 and	 other	 authors,
Kurdish	 tradition,	 and	 wide-ranging	 experience	 in	 the	 pragmatics	 of
revolutionary	 organization.	 These	 changes	 were	 not	 simply	 the	 collective
brainchild	 of	 Abdullah	 Öcalan—they	 build	 on	 debates	 that	 were	 already	 well
underway	in	some	quarters	of	the	Kurdish	movement	long	before	his	capture	and
imprisonment,	 and	 the	 flurry	 of	 new	 writings	 that	 has	 followed.	 They	 also
sparked	very	lively	further	debate,	including	many	debates	that	are	by	no	means
definitively	concluded.	One	of	 the	co-chairs	of	 the	KCK,	 for	 instance,	 told	me
that	the	formal	consensus-finding	process	that	followed	the	proposal	to	abandon



the	 demand	 for	 a	 separate	 Kurdish	 state	 took	 over	 18	 months,	 and	 prompted
quite	 a	 number	 of	 indignant	 resignations,	 though	 most	 of	 those	 who	 had
originally	resigned	rather	 than	accept	 the	new	policy	had	since	returned.	There
was	 a	 clash	 not	 only	 of	 ideas,	 but	 of	 sensibilities,	 generations,	 institutional
cultures.	Progress	has	been	in	many	areas	extremely	uneven.	In	Rojava,	it	is	hard
to	find	anywhere	untouched	by	the	Kurdish	women’s	movement;	in	some	parts
of	Turkey	and	Iraq,	even	areas	with	ardent	and	well-nigh	universal	support	 for
the	PKK,	patriarchy	remains	unquestioned.	Even	in	Rojava,	there	is	opposition,
even	if	much	of	it	 takes	covert	form.	“No	man	dares	challenge	the	principle	of
gender	equality	in	public,”	one	organizer	for	Yekîtiya	Star,	the	Rojava	women’s
union,	told	me.	“But	physical	attacks	on	women	nearly	doubled	in	the	first	years
of	the	revolution.”	This	was	one	of	the	main	reason	for	creating	women’s	courts,
and	women’s	 justice	 committees	 that	 regularly	 increased	 the	 penalties	 of	men
found	 guilty	 of	 such	 assaults	 by	 the	 neighborhood	 “peace	 and	 consensus”
committees.	I	point	this	out	only	to	emphasize	that	no	real,	revolutionary	change
is	won	without	a	struggle,	and	much	of	the	internal,	social	struggle	is	invisible	to
the	outside	eye.

*	*	*

I’m	an	anthropologist	and	I	only	visited	Rojava	very	briefly—for	a	little	over	a
week—not	knowing	any	of	 the	 languages;	but	being	an	anthropologist	 at	 least
gave	me	a	keen	sense	for	everything	I	didn’t	know.	It	would	have	taken	years	for
me	to	have	a	sense	for	what	was	really	going	on	and	by	then,	much	would	have
been	 entirely	 different.	But	what	 I	 did	 see	was	 enough	 to	 understand,	 not	 just
that	 this	 was	 a	 legitimate	 popular	 revolution,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 there	 was	 an
obvious	 sense	of	 newfound	 freedom,	of	 both	dignity	 and	 cheerful	 playfulness,
among	the	people	we	encountered	that	could	not	possibly	have	been	put	on	for
show,	but	that	I	was	witnessing	what	was	in	some	ways	a	rare,	almost	best-case
scenario	 for	 mass	 revolutionary	 mobilization.	 The	 ruling	 class	 had,	 after	 all,
largely	 fled,	 the	 government	 had	 dismantled	 itself,	 clearing	 out	 their	 offices,
computers,	 files,	 and	 instruments	 of	 torture;	 a	 large	 percentage	 of	 the	 most
important	 buildings,	 mills,	 and	 arable	 land	 were	 already	 technically	 public
property;	 yet	 key	 salaries	 were	 still	 being	 paid	 by	 the	 largely	 absent	 central
government;	 and	 even	 many	 of	 the	 most	 socially	 conservative	 families	 saw
revolutionary	organizers	as	part	of	a	legitimate	movement	of	national	liberation.
Of	 course,	 in	 other	ways,	 it	was	 almost	 a	worst	 case:	 Rojava	was	 under	 total
embargo,	surrounded	on	all	sides	by	hostile	forces—a	Turkish	government	that
would	stop	at	nothing	to	destroy	them,	a	right-wing	Kurdish	government	in	Iraq



willing	to	starve	their	Syrian	kin	even	of	basic	medical	supplies	 to	please	their
Turkish	 allies,	 a	 Ba’athist	 government	 biding	 its	 time	 to	 restore	 secret	 police
power,	a	rebel	alliance	determined	to	exclude	them,	an	Islamic	State	willing	to
throw	everything	at	its	disposal	to	conquer	them,	cynical	world	powers	such	as
the	 United	 States	 and	 Russia	 willing	 to	 exploit	 their	 courage	 and	 sacrifice	 in
opposing	 the	 Islamic	 State	 for	 precisely	 as	 long	 as	 it	 suited	 their	 purposes,
whereon,	everyone	knew,	they	would	instantly	stab	them	in	the	back.	(The	only
strategic	 question	 here	was	which	 one	was	 likely	 to	 do	 it	 first.)	 The	 fact	 that
Rojava	has	survived,	and	thrived,	and	even	grown,	despite	all	this	is	a	testimony
to	the	outpouring	of	energy,	courage,	creativity,	and	sheer	human	brilliance	that
can	be	unleashed	in	a	revolutionary	situation,	where	suddenly,	that	95	percent	or
so	of	most	human	populations	that	is	normally	told	their	perspectives	count	for
nothing	 are	 suddenly	 free	 to	 find	 out	 what	 they’re	 actually	 good	 at,	 and	 say
whatever	 they	want.	Any	mass	of	humans	 instantly	witnesses	an	outpouring	of
collective	intelligence	when	the	mechanisms	keeping	them	scared	and	stupid	are
suddenly	taken	away.

*	*	*

In	terms	of	revolutionary	theory,	I	would	say	that	the	case	of	Rojava	is	in	certain
ways	 unique.	What	 we	 find	 is	 essentially	 a	 dual	 power	 situation.	 On	 the	 one
hand,	there	is	the	democratic	self-administration,	which	looks	very	much	like	a
government,	replete	with	ministries,	parliament,	and	higher	courts.	If	you	simply
read	 the	 formal	 constitution	 of	 the	Rojava	 cantons	 you	would	 have	 very	 little
sign	this	was	anything	other	than	an	enlightened	social	democratic,	or	perhaps	at
most	 democratic	 socialist,	 state.	 It	 includes	 numerous	 political	 parties	 but	was
largely	 set	 up	 by	 the	 PYD.	 On	 the	 other	 there’s	 the	 bottom-up	 structures,
organized	 by	 TEV-DEM,	 the	 Movement	 for	 a	 Democratic	 Society,	 many	 of
whose	members	 are	 also	 PYD	 or	 former	 PYD,	where	 initiative	 flows	 entirely
from	popular	assemblies.	The	balance	of	power	between	these	two	institutional
structures	appears	to	be	fluid	and	under	constant	renegotiation.	This	is	what	one
would	 expect	 in	 a	 revolutionary	 dual	 power	 situation;	 one	 might	 draw	 an
analogy	here,	 for	 instance,	 between	 the	 relation	of	MAS,	 the	 socialist	 party	 in
Bolivia,	 and	 the	 popular	 assemblies	 of	 urban	 centers	 like	El	Alto.	The	 unique
thing	 is	 that	 this	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 only	 known	 case	 of	 a	 dual	 power	 situation
where	both	sides	are	not	just	in	alliance,	as	in	Bolivia,	but	were	actually	set	up
by	the	same	movement,	even,	in	some	cases,	the	same	individuals.
This	 very	 unusual	 situation	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 direct	 effect	 of	 the	 tumultuous

circumstances	in	which	Rojava’s	revolutionaries	find	themselves:	the	realities	of



civil	war,	refugees,	foreign	aid,	embargo	.	.	.	There	was,	two	years	ago	at	least,	a
very	large	number	of	Ezidi	refugees	living	in	camps	in	Cezîrê,	 the	easternmost
canton	 of	 Rojava.	 These	 people	 were	 in	 a	 desperate	 situation	 because,	 while
local	collectives	could	supply	them	with	bread	and	gasoline,	which	is	abundant
in	 Cezîrê,	 they	 had	 little	 means	 to	 supply	 them	 with	 anything	 else.	 The	 UN
refugee	agency	at	first	refused	even	to	provide	tents,	arguing	that,	since	Rojava
was	 still	 technically	 part	 of	 the	 sovereign	 Syrian	 government,	 they	 could	 do
nothing	 until	 they’d	 received	 permission	 from	 the	 appropriate	 authorities.
(Needless	to	say	this	was	not	forthcoming.)	Eventually	tents	were	finagled,	and
some	generators,	but	virtually	nothing	else.	Trade	having	been	cut	off,	except	for
very	unpredictable	 smuggling	and	one	bridge	 that	occasionally	opened	 to	 Iraq,
Rojava	was	more	or	less	forced	to	look	to	international	NGOs	for	anything	from
educational	materials	to	spare	parts	for	dialysis	machines;	to	work	with	an	NGO,
however,	you	have	to	 look	and	be	organized	at	 least	a	 little	 like	a	government.
Certainly	 to	 be	 taken	 seriously	 by	 international	 powers	 one	 has	 to	 have
ministers,	diplomats,	the	trappings	of	formal	liberal	democracy.	But	at	the	same
time,	everyone	I	talked	to	insisted—often	quite	indignantly—that	this	apparatus
in	no	sense	constituted	a	state.
How	did	this	make	sense?	Essentially,	because	“state”,	for	 them,	schooled	as

so	 many	 were	 in	 anarchist-inspired	 theory,	 meant	 structures	 of	 systematic
coercion.	“In	this	part	of	the	world,”	the	familiar	joke	went,	“to	ask	for	your	own
state	 is	 basically	 to	 say	 ‘I	 demand	 the	 right	 to	 be	 tortured	 by	 secret	 police
speaking	my	own	language!’”	Not	only	had	the	Ba’athist	police	and	secret	police
been	 entirely	 eliminated,	 the	 Asayîş,	 the	 popular	 security	 forces	 put	 in	 their
place,	were	not,	ultimately,	answerable	to	the	self-administration,	but	to	the	local
assemblies,	which	worked	on	a	combination	of	consensus-finding	(for	important
decisions)	and	majority	vote.	In	fact,	one	of	the	clearest	signs,	for	me,	that	these
assemblies	were	real	decision-making	bodies	and	not	just	for	show	was	the	fact
that	 the	 first	 one	 we	 visited	 broke	 down	 into	 a	 major	 argument,	 with	 much
shouting	and	waving	of	hands.	When	I	later	asked	what	all	the	fuss	was	about,	I
was	 told	 that	 there	 had	 been	 a	 problem	 with	 a	 local	 merchant	 who	 some
suspected	 of	 hoarding	 sugar	 to	 jack	 up	 the	 price.	 The	 neighborhood	 justice
committee	had	called	in	some	local	Asayîş	to	go	into	the	house	and	investigate,
but	 the	 Asayîş	 explained	 they	 couldn’t	 do	 so	 without	 clearance	 from	 their
commanding	officers.	This	caused	outrage.	“Commanding	officers!?!	They	work
for	us!	This	is	exactly	how	creeping	bureaucratization	sets	in!”	“So	what	do	we
have	 to	 do?”	 said	 another,	 “Make	 up	 some	 kind	 of	 special	 hat?	A	 big	 badge?
Maybe	that	will	impress	them.”
It	seemed	a	strong	matter	of	principle	that	anyone	with	a	gun	should	ultimately



be	 answerable	 to	 the	 bottom-up	 structures,	 and	 not	 the	 top	 down—and	 if	 not,
there	was	something	terribly	wrong.	Even	soldiers	in	the	YPJ	sometimes	rankled
at	 the	 suggestion	 they	were	 given	 “commands”	 by	 their	 commanders.	 This	 is
why,	 they	 insisted,	 this	 was	 not	 a	 state.	 And	 liberation	 from	 structures	 of
violence	and	coercion	were	seen	as	flowing	all	 the	way	down.	When	we	asked
about	 the	 origins	 of	 the	women’s	militias,	we	were	 often	 greeted	 by	 the	 same
formulae.	“Well,	we’re	anti-capitalist.	One	thing	we	think	the	twentieth	century
has	 shown	us	 is	 that	 you	 can’t	 get	 rid	 of	 capitalism	without	 getting	 rid	 of	 the
state.	 And	 you	 can’t	 get	 rid	 of	 the	 state	 without	 eliminating	 patriarchy.”	 The
implication:	 giving	 all	 women	 access	 to	 automatic	 weapons	 seems	 a	 fairly
obvious	place	to	start.

*	*	*

At	 the	 end	of	our	 trip,	 some	activists	 from	TEV-DEM	asked	us	 for	 criticisms.
“We	don’t	 just	want	 to	hear	how	great	we	are.	We	need	outside	 insights	about
things	we	might	be	overlooking,	 things	we’re	misconstruing,	 things	 that	might
still	go	terribly	wrong.”	We	all	tried	to	offer	what	we	could—again,	we’d	been
there	 so	 briefly,	 we	 didn’t	 really	 have	 the	 means	 to	 make	 a	 genuine	 critical
analysis.	Of	course	I	particularly	remember	what	I	said,	though	it	wasn’t	just	my
own	ideas,	but	based	on	long	conversations	the	group	had	had	together.	It	might
not	be	a	bad	idea	to	end	with	them	here,	since	these	are	all	issues	which,	I	think,
may	well	become	major	problems	in	the	future.	These	are	the	things	I	think	we
need	to	worry	about:

1.	The	question	of	class.	Part	of	the	Kurdish	movement’s	rejection	of	the	Marxist
legacy	has	been	a	sidelining	of	the	entire	issue	of	social	class.	As	one	organizer
put	 it	 to	 me	 when	 I	 asked,	 “Do	 we	 really	 have	 to	 go	 on	 about	 those	 old
conversations	 about	 what’s	 feudalism,	 what’s	 capitalism,	 what’s	 a	 comprador
elite,	what’s	a	national	elite	 .	 .	 .	?	Isn’t	 it	better	 to	 talk	about	other	 issues	for	a
change:	the	oppression	of	women,	for	example?”	Put	in	those	terms	it	was	hard
to	 argue	 with.	 But	 in	 some	 ways,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 revolution	 in	 Rojava	 was
almost	too	easy,	with	the	regime	authorities	and	their	closest	local	allies	simply
fleeing	the	area	and	leaving	their	most	significant	properties	to	be	expropriated
without	 violence	 or	 even	 legal	 opposition,	 allowed	 certain	 other	 structural
features	 to	 be	 overlooked.	 To	 move	 from	 Marxist	 terminology	 to	 that
popularized	by	Pierre	Bourdieu:	economic	capital	had	been	partly	expropriated,
social	 capital	 had	 been	 somewhat	 rearranged,	 but	 cultural	 capital—and
particularly	 class	 habitus—had	 barely	 been	 affected.	Drivers	 looked	 and	 acted



remarkably	 like	 Parisian	 cab	 drivers,	 university	 students	 looked	 and	 acted,	 at
least	 half	 of	 them,	 remarkably	 like	 university	 students	 in	 Paris	 too.	 During	 a
moment	of	revolutionary	ferment	such	as	we	witnessed	this	didn’t	seem	to	make
a	huge	amount	of	difference	(though	I	don’t	know,	I	was	only	there	for	a	week
and	a	half).	But	unless	these	structures	are	directly	addressed,	 they	will	always
tend	 to	 reassert	 themselves.	 And	 while	 the	 system	 of	 academies	 definitely
seemed	 to	be	designed	 to	disseminate	 forms	of	knowledge	 that	could	undercut
existing	 structures	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 capital,	 it	 was	 not	 clear	 to	 me	 how
sustained	and	self-conscious	that	aspect	of	their	work	was.

2.	The	question	of	time.	The	form	of	direct	democracy	adopted	in	Rojava	is	very
time-consuming.	Local	 assemblies	confederate	 to	neighborhood	assemblies,	by
sending	two	delegates	each,	male	and	female	(each	attached	working	group	such
as	health,	education,	security,	also	sends	its	own	two	delegates	and	so	does	the
all-women	 group	 associated	 with	 each),	 and	 then	 those	 neighborhood	 groups
each	likewise	send	two	delegates	to	municipal	assemblies.	These	are	delegates,	it
was	emphasized,	not	representatives.	They	must	consult	about	everything,	 they
cannot	make	decisions	on	their	own.	But	this	means	that	anyone	in	a	municipal
assembly	has	to	engage	in	three	different	groups,	on	three	different	levels,	and	if
they	are	in	a	municipal	working	group	at	least	six!	Since	meetings	are	long,	it’s
hard	to	imagine	how	anyone	not	free	to	dedicate	a	very	large	percentage	of	their
daylight	 hours	 to	 meetings	 could	 manage	 this.	 Surely	 this	 limits	 the	 kind	 of
people	who	can	 take	an	active	political	 role,	 and	 runs	 the	danger	of	creating	a
class	of	politicians—precisely	what	the	system	is	meant	to	avoid.

3.	 The	 integration	 of	 top-down	 and	 bottom-up	 structures.	 The	 difficulty	 of
creating	 a	 balance	 between	 the	 democratic	 self-organization,	 effectively	 the
formal	government,	 and	 the	bottom-up	structures	of	democratic	confederalism,
is	that	there	is	enormous	pressure	from	outside	to	turn	the	former	into	something
resembling	 a	 state.	 This	 pressure	 comes	 from	 all	 directions.	 For	 instance,	 one
early	report	by	Human	Rights	Watch,	called	“Under	Kurdish	Rule,”	condemned
Rojava	 for	 failing	 to	 provide	 those	 accused	 of	 crimes	 with	 trials	 that	 met
international	 standards.	 In	 fact,	Rojava	uses	an	elaborate	consensus	process,	 at
least	at	the	first	level,	which	was	designed	to	combine	traditional	Kurdish	means
of	dispute	resolution	with	principles	of	restorative	justice,	while	eliminating	the
principle	of	 retribution	or	 revenge.	 If	 injury	 is	proved,	both	culprit	and	victim,
and	 their	 families,	have	 to	come	 to	collective	agreement	on	 the	punishment	or
other	response.	By	the	standards	of	HRW	however	this	is	a	human	rights	abuse
because	such	trials	do	not	meet	“international	standards.”	A	harsh	judgment	from



a	 respected	 human	 rights	 NGO	 in	 turn	 will	 almost	 certainly	 mean	 it	 will	 be
harder	for	Rojava	to	import	weapons	(hence,	the	death	of	more	young	men	and
women	on	the	battlefield),	and	likely	make	it	more	difficult	to	make	deals	with
other	NGOs	that	would	allow	the	import	of,	say,	insulin,	which	will	in	turn	mean
diabetics	will	also	die.	This	begins	to	give	a	sense	of	the	kind	of	moral	dilemmas
faced	 by	 those	 trying	 to	 create	 new,	 revolutionary	 institutions	 under	 the
circumstances	that	now	exist.
On	a	gentler	note,	when	I	was	in	Qamişlo,	there	were	a	few	limited	zones	still

under	Syrian	government	control.	One	surrounded	the	Post	Office	and	a	nearby
Armenian	 neighborhood.	 The	 biggest,	 though,	 was	 the	 local	 airport.	 I	 always
wondered	about	 this.	But	 then	one	day	I	asked:	Are	 there	any	other	airports	 in
Rojava	itself?	The	answer	was,	no.	The	regime	used	to	use	the	airport	to	fly	very
sick	people	 to	hospitals	 in	Damascus,	but	 in	 the	 last	year	 they’d	 stopped.	And
suddenly	 it	 became	 clear.	 The	 Asayîş	 and	 YPG/J	 could	 easily	 take	 over	 the
airport.	But	what	would	be	the	point?	They	had	no	military	aircraft.	And	as	for
commercial	aircraft:	Where	could	they	fly?	Obviously	not	to	anywhere	in	Syria.
But	to	be	allowed	to	arrange	a	flight	outside	the	country,	one	would	have	to	be
signatory	to	an	endless	variety	of	treaties	and	agreements:	security	agreements,
customs	agreements,	health	and	safety	agreements,	commercial	agreements	.	 .	 .
Only	 states	 could	 make	 such	 arrangements.	 Unless	 the	 democratic	 self-
organization	declared	itself	a	state,	and	got	someone	else	to	recognize	it	as	such,
there	would	be	nothing	for	them	to	do.
The	only	possible	 response	 is	 twofold:	 first	of	all,	 to	 try	 to	 find	 the	minimal

degree	of	state-like	organizational	structure	one	can,	short	of	an	actual	state,	that
will	 meet	 the	 standards	 of	 the	 “international	 community”	 and	 thus	 be	 able	 to
interact	 with	 it;	 and	 second,	 to	 create	 a	 kind	 of	 membrane,	 a	 means	 to
communicate	 information	 and	 move	 resources	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 those
formal	structures	and	the	bottom-up	structures	created	in	the	spirit	of	democratic
confederalism,	that	nonetheless	does	not	cause	those	bottom-up	structures	to	be
compromised.
The	problem	with	the	first	is	that	if	Rojava	does	formalize	its	situation,	either

as	 an	 autonomous	 region	 in	 a	 decentralized	 Syria,	 or	 as	 three	 cantons	 in	 a
democratic	confederalist	Syria,	the	problem	of	foreign	pressure	is	only	going	to
get	worse.	And	 then	 the	 problem	of	 social	 class	 (and	 also	 secondarily,	 that	 of
time)	 is	 likely	 to	 kick	 in	 as	well.	 Educated	would-be	 technocrats	with	 foreign
educations	or	the	means	to	get	them,	savvy	businesspeople,	if	those	still	exist—
and	 it	 seems	 some	will	 in	 the	 anticipated	mixed	 economy—those	with	greater
social	or	cultural	capital	more	generally,	will	add	to	the	pressure	to	integrate	into
international	institutions.	One	can	imagine	all	sorts	of	scenarios	where	this	could



lead	 to	 very	bad	 results.	The	problem	with	 the	 second	 is	 that	 no	one	has	 ever
really	 tried	 this	 before,	 and	 there’s	 no	 clear	 way	 to	 know	 how,	 or	 even	 if,	 it
would	work.

*	*	*

I	don’t	want	to	end	on	a	pessimistic	note	because	I’m	not	actually	pessimistic.	It
might	seem	unlikely	that	Rojava	and	the	Kurdish	movement	more	generally	will
sort	these	problems	out.	But	the	very	existence	of	Rojava	is	extremely	unlikely.
If	one	had	told	almost	anyone	who	wasn’t	part	of	the	Kurdish	movement	in	2010
that	 by	 2015	 there	 would	 be	 an	 armed	 feminist	 uprising	 demanding	 direct
democracy	across	a	significant	 swath	of	 the	Middle	East,	 they	would	probably
have	thought	you	were	insane.	Yet	there	it	is.
Revolutions	are	messy,	confusing;	almost	unimaginably	terrible	things	happen,

and	even	in	the	best	of	them	authoritarian	elements,	bigots,	and	cynics	find	their
way	 into	 the	 cracks	 and	 crevices;	 even	 the	 best	 people	 can	 do	 things	 that	 are
stupid	and	unjust;	but	 they	also	allow	for	an	unleashing	of	pure	happiness	 that
can	itself	become	a	material	force	in	history.	You	could	see	it	in	the	way	people
held	 themselves,	 in	where	 they	put	 their	 eyes.	And	 in	 the	 sudden	musing	over
possibilities	 (“Is	 it	 possible	 that	 most	 disease	 is	 ultimately	 made	 possible	 by
subtle	 ambient	 depression	 due	 to	 the	 absence	 of	 sufficient	 numbers	 of	 trees?”
“Rights?	What’s	a	right?	And	how	can	I	‘have’	something	if	I	don’t	even	know
what	it	is?”	“But	cannot	women	also	defend	the	honor	of	men?”).
When	we	were	leaving,	we	apologized	to	our	hosts	that	there	wasn’t	more	that

we	could	bring	them.	They	were	under	embargo,	almost	everything	was	in	short
supply.	One	woman	answered,	speaking,	she	said,	only	for	herself.	“Don’t	worry
about	 that	 too	much,”	 she	 said.	 “I	 have	 something	 that	 no	 one	 can	 give	me.	 I
have	my	 freedom.	 In	 a	 day	or	 two	you	have	 to	go	back	 to	 a	 place	where	you
don’t	 have	 that.	 I	 only	wish	 there	was	 some	way	 I	 could	 give	what	 I	 have	 to
you.”



Introduction

Not	long	ago,	few	observers	could	have	foreseen	the	emergence	of	a	democratic
revolution	in	northern	Syria,	or	even	believed	it	could	happen.	So	in	the	spring
of	2011,	when	the	Kurdish	freedom	movement	declared	its	aim	to	build	a	society
around	 a	 concept	 called	 “Democratic	 Confederalism,”	 few	 noticed.	 Nor	 were
many	 paying	 attention	 when	 the	 Democratic	 Union	 Party	 (PYD),	 part	 of	 the
Kurdish	freedom	movement,	established	the	People’s	Council	of	West	Kurdistan
as	a	participatory-democratic	umbrella	 for	diverse	peoples	 and	political	 actors.
Few	noticed	either,	in	July	2012,	when	popular	uprisings,	one	by	one,	liberated
the	cities	and	villages	of	Rojava,	which	are	mostly	populated	by	Kurds,	from	the
Ba’ath	dictatorship	and	established	a	democratic	system.
Yet	 those	 uprisings	 marked	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 profoundly	 important

contemporary	revolution.	In	January	2014,	the	three	cantons	of	Rojava—Cizîre,
Kobanî	and	Afrîn—went	on	to	issue	a	declaration	of	Democratic	Autonomy	and
thereby	 created	 “democratic-autonomous	 administrations”	 to	 ensure	 that	 their
new	system	would	be	inclusive	and	pluralistic.	It	would	constitute	a	“third	way,”
associated	 with	 neither	 the	 Ba’ath	 regime	 nor	 the	 chauvinist	 and	 Islamist
opposition.
Then,	 between	 September	 2014	 and	 January	 2015,	 the	 revolution’s	 defense

forces	 waged	 a	 stunning	 resistance	 to	 the	 Islamic	 State	 (IS)	 at	 Kobanî—and
defeated	 it.	 The	world	 finally	 noticed.	Today,	many	 revolutionary,	 democratic,
leftist,	socialist,	libertarian,	and	human	rights	groups	are	aware	of	the	existence
in	northern	Syria	of	a	free	region	known	as	Rojava.1
Contrary	 to	 all	 expectations,	 Democratic	 Autonomy	 has	 proved	 to	 be

successful	and	realistic	in	northern	Syria.	In	2015-16,	the	liberation	of	Girê	Spî
(Til	Abyad),	Hesekê,	and	the	Tishrin	Dam,	the	creation	of	the	Syrian	Democratic
Forces	and	the	Syrian	Democratic	Council,	and	the	Manbij	operation	suggested
that	the	system	could	be	a	feasible	alternative	for	all	of	Syria.
The	 Syrian	 war	 has	 killed	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 people,	 and	 ever	more

perish	on	a	daily	basis;	it	is	destroying	both	urban	and	rural	spaces,	the	country’s
infrastructure,	and	the	natural	environment.	It	has	forcibly	displaced	millions	of
Syrians,	 accounting	 for	 much	 of	 the	 present	 “refugee	 crisis”	 in	 Europe.	 Yet
liberated	Rojava	has	mostly	protected	itself	against	such	destruction	at	the	hands
of	IS	and	others.



Within	the	Republic	of	Turkey,	the	Rojava	Revolution	and	the	Syrian	war	are
much	on	the	political	agenda.	Millions	of	Kurds	live	within	its	borders,	most	of
them	 close	 to	 the	 Kurdish	 freedom	 movement	 and	 most	 of	 whom	 strongly
support	 the	Rojava	Revolution.	Revolutionary,	 socialist,	 leftist,	 libertarian,	 and
other	groups	and	individuals	in	Turkey	also	increasingly	support	the	revolution,
and	 many	 have	 initiated	 or	 deepened	 relations	 with	 the	 Kurdish	 freedom
movement.
But	the	governing	AKP	and	other	reactionary	political	parties	tend	to	support,

either	 tacitly	 or	 directly,	 Salafist-jihadist	 groups	 like	 IS,	 Jabhat	 Al-Nusra,	 and
Ahrar	Al-Sham,	or	nationalist-chauvinist	organizations,	like	the	Syrian	National
Coalition.	 When	 supporters	 of	 the	 Rojava	 Revolution	 mounted	 a	 widespread
popular	uprising	in	October	2014,	during	the	Kobanî	war,	the	Turkish	state	and
its	counterinsurgency	forces	reacted	harshly.
In	 June	 2015,	 Turkish	 elections	 were	 held,	 and	 citizens	 who	 supported	 a

democratic	alliance	of	peoples	turned	out	to	the	polls	in	huge	numbers,	enough
to	overcome	the	10	percent	threshold	and	give	the	pro-Kurdish	and	left	Peoples’
Democratic	 Party	 (HDP)	many	 seats	 in	 the	 Turkish	 Parliament.	 That	 summer
massacres	in	Amed	(Diyarbakir)	and	Suruç	(at	the	border	to	Kobanî),	along	with
hundreds	of	other	attacks,	paved	the	way	for	a	brutal	war	against	Turkey’s	free
Kurdish	and	leftist-democratic	people.
The	AKP	government,	 fearing	 that	 the	growing	 leftist-democratic	 opposition

and	the	growing	strength	of	the	Rojava	Revolution	could	lead	to	the	collapse	of
its	political	power,	stirred	up	a	hateful	and	racist	campaign	against	the	HDP	and
the	Kurdish	movement,	culminating	on	October	10,	2015,	in	a	massacre	by	IS	of
102	 peace	 protesters.	 The	 ruthless	 campaign	 contributed	 to	 the	 success	 of	 the
AKP	 in	 a	 so-called	 “snap	 election”	 on	 November	 1,	 2015.	 The	 Turkish	 state
went	on	to	systematically	destroy	many	Kurdish	neighborhoods	and	cities	like	in
Nisêbîn	(Nusaybin),	Sîlopî,	Şırnak,	and	Sur—a	war	crime	by	any	standards.	In
the	basements	of	Cizre	alone	around	150	civilians	were	massacred.
Resistance,	 however,	 is	 escalating,	 and	 that	 fact,	 along	 with	 the	 continued

existence	of	the	Rojava	Revolution,	is	impeding	the	AKP’s	foreign	policy	goals.
The	Turkish	state	once	hoped	to	play	a	decisive	role	in	Middle	East	politics	with
the	“Sunni	Axis,”	its	alliance	with	Saudi	Arabia	and	Qatar,	but	that	has	now	lost
ground.	 The	 involvement	 of	 Russia	 in	 the	 Syrian	 war	 has	 further	 obstructed
Turkish	influence.	The	attempted	military	coup	of	July	15,	2016,	in	Turkey	was
the	 result	 of	 the	 growing	 conflict	 among	 reactionary	 forces.	 Strengthening	 the
revolutionary	 democratic	 forces	 in	 Rojava	 and	 Syria	 could	 help	 defeat	 the
Turkish	state’s	war	policy	in	North	Kurdistan.
Meanwhile	 in	Syria,	 the	declaration	and	establishment	of	 the	Federal	System



of	Rojava/Northern	Syria	 in	March	2016	has	 the	potential,	as	a	“third	way,”	 to
rupture	 the	 broad	 dominance	 of	 the	 Assad	 regime	 and	 the	 chauvinist-Islamist
forces.	The	 federation	has	brought	 the	 three	cantons	 together	with	areas	newly
liberated	from	IS.	More	and	more	people	of	different	religious,	ethnic,	and	social
backgrounds	are	starting	to	organize	their	life	outside	the	repressive	Syrian	state.
They	take	this	step	mainly	on	their	own	initiative,	even	as	reactionary	powers—
headed	by	the	Turkish	state—seek	Rojava’s	destruction.
The	role	of	regional	and	international	powers	is	crucial.	Ever	since	the	defeat

of	 IS	 at	Kobanî	 in	 early	 2015,	 the	Rojava	 cantons	 and	 the	 Syrian	Democratic
Forces	have	successfully	cooperated	on	a	tactical	basis	with	the	United	States	on
the	battlefield	and	at	the	same	enjoyed	relatively	positive	relations	with	Russia.
Rojava’s	 challenge	 will	 be	 to	 maintain	 its	 complex	 relationships	 with	 these
powers	yet	still	adhere	to	the	principles	of	the	revolution.
In	May	2014,	the	three	of	us	set	off	on	a	journey	to	Rojava	to	learn	first-hand

how	 the	people	of	northern	Syria	were	 achieving	 the	 third	way.	We	wanted	 to
know	 how	 they	 had	 liberated	 Rojava	 and	 organized	 their	 self-defense.	 We
wanted	to	know	how	they	had	built	a	society	based	on	direct	democracy	and	how
the	decision-making	processes	worked	through	the	people’s	councils.	We	wanted
to	 know	 how	 a	 communal	 economic	 life	 was	 organized	 despite	 the	 embargo
imposed	 by	 Turkey	 and	 the	 Kurdish	 Regional	 Government	 (KRG).	 And	 we
especially	 wanted	 to	 know	 about	 the	 crucial	 role	 of	 women	 in	 the	 Rojava
Revolution.
All	of	us	had	been	active	around	the	Kurdish	question	in	Germany	for	many

years.	But	this	opportunity	to	go	to	Rojava	excited	us	as	nothing	before	ever	had.
On	 behalf	 of	 the	 TATORT	Kurdistan	 campaign,	 we	 traveled	 first	 to	 Silemani
(Sulaimaniya)	in	the	KRG,	then	via	Mosul	(shortly	before	it	was	captured	by	IS)
to	 Til	 Koçer	 (Al	 Yarubiya).	 There	 we	 crossed	 the	 border	 into	 Cizîrê,	 the
easternmost	of	Rojava’s	 cantons.	Over	 the	 course	of	 four	weeks	we	visited	all
parts	of	Cizîrê,	including	Hesekê	and	Serêkaniyê.	(Two	of	us,	in	a	second	visit,
in	early	2016,	also	visited	Kobanî.)	We	interviewed	some	120	people	(30	more
in	2016)	and	participated	 in	countless	conversations.	We	moved	around	freely;
no	door	was	closed	to	us.	We	slept	in	the	homes	of	activists	and	private	citizens.
We	 were	 privy	 to	 conversations	 about	 difficult	 subjects	 as	 well	 as	 to	 self-
criticisms,	such	as	most	journalists	and	other	outsiders	normally	never	hear.	We
are	 grateful	 to	 everyone	 who	 made	 possible	 our	 journey	 into	 Democratic
Autonomy	and	most	of	all	 to	 the	activists	and	 freedom	fighters	on	 the	ground,
particularly	the	women,	the	core	of	this	revolution.
This	book	reflects	our	observations	about	the	political	atmosphere	as	we	found

it	in	May	2014	and	early	2016.	We	make	no	claims	to	“objectivity”	as	defined	by



1.

the	 hegemonic	 authority	 of	 science.	 Claims	 to	 objectivity	 are	 actually
inextricable	 from	 subjectivity	 and	 are	 often	 used	 to	 conceal	 the	 investigator’s
original	 purpose.	 Each	 of	 us	 comes	 from	 different	 backgrounds	 and	 interest
areas,	 but	 we	 share	 a	 feminist,	 internationalist,	 ecological,	 and	 left-libertarian
approach.	 We	 are	 open	 and	 transparent	 about	 our	 solidarity	 with	 the	 Rojava
Revolution,	 yet	 our	 solidarity	 is	 not	 of	 the	 kind	 that	 ignores	 problems	 and
difficulties.
The	time	we	spent	with	the	women	activists	and	fighters	in	Rojava	revealed	to

us	that	the	events	of	July	2012	and	after	unquestionably	constitute	a	revolution.
The	activists’	patient	encouragement	of	all	members	of	the	society	to	voluntarily
participate	 in	 decision-making	 processes	 is	 a	 rare	 example	 of	 commitment	 to
revolutionary	principle.	Millions	of	volunteers	are	making	a	great	effort	to	build
a	polity	outside	 the	nation-state,	and	despite	war	and	embargo,	 they	are	wisely
shaping	 a	 democratic	 order	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 social	 justice.	 It	 is	 also	 becoming
communalized	economically.
The	 Rojava	 Revolution	 has	 seen	 several	 serious	 cases	 of	 human	 rights

violations,	 but	 more	 than	 most	 other	 leftist	 revolutions	 in	 history,	 this	 one
emphasizes	 the	 need	 to	 learn	 from	 its	 own	mistakes.	Activists	 in	Rojava	 have
thoroughly	 studied	 world	 revolutions	 of	 the	 past	 and	 early	 on	 made	 a	 strong
internal	 commitment	 not	 to	 succumb	 to	 the	 dangers	 of	 hierarchism	 and
authoritarianism.
Rojava’s	 third	 way	 may	 well	 be	 the	 only	 solution	 to	 the	 sea	 of	 conflicts,

massacres,	and	 forcible	displacements	 that	are	now	drowning	 the	Middle	East.
At	the	same	time,	it	has	become	a	beacon	of	hope	for	all	who	resist	repression
and	 exploitation	 and	 who	 fight	 for	 freedom,	 equality,	 and	 an	 alternative	 life.
North	Kurdistan	and	Turkey	may	be	the	next	region	where	this	hope	can	spread
—no,	 it	 should	 be!	 Political	 developments	 in	 Rojava/Syria	 and	 North
Kurdistan/Turkey	 remain	 as	 interconnected	 as	 they	 were	 when	 the	 defense	 of
Kobanî	began	in	the	autumn	of	2014.	If	the	revolution	crosses	over	into	Turkey,
let	us	take	hold	of	it!

Michael	Knapp
Anja	Flach

Ercan	Ayboğa
May	2016

Note
Before	the	summer	of	2014,	IS	was	named	ISIS/ISIL.



5

A	Women’s	Revolution

“This	 may	 be	 the	 first	 time	 in	 history	 that	 women	 have	 played	 such	 an	 active	 role	 in	 organizing	 a
revolution.	 They	 fight	 on	 the	 fronts,	 they	 serve	 as	 commanders,	 and	 they	 participate	 in	 production.
There’s	 no	 place	 in	 Rojava	 where	 women	 are	 not	 to	 be	 seen.	 They’re	 everywhere	 and	 part	 of
everything.”1

In	the	latter	half	of	2014,	the	battles	for	Şengal	[see	8.9]	and	Kobanî	[see	14.2]
shined	 a	 spotlight	 on	 something	 the	 West	 had	 thought	 impossible:	 a	 Middle
Eastern	 society	 with	 women	 at	 its	 center.	 The	 region	 is	 otherwise	 universally
considered	 to	 be	 patriarchal	 and	 regressive,	 but	 the	 resistance	 in	 Kobanî	 in
particular	has	radically	transformed	the	image	of	Kurdish	women.
Now	Kurdish	women—like	Meysa	Abdo,	the	commander	of	the	Kobanî	front,

and	 Asya	 Abdullah,	 the	 PYD	 co-chief—are	 lauded	 for	 behaving	 with
determination	 and	 self-confidence.	 Even	 the	 bourgeois	 newspaper	 Die	 Welt
observed	 that	 “the	 Kurds,	 men	 and	 women	 equally,	 have	 become	 an	 earnest
secular	 actor	 in	 the	 Middle	 East,	 and	 as	 a	 result,	 enormous	 progress	 in	 civil
society	has	become	possible.”2	Women’s	magazines	like	Elle	and	Marie	Claire
run	multi-page	reports	on	the	YPJ,3	while	a	well-known	Australian	TV	network
broadcasts	a	documentary	called	Female	State;4	chain	stores	like	H&M	and	the
fashion	magazine	Madame	display	models	in	clothing	adapted	from	the	uniforms
of	 armed	 fighters	 in	 the	 PKK	 and	 the	YPJ.	A	 40-year-long	 conflict	 has	 all	 at
once	become	conspicuous	on	the	world	stage	and	even	appears	 to	be	chic.	But
what	lies	behind	those	images?
Women	participated	 in	 the	 social	uprisings	of	 the	 recent	Arab	Spring,	but	 in

most	of	the	countries	that	achieved	a	regime	or	government	change,	women	did
not	 go	 on	 to	 have	 a	 share	 in	 the	 new	 order:	 indeed,	 as	 Islamist	 organizations
gained	partial	or	full	political	power,	women	were	plunged	into	situations	even
more	 hopeless	 than	 before.	 A	 2013	 study	 of	 the	 role	 of	 women	 in	 the	 Arab
Spring	 in	 Egypt,	 Morocco,	 Yemen,	 and	 the	 Palestinian	 areas	 found	 that	 the
political	groups	that	held	power	after	the	uprisings	surpassed	the	previous	ones
in	conservatism	and	patriarchalism.5	Only	Tunisia	had	a	development	that	varied
from	this	pattern.



5.1 Rojava	Women
Kurdish	women	in	Rojava	were	and	still	are	oppressed	in	multifarious	ways.	As
Kurds,	 they	 were	 denied	 basic	 rights,	 in	 many	 cases	 even	 citizenship;	 and	 as
women	 they	 were	 trapped	 in	 patriarchal	 domination.	 In	 traditional	 society,	 a
man’s	 “honor”	 in	 relation	 to	his	 family	manifested	 itself	 in	 the	 “purity”	of	 his
wife.	As	in	much	of	the	Middle	East,	Kurdish	women	and	girls	were	usually	not
permitted	to	learn	a	trade	or	become	economically	independent.	Since	jobs	were
few	in	the	Kurdish	north	of	Syria,	the	men	often	went	to	work	in	Arab	cities,	but
for	women	that	was	out	of	the	question.	Marriage	was	the	only	life	open	to	them,
and	they	married	young,	even	becoming	the	second	or	third	wives	of	much	older
men.	 Even	 girls	 who	 attended	 university	 usually	 grew	 up	 to	 be	 economically
dependent	on	husbands	or	fathers;	only	a	few	found	work	in	health	or	education.
Domestic	violence	was	and	still	is	widespread.	And	women	were	excluded	from
public	life.
A	49-year-old	representative	of	TEV-DEM	told	us	that	her	parents	had	coerced

her	 into	marriage	 because	 they	 were	 afraid	 she	 would	 join	 the	 PKK	 guerrilla
force.	In	2007,	she	was	one	of	the	first	women	in	Syrian-occupied	Kurdistan	to
obtain	a	divorce.	“Of	course	patriarchy	prevailed	here	as	well,”	Evîn,	a	Kurdish
woman	fighter,	 recalled	 to	an	 interviewer,	“and	gender	equality	was	something
that	could	not	even	be	whispered	about.”
In	the	Middle	East,	women	who	have	been	raped	are	commonly	abandoned	by

their	 families,	 sometimes	 even	 murdered	 in	 “honor”	 killings.	 Men	 who
experience	economic,	political,	and	sexual	oppression	soon	learn	to	compensate
for	it	psychologically	by	committing	acts	of	violence	on	their	family	members.
Taking	 out	 one’s	 resentments	 on	 one’s	 family	 is	 less	 risky	 than	 challenging
oppressors.	Additionally,	society	reinforces	men’s	assumption	that	their	“honor”
depends	 on	 their	 ability	 to	 control	 women	 and	 children.	 This	 phenomenon	 is
widespread,	not	only	in	the	Islamic	world.6
Even	though	Syrian	Kurdish	women	were	socially	disadvantaged	in	relation	to

men,	 however,	 thousands	 of	 them	participated	 in	 grass-roots	 organizing	 in	 the
1980s	and	1990s.	PKK	ideology	holds	that	the	liberation	of	society	is	impossible
without	the	liberation	of	women,	so	the	movement	offered	them	a	valued	place
and	 an	 education.	 “You	 mustn’t	 forget,	 the	 head	 of	 the	 PKK	 lived	 here	 for
twenty	years,”	we	were	often	told	on	our	May	2014	visit.	“His	work	shaped	the
way	we	 think.”	 In	 retrospect,	15	years	after	 the	departure	of	Abdullah	Öcalan,
his	philosophy	and	methods,	and	especially	his	efforts	to	empower	women,	seem
foundational	for	the	new	society	and	the	mainspring	of	the	revolution.	Öcalan’s
influence	“was	immense,”	said	Evîn.	“In	Rojava	at	that	time,	it	was	mainly	the
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women	who	supported	the	movement.”7
The	Kurdish	women’s	movement	seeks	to	overcome	the	alienation	of	Kurdish

women—that	 is,	 the	colonialist	disparagement	of	 their	own	culture.	 It	 seeks	 to
ensure	 that	 they	 take	 responsibility	 for	 their	 own	 lives	 and	become	capable	 of
making	 their	 own	 decisions.	 They	 discuss	 ways	 the	 patriarchal	 system	 of
domination	 maintains	 its	 power	 by	 dividing	 and	 isolating	 women	 from	 one
another.	 These	 women	 become	 determined	 to	 carry	 out	 a	 struggle	 for	 their
liberation	and	that	of	all	women.	A	further	principle	is	to	create	a	new	aesthetic,
to	define	ideal	values	that	contrast	with	the	materialistic	culture	of	patriarchy,	to
find	women’s	own	forms	of	expression,	and	to	reconfigure	art	and	culture	from	a
women’s	perspective.8
In	 the	1990s,	 the	PKK	encouraged	and	educated	 thousands	of	women	in	 this

way,	creating	spaces	where	women	could	participate.	Women	went	from	house
to	house,	knocking	on	doors,	to	try	to	convince	the	women	at	home	to	join	the
movement.	 They	 did	 regular	 educational	 work	 and	 held	 women’s	 assemblies.
And	many	women	from	Rojava,	 like	Evîn,	went	to	North	Kurdistan	to	join	the
PKK	women’s	army,	the	YAJK	[see	3.1].

Women	in	the	Revolution
In	Rojava,	the	idea	gained	acceptance	that	women	would	be	the	spearhead	of	the
revolution.	They	played	a	prominent	role	in	the	preliminary	organizing.	Between
2004	 and	 2012,	 as	 Hanife	 Hisên	 explains,	 “only	 women	 could	 function
politically	…	They	organized	at	the	grass-roots,	did	educational	work,	and	held
congresses.	The	men	who	organized	would	get	arrested,	so	the	organizing	work
fell	to	the	women.”
“There	were	60-year-old	women	who	had	been	active	in	the	freedom	struggle

for	 30	 years,”	 says	 Ilham	 Ahmed.	 “Even	 if	 they	 couldn’t	 read	 or	 write,	 they
knew	 the	philosophy	of	 the	movement	and	could	 share	 it	 as	well	 as	 their	own
knowledge.”	But	most	could	read	and	write.	In	Syria,	as	of	2011,	more	than	90
percent	 of	 children	 attended	 elementary	 school,	 and	 more	 than	 two-thirds
continued	their	education	further.
And	 the	 fact	 that	 women’s	 organizing	 was	 considered	 strategic	 was	 also

decisive.	 According	 to	 PKK	 ideology,	 patriarchy,	 a	 system	 that	 justifies	 the
exploitation	 of	 nature	 and	 society,	 can	 be	 overthrown	 only	 by	 creating	 a	 new
society	 that	 rests	 on	 non-patriarchal	 principles	 of	 communality,	 ecological
economy,	and	grass-roots	democracy.
Once	 the	 revolution	 began,	women	 arrived	 from	 other	 parts	 of	Kurdistan	 to

support	it,	including	many	who	had	spent	decades	fighting	with	YJA	Star.	They
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brought	 their	 fighting	 and	 organizing	 skills,	 as	 well	 as	 their	 theoretical	 and
practical	 experience	 with	 Democratic	 Autonomy.	 Öcalan	 “described	 the
organizing	 model	 in	 detail,	 and	 we	 were	 very	 familiar	 with	 the	 books,”	 said
Amara,	a	women’s	movement	activist	in	Dêrîk.	“Now	we	just	had	to	implement
it.”

Kongreya	Star—Kongreya	Star	a	Rojavaye	Kurdistanê
Yekîtiya	 Star	 (the	 Star	 Union),	 Rojava’s	 umbrella	 women’s	 movement,	 was
founded	 in	 2005.	Star	 refers	 to	 the	 ancient	Mesopotamian	 goddess	 Ishtar,	 and
nowadays	 the	name	also	 refers	 to	 celestial	 stars.	 In	February	2016	 at	 its	Sixth
Congress,	 it	 was	 renamed	 Kongreya	 (Congress)	 Star,	 in	 accordance	 with	 the
Kurdish	women’s	movement	 as	 a	whole,	which	 changed	 its	 name	 in	February
2015	to	Kongreya	Jinen	Azad	(Congress	of	Free	Women).
Under	 the	 Ba’ath	 regime,	 Yekîtiya	 Star	 activists	 were	 arrested	 and	 tortured.

Today,	 all	women	 in	West	Kurdistan	who	 are	 involved	 in	TEV-DEM’s	 social,
political,	and	military	work	are	also	members	of	Kongreya	Star.	It’s	basic	to	the
Kurdish	women’s	movement	to	build	women’s	institutions	in	every	area,	so	that
women	 can	 disengage	 intellectually,	 emotionally,	 and	 spiritually	 from	 the
authority	and	violence	of	patriarchal	domination.

Kongreya	Star	in	the	Communes

Hilelî	is	a	relatively	poor	neighborhood	in	Qamişlo,	but	support	for	the	council
system	is	very	strong	there.	Şirîn	Ibrahim	Ömer,	a	45-year-old	woman	in	Hilelî,
told	us	about	the	women’s	work.	“We	are	sixty	active	women	in	the	commune.
Once	 a	 week	 we	 do	 educational	 work,	 we	 read	 books	 together	 and	 discuss
them.”



Figure	5.1	A	Kongreya	Star	assembly,	Dêrîk

In	building	Yekîtiya	Star,	explains	Şirîn,	 the	primary	goal	was	to	educate	 the
whole	 society	 politically.	 Political	 education	 is	 still	 the	 core	 of	 their	 work:
“Twice	a	month	we	visit	women	in	the	neighborhood	and	explain	the	agenda	of
the	revolution.”	Their	goal	is	to	visit	every	woman	in	Hilelî	at	home,	regardless
of	whether	she	is	part	of	the	Kurdish	movement.	“We	even	go	to	[women	of]	the
KDP,”	she	says.	“Many	women	still	have	the	mentality	of	the	state—they	don’t
see	 themselves	 as	people	who	can	 function	politically.	They	have	 lots	of	kids,
and	they	have	conflicts	at	home.
“Before	the	revolution,”	Şirîn	says,	“many	women	married	young,	in	girlhood.

Now	 they	 see	 that	 education	 can	 give	 them	 a	 better	 life.”	 And	 “once	 it	 was
normal	here	 for	people	 to	have	 the	 television	on	24	hours	 a	day,”	 she	 told	us,
“with	lots	of	Turkish	programs	in	Arabic.	But	then	the	electricity	was	shut	off,
and	that	 left	people’s	minds	free	 to	 think	about	something	else.”	As	a	result	of
the	grass-roots	work,	she	says,	“we	know	everyone	in	the	neighborhood.”
They	 offer	 the	 women	 a	 ten-day	 training	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 communes	 and

councils.	 Once	 women	 are	 connected,	 they	 take	 part	 in	 a	 weekly	 two-hour
educational	session.	One	of	the	authors	had	a	chance	to	participate	in	educational
work	when	Zelal	Ceger,	of	 the	Yekîtiya	Star	board,	spoke	 to	representatives	of



the	women’s	 councils	 in	Dêrîk.	 She	made	 a	 comprehensive	 assessment	 of	 the
current	 situation,	 then	 emphasized	 the	 necessity	 of	 visiting	 every	 family	 in	 a
commune,	not	just	the	families	that	TEV-DEM	had	already	recruited.	That	way
perhaps	 the	 family	 could	 be	 brought	 into	 the	 commune	 system.	 “If	 you	 aren’t
knowledgeable,	 you	 can’t	 work,”	 says	 Zelal	 Ceger.	 “Women	 have	 to	 educate
themselves	in	order	to	participate.”
“We	want	women	 to	become	self-reliant,”	 says	Adile,	of	 the	Dêrîk	women’s

center.	“We	go	to	the	villages	too	and	talk	to	women	there.	Many	of	them	don’t
dare	to	speak	to	us,	but	afterward,	secretly,	they	make	their	way	to	us.	We	collect
a	 little	 money,	 but	 it’s	 symbolic,	 a	 token	 amount.	 And	 we	 distribute	 a
newspaper”—Ronahî—“which	 appears	 once	 a	 week,	 in	 both	 Arabic	 and
Kurdish.	It’s	cheap,	so	everyone	can	get	a	copy.	When	we	get	together	now,	we
don’t	gossip	and	chitchat	the	way	we	used	to.	Instead	we	talk	about	the	political
developments	and	women’s	organizing.”
The	 women’s	 movement	 also	 publishes	 a	 newspaper	 called	 Dengê	 Jiyan,

which	carries	articles	on	women’s	history	and	analyses	of,	say,	“the	democratic
family”;	 it	 also	 publishes	 news	 about,	 for	 instance,	 the	 family	 law	 recently
passed	by	the	council.	Women	proposed	that	law	to	the	Supreme	Constitutional
Committee;	after	it	was	passed,	it	became	binding	on	everyone	in	Rojava.	As	a
result,	childhood	marriage	and	forced	marriage	are	now	forbidden,	as	 is	berdel
and	polygamy.9
The	women’s	movement’s	values	have	had	a	great	impact	on	the	new	society,

as	 people	 try	 to	 live	 by	 them.10	 Legislation	 and	 the	 administration	 of	 justice
represent	 only	 a	 transitional	 phase—the	 goal	 is	 an	 ethical	 society	 in	 which	 a
justice	system	is	superfluous.
For	now,	the	peace	committees	[see	9.2]	solve	family	problems.	“If	a	man	hits

a	woman,”	says	Adile,	“he	gets	at	 least	a	month	in	jail.	Previously	women	had
no	 rights.	 But	 now	we	 even	 have	 women’s	 courts.	 The	mala	 jinan	 [women’s
houses],	the	Asayîşa	Jin	[see	9.4],	and	the	courts	all	mutually	assist	one	another.
When	there	are	problems	between	men	and	women,	we	document	the	problems,
and	we	talk	to	the	men.	Many	times	they’ve	left	their	wives.	If	we	can’t	solve	the
problem,	such	as	when	a	man	pays	no	alimony	or	child	support,	 then	we	go	to
court.	And	we	investigate	underage	marriages.	There	is	a	real	marriage	market	in
Turkey.	Girls	are	sold	over	the	Internet.”
The	 Sara	 women’s	 center	 in	 Qamişlo	 investigates	 and	 documents	 cases	 of

domestic	 violence.11	 Asayîşa	 Jin	 can	 be	 called	 in	 to	 help	 the	women.	And	 in
Hilelî,	any	man	who	beats	his	wife	is	now	socially	ostracized,	says	Şirîn,	so	wife
beating	has	all	but	vanished.
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Almost	every	day	the	media	in	Rojava	report	on	the	creation	of	new	women’s
communes,	 not	 only	 in	 the	 Kurdish	 neighborhoods	 but	 also	 in	 the	 Arab
neighborhoods	 and	 villages.12	 These	 communes	 send	 representatives	 to	 the
assembly	of	the	women’s	councils	(Meclîs).	Remziye	Mihemed,	the	co-chair	of
the	 Qamişlo	 People’s	 Council,	 explains	 that	 “a	 society	 that	 can’t	 maximize
women’s	potential	has	a	great	weakness.	We’re	struggling	to	make	people	aware
of	 this	 fact.	 Because	 like	 it	 or	 not,	 over	 the	 years,	 the	 regime	 and	 the	 Arab
mentality	 have	 strongly	 shaped	 the	 thinking	 of	 our	men.	We	 now	have	 to	 use
everything	we’ve	got	 to	 try	 to	 shake	 that	mentality	off.	We’re	 trying	 to	ensure
that	women	play	a	leading	role	in	Qamişlo.	Our	work	is	already	bearing	fruit	in
the	cities.	Many	families	are	already	encouraging	their	daughters	to	get	socially
involved.”13
In	addition	 to	 the	communes,	 the	Rojava	Revolution	has	created	a	system	of

councils,	in	villages	and	districts	and	neighborhoods	[see	6.3].	And	alongside	the
mixed	councils	are	women-only	councils,	established	first	in	Kurdish	cities,	then
in	 Damascus,	 Aleppo,	 Raqqa,	 and	 Hesekê,	 and	 other	 cities	 and	 villages:
“Yekîtiya	Star	established	a	women’s	council	in	every	district	in	the	cantons	and
also	in	the	Syrian	cities	with	large	Kurdish	populations,	in	order	to	advance	the
interests	 of	 women	 and	 to	 promote	 a	 democratic,	 ecological,	 gender-liberated
society.	They	are	the	interconnecting	decision-making	bodies	for	all	women.”14
Nûha	 Mahmud,	 a	 35-year-old	 activist	 in	 Qamişlo,	 explains	 that	 innumerable
victims	of	sexual	violence	have	made	contact	with	the	women’s	councils.

Women	in	the	Three	Cantons
Because	of	Turkey’s	embargo	against	Rojava	[see	12.3],	we	could	not	 travel	 to
Afrîn	or	Kobanî.	But	women’s	organizing	differs	among	 the	 three	cantons,	we
were	told.
In	Afrîn,	 the	westernmost	canton,	women	are	very	 self-aware,	 Ilham	Ahmed

told	us,	and	“men’s	 influence	within	 the	 society	 is	very	weak.	Both	within	 the
family	 and	 in	 the	 society,	 women	 have	 organized	 a	 coexistence	 with	 men.
Children	flock	to	the	women.	The	idea	that	women	should	stay	home	and	run	the
household	 is	 very	 rarely	 heard	 in	 Afrîn.”	 Afrîn	 women	 perform	 heavy
agricultural	work	alongside	men	and	are	equally	represented	in	the	institutions.
They	 have	 laid	 a	 good	 foundation	 for	 educating	 and	 organizing	 themselves.
Many	 take	 part	 in	 Democratic	 Autonomy	 organizations	 and	 in	 the	 women’s
councils.	 One	 reason	 for	 Afrîn’s	 gender	 equality	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 “the	 clan
structures	play	no	special	role”	there,	the	fighter	Evîn	told	us,	“and	society	has
more	petit-bourgeois	features.”



As	a	result	of	the	Syrian	war,	Ahmed	told	us,	people	have	fled	the	embattled
areas	and	poured	into	Afrîn.	Among	them	were	organized	crime	groups,	people
with	 no	 personal	 connection	 to	 Afrîn,	 who	 committed	 attacks	 on	 women.
Violence	 against	 women	 and	 prostitution,	 said	 Ahmed,	 “became	 serious
problems.	 The	 leadership	 in	 Afrîn’s	 democratic	 self-government	 tried	 to	 raise
awareness	 through	 education,	 seminars,	 projects,	 and	 workshops,	 and	 do
something	about	these	problems.”
In	 Kobanî	 canton,	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 tribes	 is	 more	 persistent,	 along	with

their	feudal	clan	structures.	As	a	result,	Ilham	Ahmed	told	us,	the	movement	in
Kobanî	was	weak	before	the	revolution.	“The	tribes	are	more	important	than	the
political	 parties,”	 she	 said.	 “They	 hold	 the	 society	 together.	 But	 unlike	 other
political	 parties,	 they	were	 not	 against	 the	 revolution.”	 During	 the	 revolution,
Kobanî’s	tribes	became	more	open.	Most	people	sympathized	with	the	liberation.
The	 PYD	 is	 popular	 here—other	 parties	 are	 present,	 but	 they	 have	 little
influence	and	 insignificant	 support.	 “The	 revolution	had	 the	biggest	 influence”
in	Kobanî,	Ahmed	told	us	in	May	2014.
Before	the	revolution,	she	told	us,	“it	was	impossible	for	women	and	girls	to

walk	 alone	 in	 the	 city.	 State-employed	 teachers	 and	 officials	 would	 sexually
assault	girls,	and	the	regime	tolerated	these	attacks,	so	women	and	girls	couldn’t
move	around	freely,	or	organize,	or	go	to	work.	But	the	revolution	put	an	end	to
the	 sexual	 attacks,	 and	 those	 responsible	 were	 punished,	 which	 allowed	 a
positive	social	climate	to	emerge.	Women	in	Kobanî	could	then	participate	more
freely	 in	 revolutionary	work.	And	 because	 of	 their	 formerly	 acute	 oppression,
they	had	enormous	revolutionary	potential.”
Kobanî	 canton	 has	 “communal	 values	 that	 have	 not	 been	 destroyed	 as	 in

capitalist	 society,”	 the	 fighter	 Evîn	 pointed	 out.	 But	 the	 movement’s	 pre-
revolutionary	weakness	 in	Kobanî	meant	 that	 it	encountered	many	problems	in
building	Democratic	Autonomy.	The	women,	however,	brought	all	 their	energy
to	 it.	 At	 first,	 the	 women	were	 active	 only	 in	 the	 nine	mixed	 councils	 in	 the
Kobanî	neighborhoods.	Then	a	women’s	house	 (mala	 jinan)	 in	Kobanî	created
the	 women’s	 council,	 so	 that	 women	 would	 be	 able	 to	 make	 decisions
autonomously.	 In	 the	 spring	 of	 2013,	 135	 women	 participated	 in	 the	 Kobanî
women’s	council	 to	address	 local	women’s	 issues.	All	 councils	observe	 the	40
percent	gender	quota	and	the	dual	leadership	principle	[see	5.5].15
The	2014–15	 attack	 by	 IS	 destroyed	much	 that	was	 built	 in	Kobanî.	But	 on

October	 27,	 2015,	 Kobanî	 passed	 a	 set	 of	 women’s	 laws	 that	 are	 binding	 on
everyone	in	the	canton,	banning	childhood	marriage	among	other	things.16



5.5 Dual	Leadership	and	the	40	Percent	Quota
The	 principle	 of	 dual	 leadership	 (hevserok)	 applies	 everywhere	 in	 Rojava.
Whether	it’s	in	a	commune	or	in	a	court,	everywhere	leadership	is	vested	in	two
people,	and	one	of	 them	must	be	a	woman.	As	Asya	Abdullah,	one	of	 the	 two
co-chairs	 of	 the	 PYD,	 states,	 “Look	 at	 the	 purported	 opposition	 in	 Syria.	You
won’t	find	a	single	woman	among	them.	Ask	yourself,	what	kind	of	a	revolution
do	they	want,	in	which	some	parts	of	society	aren’t	represented?	How	can	they
talk	about	freedom	and	democracy	yet	overlook	the	equality	of	men	and	women?
How	can	a	society	be	free	when	its	women	aren’t	free?”17
For	 all	 mixed-gender	 institutions,	 a	 gender	 quota	 applies.	 That	 is,	 in	 every

council,	every	commission,	every	leadership	position,	every	court,	women	must
make	up	at	 least	 40	percent.	A	hefty	proportion	of	women	are	participating	 in
Rojava’s	revolutionary	work:	 in	Afrîn,	65	percent	of	 the	civil	society,	political,
and	 military	 institutions	 now	 consist	 of	 selforganized	 women.	 That	 includes
communal	 administration,	 councils,	 and	 commissions.	 In	 the	 44	 municipal
institutions,	55	percent	of	the	workers	are	women.	In	the	agricultural	sector,	it’s
56	percent,	 and	 in	 the	Kurdish-language	 institutes	 and	 the	 teachers’	 union,	 the
proportion	of	women	is	70	percent.18	In	the	education	sector,	 the	proportion	of
women	among	the	teachers	is	even	larger:	in	Kobanî,	it’s	about	80	percent,	and
in	Tirbespî	almost	90	percent.19	Women	are	founding	their	own	radio	stations	to
address	 women’s	 issues—in	 Kobanî	 ten	 young	 women	 are	 running	 such	 a
station.20
“We’re	 still	 a	 long	way	 from	achieving	our	goals,”	 says	Asya	Abdullah,	 co-

chair	 of	 the	 PYD.	 “But	we’ve	 learned	 from	 the	 failed	 revolutions	 in	 the	 past.
They	 always	 said,	 ‘Let’s	 carry	 the	 revolution	 to	 success,	 and	 then	 we’ll	 give
women	their	rights.’	But	after	the	revolution,	of	course,	it	didn’t	happen.	We’re
not	repeating	that	old	story	in	our	revolution.”21
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Figure	5.2	Dual	leadership:	The	co-mayors	of	Serêkaniyê

Women’s	Organizations

Women’s	Education	and	Research	Centers—Navenda	Perwerde	û	Zanist
Jinê

In	Rojava	women	 have	 established	Women’s	 Education	 and	Research	Centers
not	only	in	Kurdish	cities	and	villages	but	also	in	Arab	cities	with	large	Kurdish
populations.	 Since	 2011,	 two	women’s	 academies	 have	 opened,	 as	well	 as	 26
educational	centers.22	Women	 bring	 their	 family	 and	 social	 dilemmas	 to	 these
centers	and	find	solutions	by	 talking	with	other	women.	The	centers	also	offer
courses	on	computer	use,	 language,	 sewing,	 first	 aid,	 and	on	children’s	health,
and	culture	and	art.	The	women	decide	for	themselves	what	they	need.	“We	are
laying	 the	 foundation	 so	 that	 in	 the	 future	 women	 can	 decide	 about	 women’s
subjects,”	 says	 Ilham	 Ahmed.	 “A	 new	 consciousness	 and	 self-awareness	 is
emerging.”
The	Women’s	Education	 and	Research	Centers	double	 as	meeting	places	 for

other	women’s	organizations.	A	representative	of	the	center	in	Serêkaniyê	told	us
that	“through	the	commune	system	we	get	to	know	every	family.	We	know	their



economic	situations,	we	know	who	beats	his	wife	and	children.”	While	we	were
visiting	 the	women’s	center	 in	Serêkaniyê,	we	witnessed	 such	an	 inquiry.	Two
older	Arab	women	came	and	asked	for	help.	After	marital	separations,	they	were
demanding	compensation.
The	primary	task	of	the	Women’s	Centers	is	 to	educate	women	politically,	 to

encourage	 them	 “to	 investigate	 reality,	 then	 to	 change	 reality	 with	 new
knowledge	and	new	 learning,	 to	 reconfigure	 it	 to	achieve	a	more	beautiful	 life
and	a	free	society,”	says	CENÎ,	the	Kurdish	women’s	office	for	peace.23
Since	 2011,	Yekîtiya	 Star	 has	 been	 building	 academies	whose	 purpose	 is	 to

strengthen	 women	 ideologically.	 Women	 in	 the	 PKK	 guerrilla	 army	 have
developed	 Jineolojî,	 or	 “women’s	 science.”	 (The	 Kurdish	 word	 jin	 means
“woman”	 and	ologî	 derives	 from	 the	Greek	 for	 “knowledge.”	The	word	 jin	 is
also	 related	 to	 the	 Kurdish	 concept	 jiyan,	 which	 means	 “life.”)	 According	 to
Jineolojî,	 knowledge	 and	 science	 are	 disconnected	 from	 society—they	 are	 a
monopoly	controlled	by	dominant	groups,	used	as	a	foundation	for	their	power.
The	 goal	 of	 Jineolojî	 is	 to	 give	 women	 and	 society	 access	 to	 science	 and
knowledge	 and	 to	 strengthen	 the	 connections	 of	 science	 and	 knowledge	 to
society.	Jineolojî	also	wants	to	develop	the	vision	of	a	good	life,	and	the	councils
are	putting	it	into	practice;	theory	and	practice	are	always	in	communication.
Dorşîn	Akîf,	the	head	of	a	women’s	academy	in	Rimelan,	reports	that	Kurdish

women	regard	Jineolojî	as	“the	culmination	of	that	decades-long	experience”	of
fighting	 in	 the	 guerrilla	 army.	 It	 represents	 “the	 kind	 of	 knowledge	 that	 was
stolen	 from	 women”	 and	 that	 can	 be	 recovered.	 At	 the	 women’s	 academy	 in
Rimelan,	 she	 says,	 students	 of	 Jineolojî	 “are	 trying	 to	 overcome	 women’s
nonexistence	 in	 history.	We	 try	 to	 understand	 how	 concepts	 are	 produced	 and
reproduced	 within	 existing	 social	 relations,	 then	 we	 come	 up	 with	 our	 own
understanding.	We	want	to	establish	a	true	interpretation	of	history	by	looking	at
the	role	of	women	and	making	women	visible	in	history.”24
The	women’s	question	is	no	longer	limited	to	legal	and	political	 issues—it	is

empowering	women	to	consider	all	social	problems	as	their	own	and	as	part	of
their	struggle.	For	example,	some	women	in	the	Kurdish	movement	want	to	find
a	 new	 aesthetic,	 to	 reinvent	 art	 and	 culture	 from	 women’s	 perspective,	 using
their	own	forms	of	expression.

Young	Women’s	Movement—Tevgera	Jinên	Ciwan

Doz	Kobanî,	of	 the	Youth	Confederation,	says	that	“the	most	 important	part	of
our	work	is	the	women’s	work.	Our	chief	[Abdullah	Öcalan]	says	correctly	that
without	the	freedom	of	women,	society	cannot	be	free.	So	we	especially	address



young	 women	 and	 do	 educational	 work.	 First	 we	 explore	 the	 history	 of
civilization	and	the	5,000-year	history	of	patriarchy.	We	explain	the	position	of
woman	in	society	before	patriarchy	and	what	man	has	done	to	her	in	all	the	eras
since.	These	discussions	are	very	important	for	us.”
On	May	16,	2014,	one	of	the	authors	attended	the	third	conference	of	Young

Revolutionary	Women	 in	 Cizîrê,	 held	 in	 Rimelan.	 Around	 230	 young	women
from	all	parts	of	 the	canton	converged	here	 to	assess	 the	work	of	 the	previous
year	and	to	set	new	goals	for	the	coming	year.	They	analyzed	the	role	of	women
in	 the	 Middle	 East	 in	 general	 and	 rejected	 traditional	 role	 models.	 They
discussed	 Capitalist	 Modernity,	 rejecting	 its	 commodification	 of	 women’s
bodies.	“As	Kurdish	women	in	the	Middle	East,”	declared	Hanife	Hisên	in	her
opening	 speech,	 “we	 oppose	 these	 images.	 If	 we	want	 to	 build	 a	 democratic,
egalitarian	society,	we	have	 to	solve	 the	woman	question	first.	The	basis	of	all
oppression	 is	 women’s	 subordination,	 which	 as	 a	 system	 is	 tied	 to	 Capitalist
Modernity.”
One	 of	 the	 principal	 themes	 of	 the	 conference	 was	 youth:	 “We	 started	 [the

revolution]	with	young	people,	and	with	young	people	we	will	achieve	success.”
The	women	all	spoke	with	great	determination	and	composure.	They	evaluated
the	obstacles	to	their	organizing	work,	such	as	the	persistent	attempts	of	families
to	prevent	young	women	from	political	engagement.	The	attendees	resolved	 to
do	 more	 work	 within	 families.	 They	 valued	 educational	 work	 highly.	 A	 few
pointed	 to	 the	underage	marriages	 that	many	girls	are	still	 forced	 to	enter.	The
discussions	were	 frank	and	animated.	The	young	women	elected	a	15-member
board	 and	 resolved	 to	 strengthen	 their	 ideological	 and	 political	 struggle	 for
women’s	liberation.



Figure	5.3	Conference	of	Young	Revolutionary	Women,	May	2014	in	Rimelan

Syrian	Women’s	Association—Însyatîfa	Jinên	Sûriyeyê

Yekîtiya	Star	laid	the	foundation	in	Rojava	for	collaborations	among	women	of
different	 ethnic	 groups.	 In	March	 2013,	 the	 Syrian	Women’s	 Association	was
founded,	 by	 women	 who	 were	 Kurds,	 Arabs,	 Ezidis,	 and	 Syriacs.	 The
association	 is	 not	 part	 of	 the	 council	 system,	 but	 Kurdish,	 Arab,	 and	 Syriac
women	are	working	 together	 to	write	 a	 new	democratic	 constitution	 for	Syria,
one	 that	 will	 guarantee	 the	 rights	 of	 all	 women	 and	 all	 the	 peoples.25	 The
association	has	crafted	 laws	and	conducted	numerous	 forums	on	 the	subject	of
women’s	liberation.
At	 the	 Dêrîk	 women’s	 center,	 Zîhan	 Davut,	 head	 of	 the	 Syrian	 Women’s

Association,	explained	that	“when	the	revolution	began,	we	didn’t	want	to	have
the	 same	negative	 experiences	 as	 in	 the	Arab	Spring.	We	wanted	 the	 rights	 of
women	to	be	established	legally.	Up	to	that	point,	individual	women	here	had	no
rights	here	at	all.	We	wanted	to	change	that	not	only	in	Rojava	but	in	all	of	Syria.
Here	 it’s	 mostly	 the	 women	 who	 work	 and	 organize	 …	 Here	 in	 Rojava	 it’s
difficult	to	reach	the	Arab	women,	because	they	don’t	know	their	rights.	Just	to
go	 to	 a	meeting,	 they	 have	 to	 get	 permission	 from	 their	 husbands.	 But	 we’re



gradually	building	contacts	with	them.	Meanwhile	we	already	have	lots	of	Arab
women	in	our	organization.”

Syriac	Women’s	Association—Huyodo	da	Nesge	Suryoye	b’Suria

Later,	Zîhan	Davut	accompanied	us	to	the	Syriac	Women’s	Association.	“We’re
beginning	 to	 organize,”	 a	 young	 Syriac	 woman	 there	 told	 us,	 “and	 our	 social
position	has	already	 improved.	Some	of	us	were	 inspired	by	Yekîtiya	Star	and
decided	 to	 organize	 an	 association.	 Since	 then	 more	 women	 have	 joined,
especially	in	Qamişlo.”
Domestic	violence	has	long	existed	in	Syriac	families	just	as	in	Kurdish	ones,

although	 it	was	more	 taboo.	 In	Syriac	 society,	Zîhan	Davut	 explained	 to	 us,	 a
few	women	worked	 as	 doctors	 and	 lawyers	 and	 led	 economically	 independent
lives.	And	once	upon	a	time,	another	woman	explained,	Syriac	women	thought
of	 themselves	as	more	progressive	than	Kurdish	women.	Now	they	realize	that
Kurdish	 women,	 through	 organizing	 and	 discussions,	 have	 attained	 more
freedom.	Syriac	women	have	been	 inspired	by	 their	 example	 to	 adopt	 entirely
new	roles,	such	as	by	joining	the	Asayîşa	Jin.
The	revolution,	a	Syriac	woman	explained,	has	led	women	to	exchange	ideas

and	mutually	expand	each	other’s	understanding.	Many	Syriacs	live	in	Hesekê,
so	on	October	13,	2013,	the	first	Syriac	women’s	center	was	opened	there.	Still,
“our	 society	 is	 unfortunately	 very	 fragmented,	 and	 there	 are	many	 parties	 and
organizations	that	compete	with	one	another,”	lamented	one	of	the	women.

Kurdish	Women’s	Press	Association	(RAJIN)

“To	overcome	patriarchal	hegemony”

“Women	 should	 become	 visible	 and	 write	 their	 own	 history”:	 the	 Rojava’s
women’s	movement	 takes	 this	principle	very	 seriously.	 In	 the	 cantons,	women
have	 above-average	 representation	 in	 all	 media,	 from	 radio	 and	 TV	 to	 news
agencies.	 But	 they	 consider	 it	 important	 to	 also	 be	 organized	 into	 a	 union	 of
journalists.
The	Kurdish	Women’s	Press	Association	(RAJIN)	was	founded	in	the	Qandil

Mountains	in	2013.	In	May	2014,	the	Kurdish	women	journalists	of	Rojava	held
their	 first	 conference	 in	 Qamişlo,	 where	 they	 founded	 the	 Kurdish	 Women’s
Press	Association	of	Rojava	(RAJIN	Rojava).	The	conference	was	organized	as
part	 of	 the	 YJA	 campaign	 “Free	 Woman	 for	 the	 Democratic	 Nation”	 and
organized	around	the	slogan	“A	free	women’s	press	and	a	free	society,	in	honor
of	Gurbetelli	Ersöz.”



(Ersöz	was	editor-in-chief	of	the	Kurdish	newspaper	Özgür	Gündem	in	Turkey
in	the	early	1990s.	She	was	arrested	on	December	10,	1993,	and	the	paper	was
banned.	 After	 six	 months,	 she	 was	 released,	 but	 the	 proceedings	 against	 her
continued,	and	she	could	no	longer	find	work	as	a	journalist.	In	1995,	she	joined
the	PKK	guerrilla	army.	On	October	7,	1997,	she	lost	her	life	in	an	ambush	by
the	KDP.)26
At	RAJIN	Rojava’s	founding	conference	in	Qamişlo,	70	delegates	participated,

as	well	as	Yekîtiya	Star	board	members	Ilham	Ahmed,	Zelal	Ceger,	and	Medya
Mihemed,	 not	 to	 mention	 the	 YPJ	 press	 office.	 The	 conference	 agreed	 that
October	 7	 would	 be	 the	 annual	 day	 commemorating	 women	 journalists	 in
Kurdistan.
“We’re	fighting	to	recover	our	identity,”	Medya	Mihemed	said	in	the	opening

speech,	“which	was	historically	free	but	was	stolen	from	us.	Kurdish	women	in
the	PKK	have	chosen	 to	 struggle	 for	 freedom,	 for	a	 free	way	of	 life.	We	have
now	taken	decisive	steps	toward	creating	a	free	society.	Today	the	press	is	tied	to
a	 patriarchal	 mentality,	 because	 masculine	 hegemony	 dominates	 in	 all	 media.
But	the	struggle	is	slowly	breaking	that	down	…	The	struggle	waged	by	women
of	the	press	will	become	the	basis	for	the	free	press.”
The	 conference	 resolved	 that	RAJIN	members	would	 take	 part	 in	 a	 political

and	organizational	educational	effort	to	enlighten	the	male	members	of	the	press
union	(Azad-YRA)	about	gender	consciousness	and	everyday	use	of	language.	It
further	 resolved	 that	 women	 should	 be	 integrated	 into	 the	 technical	 and
professional	aspects	of	the	media,	that	a	women’s	radio	station	in	Rojava	would
be	set	up	to	broadcast,	and	that	a	women’s	media	academy	should	be	opened.

Foundation	of	Free	Women	in	Rojava—Weqfa	Jina	Azad	a	Rojava

In	2014,	the	Foundation	of	Free	Women	was	founded	in	Qamişlo,	with	the	goal
of	improving	women’s	lives	and	supporting	women’s	organizing.	As	a	first	step,
they	 circulated	 a	 questionnaire	 among	 women	 in	 Qamişlo.	 Their	 findings:	 73
percent	 of	 those	 surveyed	 live	 in	 small	 families.	Ninety-two	 percent	 said	 they
needed	education	to	improve	their	economic	situation.	Sixty	percent	wished	they
had	 childcare.	 The	 results	 made	 it	 clear	 that	 even	 before	 the	 war	 and	 the
embargo,	institutional	violence	against	women	was	widespread	in	Qamişlo.
The	foundation	develops	projects	like	women’s	health	centers	and	pre-schools,

and	 it	 supports	 the	 creation	 of	women’s	 cooperatives	 [see	 12.5]	 and	women’s
parks.	A	women’s	village	is	even	planned.	“Because	of	the	preexisting	violence
and	 its	 increase	 due	 to	 the	 ongoing	 war,”	 says	 the	 foundation,	 “women	 and
children	in	Syria	experience	traumatic	events	every	day.	Such	deep-seated	social
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problems	require	long-term	and	broad	solutions.	For	all	our	 important	projects,
money	is	urgently	needed.”27

Gender	Equality	is	Also	a	Men’s	Issue
Women	who	attempt	to	emancipate	themselves	face	considerable	difficulties.	“A
woman	who	wants	to	play	a	part	in	the	revolution,”	observes	Ilham	Ahmed,	“has
to	 overcome	 obstacles.	 Her	 family	 will	 give	 her	 trouble,	 especially	 the	 men.
When	 a	man	 comes	 home	 from	work,	 he	 expects	 to	 see	 everything	 ready	 for
him.	His	wife	is	considered	his	property,	so	she	is	to	be	there	for	him,	to	see	to
his	 comfort.	 She’s	 not	 supposed	 to	 leave	 the	 house.	 All	 the	 social	 rules	 and
conventions	support	a	husband	in	this	privileged	position,	by	which	he	exploits
his	wife.	And	many	men	beat	their	wives.	In	many	cases,	when	women	tried	to
become	politically	active,	their	husbands	gave	them	a	choice:	political	work,	or
me.
“Many	 women,	 faced	 with	 the	 choice,	 decide	 against	 their	 husbands.	 They

leave	home	to	become	politically	active.	Once	 they	get	 to	know	freedom,	 they
never	want	to	give	it	up.	Many	women	who	reach	this	point	are	rethinking	their
relationships	 with	 their	 husbands,	 because	 of	 their	 newfound	 economic
independence.”	 In	December	 2015,	 a	women’s	 delegation	 from	Hamburg	was
told	that	30	of	58	women	in	the	Asayîşa	Jin	in	Dêrîk	were	divorced	in	one	year:
“That	forces	the	men	to	accept	reality,	to	face	the	facts,	and	change	themselves.
They	see	 that	women	are	getting	 recognition	 for	 their	work	 in	 the	society,	and
they	recognize	that	they	should	support	them	instead	of	subjugating	them.”
Osman	Kobanî,	a	member	of	the	people’s	court	of	Kobanî,	emphasizes	the	role

of	 the	 new	 justice	 system:	 “Some	 men	 have	 several	 wives.	 Often	 these	 men
value	 the	wives	who	bear	 sons	more	 than	 those	who	bear	 daughters,	 and	 they
treat	[the	latter]	 like	second-class	people.	But	 the	people’s	court	 is	breaking	up
that	 mentality.	 Most	 of	 the	 cases	 in	 which	 women	 are	 involved	 are	 divorce
suits.”28
Their	many	long	years	of	struggle	have	given	Kurdish	women	self-awareness.

They	 reject	 women’s	 traditional	 patriarchal	 role	 and	 adapt	 to	 the	 new	 role	 of
freedom	fighter	because	they	have	so	much	to	win	and	so	little	to	lose.	Women
by	the	thousands	have	become	active	in	urban	and	village	councils.
The	rapid	transformation	of	women’s	role	has	come	to	many	men	almost	as	a

shock.	 We	 often	 heard,	 “The	 women	 here	 have	 taken	 over	 everything!”	 But
much	 educational	 work	 has	 also	 taken	 place	 in	 the	 mixed	 institutions,	 which
helps	 the	men	 come	 to	 grips	 with	 changing	 gender	 roles.	 Young	men	 too	 are
experiencing	 new	 roles:	 in	 their	military	 units,	 they	 have	 to	 perform	 the	 same
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tasks	 as	 women,	 they	 have	 to	 learn	 to	 cook,	 to	 bake	 bread	 and	 do	 laundry.
Fighting	 sexism	 and	 creating	 gender	 equality	 will	 be	 a	 long	 and	 protracted
process.

Radical	Islam	Versus	Women’s	Emancipation
“These	women	are	defending	not	only	themselves	but	all	Syrian	women.”



Asya	Abdullah

When	radical	Islamic	forces	attack	in	Rojava	and	South	Kurdistan,	they	are	also
attacking	women—it	is	femicide.	When	jihadists	take	over	cities,	they	announce
it	 over	 loudspeakers	 from	 the	 mosques,	 reports	 Axîn	 Amed,	 a	 human	 rights
worker.29	Women	abducted	by	IS	are	either	“given”	to	IS	members	or	“sold”	in
markets	 like	 commodities.	 Eyewitnesses	 have	 reported	 cases	 of	 women	 who
refused	to	submit	whose	breasts	were	cut	off	and	their	bodies	mutilated.30
IS	considers	it	halal,	permitted,	to	rape	women	who	don’t	share	their	ideology,

even	 girls.	 On	 June	 18,	 2014,	 in	Mosul,	 the	 ISIS	mufti	 decreed:	 “Wives	 and
daughters	of	soldiers	and	politicians	who	work	on	behalf	of	Maliki	are	halal	for
members.”31	 Rape	 and	 sexual	 violence	 are	 a	 deliberate,	 long-standing	 tool	 of
warfare	 that	 expresses	 absolute	 contempt	 for	 women	 and	 disdain	 for	 their
physical	and	personal	integrity.	A	rape	purports	to	demonstrate	that	the	woman’s
male	 family	 members	 have	 not	 fulfilled	 their	 patriarchal	 duty	 to	 protect	 her,
since	 in	 most	 Middle	 Eastern	 societies,	 a	 rape	 destroys	 the	 family’s	 “honor”
(namûs)	 and	 a	 raped	 woman	 is	 considered	 shameful.	 The	 threat	 of	 rape	 is	 a
conscious	 instrument	 of	 war	 with	 the	 goal	 of	 provoking	 revenge	 and	 forcing
emigration.
According	 to	Asya	Abdullah,	 in	 the	summer	of	2013	 in	Hesekê	province,	 IS

“abducted,	 raped,	 and	 murdered	 a	 large	 number	 of	 Armenian	 women.	 In	 this
region	 Kurds,	 Arabs,	 Christians,	 Druze,	 Sunnis,	 and	 Alawites	 had	 all	 lived
amicably	with	one	another.	Peaceful	coexistence	is	 itself	an	object	of	attack	by
the	 [radical	 Islamic]	 groups.	 Today	 they	 attack	 Kurds,	 but	 their	 goal	 is	 to
eradicate	 the	 coexistence	 of	 peoples.	 They	 have	 set	 their	 sights	 especially	 on
Kurdish	women,	because	Kurdish	women	are	playing	such	an	active	part	in	the
fighting,	defending	not	only	themselves	but	all	Syrian	women.”32
In	 August	 2014,	 IS	 attacked	 Ezidi	 and	 Christian	 villages	 and	 cities	 and

captured	more	than	7,000	women.	They	repeatedly	raped	them,	then	sold	them	at
slave	markets	as	chattels;	they	gave	them	over	to	jihadists	as	war	booty	or	forced
them	 to	marry.	They	 sold	 the	children	as	 sex	 slaves.	They	pressed	cell	phones
into	the	hands	of	enslaved	women,	so	they	could	call	their	families	and	tell	them
about	 the	 atrocities.	 Some	women	 implored	 their	 families	 to	 tell	 the	 armies	 to
bomb	the	places	where	they	were	being	held,	because	they	preferred	death	to	the
repeated	rapes.	“I’ve	been	raped	thirty	times	today	and	it’s	not	even	lunchtime,”
said	one	woman.	“I	can’t	go	to	the	toilet.	Please	bomb	us,”	she	said.	“I’m	going
to	kill	myself	anyway.”33
The	Kurdish	women’s	movement	 characterizes	 capitalist	 patriarchy	 as	 “rape
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culture.”34	 The	 IS	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 extreme	 forms	 of	 this	 supremely
exploitative	 culture.	 As	 author	 Dilar	 Dirik	 writes,	 “Many	 of	 the	methods	 and
mechanisms	of	the	IS	are	copies	of	the	dominant	nation	state-oriented,	capitalist,
patriarchal	world	order	which	reigns	everywhere	in	2014	in	the	world.	In	many
ways,	 the	IS	is	a	more	extreme	version	of	violence	against	women	all	over	the
world,	the	world	that	is	considered	progressive.”35
Here	 are	 a	 few	of	 the	 laws	 that	 ISIS	decreed	on	 June	26,	2014,	 in	Turkmen

villages:

Women	must	veil	their	faces	completely.
Women	may	not	leave	their	homes	without	a	male	escort.
Women	may	not	go	to	the	markets	at	all,	not	even	with	a	male	escort.
If	 a	 family	 has	 two	 daughters,	 one	must	 be	 given	 over	 to	 IS.	A	woman
whose	“husband”	dies	at	the	front	is	“given”	to	another	IS	fighter.
If	a	woman	lives	at	home	for	longer	than	three	months	without	a	husband,
she	must	marry	a	man	chosen	by	IS	fighters.

Rojava’s	woman-centered	 society	 is	 thus	 the	 antithesis	 of	 IS.	Many	politically
active	 women	 in	 Rojava	 told	 us	 that	 they	 wished	 women	 would	 organize
everywhere	 and	 defend	 themselves	 against	 the	 horrors	 committed	 by	 the
Islamists	and	struggle	for	a	new	role	for	women.36

Outlook
Not	all	women	participate	in	Rojava’s	women’s	organizations.	Women	in	many
places	 remain	 economically	 dependent	 on	 their	 husbands	 and	 families.	 Many
have	 not	 yet	 achieved	 the	 ability	 and	 mentality	 to	 determine	 their	 own	 fate.
Female	 students,	 initially	 eager	 to	 get	 involved,	 withdrew	 in	 disappointment
since	they	couldn’t	fulfill	their	individual	dreams;	due	to	the	war	situation,	many
aspirations	 have	 had	 to	 be	 renounced.	Women	 and	 men	 who	 were	 privileged
under	the	regime	yearn	to	return	to	prerevolutionary	times.	The	system	of	self-
government	requires	a	great	deal	of	work,	and	it	is	unpaid.	After	sixty	years	of
dictatorship	 and	 Ba’athism,	 many	 people	 expected	 that	 a	 new	 state	 would
eventually	 reemerge	and	 that	 they	would	be	able	 to	withdraw	 into	private	 life.
But	Democratic	Autonomy	demands	much	engagement.



Figure	5.4	A	women’s	demonstration	in	Qamişlo

Still,	women	have	taken	many	steps	forward	in	the	liberation	of	women.	The
most	important	has	been	to	organize.	When	women	create	strong	organizations,
they	clarify	for	themselves	and	each	other	how	to	imagine	another	life,	and	when
they	use	the	organization’s	force	to	put	their	imaginings	into	practice,	they	have
a	 lever	 to	wield	against	any	future	structural	oppression.	And	as	 Ilham	Ahmed
points	out,	now	 that	 they	have	made	 such	considerable	 sacrifices,	 they	are	not
going	to	back	down.
The	 revolution	 in	 Rojava	 has	 rendered	 Abdullah	 Öcalan’s	 paradigm	 of	 a

women-liberated	society—beyond	state,	power,	and	violence—more	tangible	for
the	 Kurdish	 community.	 An	 activist	 on	 the	 women’s	 council	 in	 Cologne
explains,	“For	thirty	years	I’ve	been	in	the	PKK	movement,	and	I’ve	read	all	of
Öcalan’s	 books,	 but	 deep	 inside	 I	 always	 thought,	 ‘We	 should	 struggle	 for	 a
Kurdish	state.’	Only	with	 the	Rojava	Revolution,	with	 the	women’s	communes
with	 Arabs	 and	 Syriacs,	 have	 I	 really	 understood	 what	 it	 means	 to	 create	 a
woman-centered	society	without	the	state.”
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The	Rojava	Revolution,	with	its	vanguard	of	women	activists,	could	catalyze	a
new	 image	 of	 woman	 in	 the	 entire	Middle	 East.	 Ezidi	 women	 in	 Şengal	 and
Arab	women	are	already	starting	to	organize	according	to	this	model.	In	Europe,
too,	 these	 developments	 have	 unleashed	 great	 enthusiasm.	 Emulating	 the
academy	system	in	Rojava,	feminists	in	Germany	are	beginning	to	discover	this
educational	work.37
The	Kurdish	women’s	movement	in	Rojava	is	not	organizationally	part	of	the

Komalên	Jinên	Kurdistan	(KJK)	system,	but	it’s	ideologically	related—that	is,	it
shares	 the	 KJK’s	 goals.38	 Among	 those	 goals	 are	 “to	 fulfill	 the	 women’s
revolution	 that	 began	 in	Kurdistan	 and	 to	 extend	 it	 into	 the	Middle	 East	 as	 a
whole,	and	 to	strive	 for	a	worldwide	women’s	 revolution.”	These	are	no	small
goals.	Back	in	1993,	when	Kurdish	women	decided	to	establish	a	women’s	army,
only	a	few	really	believed	such	a	thing	was	possible.	Today,	as	a	regular	army,
they	are	successfully	doing	battle	with	IS.
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