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History is not the past; it is the present.  
We carry our history with us, we are our history. 

If we pretend otherwise, we literally are criminals. 
 

 James Baldwin 
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THESIS ABSTRACT 

 

Contemporary Kurdish mobilization, as it unfolds in multiple and overlapping contexts of 
conflict, oUers a critical site for examining how non-state-seeking movements build capacity 
and sustain mobilization beyond traditional frameworks of ethno-nationalist struggles. This 
dissertation sheds light on mobilization at the intersection of survival and resistance, 
focusing on the agential practices of narrating, imagining, and self- and place-making as an 
emancipatory praxis. Navigating a complex history of violence and driven by a desire to 
restore a fractured society, Kurdish mobilization around the non-state seeking frame posits 
itself as a paradigmatic case of what I call survivance paths of mobilization.  
 
First, the study unpacks the relational and processual dynamics of violence as manifested 
in the history of Kurdistan and examines how the multi-scalar and transregional assemblage 
of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict turns Kurds into colonial subjects of dereliction and death 
politics, enforcing collective and translocal emotions of enduring statelessness beyond the 
legalistic frames. Second, it shows that the ability to diUuse beyond a specific locality and 
constituency is fundamentally influenced by how violence is experienced and how 
alternative social and political orders are imagined in response. The study shows that amid 
of what I conceptualize as composite statelessness, the resignified forms of resistance are 
not simply about territorial gains or losses but about carving out spaces of autonomy and 
society-building. Hence, the context of conflict – its intensity, spatial, temporal and 
sequential variations and how these are perceived and remembered by those aUected – 
directly shapes the strategic and organizational choices, capacities, and narratives of 
Kurdish mobilization.  
 
The empirical material of this within-case study is clustered around three processes of 
subjugation and their respective situatedness in the conflict assemblage: (1) persecuted 
movement actors, (2) refugeeized Kurds of the Maxmur refugee camp and (3) minoritized 
Ezidi-Kurds. Based on in-depth interviews, focus groups and participant observations, 
overall, this research is rooted in accounts from more than sixty participants. Contributing 
to the broader discussions on how people imagine and seek freedom in times of violence, I 
argue that the resignifications from below – as distinct as they are in their specific contexts 
of conflict – emphasize the transformative faculties of relations, eventually both constituting 
and being constituted by Kurdish mobilization towards building a society, and not a state.  
 
 
 

 

 
  



 IV 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
This thesis stems from a deep commitment to the people subjected to and mobilizing in 
spite of state violence. While the research aimed to create a space for their histories of 
resistance, it was the unsubdued aUirmation of life I encountered in every interaction with 
the participants that profoundly shaped the trajectory of this research and has been a 
transformative personal journey. Ultimately, this work belongs to them.  
 
I want to begin with my heartfelt thanks to the members of my jury for their time, dedication, 
and thoughtful engagement with this work. I am especially indebted to my supervisor, 
Donatella della Porta. Your guidance, warmth, and mentorship have been a constant source 
of inspiration and motivation. In a world marked by wars and conflicts, even in the most 
critical times, you remain steadfast in your commitment to the oppressed, upholding a 
moral integrity of powerful example for others, in defense of freedom of thought and in 
solidarity with those struggling for a just world. Having you as my Doktormutter has been an 
extraordinary privilege, thank you for pushing me just in the right moments to “sit and write!” 
and for making me love Charlottenburg. Being part of the Scuola community, I was fortunate 
to be surrounded by researchers who share a commitment to movements trying to change 
the world into a better place. The conversations, collaborations and comradeship I 
experienced have challenged me to think more critically and expansively. I want to extend 
my special thanks to everyone in the department, from the staU of Strozzi, the front oUice, 
didattica, all students, post-docs and professors, and, especially to my cohort, for the 
remote yet collective spirit in going through the diUiculties of doing a PhD amid a global 
lockdown, I wish we would have had more chances for aperitivi after seminars. 
 
Writing a thesis, by its very nature, is a collective eUort. The countless exchanges with friends 
have not only sustained me through the process but have also enriched the ideas and 
outcomes of this work. I want to express my thanks to Stella, for being family in my two 
homes of choice, Firenze and the veranda in Skiti. To Francis, for literally accompanying 
every step, phase and challenge I encountered, always providing the most constructive 
support and caring advice. To Kerem, for being my friend and the internationalist that you are 
and for bringing my godchild Miro (junior) into my life. To Lilli, for the serenity you spread. To 
Destîna and Ábel, for showing me that friendships are beautiful, and for all the times you 
brought the Mediterranean to my doorsteps. To Anna, my godchild Luise Helin’s mother, for 
all the years of hogirtî. In the writing phase, to Hêlîn, for your comradeship and for nurturing 
the process with your intellect, the right books, many pomodoro sessions, and a lot of 
laughter; to Cem, Mahir, and Melek for always being there, Agid, for helping with Kurdish 
translations, and Lara, for cherry cakes and layout rescues. Eventually, to all the strangers of 
the many public libraries I spent countless hours, especially in the Stabi am Potsdamer 
Platz, where I have written most of the thesis, or as one would say in German, a 
Schicksalsgemeinschaft.   
 
Alongside the personal support, the intellectual engagement and academic community that 
I have been part of has played an equally vital role. I had the privilege to join the Hamburg 
Institute for Social Research and the Center for Interdisciplinary Peace and Conflict 
Research at FU Berlin during my PhD, where I have met great minds like Stefan Malthaner, 
Jannis Grimm and Mariam Salehi, whose engagement with my work in colloquia, seminars 
and over casual meet-ups has significantly shaped the core characteristics of the thesis. 



 V 

Thanks to my dear colleagues at DeZIM-Institute, Zeynep, Ramona and Cihan, who have 
trusted me with the responsibility of a new research project during the final year of the PhD 
and provided an emotional and professional environment that made the challenge possible. 
I also want to thank Delal for showing me how to trust my subject positioning when I was still 
trying to figure out my research design. Further, I had the chance of being part of a group of 
Kurdish scholars who worked together on a joint publication with monthly meetings to 
discuss the potentials and limits of decolonial knowledge production – some sort of 
‘academic commune’ as some of us would call it. This experience has taught me that 
political thought is best conveyed into academia through interactions and relations. I want 
to thank everyone, especially Havin, for facilitating this and many other dialogues of 
perwerde, to ‘turn with love’. 
 
Finally, I would like to thank my family, who have been a constant source of strength. Thank 
you, Baba, for your spirited debates, all the knowledge you share with me, for being the 
person I turn to when in doubt. Miro, my little brother, thank you for everything you bring into 
my life, if it was not for your encouragement, I would have never dared to change plans and 
start the PhD program in Firenze in the first place.  
 
Childhood memories can be ambiguous, some are more vivid others blurry. Telling a story 
that goes back to the early years of your subject formation therefore is essentially always a 
narrative of self that assumes path dependency between past and present in one way or 
another. I have vague memories of an afternoon after primary school, sitting in a café with 
my mother in Köln-Nippes. She took one of the napkins on the table, first drew the silhouette 
of a country, then several lines inside crossing it from one side to the other. She told me this 
was Kurdistan, divided by other countries, that my father was from there, that therefore I too 
was from Kurdistan. The country on no map, where my father was from, dissolved into maps 
of countries with precise coordinates, including the country, my mother was from. I 
remember her aUirming “Rosa, when they ask you, you can say, you are all, Kurdish, 
Armenian, Turkish, isn’t that great?”. Born in a town known as Armenian until 1915 and made 
Turkish thereafter, my mother, a social anthropologist, who conducted the first ethnography 
on Ezidi villages for her graduate dissertation during one of the most contentious periods in 
the aftermath of the military coup in Turkey, has shaped my moral compass from day one. 
She created roots for me in a distant geography from which both her and my father had been 
uprooted. Throughout the PhD process she has been my greatest supporter, thinking with 
me through diUicult chapters and providing me with the comfort of her endless love, 
patience, and friendship. For almost three decades now, whenever asked where I am from, 
to keep it simple, I have been saying what my mother told me back then. Truth is, however, 
my country of origin are all the values represented in a photo of her sitting in front of three 
red carnation flowers in an empty bottle in a student dormitory in the wake of clandestine 
student uprisings in Ankara of the 1980s. This research, I want to believe, is the continuation 
of my mother’s work she had to interrupt in course of political migration to Germany. I want 
to believe in the path dependency I inherited to continue where she left. This work is 
dedicated to her, Demet, and to all the sacrifices of women and the uprooted we carry with 
us in every step forward.  
  

Berlin, September 2024 
Rosa 

  



 VI 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS _________________________________________________________ IX 

MOBILIZING BEYOND STATE-SEEKING: AN INTRODUCTION _________________________ 1 

Research Puzzle _________________________________________________________________________ 7 
A note on terminology and names ________________________________________________________ 12 
A brief history: The making of the Kurdish issue ____________________________________________ 14 
Structure of the thesis ___________________________________________________________________ 16 

1 THEORY ___________________________________________________________________ 19 

1.1 The relational sociology of ethnicity, nations and autonomy _____________________________ 22 

1.2 The homogeneity paradigm in the study of national and territorial sovereignty ____________ 27 
The nation, nationalism and the nation state ______________________________________________ 29 
The gendered nation, nationalism and nation state _________________________________________ 33 

1.3 The heterogeneity principle in the study of national and territorial sovereignty ____________ 37 
Politics of (enacted) citizenship __________________________________________________________ 39 
Non-territorial autonomy and plurinational democracies ___________________________________ 42 

1.4 Counter-spaces, de-identification and contention against wars of state-building _________ 44 

2 RESEARCH DESIGN ________________________________________________________ 50 

2.1 Epistemic standpoints and margins ____________________________________________________ 51 
Ambiguities of violence and justice in researching resistant movements _____________________ 53 
Standpoints and situated knowledge _____________________________________________________ 56 

2.2 The multi-scalar field of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict _______________________________________ 61 
The fieldwork ___________________________________________________________________________ 62 
Reflections on uncertainties in the field and subject matter _________________________________ 65 

2.3 The empirical material _________________________________________________________________ 70 
Movement actors and constituencies _____________________________________________________ 70 
Maxmur camp constituency _____________________________________________________________ 73 
The Ezidi constituency __________________________________________________________________ 75 

2.4 Methods _______________________________________________________________________________ 78 
A note on language and translation _______________________________________________________ 82 



 VII 

3 HISTORIES OF VIOLENCE REVISITED: COMPOSITE STATELESSNESS ____________ 84 

3.1 Relational unsettlement: Of dereliction and coloniality __________________________________ 86 
The Turkish state, Kurdish subjects and necropolitics ______________________________________ 88 
Statelessness as an inter-state regime and emotional liminality _____________________________ 94 

3.2 Processual unsettlement: Fracturing a society __________________________________________ 99 
(1) Persecution ______________________________________________________________________ 101 
(2) Refugeeization ___________________________________________________________________ 107 
(3) Minoritization ____________________________________________________________________ 111 

3.3 Composite statelessness and violent unsettlements ___________________________________ 114 

4 NARRATIVES OF VIOLENCE: MEMORY, SUBJECTIFICATION AND ‘THE STATE’ ___ 117 

4.1 Memory and subjectification __________________________________________________________ 123 

4.2 Remembering oppression: The persecuted ____________________________________________ 129 
Human emotions versus the state _______________________________________________________ 134 
The politics of humiliation ______________________________________________________________ 139 

4.3 Remembering survival: The refugeezized _______________________________________________ 146 
Borders and embargos _________________________________________________________________ 150 
The life of scorpions ____________________________________________________________________ 155 

4.4 Remembering genocide: The minoritized _______________________________________________ 158 
In the çember _________________________________________________________________________ 163 
A gendered ferman _____________________________________________________________________ 168 

4.5 Memory, subjectification – and aVective externalization of ‘the state’? __________________ 172 

5 HISTORIES OF RESISTANCE REVISITED: MULTIDIRECTIONAL TEMPORALITIES __ 177 

5.1 Socio-revolutionary and political temporalities ________________________________________ 181 
The anti-colonial struggle of the PKK from violence to self-defense _________________________ 181 
From HEP to DEM ______________________________________________________________________ 185 

5.2 Utopian and feminist temporalities ____________________________________________________ 192 
The Rojava experience _________________________________________________________________ 194 
Democratic autonomy and the women’s liberational paradigm _____________________________ 200 

5.3 Interim reflections: The intertwined histories of violence and resistance ________________ 205 



 VIII 

6 SIGNIFIED FROM BELOW: CAPACITY OF MOVEMENT MOBILIZATION __________ 209 

6.1 To constitute reality: The narrativity of resistance and agentic imaginaries ______________ 211 

6.2 “Baptism into a new life”: Resignifications by the persecuted ___________________________ 216 
Solidarism ____________________________________________________________________________ 219 
Border-lands __________________________________________________________________________ 223 
Circumstance _________________________________________________________________________ 228 

6.3 “Flowers on rooftops”: Resignifications by the refugeeized _____________________________ 232 
Consciousness ________________________________________________________________________ 235 
Ambiguity _____________________________________________________________________________ 239 
Lifestyle ______________________________________________________________________________ 242 

6.4 “Resurrected fighters”: Resignifications by the minoritized _____________________________ 246 
Genealogies ___________________________________________________________________________ 248 
Home-lands ___________________________________________________________________________ 253 
In(ter)dependence _____________________________________________________________________ 256 

6.5 Identity, belonging, viability and their resonance _______________________________________ 261 

SURVIVAL, RESISTANCE, SOCIETY-BUILDING: CONCLUDING REMARKS ___________ 263 

Survivance paths of mobilization ________________________________________________________ 265 
Mutualist freedom in the postcolonial imaginary __________________________________________ 267 
Some limitations ______________________________________________________________________ 270 
In times of violence ____________________________________________________________________ 271 

REFERENCES _________________________________________________________________ 273 

APPENDIX ____________________________________________________________________ 304 

 

 
  



 IX 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

AANES (NES); Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria   
AKP; Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (Justice and Development Party) 
BDP; Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi (Peace and Democracy Party) 
CHP; Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Republican People’s Party) 
DBP; Demokratik Bölgeler Partisi (Democratic Regions Party) 
DEHAP; Demokratik Halk Partisi (Democratic People’s Party) 
DEM; Halkların Eş>tl>k ve Demokras> Part>s> (Peoples’ Equality and Democracy Party) 
DEP; Demokrasi Partisi (Democracy Party) 
DTK; Demokratik Toplum Kongresi (Democratic Society Congress) 
DTP; Demokratik Toplum Partisi (Democratic Society Party) 
HADEP; Halkın Demokrasi Partisi (People’s Democracy Party) 
HDP; Halkların Demokratik Partisi (Peoples’ Democratic Party) 
HEP; Halkın Emek Partisi (People’s Labor Party) 
IS; Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (Islamic State) 
KCK; Koma Civakên Kurdistanê (Group of Communities in Kurdistan) 
KRG; Kurdistan Regional Government 
KRI; Kurdistan Region of Iraq 
MHP; Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi (Nationalist Movement Party) 
NAV-YEK; Navenda Yekîtiya Komelên Êzîdiya (Federation of Ezidi Associations e.V.) 
PDK/KDP; Partiya Demokrat a Kurdistanê (Kurdistan Democratic Party) 
PDKI/KDPI; Partiya Demokrat a Kurdistana Îranê (Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran) 
PJAK; Partiya Jiyana Azad a Kurdistanê (Free Life Party of Kurdistan) 
PKK; Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) 
PÇDK; Partiya Çareserî ya Demokratîk a Kurdistanê (Kurdistan Democratic Solution Party) 
PYD; Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat (Democratic Union Party) 
SDC/SDF; Syrian Democratic Council / Syrian Democratic Forces 
SHP; Sosyal Demokrat Halkçı Parti (Social Democratic Populist Party) 
SMJÊ; Sîwana Meclîsa Jinên Êzîdî (Umbrella organization of Ezidi women councils) 
TJA; Tevgera Jinên Azad (Free Women’s Movement) 
TIP; Türkiye İşçi Partisi (Workers Party of Turkey) 
YBŞ; Yekinêyen Berxwedana Şengalê (Shengal Resistance Units) 
YJŞ; Yekinêyen Jinên Şengalê (Ezidi Women’s Protection Units) 
YPG; Yekinêyen Parastina Gel (People's Protection Units) 
YPJ; Yekinêyen Parastina Jin (Women’s Protection Units) 
YSP; Yeşil Sol Partisi (Green Left Party) 
YPŞ; Yekîneyên Parastina Şengalê (Shengal Defense Units) 



 

 1 

MOBILIZING BEYOND STATE-SEEKING: AN INTRODUCTION 

 

Vignette “Tahir Elçi”  

 

Up to 100,000 people took part in a funeral march for one of the most prominent 
figures in Turkey’s Kurdish human rights movement on 29 November 2015. The city’s 
Koşuyolu park turned into a site of collective grief and mass protest on a somber 
morning in the de facto Kurdish capital of Diyarbakır. The day before Tahir Elçi had 
been murdered in broad daylight and in front of running cameras as he was giving a 
statement to the press in front of the Four-legged Minaret, a historical symbol in the 
city’s old town and a UNESCO world heritage site. His words called for an end of the 
violent conflict and the lifting of Turkish military sieges in Kurdish cities, which 
destroyed entire urban landscapes, caused mass displacements and accounted for 
a rising death toll of civilian populations (International Crisis Group (ICG), 2016). The 
resurgence of war and with that the re-securitization of Kurdish lives across Turkey 
and beyond, including their political, cultural, and linguistic articulations, was a 
development in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict following the general elections on June 7 the 
same year.1 It is during this episode of revived dynamics of state and communal 
violence that Tahir Elçi became a target by the mainstream pro-government media 
when he stated during a tv debate on CNN Turk in October 2015 that in his opinion 
the PKK was not a terrorist organization but “an armed political movement with 
considerable support” (Ürküt, 2019). In the aftermath of the debate a large 
defamation campaign was launched, pressuring Elçi to distance himself from his 
statements, which he defended nonetheless as acts of freedom of thought and 
speech. After his assassination the assailants were never identified nor convicted, 
yet the government was quick in declaring the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya 
Karkerên Kurdistanê, PKK) responsible for Elçi’s murder. Investigations led by Eyal 
Weizman however provide evidence that he was killed in a state-orchestrated 
assassination (Forensic Architecture, 2019). The funeral march for Elçi ended in front 
of the Human Rights Monument in the Koşuyolu park, where, after Elçi's wife and 
brother gave a speech, the then HDP co-chair, and since 2016 imprisoned Kurdish 
politician Selahattin Demirtaş said: “This state has never been the state of all of us. 
Anyone who took over the state used it as their own property. Not the state, but 
statelessness is what killed Tahir”.2  
 

 

 
1 Emerging out of the Kurdish political movement, the left-alliance Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların 
Demokratik Partisi, HDP) won 80 seats in parliament in an unprecedent electoral success and prevented 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) from obtaining 
the absolute majority he needed to change the constitution. 
2 “Demirtaş: 'Tahir'i öldüren devlet değil, devletsizlik'”, see https://www.dw.com/tr/demirta%C5%9F-tahiri-
%C3%B6ld%C3%BCren-devlet-de%C4%9Fil-devletsizlik/a-18882662 (last accessed 1/5/2024). 

https://www.dw.com/tr/demirta%C5%9F-tahiri-%C3%B6ld%C3%BCren-devlet-de%C4%9Fil-devletsizlik/a-18882662
https://www.dw.com/tr/demirta%C5%9F-tahiri-%C3%B6ld%C3%BCren-devlet-de%C4%9Fil-devletsizlik/a-18882662
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The killing of Tahir Elçi happened in a time, which according to political historian Hamit 
Bozarslan is characterized by growing “dynamics of brutalization” (2020: 33); not only 
because authoritarianism in Erdoğan’s Turkey essentially unfolds as a process of a “nation-
turned-into-one-man” (2020: 34) but moreover because “Erdoğanism” constitutes itself as 
a “war against the cognitive faculties of society”, leading to “not only the collapse of a 
political system but society itself”. He argues that while it made sense to speak of Turkey as 
an authoritarian regime up until 2015, the new “state of fear” under the AKP has given itself 
the “mission of radicalizing the system”, which can “only anchor itself by provoking new 
cycles of crisis” (2020: 32–34). Consequently, post-2015 signifies a period of fully-fledged 
state repression culminating in violent cycles of persecution, refugeeization and 
minoritization and the amplification of colonial subjugation of Kurds, however, the period 
was also marked by growing dynamics of mobilization, solidarism across movements and 
eventually the emergence of new imaginaries of and politics for a joint future built on the 
post-national aspirations of the contemporary Kurdish movement. The political actors of the 
Kurdish movement in Turkey, politically represented by the HDP, as well as the armed 
factions of the PKK, had been mobilizing and organizing around a non-state-seeking frame 
for at least three decades, advocating for grassroots structures known as democratic 
autonomy while explicitly rejecting secessionist ideas for a separate Kurdish nation state 
(Akkaya & Jongerden, 2012; Güneş, 2012, 2020). It is against this backdrop that Demirtaş’ 
words on statelessness being the root cause of Elçi’s murder were particularly striking given 
the critical juncture in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict. Clearly, the killing of Elçi had brought back 
memories of state violence3 and produced emotions of vulnerability and disaUection in 
relation to a state that kept de-subjectivizing Kurds. I remember the statement being 
discussed widely in Kurdish circles – if not the state killed Tahir Elçi, but statelessness, did 
he mean it was time for a Kurdish state or was this a reference to something beyond the 
formalistic and legal terms of the sheer absence of a nation state of one’s own? The only 
thing everyone could agree on was that states and statelessness occupy a central place in 
the lives of Kurds. This research project grew out of bearing witness to this period, which – 
although dating three years before I started the PhD program at Scuola Normale Superiore 
in November 2018 – has significantly shaped my trajectory of researching Kurdish 
transformative mobilization in times of violence.  
 

 
3 Today Tahir Elçi’s case is remembered as part of the long history of murders of unknown assailants that goes 
back to the pro-state paramilitary violence in the Turkey of the 1990s (Işık, 2021) and which had one of its later 
iterations in the assassination of Armenian journalist Hrant Dbnk bn 2007 (Kemerlb, 2023). Known as the 
‘Saturday Mothers’ the families and loved ones of the disappeared hold a weekly vigil to remember the victims 
and demand justice. They are Turkey’s longest-standing civil disobedience protest (Ahiska, 2014). 
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Statelessness in the Kurdish issue is predominantly described in the literature through a 
twofold negation: on the one hand as the lack of independent Kurdish statehood and on the 
other, more importantly, as a lack of fundamental protection of human rights and citizenship 
rights by any of the states that Kurds naturally inhabit. Naif Bezwan argues that the “Kurdish 
question” therefore is essentially to be conceptualized as a “foundational conflict over self-
determination rooted in a dynamic contest between direct rule and self-rule” (2022: 13). 
Hence, despite the distinct temporal, spatial and political manifestations of state 
oppression in Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq, an internalized history of violence has been a 
common denominator in the lives of Kurds and other minoritized peoples. Kurdistan, a 
geography continuously exposed to the processes and relations produced by multiple states 
to preserve their national and territorial sovereignty, has been subjugated to what Hamit 
Bozarslan calls the ‘wars of de-civilization’, in which all spaces are ought to be occupied by 
the hegemonic nation (Bozarslan, 2019). Therefore, statelessness emerges in a complexity 
beyond dominant legalistic framings of the issue, urging a critical scholarly engagement that 
challenges the “underlying hegemonic assumption of the state as an emancipatory actor on 
which the existence of statelessness rests” (Sköld, 2019: 217). With the exception of Kurds 
in Syria, who in course of Hafiz al-Assad’s Arabization policies during the 1960s and 1970s 
were collectively stripped from their citizenships,4 situations of statelessness in the Kurdish 
case do not necessarily emerge only in the absence of citizenship legality. Not only that most 
Kurds in fact are holders of passports of the states they live, but the Kurdish movement that 
explicitly mobilizes for an anti-colonial and emancipatory struggle beyond state-seeking 
aspirations has also been enjoying growing popular support in the past decades, often from 
the most vulnerable societal segments.  What might seem counter-intuitive at first sight, 
emerges as a dominant pattern in the empirical material of this dissertation. Contrary to 
assumptions that state violence in ethnically divided contexts might amplify separatist and 
nationalist sentiments, violence in Kurdistan develops as an internalized condition, or in 
Özlem Goner’s words, with a consciousness that constructs an “(antistate) outsider 
identity” (2018: 67), where mobilization not merely signifies “resistances against state 
violence, but struggles that are built in and through violence” (Goner, 2018: 21).  
 
I started this research project with the initial idea to focus on the diUusion of ideas and how 
they are adopted and/or challenged by diUerent constituencies of the movement. During my 
fieldwork, however, it was particularly striking to observe that my interlocutors, who were all 

 
4 One prominent example is the "Arab Belt" project of Hafiz al-Assad in 1973, which resettled Kurdish 
populations and exchanged them by Arab populations. Already in 1962 hundreds of thousands of Kurds in Syria 
were stripped from their citizenship, rendering the Kurdish population in the north stateless by definition, hence 
without a passport (Taştekin, 2016). 
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outspoken supporters and/or activists of the Kurdish freedom movement and openly 
organized and advocated for non-state seeking mobilization, were not merely diUerent 
constituencies but also represented diUerent contexts of the conflict. I began to ask myself, 
if the resignified forms of resistance are not simply about territorial gains or losses but about 
carving out spaces of autonomy and society-building, what role does violence play in how 
alternative social and political orders are imagined in response.  Hence, I turned my focus 
on the context of conflict – its intensity, spatial, temporal and sequential variations and how 
these are perceived and remembered by those aUected – to understand the strategic and 
organizational choices, capacities and narratives of contemporary Kurdish mobilization. I 
noticed that the ability to diUuse beyond a specific locality and constituency was 
fundamentally influenced by how violence is experienced in its context-specificity. Kurdish 
feminist activist and politician Sebahat Tuncel, who at the time of the interview was 
imprisoned on arbitrary charges, wrote in a handwritten response to my questions, that 
“every political movement organizes its own ideological political approach, its life, within the 
framework of its politics. It doesn’t matter whether inside (in prison) or outside, people live 
the way they think. A human’s action, practice, is the reflection of their intellectual mental 
focus” (Interview 8). Therefore, to understand contemporary Kurdish mobilization required 
eUorts in revealing the framework of the movement’s politics, to ask about the context, in 
which its life unfolded. Navigating a complex history of violence, I observed that Kurdish non-
state seeking mobilization was driven by a desire to rebuild a fractured society and 
materialized at the intersection of survival and resistance.  
 
Borrowing from Ghassan Hage’s5 “relational imperative” (2015, 2020), Kurdish mobilization 
around the paradigm of society-building instead of state-building emphasizes the 
transformative faculties of relations and emerges as a paradigmatic case for broader 
discussions on how people imagine and seek freedom in emancipatory movements. Hage 
observes that “while there are struggles in history where the aim has been to eliminate the 
dominant either physically or symbolically, there are other struggles where the elimination 
of the dominant is neither possible nor desirable” and he adds – referring to the state of anti-
colonial imaginaries of the past, where the idea of cleansing the colonizer was dominant – 
“it was also a narcisstic imaginary of revalorization: recovering and revalorizing oneself, 

 
5 While this dissertation is being written in its final stages, Ghassan Hage and other intellectuals such as Achille 
Mbembe or Judith Butler, whose work have been central in shaping this dissertation’s underlying epistemic 
approaches at the intersection of postcoloniality, (non-)violence and resistance, have been among progressive 
artists and intellectuals, most of whom are from the global South, but also including Jewish people critical of 
Israeli actions, who have been at the receiving end of what Donatella della Porta has conceptualized as a moral 
panic in Germany’s “war” against anti-Semitism, hence a mechanism of repression to protect what is narrated 
to be the core values of a society (Della Porta 2024). 
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one’s society, one’s nation and one’s cultural heritage, all of which have long been repressed, 
devalorized, and distorted, by colonialism” (Hage, 2020). Drawing parallels from relations 
between Indigenous Australians and white settlers or Zionist-Palestinian relations, Hage 
argues in favour of a relational imperative of decolonization, where the relation between 
colonizer and colonized is ought to be transformed so that it should not be “about taking 
away the colonizer’s life” (Hage, 2020), but – resonating with Achille Mbembe’s work on the 
postcolony – should be more about opposing the politics that refuse the constitution of a 
community and about an aUirmation of a struggle that rejects the politics of death (Mbembe, 
2001). This dissertation argues that the non-state seeking mobilization is shaped by 
relational and processual dynamics of state violence manifested in the history of Kurdistan 
that have enforced collective and translocal emotions of enduring statelessness beyond 
legalist frames. Based on how the narratives of violence are remembered and plotted by my 
interlocutors (Della Porta, Andretta, Fernandes, Romanos, & Vogiatzoglou, 2018; Polletta, 
1998; Snow, 2013), I show how the internalization of state power as an agent in the politics 
of brutalization (Bozarslan, 2020; Mbembe, 2001, 2024) have given rise to an emancipatory 
aspiration for a new radical relationality, where not the relations to the colonizer but the 
relations to oneself and to each other, hence within and between the colonized societies, 
are constitutive of life in the postcolony. The notion of society-building, as opposed to state-
seeking, informs a transformative process of deliberation, where the idea of self-
determination is re-interpreted and detached from monocultural principles of national 
representation, such as one (male) state, one territory, one nation. Although, there are other 
cases of national liberation movements such as the Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19), which 
were using revolutionary means yet did not seek a state per se but diUerent configurations 
of one (O’Connor, 2023; O’Connor & Meer, 2021), I illustrate that the case of Kurdish non-
state seeking mobilization is significantly informed by emotions and aUect produced in 
relation to state power and violence. More precisely, the rejection of the mobilizational frame 
around state-seeking comes into being by an emotionality at a distance to state power and 
subjectification processes that seek new modes of aUective belonging and radical 
representations in response. It is against this backdrop that this dissertation unpacks how 
the Kurdish freedom movement and its supportive communities experience state violence 
and develop repertoires to survive, resist and eventually transform the violent order.  
 
Grounded in relational sociology (Emirbayer, 1997) and poststructuralist thought (Balibar, 
1991, 2005; Balibar & Wallerstein, 1991; Butler, 2004, 2011; Foucault, 1977, 1980, 2003, 
2007), as well as in dialogue with the epistemologies and methodologies of anarchist and 
cultural anthropology (Graeber, 2004; Hage, 2015, 2021; Scott, 2009) this dissertation 
contributes to debates in social movement studies and postcolonialism. Contemporary 
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Kurdish mobilization oUers a critical site for examining how non-state seeking movements 
build capacity and sustain mobilization beyond traditional frameworks of ethno-nationalist 
struggles. I show that the shift in paradigm from state-seeking to society-building (Akkaya & 
Jongerden, 2012) not only resonates in a growing transregional and cross-community mass 
mobilization in Kurdistan and her diasporas but has also facilitated the establishment and 
continuous renewal of agency in hostile environments. Considering that Kurdish 
mobilization posits itself as a deviant case in relation to the aftereUects of the Arab Spring in 
the region due to divergent temporalities and diUerent conflict assemblages, this 
dissertation puts less emphasis on aspects such as despair or disillusionment in the 
aftermath of failed revolutionary episodes or the lives of former activists. Rather, 
contributing to the broader discussions on revolutions and emancipatory movements, I 
argue that the re-significations from below emphasize the need for a new relationality have 
informed repertoires based on alternative moralities that contest statehood, patriarchy and 
capitalism as intertwined systems of colonial domination. Therefore, drawing on Lorenzo 
Bosi and Donatella della Porta’s work on biographies of armed militants’ micro-mobilization 
that follow ideological, instrumental and solidaristic paths, I also aim to go “beyond a 
methodological tradition in qualitative research on political violence that has usually 
focused on specific ideological types” (2012: 365) and suggest that mobilization in the non-
state seeking Kurdish movement emerges at the intersection of survival and subject-making 
and can be characterized as survivance paths of mobilization.  
 
Finally, this research is not a study on violence, yet violence permeates every aspect of it. It 
examines mobilization at the intersection of survival and resistance, focusing on the agential 
practices of imagining, narrating, and self-making as a revolutionary praxis. Unfolding in 
times of violence, as the title suggests, requires an understanding of violence not only in the 
direct and overt oppression of the state but also in the subtle, pervasive, sometimes invisible 
and slow forms engrained in the lives of subjugated people. In times of violence, however, 
moreover implies a mobilizational drive towards envisioning and building a space, 
temporality, or relationality beyond violence – even if for now, this remains within the realm 
of political imaginaries.  
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Research Puzzle 

Among activists referred to as yeni paradigma (the new paradigm), the contemporary 
Kurdish movement began to mobilize around a new frame that moved away from the 
objective of an independent Kurdish nation state and instead facilitated a process of 
ideological reconfiguration, where the idea of liberation meant to be disentangled from 
nationalist claims. The past 30 years of Kurdish insurgency and mobilization repertoires have 
been impacted by this paradigmatic shift. Concepts such as nation, statehood, territory, and 
identity were re-negotiated through the interaction with most-diUerent supportive groups 
and in diUerent settings of conflict. In this context, the press conference on 16 March 1993 
is often referred to as the transformative event that marks the movement’s ideological and 
strategic turn. On that day, the founder of the PKK Abdullah Öcalan declared a first unilateral 
ceasefire after a long period of violent conflict between the Turkish military and PKK 
insurgents. The press conference took place in the Syrian-controlled city of Barelias, located 
in Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley, and was held in the presence of Kurdish-origin politicians of 
diUerent Turkish parties, as well as Turkish, Kurdish, and international media. In a symbolic 
move Öcalan appeared in civilian clothing, wearing a necktie in front of the cameras and 
presented the changing objectives of the PKK with the words “we do not accept separation 
from Turkey”. Öcalan stated that the rejection of ethnic separatism and the readiness for 
ceasefire was an attempt at giving “peace a chance”. He emphasized that “one should not 
take this as a simple tactical approach (…) those who understand the historical, political, 
and economic relations between the two peoples would know that division is not possible”, 
adding “we want these relations to be restructured”.6   
 
The paradigmatic shift, which was announced in 1993 and later got institutionalized in 2005 
with the establishment of the Group of Communities in Kurdistan (Koma Civakên 
Kurdistanê, KCK), accelerated the Kurdish freedom movement’s transition from a militant 
insurgency into a transregional movement that explicitly claims not to aspire for 
independent statehood but continues to mobilize its constituencies around the aim of 
building a society.  It is within this context that the Kurdish movement began to move beyond 
the ethnic signifier and territorial boundaries. These new mobilizational frames had on 
impact on how groups in the margins of what supposed to be the core supportive 
environment, such as ethnic and religious minorities, displaced or migrated constituencies, 
civil society organizations, non-Kurdish feminist, and LGBTQ+ movements, identified with 

 
6 Abdullah Öcalan’s statement at the press conference on 16th of March is available as a video recording online 
https://youtu.be/8htjLNpI_Bs (accessed 01/09/2024).  

https://youtu.be/8htjLNpI_Bs
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the Kurdish movement’s struggle and began to organize around the non-state seeking 
revolutionary paradigm.   
 
Despite recurring episodes of state violence and transregional wars against Kurdish 
populations since the unilateral ceasefire declaration in 1993, the contemporary Kurdish 
movement managed to maintain its hegemonic position among Kurdish parties and 
movements inside and outside Turkey. As argued elsewhere, Kurdish mobilization led by the 
PKK was able to renew itself periodically as a dynamic and powerful movement in the 
Kurdish Middle East and its diaspora (Aydin & Burç, 2022). The Kurdish movement’s 
paradigmatic shift unfolded in a period that was marked by the end of the Cold War, the 
revival of national states in Eastern Europe that came with the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union and a re-emerging “fresh cycle of ethno-political movements (…) in Eastern Europe, 
Central Asia and Africa” (Mishra, 2014: 522). It was also a period imprinted by an on-going 
process of decolonization led by various anti-colonial movements struggling for national 
liberation and postcolonial sovereignty. The changing power dynamics of the post-Cold War 
international order further accelerated the decolonization process as exemplified in cases 
such as of South Africa, where the end of the apartheid regime occurred parallel to the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the re-gained political independence in Namibia in 
1988, or the establishment of Zimbabwe as a new country in 1980 after the removal of the 
Rhodesian white minority regime by insurgency (C. Fraser, 2013: 478–79). 
 
The PKK was oUicially founded in 1978 as a Kurdish Marxist militant organization in Turkey 
that was inspired by other anti-colonial movements and began its insurgency on 15 August 
1984. The PKK understood the establishment of a unified socialist independent state of 
Kurdistan a necessity to overcome the colonial order imposed by what sociologist Ismail 
Beş�kç� has famously coined the “international colony of Kurdistan” (Beşikçi, 1991 (1991)). 
Charles Tilly has investigated the historical timing of nationalist demands by looking at the 
nationalisms that occurred on the European continent between 1492 and 1992. He 
categorizes state-led and state-seeking nationalisms as the two dominant types of national 
movements that have emerged throughout European history during what he calls 
“revolutionary situations” (Tilly, 1994: 137). Tilly argues that in the post-Cold War period the 
principle of national self-determination was considered an “attractive prospect of 
recognition”, and that “every group that commanded some military power, some 
geographical concentration, and some claim to constitute a coherent nation” followed 
either state-seeking interests, bidding for independent states, or, in the cases of state-led 
nationalisms, “to prevent ambitious neighbors from making successful bids for independent 
states” (1994: 143).  
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The Kurdish movement’s rejection of its initial nationalist claim and the introduction of a 
non-state-seeking paradigm at the beginning of the 1990s poses itself as a deviant 
development to the general trend of the time and stands in contrast to what Tilly has put 
forward with his two-type typology. Further, while Tilly argues that “state-seeking nationalism 
became prevalent as a motor of revolution”, Kurdish mobilization around the non-state-
seeking paradigm culminated in transformative events in the Kurdish Middle East, which 
advanced a renegotiation of concepts such as revolution, freedom, autonomy and self-
determination from the perspective of a no-state nation7. The Kurdish movement’s new 
paradigm gained historical and political momentum during the Rojava revolution amid the 
ongoing Syrian war since 2012. The radical democratic self-governance system that was 
formally constituted by actors of the Kurdish movement in 2016, continues to be an 
institutionalized example of Kurdish-led de facto autonomy that has implemented the 
Kurdish movements non-state-seeking paradigm during an ongoing war situation. When I 
started this research project in late 2018, scholarly interest in the so-called “Rojava system”, 
oUicially known as the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES, or NES 
in short), peaked in an emerging body of research that examines the case of Rojavan 
stateless autonomy (Allsopp & Wilgenburg, 2019; Burç, 2020; Dirik, 2018, 2021a; Knapp & 
Flach, 2016; Küçük & Özselçuk, 2016; Leezenberg, 2016; Schmidinger, 2018; Sunca, 2021; 
Üstündağ, 2016).  
 
The Rojava resistance against the Islamic State group (hereafter IS), iconized in the fight over 
the border city of Kobanê in 2015 (Koçer, 2016; Şimşek & Jongerden, 2018), has marked a 
new wave of mobilization, which led to an accelerated diUusion of ideas among the 
constituencies of the Kurdish movement and other movements in solidarity, eventually 
producing and reproducing the movement through aUective narratives and collective 
memory (Della Porta et al., 2018). Yet, while the de facto polity in Rojava has been widely 
analyzed in causal relation to the movement’s transition to non-state seeking frames of 
mobilization and often through the analytical lens of an anarchist reading (Biehl, 2021; 
Colasanti, Frondizi, Liddle, & Meneguzzo, 2018; Gerber & Brincat, 2021; Knapp & Jongerden, 
2016; Piccardi, 2022; Rasit & Kolokotronis, 2020), the diUusion of ideas and the repertoires 
of autonomy that evolved in other contexts of the Kurdish issue, beyond the Rojava case, 
have remained understudied.  

 
7 I use the term no-state nation here instead of more common “non-state nation” (Mojab, 2001), “stateless 
nation” (Keating, 2001) or “nation without a state” (Park, 2016) to indicate that the Kurds are not simply a nation 
without their own state and the Kurdish issue merely a territorial question of self-determination but rather that 
it has evolved as a conglomerate of multidirectional struggles of direrent minoritized groups, in which 
acquisition of national statehood is not a primary demand.  
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Comprehending the Rojava case merely as an anarchist experiment risks the exoticization 
and romanticization of resistant practices of autonomy (Shahvisi, 2021) and undermines the 
violent assemblage of necropower in which those practices evolve at the intersection of 
survival and subject making. During an online lecture  as part of the annual freedom lecture 
series at the Rojava University on 24 April 2024, Hamit Bozarslan emphasized that the 
Rojava system, although a semi-autonomous entity based on a political system known as 
democratic confederalism, first and foremost must be understood as a “regime of survival” 
(Bozarslan, 2024).  Further, the conjectural focus in the study of the Rojava case as the most 
prominent iteration of Kurdish mobilization has shaped a knowledge production on the 
transformative imaginaries limited to those repertoires developed in the wake of an 
imminent existential threat imposed by the territorial invasion of IS. A more comprehensive 
understanding of contemporary Kurdish non-state seeking mobilization that is both 
embedded in complex transregional histories of war and conflict and that has produced 
distinct articulations of resistance in diUerent conflict assemblages and across diUerent 
communities, remains a perspective of great importance yet to be unpacked.  
 
During my exploratory field work in the Kurdistan region of Iraq (KRI) in 2018, I met a Kurdish 
journalist for an expert interview, who had settled in the city of Slemanî after being exiled 
from Turkey. I was still in the process of mapping the field to research the diUusion of ideas 
in the case of Kurdish mobilization, which, at the time I believed, was mainly centered 
around the Rojava experience. I had visited the self-organized refugee camp Maxmur a few 
days before our meeting and when we reflected on the conditions of the camp and the 
grassroots structures built by the displaced Kurdish population in the past 30 years, my 
interlocutor called the “Maxmur experience” the actual “blueprint of the Rojava revolution” 
(Interview 60, “Halil”). His assertion stayed with me throughout the process of developing 
my research design as it indicated both the long legacy of Kurdish non-state seeking 
mobilization and its various cross-regional and cross-community manifestations. Moreover, 
it highlighted the critical need to move beyond prevalent categorizations of contemporary 
Kurdish mobilization either along claims of ethno-nationalist separatism or libertarian 
anarchism. Beside the Rojava case or the territorially demarcated self-governed refugee 
camp Maxmur in the KRI, the ideas of the non-state seeking frame can be found in various 
articulations of Kurdish political struggle and in the self-governance repertoires in the 
mobilization of supportive constituencies including minoritized groups such as the ethno-
religious Ezidi people, political organization of migrated communities in European cities, or 
the left-alliance politics and mass mobilizations by the Kurdish democratic movement in 
Turkey.  
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Theory tends to assume minority mobilization in conflict-ridden and ethno-national divides 
aspire towards traditional state- and nation-building projects, primarily seeking statehood, 
separatism, territorial autonomy or simply nationalist agendas. Well-known cases such as 
the Basque, Irish or Catalan secessionist movements framed liberation through the creation 
of a state of their own. However, my empirical findings challenge these assumptions, 
introducing this dissertation’s underlying research puzzle. Despite the expression of 
profound sentiments of vulnerability, statelessness and non-protection, my interlocutors 
who are involved or supportive of the Kurdish movement also demonstrate strong 
ideological and practical commitment to mobilization for alternative solutions that extend 
beyond the pursuit of traditional statehood.     
 
The research puzzle indicates that contemporary Kurdish mobilization operates beyond the 
simplistic explanations based on anarchist or nationalist frameworks. Instead, it suggests 
that mobilization unfolds in a sphere of relationality at the intersection of survival and 
subject making amid a transregional violent order. Navigating a hostile environment and 
history of violence and driven by a desire to restore a fractured society, Kurdish non-state 
seeking mobilization embodies a complex amalgamation of survival, resistance, and 
relationality. Thus, the research puzzle lies in deciphering the complex dynamics and 
motivations of Kurdish mobilization in diUerent contexts of the conflict, challenging 
prevailing theoretical frameworks, and embracing a more nuanced perspective that 
captures the emotional dynamics and repertoires of multidirectional struggles of building a 
society, and not a state. Hence, this research is guided by two central questions:  
 
1. How do individuals involved in the non-state seeking Kurdish movement perceive, feel 

and strategize in relation to the concepts of statehood and autonomy as they pursue 
alternative solutions outside the framework of traditional state- and nation-building?  

2. What forms of new relationality emerge within the contemporary Kurdish movement as 
they navigate the complex landscape of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict and seek to restore 
their society unsettled by systemic violence?  
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A note on terminology and names 

The terminology used in this dissertation reflects how words and names of places are 
commonly used by individuals who have been part of been part of this research project. 
Therefore, alongside epistemological reflections and guided by decolonial standpoints, I 
opted for a choice of terminology that represents the life-worlds of my interlocutors best. 
While in the following I briefly introduce the consistent terms used for the main concepts 
and reference points in the thesis, throughout the manuscript, you will find inconsistent 
translations at times. This is due to the fact that for instance some references emerged 
predominantly in Kurdish and some in Turkish. Therefore, instead of artificially streamlining 
the linguistic multiplicity inherent to the field, I decided to keep those in the way they have 
been used by my interlocutors. However, the following terminologies have been reflected 
upon carefully and need further contextualization.  
 
Firstly, when referring to the Kurdish movement, this dissertation specifically addresses 
Kurdish mobilization following the ideas of Abdullah Öcalan and organizing under the non-
state-seeking frame, which is disseminated and advocated by the activists and supportive 
environments of the PKK. At times I will also use Kurdish freedom movement (Kürt Özgürlük 
Hareketi), which has been used interchangeably with the broader networks closely tied to 
the PKK. Hence, in this dissertation it is too used synonymously to account for the PKK-
centric movements and networks, although being aware of the history of other parties and 
movements in the past calling their struggle the Kurdish freedom movement.  
 
Secondly, from a decolonial standpoint, this dissertation uses the terminology with which 
Kurds refer to a geography that encompasses parts of the nation states Syria, Turkey, Iraq 
and Iran and is known as Kurdistan. Hence, throughout the analysis I use Rojava (the west) 
for north-eastern Syria, Bakur (the north) for south-eastern Turkey, Başur (the south) for 
northern Iraq, Rojhelat (the east) for western Iran. When I refer to the oUicial names, such as 
‘Turkey’, I am explicitly referring to the nation-state entity.  
 
Thirdly, throughout the dissertation I will use the term ‘Turkish state’ in a broader sense than 
Turkish government. Although the current regime under Recep Tayyip Erdogan has distinct 
characteristics informing new typologies of government as mentioned above, I understand 
the way the Turkish state engages in the Kurdish issue not solely based on the centrality of 
Erdoğan as a key actor. Rather, as Mesut Yeğen argues, “the ways in which the Turkish state 
engages in the Kurdish question and in foreign aUairs since 2015 seem to have been 
approved by a grand coalition including AK Party, Turkish bureaucracy, security apparatus, 
MHP and even by the parties in opposition” (Yeğen, 2023: 945). As for the latter, I have 
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exemplified elsewhere that the cross-party hegemonic bloc consolidated itself in “their 
unquestioned support to the government when it launched violent military operations into 
northern Syria against the emerging Kurdish autonomous region”, hence arguing that “being 
part of the opposition in Turkey does not necessarily translate into a willingness to transform 
the monocultural factory settings of the republic, which would be a necessity in (1) forming 
a popular front that is built with the Kurds, (and not against them), and (2) accelerating the 
democratic transition by overcoming deeply internalized anti-Kurdish hegemony” (Burç, 
2022a: 24–25).  
 
Fourthly, instead of the more frequently used Yazidi or Yezidi the variations Êzdî or Ezidi are 
increasingly more preferred among Ezidis. Many Ezidi people consider the former as a 
foreign attribution, which they believe has been a central factor in their experiences of 
discrimination and persecution. To use Ezidi instead of Yazidi is further a way to avoid 
association with the caliph  Yazīd ibn Mu'āwiyya (646–683 CE), which has brough them 
cyclic persecution in Iraq (Robins, 2024), is associated as pejorative and has established 
hate speech such as ‘devil-worshippers’ and ‘non-believers’ in predominantly Muslim 
societies, including Turkey (Allison, 2014; Türkyılmaz, 2020). Ezidis explain their self-
description usually with Kurdish etymology of “ez dam” or “ez da” as this translates into ‘the 
one who was created’/ ‘those created by God’ (Rodziewicz, 2018). 
 
Finally, to ensure protection for my interlocutors, I have sought permissions to disclose their 
identity during the interviews yet given the security situation decided to anonymize all 
referenced interviews in this dissertation, except for interviews I conducted with those 
public figures with a political mandate. Statements made during the interviews by public 
figures such as exiled politicians and former parliamentarians therefore must be assessed 
considering their role in society. Hence, while this research is informed by data provided by 
my interlocutors, it also aimed at providing them a space to speak amid the shrinking spaces 
for free speech and the silencing of political actors. 
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A brief history: The making of the Kurdish issue 

Immersed in a rich arrangement of regional and global politics, the Kurdish people have 
endured a long history of repression and resistance. As the world witnessed the 
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the emergence of the Westphalian nation state in 
the Middle East, the Kurds and other minoritized populations found themselves within new 
violent configurations of post-Ottoman state-building and nation-building processes in four 
countries. The foundation of new supremacist nation states after the dissolution of the 
Ottoman Empire has been widely acknowledged as the critical juncture that has not only 
shaped the current landscape of the Middle East but eventually gave birth to an integral 
Kurdish issue at the same time (Bajalan, 2019; Mather, 2014; Yeğen, 2007). Thus, state- and 
nation-building eUorts sought to consolidate power and assert authority over Kurdish 
populations, leading to violent repression, including massacres, forced displacement and 
cultural, linguistic, religious suppression. The Turkish state for example has engaged in a 
series of military campaigns against Kurdish populations in the 1920s and 1930s, resulting 
in mass violence during contentious episodes (Bezwan, 2021b) loss of tens of thousands of 
lives and the displacement of hundreds of thousands of Kurds (Yeğen, 2022). 
 
The interwar period was further imprinted by nationalist claims, either top-down asserted by 
the newly founded nation states or bottom-up by populations deprived from participation in 
statehood as in the case of Kurdish nationalism, which too is rooted in the post-World War I 
period (Klein, 2007; Özoğlu, 2004; Rhys Bajalan, 2016). According to Metin Yüksel there is a 
correlation between economic deprivation and the rise of nationalist claims no-state 
peoples at the time. He argues that Western nation-statism had a direct eUect on the 
economy in the region and consequently also influenced the formation of nationalist 
movements and new ways of navigating the emerging order. Kurdologist and ethnographer 
Martin van Bruinessen for instance argues that within the context of economic deprivation 
and the top-down designation of borders by Western powers, the profession of the smuggler 
emerged in Kurdistan. Further, economic concession to Western merchants caused 
frustration and fostered nationalist movements along ethno-confessional boundaries (van 
Bruinessen, 1992: 190). The early 20th century in the Middle East therefore is characterized 
by the establishment of a new regime of borders and predominantly historized as a period 
of armed revolts from below. However, Kurdish resistance at the time was multifold and not 
restricted to armed resistance. DiUerent repertoires were used to react to the imposition of 
national borders, national identities, and languages (Yüksel, 2021: 208).  For instance, 
during this time, Western-educated Kurdish elites, such as the Bedirxan family, vocalized 
Kurdish cultural and political claims, notably already with the emergence of the daily paper 
Kurdistan published in 1898 in Egypt’s Cairo. However, despite intellectual interventions, as 
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well as armed resistances, the aftermath of World War I neither led to the establishment of 
a Kurdish nation state nor to the settlement of equal citizenship rights for Kurds and other 
minoritized communities within the existing modern states. Instead, the interwar period was 
marked by nation state formations and nation-building processes in Turkey, Iran, Syria and 
Iraq, which, from a Kurdish perspective, can be identified as processes of “nation-
destroying” (Martin, 2001: 312). The term as coined by Terry Martin in the context of the USSR 
of the 1930s, manifested itself in the Kurdish case as an unmaking of Kurdish identity, 
nationality, culture and spatiality through processes of “centralization, modernization, 
assimilation, ‘civilization’ and colonization” (Yüksel, 2021: 223). Hence, the Kurdish issue is 
an issue of violence, which, according to Naif Bezwan, emerged during the interwar period 
as a product of the simultaneous nation-building processes on the premises of nation-
destruction  (Bezwan, 2021c).  
 
Patterns of violence against Kurds, although unfolding in diUerent national contexts, share a 
common denominator of enforced homogenization, hence the Kurdish issue is inherently a 
history of violent Turkification, Arabization and Persification. Kurds became “a status-less 
minority, not because they constituted a numeric minority in their own territories where they 
had an overwhelming majority, but because they were deprived of equal rights with the 
dominant Persian, Turkish and Arab communities” (Bozarslan, 2018: 12–13). In Iraq, for 
example, the state-building eUorts of the British mandate authorities and later the Iraqi 
government were accompanied by systematic violence against Kurdish populations, 
including the use of chemical weapons against civilians such as in the town of Halabja in 
1988 or the re-settlement policies under Saddam Hussein that aimed at Arabization of 
Kurdish and/or Ezidi settlements such as the city of Şengal. Under the rule of Baa’thist 
regimes in Syria and Iraq, monarchist and theocratic regimes in Iran or under supremacist 
Turkish authoritarianism Kurdish populations faced discrimination, repression, massacres 
based on their ethnic identity (Leezenberg, 2023; McDowall, 2021). Highlighting that “the 
trajectory of Kurdish history in every one of the countries is inseparable from that of the 
states” (Bozarslan, 1996: 99), this brief contextualization aims to put the scope of this 
dissertation in humble perspectives, as it shows that the Kurdish issue is not limited to the 
histories and reverberances of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict. Only recently an increased interest 
of a scholarly engagement with the Kurdish issue as an intertwined and complex 
simultaneity of multiple histories and trajectories has been emerging, such as the extensive 
edited volume published as The Cambridge History of Kurds (Bozarslan, Gunes, & Yadirgi, 
2021).  
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Structure of the thesis  

The structure of the thesis reflects the underlying research questions on how Kurdish 
individuals engaged in the non-state seeking movement perceive and navigate concepts of 
statehood, autonomy, and relationality within the context of systemic violence. It is divided 
into two thematic parts: one addressing violence and the other resistance. Each section 
begins with a contextual chapter that conceptualizes key trajectories, followed by an 
empirical chapter that analyses the context through the narratives of those aUected. The first 
thematic section addresses violence, beginning with a history of violence followed by an 
empirical chapter that focuses on narratives of violence from below. The second section 
turns to the history of resistance, opening with an analysis of multidirectional temporalities 
and followed by an empirical chapter on the capacities of movement mobilization, 
highlighting significations from below.  
 
Chapter 1, Theory, explores critical sociological debates surrounding ethnicity, nationalism, 
and autonomy within the context of nation/state-building and contentious politics. The 
chapter begins by introducing a relational sociology approach to understanding how ethnic 
and national identities are constructed and contested in the study of nations, nationalism 
and nation states. The chapter builds on relevant concepts that have emerged within the 
study of national and territorial sovereignty, as well as alternative notions of identity and 
contention that challenge dominant nation/state-building frameworks. The homogeneity 
paradigm, which has traditionally dominated studies of nationalism and state sovereignty 
and is critiqued for its focus on uniformity and territorial exclusivity. The chapter highlights 
that the heterogeneity principle, which embraces the pluralistic and contested nature of 
sovereignty, emphasizing concepts such as enacted citizenship, non-territorial autonomy, 
and plurinational democracies in fact often unfolds within the frames of the homogeneity 
paradigm, reproducing state-centric categories on identity, territory and transformation. 
Therefore, the chapter then examines debates on free spaces in fostering collective 
identities and resistance against state-building eUorts, particularly in contexts of violence, 
setting the framework of theoretical considerations that underpin the dissertation's 
investigation of mobilization beyond state-seeking. 
 
Chapter 2, Research Design, outlines the methodological framework of the dissertation, 
detailing the multi-layered approach used to investigate Turkey's Kurdish conflict 
assemblage. The chapter begins with a discussion of the epistemology that underpins this 
research project, exploring the ambiguities of violence and justice in the study of resistant 
movements from a decolonial perspective, emphasizing the centrality of standpoints and 
situated knowledge in shaping the research process. This is followed by an analysis of the 
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multi-scalar field consisting of diUerent contexts of conflict, which involve local, and 
translocal dynamics and includes a reflection on the complexities and uncertainties I have 
encountered during fieldwork. In this context the empirical material is introduced and the 
methodological approaches employed, including considerations of language and 
translation, and the chosen methods of qualitative research are presented.  
 
Chapter 3, Histories of Violence Revisited: Composite Statelessness, explores the first part 
of the interplay between violence and resistance in Kurdistan, oUering a re-examination of 
the history of violence and introducing composite statelessness. Highlighting how the 
Kurdish history is marked by relational and processual unsettlements. On the one hand, 
dereliction and coloniality shape the interactions between the Turkish state and Kurdish 
subjects within a necropolitical framework while simultaneously an inter-state regime of 
statelessness contributes to a pervasive sense of emotional liminality among Kurdish 
subjects. On the other hand, processual aspects of violence reveal the fracturing of Kurdish 
society through persecution, refugeeization, and minoritization. These three dimensions 
reflect the distinct contexts of the conflict assemblage that I had identified during my 
fieldwork. Thus, although this chapter serves as a conceptual and contextualizing chapter, 
it is significantly informed analytically by the empirical material.  
 
Chapter 4, Narratives of Violence: Memory, Subjectification and ‘The State’, sheds light on 
how violence is remembered and experienced, focusing on its impact on the subjectification 
processes of my interlocutors. Arguing that depending on the context of the conflict and the 
situatedness of the aUected groups, multiple collective memories emerge within a single-
case study, sharing common denominator of aUective externalization of ‘the state’ as both 
an object and objective of emancipation.  
 
Chapter 5, Histories of Resistance Revisited: Multidirectional Temporalities explores the 
second part of the interplay between violence and resistance in Kurdistan, oUering a re-
examination of the history of resistance and introducing multidirectional temporalities. 
Starting with the socio-revolutionary and political temporalities that have defined the 
Kurdish anti-colonial struggle, particularly through the evolution of the PKK from violent 
resistance to resistance as self-defense, and the trajectory of political struggle from HEP to 
DEM, the chapter also sheds light on the utopian and feminist temporalities, with a focus on 
the Rojava experience and the movement’s meta narrative of democratic autonomy 
embodied in the women’s liberational paradigm. The chapter concludes with a discussion 
on how composite statelessness and multidirectional temporality have contributed to the 
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movement’s meta-narrative of non-state seeking and oUers a comprehensive and dialogical 
understanding of intertwined histories of violence and resistance in Kurdistan. 
 
Chapter 6, Signified from Below: Capacity of Movement Mobilization, examines the diUusion 
of ideas and capacity of movement mobilization in the distinct contexts of conflict. This 
chapter focuses on the dynamic processes of self-making and place-making through 
narratives and stories by looking at how the meta-narrative of the Kurdish freedom 
movement resonates through the agentic practice of re-signification of dominant concepts 
that revolve around categories of ethnicity and territoriality. The chapter further explores how 
resistance beyond mere physical survival manifests across the diUerent examples through 
the narrativity of resistance through which norms and values within society are re-
negotiated.  
 
Modes of mutualist freedom and radical relationality emerge as society-building repertoires, 
which I concludingly present as survivance paths of mobilization. Eventually, the 
dissertation shows that the survivance path of mobilization, characterized by its focus on 
life-aUirming mobilization as opposed to life-denying states, emerges as a crucial element 
in understanding how movements mobilize in times of violence and broaden their capacity 
across context-specificity. 
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1 THEORY 

 

The Kurdish movement, as it navigates multiple and overlapping contexts of conflict, oUers 
a critical site for examining how non-state-seeking movements build capacity and sustain 
mobilization beyond traditional frameworks of nationalist struggles. My analysis takes its 
cue from Zeynep Gambetti’s work on the politics of space/place, where she argues that 
“place-making is not only about locality or physical setting, but also about constructing a 
movement and a form of struggle in its own right”  (2009: 43), placing the question of context 
at the center of movement analysis. Gambetti argues that traditionally social movement 
studies tend to underplay the significance of context, treating this factor as implicit rather 
than constitutive and integral to how movements develop, scale, and generate repertoires 
of resistance. In this research, I build on her intervention to contend that context, particularly 
the context of conflict, is not merely a backdrop but constitutive element that shapes how 
Kurdish movement actors and constituencies mobilize, organize, and adapt to changing 
conditions. In much of the social movement literature, processes of mobilization are often 
examined in terms of mechanisms, time, and structural shifts, with less attention given to 
the context-specific and historical embeddedness of these movements in violent orders. 
The emerging field of rebel governance, for instance, begins to address related questions on 
spatial factors by looking at how insurgent movements or rebel groups obtain and sustain 
popular support across varies territories (Gutiérrez, 2022; Malthaner & Malešević, 2022; 
Pfeifer & Schwab, 2023) as well as without territorial control (O’Connor & Jongerden, 2023). 
Francis O’Connor’s analysis of the PKK, for example, reveals how Kurdish mobilization 
across urban and rural Kurdistan, as well as western Turkey, is highly spatially contingent 
and dependent on the varying scales of support (O’Connor, 2021). Processual approaches 
in the study of political violence and mobilization have been adopted to understand 
processes such as radicalization, transformation and dis/engagement as resulting from 
interactions between multiple actors (Bosi, Demetriou, & Malthaner, 2016; Malthaner, 2017; 
Malthaner, Della Porta, & Bosi, 2022).  
 
However, my research revisits the question of violence as a structuralizing power and argues 
that conflict – Its intensity, spatial, temporal and sequential variations and how these are 
perceived by those aUected – directly shapes the strategic choices, capacities, and 
repertoires of Kurdish mobilization. Drawing on Gambetti’s argument that “jumping scales 
is not only one of the ways in which a social movement expands and gains staying power, 
but also a transgression or modification by the movement of the set of political alternatives 
available to the polity in which it emerges” (2009: 52), I suggest that movements do not 
simply scale-shift across spaces, but their ability to diUuse beyond a specific locality and 
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constituency is fundamentally shaped by the specificities of conflict, how violence is 
experienced, and how social relations are reconfigured in response to that violence. Thus, 
my approach centers the context of conflict as a central analytical category. I argue that it is 
through the violent order – what I conceptualize as composite statelessness – that Kurdish 
actors develop innovative forms of relationality and resistance. These forms are not simply 
about territorial gains or losses but about carving out spaces of autonomy and society-
building in a context where the state presence is perceived as both violently omnipresent 
and violently absent. This perspective moves beyond the traditional focus on nationalist 
mobilization to consider how movements construct alternative social and political orders in 
relation to – and often at a distance from – the state. In doing so, this research contributes 
to a broader conversation within social movement studies, critical anthropology and social 
theory about the role of conflict in shaping the possibilities for, and limits of, emancipatory 
mobilization. 
 
Given that the notion of radical relationality is at the core of this analysis, it may appear 
counterintuitive to invoke the importance of structure and context when speaking about 
movements that defy traditional state-building goals. However, I argue, this very tension 
allows us to better understand how those subjected to violent conditions come to perceive 
their place in the movement, how they relate to each other, and how new forms of 
organization arise. Therefore, this study is fundamentally concerned with the relationship 
between agency and structure (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Rebughini, 2022), particularly in 
the context of social movements that resist both state power and its normative frameworks. 
While dominant literature on social movements often focuses on the dynamics between 
armed groups and their support base  (Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011; Malthaner, 2011) my 
focus is on how diverse experiences of repression and resistance influence the mutualist 
and reciprocal dynamics of these movements. I explore how a movement and their 
constituencies – shaped by collective inheritances of violent histories – create their basis for 
continued mobilization. By focusing on the within-case relationality and context-
dependency of mobilization, this dissertation oUers a nuanced understanding of how non-
state-seeking movements generate capacities that allow them to grow in spite of increased 
violent settings. In exploring the dynamics of transformative Kurdish mobilization, the later 
chapters of this research engage with social theory and poststructuralist thinkers to 
conceptualize the violent order and is informed by anthropological approaches to shed light 
on the bottom-up processes of resignification. However, in order to understand the 
dominant concepts resignified and negotiated within movement spaces and to make sense 
of these resignifications, this chapter will provide a critical overview of the concepts that are 
at disposition such as national and territorial sovereignty and eventually, as I show, have 
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enforced a rigid, dichotomous analysis of Kurdish mobilization and has hindered knowledge 
production on the Kurdish mobilization eUorts that are directed toward the unmaking of 
these violent structures. Therefore, following an introduction to the relational ontology 
underpinning this dissertation, I will provide an overview of the theoretical frameworks that 
inform my inquiry into quests for self-determination, rights and autonomy. These range from 
conventional perspectives on national and territorial sovereignty to more nuanced notions 
of citizenship and, ultimately, to non-conventional conceptualizations of autonomy as the 
creation of ‘free spaces’ – contexts in which identity and resistance are relational, bottom-
up, and directed against the material and normative orders of state-building. 
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1.1 The relational sociology of ethnicity, nations and autonomy  

While concepts from social movement research such as frames, narratives, emotions, 
memory, repertoires of (non-)territorial governance and arenas inform the analytical tools 
with which I approach the research puzzle, it is the relational ontology, which underpins 
social movement studies, that constitutes the constructivist approach of my dissertation. 
Central to the relational turn in sociology, Mustafa Emirbayer asserted in his 1997 published 
Manifesto for a Relational Sociology that “the key question confronting sociologists in the 
present day is not ‘material versus ideal’, ‘structure versus agency’, ‘individual versus 
society’, or any of the other dualisms so often noted; rather, it is the choice between 
substantialism and relationism” (1997: 282). Consequently, relational sociology questions 
concepts as internally stable and instead understands social reality and concepts such as 
freedom, agency, or identity as transactional, hence relational, due to their embeddedness 
within the “temporal and spatial configurations of  relationships and cultural practices” 
(Somers & Gibson, 1994: 69).   
 
In the case of Kurdish mobilization, scholarship has often followed a structuralist approach 
by suggesting that either the geopolitics or legal frameworks determine the so-called Kurdish 
issue in general, or more specifically, the strategic choices made by Kurdish movement 
actors. Further, Kurdish mobilization has mostly been studied as a case of ethnic 
mobilization in violently divided societies or within the analytical parameters of what is 
assumed to be an ethnic conflict (Blätte, 2006; Gurses, Balta, & Çelik, 2022; Kutschera, 
1994; Lyon & Uçarer, 2001; Saatci, 2002; Sarigil, 2012; Tezcür & Gurses, 2017; Ufkes, 
Dovidio, & Tel, 2015; Yavuz, 2001). From the perspective of relational sociology however 
identity is understood as an “eUect of the flow of practices of identification and 
diUerentiations” that is “always dynamic and fluid” (Powell & Dépelteau, 2013: 2). Instead of 
explaining social reality within the static dualisms of state-society or society-individual, a 
relational sociology conceptualizes “both individuals and the larger formations in which they 
participate (like collectivities, institutions, social systems) as belonging to the same order of 
reality, a relational order” (Powell & Dépelteau, 2013: 3). Only recent scholarship that has 
been engaging with the Kurdish issue from interdisciplinary, decolonial and/or agency-
focused perspectives (Alici, 2024; Coşkan & Şen, 2023; Goner & Six-Hohenbalken, 2019; 
Şen, Sandal Önal, Sefa Uysal, & Acar, 2023; Sustam, 2022; Uzun Avci, 2019) has challenged 
the substantialism trap, in which Kurds and their multidirectional struggles kept being 
essentialized.  
 
Approaching contemporary revolutionary mobilizations such as the Kurdish non-state 
seeking movement from the point of view of a relational sociology allows to see the more 
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complex transactions between the movement actors and their constituencies that 
stimulate, challenge, and/or mutually shape the political imaginaries and strategies of 
mobilization. Therefore, following the relational approach of social movement theory, I 
understand relations between terms and units in social reality as “dynamic in nature, as 
unfolding, ongoing processes rather than as static ties among inert substance” (Emirbayer, 
1997: 289).  
 
The relational approach resonates also with the literature on post-nationalist mobilizations 
in deeply divided societies. Chiara Milan’s study on Bosnia and Herzegovina sheds light on 
the dynamics of protests that challenged the dual hegemony of ethno-nationalist elites and 
international liberal intervenors, hence cases in which protests did not take place in defense 
of ethnic groups but in “defense of the common good” (Milan, 2020: 23). With a focus on 
mobilizations, Milan argues for a more processual and constructivist approach on ethnic 
identity. While groupist conceptualizations understand ethnicity, more precisely the ethnic 
group, as both an internally homogenous and primary agent in social conflict, Milan 
suggests that “ethno-national identities cannot be simply viewed as static, essentialized 
constructs, since they are often fluid and challenged” (Milan, 2020: 22). Rogers Brubaker 
argues that contrary to groupist notions in the study of ethnicity, nationalism and identity 
that display the tendency to treat ethnic, racial, and national groups as substantial entities, 
enduring and with a clear sense of identity and purpose, groupness (2004: 12) does not 
inherently possess the solidity and coherence attributed to. He encourages to instead look 
at how identities are constructed and maintained through social practices, interactions, and 
institutions, rather than assuming they are natural or given. Emphasizing the fluidity and the 
contingent nature of identity, constructivist and relational approaches to social reality, as 
put forward by Milan  (2020) move beyond the simplistic notion of groups as monolithic and 
static and allows a certain degree of agency to individuals in how those categories are 
constituted and used in the context of mobilization. They further challenge essentialist 
deadlocks in the research of conflict and violence, particularly when the empirical cases are 
associated with a part of the world that is considered outside the political imaginary of the 
hegemonic Western discourse. Moving beyond essentialism, constructivists and relational 
scholars conceptualize categories not as a thing in the world but rather as constituting 
diUerent perspectives on the world. They do not ask what groups demand, but instead focus 
on processes and relations by inquiring how categories such as ethnicity are framed, 
channeled and institutionalized (B. Anderson, 1991; Brubaker, 2004; Milan, 2020). 
 
Stemming from my own experience in presenting and discussing my research in academic 
settings, research on Kurdish mobilization that decenters ethnicity is usually accused of 
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disguising an essentialist agenda given that eventually the subject of research is continued 
to be referred to by an ethnic descriptor. The paradoxical situation that comes with studying 
a movement, which continues to refer to itself as Kurdish despite mobilizing on the grounds 
non-state seeking frames, has led to a certain amount of disbelief in academic circles when 
engaging with Kurdish non-state seeking mobilization. Although the Kurdish freedom 
movement claims to not seek a national state and is in dialogue with various ethnic and 
religious groups, activists and their supportive environment continue to call their 
mobilization Kurdish. Ideologically decentering ethnicity while mobilizing with an ethnic 
signifier clearly constitutes a contradiction of the social reality. Most academic debates 
therefore eventually become preoccupied with the political yet rhetorical question of but 
what do the Kurds really want? followed by a ready response of a state of their own. While 
Orientalist pre-assumptions on transformative non-nationalist mobilizations in non-
Western contexts certainly might be playing a role in this dominant approach, I tackle this 
contradiction from a relational perspective. I argue, the movement’s usage of the preposition 
Kurdish must be understood against the backdrop of violent histories of denialism and 
therefore posits itself as a process of “name-giving” (Pizzorno, 1991: 220) and does not 
present an a priori submission to ethno-nationalism. The centrality of the concept of 
recognition in stateless mobilization is one of the research outcomes of this thesis. My 
interlocutors framed their interaction within the movement structures as the creation of a 
space of mutual recognition. Stemming from histories of violence dominated by Turkish 
denial politics that go back to the early 20th century, recognizing each other in their distinct 
identities and histories already constitutes a counter-hegemonic practice of subject 
making. I argue that this counter-hegemonic process of “name-giving” to those who have 
been denied a name must not necessarily entail an essentializing dynamic of ethnification 
but rather Kurdish as an ethnic category has been attached with certain meanings about 
how to look at the world.  
 
Rogers Brubaker argues that there are diUerent ways to perceive, interpret and represent the 
social world, hence he advocates for a relational and processual perspective in analytical 
inquiries focusing on how those categories are used of in various processes such as 
institutionalization (Brubaker, 2004). In the later empirical chapters I discuss how my 
participants have stressed how the movement provided them with a space to recognize the 
‘other’ in their diUerent ethnic, religious and/or gender identities, and consequently, felt 
recognized in their own identity in return. The movement therefore did not negotiate the 
question of ‘who are we’ with a homogenizing appeal but rather with frames that de-centered 
ethnicity as the primary agent of mobilization by not only multiplying potential categories of 
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ethnic and non-ethnic identification but also in attaching new meanings to concepts such 
as sovereignty, statelessness, identity.  
 
Social movement theory has developed diUerent terms to overcome ethno-national 
determinisms by introducing, for instance, under the unity in diversity paradigm,  non-
sectarian, civic, and post-ethnic types of mobilization (Belyaeva, 2017; Milan, 2020; J. M. 
Nagle, 2013; Rønn, 2020), yet this dissertation does not aim to seek a solution to the 
contradictions or contribute a new terminology for a type of mobilization. Rather, aim of this 
dissertation is to strengthen the relational argument and to allow to think of mobilization 
beyond the conceptual restrictions that come with the nation state paradigm (Scheel & 
Tazzioli, 2022; Türkmen, 2024; Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002). The following sheds light on 
dominant concepts that are relevant to the study of ethno-national mobilizations and/or 
separatist movements such as national and territorial sovereignty, democracy and 
citizenship and brings them in conversation with more critical approaches as well as with 
the agency-focused empirics that are presented in the later chapters of this dissertation. 
Hence, when referring to the movement as Kurdish, I do not assume “preconstituted and 
unproblematic” (Emirbayer, 1997: 296) identities and homogenous interests but rather 
understand it as a constantly evolving space of mutual recognition, or in Alessandro 
Pizzorno’s words, as “circles of recognition”, where interests “grow out of diUerent positions 
in the(se) networks and circles” (1991: 219).  
 
Popular uprisings, civil society activism and mobilization of communities that are perceived 
as “ethnic” in the first place, such as Kurds, minorities in Israel (Jamal, 2007), Palestinians 
(Haklai, 2009, 2011) or cases of indigenous communities (Kuhn, 2018; Webb, 2014) just to 
name a few, remain often incomplete as they merely focus on the conceptual category of 
“ethnic”. This approach usually blindsides or at best marginalizes the political practices, 
cross-community alliances, intra-community conflicts, solidarity frames, negotiations of 
belonging and aspirations to autonomy of communities that do not mobilize under ethno-
nationalist frames or even for a state or territory of their own (Courtheyn, 2019; Gordon, 
2010; Kurd, 2019). For instance, in a study of how internal land disputes highlight broader 
challenges for Christian communities in Palestine, based on a case study in Bethlehem, 
Baard Helge Kaartveit (2013) shows the everyday struggles of Christian Palestinians to 
negotiate their Palestinian and minority identities without exacerbating sectarian tensions 
or undermining the Palestinian struggle. Lebanon is another prominent case of a post-war 
country in which opposition movements explicitly explore non-ethnic and non-sectarian 
potentials to reconcile deeply divided societies and shaping the country’s political 
landscape (Majed, 2021; J. Nagle, 2022a; Rønn, 2020; Vértes, Van Der Borgh, & Buyse, 
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2021). John Nagle (2018) criticizes how non-sectarian movements are invisible in the 
potential of consociationalism for peacebuilding in ethnically divided societies and argues 
for a wider approach beyond ethnic divisions to fully grasp the impact of consociationalism 
for social dynamics and non-ethnic movements. In his case study of the Santa Cruz 
Autonomía Movement in Bolivia, Miguel Centellas (2016) shows how the lines between 
indigenous and non-indigenous ethnic mobilization are blurred in the context of the fluidity 
of multiculturalism and the complex construction of ethnic identities. Centellas argues that 
the Autonomía Movement challenges traditional notions of ethnic identity and popular 
mobilization and underscores the need to reevaluate how we conceptualize and analyze 
ethnic movements, particularly in diverse and multicultural societies in countries like Bolivia 
(2016: 247). Following a constructivist approach, Centellas emphasizes the dynamic nature 
of identity formation in political mobilization and aims to delimit the category of ‘ethnic 
movement’ within the broader category of ‘social movement’ by showing that movements 
construct collective identities, which may or may not be ethnic in nature (2016: 246). 
 
Based on my empirical analysis I argue the Kurdish movement’s non-state seeking 
mobilizational frame is not merely ideologically and strategically imposed by movement 
elites nor is it to be reduced to ethnic frames. But rather resonates in individual and 
collective histories of violence that find their political expressions in emotional legacies and 
subjectification processes, which depending on the conflict assemblage, are framed or not 
around the category of ethnicity. The legalist and state-centered approach views the state 
usually as an emancipatory actor that, for instance by granting citizenship rights to the 
stateless, can solve the issue of exclusion from the human rights regime in the Arendtian 
sense (1943) and further reinstates the claim that membership to a nation state grants 
access to universalist human rights and is a precondition for identity building. This research 
however contributes a diUerent angle to the debate as it empirically shows how the Kurdish 
movement have been diagnosing and framing a solution to their suUering and discontent not 
as something to be achieved in the future at the end of mobilization but instead consider 
cross-cut mobilization by itself as a solution to the grievances in the present. Revolutionary 
mobilization in the Kurdish case decenters the state in its frames and considers mobilization 
as the process of becoming (Olivier, 2014; Rae, 2014). This research therefore contributes 
to the wider literature on revolutionary movements and non-state seeking mobilization and 
is in dialogue within the general frameworks of social movement studies and radical 
anthropology, partaking in a critical conversation with dominant concepts in the studies of 
nationalism and autonomy such as sovereignty, territoriality, citizenship, and the nation 
state.   
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1.2 The homogeneity paradigm in the study of national and territorial sovereignty 

In 1906, Austro-Marxist Otto Bauer penned the words “up till now science has left the nation 
almost exclusively to poets, journalists, and speakers at public meetings, in parliament and 
at the bierkeller” (2012: 39). Nearly a century later, historian Immanuel Geiss argues that 
that the concepts of nation and nationalism remain subjects upon which scholars rarely find 
consensus (Geiss, 2007). Although these statements prove to be rather less encouraging, it 
does not come as a surprise to the enormous spectrum of analytical possibilities to 
approach the phenomena of nation, nationalism and the nation state. Looking at how the 
concept of the nation state, already in the most basic definitional attempt, combines two 
contrasting elements, an explicitly subjective mode of belonging and the explicitly objective 
mode of being subjected to a sovereign legal authority, reveals analytical diUiculties (Dunn, 
1995).  
 
The idea of the nation and nationalism is based on ideological principles that lead to the 
emergence of a distinct form of state (Kumar, 2010). Nation states, ideally, express a 
common culture, thus expose radical egalitarianism based on cultural homogeneity. 
Benedict Anderson submits, “regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may 
prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep horizontal comradeship” (1991: 7). 
Thus, the sentiment of a nationwide comradeship or a common culture that is being shared 
by all members of the nation constitutes a core value of the nation state. Cultural 
homogeneity therefore is not only aimed by the nation state, but also to some extent 
enforced through an identificatory state reason that is often expressed in ethnical and/or 
racial terms (source).  
 
Further the nation state is ideologically constructed around the notion of distinctiveness and 
an intensely particularistic self-perception. Krishan Kumar puts forward that although nation 
states do not deny the existence of other nation states, they are convinced that their way “is 
superior to the ways of all other nations” (2010: 121). For Max Weber “the significance of the 
‘nation’ is usually anchored in the superiority, or at least the irreplaceability, of the culture 
values that are to be preserved and developed only through the cultivation of the group” 
(Weber, 2013: 925). Or, in John Breuilly words, the nationalist idea “asks people to celebrate 
themselves” (2000: 217). Yet, nationalism not only serves as a platform for the nation to 
celebrate themselves for what they are, but also allows them to regard the world outside the 
nation as hostile (Kumar, 2010). For Ernest Gellner however, nationalism is a phenomenon 
that only accepts political units where the ruler and the ruled share the same culture, 
bringing the culturalist perspective into the debate. Consequently, nationalism oUers a 
solution to the gap caused by modernity between power and culture and state and nation 
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(Gellner, 2006). The centrality of a shared culture illustrates how states strive for national 
homogenization by enforcing assimilationist processes on the one hand, and on the other, 
coercing the minoritization and marginalization of groups that are not only considered 
outside the realms of the nation but also seen as not eligible to be homogenized into the 
nation. The Turkish homogenization doctrine built around the idea of a nation grounded in 
Turkishness is a prominent example of the latter case. For example, although Turkishness is 
rather classified as an ethnic category, due to the assimilationist state doctrines, it is also a 
status that is formally designed to be achievable to non-Turks (A. Yıldız, 2010). Against this 
background one might assume that although Turkishness is most dominantly defined 
according to highly subjective, thus ethnical or even racialized (Çağaptay, 2004) terms, it 
also refers to objective conditions that facilitate assimilation and the aspired 
homogenization of the nation. Mesut Yegen asserts in his seminal work on the inscribed 
boundaries of Turkish citizenship that those who were considered non-Turks by the state 
were “principally invited to become Turkish” (2009: 589). In the consequence, ethnic groups 
like Armenians and Kurds were ascribed with the character of naturally not belonging to the 
Turkish nation, hence, were “seen as outside of the circle of Turkishness” (Yeğen, 2009: 598). 
In this context Yegen introduces the term of the pseudo-citizens to describe how the 
nationalist doctrine of Turkishness opened spaces of exclusion and forcefully realized a top-
down homogenization of the Turkish nation.   
 
T.K Oommen calls it the process of ethnification, when a state “attempts to ‘integrate’ and 
homogenize the diUerent nations in its territory into a common cultural stream” hence, 
whilst “assimilation is viewed as ‘national integration’ by the state and the cultural 
mainstream, it is ethnification from the perspective of minorities” (Oommen, 2001: 13). 
Producing nation-ness and a national project therefore requires a political imagination that 
is expressed in a state ideology (Cooper, 2005).  The main function of ideology therefore is 
to stabilize the representation of the group in power, as well as to stabilize the definitional 
place of the individual within a nation, hence to give the state an appearance of authority 
(Hunter, 1996). Ideology has therefore a crucial impact in creating first a political 
imagination of the national boundaries and secondly to stabilize the representation of the 
group in power, which depends upon the public’s compliance to forget that it is nothing more 
than a representation. Even though there are various ways of constructing a corporate ethos, 
which functions as ideology of the state, all nation states use the tool of political imagination 
to create a homogenous nation that is represented by one stable group in power. Hunter 
submits that ideology under the modern nation state, although slightly reversed, is 
comparable to Machiavellian thought. She puts forward that the emphasis on a 
Machiavellian veiled illusion of absolute power held by the monarch, becomes the 
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representation of stability needed by nationalism and capitalism within modern state 
politics (1996: 212).  
 

The nation, nationalism and the nation state  

Although the idea of the nation goes back to scholars like Rousseau, Herder, Fichte and 
Mazzini, it was Ernest Renan and later Max Weber that attempted to define the nation as a 
societal and political concept. From a sociological point of view, Renan submits in his 
lecture Qu’est-ce- qu’une nation?, delivered at Sorbonne in 1882, that “a nation is a soul, a 
spiritual principle” that is constituted by two factors: “one is the possession in common of a 
rich legacy of remembrances; the other is the actual consent, the desire to live together, the 
will to continue to value the heritage which all hold in common (…) To have common glories 
in the past, a common will in the present; to have accomplished great things together, to 
wish to do so again, that is the essential condition for being a nation” (in Hutchinson & Smith, 
1994: 17). Next to the centrality of the individual’s sentiment of sacrifice it is also the creation 
of a common moral conscience that constitutes a major element to Renan’s understanding 
of the nation. Max Weber in comparison defines the nation as “a community of sentiment”, 
in which “sentiments of solidarity, very heterogeneous in both their nature and their origin, 
are comprised within national sentiments” ((1946) in Gerth & Wright Mills, 2014: 179).  As 
Renan defines the nation mainly as a product of the human mind that finds its roots in a 
collective imagination, Weber also emphasizes the idea of a “collective mission” ((1946) in 
Gerth & Wright Mills, 2014: 173) that becomes the main contributor to national identity.  
 
Departing from the Weberian account of a nation that inhabits a collective mission, other 
scholars have developed the idea of the nation to a more specific concept of nationalism. 
Exemplified in Hans Kohn’s definition of nationalism, where nationalism constitutes an idea 
((1944) 2005: 19) and a state of mind  ((1965) 1982: 13) that “recognizes the nation state as 
the ideal form of political organization” ((1965) 2005: 16), it becomes clear how scholars 
regard the trinity of nation, nationalism and nation state as causal to each other and 
inseparable. For Kohn, nationalism is the politicization of the idea of a nation, embodied in 
a political movement that finds its ideal reflection only in the nation state. Those three 
concepts implicitly put the individual into a situation where they have the obligation to prove 
loyalty to the nation state. This statement is also supported by Carlton Hayes, who defines 
nationalism in his 1926 essays as a two-fold process: “We have employed it to denote an 
actual historical process, the process of establishing nationalities as political units, of 
building out of tribes and empires the modern institution of the national state. We have also 
employed the same word to describe a contemporary popular belief, the belief that one’s 
own nationality or national state has such intrinsic worth and excellence as to require one 
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to be loyal to it above every other thing and particularly to bestow upon it what amounts to 
supreme religious worship. Whether nationalism as a process is a curse or a blessing, we 
have no stomach to declare” (1926: 245).  
 

Hayes demarcates nationalism, at the beginning of the 20th century when nation state 
paradigms were dominant in the wake of declining empires, through both a historical 
process of modernity and through the notion of loyalty that acts as a supreme religious 
worship. Elie Kedourie modifies the idea of loyalty by asserting that the individual’s will is the 
key contributor to the creation of a nation. He puts forward, “national self-determination is, 
in the final analysis, a determination of the will; and nationalism is, in the first place, a 
method of teaching the right determination of the will”  (Kedourie, 1993: 76).  
  
The ‘right determination of the will’ is strongly manifested in French nationalism that 
developed with the French revolution in the 18th century. Hence, with those revolutionary 
dynamics in Europe, the idea of national self-determination emerged as a widely accepted 
core political right to strive for. Monarchies, tyrannies or absolute systems were not 
accepted as legitimate forms of rule anymore. Mostafa Rejai and Cynthia Enloe call the 
notion of self-determination to be the “enlightenment of all nations” (1969: 146). The 
concept of the nation state therefore has been traditionally associated with Western 
modernity and the breakup with conventional authoritarian rule (A. D. Smith, 1992: 58). 
Whilst the broader literature accepts this account, some scholars oUer a critique departing 
from colonial experience, where nation state building was imposed by colonial powers 
through the making of race (Marx, 1996). As a response to race making attempts by colonial 
powers, national liberation movements brought back the idea of self-determination by 
following a nationalist project that was constructed around a de-colonized and sovereign 
nation identity (Owen, 2004). However, interlinking nation with race, Immanuel Wallerstein 
defines the concept of nation as “related to the political super-structure of this historical 
system, the sovereign states that form and derive from the interstate system” (1991: 79). For  
nation emerges, next to race, as a category of social identity yet deriving “from the political 
structuring of the world” (1991: 80). According to Immanuel Wallerstein, “nationalism is the 
expression, the promoter and the consequence of such state-level uniformities” (1991: 82) 
because he believes that “in almost every case statehood preceded nationhood, and not 
the other way around, despite the widespread myth to the contrary” (1991: 81).  
 
Also, Marxist scholars oppose mainstream positivist definitions of the nation state and 
nationalism, by claiming that those approaches defend a bourgeoisie nation state, without 
accounting for social-structural conditions that derive from class struggles. Nationalism 
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through a class perspective explains that the emergence of nationalist projects by the 
bourgeoisie state were due to a growing cleavage between state and civil society in the 
capitalist era, hence individuals were not only exposed but further opposed to the state. 
Whilst the increase of power and impersonal rationality of the capitalist state alienated the 
masses, yet empowered the small class of property owner, nationalism is understood as an 
ideological tool to re-attach the masses to the bourgeoisie state (Boron, 1995; Chibber, 
2013; McNally, 2011).  
 
Arguing for an intertwined understanding of nationalism and racism, central to Étienne 
Balibar's argument are the concepts of  “fictive ethnicity and ideal nation” (1991: 96), which 
refers to the notion that the sense of a common ethnic identity within a nation is not based 
on actual, historical, or biological homogeneity but is rather a socially and politically 
narrative constructed through language and race. Balibar submits that modern racism 
cannot be fully understood without considering its connection to the development of the 
nation state. National identities are often constructed around the category of ethnicity to 
foster a sense of unity and belonging among members of the nation. Fictive ethnicity 
delineates who belongs to the nation and who does not, often based on imagined common 
ancestry, shared culture, or historical myths (B. Anderson, 1991). These narratives 
nationalize social formations and relations while at the same time legitimize the nation state 
and its territorial and non-territorial boundaries by creating not only inclusion but also 
exclusions of certain groups considered to be outsiders or “others”. Nationalism therefore is 
an inherently ambiguous concept as it promotes a sense of unity and solidarity among 
members of a nation on the one hand and on the other hand, can lead to exclusion and 
discrimination against those perceived as threats to national sovereignty, making 
nationalism a fertile group for violence and racism. Balibar distinguishes between fictive 
ethnicity and ideal nation as for him the latter is the object of patriotism while the former a 
fabrication of a shared history. However, he argues, “it is fictive ethnicity which makes it 
possible for the expression of a preexisting unity to be seen in the state, and continually to 
measure the state against its ‘historic mission’ in the service of the nation and, as a 
consequence, to idealize politics” (Balibar, 1991: 96). Against this backdrop he questions 
the universalist claim of nation states in modern societies. While national states often claim 
to be based on universal principles of equality and liberty, in practice the ideals are often 
reversed for the dominant group that constitutes the nation while others are minoritized and 
their rights undermined, sometimes even despite the possession of citizenship rights. 
 
Therefore, a common denominator among scholars on nationalism is that nationalism 
functions as a phenomenon to integrate civil society into the political domain, or in other 
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words, into the national project. The idea that every nation should be homogenous enough 
to aim for a single statehood, deriving from a collective identity, strengthens Enloe and Rejai 
argument already made in 1969 that whether the attributes associated with a nation are real 
or not has no analytical relevance, since nationalism rather constitutes a psychological 
condition (1969: 142).  

 
Although historiography puts the concept of the nation state in contrast to so-called 
territorial state, it is common sense that all states by definition are claimants of territory; 
hence nation states do not constitute an exception bur rather the rule. However, in the case 
of nation states, further implies that the territory of the state is inhabited by the nation. 
According to Karl Deutsch the idea of territory is mainly a political projection, nonetheless 
because “no person can be born at more than one spot on the map. The actual place of birth 
has the size of a bed or a room, not the size of a country” (Deutsch, 1966: 18). Especially 
with regards to the concept of the nation, land transforms into a component of ideology and 
becomes a crucial aspect of the national project. The trinity of nation, nationalism and the 
nation state consequently has proved its ideological and practical potency over history, 
resulting in the dominant belief that there is no other way of organization of society than of 
nation state solutions.  
Despite the universalist claim of nation states solutions to the question of statehood, 
Hannah Arendt prominently critiques the concept of the nation state in her seminal work on 
totalitarianism. In her chapter on The Decline of the Nation state: End of Rights of Men she 
illustrates how nation states are a crucial part of the totalitarian problem  Arendt therefore 
submits a critical reading on the modern nation state through the figure of the refugee and 
the refugee’s plight, which as she puts, is predominantly caused by the perversion of the 
nation state paradigm (Arendt, 1973). Martin Shaw describes the Westphalian concept of 
modern statehood as a codification of interstate norms, where the idea of state-sovereignty 
over a certain territory is linked to the principle of non-intervention from outside the nation 
state (Shaw, 2000). With Westphalian state-sovereignty not only a new framework of 
international co-existence was established, but also boundaries of the state became more 
recognizable. The notion of independent state sovereignty, based on the idea of no internal 
equal and no external authority, is until today widely accepted as a Western invention that 
was aimed (and continues to do so) to import to other regions in the world (Bacik, 2008). 
With the introduction of new mapping technologies, like cartography, the perception of 
political space, organization and authority changed intensely. Mapmaking therefore plays a 
crucial role, mainly due to its impact on homogenizing territorial authority and linearizing 
political boundaries. Whilst the creation of clear borders eliminated non-territorial 
authorities, the administrative apparatus additionally was defined as a necessity to 
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establish a functioning nation state. Andreas Osiander (2001) puts forward that the 
Westphalian model of state sovereignty solely describes political authority as a geographic 
expression of the inevitable territorialization.  Another impact of technological improvement 
of mapping was the intensification of state-led administrative control over large territorial 
units, which consequently put the central government into a more powerful position. Jordan 
Branch describes the state within this process as a “closed circuit in economic, political and 
social terms”  (2011: 281).  The sovereign state model, according to Stephen Krasner, is 
defined by four elements, territoriality, autonomy, control and recognition.  
 
Territoriality is defined as the production of physically delineated external and internal 
authorities (Krasner, 2001). John Agnew expands this position further and claims 
“territoriality, the use of territory for political, social, and economic ends, is widely seen as a 
largely successful strategy for establishing the exclusive jurisdiction implied by state 
sovereignty” (2005: 437). It can be suggested therefore that sovereignty relies on a source of 
political authority that is defined according to territorial terms, hence the actual national 
territory of the state. This resonates with Jens Bartelson’s (1995) argument that the 
physicality of the sovereign in form of a monarch has been replaced by state-territory. 
Spatiality of authority embodied in the territorial borders of the nation state however not only 
describes external state boundaries, but also indicates internal ideological ones. Therefore, 
territorial boundaries are not solely to be regarded as physical but rather social. Territories 
may exclude alongside the physical border; however, the homogenized nation state also 
tends to ideologically exclude within its territorial boundaries.  
 
 

The gendered nation, nationalism and nation state  

 
“Nationalism has typically sprung from masculinized memory, masculinized 
humiliation and masculinized hope” (Enloe, 1989: 44) 

 
The popular Feminist slogan the personal is political, which was later extended by Cynthia 
Enloe in Bananas, Beaches and Bases into “the personal is international”, has been the 
analytical starting point to shed light on the gendered perspectives in the homogeneity 
principle of national sovereignty. As stated above, Cynthia Enloe puts forward that 
nationalism itself is a masculinized project of the nation state. Scholars like Maria Mies go a 
step further and claim that beyond nationalisms, states as such are to be characterized as 
‘general patriarchs’ (1988: 26). Since male domination, especially in terms of sexual 
violence, has traditionally been located in the private sphere, hence limited to the ‘individual 
patriarch’ in the family, Mies submits, that the supposedly gender-neutral state is in fact 
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gendered. In this line of thought, where national projects are merely defined as masculinized 
projects and the state inherently patriarchal, Kumari Jayawardena’s claim that seeking 
reform through the state proves as a self-defeating exercise. Considering that it only allows 
women’s emancipation limited within the framework of patriarchal structures that are 
systemic to the state (Connell, 1990), it becomes relevant for the study of Turkey’s women’s 
question in the early years of the republic and today. Therefore, instead of an evaluation of 
political activism or of how women’s rights are (not) being implemented by the state, the 
following section aims to shed light to how the nation state paradigm is constructed 
according to a gendered perception of male hegemony and exclusion. The attempt to 
critique the nation state from a feminist approach proves challenging since classical state 
theory seems largely blind to gender implications. Mostly concepts such as citizenship, 
property, personal rights and the rule of law are completely abstracted from the social 
context, hence assumed to be unsexed (Connell, 1990: 510). Susanne Baer (2004) goes 
even further and states that behind every proclaimed neutrality in concepts such as 
citizenship or the rule of law, a so-called norm-citizen is hidden – most likely a healthy, white 
man – around which law-making is being pursuit implicitly on the basis of exclusion and 
women considered deviant to the norm. Carole Pateman takes it a step further and argues 
that the Rousseauian social contract actually needs to be read as a contract based on the 
men’s sexual access to women (Pateman, 1988). Raewyn Connell has coined the term 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ in her gender order theory, which describes the institutionalization 
of gender relations that legitimize male dominance and the subordination of women, or 
other deviant forms of ‘being a man’. Although, the term ‘patriarchy’ has been criticized for 
its “false universality, attributing modern Western patterns of men’s domination over women 
to the rest of the world and the rest of history”  (Connell, 1990: 514), it seems justifiable 
against this background to define “patriarchy” as the institutionalization of men’s 
domination – historically produced through situations of gender relations. Deriving from the 
Gramscian theory of cultural hegemony (Thomas, 2010), ‘hegemonic masculinity’ explicitly 
refers to the stabilization of gendered social relations. Connell points out a cyclical pattern 
of how hegemonic masculinity is produced, reproduced and perpetuated: departing from a 
gendered socialization that leads to power and social inequality, which then sets the 
conditions of the social reproduction of patriarchy. The result subsequently is a patriarchal 
society that allows hegemonic masculinity to establish. Hegemonic masculinity, as 
Charlotte Hooper (1999) applies to the political, further impacts perceptions of citizenship. 
Hooper discusses the intersection of nationalist discourse expressed in military combat and 
the composition of citizenship. She argues that men can only exist as men if they are willing 
to ‘fight for the nation’, hence military service in this context is considered the strongest 
expression of masculinity and nationalism. Hooper argues that this manifestation of 
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hegemonic masculinity in the military context also impacts the perceptions of citizenship, 
as those who are excluded from conscription – for instance women, objectors or 
homosexuals – are perceived subordinate, which significantly shows itself in the exclusion 
from full citizenship.  Hegemonic masculinity therefore can be seen as the epitome of the 
institutionalization of gender relations that have been established through historical and 
social processes. Feminist scholarship therefore stands in a naturally critical position to the 
state, as it is merely perceived through the production of hegemonic masculinity and 
reinstatement patriarchy.  

 

Against this backdrop and drawing back to Enloe’s definition of nationalism as a 
masculinized concept, the analysis of national projects through a gender lens helps to 
illustrate male hegemony, or hegemonic masculinity in Hooper’s words, within the nation 
state. Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis claim that the relationship between society to the 
state and the role of women are mutually constituted, hence societal collectivities are 
constructed around the role of women within a state. They submit five analytical categories 
in which women are involved in national processes: (1) as biological reproducers of 
members of ethnic collectivities, hence also (2) as reproducers of the boundaries of 
ethnic/national groups; (3) as participants in the ideological reproduction of the collectivity; 
(4) as signifiers in the construction of ethnic/national categories and/or (5) as active 

participants in national, economic, political or military struggle (Yuval-Daṿis, 1989). Hence, 
women play a crucial role in ethnic or national practices of the state but also the idea of 
gender is utilized by nationalisms to serve a specific national project.  

 

The main question then lies in how gender issues are being used as part of a national project: 
Do the national projects include women’s interests, or do they rather instrumentalize for 
instance female labor and/or bodies, in order to pursue a project that serves the male state’s 
interest? According to Jayawardena, national projects that integrate women’s interests are 
mainly the result of women’s struggles that went ahead. Hence it is possible to argue that 
nation states even in their attempt to establish gender equality or to liberate women are 
restricted to patriarchal patterns, unless women themselves take active agency in 
constructing a de-patriarchalized national project. Since gender relations and their roles in 
nationalist struggles and projects are mostly relevant in times of state-building. As I have 
argued elsewhere against this theoretical backdrop, newly founded nation states such as 
Turkey, which were built on the idea of a Western rapprochement are prominent examples 
on how the women’s question was integral to the national project and a significant part of 
the violent homogenization policies of the national state (Burç, 2019).  
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Moreover, Jasbir Puar’s work on post-9/11 nationalisms provides an alternative analytical 
framework. Her work on homonationalism oUers a novel perspective on the intersection of 
nation states and gender relations in a post-9/11 world. She argues that tolerance and 
acceptance for gay and lesbian humans exemplify how this has become a barometer to 
illustrate the capacity of national sovereignty and the democratic potential of a national 
project, particularly referring to the state of Israel (Puar 2017, 4). Her account is 
complementary to the feminist and queer discourses of the 1990s, which claim the nation 
to be heteronormative, thus queer identities to be considered as an outlaw to the nation 
state. Sexuality, so she puts forward, has become a tool to indicate modernity and 
democracy of the nation state. She submits that so-called pinkwashing attempts of 
promoting a LGTBQI-friendly image often reframe violent acts of the state against an 
ethnic/indigenous minority, thus create a civilizational narrative according to (sexual) 
modernity (Puar 2013). ‘Pinkwashing’ as a state practice or the concept of homonationalism 
illustrates the nation state’s commoditization of norm-deviant bodies as representatives of 
democracy. Sara Farris also adds to this analysis by advancing the concept of 
femonationalism in order to conceptualise the exploitation of feminism by far-right 
nationalist parties in the West for Islamophobic campaigns (Farris, 2017). This also has been 
a tool used by, for instance, colonial settlers or imperial powers that justified colonial 
violence through a ‘modernist’ narrative of women’s protection and liberation. Yet 
contemporary states that are presumably LGBTQ and women-friendly, hence democratic, 
such as the USA, tend to utilize the same rhetoric of a ‘victim’ population that needs to be 
protected, even if that necessitates imperial, racial or national violence. 

 
 

  



 

 37 

1.3 The heterogeneity principle in the study of national and territorial sovereignty 

One of the key interventions made by critical scholars of nationalism studies has been to 
rethink the relationship between territory, identity and political institutions in a way that 
challenges the long uncontested assumption that the boundaries of nations must align with 
those of states. Historically, this critique stems from the challenges that have emerged with 
the rise of two contradictory trends after the end of the Cold War, globalization on the one 
hand and the rise of stateless nationalisms on the other. The outlook of the latter has often 
been criticized for being unfeasible since on the one hand, the number of nations would 
outnumber those of possible territorial states (Gellner 1983, Buchanan 1991), and on the 
other for threating the territorial sovereignty of the host states. Therefore, the underlying 
conundrum in the debates within the study of nationalism has been how to accommodate 
nationality claims within territorial states while at the same time promoting universal 
principles of liberalism and democracy in a globalized world. Most scholarship on nations, 
nation states and nationalism tries to navigate emerging nationality conflicts by negotiating 
the tensions between universal norms and group-diUerentiated policies (Young, 2022). 
 
Especially in cases of multi-ethnic to deeply divided societies, scholarship has been 
advocating less normative approaches and instead developed practical solution-oriented 
models for conflict resolution and peacebuilding such as (ethnic) federalism (Heinemann-
Grüder, 2011), consociationalism (Lehmbruch, 1999; Lijphart, 2012), the protection of 
minorities in liberal or communitarian forms of multiculturalism (Kymlicka, 1996; Kymlicka 
& Pföstl, 2014; Taylor, 1994). These concepts however, in one way or another, reinstate 
majority-minority dichotomies that are inherent to the nation state paradigm. What I refer to 
here as the nation state paradigm, Michael Keating has called the “myth of the nation state”. 
He asserts that the integrated nation state has been an “intellectual incubus that has 
increasingly prevented understanding” since it has “for some 200 years monopolized our 
understanding of constitutionalism and forced other claims to justify themselves in relation 
to it; and it has encouraged the identification of self-determination with the constitution of 
a separate state” (Keating, 2001: 6). Keating argues that the concept of the nation carries a 
“more or less assertion of the right to self-determination”, which eventually makes “self-
determination (…) part of the normative content of nationality itself” (2001: 4). According to 
Keating this constitutes a “logical trap” since nationalities “cannot claim self-determination 
without proving that they are ‘diUerent’, yet if they are diUerent, they are condemned as 
ethnic particularists unworthy of self-determination rights” (2001: 4).  Consequently, he puts 
forward that any definition of nation and nationality, which links to the state organically is in 
fact ignoring “the social realities of stateless nations and leads to a methodological 
deadlock” (2001: 7). He proposes to focus on alternative expressions of self-determination 
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as he argues not all nationality movements seek a state of their own. Challenging the 
sovereignty claim of states, new normative orders such as international human rights regime 
or transnational organizations, claims put forward by stateless nations and minorities have 
pushed political demands of post-sovereignty (Keating, 2001: 27).  
 
While the argument in favour of post-sovereign plurinationalism to account for nationality 
claims beyond the demand of a separate state might be generally convincing, 
epistemologically Keating’s conceptualization continues to take the host state as a 
reference point. Consequently, in relation to a host state nationality movements shape their 
political demands in form of “a request for devolution within a continuing sovereign state" 
(2001: 28). While this conceptualization can be an explanation for plurinationalist claims in 
democratisation processes supported by nationality movements, including some episodes 
of Kurdish political mobilization in Turkey, it seems to nonetheless follow the logic of 
methodological nationalism. It blindsides movements of stateless people that neither 
shape their imaginaries along the boundaries of the host states nor do they address the host 
states in the first place. It further underestimates the many cases, in which stateless 
movements are severely constrained by the structures of the conflict and state violence, 
which simply limits the possibilities of pushing forward claims of plurinationalism.  
 
Further, although Keating argues that stateless national movements make more general 
claims to self-government and are “contesting the state, therefore, in its own physical 
territory and normative space” (2001: 17) he operationalizes alternative demands of the 
stateless based on a “shared territorial society” (2001: 16). The Kurds are often assessed as 
a territorial society that demarcates the territory encompassing the nation states of Turkey, 
Iraq, Syria, and Iran, commonly referred to as Kurdistan. While Kurdish mobilization indeed 
continues to refer to a shared territorial society, sole territorially rooted organization has 
been increasingly less possible given the highly securitized contexts of conflict (Bargu, 2016, 
2018) and the recurring cycles of migration and forced displacement of Kurdish populations 
(Gambetti & Jongerden, 2015; Ülker, 2008; Watts, 2000).  
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Politics of (enacted) citizenship  

Instead of using the term nation states, Rogers Brubaker (1996) introduces the concept of 
nationalizing states as a framework to analyze emerging nations. The term refers to states 
that are in the process of actively promoting or reinforcing national identity and nation-
building within their territories. Brubaker prefers this concept over the term nation state as 
nationalizing states suggest an ongoing process of nation-building where the completion of 
the nation state condition has not yet been fully realized. Rejecting the notion of nation 
states being an achieved condition or completed entities, Brubaker highlights the dynamic 
and evolving nature of nation-building processes, putting forward that the construction of 
national identity and the consolidation of the nation state are ongoing projects (Brubaker, 
1996: 63). He distinguishes between the two ideotypes of ethnic and civic nationalisms by 
highlighting their diUerent characteristics and implications but also emphasizing their 
ambiguity. Ethnic nationalism is often associated with a focus on shared ancestry, culture, 
language, and history as defining factors of the nation and emphasizes the importance of 
ethnic homogeneity and exclusivity. In contrast, civic nationalism is characterized by a focus 
on shared political values, institutions, and citizenship as the basis of national identity. It 
emphasizes civic participation, loyalty to the state and adherence to common laws and 
principles as the criteria for belonging to the nation. Brubaker’s analysis however 
acknowledges that both nationalisms can be exhibited simultaneously and are not 
necessarily assigned to either state-framed or counter-state nationalisms. The latter 
concept explores how certain movements imagine nations in opposition to existing state-
framed nationalism. These counter-state nationalisms may seek regional autonomy or 
challenge the dominant definition of nation states, however, they may also include ethnic 
and/or civic characteristics, reflecting a complex interplay between diUerent conceptions of 
nationhood (Brubaker, 1999: 59–63). Classical approaches in the study of nation, 
nationalism and nation states, as summarized above briefly, put in perspective seemingly 
fixed categories such as ethnic and civic-territorial understandings of membership to a 
national community that takes form in national and territorial sovereignties of statehood. 
The homogenizing principle that informs such approaches impacts the way citizenship is 
often conceptualized as a sphere of neither action nor agency but merely of state issued 
rights. Marc Helbing argues for instance that Ernest Gellner overlooks the agency of 
individuals when conceptualizing national identity based on the dichotomy of the will and 
culture. He submits that Gellner, by taking a functionalist viewpoint, argues in favor of 
industrial societies and contends that nations necessitate “patterned homogeneity, 
individual mobility and cultural standardization” (Helbling, 2008: 46). Introducing human 
action, agency or contention in the study of nationalism opens new perspectives on the idea 
of citizenship, in which the mechanisms of belonging to a regime of rights can be 
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comprehended as a continuum from closure to openness, around which multifold 
citizenship politics unfold. Marc Helbing argues that a “contentious approach to nationalism 
allows us to better apprehend how definitions are imposed and contested and enables us 
to reconcile cultural fluidity and cultural persistence. Moreover, it becomes clear that the 
categories of ethnic and civic-territorial understandings of citizenship are not inherent 
characteristics of particular nation states but rather politically framed ideologies” (2008: 
48). 
 
Considering the changing dynamics of the modern world, characterized by globalization, 
transnational movements, and evolving forms of political engagement, traditional 
understandings of citizenship based solely on legal status and national boundaries are no 
longer suUicient to capture the complexities of contemporary citizenship practice. By 
focusing on the question how subjects aUectively enact themselves as citizens Engin Isin 
and Greg Nielsen (2008: 16) argue in defense of shifting the discourse from a static, status-
based view of citizenship to a more dynamic and action-oriented perspective. The latter 
emphasizes the transformative potential of individual and collective actions that shape 
political identities and relationships. With this shift in how we think about citizenship, diverse 
ways in which individuals assert their rights, claim responsibilities, and participate in the 
political life of various communities beyond traditional state boundaries emerge as central 
questions in the scholarly and political discourse on citizenship enactments. Isin and 
Nielsen define acts of citizenship as transformative actions that re-configure the political 
landscape by the creation of new actors known as activist citizens. They emphasize that 
“actors do not exist before acts” (Isin & Nielsen, 2008: 37) and that rather acts create actors. 
These acts bring about new forms, orientations, strategies, and technologies of political 
engagement, eventually expanding the traditional notions of citizenship. The process 
involves individuals claiming rights and responsibilities, establishing new sites and scales of 
struggle, and ultimately shaping the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion within society. In 
contrast to the homogenizing paradigm of national and territorial sovereignty, which I 
discussed in the previous chapter, acts of citizenship are not intrinsically exclusive or 
inclusive, homogenizing or diversifying, positive or negative; rather, as Isin and Nielsen put 
forward, these qualities are ascribed by interpreters based on the eUects of the act (2008: 
38). Although acts, actions and actors are seemingly related phenomena, the authors 
distinguish them as distinct categories. Acts are defined as “having virtual existence that 
may be actualized” (Isin & Nielsen, 2008: 25) through actions, therefore precede both actors 
and actions. They can be expressions of the need to be heard and are considered to have 
ontological significance. Acts, therefore, are essential in creating scenes or states of aUairs 
in specific historical and geographical contexts. Actions, on the other hand, are concrete 
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behaviors that are bound by specific times and places. In contrast to acts, actions are 
always actual and involve the performance of deeds, hence are tangible manifestations of 
acts in the form of behaviors and practices within social and political contexts (Isin & 
Nielsen, 2008: 36). Isin and Nielsen conceptualize various forms of political engagement 
beyond the traditional notions of citizenship. Such acts involve situations when individuals 
(1) claim their rights and responsibilities within society, asserting their presence and 
participation in shaping political processes and structures, (2) advocate for change, and 
participate in various forms of civic action, (3) diUerentiate individuals as citizens, strangers, 
outsiders, or aliens within the political landscape and consequently define themselves and 
others in relation to the political community, (4) constitute constituents who make claims 
and demands within the political sphere, defining who has a voice and agency in political 
decision-making processes, and (5) reflect divers forms of engagement and aUiliation within 
society that encompass a wide range of expressions such as ethical, cultural, sexual and 
social acts (Isin & Nielsen, 2008: 39).  
 
John Nagle’s work on post-war Beirut’s urban landscape exemplifies the aUective practices 
of boundary-making in the context of citizenship through the empirical case study on sexual 
citizenship, urging a reconsideration of conventional notions of inclusion and exclusion, 
particularly in post-conflict urban contexts (J. Nagle, 2022b). Nagle argues that LGBTQI 
individuals in Beirut often face challenges in claiming full (sexual) citizenship due to societal 
norms, legal restrictions, and discrimination. However, through activism, community and 
space building, and resistance, LGBTQI individuals in Beirut have been working towards 
expanding the boundaries of sexual citizenship by advocating for greater recognition, 
acceptance, and rights for diverse sexual identities within the city. Nagle portrays the 
contradictory narratives around the city of Beirut as on the one hand a city of purported 
sexual liberalism relative to the Middle East and on the other hand as a city, in which state 
and non-state actors violently engage in erasing Queerspaces that are framed as threats to 
morality based on the Lebanon Penal Code that criminalizes sexual relations that are not 
heteronormative.  
 
Nagle shows with the case study on citizenship in post-war Beirut is not solely based on 
formal legal status but is also shaped by factors such as social class, economic power, 
access to resources, as well as the boundaries imposed by the state of what is accepted as 
queer and a queer space within the national imaginary. Central to Nagle’s argument is the 
nexus between gentrification and the construction of Queerspaces, wherein urban 
development processes delineate which sexual expressions are deemed acceptable and 
deserving of protection within citizenship frameworks. This delineation reflects how certain 
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assemblages of sexuality, class, and power are privileged while others deemed outcasts and 
marginalized. Consequently, demonstrating the weaknesses of the conceptual notion that 
citizenship is solely contingent upon belonging to a particular ethnic or socioeconomic 
group, Nagle argues instead for an aUective understanding of citizenship that encompasses 
diverse expressions of identity, including sexual and gender identities and aUective actions. 
He demonstrates how Queer activists in Beirut that are excluded from the state’s imaginary 
of the state’s accepted Queer identity aUectively enact citizenship through acts and actions 
that challenge state-led boundary-making by expanding it. Next to being engaged in 
protests, demonstrations, and advocacy campaigns to raise awareness about social issues 
and demand policy changes, Nagle shows how the activist citizens also use cultural forms 
of resistance, such as art, music, literature, and performance to challenge dominant 
narratives, subvert stereotypes, and promote alternative narrations of citizenship and 
belonging (J. Nagle, 2022b: 967).  
 
 

Non-territorial autonomy and plurinational democracies  

The more solution-oriented body of literature in the study of nationalism tackles the issue of 
the nation state’s democratic deficit with proposals that suggest to re-organise the state in 
a way that makes plurinational democracies within existing territorial states possible. 
Scholars advocating modalities of Non-Territorial Autonomy (NTA) acknowledge that the 
conventional studies on nation states and nationalism usually exclude utopian views that 
challenge the centrality of the territorial state in contemporary political life as the nation 
state order is taken for granted (Nimni, 2013). Eventually, even NTA models see the need for 
a territorial state as contemporary discussions on how to organize society along post-
national parameters can be seen as a continuation of Otto Bauer and Karl Renner’s thought 
on National Cultural Autonomy (NCA), where territorial representation is preferred when the 
territorial space is somewhat culturally homogenous (Nimni, 1999; Suksi, 2015). 
Territoriality therefore is imagined as an inborn condition for all political articulations of 
autonomy as no autonomy can exist outside a territory. NTA approaches oUer proposals also 
for those cases, in which minoritized groups are dispersed or are not inhabiting a specific 
region, hence where a homogeneity is not given. Yet in these cases too, the idea of minority 
protection, and consequently non-territorial autonomy too, engages within given territorial 
state borders. The critique is therefore not made against the state as such but moreover 
against conceptualizations, in which nation and state territory are conflated and 
consequently lead to a political expression of a hegemonic relationship between the 
dominant nation and its minority. NTA moreover attempts to help distinguish between 
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various modalities of autonomy to avoid assumptions of minority autonomy’s potential 
threat to the territorial integrity of existing states. Scholars have further emphasized that NTA 
models can be a mechanism to protect from regional autonomy being abused by minorities 
that want to promote their own interest at the expense and to the exclusion of others within 
a given territory (Nimni, 2013; Villiers, 2012).  

Characteristic of both NTA and NCA models is the recognition of the need for minority 
representation within the plurinational state, which however does not entail the 
epistemological rejection of territorial representation – despite the terminological 
assumption deriving from calling these models non-territorial in the first place. Modalities of 
NTA therefore propose the organization of nations into non-territorial publics with 
comprehensive autonomous rights that operate within a de-nationalized territorial state. 
Resolving the democratic deficit of the liberal democratic nation state, which is considered 
essentially the system of one person/one vote or one state/one nation that can easily 
become a Tocquevillian tyranny of the majority given collective representation and political 
agency for minorities is not present, is the analytical point of departure in the assessment of 
alternative ways of minority representation in plurinational states (Nimni, Osipov, & Smith, 
2013). Also, it prioritizes the sensitivities of the nation states to preserve their territorial and 
national integrity, disregarding the power dynamics and violence produced by the bordering 
process itself (Canefe, 2019). Considering that the notion of the modern nation state has 
produced the concepts of statelessness and non-citizens, “the life of a stateless people (…) 
can easily become subjects to injustice, inequality, discrimination and illegibility and is even 
subject to death” (Uddin, 2019: 9).   

Political projects of the Kurdish freedom movement that have been developed since the 
paradigm shift however contest the idea of a territorial necessity, which brings into question 
how sovereignty is imagined and practiced then. Making territoriality obsolete for the daily 
practices of self-determination and autonomy, as well as for the identification processes, 
the frames of Kurdish movement mobilization to build a society and not a state will be 
discussed in the later empirical chapters of this dissertation. Nergis Canefe (2019) suggests 
to epistemically shift the emphasis from borders and territorial sovereignty to relational 
geographies to unmake the idea of citizenship as contained, which eventually reinstates 
hierarchical notions of identity and/or place in terms of the citizenship status of eUected 
populations (Uddin, 2019: 8). 
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1.4 Counter-spaces, de-identification and contention against wars of state-building  

Both the homogeneity paradigm, as well as of the heterogeneity principles in the study of 
national and territorial sovereignty involve an idea of politics, belonging and contention in 
relation to some sort of state power. Charles Tilly’s analysis of contentious politics for 
instance is underpinned by a conceptualization of the nation state that governs and 
regulates social interactions, particularly in the context of collective action and conflict. 
According to Tilly, this is due to the state’s monopoly on coercive power, including military, 
police, and judicial institutions that is enabled to maintain order, suppress dissent, and 
intervene in contentious situations (Tilly, 2008: 17). Moreover, Tilly shows how legitimacy 
and governance within society derives from the state’s authority and ability to not only govern 
but also to influence the acceptance of its decisions and responses to contentious politics 
(Tilly, 2008: 95). Therefore, dynamics of social movements and collective action are 
significantly shaped by the state’s legitimacy in managing and regulating social conflict. 
While governments may not always be direct participants in contentious claims, they are 
involved in monitoring and regulating public contention, intervening when necessary to 
maintain order. His analysis demonstrates how state-building processes, government 
involvement, and the use of coercive means shape the dynamics of collective action and 
contention in society. For Tilly, this form of control sets political contention apart from other 
forms of social conflict and indicates the potential for large-scale violence in political 
arenas. Against this backdrop, Tilly argues that the term “social movement” is often used 
broadly to describe various forms of struggle, but in Western countries, it specifically has 
been referring to a limited range of claim-making activities such as creating associations, 
organizing meetings, conducting petitions, and holding demonstrations (Tilly, 2008: 7). 
Given that it usually excludes armed struggle and other nonviolent actions, as well as 
actions of no claim-making, this section aims to discuss other conceptual tools and 
epistemic approaches to investigate diUerent types of performances, imaginaries and 
identity-building processes against what Sidney Tarrow calls ‘endless wars of state-building 
and composite conflicts’ (Tarrow, 2015).  
 
The conflict assemblages in the Kurdish case, in which movements “are not quite armies but 
(…) engage in forms of conflict with states that combine political and military actions and 
transcend national boundaries” (Tarrow, 2015: 106), further complicate the conceptually 
acclaimed relationship between nationhood, territoriality and sovereignty. Recent 
scholarship in Kurdish studies suggests that the political projects of the Kurdish freedom 
movement have given rise to agential practices and a notion of free space emerging at the 
margins of the state (Biner, 2020; Çağlayan, 2020; Tas, 2022). In her ethnography on the 
violent conflict Zeynep Özlem Biner criticises the binary conceptualization of state vs. 
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society in the academic imagination that shapes the way this conflict has been studied so 
far (Biner, 2020). She argues that Kurdish studies research has been mostly focusing on 
analysing and understanding the state, which consequently has reinforced the idea of the 
state as a unified entity that wants to forcefully integrate Kurds into the physical and political 
territory of the nation state. She asks how scholarship can avoid the internationalization of 
popular discourses that imagine the state as the “main persona aUecting diUerent forms of 
life” (Biner, 2020: 17) and argues that existing multiple sovereigns unsettle the state vs. 
society paradigm that permeates the study of Kurdish society, mobilization, and violent 
conflict.  
 
This dissertation examines a case of non-state seeking mobilization, in which freedom and 
sovereignty are resignified and repertoires against wars of state-building and nationalizing 
states are developed. I have divided the relevant literature in the study of national and 
territorial sovereignty into those that revolve around the homogeneity paradigm (Chapter 
1.2) and those that follow a heterogeneity principle (Chapter 1.3) in their assessment of 
plurinational arrangements. Here the homogeneity paradigm refers to the conventional, 
static, and homogenizing frameworks used to conceptualize nation, nationalism and nation 
states, which emphasize ethnic and/or national uniformity, cultural standardization and 
centralized state control over defined territories. The heterogeneity principle in contrast, 
acknowledges the diverse politics of citizenship and non-territorial arguments that are 
solution-oriented and usually apply in cases of ethnically divided societies or high levels of 
political contention. While the heterogeneity principle attempts to imagine and embrace 
diverse forms of aUective citizenship, democratic representation and non-territorial 
autonomy, it often operates within the persistent framework of the nation state idea, which 
is essentially underpinned by the homogeneity paradigm. This creates a paradox where even 
critical and alternative discourses within the study of nation, nationalism and nation states, 
despite challenging classical state-centric approaches, reproduce forms of boundary-
making and do not provide the analytical tools to go beyond state-centric realms of 
knowledge.  
 
The tension is evident in the study of contemporary Kurdish mobilization, which has 
traditionally been framed within the constraints of these classical frameworks, either as an 
issue of minority rights, territorial autonomy, secession, terrorism or nationalism.  An 
understanding of popular struggles of systematically minoritized communities for 
sovereignty, freedom, identity that is limited to the realm of state power emerges as 
incomplete “in a world in which human beings as such have ceased to exist for quite a while; 
since society has discovered discrimination as the great social weapon by which one may 
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kill men without any bloodshed; since passports or birth certificates, and sometimes even 
income tax receipts, are no longer formal papers but matters of social distinction”, as put 
forward by Hannah Arendt in her paradigmatic 1943 essay We Refugees. Therefore, given 
that the heterogeneity principle unfolds within a homogeneity paradigm that reproduces the 
nation state as an emancipatory actor, the nuanced and transformative aspects of stateless 
contention – those that might illuminate non-state-centric ideas and practices – are often 
overlooked. To address these aspects, this last section of the theoretical framework chapter 
draws on the literature of radical anthropology, as well as insights from social movement 
studies that capture the relational and dynamic processes in the making of free spaces, 
identities and contentious politics. The aim is to turn the focus on notions of free spaces and 
identity not only beyond state-centric prisms and state-building eUorts but also in 
opposition to. By incorporating these perspectives within the theoretical framework of this 
dissertation, I aim to build a discursive dialogue with the subsequent empirical analysis on 
how alternatives to state-centric frames of sovereignty, belonging and autonomy are 
narratively and practically signified by my interlocutors when they mobilize within the non-
state seeking frame.  
 
Given that social changes, multiple crises, consequences of capitalist modernity and 
ecological erosion and wars informed a general sense of insecurity since the later periods of 
the 21st century, the changes in social structures and political cleavages have also changed 
collective action as “the size of social groups which lack full access to citizenship and its 
entitlements has grown, whether because they are migrants (legal or illegal), because they 
are employed in the hidden economy, or engaged in low-paid work” (Della Porta & Diani, 
2011: 39).  Kurds are not exempted from these experiences. They also suUer from economic 
instability, exploitation in world capital, migration, displacement, illegality, ecological 
destruction and a growing crisis of resources, all paired with other issues that cause a lack 
of access to full citizenship as presented by Della Porta and Diani. As I show in the empirical 
sections, the feeling of being excluded from the entitlements of citizenship rights is very 
strong among Kurds yet predominantly based on how state violence is experienced, 
narrated, and has become collective inheritance that shapes not only emotional 
landscapes but also how the vulnerable community resignify categories such as identity, 
belonging and viability in times of violence and processual subjugations. Therefore, what I 
conceptualize as composite statelessness in Chapter 3 has an impact on the 
subjectification processes as much as on the repertoires developed in response. Against 
this backdrop, Kurdish mobilization emerges as a paradigmatic case that poses the implicit 
yet central question: How to survive as a political and moral society in times of violence – or 
to use Tarrow’s term – in spite of wars of state-building? 
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With this study, I argue that collective action and collective identity in Kurdish movement 
spaces, on the one hand demasks the dialectics of omnipresent states and their 
omnipresent absence and on the other hand, negotiates, strategizes and reassembles 
relations within society nurturing a radical relationality. Accessing this question with the 
conceptual tools of narratives, imaginaries, and emotions has allowed me to move beyond 
the limitations of concepts such as national and territorial sovereignty. Scholars in the field 
of social movement studies have recognized the importance of social movements in 
challenging power structures, amplifying minoritized voices, and reshaping public discourse 
from “opinion formation to decision-making” (N. Fraser, 1992: 134). In this regard, the role 
of social movements as arenas and actors within civil society has been a central theme in 
the existing literature in social movement studies. By emphasizing the dual role of social 
movements as both arenas for alternative discourses and actors within broader public 
spheres transformative potential is ascribed to social movements in shaping democratic 
practices (Bourne, 2017) and underscores the significance of understanding how social 
movements operate as sites of resistance, empowerment, and discourse dissemination 
within societies.  
 
Nancy Fraser’s concept of arenas as subaltern counter-publics, in which minoritized social 
groups can create and circulate alternative discourses to challenge dominant narratives and 
power structures, resonates with the transformative potential of social movements in 
reimagining democratic practices and shaping public spheres both within states and on a 
transnational level (Della Porta, 2013c; Della Porta & Tarrow, 2005). Hence, subaltern 
counter-publics serve as spaces of empowerment, allowing minoritized and violated 
populations to express their emotions and thoughts, negotiating sets of moral values and 
subjectification processes in the context of systemic violence. For Fraser subaltern counter-
publics are “parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinate social groups invent 
and circulate counter discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, 
interests and needs” (N. Fraser, 1992: 123). Further, thinking of social movements as both 
arenas and actors within civil society, Bourne emphasizes their important role as arenas in 
the dissemination of discourses to broader arenas and as actors in the transformative 
potential in their relation to political authorities (2017: 225). Given that the public sphere 
usually is conceptualized both as an institutional formation and, in the Habermasian sense, 
as integral to democracy (Calhoun, 2010: 302), Fraser’s concept of subaltern counter-
publics are thought as parallel discursive arenas within the realms of a public sphere to be 
negotiated through ideas disseminating in arenas and through actors.  
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OUering an abolitionist perspective to the discourse on counter-spaces’, Daniel Loick 
introduces the theory of Gegengemeinschaften  to conceptualize the epistemic insights, 
ethical attitudes and aesthetic expressions of people whose realities are shaped by 
experiences of violence and suUering and how they make use of these resources through 
collective practices as members of ‘counter-communities’ (Loick, 2024). Freedom and 
liberation therefore for Loick cannot be limited to discursive realms of counter-publics that 
aim to transform the larger public sphere or have an impact on political authorities. Rather 
he argues that “the focus from ‘the oppressed’ to the Gegengemeinschaften” (2024: 87) 
involves a “political subjectification of de-identification” (2024: 30). Loick distinguishes 
between those who are oppressed and those who out of that positionality develop collective 
practices of being implicitly or explicitly at a distance to structures of subordination, 
eventually forming a counter-community and informing the ethical, epistemic and political 
superiority of the subordinate. Abolitionist and anarchist theories resonate strongly within 
emancipatory practices developed by communities and societies that are subjected to 
necropolitical orders of power. Queer liberationist struggle, Black struggle for freedom and 
self-governance, or indigenous resistance are only few examples to name at this point. For 
instance, within the struggle for Black liberation, the question of Black autonomy and self-
determination is examined through the tension of state power and abolition. William C. 
Anderson argues for the prioritization of community-based growth as an alternative to 
reformism, nation building and citizenship, submitting that oppression can only be 
overcome if people build capacity beyond the state (W. C. Anderson, 2021). Moving away 
from the nation state for a liberatory re-envisionment of struggle is inherently inscribed to 
abolitionist and anarchist thought and movements, which eventually inform how freedom, 
identity and contention is imagined and enacted by those subjugated to complex orders of 
violence, forming their own counter-communities in their distinct conflict assemblages.  
 
These perspectives align with Alain Badiou’s critique of the concept of representation and 
party politics as for emancipatory movements he submits “we do not want to enter into a 
form of organization that is entirely articulated by the state” given that “both insurrectional 
form of the party and today’s electoral form are articulations by state power”. He 
emphasises the need for “political organization (whatever form it may take) in political 
processes that are independent of – ‘subtracted’ from – the power of the state” (Badiou, 
Del Lucchese, & Del Smith, 2008: 650). De-identification as put forward by Loick therefore 
is a form of thinking of politics outside its subjection to the dominant and structuring 
categories of the state and above all, a moral, epistemic and organic opposition to 
intersecting and violent systems of domination. Real-world examples however show that 
anti-systemic and emancipatory movements often-times navigate both subaltern arenas for 
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counter-communities and de-identification while also engaging as actors in raising 
demands against the power structures, resembling more the kind of dual-strategy that Nicos 
Poulantzas has described as democratic socialism (Poulantzas, 1978). Interestingly, my 
empirical examples show how movement mobilization has exist in its multidirectional 
temporalities based on the specific context of conflict. For example, while the Kurdish 
political movement in Turkey has developed a dual-strategy of increasing representation in 
national politics of Turkey and simultaneously mobilizing for counter-hegemonic spaces 
from below, in which a political subjugation of de-identification is nurtured. This example of 
strategizing stands in contrast to the experiences of Kurdish movement actors and 
constituencies in other contexts of the conflict, yet, as I argue throughout the thesis, a 
common denominator has been the development of new sets of moral values in opposition 
to and de-identification with state power, “non-commodified social relations” (Böhm, 
Dinerstein, & Spicer, 2010; Helliker & Van der Walt, 2022: 14) as well as self-established 
forms of self-determination, self-organization and relational practices of autonomy.  
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2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Given the focus on Kurdish non-state-seeking mobilization, this dissertation does not claim 
to present an analysis that encompasses diverse situated movements in Kurdistan but 
rather limits the scope to those communities with whom the society-building frame of the 
PKK resonates organically, politically and emotionally. Given the history and emergence of 
the PKK in Turkey, this research project inevitably and predominantly engaged with the 
Turkish context of the Kurdish issue, which I call Turkey’s Kurdish conflict throughout the 
thesis. Against this background, it is to acknowledge that for instance while the majority of 
Kurds in Başur Kurdistan are not involved in the Kurdish movement under examination, 
movement frames dominant in Rojava and Bakur Kurdistan have also informed 
mobilizations among such as local communities in Rojhelat region in Kurdistan or forcibly 
displaced and/or minoritized communities across Kurdistan and the European diaspora. 
Reflecting on his research on the Lebanese diasporic condition as a “not-so-multisited 
ethnography”, Ghassan Hage critically states, “regardless of the number of families I could 
work with, it was also clear that if I was committed to study a transnational family or a village 
as a global phenomenon, then I couldn’t treat all the locations where each one of their 
members existed as separate sites. I had to treat all these locations, dispersed as they were, 
as just one place. It was a globally spread, geographically noncontiguous site, but it was 
nevertheless one site” (Hage, 2021: 16). Borrowing from this and his earlier interventions on 
the commonly claimed multisitedness when researchers engage with multiple locations 
(Hage, 2005), this thesis approaches the research questions on transformative mobilization 
from within the single site of Kurdish translocal mobilization, in which relations are 
constituted and constitutive.  
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2.1 Epistemic standpoints and margins  

 
“I have lived that moment of the scattering of the people that in other times and other 
places, in the nation of others, becomes a time of gathering. Gatherings of exiles and 
émigrés and refugees; gathering on the edge of ‘foreign’ cultures; gathering at the 
frontiers; gatherings in the ghettos or cafés of city centers; gatherings in the half-life, 
half-light of foreign tongues, or in the uncanny fluency of another's language; gathering 
the signs of approval and acceptance; degrees, discourses, disciplines; gathering the 
memories of underdevelopment, of other worlds lived retroactively; gathering the past 
in a ritual of revival; gathering the present” (Bhabha, 2010: 199)  

 
 
Homi Bhabha argues that in the midst of these “gatherings of scattered people, their myths 
and fantasies and experiences emerge as a historical fact”, that is, a history of the modern 
Western nation written from the perspective of the nation’s margin and the migrants’ exile 
(Bhabha, 2010: 199–200). Leaning on what Walter Mignolo (2011a) calls the remapping of 
the order of knowing as a decolonial practice, Bhabha suggests that the “boundary that 
secures the cohesive limits of the Western nation may imperceptibly turn into a contentious 
internal liminality providing a place from which to speak both of, and as, minority, the exilic, 
the marginal and the emergent” (Bhabha, 2010: 213–14). This thesis theoretical and 
methodological derivations are informed by those contentious liminalities that the Western 
episteme produces and violently silences. The dominant axiomatic lines in fields such as IR, 
peace and conflict studies, development studies, security studies, or other disciplines in 
social sciences that deal with questions of national and territorial sovereignty and popular 
politics within the boundaries of a heterogeneity principle embedded in the homogeneity 
paradigm of the nation state (Chapter 1.1), operate on structural dimensions of knowledge-
power relations that produce epistemic violence. Instead, this thesis illuminates the modes 
of re-signification that occur in liminal spaces, from below, by those dominated and 
subjugated by the colonial rationality/modernity paradigm (Quijano, 2007).  
 
Recognizing epistemic violence as a predominant mode of operation within academia, 
Claudia Brunner argues in favor of a rethinking of conflict, war and peace (studies) with 
regard to the coloniality of knowledge. She suggests to make use of the German term of 
Gewalt in the theorization of (epistemic) violence as the German notion of Gewalt 
“simultaneously denotes power and violence”, hence “accurately circumscribes the 
historical heritage and political foundations of the international political system, as they are 
based on the model of the modern nation state” (Brunner, 2021: 196). For Brunner therefore 
a re-signification of the conventional conceptual toolbox of the social sciences with regards 
to dominant methodologies and theories is an academic practice of actively undoing 
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epistemic violence to move “beyond the conventional methodological and epistemological 
nationalism of IR and related disciplines” (Brunner, 2021: 205). Thus, the idea that the 
nation’s homogenous and consensual self-hood is opposed to the otherness of other 
nations – which is paradoxically inscribed to the universality paradigm underlying political 
entities of Western Enlightenment such as the nation state – can be challenged from a 
decolonial perspective as these concepts are inherently defined by a “liminal signifying 
space that is internally marked by the discourses of minorities, the heterogenous histories 
of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities and tense locations of cultural diUerence” 
(Bhabha, 2010: 212). In Edward Said’s words, the national, in particular national culture, is 
essentially ambivalent and consists of “zones of control or of abandonment, or 
reconciliation and of forgetting, of force or of dependence, of exclusiveness or of sharing” 
(Said, 1989: 225). 
 
Studying Kurdish mobilization within a violent conflict context necessitates addressing 
issues of epistemic violence. The Kurdish struggle is not only a fight for territorial and political 
sovereignty against so-called second-order violence but an unraveling of first-order, 
epistemic, violence8 that systematically marginalizes and silences Kurdish subjecthood 
both in knowledge production and politics. Focusing on grassroots practices and 
imaginaries of self-making and place-making as part of the Kurdish non-state-seeking 
mobilization, this study exposes how traditional methods and theories in social sciences in 
fact perpetuate epistemic violence as these methods reinforce paradigms that uphold 
oppressive systems that deny subjecthood to those lacking statehood and/or an aspiration 
of it. This thesis challenges the assumed linearities in the study of nationness as a 
sociological category, where “nation” becomes “a narrative strategy” of an “apparatus of 
symbolic power” (Bhabha, 2010: 201) and rejects a representationalist discourse. Based on 
Frantz Fanon’s critique of nationalist narratives that nurture a stable, static and fixed 
historicism and his assertion in The Wretched of the Earth that nations can uphold a space 
without identifying that very space with the institution of the state, Bhabha raises two central 
questions that underpin the epistemic reflections of this dissertation: “Does the 
incommensurable act of living – so often dismissed as ethical or empirical – have its own 
ambivalent narrative, its own history of theory? Can it change the way we identify the 
symbolic structure of the Western nation?” (2010: 219).  
 
 

 
8 Claudia Brunner distinguishes between first- and second-order violence entanglements in colonial modernity 
in suggesting a focus on first-order – epistemic – violence in the field of IR to trace the complicity of un/doing 
epistemic violence as IR scholars (Brunner, 2021: 212).  
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Ambiguities of violence and justice in researching resistant movements 

Conducting research on violently subjugated communities and their attempts to restore 
autonomy becomes epistemologically ambiguous when armed resistance is part of the 
picture. Isabel Käser uses Cynthia Enloe’s analysis on “militarism as a process that impacts 
everyday life, stemming from the military”  to unpack the processes of militarization in 
societies such as the Maxmur camp community, where violence becomes part of everyday 
consciousness, leading to the conclusion that “militarization of the people in Maxmur did 
not happen in a vacuum but was a gradual process over the last thirty-five years or so with 
the people of the camp first being sympathizers, then collaborators and then de facto 
members of the PKK” (Käser, 2023: 133). Käser demonstrates how militarization in Maxmur 
manifests itself in the everyday, the bodies, language, spaces and rituals of the camp, 
emphasizing it not “as a positive aspect of life in Maxmur, but as a normality, as a necessity” 
(Käser, 2023: 134). However, assuming a de facto PKK membership based on the 
articulated allegiance to Serokatî (kurd. leadership, meaning Abdullah Öcalan and his ideas) 
and the party, or the fluid relations between civil and military in the violent environment that 
is inscribed to the Maxmur camp, renders itself as an argument that raises some 
fundamental epistemic questions. I would like to add to the discussion and argue, while it 
can be said that militarism impact the everyday life of subjugated communities in the 
context of conflict, it can also be said, the way we study Kurdish subjugated communities 
has been equally impacted by the dominant epistemic paradigms in the study of the PKK, its 
constituencies and their aspirations to autonomy and freedom in violent contexts that 
gravitate around an a priori reproduction as a security and military question. Causal 
explanations between militarized everydays in conflict and therefore a ‘PKK membership’, 
assuming ideological indoctrination by default, undermines not only the individual 
aspirations and life choices of people subjugated to the violence but also the structural 
limitations inherent to colonial matrixes of power. It also highlights epistemic questions on 
justice and injustice. While I too have observed militarized landscapes and political opinions 
being articulated sometimes like a collective script to follow, I have also observed young 
Kurds born in the camp striving to build “normal” lives outside the camp without 
compromising their sympathy and commitment for the movement. Further, I had 
interactions with relatives of camp inhabitants, who were living in Istanbul, or former camp 
residents, who fled to Europe, who still felt emotional allegiance to the movement and its 
party ideology even geographically at a distance, living ordinary lives in metropolitan cities 
across the world. Security studies have dominated the scholarship on Turkey’s Kurdish 
conflict assemblage and tend to be blind for the emotional and aUective relations between 
an armed group and communities that perceive their subjugation as colonial, enduring and 
in every aspect of their lives as violent. Often these communities are articulate about the 
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shortcomings of their organizations or aware of internal power dynamics and injustices, 
which however not necessarily compromises their emotional bonds to the struggle. These 
kind of ‘puzzling’ simultaneities I have observed for instance in focus group discussions with 
elderly Ezidi community members speaking about their memories of the political violence 
of the PKK both in Bakur region and during the early years of diaspora mobilization in 
Germany or in conversations with former PKK fighters and cadres, who left the organization 
in conflict or were expelled.  In my encounters with former or present movement actors or 
constituencies, the ‘failures of the past’ by the PKK or fault decisions taken during 
contentious episodes were often addressed and reflected critically.   
 
During a conversation with a group of girls in Maxmur, my local host Heviya introduced me 
to another girl by saying “Heval Roza9, her name is Rosa, too, did you know? She is from 
Weransarê”. Roza sat next to me, a 14-year-old girl born in the camp, and looked at me with 
curiosity and sympathy, while another girl said we looked similar and had the same hair 
color. We started a chat about how to treat natural hair, if shampoo or soap was better and 
when to comb, or how to best braid hair. In a geography of utmost masculinized violence and 
militarism, in the “country of checkpoints”, the presence of drones, PKK guerillas’ discipline, 
and Abdullah Öcalan’s photo in every house or shop, a group of girls created a space of 
intimacy and lightness of everyday interactions. This was one of the many interactions I 
could recount, where although I was a foreigner in the camp, me being a researcher was 
perceived as a secondary identity. Often, I was accepted and trusted by the community as 
an insider, sometimes simply because I carried the same name as ‘Heval Roza’. My 
researcher positionality and experiences I had when perceived as an insider, has made me 
question static categories ascribed to Kurds as ‘fighters’, ‘militants’, ‘de facto PKK members’ 
or ‘militarist’.  
 
Another dominant tendency I observed during my fieldwork and engagement with the 
subject matter was to the other end. A visit to the “Kurdish refugee camp” in Lavrion-Greece 
in 2018 during my preliminary mapping of the field has been formative in comprehending 
the fine line between epistemic violence and resistance at the intersection of 
insider/outsider research. I had heard from a “Kurdish refugee camp in Greece” and during 
a stay in Athens, I was curious and visited the camp. Turkish media had over the years always 
portrayed the Lavrion refugee camp as a “training camp of PKK militants”, similar to 
descriptions on Maxmur or Şengal. At the time of my visit, 300 families from Rojava were 

 
9 Heval is Kurdish/Kurmanci and translates literally to ‘friend’. In the movement context Heval is used as 
comrade. Comradeship is within the movement is etymologically conceptualized as rooted in revolutionary 
friendship Hevaltî that includes a notion of radical care (Dirik & Sarican, 2022).  
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staying in the camp. I also met Turkish university students from Istanbul and Ankara, who 
fled persecution in Turkey due to their political activism in feminist groups close to the 
Kurdish political movement. The camp was organized by the residents and survived only 
through donations of food and hygiene articles. The inhabitants of the camp had elected 
their delegates in an assembly, had their spokespersons and diUerent responsible persons 
for daily issues of the camp. The women’s assembly was represented by a mother of three 
from Rojava Kurdistan at the time of my visit. The communal life and how everyday problems 
were solved in the camp was at first sight quite communal as for instance each room was 
considered a unit to take care of one task, such as making the dough for bread, or peeling 
the potatoes in preparation for dinner. Similar self-organizations of refugees I had already 
seen when I visited the refugee tent town in Viranşehir in 2015 that was built by the local HDP 
branch for Ezidi refugees from Şengal since the Turkish state at the time did not provide 
shelters for Ezidis who survived the IS atrocities. Remaining organized in spite of the lack of 
state protection and amid state violence at the same time, is something I observed 
throughout all my empirical material. For me, it would be far-fetched to create a causality 
between communal self-organization in the context of violence and anarchist utopias. 
When I spoke to another visitor in Lavrion, a French photojournalist who documented daily 
life in the camp as an experiment of politically committed communalism, I realized how 
diUerent our perception of the same situation was. While I saw a system built to survive 
physically and politically as a collective, he saw a system built on anarchist commitment. 
Until today, I have no answer which perspective gives justice to the lived realities of Kurdish 
movement actors and their constituencies, I assume, the truth is somewhere between 
processes of militarization due to the violent conflict, diUusion of anarchist and 
revolutionary ideas and practices, and strategies of physical and collective survivals. 
However, I believe we come epistemic justice closer if we overcome narrations about 
colonial subjects and rather be tolerant for contradictions we might encounter in the 
subject-making eUorts of violently subjugated communities.   
 
Refugeehood for Kurds is political as it is violently inscribed to the lives of Kurds, and even 
more politicized in refugee camps. Often mistaken for either militarization or libertarian 
anarchism, oddly two incompatible categories, or simply comprehended as violent and 
steady processes of indoctrination into PKK loyalty, researcher risk to violently essentialize 
and create Kurdish subjects of a kind. While there is some truth to militarization processes 
blending with the conflict’s changing dynamics and spatial contexts, approaching Kurdish 
spaces, be it territorial or non-territorial, as militarized-dystopian or anarchist-utopian zones 
does not give justice to the multiplicity of lived experiences, contradictions of life and 
subject’s autonomy of the will. Therefore, I argue, it is crucial for epistemic justice to allow 
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those subjugated to structuralizing powers of violence to narrate their own histories, 
motivations, aspirations and to look at modes of anti-colonial resistance and processes of 
self- and place-making instead of categories of moral value defined by the researcher.  
 
 

Standpoints and situated knowledge   

Anibal Quijano defines knowledge through intersubjectivity, where the social totality 
becomes the production site of all knowledges. Yet, in the presuppositions of the European 
paradigm of rational knowledge, he argues, knowledge is seen as the product of subject-
object relations, in which the subject is a category that constitutes itself, both in its 
discourse and capacity of reflection, and the object is a category not only diUerent but 
external to the subject (Quijano, 2007: 172). This dissertation however engages in anti-
colonial thinking and a radical critique on established binary categories aligned with notions 
of scholarly neutrality and objectivity (Eccarius-Kelly, 2019). Rejecting repressive structures 
and processes of subjugation however requires a centering of “those peoples whose 
histories of marginality have been most profoundly enmeshed in the antinomies of law and 
order – the colonized and women” (Bhabha, 2010: 217). Leaning on Lukács, who has 
characterized a new capacity of seeing the world that emerged out of the concrete situation 
of the industrial working class, Fredric Jameson argues “moments of truth” materialize in the 
“structural destiny”, hence when “a form of negative constraint and violence (…) dialectically 
produces the unexpectedly positive, new content of its experience as ‘the self-
consciousness of the commodity’”.  Therefore, in order “to make an inventory of the variable 
structures of ‘constraint’ lived by the various marginal, oppressed, or dominated groups” one 
must acknowledge that each one of them produces “its own specific ‘epistemology’, its own 
specific view from below, and its own specific and distinctive truth claim” (Jameson, 2004: 
146–49). Oppressed groups, who identify, choose and invent forms of marginality, as bell 
hooks (2004) argues, claim their standpoints and margins to survive the conditions of 
engrained colonial violence in their lives, as they develop oppositional worldviews, truths 
and practices. These margins further oUer lessons to be learnt about dominant categories 
from what Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva call a subsistence perspective (Mies & Shiva, 
2004) and survival standpoint (Shiva, 2010). While the diUerentiation between various 
experiences of constraint and distinct structural forms of exclusion and alienation, such as 
exploitation or oppression, inform standpoint analysis, or in Jameson’s words, the 
“comparison of ‘wounds’”, the analysis shall not “degenerate into pluralist or multi-cultural 
aesthetic delectation on the order of the older historicism” (2004: 148). Against this 
disclaimer and in defense of standpoint theory, Jameson emphasizes how helpnessness, 
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experience of fear and vulnerability for some groups is occasional and for others 
constitutive. 
 
This dissertation seeks anti-colonial epistemic considerations not only through self-
reflexivity, the acknowledgement of situated knowledge and valuation of narratives, 
imaginaries and practices evolving from survival standpoints and vulnerabilities but also 
assigns great importance to non-directive modes of relating through the concept of 
epistemic generosity and feminist critique as coined by Rachelle Chadwick. Chadwick 
emphasizes that engaging in the world through an open receptivity and inclusive attitude 
towards the ideas, perspectives, and experiences of others through epistemic generosity is 
essentially a feminist practice of critique. “Reading and writing as a feminist” (2024: 381), 
for Chadwick, is an openness to “surprise, wonder and connection, it is fundamentally an 
orientation to thinking and knowing rooted in hopefulness” (Chadwick, 2024: 378).  From 
this epistemic standpoint, writing as a feminist therefore can also be extended on questions 
of conducting and presenting research. Resisting traditional, masculinist, and imperialist 
styles that often prioritize objectivity and detachment, feminist critique may embrace more 
relational, embodied, and aUective forms of expression and analysis, including the use of 
narrative, personal experience, interconnectedness of knowledge and lived realities of 
individuals and vulnerable groups.  
 
These considerations are not only reflected in this dissertation’s underlying concepts but 
also in how the analysis is designed, structured and presented through a manuscript format. 
Therefore, for instance, while roughly making use of a common academic outline organized 
along theoretical, historical/contextual and empirical chapters, purposely, I refrain from 
introducing the Kurdish movement’s meta-narrative in detail at the beginning of the thesis. 
Instead, I look at the complex histories of violence and resistance in Kurdistan as they 
produce relational and processual unsettlements as modes of violence and multi-
directional struggles in juxtaposition to how my interlocutors in the diUerent contexts 
remember and narrate violence and how the experienced structures of constraints inform 
certain forms of agency and imaginary from below, eventually constituting and/or being 
constituted by movement meta-narratives. In the study of ethnopolitical and socio-
revolutionary movements and their mobilizational frames either the party ideology is first 
introduced, followed by a discussion of its applicability, resonance, successes and failures 
or ideological explanations dominate knowledge production. Yet, in this case, given the 
colonial matrix of power and to avoid reproduction of established discourses that tend to 
imagine non-agential and dogmatic Kurdish subjects, I preferred a more dialogical 
presentation of the material that allows the reader to engage interchangeably with the 
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histories of the conflict and the perspectives, memories, narratives and resistances of those 
subjugated, considering movement narratives flexible and as organically intertwined in 
those histories. However, being well-aware of the prevalent dogmatism in certain realms and 
dynamics of the Kurdish movement, the ascribed and real-political importance of 
ideological frames for both the guerilla warfare and the non-combatant mobilization. 
Therefore, among others, these decisions on the one hand allowed me to proactively center 
the subjugated, and on the other hand, they also provided me with the necessary degree of 
epistemic autonomy (Matheson & Lougheed, 2022), which as raised by sociologist Mashuq 
Kurt at the first Kurdish Studies Conference held at the LSE in May 2023, sometimes risks to 
be a contested value within the emerging scholarship in Kurdish Studies given ongoing 
contentious politics of the Kurdish issue, as well as by the Western episteme. 
 
These above mentioned epistemic considerations were also driven by a criticism of paranoid 
orientations to knowledge, as termed famously from a Queer standpoint by Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick (2003), as they continue to predominate approaches to contemporary Kurdish 
mobilization, hence assuming a kind of hidden, undisclosed, and sometimes strategic 
agenda behind the rejection of a state-seeking paradigm. Often, I could observe during 
scholarly exchanges on the subject matter that this showed itself in suspicious elaborations 
and questionings, trying to trace hidden nationalist frames, subliminal rhetoric, meaning 
between the lines or ideological inconsistencies in a hermeneutical mode of suspicion and 
skepticism about the value of truth behind the postnationalist and/or pro-movement 
statements made by Kurds, supporters of the Kurdish freedom movement and/or political 
figures. Or, simply directed towards research conducted by scholars racialized as “of color” 
– in this case as Kurdish – hence, reproducing the colonial epistemic structure of the West-
centric episteme that divides into Northern and Southern scholars (Walker & Martinez-
Vargas, 2022). Referring to Sedgwick’s argument that “the goal of exposure galvanizes, and 
shapes inquiry has (…) resulted in the muting of alternative practices of reading”, which 
Chadwick argues “operate (sometimes alongside) according to a diUerent logic (e.g. 
pleasure, wonder, connection)” (2024: 380). Therefore, not paranoid suspicion informs the 
thesis but critique in the Foucauldian sense, “by which the subject gives himself the right to 
question truth on its eUects of power and question power on its discourses of truth” and 
where  “critique will be the art of voluntary insubordination, that of reflected intractability (…) 
essentially insuring the desubjugation of the subject in the context of what we could call, in 
a word, the politics of truth” (Foucault, 2007: 47).  
 
Further, this research emerged out of my situated knowledge as from a young age I was 
exposed to Kurdish biographies of political persecution, violence and resistance, the high 
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risks, sacrifices in the lives of individuals, as well as intra-community conflicts and changing 
trajectories of political resistance. Later, as an inquiring scholar, I considered the 
predominant focus on a shared ideology and uncritical followership of the movement and 
its leadership not satisfactory in its attempt to explain the continuous and cross-community 
mobilization, as well as the embracement of a non-state seeking frame despite the high 
costs of defeat. Rather, it appeared to me throughout my scholarly engagement, which was 
informed by the principle of epistemic generosity, that there was a shared experience, 
emotion and knowledge of subjugation that in fact not only informed the meta-narrative of 
the movement, but rendered it nonvolatile, despite the multiplicity of distinct geographical 
and historical contexts of violence.  
 
Born into my parents’ political exile in Germany, my fluency in Turkish and understanding in 
Kurdish, familiarity with the Kurdish movement and their grammar of resistance, as well as 
being a woman, I was approached by my interlocutors as a researcher, who, in the words of 
one of my interlocutors, “can be trusted” (Interview 23, “Berivan”). Trust in this context 
however was not defined in terms of sharing sensitive information or what to expose or 
conceal during the interview situation – to the opposite, I experienced my interlocutors 
generally very talkative and eager to make their histories visible. Rather, I understood that my 
interlocutors defined trusted researchers through the notions of solidarism, hence as a form 
of political allyship and political friendship.10 Extending the relations between epistemic 
subjects and epistemic objects to the academic field, hence the relationship between 
scholars and the fields of research, Jana Bacavic argues that situated standpoints and 
epistemic positionings by non-white/non-male scholars in the academia are often 
sanctioned with “practices of devaluation” (Bacevic, 2023: 1123). In contrast, Jasime K. 
Gani and Rabea M. Khan demonstrate how performative declarations of positionality that 
include a confession of privilege “may in fact reproduce unequal, hierarchical power 
dynamics between researchers hegemonically racialized as ‘white’” (2024: 2), hence 
“function as a legitimizing validity method, which women of color cannot rely on with the 
same sense of certainty as those racialized as white” (2024: 7) and therefore may 
“constitute a hidden power move” given that “advocating positionality as a way of 
‘recognizing the other’ is hardly emancipatory when this recognition occurs within, and does 
nothing to dismantle, a hierarchical and inherited colonial context”  (2024: 9). In 
interactions with the participants and interlocutors of this research, I understood my  

 
10 The experience of scholars in researching Kurdish matters in Turkey has been reflected from direrent 
positionalities ranging from insider to outsider in the edited volume on methodological approaching in Kurdish 
studies, one Turkish female scholar, for instance, describes her experience of being trusted by her interlocutors 
with the sentence “she’s Turkish but good” (Y. Mutlu, 2019).  
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situatedness and positionality as a reflexive experience of fluidity between being an insider 
and outsider researcher (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Yip, 2024), following epistemic 
humility as a research principle via-a-vis the participants and subject matter. Through this 
research I was guided by late David Graeber’s anarchist anthropology and his moral 
conviction that “one obvious role for a radical intellectual is to do precisely that: to look at 
those who are creating viable alternatives, try to figure out what might be the larger 
implications of what they are (already) doing, and then oUer those ideas back, not as 
prescriptions, but as contributions, possibilities – as gifts” (Graeber, 2004: 12).  
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2.2 The multi-scalar field of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict 

It is well established in the scholarship on civil wars and conflict that often dynamics of the 
conflict transcend domestic and country-specific politics and involve transnational and 
international dimensions. While the Kurdish freedom movement emerged out of the context 
of Turkish repressive politics against Kurdish populations, it can be argued that Turkey’s 
Kurdish conflict encompasses an aggregated and translocal field. Fiona Adamson suggests 
the Kurdish conflict should be analyzed as a conflict assemblage and a globalized civil war 
as “the idea of an assemblage provides an organizing template for analyzing violent conflicts 
beyond particular geographical or juridical boundaries, thereby allowing one to examine how 
multiple actors and interests – operating on diUerent scales and in spatially dispersed 
locales – are joined in a single conflagration” (Adamson, 2023: 2). Illustrated further in the 
later chapter on the history of resistance, the Kurdish conflict is characterized by 
contentious dimensions beyond domestic politics through mass demonstrations in 
Western cities, cross-movement and translocal solidarities, diUusion of movement 
repertoires and ideas to other local contexts of violence such as in the case of the Jin, Jiyan, 
Azadi- mobilization in Iran and beyond, the recruitment of foreign nationals as combatants 
in Syria or as guerilla fighters of the PKK, just to name a few at this point.  The Kurdish conflict 
assemblage therefore is characterized by a multiplicity of actors and conflict dimensions 
and can be defined as a scalar issue where actors employ strategies of scale-shifting. Given 
that “transnational movements do not automatically emerge” and that “they have to be built 
up through agentic processes such as coalition-building, identity formation, and a shift in 
scale from local/national to the international” (Tarrow & McAdam, 2005: 145)  Adamson 
demonstrates how die diUerent phases of the conflict and the geopolitical re-configurations 
during critical junctures such as the collapse of the Soviet Union or the post-9/11 global 
order impacted scale-shift strategies of the PKK. Hence, “whereas the PKK had relied heavily 
on strategies of globalization during the 1990s, during the 2000s it turned increasingly to 
strategies of localization” (Adamson, 2023: 7) as movement actors strategized in 
accordance to the given capacities of diUusion of ideas, and introduced “global discourses 
to new contexts, where they become localized, embedded, and transformed” (Adamson, 
2023: 4).  
 
Adamson argues in favor of “ontological theorizing” by treating violent conflicts as 
assemblages “with their own symbolic boundaries, political dynamics, internal governance 
structures, and strategic logics” (2023: 10). While Adamson makes a convincing argument 
about a conceptualization Turkey’s Kurdish conflict as a “PKK-centric assemblage” to 
account for the complex configuration of networks, institutions, spaces, relationships and 
loyalties (2023: 5) that by no means can be reduced to the territorial and domestic 
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boundaries of one nation state, the Kurdish conflict assemblage lacks an analysis of state 
violence as a structuring element. Adamson argues that a focus on the aggregated 
relationships in assemblage theory provides analytical tools to include spatial dimensions 
and embeddedness of social relations and how these relate to the violent conflict. I suggest 
adding the role of relations and processes shaped by state powers, such as the Turkish state, 
to the analysis of the Kurdish conflict assemblage as a set of relations that are fractured and 
rebuild in a complex arena of violence and resistance. Therefore, as much as the Kurdish 
conflict assemblage can be identified as PKK-centric, I argue that the role of the Turkish state 
evolves as a center of gravity that shapes how violence is configurated across spatial and 
social dimensions, eventually producing multiple resistances in response.  In the following 
chapter on the histories of violence and resistance I show the relational and processual 
dynamics that impact the reverberations of Turkish state violence in the conflict 
assemblage.  
 
Therefore, while my approach to the field is informed by a critique on methodological 
nationalism and I do neither cluster along nation states, nor through artificial binaries such 
as domestic and international or local and diasporic, the dynamism between the Kurdish 
freedom movement and Turkish state violence has significantly shaped my analytical tools 
in unpacking the field of Kurdish non-state seeking mobilization. Given that state violence 
and violent orders cannot be thought without objectification and subjectification processes 
and inform the agentic processes such as how movements strategize and navigate the order, 
as well as the relational and interactional spheres of mobilization, I have identified three 
central objectification processes that shape the Kurdish conflict assemblage. I look at how 
through diUerent configurations of the violent order in the Kurdish conflict subjects of 
persecution, refugee’ization and minoritization are produced, and in return how these 
distinct spatial and social realms have become important translocal and transnational 
spaces of movement scaling. My decision to operationalize the empirical analysis by 
focusing on central processes at the intersection of violence and resistance is a direct 
reflection of the field, my ethnographic observations and iterative approach that I present in 
the following sections.  
 

The fieldwork 

I engaged in qualitative empirical research in multiple locations in Germany (between 2019 
and 2021: Cologne, Wuppertal, Gummersbach, Bergisch Gladbach, Hamburg, Berlin, 
Hannover, Celle, Sehnde), in Başur/Iraqi Kurdistan (Spring 2018: Maxmur, Ezidi holy site 
Lalish, Slemani, Erbil, Erbil-Ankawa, Duhok) and shorter visits to Brussels in 2021. Due to 
the diUiculties in travel and personal contact during the Corona virus pandemic and security 
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concerns of traveling to Turkey, I conducted several interviews remotely between 2020 and 
2022. My fieldwork in Başur/Iraqi Kurdistan was set as an exploratory trip to acquire a feeling 
for the geography, local conflicts and transregional networks of activists. The contacts I 
made during me stay in Başur allowed me to build a network and trust relationship to 
transnational activist networks and strengthen my knowledge on the distinct political 
contexts that helped me to identify interlocutors through a snowballing method and 
continue my interviews remotely from Europe. My fieldwork was organized in three phases, 
which allowed me to build my analysis over time. I started with a preliminary exploratory 
fieldwork to comprehend the localities of the field, then I conducted in-depth interviews in 
person and remotely with central figures of the Kurdish freedom movement of diUerent 
background, positionalities, and roles and complemented this data with both participatory 
observation and focus groups with members of two cases of translocal communities. My 
methods were adjusted to the needs and limits of the distinct field I entered as a researcher.  
 
An ethnographic and iterative approach when navigating the field to study Kurdish 
mobilization, as already mentioned, in fact reflects the transregional character of the 
Kurdish conflict assemblage, the cross-territorial dispersion and aggregated relations of 
communities, activist networks and spatial diUusions. In short, how the field is structured 
informs the subject matter.  While the Kurdish non-state seeking movement linked to the 
PKK is usually associated with “the mountains” and rural areas in Turkey and the region, the 
diUerent episodes of mobilizational configuration of the PKK also resulted in both very local, 
urbanized, as well as dispersed, globalized and cyber-spatial sites of struggle.  
 
Also, Kurds traditionally inhabit diUerent parts of the region and because of successive and 
parallel episodes of mass violence and war, have become a community that is often 
displaced and/or faces heavy repression in the national states they live. Sites such as 
prisons, refugee camps, distant geographies like Europe are intrinsically inscribed to the 
field, hence “what one could call the ‘Kurdish space’ is, in fact, undermined and constantly 
changing, with multiple extensions well beyond the cartographic imaginations of Kurdistan” 
(Bozarslan et al., 2021: 13). Although Kurdistan demarcates the traditional geography Kurds 
consider their territorial and emotional homeland, one must acknowledge that Kurdistan is 
also a “space open or exposed to diUerent cultures, languages, religious, social, political 
and economic tensions or dynamisms. Much like the Caucasian and Near Eastern 
Armenian, Greek, Jewish and Palestinian communities, the Kurdish community has also 
grown into a multicultural, if not cosmopolitan, one, by the very condition of its historical 
formation” (Bozarslan et al., 2021: 12–13). Given the dynamics of an on-going conflict, I 
faced situations where I had to opt for a remote contact to my interlocutors such as physical 
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letters in the case of imprisonment or phone/video calls in conflict-ridden areas such as 
Şengal in southern Kurdistan. 
 
Therefore, the contemporary Kurdish movement that mobilizes around the non-state 
seeking frame operates in a multi-scalar arena of relations, actors and networks, including 
an armed struggle and diUerent forms of non-armed mobilization, internal governance 
structures, ideological diUusion and transnational organization. Hence, as already argued 
elsewhere, the Kurdish freedom movement, or simplified as PKK, must be approached “in a 
broader sense, i.e., not just as a guerilla organization but a constellation of legal and illegal 
institutions and associations, which serves as an umbrella for mass political mobilization of 
Kurdish communities (…) with its various pillars, including but not limited to organizational 
networks within Kurdish settlements, youth, women and workers’ movements, diaspora 
communities, prisons, and armed structures in conflict”  (Aydin & Burç, 2022). 
 
In the process of comprehending the field I realized, despite the transregional character of 
mobilization and territorial dispersion of activists and communities, Turkey and its 
transregional realms of power emerged as a center of gravity in the interviews with my 
interlocutors, in casual conversations I had during fieldwork or discussions I followed during 
participant observations. Not only that most of my interlocutors were either born, politized 
or started their activism in Turkey, had to flee Turkish state oppression or currently faced 
security threats. Among those who had no direct geographic, biographic or legal relationship 
to Turkey, either because they were born outside Turkish territorial borders like in the case of 
next generations of Kurdish refugees or Ezidi people from Şengal in Başur Kurdistan, 
nonetheless Turkey remained a center for gravity in both the ways past and present violence 
in the lives of my interlocuters was remembered and is experienced. While the way the field 
is structured indicates the transnational character of the Kurdish movement it also reflects 
the transnational character of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict that goes beyond the domestic 
domain. In the chapter on the histories of violence and resistance in Kurdistan, I will unpack 
the dimensions of how Turkey is a center of gravity in producing a transnational violent order, 
to then understand better how the Kurdish movement navigates the aggregated field in the 
context of transnational state violence.  
 
Further, the way I approached the field was shaped by my positionality. On the one hand, 
due to the personal dangers I could have potentially faced in the political atmosphere of high 
levels of criminalization, repressions on freedom of thought and academic liberties in post-
2015 Turkey (Abbas & Zalta, 2017; Doğan & Selenica, 2022; Öztürk, 2019; Tekdemir, 
Toivanen, & Baser, 2018), I was not physically there but found alternative ways to conduct 
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interviews, nonetheless (Baser, Toivanen, Zorlu, & Duman, 2019). In addition to the 
criminalization Kurds in Turkey face for exercising fundamental rights such as freedom of 
speech, thought, press and usage of Kurdish language, there is an increasing transregional 
manifestation of similar dynamics in Germany and Europe. (Glasner-Hummel, Morres, & 
Schamberger, 2023). On the other hand, my situated knowledge allowed me to see beyond 
the nation state boundaries and approach the field in its trans-regionality, which eventually 
informs the epistemology on which this dissertation is based, and which is further 
elaborated on in Chapter 2.4. Therefore, the process of accessing the field, in this case, 
certainly reflects how the field is constituted in the first place (Malthaner, 2014) and is 
informed by methodological and epistemic considerations on researching the Kurdish 
movement during an ongoing conflict and repressive environment, both in Europe and the 
region, without causing harm (Dirik, 2021b).  
 
 
 

Reflections on uncertainties in the field and subject matter  

My research design developed exploratively, in engagement with the field and through 
realizing the challenges and opportunities of accessing it. How I clustered the empirical 
material, selected interlocutors and the sets of methods I applied in my fieldwork were in 
fact a reflection of the complex field as I adjusted my plans and approaches when faced with 
unpredicted challenges or growing knowledge on the unknown dimensions of the subject 
matter. The ways I collected data, sampled my interviews, the structural restrictions I faced 
when trying to gain access have informed me about contemporary Kurdish mobilization that 
unfolds in the context of a transnational violent order in which statelessness is experienced 
as a multi-layered sociological category.  
 
Given that the conflict situation in Başur deteriorated on a daily basis during my stay in 2018, 
I was advised by local activists to avoid entering areas of active combat, including Şengal, a 
territorially contested Ezidi settlement and site of post-genocide deliberation of autonomy. 
Therefore, not only was my mobility at times limited due to ongoing conflict but was 
depending on ad hoc evaluations of potential risks. I visited Başur during the sanctions 
regime imposed by the Iraqi central government on the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) for 
upholding a consultative independence referendum on 25 September 2017, with results 
showing more than 92 percent of votes casted in favor of national independence.11 The 

 
11 See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41419633 (last accessed 23/08/2023).  
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sanctions regime as a state response to the Kurdish independence referendum resulted in 
KRI’s economy, borders, disputed territories and politics being largely back under 
centralized control, risking a 30 years entity of Kurdish territorial autonomy and national self-
government. The referendum held in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq was the outcome of 
internal political competition and party politics trying to consolidate popular support 
through nationalist frames and neither a reflection of a realistic prospect nor of international 
support (O’Driscoll & Baser, 2020).  
 
During my visit in 2018, not only was it diUicult to access certain areas now under Iraqi 
control such as Mosul, Kirkuk or Şengal, all international connections to the KRI were lifted. 
This meant that not only was it necessary to take a flight with Iraqi airways to Baghdad first 
and then travel back to the Erbil International Airport with another domestic connection, 
hence making the passport control in Baghdad an obligatory detour to reach Kurdistan. But 
also new visa regulations for travelers to Kurdistan were introduced as Kurdistan’s visa 
regime was replaced with the Iraqi visa regime. Practically, the loss of border sovereignty 
meant that all non-Iraqi citizens had to apply for a travel visa to Iraq in advance of their travels 
to the Kurdistan region. This regulation not only was time-consuming as it could take many 
months of waiting for an appointment at the Iraqi consulates, but it in fact sanctioned Kurds 
with family or work in Başur or even Kurds in Europe who, for instance, were restricted of 
travelling to Kurdistan Bakur and/or Turkey and found emotional consolidation in visiting 
another part of Kurdistan instead. This sanctioning regime, the fragmented political 
landscape and the multiple militant groups in post-IS Iraq were also visible in everyday 
activities such as driving from one city to the other or moving around neighborhoods in a city. 
I noted an ambivalent atmosphere of control and uncertainty simultaneously caused by the 
frequent checkpoint controls in the “country of checkpoints” (Fieldwork diary, 20.04.2018). 
Not only was it important to know who was in control of an internal border crossing, which 
could be subject of change quickly depending on political developments, but also it was 
even more important to know the formal and informal agreements between diUerent 
powers, militant groups and/or fractions on the particular day/period of travel to make sure 
the checkpoint crossing is safe for a traveler that could be identified as close to one or 
another group.  
 
Anastasia Shesterinina asks in Mobilizing in Uncertainty how ordinary people navigate the 
uncertainties of war and argues in favor of a research practice that embraces uncertainty in 
the process of research and in the ways we understand the broader dynamics behind 
mobilization (Shesterinina, 2021). Although my research and fieldwork was conducted in 
what is considered a post-war situation, hence after the 2014 attacks of IS, their territorial 
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defeat in 2017 and the abruptly unfolding urban war in Kurdish cities after the 2015 general 
elections in Turkey, war and conflict were omnipresent in the lives of my interlocutors as the 
Kurdish issue is defined by a conflict assemblage that is experienced by the aUected 
populations as enduring and transnational. The issue of uncertainty and non-protection in 
form of statelessness therefore emerged as a multifold issue during my fieldwork, showing 
itself as both through its territorial and non-territorial manifestations, as well as undisclosed 
dynamisms.  
 
My visit to the Maxmur refugee camp, oUside of Makhmour city in Iraq, was not planned in 
advance but rather was a decision taken upon the information that I would have access 
through an activist and researcher who himself had returned to Başur from his fieldwork in 
Rojava. We stayed in separate family houses and one night we were informed by Kurdish 
fighters that IS was approaching the camp and causing a severe security issue for the 
families, visitors and women in particular. Within a couple of hours, the safety situation 
deteriorated, and I was not allowed to move around the camp by myself or only with civilian 
company, especially after sunset. Although the presence of IS had significantly moved to 
Rojavan parts of Kurdistan at that time, with a growing record of territorial defeats there, it 
was striking to see how a Kurdish space with a community that positioned itself explicitly in 
support of the Kurdish freedom movement, hence who became Kurdish refugees in 
Kurdistan as an act of protesting Turkish state oppression in the 1990s, was equally under 
threat despite being territorially at a distance from the center of conflict.  During my fieldwork 
I understood how Kurdish spaces that were under threat to be attacked by IS were also under 
constant threat of Turkish state attacks and surveillance. This has been most strikingly the 
case for the Şengal region and Maxmur refugee camp since 2014 as both spaces are 
considered trans-localities of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict due PKK-supportive local 
communities. According to figures published by Washington Kurdish Institute, which 
sources its data from ACLED (Armed Conflict Location & Events Data) Turkey’s military 
operations in the KRI, employing a combination of ground and aerial forces, resulted in the 
death of 104 civilians 172 injured between August 2015 and September 2023.12  During an 
interview situation with PKK guerilla fighters who were tasked with the protection of the 
refugee camp from potential attacks such as from IS, Turkish drones appeared in the sky, 
surveilling the area we were gathering to conduct the interviews. My interlocutors interrupted 
the interview abruptly and quickly organized an unplanned yet secure way out of the refugee 
camp. Together with the fellow researcher, I was driven back to the city of Erbil and given the 
worsening and complex security situation had to terminate the stay earlier than anticipated. 

 
12 See https://dckurd.org/2023/08/31/casualties-in-turkish-attacks/ (last accessed 02.04.2024).  
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Later I was told by a local representative of KNK (Kurdistan National Congress) that it had 
not been the best time to visit Maxmur camp without the guidance of an international 
delegation or local movement activist given the uncertainties of the political configuration at 
the time. A similar situation occurred during a video-call interview with an Ezidi commander 
in Şengal in Başur, which ist he traditional Ezidi settlement and has been a disputed area 
between the Iraqi central and Kurdish regional government since the end of the Iraq war. 
Geographically, however, it is located close to the Syrian and Iraqi border, hence in proximity 
to Rojava historically, socially and geographically. Since the 2014 genocide against the Ezidi 
people, the region has been under control of various groups, including the YBŞ/YJŞ “Ezidi 
People’s Protection Units/Ezidi Women’s Protection Units” (YBS/YJS). The establishment of 
YBŞ/YJŞ was a d�rect response by Ez�d� genoc�de survivors, who believe that structures of 
administrative autonomy and self-defense units are necessary in Şengal for the prospectus 
survival. During the interview my interlocutor received a phone call about a bomb that had 
detonated in the area, thus she terminated the interview in the middle. Later this interview 
was rescheduled.  
 
While these two examples happened in the context of highly conflict-ridden areas in 
Kurdistan, I also experienced problems of access during my fieldwork in Europe, which 
indicate the multi-layered vulnerability of Kurds and Kurdish activists. In Europe, I 
interviewed political representatives and movement activists that played a significant role in 
building a mass pro-democracy movement in Turkey that culminated in the formation of 
today’s oppositional DEM party, the successor of HDP. The very fact that some of the most 
important actors of the Kurdish movement can only be accessed either in Europe, as 
political refugees, or, in Turkey as persecuted or imprisoned activists and/or politicians, 
already sheds light on the multifold transnational aggregation of repression in the lives of 
Kurdish activists and politicians. Uncertainty of research was a predominant dynamic in my 
fieldwork even in presumable safe, hence remote or European contexts. During my 
fieldwork, I realized that interviewing ‘the persecuted’ in the context of an entrenching 
authoritarian regime under AKP rule in Turkey, forced me to adjust my fieldwork and be 
flexible with methods. The evolving landscape of authoritarianism and ongoing oppression 
faced by my interlocutors necessitated significant adjustments to how I approached my 
field. The dynamic nature of violence meant that attempting to even conduct remote 
interviews with Turkey-based interlocutors posed considerable challenges. In some cases, 
attempts to schedule interviews resulted in no response or cancellations, as interlocutors 
or the contact persons had been imprisoned in the interim. Additionally, given the waves of 
imprisonment, most of the activists and politicians were incarcerated, constituting a large 
population of the Kurdish political movement being held in the prisons of Turkey. To manifest 
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maybe the most overt and simultaneously one of the rather invisible spaces where survival 
and resistance intersects, I decided to conduct one written interview with an imprisoned 
Kurdish politician as an act of political intervention into the traditional logic of interview 
sampling to symbolically include those voices, biographies, self-narrations that have been 
rendered invisible and muted due to ongoing carceral conditions. Initially, when I 
commenced fieldwork, the number of exiled individuals was relatively smaller, but over the 
course of my research, there was a notable increase in the numbers of individuals seeking 
asylum in Germany, ranging from politicians, public figures to members of the political party 
and activists. However, even in their refuge, my interlocutors continued to articulate safety 
concerns, as organized Turkish extremist groups targeted those in exile and posed threats in 
the diaspora. This situation had an impact on the choices of places to meet for the interview 
or how we communicated public spheres, as at times my interlocutors felt the need to 
remain unidentifiable from the outside to avoid potential harm. Given these safety concerns 
and the dynamics of the political landscape, I conducted interviews exclusively in spaces 
suggested by my interlocutors, ensuring their comfort and security throughout the 
conversation. This adaptability was essential in navigating the complexities of conducting 
fieldwork amid ongoing persecution and insecurity, ultimately informing, and shaping the 
trajectory and outcomes of my ground-up research mobilization at the intersection of 
survival and resistance.  
 
The way the field is structured with multiple sites of inquiry, from refugee camps, to prisons, 
to mountains, to European metropoles, and with high risks of criminalization, persecution 
and attacks for both the participants, the contact persons and the researcher, reflects the 
transnational and multi-fold violence amid which Kurdish mobilization unfolds. Reflecting 
on how uncertainty shaped the way I navigated the field, adjusted my methods, gathered my 
empirical data, it further emerged as an integral element in the lives of those who mobilize 
amid Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage. Comprehending uncertainty as integral to the 
field and the subject matter, learning from Anastasia Shesterinina, has informed my 
methodological and epistemic approach to the dynamism, collective identities, memories 
of violence and resistance, as well as aUective and emotional dimensions underlying 
Kurdish non-state seeking mobilization.  
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2.3 The empirical material 

As argued in the introduction to this chapter, in my research design, Turkey plays a pivotal 
role as a central ordering actor and structuring power with transnational reverberations of 
state violence as will be examined in detail in Chapter 3. Given the inductive research and 
ethnographic approach in navigating the field and gathering empirical material, I clustered 
my empirical material along the processes of violent subjugations communities in support 
of or proximity to the Kurdish movement faced. Therefore, not only was it central to 
understand the field as a “PKK-centric” conflict assemblage, in Fiona Adamson’s words, but 
further as a field in which Kurdish mobilization unfolds as a constant navigation of the violent 
subjugation processes inflicted by the hegemony of the Turkish state in the globalized 
Kurdish issue.  Therefore, I identified three distinct cases in the field in which the Kurdish 
non-state seeking mobilizational frame resonates and broadened the movement capacities. 
While the main body of empirical material is drawn from interviews with movement actors, 
who have been active in the deliberation processes of building Kurdish transformative 
mobilization with the non-state seeking frame, the two other clusters of empirical material 
are complementary to the analysis. All empirical clusters highlight distinct contexts of 
conflict and diUerent forms of violent subjugations, such as persecution, refugee’ization and 
minoritization. All three empirical cases – persecuted activists and politicians, refugee’ized 
Kurds in Maxmur, minoritized Ezidis – not only represent diUerent processes of subjugation 
in diUerent contexts of the Kurdish conflict assemblage (Chapter 2.1.1). They also narrate 
context-specific inheritances of violence and resignification from below, which I identified 
inductively in each distinct conflict situatedness, which at times challenges the 
homogeneity paradigm underpinning the concepts of national and territorial sovereignty. 
This study is a within case research given that the research interest is in the transformative 
relations and agential practices emerging in the discursive spaces of Kurdish non-state 
seeking mobilization. I will briefly introduce the three main sources of qualitative empirical 
material the research is based on: movement actors, Maxmur camp constituency and Ezidi 
constituency.  
 
 

Movement actors and constituencies  

The term “actor” is used to describe individuals, groups, or organizations that engage in the 
initiation, development, and execution of social movements and protest. Actors can be 
considered agents of change, mobilizing resources, articulating demands, realizing political 
opportunities, leverage political contexts to mobilize support and sustain eUorts (Tarrow, 
2011) and/or engage in various forms of protest or advocacy.  Social movement studies 
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ascribe actors the ability to intervene in the course of history, if carried by agency and 
intentionality in shaping social change (Touraine, 1988) or successful organization of 
collective action (McAdam, 1999). Actors are further seen as adaptable and creative to 
make use of the repertoires of contention available to actors at diUerent times and places 
(Della Porta, 2013b; Tilly, 1978, 2008, 2010) . Meaning-making processes and the creation 
of collective identities among actors further plays a crucial role in comprehending the 
sustainability of social movements (Melucci, 1989).      
 
I consider a wide range of participants of this research movement actors. They include 
activists, politicians, community leaders, members of related organizations, as well as 
militants, ideologues and party cadres. My research involved interviewing Kurdish 
movement actors who have been witnesses to and active participants in organizing and 
building the Kurdish political movement with its center in Turkey across diUerent periods. 
These interviews included elected politicians from both early Kurdish parties and their most 
recent successors HDP and today’s DEM party, or also former parliamentarians of early 
party representations, who migrated with the first wave of exiled politicians to Europe during 
the 1990s. During my fieldwork, and in the process of being more immersed, I have attended 
several gatherings, such as political conferences, demonstrations, public talks, and film 
screenings, which my interlocutors and their comrades attended. This way I was able to 
follow conversations and interactions, hence complement the data gathered through the 
face-to-face interview situations. During those events and in the context of informal 
conversations, I took field notes and asked for permission in advance when quoting parts of 
the conversation. Many interlocutors were either in exile due to the recurrence of violence in 
2015, currently face prosecution and/or continue their political mandate in Turkey. Notably, 
my interviewees included co-founders of the latest iteration of a political representation 
under the HDP and HDK, as well as founding members of the first Kurdish political party, 
People’s Labour Party (Halkın Emek Partisi, HEP). Often my interlocutors carried multiple 
roles, for instance they were leaders and/or brokers (Diani, 2003), while at the same time 
defining themselves as members of a constituency. I noted however, that women activists 
and  multilingual activists I interviewed, played a significant roles in brokerage, hence in the 
“linking of two or more previously unconnected social sites by a unit that mediates their 
relations with one another and/or with yet other sites (…) it can also become a relational 
mechanism for mobilization during periods of contentious politics, as new groups are 
thrown together by increased interaction and uncertainty” (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001: 
26). For instance, they were responsible in building alliances with feminist movements 
across the world or the subaltern forms of international diplomacy with other sites of 
contention such as political friendship between the Kurdish movement and indigenous 
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movements in Bolivia, the Zapatista in Chiapas or the abolitionist movement in the USA, 
culminating in two successive international women’s conferences in Frankfurt and Berlin. 
My fieldwork revealed the fluidity of roles and positions of actors, activists and movement 
supporters as a reflection of the uncertainty faced in light of violence and reconfiguration of 
the conflict assemblage. In other words, a member of a supportive community could 
become a movement actor for instance in episodes of recurring violence, or a political 
representative in Turkey could become a constituency after having to flee due to state 
persecution.  
 
Stefan Malthaner’s conceptualization of the term constituency defines the relations armed 
groups build and nurture with social groups in a society that are supportive of the militant 
group. The relations by which a constituency is shaped include “mutual trust and obligations 
of reciprocity”, which can be achieved through relations of exchange, kin and family, organic 
bonds or communal solidarity, especially when combined with the perception of an external 
threat (Malthaner, 2011: 46). These relationships between militant groups and their 
sympathizers or supporters entail “some form of material or political commitment, or 
interaction between an armed group and its supporters and therefore, a more tangible 
relationship than one merely rooted in a shared symbolic universe or territory” (O’Connor, 
2021: 44). The relational conceptualization of constituency as introduced by Malthaner in 
his study of militant Islamist groups in Egypt and Lebanon and informing Francis O’Connor’s 
work on insurgent movements rejects simple causal explanations for popular support to an 
armed group such as ethnic, religious or ideological factors. Rather O’Connor argues 
“relational dynamics are in constant renegotiation” and “constituency-building process 
always combines elements of consolidation and expansion, sometimes chronologically and 
in territorially contingent fashion but on other occasions emerging in areas where insurgent 
movements had previously little presence” (2021: 44). Involving “the structuralizing power 
of the state on how constituencies are shaped” (2021: 40), O’Connor challenges the 
marginal role ascribed to the state in social movement theory and sheds light on relations 
within the PKK and their popular support not only from a spatial and temporal perspective 
but also in comprehending sustainability of insurgency as an aggregation of relations 
between insurgency, constituency and the state.   
 
When I speak of constituency in this dissertation, I do so in the ways Malthaner and 
O’Connor define the term yet by means of operationalizing my empirical material. My 
interest is not so much in how constituencies are shaped through their territorial, social or 
relational situatedness to the movement or how movement actors of armed groups interact 
with certain constituencies but rather I focus on the subjectification processes of supportive 
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communities within diUerent contexts of violence inherent to Turkey’s Kurdish conflict 
assemblage. As argued above, the Kurdish conflict assemblage I am looking at gravitates 
both around the structuralizing power of the Turkish state and the PKK mobilization. Within 
the landscape of this Kurdish conflict assemblage multiple constituencies of the Kurdish 
movement can be identified, always emerging in certain histories and contexts of the 
conflict. My empirical examples are not separate cases of a comparative analysis but rather 
stand as complementary clusters of a within case study on Kurdish mobilization in the 
context of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage. 
 
 

Maxmur camp constituency  

Maxmur refugee camp, located between the Iraqi central and Kurdish regional governorates 
and surrounded by Kirkuk, Mosul and Erbil, has been a home for hundreds of Kurdish 
families, who were forcibly displaced from the Botan region in Bakur Kurdistan, mainly from 
Şırnak and Hakkari, during the war in the 1990s. Although the exact number of refugees living 
in Maxmur camp is debated, records run approximately between 12,000 and 15,000 camp 
residents13.  My visit to Maxmur camp in April 2018 involved observing family life, meeting 
with local representatives of grassroots councils, such as the women’s assembly, youth 
council, health committee, and educational institutions. I drew on participant observations 
during preparations for the 4th of April festival in the camp, watching children’s performance 
rehearsals, guerilla fighters’ volleyball games, gatherings of youth planning cinema evenings 
for the camp, and visits to significant sites such as the martyr’s cemetery, women’s 
foundation, and local grocery and clothing shops. The worsening safety situation and the 
abrupt termination of the stay, as explained above, prevented me from a longer stay. Hence, 
although I was able to gather material through non-recorded interviews and group 
conversations due to extensive fieldwork notes and participant observations, I was not able 
to conduct recorded interviews in person, as initially planned. My return to the camp, 
although initially planned, was hindered by the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, 
following an embargo imposed on the camp in 2019 by the KRG after the PKK had killed a 
Turkish secret service agent in Erbil (‘KNK Press Release 23/06/22’, 2021). I opted for remote 
interviews during my fieldwork, thus overall, my analysis on the Maxmur camp community 

 
13 Maxmur Refugee Camp has a locally administrated profile on the social media platform X and their own 
estimates are currently 13,000, while a report published in 2023 by the Kurdish movement’s internationalist 
commune noted 12,000 (See https://x.com/MakhmourCamp and 
https://internationalistcommune.com/maxmur-refugee-camp-or-revolutionary-oasis-in-the-desert/, last 
accessed 20.06.2024). Isabel Käser cites UNHCR records that estimate 15,000, as well as Arzu Yilmaz’ work, 
who found in the Duhok Governorate Archive that the number should be closer to 30,000 residents (Käser, 
2023: 131; A. Yilmaz, 2016).  

https://x.com/MakhmourCamp
https://internationalistcommune.com/maxmur-refugee-camp-or-revolutionary-oasis-in-the-desert/
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relies on participant observations, fieldwork notes, remote on-record interviews, and on-site 
oU-record interviews, as well as insights from movement documents, reports and existing 
scholarship. Besides the work by Arzu Yilmaz, who wrote a very first extensive ethnography 
study on Maxmur refugee camp in Turkish language (A. Yilmaz, 2016), and Isabel Käser’s 
ethnography on Maxmur’s martyr mothers as part of her PhD dissertation on the Kurdish 
women’s freedom movement (Käser, 2023), Müjge Küçükkeleş’ study on the Maxmur camp 
as a case to rethink concepts of exception and sovereignty (Küçükkeleş, 2022), and some 
references to the Maxmur case for example in contributions on martyrdom practices in 
Kurdistan (Rudi, 2019), in travel reports by internationalists (Solina, 1997), an edited volume 
published by a Kurdish feminist collective (Herausgeber_innenkollektiv, 2019) or more 
general works on self-governing Kurdish refugees (Dag, 2023), there has been no other 
significant publication and study on the Maxmur case despite being it “one of the most 
politically significant refugee camps in the region, and its location linking Syria to the PKK’s 
Qandil base in Northern Iraq has put the camp space at the center of regional geopolitics” 
(Küçükkeleş, 2022: 1) especially since 2014.  
 
Further, I realized that formal interviews in such settings often reach saturation quickly as 
most respondents not only repeated a same narrative of the course of the conflict and party 
ideology, this way it was also diUicult to access more everyday sentiments and emotions, 
which on the other hand, I easily obtained through participant observation. Reflecting on a 
similar realization, Käser notes a story told by one of her respondents reappearing in an 
article by a journalist who was told the same story (Käser, 2023: 158). Similarly, while reading 
Käser’s work I realized one of our interlocutors was the same person, highlighting not only 
repetitions of scripts but also that oftentimes vulnerable and internationally neglected 
communities, who want to get their message out, either appoint persons well-experienced 
with journalist or scholarly interviews. Since my research focused on how Kurdish 
movement actors and constituencies make sense of violence in their lives through collective 
memory, storytelling, and narratives, eventually developing subversive responses and 
imaginaries, repetition was not a particular problem at all in my case, in fact to the contrary. 
However, if the interest would have been on everyday practices and relations within the 
society of the camp, extensive participant observation would have been an utmost necessity 
as “Maxmûr is a place of mixed resistances – between the everyday, the organized, publicly 
articulated and privately practiced” (Käser, 2023: 134).  
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The Ezidi constituency  

The Ezidis are a small religious community, who have been traditionally living in heartlands 
of Kurdish settlements and across its diasporas. Hence, the Ezidi homeland stretches 
through nation states such as Turkey, Syria and Iraq yet due to ongoing persecution and 
forced conversations many have been seeking refuge in Armenia, Russia, Georgia 
(Açikyıldız, 2014: 68–70), or in Canada, USA and Europe, particularly in Sweden and 
Germany (Ackermann, 2016). With around 200,000 members, Germany is not only home to 
the largest Ezidi diaspora community14 but since the 1970s also has a record of significant 
Ezidi migration, mainly from Turkey to Germany (Tagay & Ortac, 2016). To this day, there are 
no oUicial statistics about the number of the total Ezidi population. Estimates of the 
worldwide population of Ezidis range from 200,000 (Guest, 2010) to 800,000 – 1,000,000 
(Graichen, 2015). Yet, given the numbers of Ezidis living in the diaspora and who have fled 
the genocidal attacks of IS that started on the 3rd of August in 2014, hence about 400,000 
internally displaced Ezidis in Iraq and 2700 out of initially 7000 still missing due to mass 
abductions and enslavements of children and women, the higher estimates seem more 
accurate. Ezidi people distinguish themselves in terms of religion rather than through ethnic 
or linguistic diUerences as Ezidis speak Kurdish (Kurmancî) and are considered a Kurdish 
religious minority. The majority of Kurds were forced to convert to Islam and today’s Ezidis 
are seen as those who resisted conversions and who regard themselves as followers of the 
oldest religion in the world (Kizilhan & Noll-Hussong, 2017). 

It is well-established that Ezidism has derived from a pre-Abrahamic history and that today’s 
doctrinal canon originates from a twelfth century Sufi Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir who settled in 
Lalish in the KRI. It is a monotheist religion today drawing on Jewish, Christian and other 
heterogenous Islamic influences present in the region (Six-Hohenbalken, 2019: 54). 
However, as Ezidism lacks a written culture and most of its traditions have been orally 
transmitted, the ethnogenesis of Ezidi people is highly contested and consequently often at 
the center of political struggles. One of these struggles that is trigged by various political 
dynamics, is an internal debate among Ezidi people, whether Ezidism is merely a religion 
situated in Kurdistan or because of the strict practice of endogamy in fact also an ethno-
religious group. Nevertheless, it appears that many Ezidis reconcile their Ezidi faith with a 
Kurdish ethnic identity (Omarkhali 2014), which is even more so the case for the Ezidi 
community with traditional settlement areas in Bakur Kurdistan. Hence, although 

 
14 These numbers are cited from the parliamentary appeal of the German Bundestag to recognize the genocide 
on the Ezidi people from 18/01/2023, see: https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/052/2005228.pdf, as well as 
data provided by United Nations Report of the Orice of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in 
27/03/2015, see: https://www.undocs.org/en/A/HRC/28/18 (last accessed 24/08/2024). 

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/052/2005228.pdf
https://www.undocs.org/en/A/HRC/28/18
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historically in the Ottoman empire, communities were divided and governed according to 
religious identity, Kurdish political mobilization in the diUerent parts of Kurdistan has actively 
included Ezidis within a non-sectarian Kurdish identification.  

Much research on the Ezidi community focuses on their liturgical and cultural traditions 
(Allison, 2017; Zagros, 2017) and is situated mostly within the disciplines of cultural 
anthropology, theology and ancient history (Acikyildiz, 2014; Fuccaro, 1999; Kreyenbroek, 
1995; Kreyenbroek & Rashow, 2006; Omarkhali, 2017). However, their forms of mobilization, 
political participation, political projects and particularly their situatedness within the wider 
Kurdish issue has been less present in the literature, with some notable exceptions 
(Nicolaus & Yuce, 2019; Spät, 2017; Tezcür, Kaya, & Sevdeen, 2022). While novel 
contributions in the field of psychology, mental health and trauma, which analyse the impact 
of the 2014 genocide on the members of the community both directly (Cook, Kennedy, 
Chenail, Detullio, & Edmonds, 2021; Erdener, 2017; Kizilhan, Berger, Sennhauser, & Wenzel, 
2023; Kizilhan, Sennhauser, & Wenzel, 2024) and indirectly aUected (Tagay, Ayhan, Catani, 
Schnyder, & Teufel, 2017), topics such as political and societal agency, transformative 
implications of conflict, the role of Kurdish movement mobilization among the Ezidi 
communities and subject-positionings beyond the realms of victimhood and survival remain 
understudied. Most recent publications oUer some interesting insights into the 
consequences of the particular Şengal genocide experience, yet at the same time limit the 
scope of their analysis to the post-IS period in Iraq (Ali, Pirbari, & Rzgoyan, 2022; Hama, 
2019a, 2019b; Kaplan, 2022; Suvari, 2018). Hence, literature on the Ezidi people is 
characterised by substantial gaps in the study on transformations of collective and 
individual identity and norms and values in response to experienced, remembered and 
narrated violence over time, as well as across region. While before 2014 knowledge on the 
Ezidis was limited to small expert circles despite a long history of mass violence, the visibility 
in media and live-broadcasted crimes against humanity committed by IS against the Ezidi 
minority can be said to have generally impacted an increase in interest for knowledge 
production about this community small in numbers and ancient in history.  A recent oral 
history project on Kurdish-Ezidi refugee narratives from below, which was published as a 
collection of oral stories from and about Kurdish-Ezidi refugees living in exile in multiple 
countries, has made a significant contemporary contribution to the knowledge production 
(Dag, 2024). With this refugee-centric knowledge Dag has sought to “fundamentally and 
profoundly dismantle the conventional, centralized, depoliticized, and decontextualized 
perspective that has been used to produce knowledge about Kurdish-Ezidi refugees” (2024: 
33). 
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During the unfolding genocide in 2014, PKK guerrilla and YPG/J fighters from Rojava played 
a highly visible role in opening a rescue corridor between Mount Şengal and the Syrian border 
controlled by PYD, hence providing around 50,000 Ezidis who took refuge in Mount Şengal 
rescue, humanitarian aid and safety while the international community remained notably 
slow in action and passive. Yet, until today the relationship between the Kurdish movement 
and the Ezidi community as well as the aUective, social and political implications of the 
Kurdish issue on the Ezidi community have not been studied and if mentioned to at all, 
remain mostly an anecdotical reference to the rescue action of 2014 (Dulz, 2016; Erdener, 
2017; Hama, 2019b; O’Connor & Burç, 2020). In fact, the 2022 recently published edited 
volume titled Kurds and Yezidis in the Middle East is one of the rare examples where the 
Kurdish and Ezidi studies are addressed in a joint volume, even more so, considering that 
between 1980 and 2018 the number on English-language doctoral dissertations on Kurds 
and Ezidis numbers a total of 418 dissertations on Kurds and only nine that mention Ezidis 
(Tezcür, 2022: 4–5). 
 
The decision to include the movement’s Ezidi constituency into the case study was taken 
based on my experience with Ezidi activists close to the Kurdish movement and supportive 
communities in Germany, who had not migrated from Şengal and/or Başur Kurdistan after 
2014 but were mostly families from Bakur region in Kurdistan, who migrated as a 
consequence of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, predominantly during the 1980s. My interlocutors 
consider themselves as members of the Ezidi community, are political actors inside 
movement organizations and associations both in the German diaspora and in Ezidi 
settlements (Laliş and Şengal in Başur Kurdistan), survivors of the 2014 genocidal attacks in 
the Şengal region and/or members of Ezidi diaspora communities, who witnessed the 
Turkish-Kurdish conflict in the 1980s/1990s, were forced to migrate from southeastern 
Turkey and have sympathies for the Kurdish movement. I interviewed survivors of the 
genocide and now part of the YJS (Ezidi Women’s Protection Units) in Şengal, including a 
commander, members of the Şengal Ezidi women’s foundation, an Ezidi sheikh, a clerical 
leader based in Germany, co-chairs of the two umbrella organizations of Ezidi people in 
Germany, which were founded within the structures of the Kurdish movement (SMJÊ and 
NAVYÊK), members of the Ezidi community center (Mala Ezidiya), former Ezidi PKK guerilla, 
Ezidi PKK cadre in diplomatic work, and an Ezidi member of the Turkey based DEM party.  
Although all my interlocutors were sympathetic to the Kurdish movement, my sample 
includes divergent political positions within the Ezidi community, containing also those who 
moved from having a conflictual relationship to a more sympathetic position towards the 
Kurdish movement. As I will explain in the next section, I conducted focus groups with Ezidi 
community members in Germany and sampled them trans-generationally with many 
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coming as refugees in the 1980s and 1990s from Turkey but also including even earlier 
generations who came under the so-called ‘Gastarbeiter’ (guest worker) agreement of 1961 
between Germany and Turkey. It is important to mention that the Ezidis are heterogenous in 
their political beliefs, self-identifications and sympathies or aversions towards the Kurdish 
movement and/or Kurdish matters in general. This research does not claim to depict a 
unitarian idea of Ezidis but rather aims to zoom-in into the movement constituency of Ezidi 
people across the cross-localities of the conflict assemblage. 
 

2.4 Methods  

The research contributes to the broader discussions on revolutions and on how people 
imagine and seek freedom in times of violence. I understand the diUerent contexts of conflict 
that I observed when doing fieldwork as relational spheres that are at the axis of state 
violence and resistance (Alimi, Demetriou, & Bosi, 2015; Bosi & Della Porta, 2012; Della 
Porta, 2014b). The radical underpinnings inherent to ethnographic research, particularly 
methods such as participant observations and in-depth interviewing, allowed me to 
challenge internalised hegemonic conceptions of the state, nation, and territory. While the 
literature conceptualizes struggles for self-determination in violent contexts as 
predominantly within the framework of nationalism and nation states, my dissertation 
theorizes the Kurdish movement’s frames of autonomy as struggles for self-determination 
and recognition not addressed to any state power but instead as inward-looking struggles 
for society-building. Borrowing from Alessandro Pizzorno’s analysis of struggles for 
recognition (Pizzorno, 1991, 2008), I show how the spaces of interaction between 
movement actors and the communities have evolved into spaces of mutual recognition in 
the making of a society built on alternative moralities and practices. The methods I used 
helped me to shift the perspective on the constituting narratives, emotions, agential 
aspirations from below and novel relationalities built among societies that are subjected to 
diUerent modes of violence. Participant observations and in-depth interviews with a focus 
on life history in the diUerent contexts of the conflict and with interlocutors of divergent 
positionalities allowed me to unpack the distinct collective memories and demystify the 
nation as a central and homogenous unit of analysis in the study of mobilization. Methods 
used in this research project vary as much as the context of conflict I engaged in varied. As 
explained above Turkey’s Kurdish conflict and Kurdish contemporary mobilization constitute 
a multi-scalar field that necessitated flexibility and adjustment of methods whenever 
needed. Hence, I adjusted my choice of methods according to each case’s individual 
requirements.  
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I began this PhD project in November 2018 and started my fieldwork in October 2019, 
building on my preliminary research conducted in Başûr Kurdistan in Spring 2018. I engaged 
in thirty on-record, sixteen oU-record individual interviews and three focus groups consisting 
each of five to seven participants between March 2018 and December 2021. Overall, this 
research is based on accounts from sixty-four participants and some many follow-up 
communications with my interlocutors throughout 2022, as well as additional participant 
observations, written communication and informative interviews with gatekeepers, former 
activists, and journalists. I opted for a data source triangulation (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, 
DiCenso, Blythe, & Neville, 2014) by collecting data through focus groups, in-depth 
individual interviews and participant observation. With the aim to enhance data richness, I 
also kept a fieldwork diary, engaged in extensive literature review including also non-
academic sources such as Kurdish novels, expert accounts, media reports, and movement 
publications. The use of multiple methods and data sources not only allows to develop a 
comprehensive understanding of phenomena but oUered itself with complementing 
faculties in favor of an ongoing reflexive processes. I followed an iterative process, where 
“the role of iteration, not as a repetitive mechanical task but as a deeply reflexive process, is 
key to sparking insight and developing meaning. Reflexive iteration is at the heart of visiting 
and revisiting the data and connecting them with emerging insights, progressively leading to 
refined focus and understandings” (Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009: 77). My research involved 
three phases of fieldwork that helped me building my analysis over time: (1) preliminary and 
exploratory fieldwork in Başûr, (2) in-depth interviews and (3) focus groups in one case I 
identified as better suitable for this method during the previous phases.  
 
To ensure protection for my participants as I observed precautions of my interlocutors, 
permissions to disclose their identity were sought during the interviews. However, except for 
those interviews with public figures, all referenced interviews are anonymized in this 
dissertation. Statements made during the interviews by public figures therefore must be 
assessed also considering their role in society. Hence, while this research is informed by 
data provided by my interlocutors, it also provided them a space to speak amid the shrinking 
spaces for freedoms. To all participants of this research, I refer as interlocutors as “the word 
interlocutor refers to a dialogical relationship, because interlocution is a conversation, and 
it leads to theoretical insights” (Alici, 2023: 31).  
 
My interlocutors position themselves in close proximity to the Kurdish non-state seeking 
movement as activist (xebatkar), cadres (kadro), both in diplomatic roles or guerilla fighters 
(gêrila), elected representatives and political leaders of Turkey’s Kurdish democratic 
movement (vekil) and/or activists in the Kurdish feminist movement, as well as members of 
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local communities and movement sympathizers (welatperez). Interviews were conducted in 
the preferred language of the participant, mostly in Turkish and Kurmanci. I did not select my 
interlocutors based on their membership to one of the established nation states in Kurdistan 
but rather through a most-diUerent sampling that sought to include diUerent contexts of the 
conflict assemblage inherent to the Kurdish issue as mapped above. The interviews were in-
depth, semi-structured, open-ended and took between two and three hours each. I 
conducted in-depth interviews, with a focus on life history, as they are crucial in social 
movement research, particularly at the intersection of ethnography. They provide a rich 
understanding of individual experiences, motivations and telling of self through narratives, 
plotting, critical events and sense-making eUorts, hence reveal the personal and social 
contexts that shape motivation to participate in movements (Della Porta, 1992), memory 
and legacies (Della Porta et al., 2018) and eventually oUering insights into the agential 
dynamics and collective action in social movements (Jasper, 2004). In-depth life history 
interviews center the lived experience and how they impact life trajectories as much as 
movement trajectories.  
 
In contrast to interviews,  focus groups’ “objective is not primarily to elicit the group’s 
answers but rather to stimulate discussion and thereby understand […] the meanings and 
norms which underlie those group answers (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas, & Robson, 2001: 43). 
In support of the data from the single interviews, I decided to form three focus groups 
consisting of Ezidi community members in Germany. The decision to opt for an add-on with 
focus groups in the Ezidi case came from the realisation that (1) Ezidi people have been 
widely studied through the myths that circulate about their identity, and religious practices, 
causing scholasticism that undermines the self-descriptions and agency of a people under 
scholarly examination. Hence, to avoid external identity-framing on who the Ezidi people 
“actually” are, a focus group setting allowed my interlocutors to elaborate on and discuss 
questions of belonging, memory, political imaginary, morals and values, social relations, 
ethnicity and religion. Further, (2) this way I could collect data on collective identity 
dynamics by analysing the heterogenous self-narrations, self-identifications and self-
localizations of members of the Ezidi community and how they were negotiated within the 
group – at times becoming conflictual around certain thematic topics such as questions on 
autonomy and women’s rights.  This in fact challenged a depiction of the Ezidi people as a 
homogenous and dogmatic bloc, and due to the religious cast system, believed to have 
narrow worldviews. I conducted three focus groups with participants of diUerent ages and 
experiences, which allowed me to obtain a diachronic perspective of the community. Each 
focus group had six to seven participants. I tried to obtain a gender balance and one focus 
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group was women-only, which was rendered easy due to my presence as a female 
researcher.  
 
I kept a field work diary where I took notes after (not too often during) encounters in the field 
that I considered under the premises of participant observations. Both in Başur Kurdistan 
and Europe I attended communal gatherings, cultural events, organizational meetings, 
martyrs ceremonies, funeral ceremonies, family homes, communal cooking gathering, 
ideological education meetings  and movement conferences. Also, during my fieldwork I 
was accommodated by locals, mostly families or relatives of my interlocutors, which also 
allowed me to participate and engage with their daily lives (breakfast, household, running 
errands, family dynamics, entertainment activities, dinners). One of the most striking 
observation in those settings was the choice of decorations at those home I stayed in. Flags, 
photos of martyrs and guerrillas, often family members, or relatives from the place of origin, 
as well as photos of family members, such as children on their first day at school.  Another 
interesting observation for me was the ways power dynamics played a role in those informal 
settings, how for instance the political subjecthood and ideology reflected on the 
distribution of domestic labour through small examples such as who was serving tea, who 
was cleaning the kitchen, preparing the food but also what kind of popular culture was 
consumed through TV and music. That these kind of participant observations played a 
significant role in the understanding of the life worlds of my interlocutors was strongly 
evident in small details I took note of, such as when we were picked up by a car from the 
checkpoint to Maxmur camp and also driven back to Erbil city the drivers (each time a 
diUerent person) were playing Turkish-language classics by Turkish pop diva Sezen Aksu and 
exiled Kurdish singer Ahmet Kaya. 
 
The empirical data is further supported by the review and analysis of documents such as 
ideological texts and movement publications. Firstly, Abdullah Öcalan’s writings, which in 
fact are his court defenses, which have been published in form of 12 books since his 
imprisonment in 1999. I mainly focused on his books titled “The Sociology of Freedom” and 
collections of essays provided by the movement. Secondly, I have used movement media, 
news items, political speeches and party programs, interviews with cadres and guerilla 
fighters as published in their media, as well as reports by civil society organizations or 
humanitarian delegations.  
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A note on language and translation  

In her preface to The Ministry of Utmost Happiness Arundhati Roy (2017: 14) asserts that the 
particular story of her novel emerged out of an “ocean of languages”, where a “particular 
universe had to be imagined in several languages”. Making sense of life-worlds that consist 
of many languages puts translation at the very center of approaches to methodology. For 
Roy’s characters “translation is not a high-end literary art performed by sophisticated 
polyglots” but “is daily life, it is street activity, and it’s increasingly a necessary part of 
ordinary folks’ survival kit”. Drawing from her reflections of “this novel of many languages”, 
this research too is a study of many languages as “it is not only the author, but also the 
characters themselves who swim around in an ocean of exquisite imperfection, who 
constantly translate for each other, who constantly speak across languages, and who 
constantly realize that people who speak the same language are not necessarily the ones 
who understand each other best”  . All interviews were conducted in the language preferred 
by my respondents. In case of Kurdish as a preferred language I involved a translator in the 
transcription process or in some cases also during the interview. Due to religious 
sensitivities, one of my Ezidi respondents asked me to find an Ezidi translator to assist me in 
the transcription process, which I followed to strengthen the trust relationship but also to 
respect my respondents wish. This case illustrated how historical misrepresentation of Ezidi 
people that has led to many pogroms and persecutions has been internalized as a fear by 
many Ezidi people I spoke to. The fact that one part of my family is Ezidi helped in the trust 
relationship with my interlocutors despite my intermediate Kurmanci skills. Also, I realized 
that in highly politized contexts my interviewees preferred speaking in Kurmanci to me, 
despite being fluent in Turkish. Conducting the interview in Kurdish language, although this 
meant involving a translator in the process of transcription to be sure I don’t make any 
mistakes, was preferred by some of my respondents since it was conceived as a political act 
to insist on Kurmanci, or even a form of self-localization, as well as an act of resistance to 
the politics of denial and language bans. In situations of remote interviews, I was very 
dependent on the help of on-site translators in Maxmur or when I conducted interviews with 
YBS members in Şengal. In these cases, I observed situations where the translators, who 
were fellow activists of my interlocutors, would translate my questions and at times add a 
question of their own, shifting the focus to the more current political aUairs. I realized this 
eUort was not a breach of the agreement but rather due to the conflict temporalities, making 
me question the role of research. For Linda T. Smith, deconstruction in a decolonizing 
framework becomes part of a much larger intent as “taking apart the story, revealing 
underlying texts, and giving voice to things that are often known intuitively does not help 
people to improve their current conditions. It provides words, perhaps, an insight that 
explains certain experiences – but it does not prevent someone from dying” (L. T. Smith, 
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2012: 3). Overall, language and translation emerged as a focal aspect of researching on a 
Kurdish subject matter. Most interlocutors approached the interview situation to get their 
message out. The fact that these interviews became not only a platform of speech for my 
interlocutors but further the way some turned language and translation into an agentic 
repertoire and a performative enactment of resistance, also reflects on the systems of 
oppression and silencing that the communities and activists are subjected to, as well as 
shows how much the on-going conflict permeates subject-positionings.  
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3 HISTORIES OF VIOLENCE REVISITED: COMPOSITE STATELESSNESS  
 
 

 
 
 

Where should the birds fly after the last sky? 
Mahmoud Darwish, Palestinian poet 

 
 
 
Historicizing violence and resistance in the Kurdish case is a challenging endeavor. Not only 
does the chronicle date back centuries and unfolds in a geography that encompasses a 
large region stretching from the northwestern Zagros to the eastern Taurus mountains, but it 
also involves multiple state and non-state actors. Be it autocratic nation states that were 
formed during the interwar period, the legacy of European colonialism, contemporary 
Western and regional imperialisms; the Kurdish case is defined by a heterogenous field of 
actors and intersecting histories of violence and popular resistances. This chapter has no 
ambition to present a complete chronology of historical events, nor does it claim to present 
a linear overview of the history of violence and resistance in Kurdistan. This chapter follows 
the Foucauldian genealogical approach in its attempt to re-think the way we conceptualize 
and understand violence in the Kurdish case. Foucault’s approach is essentially a 
“methodology of suspicion and critique”, where de-familiarization constitutes the mode of 
critique. Historization in the Foucauldian sense accounts “for the constitution of 
knowledges, discourses, domains of objects etc., without having to make reference to a 
subject which is either transcendental in relation to a field of events or runs in its empty 
sameness throughout the course of history” (Foucault, 1980: 117). The genealogical 
approach is anti-essentialist and is based on the idea that presumptions can be distrusted 
and destabilized (Bowman, 2007: 150). Further, this chapter is informed by the concept of 
‘eUective history’ (Wirkungsgeschichte), which is a key idea in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 1960 
published seminal work on the philosophy of hermeneutics with the title Truth and Method 
and is also central to Foucault’s work on genealogy. According to Gadamer, every act of 
interpretation is influenced by the interpreter’s historical context and the tradition in which 
they are situated, hence every historical thinking must consider its own historicity. EUective 
history therefore is the ongoing process by which past events and interpretations become 
integrated into our current understanding of the world. This process involves both a fusion 
of horizons (Horizontverschmelzung) and a blending of our own preconceptions with the 
perspectives of past thinkers and actors. Gadamer argues that eUective history is not a 
linear, objective account of the past, but rather a dynamic, ongoing conversation between 
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past and present (Gadamer, 2013). EUective history rejects the idea of history and truth as a 
fixed or static subject-matter, but as constantly evolving through an ongoing engagement 
with it.  
 
This chapter aims to unsettle assumptions based on the idea of linearity and 
unchallengeable origins and unity. For Foucault, “history becomes ‘eUective’ to the degree 
that it introduces discontinuity into our very being” (Foucault, 1977: 154). By 
conceptualizing violence and resistance outside the limitations of dominant epistemic 
frames that presume a unity of nation states and identities, the underlying conviction of this 
chapter is that neither history nor the present in the Kurdish case can be convincingly 
analyzed if it is limited to the territories of and hegemonic truths as written in the histories of 
the existing nation states. Rather, as I will discuss in the following parts, the Kurdish case 
reveals that diUerent processes of violence that interact with each other and manifest 
themselves in violent unsettlements that are relational, processual and transnational 
concurrences. I show how the history of violence manifests itself not simply through a 
chronicle of violent events in the past or episodes of mass violence but also through colonial 
relations between the state and the Kurdish subject, inter-state regimes and processes of 
fracturing a society through entangled histories of persecution, refugeeization and 
minoritization. Telling the history of violence in Kurdistan through the eUective history of 
societal unsettlement as produced by state power vis-à-vis Kurdish subjects aims to rethink 
how we understand statelessness as a history of violence that is not reduced to the 
historical fact of the lack of a Kurdish nation state. Given the mapping of the field as 
significantly shaped by the conflict assemblage of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, this chapter too 
is designated along the histories of violence as produced within. Therefore, the focus on 
Turkey in the following is not due to methodological nationalism that tends to perceive 
histories mainly through the territoriality and nationality of a nation state, in this case that of 
Turkey, but is a reflection of the context-agency interaction of contemporary Kurdish 
mobilization as unfolding in a field in which the Turkish state acts as a structuralizing and 
dominating power. Hence, this chapter presents the histories of violence from a 
contextualizing point of view and aims to provide the analytical frame for the following 
chapters, in which my interlocutors themselves narrate how they remember violence, how 
they re-signify dominant concepts in the various contexts of the conflict and develop 
resistant agential practices in response. Although this chapter serves as a contextual 
chapter, the need to revisit the histories of violence emerged mainly in the process of 
collecting the empirical material. Therefore, while this chapter is not an empirical chapter in 
the strict sense, it is deeply informed by the empirical data and the field of Turkey’s Kurdish 
conflict. De-familiarizing with and rethinking of the histories of violence and forms of 
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resistance has developed in the field and reflects the intertwined complex histories 
unfolding as a dynamic of context and agency.  In the following, I will propose the concept of 
composite statelessness to account for the relational and processual dynamics of violence 
in Kurdistan. In a later chapter, I will also equally assess the history of resistance in Kurdistan 
through multidirectional temporalities of Kurdish mobilization.  
 

 

3.1 Relational unsettlement: Of dereliction and coloniality  

“My father was your last journey going to be so lonely? – your daughter Rahşan” is written 
under a black and white photograph of three men carrying a coUin in a deserted landscape. 
The photo was taken on the day Kurdish intellectual Musa Anter was buried and it shows an 
empty landscape and an unattended funeral.15 Anter was the ninth journalist to be killed in 
1992 by Turkish paramilitary forces and is one of the approximately 900 counted unsolved 
murders and forced disappearances of Kurdish journalists, intellectuals and lawyers during 
the counterinsurgency violence period of the 1990s (Çetin, 2013; Işık, 2021; Üngör & Işık, 
2021). The photo was published in the pop cultural journal Esmer in the September issue in 
2005 and was shared again in late 2023 on the 31st remembrance day of Anter’s 
assassination by Kurdish journalist Irfan Aktan with the words: “The mentality that sent 
Kurdish intellectuals they massacred in the 1990s to their graves all alone and with 
unattended funerals basically said, ‘it’s over, they (Kurds) can’t raise their backs after this.’ 
Those who killed Musa Anter and imposed his burial in this way thought that not allowing the 
Kurds to meet physically was an achievement of dereliction”16 (trans. RB).    
 
Here translated into dereliction, in the original quote Irfan Aktan uses the Turkish term 
sahipsizleştirme, which in fact speaks to a wider spectrum of meaning. Sahipsizleştirme is 
a compound word that describes a process of making subjects vulnerable and unaccounted 
for. While “sahip”, means “owner” or “possessor”, the “-siz” suUix means “without” and “-
leştirme” indicates the process of turning something into something else. In the context of 
forced disappearances and lonely burials such as in the case of Musa Anter, 
sahipsizleştirme, implies a process where individuals or groups are rendered without 
protection, support, community, or accountability. It refers to a state of neglect, 
abandonment, or isolation by those in power, where the aUected are continuously stripped 
from context, contractual connections and relational ties that could potentially lead to 

 
15 See https://t24.com.tr/haber/musa-antere-agit-babam-son-yolculugun-boyle-yalniz-mi-olmaliydi,240082 
(last accessed 13/07/2023) and Appendix Fig. 2. 
16 See https://x.com/irfanaktans/status/1704392946643325298?s=46 (last accessed 26/09/2024).  

https://t24.com.tr/haber/musa-antere-agit-babam-son-yolculugun-boyle-yalniz-mi-olmaliydi,240082
https://x.com/irfanaktans/status/1704392946643325298?s=46
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social, cultural, political, legal structures of support. This term captures a broad social and 
political process where certain subjects are left without care, oversight, or responsibility 
from the authorities who should be providing it. Therefore, in the Kurdish context is usually 
used to refer to the process of dispossession, making something or someone devoid of 
guardianship, or protection. Hence, in times of increasing contention and/or as a response 
to state violence, the term has been re-appropriated by activists and politicians as a protest 
call, as well as by the guerilla’s executive council in statements addressed to the Turkish 
state as Kürtler sahipsiz değildir (trans. The Kurds are not derelict).17   The Kurdish equivalent 
of this term is bêkes, where “bê” means “without” and “kes” means “anyone” and is a 
commonly used term by Kurdish artists and writers18 to refer to a national sentiment of being 
left alone, not cared for, almost orphan-like.  
 
While statelessness often manifests itself as a situation of legal uncertainty, where people 
struggle with the absence of legal documentation and consequently the denial of essential 
services like healthcare and education, dereliction is a term that unravels state-
orchestrated situations and conditions, in which individuals find themselves on the 
periphery of political participation and civic engagement, eUectively estranged from 
mainstream societal processes. The repercussions of dereliction are profound and far-
reaching, extending to the realms of necropolitical violence informing a coloniality as 
sahipsizleştirme, a process of dereliction, informs a relationship the state builds with its 
citizens not by withdrawing their citizenships but by creating subjects of non-belonging 
emotionally, politically and socially. While dereliction can manifest itself as an intertwined 
and complicated web of issues, including discriminatory state policies, unresolved 
murders, judicial neglect, state of emergency regimes, territorial disputes, gender-based 
inequalities and violence, and state violence against minoritized groups, the following wants 
to engage with the relational unsettlements created in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict. As 
Heitmeyer and SoeUner argue “ambiguity is one of the characteristics of violence” (2004: 
11), hence this approach shall open new ways of sense making and connection of important 
junctures in the history of violence in Kurdistan. As I will show, with the “century-old way of 

 
17 For example, then HDP co-chair Pervin Buldan reacted in a press statement to the murder of Kurdish family 
of seven members in a racist attack in Konya by saying The Kurdish are not derelict, see news item from 
31/07/2021 at Yeni Journal website https://www.yenijournal.com/buldan-kurtler-sahipsiz-degildir (last 
accessed 04/05/2024. Another example is a statement issued by the KCK during the violent urban warfare in 
2015 is a warning to the governments violent attacks on civilians in Cizre with the same sentence (“Kürtler 
sahipsiz değildir”) and calling the local population to claim back their cities (“sahiplenmeye cağiriyoruz”), see 
news item from 15/09/2015 at Siyasi Haber website, https://siyasihaber9.org/kck-siviller-katledildikce-
misillemeler-devam-edecek-kurtler-sahipsiz-degildir/ (last accessed 04/05/2024).  
18 Bêkes for instance is the self-claimed last name of a prominent Kurdish poet Şerko Bêkes and has been also 
used as names for Kurdish film productions or for artwork, such as the popular movie about Kurdish orphaned 
children by Karzan Kader. 

https://www.yenijournal.com/buldan-kurtler-sahipsiz-degildir
https://siyasihaber9.org/kck-siviller-katledildikce-misillemeler-devam-edecek-kurtler-sahipsiz-degildir/
https://siyasihaber9.org/kck-siviller-katledildikce-misillemeler-devam-edecek-kurtler-sahipsiz-degildir/
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engaging the Kurdish question, i.e. coping with the means of the simultaneous use of 
instruments of violence, oppression and assimilation” (Yeğen, 2023: 945), relational realms 
of violence that emerged out of the history that consist of a series of individual and/or 
intertwined violent events and critical junctures. Therefore, I argue for an understanding of 
violence in Kurdistan from a relational analysis of state power and societal subjects in the 
Kurdish issue, both inside Turkey and transborder reverberations.  
 
 
 
 

The Turkish state, Kurdish subjects and necropolitics  

Modern societies, according to Étienne Balibar, eventually reach a point of “excluding those 
who, from inside, are deemed to be impossible and unnecessary to include, or in the end 
those whose exclusion is deemed necessary for the inclusion of all others to take place and 
become eUective” (Balibar, 2005: 32). What Balibar refers to as “internal exclusion” is 
reflected strongly in the state-society relations in Turkey, especially with regards to Kurdish 
subjects. Assimilation through the legal and ideological integration into proclaimed 
universalist Turkish citizenship is the Turkish state’s foundational paradigm. However, 
considering the violence inherent to Turkey’s nation-building project, it can be argued that 
the term assimilation renders itself like a euphemism. Bezwan embeds assimilation within 
his conceptual framework on the implications of the foundational violence during the state-
building period of the 1920s and 1930s, given that “contrary to the oUicial account that 
presents assimilation as a benevolent act, providing a kind of ‘equal opportunity’ for the 
inclusion into Turkishness, assimilation indeed contains an eliminatory dimension as it 
targets a territorially concentrated population with explicit national aspirations, agential 
claims and qualities as well as a history of struggle for self-rule” (Bezwan, 2021c: 20). This 
is particularly the case when reflecting on practices of physical and/or more diluted forms 
of biopolitics underpinning century-old and recurring Turkification policies, such as 
systematic torture practices of historically infamous cases such as the Diyarbakır military 
prison, which was established during the 1980-junta regime (Hakyemez, 2017; Sarıkaya, 
2021; Weiss, 2019; Y. Y. Yıldız, 2016; Zana, 1997) or legal arrangements like criminalizing 
and banning Kurdish language (Fernandes, 2012; Haig, 2004; Üngör, 2012; Zeydanlıoğlu, 
2014), structural and everyday racism (Tutkal, 2022a, 2024; Yarkın, 2022), the systematic 
displacement of Kurdish populations (Ferguson, 2023; Genç, 2021; Saadi, 2021), state of 
emergency regimes in Kurdistan not as transient but instead permanent forms of 
government (Bedirhanoğlu, 2021; Whiting & Kaya, 2021) or the non-recognition of political 
mandates through practices like withdrawing immunity and lengthy prison sentences for 
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Kurdish-party parliamentarians, seizing democratically elected mayorships in Kurdish towns 
and mass persecutions of popular bases of Kurdish democratic parties (Tanca, 2024; Tepe 
& Alemdaroğlu, 2021; Tutkal, 2022b).  
 
State-society relations that are shaped through processes of internal exclusion not only 
easily transform into what Achille Mbembe has called necropolitical violence but also are 
inscribed into the collective memories of those excluded communities. This is strongly 
demonstrated in the case of the D�yarbakır military prison, which being a site of violent 
Turkification has been also associated and narrated as a site from which the PKK emerged 
as an inevitable response and necessary anti-colonial resistance (Cansiz, 2019; Jongerden 
& Akkaya, 2011). Based on an analysis of prisoner testimonies, Welat Zeydanlıoğlu 
highlights, how the D�yarbakır military prison instituted a site where the process of 
assimilation was brutally enacted though torture in order to inscribe Turkishness onto the 
bodies and minds of Kurdish prisoners and of Kurdish populations in general (Zeydanlıoğlu, 
2009). Thus, as Yeşim Yaprak Yıldız argues, “the bodies of the prisoners in Diyarbakır prison 
were turned into mnemonic devices reminding them and the wider Kurdish population that 
the power of life and death lay with the state” (2016: 191).  
 
Systematic torture in Turkey’s prisons, particularly in the Diyarbakır military prison, was not 
merely an isolated phenomenon but is deeply intertwined with the Turkish state’s broader 
strategy of Turkification that seeks to eliminate ethnic diUerences by enforcing a singular 
national identity. It relates to how states exercise power over individuals and groups in 
society, particularly through mechanisms like torture and forced confessions, which are 
used to assert not only control but also to establish a regime of truth that legitimizes and 
reproduces state sovereignty (Y. Y. Yıldız, 2016). Internal exclusion and the practices of 
elimination according to Balibar are problems inherent to universalist and modernist ideas 
of inclusions, integrations, assimilations, as “sameness is possible only at the cost of 
discarding diUerence, and selfhood at the cost of projecting otherness” (Balibar, 2005: 32). 
The tensions that come with the idea of internal exclusion in the state-society relations 
between the Turkish state and Kurdish populations, have been addressed by important 
contributions on nation-building processes in Turkey, for instance, Baris Ünlü has termed 
the “crisis of the Turkishness contract” (Ünlü, 2016) or Mesut Yeğen has introduced 
analytical categories of “prospective Turks” and “pseudo citizens” (Yeğen, 2009), which have 
shaped an understanding of the mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion inherent to Turkish 
citizenship.   
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Some citizens of the Turkish state therefore, particularly the Kurdish population but also 
other minoritized groups within society, have been historically subjects of discourses and 
practices of elimination through mechanisms, practices and ideas of internal exclusion and 
mass violence. Creating and maintaining a homogenous nation state at the expense of 
Kurdish populations’ right to self-determination is often argued to show itself through a 
security paradigm of the Turkish state, or what in nationalism studies and IR theory has been 
conceptualized as ontological insecurity (Giddens, 1991; Mitzen, 2006; Steele, 2007), in 
which, as applied by Maurizio Geri on Turkey’s re-securitization of the Kurdish issue, all 
articulations of “Kurdishness” are deemed a threat to national integrity (Geri, 2017). Making 
sense of the recurrence of a violent episode in the past decade, Banu Bargu for instance 
analyzes the 2016 failed coup attempt in Turkey as a critical juncture in the recent history of 
Turkish politics. She suggests the narrative of a state under threat, hence the reinforcement 
of the security paradigm by the hegemonic bloc, has given the government under Erdoğan 
power to put “Turkey on the course of a new founding […] rendering the AKP government 
eUectively a sovereign dictatorship” (Bargu, 2018: 25). Calling it a “second founding” (2018: 
34), Bargu emphasizes the techniques to normalize emergency rule by routinizing executive 
decrees and eliminating the role of the parliament as an arena for deliberation, as well as 
the restructuring processes of other state apparatuses. Alper Kaliber and Matthew Whiting 
argue that the Turkish emergency rule in 2016 highlights how the government constructed 
an emergency around a threat from coup plotters, but then most of the subsequent 
extraordinary legislation targeted the Kurdish population through what they conceptualize 
as modular emergency regimes (Kaliber & Whiting, 2023), hence a combination of 
emergency measure that were laid on top of already existing policies that sought to restrict 
Kurdish politics in public life (Kaliber, 2023).  
 
While restructuring the state and securing an exception undoubtedly remains in the center 
of the recent episode of authoritarian entrenchment in Turkey, I have argued elsewhere, this 
has only been eUective politically and also within society through the ideological 
reinstatement of the republic’s factory settings based on monoculturalist principles, hence 
a recurrence of narratives of internal exclusions against Kurds in Turkey (Burç, 2019; Burç & 
Tokatlı, 2019). I want to contribute to this ongoing debate with an anthropological reading of 
state-society relations in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict by adding that state sovereignty is 
consolidated or amplified through conjectural significations of societal dynamics and 
narratives, in which Kurdish subjects are “prepared for elimination, i.e. progressively and 
institutionally marked as potential, future victims, and collectively pushed into a social 
corner where they acquired the status of ‘living corpses’, or masses of individuals who are 
neither completely ‘alive’ nor yet, already ‘dead’” (Balibar, 2005: 32–33, emphasis in the 



 

 91 

original). Balibar’s anthropological genealogy of the processes of extermination and 
elimination is informed by a comparative reading of Foucault and Arendt, who both show in 
their respective works Abnormal (2003) and The Origins of Totalitarianism (1973), that mass 
exterminations take place within the “realm and time of legality and normality”, in which 
“racist discursive formations” are used “to explain how individuals and groups are separated 
from the community or singled out within society” (Balibar, 2005: 33).  
 
Hage’s conceptualization of the cultures of exterminability is drawing from this line of 
thought by stressing that before society engages in extermination it goes through a social 
state where those who are to be exterminated are, in eUect, prepared for their extermination. 
Making an argument on the processes of producing the “Muslim other” as exemplified in the 
global Palestinian question, he argues that a social environment and climate in which the 
practice of extermination becomes something that can be practically contemplated is 
necessary, since producing potential exterminable others, which is located in dominant 
imaginaries of the nation, at the same time means producing its potential exterminators 
(Hage, 2015: 181–92). Şefika Kumral (2024) shows in her recent study on anti-Kurdish 
communal violence in Turkey that while extermination is usually imagined in the realm of the 
state or non-state paramilitaries and ultranationalists, civilian populations in Western cities 
of Turkey became the main perpetrators during the 2000s, when the armed conflict between 
the PKK and the Turkish military in fact was declining, in contrast to the peak of conflict 
during the 1990s, when communal violence was low. Kumral’s empirical study on a 
divergent temporality and spatiality of violence from below via-a-vis violence from above, 
supports Hage’s concept on the cultures of exterminability as for him, “to be classified as 
exterminable does not mean that a process of extermination is already underway, but it does 
mean that if it happens people will not be necessarily up in arms about it” (2015: 182). 
Drawing on the concept of (ethnic) boundaries, challenged by democratization processes 
and social movements, Kumral’s qualitative study shows that despite the existence of a 
decades old ethnic conflict in Kurdistan, Turkish society conceptualized Kurds initially “as 
part of the in-group, a segment of the ‘Turkish nation’, when they first migrated to Western 
cities and towns throughout the 1990s” yet “as the 2000s progressed, this population was 
increasingly perceived and described by Turkish residents not as ‘Eastern citizens’ but as 
‘rebellious Kurds’” (Kumral, 2024: 126). While the increase of communal violence is 
analyzed through the dynamics of increasing communal polarization in the contentious 
period in the lead-up to the 2015 and 2016 elections and the growing dynamics of 
democratic alliances and mass mobilizations against the AKP government (Burç, 2022b; 
Güneş, 2017; Kumral, 2017; O’Connor & Baser, 2018), Zeynep Gambetti argues from the 
perspective of an intertwined development of increasing lynching practices, entrenching 
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neoliberalism and the reinstatement of the security state in Turkey during the 2000s, out of 
which a Turkish civil society has been transformed into “willing executioners” (Gambetti, 
2013: 126).  
 
Interestingly, the category of otherness as a product of internal exclusion in Turkey did not 
create a Kurdish Other from the beginning of the republic. The dominant imaginary of the 
Turkish national state did not acknowledge a category of identity, territoriality, nationality, 
language or culture that could be termed Kurdish in the first place. This created a paradox 
situation where the state apparatus prepared and executed extermination of Kurds 
throughout diUerent periods of the early republic and later episodes of violence in the 
context of contentious politics in the 1980s and 1990s without actually naming those 
exterminable others Kurdish as this would suggest the recognition of Kurdishness as an 
ontological category, which in the state ideology was ought not to be – reminiscent of the 
kind of negation in the Fanonian sense of a “zone of nonbeing”  (Fanon, 1986: 10). 
Explanations of inevitable notions of diUerence were subsumed under constructions such 
as the East, Easterners, feudal, backward, or stories of ‘Turks, living in mountainous areas, 
hence their unintelligible language’, turned Kurds into an object of domination nonetheless 
through the ‘Oriental Other’, paradoxically in a country that was Orientalized and Othered by 
Western powers and discourse itself, accounting for what Edward Said has called “latent 
Orientalism” (1978: 117), hence the in advanced marking of “the place and the characters 
of the would be enemy” (Balibar, 2005: 29). At the same time, given that the dominant 
imaginary of the Turkish nation involved a norm citizen, who is ought to be Muslim, Turkish, 
loyal to the state and ideally heteronormative, made it possible to create exterminable 
others not only through the categories of ethnicity, but also religion, dissent to the state, and 
sexuality, shaping what Diler Bulut calls a “national habitus” (Bulut, 2024: 62). As Tanıl Bora, 
author of the seminal book Turkey’s Lynching Regime, puts it, “lynching practices in Turkey 
have established their own routine. Most of the times they target Kurds, sometimes leftists, 
and then also homosexuals and those other genders they call ‘perverse’. The lynching of 
these groups has been permissible. Police and ‘sensitive citizens’ act on the basis of this 
knowledge”  (Bora, 2008: 42).   
 
The discursive shift from “the Eastern citizen” to the “rebellious Kurd” among the Turkish 
society in Western cities despite the decline of conflict, as identified by Kumral as a central 
development of the 2000s and mentioned above, resonates with the wider shift in narrative 
of the nation under the AKP government. Under the new AKP government, the politics of 
denial, hence the non-recognition of the bare existence of Kurds was narrated as a remnant 
of an authoritarian past and a so-called Kurdish opening was initiated, which involved the 
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legalization of the Kurdish language, the opening of private language schools (albeit public 
education in mother tongue remains banned), the foundation of a Kurdish cultural channel 
as part of the state television TRT and the rapprochement towards publicly communicated 
formalized talks with the imprisoned leader of the PKK Abdullah Öcalan.  
 
While it seemed, the Kurdish issue was negotiated toward a conflict-solution, the 
government not only continued infrastructural securitization in Kurdistan with increasing 
military presence in Kurdish towns and cities inside and outside its borders or considered 
the growing political articulations of Kurds as non-compatible with the envisioned solution 
of the Kurdish issue based on culturalist frames of assigned liberties but also introduced 
new national boundary-making with the category of yerli ve milli. Translating into 
‘homegrown and national’, these categories signified new parameters of measuring the 
loyalty to the Turkish state and to the Turkish nation through an allegiance with the 
government. Therefore, after ethnic othering of Kurds had been associated with the regimes 
of the past, internal exclusion and the monoculturalist factory settings remained necessary 
to continue to claim sovereignty as a Turkish nation state. Yerli ve milli therefore, as Ceren 
Şengül argues, constitutes a new boundary-making, where loyalty to the state through the 
party (AKP), is the main paradigm around which membership to the regime of rights provided 
by citizenship is defined. In turn, this means, “anyone, regardless of their ideological 
background, who has shown disloyalty to the AKP and/or Erdoğan, can become non-yerli ve 
milli overnight, or, in the AKP’s terminology – a terrorist.” (2021: 51). Through an analysis of 
the discourse on yerli ve milli as adopted by the Presidency of Religious AUairs (Diyanet İşleri 
Başkanlığı, Diyanet), Nil Mutluer (2018) shows that this kind of boundary-making has 
enhanced internal exclusion since the possibility for Kurds to assimilate through religious 
inclusion, hence through a Muslim identification, counter-intuitively became more diUicult 
as the nation was narratively conflated with the ummah, whose interest is safeguarded by 
the political regime of the AKP. Hence, religious articulations increasingly began to engage 
in militarist rhetoric, amplifying nationalistic exclusion and the marking of Kurds as 
potentially not submitting to the Turkish state’s ‘war on terrorism’. This was particularly 
strongly expressed during cross-border military operations against Kurds in Rojava, when the 
appointed president of the Diyanet, Ali Erbaş, issued a statement in support of Turkish forces 
fighting to protect the ummah, which for Mutluer “was a clear sign that, in the AKP era, 
Diyanet used the discourse of the ‘unity of Muslims’ as a political tool”  (2018: 11).  
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Statelessness as an inter-state regime and emotional liminality 

In 1991, Ismail Beşikçi19, a sociologist of Turkish origin, has argued that despite the 
diUerences between the political systems in Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran, the four nation 
states have had a joint goal of denying Kurds the right to equal existence in their respective 
states, forging the predicament of Kurdistan in the process, or as prominently framed, the 
international colony Kurdistan (Beşikçi, 1991). In the past century, the colonial reality of the 
so-called Kurdish issue in the Middle East has therefore emerged as both a territorial issue 
and subjugation process of the Kurds and Kurdistan (Duruiz, 2020). Hence, on the one hand 
the division of predominantly Kurdish lands in the early twentieth century and their 
allocation to the states of Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq and on the other hand, the systematic 
minoritization of Kurds in those countries (Owtram, 2018). While Beşikçi’s analysis still 
accounts for contemporary manifestations of coloniality in Kurdistan, understanding 
Kurdish conundrum as embedded within the politics of the region, Kurdistan emerges as 
both a colony and post-colony. The discourse on inter-subaltern hierarchies, as put forward 
by Jan Yasin Sunca from a Gramscian perspective by undoing hegemony and subalternity as 
based on a West/non-West dichotomy (Sunca, 2023b), emerges as central in cases such as  
Kurdistan, which signifies both a geography that has been liberated from the colonial British 
and French mandates yet simultaneously and successively has been subjugated to the 
regional imperialisms of Turkey and Iran, as well as the authoritarian Baa’th regimes of Iraq 
and Syria (Ammen, 2022; M. Gunter, 2014; Sadiq, 2021). A focus on state-orchestrated 
violence and mass violence in Kurdistan, especially in the constitutive early years of the 
Turkish republic in 1920s and 1930s, the establishment of pan-Arabist systems of 
domination in postcolonial Syria and Iraq, as well as hostile regimes in both pre and post-
revolutionary Iran, have informed knowledge on the violent processes “at the intersection of 
state formation and expansion, direct rule and the politics of nationbuilding, and various 
forms of resistance” (Bezwan, 2021c: 11). Conceptual distinctions prevalent in the study of 
violence such as genocide and politicide (HarU & Gurr, 1988), or “direct, structural, and 
cultural violence” (Galtung, 1969: 170), for Bezwan remain incomplete in the Kurdish case 
as “neither the origins and nature nor the causes, recurrence and durability of state-

 
19 Ismail Beşikçi is a sociologist of Turkish origin, who has served 17 years in prison for his ethnographic writings 
on the Kurdish population in Turkey. He was one of the first researchers, who did fieldwork in Bakur Kurdistan 
and claimed the existence of a distinct ethnicity called Kurds. This was against the denialist canon in Turkey at 
the time and caused his prosecution under terrorism propaganda charges after the coup d’etat of 1971. He 
has written 36 books, most of them in prison, and out of which 32 have been banned in Turkey, marking him as 
a “discomfortable intellectual” for the Turkish state (Ünlü, 2012). As the latest iteration, in 2010 he was taken 
to court for one of his articles again. The court charged him with PKK propaganda based on an article with the 
title The rights of the nations for self-determination and the Kurds, in which he had been using the Q letter of 
the Kurdish alphabet in an original name of a Kurdish town. This case has been picked up by some media 
outlets as the “Causa-Q”,  see for more: https://www.milliyet.com.tr/gundem/besikci-ye-q-davasi-1313812 
(last accessed 20/02/2024).  

https://www.milliyet.com.tr/gundem/besikci-ye-q-davasi-1313812
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organized violence can properly be understood without understanding the coloniality of 
order and violence in relation to Kurds and Kurdistan” (2021c: 32). Bezwan’s emphasis on 
the centrality of coloniality in the comprehension of the Kurdish issue as essentially an issue 
of recurring and durable violence in Kurdistan and in the lives of Kurds, no matter their 
regional diUerences, is an argument that builds on Bozarslan’s perspective on the issue of 
statuslessness. Bozarslan argues that statuslessness in the Kurdish case has created “a 
regime of inter-state domination” and “an inter-state security regime, which defined the 
regionwide Kurdistan as a zone of a permanent regime of exception” (Bozarslan, 2018: 12–
13). Based on my empirical findings, which I will present and analyze in the following 
chapters, I argue that inter-state regimes and zones of exception, inform a Kurdish history of 
statelessness, which – counterintuitively – does not simply emerge as a violent order defined 
by the lack of a (Kurdish) national state. But significantly through the colonial subjugation 
produced by the inter-state regime of permanent exception, hence a relational unsettlement 
that turns Kurds into subjects of non-belonging and non-protection (stateless so to say) and 
produces an emotional liminality the subjects find themselves in. The latter has been often 
analyzed for liminal spaces encountered with law, such as in the cases of immigration laws, 
refugee experiences and formal statelessness, where citizenships are given, revoked, or fall 
apart. Based on the case of the citizenship crisis in the northeast Indian state of Assam, 
Angshuman Choudhury for instance argues in a discussion of the Peter McMillan center on 
statelessness that individuals who find themselves in legal liminalities navigate a zone 
determined by both a complete exclusion and full inclusion as they are caught in a legal 
limbo, despite being either born or having lived in Assam for decades. Calling it a zone of 
statelessness, Choudhury submits that statelessness can exist as a nuanced, ambiguous 
condition that blurs the lines of identity and belonging and that “in fact, it is crucial for 
scholars of statelessness to recognize non-traditional forms of statelessness in specific 
contexts that create unique forms of precarity” (Choudhury, 2024).  
 
Drawing on Judith Butler’s rearticulation of Louis Althusser’s work on interpellation, sheds 
further light on statelessness as a unique form of precarity that must not be tied to the lack 
of citizenship per se, given that subjects are essentially formed by discourses that are tied to 
ideology and law. For instance, the naming of the subject by the discourse decides if the 
legality of the subject is to be questioned or not, or as Butler asserts “the use of language is 
itself enabled by first having been called a name, the occupation of the name is that by which 
one is, quite without choice, situated within the discourse” (Butler, 2011: 82). Interpellation 
as a relation between the subject and the law, where in the potential encounter the subject 
must prove their humanness or for instance their citizenship status as named by the 
discourse, eventually “contribute(s) to that field of discourse and power that orchestrates, 



 

 96 

delimits, and sustains that which qualifies as ‘the human’” (Butler, 2011: xvii). Therefore, if 
“naming is at once the setting of a boundary, and also the repeated inculcation of a norm”, 
statelessness and statuslessness in the Kurdish case emerges as an omnipresent unnaming 
and simultaneously “operates through exclusionary means, such that the human is not only 
produced over and against the inhuman, but through a set of foreclosures, radical erasures, 
that are, strictly speaking, refused the possibility of cultural articulation” (Butler, 2011: xvii).  
The lack of a status therefore accounts to a wide spectrum from the unnaming of Kurds as a 
distinct category beyond frames of the dominant nations to the non-recognition of a 
minority, cultural, territorial, or political status and produces a liminality of neither really 
stateless or nor really citizen.  Interestingly, even Beşikçi, who introduced the terminology of 
Kurdistan being an international colony in 1991 asserted in a later interview in 2015, that 
“Kurdistan was not even regarded as a colonized or occupied country” (Beşikçi, 2015b) 
emphasizing how the violence inherent to Kurdistan’s coloniality was amplified by the very 
absence of recognition of a status as a colony.  
 
Only recently scholarship have put forward a novel reading on Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, by 
conceptualizing the Turkish state’s practices as a specific form of colonial rule in the 
Kurdistan geography. While Naif Bezwan suggests an understanding of mass violence in 
Kurdistan through the concept of integral colonialism as an interplay of building a state 
coercive capacity, political de-development designed for resource extraction and 
exploitation and co-optation of relevant actors to the regime elites (Bezwan, 2021c), other 
scholars have introduced studies on Turkish colonial governmentality in northern Kurdistan, 
particularly  analyzing the infrastructural components that constitute the state’s colonial 
practices in the Kurdistan geography within the Turkish nation state borders and how local 
populations perceive the state’s infrastructural presence as colonial (Akin, 2023). 
Particularly, the University of Rojava has taken a proactive stance in decolonizing Kurdish 
Studies with a 2022 summer school program, De-colonization in Kurdistan and Beyond, 
reflecting a growing commitment to redefining academic narratives on the Kurds from within 
the region itself. However, despite significant contributions on approaching the Kurdish 
issue from a decolonial perspective (Goner, 2023; Sunca, 2023a), there continues to be a 
significant gap of research that intersects questions on de/coloniality and Kurdish 
mobilization. 
 
Another aspect that is important are the transregional reverberations of Turkey’s Kurdish 
conflict, as mentioned in the previous chapter through the notion of a Turkey/PKK-centric 
conflict assemblage, which significantly inform the inter-state regime of Kurdish 
statelessness, as well as the transregionalizing eUects on contemporary Kurdish 
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mobilization. In a recent article, Mesut Yeğen analyses the evolving approach of the Turkish 
state towards the Kurdish issue and emphasizes a significant shift from its traditional 
engagement through an ethnopolitical lens toward more geopolitically driven frameworks 
since 2015. Marking a distinction before and after 2015, Yeğen argues that during the former 
period the Kurdish issue motivated cooperation among regional states, such as Turkey, Iran, 
Iraq, and Syria, as they collectively sought to suppress Kurdish movements and maintain 
their territorial integrity. Hence, before 2015 the above-mentioned nation-building strategies 
of the Turkish state also determined the way the Kurdish issue was addressed regionally. This 
cooperation was evident in historical instances, such as treaties and pacts signed between 
these states to combat what they perceived as a common ‘Kurdish threat’.20 However, 
especially towards the end of the 1960s the Kurdish issue had become a card to be used 
against rivalries among the states (Yeğen, 2023). The weakening of state surveillance 
capacities in this period allowed for the maintenance of intra-Kurdish ties across borders, 
according to Yeğen, leading to more complex regional dynamics as the initial concern of 
fostering regional collaboration increasingly became a tool for geopolitical maneuvering and 
competition among these states. The emergence of a multipolar world and the power 
vacuum in these neighboring countries have heightened Turkey’s security concerns and its 
ambitions to assert itself as a regional power. Consequently, the Turkish state has employed 
new instruments to exert control over Kurdish-populated areas across its borders, including 
military operations and territorial management, as well as enforced Arabization and 
Turkification measures in those Kurdish spaces. This includes replacing the functions of the 
states of Syria and Iraq in Kurdish regions and utilizing strategies of space and population 
engineering to contain Kurdish identity and political movements beyond a Turkish nation 
state territory.  

 
Yeğen argues that the shift in the Turkish state’s approach to the Kurdish issue from 
ethnopolitics to geopolitics unfolded as a response to a series of significant political and 
social developments that occurred around 2015. First, the collapse of the peace 
negotiations, which had been initiated in the early 2010s to resolve the Kurdish issue through 
dialogue and political means, marked a critical turning point as the termination of peace 
talks in 2015 led to the resurgence of armed conflict. The Turkish state reverted to a strategy 

 
20 To name a few of the various historical instances that illustrate transregional state-cooperation regarding the 
Kurdish issue, Mesut Yeğen illustrates for example, how during the French mandate, Syria allowed Turkish 
forces to use its territory to suppress the Kurdish rebellion of 1925. Or, similarly in 1932, Iran and Turkey 
reached an agreement to adjust their border to better address Kurdish insurgents on both sides. Another two 
significant treaties between Iran, Iraq, and Turkey formalized anti-Kurdish regional collaboration, the Sadabad 
Treaty of 1937 and the Baghdad Pact of 1955, both ensuring that the three nation states would cooperate to 
suppress Kurdish activities in any of their territories if posed trans-border issues (Yeğen, 2023: 948). 
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of military engagement and repression against Kurds and the Kurdish movement. Second, 
the success of the political iteration of the contemporary Kurdish movement in Turkey 
through the left alliance HDP in the June 2015 elections, becoming the third-largest party in 
the Turkish parliament represented a substantial shift in the political landscape, indicating 
a growing Kurdish political presence and societal influence across the country. Third, the 
advances of Kurdish movement forces in Rojava-Syria, particularly the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), manifested an unprecedent development of Kurdish grassroots autonomy at 
the Turkish border gaining international sympathies and support for a successful territorial 
and ideological fight against IS and prompting more aggressive geopolitical response from 
Turkey. These factors have led to the Turkish state’s engagement with the Kurdish issue as a 
single enterprise that encompasses both internal concerns and regional geopolitical 
dynamics, leading to a more comprehensive and militarized approach towards Kurdish 
populations in the region, as well as bringing its interest in containing Kurdish lives and 
articulations of Kurdishness even into negotiation rounds for bilateral relations with Western 
states and perpetuating anti-Kurdish racism, persecution and criminalization in allied 
countries such as Germany.21  
 
Yeğen refers to the concept of Lebensraum to illustrate a traditional understanding of 
geopolitics that emphasizes territorial expansion and control as essential for state’s survival 
and prosperity. This term was originally coined by the German geographer Friedrich Ratzel 
and later adopted by the Nazis to justify aggressive expansionist surges and Yeğen uses it to 
highlight how classical geopolitics has historically framed state relations as a struggle for 
territory (2023: 951). In this context, states are viewed as organisms competing for space 
and resources in an environment populated by other states. The idea suggests that a state’s 
power and security are directly linked to its ability to control land and resources, which can 
lead to conflicts over borders and territorial claims. In the context of the Turkish state’s 
engagement with the Kurdish issue, Yeğen implies that the Turkish government’s approach 
since 2015 reflects a return to this classical geopolitical logic. By prioritizing territorial 
control and military presence in the regions populated by Kurds, both within Turkey and in 
neighboring countries like Syria and Iraq, the state is engaging in a form of geopolitical 
maneuvering that echoes the historical Lebensraum concept. This approach, a symbiosis 
of and transition from ethnopolitics to geopolitics, seeks to contain, control, and cease 

 
21 In addition to the criminalization Kurds in Turkey face for exercising fundamental rights such as freedom of 
speech, thought, press and usage of Kurdish language, there is an increasing transregional manifestation of 
similar dynamics in Germany and Europe. For a detailed study on criminalization of and repression against 
Kurds, Kurdish refugees and activist allies in Germany see (Glasner-Hummel, Morres, & Schamberger, 2023). 
For methodological and epistemic considerations on researching the Kurdish movement in Europe without 
causing harm see (Dirik, 2021b). 
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Kurdish populations and movements, viewing them as potential threats to the Turkish state’s 
integrity. I would like to further this argument and add that next to the threat-conception of 
the Turkish state, given the above-mentioned processes auf relational unsettlements that 
are significantly informed by subject-making through necropolitical and colonial violence, in 
fact, it can be argued that controlling and containing Kurdish subjecthood inside and outside 
Turkey has emerged as a constant constitution of state sovereignty and reason of existence.  
 

 

 

 

 

3.2 Processual unsettlement: Fracturing a society  

In the previous section, I examined forms of relational unsettlement through a historical 
reading of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, not by providing a chronical of events but rather by 
conceptualizing the lasting manifestations of violence throughout central historical 
junctures such as the colonial divisions of Kurdistan, the aftermath of the 1980 military coup 
and the politics of the current AKP government of the past 10 years. I showed that relational 
unsettlement pertains to how violence shapes the relationship between the state and Kurds. 
I argue that relational unsettlement involves creating a specific kind of Kurdish subject who 
is stripped from their societal context through modes of coloniality, dereliction and internal 
exclusion, always at the risk of being subjugated in a culture of exterminability. Therefore, 
what makes this history of violent unsettlement relational is that Kurdish subjects are placed 
in a state of precariousness, where they are constantly threatened and exposed to a culture 
and politics that devalues their existence. The politics of exclusion and discursive unnaming, 
as discussed above, inform a liminality that perpetuates subjecthood situated in emotional 
state of unsettlement, always anticipating the next manifestation of state violence, be it the 
exposure to communal violence on the street, diluted forms of racism through the everyday 
erasure of identity (Coşkan & Şen, 2024; Ergin, 2014) or state enactments of mass violence, 
extraordinary killings, disappearances by unknown assailants, torture practices in prison or 
violent Turkification policies. I have shown that this kind of insecurity as produced by 
Turkey’s Kurdish conflict extends beyond national borders, aUecting Kurdish communities 
across the region due to Turkish military presence, interventions and drone attacks and as 
well globally through bilateral negotiations of Turkish interests, hence the perpetuation of 
anti-Kurdish racism (Ghaderi & Almstadt, 2023; Sincar, 2024) and criminalization and 
persecution of Kurds in Western countries (Glasner-Hummel et al., 2023). Building on the 
relational aspect in the previous section, the following turns to processual expressions of 
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violent unsettlement in the history of Kurdistan as shaped by Turkey’s Kurdish conflict. What 
I introduce as processual unsettlement in this chapter is the ongoing and evolving processes 
through which the state violence fractures Kurdish society and community over time. It 
includes intergenerational histories of persecution, refugeeization of individuals and entire 
communities in intertwined acts of forced in-situ (Feldman, 2021a) and cross-territorial 
displacements, and the systematic minoritization of vulnerable communities. These 
processes continuously disrupt the lives and identities of Kurds, creating a chronic state of 
societal fragmentation. The Turkish state implements policies that subjugate and 
disenfranchise Kurds, attacking community cohesion and leading to a territorially and 
socially fragmented society. The politics of brutalization as put forward by Achille Mbembe 
(2024) also express themselves in recent research that analyses the state orchestrated and 
ongoing ecological and infrastructural destruction (Ahram, 2023; Çayli, Ercan, & Aykac, 
2021; Çaylı & Sağlam, 2024; Dinc, 2021, 2022) and extractivism (Çaylı, 2021b, 2021a) of 
Bakur and Basur Kurdistan as the erasure of current livelihood and prospects for a future. 
The interplay of infrastructural policies of the construction of Turkish military checkpoints, 
hydroelectric dams, forest fires as anti-terrorism measurements of the Turkish state in 
regions of traditionally resistant places in a recent study is argued to be a politics of 
destruction as part of a colonial governmentality in Turkey’s Kurdistan (Akin, 2023).  
 
Although significantly relevant to the discussion on violence as a politics of brutalization, I 
am not focusing on the ecological dimensions in this section. Rather I will introduce the 
processual violence as a trajectory of state violence that constantly shapes and destabilizes 
Kurdish lives and social structures over generations and territories. For this, in the following 
sections, I will illustrate contextualize processual unsettlement through the empirical 
examples of this dissertation of processes of persecution (The case of the Kurdish political 
movement), refugeeization (The Maxmur camp community) and minoritization (The Ezidi 
community). Therefore, the following aims to build the contextual foundation of the following 
empirical chapters by providing the historical and political framework embedded within 
each of the case and consequently the territorial and non-territorial expressions of Turkey’s 
Kurdish conflict assemblage. As I refrain from a historical analysis based on a “homogenous, 
empty time” in the Benjaminian sense, but rather contextualize history as it manifests in the 
contexts of conflict inherent to Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, I will illustrate the processual 
unsettlements as emerging in the empirical landscape of this dissertation. My aim is to 
present state violence not only as statistics, a static condition, or in its linear and/or overt 
expressions but rather through the diUerent intertwined processual subjugations of 
persecution, refugeeization and minoritization in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage that 
can be summarized as a history of violence that produces fractured societies. 
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(1) Persecution 

According to the most recent annual report by the European Council on prisons and 
prisoners in Europe, Turkey is the country in Europe with the most prisons. Currently, 
Turkey is housing 400 prisons, and with ten to thirty new ones being constructed yearly 
since 2006 this number is constantly increasing. This extensive carceral infrastructure 
includes a significant number of political prisoners. The Council’s statistics indicate that 
Turkey has 23,125 such cases, accounting for seven percent of the country’s total 
criminal oUenses (Aebi & Cocco, 2024).  While high numbers of imprisonments are one 
iteration of state persecution, another indication are the statistics of people trying to find 
refuge abroad. Taking Germany as a paradigmatic example, given the largest Turkey-
originated diaspora, the German Federal OUice for Migration and Refugees has been 
recording 62,624 asylum requests from Turkish citizens in 2023, making Turkey the 
second home country on the list after Syria with the highest number of refuge seekers in 
Germany (BAMF, 2024). Out of this number, a significant majority of 52,642 asylum 
seekers have indicated to be of Kurdish origin during the application process, with 
20,417 of those being under 18 years old. However, based on a response to a 
parliamentary question of Die Linke on anti-Kurdish racism in March 2024, the German 
government has published further statistics, which show that out of all asylum requests 
from Turkey, those cases in which a Turkish ethnic origin was stated had an acceptance 
rate of 54,5 percent, whereas in cases, in which a Kurdish ethnic origin was stated the 
acceptance rate was as low as 4,5 percent (‘Antwort der Bundesregierung auf kleine 
Anfrage zu Antikurdischer Rassismus in Deutschland, 20/10986’, 2024). These figures 
show that although the majority of asylum seekers from Turkey were Kurds, the divergent 
acceptance rates render Kurds de facto without refugee protection in Germany.   

 
Turkey’s increased politics of persecution in the aftermath of the June 2015 elections, 
amplified by the post-coup measures in 2016 that consolidated authoritarian rule under 
the AKP, have been central push-factors and the reason for these high emigration rates. 
This development had a significant impact on the rise of political persecution of activists 
and politicians of the Kurdish political movement in Turkey, giving birth to a new episode 
of Kurdish political migrants and prisoners since 2015. In a 2016 adopted decree by the 
AKP government 50 municipalities held by the Democratic Regions Party (Demokratik 
Bölgeler Partisi, DBP) were seized by appointed trustees and 69 municipal co-chairs 
were arrested on terrorism charges. On similar accusations HDP parliamentarians and 
party members, as well as pro-Kurdish journalists and lawyers faced long prison 
sentences, consequently leading to a significant number of the political elite to flee the 
country successively. In the current wave of political migration, 300 HDP provincial 
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council chairs and members, 24 HDP parliamentarians and 25 DBP mayors live in 
Europe, most of them in Germany. In comparison to the Kurdish political movement’s 
first-wave exile of the Democracy Party (Demokrasi Partisi, DEP), six parliamentarians 
had fled to Belgium in 1994 (A. Yilmaz, 2023: 2). As will be presented in the following 
empirical chapters, my interlocutors where political figures of both waves.  

 
During the recent municipal elections similar tactics of seizing democratically elected 
municipalities in Bakur Kurdistan were imposed by the government, leading to 
mobilizations despite autocratic rule to protect their city from below (Arslanalp & 
Erkmen, 2024). One such recent case has been the Wan municipality, where Abdullah 
Zeydan, a key figure in Kurdish politics and former imprisoned HDP MP, had been elected 
as co-mayor in the 31 March 2024 municipal elections just after being released from 
prison, when the D�yarbakır 5th High Criminal Court invalidated his election on 4 April 
2024 and paving the way for trusteeship appointments to Kurdish municipalities. Given 
an unexpected cross-country allied mobilization against this injustice, the Supreme 
Election Board overturned the court’s decision in a precedence, confirming Zeydan as 
mayor. The Wan example of early 2024, being the latest iteration of the dynamics of 
contention in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, illustrates how the politics of persecution are 
cyclic and repetitive, based on the state’s authoritarian resilience constituted by the co-
optation of non-Kurdish oppositional parties (Esen, Gumuscu, & Yavuzyılmaz, 2023; 
Kutlay & Öniş, 2024; I. Yilmaz, Shipoli, & Demir, 2021) and simultaneous violent 
containment of (Kurdish) protests with mobile emergency rule (Arslanalp & Deniz 
Erkmen, 2020) depending on the conflict configuration.  

 
The politics of persecution also indicate an experience of being ‘socially statelessness’ 
(Taş, 2016), a notion of statelessness beyond the de jure and de facto distinction. Given 
the disruption, dispersion and uncertainty in the family histories and individual 
biographies a diasporic condition is created where people not even have to physically 
cross a border as multiple diasporas have been produced. According to Taş “people from 
ethnic groups who consider themselves to be stateless, who have been de-
territorialized, and who continue to face conflict with their state of origin, feel that they 
are living in a diaspora regardless of where they now reside” (2016: 9). Socially stateless 
therefore in Taş’ analysis accounts for cyclic persecutions accompanied with situations 
of dispossession, displacement, oppression, where “it can be hard to establish where 
diaspora or exile begins or ends (…) as individuals and families move to new places, they 
inhabit double, or multiple, diasporas” (Taş, 2016: 14). The fracturing of human lives 
through the recurrent episodes of exile and imprisonment has been a core feature of the 
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politics of persecution in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, which I will empirically analyze 
through my interlocutors’ narratives and the ‘travelling memories’ (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 
2013). 

 
The Kurdish experience of persecution in Turkey is deeply embedded in the biographies 
of individuals whose lives have been repeatedly disrupted by violent uncertainties, 
imprisonment and/or exile. The history of persecution in Turkey, particularly against 
intellectuals, leftist politicians, members of the Kurdish political movement, and other 
minoritized groups such as Armenians, Greeks, Jewish people (Madra, 2023; Suciyan, 
2024), Alevis (Karakaya-Stump, 2018; Mutluer, 2016), and dissident or communist 
writers, underscores the systematic pattern of persecution since the foundation of the 
republic (Crawford, 2020; Pekesen, 2020). Cases that shape a national Turkish 
imaginary of history are usually those of the exiled poets such as Nazim Hikmet (Seyhan, 
2019), famous figure of the Anatolian rock movement Cem Karaca in Germany (Gueneli, 
2021), or Kurdish protest musicians like Ahmet Kaya in France (Greve, 2021; Söylemez, 
2022; Uyar, 2024), whose memory was appropriated by the AKP government during the 
so-called Kurdish opening. Further, while persecutions of academics in the aftermath of 
the peace petition have been widely recognized as a systematic eUort of the Turkish state 
to silence and punish any form of solidarity with the Kurdish cause (Öztürk, 2019; 
Sertdemir Özdemir, 2021), persecution in the lives of Kurds as engrained in their history 
and passed on from generation to generation has been a history often implicitly regarded 
as organic to the Kurdish issue, hence often overshadowed by larger political questions.  

 
However, in the vein of a Foucauldian defamiliarization with history, I argue that 
persecution in fact is one of the central violent manifestations of the politics of 
brutalization in Turkey’s Kurdish question. It functions not only as a violent system to 
suppress dissidence and protests or movement organization, but it targets social 
cohesion and biographical paths. As a processual unsettlement, it fractures a society 
through the systematic disruption and unmaking of life trajectories. Biographies of 
prominent public figures such as of Gültan Kışanak, Sebahat Tuncel, or Hatip Dicle, 
exemplify these dynamics. Given that the latter two have been interlocutors of this 
research project and their narratives will be contextualized in following empirical 
chapters, I want to briefly exemplify the history of persecution in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict 
through the biographical trajectory of public figure Gültan Kışanak. Methodologically, I 
am borrowing the research method of collective biographies from historical research, 
which “is a distinct methodology which self-consciously retains a focus on the individual 
even when it sits within work which aims to use individual lives to explore collective 
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experiences, or within studies of communities (geographically, socially or culturally 
defined)” (Cowman, 2016: 87). The biography of Gültan Kışanak serves as a 
representative case through which the broader history of persecution of Kurds in Turkey 
can be understood. Bezwan argues that “Kışanak herself, has embodied a system of 
organized inhumanity, identical with unimaginable methods of harassment and torture” 
(Bezwan, 2021a: 55). The research method of collective biography has its roots in 
methodological challenges trying to overcome the fragmentation and invisibility of 
women’s histories in oUicial accounts and archives and in the need to incorporate 
diUerent theoretical perspectives e.g. from sociology or literary studies into historical 
research on female subjects as only the “inter-disciplinarity enabled a shifting of the 
biographical focus from the life of an individual to an approach which viewed aspects of 
the world through the prism of a particular life” (Cowman, 2016: 92). Viewing aspects of 
the world, in this case of the Kurdish conundrum, through the prism of an individual life, 
was also pointed out to me by my interlocutor who said that the fragmentation of 
Selahattin Demirtaş’ family was emblematic for the fragmentation of the Kurdish society, 
as “one of his brothers was in exile, the other a guerilla fighter in the mountains and he 
himself a political prisoner in Edirne, almost 2,000 kilometers away from his wife and 
children in Diyarbakir”22.  

 
In the vein, and based on a detailed account written by Kışanak’s daughter during her 
mother’s imprisonment (Kışanak, 2018), I will briefly present the central trajectories of 
Gültan Kışanak’s life as a collective biography of lived trajectories of a generation shaped 
by state persecution, state violence, incarceration, and relentless political repression. 
Kışanak was born in 1961, growing up in a period of intense social and political unrest 
marked by clashes between left and right-wing student organizations. She was the 
youngest child in an Alevi family that had migrated from Dersim in the shadow of the 
1938 massacre and settled in Sünköy, one of the central villages of Elazığ. Dersim 
massacre of 1938 is central to the collective memory of Alevis, representing one of the 
foundational moments of the homogenous Turkish nation state in the aftermath of the 
Armenian genocide of 1915. Kışanak’s early life was already imprinted by a family history 
of state persecution, vulnerability and fear. Kışanak’s life as an activist began early, and 
her involvement in political movements quickly led to successive imprisonments. She 
was first incarcerated in the notorious Diyarbakır prison in 1980, surviving torture and 
dehumanization there for two years. One year after her release she was arrested again 
and spent two years in Elazığ prison. When she left the prison, Turkey was still reeling 

 
22 Interview 2 “Ertuğrul Kürkçü”. 
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from the aftermath of the 1980 military coup, which was a time characterized by 
suppression of press freedom, the banning of political activities, and the pervasive 
presence of state violence. Despite these challenges, Kışanak pursued a career in 
journalism and began to study in 1986 until she was arrested again in 1988 for protesting 
Saddam Hussein’s massacre of Kurds in Basur Kurdistan’s Halabja. Following this year-
long detention, she joined the Yeni Ülke (New Country), a weekly newspaper dedicated 
to exposing the crimes committed by the Turkish state in Kurdish regions in the wake of 
the tumultuous period between 1990 and 1992, where the conflict led to forced mass 
displacement of Kurds and destruction of thousands of villages. Kışanak’s work at Özgür 
Gündem (Free Agenda), a newspaper founded in 1992 in line with the Kurdish 
movement’s journalism paradigm of özgür basın (free press) (Schamberger, 2022) in a 
time when Kurdish language was still prohibited, was instrumental in bringing the Turkish 
state’s atrocities in Kurdish towns to light. Throughout the 1990s, Kışanak’s journalism 
brought her into direct conflict with the Turkish state. Despite the ongoing persecution – 
17,000 people were murdered by unidentified assailants during this decade – she 
continued her work and faced repeated detentions during visits to Kurdish cities. In 2004, 
she became involved in local work, particularly in the Diyarbakır municipality, where her 
focus was on gender equality and the establishment of support networks for women 
aUected by the conflict. Her role in creating the Kardelen’s women’s house, a sanctuary 
for women subjected to violence was an attempt in addressing the compounded eUects 
of the war on Kurdish women. This initiative was part of a broader movement evolving 
within the Kurdish political sphere in which Kurdish women were taking significant roles 
despite increased state repression. Kışanak was elected as the first female mayor of 
Diyarbakır in 2014, in the same city she had been imprisoned 34 years earlier. In her role 
of mayor, one of her first initiative was to propose a transformation of the Diyarbakır 
prison into a museum in an eUort of historical reappraisal. With the already mentioned 
deterioration of the political atmosphere after the 2015 elect�ons, Kışanak too was 
among those targeted in the purge on the Kurdish political movements. She was arrested 
on 31 October 2016 and was held in Kocaeli F-Type prison until May 2024. Kışanak’s 
biography is not just the story of one individual but embodies the broader narrative of 
persecution experienced by Kurds in Turkey. Be it her family history rooted in the Dersim 
massacre of 1938, the repeated imprisonments, the physical violence, the separation 
from her family throughout many decades of incarceration, the persecution of 
journalism and also, the relentless activism nonetheless, illustrate the cyclical nature of 
persecution in the life trajectory of Kurds. Her story, while emblematic, is just one among 
many of diUerent variations. There are countless cases of Kurds, who endure life-long 
prison sentences without media attention or public recognition. Other have been 
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periodically living in exile and moving back and forth repeatedly during a new episode of 
violent crackdowns. The history of persecution in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict is thus deeply 
personal and profoundly collective at the same time. These biographies illustrate the 
continuity of societal rupture across generation and highlight how the process of 
fracturing is informed by the cyclical nature of repression, where exile, incarceration, and 
political persecution create a path dependency that shapes Kurdish life trajectories and 
social structures. Reading a history of persecution through these patterns reveals how it 
becomes a mechanism of societal fragmentation through temporal disruption in the 
context of incarceration and territorial dispersion in the context of exile.  

 
As for the latter, exile experiences of Kurdish political elites, as explored in Arzu Yilmaz’s 
analysis, is rooted in a historical context of political repression and authoritarianism that 
evolves in cyclic patterns and which has consistently driven waves of emigration among 
Kurdish activists and politicians from Turkey. The first wave, represented by the DEP in 
the 1990s, emerged in response to severe crackdowns on Kurdish political expression 
and activism, culminating in the imprisonment of many of its members. Similarly, the 
second wave of emigration involving the HDP politicians after 2016 was a consequence 
of political persecution and a significant deterioration of normative faculties in Turkey 
with the consolidation of power by the ruling AKP after the failed coup attempt in 2016. 
This environment of increasing authoritarianism, characterized by widespread purges, 
arrests, and the targeting of political dissenters, has brought back seeking refuge in exile 
as an option. The continuity of these root causes highlights a persistent cycle of 
repression through persecution that not only forces Kurdish political elites into exile but 
also shapes their ongoing commitment to mobilize for Kurdish rights from the diaspora. 
Yilmaz distinguishes between the two waves of persecuted political elites as career and 
delegation elites. According to her, the first-wave DEP parliamentarians (career elites) 
acquired influence and “leadership status in Kurdish diaspora organizations to which 
they had been appointed by superiors or specific decision-making bodies of the Kurdish 
political movement dominated by the PKK” and the second-wave HDP parliamentarians 
(delegation elites) acquired their position in recently held elections, hence “were voted 
into oUice by people who are mostly, but not all or only, sympathetic to the PKK” (A. 
Yilmaz, 2023: 3). Yilmaz demonstrates based on her qualitative interviews that whereas 
DEP parliamentarians’ choice of exile in the wake of persecution was based on a clear 
consensus in 1994, HDP parliamentarians’ choice was rather an individual decision, 
which the party did neither object nor support. One of the main reasons put forward by 
the politicians of the second-wave was thar staying in the country and facing 
imprisonment had lost its significance as a way of resistance in light of the deterioration 
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of the legal system in Turkey and the increasing necropolitical violence. Yilmaz argues 
that while captivity in prisons was a form of resistance in the history of Kurdish political 
movement, “there was no opportunity to conduct protest activities in this environment 
as before”  (A. Yilmaz, 2023: 7).  

 
 

(2) Refugeeization 

If subjectivity as subjecthood refers to “how all human beings exist in the world” and 
subjection in this context refers to “the powerful social and material forces that shape 
this being” (Häkli, Pascucci, & Kallio, 2017: 186), refugeeization as the making of a 
refugee subjectivity can have a twofold underpinning. First, it accounts for the agentic 
performativity and empowering potential of refugee subjectivities. Based on a qualitative 
case study with refugees in Cairo, Häkli et al. demonstrate how the “performative aspect 
of refugeeness (…) enables asylum seekers not to become subjected refugee subjects” 
as it “sustains a critical distance between the subject and the figure of the refugee”  
(2017: 189–90), making asylum seekers more attentive to the expected narratives and 
trajectories, hence “they may experience the refugee identity as an imposition and 
refrain from internalizing it” (2017: 191). Second, the figure of the refugee inherently 
questions and challenges the “national order of things” and thus informs forms of 
governmentality and violence  (Malkki, 1995). The latter is particularly inherent to nation-
building processes given that the refugee figure emerges as a predicament of the global 
order structured by homogenizing national states. Against this backdrop and in 
continuation of the previous section on persecution, refugeeization emerges as one of 
the processual dynamics of Kurdish composite statelessness. The Maxmur camp is a 
paradigmatic example of how refugeeness is (1) produced by the Turkish state’s violence 
and (2) is turned into a protest subjectivity by the community subjugated to violence. The 
latter will be examined in the following chapters that deal with the agential narratives and 
practices from below. Here I will briefly contextualize the history of the Maxmur refugee 
camp and exemplify with this case how the violent order of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict is 
also shaped by dynamics of refugeeization.  
 
Arzu Yilmaz (2021) examines how throughout the 20th century, Kurdish populations have 
repeatedly experience displacement, leading to refugee movements across the borders 
of the four countries that comprise Kurdistan. This pattern of flight was frequently 
triggered by oppression and forced migrations, particularly after suppressed Kurdish 
uprisings. Often Kurds sought refuge in neighboring Kurdish regions, by ‘simply’ crossing 
the border into the neighboring country. For example, Yilmaz shows how after the Sheikh 
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Said uprising in 1925, many Kurds fled from Turkey to Syria, or following the Gulan 
revolution in 1975, Kurds moved from Iraq to Iran or in other instances such as during 
Saddam Hussein’s Anfal-campaign against Kurds in Iraq, Kurdish populations seeking 
safety flights to Turkey and Iran were common. The case of Kurdish flight from Turkey to 
Syria in the early years of the Turkish republic is one of the exemplary cases of the inter-
state regime of Kurdish statelessness, as Taştekin (2016) shows how Kurds in Syria 
during the 1960s and 1970s Arabization policies of the Syrian Ba’ath regime, as realized 
by the demographic engineering project known as the “Arab Belt” of Hafiz al-Assad in 
1973, were stripped from their legal citizenships in Syria if they had no record of 
continuous residence in Syria. Hence, Kurds who had a history of flight from Turkey, were 
rendered stateless in the legal sense in Syria. Put it diUerently, the decedents of families, 
who fled the violent Turkification policies and suppressions of uprising in the nation-
building process in Turkey’s foundational years, became legally stateless in the nation-
building processes in Syria during the Arabization periods under Hafiz al-Assad. The 
Syrian government justified the withdrawal of passports and citizenships by claiming that 
the Kurdish population in the north was not native to Syria as some families had migrated 
from the Turkish side of the border in the 1930s, similarly to Erdogan’s justifications of 
Turkish military incursion into Syria claiming that Kurds would not suit the geography 
during a TV debate on 25 October 2019 (Birgün, 2019).  
 
In the context of a history of Kurdish refugeehood in Kurdistan, Yilmaz argues that 
throughout these periods of flight the choice of where to move was largely influenced by 
the proximity of these regions, with safety being the primary concern. For Bezwan the 
coming into existence of the refugeeization of the Kurds “is essentially attributable to the 
politics of the ‘host’ states in which they live as well as the shifting dynamics of 
geopolitics in the Middle East, that is to say, momentous events which produce 
particular eUects on the states ruling over the Kurdish regions, such as the Gulf War, the 
invasion of Iraq and removal of Saddam regime, military putsches and conflicts, the Arab 
spring, and the Syrian civil war etc. (Bezwan, 2021a: 30). The Turkish state has further 
weaponized and capitalized on processes of refugeeization as a consequence of 
massive internal and external displacements and global migration flows, by “using 
refugees fleeing from the Syrian civil war to Turkey, including due to Turkish military 
incursions into Syria, as an instrument of foreign policy “in an eUort to counteract 
European critique against Turkey’s military cross-border campaigns, President Erdogan 
has (…) reiterated his threat of ‘opening the gates’” (Bezwan, 2021a: 32). Refugeeization 
in the conflict assemblage of the Kurdish issue therefore accounts for a coercive politics 
through primarily non-military methods (Greenhill, 2010). Against this backdrop, 



 

 109 

refugeehood in the Maxmur case is emblematic for the processes of violent 
unsettlements that produce refugee subjectivities as means to fracture a society both 
territorially through forced displacement and non-territorially through the creation of 
subjugated subjectivities as delineated by the refugee figure.  In her extensive 
ethnography on Maxmur refugee, Arzu Yilmaz (2016), historicizes the refugeeization 
during the 1990s as linked with the emergence of the KRI as a preferred destination for 
Kurdish refugees was closely linked to the establishment of a sort of a safe haven in 
Basur Kurdistan by the United States and its allies following the Gulf War. While the 
sanctuary was deemed to protect Kurds in the north of Iraq from Saddam Hussein’s 
reprisals, in fact the notion of safety from state violence also attracted many Kurds in 
neighboring countries. However, Yilmaz (2021) demonstrates how the Kurds who fled to 
the KRI during the 1990s were not conventional refugees but rather highly organized 
communities with political leadership and armed factions as those from Iran were 
aligned with Kurdish parties like the Kurdish Democrat Party of Iran (KDPI) or Komala, or 
those from Turkey became closely associated with the PKK. Kurdish refugees who settled 
in Atrush and then Maxmur, were since then perceived by Turkey as PKK bases despite 
periodic oUicial statuses as a UN refugee camp. This has resulted in ongoing Turkish 
aerial strikes and severe restrictions on the refugees’ liberties and movement imposed 
by the adversary KRG. Yilmaz questions whether the choice of destination was voluntary 
or involuntary. On the one hand, aligned with the depopulation measure, “the Turkish 
soldiers pushed the villagers in the borderlands deliberately to the KRI, even some 
villagers who attempted to migrate to the western provinces of Turkey were stopped by 
soldiers who established roadblocks” yet on the other hand, the PKK had an interest in 
driving the refugee into the KRI as it “aimed to internationalize the Kurdish Question as a 
matter of humanitarian crisis. The goal was, ideally, to pave the way for an international 
protection similar to the one the Iraqi Kurds achieved with the Operation Provide 
Comfort” (A. Yilmaz, 2021). According to Yilmaz, the PKK’s eUorts and the refugees’ 
hopes of returning to their villages in Bakur Kurdistan were ultimately unfulfilled. Under 
the pressure from Turkey, the refugees scattered along the border were forced to the 
Atrush camp, build by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 
1995, despite resistance from many who were unwilling to leave the border area. Over 
time, the UNHCR’s insistence on relocating the refugees to Atrush, combined with 
restrictions on aid to those who stayed behind, led to the gradual resettlement of all 
refugees in the camp. After the dissolution of the Atrush camp, Maxmur camp was 
established in 1998 amounting to a total of eight relocations between diUerent camps 
between 1992 and 1998. Yilmaz argues that after the closure of Atrush the refugee 
community felt neither the PKK nor the KDP could meet their needs and “instead, the 
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refugee status became the only political position that prevailed” (A. Yilmaz, 2021).  
Although Maxmur camp was then oUicially recognized as a refugee settlement by the 
UNCHR, the camp has been receiving no UN support since, except for benefiting from 
the UN oil-for-food program, but that aid too ceased in 2018, and all other UN assistance 
ended with the onset of the war with IS (Delegationsbericht Camp Mexmûr, 2019) 
 
Although the strategy of internationalizing the Kurdish issue through Kurdish 
refugeehood as a matter of humanitarian issue according to Yilmaz failed, Maxmur camp 
emerged as a closely intertwined matter of the broader Kurdish issue and struggle. 
Refugeeization being a direct consequence of the state violence in the 1990s, the forced 
displacement resulting from Turkey’s depopulation campaigns in Kurdish towns that 
refused to become village guards of the Turkish state (Işık, 2021; Taştekin, 2018), the 
strategization of refugeehood by political actors such as the PKK and the exodus 
experience of subjugated Kurds turned refugeehood into a form of political identity and 
resistance repertoire. It is within this history of the Maxmur camp community that 
refugeeization emerges as a crucial component of the ongoing assemblage of Turkey’s 
Kurdish conflict. This process of refugeeization as a process of social fracturing, marked 
by violent unsettlements, such as the territorial dispersion of Kurdish communities and 
their possibility of return being closely intertwined with the course of Turkey’s Kurdish 
conflict. The events of 2009 surrounding Maxmur provide a clear example of this 
dynamic. Despite opposition from other political parties, the AKP government 
proceeded with a so-called Kurdish opening and was in talk with the PKK. As a gesture 
of commitment to the peace talks, the PKK sent 34 guerillas and refugees from Qandil 
(sanctuary and headquarters of the PKK in Basur Kurdistan) and Maxmur to Turkey, 
signaling their readiness to engage in negotiations for a solution of the conflict. However, 
the arrival of these individuals, dressed in guerilla attire and cheerfully welcomed by 
Kurdish civilians and villagers at the Habur border gate, incited a surge of Turkish 
nationalist sentiment, intensifying opposition from the CHP and MHP. This nationalist 
backlash, which also resonated within segments of the AKP’s base, compelled the 
government to decelerate the peace process. Mesut Yeğen (2015) argues that this 
critical juncture provoked a resumption of political violence and oppression such as the 
killing of seven soldiers in Tokat on 7 December 2009 and the subsequent constitutional 
court’s ban of the political party DTP shortly thereafter, complicating eUorts toward a 
conflict resolution. Nonetheless the PKK maintained its ceasefire and Öcalan urged the 
DTP deputies who had announced to withdraw completely from the parliament, to 
remain in the national assembly, indicating the continuation of peace talks (Yeğen, 
2015). However, the Habur incident demonstrates how refugeeization is deeply 
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embedded in the cycle of violence in Kurdistan, with the situation of Maxmur refugees 
being closely intertwined with the broader trajectory of the conflict and its potential 
resolution. Refugeeization, as closely linked to the processes of persecution and 
minoritization, emerges not only as a consequence of the violence inherent to Turkey’s 
Kurdish conflict but also as central to the discourse on how to address the conflict. The 
potential return of Kurdish refugees, as in the case of Maxmur refugees in 2009, is a 
symbolically charged matter, representing both a possible step towards reconciliation 
and simultaneously a reminder how refugeeization is a process of violent unsettlement 
that can be weaponized in a conflict assemblage either as state-orchestrated fracturing 
of a society or a protest identity that challenges the national order.  
 

 

(3) Minoritization  

Minoritization lies at the heart of Kurdish issue, as Kurds have been subjects of 
minoritization in the four nation states throughout their history. However, what is usually 
missed in the scholarly debate on the Kurdish issue are the processes of minoritization 
that go beyond the Kurdish ethnic signifier and are instrumentalized by state powers in 
the fracturing process of a society. The Ezidi case emerges as a paradigmatic example of 
minoritization as a violent dynamic that renders entire communities vulnerable and of 
non-protection. Further, I situate the minoritization of the Ezidi community as 
orchestrated by structuring powers as closely intertwined with the Kurdish issue. 
Minoritization can be a double process, on the one hand, being minoritized by a 
structuring power such as the state and on the other hand, experiencing a secondary 
form of minoritization within the community that is homogenized in the process of 
minoritization. Reflexive debates within migration scholarship have criticized processes 
of homogenization (Brubaker, 2013; Türkmen, 2024) and migranticization (Dahinden, 
2016; Scheel & Tazzioli, 2022) that usually conceptualize identities as a conflation of 
religion, ethnicity and nationality.  I join this critique and further aim to highlight in this 
section minoritization as an ambivalent process of fragmenting society counter-
intuitively by homogenizing societal groups into coherent entities. In the Ezidi case this 
has caused significant blind spots in understanding Turkish coercive politics in the 
Kurdish issue as also in interdependence with the minoritization of vulnerable groups 
from within.   

One central indication of the violent processes of minoritization as interlinked with the 
Kurdish issue is the aspect of language that is strongly expressed in the Ezidi case. Given 
that Ezidi people have Kurdish (Kurmancî) as their native language and exercise their 
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prayers in Kurdish, the Turkish state has historically approached minority rights and 
liberties for Ezidi people as a security question closely tied to the Kurdish issue. This 
relationship has so far not been scholarly addressed, mainly because as already 
mentioned in the previous chapter, Ezidism is usually addressed through de-politicizing 
frames of research, unlinking Ezidi history from Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, despite being 
at the center of the translocal conflict assemblage. Also, that the Ezidis lack an archive, 
and a written history of knowledge production is rooted in the oral traditions of the 
community, which emerged as a protective habitus towards external threats, as much 
as in systematic minoritization of the community to the degree of their invisibility in any 
coherent account on the political dynamics of violence and resistance in Kurdistan. 
However, my interlocutors have been vocal about a collective knowledge among Ezidi 
people that the Turkish state has historically attempted to find ways of detaching the 
Ezidi people from a Kurdish situatedness based on geography, culture and language. One 
of the primary reasons revealed to me during the field work was that my interlocutors 
periodized the Turkish state’s approach to the Ezidi community along the critical juncture 
of the 1980 military coup. Pointing out that while before 1980 Ezidi community leaders 
were in negotiations with Turkish politicians to be registered as a separate religious 
category, which would materialize in the changing of the ID records from “Yezidi” as a 
confession of Islam to “Yezidi” as a distinct religion, after the establishment of the 
military junta of 1980 the Turkish IDs of Ezidi people neither recorded the belief as a 
confession nor a distinct religion but replaced the space with a capitalized X letter, thus 
materializing what I have examined in the previous part as the state’s non-recognition 
and unnaming.  The timing is significant as my interlocutor Rodin emphasized that he 
assumed the decision was taken within the security body of the junta regime, as the 
Turkish state wanted to avoid the provision of minority rights to Ezidi people, such as 
linguistic freedoms in exercising their religion and educational liberties of teaching the 
canon as this would have potentially paved the way for an oUicial recognition of Kurdish 
language in the past and even today could lead to the establishment of education in 
Kurdish mother tongue in Turkey once provided to the Ezidi people (Fieldnotes/Interview 
34, “Rodin”). The change in the Turkish state’s approach towards the Ezidi community 
impacted the security feeling of the community, fearing persecution and attacks as a 
consequence of the materialization of unnaming the Ezidis in legal documents and 
becoming a target of the Turkish military’s operations in Bakur Kurdistan for refusing any 
military cooperation such as being recruited as village guards during the peak of counter-
insurgency violence in the 1990s. Yusuf, a participant of the focus groups tells me that 
his village Işıklı, Zewra in Kurdish, was well populated before the 1980 coup and turned 
into a “ghost town” afterwards as entire families left their villages in course of mass 
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migration flows from Bakur Kurdistan to Germany (Fieldnotes/ Interview 51 “Yusuf”). 
Depopulating ancestral Kurdish lands from ancestral communities such as the Ezidi 
people, therefore has been one of the processual unsettlements of fracturing a society 
through the systematic minoritization and societal divide and rule- approach of the 
Turkish state.   

The eUects of the securitization policies in Turkey during the 1980s on the Ezidi 
population in the Kurdish southeast have not been studied yet, especially not in the ways 
it informs us about the relationship between the PKK, Kurdish political movement and 
the Ezidi population. It was in the aftermath of the increasing hostile situation the Ezidi 
population was facing in Turkey and the increase in political migration post-1980 that the 
German state recognized the Ezidi people under the asylum law as a persecuted 
minority (Gruppenverfolgung) and subsequently became a reception country for Ezidis 
fleeing the conflict between the Turkish state and Kurdish insurgent groups (Deckmann, 
1984). After the international community largely failed to mobilize in the aftermath of the 
atrocities committed by IS in 2014, it was the de facto organization of PKK guerillas, who 
protected the area and organized the remaining population, as well as former Ezidi 
villages in Turkey and Ezidi families and diaspora associations in Germany that helped 
refugees from Şengal. For instance, the Ezidi diaspora community that had already been 
living more than two decades in Germany, played a significant role in informing the 
public, raising political awareness and integrating Ezidis from Şengal into the diaspora 
community, with the support of Germany based associations of the Kurdish political 
movement. Also, since Turkey did not recognize Ezidis crossing the Turkish border to 
escape the atrocities committed by IS as refugees, hence Ezidi families were not 
accommodated in the oUicial refugee camps of the Turkish Civil Protection Agency 
(AFAD). The Kurdish political movement in Turkey under the civil society umbrella 
organization based in Diyarbakir, Democratic Society Congress (DTK), mobilized 
resources and built tent cities for refugees from Şengal in the outskirts of Kurdish or Ezidi 
villages in Diyarbakir, Midyat, Viransehir. This emergency solution was a result of the 
Kurdish political movements ad hoc capacity to mobilize the population in light of states 
leaving a vulnerable and minoritized group without humanitarian aid and protection. 
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3.3 Composite statelessness and violent unsettlements  

In this dissertation, violence is understood as originating from the state and as being integral 
to forms of social order. As Walter Benjamin argues, even when governed by law, violence 
remains closely tied to state power, ultimately emerging as “an immediate manifestation of 
violence” (Benjamin, 2007: 281). This means that violence and order are mutually 
reinforcing. In the Kurdish case, much of the scholarship has focused on mass violence 
perpetrated against Kurdish populations within various nation-state framework and 
histories. Considering that acts of mass violence presuppose “the existence of modern 
governmental structures, colonial control instruments, media infrastructures and an ethno-
nationalist ideology” (Heitmeyer, Haupt, Malthaner, & Kirschner, 2011: 5), this dominant 
approach in the field of Kurdish studies seems to be a logical consequence. While it is 
undeniable that enforcing state power in Kurdistan and maintaining an order of national 
supremacies at the expense of the Kurds’ rights to self-determination has been central to 
how violence is shaped in Kurdistan, I argue that orders of violence in the Kurdish case are 
heterogenous political arrangements that systematically render Kurdish subjects vulnerable 
and (re)produce subjects of non-belonging in both national and transnational realms. 
Therefore, while statelessness in the Kurdish case has been widely defined as a mode of 
double deprivation, meaning the deprivation of statehood and the deprivation of self-
determination (Bezwan, 2021c; Keles & Bezwan, 2022), I argue that the violence specific to 
the Kurdish experience of deprivation of rights and subjectivity is continuously produced in 
the Turkey-centric conflict assemblage in Kurdistan and is defined by a composite 
manifestation of statelessness.  
 
According to Metin Yüksel, a comprehensive understanding of Kurdish history and 
nationalism requires an analysis of “the making of the modern world by European 
colonialism and its various ‘native’ manifestations” (Yüksel, 2021: 206). Yüksel aligns his 
argument with a globological perspective, a term coined by Andre Gunder Frank (1998), and 
emphasizes the interconnectedness of global processes and histories, how Eurocentrism 
and the rise of nation states have shaped the course of history. While global dynamics prove 
to be an important factor to analyze the Kurdish issue, for the purposes of my analysis, I 
explored more intermediate levels such as focusing on regional and local contexts and 
processes, which may be pivotal to understanding the intertwined history of violence and 
resistance in the Kurdish case. I intended to show this way the complex interplay of historical 
events and congregated contexts of conflict within one case. Therefore, while 
acknowledging the significance of global processes and European colonialism, my analysis 
has sought to uncover the more nuanced and context-specific factors of Turkey’s Kurdish 
conflict that shape the multiplicity of how violence is manifested in Kurdistan, from the 
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making of derelict subjects, to fracturing the society and transnational extensions of state 
violence that produce statelessness as a dialectical presence and absence of the state.  
 
This chapter has shown that defining the violent order inherent to the unresolved conflict 
around the Kurdish issue, therefore becomes a complex as it cannot be framed only by one 
variable such as a lack of minority rights, territorial questions, human rights violations, a 
question of citizenship, or mass violence. Further as Charles Tilly puts forward, the clear 
distinctions between violence and non-violence along the domains of the monopoly of 
violence have become ambiguous within existing states given the worldwide increase of 
“state-sponsored killings, deprivation, or expulsion of whole population categories” (Tilly, 
2003: 58). Della Porta has argued already in 2008 that “clearly more research is needed on 
these forms of primarily state violence” (2008b: 223). I have argued that violence in 
Kurdistan involves physical and aUective unsettlements, which I have conceptualized as 
relational and processual dynamics, and in their entanglement, produce composite 
statelessness as (1) a geopolitical phenomenon consisting of multiple states, (2) the 
dialectical omnipresence of omnipresent state power and omnipresent absence of state 
protection and (3) relational and processual subjectification based on violent 
unsettlements. What I refer to here as unsettlement is the continuous, dynamic process of 
destabilization and disruption of the social, emotional, and political fabric of a society. It 
involves the systematic actions of states that undermine well-being, agency, political will, 
stability, and societal points of reference through neglect, repression, and violence, resulting 
in a fractured society and vulnerable existence for individuals and communities. Hence, 
unsettlement accounts for an emotional liminality, zones of exception, necropolitical 
violence, and transnational extensions of these oppressive practices.  
 
Although having focused on the histories of violence only within the Turkey-centric conflict 
assemblage only, my aim was to neither center the nation state as the sole unit of analysis 
nor to limit the analysis of state violence to structural explanations or overt examples. 
Rather, I intended to bridge research on social movements, violence, and postcolonial 
studies to dissect state violence as a structuring phenomenon in the lives of those aUected 
by it. Drawing from the processual turn in violence research (Malthaner, 2017) I oUer a 
conceptualization of the history of violence through modes of unsettlement produced by the 
state in shaping colonial relations and subjects in Kurdistan. Therefore, the underlying 
definition of violence is defined as both a sociological phenomenon, as well as informed by 
the processual turn in analyzing the state violence as relational and processual phenomena 
that have an eUect on the emotional dynamics on the subject-level and eventually on 
mobilization capacities on the meso-level.  In the following empirical chapter, I shed light on 
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the subjectification processes in the context of violence suggesting that violence is 
intrinsically inscribed to the human condition in general and in the Kurdish experience 
particularly through memory of and emotionality towards the structuring power of the state. 
Therefore, this chapter shall serve as a general ground to work with when discussing how 
violence emerges as a relation and process in the narratives, memories and subjectification 
processes of my interlocutors. Finally, although this chapter aimed to contextualize the 
history of violence in Kurdistan, it did not follow the traditional structure of telling a history of 
events through chronicles of the past but instead was informed by the empirical material 
and guided by the question how to contextualize history in the analysis of how order, conflict 
and violence interact and impact capacities of mobilization eventually (Kalyvas, Shapiro, & 
Masoud, 2008).  
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4 NARRATIVES OF VIOLENCE: MEMORY, SUBJECTIFICATION AND ‘THE 

STATE’ 

 
 
 
 

Geography is destiny. 
Ibn Khaldun, 14th century 

 
They say geography is destiny, it is not, the state is destiny.  

A Kurdish earthquake survivor, 202323 
 
 

 

 

In the immediate aftermath of the deadly seismic event that shook the southeastern parts 
of Turkey on 6 February 2023, which are predominantly inhabited by Kurdish, Alevi and Arab 
populations, one of the first questions raised by the survivors in the completely devastated 
cities such as Hatay, Adıyaman or Elbistan, was devlet nerede?, where is the state? (‘İHD’, 
2023). The Turkish state, which is otherwise associated with  a physical presence in the 
country’s southeast, with all its gendarmerie checkpoints, military vehicles, and personnel, 
had a remarkably slow emergency response, exacerbating the death toll as “there was very 
little rescue activity at all in the crucial first twenty-four hours, and only a little more the 
following day” (Aksoy & Çevik, 2023: 2). Turning the focus on ‘the state’ and its slow disaster 
response signified a perceived omnipresent absence as increasingly questions such as why 
state resources, including armed forces, helicopters, rescue teams and humanitarian relief 
were mobilized too late, or why the governmental counseling service provided by the interior 
minister’s migration department (Yabancılar İletişim Merkezi, YIMER) continued to oUer 
translation assistance in seven languages except in Kurdish, predominantly spoken by the 
aUected local population were addressed by oppositional parties, civil society 
organizations, earthquake survivors (‘Independent Türkçe’, 2023). Although my empirical 
material was gathered before the earthquake, I was reminded of the narratives of my 
interlocutors, in which despite their distinct histories of subjugation, they turned their focus 
on ‘the state’ and its shortcomings in finding solutions to their grievances, often in fact even 
perceived as either complicit or as perpetrators. It seemed that the devastation and forced 

 
23 This quote is from a video documentary produced by the news outlet Gazete Duvar and was published on 
their YouTube-channel on 4 February 2024, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87etUmqEf6k (last accessed 
08/05/2024).   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87etUmqEf6k
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displacement caused by the earthquake in 2023, revived memories of past episodes of 
state(-orchestrated) ‘destroy and rebuild’ episodes in the same geography, such as the 
displacement under the 1938 resettlement laws that realized social and demographic 
engineering in the violent nation-making eUorts of the early years of the republic (Üngör, 
2008), during the 1990s when Kurds were forcibly displaced from the villages (Jongerden, 
2001) and again in the wake of the state’s curfew politics in urban spaces in the period 2015-
2016, when mass displacement from the city center to the outskirts was induced by the 
state’s proclaimed ‘war on terror’ in opposition-held Kurdish municipalities. As argued 
elsewhere, “while during the interwar period, resettlement laws, and this systematic 
depopulation, were enacted to pacify regions disobeying violent assimilation, under the AKP 
in the post-2015 period, de facto depopulation caused by a staged war in the inhabited city 
center followed by promises of cheap housing provided by the state in the city’s outskirts 
seem to be contemporary attempts at the violent pacification of resisting populations within 
the authoritarian state” (Burç & Tokatlı, 2020: 172). The photos of Sur in Diyarbakir, which 
were first revealed to the public in December 2015, resemble the extent of destruction in the 
predominantly Kurdish, Alevi populated epicenter of the 2023 earthquake.  
 
Although these two examples are independent events in the history of the country, and 
significantly diUerent in their characters as one is a natural disaster and the other an armed 
conflict, they seem to meet in the aUective dimensions emerging out of a shared memory of 
composite statelessness. Ercan Sen and the co-editors of the 2023 published volume The 
Political Psychology of Kurds in Turkey illustrate how for instance in the case of ancient town 
Hasankeyf, which was a Kurdish city and UNESCO world heritage site that was destroyed by 
the construction of the Ilisu dam and caused involuntary displacement and resettlement of 
local populations to newly established city centers, memories of Kurds who were forcibly 
displaced from their villages in the 1990s were revived not only among the population in 
Hasankeyf that was aUected by the destruction of their homes but also had significant 
eUects in the wider reception of repeating displacement among Kurds in general (2023: 2).  
Contrary to the state-induced Ilisu dam’s flooding of the ancient town of Hasankeyf, 
earthquakes are extreme and sudden events caused by environmental factors and by 
definition, are natural disasters indiUerent to the politics and history of a place. However, the 
material and emotional damage to the people aUected by them is caused by the political 
reality of the state and the history of state-society relations that shape aUective relationships 
to state authority. The saying by the 14th century Maghrebian political philosopher Ibn 
Khaldun, “geography is destiny”, is widely cited in Turkey, especially during tragedies 
including natural disasters, industrial accidents, and even during war and conflict. So much 



 

 119 

so that the AKP government has more and more established the term kader24 (destiny) as a 
political response to unfolding grievances in an attempt to frame their causes as something 
beyond human control and consequently to outdo government complicity and/or 
responsibility.25 In a documentary produced by the alternative media platform Gazete Duvar 
on the occasion of the one-year remembrance of the Maraş earthquake, a Kurdish survivor 
revisits his town, which is still in rubble, and recites the prominent phrase by Ibn Khaldun, 
yet disagreeing with its deterministic emphasis that not humans, but geography determines 
the destiny of a society. Instead, agonizingly he makes an ontologically shift by changing the 
phrase into “the state is destiny”. Although states are artificial entities of accumulated 
power, even argued of relative autonomy26 and human made, the above quoted earthquake 
survivor reflects a common emotion that also resonates in the narratives and stories of my 
interlocutors across the diUerent contexts of conflict. The narratives of violence involve 
reflections and memories constructed around  a relation to and an imaginary of the state 
that often present emotions of indignation and alienation and describe a socialization where 
they have come to know the state either as an active producer of violence or a more implicit 
framework, in which violence of all kinds can easily be reproduced such as for example its 
eUects on the amplification of patriarchal relations within the family. Therefore, ‘the state’ is 
often remembered either in explicitly physical forms of violence during the biographic 
narrations of my interlocutors or at times also as an emotion of being immersed with more 
diluted manifestations of ‘the state’ into matters of their private, social, political and moral 
subjectivities. I have located diUerent narratives of violence that my interlocutors recall 
during the interview as formative in their trajectories of self-formation. I zoom into each 
context of conflict individually, guided by the distinct histories as they are represented by the 
field, which I have conceptualized in the previous chapter as the processual unsettlements 
of persecution, refugeeization and minoritization.  
 

 
24 In Turkish, the concept of "kader" (destiny) can hold direrent meanings depending on its usage. While it is 
usually used to describe events as part of an inevitable fate, it can also be claimed in an empowering act. For 
example, a women's organization founded in 1997 to advocate for equal representation of women and men in 
all areas of life has named itself KADER (Kadın adayları destekleme derneği, Association for support of women 
candidates). This naming highlights the belief that destiny is not predetermined but can be shaped through 
collective action and erorts toward equality (Zambrana, 2021). 
25 Erdoğan often attributes the deaths caused by major disasters, such as the massive earthquake that claimed 
thousands of lives in southern Turkey, to "destiny's plan" (SCF, 2023) This phrase is commonly used by Erdoğan 
in the aftermath of such events, often amid accusations that his government failed to take necessary 
precautions in advance, see (Binley, 2022). 
26 Nicos Poulantzas (1982) has framed the contested concept of the relative autonomy of the state, in which 
“the state (…) is not an isolated set of institutions, but a site of class struggles and political compromises, 
which, in turn, shaped the structure of the economy. In this way (…) a critical role to politics (is granted) but 
also made visible the structural constraints of reform within capitalist society” (Albo & Jenson, 1989). 
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My interlocutors were socialized and/or politically active in diUerent contexts of the conflict, 
have diUerent memories of state violence and diUerent self-identifications. On the one 
hand, this chapter shows how each empirical context has their own narratives and 
memories of violence given the distinct context of the conflict in each case. On the other 
hand, the narratives share a common denominator of an aUective aversion towards the 
structuring and dominating faculties of state power, giving rise to the emergence of a 
collective antistate identity across the diUerent contexts of conflict. In their analysis on the 
memories of women in the histories of Armenian, Alevi Kurdish and Ezidi survivors of 
atrocities, Özlem Goner and Maria Six-Hohenbalken argue that “women do not necessarily 
compose a linear history (…) they related to multiple temporalities, thus specific incidents 
which remain present” (2019: 158). I have observed a similar tendency in my empirical 
material. By putting the narratives of multiple temporalities into dialogue, I show how they 
construct a shared knowledge of the ‘the state’ as the main agent in enduring and 
transregional wars of state-and nation-building, which for my interlocutors are perceived as 
at the expense of their subjecthood, eventually enforcing collective and translocal emotions 
of statelessness beyond the legalistic frames. I present my interlocutors’ recollections of 
formative events and their reflections as they are constructed around recurring patterns, 
symbols and plotlines, through which a violent past is often re-activated to not only ‘tell the 
story of a past’ but further to define their selves and to situated their struggle in the present 
morally, by way of “oUering a cartography of aspirations, moral values, and self-making” 
(Günay, 2019: 560). Consequently, in order to provide answers to the first research question 
of this thesis, hence on how individuals involved in the non-state seeking Kurdish movement 
perceive, feel and strategize in relation to concepts of statehood and autonomy as they 
pursue alternative solutions outside the framework of traditional state- and nation-building, 
this chapter oUers insights into subjectification trajectories in the context of violence and 
resistance.    
 
For this chapter, I analyzed my empirical material with a ground-up approach by inductive 
coding. The data provided me insights on how my interlocutors recollect their memory on 
their distinct processes of subjugation and how this shapes their perceptions of states and 
autonomy. During the interviewing situation, I did not explicitly ask my interlocutors to 
describe state violence to me. Only during the coding process I realized, how internalized, 
organic and almost naturally violence as perpetuated by ‘the state’ emerged as a central 
aspect in their self-narrations. Karakus-Akalin et al. (2023) apply a rights-based approach 
and argue that Kurdish identity is to be framed as a collective identity that can be formed 
and politicized at the core of rights consciousness, which is shaped by commonly shared 
memory of rights violations and inherited from one generation to the another over the course 
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of time. The authors argue that events involving rights violations against Kurds have created 
a kind of collective trauma experience, which is transferred into a collective memory, which 
can also be considered a “construction of meaning and social identity for the victimized 
group, giving the group a sense of common destiny and a sense of struggle and resilience” 
(Karakuş-Akalın et al., 2023: 55).  While collective identification plays a major role in 
collective action and in the mobilization of disadvantaged or oppressed communities 
(Simon & Klandermans, 2001), I aim to move away from reproducing a discourse, in which 
subjectification is reduced to narratives of victimhood and trauma. Özlem Goner’s research 
on collective memory at the intersection of gender politics and remembering the massacres 
of 1938 Dersim, shows how “even when the narrative ruptures from the patriarchal 
depictions of women’s roles, such as when mothers abandon their children to save their 
lives, women are denied by the agency of survival and are quickly pushed back to be the 
traumatized objects of state violence”, which she argues is not to “downplay aUect and 
suUering, but rather to reveal other possible narratives, an ultimate will to life, and diUerent 
subject positions with respect to the massacres and beyond” (Goner, 2019: 217). Instead of 
understanding collective identity and collective memory as based on trauma therefore, I 
show that subject-making in the diUerent contexts of conflict goes beyond the dominant 
narratives on victimhood. Based on an ethnographic study of Kurdish children in a rebel zone 
of the PKK in Adana, Haydar Darıcı further argues that narratives of violence and trauma, 
frequently recounted by these children, reveal the need to rethink the relationship between 
memory, trauma, and narratives. He observes that the “lucid and consistent rendition of 
stories they (Kurdish children) have experienced and/or that were transmitted to them 
suggests these stories have been told multiple times” (2011b: 10). Hence, rather than 
viewing trauma through the typical psychological lens that emphasizes the inability to speak 
about it, Darici suggests that these narratives should be understood in a communal and 
political context as stories gain power through repetition and collective retelling and 
eventually become part of a shared repertoire that shapes both their personal and collective 
identities across multiple temporalities. This repeated storytelling of experiences of violence 
does not fragment but instead reinforces a sense of self, in which Kurdishness is constructed 
as a central point around which suUering, injustice, as well as a subversive identity is 
expressed.  
 
Therefore, “productive of movements, identity, and subjectivity, consciousness of history 
reveals that even in their conventional means, such as violence, relations of power cannot 
be captured only as repression and trauma” (Goner, 2018: 169), hence I argue that 
subjectification processes, which diUerent than identification, involve the making of political 
subjectivities by way of internalizing violence as imposed by an aUectively externalized agent 
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of power (’the state’) and a simultaneous process of “individuals coming to understand 
themselves as subjects” (McNay, 1994: 134). Therefore, a shared memory of violence that 
signals the survival of a group despite oppression can contribute to the construction of 
collective action (Harris, 2006) and as put forward by Bert Klandermans can be a major 
contributing factor to the actualization of collective identity (Klandermans, 1984, 2014). 
Based on the case example of racial domination in the US, Fredrick Harris argues that 
“memories of events that convey triumph over oppression may be more important as 
resources for constructing collective action than events that signify the cost to being a 
member of a marginal group” (2006: 20).  Interestingly, as I show in this chapter, the sense-
making of violent histories and subject-formations in the process occur not in leaving out 
memories of what might count as defeat or those that signify being part of a dominated 
group, to the contrary, the narratives center these experiences in a way of positioning oneself 
in relation to the truths that circulate about statehood and statelessness. The narratives as 
constructed in how oppression, survival and genocide is remembered in fact are centered 
around constructing the moral reasons for collective action by signifying the cost of being 
exposed to the oppressive structures of ‘the state’. Therefore, it can be argued that memories 
revived by my interlocutors are shaped within the framework of a politicized collective 
identity (Simon & Klandermans, 2001), which accounts for collective self-making that 
“underlies less powerful group members’ explicit motivations to engage in a struggle with 
power asymmetries in society (Karakuş-Akalın et al., 2023: 54).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 123 

4.1 Memory and subjectification 

 

“Being Kurdish is like not being the subject in your own life. It is when every aspect of 
your life is externally determined. This is what we want to change, we want to be 
subjects in our own lives.” (Interview 3, Faysal Sarıyıldız) 

 

Faysal Sarıyıldız has vivid memories of state violence and remembers in a detailed fashion 
the violence exercised by the Turkish military during village raids in the 1970s in his 
hometown Cizre. Yet, instead of narrating his biography through events, he reflects on the 
more systemic role ‘the state’ has been occupying in his life, as for him the structuralizing 
power of the state is a priori violent as it is set to hinder Kurdish subjectification processes. 
Describing a twofold process that unfolds in the entangled histories of violence and 
resistance in Kurdistan, he argued that while state violence eUectively created subjects of 
subjugation and non-agency, the political struggle was essentially an attempt at unmaking 
this domination by an active subject positioning that reclaims agency and self-formation. I 
met Faysal Sarıyıldız, an exiled Kurdish politician, who had been in Germany for four years 
already when we met for the interview in the almost empty cafeteria of a social center in a 
German city in late 2020. He was one of the eighty elected HDP candidates, who had gained 
a seat in the Turkish parliament during both the June general elections and November snap 
elections in 2015 and who subsequently faced heavy repercussions in the period that 
followed. Inscribed by the acceleration of authoritarianism in Turkey and successive violent 
events from bombings, assassinations, political persecutions to military sieges in Kurdish 
cities and the termination of the peace talks between the Turkish government and the PKK, 
the post-2015 period in Turkey can be defined as a critical juncture in the life histories of my 
interlocutors. In earlier works I have characterized this period of violence by the process of 
the Turkish state returning to the factory settings of the republic, meaning the violent re-
amplification of monoculturalism and racist categories in the re-making of a Turkish nation 
as a response to the Kurdish political movement’s counter-hegemonic success in building 
cross-group alliances that resulted in key assets for Kurdish and left movements both in 
municipal and general elections (Burç, 2019, 2022a). For Leyla Birlik, an exiled former HDP 
MP, the drastic shift to accelerated violence in Bakur is closely interlinked to the emergence 
of an increasingly self-determined Kurdish subjectivity that was not only refusing 
appropriation by the state but further was able to resonate across the country: 
  

“I mean, I really think that nothing is detached from its past and history. The AKP 
government is also not detached from Turkey's history, from the Ottoman history. Let 
me tell you frankly. A presidential candidate like Selahattin Demirtaş, a Kurd, and he 
is not the Kurd of this government and this state. He is not the Kurd they created, not 
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‘the Kurd’ they want him to be, a Kurd outside their world. Then there is a party that is 
gaining sympathy and votes even in the Black Sea region, it gathers votes all the way 
from Hakkari in Kurdistan, Antep, to the Mediterranean, the Aegean. This is what the 
state’s mind cannot accept. In other words, this was actually the reason why the 
(peace) process broke down so drastically after 2015, why half of us is in prison, the 
others in exile. Because they (‘the Turkish state’) couldn't create their own Kurds” 

 

Although the critical juncture and shift in politics after the 2015 elections in Turkey and the 
transregional reverberations of violence emerge as a period around which a ‘before and 
after’ was constructed, my interlocutors across all contexts place the post-2015 shift in 
Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage from a cultural opening (Aktoprak, 2018; O. Göksel, 
2015; Kışlıoğlu & Cohrs, 2018; Kolcak, 2015, 2016) to the politics of national and 
transnational re-securitization of the Kurdish issue not as a single event but as “organically 
interconnected” (Interview 12, “Arjen”) with the preceding atrocities of IS, the trans-
regionalizing eUects, as well as an anticipated continuation of their context-specific 
histories of violence. Interestingly, the violent episode of genocidal attacks against the Ezidi 
population in Şengal has not only revived memories of violence and coloniality among the 
Ezidi-Kurdish constituency but further is narrated as a critical event with which all my 
interlocutors not only identify but also have constructed their own subjugations and 
experiences of violence as an extension or reflection of the 2014 genocide against the Ezidi 
people. Özlem Goner’s research on the role of memories for transgenerational 
subjectification processes of Kurdish-Alevi survivors of the 1938 Dersim massacre shows 
that individuals, who neither share a common ethnic or religious identity, nor a geographical 
denominator with the Ezidis in Şengal, evoked identification processes with the victims and 
survivors of the 2014 genocide, as they were conceived as targets of the ‘system’ by default 
due to their minoritized identities. Goner argues that her interlocutors constructed a 
collective identity based on shared experiences of Outsiderness, hence beyond religious, 
ethnic or geographical signifiers, and instead shaping subject positionings within 
antisystemic and antistate frames  (Goner, 2018: 1–20).  
 
With regards to memory and counter-memory in the case of the 2019 Lebanese uprising, 
often referred to as thawra27, Donatella della Porta and Rossana Tufaro (2022) argue that 
memory is socially constructed and inherently plural, meaning that it can be contested both 
from above (dominant narratives) and from below (popular or alternative narratives), hence 

 
27 The Lebanese Uprising Thawra, which is translated as ‘revolution’, was characterized by widespread protests 
against the political elite and the deteriorating economic conditions in Lebanon. It involved a diverse coalition 
of citizens from various sects, social, and political backgrounds, challenging the existing sectarian political 
order and calling for the resignation of the post-war ruling class (see for more J. Nagle, 2024).  



 

 125 

social movements can develop their own selective memories, which are shaped by 
transformative events and the specific context in which they operate. Quoting Della Porta 
and Tufaro (2022: 1390), memory serves as a building block for social movement identities, 
influencing how groups frame their struggle and mobilize support yet it at the same time is 
not static; rather, it is dynamic and contested, with diUerent groups rivaling to assert their 
interpretations of the past, leading to the emergence of counter-memory. Counter-memory 
however is also selective and reflects struggles over how to be remembered, and the 
narratives that should be constructed, why the authors emphasize that within social 
movements, collective memory is polyvocal and is a site for struggles (Della Porta & Tufaro, 
2022: 1389); or as the authors quote Robert Jansen, memories are ‘mnemonic battles’ over 
historical interpretations and significance (2007: 959 as cited in Della Porta and Tufaro 
2022). Memory therefore must be understood as a dynamic process that plays a crucial role 
in defining political identities and shaping the emotional landscape of social movements, 
particularly in contexts of intense socio-political change, such as the Lebanese uprising, or 
the recurrence of a violence episode such as in the period of 2014-2015 in Kurdistan.   
 
I observed that despite recollections of significant political victories and their glorious 
narrations in heroic modes, my interlocutors nonetheless remember and perceive violence 
as a static determinant in their lives and as something that actually “never stopped or 
decreased” (Interview 17, “Hebun”). For example, the liberation of the besieged Kurdish city 
of Kobani in Rojava Kurdistan in early 2015, the electoral success of the left alliance led by 
the Kurdish democratic movement in Turkey in June 2015, mass mobilizations and growing 
cross-movement alliances between the feminist, queer, Turkish left, workers’ movements 
and the Kurdish movement in Turkey, the first self-organized units in Şengal after the 2014 
genocidal attacks by IS, the territorial defeat of IS with the liberation of their stronghold in 
Raqqa in 2017 and with that the growing recognition of Kurdish identity, language and 
political articulations both in the immediate region and in European countries are often 
mentioned with a sentiment of pride during the interviews. Yet at the same time these 
narratives are carried with emotions of frustration, exhaustion and grief, at times with a 
certain degree of nostalgia, as it is quickly acknowledged that all these victories were 
followed by an amplification of a well-coordinated wave of violence against Kurds and their 
sites of cultural, political, and societal articulation in Turkey and beyond. Including 
narrations of transnational dimensions, the violent cycle is defined through simultaneously 
unfolding events such as the occupation of entire Kurdish cities in Rojava in 2018 by the 
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Turkish army and its proxies, Kurdish women being persecuted and killed28 as a retaliation of 
hegemonic states against the potential of Kurdish feminism for transnational mobilization, 
the mass imprisonments of activists and MPs in 2016, the closure of their legal party, hence, 
the systematic re-securitization of the Kurdish issue both in Turkey, the region and in 
European countries. In fact, in the aftermath of a gunman attack in the city centre of Paris 
on 23 December 2022, which targeted the Kurdish cultural centre and has left three people 
dead, and three others wounded, among them popular Kurdish musicians, local activists 
and a former Kurdish fighter from Rojava, I caught up with Hasan, a Kurdish activist, who was 
helping me with finding other participants. Although French media reported it as a racist 
attack infused by anti-migrant sentiment (‘Le Monde’, 2022), Hasan placed this attack as 
part of the Kurdish history of violence, in which emotions of fear, pain, hope and joy fade into 
each other given the fast-paced sequentiality of violent events perpetuated by ‘them’, as in 
those that perpetuate the making of Kurds as a dominated group: 
 

“…they susocate us with violence, we can neither celebrate our victories nor grief our 
past losses in a dignified manner because we are actually always under attack, in 
defence and survival mode” (Field notes, 26 December 2022)  

 

As Della Porta and Tufaro show for the Lebanese case, the notion of nostalgia can produce 
a complex emotional response to be mobilized by both progressive and reactionary 
movements, given that nostalgia is not merely a longing for the past, but can also be 
strategically employed to evoke specific emotions and memories that resonate with current 
political contexts. Hence, for instance, nostalgic references can be used by social 
movements to remember a more inclusive or just past, or they can draw on nostalgic 
sentiments tied to more sectarian identities or past glories to reinforce their legitimacy and 
rally support (Della Porta & Tufaro, 2022: 1394). However, despite some nostalgic references 
to recent victorious past events in the political struggle or to a past instance of mass 
mobilization, I was surprised by the broader absence of nostalgic references in my 
interlocutors’ recollections. None of my interlocutors constructed a nostalgia around a pre-
colonial freedom or a just period in history. I observed an internalized sense of colonial 
subjugation, and the construction of a collective identity based on the perception that as 
long states are structuralizing powers, violence is perceived as omnipresent, eventually 
shaping antistate narratives intertwined with desires, values and processes of self-formation 
emerging from within movement spheres advocating for a forward and inward-looking 

 
28 One example is the killing of prominent female leader of the autonomous administration in Rojava, Hevrîn 
Xelef on October 12, 2019, by Turkey-backed mercenaries. Xelef was considered a symbol figure in building a 
multiethnic and feminist future in Rojava-Syria. For a post-mortem published interview with her see, 
https://roarmag.org/essays/hevrin-khalaf-interview/ (last accessed 27.09.2023).  

https://roarmag.org/essays/hevrin-khalaf-interview/
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revolutionary praxis. Although the narratives of violence reminded me of Özlem Goner’s 
observation in the Kurdish-Alevi example that the “narrative of state violence connects the 
past and the present within an eternal historicity of suUering and reveals a lack of hope that 
contradicts the current vibrant political scene in Dersim” (2018: 1), at the same time, as this 
dissertation argues overall, the subject-formation at the intersection of survival and 
resistance have given rise to the broadening of movement capacities, eventually shaping 
repertoires of radical relationality, through which a desire and conviction to restore what has 
been destroyed by ‘the state’ is nurtured in the movement space of non-state-seeking 
mobilization.  
 
It is striking to observe that the twofold subjectification process as pronounced in Sarıyıldız’ 
statement does not entail a primacy of an ethnic idea of subjectivity such as for instance 
along the lines of ‘becoming a Kurdish subject’. Like most of my interlocutors he too does 
not (over-)emphasize Kurdish subjectification as an ethnic category but as self-formation 
that involves an active and self-determined construction of oneself, refusing predetermined 
ethnic and/or religious determinants. Delal Aydın shows in her research on youth 
mobilization during the violent episode of the 1990s how the yurtsever29 subjectivity 
emerged as a product of massive state violence and in entanglement with the Kurdish 
national revolutionary struggle when Kurds “risked their lives in demanding recognition of 
their existence and their dignity” (Aydin, 2023: 272). Scholarship on the impact the Kurdish 
movement’s initiative to realize a Kurdish satellite tv in the early 1990s had on the self-
perception of Kurds as an extraterritorial nation (Hassanpour, 1998), shows that the 
traditional struggle for Kurdish national recognition was tied to the making of national 
subjectivities30 and how the 1990s were critical in the acceleration of subjectification of 
‘becoming a Kurd’ against the politics of denial and annihilation. Aydin contributes to this 
discussion from a diUerent angle and introduces the yurtsever subjectivity as a category of 
both a Kurdish and revolutionary perception of selfhood against state violence, where the 
struggle was not merely framed in nationalist or party loyal categories but significantly 
defined “upon a moral construction” (Aydin, 2023: 272). The subjugations experienced in 
the period of mass violence during the 1990s emerges as a vivid memory, which my 
interlocutors of all three contexts of conflict reactivated in their eUorts of making sense of 
the new cycle of violence as unfolding in the post-2014 period.  Overlapping the Kurdish 

 
29 In its literal translation yurtsever means ‘patriotic’ and has been often used by oppositional groups in Turkey, 
on the one hand to distinguish with regards to milliyetçi, hence ‘nationalist’. On the other hand, to signify 
Kurdish patriotism as based on leftist political ideals.  
30 Later as the Kurdish movement actualized the shift from state-seeking to non-state-seeking frames, this 
process was accompanied with the construction of a politicized collective identity by building a counter-
narrative media network  (Schamberger, 2022). 
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struggle with the moral duty to stand against Turkish state violence as analyzed by Aydın in 
the context of a yurtsever subjectivity “at the intersection of the political and the ethical” 
(2023: 273), I show that the trajectories of subjectification in the post-2014 period turn the 
focus on a notion of human dignity of having the right to being a subject in your own life, 
borrowing the words from Faysal Sarıyıldız, no matter the ethnic, national or territorial 
question.  Additionally, diUerent to the yurtsever subjectivity in the 1990s, the experienced 
and remembered violence in my interlocutors lives as I will show in the following, impacts 
distinct resignifications of identity, belonging and viability in the processes of self- and place-
making from below (see Chapter 6) that are part of a subject-formation, which does not 
construct revolutionary struggle merely as “a moral duty in light of state violence and 
denialism” but assumes mobilization as a duty to survival through emancipation, hence to 
develop, articulate and implement new sets of moral values based on the idea of a radical 
relationality as opposed to the internalized systems of domination.  
 
Therefore, in the Benjaminian sense, I do not approach memory (Gedächtnis) as an 
exploration of the past but rather as a scene (Schauplatz) of narrating oneself in an 
autobiographical act (Benjamin, 1988). Subjectification processes are closely intertwined 
with regimes of truth since the internalization of what position is sought to be occupied in 
reality or in the imaginary (Foucault, 1998) is based on “taking a decision about being a 
particular type of subject” (Skinner, 2013: 909). Therefore, subjectification processes 
intrinsically involve the notion of power as external to the subject as “bound to seek 
recognition of its own existence in categories, terms, and names that are not of its own 
making, the subject seeks the sign of its own existence outside itself, in a discourse that is 
at once dominant and indiUerent” (Butler, 1997: 20). Subjectification in this dissertation is 
thus defined as a process inflicted by a notion of power that appears to be a dynamic 
negotiation of an externally imposed power against the subject’s will and the power of self-
formation in return from within. 
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4.2 Remembering oppression: The persecuted  

 

“Kurdish question? It’s landlessness, languagelessness, identitylessness, you know... 
For example, I'm giving you this interview in Turkish. I think this is the Kurdish question. 
I wish I was able to do it in Kurdish, I'm sure, you too” (Interview 6, Leyla Birlik) 

 

Listening to Kurdish politician Leyla Birlik in a crowded café owned by three Kurdish sisters 
on a busy street in one of the rather metropolitan German cities, I am reminded of the 1989 
novel Siya Evînê (trans. In the shadow of a lost love), where late Kurdish writer Mehmed Uzun 
calls Kurdistan an orphan country. His work is characterized by the persistent usage of the 
Kurdish language, which was outlawed in public already in the 1924 constitution and after 
the military coup of 1980 prohibited in public too (Bayır, 2022; Bilgin, Ekici, & Sezgin, 2022). 
His body of literature is further known for its impact in shaping a modern Kurdish literary 
language (Abdulkarim & Saeed, 2019), since his novels had an impact in reviving the Kurdish 
tradition of storytelling (Bocheńska, 2022), which has been predominantly practiced orally 
due to the high risks of criminalization and state persecution. Uzun wrote most of his books 
in Swedish exile, where he lived as a political refugee in Stockholm (Sievers, 2016). His 
protagonists are often inspired by the biographies of Kurdish nobles at the beginning of the 
20th century, who like Uzun himself, were writers and political activists, among other things, 
pursued the establishment of a Kurdish literary language and were struggling for the 
acquisition of equal citizenship rights for Kurds in the newly founded Turkish republic. In 
resemblance with Uzun’s biography, they fled state persecution and lived in exile in 
European cities such as Paris and Berlin. In Siya Evînê, he depicts the life of Memduh Selim, 
who was among the founders of the 1927 party Xoybûn, inaugurated by exiled Kurds in 
Lebanon. Xoybûn, which generally translates into ‘independence’ and literally means ‘to be 
oneself’ was a Kurdish party advocating for national independence and political recognition, 
often referred critical in the early stages of the making of a Kurdish national movement after 
the demise of the Ottoman Empire (Keskin, 2017).  
 
I read Uzun’s novel during fieldwork in 2019 and realized the power of narratives in anchoring 
the more subtle layers of violent histories, which express themselves not only in the 
chronicles of violent events but rather in how an emotion is framed and relations perceived. 
For Leyla Birlik the necessity to speak in Turkish during an interview already was an extension 
of the violence she endured personally as a Kurd, activist and politician in Turkey, of which 
she shared her memories with me. Suggesting that I too, was aware that ‘landlessness, 
languagelessness, identitylessness’ expressed itself even in the most mundane 
‘unexpected’ encounters and relations, revealed an anticipated shared subjectivity and 
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knowledge among Kurds that no matter which space and interactions they navigate, the 
colonial Kurdish issue, even in the most subtle ways, impacts subjectivities and relations. I 
noticed images and emotions similar of what Uzun has emblematically described in the 
image of an orphaned country or as Leyla Birlik has framed with the ‘-less’-construction, 
being re-activated in a diUerent political context by imprisoned Kurdish politician Selahattin 
Demirtaş for instance during his defense speech in front of a Turkish court hearing on 2 
January 2024, when he said: “You stole my land, my wheat, my hearth. You stole my country. 
Look, you can’t even say the name of the country, you can’t say ‘Kurdistan’, because you 
have called it the ‘Turkish penal code’ instead.”31  
 
The telling of (state-)’lessness’ as a century-old condition inscribed to the Kurdish issue and 
as a shared emotion of being deprived from the building pillars of what constitutes a 
dignified life and a society, has not only been dominantly reproduced  by politicians such as 
in the exemplified case above by Demirtaş or in Kurdish literature, songs, films and artwork 
but was a strongly recurring theme addressed by my interlocutors when summarizing the 
Kurdish issue from their perspectives. For Leyla Birlik statelessness expresses itself in what 
she calls landlessness, her choice of terms is not by coincidence but to clarify that violence 
is not emerging from the absence of a state of one’s own but by state-enforced deprivation 
from lands to call home and to pursue a life on: 
 
 

“What aslicts me the most though is our landlessness. I mean, I have a country, I have 
a country…There is a country where my ancestors were born. There was a place 
where my ancestors were self-susicient with their own lives, their own land, without 
harming anyone. And it was a land from which we did not uproot anyone. But 
someone came and took me all the way to Germany... I mean, why am I here when I 
have a land, a house, a village, a neighborhood, a country where I can live? Why do I 
have to be here? …and when I say landless… I'm not necessarily talking about 
something that has borders. I'm not someone who does that very much. I am also a 
person who believes that one day borders should be abolished. Yes, borders should 
really be abolished! But the thing is, the lifting of borders would not mean that I will 
be homeless. I had a house on my own land. Why are they forcing me out of my house, 
out of my village, out of my land?” (Interview 6, Leyla Birlik)  

 

This section sheds light on the persecuted, who constitute one of the three clusters in my 
empirical material. They represent the group of individuals, who are usually known in their 

 
31 A transcript of the major parts of the defense between 2-4 January 2024 was published by Bianet 
https://static.bianet.org/2024/01/demirtas-savunma-2-4ocak2024.pdf (last accessed 15/01/2024), later the 
entire testimony was published in a book format in 2024 (Demirtas, 2024).  

https://static.bianet.org/2024/01/demirtas-savunma-2-4ocak2024.pdf
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roles as political actors and public figures that have embodied the Kurdish struggle in Turkey. 
I decided to not categorize this group along the tags and profiles of politician, representative 
or activist but to rather put the emphasis on the processual dimension of violence in the lives 
of my interlocutors and therefore also in the trajectories of subjectification, no matter their 
political mandate, status of parliamentary immunity or even more professional actor roles 
in the Kurdish freedom movement. In this section, I aim to steer away from emphasizing the 
identity as vekil (political representative), recognizing the need to shed light on a dimension 
of vulnerability that is often overlooked. While political representatives are tasked with 
embodying the struggle through their roles as halkın vekili (representative of the people), I 
suggest acknowledging the human qualities and emotions intertwined with this 
responsibility. On the one hand, they are expected to symbolize the political struggle through 
their identities as vekil, yet on the other hand, they grapple with the personal sacrifices and 
vulnerabilities inherent in their individual experiences of persecution. These individuals carry 
within them personal memories of childhood and experiences of recurring violence, 
manifesting not only in their political endeavors but also in their personal lives and subject-
formations. The pressure of leading a political life means they must represent and embody 
the struggle with their very person, navigating the complexities of exile, imprisonment, and 
the cyclical and recurring nature of their experiences as demonstrated in the previous 
chapter. This dual burden of political representation and personal vulnerability emphasizes 
the complicated intersection between the political and the personal in their lives. This 
realization became evident during my fieldwork, where participant observation played a 
crucial role in shaping this decision. It wasn't solely the interviews themselves, but also the 
contexts in which they unfolded – whether in small apartments on the outskirts of German 
cities where my political representatives lived in exile, or in the open conversations about 
their everyday worries and concerns that preceded and followed our formal interviews. 
These layered experiences of being persecuted revealed how remembering oppression 
unfolded not only as a remembering from the site of collective struggle, but also from its 
entanglement of its impact on personal lives – prompting me to emphasize the human 
qualities and individual vulnerabilities intertwined with their political identities.32 

 
Leyla Birlik, an elected MP, was detained by Turkish authorities in November 2016, alongside 
several other members of HDP, including Nursel Aydoğan, and until today imprisoned Figen 

 
32 For further research, particularly on women’s history, Nazan Üstündağ (2023) shows that a new political 
imagination has emerged in Kurdistan through women's acts and speech as they are entangled with the role of 
mothers, women’s guerilla and the politician. From a more historical perspective Handan Çağlayan (2020) 
analyzes the direrent trajectories of Kurdish women’s politicization in Turkey, depicting a Kurdish women’s 
political history.  
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Yüksekdag, Selahattin Demirtaş, Idris Baluken and Gülser Yildirim. She faced charges linked 
to purportedly insulting President Erdoğan during a speech in 2015, and, more interestingly 
for the discussion in this chapter, for her presence at the funeral of her brother-in-law, Hacı 
Lokman Birlik. Hacı Lokman Birlik, an activist and actor, whom the Turkish state considered 
aUiliated with the PKK, was killed on 3 October 2015 during the urban warfare launched by 
the AKP government the same year. He was shot by Turkish soldiers, his body tied to an 
armored vehicle in Şırank/Cizre and dragged through the neighborhood. This crime was 
filmed by Turkish soldiers and the video footage was shared and circulated on social media. 
In the aftermath of his killing, according to Birlik’s lawyer, no investigation was launched into 
the murder, “the crime scene was not investigated, evidence was not collected, witness 
testimonies were not taken, the weapons used were not looked into and the testimonies of 
the security forces were not taken” (Bişkin, 2020).   

 
The case of Hacı Lokman Birlik has become a central event in the collective remembering of 
the state violence that erupted between 2015 and 2016 in Bakur. Similarly, other cases that 
have become part of collective memory-making, also through art and music33, and my 
interlocutors have often mentioned without further explanation, almost in an anecdotical 
matter of an event that everyone is expected to know, were ‘Taybet Ana’ (Mother Taybet) and 
‘Cemîla’. Taybet Inan was an elderly Kurdish woman, who had lost her two children of 12 and 
4 years old in 1993 to the war in Kurdish villages and who herself was shot in front of her 
house during the curfew in Silopi on 19 December 2015, whose dead body was not allowed 
to be removed from the street for seven days and her children guarded her body from the 
distance of their home until they were allowed a burial. Similarly, the case of Cemile Çağırga, 
a ten-year old Kurdish girl, who was shot by the Turkish military while playing with her friends 
in front of her house. In her case too, the state of emergency regime did not allow a burial, 
and her father had no other choice than preserving his dead daughter in a deep freezer at 
their home to prevent the body from rotting. As anthropologist Asli Zengin states, during the 
state-declared curfew in 2015, for Kurds “everyday life shrank into their home space with no 
permission to enter or exit”, “the word curfew comes short of describing what happened” 
(Zengin, 2015), pointing out the heavy violence, mass killings, military occupation, 
starvation and mass displacement that locals were exposed to, specifically in Sirnak/Cizre. 
 

 
33 Artist Zehra Dogan, who herself was imprisoned for painting about the violence of the city wars has illustrated 
“Taybet Ana”, see https://www.ozgurpolitika.com/haberi-unutmadik-157474 (last accessed 20/07/2024) or 
prominent Kurdish singer Mem Ararat has composed a Kurdish lament ‘Lorîka Cemîla’, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0wqfbQCbDaA&ab_channel=KOMM%C3%9CZ%C4%B0K (last 
accessed 20/07/2024),   

https://www.ozgurpolitika.com/haberi-unutmadik-157474
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0wqfbQCbDaA&ab_channel=KOMM%C3%9CZ%C4%B0K
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As an elected MP from Sirnak/Cizre, Leyla Birlik’s arrest and legal persecution is not merely 
a manifestation of her political activities or the general repression of Kurdish political parties 
and their politicians in Turkey but further intertwined with her personal experiences of 
violence and loss. Specifically, that her participation in familial gatherings such as of 
collective grief at funerals led to legal persecution, forcing her to seek asylum and flee to 
Europe with her child, underlines how personal, even familial connections or solidaristic 
stances with victims of state violence is politicized by the state’s eUorts of producing derelict 
subjects. Essentially, Leyla Birlik’s case typifies inherent vulnerability of political actors in 
the face of state violence and the emotional challenges they encounter in navigating their 
roles amidst personal memory of violence and political activism. The close entwinement 
makes it increasingly diUicult to analytically disentangle the personal from the political, 
which raises questions on the seemingly artificial distinction in the first place when 
conducting research on political movements unfolding in highly oppressive environments. 
During the interview situation, she revealed strong emotions of indignation, which expressed 
themselves foremost in the repetition of rhetoric questions that aimed at breaking down a 
highly politicized and geopolitical issue into the essential and very personal impact on 
Kurdish lives. She summarized the main pillars of the Kurdish issue yet kept using her own 
biography and life as an example to illustrate how the conflict aUects utmost fundamental 
questions and mundane human activities from paying the electricity bill without being 
humiliated to being able to dream in your mother tongue: 
 

…The Kurdish issue is that my mother cannot pay the electricity bill without being 
humiliated for not speaking Turkish. It's Leyla having to come and live in Europe... I 
could not live freely in my own country, in my own land, the Kurdish issue is essentially 
not being able to live life freely, not being able to speak in my own language, not to 
able to dream in my own language, not being able to talk to my doctor in my own 
language. This is the Kurdish issue. It has been going on like this for a century. But you 
know, it won't continue like this; I really believe in it.” 

 
For Leyla Birlik violence is not something naturally inscribed to being Kurdish but externally 
imposed as an enduring colonial condition that even prevents a ‘free life’ to the extent that 
even dreams, the most intimate spaces, are occupied by the structuralizing violence of ‘the 
state’. Hence, due to the externalization of the root of violence to the sphere of ‘the state’, 
similar to Faysal Sarıyıldız’ account on Kurdish subjecthood, the narratives of my 
interlocutors display a strong sense of possibilities of unmaking this condition, despite the 
strongly internalized faculties and powers of violence – or maybe even, because of it. The 
following will continue with common narratives I have identified as shared patterns in how 
my interlocutors remember and aUectively plot state violence they have personally been 
subjected. These self-narrations are intertwined with memories of state violence and events 
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that were critical in the externalization process, in which the state is seen as a violent and 
external agent. Furthermore, it is important to note that there is less emphasis on the timing 
or motivations behind my interlocutors’ involvement in Kurdish mobilization. Rather, my 
primary interest lies in exploring how oppression in the past is remembered and how these 
memories shape subjectification processes.  
 

 

Human emotions versus the state  

 Reflecting on the enduring plight of the Kurdish people, Hatip Dicle calls the 
Lausanne Treaty a “century-long conviction” imposed upon Kurdish populations with the 
intention to render them “lonely” (Interview 5, “Hatip Dicle”). Hevidar, a teacher and activist 
from Diyarbakir on a visit in Germany, draws a similar analogy when recollecting her 
memories from witnessing the violent episode of 2015-2016 in her hometown: “…it was like 
Marquez’ One Hundred years of Solitude, the state had reminded the Kurds of their solitude” 
(Interview 63, “Hevidar”). Ali Duran Topuz (2024) has called the modes of violence imposed 
on Kurds and their cities, especially in the period after 2015, has been the government’s 
“laboratory of anti-law”. For Hevidar, the way the Turkish state targeted certain 
neighborhoods, streets or districts by concentrating a violent military rule in a strictly 
demarcated place, like the historical center of Sur in Diyarbakir, created a sense of ambiguity 
and fracturing among the society as feelings of isolation, erasure and separation were 
enforced by a simultaneity of destruction, displacement, dispossession and death for some 
in the city, while the rest continued their lives:  
 

 “After so much violence happened in front of everyone's eyes, the people were 
as if they had lost their memory, as if they were determined to live as if nothing 
happened but also knowing this was their only option, this is how much 
solitude was internalized.” (Interview 63, “Hevidar”)  

 

Despite the undeniable violence witnessed by all, she remembers that there was a pervasive 
sense of societal amnesia as a product of the state’s strategy of creating a demarcated 
space of anti-law in the city’s center, while the rest of Diyarbakir’s population had to endure 
the passive witness position.  The notion of solitude as put forward in the witness account 
of Hevidar or Hatip Dicle’s historical reflections, reveal a perception of ‘the state’ that not 
only appears as an agent of inhumane qualities and soullessness, which convicts society to 
solitude, but also in its function to impose an emotional landscape where fear and 
disaUection replaces solidarity, and empathy is overshadowed by the looming threat of 
violence. Therefore, in the narratives, the regime of fear is associated with the rule of the 
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state, which has been attempting to occupy the spaces where communal bonds and shared 
suUering might otherwise foster resistance and care within society. I noticed that many 
narratives of violence of the persecuted revisited childhood memories, in which they 
constructed state violence as a formative experience in their socialization.  Often village 
raids of the Turkish military in Bakur region combined with arbitrary violence that targeted 
the respectability of elders in the local community, in a way, attacking the societal ties 
upheld by family relations.  Faysal Sarıyıldız, who was born in 1975 into a reputable land-
owner family in Şırnak/Cizre, describes an image of his father being dragged by Turkish 
soldiers through the dusty soil of the village engraved in his memory of oppression. He 
emphasizes a “lived experience” that has served as a fundament upon which his identity and 
perceptions of the world and power relations within are constructed. 
 

“…During a military raid they (Turkish soldiers) took my father up to the roof and 
dragged me along. I think they wanted me to see everything. One osicer punched my 
father in the face a few times and my father didn't make a sound, he didn't fight back... 
I felt it in my bones that something terrible had happened... I felt great anger… I 
thought to myself, even my father, my hero, could be beaten up. After that day I knew 
the state had no human emotion at all... it was all glares, curses, oppression…in my 
mind I equated the state with oppression from a very young age…  
 
…I remember the lights of the panzer34 (armored vehicle), I remember how my father 
was dragged through the dusty soil in front of those lights and was pushed inside the 
vehicle... even though 37 or 38 years have passed, I still haven't forgotten this image 
while I easily forget things from a year ago... this kind of lived experiences are our 
fundament… I remember being very scared as a child, it (the state) was a monster, it 
was many strangers, unknown people, cruel people... but now of course I analyze it a 
little more sociologically, I try to make sense of it, I analyze it as power… and whenever 
power accumulates, after a while, evil emerges out of it...” (Interview 3, Faysal 
Sariyildiz)  

 

The perception of the state as a “monster” and “unknown, cruel people” during Faysal 
Sarıyıldız’ childhood, demonstrates how early encounters with the state were instilled with 
fear, distrust and estrangement. He describes the formative event as a critical juncture in his 
life, after which he began to associate the state with an emotional aversion (“I equated the 
state with oppression”). It was interesting to follow Sarıyıldız’ autobiographical narration, as 

 
34 ‘Panzer’ is the German word for armored vehicle and is also used by my interlocutor in German language as 
Turkish military mostly uses German military tanks in operations in Kurdistan. At a public talk with Süleyman 
Demirtaş, the exiled brother of imprisoned former co-chair of HDP Selahattin Demirtaş, stated that his brother 
was taken to prison in a German panzer in 2016, indicating European complicity due to continuing German-
Turkish arms deals and relations amid authoritarianism (Field notes, 21.06.2022). 
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he emphasized that his family never directly experienced severe poverty yet that they lived in 
a region,  
 

“where poverty was prevalent and the presence of the oppressive state was felt in 
every aspect of life, even if you could not see the state physically, you felt its 
oppressive presence… until today, when I hear devlet, it’s a chain of associations: 
military, oppression, death... fear comes to mind, killing comes to mind... nothing 
normal, nothing ordinary... it’s always something foreign, something external, 
something strange to you.”  (Interview 3, Faysal Sarıyıldız) 
 

While the mere mention of devlet (the state) continues to evoke estranged emotions, Faysal 
Sarıyıldız remembers how although he never experienced physical violence as child himself, 
he had learned the reactions and facial expressions of the adults in the village and how “the 
adults always trembled with fear, that is, even only by saying or hearing the word devlet” 
(Interview 3, Faysal Sariyildiz). His memories exemplify how getting to know the qualities of 
the state in the early years was mediated through the presence and visibility of military 
vehicles and soldiers in the village, the arbitrary physical violence imposed to the family 
members, even in moments of absence. In Sarıyıldız’ narratives the state’s dominance and 
intimidation was present in the emotional reverberations it caused intergenerationally and 
in how it created an omnipresent atmosphere of fear and unsafety. In a similar vein, Besime 
Konca remembers her childhood in a Kurdish-Alevi village in Maraş and evokes an imagery 
of uncompromising domination of external forces upon Kurdish subjects, from coercive 
imposition of a foreign language to the pervasive threat of violence and military intervention 
that has inflicted an internalized restlessness in her life: 
 

“There is always a thing that doesn't belong to you but is imposed on you, a language 
that isn't yours but is spoken by everyone. There's always this restlessness, always 
this anxiety of what's going to happen next ... People were being slaughtered, their 
bodies were being taken away, the military would come and raid the village, and it was 
always the same thing again and again.” (Interview 1, Besime Konca)  

 
 

Her description of feeling unsettled and anxious underlines the permeating sense of 
insecurity and uncertainty and its endurance associated with the memory of oppression. 
The emphasis on the repetition of violence, symbolized by the recurring raids she recalls, 
and the brutality inflicted upon Kurdish families, highlights the cyclical nature of oppression. 
Hence, the narratives of violence by the persecuted share a common denominator of 
estranged by ‘the state’. Faysal Sarıyıldız says that his perception of ‘the state’ as something 
external to the subject has not changed until today, constructing a path dependency 
between the emotional aversion to state power as he was exposed to in his formative years 
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and his individual subject-positioning today. The transition from viewing the state through 
this lens to analyzing it more sociologically in adulthood, when he started to reflect and 
make sense of power dynamics and their implications, shows that the act of remembering 
not only emerges as an ethnographic category of doing research but also is perceived by my 
interlocutors themselves as a revisited practice of a continuous subject-formation through 
a reflection of the past. When oppression is remembered proactively, for instance by 
revisiting childhood memories of village raids or early encounters with the state during 
university protests, my interlocutors tend to narrate it as a confrontation, almost like an 
awakening, where one “got to know the real face of the state” (Interview 5, Hatip Dicle). 
Therefore, remembering eventually turns into an ongoing meaning-making process and 
subject-positioning within the context of oppression.  
 
These “temporally configurational and evaluative functions” of plot-making therefore are 
indicative “for narrative’s role not only in representing reality but in apprehending and indeed 
constituting it” (Polletta, 1998: 421). The observation that the state seems devoid of human 
emotion speaks to a fundamental disenchantment with authority and objectification of the 
state. By acknowledging the absence of humanity within the state apparatus, Faysal 
Sarıyıldız makes a distinction between human values and the state as two contrary poles in 
the state-society power dynamics, a conceptualization that is in alignment with the moral 
battery concept that suggests a dualistic emotional framework with two contrasting 
emotions, one positive and the other negative (Jasper, 2014: 18). In this case, the aversive 
emotion generated by the realization of the state’s lack of humanity one the one hand serves 
both as a source of indignation and moral outrage. On the other hand, my interlocutors 
perceive the formative encounters with the state not only as an externalization process of 
‘the state’ but also of the normative frameworks represented by ‘the state’. Therefore, 
remembering oppression and externalizing the state as something not capable of human 
emotions, eventually places human values at the center of self-formation in opposition to 
the values of ‘the state’ and in aspiration of upholding one own moral principles. In this 
sense, memory becomes not only a way to look back but also a means to make sense of 
present realities and one's subject position within those realities. Tuncel’s reflections from 
prison further reinforce this idea. 
 
 

“Human beings can adjust themselves to diserent conditions and the disiculty or 
limitation of the conditions inevitably prevents you from acting freely on some issues. 
Here (prison) you can see the sky only limited, as much as the ventilation wall allows. 
You can see more clearly that the state has a problem with nature. We witness how 
they pick up a flower or grass that found their way between concrete walls with 
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vengeance. Your rights and freedoms are arbitrarily blocked. Your whole life passes in 
an area of 30-40 square meters. The state puts its resources of coercion and violence 
into action in order to isolate its opponents from the society and to prevent the 
sharing of their ideas with the society. For the state, prisons are the most important 
instruments of oppression. Here, instead of a human-oriented approach, a policy of 
surrender, deprivation of the human will, and punishment is hegemonic... Rights that 
have been claimed through struggle and resistance are seized at every opportunity.” 
(Interview 8, Sebahat Tuncel) 

 

She notes the irony of her confinement, where her view of the sky is “limited, as much as the 
ventilation wall allows,” yet this spatial restriction amplifies her understanding of state 
power. Here, she connects the state’s control over her physical environment to its broader 
control over nature itself, likening the state's actions to the “vengeance” it takes on a “flower 
or grass that found its way between concrete walls” (Interview 8, Sebahat Tuncel). The 
destruction of life, nature, and individual autonomy is portrayed as an extension of the 
state’s functioning mechanism built on violence. 
 
For Tuncel the state’s coercive apparatus symbolized in prisons are not only physical spaces 
of confinement but also as ideological and symbolic tools of power. Prisons, she argues, 
serve as the “most important instruments of oppression,” designed to isolate dissenting 
voices, fragment social life and prevent the diUusion of ideas with the broader society. Within 
this framework, the prison is more than a space of punishment; it is the materialization of 
the state's violence, seeking to control not just the body but also the mind and will of the 
prisoner and by extension those who mobilize in a political struggle. Therefore, Tuncel 
reflects the state's violence is not merely incidental but is described as a necessary function 
of its existence. Her words highlight the state's "policy of surrender, deprivation of the human 
will, and punishment," pointing to a systematic attempt to break down resistance and assert 
control. Yet, despite the harsh realities of incarceration, both Tuncel and my other 
interlocutors consistently frame their experiences not solely as victimhood but as part of an 
ongoing resistance. The recognition that the state’s violence is ever-present transforms the 
prison into a site of struggle, where rights are continually “claimed through struggle and 
resistance” and must be defended against constant attempts at erasure. This process of 
meaning-making through remembering past encounters with violence, then, becomes 
central to the subject formation of Kurdish political actors. Prison, in this context, serves as 
both a literal and metaphorical space where the violence of the state is most visible, but it 
also becomes a site of intellectual and emotional resistance. As Tuncel's quote indicates, 
imprisonment does not stop the political labor of these actors; instead, it becomes a space 
where the struggle for empowerment and understanding intensifies. Thus, remembering is 
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not merely the recounting of trauma but a continual process of reconstituting one’s identity 
in opposition to hegemonic violent apparatus. 

The politics of humiliation  

“…what I am trying to say, to be this angry and to feel mistreated systematically, 
nobody has to violently break your door. Yes, we also lived through this, our doors 
were broken, they took my brother, they took my father. Ok, with time, you make sense 
of this violence, but you question yourself why was I angry already before? Because 
my mother was trying to pay a bill for days…I mean, how disicult can it be to pay an 
electricity bill? But for a Kurd, for my mother, it was torture…The feeling of anger did 
not start with me, there is always a before…” (Interview 6, Leyla Birlik) 
 

 

The objectification of the state as something external, and even physically hostile towards 
Kurds, is extended by those narratives that introduce another layer of estrangement and 
alienation with the state based on memories of everyday racism and discrimination, as well 
as their transgenerational transmission. Quoting Marianne Hirsch’s concept on 
postmemory, Özlem Goner and Maria Six-Hohenbalken argue that experiences of ancestors 
are neither transmitted as autobiographical memory nor impersonal history but through 
other channels that venue the transmission of the “unexpressable”, while “next generations 
are often hardly aware of the full meaning of expressions and need time or a certain age to 
understand the hidden script, to life, or reveal the public secrets” (2019: 168). Although 
Leyla Birlik is not recalling an orally transmitted story, song, a rite or ritual, in her narrations 
she is in search for “alternative routes” to make sense of her ‘angriness’ by narratively 
revealing hidden, invisible traces of violence transmitted transgenerationally, not as a 
collective trauma but an internalized consciousness at the intersection of oppression and 
resistance. During the interview she constructed a symbolic story of ‘paying electricity bills’ 
to declinate her recollections and come back to question of the root causes for her 
unsettlement.  
 
In this context, an expression of mistrust permeates various aspects of the lives of my 
interlocutors, influencing their attitudes and relations to the state and informing a collective 
consciousness that is shaped around the theme of dignity. Moving from ‘the state’ as the 
embodiment of physical violence and humiliation through its presence and/or absence of 
force in the village to the memories of internally migrated Kurdish communities in 
predominantly Turkish cities reveals the politics of humiliation as a central pattern through 
which subjecthood is experienced and negotiated by. Most of the persecuted have 
recollections of being internally displaced or having chosen to migrate to the Western parts 
of the country as a consequence of the Turkish state’s violent military operations and 
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increasing numbers of unknown disappearances, extrajudicial killings, village burnings and 
state of emergency regimes in Bakur during the 1990s. Leyla Birlik, who grew up in Mersin – 
a city with a significant Kurdish population similar to Istanbul, Izmir, and Ankara – recalled 
how, even as a child, she sensed something was wrong but couldn’t fully understand it at 
the time. Though she had never experienced the conflict in Kurdistan firsthand, she 
remembers a feeling of unease that lingered in her early years. She shared a fragmented 
memory:  
 

“…we children could not put the finger on it, but in primary school we sensed it … ah 
I remember it like one remembers a dream, fragmented … I think we always felt the 
oppression, even as children in Mersin, but it only came to the surface when we grew 
a bit older. You know, I remember how I constantly felt bad, as if I did something 
wrong… I remember so many things... like, they asked me if we ate rats at home, why 
I didn’t have a tail… things like that…I remember the literature teacher mocking me 
and forcing me to pronounce the word ağlamak (to cry) >n front of the class know>ng 
my Turk>sh was not good and that I had d>s>cult>es w>th the ğ35 … I was heartbroken 
that day, I knew he did that only because I was Kurdish. I think this is why I was such 
a quiet child; my classmates would play during the break, and I would read a book on 
my own… today, I connect my emotions of loneliness to the racism I grew up with.” 

 
 
Remembering her childhood in the Kurdish-Alevi city of Maraş, Besime Konca described an 
instance of humiliation she faced in school similar to Leyla Birlik’s experience. Despite her 
teacher being Kurdish himself, he “fulfilled his duties as a state servant by bullying Kurdish 
children for not speaking Turkish” (Interview 1, Besime Konca). By the age of 10, Besime 
Konca had already internalized that “this state (Turkey) is not your friend”. For her the politics 
of humiliation through language discrimination was not simply about not being allowed to 
speak Kurdish; it was a system designed to “punished Kurds for the language they grew up 
with at home” (Interview 1, Besime Konca).  These examples show how the state not only 
repressed language but used it as a tool of oppression and colonial subjugation, or arguing 
from a Foucaldian perspective, “childhood is constructed by discursive practices such as 
law, psychiatry and medicine, and non-discursive practices such as the school and the 
family” (Darıcı, 2011b: 4). My interlocutors’ recollections from their time in school reveal the 
systematic humiliation Kurdish children faced, however as their narratives indicate a sense 
of estrangement from the state and from those who represented the state, a relationship 
mediated through daily interactions, they also suggest that such experiences were not 
confined to the classroom or to specific regions but form a key part in shaping their 
subjectification processes.  

 
35 Ğ is a letter of the Turkish alphabet and does not exist in Kurdish languages, making pronunciation diricult 
for non-Turkish speaker due to the distinct phonetics of the letter.  
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The memories of my interlocutors, as reflected in the classroom experiences, expose how 
Kurdish children were conditioned to internalize a sense of exclusion and inferiority, 
reinforcing the politics of humiliation embedded in the denial of linguistic and cultural 
expression. These formative experiences are not confined to specific locations or 
temporalities but are narrated emblematically to account for a broader systemic eUort to 
fracture societal unity. By undermining a collective Kurdish identity, such practices were 
perceived by my interlocutors as acts of molding individuals into submissive subjects within 
a colonial framework, alienated from their roots and continuously reminded of their 
subordinate position. 

 
…moving around a social space, be it on the street, in a bank, on the bus, the 
language you speak, always means to guard yourself from humiliation, I grew up 
seeing my mother not being able to confidently engage in these spaces… 
 
…braided hair or long dresses were very common among Kurdish women, but it was 
a thing when you walked like this in the Turkish metropoles, it meant either ‘from the 
village’ or ‘Kurdish’, my mother continued to braid her hair nonetheless… 
 
…these are small things, but they are the things that leave deep wounds within 
humans, they grow your anger and political identity… 
 
...maybe you don’t feel much at first, but it is engrained in your subconscious, it is in 
your emotions, maybe you don’t know yet who you are but everything that happens 
from the outside will remind you who you really are… 

 

Leyla Birlik’s reflections show, the process of estrangement extends into more intimate, 
everyday moments. The small, seemingly mundane acts—such as the choice to braid hair 
or wear long traditional dresses—are charged with political significance. These acts become 
markers of identity, which, in turn, invite both public humiliation and self-guarding 
mechanisms. Birlik recounts how her mother’s resistance, embodied through traditional 
hairstyles in Turkish metropoles and reveals a constant negotiation between visibility and 
erasure in which the politics of humiliation works to discipline subjects into conformity, 
ingraining a sense of ‘otherness’ that fragments both personal and collective identities. As 
Birlik notes, the emotional wounds from the colonial dynamic, in which individuals are made 
to feel inferior, while also being reminded of their diUerence, become inscribed into the 
subconscious of subjugated subjects.  One of these examples is braided hair, which 
becomes imbued with layers of meaning and significance in the context of the dynamics of 
discrimination and racism in Turkish metropoles of the 1990s. In one of my other empirical 
clusters, I discuss the symbolic meaning attached to braided hair in movement spaces 
through both the practice of female guerilla fighters braining their hair, as well as reactivated 
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stories of ancestral Ezidi fighters who had braided hair during the resistance of Şerfedîn, in 
Chapter 6.4 (“Resurrected fighters”). However, here my interlocutor’s narrative reflects that 
braided hair in public turned into a visible marker of Kurdish identity often associated with 
rural or village origins, becoming the target of everyday racism, even more so if combined 
with traditional Kurdish cloths. In this way, everyday practices such as braiding hair was 
politicized, both serving as a form of resistance against the attempts to erase Kurdish 
existence but also as an enduring experience of humiliation and of anger in light of navigating 
the diluted forms of everyday violence. The ways my interlocutors plot their memory into a 
coherent telling of a subjectification process that unfolds in opposition to those moments 
of humiliation they recount from interactions with the state or dominant nation, depicts how 
the subjectification processes at the intersection of socialization and memory is ingrained 
in emotions.  

 
While the experience that ‘the state’ and its ‘dominant nation’ consolidates their sovereignty 
through more subtle and everyday modes of humiliation is a predominant perception in the 
interviews I conducted during my fieldwork, the narratives of violence highlight how the 
politics of humiliation not only intersect with the dynamics of class but increasingly with the 
politics of masculinity. Humiliation is narrated as a core characteristic of the colonial 
violence Kurds are subjected to in Turkey but not as something that is only in the realm of 
the state but through its intersection with gender carries the potential to dilute into the very 
fabric of social relations and everyday experiences of patriarchy. The narrations of feeling 
humiliated in the public space, be it in school, on the bus or in a state building, expose that 
the state’s politics of humiliation amplify the politics of masculinity as they enhance 
gendered dynamics within Kurdish society as how to navigate the public is being re-
negotiated by the members of the family. Remembering her mother, Birlik says that men of 
the family would start delegating everyday errands, where humiliation as Kurds was 
expected, to women in order to avoid an uncomfortable situation from themselves and 
‘guard their pride’. 
 

“These walks to the bank, to pay the electricity bill, were something that always only 
women did. Men thought they did not deserve to be treated like that, to be humiliated, 
their honor did not carry this well. That's why they would send women. I remember 
this well; I think this is also why I was so angry…”  

  

For Leyla Birlik these everyday interactions that induced emotions of shame, anger and 
avoidance infiltrated societal relations within families, enhancing gender inequalities 
between men and women.  The emotion of anger is therefore amplified as she realized her 
mother had to endure the humiliating walk to the bank not only because of the politics of 
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exclusion in Turkey but because her father was in a position to withdraw himself from a 
violent situation and expose his wife instead due to the politics of masculinity. Remembering 
oppression for my interlocutors therefore was not limited to the military and more overt 
forms of violence coming from the state, but also manifested in more everyday interactions, 
even causing situations, in which patriarchal emotions and dynamics are amplified in the 
most intimate spheres.  Pointing at an intimate relation between the experiences of state 
violence and patriarchal violence, Leyla Birlik’s narrative reveals how “the reaUirmation of 
normative masculinity encodes hierarchical gender and sexual norms even in those 
instances when the status of women and sexuality appears to be entirely irrelevant” (Euben, 
2015: 515). The intersection of the politics of humiliation imposed by the coloniality of 
Turkey’s Kurdish conflict with the politics of masculinity have reversed traditional spatial 
confinements based on gender, where the interior usually represents the place for girls and 
women and the exterior belongs to men. The exterior became a place where ‘men did not 
deserve to be treated like that’ contesting their ‘honor’ and the interior was reinforced as a 
place “where masculinity was developed and expressed as a means of coping with the 
humiliation and social disruption” (Alexander & Anderson, 2008: 394). The narratives of 
violence that indicate the memory of a politics of humiliation show that “locating politics not 
in the public sphere, but in the private and in the interplay between the two leads to an 
emancipating political imagination” (Darıcı, 2011a: 474).  
 
She reconstructs the memory of her mother by simultaneously emphasizing how her refusal 
to assimilate by learning Turkish or changing appearance despite the everyday struggles in 
fact have been invisible acts of protest against, reminiscing of resistance as ‘hidden scripts’ 
in Scottian terms. In the middle of her narrated portrayal of how her mother actually was a 
resistant and not submissive figure, she pauses for a moment and reflects on her subject-
positioning in a shifted environment in Germany as a political refugee. She wonders in a self-
reflexive manner, if her resistance towards learning the German language since her arrival 
maybe was subconsciously her own attempt at preserving identity like her mother did as an 
internally displaced Kurdish woman in Turkish metropoles.  

 
“…paying a bill, learning how to communicate to take the bus, everything was disicult 
for her… (pause)… actually I am living the same things here... In fact, her life and my 
life are not so far away from each other. For example, my mother did not learn Turkish 
for years. Sometimes I think how much that woman must have susered all by herself, 
with her own inner world. I mean, for example, she is a very intelligent woman, but I 
remember, she stubbornly refused to learn Turkish. Now I've been here for a year 
already. Why don't I learn German? Am I going back, am I following my mother's path? 
Sometimes it's like this, I guess… Of course, it is diserent, time is diserent, the place 
is diserent, but... (pause) maybe now it’s me who’s protecting herself, there's 
something I want to protect... I think my mother tried to protect herself…”   
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The refusal to assimilate becomes a symbolic assertion of Kurdish identity and the memory 
of being humiliated is put into a linear narrativity of Kurds resisting the erasure of Kurdish 
culture, language, and forms of articulation. In contrast to feelings of shame often 
conceptualized in the context of experiences of racism, the narratives reflect a complex 
interplay of resistance, defiance, and insubordination against state oppression and its direct 
and indirect manifestations in the everyday. The memories of their parents’ generation act 
as a venue for self-reflection for my interlocutors. However, while Leyla Birlik emphasizes 
the dignified resistance of her mother, Hatip Dicle’s subject-positioning is in clear opposition 
and rejection of his inheritance from his parents. In his retrospective reflections he also 
highlights the impact of state violence and coercion on familial relationships and identity 
formations, as “relations with state institutions, with family members and friends are 
constituted through violence” (Darıcı, 2011a: 470). Hatip Dicle narrates his subjectification 
process of becoming a Kurd through a conflictual relationship to his parents, as his parents’ 
choice to communicate only in Turkish during his upbringing rather than Kurdish to protect 
him from the violence of the Turkish state constituted transgenerational violence in itself:  
 

“Actually, my parents spoke Kurdish among themselves, but they spoke Turkish to us, 
their children. After I became a little conscious - I was around 25 years old - I asked 
my father about this: ‘Why did you do this? This has been a great injustice for me’ I 
said. My father said something very interesting to me: ‘Son, when we went to the army, 
they taught us Turkish with slaps. We spoke Turkish to you so that you wouldn't have 
disiculties in life. Later, I tried to learn Kurdish with my own esorts… although I lack 
courage in political conversations, I can use Kurdish very easily in daily 
conversations…” (Interview 5, Hatip Dicle) 

 
In this narrative construction, the father’s rationale for adopting Turkish as the primary 
language with the household, rooted in his own experiences of coercion and violence during 
the military service, sheds light on intergenerational reverberations of state violence and 
survival strategies adopted by Kurdish families in response to state-sanctioned persecution. 
While this part of his narrative acknowledges the conditions that have led to the 
internalization of the state’s doctrine and the rationale behind the wish to safeguard next 
generations from potential harm, discrimination and humiliation, emphasizing that 
assimilation also unfolds in navigation of a precarious balance between survival and dignity, 
hereafter Hatip Dicle altered his plotline by wanting to “add an important detail”: 

 
…I learnt Kurdish and I sanctioned my father. How? By never speaking Kurdish with 
him. For example, I would speak Kurdish with my uncles and answer my father in 
Turkish. I developed such a method… like a punishment… to respond to the injustice. 
I was strict about it. I never spoke Kurdish with him until he passed away. I wasn't 
looking for much blame in my mother, because my father was very dominant at home. 
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Whatever he said was became law, so I never saw my mother responsible for this. But 
I was angry with my father in this sense. I didn't find his reasoning justified. I don't find 
it justified now either. This is an important detail. (Interview 5, Hatip Dicle) 

 

Similar to Leyla Birlik’s narrative of violence as a gendered phenomenon, Hatip Dicle too, 
narrates the father figure, hence the representation of patriarchy, as an extension of the 
injustice and oppression of the state. Not only depicts his narrative a memory of his father 
in analogy of state legislation (“whatever he said became law”), he further constructs a 
sense of justice that can only be restored in a determined resistance against the domination. 
My interlocutors’ narratives depict diUerent complexities of navigating oppression within the 
colonial matrix of power, of which they locate a certain potential of complicity even in the 
most intimate, private relations. Their perception of statehood as a structuralizing power 
transcends mere physical manifestations such as military raids or everyday racism and is 
experienced in a broader sense. In the narrations of violence, the state emerges with 
faculties of intruding societal relations, even within the most intimate familial unit, by 
enhancing and amplifying patriarchal norms and eventually reproducing the normative 
spheres of the state domination. Revolving around the theme of humiliation, my 
interlocutors recollected memories that indicate that the experience of violence extends far 
beyond the immediate temporal and spatial impact of violent situations; it is embedded in 
the mundane struggles of Kurds in navigating simple everyday tasks such as paying the 
electricity bill, going to school, growing up in Turkish metropoles or negotiating their 
gendered dynamics. The narratives provide an emotional landscape towards the state and 
the dominant nation, where the practice of systematic humiliation emerges as a critical lens 
through which the legacy of state violence is framed. The persecuted remember oppression 
through consistent, multiple and simultaneous modes of systemic and everyday 
subjugation that in return are put in juxtaposition to a subjecthood defined by 
multidirectional temporalities of contention, de-identification and unmaking.    
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4.3 Remembering survival: The refugeezized  

The mass flight of Kurdish villagers from Bakur region to Iraq, crossing the Turkish-Iraqi 
border started in March 1994 and goes back to the counterinsurgency war of the Turkish 
state that was built on the pillars of depopulation policies and the establishment of a village 
guard system (A. Yilmaz, 2016: 168). The village guard system, a paramilitary created and 
funded by the Turkish state in the mid-1980s and with more than 60,000 Kurdish village 
guards up until today, was the result of a counterinsurgency strategy of the state to fight the 
PKK, which was particularly active between 1985 and 1999 as a deterrence based and 
territory-focused state approach in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict (Gurcan, 2015). The guards are 
equipped with the right to carry arms and kill in the name of the Turkish state, enjoying 
informal immunity to exercise violence against Kurdish civilians in the name of anti-terror 
measures (Acar, 2019). Arzu Yilmaz shows that migration from Bakur region to Basur region 
already started in the 1990, especially in those villages that were right at the Turkish-Iraqi 
border. Quoting the words by a columnist in the Turkish newspaper Milliyet from 16 January 
1990, Yilmaz shows that even before 1994, a depopulation campaign of the Turkish state 
was unfolding, as “only 55 people had been left in a village that used to have a population of 
300 (…) how did it happen that while villagers who wanted to go to the grocery store in the 
neighboring village needed approval documents from the local gendarmerie to buy groceries 
but suddenly dozens of families who were not even allowed to go to a local market had 
passed on to Iraq” (Namık Durukan in A. Yilmaz, 2016: 169). My interlocutors of the Maxmur 
refugee camp community, share this common history of mass “flight from north to south” 
(Field notes, conversation), with some having lived through the episodes of forced migration, 
others being born in the camp. The accounts narrate a history of displacement that 
commences with Turkish state violence in Kurdish villages in the 1990s as closely tied to the 
village guard system and the state’s depopulation campaigns. My interlocutors emphasize 
how thousands of Kurdish villagers were pressured by the Turkish state to leave their homes 
because they had resisted becoming village guards, rendering them being on the move 
across the Iraqi border by foot. Being displaced from site to site another seven times, the 
refugee community was allowed to stay and settle 250 km away from the Turkish border 
north from the Iraqi Makhmour city on 25 May 1998 (A. Yilmaz, 2016: 295), on a “no man’s 
land” (Interview 22, “Mina”). The interviews share a common pattern of narrative 
construction that retells a history of survival, which on the one hand is associated with cyclic 
embargo regimes imposed on the community despite seeking refuge across the national 
border by a systematic interplay of the Turkish state, the state-like entity of the emerging KRI 
and international humanitarian aid organizations. On the other hand, the narratives of my 
interlocutors show an internalization of a collective history of refugeehood not only as a 
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consequence of Turkish state oppression against Kurdish villagers in a particular episode 
but further, as an endemic condition of violence in their lives.  

The Maxmur camp is a space with frequent appearances of Turkish drones in the sky or 
altering checkpoint authorities, my interlocutors introduced the camp-space in Maxmur as 
a memorized collection of sites associated with recent violent incidents embedded within a 
camp history of violence. On an introductory walk through the camp with my local hosts 
Heviya and Ciwan, both in their late 20ies, we passed by small shops for daily errands, 
tailors, houses, gardens, a large public square, school buildings and various community 
organizations. The walk turned quickly into a touring of places that revived memories of 
recent attacks against the Maxmur camp, “Look here is a women’s collective, when two IS 
men attacked our community, they sneaked in at night and their first address was this 
house…can you believe it?”, Heviya said and continued “but our women resisted bravely” 
(Field notes). Or, as we passed by a pile of rubble Ciwan asked me if I remembered the news 
in Kurdish media about the recent Turkish drone attack and pointed at a destroyed stone 
house, “look this was the house, they (Turkish state) knew people were in the house and still 
fired, we lost them” and turned to Heviya asking, “maybe we should also show her the 
martyr’s house?” (Field notes). As we arrived in the martyrs’ house I met an elderly woman, 
who was eager to show me the display of photographs of Maxmur community members who 
were killed in the camp or lost their lives after joining the PKK guerilla or forces against IS. 
She stood in front of a wall plastered with hundreds of photographs in diUerent frames, 
reaching towards one photograph of a young man pictured next to a YPŞ flag (Appendix. Fig 
3), she said: “There was nothing when we arrived in Maxmur, we were forced to live in such 
a place, forced to live a life full of suUering, we lost many of our children back then and now, 
all of them are martyrs in the struggle for freedom” (Fieldnotes/Interview 28, “Gultan”).  The 
refugeeized in the Maxmur camp have memories that conflate temporal and spatial 
dimensions. Violence is recalled in their aUective landscape not as a condition limited to a 
specific period or territory but rather as an inheritance of a violent condition that permeates 
both their past and present. The narratives reveal how the notion of survival is not 
constructed as a condition reached post-displacement but rather as something in-spite of. 
My interlocutors remember survival with a stretched temporality and spatiality, in which 
violence is memorized as an omnipresent and transregional condition interconnecting the 
lives of the refugeeized community of Maxmur camp with other communities who share a 
common inheritance, as commemoration of Maxmur martyrs who participated in the rescue 
of Şengal Yezidis in 2014. My interlocutors are from villages in Bakur that are geographically 
at a distance to the political and cultural centres of the Turkish state. Zerya reflects on the 
life in the village before the systematic depopulation and her narrative involves a 
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memorization of state presence and control although being geographically at the farthest 
point from the state:  

 

“Although we were in our own village, we could not live our life as we wished, we were 
restrained in our freedoms even in our small villages far away from the metropoles.” 
(Interview 21, “Zerya”) 

 

Turkish state violence is predominantly analysed through the dominant political imaginary 
that underpins the concepts of national identity and nationhood in Turkey and eventually 
causes systematic minoritization and oppression of those considered outside the 
boundaries. Research tends to focus on the centres and margins of state control and how 
the state governs those deemed outside the nation. In the Turkish case, often top-down 
processes of the state are subject of analyses, in which, I have come across a reference to 
a Turkish poem by Ahmet Kutsi Tecer, a prominent bureaucrat and poet of the early Turkish 
republic, whose “verses became of popular motto during the 1930s” (Metinsoy, 2021: 7). 
The poem is often cited as an emblematic depiction of the centralist nation-state that was 
being established in the early republican period through a top-down homogenization 
project, by which societies and geographies considered peripheral were meant to be 
integrated into a hegemonic imaginary of nation and state (territory). The poem begins with 
the verses, even if we don’t go or see it, that village is our village (Turkish original: Gitmesek 
de görmesek de, O köy bizim köyümüzdür) and highlights a political imaginary, where “the 
coexistence of place, space and time defines the abstract socialites of modern times, such 
as the nation, which operated within the framework of ‘that village is our village even if we 
don’t go or see it’” (K. Mutlu, 2015: 11). The narratives of my interlocutors disclose how the 
state’s claiming of the village manifested in their lives and shaping a reverse political 
imaginary. Zerya’s account for instance illustrates how state control and hegemony – or to 
remain within the grammar of the poem, how the state claimed the village without even going 
or seeing it – was perceived by the residents, not only as a matter of military presence but 
turned into an internalized condition of violence one could neither ‘escape’ at a geographic 
distance, in the smallest village, or in the private spheres and by which transgenerational 
consciousness was shaped: 

“We could not speak as we wished, we were not allowed to speak in our mother 
tongue, to listen to music in our mother tongue. In Maxmur and during the previous 
refugee period, we understood that we had to establish our own lives cleanly, build 
the kind of existence that we wish and protect it. If we have to pay a price for this, we 
were ready for this sacrifice. Almost everyone who ended up in Maxmur camp and 
was over the age of 18 acted in awareness of this. And this kept being passed on to 
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other generations. I remember, when he started to have self-organized education 
within our refugee community, we literally had nothing … we would break a pencil into 
three and four pieces and distribute them among the children.” (Interview  21 “Zerya”) 

 

The internalized condition of state-induced violence, as described by Zerya, shows how the 
state’s claim to the village extended beyond mere territorial, in presence, control. The 
prohibition against speaking in their mother tongue or engaging in cultural practices shaped 
a pervasive sense of unfreedom even in the most distant geography, which ostensibly could 
have been sites at a distance to the state. Zerya’s narration that even in the small villages, 
they could not live the life they wanted, reveals an understanding of geographical 
remoteness that involves a certain degree of freedom and an evasion of state imposition and 
control. In his works, James Scott, highlights how remote, geographically isolated 
communities voluntarily evade state control, creating non-state spaces by leveraging their 
distance from the centers of power. However, in the case of Kurdish villages in Bakur region, 
like in highlands of Hakkari, where many residents of Maxmur camp are from, the Turkish 
state is remembered by my interlocutors has a structuring power that penetrated even most 
intimate spheres. Beside the imposed cultural assimilation even in the most remote space, 
the state further imposed coercive measures designed to suppress Kurdish identity and 
autonomy with a systematic campaign of depopulation as part of its counter-insurgency 
strategy. Those who resisted the recruitment into the village guard system or did not leave 
their villages voluntarily were subjected to harassment, embargoes and other forms of 
pressure, eUectively forcing many to leave their homes by the end of 1994. Although the 
village-guard system, where villagers were co-opted into state service to monitor, control 
and fight their own communities, is often cited as a paramilitary intervention in the state’s 
conflict with the PKK, conversations with the Maxmur community have a strong narrative 
that the state’s presence ‘even in the most remote space’, which by definition happens to be 
“territorial borders at the edges of states” (Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, & Cassidy, 2019: 1), has 
been an attempt at undermining a geographical and societal proximity between diUerent 
Kurdish regions – in the case of Hakkari at the Turkish-Iraqi border, between the north and 
the south of Kurdistan. The overt display of power and control in Kurdish villages in Bakur 
region undermines the notion of remote geographies serving as zones of refuge from state 
authority in the Scottian sense. In these villages, state power is remembered by my 
interlocutors as both pervasive and invasive, leaving little room for resistant practices, other 
than the refusal to submit to the village guard system as a political act. In the narratives of 
my interlocutors however the flight is recalled as a story of protest. It is framed not merely as 
an attempt at survival but rather as an inescapable consequence of a conscious refusal to 
submit to the Turkish state as by Ruken: 



 

 150 

 
"We never abandoned our homeland or left our villages to others voluntarily. But the 
Turkish state gave us no choice. From fall to spring, they imposed an embargo on our 
village, blocking even basic necessities like a kilo of sugar. Even sick people were not 
allowed to pass through the blockade to get medical treatment. Some of our children 
were living in Uludere (Roboski), but their parents weren’t allowed to visit them We 
tried to gather and store enough food for the month, but the state wouldn’t permit it. 
The message was clear: either we joined their side and fought against our own 
brothers and sisters, or we would have to leave. We resisted with all our strength, but 
they left us no means to survive. The state told us to leave for Iraq, accusing us of 
lacking honor because we refused to take up arms against our own people. Yet, 
despite everything, we never raised their weapons, we never became village guards, 
and none of our villagers ever carried the weapons of the Turkish state—and we never 
will.” (Interview 20 “Ruken”) 

 

 

 

Borders and embargos 

Cyclic migration demarcated by borders and embargoes permeate the memory of refugees 
in Maxmur camp. Knowing the history of the mass flight in the 1990s through secondary 
literature, initially I expected an emphasis on narratives that retell the history of border 
crossings from the Turkish side to the Iraqi side of the border in Kurdistan, as well as the 
endurance of embargo regimes imposed by the Turkish state on Kurdish villages during their 
depopulation campaign. However, my interlocutors’ memory involved multiple borders and 
embargos beyond the temporal and territorial designations of the Turkish national state. As 
I have shown in the previous part, the refugeeized community of the Maxmur camp shares a 
memory of state violence that is enacted both way before and after the violent episode of 
the 1994 mass flights. Their history of survival therefore is remembered and told not as a 
once-in-time survival after fleeing the territorial sovereignty of an oppressive state but as a 
continuous survival of regimes of bordering and embargos after the initial flight. The life 
history narratives of my interlocutors are predominantly plotted along ‘stations’ of their 
continuous displacement that involve experiences of borders and embargos as systematic 
and cyclic causes of their suUering. However, the only territorial border the community has 
crossed has been the Turkish-Iraqi border dividing north and south Kurdistan, nonetheless 
the narrative interviews with my interlocutors show multiple memorized displacements after 
their initial flight. On the one hand, territoriality plays certainly a significant role in that 
period. During the 1990s the US started the Operation Provide Comfort and installed a nofly 
zone over northern Iraq in protection of the Kurdish population in Başur after the al-Anfal 
campa�gn of Saddam Husse�n (Beng�o, 2023; Boyle, 2013; Brattebo, 2006), wh�ch involved 
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a systematic Arabization of Kurdistan in Iraq through the means of mass destruction and 
chemical weapons (Interview 29, “Aras”). On the other hand, from the perspective of Kurdish 
refugees in Kurdistan at the time, in the narratives of my interlocutors, borders emerge 
beyond a fixed territoriality dispositif yet not as a-spatial phenomenon. While the 
scholarship on borders has moved toward including borders beyond those of the state and 
notions of mobile bordering practices such as through the passport (Häkli, 2015) or the 
humanitarian discourses and practices that asylum seekers encounter at the intersection of 
humanitarianism and border enforcement (Kallio, Häkli, & Pascucci, 2019), there is a 
“continuous redefinition process of political spaces, of which territoriality and nation-states 
are still crucial actors” (Cuttitta, 2015: 241–42). The experiences of flight in the Maxmur 
case, emerging as memories in the narrative interviews of my interlocutors, is an example of 
the multiplication of borders as well as how they are perceived as “interacting with each 
other in the same time and space zones” (Newman, 2010: 775). The memories of the 
refugeeized show how the landscape of Kurdistan, as divided by territorial nation-states, is 
shaped by a multiplicity of borders that may be invisible yet still be experienced by those 
subjected to borderscapes, a theorization of borders as intertwined with spatializations 
(Peña, 2023). In Border as a Method, Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson put forward how 
knowledge of a bordered world and how it is shaped in its multiplicity “is above all a question 
of politics, about the kinds of social worlds and subjectivities produced at the border and 
the ways that thought and knowledge can intervene in these processes of production” 
(2013: 17) .  
 

“We were given an ultimatum to leave our homes. At that time South Kurdistan was 
emerging and we thought we could maybe start a life there. Kurdistan was our dream, 
a desire. And also, many people from the north (Bakur region) had welcomed 
refugees from the south (Basur region), when Saddam was attacking them and many 
started fleeing from south to north, we thought South Kurdistan could be a refuge for 
us.” (Interview 29, “Aras”) 

 
 
The knowledge of these bordered worlds, as Mezzadra and Neilson argue, is political, 
shaping not only how borders are understood but also how they are navigated and contested 
as active sites were social worlds and subjectivities are shaped. My interlocutor illustrates 
this idea in a concrete way, as the ultimatum to leave their homes, imposed de facto by the 
Turkish state’s policies, forced Aras and their community to reimagine their lives within the 
bordered landscape of Kurdistan. The aspiration towards Başur was perceived as a place of 
safety due to an imagined belonging that my interlocutors construct both with a dream of 
Kurdistan and a memory of cross-border solidarism with the Kurdish populations subjugated 
to another oppressor (Iraqi Baa’th regime). This desire to come closer to a dream of home 



 

 152 

as a place of safety contrasts with the way life in the village was memorized as controlled by 
an external power (the Turkish state).  While the memories connotate the decision to took 
towards Başur region as an act of broadening the space for political agency and as a 
response to the coercive politics of the Turkish state, Zerya describes how desires for 
freedom and aspirations of refuge were aUectively intertwined with the realities of 
displacement. She shows how the border, in this sense, became a method through which 
the community navigated their political existence. The desire of a broader Kurdish dream of 
autonomy and freedom was tied to the idea that southern side of the border in Kurdistan, 
could be a refuge – desires that are continually mediated and often frustrated by the 
geopolitical borders that divide what is imagined as a Kurdish homeland.  
 

“In 1994, anyone crossing from north to south had to migrate with what they can take 
on their back. You cross state borders on illegal roads and many people are caught in 
between of military operations. Children, who have never seen a mountain before, 
were forced to walk through a mountainous geography, no roads, no cars… When we 
crossed the border and walked into southern Kurdistan… I mean, when we crossed 
the Iraqi border … no doubt we sailed into a completely diserent world. There were 
no police, no fear anymore. No one would come to take us in the middle of the night. 
A feeling of relief like that… but on the other hand, you leave behind your everything. 
For example, I left my school, my possessions, my neighbor, my friends, I left behind 
every single person and thing I knew and came to a new place. And still, I remember 
being very happy when we arrived, because at least, now we could speak our 
language comfortably, we could comfortably say "I am a Kurd"… but that feeling of 
ease did not stay for too long.” (Interview 2, “Zerya”) 

 

Her narrative makes visible that borders produce not only separation but also new forms of 
social and political life, which however remain temporal as they are constrained and/or 
negotiated in relation to the shifting and hostile policies by state and semi-state powers. That 
the feeling of ease did not stay for too long emerges as a narrative periodization of violent 
events between 1994 and 1998 that have caused continuous displacements until Maxmur 
refugee camp was established. Ruken remembers how the conditions that had forced them 
to leave their villages, in fact, were reproduced by the Turkish state though other means, 
such as aerial surveillance and diplomatic ties with the regional Kurdish powers: 
 

 
“When we went south, we settled in Şeraniş but Turkish planes were always on us, 
they followed us everywhere. We lived trying to hide from the warplanes. After that we 
went to Bêsîve. The year had only turned 1995 when we moved to Etruş. Then the 
embargos started. In 1995 we lived in a three-month embargo and were surrounded 
by southern Kurdish forces… it was clear, they were friends of the Turkish state and 
persecuted and oppressed us in extension of the Turkish state. Our lives were 
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poisoned… I remember how they slaughtered our people and plundered whatever we 
had, killed our animals we carried with us over the border, they killed and kidnapped 
our people, even on their wedding days, on our days of little joy… All they wanted was 
us to leave and we did eventually in 1998.” (Interview 20, “Ruken”)  

 

The experience of hostility coming another dominant society, had informed an 
internalization that state violence can be amplified by the communal dynamics of 
dominance beyond ethnic common grounds. In the narratives of my interlocutors the source 
of violence had no ethnicity; it rather emerged as a system of dominance of those in power 
or in the majority, which depending on the configuration of geopolitics could shift easily. 
Hence, those who were expected to provide refuged based on the idea of a common ethnic 
identity, turned into those who are memorized as complicit in the perpetual violence against 
the refugee community from Bakur, shaping an idea of Kurdish refugees in Kurdistan.  One 
Kurdish movement activist based in Erbil told me in an interview:  
 

"The people tried to adapt to their new life with very few resources, but they were also 
hindered because the local political parties had urged the residents to drive them out. 
They were told that these people from the north wanted to occupy the land, so they 
should be kept at a distance and driven away. This hostility went so far that at one 
point, kerosene was thrown into a water source to force the people to leave the region, 
leaving the refugees without drinking water." 

 

The continuity of violence and control, as experienced by the displaced community, 
demonstrates not only that the system of embargos and displacement was perpetuated 
even beyond Turkish territorial borders. Ruken shows aUective and material functions of 
bordering practices. On the one hand, borders are depicted as functioning not just as 
physical demarcations but as mechanisms of power that extend and evolve across diUerent 
jurisdictions. It is reminiscent of border externalization, where practices of control and 
coercion are outsourced or supported by allied state or semi-state actors beyond the 
territorial borders. In the narratives of the Maxmur camp communities, the southern Kurdish 
forces, aligned with the Turkish state, became enforcers of the same oppressive measures 
that the refugee community had fled, eUectively denying the displaced community any real 
escape from their persecution. On the other hand, this experience shapes the bottom-up 
perception of borders and the nature of state power. The fact that the very conditions that 
forced the community from their villages were recreated in what my interlocutors hoped 
would be a refuge shows itself in how their subjectivity has been shaped.  The phrase our 
lives were poisoned suggests that violence has become a pervasive element in Ruken’s life. 
The poisoning signifies more than just physical or material harm; it accounts for a subjects 
shaped by the constant persecution, displacement, and even a sense of betrayal by those 
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who were expected to oUer refuge. My interlocutors experience violence is not an occasional 
or distant event bur instead as an integral part of their lived experience, shaping their 
subjectivities, identity, their interactions with the world, and aUective landscapes towards 
states and state power. The memory of flight from Bakur and the several displacements 
thereafter have reinforced a sense of perpetual vulnerability, which has implications on how 
borders are not simply associated as lines on a map but are active, moving and hostile 
regimes that can follow them wherever they go.  The perception of violence was not merely 
linked to one geography, one actor or one period in time, but rather as constantly evolving. 
The memories revolving around the aftermath of the dissolution of the Atruş camp in 1998, 
when the community was pushed to move to Nehtarê, known as the “Saddam border” 
(Interview 28, “Gultan”), emerge throughout the interviews. Ruken, who is one of the elderly 
women in the camp, gives an emotional reaction, when I asked her about her memory of the 
time before Maxmur camp was established, says: 
 

“Ah living in Nehtarê! There was no tree, no gas, no food, no tent. I remember it was 
cold, there was snow and rain, and we had nothing, we were only holding the hands 
of our children. Our people were martyred there. In these conditions, our women gave 
birth, can you imagine? I guess no one has ever lived through the disiculties that we 
have experienced.” (Interview 20, “Ruken”) 

 

Nehtarê was the last station before the community moved to Maxmur within three months 
and after an agreement was made between Saddam Hussein and the foreign relations 
committee that was established by camp residents and the Kurdish movement. Ruken 
remembers how compared to the other places “there was not even a piece of land to stay” 
and for three months the displaced community lived “on the street and since it was a buUer 
zone between state and state-like powers, the landscape was full of mines … in fact, 4 or 5 
people died stepping on a mine and a child was martyred… for three months we waited 
surrounded by mines and trapped by Saddam positions at a border, which we were not 
allowed to cross until Saddam assigned us a piece of land” (Interview 20, “Ruken”).  
 
The memories of Nehtarê, as described by my interlocutors, play a central role although they 
represent a short period of three months within the time between the first and last move of 
1994 and 1998. They illustrate how the experiences of violence, displacement and survival 
have become integral to the community’s subjectivity. In these recollections, Nehtarê is not 
merely a place on the journey but a symbolic landscape where hardship, loss and sacrifice 
converge with the protective role of bottom-up representation of the community’s demands 
by a movement committee. The associative memories of snow, rain, mines and childbirth in 
these grim conditions also reveal how the community has internalized these moments as 
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formative elements of their collective identity. In this context memories of cold, hunger, 
danger, and even the birth of new life in the midst of suUering do not reflect individual 
hardships but the communal process of facing adversity together. The memories of my 
interlocutors are permeated by physical elements, be it the deprivation from food, shelter, 
safety, medical treatment, husbandry, private possessions or conditions of snow, rain, heat, 
and inhospitable landscapes on the one hand symbolize a history of lived realities and on 
the other hand, stand as metaphors for emotional landscapes the community has 
internalized as being derelicts in a system dominated by state powers. At the same time, I 
noticed, my interlocutors kept telling a story of continuity of life and hope despite these 
conditions, most overtly symbolized in the story of childbirth and refusal of submitting to 
state orders. 
 
 
 

 

 

The life of scorpions  

Nehtarê represents an existential border in my interlocutors’ memories, a space where the 
displaced Kurdish community was not only confronted yet again with their precariousness, 
but also it signifies a commencement of a redefined collective identity with a transition 
towards what Arzu Yilmaz (2021) calls refugee agents (see Chapter 6.2). The ability to 
organize and survive against overwhelming odds recurs as a central pattern in the narratives 
and memories of the Maxmur camp community. The retelling of these memories does not 
simply chronicle historical events; it actively constructs their present sense of self, where 
the endurance of suUering and the ability to organize amidst chaos and uncertainty become 
markers of the community’s capacities. In remembering the deaths, the mines, the non-
places, embargos, surveillance and the births, my interlocutors are reflecting on a process 
of subjectification that positions violence not as a temporal and spatial force inflicted upon 
them but as an integral part of their lived reality, shaping an aUective aversion towards 
external powers embodied in states and state-like entities. How these memories become 
tools of self-definition, shaping the community’s political consciousness and sense of 
agency will be analyzed in the following chapters of this thesis. For now, it can be said that 
the act of remembering displacement as a continuous condition that did only start with the 
border crossing in 1994 but also memorized as a history of in-situ displacement (Bloch & 
Meyer, 2023; Feldman, 2021b), rooted in the subjugation to Turkification, militarization and 
the making of the Kurdish other during the violent counter-insurgency regime in Kurdish 
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villages in Bakur region. Through the act of remembering, my interlocutors articulate their 
refusal to be defined as passive victims of a circumstance and instead, they frame their 
identity as one forged in resistance and survival. The narratives of survival in the period of 
settlement in Maxmur are framed in juxtaposition to the experiences of borders and 
embargos, as I will show in the following section, and serve as a reminder of both 
vulnerability and resistance that remains central to the community’s understanding of 
themselves in relation to the world and to structuring powers such as national states and 
their borderscapes.  
 
Before traveling to Maxmur camp, during the mapping period of my preliminary fieldwork, I 
was told by a Kurdish journalist based in Brussels to look out for the ‘graves of short-lived 
lives in the land of scorpions’ (Fieldwork notes). At the time, I assumed the reference to 
scorpions was meant as a metaphor for the violence and history of dereliction the Maxmur 
community had endured in their flight from Bakur to Başur region. However, once in the 
camp, I realized the community shared a common narrative of scorpions, almost myth-like, 
which had emerged out of their memories of arrival in Maxmur in 1998 and the diUiculties 
they faced to physically survive. My host Heviya’s mother for instance remembers that “there 
was only sand, dust and scorpions” and continues: “when we came, everyone called this 
place ‘uninhabitable’, no water, no shelter, only scorpions” (Interview 26, “Gulnarin”). While 
the assignment of a land to settle was connoted with positive associations for being an 
outcome of diplomatic strength in negotiation with the Saddam regime – a victory despite 
Turkish state’s extraterritorial reach, so to say, my interlocutors show an awareness of being 
sent to an uninhabitable place was part of the systematic violence imposed on the refugee 
community from Bakur region. Speaking to a medical doctor, who stayed with the 
community throughout the displacements between 1994 and 1998 and who had returned 
to Maxmur camp in the wake of the post-2014 violent episode orchestrated by IS attacks and 
Turkish drones, she recalls memories of the transitionary period between waiting in Nehtarê 
and the arrival in Maxmur after being displaced from Atruş: 
 

"It was literally just the burning sun in a desert—only sand, stones, and many 
scorpions, and no water, essentially no drinking water. There was some water, but it 
wasn’t drinkable. It was sulfurous, foul-smelling water, like rotten eggs, and that's 
where the people were supposed to live… The community had requested to be 
moved to a safe place. So, about 400 meters from us, there was an Iraqi army 
battalion, and this was described as a secure location. The KDP couldn’t attack there 
either. They (regional powers) actually thought that no one could survive here… I think 
they believed that within a month, everyone would run away." (Interview 22, “Mina”) 
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Similarly, Ruken begins her narration of the early days in Maxmur with a depiction of a desert-
like no-land occupied by the life of scorpions. In her account, she repeatedly wonders how 
the community had survived, nonetheless. The questions appear neither as rhetorical nor 
as actual questions but rather as if recalling the memory of that time and retelling this history 
of augmented suUering was a surreal lived experience of the past that my interlocutors 
specifically framed as survival in their accounts:  
 

“When we arrived in Maxmur, there were no living conditions other than the life of 
scorpions. It was as if no one had lived here since God created the world. We had 
neither bread nor water. It was summer, the world was scorching. We waited for 
hours for the water and ice from the city below, just so that we could give it to our 
thirsty children. We used to carry containers of water from the city below, walked for 
hours in the heat, so that our children could drink a glass of water. I had two children, 
I remember having only a bite, so that my children had some and would not die in 
front of me. We were starving and thirsty all the time. Sometimes I think to myself, 
how did we live in those conditions… how did we survive?” (Interview 20, “Ruken”)  

 

In the aftermath of my visit in Maxmur camp I spoke to a Kurdish journalist in Slemanî, who 
had been living in Başur region after being exiled from Turkey. During the conversation, as I 
have already mentioned in the introduction of the thesis, he exemplified many political 
developments such as the bottom-up organization of the Kurdish political movement in 
Turkey or the emergence of the semi-autonomous entity in Rojava with the case of Maxmur 
as a blueprint of Kurdish transformative mobilization. Highlighting the transformation of the 
refugee camp in Maxmur he said: “The land of dust and scorpions turned green” (Interview 
60, “Halil”). The collective memory of survival against the life of scorpions had already 
become a transregional and collective myth of Kurdish grievances and resistance based on 
the lived experiences of the Kurdish refugee community in Kurdistan.  
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4.4 Remembering genocide: The minoritized  

Positioned within the broader contexts of conflict in Kurdistan and subjugated to processes 
of systemic minoritization (see Chapter 3), the recollections of Ezidi constituents of the 
Kurdish movement oUer insights into how memory, entwined with a history of genocide and 
survival, becomes a central element in the subjectification process. The recollections I have 
identified in the interviews and focus groups are more than just personal accounts of a past 
suUering; they represent how individuals and communities, subjected to systemic 
minoritization and violence, actively navigate their place within social and political 
hierarchies. The act of remembering violence, in this case, genocide, not only preserves 
cultural memory but also speaks to the continuous negotiation of subjecthood in the face 
of minoritization within minoritization, hence Ezidi people in Kurdish society. The Ezidi 
interlocutors of this research are constituencies of the Kurdish freedom movement, as 
explained in Chapter 2. However, this case reveals the diversity of experiences and the 
nuanced ways in which minoritized groups assert their subjecthood as a confrontation and 
resistance towards the dual pressures of being minoritized by state power within a dominant 
Sunni-Muslim context and their ambivalent relationship with Kurdish identity discourse. 
Therefore, this case, diUerent than the other two empirical examples, highlights challenges 
around the fields of subjectification at the intersection of religion and ethnicity and how 
streamlined notions of ethnic and religious identity are challenged in the face of power 
dynamics. Through their memories, my Ezidi interlocutors reflect on their enduring 
experiences of exclusion, forced displacement, and survival, positioning their subjecthood 
within the structures of power that have historically sought to erase them. In this way, as I 
show in Chapter 6, their narratives and self-localizations become a form of resistance, 
asserting their existence and redefining their subjecthood in negotiation with movement 
narratives to counter structuring powers that have long sought to minoritize them. Dilan, 
who was born in Germany and is part of Nayvek, the Ezidi activist self-organization linked to 
Kurdish movement organizations, emphasizes the importance of narratives and collective 
memory in the Ezidi case due to the centrality of oral traditions, which was developed as a 
reaction to non-recognition, persecution and perseverance: 
 

“We are a minority, a relatively small society. This is partly due to systematic 
repression, genocide and persecution. Nevertheless, we can say that as a society we 
share and feel the same pain, susering, sorrow, reflexes and fears. On the basis of 
oral tradition and narratives, a collective memory has formed in us. This collective 
memory, which has developed over the centuries, has become a natural protection 
mechanism to the outside world and an inward solidarity. We have learned to react 
very quickly to the dangers and protect ourselves.” (Interview 36, “Dilan”)  
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In the millet-system of the Ottoman Empire, the Ezidi people were denied recognition as a 
distinct religious group, which subjected them to intense repression and discrimination. 
Seen by the Sunni Muslim state and dominant society as ‘infidels’ rather than adherents of 
a ‘religion of the book’, the Ezidis were eUectively minoritized and excluded from formation 
protections and exposed to communal violence. The first forced relocations began during 
the Crimean War (1853-1856) and continued during the Russo-Ottoman War (1877-1878), 
leading to the deportation of Ezidi communities to Armenia and Georgia. However, the 
largest wave of displacement occurred in the early 20th century when the Ezidis together with 
other non-Sunni populations, became victims of the Ottoman army and the Hamidiye 
militias that culminated in the Armenian genocide. During this time, the Ezidi populations in 
Van, Doğubeyazıt, and Kars were hit hardest, with many either deported or killed. Survivors 
of the 1915 genocide faced forced assimilation under the Turkification policies of then newly 
founded Turkish republic, while others fled to Armenia to preserve their Ezidi identity across 
Mount Ararat.  A small population remained in their ancestral lands in Bakur region, living 
inconspicuously but still facing systemic discrimination from both the state and their non-
Ezidi neighbours. Reflecting on his memories of violence in the village, Fate compares the 
Ezidi experience to the historical reference of the Armenian genocide and emphasizes the 
role of the state:   
 

“We didn't have any rights from the state either, the state didn't give us any rights, 
didn't say 'These are Yazidis, give them protection, you should respect their faith'. So 
as many genocides as were committed against the Armenians, they wanted to do the 
same to us.” (Interview 43 “Fate”) 

 

 

While Turkey’s political situation deteriorated in the 1980s, the Ezidis were aUected too as 
after the military coup, the amplified security policies reached every corner of the country, 
exacerbating the Ezidi people’s already vulnerable status: “We faced both religious 
oppression and state oppression. Ezidis did not leave their villages and come to Germany 
so easily, they literally oUered us only two options: either you become a village guard or get 
the hell out of here.” (Interview 47 “Sado”) Like the Maxmur case, my interlocutors tell me 
that the Turkish state tried to recruit village guards within the Ezidi population, yet was not 
successful, leading to a heightened targeting of Ezidi villages under counter-insurgency 
violence. Zozan recalls a day in 1985, when the village was in preparation for a wedding, 
awaiting many guests from surrounding Ezidi villages, when the Turkish military came and 
arrested 31 villagers including herself and Sado for ‘aiding and abetting’:  
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…The state attacked us on our joyful days. I remember that morning well, I got up early, 
took a shower, put on my nice cloths… we were on full preparation for the wedding 
when they (soldiers) came with heavy weapons, tanks and a lor of small buses… they 
gathered us all up and took us to the yard, women on one side, men on the other. They 
said we had terrorists among us, a group of us got arrested for aiding and abetting, 
including myself and Sado… they took us in handcuss to Urfa for interrogation, to the 
place of torture, 24 days, right?...   
 
…It was 29 days… 
…Yes true, 29. We were blindfolded, I remember we were 31 people, and I was the 
only woman among them… 

 
The narratives show that the history of persecution and against the Ezidis across their 
historical settlement influence their subject-formation and construction of identity.  
‘Remembering genocide’ in the aftermath of the 2014 genocidal atrocities of IS against the 
Ezidi people in Şengal revives memories of violent histories that my interlocutors construct 
as one of many episodes of a continuous and on-going genocide against the minoritized 
community. Interestingly, the narratives show – diUerent than the other two examples, that 
key tensions emerge in identity constructions around religion and ethnicity depending on the 
conflict cycle. In other words, the dominant narratives that I identified in the interviews 
disclose how collective identity is negotiated and reinterpreted during and after cycles of 
violence by way of remembering and making sense of the past. Historically, the Ezidis have 
been subjected to discrimination within a Sunni Muslim-majority society including Kurdish 
populations (Tension related to ‘religion’). At the same time, they also maintain an 
ambivalent relationship with the Kurdish issue (tension related to ‘ethnicity’). The latter has 
a transregional character, as Ezidis are settled in various Kurdish-populated regions, and 
depending on regional political configurations and history, they have undergone – and 
continue to undergo diUerent processes of negotiation regarding whether the Ezidis 
constitute an ethno-religious group or are part of a collective identity of Kurdishness. A 
second-generation Ezidi person in Germany reveals during the focus group interview how 
the memory of persecution that has been revived in the post-2014 period shaped his identity 
narratives. In the discussion of what kind of future, the group would aspire for the Ezidis, 
interestingly, he says, “A future for Ezidis? Of course, autonomy, but not necessarily in 
Kurdistan – somewhere without a Muslim majority… why not here, in Germany?” (Focus 
Group 2 Bayram). This statement highlights how the construction of Ezidi identity is deeply 
intertwined with a collective consciousness of historical violence coming from systems of 
domination. Trauma therapist Ilhan Jan Kizilhan, who I spoke to for an expert interview, notes 
the diUiculty in finding Ezidi interpreters for therapy sessions, explaining that “many were 
afraid of being treated by Muslims, (…) and we had issues with the Arabic language because 
for many Ezidi people, Arabis is a trigger that reminds them of the historical perpetrators” 
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(Interview 61, Ilhan Jan Kizilhan). I observed a similar situation during a focus group interview 
with third-generation members of movement constituents in Germany. A young Ezidi 
woman, born in Germany to a family from Bakur region, disclosed that her self-perception 
had changed after 2014: “In Germany, by now, I am afraid of being mistaken for a Muslim. I 
didn’t case before, but after Şengal, I always emphasize that I am a Ezidi-Kurd” (FG/Interview 
57 “Nujen”). This statement was shared by the other participants and reflects a key process 
of self-formation among Ezidi constituents of the Kurdish movement in Germany, who are 
descendants of Ezidi migrants from Bakur region in Kurdistan. The transgenerational 
knowledge of minoritization had further an impact on my younger Ezidi interlocutors living in 
Germany the avoid being mis-identified as Muslim by the dominant society, was carried by 
two emotions. On the one hand, my interlocutors were afraid of potential anti-Muslim 
discrimination in Germany and tried to shield themselves against it and on the other hand, 
the revived memories of ongoing genocide and minoritization prompted the urge to 
emphasize an identity construction in opposition to a perceived hostile ‘other’ and harmony 
with a cordial “Kurdish” identity.   
 
These exemplary narratives and memories disclose, as I will show in the following, that the 
processes of negotiation and identity construction vary not only regionally or across diUerent 
historical periods, but more significantly are impacted by the minoritized community’s 
perception of violence as embedded within the context of conflict the Ezidi people find 
themselves in. This case shows, any generalized assumptions on the Ezidi constituency of 
the Kurdish movement should be approached with the understanding that Ezidi 
construction of subjecthood is impacted by regional, historical, political and cultural factors 
but moreover emerges as a case that has challenged homogenization tendencies under 
movement strategies and frames, eventually broadening the capacities of mobilization. 
During the focus group interviews I realized that for my interlocutors, memories of 
persecution and violence are not merely remembrances of past and/or on-going suUering 
but central in how they understand and navigate their identities and imaginaries in the 
present. For the Ezidi constituency of the Kurdish movement, the remembrance of violence 
is intertwined with their sense of belonging, their ongoing minoritization, and the structural 
violence they continue to face, which is remembered to have been invisible throughout their 
lives. The minoritization of the Ezidi people, both historically and in contemporary contexts, 
informs a collective memory in this context of conflict that shapes their construction of 
subjecthood in dialogue with the movement.  Vejin, a YBŞ female commander in Şengal 
distinguishes between two temporalities in the subjectification process of Ezidis, one 
informed by the principles of the Kurdish movement and one that predates this ideological 
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exchange and illustrates her argument that not the conditions of violence have changed but 
how Ezidis face the atrocities has altered into more conscious confrontation: 
 

“They attacked Ezidis in Şengal to wipe them os the map, that’s why also the Ezidis 
were left alone, nobody came for help. Ezidis have experienced this often in their 
history and have felt weak, vulnerable, fearful and have lived with a psychology like 
being cursed…. Before the recent genocide, in 2007 there was an Islamist attack 
against the Ezidis and 500 people were killed by a bomb, I remember how vulnerable 
and invisible we felt then but this has changed since after 2014, when self-
organization started. Look, for example, in 2017 militia of the KDP (Roj Peshmerga) 
tried to attack the Ezidis again but this time the local population did not surrender to 
the feeling of helplessness.” (Interview 42 “Vejin”) 
 

 
 

These memories reflect a lived experience of being individually, collectively and trans-
generationally excluded and persecuted (Kizilhan & Noll-Hussong, 2017) – not only by state 
actors but also by dominant religious and ethnic groups. In this way, remembering violence 
becomes an act of constructing subjecthood in the face of erasure, particularly as Ezidis 
continue to negotiate their relationship within both the Kurdish movement and broader 
societal structures.  Ezidi activist Vejin, who at the time of the remote interview was located 
in Şengal reiterates a similar meaning-making process, as she argues that Ezidis will never 
be recognized by the state, “because in their (states) system or ideology they don’t have 
space for freedom, they only have this idea of domination and oppression, and this is why 
they don’t accept us… I mean if you want me to define state, I would say, the basis is the 
domination of people, yes, that’s the main purpose of the capitalist state” (Interview 42, 
“Vejin”).  
 
An Ezidi-Kurdish activist from Bakur describes his country of origin as a “hidden village of a 
forgotten world”, adding that his childhood was inscribed with stories of his larger family 
surviving massacres, deportations, and state persecutions across national borders, which 
for him, created a lasting emotion of indefinitely being exposed to state violence and non-
protection yet at the same time have been home to ‘resurrections and resistances’: 
 

"Ezidis are an indigenous community, torn apart by an ancient uneasiness, struggling 
to survive amid ruins. In my childhood stories, being Ezidi always symbolized a tale of 
a thousand years of oppression, endless exiles, and the dark fate of ferman and 
çember. For me, Ezidism has two faces: one inward and one outward looking. The 
outward face is one of tolerance, mercy, respect, and freedom, while the inward face 
is marked by relentless resurrections and resistance, sometimes showing itself as 
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harshness and conservatism, I guess because it was a necessary quality for the 
survival of the small community until today." (Interview 34, “Rodin”)  

 
 

The Ezidi people, due to their minoritized position and history of persecution, have an oral 
history tradition through which collective memories are constructed trans-generationally 
and transregionally and which is a central diUerence to the empirical examples from the 
other two contexts of conflict. To shed light on subjectification processes in relation to 
remembering violence among Ezidi constituent of the Kurdish movement I will highlight 
myths and stories that have been referenced by my interlocutors in the following analysis. 
Two motifs repeatedly are mentioned by my interlocutors in their recollections: Ferman and 
Çember. The former translates as ‘order’ and signifies a top-down decision to be executed, 
more precisely, in the Ottoman Empire ferman referred to decree issues by the state. The 
latter translates into ‘circle’ and referred to being encircled. Since these two motifs have 
been central in how my interlocutors remember their history of minoritization and violence 
that has led to genocidal attacks, the following will give a more detailed empirical account 
on these two sets of meanings transmitted through oral history. 
 

 

In the çember 

“One day I was playing with the kids from the Sunni village and one of them drew a 
çember around me and told me I was now trapped and had to wait until he freed me, 
I believed this was a children’s game and so I waited… something like hide and seek, 
you know… later, as I grew older, I understood he drew a çember because I was an 
Ezidi, it was to humiliate me in front of everyone.”  (Interview 51 “Yusuf”) 

 
What Yusuf describes here as a childhood memory is found as a common story recited often 
as part of a larger myth about Ezidi people. Memories and stories of the act of trapping an 
Ezidi inside a circle has shaped subjectification processes in how the process of 
minoritization is experienced and how violence is remembered. Interestingly, Yusuf 
described the story as an individual experience, a memory from his childhood, which only 
later he connected with a larger structural order of violence. Trapping Ezidi people in a 
çember has been narrated as a common practice applied by dominant groups in society, 
often those of the dominant nation. According to the common myth, if a circle is drawn 
around an Ezidi, that person considers themselves as trapped in it and cannot get out unless 
the person who drew the circle opens it. Although this myth is transmitted as part of the Ezidi 
belief system, I overserved that none of my interlocutors actually believed in it; instead, the 
story of being encircled, trapped, surrounded and left to the mercy of the ‘others’, those who 
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have the power of drawing and erasing the circles, so to say, was internalized as a collective 
memory of violence Ezidi people have been subjected to. Coming across references of the 
çember throughout my interviews and focus group discussions as retelling of repetitive 
patters in their history of violence and not as a religious motif in the Ezidi belief system, it 
emerged as an interesting insight, that the subjugated constructed a collective memory of 
violence through the symbolism of being trapped, marked, left alone, around the same motif 
that the dominant nations had constructed the non-Sunni ‘other’. The çember further 
symbolized not only the act of isolation but is also associated with a memory of being 
‘marked’ by the dominant society. An elderly participant of the focus group with first 
generation Ezidi migrants in Germany, remembers how violence played out as an interplay 
of either being trapped in the village or forced to migrate to Germany. Although this narrative 
is similar to the experience of the Maxmur camp community’s mass flight as discussed in 
the previous part, the narratives of the Ezidi constituents involve a strong memory of a 
dominant society complicit in state violence: 
 

“Our village is not far away from the city, yet until 1978/1979, the cities were de facto 
forbidden for us… the ordinary people behaved like the military, they targeted us, 
stopped us, humiliated us the moment we were identified as Ezidis, sometimes 
because of our scarfs, the women’s dresses, sometimes our deq (traditional tattoo, 
often on the hands and/or faces) or simply because they knew from village we were 
… Many bad things were done to us by the Muslim Kurds, in our villages, in the cities, 
and everywhere. Before Europe opened up, they already had planned to let not a 
single Ezidi live in the ancestral land, because they know, if the homeland is emptied 
of Ezidis and the rest oppressed or forcibly converted to Islam, there will be no future 
of Kurds and Kurdistan.” (Interview 40, “Miran”)  

 
The recurrence of the motif of the çember – being encircled and trapped – intertwined with 
the memory of being marked as a in/visible ‘other’, reflects a shared subjectification among 
the Ezidi people and speaks to a collective consciousness of how violence is remembered 
in the aftermath of a new cycle of violence. Far from being a mere religious concept or mythic 
story, the çember emerges as a metaphor for a history of minoritization, where boundaries 
were not only drawn around the Ezidi people and/or villages geographically but socially, 
culturally, economically as well. Melehat, interrupts Yusuf in the focus group discussion and 
adds:  
 

“Our villages are only a few,  if there is one Ezidi village it was encircled by only Muslim 
neighboring villages and like everyone else we had no other choice than to go to the 
city for errands and I remember some Ezidis had opened shops but the people (non-
Ezidis) would say we were dirty and non-believers, some said we would worship the 
devil, so people would avoid the ‘Ezidi shops’ in town”. (Interview 52 “Melehat”) 
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The imagery of being “marked”, isolated and trapped within invisible boundaries set by the 
dominant society reflects the structural violence under which Ezidis have been subjugated. 
As seen both in Hüseyin and Fate’s accounts, the violence they recall of their time in Bakur 
region was both simply state-driven and socially actualized, with everyday interactions 
reinforcing process of minoritization not only at the state-society level but everyday 
experiences. Hüseyin’s recollection of being targeted based on visible signs – traditional 
tattoos (deq), dresses or commonly used scarfs – illustrates how the memory of being 
physically marked reinforces the feeling of being trapped within a social and political 
çember. The two motifs, therefore, are intertwined: my interlocutors mention the çember to 
tell a story of forced isolation and control exerted over them, while, the marks, whether literal 
or figurative, are remembered as moments of exposure to violence and exclusion. Together, 
the narratives articulate a memory of minoritization where to be marked is to be entrapped, 
both physically and symbolically, within the boundaries imposed by the dominant society 
and guarded by the state. To further explore the symbolic significance of the çember and 
how it intertwines with the memory of violence among Ezidis, I turned my research to cultural 
representations that articulate these experiences and found one such representation in a 
small play written by Murathan Mungan, Mahmud ile Yezida, which oUered a dramatized 
reflection of the entrapment and the marking that my interlocutors frequently evoke in their 
recollections. Through his story, Mungan draws attention to how these symbolic structures 
are manipulated by dominant forces, such as the state and the dominant nation.  
 
The play is set in a context of animosity between two neighboring villages, one Muslim and 
one Ezidi village in Bakur region and tells a story of çember within a broader narrative of land, 
power and control. A Muslim landlord, Havvas Agha, seeks to expand his fields by draining 
a swamp that is part of the Ezidi village but wants also to prevent Ezidis from interfering as 
he remembers a myth about the Ezidi people that if one draws a circle around an Ezidi they 
cannot escape until the one who drew it opens it. Havvas Agha consults with the governor, 
the gendarmerie, armed forces of the state, who join the plans to trap the Ezidi people and 
appropriate their lands unchallenged. The story’s tragic climax centers on two young lovers, 
Mahmud and Yezida, who dream of escaping the enmity between their villages, yet their love 
becomes another casualty of the power games played by Havvas Agha. Mahmud is killed, 
and Yezida, in a final act of defiance and despair, draws her own circle and lies down to die 
beside Mahmud. Mungan shows with this twist how a myth constructed to discriminate, kill, 
deprive, isolate, humiliate and persecute a religious minority on their ancestral lands is 
internalized by an Ezidi figure as an entrapment into a death world in the Foucaldian sense. 
Further, Mungan demonstrates with his short play, how the process of minoritization is 
carried by a joint eUort of the state and its dominant group in a region, in this case Sunni-
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Muslim feudal powers, reminiscent of the Kurdish Hamidiye forces that actualized the orders 
of the Ottoman state in the southeastern region during the Armenian genocide of 1915. 
Against the backdrop of the narratives of my interlocutors discussed earlier, Mungan’s play 
therefore illustrates not only the Ezidi people’s internalized history of violence and 
minoritization but moreover the active role of the state and its agents represented by 
members of the dominant nation, like Havvas Agha, in perpetuating cycles of violence and 
dispossession. The çember becomes a tool of the state’s cooperation with local elites, a 
mechanism to reinforce their power and control over marginalized groups like the Ezidi. 
Mungan’s use of the çember as a symbol connects with both the real-world experiences of 
my interlocutors and their narratives of remembering genocide as an ongoing entrapment of 
minoritization at the hands of structural hierarchies.  
 
When Zozan shared her memories of being arrested in 1985 for allegedly ‘aiding and abetting 
terrorists’, Sado urges her to say more on their experience during the interrogation arrest in 
Urfa. While the çember emerged more as a local myth perpetuated in discriminatory 
everyday interactions or symbolically in the narratives of violence or cultural 
representations, the focus group discussion revealed that the state actively used the motif 
in interrogation situations that was associated by the subjugated as a form of torture. Sado 
tells Zozan to “talk about religion and prison” and to “tell what happened in the hands of the 
state”. Apologizing for “getting lost in storytelling”, Zozan’s plotline now focused on her 
memories of the “torture room” when the 31 people were under arrest:  
 
 

“They drew a line around me. A circle. The myth says it’s a sin to get out a circle as an 
Ezidi because you become Sunni then. They were higher-ranking soldiers who did 
that. I stayed in the circle, and he asked me why I didn't go out and whether I was so 
ignorant and backward that I had to stay in there. I replied that I was Ezidi and that if I 
went out, I would become a Muslim. You know, of course, I could have gone out the 
circle without actually losing my identity, but I knew he did this on purpose, so I 
resisted in this way. ‘Who are Ezidis?’ he asked, ‘we never heard of Ezidis’. He did that 
on purpose. We were physically tortured, but they also kept playing with our minds.” 

 
It is important to mention that the çember is evoked in the narratives of my interlocutors’ 
subject-making in a post-genocide phase, in which a group of Ezidis were trapped on Mount 
Şengal until the fighters of the Kurdish movement came to rescue. Zozan and Sado’s 
elaborations on their memory of entrapment and encirclement from their past in Bakur 
region embedded in the broader Kurdish issue, brought not only the event of the 2014 
genocide in Şengal into the focus group discussions but also links to current 
authoritarianism in Turkey were established narratively as a joint conversation in the focus 
group:  
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… you know it is still the same, go to Viransehir and you will experience the same… Or 
look to Şengal they did the same thing again, they surrounded the Ezidis … trapping 
them on Mount Şengal…, no body cared, the peshmerga ran away, the Musl>m 
ne>ghbors jo>nt the k>ll>ngs, always the same story… 
 
…but there were also those who wear badges, some call them students, for us they 
are revolutionaries. When they came to the village in the 1980s, we started to say 
again that we are Ezidis. So, we were free to speak the truth, because we knew they 
were behind us and protecting us. And they did again in Şengal… 
 
…and look, what is happening now: The state has seized the HDP municipalities. 
Under HDP, there was no problem saying you are Ezidi, walking in groups of Ezidi 
people. Now the Ezidis are careful again, hiding. Why? Because the state has 
appointed trustees against the Kurds and their municipalities. We can say, they have 
sent a trustee on us too… 

  
 

DiUerent to the fictional story of Mahmud and Yezida, in which Mungan’s choice of a closing 
imagine, with the actors wearing white shrouds reinforces the notion of inevitable death and 
loss within this circle and hence emphasizes the futility of resistance when caught in a 
system designed to erase and minoritize, my interlocutors’ memory of genocide is 
embedded in the conflict assemblage navigated by the Kurdish movement, as the 
recollections of violent episodes involve a memory of both subversive moments of protest 
such as Zozan’s decision to not obey the soldier’s psychological harassment or narratives 
disclosing an internalized allyship and protection that is associated with ‘the revolutionaries’ 
that accounts for Kurdish activists of the 1980 in Turkey (known as ‘apoci’ or ‘talebe’), PKK 
and YPG/J fighters in Şengal in 2014 and political representation provided by the HDP, hence 
the Kurdish political movement in Turkey. The Kurdish movement is memorized in its multiple 
iterations that do not contest each other; instead, my interlocutors narratively plot a close 
link between their cross-local history of violence and the multidirectional temporalities of 
Kurdish mobilization. The çember symbol is used by my interlocutors to narrate a history of 
genocide, in which not only the state is involved but local forces are complicit too, which 
reinforces their subjugation. The interplay between being marked and encircled is narratively 
interwoven into the subject-formation of Ezidis, who remember and experience violence as 
endemic, showing that they narrate minoritization and identity construction not only framed 
by their cultural beliefs but rather by the broader political forces that have sought to 
marginalize them for centuries.  
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A gendered ferman 

Originally from Persian, ferman translates into command, order, decree, mandate, or 
authorization and was used in the Ottoman Empire to refer to the Sultan’s written 
commands. The term therefore symbolizes not only a top-down decision-making process 
but one that represents imperial authority as well as the unity of the state. For the Ezidis, 
however, ferman has taken on a diUerent meaning, anchoring memories of atrocities 
narratively and constructing a chronicle of an ongoing genocide unfolding upon the Ezidi 
people. For example, attempts at re-constructing the history of atrocities against the Ezidi 
people have counted nearly 200 campaigns against the Ezidis from the 13th century to 1935 
(Hajy, 2021: 102). While the term has also been used during the Armenian and Assyrian 
genocides of 1915 and the Dersim genocide of 1928, quoting Zeynep Türkyilmaz,  the term 
came to be adopted by victim groups to diUerentiate state-sponsored extermination 
campaigns from other forms of persecution in the late Ottoman and early Republican 
periods, “yet in the specific case of Ezidis, the term’s use has not been limited to refer to 
persecution in the late imperial period or even to those attributable to the Ottomans: ferman 
denotes each pogrom endured by the community in the past, with the culprits ranging from 
early Islamic armies to Mongols” (2020: 35).  
 
The genocidal attacks in 2014 evoked the history of severe persecution, where conversion 
to Islam was often the Ezidi people’s only means of survival as unlike Christian and Jewish 
people, who were protected under Islamic rule as ‘people of the book’, the Ezidis were often 
seen as heretics for not having a recognized holy text.  These violent campaigns were often 
supported by religious rulings issued by Islamic scholars, giving them religious legitimacy 
and state protection to mobilize communal violence among Muslim population against the 
Ezidis. The history of genocidal atrocities turns ferman into a term that resonates with 
memories of violence and survival in the Ezidi collective consciousness. Emphasizing that 
“the last ferman left many marks on the Ezidi people because they already have a history of 
73 other fermans” (Interview 38, “Hevin”). Hevin summarized what I have observed 
throughout my interactions with the Ezidi constituency. All my interlocutors defined the 2014 
episode as a significant turning point despite an already ongoing minoritization and further, 
their narrative construction of a collective history shows how the 2014 genocidal attacks on 
the one hand evoke memories of the past streamlining them into a coherent chronicle and 
on the other hand highlight a new dimension to the most recent episode of violence by 
bringing into discussion the gendered dimensions, which I argue has implications on how 
my interlocutor remember the past and make-sense of violence.  Jiyan, a YPŞ commander 
based in Şengal is framing the genocide in the context of violence that targets the society in 
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its totality, and she bases her argument on the gendered dimensions of atrocities carried out 
and perceived the subjects as fermans: 
 

“In 2014 the Ezidis susered so much, they purposely targeted Ezidi women… 
kidnapped and sold them on markets… we know that the hegemonic societies still 
believe that the killing of Ezidis is something halal, they say if you kill seven Ezidis, you 
will go to heaven… they also believe if they capture Ezidi women, the society will 
disintegrate and dissolve. 2014 was simply another ferman, we say what happened 
in 2014 is the 74th ferman but the motivation behind this one is literally a century-old 
story… the wish to erase the Ezidi society” (Interview, 41 “Jiyan”)  

 
 

The 2014 genocide is narratively distinguished in the ways in which my interlocutors highlight 
how violence aimed at the Ezidi society’s social fabric and relations, with a deliberate focus 
on the gendered dynamics within the Ezidi society. Ezidis are known as conservative, 
particularly in the realm of inter-group marriages, where marrying outside the Ezidi belief 
(and even outside one’s own cast) can be punished with excommunication. My interlocutor 
addresses this issue by implying that the attackers exploited this vulnerability, knowing that 
by abducting and enslaving Ezidi women and girls, they could forcibly convert them to Islam 
through sexual violence and erode the integrity of the society from within. The gendered 
dimension was also discussed in the focus groups and is perceived as a more calculated 
attempt not just to inflict physical harm on the Ezidis but to dissolve the very bonds and 
relations the society holds together.  Therefore, the forced conversions and targeted 
abduction of women were perceived not merely an assault on individuals but an attack on 
the entire societal structure, as the anticipation of the attackers was that Ezidi women, once 
their return to their families, at times with children born out of gender-based violence, would 
not be accepted as members anymore. This topic caused a heated debate in the focus 
group. Especially the mix-gender first generation Ezidi migrants in Germany, and women-
only third generation decedents demonstrated a firm position on why it was necessary to 
break with feudal traditions in light of the genocidal attack of 2014 as a means of moral 
survival as a society.  
 
The narratives of my interlocutors demonstrate how violence is not perceived as an isolated 
or individual phenomenon but as a structural condition of processes of minoritization that 
are embedded in the collaboration between state apparatuses and hegemonic societies. 
The Ezidis see the 2014 ferman as part of a historical continuum of violence not only upheld 
by states and their dominant nations but as intertwined in patriarchal violence. Hevin, an 
Ezidi movement activists in the Ezidi women’s organization in Germany for instance 
remembers genocides as femicides:  
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“Since the existence of the Ezidi community to the present day, the Ezidis have had 
74 counted fermans; which are all also femicides. What they experienced in Şengal 
they had already experienced many times before. The number 74 is oral and 
symbolic; the unreported figure is far beyond that. (Interview 38, “Hevin”)  

 

The gendered dimension of these attacks is crucial to understanding how the 2014 genocide 
is interpreted. As another interlocutor highlighted the consequences of not having a political 
voice were painfully evident in August 2014, when femicides became central to the 
genocidal strategy the Ezidi people were subjugated to. Ezidi women were not only victims 
of systematic violence but were also seen as the key to dismantling the society itself. 
Furthermore, the collaboration of local authorities such as the KDP peshmerga, or Muslim 
neighbors with the aggressors reinforced the Ezidi society’s perception of dereliction and 
betrayal. The peshmerga’s withdrawal, leaving the Ezidis defenseless against the attacks, 
was seen as a deliberate complicity and continuity of enmity against Ezidi people. One 
interlocutor recalled how the KDP “served the Ezidis on a plate to IS” (FG/Interview 49, 
“Erhan”), illustrating how violence was not just the result of external forces but was enabled 
by those in positions of state-like power within their region. The guerilla forces of the Kurdish 
movement, who eventually intervened to halt the massacres, were remembered as acting in 
direct contrast to the state and its aUiliates, exposing the dynamics of complicity between 
hegemonic forces beyond ethnic, historical, linguistic kin.  
 
In this context, depopulation emerged as another recurring theme in the interviews. As one 
interlocutor tried to make sense of the quick depopulation and emigration to Europe after 
genocidal attacks or episodes of conflict and noted “they (state powers) want to send Ezidis 
to Europe, this was the case in 1980s in Turkey and is the same situation now after 2014-
Şengal” (Interview 35, “Yaşar”). It was clear for Dilan that the states have historically 
facilitated migration, not only to depopulate the area demographically but also as a 
deliberate eUort “to hinder mobilized Ezidis and prevent any future mobilization” (Interview 
36 “Dilan”). The episodes of violence that caused displacement and forced migration 
therefore was not seen as secondary to the genocidal massacre but are framed as part of 
the larger subjugation processes. One central pillar here is the attack on the society’s 
capacity of existence and resistance. By actively punishing Ezidi populations for not 
submitting to the antiterror logic of the state, hence, in other words, punishing the Ezidis for 
political allyship with the Kurdish movement, a geographical and societal fracturing 
unfolded in the process: 
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“Of course, there was oppression already before politics (referring to the armed 
struggle of the PKK) started. Back then they were called revolutionaries, 
sometimes students. They used to visit our villages because they wanted to 
defend them against the Aghas and the Muslim neighbors, but whenever they 
would leave the village, the state – sometimes military, sometimes intelligence - 
would immediately come and take us to interrogations or simply harass us 
heavily. There was a lot of political pressure, we felt forced to flee to Germany and 
now only a few live in the homeland.” (Interview 45, “Newaf”) 

 

Dispersing local Ezidi communities and undermining its potential to resist or rebuild in its 
homeland is central in the memoires of my interlocutors, where the state-orchestrated 
uprooting and scattering of the society was called a “white genocide” (Interview 34, 
“Rodin”). The Ezidi constituencies of the Kurdish movement remember violence as both 
direct and structural, operating through mechanisms of patriarchal and political subjugation 
designed not only to depopulate the region but to dismantle Ezidi society from within, also 
in prevention of mobilizational strength in Kurdistan.  
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4.5 Memory, subjectification – and aRective externalization of ‘the state’?  

This chapter has shown that political violence is integral to the everyday lives, memories and 
subjectification processes of my interlocutors in the cross-localities of Turkey’s Kurdish 
conflict. The empirical clusters show how violence is remembered, re-told, narratively 
transferred from one to another temporality, space and context of conflict is central to 
understand the crafting of “politico-moral selves” (Günay, 2019: 560). In his ethnographic 
research on Kurdish working-class men in Istanbul, Onur Günay asserts a generative force 
of what he calls “narratives of violence” (Günay, 2019: 555), which “establish structures of 
relationships between the self and the other, state and community, and they develop 
communal ties” (Günay, 2019: 560). All my interlocutors are in sympathy with the Kurdish 
movement, if not current or past actors and/or activists of the movement, therefore how 
violence was remembered during the interview or focus group situations disclosed aUective 
dimensions through which subjectification processes emerged in relation to structuring 
powers such as the state or hegemonic powers. Therefore, to understand the subject-
formation of those actively mobilizing within a non-state seeking frame, as demonstrated 
above, I draw on the discourse on emotions and aUect, which has brought back emotions 
such as anger, indignation, fear, disaUection, and disgust, alongside joy and love, into the 
comprehensive frameworks on social movements and politics (Della Porta, 2016; Goodwin 
& Jasper, 2006; Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2001). The emotional dimension of collective 
action emerges as crucial, especially in providing insight into the continuous mobilization of 
movements that face severe violence and repression such as the constituencies and actors 
of the Kurdish movement. It not only challenges dichotomies between rational action and 
emotions, that are often described as situational, interactional, and temporal (Yang, 2005: 
79) but it also challenges the categories of defeat and victory. Emotions and aUective 
commitments that grow out of subjectification processes in relation to the orders of violence 
as experienced and memorized by the subjugated prove to be a pivotal aspect to understand 
the maintenance and reinforcement of movements in cross-localities and despite defeats 
or increasing violence of composite statelessness. Even more so, as I show in the later 
chapters, aUective memories and self-formations in the three contexts of conflict, which are 
widely informed by the relational and processual unsettlements (see Chapter 3) have also 
emotionally shaped the mobilization around of what I call society-building, an inward-
looking revolutionary process associated with radical relationality.   
 
Jasper argues that “social movements and other political groupings are not based on reflex 
emotions; they are built upon aUective and moral convictions” (Jasper, 2018: 104). Calling 
the notion of collective identity, a “necessary fiction” rather than a concept to guide an 
individual’s entire life, he underlines, it is the devotion to a group that shapes “how an 
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individual interprets events in her life, even traumatic ones” (Jasper, 2018: 105–6). My 
empirical zoom-ins into three diUerent contexts of conflict show how a conflict assemblage 
based on cross-localities and divergent subjugation processes, Kurdish mobilization 
navigates multi-faceted violence and multiple collective context specific memories, even 
grammars. Hence, the necessary fiction, in contrast to essentializing approaches to Kurdish 
mobilization, is not based on a collective memory and/or collective identity of Kurdishness 
but rather on aUective and moral convictions that shape emotional aversions towards state 
power across diUerent contexts of conflict and construct a cross-case collective identity 
built on antistate subjectivities. I come to this interim conclusion as the orders of violence 
inherent to the Kurdish issue, as conceptualized in Chapter 3 as composite statelessness, 
were reflected in the empirical accounts of how violence is remembered and contextualized 
by my interlocutors. When my interlocutors re-tell their history and try to map the reasons 
for their unfreedom and grievances, despite the diUerent contexts of conflict and divergent 
direct or intermediary exposures to the hegemony of the Turkish state, violence is always 
narrated as a condition produced by the structuring power of statehood, which is imagined 
as a compound category of hegemony that consists of both the state and its agents that 
come into being through power and hierarchy constellations beyond ethnicity. Further, I 
observed a common denominator among my interlocutors’ narratives in how violence is 
consistently remembered and framed as a gendered issue paired with the perception of the 
state as an active agent in perpetuating and structuring gendered violence, both overtly and 
subtly. My interlocutors see the state as complicit in the fracturing of social relations, 
particularly through its impact on women and the more intimate spheres. Across diUerent 
contexts, gendered perceptions of violence emerge as central to how composite 
statelessness is experienced and internalized. In many examples, violence is perceived as 
diUused into the social fabric of the subjugated society, amplifying more invisible 
reverberations of state violence into the private sphere, as I have shown with the narratives 
of the politics of humiliation. The subtle yet pervasive form of violence compounds over 
time, intensifying its impact on intimate spaces and relationships. Notably, the state is 
perceived as a key agent in producing and perpetuating this form of violence and how the 
structuring power reaches into the private domain, reinforcing gendered hierarchies as 
vividly represented in the memories of Leyla Birlik in the gendered dynamics of navigating 
subjugated lives in Western cities in Turkey as a displaced Kurdish family. In the case of the 
Ezidi society, this gendered dynamic is more overt, with femicide and sexual violence 
memorized as a central instrument deployed by both state powers and non-state actors in 
the process of fracturing the unity of a society. Here, the targeting of women becomes not 
only an act of violence against individuals or constrained to the intimate realms of society 
but moreover as a deliberate strategy to erode the social and cultural cohesion of a society. 
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The narratives of violence therefore are emplotted by my interlocutors through a gendered 
prism and are seen as a primary force in the processual unsettlement imposed on 
subjugated communities to dismantle social relations and communal bonds. Importantly, 
the state is often perceived as either complicit in or directly responsible for orchestrating this 
gendered violence, reinforcing its role as a hegemonic power that extends into the most 
intimate layers of social life.  One of the central hypotheses that I developed during the 
inductive research process was the centrality of the violent order in the way subjectivities 
and political imaginaries are developed and shaped, eventually culminating in 
mobilizational frames and repertoires. I showed that the way violence is experienced, 
remembered and narrated, hence what kind of aUective cartography is produced in relation 
to structuring powers, impacts subjectification processes and as I will show in the following 
chapters, shapes movement capacities, strategies and repertoires. Therefore, composite 
statelessness is not merely a conceptual framework to account for the realpolitikal orders 
of violence in the Turkey-centric conflict assemblage of the Kurdish issue, but additionally a 
case that contributes to the discourse on emotions looking at how activists and 
constituencies remember, narrate, and emotionally make sense of violence when they re-
signify identity, belonging and viability through movement narratives in return.  Based on 
empirical data I gathered, which deviates from scholarship on ethnonationalist movements, 
I argue that Kurdishness in this process is not produced on nationalist and ethnicist 
principles but rather as a category shaped in relation to its exposure to state violence. My 
interlocutors describe state violence as an experience and an emotion that is transcendent 
in time and space. Therefore, in the empirical accounts, violence is something that is 
enduring and transregional for the Kurds and cannot be overcome for instance simply by 
moving beyond the borders of the host nation-state. While the state is objectivized as 
something external and hostile and state violence is conceived as cyclic and transregional, 
the aUective alienation from the state involves a trajectory of subjectification of embodying 
statelessness as a mode of non-protection.  

 
In the context of Kurdish composite statelessness, which I have defined earlier as a violent 
order constituted by the dialectic relationship between the absence of states as regimes of 
rights and their oppressive omnipresence at the same time, subjectification entails a 
personalization of ‘being stateless’, which involves a reformulation of one’s personal 
experience of what it is to be stateless and in what relation one stands to concept of state 
power. This process evolves intertwined with a process of objectification, defined as a mode 
of “externalization through which something or someone is made concrete or object”  
(Skinner, 2013: 909). Hence, the subjectification processes emerging out of intertwined 
composite statelessness and multidirectional temporalities of resistance as embedded 
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within Kurdish mobilization, the state is externalized both as an object and an objective as 
the narratives of violence and memories of ‘the state’ become “an object for a practice that 
objectivizes it” (Veyne 1997: 159, skinner 909).  
 
The externalization of stateness as an object and objective based on the emotion of 
dereliction that permeates the memories and narratives of my interlocutors aUectively 
facilitates the entrance of new forms of legitimacy and authority. These memories are not 
simply accounts of violence or loss but are constructed around the notion of the Kurdish 
movement being a protective force. I noticed diUerent references to the Kurdish movement 
throughout my interviews. Often interlocutors would use “the party” (parti), “our party” 
(partiya me), or simply “the movement” (tevgeriya/hareket) to refer to the Kurdish movement 
mobilizing around the non-state seeking meta narrative, eventually claiming the 
party/movement as their legitimate political representation. The notion of protection 
becomes central to the legitimization of the movement’s political violence, which is often 
framed as filling the void left by the state’s overt hostility. The emotional aversion toward the 
state sharpens these dynamic re-significations of authority, power and violence, where the 
absence of state authority makes room for counterhegemonic forces to emerge as credible 
and legitimate actors. Therefore, although the narratives of violence indicate composite 
statelessness as the root cause of unfreedom, they do not imply the absence of authority or 
organization in general; rather, they reveal the existence and competing systems of control 
and hegemony. While states and state-like local powers are perceived as complicit in the 
preservation of violence in the lives of my interlocutors, the Kurdish movement’s role as a 
counterhegemonic force emerges not only about resisting state violence, but about 
constructing an alternative form of authority or legitimacy that is rooted in its capacity to 
provide protection and spaces of self-determined subjectification in contexts marked by 
composite statelessness. In this way, the narratives of violence and the memories of my 
interlocutors, although multiple due to their specific contexts of conflict, reflect an 
emotional and aUective dimension in which legitimacy is questioned if granted by formal 
structures of power, but is framed as something earned through the provision of security, 
social relations, self-determined subject-positionings in a context of state violence and 
structural abandonment. Violence, as experienced by my interlocutors, is not perceived as 
a temporal or spatial issue – an isolated episode of repression – but rather as a continuous, 
inherent condition, organically interwoven into their histories and everyday lives. The within 
case comparison of narratives of violence has shown that this enduring perception 
produces collective identifications not merely around the idea of a single-handedly 
constructed collective memory, but rather on the common denominators of the multiple 
context-specific memories – or in other words, “similar to the sphere of the state, people’s 
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histories are multiple and shifting” (Goner, 2016: 168). Donatella della Porta and Lorenzo 
Bosi argue in the context of armed activism, that repression, particularly through traumatic 
events, holds transformative power, shaping not only individual perceptions but also the 
dynamics of armed resistance as they can deepen distrust in the regime while 
simultaneously reinforce the legitimacy of anti-systemic movements. In these moments, the 
authors argue, trust-building between armed groups and their constituencies and the 
mobilization of recruits, particularly those already socialized in opposition to the state, 
although becomes easier, it depends on how it is experienced and perceived by diUerent 
groups and across contexts (Bosi & Della Porta, 2012: 365). Against this backdrop, the 
following will show the self- and placemaking eUorts in the three contexts of conflict, 
providing another within case comparison that analyses the resignification from below in 
each example to shed light on the capacities of movement narratives. I argue that violence 
has not only produced moments of subjugation but has contributed to the articulation of 
new forms of subjectivity and resistance, fundamentally shaping a collective imaginary 
toward alternative notions of survival and resistance based on the idea of radical 
relationality as a response to a system that has ought to fracture society.   
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5 HISTORIES OF RESISTANCE REVISITED: MULTIDIRECTIONAL 

TEMPORALITIES  

 
 
 
 

What is analyzed here is not a moment but history, not the individual but society. 
Abdullah Öcalan, 3rd party congress 

October 1986 
 

 

 

Violent events do not simply happen without resonance. They shape the trajectory of 
contentious politics and mobilization in a specific context of conflict. How violence, 
particularly state violence, is perceived by the activists and/or civilians informs what 
Donatella della Porta has called the cognitive, relational and emotional mechanisms of 
mobilization, where cognitive mechanisms come into being “with protest as an arena of 
debates, relational mechanisms bring about the protest network; and emotional 
mechanisms, with the development of feelings of solidarity ‘in action’” (Della Porta, 2008a: 
32). In the context of direct experiences of state repression, the enduring temporality of 
violence of composite statelessness, cognitive, relational and emotional mechanisms 
within Kurdish mobilization have historically questioned the legitimacy of dominant states, 
similar to other movements, in which  “the state that is ‘firing at me’, or at my community, 
was perceived as an unjust state” (Della Porta, 2014b: 177). Della Porta demonstrates how 
the perception of state violence as indiscriminate such as in the cases of Franco’s Spain, 
the authoritarian regime of Mubarak in Egypt, the Israeli occupation in Palestine or the 
continuation of military presence during the transition and consolidation in the Basque 
Country strengthened and consolidated more solidarity with militant groups (2014b: 182–
84). Hence, it has been widely acknowledged that the experiences of conflict or violence 
itself, hence the aUective and cognitive mechanisms, shape and transform values, norms, 
practices, collective identity of insurgent groups in civil wars (Kalyvas, 2006), guerilla 
movements (Wood, 2003) or clandestine political violence (Della Porta, 1995, 2013a, 
2014b).  
 
Violence in the Kurdish case has been tackled from many angles given that it is an ongoing 
conflict perpetuated by authoritarian regimes and nation states, that diUerent militant 
groups have emerged over time and across territories, involves a long-standing guerilla 
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movement and has a history of clandestine political violence including attacks on police, 
military and civilians. However, I contribute to the discussion by moving beyond the 
radicalization paradigm, which foresees moderate forms of protest during opening of 
channels and opportunities and induced radicalization during episodes of closure (Della 
Porta, 1995).  One such example is the escalation of violence in the wake of advances in 
Rojava Kurdistan after the liberation of the city of Kobane from IS in 2015 and the diUusion 
of the “city resistance” narrative to the Turkish-Kurdish context leading to first bottom-up 
declarations of insurgent autonomy in Bakur Kurdistan in August 2015. This period was 
marked by a simultaneity of an opening channel of a potential transregional Kurdish 
revolution (also at times framed as the ‘Kurdish Spring’ in juxtaposition to the Arab Spring) 
and a heightened state violence against Kurdish civilians leading to and in the aftermath of 
the June 2015 elections in Turkey, in which unresolved terrorist attacks specifically targeted 
Kurdish activists and their allies such as the bombing at HDP rally in Diyarbakir, the Suruç 
massacre or the Ankara twin bombings at the ‘Labour, Peace, and Democracy’ rally, leaving 
109 dead and more than 500 injured – just to name a few. Hence, in this climate, more 
militant forms of Kurdish resistance against the military sieges and mass killings in Kurdish 
towns emerged, signifying a trajectory of diUusion and radicalization with new militant youth 
organization (YDG-H) and the recourse to past repertoires such as building trenches against 
organized military action (Darıcı, 2016). With the message of the KCK on 12 August 2015 that 
"there is no other option left for the people of Kurdistan other than self-government", 
declarations of self-governance were made successively in Kurdish towns such as in 
Şırnak’s Silopi, Nusaybin, Cizre districts followed by Batman, Bitlis and Hakkari's Yüksekova, 
Muş's Varto, Bulanık, Van’s Erdemit, Ağrı’s Doğubayazıt and Diyarbakır’s Sur, Silvan and Lice 
districts (Kasapoğlu, 2015). Referring to the AKP government’s de facto termination of the 
peace talks, the then HDP co-chair Figen Yüksekdağ stated during a press conference on 13 
December 2015 in Diyarbakir that they “do not approve a struggle with ‘trenches’ but the so-
called ‘trench-politics’ is just an outcome. The actual political trench was opened after the 
28 February memorandum was ignored, after it was deemed annulled.”36  
 
Kurdish politicians like HDP co-chairs Yüksekdağ and Demirtaş found themselves in a 
mediator position between the state, the popular bases of the party, the urban militants, 
Abdullah Öcalan’s appeals and the PKK. In this period repertoires of protest against the 
Turkish state’s securitization policies, such as solidaristic actions from non-Kurdish groups 

 
36 HDP co-chair Figen Yüksekdağ spoke in front of Sur district in Diyarbakir after a round-to-clock curfew was 
declared by the military as a reaction to the insurgent resistance, which has been widely called ‘trench-politics’ 
by the critics of this development, see for more coverage of the speech 
https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/hdpli-yuksekdagdan-hendek-aciklamasi-447540 (last accessed 
26.08.2024).  

https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/hdpli-yuksekdagdan-hendek-aciklamasi-447540
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as manifested in the petition to end the violence by the ‘peace academics’ for instance 
aimed at raising country-wide awareness for the round-the-clock curfew of the towns. HDP 
parliamentarians, including participants of this research, as well as local activists and 
politicians of the DBP further attempted to physically protect civilian populations from 
military aggression by trying to turn their parliamentary immunity or their role as public 
figures into protective shields inside the curfewed cities, or by organizing protest 
encampments outside the besieged districts. Here the aim to help the civilian population 
that remained inside their homes despite the military’s curfew ultimatum to survive the 
violence physically, either by moving with the civilians or facilitating humanitarian help and 
negotiations with the military occupiers.37 
 
During a long protest march of HDP deputies from Diyarbakir to the besieged town of Cizre38, 
security forces stopped the delegation before entering the city of Mardin on the order of the 
prime minister and the then HDP co-chair Demirtaş compared the situation to the 1980 
military junta regime commonly referred to as 12 Eylül  (12 September 1980), as well as to 
the occupation in Gaza, to make the violence in Cizre tangible for the wider Turkish society, 
when he said: “Not even during 12 Eylül we had this quality of violence (…) Turkish society 
knows the siege of Gaza well. We did our best to break the blockade of Gaza. Cizre has been 
under a Gaza blockade for 6 days. People are without water; they cannot even meet their 
water needs. We will march towards peace; we will march towards Cizre.”39 This violent 
episode counted half a million displaced Kurds, entire cities and historical centers under 
rubble and civilian deaths (International Crisis Group (ICG), 2016). Since then, the past 

 
37 Between August 2015 and 15 March 2016, curfews were declared in the neighborhoods of Sur and Yenişehir 
in Diyarbakır city and the towns of Lice, Silvan, Hazro, Hani, Dicle and Bismil in Diyarbakır province. They were 
also declared in the towns of Cizre, Silopi, and Idil in Şırnak province, and of Nusaybin, Dargeçit and Derik in 
Mardin province, Yüksekova in Hakkari province, Arıcak in Elazığ province, Sason in Batman province and Varto 
in Muş province. In Diyarbakır province alone, 43 villages were exposed to a round-to-clock military curfews; 
with a high toll of ‘human cost’ in Sur, see ICG report, https://www.refworld.org/docid/56ebf69b4.html. 
38 Cizre is often associated with two critical events in the history of violence in Bakur, one is the 1992 Newroz 
massacre, commonly referred to as the ‘92 Cizre olayları’ (trans. 1992 Cizre events) and the other unfolded in 
2016 and is known as ‘Cizre bodrumlari ol’ (trans. Cizre basements). Both involve mass violence against civilian 
populations during states of exception and military siege regimes and signify eventful periods that have shaped 
mistrusting relations between state and Kurdish populations in Bakur. In the recent cycle of vbolence, Cizre 
experienced several curfews during the clashes, with the most prolonged and violent one lasting from 
December 14, 2015, to March 2, 2016. According to Mazlum-Der, between 203 and 266 people were killed 
during this period, many of whom lost their lives when Turkish security forces set fire to three basements where 
hundreds had sought shelter. An OHCHR report, based on witness testimony and accounts from victims' 
families, detailed how up to 189 people—primarily displaced civilians—were trapped in these basements for 
weeks without access to water, food, or medical care during the harsh winter months. Despite urgent pleas for 
help, including a widely publicized call from Mehmet Tunç, no assistance was provided, and those trapped 
died. 
39 For more references to the speech see https://tr.euronews.com/2015/09/10/hdpden-cizre-yuruyusu (last 
accessed 23/08/2024).  

https://tr.euronews.com/2015/09/10/hdpden-cizre-yuruyusu
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decade has been imprinted with amplified everyday state violence as described in previous 
chapters, spinning a closure of opportunities to the extent that even Kurdish civilians are 
detained and arrested for publicly speaking Kurdish or dancing traditional dances at their 
private weddings or in public (Sinclair-Webb, 2024).  
 
However, as I will show in the following sections, while state violence during the 1990s 
resonated into more solidaristic attitudes towards militancy, in the past decade, especially 
since the siege wars, Kurdish mobilization has continued to maintain a strong emphasis on 
decentralized, non-violent and grassroots forms of organization such as the mass 
demonstrations against the trustee-politics of the AKP, with the protests in cities such as 
Van and Hakkari during the municipal elections of 2024 being one of the latest iterations.40 I 
argue that the radicalization paradigm in the context of the political opportunities structure 
can be helpful, however, as I show throughout this thesis, one the one hand risks to blindside 
the multidirectional temporality of contemporary mobilization under the umbrella of the 
Kurdish freedom movement and on the other hand, is underpinned by a narrow definition of 
violence. As already demonstrated above, the eventful temporality of Kurdish mobilization 
unfolds in ‘cross-locations’, a term that has been used to account for a joint examination of 
diUerent locating regimes in the same geographical space of the Mediterranean basin (S. 
Green et al., 2022). Also, the eventful temporality of Kurdish mobilization is informed by the 
relational and processual dynamics I have introduced in Chapter 3 and therefore certainly 
emerges as multidirectional struggles in response to the composite modes of statelessness. 
Therefore, drawing from Michael Rothberg’s conceptualization of multidirectional memory 
that examines the holocaust in the age of decolonization (Rothberg, 2009), I argue that 
contrary to more linear chronicles of shifts and changes, contemporary Kurdish mobilization 
evolves through pathways of multidirectional temporalities that are significantly shaped by 
internal learning processes and not necessarily limited to opportunity structures. 
 
Against the often-reiterated assumption of a single frame of Kurdish resistance, hence either 
the nationalist frame of separatist mobilization, or the ideological frame of mobilization 
dominated by the PKK, the following section presents a mapping of the multiconfiguration 
of eventful histories that underpin contemporary Kurdish non-state seeking mobilization. 
Hence, instead of focusing on either a single national context, or a chronology of events in 
the construction of a comprehensive movement, I analyze the multidirectional temporalities 
that have emerged in response to and in navigation of a history of state violence. The choice 

 
40 DEM party’s statement calling to “respect the will of the people of Van” in the aftermath of the trustee 
appointments to the democratically elected municipalities in Bakur see https://www.demparti.org.tr/en/we-
urge-the-akp-government-to-respect-the-will-of-the-people-of-van/17952/ (last accessed 05/06/2024). 

https://www.demparti.org.tr/en/we-urge-the-akp-government-to-respect-the-will-of-the-people-of-van/17952/
https://www.demparti.org.tr/en/we-urge-the-akp-government-to-respect-the-will-of-the-people-of-van/17952/
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behind this methodological approach in the conceptualization of a history of resistance 
stems from the wish of “going beyond a methodological tradition in qualitative research on 
political violence that usually focused on specific ideological types” (Bosi & Della Porta, 
2012: 365) and instead discusses multiple and cross-locational pathways of emancipatory 
resistance always embedded in the context-specifies of time, space and conflict.  
 
 
 

5.1 Socio-revolutionary and political temporalities 

The following will present how diUerent temporalities of resistance have unfolded along 
central critical trajectories. I argue that the transition of the Kurdish movement from 
justifying political violence as a means of anti-colonial resistance under ethno-national 
temporalities towards the re-conceptualization of violence as a moral duty of self-defense 
under socio-revolutionary and political temporalities has brought the movement’s meta-
narrative behind the yeni paradigma into being both ideologically as well as organizationally.  
 

 

The anti-colonial struggle of the PKK from violence to self-defense 

Donatella Della Porta shows that considering gradual transformations of political contexts, 
organizational structures of social movements, as well as frameworks of interpretation, 
allows to conceive political violence as emerging from interactions, where “violence and 
‘counterviolence’ spiral around each other (…) not only create martyrs and myths but also 
push forward the development of structures and norms that reproduce violence, building 
pathways into clandestine political violence” (Della Porta, 2013a: 30). The PKK, similar to 
other insurgent groups such as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) of Sri Lanka, Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) of Ireland, Basque Country and Freedom (ETA) of Spain, Black 
Liberation Army (BLA) of the USA, National Liberation Army (ELN) and the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Columbia (FARC), National Liberation Front (FLN) of Algeria,  has theorized 
and justified violence as a key instrument of a freedom struggle. In the case of the PKK, in 
course of internal transformations, violence was re-assessed so that the Kurdish movement 
addressed “the concept of revolutionary violence uniquely defined as self-defense” 
(Güneşer, 2020: 25). The evolution of the PKK is marked by significant changes in its ideology 
and strategies particularly influenced by Abdullah Öcalan. Founded in 1978, the PKK initially 
focused on Marxist-Leninist ideology and aimed for the ethno-national liberation of the 
Kurdish people in Turkey, with its early use of violence being sporadic and targeting Kurdish 
tribal leaders and rival organizations. However, in 1984, the PKK scale shifted its insurgency 
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to armed struggle, launching a guerilla war against the Turkish state, which was marked a 
significant alteration in tactics characterized by systematic targeting of military outposts and 
state authority (Türk, 2020). Öcalan played a crucial role in shaping the PKK’s strategies and 
ideology, and his views on violence evolved over time from anti-colonial liberational violence 
towards anti-colonial self-defense. In fact, Hasan Bahadir Türk periodizes Öcalan’s 
perspectives on violence by two timescales, hence before and after his imprisonment on 
Imralı prison island in 1999 (Türk, 2020). One of the major re-assessments of violence 
started with a self-critique process of the internal violence of the PKK. During this period, 
Öcalan emphasized the need for a more democratic and pluralistic approach. In the 2000s, 
with the development of the non-state seeking mobilizational frame, Öcalan introduced the 
concept of self-defense, which became a central theme in the PKK’s strategy and 
theorization of anti-colonial struggle. In reflection that other “socialist and communist 
movements or national liberation movements ended up seizing state power” Kurdish 
feminist activist and spokesperson Havin Güneşer writes that “these practices showed us 
that they didn’t take over the state; they were taken over by the state” (2020: 24). The 
monopolization of violence by states is seen leaving people defenseless yet at the same 
time the question of what kind of violence was legitimate in the revolutionary movement 
emerged as a central pillar in the reconfiguration of the mobilizational frame around non-
state-seeking paradigms of liberation. Güneşer puts forward that “revolutionary violence 
was always on the agenda for critique and self-critique” and that “there were moments 
where both forms of violence were becoming increasingly similar, and you had to tie that 
down”. Limiting violence was brought on the agenda in a self-reflexive “dialectic of growing 
and developing, with no fear of putting yourself on the operating table” as Öcalan reflected 
that “everyone has assimilated the approach of the state tradition and its practices, 
especially masculinity, the masculinity of it” (Güneşer 2020: 25). This periodization from 
revolutionary violence to self-defense coincides with the movements meta-narrative shift 
from state-seeking to non-state seeking as it was grounded in the idea that “violence triggers 
hierarchy, whereas self-defense is grounded in social and political mechanisms, so as not 
to regenerate patriarchy, statehood, or statism” (Güneşer 2020: 25). Interestingly, the shift 
in mobilizational frames was conveyed to the public, hence to the movement constituencies 
and activists mainly through Öcalan’s defenses in court – an embodiment of self-defense so 
to say – which later were published in several volumes of prison writings. Although already 
announced in 1993 and after his imprisonment theorized, then realised in 2005 with the 
establishment of the KCK umbrella organizations for Kurdish political parties committed to 
the non-state seeking ideals. With the new bottom-up approach, the KCK envisioned self-
organized and on-ground representation of the Kurds living in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Syria, as well 
as in places outside these countries. Next to the PKK also the PYD active in Syria since 2003, 
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the Free Life Party of Kurdistan (PJAK) in Iran and the Kurdistan Democratic Solution Party 
(PÇDK) in Iraq, as well as associated civil society organizations have been part of the KCK 
since. In addition to the parties, KCK also encompasses a youth council, a women’s council 
and five other administrative councils. All councils of the KCK regularly send a total of 300 
delegates to Kongra-Gel, which eventually functions as the legislative organ (Candar, 2013). 
This organizational restructuring however has been opposed by Kurdish parties that follow a 
nationalist claim as proposed by the Iraq-based Kurdistan Democratic Party (PDK), which 
for instance is followed by smaller Kurdish parties in Rojava Kurdistan, constituting an 
antagonistic counterpart to the non-state seeking project.  However, the establishment of 
the KCK is considered the first step toward the practical formation of plural, decentralized 
and confederal political bodies that were cooperating with each other across four diUerent 
nation states yet at the same time advocating for more alternative, grassroots and women’s 
liberational organization. 
 
Francis O’Connor and Joost Jongerden (2023) argue that decentralized governance models, 
alternative and non-violent forms of mobilization and a focus on grassroots governance in 
fact date back to Kurdish activist discourse of the 1970s and that these ideas co-existed and 
eventually fed into one another. This argument is a novel intervention into the scholarship on 
the PKK as it challenges a so far assumed linearity of events that began with Öcalan’s 
publicly announced shift in movement frames and instead introduces a more organic and 
processual understanding of the evolution of movements and ideas in the context of Kurdish 
mobilization beyond state-seeking. With my empirical analysis in the following chapter I will 
contribute to the debate from more aUective perspectives on the paths of mobilization for a 
non-state seeking revolutionary and demonstrate that not the top-down shift in the frames 
of the movement led to continuous and hegemonic mobilization but rather, as I suggest, the 
survivance path of mobilization as an intertwinement of cognitive and aUective 
mechanisms.  
 
The PKK’s shift from revolutionary violence to revolutionary self-defense was also 
influenced, consolidated and diUused as a characteristic of Kurdish mobilization during the 
civil war in Syria, where the Kurdish forces were explicitly named as peoples’ defense units, 
YPG and YPJ, putting an emphasis on the moral conviction to protect and defend the society 
against aggressors – particularly against IS, Turkey-backed jihadist proxies in the Turkish-
occupied areas and Turkish military activities in Rojava. The notion of self-defense however 
included a wider spectrum than insurgent reactions to external aggression. Taking up arms 
in the ranks of the self-defense units for women for instance postulated not only the fight 
against an external aggressor such as IS but also as self-defense against the patriarchal 
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system represented in the aggressor’s political system based on enslaved women and the 
potential reproduction of patriarchal relations in the establishment of a new societal system 
post-war. In this matter, self-defense was not reduced to military means. For instance, the 
civilian structures have been narrated by the movement and Öcalan as particularly central 
to the idea of self-defense as an enactment of anti-colonial struggle, therefore the role of 
the Democratic Union Party (PYD) in Rojava Kurdistan or the municipal de facto structures 
in Bakur Kurdistan were considered building pillars of societal mechanisms of building anti-
colonial self-defense structures. Anti-colonial violence in the Fanonian sense that focuses 
on postcoloniality as the overcoming of aggressive subjugation through revolutionary 
violence, the shift of the focus on self-defense furthered a discussion at the intersection of 
postcoloniality and resistance, questioning against which dominations and powers should 
one defend their selves. Using the allegory of the thorned rose, Öcalan located self-defense 
as inherent and deeply rooted in all living beings, or as Pınar Kemerli (2022) calls the shift to 
revolutionary self-defense as the rival ethics of nonviolence.  
 
The shift in the objectives from state-seeking to non-state seeking of the Kurdish movement 
during the 1990s emerged at a time when Turkey was a cohesive state, consolidating the 
political elites and the dominant nation. Joel Migdal’s definition of a cohesive state asserts 
that those states with a high degree of integrated domination, hence a power balance 
between state and society, as well as within the state, are guaranteed to be successful. 
Integrated domination therefore is when the state manages to uphold full decision-making 
autonomy, which stands in contrast to “dispersed domination,” when neither state nor 
society have the ability to implement (Migdal, 2001: 126). Cognitive liberation, as Doug 
McAdam (2001) puts it, was therefore not determined by taking advantage of a political 
opportunity that became available but to mobilize cognitive resources, such as the 
development of new ideas, in order to stem out a long term political opportunity. 
Consequently, the formation of transregional grassroots politics emerged as an alternative 
to the previous assumption of the need for an own nation state or ethno-territorial autonomy. 
Given the territorial dispersion of the Kurds in the course of forced migration, as well as the 
ethnic and cultural heterogeneity of the predominantly Kurdish populated regions, with 
minoritized communities within the Kurdish minority such as Ezidis, Alevis, Zazas, 
Armenians or Assyrians, the paradigmatic journey away from the idea of national liberation 
towards a non-nation state liberational discourse was also triggered by the realization that a 
Kurdish nation state would very likely repeat existing errors and reproduce the inherent blind-
spots of the nation state model that have led to the unfree situation of the Kurds and the 
Middle East’s other minorities in the first place, paving the way toward more socio-
revolutionary and political fields of mobilization. 
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From HEP to DEM 

One of the multidirectional temporalities is the evolving political struggle within the Kurdish 
movement. The political temporality of resistance is multifold. I will focus in the following 
only on the history of Kurdish political parties in Turkey that have consider themselves as 
part of a lineage of a Kurdish political movement rooted in the Kurdish non-state seeking 
mobilization as advocated by Öcalan and following his ideas of democratic autonomy. There 
is a long history of proscribing Kurdish political parties in Turkey, but this history is also 
characterized by popular resistance against the multiplicity of these policies. Limiting the 
scope of analysis to the most recent episodes of Kurdish transformative politics in Turkey, 
thereby disregarding the developments that led to the emergence of a left alliance party out 
of the Kurdish political struggle in 2012, risks overshadowing long-term and transregional 
learning processes of movements and their activists, as well as how these internal 
processes materialize in new strategies. As such, despite being oUicially founded in 2023 
Turkey’s DEM (constituent party of the 2012 founded and 2023 closed HDP) should in fact 
be thought of as “a party of eighty years,” as Hamit Bozarslan suggests in a TV interview on 
29 October 2020.41  
 
The DEM party is often referred to as the latest iteration of the first Kurdish party, the People’s 
Labor Party (Halkın Emek Partisi, HEP), which was established in 1990 and banned in 1993. 
But participating in legal politics and building a Kurdish political movement in Turkey has 
been one of the main objectives of both the Kurdish freedom movement and its adversaries 
since the early 1970s. The state’s denial of the existence of Kurdish identity resulted in 
systematic practices of securitizing and banning newly founded left-wing and Kurdish 
political parties. This hindered possibilities for any kind of political organization that 
attempted to challenge the status quo, especially around Kurdish rights, such as linguistic 
rights, education in mother tongue, and political participation, rendering fundamental 
demands for equal citizenship criminalized.  
 
The Workers Party of Turkey (Türkiye İşçi Partisi, TIP) was one of the first Turkish parties to 
explicitly recognize the existence of the Kurds in the resolution issued during its 4th congress 
in 1970 (Bozarslan, 2012). Leftwing parties that saw themselves as part of a political 
movement defending the rights of the country’s minoritized groups, thereby disobeying the 
assimilationist canon of the state, found themselves barred from operating and increasingly 
struggled with internal splits over the Kurdish issue, leading to what Bozarslan calls the 

 
41 TV interview with Bozarslan, October 29, 2020, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uin4XV_Cbro&ab_channel=yenidentv (last access 12.05.2024).  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uin4XV_Cbro&ab_channel=yenidentv
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“autonomization of the Kurdish movement” (Bozarslan, 2012: 4). Kurdish politicians initially 
started participating in Ankara-based parties by censoring their Kurdish identity, but 
gradually began to publicly aUirm their Kurdish roots while still running on Turkish party lists. 
One prominent consequence was the expulsion of Kurdish-origin MPs from the Social 
Democratic Populist Party (Sosyal Demokrat Halkçı Parti, SHP) for participating in the first 
Kurdish conference on ‘Kurdish national identity and human rights’ in Paris in 1989 (Güneş, 
2017). The SHP’s decision to expel its own representatives for attending a conference on 
Kurdish identity was protested by both Kurdish and Turkish SHP lawmakers and members, 
which led to the resignation of thirteen MPs and approximately three thousand party 
members (Watts, 2010). Ten resigned SHP parliamentarians then participated in the 
foundation of the HEP, which eventually aimed at wider and, for the first time, explicitly 
Kurdish representation in Turkey’s political landscape (Güneş, 2020).  
 
The HEP considered itself more than just a Kurdish or pro-Kurdish party. It self-identified as 
a party for all workers and all oppressed groups in Turkey, without denying its Kurdish roots 
and with open advocacy for Kurdish rights in Turkey (Watts, 1999). At the party’s first 
congress in 1991, HEP founder Fehmi Işıklar said the attempt to brand the HEP as a Kurdish 
party was an attempt to criminalize Kurdish identity in Turkey; therefore, the HEP would take 
pride in the label considering that it was the Kurds whose rights were most infringed upon at 
the time (Bora, 2017). While the pronouncement triggered the resignation of non-Kurdish 
founding members, the so-called “Kurdish vote” remained crucial for any party coming from 
the periphery to pass the high electoral threshold. Eventually, the SHP allied with the HEP in 
the 1991 elections (Güneş, 2017), winning eighty-eight seats in total, out of which twenty-
two were occupied by HEP representatives. Leyla Zana, the first Kurdish woman to win a seat 
in the Turkish parliament, was one of the HEP members who ran on the SHP list. During her 
parliamentary oath, she broke from the standard declaration and added a final sentence in 
the Kurdish language, dedicating the oath to Turkish-Kurdish fraternity. While the Kurdish 
language had finally been legalized, speaking Kurdish in public was still considered terrorist 
propaganda and treason, and remained de facto illegal (Zeydanlıoğlu, 2012). Two years later 
the HEP was banned by the Turkish constitutional court, accused of promoting Kurdish 
cultural and political rights such as the right to mother tongue education in Kurdish, and 
demanding an end to the state of emergency in the Kurdish southeast of the country. 
Following the disbandment, Kurdish politicians regrouped and founded substitute parties, 
such as the Freedom and Democracy Party (Özgürlük ve Demokrasi Partisi, ÖZEP) in May 
1993, which was outlawed the same year and succeeded by the Democracy Party 
(Demokras� Part�s�, DEP). Leyla Zana, Hatip Dicle, and four other DEP parliamentarians had 
their parliamentary immunity revoked in March 1994 and the party was dissolved by the 
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Turkish constitutional court only three months later (Erdem, 2013). With each banned 
Kurdish party, a substitute party was established, but Kurdish politicians, such as Leyla Zana 
and Hatip Dicle, still suUered lengthy prison sentences on charges of treason and 
membership in a terrorist organization.  
 
Parallel to the sphere of legal politics, the 1990s also witnessed the development of a 
Kurdish mass movement and protest tradition in Turkey. One crucial incident was in 1991, 
when the HEP’s Diyarbakır branch chair, Vedat Aydın, was kidnapped by two armed men and 
later found dead on a road, causing a moral shock as James M. Jasper calls the interplay of 
an cognitive and emotional process that causes participation even among people, who have 
not prior being in close ties with the activists   among the larger civilian populations (Jasper 
& Poulsen, 1995). Protests exploded in the wake of his assassination, and dozens were killed 
when Turkish police opened fire on groups of demonstrators. My interlocutor, Hatip Dicle, 
asserts that Aydın’s assassination marked a turning point in mass-mobilization in the 
Kurdish southeast, known as the Serhildan period, contributing to the growth of a political 
movement despite the crackdowns, whether measured in the number of municipalities won 
or the increasing number of parliamentarians passing the threshold as independent 
candidates in successive elections. Serhildan refers to several Kurdish eventful protests and 
upheavals in Turkey taking place in the 1990s as a response to increasing state violence and 
pro-state paramilitary activities.  Êdî bese (kurd. “enough”) has been the most common 
slogan of the protest waves known as Serhildan, demanding an end to state violence. The 
word serhildan means rebellion and consists of the two Kurdish (Kurmancî) words ser and 
hildan, the latter translating to “rising” and the former to “head”, hence emphasizing the shift 
from one’s head being bowed down by power to being raised by protest. Hatip Dicle says in 
this context: 

 
“Vedat’s murder was the Kurds’ greatest Serhildan. The Kurdish people flocked to the 
streets … no party, no top-down mobilization, everything happened instantly, 
organically and from below. This was the beginning of a mass protest movement.” 
(Interview 5, Hatip Dicle) 
 

Today’s DEM party’s forerunner parties such as the 1994 founded People’s Democracy Party 
(Halkin Demokrasi Partisi, HADEP), which was succeeded by Democratic People’s Party 
(Demokratik Halk Partisi, DEHAP), which after its renewed risk of closure then merged into 
the Democratic Society Party (Demokratik Toplum Partisi, DTP), founded in 2005, captured 
ninety-nine municipalities in the southeast in the 2009 local elections (Güneş, 2020). The 
courts banned the party nine months later and banished all founding members from political 
life for five years. Its successor party, the Peace and Democracy Party (Barış ve Demokrasi 
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Partisi, BDP), built on the movement’s previous electoral successes and increased the 
number of municipalities held to 103 and parliamentarians to thirty-six.42 The success in the 
2011 general elections was largely based on the strategy of fielding the BDP’s core 
politicians as independent candidates (Satana, 2012). After bypassing the threshold as 
independent candidates, the elected BDP politicians formed the “Labor, Peace and 
Democracy Bloc” within the Turkish general assembly (Güneş, 2020). The interconnection 
between the BDP and the HDP and the significant rise in votes is crucial in understanding 
Kurdish transformative politics in Turkey. The BDP played a significant role in forming the 
Peoples’ Democratic Congress (Halkların Demokratik Kongresi, HDK) which paved the way 
for the decentralization of Kurdish politics in Turkey and led to the foundation of the HDP, 
with its unique organizational structure and outlook that was following the self-defense 
paradigm inherent to the non-state seeking frame of Kurdish mobilization dominated by the 
PKK. 
 
For the sake of brevity and dichotomous categorizations, today’s DEM as well as the HEP at 
the time, have been often labeled as either a Kurdish or pro-Kurdish party. Although this 
descriptor may account for both parties’ roots in the Kurdish political movement, it risks 
being overly simplistic. This is particularly important to emphasize given that the HDP’s (and 
later continued in diUerent modifications in DEM party) cross-strata mobilization, self-
identification, and democratic strategy are based on non-ethnocentric pluralism as an ideal 
and practice. While the HEP can be considered a Kurdish party that also advocated for 
leftwing politics as mentioned, the HDP was the first party of this tradition that explicitly had 
positioned itself as a pro-peace, bottom-up, left alliance that advocated that a solution to 
the Kurdish issue was pivotal for a democratic transition not only for Turkey or the region but 
further for societal democratic transition. The latter I show later unfolds through the ‘mutual 
recognition’ frame, however to briefly illustrate it at this point, my interlocutor Garo Paylan, 
an Armenian founding member of the HDP and a member of parliament since 2015, explains 
his decision to join a party that allegedly only focuses on the “Kurdish cause” as “a necessary 
step to find a solution to all minority questions in Turkey, including the Armenian question” 
(Interview 4, Garo Paylan). Paylan’s statement exemplifies how the novelty to HDP’s strategic 
configuration as an alliance of a moral community served as a repertoire to connect diUerent 
democratic struggles and societal groups in Turkey, in fact, evolving to an electoral and 
paradigmatic threat for the single-man authoritarian regime of the AKP. 
 

 
42Although thirty-six members were elected, the seat reserved for Hatip Dicle was later annulled by the 
Supreme Electoral Council, decreasing the number to thirty-five.  
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Rather than continuing the tradition of constructing a new party in the ashes of a banned 
one, key actors of the Kurdish and Turkish left, such as Sebahat Tuncel and Ertuğrul Kürkçü, 
emphasized the need to build a bottom-up, movement-based party that reaches beyond the 
traditional electorate in both the predominantly Kurdish southeast and the increasingly 
marginalized Turkish left. Tuncel and Kürkçü were also known for being ‘chosen’ by Öcalan 
to build a bottom-up umbrella party in Turkey as an iteration of the non-state seeking frame 
of Kurdish mobilization within the context of the political struggle in Turkey – which was 
significantly diUerent from the struggle on the other side of the border in Rojava at the time. 
The idea was to pair multicultural representation in parliament with grassroots democracy 
outside the realms of the state, spurring both internal and external democratization 
processes. Although core personnel transferred from the BDP to the HDP at the constituent 
HDK congress, the HDP was formed out of a broad alliance of various minority groups, civil 
society representatives, ecological movements, labor unions, youth movements, LGBTQI+ 
associations, and multiple women’s organizations such as the Free Women’s Movement 
(Tevgera Jinên Azad, TJA). In total, thirty-seven parties and organizations participated in its 
constituent assembly.  
 
In a statement written by Öcalan and read out by the then BDP’s deputy parliamentary group 
chair, Pervin Buldan during the HDP convention on 27 October 2013, he endorsed the 
trajectory of building a catch-all party from below and brought the Kurdish political struggle 
in Turkey in a coherent narrative of a Kurdish resistance legacy rooted in the early years of 
leftist insurgency in Turkey by saying:  
 

“The revolutionism of 1971 is the revolutionism of rebellion against the state. 
Negotiations with the state are important after 40 years. This is because the 
revolutionary struggle can turn into an acquisition of humanity only through a 
qualified negotiation process. In this respect, I congratulate our congress and send 
my revolutionary wishes that you will take over this historical legacy, which I have 
always felt on my shoulders, with a new understanding, and that you will carry it to 
high places” (‘PKK leader Öcalan hands over legacy to umbrella party of leftist-
Kurdish alliance’, 2013).  

 

The convention was carried by a joint struggle spirit as the activists addressed the “Gezi 
spirit”, LGBTQI+ rights, ecological struggles, overcoming of racism, a focus on self-
determination and decentralization in their speeches, emphasizing the need to bring 
together the Kurdish political movement and the Turkish progressive left, civil society 
organizations and political elites under a roof. Öcalan stated in his address that the Kurdish 
freedom movement was first inspired by Mahir Çayan. Çayan was an iconic figure of the 
Turkish leftist movement, imprisoned in 1971 and killed together with nine other activists by 
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security forces one year after escaping from prison. Ertuğrul Kürkçü, who was elected as the 
HDP co-chair that day, after initiating the HDK on 15-16 October 2011, was the only survivor 
in the security attack against Çayan and his friends. The emphasis of a Kurdish-Turkish, 
cross-societal struggle of progressives, as embodied in the “Gezi spirit” was therefore also 
reflected in the choice of figures to carry this task, which according to Öcalan carried as 
much importance as the foundation of the PKK (‘PKK leader Öcalan hands over legacy to 
umbrella party of leftist-Kurdish alliance’, 2013).  
 
The HDP, therefore, was not founded on the grounds of a political project that addresses only 
the Kurdish electorate or that seeks simply to take over the state for its own ends. The party’s 
aim was to transform the autocratic state by building counterhegemonic spheres inside and 
outside the state following as part of a Kurdish resistance legacy dominated by the 
multidirectionality of the PKK. Resembling the ideas of democratic socialist strategy, and 
through that the combination of parliamentary and extra-parliamentary struggles to 
democratize one’s own organization, society, and the state, the HDP advocated that the 
dominant order can only be undone if strengthened by internal transformations and local 
organizing, while winning participation at the national, parliamentary level. At the heart of 
the HDP’s change in democratic strategy therefore has been the idea of “democratic 
autonomy,” as proposed by the Kurdish non-state seeking movement. Informed by these 
movement narratives that I will present in the last section of this chapter, the HDP 
materialized the concept of democratic autonomy as aligned with the conditions in Turkey 
and its appeal for a democratic transition in Turkey towards a multiethnic model of 
democratic governance. Continuing the organizational structure with the paradigm shift 
from state-seeking to non-state seeking of building decentralized bases of popular 
autonomy, whether in the form of local assemblies or the newly configured autonomous 
women’s assemblies within party structures (Burç, 2019), the Kurdish political movement 
evolved as a distinct site of democratic resistance while at the same time locating itself 
within the ideological and practical legacy of the PKK’s anti-colonial struggle.   
 
Shortly after the HDP’s formal foundation, the BDP was renamed on 11 July 2014 as the 
Democratic Regions Party (Demokratik Bölgeler Partisi, DBP) and was redefined as a strictly 
regional, autonomous and Kurdish ally of the HDP (Güneş, 2020). The party’s goal was to 
break the vertical relationship that comes with exclusively representative politics, and to 
ensure that the party would have not only accountable and representative political bodies 
at the national level but radical democratic ones at a local level. Democratic autonomy 
therefore was not imagined simply as territorial autonomy for an ethnic minority but rather 
as a transformative means to emancipate societal groups from the dichotomous 
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organizational principle of majority-minority by empowering grassroots structures. In a 
highly centralized state like Turkey, the HDP’s commitment to decentralization was 
introduced as a novelty in Turkish politics and found sympathizers among non-Kurdish, 
marginalized communities that have traditionally been excluded from political participation 
and representation, such as members of LGBTQI+ and feminist organizations, minority 
communities such as Afro-Turks or other minoritized groups like the Ezidi people.43 After 
HDP’s electoral success in 2015 and the following full-scale crackdown, as already 
explained in the previous chapters, HDP faced not only a personnel challenge given the 
imprisonment or exile of core actors of the party’s elite, as a party, it has also faced the same 
allegations by the Turkish state as its predecessors and has been on trial on Turkey’s 
Constitutional Court for its closure. In response to the heightened risk of potential legal 
repression another allied party was strategically utilized to ensure continued political 
participations in upcoming general and municipal elections in 2023 and 2024. As the HDP 
faced the threat of closure in the lead-up to the general elections on 14 May 2023, it was 
decided that. The HDP would contest the elections under a new banner. This tactical 
maneuver was a result of a repertoire learnt from the history of banned parties and 
accompanied a rebranding eUort, wherein central political figures moved to the Green Left 
Party (Yeşil Sol Partisi, YSP), as it was previously known, and which was founded as an 
environmentalist and socialist party. After becoming a new political platform, the YSP was 
then renamed the Peoples’ Equality and Democracy Party during the 4th congress on 15 
October 2023. Carrying the acronym HEDEP, the Court of Cassation Chief Prosecutor’s 
OUice threatened with a warning lawsuit, citing similarities to the previously closed HADEP. 
HEDEP was then changed into DEM and although weakened by the 10 years of heavy 
political repression and setbacks, the DEM party assumed the mantle of the Kurdish political 
struggle for democracy formerly carried by the HDP and all its predecessor parties, not only 
reflecting a continuity of political resistance within a repressive legal environment but also 
its flexibility and endurance in adjustment of the conflict configuration.  
 

 
43 The HDP published its party manifesto in 2015 with a strong emphasis on anti-discrimination protections 
and social policies for LGBT+ people. This clear positioning led to widespread support by various associations 
representing LGBT+ people. See: https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/lgbt-associations-announce-support-
for-hdp-candidate-demirtas--70163 (last accessed 12/06/2024). Yalçın Yanık, member of the Afro-Turk 
community in Turkey was a candidate on the HDP list for the general elections. Afro-Turks are a small 
community, predominantly living in the Aegean region, and trace their origins back to the Ottoman slave trade. 
See: https://m.bianet.org/bianet/siyaset/197838-hdp-nin-afro-turk-adayi-yanik-ya-hep-beraber-ya-hicbirimiz 
(last accessed 12/06/2024). With HDP’s electoral success in 2015 Feleknas Uca became the first Ezidi to win 
a seat in the Turkish general assembly. See: https://thekurdishproject.org/hdp-nominates-first-Ezidi-female-
mp-in-turkey/ (last accessed 12/06/2024). 
 

https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/lgbt-associations-announce-support-for-hdp-candidate-demirtas--70163
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/lgbt-associations-announce-support-for-hdp-candidate-demirtas--70163
https://m.bianet.org/bianet/siyaset/197838-hdp-nin-afro-turk-adayi-yanik-ya-hep-beraber-ya-hicbirimiz
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5.2 Utopian and feminist temporalities 

This section aims to describe the utopian and feminist temporalities that have evolved in 
navigation of composite statelessness, or what Dilar Dirik has called “the multiple layers of 
violence” (2017: 75) to account for the various forms of oppression that Kurdish women 
encounter due to intersecting systems of power and authority. These layers include 
patriarchal violence, which manifests as oppression within the patriarchal nuclear family, 
the broader society, as well as state violence as masculinized violence imposed on female, 
or non-heteronormative, bodies as I have already examined above (Chapter 1.2). 
Additionally, Dirik emphasizes that Kurdish women experience violence by states 
perpetuating diUerent forms of racist and gendered violence, collaborating through 
capitalism, patriarchy, and the nation state to erase Kurdish identity and political agency. In 
response to these multiple layers of violence, Dirik however discusses what she terms the 
“multiple fronts of resistance”, which she refers to the various ways Kurdish women have 
organized and fought back against oppression (Dirik, 2017: 77). This includes a utopian and 
feminist temporality of struggle and mobilization, which recognizes the necessity of 
addressing overlapping issues of gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic issues to be 
considered transformative politics. Furthermore, there are numerous women’s 
organizations and feminist groups across Kurdistan that have adapted to local conditions 
and have tackled critical issues such as education, health, including sexual education and 
women’s health, safety, media, culture, art, economy, ecology and politics. This duality of 
violence and resistance as manifested in the following examples of utopian and feminist 
temporalities of resistance highlights the multidirectionality of struggle faced by societies 
aUected by the Kurdish issue and the complexity in their proactive eUorts to reclaim their 
rights, agency, identities and places not only in a Kurdish struggle but beyond, in a feminist 
and utopian revolutionary field of resistance.  
 
Following this paradigmatic reconceptualization that reconstructed territorial and societal 
demands away from the oppressive undertones of the nation state model toward a more 
emancipated and self-reliant understanding of society, the guerilla units of the PKK, which 
initially were only regarded as an armed threat to the nation states, became aware of their 
social impact on the region. Conflict resolution in the form of village assemblies initiated by 
the guerillas were introduced and replaced traditional feudal mediators (Jongerden & 
Akkaya, 2011). Women started relying on all-women guerilla units that educated women in 
the concept of self-defense – not only practically and physically but more significantly, 
ideologically (Öcalan, 2017b). Women started not only to organize themselves in collectives 
to defend themselves against violence, forced marriages or honor killings but also 
participated in education and leadership, as well as in building structures of autonomous 
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positions for women in society leading to increasing recognition of gender equality. While 
the early manifestations of the new non nation state paradigm show how the focus was 
shifted from political claim making on the nation state level to shaping an ethical and 
political society on the local level, in 2012, amid the developing Syrian civil war, the 
paradigm became the driving force behind the emergence of a mode of non-territorial 
autonomy (Chapter 1.3) for instance in Rojava Kurdistan, Ezidi diaspora self-organization, 
as well as Kurdish political struggle in Turkey. 
 
Against the backdrop of the predominant truth claims based on the nation-statist self-
determination, Joost Jongerden claims that the Kurdish movement’s “redefinition of self-
determination can be understood from the perspective of a ‘reverse’ discourse” (Jongerden, 
2023). For him, the Kurdish movement re-conceptualized the principle of self-determination 
as “no longer tight to that of the state” (Jongerden, 2023: 6). Therefore, he argues, the 
paradigmatic shift from state-seeking to society-building involved a new meaning-making 
process where self-determination was re-interpreted as a principle of democratic self-
organization. By untying self-determination from territorial and national parameters, as well 
as processes of state-making, the Kurdish movement placed the idea of sovereignty within 
the societal realm, which eventually allowed for a cross-regional and cross-community 
mobilization. Further, I argue that the re-interpretation of self-determination in theory and 
practice not only led to processes of emancipation within society against the omnipresent 
violent order of state oppression and domination. It also represents a form of political 
necessity at the intersection of survival, societal maintenance, and resistance, which can 
be framed as a mode of survivance. It is against this backdrop that contemporary Kurdish 
mobilization in fact can be defined by its creative use, and, in the Scottian sense, its evasion 
of state borders and not by their reproduction. 
 
Self-determination and agency, if thought outside the limitations that come with the nation 
state paradigm, can be representative of both territorial and non-territorial spaces, in which 
people organize themselves. These territorial and non-territorial spaces of societal self-
determination are manifested manifold. Ideologically manifested with the term democratic 
confederalism, the Kurdish movement has put forward an idea and organisational practice 
that aims at circumventing the unfreedom the violent order inherent to the Kurdish issue is 
imposing. At the heart of the confederal idea lies the principle of decentralization, which 
expresses itself in the establishment of self-reliant municipal structures, autonomous 
administrations of women, religious and ethnic groups, as well as the dual organization in 
grassroots civil society associations and legal politics. While the autonomous 
administration in northern Syria-Rojava has been widely acknowledged as the most 
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prominent site of the implementation of democratic confederalism, the same principles 
have been diUused to various contexts of the conflict and even have been driving forces 
behind the Kurdish political movement in Turkey, diaspora migrant organisations, grassroots 
systems in refugee camps, learning processes with other social movements such as growing 
solidarities between the Kurdish movement and women’s rights movements, LGBTQI groups 
and/or other minoritized communities.  
 
 
 

The Rojava experience 

Abdullah Öcalan’s presence in Syria in 1979 is widely referred to as a critical juncture in the 
mobilization and solidarity of northern Syrian populations with the Kurdish movement 
(Schmidinger, 2018; Taştekin, 2016; Tejel, 2011). Öcalan himself describes his presence in 
Syria as a significant memory in the collective consciousness of Kurdish people Rojava 
Kurdistan (Öcalan 2016: 452). The impact of the PKK during the 1980s and 1990s in Syria, 
as illustrated by Thomas Schmidinger (2018) has been mainly due to being the only 
revolutionary group that was able to fill the void of a collective vision for minorities in the 
region, given that traditional and conservative Kurdish parties failed to oUer a strategy out of 
state authoritarianism imposed by the Ba’ath regime at the time. Fehim Taştekin (2016) 
emphasizes that the Marxist approach on the minority question and the Kurdish issue was 
attractive in particular to young students in Damascus, as well as for populations in multi-
ethnic and multi-religious border regions like Afrîn and Kobanê that later became key regions 
for building today’s autonomous administration.  The strong support for the PKK in Afrîn and 
Kobanê also derived from the de facto absence of other parties, which were mostly present 
in the region of Cizîre but also given the geographical situatedness. Both Afrîn and Kobanê 
are located at the Turkish-Syrian border, while the region of Cizîre has been closer to the Iraqi 
side of Kurdistan due to being situated in the border triangle of Syria, Turkey and Iraq. 

The political developments that were unfolding after the withdrawal of the Syrian military in 
2012 and the emergence of a territorial autonomy that became a site of Kurdish self-
governance under the non-state seeking paradigm of the Kurdish movement, must be 
assessed against this historical and contextual backdrop. Therefore, as a consequence of 
the political vacuum created by the Syrian military withdrawal in 2012, Kurdish-majority 
areas, in particular in the Turkish-Syrian border region, were left to the control of PKK-led 
forces and aUiliated political parties such as the PYD, which were supported by a local 
population in sympathy with the Kurdish movement’s ideas since the first mobilizations 
during the 1980s. This opportunity led to the establishment of first grassroots autonomous 
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administrations and two years later, in 2014, the establishment of the Cantons of Rojava as 
administrative bodies to manage the de facto autonomy. Later, in March 2016, the Cantons 
were brought together under the umbrella federal administration of the Democratic 
Federation of Northern Syria (DFNS). It was in a two-day meeting, held in the Rimelan town 
of Girkê Legê/Al-Muabbada, that 31 parties and 200 delegates came together in a 
constituent assembly, representing the three self-administered Rojavan cantons Kobanê, 
Afrîn and Cîzîre, as well as some of the Arab, Assyrian, Syriac, Armenian, Turkmen and 
Chechen peoples of the regions of Girê Spî/Tal Abyad, Shaddadi, Aleppo and Shehba 
(‘Syrian Kurds declare federal system’, 2016). The declaration expressed the northern Syrian 
population’s will to not engage in the establishment of national independence in the classic 
sense, but to defend a pluralist confederal system as part of conflict resolution in the wider 
Middle East. Grassroots democracy, women’s liberation and a full representation of all 
societal groups organized in a council system were made the constitutive principles of the 
social contract (Rojava Assembly, 2016). 

Further, since the territory of the self-administration was extended into regions with non-
Kurdish populations in the majority, the political entity known as “Democratic Federation of 
Rojava” at the time was renamed to “Democratic Federation of Northern Syria”. The shift 
from organizing under the name of “Rojava”, which is a direct translation from Kurdish 
language and means “setting sun”, hence describes the Western part of the wider region 
known as Kurdistan, to “Northern Syria” and at a later stage to “North and East Syria” can be 
evaluated as an expression of the non-ethnocentric claim of the political system established 
in the region but also as a way to raise awareness for the project’s development as a modality 
of autonomy that incorporates all linguistic, ethnic and religious groups within the region. 
The rejection of Kurdish-inspired naming conventions also came with larger Arab-majority 
regions such as Raqqa, Manbij and Deir ez-Zor joining the self-administration, where local 
councils have been operating as part of the political system yet at the same time 
independently since 2017. However, despite the attempt at building a political project that 
is based on inclusivity, not all Kurdish actors supported the developments, some explicitly 
opposing the non-ethnocentric claim. The Kurdish National Council, mostly known with its 
Kurdish abbreviation ENKS, for instance was founded in 2011 and includes various Syrian 
Kurdish parties that criticize the PYD’s condeferalist project for not advocating an explicitly 
Kurdish autonomy and support the Iraqi Kurdish proposal for a Kurdish nation state as 
promoted by the political elites in the Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq (Gunes and 
Lowe 2015).  

The goal to establish a post-war order in Syria that grants maximum autonomy to the regions 
of the administration, while at the same time preserving the integrity of the already existing 
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nation state borders, was also illustrated in the foundation of the Future Syria Party and 
coincides with the renaming of the polity into Autonomous Administration of North and East 
Syria. The party was formed in Raqqa on the 27th of March in 2018 and aims at working for 
the interests of all social groups and democratic renewal for Syria, forging acceptance, and 
unity among for instance Christians, Arabs, and Kurds. Hevrîn Xelef, who was known for her 
diplomatic skills, served as the Secretary General of the party, and was executed by Turkish-
backed militants during the first days of the Turkish oUensive into north-eastern Syria in late 
2019 (Hendi, 2019).   

Until the strategic defeat of IS in their de facto capital in Raqqa in October 2017, Turkey’s 
involvement in northern Syria was by proxy and predominantly in form of an ideological and 
logistical backyard for IS militants. It was in early 2018 that the Turkish army launched the 
military operation “Olive Branch” in Afrîn and entered the Syrian conflict as an explicit 
aggressor and an active actor against the Kurdish-led polity in the north. In line with 
domestic practices of ethnic-social engineering over a century of Turkish history, President 
Erdogan and his advisers stated that the area around Afrîn should be “cleaned” and returned 
to its “real owners”, denying the existence of the local Kurdish population (Burc & Tokatlı, 
2020; McGee, 2019). Since then, in particularly since “Operation Peace Spring” was 
launched in October 2019, followed by regular targeted drone attacks ever since, the NES 
has been partially under occupation by the Turkish arms and its proxy militias and suUering 
from a water crisis induced by Turkey (Glynn, 2021; Human Rights Watch, 2023) and 
humanitarian emergencies (Nasrat, 2017), also due to import embargo during the Covid-19 
pandemic (‘medico international’, 2020) or the deadly earthquake in 2023 (Dengler & 
Bookchin, 2023), hence undergoing demographic engineering, persecution of minorities 
and forced migration (McGee, 2019).  

The utopian temporality in the Rojava experience however goes beyond the territories of the 
NES and also beyond the episode of building governmental structures of self-determination 
in Rojava Kurdistan, as this project slowly risks dissolving in light of the heavy repercussions. 
Hence, Rojava Kurdistan appeared to be a space and temporality, in which despite emerging 
as a Kurdish-led project, the design of normative libertarian principles following the utopian 
idea of socio-revolution by organizing society not along hierarchal ethnic lines, such as along 
binaries of majority verses minority, but by aspiring to be a multi-ethnic entity with 
decentralized administrations and representative bodies to not only accommodate all of the 
ethno-cultural and ethno-religious groups inhabiting the region but in fact also to realize the 
women’s liberational paradigm by building parallel, yet intertwined autonomous women’s 
structures. A simplistic approach to social movements and their articulations of social 
reality would evaluate the Kurdish movement in northern Syria as a nationalist movement 
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that aims territorial autonomy or secession. The movement in northern Syria though 
conceptualizes territory in non-ethnocentric ways and more with the motivation of 
deepening democracy through the creation of decentralized local self-governance 
structures that are designed to involve inhabitants of the region in the decision-making 
process and empower communities to become active in solving the immediate everyday 
problems they face (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2012).  

As I have argued elsewhere, the Kurdish movement’s discourse on autonomy is very similar 
to the concepts of NTA (Chapter 1.3) in its theoretical derivation as it takes the subordination 
of minoritized communities as a formative pillar in articulating a political alternative to the 
predicament of marginalized groups in the Middle East, particular those deprived from 
recognition and political participation. The Kurdish political movement’s theorizing and 
practicing of autonomy also combines both territorial and non-territorial, as well as 
centralized and de-centralized elements (Burç, 2020). By placing the question of gender 
representation and participation in the center of democratic politics however, the utopian 
temporality of the Rojava experience has incorporated hitherto neglected dimensions to 
NTA, hence the diagnostic perception that women as well as the minoritized suUer from a 
unique form of subordination. Taking both the subordination of minorities in liberal nation 
states and of women in society itself as a point of departure the Kurdish movement’s 
libertarian approach following the democratic autonomy frame has situated women’s 
liberation and the potential of self-governance beyond the nation state at the center of the 
utopian idea of a realizable revolution. By bringing together proposals that frame the 
question of autonomy and liberation not on national determinants but on the question of 
societal emancipation through gender and minority representation and the actual 
realization of the Rojava experience, the utopian temporality of the non-state seeking 
paradigm has evolved amid an on-going war.  

The practical manifestations and implementation of the Democratic Autonomy concept 
have been changed and adjusted according to the course of the on-going conflict in Syria, 
constant attacks by either the IS, Turkey-backed jihadist militias, a strict embargo by 
neighboring states, including the KRI, and Turkish military presence, occupation and 
operations against the NES. With this disclaimer in mind, the structures of the self-
administration can be broken down to three institutional building blocks and an additional 
women’s structure that is organized integrative yet independently at the same time. 

The society organizes itself starting from the smallest political unit of society, the commune 
with approximately 150-1,500 inhabitants. All of them are represented bottom-up in 
councils of neighborhoods, then sub-districts, districts, cantons, region, and finally in the 
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Autonomous Administration. However, Democratic Autonomy also facilitates society to also 
organize parallel and outside the communes in so-called civil institutions cooperatives that 
are represented through committees on specific issues in the Autonomous Administration. 
Next to the Autonomous Administration, which is responsible for coordination between the 
regions, there is the executive body known as the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC). The SDC 
is the political umbrella that is tasked with providing the political framework for the 
resolutions of the Syrian conflict and can be considered a diplomatic body. Political parties 
can participate in the council, as well as representatives from civil society or the 
autonomous administrations.  

While the Autonomous Administration aims at literal administration through elected bodies 
and ministries on issues such as health, education or infrastructure on the most local level, 
the council's aim is to represent political parties. Hence, the SDC is an umbrella that tries to 
integrate political parties in northern Syria into a federal, democratic, and women-led 
political entity. The third major institution in the political landscape of the Rojava model is 
TEV-DEM, which was already established in 2011 and translates into “Movement for a 
Democratic Society”. It is an umbrella body for civil society organizations and representative, 
and acts in its role of a counter-power to the other two bodies (Knapp & Flach, 2016; Rojava 
Information Center, 2019). 

As described above, the ideological framework of the Rojava model understands women as 
revolutionary agents in the deepening of democracy as they not only allow the emancipation 
from systems of domination imposed on women in society but further faciliate men to 
overcome internalized hegemony over women. Beyond women’s visibility as female fighters 
in the YPJ against IS, civilian structures were built in the same logic of fostering women’s 
rights and gender equality through the establishment of women autonomous structures. 
There are two parallel set of structures, on the one hand institutions that include men and 
women and on the other hand institutions that are women-only. The latter is represented by 
the Kongreya Star, a women’s confederation of all women’s groups in Rojava. The women’s 
confederation gathers every two years to assess past development and to plan new 
roadmaps for women’s autonomous structures in the NES and all women involved in any of 
the institutions of the self-administration are members of the women’s confederation by 
default. This includes all governance levels such as councils, communes, cultural and 
artistic collectives, families’, workers’ committees as well as service institutions (Kongreya 
Star, 2018).  

While being represented in the women’s confederation, all women continue to maintain 
their autonomy as members of the respective institutions they are coming from. 
Consequently, women do not only organize on a supra-level, in the women’s confederation, 
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but in every commune by creating their own women’s commune parallel to the mixed 
structure. On every administrative and institutional level, the decisions taken by the 
women’s body are binding for all structures, with an additional veto right reserved for 
women’s structures for decisions taken in the mixed bodies. Further, all institutional bodies, 
from collectives, communes to political parties have a co-chair system, where one seat is 
reserved for the man, who is elected by the mixed bodies and one seat is reserved for a 
woman, who however is elected only by the women-only body. Rendering equal 
representation an inherent feature of the political system. (Knapp & Flach, 2016; Kongreya 
Star, 2018; Rasit & Kolokotronis, 2020; Şimşek & Jongerden, 2018).  

It is interesting, especially from the perspective of NTA modalities, to observe autonomous 
women’s organization in communes with mixed ethnic constellations, in which ethnic 
groups are also free to organize themselves in distinct autonomous structures as well as in 
multi-ethnic structures. Parallel to the mixed-gender and women-only constellation, 
therefore, according to the specific context, women of one ethnic group can organize 
separately in addition to being members of the multi-ethnic body. For instance, while Arab 
or Syriac women first were part of women’s bodies mostly consisting of Kurdish women, the 
confederal structures of self-administration made it possible for them to also form their own 
women-only autonomous structures for their ethnic group while still owning membership in 
the women’s (multi-ethnic) confederation (Dirik, 2018).  

The Rojava experience in self-governance therefore neither presumes a conflation of 
ethnicity and territory, even within the smallest organizational unit of the commune, nor 
does it homogenize women’s autonomous organization based on a shared gender identity. 
The main idea is to create the self-reliant structure of community organization according to 
the specific needs of the very area and the societal group, while remaining within the general 
framework of shared values and principles.  

In addition to women’s visibility through political participation as a constituting principle of 
the self-administration, there are also non-territorial women’s spaces built by cross-
community women’s initiatives like the women’s houses called “Mala Jin” in every 
commune, as well as safe spaces for women like the establishment of a women’s only village 
organized, built and maintained by women for women (Dirik, 2018; Knapp & Flach, 2016). 
While these women-only spaces help cross-community women to emancipate themselves 
from abusive relationships or function as a first shelter in case of gender-based violence, 
these spaces further have become a realm for collective education (perwerde), unlearning 
of dominant gender norms, financial emancipation through self-organized cooperatives like 
women-run small businesses in textile, agriculture or food production (Dirik, 2018). Women-
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only spaces as an integral part of society allows women to gain a strong sense of self-
suUiciency and societal recognition.  

 

Democratic autonomy and the women’s liberational paradigm 

By focusing on the eUects of protests on a social movement itself, Della Porta goes beyond 
the political opportunities and organizational resources approach and suggests ‘eventful 
protest’ as a unit of analysis that unmakes protest simply as an aggregated collective action 
or a dependent variable (2008a: 29). Considering the transformation of structures by events, 
an eventful temporality therefore is defined through its distinction from a teleological 
temporality, where events are explained through transhistorical processes, and the 
experimental temporality, in which diUerent historical paths are compared such as 
revolution and non-revolution (W. H. J. Sewell, 1990). Interestingly, although the eventful 
temporality as described in the previous parts has informed the multidirectionality of 
Kurdish mobilization, the meta-narrative of the movement is built on the construction of 
history based on an experimental temporality that defines two central paths: capitalist 
civilization versus democratic civilization. In the 5th volume of Öcalan’s political thought, 
titled Manifesto for a Democratic Civilization, he juxtaposes capitalist modernity with 
democratic modernity and locates the Kurdish struggle within the path of a broader 
democratic civilization, emphasizing the struggle for democracy as an anti-colonial 
question. Out of this narration of history divided into two paths, he has developed the 
concepts of democratic autonomy and democratic nation, which were later concretized in 
the governance model known as democratic confederalism. 

More precisely, in his writings Öcalan names three ills of our contemporary civilization, 
which he refers to as capitalist modernity: nation states, capitalism and patriarchy (Öcalan, 
2017a). Concepts of alternative governance structures that challenge the idea of one nation 
and one state therefore are the articulations of an antithesis to these three ills of our time, 
oUering a counter-hegemonic political solution from the perspective of the deprived and 
subordinated (Öcalan, 2015). Despite the harsh conditions of being in solitary confinement 
on Imralı prison island in Turkey since 1999, Öcalan has elaborated on existing democracy 
theories inspired by the lens of his own biography and the region’s ongoing traumatic 
experience of cultural homogenization and oppression by the state system. In order to re-
create a morally and politically capable society, something according to him capitalist 
modernity has destroyed, Öcalan articulates the need to build a system in which decisions 
are made collectively, where the members of society know about their past and determine 
their present and future. Bearing in mind the risks of direct democratic decision-making, he 
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submits that only in a society where the values are based on ecology, democracy, and 
women’s freedom, can it be ensured that collectively taken decisions will be just. Intrinsic 
to the establishment of democratic autonomy, he therefore argues, is an ecological 
women’s revolution (Öcalan, 2017b), which has been termed in the recent episodes as the 
women’s liberational paradigm.44 

Referring to the power and the state apparatuses of capitalist modernity that control, 
oppress and surveil society, Öcalan argues that “the claim that the nation state protects 
society is a vast illusion. On the contrary, society has been increasingly militarized by the 
nation state and fully submerged in a kind of war. I call this war a societycide” (Öcalan, 
2020b). Andrej Grubacic reflects on Öcalan’s conceptualization of societycide and argues 
that while Öcalan speaks of the power of everyday life, “it is in this space of everyday life that 
cooperative society must be re-invented and recovered, power socialized and evenly 
distributed” (2019: 1075). Hence, for Grubacic Öcalan’s historical sociology discloses a 
“notion of the temporality of lived time, or the temporality of possible futures and futures 
past”, in which “society without a state is not society without history, but it is antagonistic to 
the capitalist present, resisting what Öcalan terms ‘society-cide’” (2019: 1076) 

He characterizes capitalist modernity as the culmination of the hegemony of the state, 
capitalist classes, and of men that have throughout time appropriated and deprived society, 
the poor and women. History however has shown, as Öcalan submits, that the 
dispossessed have always resisted and fought against these strings of capitalist modernity. 
Since resistance against the status quo has always been part of human history, it therefore 
has a place in our collective memory, calling it democratic civilization. Situating 
revolutionary and anti-colonial struggles from below as part of the democratic civilization, 
he argues that this knowledge inherently relies on self-defense mechanisms against 
persisting dominant categories. Introduced as a Gramscian counterhegemonic category, he 
proposes the building of democratic modernity to ensure societal peace and emancipation 
from democratic deficits inherent to the nation state paradigm (Öcalan, 2015). For Öcalan, 
this means that even an already-created ecological and democratic society based on 
women’s emancipation for instance must continuously defend itself against the potential 
emergence of centralized and structuring power of statehood, especially in the aftermath of 
a revolution. Therefore, Öcalan argues, this only becomes possible if democratic modernity 

 
44 One of these cases was the municipal electoral campaign in Bakur Kurdistan in 2024, where DEM 
municipalities explicitly called their politics the “Kadin özgürlükcü belediyecilik”, women’s liberational 
municipalism (Dem party campaign launch, 2024).   
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is continuously formulated as an antithesis to capitalist modernity by the society itself and 
through the legitimacy of its own institutions.  

The word “democracy” is the key to Öcalan’s theory and the movement’s meta-narrative. He 
claims that all liberal nation states have been predestined to fail, since they have never 
opened enough space for society to democratize truly. Democratic autonomy in a 
confederalist system however is essentially radical democratic in nature and aims at a new 
politics that is ethical in character and grassroots in organization. His emphasis here is on 
overcoming Western biases that understand radical democracy as part of a state-centered 
concept of territorial autonomy, which is significantly ‘taking over’ councils or constructing 
a more ‘women friendly’ environment, as it is for instance the case in Switzerland and the 
implementation of consociation democracy. The idea of democratic autonomy, similar to 
the concepts of libertarian municipalism as put forward by Murray Bookchin (1991), goes 
further than this. It is narrated as a politics based on achieving a new ethos of citizenship 
and community in transforming and democratizing city governments, by rooting them in 
popular assemblies in order to then weave them together into a confederation consisting 
not of nation states but cross-territorial municipalities. 

Many times, Öcalan has insisted that the build-up of confederalist system would neither 
threaten the territorial integrity of nation states nor disregard the sovereignty of the central 
government (Öcalan, 2016, 2017b). However, the municipal structures would over time 
make those physical and imaginative borders of the nation state obsolete for the political 
realm of community life. Democratic confederalism, as put forward by the Kurdish non-state 
seeking movement, therefore is a model of dual power, in which a situation is created that 
makes it possible for self-administered, municipal areas to coexist next to the nation state. 
Self-administrative bodies on all levels allow the political space to open to all strata of the 
society and to politically integrate the entire society with all its ethnic, religious, political 
groups (Öcalan, 2017b). These groups are by no means regarded as static formations, as 
the idea of localizing political participation processes in an anti-hierarchical structure, also 
foresees the building of new associations, confederations and groups according to the given 
contexts, conditions, needs and situation, as well as their dissolution if needed. This 
dynamic approach challenges the idea of attributed identities to certain groups, which also 
means the unmaking of dichotomies such as majority and minority in how society is 
constituted politically. The integration of all social and political groups in the decision-
making process is promoted by Öcalan as the central pillar of democratic autonomy as a 
way to ensure the society’s capacity of problem-solving with regards to social issues, 
without the need for centralized power.  
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As I have already mentioned, the concept of democratic autonomy shares common features 
with modalities of non-territorial autonomy as well as reflects discussions on participative 
democracy such as deliberative democracy and consociation, however, a novelty is 
certainly the role ascribed to women as significant agents in the decentralization and 
transformative process of non-state seeking mobilization. Öcalan’s writings engage with the 
inherent interconnectedness of the subordination of women and the inherent democratic 
deficit of nation states. Öcalan argues that the society does not treat women as merely a 
biological separate sex but more as a “separate race, nation or class – the most oppressed 
race, nation or class” (Öcalan, 2013: 10). The idea of a “weak sex” becomes a shared belief 
of the nation state, which he defines as the institutionalization of power, which according to 
Öcalan must be read as “synonymous to masculinity” (Öcalan, 2013: 27). Similar to Carole 
Pateman’s  (1988) thesis that the Rousseauian social contract in fact must be read as a 
contract based on men’s sexual access to women, Öcalan describes it as a systematic 
housewifisation of women (2013: 11). He submits that this process of subordination of 
women predates the systems of slavery and must be understood as a blueprint of colonial 
practices. DiUerent to Maria Mies, who described the exploitation of women as the last 
colony (Mies, 1988), Öcalan argues that women in fact have been the first colony in human 
civilization.  

“If we see colonialism not only in terms of nation and country but also in terms of 
groups of people, we can define woman as the oldest colonized group. (…) It must be 
well understood that woman is kept a colony with no easily identifiable borders” 
(Öcalan 2013: 56)  

Öcalan argues that it proves significantly diUicult to transform nationalism from within the 
system of a nation state, which is inherently built on hegemonic masculinity since contesting 
male dominance would be perceived like “a monarch’s loss of his state” (2013: 50). Öcalan 
consequently rejects proposals for a movement for woman’s statehood as he argues that 
the struggle for democratization entails the articulation of counter-hegemonic political 
realms outside the statist and hierarchical structures and not their reinstatement (Öcalan 
2013: 54).  Democratic autonomy, as Öcalan submits, provides a fertile ground of 
possibilities for women to organize as they are considered as a social group with distinct 
social realities, demands and needs that cannot be subsumed by any centralized processes 
of decision making as their bear the threat of reinstating hegemonic masculinity. Democratic 
autonomy as described above therefore facilitates the establishment of women’s own 
political parties, the organization of a popular women’s movement, their own non-
governmental organizations, and structures of democratic politics, as well as 
institutionalized participation on all levels of governance. 
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Research by Nadje Al-Ali and Latif Taş (2017, 2018, 2019) has extensively discussed the 
relationship between the Kurdish movement and women’s rights movements in Turkey. 
Among other research results and questions, Al-Ali and Taş show how Kurdish women 
activists ascribe priority to the struggle against patriarchy over the Turkish-Kurdish conflict. 
For women activists within the ranks of the Kurdish political movement, patriarchy is 
conceived as a system of domination that is inherent to all spaces of society, including their 
own organization (Al-Ali & Taş, 2018).  Therefore, the history of mobilization of women within 
the non-state seeking movement intertwines the Kurdish issue with the quest for gender 
equality and has emerged as a central temporality of resistance with significant cross-
community and transnational diUusion of ideas. The latter has been strongly demonstrated 
in the Jin, Jiyan, Azadi (trans. women, life, freedom) protest wave in Iran led by Kurdish and 
other minoritized women and men in the aftermath of the brutal killing of Kurdish woman 
Jîna Amini45 for not wearing her hijab ‘properly. The Kurdish slogan, which has its roots in the 
early years of the Kurdish women’s movement (Zeidan, 2024), circulated across countries 
and became a protest repertoire, with one of its latest iterations during a mass vigil in India 
after the femicide of a young woman (ANHA, 2024).  
 

 

  

 
45 Farangis Ghaderi and Özlem Goner have written on dynamics of epistemic injustice in the Kurdish issue as 
manifested in how the uprising in Iran was deprived from a Kurdish context for instance by erasing the Kurdish 
identity of Jina Amini by purposedly using her non-Kurdish name Mahsa or delinking the protests from the 
politics of the Kurdish women’s freedom movement, which has been the source of the Jin, Jiyan, Azadi protest 
and knowledge repertoire, see for full analysis https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/44560 (last accessed 
01/07/2024).  

https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/44560
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5.3 Interim reflections: The intertwined histories of violence and resistance  

This chapter assessed the history of resistance in Kurdistan by zooming into the various 
resistant articulations of the Kurdish freedom movement and demonstrated how multi-
directional struggles emerge in navigation of and response to the modes of composite 
statelessness. Instead of conceptualizing outcomes as determined by a preceding 
condition, such as the non-establishment of a Kurdish nation state at the beginning of the 
20th century, I suggested to re-think violence and resistance in Kurdistan as “causal eUects 
of sequences of events over time, often drawing on a notion of ‘mechanisms’ to capture 
recurring patterns in the eUectuation of change” (Malthaner et al., 2022: 96). Despite the 
wide spectrum of theoretical debates and methodological approaches to violence, which 
has brought violence back to the social sciences, “overcoming the marginalization of 
violence as merely a residual category of social power, the State, or social conflict” 
(Hartmann, 2017: 2), conceptualizations remain a diUicult endeavor. Discussing three 
theory-building strategies for violence, Hartmann (2017) introduces one of the central 
questions that have emerged in the attempt at theorizing a general sociology of violence is 
whether violence can be traced as a human problem or is it an ontological condition that is 
constitutive of politics and the state (Pearce, 2022; Schinkel, 2010). The radical micro-
sociological approach is rather interested in the pathways of circumventing the fear and 
tension and ambiguities in violent situations and confrontational encounters on the micro-
level (Collins, 2008, 2017; Gould, 2003; Naepels, 2017). Moving away from research that 
conceptualized violence as a form of social disintegration as opposed to social cohesion, a 
processual turn in violence research has paved the way to analyze power struggles in a given 
context of social order. This way, hence through the study of violence, a more 
comprehensive understanding of the processes that lead to social change was possible (W. 
H. Sewell, 1990; Tilly, 1978). Centering epistemologies of social movement research that 
stress how agency-oriented collective action, such as solidarity, resource mobilization 
(McCarthy & Zald, 1977), organizational interests and political opportunities can have an 
impact on the macro-level structures, a contentious politics paradigm was developed that 
shows how political conflicts can turn toward violence (McAdam et al., 2001). Also, against 
this backdrop a significant body of literature has been developed on radicalization and 
political violence conceptualizing relational and processual dynamics (Alimi et al., 2015; 
Bosi et al., 2016; Della Porta, 2008b, 2013a; McAdam, 1999; Porta & LaFree, 2012).  
 
In this context, I consider the state to be a structuring power of a violent order based on a 
hierarchical worldview, eventually shaped by the idea of unequal humanity (Mignolo, 
2011b). While the contentious politics paradigm “bridges the analysis of social movement 
with the analysis of other contentious forms of politics such as revolutions or civil wars or 
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democratization processes, (…) phenomena, which are indeed more often violent than 
social movements are” (Della Porta, 2009: 8), political violence has mainly been analyzed 
as repertoires of actions enacted in opening or closing opportunities for movements that in 
the process either radicalize or not. Although, as I have shown, Kurdish mobilization includes 
the repertoires of action developed within the political opportunity structure of Turkey’s 
Kurdish conflict assemblage, more subtle, slow, pervasive forms of state violence have been 
influencing the outcome of movement strategies and narrative turns, something that has 
received little attention from social movement scholars so far.  
 
I have shown that the notion of self-defense is central to understanding the 
multidirectionality of the Kurdish revolutionary mobilizational framework. This concept 
ontologically enables the development and autonomy of various structures, allowing them 
to strategize and struggle on their own terms given their complex conflict assemblage. This 
is the pivotal point that characterizes the Kurdish movement as heterogenous and 
resistance dominated by the PKK by its multidirectional temporality, despite the centrality of 
Öcalan’s figure as leader of the movement, his ideological framework and the prominence 
of guerilla warfare. The emphasis on self-defense has not only given rise to multiple 
movements and movement organizations and parties under the umbrella of the Kurdish 
non-state seeking movement but fosters internal struggles within the broader struggle, 
which are not simply tolerated but even encouraged through institutionalized processes of 
self-critique and power balance. This perspective has situated violence as both an 
ontological and sociological phenomenon in the ideology and praxis of the Kurdish 
movement, where each individual or societal unit/group can evolve into a dynamic force of 
mobilization. The potential for violence emerges through various societal dichotomies 
based on hierarchical relationships and dominance, such as the majority-minority binary or 
gender inequality. Consequently, the notion of self-defense motivates and drives political 
structures within the movement to establish their own institutionalized systems of checks 
and balances. These mechanisms include electoral quotas, veto rights for minoritized 
groups, and the construction of both horizontal and vertical organizational structures. The 
autonomist ideas that have emerged from these practices of resistance based on the notion 
of self-defense as a moral duty further reinforce the movement’s commitment to 
decentralization and autonomy as a mobilizational impetus as well as growing of influence 
in the conflict-ridden region and amplified violent unsettlements. The multiple sites and 
temporalities of resistance have further shown, how this framework of self-defense provided 
mobilizational flexibility of forming ad hoc contentious responses and developing 
mobilization in opening opportunities within specific contextual threats emerging in the 
cross-locations of the Kurdish issue – switching from violent forms, more militarized units of 
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self-defense such as in the case of Şengal or Rojava to non-violent more contentious forms 
of resistance such as in the case of the Kurdish political struggle in Turkey or the Jîna 
mobilization in Iran and beyond. This adaptability extends beyond the immediate region, 
influencing the autonomous organization of Kurdish diaspora activism, from Ezidi self-
representations to feminist groups under the umbrella of the Kurdish movement, thereby 
demonstrating the global resonance of the Kurdish struggle for revolutionary self-defense as 
an anti-colonial practice. The simultaneity of continuing armed resistance and civilian 
structure, both under autonomous configurations, is rooted in a twofold learning process 
within the movement. First, internal violence and atrocities against civilians and critique 
addressed toward movement strategies risked to increasingly weaken mobilization and 
legitimacy from inside, with a potential to lessen solidaristic diUusion, as it did not align with 
the evolving and proclaimed moral superiority of the subjugated, or in Daniel Loick’s words, 
the superiority of the subjugated (Die Überlegenheit der Unterlegenen, see Chapter 1.4). By 
moving away from a rigid, top-down approach to violence, the Kurdish movement created 
space to address and rectify actions that would previously have been overlooked. Public 
apologies strengthened the credibility of the paradigmatic shift, which was crucial for 
maintaining the legitimacy of the armed struggle while preventing it from devolving into 
indiscriminate or unjustified political violence. Second, the recourse to self-defense as a 
consequence of this critical introspection allowed the movement in fact not to refrain 
completely from armed struggle or the use of violence as part of an anti-colonial standpoint, 
but rather to justify it as a moral duty.  This was certainly also a learning process from other 
insurgent groups’ experiences with states and attempts at reconciliation and pacification of 
conflicts, as Kurdish politicians and activists have over the years been in close exchange 
with activists of Ireland and Basque Country, for example during the peace summit 
organized by Irish republicans in 2011 (Bowcott, 2011), or diplomatic work in South Africa 
(ANF News, 2022) and countries in Latin America (Villanueva, 2018). The utopian and 
feminist temporalities of resistance have shown how a dialogue and exchange with other 
revolutionary and anti-colonial struggles and movement in fact were both part of internal 
movement learnings and reflections but also important to build solidarism globally. The lack 
of trust to previous peace processes in the history (Uzun, 2014) and the continuation of the 
Turkish state of building military infrastructure during the peace talks, similar to the conflict 
in the Basque country (Woodworth, 2007), grounded the argument that the conflict and the 
modes of composite statelessness nonetheless necessitated the continuation of armed 
struggle. Therefore, the shift from anti-colonial violence to anti-colonial self-defense 
enabled the simultaneity of multiple resistances of violence and non-violence, across 
regions and contexts of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage. By decentralizing 
mobilizational responses to the violent histories, the movement ensured that the 
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responsibility for self-defense and resistance is distributed across various autonomous 
units, rather than being concentrated under a single configuration. The decentralization as 
inherent to the democratic autonomy narrative, I argue, was only possible due to the shift 
from anti-colonial violence towards anti-colonial self-defense. This way, the Kurdish 
movement not only sustained the armed struggle by making it more adaptable, resilient and 
long-breathed but also democratized the decision-making processes within the movement, 
tolerating multiple manifestations of Kurdish non-state seeking resistances, while at the 
same time preserving moral superiority. It reinforced the principle that the struggle is 
collective and multifaceted, with each societal unit or community having the agency to 
shape its own strategies and responses according to the specific context of conflict within 
the framework of emancipatory resistance. This research has oUered a revisited reading of 
the complex interplay of the histories of violence and resistance in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict 
by introducing composite statelessness and multidirectional temporalities of resistance. By 
focusing on the resignifications of dominant concepts from below and their narrative 
constructions, the following chapter will shed light on the agential practices and the 
dynamics of mobilization of communities systematically rendered invisible, vulnerable and 
deprived – or in other words – discursively, aUectively and materially made stateless. This is 
also to unmake another underlying hegemonic assumption that conceptualizes individuals 
and groups considered stateless as passive victims of a circumstance. This approach strips 
those deemed stateless a priori from agency and undermines that statelessness can also 
be a space, an arena, a subversive idea, an aUective category or even a geopolitical conflict 
assemblage that is navigated by agential actors. David Passarelli (2017) argues in the edited 
volume Understanding Statelessness that rather, the diverse and complex ways of engaging 
with states and asserting claims need to be recognised by a critical scholarship on 
statelessness given that stateless persons often navigate new forms of individual-state 
relationships signifying diverse forms of relationships and levels of membership that shape 
our political reality. 
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6  SIGNIFIED FROM BELOW: CAPACITY OF MOVEMENT MOBILIZATION 

 

 
Şehîdên me bûn gulan, welatê me bû gulistan;   

Our martyrs became roses, our country a rose yard.  
A graUiti in Berlin-Kreuzberg, 2023 

 
 
 

You should get to know these mountains. 
Their faces resemble scars, their faces are 

always turned towards time. Each of them is a 
shelter for a people who does not own these 

mountains but has chosen to belong to them. 
 

Selim Temo, Ruhun bedeni, 2014 
 
 
 

As Michael M. Gunter states “mountains are the most prominent geographic characteristic 
of landlocked Kurdistan” (M. M. Gunter, 2004: 197), subsequently many sayings on the Kurds 
have been imprinted by the image of mountains, from the famous saying of ‘Kurds have no 
friends but the mountains’ (Boochani, 2019; Bulloch & Morris, 1993; Gholami, 2023; Glavin, 
2015), the reversing of the phrase at solidarity protests into slogans like “If the Kurds have no 
friends but the mountains, we will be their mountains” (Sinayic, 2019), to the racist and 
orientalist tropes of Turkish assimilationist politics, denying Kurdish identity by refuting their 
distinct identity and calling Kurds ‘Mountain Turks’ (Sagnic, 2010). Further, mountains have 
been used as a synonym to account for either the acceleration of conflict between the 
Turkish state and the PKK or progressing peacemaking eUorts along the processes of either 
‘coming down from the mountain’ or not (White, 2015). In the above quoted entry to the 
edited volume “Ruhun bedeni”, which is a collection of Selim Temo’s columns, he highlights 
another significant meaning making process around the imaginary of the mountains in the 
context of violence and resistance in Kurdistan. On the one hand he uses a personification 
of the mountains as wounded bearers of the history of violence (‘their faces resemble scars; 
their faces are always turned towards time’) and on the other hand he identifies mountains 
as ‘shelters’ for those who chose to ‘belong to them’. Temo writes these lines in reflection of 
the state inflicted Roboskî massacre, where 34 inhabitants of the mountain village at the 
Turkish-Iraqi border were killed in a drone attack on 28 December 2011 as they crossed the 
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national borders from one side to the other.46 Another such mountainous geography that 
goes through the border regimes in Kurdistan, are the Şengal mountains, (kurd. Çiyayê 
Şingalê). They stretch 75 km into the region of northwestern Iraq, located in the Nineveh 
Governorate, and 25 km into Syria. Being close to the Zummar oilfields, 60 km northwest of 
Mosul city, Şengal region has been legally defined as a contested area between the Iraqi 
central and KRG according to article 140 of the Iraqi constitution.47 But more interestingly, 
rising above intersecting nation state borders, Mount Şengal illustrates a geography that 
challenges the territorial divisions in Kurdistan. Especially, through the recurrence of 
dominant stories, which narrate a transregional, multiethnic, and multireligious Kurdish 
identity and resistance, the legitimacy of nation state borders is challenged narratively as I 
will show in the following. Particularly since 2014, when the IS conducted genocidal 
atrocities against Ezidi populations in the Şengal region and Ezidi survivors were trapped on 
Mount Şengal in the August heat for many days until guerillas of the PKK and militia of YPG/J 
opened a humanitarian rescue corridor from Syria to Iraq and liberated the trapped families, 
identity formation processes were renewed by way of reviving and retelling common stories 
and epics of a joint resistance genealogy in Kurdistan. Ezidi genocide survivors on flight were 
divided among those who at the time of the exodus had an Iraqi passport and those without 
papers, allowing one group to migrate through the oUicial Habur border gate crossing, while 
the other entered Turkish territory by either crossing to villages at the Syrian-Turkish border 
or Iraqi-Turkish border. In the case of the former, Ezidi survivors of the Şengal genocide found 
refuge in Ezidi villages on the Turkish side of the border and in the case of the latter Roboski 
village became a first place of sanctuary. According to the data provided by the union of 
Southeastern Anatolian Municipalities (Güneydoğu Anadolu Belediyeler Birliği, GABB), 

 
46 The villagers were all relatives of a family and nineteen of those killed were children, the youngest being 
twelve years old. A drone initially had spotted the villagers as they returned with donkeys packed with cigarettes 
and petrol and once Turkish oricials gave orders, the supposedly ‘PKK target’ was bombed. In the aftermath it 
was clear that the victims of the targeted killing were no militants but civilian people, even among them 
members of the government-funded paramilitary militia known as village guards. An intelligence controversy 
followed the incident, revealing possible close cooperation of American and Turkish intelligence in the 
massacre against Kurdish civilians as a result of investigative journalism (Entous & Parkinson, 2012a, 2012b) 
and ESRC funded International State Crime Initiative (P. Green, Demirci, Wise, & Karatas, 2014). Roboski is 
often referred to as one of the attempts at provoking a new cycle of conflict during the preparation and 
diplomacy towards a peace process (Beşikçi, 2015a), such as the assassination of three Kurdish activist 
women in Paris on 9 October 2013, including co-founder of the Kurdish women’s movement Sakine Cansiz 
and the detonation of a car bomb in Turkey’s Reyhanli on 11 May 2013 that killed 53 people and injured 146. 
Interestingly Erdogan had announced a year after the Roboski massacre on 28 December 2012 that the state 
would start peace talks with imprisoned Öcalan, with which the peace process was oricially introduced to the 
public. One of the central events remembered in the rapprochement period was the 21 March 2013 Newroz-
celebration in Diyarbakir, where for the first time, Öcalan’s statement for a political solution to the Kurdish 
question was read out loud in Turkish and Kurdish language.  
47 Article 140 foresees measures in disputed regions such as Kirkuk and Şengal to be taken to reverse the 
Arabization policy employed by the Saddam Hussein administration during the al-Anfal Campaign, which 
includes normalization, a census and a referendum (Kurdistan Region Presidency, n.d.) 
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between 2014 and 2015 more than 28,000 Ezidis from Basur Kurdistan had migrated to 
diUerent parts of Bakur Kurdistan in the aftermath of the IS attacks (Arslan, 2017: 83).  
 
One of my interlocutors, who was active in the humanitarian self-organization of Ezidi 
refugee camps in Viransehir told me that during this period the unnaming politics of the 
Turkish state, as I have illustrated in Chapter 3, were repeated during the registration of Ezidi 
refugees from Şengal: “AFAD did not want to register Ezidi survivors, this was clear, they also 
only had the categories of Islam, Christian, Jewish and Others in their system, although 
Ezidis are not even foreign this country, our ancestral land is here, it was like back then, 
before we left our villages and migrated to Germany, when they started to cross out the 
religion section with an X in our passports” (Interview 37, “Nuar”). Not only did the period 
after the Şengal genocide revive past histories of minoritization, internal exclusion, migration 
and flight, also places such as Mount Şengal or Roboski village were attached with a new 
meaning and narratively constructed as a place of belonging, shared conundrum and even 
a unification of bordered lands and fractured communities. As Onur Günay argues, in 
periods of new cycles of violence and intensification of conflict, “stories acquire a new 
social life” (Günay, 2019: 559), in the following I show how the aUective aversion and moral 
indignation my interlocutors expressed in their memories of violence in the previous chapter, 
transform into constructions of identity, territoriality and viability through stories and 
political imaginaries. The following is a comparative analysis of self- and placemaking from 
below that analyses the diUusion of ideas of the Kurdish movement’s meta-narrative across 
the three empirical clusters.  
 

 

6.1 To constitute reality: The narrativity of resistance and agentic imaginaries 

As I have argued earlier, state violence experienced during the formative years of my 
interlocutors has imprinted an alienated relationship to the state as a structing power, the 
following sheds light on bottom-up constructions in return by zooming into the diUerent 
contexts of conflict. Looking at how constructions are reworked through narratives, stories 
and resignifications in the realm of movement mobilization, I draw on Butler emphasis on 
the temporal structure of the subject, given that “there is no subject prior to its 
constructions, and neither is the subject determined by those constructions; it is always the 
nexus, the non-space of cultural collision, in which the demand to resignify or repeat the 
very terms which constitute the ‘we’ cannot be summarily refused, but neither can they be 
followed in strict obedience. It is the space of this ambivalence which opens up the 
possibility of a reworking of. The very terms by which subjectivation processed – and fails to 
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proceed” (Butler, 2011: 84). The constructions from below, as I show, broaden the capacity 
of movement mobilizations as the ability to diUuse beyond a certain locality and/or 
constituency is enhanced by a shared alternative moral framework, eventually influencing 
emancipatory politics and the sustainability of the non-state seeking mobilization.   
 
Francesca Polletta assesses narratives as a ‘mode’ of sociological analysis that is relevant 
to understand how social movements (1) persuade people to participate before the 
consolidation of formal movement organizations including framing eUorts, (2) are able to 
withstand defeats and (3) how current movement policies are shaped by past episodes of 
mobilization (Polletta, 1998: 420). In this chapter I chose to work with the concept of 
storytelling and narrative instead of “frames” and “framing” following Polletta’s distinction 
on how frames and narratives have diUerent functions and should neither be used 
synonymously nor subsumed to each other. Narratives and stories, as Polletta argues, 
depend on “emplotment, point of view, narrativity, and a limited fund of plot lines” (Polletta, 
1998: 421). It is that framing theorists see collective identities as developed through 
discursive processes of analogy and diUerence; narrative theorists however emphasize the 
temporal dimension of identities. “The temporally configurational and evaluative functions 
of plot account for narrative's role not only in representing reality but in apprehending and, 
indeed, constituting it” (Polletta, 1998: 422). The ambiguity around Kurdishness as a 
category of subjecthood sometimes around the ethnic signifier and sometimes along a 
political construction of subject, is one example of the underlying temporality of identities 
as they emerged through plots in resonance of the conflict assemblage the movement aims 
to navigate. Given that narratives not only contribute to the sustenance of collective 
identities but also to the constitution of a reality that is diUerent from truth claims of 
empirical evidence and “which seeks time and place-specific connections between events” 
(Bruner 1986 cited in Polletta, 1998: 421), is of particular importance in times of disruption 
and change. The shift from state-seeking to society-building can be defined as a disruptive 
intervention and critical juncture in Kurdish mobilization. However, as Polletta asserts on the 
functions of narratives and storytelling, the Kurdish movement managed to “turn the 
anomalous into the ‘new’” by “containing the disruptive within a familiar form” (Polletta, 
1998: 422). Instead of strictly focusing only on the application and/or resonance of the 
movement’s meta-narrative in the diUerent empirical cases, I opt for a more dialogical 
approach and show how they stand relation to each other and inform certain narratives and 
repertoires in the mobilizational realm of each of the cases. Therefore, the analysis is a 
conglomeration of stories told and narratives constructed as self- and place making eUorts. 
Hence, I do not approach resignifications as an application of a grand narrative or movement 
ideology but in their dialogic character with the ideas represented by the movement and 
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brought to life context-specifically by diUerent constituencies. In the following chapter, I will 
move a step further and show which agential practices have emerged as a new relationality 
and radical imagination out of the resignifications of dominant concepts.  
 
Unpacking the political imaginaries that underpin the practices of society-building, I argue 
that although defined as yeni paradigma (new paradigm) by the activists themselves, the 
meta narrative must not be read only as an ideology. But rather as a composition of 
identities, stories, frames and cognitive and emotional significations as it functions as a 
foundational framework on which constituencies in diUerent contexts of the conflict develop 
their own autonomies on the grassroots level as a response to the necropolitical violence 
they are determined to survive. Through their political imaginaries therefore, movement 
constituencies were able to figuratively overcome state borders and systems of domination, 
as well as practically created counter-hegemonic spaces of emancipatory self-formation 
and self-determination. Eventually, this has impacted the longue durée and capacity of 
Kurdish non-state seeking mobilization.  
 
The concept of political imaginaries is situated in the broader field of social imaginaries, 
which has been mainly drawing from phenomenological strands of French social and 
political thought. Hence, the imaginary in the Lacanian sense, is situated within the nature 
of human consciousness, where the ‘image’ is seen as a form of consciousness rather than 
constituting a reality. Imaginary in the political sense however is considered a collective 
structure that organizes the imagination and the symbolism of the political (Adams, Smith, 
& Straume, 2012; Browne & Diehl, 2019a). Political imaginary therefore is a 
conceptualization that aims to account for the diUiculty in political science and sociology to 
explain how the political is constituted, hence, consequently how the political is imagined. 
Considering that established approaches lack an understanding on how political principles 
are shared or institutions legitimized, scholars like Charles Taylor have proposed the 
incorporation of the notion of the imaginary into the investigation of political culture. Leaning 
on Cornelius Castoriadis’ significations of the imaginary, Taylor for instance argues that it is 
the social imaginary, hence the ways in which people imagine their social existence, which 
generates a “common understanding that makes possible common practices and a widely 
shared sense of legitimacy” (Taylor, 2004: 23).  
 
In this line of argument, the imaginary is thought of as a political concept that is by no means 
fictive or opposed to social reality but rather positing of new forms that are not determined 
but determining. Hence, forms created by society that “in turn bring into being a world in 
which this society inscribes itself and gives itself a place” (Castoriadis, 1993: 102). The 
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imaginary therefore allows us to think of how society institutes itself, where society is 
imagining its situatedness in the world and history and how the political is formed and 
transformed (C. Lefort, 1988). In Modern Social Imaginaries Taylor uses the concept of the 
imaginary to explore the Western transition from hierarchical norms of pre-modern 
imaginary to the egalitarian imaginary of modernity (Taylor, 2004, 2018). His approach is 
much informed by Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities, who conceptualizes the 
nation as an imagined political community and to a certain extent as cultural artefacts of a 
particular kind (B. Anderson, 1991). Taylor’s emphasis however has been on the enabling 
aspect of imaginaries. He submits that the dichotomy of ideas as opposed to institutions as 
a characteristic of modernity is misleading since social and political imaginary “is not a set 
of ideas; rather, it is what enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society” 
(Taylor, 2004: 2). Social imaginary, as he argues, is therefore moving beyond thinking about 
social reality in a disengaged mode and rather to focus on the “ways people imagine their 
social existence, how they fit together with others, (…) the expectations that are normally 
met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations” (Taylor, 
2004: 23). The use of the term “imaginary” instead of “social theory” in accounting for 
practices of society in Taylor’s account is due to his focus on how sociality is constituted 
through images, stories, and legends that ordinary people inscribe, share in large groups, if 
not the whole society, and consequently enable common practices that enjoy a widely 
shared sense of legitimacy. 
 
While analyzing political imaginaries therefore can provide an account for substantial 
changes in politics and society, Browne and Diehl (Browne & Diehl, 2019b) argue that the 
imaginary is still an underdeveloped concept as even Castoriadis and Taylor, who have given 
broad currency to the term, limit their scopes of analysis to the ways of understanding the 
institutionalization of society and consequently do not explain how the concept should be 
applied in analyses in the social sciences. Building upon the gaps in the existing literature, 
new approaches emerge on diUerent epistemological levels of analysis when dealing and 
developing the concept of the imaginary. There is for instance a strong emphasis on how the 
concept of political imaginary in fact brings to light tensions within democratic forms 
regarding the question of hierarchies and power (Browne, 2019). Other scholars inquire on 
political imaginaries as a means to understand the evolution of Western democracy and the 
imagination of the instituting society (Domingues, 2019). And then there is also scholarly 
engagement with political imaginaries as modes of representation (Diehl, 2016), as well its 
relationship with pictures and images (Bottici, 2014, 2019). Most emerging epistemological 
approaches draw attention to the potential that lies in conceptualizing political imaginaries 
and locate imaginaries between the subject-oriented and context-oriented approach.  
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The Kurdish case oUers a new epistemological layer to the inquiry of political imaginaries. I 
argue that political imaginaries can consolidate mobilization for an alternative modernity as 
a way of societal survival and a movement strategy to navigate the violent order of 
statelessness. I use the term alternative modernity to describe the moral value ascribed to 
the non-state seeking frame as proposed by the Kurdish movement and introduced in the 
meta narrative as democratic modernity. The new paradigm does not aim to go back to 
societal norms of pre-modern communities but rather introduces an alternative to 
modernity and its contemporary nation state institutions that promote hegemonic 
conceptualizations of freedom. The Kurdish movement’s paradigm, as the following analysis 
illustrates, is a continuation of the political aspect of modernity in a modified way. Here, 
political imaginaries are constructed through processes of narrating and locating identity, 
belonging and viability at the intersection of survival and resistance.  
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6.2 “Baptism into a new life”: Resignifications by the persecuted 

 
…they said, ‘hocam,48 we will nominate you for Adana’. I said, ‘well, it would have been 
better if it was for Istanbul, I don't speak Kurdish.’ They said, ‘no, hocam, there is a 
saying among our people: whoever fights with the Kurds is a Kurd’. My first rally was 
planned for Mersin. For the first time in Mersin's history, Kurds came out of their own 
neighborhoods to the center of the city in tens of thousands, and Mersin was 
surprised; the people wondered if really so many Kurds lived in Mersin... But they 
were, Turkish people simply were not aware, they had never seen Kurds with their own 
eyes, and when those Turks, Turkmens and Arabs suddenly found themselves in a 
Kurdish sea, they lost their minds 
 
…that rally was my first conversation with the Kurds.  
 
I remember, for the first time I had seen so many young women together. They all had 
their hair tied in a piece of cloth, they came directly from the field, thousands of 
women workers, women with tülbents49 around their heads, shouting, ‘We'll storm 
the parliament, we'll hang Erdoğan’. The first sentence that came out of my mouth on 
stage at the rally was ‘Friends, please, we are against the death penalty’ (laughs)  
 
…It was as if I had washed in this sea and suddenly, I was baptized when I came out 
of the water. I fell into a completely diserent life, completely diserent human values, 
completely diserent history, new relationships, into a cloud of sacrifices. 

 
A woman who had lost 10 children and her husband, sat on a stone floor, she had 
nothing, no bread to find that day, she was cleaning houses to pay a living but had 
been fired from her last job, and yet, she came to the rally and kept assuring in Kurdish 
‘our language is everything’ (…) the feeling this created is that you can only do politics 
with these people, if you learn to suser as much as they do. Everything else is 
meaningless, poetry, literature, art, their pain is the real truth…50  
 

 
 

In this narrative Ertuğrul Kürkçü, a prominent figure of the Turkish revolutionary left and is the 
only survivor of the Kızıldere massacre in 1972, recalls his first public rally in Mersin during 
the election campaign as a candidate for the HDP. Kürkçü was a central figure in building the 
left-alliance that culminated both in the HDK and the establishment of HDP, of which he 

 
48 Hocam is generally used as a sign of respect, and translates into professor, master, leader, or wise person. 
49 Tülbent refers to headscarf, however in the Kurdish protest grammar the white headscarf, beyaz tülbent, or 
laçik, has been signified by the figure of the ‘peace mother’, who throws her headscarf, symbolizing some sort 
of familial or women’s honor, on the ground to end a violent conflict. In her ethnographic research on the peace 
mothers in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, Nisa Göksel writes, “I heard many stories in which women became 
involved in conflicts at the last moment and, through the act of throwing a white headscarf onto the ground, 
assumed the power to end violence among groups” (N. Göksel, 2018: 11).  
50 Interview 2 “Ertuğrul Kürkçü”. 
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continues to be an honorary member. We met twice during the fieldwork, once as he was 
passing by the city center of larger city in Germany and once, he asked me to come to a 
smaller town in the same city’s outskirts, where he had settled since housing in the city was 
too expensive. In both instances, we ended up in an Italian Eiscafé, a popular type of ice 
cream parlors that immigrant families form Italy had opened in the wake of the so-called 
‘guest worker’ labor migration during the 1950s, which had changed the German street 
scene. “Do you like ice cream? They have great ice cream, we should get a scoop each…I 
know the owner, you think it is run by Italians but a yurtsever actually bought it” Ertuğrul 
Kürkçü said as we walked through the café to find a table in an empty corner while he greeted 
the workers, “the Kurdish families here treat me well”. I observed a similar situation during 
meetings with my other interlocutors, who lived in Germany as exiled HDP representatives. 
For instance, when Hatip Dicle emphasized how migrated communities, especially those in 
the local Alevi-Kurdish migrant organizations, helped him with daily lunches at the 
community center or Nursel Aydoğan oUered me a soup in her home, before we started the 
interview, which she said was prepared by one of her neighbors, “the families want us to feel 
part of the community here, to not end up isolated, but in the end, ours is an exiled life.” 
During our interview, Nursel Aydoğan reflected on her candidacy in the 2011 elections in 
Diyarbakır, where it stood out to her, how the Turkish media framed the situation through an 
ethno-nationalist lens, assuming that her candidacy in the de facto Kurdish capital would 
be unsuccessful and that as a Turkish candidate she was deemed unelectable by a Kurdish 
constituency. In recounting this as a humorous anecdote, she highlighted the contrast 
between the anti-nationalism of her comrades and the sectarian assumptions driven by 
nation-stateism:  
 

"I was elected with the highest number of votes in Diyarbakır, second only to Hatip 
Dicle! (laughs)… when the initial results were announced, very few votes from my 
ballot boxes had been counted, because I had entered as an independent candidate, 
and it seemed unlikely that I would be elected. CNN, NTV, and others were already 
running flash subtitles, saying that Nursel Aydoğan, the only Turkish and female 
candidate for Diyarbakir, had not been elected. I was getting calls from all over Turkey, 
with people upset, asking how Diyarbakir could not elect me. 'What kind of 
nationalism is this?' they asked. I tried to reassure them, saying, 'calm down, we will 
win’ …and sure enough, once all the votes were counted, we were elected with a very 
high number." (Interview 7, Nursel Aydoğan) 

 
Similarly, Ertuğrul Kürkçü in the above-quoted excerpt, where he constructed a narrative of 
his subject-formation through the political struggle with and for the Kurds, demonstrates 
how identity can be fluid and constructed through shared experiences, struggles, events, 
and solidarities that cross ethnic boundaries. I begin this empirical chapter on the 
resignifications from below with a rather unconventional example to start an analysis of the 
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constructions of identity and belonging within the Kurdish political movement in Turkey. By 
introducing non-Kurdish perspectives, I highlight the dialogical significations, moving away 
from dominant perspectives on Kurdish mobilization as based on ethnic constructions of 
identity toward more solidaristic constructions in multi-ethnic contexts. Kürkçü’s account 
indicates the relational process of subject-making when engaging with the Kurdish 
movement, showing that it is not restricted to Kurds alone but extends to all those who 
engage with their truth. Kürkçü’s account of his ‘first conversation with the Kurds’ operates 
on two levels. On the one hand, the rally stands as a critical juncture as he remembers being 
immersed into the lived reality of the Kurds through the interaction with the people he 
encountered at the rally. In this context, he remembers people – mostly women and workers, 
many impoverished and coming ‘directly from the field’ – for whom political rights and the 
fight for recognition stood in equal, if not greater, importance to material struggles (‘our 
language is everything’). Entering the sphere of Kurdish movement mobilization for him 
becomes a formative event as he realizes through the interactions that the space of Kurdish 
struggle was about the right to exist politically, not just to survive physically or economically. 
On the other hand, his ‘first conversation’ also stands for a literal exchange he remembers 
during the rally, where he gently corrected the chanting crowd, ‘friends, we are against the 
death penalty’. Although narrated as a humorous anecdote ‘being in conversion’ stands for 
a politics of dialogue where broader values of the movement are sought by proposing 
alternatives that do not resemble or mimic the logic and norms of states. Thus, the ‘first 
conversation’ speaks to a process of mutual recognition, the negotiation of shared values 
and of a moral society by building of relations to each other. Within this context, and the 
narration of this formative event in his biographical recollections, entering the movement 
space has brought him in conversation with the truth of a subjugated people by ‘falling into 
a completely diUerent life, diUerent human values, diUerent history, new relationships, into 
a cloud of sacrifices’. The metaphor of being baptized therefore suggests a transformation, 
a rebirth into a new set of values, where solidarity signifies a process of a self-reflexive de-
identification with the internalized hierarchical structures and a simultaneous identification 
with solidaristic human values. Ertugrul Kürkçü’s narration reminded me of the narratives of 
violence by the persecuted, particularly those that juxtaposed emotions with the state. 
There I discussed how my interlocutors externalized the normative frameworks represented 
by ‘the state’ based on experiences and memories that associated aversive emotions with 
state power. Therefore, through the remembering of oppression and externalization of the 
state as something not capable of human emotions, human values were placed at the 
center of self-formation, which Kürkçü, shows unfolds in the movement spheres through 
interactions and new relations.  
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Solidarism 

The solidaristic identifications were not only interactional encounters and self-reflexive 
processes of subjectification but were also reflected in the strategies and repertoires of the 
Kurdish political movement in Turkey, with HDP’s policy of preparing candidate lists being 
one iteration. On the one hand, the party aimed at representing the diverse local 
communities with representatives of minoritized communities (and on the other hand it 
nonetheless constructed a joint identification with the category of ‘we’, introducing the 
party’s first elections slogan ‘Biz’ler HDP, Biz’ler Meclise’. Biz’ler (The many we), is a 
neologism in Turkish language that accounts for the heterogeneity of the country’s 
population, positioning HDP as a vanguard in building a popular movement, democratic and 
plurinational front in Turkey. While minoritized groups have been becoming more visible in 
the process, in fact extending the boundaries of who feels associated with the politics of the 
Kurdish movement, the diUusion of postnational ideas and the broadening of movement 
capacity has also unfolded through the sustaining of traditional Kurdish and Turkish 
alliances on the left.   

 
Reflecting on the late 1970s, Aydoğan notes, "The revolutionary movements in Turkey were 
numerous at the time, with around 40-50 diUerent factions maybe." This proliferation also 
meant variations in how the Kurdish issue played out in the daily debates as “political 
movements often diUered in their views on the issue, for instance, Kurtuluş Hareketi 
(Liberation movement) advocated for a unified organization of Kurdish and Turkish people, 
promoting liberation through common struggle. While some Kurdish-left movements 
supported separate organizations, and the movement I was involved in for two years, 
Revolutionary Path (Devrimci Yol), didn’t focus on the Kurdish issue at all ideologically, so 
divisions started.” Aydoğan recalls a significant gathering: "I remember meeting some 
friends one day in the garden of Hacetteppe University in 1978, and there was a large 
meeting... representatives of the ‘ulusalcilar’ (nationalists), or also known as ‘apocular’ 
(apoists) attended the meeting." Her experience as one of the few women participants, who 
"drew attention" and sparked surprise among Kurdish activists upon revealing her Turkish 
identity, however she remembers their “dedication to continue their friendship and 
comradeship" from the very beginning, signaling a path continuity between the 1970s and 
contemporary solidaristic identifications with the politics of the Kurdish movement. 

 
This narration resonated with the HDP's strategic reconfiguration as a bottom-up alliance of 
marginalized groups in Turkey. Kurdish activist Rizgar, whom I met in Erbil and later in Europe, 
says “whether in the example of Bakur Kurdistan with DTK, HDK and HDP, or the example of 
Tev-Dem in Rojava Kurdistan, or even in Rojhelat Kurdistan with Kodar, although weak, they 
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all platforms are constituted by alliances and that means their legitimacy comes from the 
jointly taken decisions of the allies. So, it is not imposed by force, these are mechanisms 
that come together on the basis of deliberation and consensus, the allies discuss and 
decide on the future that they are going to share anyway” (Interview 13, “Rizgar”).   
 
By developing a shared language of political struggle, the HDP did not only reinforce 
solidarity between diverse communities but has also achieved significant electoral gains, a 
challenge faced by its predecessors. By actively trying to build a popular front and 
introducing a Kurdish-Turkish political unity, the HDP positioned itself as a party that 
concerns itself with all issues important to the entire society. Becoming a “all-Turkey party” 
therefore was one of the main goals behind the enactment of the non-state seeking 
paradigm in Turkey, which was introduced as the Türkiyelileşme project, allowing the HDP to 
ease long-standing fears of Kurdish separatism within Turkish society. This strategy of 
defending societal heterogeneity by redefining Turkey as a plurinational country rendered the 
HDP and its growing support base both an electoral and ideological obstacle for President 
Erdoğan’s envisioned autocratic presidential system (Burç & Tokatlı, 2019).  
 
The debates around Türkiyelileşme such as how to become a part of the political landscape 
in Turkey without denying one’s Kurdish or other identity other than Turkish and at the same 
time ensuring democratic transition, have been some of the main challenges HDP had faced 
in establishing itself as a country-wide party coming from the Kurdish movement and 
advocating for the democratic autonomy paradigm from within the context of Turkey. Aware 
of the electoral power Kurdish politics can generate, the AKP initially pursed a strategy of 
convincing enough MPs from HDP’s predecessor BDP to support constitutional 
amendments that would introduce Erdoğan’s envisioned changes to the political system. In 
2012, the AKP attempted to gain support by oUering concessions like decentralization as 
part of broader regime change eUorts, but these attempts ultimately failed to secure the 
desired approval (Burç & Tokatlı, 2020). With former HDP co-chair Selahattin Demirtaş’ one-
sentence speech on 17 March 2015, “Seni başkan yaptirmayacağız” (We will not make you 
president), the HDP clearly positioned itself as an adversary to Erdoğan’s envisioned future 
for Turkey. This stance not only marked a break from a potential AKP-HDP rapprochement 
but also led to the termination of the shaky, yet promising peace talks between the Turkish 
state and to the re-securitization of political, social, or cultural expressions of Kurdishness. 
Türkiyelileşme thereafter became a strategy of discursive combat by the government, 
accusing the HDP of not committing to the idea of a united nation. In this line of argument, 
the supreme court chief prosecutor filed a lawsuit on 17 March 2021 to formally close HDP, 
accusing the party of not standing by Turkey in any national issue but supporting those 
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“against the Turkish nation.”51 The AKP government therefore imposed an assimilationist 
reading of HDP’s desire to Türkiyelileşme by claiming that HDP failed at becoming a “Turkish” 
party, eventually following the country’s long legacy of Turkification policies. Hatip Dicle 
describes similar tactics of cooptation of the political discourse by the state when the HEP 
was founded in 1990:  

 

When they (the state) saw Kurds entering the political field, they tried to coopt our 
party, to force a public stance like “We are a Kurdish party, and the PKK is terrorist” … 
but the opposite happened. The popular power behind the PKK guerillas claimed our 
party as their legal representation … on the streets, by the people, by the families that 
lost children to the conflict … the people made sure the HEP became ours and not 
the state’s, so to say. And once it was ours, they banned the HEP. (Interview 5 “Hatip 
Dicle”) 
 

Both trajectories demonstrate how positioning itself in Turkey’s political landscape, without 
making concessions such as assimilating or Turkifying the party’s profile into what is 
accepted by the hegemonic power bloc, has been a successful strategy in mobilizing its 
support base and building integrity as a movement since the early 1990s. The Türkiyelileşme 
narrative provided Kurdish politics a repertoire to challenge state enforced monoculturalist 
homogenization and to introduce societal diUerences as a core feature of a democratized 
society.52  
 

When I campaigned in my district, women would listen to me, because they knew our 
common denominator is not what divides us but a shared identity as “woman” uniting 
our struggles … yes, I think, it was the women’s movement that leveled up our 
success in reaching beyond the Kurdish electorate. (Interview 6, Leyla Birlik)  

 
As Leyla Birlik shows through her personal account, politics resignified through the 
solidarism principle have also given rise to another innovation, that of women’s assemblies 
as part of an independent but integrated women’s structure. The strategic move to build an 
autonomous women’s body into the already existing structure also opened a door to forging 
alliances where previous Kurdish parties had had less success. Autonomously organized 

 
51 See the entire document: https://www.docdroid.net/zsWqrUC/17-mart-2021-hdp-iddianamesi-pdf (last 
accessed 02/042023).  
52 However, while this strategy paved the way for significant electoral successes for the HDP in the run up to 
the 2015 elections, it has also caused impasses following the successive episodes of violence after 2015. 
Given the increased state violence against HDP strongholds, in the form of collective punishment or hindering 
any form of erective opposition, a process of internal questioning had begun as to what extent Türkiyelileşme 
can remain a strategy given the imposed political deadlocks, and whether the fixation on the country’s 
nationalist sensitivities might even tame the transformative power of Kurdish politics from below.  
 

https://www.docdroid.net/zsWqrUC/17-mart-2021-hdp-iddianamesi-pdf
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and still embedded within the mixed structure of the HDP, the women’s assemblies have 
been the most crucial expression of the party’s commitment to breaking with the systems of 
domination that have been internalized and normalized by the existing structures of 
patriarchy and gender inequality. The internal restructuring of HDP, which as I have argued 
elsewhere can also be described as the building of a (pro-)women’s party that challenges 
male hegemony embodied in the state (Burç, 2019), followed the example of the Kurdish 
women’s movement that emerged from inside the PKK (Käser 2021) and where women’s 
self-organization is narrated as a precondition for both organizational and societal change. 
In line with this commitment to women’s self-organization, all female candidates running for 
the HDP were elected by the women’s assemblies, which have their own party program and 
possess veto power over any HDP decision that they perceive as aUecting women in 
particular. While the Kurdish political movement’s focus on empowering female identities 
might seem like an essentialization of women, key politicians such as Sebahat Tuncel 
advocated for strong alliances and joint programs between Kurdish and Turkish women’s 
and queer movements within the party and movement structures of the HDP. This eventually 
challenged more conservative and religious factions inside the HDP, causing temporary 
internal debates in 2016 on who the party aims to represent: 
 

“In the Istanbul women's platforms, we bring together women politicians, socialists, 
feminists, religious women, and LGBTQ activists and of many other walks of life, to 
build a democratic culture by focusing on our commonalities while standing together 
with our diserences. This political practice fosters mutual understanding. From my 
perspective, this experience has significantly contributed to the work of the alliances’ 
platform and the HDP. The most valuable lesson we've learned is the importance of 
engaging with those we live together directly, allowing them to share their views, 
suggestions, and criticisms. Through this process, we discover where we can walk 
together and where we diverge. It has enabled us to find a method of how to walk 
together and not to impose on each other, not to see diserences as an obstacle to 
common struggle.” (Interview 8, Sebahat Tuncel)  
 

By foregrounding solidarism across diverse social groups, including Kurdish and Turkish 
women, queer activists, and religious women’s movements, the HDP challenges state-
enforced categories that often isolate or divide populations. This solidarity is not merely a 
strategic alliance; it is an active eUort to unmake hierarchical relationships between 
dominant and minoritized groups, reshaping these dynamics through collective organization 
but as Tuncel says, without ‘imposing on each other’. With the example of the Istanbul 
women’s platform, she illustrates how the movement leverages these alliances to foster a 
culture of mutual understanding and respect. This approach reflects a broader process of 
resignifying political identities from below, which expand its capacity to challenge the state’s 
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monoculturalist and patriarchal structures. Even when situated in Turkey’s specific political 
landscape, Tuncel and other exiled politicians and activists imagine their struggle as part of 
a translocal and relational movement. My interlocutors frame the political struggle as 
necessarily something that is built on solidarities that stretch across ethnic lines and 
integrate groups in society the state has usually divided through conflict. Furthermore, the 
critical inclusion of feminist and queer struggles alongside ethnic ones demonstrates a 
signification towards a more expansive, relational, and inclusive model of postcolonial 
struggle. This multilayered solidarism builds the foundation for a new, democratized political 
culture, unbound by the rigid categories enforced by both the Turkish state and traditional 
nationalist movements, thus strengthening the overall diUusion and adaptability of the 
Kurdish political project grounded in non-state-seeking but society-building frames. 

 
 

Border-lands 

For Rojhat, a long-time activist, who was among the exiled Kurdish politicians of the first 
wave during the 1990s, HDP is ought to be situated within a Kurdish struggle that navigates 
a complex web of historical, regional, and international dynamics, as he explains, "there is 
a movement that educates and mobilizes the people to build their own systems wherever 
they are, leads by example, and pays the necessary price for progress. The struggle is placed 
on political and social fronts but if needed also militarily. The struggle in Kurdistan and Turkey 
is not confined to Northern Kurdistan or Turkey’s borders; it extends to northern Syria, Syria, 
and even into regions inhabited by Arabs and beyond." (Interview 14 “Rojhat”). Although the 
conversation was revolving around the history of democratic politics in Turkey from HEP to 
HDP, his vision of the struggle stretched beyond the confines of territoriality, beyond the 
limitations of ethnic politics, imagining instead a solidaristic framework that crosses 
borders, alliances, and categories of belonging. I realized throughout the interview that 
Rojhat linked his political commitment not only to solidarity among colonized and 
oppressed peoples but also to unmaking the hierarchical relationships between dominant 
nations and minoritized groups. The Kurdish movement, particularly in its recent iterations 
such as the HDP’s project within Turkey or Rojava’s revolutionary experiment, he said, strives 
to forge new relations through alliances and organizational platforms built on solidaristic 
principles. For him, these projects are not simply about representing Kurdish interests but 
about building a radical, pluralistic political space that undermines the traditional structures 
of domination. For him, the HDP, as a party, represented this commitment to Turkish-Kurdish 
alliances as well as those among various minoritized groups within Turkey. In doing so, it 
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positioned itself as an agent of a postcolonial reimagination of society, one that doesn’t 
merely reverse the relationship between dominant and oppressed but rather seeks to 
dissolve the hierarchical structures that sustain that dominance. This is where the 
movement’s solidarism extends beyond colonized peoples, aiming instead to bring together 
previously antagonistic groups, fostering a politics of mutual recognition and shared 
struggle. To underline his arguments, Rojhat asserts that "limiting the Kurdish struggle to the 
Kurds would mean isolating them" as the liberation of the Kurds is seen as inseparable from 
the liberation of others, and solidarity must extend across communities and nations if the 
genocidal and oppressive systems they face are to be dismantled. This emerges not just a 
tactical alliance but as a structural commitment to reshaping the political order itself. As he 
makes clear, “the Kurdish struggle is not simply about Kurdish freedom, but about building 
power across various fronts and identities – within Turkey, across Syria, and in the broader 
region” (Interview 14, “Rojhat”). The solidarism of the Kurdish movement is thus not a side 
eUect of political necessity but a fundamental principle of its postcolonial vision. In 
reimagining the relationship between dominant and oppressed peoples, it advances a 
transformative politics that insists on the interdependence of struggles. For Rojhat, both 
HDP’s project in Turkey and Rojava’s experiment in northern Syria – although significantly 
diUerent in how they are manifested and situated in the conflict assemblage – demonstrate 
that the movement’s future lies not in the pursuit of a Kurdish nation-state but in a broader 
emancipatory project that crosses ethnic, national, and regional boundaries. This emphasis 
on relationality, alliances, and shared struggles foregrounds the movement’s capacity to 
challenge not just state power and its territoriality but the entire colonial framework, 
imagining a postcolonial future that is built through and sustained by solidaristic principles. 

Borderlands are areas of overlap. They demarcate the lines that separate two countries from 
each other, often with long border walls or fences. Considering the relationship between 
state territoriality and collective imaginary of land, geographical overlaps appear much more 
frequent than the borderlines on the map show. Kurdistan as a territorial and imagined 
country is one prominent example of an imaginary that surpasses multiple territorial borders 
and at the same time has created distinct collective imaginaries within. For example, a 
Kurdish interlocutor, who was raised in a Muslim-majority Kurdish town at the Syrian-Turkish 
border, which he called “the Rojava border” describes how while for the villagers walking 
across the geography from one side to the other side of the border (“from north to south, 
from Turkey to Syria”) to visit the family, or to benefit from the cheaper market prices on the 
other side, constituted a common and ordinary activity that rendered the national border 
irrelevant for the daily lives of the villagers. Their perception of the geography as an undivided 
whole, however, was conceived as a criminal oUense in the eyes of the Turkish state, which 



 

 225 

not only guarded its borders but also securitizes the emotional attachments local people 
nurtured with the geography across the territorial nation state border. He recalls a memory 
from his childhood, how the Turkish military would regularly raid the village to punish its 
inhabitants, for allowing someone to pass through their village while crossing the border 
illegally.  

 
At the same time, as my interlocutors’ narratives and resignifications show, lands can also 
be bordered even in the absence of a territorial borderlines. The narratives depict how next 
to the physical borders of the nation state, also the imaginary of land and homeland is 
bordered and securitized by the state as the realms of imagination are hegemonically 
shaped in political terms. Therefore, territorial borders imposed by the state not only 
demarcate geographical boundaries but also create mental and emotional borders that 
impacts the subjectification processes of individuals and how they perceive and relate to 
their surroundings. I use the hyphenated term “border-land” to emphasize the material and 
imaginary borders of territoriality in nation states, hence the making and unmaking of 
borderlands as part of the subjectification and objectification processes in the Kurdish 
political movement. Through the narratives of both Kurdish and non-Kurdish individuals in 
my empirical sample this section, I examine how territoriality has shaped and/or is reflected 
in their imaginary landscapes and emotional ties to the state. While the narratives depict a 
memory of territoriality that aligned with the territorial and ideological borders of the state, 
reflecting conventional understanding of land and nationhood, episodes of politization in 
the life histories of my interlocutors challenge hegemonic ideas on the territorial state 
Turkey.  
 
Ertugurl Kürkçü oUers an insightful perspective that resonated with other non-Kurdish 
narratives in my sample. From a white standpoint, as discussed by Baris Ünlü in his 
comparison of Turkishness and Whiteness, Kürkçü depicts how the Turkish state and society 
systematically denied the existence of Kurds by outright neglecting to acknowledge their 
identity and geography. The creation of the ambiguous term “Doğu” or East, served to further 
obscure Kurdish existence in Turkey and creating a no-place. Kürkçü recalls memories from 
the time he spent in prison where he learnt from interactions and conversations with Kurdish 
political prisoners that “East turned out to be Kurdish”:  

 

Until I went to prison, the easternmost part of Ankara that I had seen was Kayseri. I 
had seen that place as a child. In other words, I didn't see anywhere else, and neither 
did our friends. Therefore, we did not see Kurds. We knew Kurds as construction 
workers. Or they were daily agricultural workers who moved to the West. We would 
think "agricultural workers are a bit like that"... In Fikret Okyaman's or Yaşar Kemal's 
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books and interviews, you can more or less feel them, but they wouldn't say they were 
Kurds either, but the way they dressed or looked... I remember this; I remember the 
coal collectors. At that time houses live by collecting coal and they collected coal 
scraps from the garbage… people would tell us children to go and make them angry, 
when I asked how, I was told to say “wara wara”. I didn’t even know what that meant; 
when I said "wara wara" they would get angry; Then I learnt, I was saying "come come" 
to the woman collecting coal and I was only as tall as a leg. The policy regarding the 
Kurd is not to attribute a name to the Kurd; they are a nation without a name, we know 
them as "Easterners". You wouldn't know the East anyway? There is something called 
"oriental service" in all civil servant houses; civil servants will go to the east at the 
beginning of their duties. Because no one went there voluntarily, the state forced 
them to go, to at least serve assimilation in its basic functions. We were also part of 
the problem, we knew there was "oriental service" and we were proud of it, but we 
didn't know why we were proud of it. (Interview 2, Ertuğrul Kürkçü) 
 
 

Kürkçü’s reflection on the “oriental service” illuminates the deep-seated nationalist ideology 
ingrained within Turkish society, perpetuated by the state’s deliberate withholding of 
information and manipulation of emotions. By creating an environment where civil servants 
were compelled to serve in the east as part of their duties, the state aimed to reinforce its 
authority and control over Kurdish regions while fostering a sense of national unity among 
Turkish citizens under the guise of assimilationist politics. Kürkçü’s admission that citizens 
like himself felt a sense of pride in the “oriental service” highlights the eUectiveness of state 
propaganda in shaping public perception and allegiance. This example illustrates how the 
state’s territorial boundaries translate into ideological boundaries and impact the state-
society relationship especially during critical events. Kürkçü’s experience in prison and his 
engagement with the Kurdish political struggle challenge the system of knowledge that he 
had been socialized in. While Ertuğrul Kürkçü’s account stems from a White perspective and 
depicts the enduring impact of state manipulation on the collective consciousness of 
Turkish society, Hatip Dicle’s account demonstrates the impact territorial boundaries of the 
state had on the imaginary borders of Kurdish individuals.  
 
Dicle described his subjectification process as a process that cannot be framed by the term 
becoming a Kurd but rather becoming a Kurd in Turkey.  He makes an allegory of his own 
subjectification with the challenges of making Kurdish politics a legitimate political sphere 
in Turkey. While emphasizing his early consciousness of his Kurdish identity, which at the 
time he conceived as something located outside the boundaries of the territorial Turkish 
state, Kurdishness as a political struggle inside the territorial boundaries of Turkey became 
apparent to him with the emerging armed struggle, made by initially clandestine political 
organizations: 
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We were mostly influenced by the developments in South Kurdistan (northern Iraq). I 
did not speak Kurdish, but I knew we were Kurdish … and over there Kurds were 
fighting because Saddam (Hussein) had seized their rights … Only later did I realize 
why I was not speaking my mother tongue, why my parents wanted to protect me from 
possible consequences …We became aware of the need to mobilize for our rights, in 
our own country … first I heard of an armed struggle in the making, then political 
parties were organizing clandestinely … HDP’s story starts here. (Interview 5, Hatip 
Dicle) 
 

Dicle’s narrative oUers an insight on to how the border-making policies of the Turkish state 
not only impacted the emotionality and knowledge of a Kurdish place in Turkey for White 
positioned individuals but also for Kurdish people, who were aware of being Kurdish yet not 
aware of Kurdish reverberations inside Turkey until they entered a politicization process. 
Both Ertugrul Kürkü’s and Hatip Dicle’s narratives are interesting cases that demonstrate the 
complex process of subjectification within the context of assimilatory politics in Turkey and 
hegemonic imaginary of nation and territory promoted by Turkish state policies. Hatip Dicle 
too, who although growing up with a consciousness of the Kurdish issue, illustrated in his 
self-narration right at the beginning of the interview by stating “my grandfathers joined the 
Şêx Saîd movement, because of this, our villages were burned” (Interview 5, Hatip Dicle), 
came to understand Kurdishness as something external to the Turkish state until he got 
involved in the political struggle. His narration depicts a common subjectification process 
among my interlocutors of this section, where an idea of Kurdish struggle and suUering is 
first externalized to other national contexts of Kurdistan due to the hegemonic imaginaries 
of territoriality promoted by the Turkish state and later re-located through the interactions in 
spaces provided by the Kurdish political movement. Similarly, Kürkçü recollects memories 
through his biographical process of getting to know the Kurds and the Kurdish issue. For him, 
albeit targeted by the state himself for partaking in activism of the Turkish left, the state 
exposed itself to him in its mere violent character only after he had gained access to the 
Kurdish issue through contacts he made along the way of his activism and the spaces 
shared such as the prison.  
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Circumstance 

 
“We are in an intense labor process in order to correct our own deficiencies, 
strengthen ourselves and fulfill the requirements of our struggle. Sometimes we joke 
with our friends here :)) ‘People outside think we are sleeping, but even here time is 
not enough.’ Reading, researching, discussions on political, social, economic 
developments, sports etc. We try to share our thoughts with the public through 
activities and sometimes through you.” (Interview 8, Sebahat Tuncel)  

 
 
Written in prison, Tuncel express emotions and humor, recounting funny moments of the 
irony of the prison condition, indicating that even through a conscious choice of how to 
present answers to my question, aUective bonds remain central to the way struggle is 
signified. In this short excerpt, prisons, rather than simply sites of repression, are 
transformed into spaces where freedom is actively reimagined, and ideas are strengthened 
through everyday agentic interactions, be it through ‘joking with friends’, transmitting this 
moment of leisure narratively with quotations and handwritten smiley emojis or ‘sometimes 
through you’, referring to the act of interviewing and academic knowledge production as a 
means to circumvent circumstance.  
 
Tuncel was incarcerated in 2016 and stayed in Turkey’s Sincan closed women’s prison until 
16 May 2024 and in her response to my questions handed to her by her lawyer in 2021, she 
continues, “those in power can physically hold us hostage, but never our thoughts, 
emotions, and utopias. We spend every day, every hour, organized”. In her first public 
statement on the evening of her release, she stood in front of the prison gates, holding a 
bucket of flowers in one hand and embracing her friends with the other. Wearing a smile, she 
said öfkeliyiz (“we are angry”) and continued, “the struggle is already waiting for us, where 
were we? Seven and a half years have passed, but we will continue where we left oU.” On the 
day of her release, the same court convicted 108 HDP members who like her were arrested 
in 2016 on unsubstantiated charges related to terrorism.53 Tuncel’s words, both in her 
remote answers to my questions as well as her statement made right after her release from 
prison, stem from her personal experiences and convictions and although aUective 

 
53 Among them political leaders, including former party co-chairs Selahattin Demirtaş and Figen Yüksekdağ, 
who were sentenced to 42 and 30 years, respectively. The show trial, known as the Kobani trial, was grounded 
on social media posts and public speeches from October 2014 that expressed solidarity with the resistance of 
the besieged city of Kobani in Rojava53 (north-eastern Syria) against attacks by IS. Turkish prosecutors argued 
that the calls incited violence, as Kurds in the country’s southeast flocked to the streets in solidarity with the 
ongoing Kurdish resistance on the other side of the territorial border and in condemnation of the Turkish 
government’s perceived support for IS. 
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expressions often seem to present a heroic mode among Kurdish movement activists and 
politicians, for instance in Tuncel’s case, emphasizing an unbowed resistance of a Kurdish 
politician and feminist activist in Turkey, it appears that the emotional dimensions are more 
complex and as resistance is signified beyond the success and failure temporalities. 
 
In prison, Tuncel describes an intense labor process, filled with reading, discussions, and 
the sharing of ideas, where time is never enough. This reimagining of confinement as a 
productive space contrasts with how those who are outside may view it, as if time there is 
stagnant. Instead, the written self-narration by Tuncel, prison is a place, where even limited 
physical freedom does not equate to political passivity. Tuncel’s first statement upon her 
release – ‘picking up where she left oU’ – demonstrates that imprisonment does not interrupt 
the continuity of struggle. Rather, within these constrained spaces, the work of resistance is 
ongoing, reorganizing itself, sustained by the idea that neither time nor circumstance can 
break the movement.  
 
In Tuncel’s remote responses to my questions, she further writes from her prison cell “we do 
not let circumstances dictate our lives. We are organizing our ideological political life by 
going beyond the limitations of circumstances”. Given that circumstance here refers to the 
cyclic state violence against Kurds and their aspirations, hence addressing the periodic 
violent episodes such as the arbitrary imprisonment of elected MPs and the physical and 
emotional confinement imposed by state power, like in her case, Tuncel emphasizes that 
the revolutionary resistance lies in transcending what is narrated as natural, as given, 
imposed by states through the system of domination, as a circumstance. Tuncel actively 
constructs a notion of resistance that has internalized victory, hence a notion of movement 
success that is deconstructed as something not related to demands and claims made to or 
confessions received by state power but an emotional attachment to the “necessary fiction” 
(Jasper, 2018: 105) of a collective identity and an enduring revolutionary struggle to be 
devoted to. I observed this devotion across many interview narratives, and it suggests an 
impact on how individuals make sense of their experiences of defeat and cycles of repetitive 
violence, eventually locating their resistance beyond those parameters. While Anderson’s 
notion of nations becoming emotionally plausible” (B. Anderson, 1991: 51) emphasizes the 
role of aUective bonds within imagined communities, hence in the making of nations, I argue 
that the persecuted experience their lives intrinsically subjugated to necropolitical violence, 
which also influences how notions of defeat and victory are emotionally shaped and re-
evaluated. While it can be assumed that political violence against Kurdish populations 
predominantly produces emotions of fear and apathy, which according to Goodwin and 
Jasper can have a destructive and demobilising eUect on movements  (2006: 626), Kurdish 



 

 230 

mobilization is often narrated by my interlocutors who have been systematically persecuted, 
with the collective sentiment that no violence can defeat the revolutionary struggle even in 
times of despair. I argue that this emotionality is informed by a collective memory and 
consciousness of state violence as an enduring and transregional condition, which is 
aUectively overcome with a political imaginary and mobilizational frame, in which the 
concepts of state power and freedom are not mutually constitutive anymore. Based on a 
case study on martyrdom in Bakur, Minoo Koefoad has examined how Kurdish activists apply 
strategies to avoid demobilization despite augmenting political violence in post-2015 Turkey 
and introduces the concept of emotional resistance (Koefoed, 2017). While borrowing from 
Arlie Russell Hochschild’s concepts on deep acting and surface acting (2003), as well as 
James Scott’s hidden resistance (2009), Koefoad convincingly argues that “emotional 
spaces represent spheres within which political resistance is articulated and nurtured and 
serve the purpose of regaining agency over subjects’ own emotional landscapes amid 
political violence” (2017: 14).  

For Koefoed there are public and hidden forms of emotional resistance that can be 
weaponized by movements, hence “to manipulate or change their own emotional 
expressions in order to give an image to those in power that their emotional state diUers from 
the experienced reality” (2017: 14). While this analysis contributes to the valuable 
discussion on the relevance of emotions for the study of resistance, the reasons behind the 
endurance of movements in violent environments such as the contemporary Kurdish 
movement seems to be only addressed in notions of resilience and the implications of 
practices such as “prefigure(ing) a sensation of freedom” (2017: 14). This analysis opens up 
a necessary discussion on the transformative potential that aUective resignifications of 
freedom, beyond the state, have on the lives of Kurdish movement activists. While 
demobilization seems one of the logical consequences given the hostile environment 
Kurdish populations are subjected to, my interlocutors demonstrate a strong emotional 
devotion and commitment to a continuous mobilization and revolutionary practices, which, 
as I argue, reflects a complex emotional landscape and cannot be explained by resilience or 
prefiguration only.  

 
“The state uses prisons as a special area for the opposition to surrender, to 
incapacitate. Resisting against this approach of the state, to struggle, to take socialist 
and communal life values as a basis, to display an organized women's stance around 
this, to live according to the ideal of freedom by going out of the system, not only 
protects us against the system, but also ensures the organization and socialization of 
our own ideas.” (Interview 8, Sebahat Tuncel)  
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This analysis suggests that the endurance of the Kurdish movement in violent environments 
might not easily be reduced to resilience or prefiguration alone. Tuncel’s reflections from 
prison demonstrate how resistance is sustained through an ongoing commitment to moral 
values, where even the harsh conditions of imprisonment become spaces for the 
socialization of ideas and collective organization. In the broader context of Kurdish 
mobilization, the notion of socialization of ideas emerges as a vital element in resisting the 
state’s violent strategies of cognitive occupation. As articulated in the quote, ("the state uses 
prisons as a special area for the opposition to surrender, to incapacitate (…) to live according 
to the ideal of freedom by going out of the system, not only protects us against the system, 
but also ensures the organization and socialization of our own ideas,") the Kurdish 
movement actively rejects the state’s attempts to break their resistance through 
imprisonment. Prisons, in this sense, become a microcosm of the broader political 
landscape where the state seeks to neutralize opposition by isolating individuals from their 
communities and ideologies. Yet, for Kurdish actors, the ‘socialization of ideas’ is key to 
understanding how the Kurdish movement sustains itself beyond physical survival, turning 
spaces of repression into arenas for intellectual and ideological development. The refusal 
to conform to the state’s disciplinary mechanisms is mirrored by an active process of 
creating and disseminating counter-hegemonic values, ones that reject the individualism 
and capitalist logic promoted by state systems. Instead, the emphasis on communal living, 
gender equality, and socialist principles enables the movement to carve out an alternative 
morality and sociality within the very spaces designed to extinguish it.  
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6.3 “Flowers on rooftops”: Resignifications by the refugeeized   

 

“They neglected us and tried to make us homeless. But they failed. We made 
ourselves a home in every place we went. We want a future that is free, a free will, free 
self-expression, a free self, free womanhood, and we believe that we will achieve this 
freedom as a result of our struggle, because everything we gained so far in this life as 
refugees is due to our ability to govern ourselves and because we believe that we can 
determine our destiny. One day, I personally hope to visit every part of Kurdistan, see 
my family, even my hometown.” (Interview 31, “Rewsan”) 

 

On 23 July 2021 I visited an art exhibition in Berlin-Kreuzberg with the title “bê welat”. It was 
the first Kurdish exhibition of its kind, gathering Kurdish artists and their artwork from 
diUerent parts of the world under the theme of statelessness (Sustam, 2022). Commonly 
used as a term to account for being stateless, the literal translation of bê welat in fact is 
without a homeland, provoking some discussions among visitors who argued that Kurds had 
a homeland and that it was under colonial occupation. I spoke to one of the artists exhibiting 
their work and asked her about her views on the matter. She herself had moved to Germany 
with her family as refugees from Başur region in light of Saddam Hussein’s persecution of 
the Kurds and she said: “Statelessness, bê welat, means more than ‘without a state’, for the 
Kurds, I think it actually is ‘without a place’ and yet Kurds keep creating places of existence 
(…) we are like flowers on rooftops” (Interview 62, Havin Al-Sindy). Her description of the 
Kurdish state of statelessness reminded me of the rooftops in Maxmur refugee camp. During 
my visit in 2018, one day my local host Heviya took me to the rather hilly ends of the camp, 
where a volleyball square was located. Movement guerilla, who were located in the camp to 
provide protection from IS attacks,54 and refugee locals, were holding a mixed-gender 
tournament among themselves. It was already late in the afternoon and the sun about to set 
as we watched the match. We were oUered a big cup of black tea and sat down on a small 
stone wall that partly encircled the playing field, when I realized that we were at the highest 

 
54 When IS began its attacks in Basur region in 2014, PKK guerilla fighters of the HPG (People’s Defense Forces) 
and the YJA-Star (Free women’s units) not only reached out to protect Ezidis in Şengal but also moved to 
Maxmur to secure the camp from attacks as Islamist militants were increasingly attacking Kurdish regions, 
Kurdish-held enclaves in Rojava region and also Kurdish allies in Turkey. Those forces have completely 
withdrawn in 2023 with a declaration that said: “Attempts were made to break the will of our people and to 
pacify and crush Kurdish democratic politics and democratic left movements in Turkey. The AKP government 
used IS in 2014 to implement its murderous colonial plan. But with the defeat of IS in Şengal, Maxmur, Kirkuk 
and Kobanê, these plans were destroyed. (…) We completed this process by withdrawing our units from 
Maxmur in a secure manner. (…) We firmly believe that they (the Maxmur community) have acquired a national-
democratic consciousness and are capable of defending themselves with the civil organization they have 
developed” (ANF News, 2023). 
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point of the camp with a bird’s eye view over the place. I noticed the rooftops on the self-
constructed houses. They were fixed with white and blue plastic tarpaulins to keep the rain 
out. My interlocutor Zerya, who was born in a village in Bakur region in 1982 and grew up as 
a refugee in Maxmur, explained to me how the houses in Maxmur were built as a result of a 
‘committee system’ that was already established in the years between 1994 and 1998. 
Before moving to Maxmur, in Atruş camp, the committee system started to organize the 
refugee families in neighborhoods. Spokespersons for each neighborhood were elected to 
coordinate the building of a housing infrastructure for their small communities: “It all started 
problem-solution oriented, people had tried to make shelters for themselves and their 
families by collecting stones but there was a very bad wind, dust and no water at all, to find 
organized solutions, we began to form small communities” (Interview 21, “Zerya”). The 
communities were organized in the units of neighborhoods as they existed in the villages in 
Bakur region of Kurdistan they had left behind. Hence, the rooftops I overlooked that day, 
which seemed rather provisional to me, sheltered homes for a large community of refugees, 
which thirty years later, had built an entire infrastructure of houses, streets with names, 
squares, assemblies, martyrs commemoration houses, grocery stores, schools and 
medical centers as a result of place-making in the middle of a no-place geography. However, 
I show that place-making did not occur as an emplacement of the displaced (Lems, 2016; 
Obeid, 2013) or as a mode of diasporic home-building amid remembrances of a violent past 
(B. Lefort, 2024)  but rather as processes of self-craft, in which place revolves beyond the 
territorial imaginary:  
 

“We came here by overcoming disiculties and literally created our possibilities with 
our own hands, guided by Serokatî. Now, when you look at our camp and the century 
old Makhmour city below, you will see what a working people we are. These people 
can keep themselves alive and survive in any part of the world. This is due to their 
beliefs, self-confidence, and sacrifice.” (Interview 20, “Ruken”) 

 

Achille Mbembe’s conceptualization of necropolitics as a “subjugation of life to the power 
of death” (2003: 39), entails an analysis of how sovereignty of the state is reproduced in 
certain spaces, often precarious and militarized spaces. Drawing on Giorgio Agamben’s 
state of exception and the logic of the camp, he shows that the confinement of certain 
populations in the camp-form, from refugee camps, prisons to suburbs, becomes a 
prevailing mode of governing and exercising sovereignty over an unwanted population that 
can be controlled, harassed and potentially killed (Mbembe, 2003: 39).  As already 
discussed in the chapter on the histories of violence, ‘the Kurd’ is continuously constructed 
as an exceptional figure, “however, it triggers un uneven, heterogeneous process that 
actualizes related but diUerent, diUerent but related versions of camps” (Gürkaş, 2017: 324). 
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Gürkaş shows in her study on urban dynamics in Kurdish towns subjugated to the Turkish-
Syrian border regime, a zone of indistinction can shift into a zone of resistance, given that in 
“compulsorily closed zones in which Turkey’s Kurdish citizens are reduced to biopolitical 
subjects (…) camps have the potential to become spaces of revolt and resistance, a 
potentiality that is often actualized when biopolitically reduced Kurds defend their rights 
against the sovereign power embodied in Turkish security forces” (2017: 328). In the case of 
the Maxmur refugee camp the Turkish state’s sovereignty is not embodied in a national 
border or the presence of Turkish security forces in the zone/camp but rather in the 
materialization of composite statelessness as a historically inherited process of 
refugeeization. Not the visibility of Turkish military troops, such as in the memory of the 
violent past in the village, but rather the constant threat of a deadly attack and the 
humanitarian neglect emerged as part of the everyday self-localization in the camp. Building 
on the analysis of the memories of a violent past as shaped in the current conflict, as well 
as complementing the scholarship that has already examined the role of violence in the 
Maxmur camp as a structuring power of the residents’ imaginaries and subjectivities (Käser, 
2023; Rudi, 2019; A. Yilmaz, 2016), I will show in the following, how in this space of a refugee 
enclave movement narratives resonate through the resignifications of identity, belonging and 
viability from below. 
 
Drawing from Khaled Furani’s theoretical intervention to “disentangle the concept and 
practice of exception from the juridical apparatuses of the sovereign state and move its 
locus to the governed”, Müjde Küçükkeleş suggests to conceptualize Maxmur camp as an 
‘anti-camp’ due to its disposition “as a space of self-rule that originates in the practices and 
actions of political subjects for a new beginning” and to locate Maxmur refugee camp not in 
“violent geographies of exclusion” but “to reimagine the camp as a constituent site for 
autonomy (…) where people display the desire and political will to govern themselves”  
(2022: 2). Similar to the urban dynamics of inverting zones of indistinction into zones of 
resistance as analyzed by Gürkaş in the case of the Kurdish city of Mardin in Bakur region, 
the Maxmur refugee camp shows that “a space of exclusion emanating from sovereign state 
politics (…) may well be a space that nurtures a diUerent form of exception towards self-
government, of a collective life” (Küçükkeleş, 2022: 9). I argue further that the interplay of 
composite statelessness and non-state seeking resistance frames impacted the scale 
shifting of the Kurdish movement as it transformed into repertoires of self-craft and place-
making amid “a permanent condition of living in pain” (Mbembe, 2003: 39).  
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Consciousness 

Arzu Yilmaz argues that with the closure of Atruş camp and the transition to Maxmur by the 
end of the 1990s, refugeehood for the displaced community became “a long-lasting exile” 
(2021: 63). While until then it was shifting from victim to warrior positions depending on the 
power constellations between the Iraqi central government, the KDP governed governorate 
in the Kurdistan region, the PKK and Turkey, only with the move to Maxmur the community 
turned into refugee agents of their own political act (A. Yilmaz, 2021: 65). Yilmaz situates the 
development around the refugee community within the wider trajectories of the PKK at the 
time and periodizes the politicization and transformation of refugeehood as part of an 
internationalization strategy.  On the one hand, this process was carried by the 
establishment of a Kurdish parliament in exile (Parlamana Kurdistanê li Derveyî Welat, 
PKDW) on 12 January 1995 in Brussels and on the other hand, the displaced community at 
the Turkish-Iraqi border played a crucial role in the PKK’s attempt to realize a larger joint 
project of Kurdish national sovereignty (A. Yilmaz, 2016: 229). For the latter, the camp 
community in Atruş began to organize itself through a people’s assembly Meclise Gele Atruş 
that was const�tuted by 52 delegates (A. Y�lmaz, 2016: 228), a�m�ng at the establ�shment of 
the ‘Atruş republic’ (A. Yilmaz, 2016: 224) that might eventually lead to wider international 
recognition of the Kurds. Giving visibility to the people on the move, of “people who make 
opportunities, not violence, at the edges of the state” for the Kurdish movement evolved as 
a movement repertoire “through which people can eUectively change the ‘terms of 
recognition’ within which they are generally trapped, opening up new political spaces of 
subjectivation and agency that disrupt the hold that border (…) have over people’s lives and 
move towards alternative forms of political arrangements, beyond contours of present 
political categorizations” (Brambilla, 2021: 16). 
 
At this time a women’s structure was not developed yet. Yilmaz shows in her extensive 
historical and ethnographic study that women representatives and an autonomous 
women’s body only emerged with the PKK’s paradigm shift to the non-state seeking frame 
after its organizational re-structuring into the KCK system in 2005 and in that course, with 
the establishment of the women’s council İştar in Maxmur in 2006. In my interlocutors’ 
narratives however the first women’s councils are narrated to have existed already in the 
committee system that was established in Atruş. In Doctor M�na’s reconstruct�on of the past 
both the f�rst people’s assembly and a f�rst women’s assembly were already establ�shed �n 
Atruş: “We really wanted that girls, just like boys, were part of the camp education and 
interestingly mothers of the community did not support this at first, they wanted the girls to 
help in the households, I mean so many people were living in the camps that needed to be 
taken care of with food, laundry, hygiene and so on” (Interview 22, “Mina”). In her account, 
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it was the women’s council that advocated for gender-equality in the camp’s education 
system that had an impact on the mother’s approach to the question of social reproduction, 
by also demonstrating an empathetic understanding why “working women” might have 
“wanted to have their children around them to support with the heavy work on their 
shoulders” (Interview 22, “Mina”). 
 
For Yilmaz, the resignification of refugeehood in Atruş under an internationalization 
trajectory of the PKK at the time failed due to intra-Kurdish conflicts yet remains as a 
significant experience and repertoire of Kurdish mobilization around refugeehood as part of 
the strategic navigation of the conflict assemblage (2016: 230). Borrowing from Arzu Yilmaz’ 
terminology, in interactions with the refugee agents of Maxmur, I observed less emphasis on 
Kurdishness as a national identity. Although the Maxmur community, unlike Kurdish 
movement activists of my other empirical examples, is an ethnically homogenous 
community given the concentrated depopulation of specific villages, hence the 
displacement of entire families and kinship networks from Bakur region, identity emerged as 
closely tied to a notion of consciousness – not in terms of national consciousness but rather 
as a way of knowing the roots of one’s subjugation. “We had a lot of diUiculties in our lives... 
as a mother, sometimes I ask myself, how did we got through those days, how did we raise 
our children to this age”, Gulnarin (Fieldnotes/Interview 26) said after telling me about the 
flight to Maxmur. “If it was not for Serokatî and our strong beliefs, I don’t think we would have 
shown such a will for life”. I asked her what exactly was causing this commitment to the 
movement, and she replied: “We, as a people, woke up from the slumber of slavery, we 
understood we were women, that we counted as human beings, we had the power of 
thought and decision-making, this has strengthened us for every diUiculty, even for things 
that might still come upon us”. Constructing this self-conscious subject-positioning as a 
rather novel development, she adds “we are now in a diUerent position than in the past… 
previously they did not count women as human beings, neither our enemies nor our men 
saw us as human beings”. To overcome ‘the slumber of slavery’ emerges as a key in the self-
making eUorts, as slavery is constructed as a gendered dynamic of subjugation embedded 
in the Kurdish issue, where my interlocutor, a Kurdish woman, constructs the patriarchal 
domination within the society (‘our men’ as equally political as the struggle against the 
colonial state system (‘our enemies’).    
 
Women and the themes revolving around women’s liberation have been very present in 
interviews and participant observations in Maxmur. Be it that my interlocutors were 
predominantly women, or the many spaces dedicated for women’s self-organization in the 
camp. I assume my woman positionality eased my access to women and women spaces of 
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the camp. For instance, I was told that each neighborhood had a women’s commune, a 
representation of the women’s foundation Wexfa Jinê and theme-focused academies. All 
institutions are constituted by women in equal shares including a co-chair system, which is 
elected by the women’s council. Like the women’s structure in the Kurdish political 
movement in Turkey, the diasporic self-organization of Ezidi-Kurds in Germany or the self-
governance system established in Rojava, all women in Maxmur too are organized within a 
women’s assembly (Îştar) that runs as an autonomous parallel structure to the mixed-
gender people’s assembly. An elderly member of the Îştar council tells me that every woman 
living in the camp “considers herself responsible to the Îştar women’s council” and she 
continues “the philosophy of the party has shown us that the basis of freedom starts with 
women because women carry the weight of the first enslavement in the history of 
humankind (…) in Maxmur all women participate with their own free will, take decisions 
about themselves according to their own will and if there is violence, a diUiculty or a disease 
against women, we deal with it as the women’s council and solve the problem, we believe in 
the women’s freedom movement and we work towards a free society with this awareness, 
this consciousness and the philosophy of our party (partiya me) gives us strength” (Interview 
20 “Ruken”). 
 
My interlocutors narrate their capacity of survival as due to a decolonial imaginary that they 
signify away from ethno-nationalist frames toward more societal frames of freedom. It 
appears to me that in the midst of a refugee enclave the question of women’s liberation as a 
decolonial practice and as an anti-colonial stance motivated the residents surrounded by 
necropolitical violence to sustain, structure and organize their everyday lives, constructing 
the same ‘necessary fiction’ that I have examined in the previous case. Hence, in Maxmur 
too, collective identity is imagined not through shared ethnic kin but rather constructed on 
a shared consciousness, which permeates a sense of belonging to the same revolutionary 
values. The notion of membership to a community therefore is imagined and practiced 
beyond national and territorial determinants. Instead, identity is constructed around an 
epistemic situatedness that formulates oppositional responses to colonialism and 
patriarchal subjugation from a survival standpoint. Spending time in two households in 
Maxmur, I observed that the women’s liberational paradigm as transmitted by the movement 
narrative not only manifested itself in the interview scripts with my interlocutors or in the 
institutionalization of women’s participation and decision-making processes within the self-
government structures but also in rather mundane interactions and conversations between 
male and female family members, the role of mothers or for instance among comrades in 
the mixed-gender youth council. My local host and her cousin took me to the building where 
the youth council would regularly meet and plan activities for the month. That day no 
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meeting was scheduled but when we arrived a group gathered in the garden around a small 
table with a large pot of black tea, welcoming me and my fellow researcher as their external 
guests. We sat together on a late afternoon ahead of a movie-night that was about to take 
place on the same day.  “You know, we have a swimming pool here in the camp but it is as if 
it was built for men only!” one of the young women sitting next to me in the circle of chairs 
said and the group started laughing until another young woman reacted with amusement, 
“well you know, we will just built our own swimming pool, by women for women, this is how 
we do it here!” (Field notes). I observed besides vocal articulations of women’s self-rule and 
gender equality, also during gathering such on the afternoon, or in the households after 
family meals, tasks such as tidying up the floor table, cleaning the kitchen or serving and 
pouring tea were regularly taken care of the younger men of the family without any explicit 
assignment while mothers were usually in charge of preparing and cooking the meals of the 
day. A common activity in the household setting was to sit together after meals, drinking tea 
in the living room and chatting about mundane things like for instance one day, Ciwan 
brought up his due homework “Rosa, can you help me with this essay I have to write?” he 
asked. The essay was assigned to him in the local school, and he felt unambitious to start 
writing it. “What is it about?” I wondered, “The teacher wants us to write on the principles of 
anarchism and feminism” he replied. Parallel to our conversation, the rest of the family 
members in the room spoke about the warning that had been issued in the camp. IS had 
been spotted on a close distance and the camp was warned about a potential attack. 
Heviya’s mother saw me following the conversation, and she must have seen that I tried to 
cover-up and suppress that this update had scared me, so she turned to me and asked, in 
Kurdish, “Tu ditirsî?” (Are you afraid?). Before I could even utter an answer, she continued in 
Turkish, and said, “Korkma, ben seni korurum, sonra sen kendini savunmayi ögrenirsin” 
(Don’t be afraid, I would protect you, and then you would learn how to defend yourself). 
Ciwan confirmed, “Yes, don’t worry, they cannot do anything against my auntie, she will 
protect everyone” (Fieldwork notes). Between homework worries of a young adult, tea 
servings and the risk of a potential IS attack, an elderly Kurdish woman, who had lived 
through the embargo years in her village in Bakur region, had raised all her children in the 
camp and had already prepared the vegetables for the next meal, casually reassured the 
room, with a smiling face,  to not worry, that she would protect everyone in the house in the 
case of a violent attack. The women’s liberational paradigm of the Kurdish movement’s 
narrative is not only constitutive of the decolonial imaginaries, political and ideological 
beliefs or constructions of consciousness as a locus of collective identity. It also impacts 
the repertoires of self- and place-making around the notions of self-defense as a 
revolutionary practice.  
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Ambiguity 

 

“They (the Turkish state) think if we put the people of Maxmur under a blockade they 
will disperse, the PKK will dissolve and be defeated. But the PKK is not alive because 
of Maxmur camp. Whether there is a Maxmur camp or not, there will always be the 
Kurdish freedom movement. Because this movement walks on the path of justice and 
truth. Wherever there is an oppressed, exploited and oppressed people in the world, 
it gets its share from this reality. This is why victory is always ours and we will never 
make concessions to the Turkish state.” (Interview 20 “Ruken”)  

 

Maxmur camp is at a geographic distance not only to Bakur, a region from which the 
community has been uprooted, but also at a distance to the direct control of the Turkish 
state, or in the Scottian sense, having the state ‘at arm’s length’ (Scott, 2009). Further the 
geographical distance is paired with a widely shared construction of the Turkish state as an 
agent of unfreedom, as exemplified in my interlocutor’s aUective identification with the 
‘oppressed people in the world’, which ends when ‘concessions to the Turkish state are 
made’, like losing a membership to a community so to say. Ethnographically speaking, I 
encountered the camp-space by an ambiguity of self- and place-making, where the 
community’s collective identity was neither wholly Kurdish nor entirely free of Turkish 
cultural influence, but instead was shaped by a complex simultaneity, reflecting the 
contradictions of their lived experience. The camp was not a ‘Kurdified’ ethno-nationalist 
space in the ways one might expect, given its geographic, economic and political distance 
from Turkish state control and influence, its autonomous camp politics, and the 
community’s aUective aversion to Turkish state power. Despite these conditions, the 
markers of Turkish culture were not entirely abandoned or replaced by Kurdish signifiers.  

On the day of my arrival, before moving to my host’s house, we were invited to stop by 
another family’s home for refreshments and some food. We were picked up by a car from 
the camp’s checkpoint, where we had waited with the taxi driver who brought us from Erbil 
city. As we drove through the camp, the driver was playing music, specifically, a popular 
Turkish song by Ahmet Kaya, a prominent musician, who was exiled to Paris after publicly 
declaring to record a song in Kurdish on stage of an award ceremony. Music was mostly 
played in the car, like on our way back to Erbil, when another camp resident took us, and this 
time it was a love song by Sezen Aksu playing, a well-known Turkish pop music diva. These 
experiences showed how the camp-space was neither a stark departure from the life ‘at 
home’ nor from Turkish cultural influence. Be it the choice of music in the car, or my host’s 
mother laying down in the afternoon or after dinner to watch her Turkish telenovelas on 
television, Maxmur appeared as a place where the complexities and contradictions of 
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Kurdish identity were lived in the ordinary, with its territorial ambiguity due to processes of 
fragmentation.  
 

This observation challenges decolonial imaginaries that assume a return, to the pre-
colonial, native, state through an essentialization of an ethno-national identity. This kind of 
decolonial imaginary was not present in the camp. Instead, the camp’s inhabitants exhibited 
a political awareness and consciousness that went beyond a simplistic return to an 
essentialized, "pure" Kurdish identity. Their resistance was not about erasing the traces of 
the colonizer but about reclaiming their agency and defining their identity on their own 
terms, which in fact tolerated the incorporation of elements from Turkish culture and 
language. The camp-space reflects a more complex negotiation of identity, where cultural 
symbols are decentered and repurposed within a framework of political values and 
consciousness influenced by the movement’s meta-narrative. The remnants of Turkish 
cultural elements within the camp sustained through everyday practices and the ordinary, 
without signifying a concession to Turkish hegemony but rather illustrating the community’s 
capacity to shape a decolonial imaginary that allows to live with contradictions, to hold 
space for multiple identities, to engage with the realities of their historical and current 
context. In this sense, I experienced the camp as a space that is lived as an aUective space, 
in which a left-behind past life is remembered and sustained, while at the same time refugee 
consciousness informs a decolonial imaginary.  

 

“Our desire is to resist to the end, until our Leadership is liberated, until women are 
liberated, until the working class is liberated, and for all of that, we will resist here too. 
We want to be free, return to our old homeland again… we miss our lands. We would 
love for everyone to see their villages again.” (Interview 21 “Zerya”) 

 

My interlocutor here gives an ambiguous account of her desires for the future. On the one 
hand, she signifies the desire to struggle for a liberation at the intersection of class struggle, 
women’s liberation and the liberation of Öcalan from prison, which is often used 
synonymously with a solution of the Kurdish issue. On the other hand, she expresses the 
wish to be free, and to return to the old homeland. While the narratives of my interlocutors 
often frame the territorial aspect as insignificant in their place-making eUorts, there is 
nonetheless an imaginary of a past, left-behind homeland, to be returned to, to see again 
that motivates mobilization. Freedom therefore is signified as both an in-present self- and 
place-making in course of an ongoing political struggle – no matter where you are – and at 
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the same time, freedom is framed as the outcome of the struggle, which is ultimately 
achieved once everyone sees their village again. Walking through the camp, in the middle of 
Iraqi territorial sovereignty, I noticed the local fashion store called Bakur Moda (Bakur 
fashion), or a grocery store, with a small portrait of Öcalan hanging on a wall inside and 
outside advertisements of brands from baby diapers to dishwashing liquids, all showcased 
in Turkish language. While Bakur Moda was an eUort of place-making associated with the 
region the camp community was from yet named after the decolonial name for the northern 
region of Kurdistan, Bakur – a name that could potentially lead to sanctions and persecution, 
if it had been within Turkish state sovereignty; to the contrary, the example of the grocery 
store posits itself as a mode of place-making in the camp that produces a feeling, an 
imitation of actually running errands in a neighborhood shop of a Kurdish town in Bakur 
region. I observed that place-making and constructions of belonging were shaped by an 
ambiguity in both the overt articulations and implicit traces in the ordinary. 

This ambiguity shows the capacity of the movement narrative to inform a decolonial 
imaginary, in which life’s contradictions are navigated implicitly, without necessarily 
resolving them into a single-streamed, unified narrative. The presence of Turkish cultural 
markers in Maxmur does not dilute the Kurdish freedom movement’s politics of resistance 
and postcolony; rather, it shows the adoptability of non-state seeking mobilization into many 
forms of resistance. This interplay of cultural hegemonic continuity and political resistance 
through self-determined education, organization, and subject-making within society 
embodied the camp’s dynamic and layered response to oppression, showing that ‘the path 
of justice and truth’ does not demand the abandonment of a past life and the erasure of the 
colonizer by replacing its cultural hegemony with another cultural identity. Rather, 
decolonization in my interlocutors’ narratives is signified by decentering relations to the state 
and simultaneously re-centering relations within society, where a struggle for freedom is 
embraced through the protection of a dignified, hence self-determined, life – which also 
includes listening to Sezen Aksu or watching Turkish telenovelas.  
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Lifestyle 

 

“Parents of the camp said, ‘by god, I could not study because of the enemy or the war 
in the village but at least now, children are studying in our own schools. I accept being 
a refugee if this means my children must not accept a life like slavery’. This was our 
philosophy of life. From the beginning, we never approached our situation as an 
escape from something, as if we could simply flee from something and wait until we 
can return to the village. We turned this refuge into a field of struggle, we tried to 
understand the causes that forced us to leave, like the things that caused me to 
become a refugee, and we asked, how we can contribute to the struggle for freedom. 
For this reason, the contributions of Serok Apo55 and the PKK movement cannot be 
credited enough. We allowed ourselves to think outside the box and to realize a new 
lifestyle, thanks to the new perspective Serok Apo has introduced. The development 
of the ideology and a political way of life that Öcalan contributed to the struggle of the 
Kurdish people was very significant. In the 90s, most of us were carrying his small 
booklet ‘Nasıl yaşamalı?’ (How must we live) in our pockets. Yes, we became 
refugees, but we kept thinking about what kind of life we wanted here. I think this is 
the diserence of Maxmur camp in comparison to other ‘refugee camps’” (Interview 
21, “Zerya”) 

 

When the community was forcibly displaced, becoming a community on the flight until they 
settled in Maxmur, they were faced with the immediate challenge of survival. However, rather 
than ‘waiting until return’, they proactively organized themselves to create a sustainable and 
self-governed community. The formation of neighborhood committees, for which 
spokespersons were elected to be responsible for communication and administration such 
as the distribution of supplies from the UN in the early years of encampment. Another 
interlocutor, who was a delegate in the people’s assembly Meclisa Gel says the grassroots 
approach was a way to ensure that resources were allocated fairly and systematically, 
preventing the conflicts that often arise in other refugee situations (Interview 30 “Firat”). The 
community’s commitment to order and mutual support emerged not only as a practical 
necessity, but my interlocutors frame it as a moral imperative, reflecting a certain ‘way of life’ 
that is rooted in solidaristic responsibility and discipline.  

 

Zerya emphasizes the role of education, which according to her, quickly became a priority 
within the displaced society, despite having limited resources available. The community 
established a basic educational structure, to ensure that children could at least learn to read 
and write. This initial step was modest, but it laid the foundation for a more comprehensive 

 
55 Serok translates into leader and is often used to pay respect to public figures who hold a position as politician 
or spokesperson, in combination with ‘Apo’ however it refers to ‘Leader Apo’, with Apo being a short and more 
colloquial version of Abdullah Öcalan.  
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educational system as the community structures grew. Zerya remembers the eUorts put into 
the building of an educational canon on the one hand, and on the other the construction of 
classrooms and other facilities: “Of course, we did not imagine a university at that time, but 
at least wanted to start some education” (Interview 21 “Zerya”). Self-suUiciency and 
collective labor are the common themes that are emphasized in my interlocutors’ narrations 
when describing the lifestyle, they live and strive to pursue in Maxmur. The philosophy of life, 
which my interlocutor refers to in the above-cited quote, is influenced by the teachings of 
Abdullah Öcalan guided by the widely cited question Nasıl yaşamalı? (How must we live?) 
and an idea of lifestyle embodied in the figure of the guerilla. Nazan Üstündag describes in 
her ethnography on the Kurdish women’s movement, how the guerilla figure in the Kurdish 
political imagination “is ‘Real’ because it is beyond everyday matters and outside of the 
colonized space of Kurdistan. It can only be integrated there as a trace: a picture in a house, 
a casket at a funeral, a reference in a song, or a name given to a newborn. (…) To the extent 
that the capacity to recognize the veil that signals the absent presence of the guerilla defined 
the landscape of Kurdishness, it remained both open and exclusive” (2023: 128).  

 

The widely made references to the sets of moral values with which the guerilla lifestyle was 
associated and described was emblematic of the absent presence of the guerilla in the 
Maxmur camp. Although at the time of my visit, it was known that guerilla fighters were 
securing the camp from the rather hilly ends, in the daily lives of my interlocutors their 
presence was not so physical but rather emerged as an embodiment of ‘a way of life’ 
narrated in the interviews and visible in the commemorative elements such as framed 
photography of martyred family members in the homes of my interlocutors or the martyr’s 
house, which was the most visible presence of the guerilla as entire walls of a house were 
decorated with the photographs of members of the Maxmur community who either died 
after joining the ranks of the guerilla struggle or after attacks on the civilian population of the 
camp. Interestingly in her reflections of doing fieldwork in Europe on the Kurds as an outsider 
researcher Marlies Casier describes a similar way of encountering Kurdish lives and 
mobilization by noticing that “the PKK seemed to be ‘nowhere’ while practically being 
‘everywhere’. The PKK was ‘absent’ yet at the same time turned out to be ‘omnipresent’” 
(2019: 159).  

 

One of the expressions of the lifestyle proclaimed among the camp community had been 
the notion of turning displacement that aims at fracturing a society and making its subjects 
passive victims of a condition into a field of struggle as actively embedded in the broader 
Kurdish struggle for freedom. The development of a political consciousness of the sources 
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of subjugation (who are we?) as discussed above and the construction of a way of life (how 
must we live?) was central in shaping collective identity in the Maxmur refugee camp.  

 

Self-suUiciency is a central element of the lifestyle as embodied in the figure of the guerilla 
and my interlocutors, although not being militants or guerilla fighters embraced this feature 
in their self- and place making eUorts in Maxmur. Zerya describes as the community settled 
in Maxmur that their needs also diversified and evolved throughout time. The neighborhood 
committees, initially focusing on basic needs and communication, started to develop a 
more complex bottom-up representation, where various neighborhood committee elected 
spokesperson, ensuring there was a representative body to address everyday issues and 
adopt to emerging challenges. This system was modeled on the principles as 
communicated by the movement’s narrative on democratic autonomy and the women’s 
liberational paradigm. DiUerent segments of society – women, men, youth, martyr mothers 
– had distinct roles and committees horizontally but worked together in coordinated and 
self-reliant manner. The influence of the guerilla way of life that was associated with a life 
beyond the colonial space, in which all their needs were managed independently, was 
evident in how the community organized governance and daily life. Zerya described the step-
by-step building of a camp according to the needs of the community:  

 
“For instance, by the time the children had completed their education in what can be 
called ‘first grade’, they had to move on to the second grade and at least one room 
had to be prepared for this. Or I remember, when I was a kid, 10 girls and 10 boys from 
each neighborhood gathered and we helped the adults in building houses from clay. 
We carried water, adults would prepare the mud, with which they built walls first and 
then an entire house… this principle became more systematic day by day.”  

 

Zerya compares this way of survival with the guerilla’s ‘way of life’: “It’s like a battalion of 
guerilla, you know? A guerilla battalions meets all their needs itself and conducts all its work 
itself; we basically did the same, we survived with this philosophy” (Interview 21, “Zerya”). 
Berivan, another interlocutor reflected on how the camp community managed the 
distribution of UN supplies, “it is better to embrace a system that is capable of meeting 
needs than to fight each other over goods. This is the kind of systematic lifestyle we have 
created” (Interview 23 “Berivan”). The lifestyle therefore did not only mean self-suUiciency 
but also a morality and relationality that imagined a self-suUicient society based on the 
principles of discipline, fairness and the prevention of disorder, or in the words of guerilla 
Agit: “our philosophy of life essentially means being organized as a society” (Interview 24 
“Agit”). 
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My interlocutors further narrate this way of life as a source of developing protest repertoires 
in the context of the camp. Zerya refers to the hunger strike of 25 members of the displaced 
community in Zaxo, which eventually led to the community’s recognition by the UN as 
political refugees. This recognition, for Zerya, was not merely a legal status that was 
achieved, but she frames it as a victory born of collective struggle guided by the Kurdish 
imaginary that everywhere is a ‘field of struggle’ for freedom: “We see this assignment of a 
refugee status as our own success and this made us realize there is a fruitful space of 
resistance, even in the middle of the desert” (Interview 21 “Zerya”). The community’s 
ongoing eUorts to build a new life in Maxmur, grounded in the values transmitted by the 
Kurdish freedom movement’s narratives of democratic autonomy and the women’s 
liberational paradigm, emerge as a case where non-state seeking mobilization evolved into 
repertoires of survival based on the decolonial imaginary of living life on one’s own terms, 
even in the face of displacement, or in the words of my interlocutors, refugeehood was 
transformed into a deliberation of what kind of life was pursued at the intersection of bare 
survival an subject-making.  
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6.4 “Resurrected fighters”: Resignifications by the minoritized  

In one of the most influential Kurdish songs Kîne em, singer Şivan Perwer poses a central 
question reflecting broader discourses on self-recognition and self-determination: “Who are 
we?”. This song, which became a revolutionary anthem for Kurds of all parts, was first 
released in 1979 and is an adaptation of a 1973 poem by Marxist Kurdish poet Cegerxwin 
(Aktan, 2013). Kîne em drew attention and popularity among Kurds as it not only coincided 
with the emergence of clandestine armed resistance of the early PKK during the 1970s but 
also became a venue for a resistant collective identity in a time of transregional mass 
violence that purposed ethnic and cultural extermination of Kurdishness, such as Saddam 
Hussein’s genocidal Al-Anfal campaign or the 1980 military coup in Turkey. The song takes a 
prominent place in the collective memory of Kurds up until today, informing processes of 
subjectification that are centered around the narrative of a rooted origins and a joint anti-
colonial identity. On the one hand, the song creates a historical narrative that goes back to 
the Medes and constructs an origin of the Kurdish people and their struggle for freedom as 
rooted in the 9th century BCE “we will go to the mountains, I don’t want to die, I like to keep 
my Kurdistan, land of the Medes, who are we? We are the civilization of ancient giants like 
Kardu”. On the other hand, the theme of class struggle and colonial occupation is central as 
the lyrics begin with “farmers and workers, peasants and laborers, all are proletarians, all of 
Kurdistan” and ends with “long live Kurdistan, down with slavery”.56 Şivan Perwer’s version of 
Kîne em was disseminated from the European diaspora, where he has been living since 1977 
and mostly by Kurdish movement spaces, such as large live-concert recordings by the 
Kurdish movement broadcaster med tv, diaspora concerts such as in 1984 in Paris organized 
by the Kurdish Institute, or the 1991 concert in Başur region in solidarity with Kurdish 
refugees in Kurdistan.57 Perwer’s Kîne em is a prominent iteration of the evolution of Kurdish 
music production as entangled with the Kurdish Left, particularly how movement-aUiliated 
musical scenes both shaped and were shaped by the political community, aiming to 
mobilize Kurdish populations cross-locally. Drawing on the analysis by Alev Kuruoğlu and 
Wendelmoet Hamelink (2017: 107), the song and how it was performed in movement-
spheres has had a powerful impact on the political discourse and impacted the advancing 
of Kurdish self-recognition as a distinct people and in resisting the exploitation by ruling 

 
56 In the Kurdish original in the sequence as cited above: “Bikevin çiya, Naxwazim bimrim, dixwazim bigrim 
Kurdistana xwe, axa Mîdîya, Kîne em? Em in ew Kardox Xaldêwê kevnar” (…) “Cotkar û karker, gundî û rêncber 
hemû proleter gelê Kurdistan” (…) “Bijî Kurdistan, bimrî koledar!” 
57 For recordings of Newroz-concert in Paris 1984, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uln6YA1gW38&ab_channel=%C5%9EivanPerwer, Open-Air concert for 
Kurdish refugees in Duhok, 1991, see  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZzQyYZG8qlY&ab_channel=HH-
SURVIVEDARTS, med tv recording of Stockholm concert: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SatOhg7E3ng&ab_channel=TurksIsEvil (all links last accessed 
24/08/2024).  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uln6YA1gW38&ab_channel=%C5%9EivanPerwer
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZzQyYZG8qlY&ab_channel=HH-SURVIVEDARTS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZzQyYZG8qlY&ab_channel=HH-SURVIVEDARTS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SatOhg7E3ng&ab_channel=TurksIsEvil
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classes. The song’s popularity stems from its ability to provoke reflection on subjecthood 
and collective identity and in my research and fieldwork encounters, I frequently came 
across Kîne em in Kurdish spaces. However, I observed that the song resonated among 
Ezidis too, be it as by listening to it loudly in car drives or playing at political gatherings. This 
shared engagement with the song in the various movement spaces, raised questions on the 
multiple possible self-localizations as embedded in discursive constructions of 
subjecthood unfolding in the context of non-state seeking mobilization. One of the rather 
more explicit iterations of the contentious entanglement behind the symbolic value of 
subject-making in movement spheres, was the 2016 held political conference in Germany’s 
Oldenburg, which was organized by the Ezidi constituency of the Kurdish movement. The 
conference was titled Em Ezidi ne (“We are Ezidis”) and deliberately evoked a reference to 
Perwer’s song. The central demands of the conference, among other, were the recognition 
of Ezidi autonomy as an inherent question Kurdistan’s history and future and calling for the 
Ezidi society’s right to self-determination and self-governance, which was framed as in 
accordance with the Kurdish movements meta-narrative of democratic autonomy. The 
relationship between the Kurdish movement and the Ezidi people has already shown itself 
in how my interlocutors subject-formations aligned with the cycles of violence and survival, 
narratively framing rescue, resistance, protection in movement realms despite experiences 
of increased state and communal violence for not submitting to the state’s counter-
insurgency strategies or assimilationist canon.  
 
In informal conversations with elderly Ezidis I noticed that the term “fighters of Şerfedîn” was 
used synonymously for Kurdish movement fighters and found out that Sheikh Şerfedîn is a 
central historical figure in Ezidi history. He is known for mobilizing an Ezidi army to defend 
his people against the appointed trustee governor of Mosul, Badr ad-Din Lulu, who had 
executed Şerfedîn’s father, Sheikh Hassan in 1246. After Lulu’s massacre against the Ezidi 
people in the Lalish valley (Ezidi holy site in Başur region), Şerfedîn allied with the Seljuk 
prince Izz ad-Din, commanding a diverse force of Ezidis, Kurds, and Turkmens to combat 
external threats before dying in battle in 1257 (or 1258).  Şerfedîn is also identified with the 
Mahdi in Ezidi belief, expected to return at the end of time (axir zeman) framed as the last 
day (roja taliye) to eliminate injustice in the world (Kreyenbroek, 1995; Kreyenbroek & 
Rashow, 2006). His mausoleum in Şengal is a key pilgrimage site, and the orally transmitted 
prayer Qewlê Şerfedîn (Hymn of Şerfedîn) depicts him residing in a cave, awaiting the end-
time to re-emerge to the world (Omarkhali, 2017). In the aftermath of the 2014 genocide in 
Şengal, the Kurdish movement has been increasingly attributed with the qualities historically 
associated with Sheikh Şerfedîn: protection, resistance and justice. The often-braided hair 
of Kurdish women fighters further enhanced the symbolism of resurrected fighters of 
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Şerfedîn since traditional hair styles of Ezidi fighters are usually depicted with braided 
strands of hair, elevating the Kurdish fighters to modern-day guardians of the Ezidi people, 
embodying a sense of spiritual and moral duty to fight against oppression imposed on the 
most vulnerable. This symbolic connection between the Kurdish movement and the history 
and legend of Şerfedîn not only signifies a protective force in times of violence but also 
frames the movement as a bearer of righteous vengeance and resistance emerging from 
within the Ezidi society, not as an external power, standing against the forces of annihilation.  
 
After the focus group discussion with the first group, Zozan’s mother, a woman of around 80 
years, entered the room and joined the casual conversation that erupted among the focus 
group discussants, when I noticed her making explicit use of the metaphor. She drew 
connections between the histories of violence as linked to the memory of the village, Mount 
Şengal and the diaspora and said, “due to our movement we still have our identity… they are 
not just Kurdish revolutionaries; they are resurrected fighters of Şerfedîn” (Zozan’s mother). 
As I have shown in more detail in the previous chapter, the narratives of violence among Ezidi 
interlocutors were emplotted across diUerent spatialities and temporalities of the history of 
violence and the current conflict assemblage. Looking at the resignifications of identity, 
belonging and viability through how genealogy, homes and lands of origin and freedom is 
narratively constructed among Ezidi constituencies, I argue that the 2014 genocidal attack 
amplified dialogue between the Kurdish movement and the Ezidi people and broadened the 
capacities of mobilization as it not only managed to include distinct histories and 
subjectification processes of the Ezidi people as part of the democratic autonomy meta 
narrative but actually was significantly shaped by the resignifications from below. 
 

 

Genealogies 

Due to the strong oral tradition in Ezidi culture, much of their identity – from history to prayers 
and traditions – is passed down through storytelling. Although narrative constructions 
played a role in the other empirical examples too, such as in the Maxmur camp community, 
the Ezidi case emerges as an abundant example of how storytelling and narrative plotlines 
are activated in the constitution of reality, both from below and the movement actors. This 
appears to be even stronger the case in how stories were evoked in movement spheres to 
construct a joint and linear genealogy of origin. For example, right at the entrance to Mount 
Şengal the Baxçe Serok Apo (trans. Leader Apo’s garden) was inaugurated on 4 April 2016 
for the occasion of Abdullah Öcalan’s birthday. The plaquette at the entrance displays a 
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poem58 by Öcalan, written in solitary confinement and shared with the public in 2011 
(Source). In this poem Öcalan addresses the main protagonist of a prominent Kurdish 
language epic Dewrêşê Evdî, which holds a significant place in the collective memory of 
Ezidi people and has been recited across Kurdistan. The epic resolves around two main 
plotlines: an armed conflict between Arab and Kurdish tribes and the unhappy love story 
between Dewrêş and Edule. Dewrêş, son of Evdî, is Ezidi and in love with Edule, the daughter 
of Zor Temir Pasha, the powerful leader of the non-Ezidi yet Kurdish Milan confederation, 
whom Dewrêş serves as egît, a tribal warrior. Since Dewrêş is Ezidi and Edula Muslim the 
society’s sectarian customs deny the lovers a relationship. According to the most circulated 
variant of the epic, Zor Temir rejects Dewrêş as an Ezidi son-in-law yet once he is faced with 
the hostility of Arab and Turkmen alliances, he promises Dewrêş his daughter, should he 
defeat the enemy. Despite many people try to prevent Dewrês from accepting this oUer, he 
rides into the steppe with a white horse and together with all his companions and except for 
one person, everyone including him is killed in battle. The death of Dewrêş however brings 
the fathers of the two lovers together, Zor Temir Pasha and Evdî Milhim, to fight the enemy 
and to win. The story of Dewrêşê Evdî emerged in the 18th century in the region of the Milan 
confederation, which is located in present-day Viransehir in Bakur region and has evolved 
throughout time and regional impacts (Sträuli, 2017). Sträuli argues that the epic gained 
“unprecedented popularity among the transnational Kurdish community” around the year 
2000, which was due to prominent singers such as Şivan Perwer performing versions of the 
epic, disseminating across Kurdistan and its diasporas through television channels and later 
on the internet (Sträuli, 2017: 3–6). The interest among Kurds close to the Kurdish movement 
grew after Abdullah Öcalan shared with the public that he had listened to a version of 
Dewrêşê Evdî together with Şivan Perwer while in Rome trying to seek political asylum in 
1999, and had identified with the protagonist of the epic (Sträuli, 2017: 5). In the aftermath 
this epic was interpreted by Kurdish journalists as the “actualization of Kurdish love” (Baksi, 
1999) used synonymously for a strengthened collective identity through joint resistance and 
in reference of Abdullah Öcalan’s book with the title ‘Kurdish love’ (1999), where he argues 
that freedom and love are intertwined concepts. Coining the famous phrase ‘truth is love 

 
58 Öcalan’s poem translated into English (RB): To Dewrêş / In the Şengal Mountains / If I only were with 
Dewrêşê Evdî! / On the backs of white horses / If I only dived into the Mosul plain! / When Dewrêş was shot 
/ If I only had taken him to the mountains of Kurdistan! / Look at him! / If I only had said there are thousands 
of Edulê and Twelves (reference to his 12 companions)! / In these mountains where the goddesses 
enthroned / If I only told him to rest in peace! / Death… / From where… / and no matter how it comes / Don’t 
regret! / Kurdishness and a free life / is eternal truth, if only I had said!  
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and love is a free life’, which is often cited at protest speeches of the Kurdish political 
movement (ANF News, 2024), Öcalan saw in the changed conflict assemblage after the 
genocidal attack on Şengal a repetition of the story of the epic and during a meeting as part 
of the peace talks on Imralı island in on 7 September 2014, he noted: “The same alliance the 
AKP is forming today, the Ottomans were practicing then. Its identical. An epic emerged at 
the moment Dewrêşê Evdî was shot. He is shot, crushed and killed, but a magnificent epic 
is born. The Ezîdî people have always struggled against Sunni fascism until today. Without 
ensuring a free life, nothing can happen, not even love. This is what I meant when I said that 
love is impossible for Kurds” (Öcalan as cited in Yeni Yaşam Gazetesi, 2022).  For Öcalan in 
order for Dewrêş and Edule to live their love, they had to be free, and to be free, they had to 
fight a joint struggle of liberation, even those that historically have been in enmity towards 
each other, symbolized in sectarian cultural customs. In earlier statements as delivered by 
his lawyers, Öcalan has frequently referenced the epic of Devrêşê Evdî to narratively 
construct a joint genealogy of the Ezidi people and the Kurdish freedom movement, for 
example in 2013 when he stated that “the Ezidis, in fact, are the foundation of the freedom 
movement” or in 2011 when he emphasized the need to acquire knowledge outside the 
oUicial canon: “Even when you listen to a piece of music, you learn something about Kurdish 
history, you realize your own truth. Truth is not only reached through science, but also 
through art and music. A story of an Ezidi (Dewrêşê Evdî) for example can bring you closer to 
your own truth, your own identity” (Öcalan as cited in Yeni Yaşam Gazetesi, 2022).   

The movement's narration of the Ezidi figure as a symbol for Kurdish resistance is not simply 
due to the Ezidi ancient heritage in Kurdistan and thus the potential to construct an origin, 
instead, and more profoundly, because the existence of Ezidi identity in spite of recurring 
and systematic annihilation waves against the small group is conceived as resistance in the 
first place. Hence, similar to the Palestinian ṣumūd, the notion of steadfastness, silent 
resistance and the reclaiming of humanity in times of violence (Ajour, 2021; Schiocchet, 
2015), the Ezidi people epitomize a long-breathed resistance to continue their existence. 
Their steadfastness against assimilation, whether through forced religious conversion, 
cultural erosion or physical extermination and displacement is symbolized in their 
preservation of Ezidi customs, values, languages and identity. Ezidi Sheikh Miran reflects on 
the movement framing: 

“When we are in the homeland and travel, whether in Diyarbakir or elsewhere, people 
come up to us and say ‘you are our roots’. In the past we could not even leave our 
houses or villages. This shows how impactful the freedom movement has been. Many 
Kurds who are in the resistance today say that they learned resistance from the Ezidis. 
The leadership (Abdullah Öcalan) also says that because the Ezidis did not surrender 
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to the enemy and did not accept the religion of the enemy… they stayed with their 
roots.”  

 

Sheikh Miran frames resistance not only as an active struggle but as a form of steadfastness 
based on the refusal to surrender to external pressures. The reference to the Ezidi people as 
‘the roots’ of the Kurdish resistance highlights how the movement’s framing of the Ezidis as 
central to Kurdish identity is reflected in how the Ezidis themselves perceive their role within 
the broader Kurdish resistance. Ezidi steadfastness, or endurance, as exemplified by their 
refusal to accept ‘the religion of the enemy’, is interpreted as a moral and existential victory 
against a long history of violence. The idea of resistance is not merely reactionary or 
oppositional but instead constitutive of identity, where continuity of cultural practices, 
beliefs, and societal ties act as forms of defiance against hegemonic and structuring 
powers. The framing of the Ezidis as the moral and symbolic foundation of Kurdish 
resistance reinforces the suggestion that resistance in fact is not only political but above all 
existential. Hence, steadfastness becomes a narrative to construct a collective category of 
Kurdishness that on the one hand frames pre-Abrahamic origins, similar to Lebanese 
construction of Phoenician ancestors, which Ghassan Hage locates “within a diasporic 
transnational, moral, and aUective sociocultural milieu that, like all cultural milieus, is 
imagined to have a sui generis existence” (Hage, 2021: 2). On the other hand, the narrative 
construction of ‘knowing oneself’ through the identification with the ancient Ezidi people is 
associated with steadfastness as a mode of rootedness at the intersection of survival and 
resistance.  

In Germany, I visited the home of Sheikh Miran after a communal gathering at the Ezidi 
cultural and political community center, Mala Ezidiya (trans. The house of the Ezidis). While 
climbing the stairs to his apartment, he apologized for the modest conditions that I would 
find when entering his home. “You know, we like to live a simple life, a life according to our 
principles to not appropriate somebody else’s right” he said and opened the door. The 
apartment was small and with children, neighbors and relatives coming in and out, there 
was a circulation of people who sat next to me in the living room while we continued our 
conversation: “In our religion there are 99 rules revolving around knowledge, truth and 
honesty. Knowing our roots, being devoted to truth and honesty means that we do not get 
lost, we continue to exist, because we know who we are” (Interview 40, “Miran”). He 
continued facing the tv console, which was displaying framed family portraits, Ezidi 
symbolism such as the holy peacock figure of Tawisi Melek, small figures of the holy temple 
in Lalish and also photography of PKK martyrs, Abdullah Öcalan and badges of the PKK, “the 
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freedom movement benefits everyone, many have started to learn about their roots, both 
Kurds and Ezidi people have come closer to each other as they both started to know better 
their origins, to know who we are”. 

In his role as a clerical leader, an Ezidi sheikh, Miran combines steadfastness with spiritual, 
cultural and political features by re-signifying the Ezidi values as central to resisting the 
dynamics of assimilation, minoritization and erasure. Miran frames a mutual rediscovery of 
origins among Kurds and Ezidis through the politics of the Kurdish movement and narratively 
constructs resistance as a shared project that fosters relations beyond mere solidaristic 
notions but rather suggests a constitutive impact for self-formation. Therefore, highlighting 
that ‘the freedom movement benefits everyone’, he brings the intra-community act of 
cultural preservation to a broader societal political struggle for survival and autonomy. The 
symbolism created by the visual presence of both Ezidi religious symbols alongside symbols 
of the Kurdish movement, from portraits of Öcalan, martyrs to the red stark emblem of the 
PKK inside his private home, for me, revealed an intertwined relationship between spiritual 
devotion and political commitment as it exemplified how identity is crafted through a 
narrativity of resistance that can be nurtured by multiple stories combined in a newly 
signified genealogy of existence. 

Since my empirical cluster of constituents of the Kurdish movement that self-identify as 
Ezidi not only involved those who had settled in Germany, or have a biographical background 
embedded in the history of minoritization in Bakur and migration from Turkey, I was curious 
to find out about how these constructions resonated among those who remained in Şengal 
after 2014 to build armed forces and local governance structures based on the Kurdish 
movement’s meta-narrative. When I spoke to Vejin, although her being in a completely 
diUerent geographical context and political role than Sheikh Miran in Germany, I noticed that 
she used a terminology that disclosed equally metaphysical dimensions. Making use of 
symbolic signifiers such as ‘spirit of Ezidis is a spirit of struggle’ or ‘we say we would give our 
heads away but never our secrets’, she signaled intertwined constructions of spiritual, 
ethical and political dimensions of Ezidi self-conception. In my interviews, terms like 
‘knowledge’, ‘truth’, and ‘secrets’ were frequently used. When for instance, Miran, the Ezidi 
sheikh, links the 99 rules of the Ezidi faith to the concept of knowledge as a precondition of 
existence, he highlights how a spiritual structure – or in Vejin’s words ‘the spirit’ – serves as 
a form of steadfastness not only to guide the community through violent histories but also 
to mobilize knowledge for a strengthened resistance for existence.  The latter resonates with 
the common slogan of the Kurdish movement berxwedan jiyan e (resistance is life), which 
together with Delal Aydin we have argued elsewhere “was a call to create new forms of 
resistance, sometimes at the expense of one’s own life, which might open new paths when 
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there is no way out” (Aydin & Burç, 2022: 3). Considering that this slogan is a reversed version 
of a slogan of the Turkish left, ‘life is resistance’ (yaşamak direnmektir’), quoting Delal Aydin 
(2019: 53), with this inversion, the PKK altered the meaning of resistance from a moral value 
(you ought to resist for a good or virtuous life) to the ontological grounds for living. Therefore, 
“through berxwedan jiyan e, the PKK called the Kurds to a specific subject formation in a 
Fanonist sense, where resistance is seen as the only way to take one’s own life back in a 
social world governed by death” (Aydin & Burç, 2022: 3). 

The juxtaposition of religious symbols – such as the holy peacock of Tawisi Melek and the 
figures of PKK martrys or the combined notions of spirituality and tenacity – suggests that 
the Ezidi constituency not only aims to preserve their religious identity but also see its 
survival as inherently tied to a political struggle. The Ezidi conception of identity therefore 
integrates well into the Kurdish movement’s genealogical narrative, which promotes joint 
struggles among oppressed peoples. It is interesting to observe that the political language 
of ‘roots’ and ‘origins’ displays how both the Ezidi constituents and movement actors such 
as Öcalan or current YBŞ commanders in Şengal perceive Ezidi and Kurdish history as 
intertwined. The Kurdish movement’s ideals of resistance and self-determination seem in 
aligned with Ezidi practices of safeguarding cultural and religious distinctiveness. The 
question emerges however, how the libertarian notion of the Kurdish movement’s meta-
narrative accelerates or hinders transformative processes within the Ezidi society – 
especially considering the dogmatic religious canon upheld within the family structures and 
clerical governance of the religious community. Nonetheless, the narrative framing of 
resistance appears, like in the other cases too, not merely as a question of survival only but 
as an intertwined project of self-formation, which in this case, blends spiritual continuity 
with political mobilization.  

 

 

Home-lands 

There is a large parking lot you pass before entering Mala Ezidiya in Celle, Germany. The day 
of my visit, cars were parking tightly together, and in between, two triangle shaped miniature 
sculptures of the holy temple of Laliş, reminiscent of the sacred Ezidi places thousands of 
kilometers away. The many visitors that day came to join a communal mourning (taziye) after 
the death of a member of their local community. I was invited to sit next to the community’s 
sheikh, alongside many men sitting quietly on long tables, sipping black tea, and engaging 
in silent reflection. The women had gathered in another room and as the door opened and 
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closed when people entered or left, loud cries and traditional songs from inside resonated 
in brief intervals across the hall. “They carry the weight of a shared grief in their cries, but 
actually, each person inside that room remembers her own pain and cries about her own 
losses of the past” the Sheikh told me. Later, when communal meal was served, both groups 
came together in the main hall, to eat their stew with rice, which was prepared and served 
by the youth committee of the Ezidi self-organization. Facing a large mural of a peacock, 
depictions of the Laliş temple joined by large posters of martyred Ezidi guerilla in the main 
hall during dinner, the space appeared as a venue to enact identity through practices and 
symbolisms of self-localization at the intersection of culture, heritage, communal and 
political struggle.  Parallel to the taziye, an organizational meeting of the Mala Ezidiya 
committee meeting was also underway in one of the oUice rooms of the community center, 
which I joined as a participant observer. The committee comprised of long-settled Ezidi 
activists from Bakur region alongside Ezidi refugees from Rojava and Şengal, who had come 
with the more recent migration and began to organize in Kurdish-Ezidi movement spaces. 
The meeting was held in Kurmancî, which, next to Arab, Turkish or German, was a linguistic 
common denominator among the diUerently socialized members of the committee. That 
day, I moved between these spaces within a single place, observing the layers of 
subjectification processes between self-localization, grief, memory and resistance, creating 
a diasporic space that emerges in a “multiplicity in which the subject occupies more than 
one space”  (Hage, 2021: 76). 
 
 

…Every Ezidi is also a Şengali… 

…Şengal is also associated with Rojava… 

…We are six siblings, they are in Germany, I stayed here, in Laliş, here >s my home…  

…Today, the mountain of Şengal is one of the most sacred places – after Laliş… 

…Şengal is the land of the greatest resistance, even Dewrêşê Evdî went to Şengal… 

…Şengal is the Ezidi homeland and therefore also of the Kurdish homeland… 

…Every Kurd should know their history, roots and origins and defend Şengal… 

…The freedom of Şengal means the freedom of Kurdistan…  

 
 

DiUerent to the narratives of violence, the resignifications from below in the movement 
spheres of the Ezidi community are not simply diasporic because they unfold in a distant 
geography from my interlocutors’ home but as I discuss further in the following chapters, 
counter-intuitively suggest constitutive of all spaces as potentially diasporic. I argue that this 
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has a direct impact also on how the capacities of non-state seeking mobilization are 
shaped. The above cited statements were made by diUerent interlocutors during my field 
work. Despite the multiple self-localizations my interlocutors engaged in a remote 
placemaking of Şengal as a symbolic homeland that transcends its physical borders. The 
sentiment of translocal belonging, emphasizing that Şengal, despite being a specific 
geographical site, holds a significant place in the narratives of the Ezidi constituency. Hence, 
I observed that the reference to Şengal functions as more than a physical homeland. Rather, 
it is signified as constitutive for political consciousness. The perception that ‘Şengal is also 
associated with Rojava’ suggests that my interlocutors interweave sacred and resistant 
geographies, allowing them to collectively mobilize despite spatial separation. The politics 
of place in a given context therefore shed light on what Zeynep Gambetti calls the 
“’appropriation of space’, which refers to the potential of social movements to alter power 
structures in a given polity, which is itself not necessarily confined to the territory of a nation-
state” (Gambetti, 2009: 44).  
 
Notably, the spiritual center of the Ezidi faith, Laliş, and the symbol of surv�val and 
res�stance, Şengal, construct a sense of place and self, which even while my interlocutors 
are physically in the German town of Celle, they perceive their own mobilization as located 
within a larger, interconnected geography that spans sacred and resistance spaces 
simultaneously. These lands, although constructed as homes in the narratives, are 
associated with steadfastness as a result of survival and resistance, where Şengal in 
particular is being referred to as ‘the land of the greatest resistance’, even evoking images of 
mythical figures like Dewrêşê Evdî.  The above quoted examples show that geographic 
references play a crucial role in the conceptualization of freedom within the narratives of the 
Ezidi constituency and Kurdish movement. While freedom is often framed as an aspiration 
not constrained to a specific territory, in this context of conflict, Şengal is re-territorialized 
out of the diasporic condition. In the context for the Lebanese diaspora, Hage argues that 
“the production here of diasporic space through nostalgic remembrance is a variant of what 
Appadurai called ‘de-territorialization’ and re-territorialization’ but what is re-territorialized is 
not a culture or an event but a sentiment of homliness, which is after all what is yearned for 
in the most nostalgic feelings”, hence he argues “we end up with a strategy of 
territorialization (…) a space that is not a transformation of, and a substitute for, Lebanese 
space but a means to continuing to occupy Lebanese space while also being in New 
Bedford” (2021: 89–90). Hage’s conceptualizations of multiple inhabitances occurring 
under a diasporic condition, resonates with the territorialization of my interlocutors in 
Şengal, and consequently in Kurdistan, without necessarily being there or claiming territorial 
sovereignty over the place. Still sitting in his living room in Celle, Sheikh Miran says, “if the 
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genocide (of 2014) had destroyed Şengal, we would have no place in the world (…) that is 
why the freedom movement was committed, overcame borders, fought IS and gave martyrs” 
(Interview 40 “Miran”). A liberated Şengal is not merely a homeland ‘one has migrated from’ 
or ‘will return to’ but represents a broader notion of recognition, victory and legitimacy for 
peoples whose statelessness defines their existence. Therefore, inhabiting Şengal 
narratively signifies an assertation of existence and political subjecthood in the context of 
violence. In this context Rodin describes how the Kurdish movement has “established the 
utopia of a Kurdistan by enabling the Ezidis to turn their faces towards their own lands and 
autonomy: “The new center of values established by the Kurdish freedom movement has 
aUected the relations the Ezidis build with their own identity, history, and ideas of autonomy” 
(Interview 34, “Rodin”). During my fieldwork I came across an often-cited quote by Öcalan, 
‘treasures are sought where they were lost’ (original: Hazineler kaybedildiği yerde aranır), 
which made me reflect that although the narratives I encountered all displayed a strong idea 
on the necessity of knowledge about one’s origins and roots, culminating in  a re-
territorialization of Şengal as the center of mobilization, the narratives of my interlocutors 
did not envision return as a primary motivation of their mobilization. Hence, a liberated 
territory in the resignifications of my interlocutors did not necessarily lead to the cognitive 
conclusion that all Kurds/Ezidis aspire to return to that specific place. Rather, the notion of 
a free territory that was occupied in the discursive resignifications of belonging by 
interlocutors, as illustrated by Sheikh Miran’s comment, eventually signified existence in a 
world of statelessness, hence as an aUirmation of shared values and societal survival.  
 
 
 

In(ter)dependence 

In this last section I explore the resignification of life, autonomy and viability among my Ezidi 
interlocutors. Two emergent dimensions show how independence and interdependence are 
constructed in the movement spaces shaped by the Ezidi constituency. One is discursive, 
dealing with the articulation of freedom and autonomy; the other is more practical and 
innovative, addressing concrete strategies for sustaining life and collective self-organization. 
Both dimensions tacked the broader question of how a viable life is imagined, practiced and 
sustained and how this impacts the capacities of movement mobilization in return. I 
identified two central themes around which these dimensions are addressed, one is on 
interlinked struggles of Kurds and Ezidis, framing freedom to be aspired from a mutualist 
position and the other theme includes women’s freedom as aspirational and practically 
relevant to actualize Kurdish movement mobilization within the Ezidi constituency.  Against 
this backdrop, it appears that the diaspora’s self-organizing structures have evolved in 
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response to “the emerging needs of society, just as the YBŞ were a need emerging out of the 
genocide”, Yaşar tell me as the meeting at Mala Ezidiya comes to an end, “when the Ezidis 
began to be more organized in Europe, first it was accompanied with waiting to return to the 
homelands… in the meantime they wanted to remain a society… look, 30, 40 years have 
passed, we are still here” (Field notes, December 2020). The self-organization structures 
have evolved throughout the years, Yaşar briefly says during our formal interview, especially 
with the changing aspirations of younger generations as “they have diUerent needs now, I 
cannot really speak on their behalf” (Interview 35, “Yaşar”). A few days later I meet Dilan in 
Hannover city, an activist of the Ezidi women’s council SMJÊ (Sîwana Meclîsa Jînen Êzîdî, 
Dachverband des ezidischen Frauenrats e.V.), and ask her about the needs of the Ezidis in 
Germany. “With the establishment of Professional careers and stable lives in Germany, the 
idea of permanent return to their villages in Bakur has become less feasible for many 
families, they have built homes, have integrated into the German society, they have 
established a firm foothold here”, she notes. Dilan woks in a full-time job and she tells me 
that in her free time she attends meetings of her organization, deals with the “things one 
must do”. She continues and says, the changing living conditions of the descendants of the 
first Ezidi migrants in Germany also brings the question of political struggle under a new light. 
“The first self-organizations, like for instance the village councils, were established because 
the community here had the need to address matters pertinent to both the diaspora and the 
homeland” (Dilan). The village councils (Dorfräte) represent a critical aspect of the Ezidi self-
organization in Germany. Originating from local communities in Bakur, the councils were 
initially formed to maintain connections with the territorial villages left behind as many of 
their inhabitants had been living in Germany. “For instance, members of a village in 
Viransehir or Mardin would gather in Walsrode or Celle regularly and take decisions about 
collective matters on their village remotely… although the majority lives in Germany, and only 
a few stayed in the village”, Dilan notes and continues “these councils have expanded their 
scope over time, they include collective resolutions for property conflicts or communal 
conflict resolution mechanisms, one recent issue is the burial of Ezidis in their ancestral 
lands, which keeps facing resistance by local Sunni families in Bakur, who have 
administered Ezidi villages in our absence and now de facto occupy the land” (Interview 36, 
“Dilan”). A prominent example of the self-organization structures in mediating communal 
issues is the debate around the practice of bridewealth. This tradition, rooted in the 
communal customs preceding marriage arrangements between families. A bridewealth is a 
payment made by the groom or his family to the family of the bride and is traditionally seen 
in many cultures as a way of compensating the bride’s family for the loss of her domestic 
labor or presence, as well as a commodified gesture to reflect the value of the bride and/or 
union between the two families. The practice can vary, involving money, livestock, gold or 



 

 258 

other valuable goods. While traditionally this practice is argued to signify respect and 
commitment, it is criticized for reinforcing gender inequalities and feudal structures by 
treating women as property or commodities, as well as exacerbating class inequalities 
among families. Dilan brings this example to illustrate a point of contention within the self-
organized space, as the movement structures, particularly through the Ezidi women’s 
council sought to abolish the practice but faced some resistance. Dilan explains that while 
the complete eradication of bridewealth was not yet accomplished, the women’s council 
succeeded in initiating a debate and eventually establishing a cap on the ‘bride price’: “We 
couldn’t abolish it outright, but we started the conversation and maybe in the future this 
custom will be of a feudal past”, she reflects, emphasizing the gradual process of 
transformation through the spaces of inside-community mobilization. I wonder if decisions 
taken in the diasporic councils are binding for the people in the village and Dilan responds 
that this is how their organizational frameworks operate in fact: “The formation of village 
councils, theme-focused committees, youth associations, the women’s organizations both 
in form of local committee and the umbrella council SMJÊ, the parallel structure of the mix-
gender umbrella council of Ezidi associations, including local Mala Ezidiya centers are our 
spaces, in which we have developed mechanisms to address socio-political issues of the 
community, no matter if they are in Germany or live in the village”. It appears to me that the 
self-organization structures within the Ezidi constituency in Germany plays a significant role 
in maintaining societal cohesion and addressing the needs of the community no matter their 
actual locations, or in Hage’s terms, a territorialization of a remote place, however as I argue, 
by routinized collective interactions emergent in the experience of diasporic movement 
mobilization.  
 
The Ezidi self-organizations further suggest, most explicitly embodied in the village councils 
representing remote villages, an acknowledgment of the realities of displacement and that 
migration is a constant in the lives of many Ezidis, eventually shaping the significations of a 
viable political struggle. The example of the bridewealth already indicated how the women’s 
council is particularly notable for its role in advancing transformative processes within the 
society. According to Dilan, the council addresses not only women-specific concerns but in 
fact broader communal topics. Hence, the decisions taken by the SMJÊ, although seemingly 
being single-issue oriented, have a direct impact on all communal matters, as “women’s 
question is a question of how we want to live as a society, therefore, the self-defense of a 
society cannot be limited to the military dimension alone … it also requires the preservation 
of the society’s identity, a political consciousness and processes of democratization …only 
then can we speak of self-defense”, Hevin, another activist of SMJÊ tells me. Contrasting the 
women’s council’s approach with that of the initial prospects of village councils, Dilan 
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reflects that the women’s council holds a unique position in facilitating discussion on social 
matters that might otherwise be overshadowed by traditional structures:  

 
“We take issues into the community diserently, one the one hand, there is a degree 
of authority we enjoy among the members of the community… this has to do with the 
acceptance of the ideas of the freedom movement... and on the other hand, the 
spaces that opened in the course of self-organization were also spaces were women 
could deliberate freely, say their opinion on matters without being spoken over by 
men, and now not only have their own resolutions but are even considered equally in 
decision making processes… for instance, any decision taken by committees and 
councils must also be green lighted by the women’s structures, otherwise the 
decisions lose legitimacy in the society”.  

 

In Hevin’s narratives a congress held by the Ezidi federation in Germany in 2012 emerges as 
a turning point in her autobiographical chronicle. She says that today’s women’s self-
organization among the Ezidi society owes much of its genesis to the influence of Sakine 
Cansiz. “We had the honor of receiving her as a guest at the congress, she encouraged the 
delegates of the congress to include the establishment of a women’s committee in the 
resolution, her eUorts were fruitful, in the end the foundation of autonomous women’s 
structures within the Ezidi self-organization was made a central decision that day”, Hevin 
says and continues, “already then she predicted in her analysis during her speech the urgent 
need for autonomous community and women’s organization, particularly in Europe… she 
argued this was needed to protect the entire society and women against both internal feudal 
attacks as well as external attacks, she has deepened the awareness of Ezidi women about 
self-defense in the form of self-organization, deepening the collective grassroots 
democratic struggle and showing us its strategic importance.” The Ezidi women’s council 
was established following this congress and grew to become a central organ within the Ezidi 
diasporic experience, focusing on the interrelated societal and political questions such as 
emancipation of a subjugated society through the emancipation of their most vulnerable 
women. Hevin reflects on the time that has passed since the congress in 2012 and signifies 
the period, although marked by the experience of genocide in 2014, a time of significant 
societal transformation, wherein the previously oppressed subjectivity, shaped by their 
status of being minoritized, has given way to a new political consciousness overcoming the 
imposed submissiveness engrained to the processes of minoritization, both for Ezidis and 
women in the society. More precisely,  

 
“over the last years, we have managed to collectivize and organize ourselves, the unit 
of the family, and society, creating spaces that allow the development of a political 
struggle for an Ezidi self-being… Sakine Cansiz was a legend in her lifetime, who 
inspired and strengthened Ezidi women to believe in themselves and to create free 
spaces on her own” (Interview 38, “Hevin”) 
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Although diUerent in context, Dilan and Hevin’s elaborations on bottom-up autonomy clearly 
resonate with the other empirical clusters, reminding of the ways in which self-organization 
was actualized within the Kurdish political mobilization in Turkey and Bakur region, as well 
as how the Maxmur camp community established their communal governance structures. 
It also reminds me of the conversation with Vejin, who is situated in the context of active 
conflict in Şengal, which as I have already shown in the previous part, recurs as a center of 
signification of a struggle from across all places embedded in the broader site of Kurdish 
non-state seeking mobilization, in which she said, “the first step after the genocide was 
about securing the geographical area, making it safe again, and the second step was 
liberating people in their minds. Liberation means physically but also mentally, for freedom, 
we need free minds” and continues “one truth is, to reach the entire society, we must reach 
to the women first, why? Because we witnessed what happened in the past and we know: 
neither the state, nor my father can protect me, it’s only me, who can defend myself and look 
after myself” (Interview 42, “Vejin”).  
 
Be it the village in Bakur region post-migration or Şengal region post-genocide, space and 
place appears to be narrated and defined continually through discursive and practical 
resignifications of viability and autonomy no matter where my interlocutors are physically 
located or if they aspire a return to a territorialized homeland. What appears to 
predominantly matter for my interlocutors however is a notion of self-localization where 
every space/place is potentially an iteration of a diasporic condition in which values, morals 
and aspirations towards a free society are negotiated in the movement spheres. In the 
narratives, my interlocutors with diverse modes of situatedness perceive Kurdish freedom 
as interlinked to Ezidi freedom and both tied closely to the freedom of women. 
Independence as a mode of autonomy therefore is continuously defined as 
interdependences between various sites of political struggle – from moral, territorial to 
societal resignifications of identity, belonging and viability of life. 
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6.5 Identity, belonging, viability and their resonance  

The resignification from below show that identity, belonging and viability appear as central 
themes around which relations to structuring state power and notions of autonomy are 
negotiated constantly and distinctively in each of the presented contexts of conflict. What 
Ghassan Hage calls the “first constitutive experience of the diasporic condition” is the 
“internalization of a space of viability”, which for him is the “ability to look at the whole world 
as a place one can make a living” (2021: 7). While Hage is conceptualizing this mode of 
existence as a diasporic culture that is not per se the culture of migration but the culture of 
Lebanese experience of capitalist modernity that also exists for those who never have 
migrated, suggesting provocatively that the diasporic condition is also existent in the life of 
a villager, or an individual who has never migrated from Lebanon. Although this study is not 
explicitly a study on diasporas or embedded within the literature of migration studies, 
composite statelessness as actualized in the lives of my interlocutors in the three diUerent 
contexts of the conflict revolve around themes tangible to questions of self-and place-
making before and after migration, be it in form of forced displacement, refuge, exile, or 
personal reasons of financial or political viability. However, I observed that the diasporic 
condition, which Hage conceptualizes with ethnographic tools and epistemologies that 
underpin cultural anthropology, resonate with the experiences of my interlocutors, 
especially when they construct plotlines of how they started and succeeded in making their 
lives viable in spite of omnipresent conditions of violence. I argue that the narratives of 
violence as presented in the previous chapter, shape how dominant, usually unquestioned 
binaries, concepts and perceptions of sovereignty are resignified from below out of a 
condition/experience of being aware and having internalized the relational and processual 
unsettlements produced by the violent order.  The narratives show a territorial anchoring of 
freedom as represented across all cases therefore suggest not only, as presented in the 
Lebanese case by Hage, a diasporic condition produced by the conditions of capitalist 
modernity but in fact one that is produced by the internalization of violence as an enduring 
and omnipresent condition in the lives of my interlocutors. Hage counters a potential 
critique on his concept of diasporic lenticularity, hence the “creation and inhabitance of 
multiple spatialities” (2021: 92), by illustrating with an analogy how methodological 
nationalism prevents scholars to conceive life-worlds outside the structuring categories, as 
“the idea that one can inhabit a space referred to as Montreal or Quebec and at the same 
time inhabit another space referred to as Canada does not pose a problem” (2021: 91). 
 
My interlocutors display a strong sense of how systems of domination and oppression are 
multi-dimensional and interwoven with each other, hence refuse any mainstream narration 
of autonomy constructed on ethnic, religious or territorial notions of homogeneity. Further, 
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all cases conceive the 2014 genocidal attack against the Ezidis as a critical turning point as 
it actualizes and discloses the masculinity of top-down structuring powers, as I have 
discussed in the theoretical discussion on the gendered notions inherent to the concepts of 
national and territorial sovereignty. The resignification is straight forward as women are 
narrated as the first group within a subjugated society to be attacked by internalized 
patriarchy and male state and state-like actors, hence in order to recreate society, the notion 
is to ‘start with women’ and their own emancipation. This signification of transformative 
mobilization through women as anti-colonial agents in the liberational struggle is also 
interesting for the non-state seeking narrative and its capacities, as society-building 
emerged as an aspiration by definition, and not a territorial idea of state independence, out 
of the specific context of how violence is internalized by my interlocutors.  
 
The chapter has further shown that identities and categories such as belonging are 
essentially jointly constructed and negotiated understandings of the opportunities and 
limitations present in the environment where collective action, self- and place-making takes 
place. Hence, identity emerges through a “repeated process of ‘activation’ of social 
relationships connecting actors” amid societies’ radical awareness of their contingency, of 
“being thrown in the world” (Melucci, 1985: 793). Acknowledging a certain degree of 
existential vulnerability and the recognition that social relations are not predetermined 
entities but rather need to be actively engaged, the narratives of violence as well as the 
resignification from below display a shared realization among my interlocutors that 
“catastrophe, suUering, freedom, all belong to the possible future”, hence, social ties and 
collective well-being has “to be renewed by decisions, negotiations, actions” (Melucci, 
1985: 814). Consequently, this chapter, as much as the one on narratives of violence, have 
contributed empirical material that suggests neither ethnic kin, nationality or a single issue 
grievance mobilizes constituencies of the Kurdish movement but essentially the motivation 
that  “collective action (…) makes power visible” (Melucci, 1985: 813). Acknowledging the 
tension between particularity and universality, I argue that although the Kurdish movement 
emerges as a distinct case with a distinct conflict assemblage, it raises questions of viability 
relevant to other societies and contexts of conflict in light of ecological and/or political 
destruction of livelihoods across the world. What Melucci claimed for the peace movements 
in the late 20th century, hence that they have proposed a collective consciousness, which 
assumes survival of societies is not assured anymore, the quests of the non-state seeking 
Kurdish mobilization to find ways to live a viable life in spite of increasing annihilatory 
violence bear the potential to impact discourses, learning processes in dialogue with other 
social movements struggling against ecological destruction, entrenching cultures of 
exterminability and spreading wars – constituting a composite field.  
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SURVIVAL, RESISTANCE, SOCIETY-BUILDING: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 
 
 

History is the subject of a structure whose site is not   
homogenous, empty time, but time filled by Jetztzeit. 

Walter Benjamin 
 
 
In this dissertation, I have argued that Kurdish mobilization unfolds at the critical juncture of 
survival and resistance, engaging with both historical subjugation and the emancipatory 
potential of reimagined social relations. Walter Benjamin’s concept of Jetztzeit that involves 
a notion of history that unfolds in the revolutionary potential in the present, hence where 
past and present converge, provides a lens through which we can understand contemporary 
Kurdish mobilization as a form of seizing history, disrupting the linear temporality imposed 
by colonial and state powers. Or in Abdullah Öcalan’s words on democratic modernity, 
which “is not just a present and future utopia; it also seems very necessary and highly 
explanatory for a more concrete interpretation of the historical-society” (2020a: 13). Kurdish 
mobilization, in this context, refuses to be bound by a history of victimization or a future 
determined by state-centric ideologies. Instead, it carves out what I like to term as 
survivance paths of mobilization, where survival is not a passive act of endurance but a 
mode of agency that reclaims the past and reimagines new futures in the present-time. This 
mobilization therefore is not merely about surviving violence; it is about transforming the 
conditions of survival into moments of rupture and possibility. The Kurdish movement has 
‘filled time’ with a radical reimagining of social relations and political alternatives through 
acts of de-identification and enacted citizenship from below. Therefore, mobilization turns 
into a space of reimagining a social order, in which relationalities within society are shaped 
by both historical legacies and present exigencies. The alternative temporality where 
subjecthood is reclaimed through the acts of “alternative representations” of sovereignty, 
identity and autonomy, my interlocutors “transgress linear concepts of time and shape 
herein the belonging to/identification with a community and are in a wider time frame 
essential for identity constructs” (Goner & Six-Hohenbalken, 2019: 159).  
 
My research shows, Kurdish mobilization resists state-centric frameworks by actively 
broadening its capacity through a dynamic process of subject-making that transcends 
territorial boundaries. Rather than being confined to specific geographies or populations, 
the movement’s non-state-seeking ethos expands across trans-localities, weaving together 
diverse experiences of violence and aspirations for autonomy into a collective emancipatory 
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project. This capacity-building is not merely a reaction to the history of oppression in 
Kurdistan, but it is embedded in the movement’s ability to generate forms of social and 
political subjectivities that links individuals and communities across space and time, 
despite their distinct context-specificity in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage.  
 
The contemporary Kurdish movement’s mobilization in rejection of statehood emerges not 
just as a political stance; it is essentially based on a knowledge production and self-making 
that disrupts and questions dominant narratives of state legitimacy. By developing 
alternative modes of belonging, socialization, and governance, the mobilization is delinked 
from the territorial and ethno-nationalist imperatives of statehood and establishes its own 
moral frameworks. Resonating with the notion of relational imperative as proposed by 
Ghassan Hage, the Kurdish movement therefore interrupts the unsettlements produced by 
state violence and statelessness by creating autonomous zones of thought and action in 
constituting a post-colony that is characterized by the aUirmation of struggle that rejects the 
politics of death, which ontologically hinder the constitution of a solidaristic and 
emancipatory society. The analysis of diUerent contexts of the conflict, hence in their 
divergent intensity, spatial, temporal and sequential variations, has shown that autonomous 
zones created through the non-state-seeking narrative emerge as spaces where through the 
notion of radical relationality social norms are redefined – this can be both within a given 
territorial space, imagination or beyond as the historical consciousness produced binds 
people together through shared aspiration of being a subject of their own history.  
 
The narratives and stories that I have identified at the intersection of socialization and 
memory are all distinct to the three contexts of conflict and emerge out of a multiplicity of 
self-identification of my interlocutors beyond a notion of Kurdishness limited to an 
ethnonationalist category. In all empirical cases Kurdishness shows itself not as a thing in 
the world but – building on the criticism on ‘groupism’ – as perspectives on the worlds 
defined through the ways of seeing, interpreting, and representing the social world 
(Brubaker, 2004). This thesis shows that Kurdishness is a dynamic category that discloses 
an aUective cartography of statelessness as expressed in my interlocutors’ life histories, 
narratives and recollections. This is to show that the shared emotionality in the diUerent 
contexts of violence find their resonance in the movement’s meta narrative that places 
emancipation outside the realm of state sovereignty and eventually broaden the 
movement’s capacity of mobilizing despite high levels of fragmentation and a complex 
conflict assemblage.  
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Survivance paths of mobilization 

Considering that there are various paths through which movements form and sustain 
themselves, such as Lorenzo Bosi and Donatella della Porta (2012) have conceptualized as 
ideological, instrumental, and solidaristic paths to explain how individuals, shaped by their 
immediate environments, political opportunities and emotional attachments become 
de/mobilized. Ideological continuity, strategic necessity, or a sense of collective suUering 
and struggle in light of injustice can serve as catalysts for (militant) activism, particularly in 
settings of enduring conflict and violence. Further, Donatella Della Porta (2014a) has shown 
that democratization processes can involve cognitive, aUective and relational mobilization 
processes culminating in diUerent paths from below that transform the context in which they 
act. As I have shown with my empirical examples, contemporary Kurdish mobilization 
unfolds at the intersection of survival and subject-making and has facilitated the growth of 
mobilization around the non-state-seeking frame and diUusion of ideas across localities and 
communities despite increasing violence. The empirical material clustered around three 
distinct contexts of conflict that each account for one subjugation process shows the 
potential to signify survival as a transformative force. As the Kurdish movement resists the 
constraints imposed by state violence and regimes of subjugation, it simultaneously oUers 
an alternative vision of society, rooted in its own historical narratives and values, beyond the 
ethno-nationalist frameworks typically associated with resistance movements. In this 
context, survival cannot be reduced to mere physical endurance or a passive response to 
violence as Kurdish political projects and subjecthoods are subjugated to ‘regimes of 
survival’ imposed by the violent order. Yet, it is precisely under these conditions that the 
Kurdish movement finds ways to transform survival into a generative and relational practice. 
Hence, the research shows that mobilization paths in the Kurdish case emerge not just as 
reactions to oppression but as proactive acts of world-making, where Kurdish actors 
unmake the imposed truths of the Western episteme and oUer, instead, a distinctly Kurdish 
morality, system of values, and way of being in the world – eventually broadening its 
capacities. 

In the words of Elizabeth A. Povinelli survivance is a concept with divergent histories (2021). 
Initially coined by Derrida as sur-vivance, signifying a state after life or beyond life and death, 
the contemporary usage of the term as Derrida formulated it, is observed in ecological 
justice claims, particularly by ecologist scholars who interpret survivance within the context 
of a “more-than-human” world, encompassing posthuman lives and interconnected 
ecological systems (Ericson, 2017). However, I want to engage with the alternative reading 
of survivance as proposed by Gerald Vizenor from a decolonial perspective and 
epistemology. For Vizenor, survivance is a compound term that brings survival and 
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resistance together. His interpretation advocates for a more critical theory of survivance, 
emphasizing its significance in the context of indigenous storytelling and the pursuit of new 
forms of sovereignty (Vizenor, 2008). The richness of the concept of survivance becomes 
apparent when considering its intersection with the concept of sovereignty, particularly in its 
epistemic rejection of a victimhood narrative. Survivors of state violence actively assert 
themselves as agents of their own narratives, stories, lives, and emotions, challenging the 
conventional identity of passive victims of a circumstance often perpetuated in scholarly 
discussions on statelessness. Povinelli (2021) asserts that survivance is deeply rooted in the 
inheritance of a violent absence, encompassing histories of dispossession, deprivation, and 
deportation, posing a crucial question: “What forms of asiliation might emerge from a shared 
experience of survivance that locates its inheritance in the present, in a world structured to 
care for the existence of some and not others?”  

While the exploration of survivance has been instrumental in redefining survival beyond 
mere physical or cultural survival, its connections to violence, statelessness and emotions, 
particularly in cases like the Kurdish experience, remain relatively unexplored. I argue that 
survivance emerges as a potent concept to analytically approach the case of Kurdish 
contemporary mobilization and the capacity to mobilize and scale shift based on the notion 
that Kurds can be subjects of their own history. The three empirical clusters have shown that 
the political imaginaries of the non-state seeking frame reject victimization discourses in the 
context of violence imposed by states. Instead, the narrative substantiates a revolutionary 
emotionality that goes beyond the focus on mere physical survival. While the scholarly 
literature on martyrdom and the fedai kişilik (pioneer personality) in Kurdish revolutionary 
mobilization follows a similar argument (Aydin, 2023; Rudi, 2019; Marcus, 2007), I argue 
based on my interlocutors’ narratives, that revolutionary resistance is framed as a life-
aUirming process that always involves physical survival yet is also intrinsically connected to 
creating something new, an alternative politics and order of relationality. The emphasis is 
put on the process of becoming agents of their own lives and shaping new relations to each 
other. Therefore, physical survival is not considered survival per se, but only through the 
process of re-creation of their own moral values and norms, as well as societal practices.  

The empirical cases illustrate how survivance is rooted in aUective legacies that believe that 
mere physical survival cannot be enough to uphold life and resistance. The cases 
demonstrate how an organized community that follows their own norms, such as education 
in their mother tongue, self-determined curricula in the schools, administrations guided by 
feminist politics, visibility of women and ethnic minorities in leading positions such as co-
chairs of assemblies, municipalities, or family councils and, is regarded as quintessential 
for survival in a life-aUirming mode in contrast to the life-denying mode of state power. 
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Further, I observed how these practices around self-determined political principles created 
a joyful and empowering emotionality, which can be argued has the potential to become an 
aUective legacy and movement repertoire of its own. Hence, the society-building frame of 
the Kurdish movement is often articulated by my interlocutors as a vehicle to create the 
spaces of belonging, where subjectification processes unfold in an aversive emotionality 
toward state power.  

It is important to note, that the reimagining of existence is not simply a theoretical or 
symbolic value, but a lived practice embedded in the realities of conflict. As my research 
demonstrates, the ability to build capacity, diUuse across diverse contexts, and sustain 
mobilization arises directly from the Kurdish movement’s narrative construction of survival 
as a venue for resistance and self-definition. This leads to a broader reflection on how the 
Kurdish movement’s non-state-seeking framework reshapes understandings of resistance. 
Traditional notions of mobilization, grounded in Western epistemes, often emphasize the 
attainment of statehood as the goal. In contrast, the Kurdish movement oUers a radically 
diUerent perspective: one where autonomy, freedom, and the reconstitution of society are 
realized without the need for a state. By developing its own moral system and rejecting the 
frameworks imposed by state-centric models, the Kurdish movement asserts that survival 
is not a passive condition and scale shifts by making its meta-narrative adoptable in the 
many contexts of conflict embedded to the violent order of composite statelessness. Thus, 
the survivance paths of mobilization that this dissertation uncovers are not merely about 
enduring violence but about transforming the very foundations upon which Kurdish society 
is built. The mobilization of Kurdish actors, through both resistance and societal 
reimagining, reflects an alternative system of values that challenges the colonial and 
national frameworks that have historically oppressed them. In doing so, they craft an 
autonomous mode of existence, a form of life that moves beyond the ethno-nationalist 
categories typically associated with struggles for self-determination.  

 

Mutualist freedom in the postcolonial imaginary 

This research has shown the internal diversity within the single-case study of Kurdish 
mobilization and among Kurds in general, who occupy diUerent positionalities, face varied 
intersections of identity, memorized distinct chronicles of critical events, experience 
diUerent scales of violence based on their location, class, gender and other factors. The 
Kurdish movement’s mobilization eUorts have sought to unify these experiences, with the 
nature of these eUorts evolving in multidirectional temporalities from socio-revolutionary 
and political to utopian and feminist. The discussions have challenged narratives that rely 
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on the essentialist notion of being Kurdish and experiencing conflict in the same way, my 
interlocutors emphasize an awareness of these diUerences by integrating them in their 
repertoires of mobilization. Unity, in this sense, stems from a notion of responsibility towards 
one another, recognizing and addressing the diUerent experiences and manifestations of 
violence that each group may be facing. This reflects a more complex and collective form of 
solidarism that is attuned to the heterogeneity in societies. Against this background the 
issue of mutualist modes of recognition was brought up as a recurring theme in the 
interviews. Like Alessandro Pizzorno’s analysis of struggles for recognition (Pizzorno, 1991, 
2008), I show, that the non-state-seeking narrative has opened a space of interaction, which 
evolved into emotional and physical spaces of mutual recognition, eventually informing new 
cognitive and aUective ties to the concept of self-determination.  
 
One feminist organizer and Kurdish activist from Bakur tells me that in the process of being 
immersed in the mobilization of the Kurdish movement, she experienced the space as a 
place and relation, where all “comrades were equal and existed with their own histories and 
identities” (Interview 18, “Zilan”). For her this space was not only a space of learning about 
the other person’s identity and history but also a space of feeling seen and being recognized 
with her subject-positioning. The radical relationality that expresses itself as an anti-thesis 
to the politics of fragmentation, denial and assimilation as embodied by ‘the state’, Kurdish 
mobilization holds a transformative space in the subjectification of my interlocutors of all 
empirical clusters, where they seek to build relations based on knowing the other’s ‘truth’. 
Against the hierarchical and state-centric assemblages of violence, consciousness is 
framed as something that emerges through the interaction with others deemed separate by 
the dominant categories by which societies and nation-states are imagined in the 
hegemonic discourses.  
 
Ghassan Hage’s Alter-Politics: Critical Anthropology and the Radical Imagination is an 
homage to the field of critical anthropology, which he argues is particularly suited to think 
about alter-political questions,  given that it “invites us to see that there are whole realities 
or dimensions of realities that were hidden from us even though they have always been 
constitutive elements of our life-world” (2015: 186). He highlights two human modes of 
existence. On the one hand the reciprocal and the mutualist modes of existences, and on 
the other hand, what he calls the domesticating mode of existence, thus the mode of 
existence that dominates our own modernity (2015: 187). He defines these modes through 
how they conceive and relate to otherness, something that in his work speaks particularly to 
the questions of racism and anti-racism. The domesticating modes of existence, for Hage, 
however define a feeling at home in the world by dominating it.  
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If as discussed in this thesis self-determination is located within the sphere of democratic 
self-organization and if it is paradigmatically opposed to self-determination in the nationalist 
sense, then one of the key pillars of the radical politics in contemporary Kurdish mobilization 
has been the process of subject formation both as individuals (knowing who you are) and as 
a society (knowing who the other is), to then construct an interdependent – hence, mutualist 
– mode of freedom constitutive of the postcolony. I have shown that self-determination, if 
thought outside the limitations that come with the nation state paradigm, can be 
representative of both territorial and non-territorial spaces, in which people organize 
themselves through politics of mutual recognition and radical representation against the 
violent order imposed by states and their domesticating modes of existence. Based on the 
common denominator in my empirical material that the movement essentially was signified 
as a space of mutual recognition, where "recognizing each other in our distinct identities 
became a form of resistance against the state system that systematically and over decades 
has denied our very existence and continues to oppress us for simply who we are" (Interview 
36, “Dilan”). 
 
The thesis has further shown that the transition from childhood memories of state violence, 
such as village raids or university protests, to the more nuanced and reflective adult 
understanding of power dynamics, highlights the role of remembering as an active practice 
of subject-formation. This continuous revisiting of the past, as expressed by many of my 
interlocutors, reflects a significant shift in how they perceive and engage with the structures 
of oppression they encounter. This transition from a more naive or detached relationship 
with the state to a critical awareness reveals how the act of remembering is not passive but 
rather a deliberate and politicized process. Through their engagement with memory, my 
interlocutors actively resignify the meaning of state, territory, and belonging. Their narratives 
challenge dominant state-centric notions of sovereignty and borders, as they suggest that 
the state's control over land and life does not determine their sense of autonomy or place. 
Instead, within the movement, these notions are transformed, as the borders between 
freedom and confinement blur. Even within the prison walls, the Kurdish political subject 
continues to resist, reflect, and reconstitute their belonging to the movement and to a 
broader struggle that transcends the limits imposed by the state. In this way, the prison 
becomes not just a site of state power but also a space where new forms of belonging and 
political subjectivity are continuously forged.  
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Some limitations  

Through this research I have sought to provide a new perspective on conflict and 
mobilization in Kurdistan through the lens of those aUected, by asking how order, conflict, 
violence interact and produce mobilization. One of the central findings of this study is that 
Kurdish mobilization resists the victimhood narratives often associated with oppressed 
peoples. In numerous interviews, activists articulated a refusal to be confined by external 
narratives and processes inherent to oppression, refugeeization and minoritization. The 
assertion of agentic imaginaries from below underlines the broader ethos of survivance 
within the movement, where survival is not limited to avoiding extinction but is an active 
process of redefining existence from context-specific subject-positionings. By engaging in 
practices that foster self-reflexivity, community-building, and imagining new relationalities, 
Kurdish actors and movement constituencies resist becoming colonial subjects defined by 
their subjugation. Therefore, as I have argued the survivance paths of Kurdish mobilization 
illustrate that survival is not just a state of being but a continuous and transformative praxis. 
It moves beyond folkloristic or physical survival to a more complex project of societal 
renewal. By actively resisting the forces that seek to assimilate or annihilate them, Kurdish 
movement actors and constituencies construct an alternative moral and social universe 
that oUers diUerent ways of being and belonging. Transcending the limitations of ethno-
nationalist categories, which often bind political aspirations to territorial or state-based 
claims, instead, Kurdish mobilization posits itself as a non-state-seeking movement that 
envisions autonomy and self-determination through the creation of social relations, not 
through statehood. Another central finding of this research has been the gendered 
dimensions underlying the question of seeking freedom through an emancipatory 
mobilization. The state is experienced as a ‘male state’ that inevitable influences the 
relations within society, be it in the amplification of the father’s role as a patriarch when 
politics of humiliations intersect with the politics of masculinity or in how genocide and 
displacement is remembered through the overt modes of gendered attacks. In both cases 
society-building as a decolonial agentic practice begins with the signification of freedom in 
the most intimate spheres in a society, altering conventional narratives and modes of 
decolonial utopia and having a direct impact on the movement repertoires such as in the 
organizational choices of the movement. However, there remains much work to be done in 
the understanding of the complex interplay of power, identity and resistance, hence 
acknowledging this research’s limitations opens the avenues for further inquiry that arise 
from its findings. I want to use this space to single out two limitations. First, the question of 
violence within the Kurdish movement itself, though occasionally raised in interviews, 
remained outside the scope of my research design. This dimension however promises more 
in-depth exploration, particularly as it complicates the narrative of resistance and speaks to 
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the internal dynamics of power, control, and dissent within movements. Second, while 
vulnerability and necropolitics have been central to the analysis of transformative Kurdish 
mobilization, the experiences of queer constituencies within the movement were 
unexplored in this study. The intersection of queerness and statelessness, as well as the 
precarious lives of LGBTQ+ individuals and activists in a context of ongoing conflict, deserve 
greater attention. Future research could examine the synergies, solidarities and joint 
subjectification processes between the Kurdish movement and LGBTQ+ movements in 
Turkey and beyond, investigating whether the common denominator of their mobilization 
also stems from being subjectivized within a ‘death world’ that targets both groups under 
systemic violence and exclusion. 
 
 

In times of violence 

As I wrote this thesis, multiple crises have unfolded in the world with their simultaneity and 
sequentiality often described as permacrisis or multi-crisis – a condition, as I have 
exemplified with Kurdistan, that colonized and subjugated peoples have inherited as a 
‘violent absence’ and continue to endure throughout their lives, often unnoticed. The 
Anthropocene era, which is defined by a pervasive sense of humanmade violence, where -
anthropo-, ‘(hu)man’, has caused -cene, ‘new’ modes of mass extinctions of plant and 
animal species, polluted the oceans and altered the atmosphere, causing an ontological 
insecurity about life and new ‘endless wars’ over resources, mass migration and the 
recourse to nationalist and ethnicist makings of the world as organized in nations with states 
and borders. In this period, survival encompasses broader questions of ethical and moral 
viability for many societies across the world. This reality is not confined to the Kurdish 
struggle but resonates with the experiences of disenfranchised, subordinated and 
precarious lives worldwide. The particular Kurdish example of mobilizing around a society-
building paradigm, where survival is sought through a reformulation of what kind of relations 
we want to have with each other and with our environment emerges as a universalist lens to 
address the pressing question: how can our lives embody moral and ethical viability in times 
marked by violence and fragmentation?  
 
Achille Mbembe’s conceptualization of brutalization accounts for the current processes of 
destruction and fragmentation intertwined with the eUects of the Anthropocene era. In the 
context of Turkey’s amplification of authoritarianism, Hamit Bozarslan describes the “war 
against the cognitive faculties of society” under regimes like Erdogan’s, which emerges as 
one iteration of the ongoing ‘wars of de-civilization’. While one may debate the binaries of 
civilization and non-civilization, the Kurdish movement’s meta narrative too imagines 
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civilizational history as unfolding in the antagonistic dynamics of capitalist modernity versus 
democratic modernity, as “whenever and wherever the supposedly singular civilization (the 
modernity of diUerent eras) existed, a counterpart has necessarily existed for dialectical 
reasons”  (Öcalan, 2020a: 200).  
 
The conundrum that is brought to the center in this research on transformative mobilization 
in Turkey’s Kurdish conflict assemblage transcends the particular example in light of the 
composite character of on-going conflicts. The discourses produced by the Western state-
centric episteme are increasingly waged against the cognitive and emotional faculties of 
societies, causing societal fragmentation worldwide and the need for counter-spaces that 
redefine a solidaristic world centered around the shared experiences of societies and not 
states, as a means of survival through our interconnectedness with each other and with our 
non-human environment. In times of violence, or as internationalist filmmaker, Mehmet, 
said before losing his life in Rojava – “somewhere far away, in the land of revolution”  – where 
he was preparing documentaries on the biographies of people living at the intersection of 
survival and resistance, “in the midst of death, I am very close to life” urging the colonized 
and subjugated to “never surrender to lovelessness”.  
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APPENDIX 

 

 

Figure 1: 

List of research participants 

 
Cluster A: Actors of political mobilization 
Cluster B: Maxmur camp constituency and movement actors 
Cluster C: Ezidi constituency and movement actors 
Cluster D: Complementary expert interviews (e.g. journalist, academic, artist) and quotes in 
form of field notes from encounters and conversations 
 
Note: Names have been anonymized except for those participants with a public role such 
as former HDP parliamentarians 
 

 
  Name/Pseudonym*  on/oU record Position, role, gender 
Cluster A     
 1 Besime Konca on record Politician, f 
 2 Ertuğrul Kürkçü  on record Politician, m 
 3 Faysal Sarıyıldız  on record Politician, m 
 4 Garo Paylan on record Politician, m 
 5 Hatip Dicle on record Politician, m 
 6 Leyla Birlik on record Politician, f 
 7 Nursel Aydoğan on record Politician, f 
 8 Sebahat Tuncel  remote Politician, f 
 9 Sertaç* on record Activist, m 
 10 Rezan* on record Activist, m 
 11 Serdar* on record Activist, m 
 12 Arjen* on record Activist, f 
 13 Rizgar*  on record Activist, m 
 14 Rojhat*  on record Activist, m 
 15 Haydar* on record Activist, m 
 16 Mansur* on record Cadre, m   
 17 Hebun* oU record Activist, f 
 18 Zilan* oU record Activist, f 
 19 Aram* oU record Activist, m  
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Cluster B 
 20 Ruken* on record Maxmur resident, f 
 21 Zerya* on record Maxmur resident, f 
 22 Mina* on record Medic in Maxmur, f 
 23 Berivan* oU record YJA-Star activist, f 
 24 Agit* oU record Guerilla, m 
 25 Heviya* oU record Maxmur resident, host, f 
 26 Gulnarin* oU record Maxmur resident, Heviya’s 

mother, f 
 27 Ciwan* oU record Maxmur resident, m 
 28 Gultan* oU record Maxmur resident, Ciwan’s 

mother, f 
 29 Aras* oU record Maxmur resident, m 
 30 Firat* oU record Maxmur resident, m 
 31 Rewsan* oU record Maxmur resident, f 
 32 Baran* oU record Maxmur resident, m 
 33 Siyar* oU record Maxmur resident, m 
 
 
Cluster C 

 
 
 

   

 34 Rodin* on record Ezidi activist, m 
 35 Yaşar* on record Ezidi activist, m 
 36 Dilan* on record Ezidi activist, f 
 37 Nuar* on record Ezidi activist, Mala 

Ezidiya, m 
 38 Hevin* on record Ezidi activist, SMJE 

spokesperson, f 
 39 Rojda*  on record Ezidi activist, NAV-YEK 

spokesperson, f 
 40 Miran* on record Ezidi Sheikh, Germany, m 
 41 Jiyan* on record YBS commander, f 
 42 Vejin* on record YBS fighter, f 
 
 
Focus Group 1 

 
 
 

   

 43 Fate* on record FG 1.1, f 
 44 Zozan* on record FG 1.2, f 
 45 Newaf* on record FG 1.3, m 
 46 Ibrahim* on record FG 1.4, m 
 47 Sado* on record FG 1.5, m 
Focus Group 2     
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 48 Hüseyin* on record FG 2.1, m 
 49 Erhan* on record FG 2.2, m 
 50 Nurten* on record FG 2.3, f 
 51 Yusuf* on record FG 2.4, m 
 52 Melehat* on record FG 2.5, f 
 53 Fidan* on record FG 2.6, f 
 54 Lale* on record FG 2.7, f 
Focus Group 3     
 55 Roni* on record FG 3.1, f 
 56 Zelal* on record FG 3.2, f 
 57 Nujen* on record FG 3.3, f 
 58 Liyana* on record FG 3.4, f 
 
 
Cluster D 

 
 
 

   

 59 Nezar* on record Journalist, m 
 60 Halil* on record Journalist, m 
 61 Ilhan Kizilhan on record Expert, m 
 62 Havin Al Sindy oU record Kurdish artist, f 
 63 Hevidar* oU record Activist and teacher from 

Bakur, f 
 64 Sero* oU record Organizer, activist 
 65 Hasan* oU record Organizer, activist 
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Figure 2 (Musa Anter’s funeral) 
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Figure 3 (Maxmur camp, martyrs room) 

 

 
 


