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Abstract 

 

This study offers a case study of women’s political participation and representation in 

pro-Kurdish politics in Turkey since 1990s. Kurdish women have been double 

oppressed in Turkey due to both their ethnic identity and gender identity. They have 

been mobilized by the Kurdish national movement for the Kurdish national cause and 

joined both Kurdish armed and political struggles from the early 1990s.  From the 

foundation of the first pro-Kurdish political party, the People’s Labour Party [Halkın 

Emek Partisi- HEP] in 1990, Kurdish women have actively been involved in pro- 

Kurdish party politics. However, the pro-Kurdish party failed in promoting egalitarian 

gender values, policies and supporting women’s inclusion in decision-making until 

the end of 1990s except the election of the first Kurdish woman deputy, Leyla Zana 

in 1991. Women’s participation and representation in pro-Kurdish party politics have 

significantly advanced numerically since 1990s. In contrast to the general picture of 

women’s underrepresentation in Turkey’s politics, the proportion of Kurdish women 

representatives has been increasing in representation bodies. Therefore, this 

research aims to examine the Kurdish case through conducting an intensive field 

research in order to explain the reasons and factors behind these developments.  

This research is an empirical case study, primarily based on qualitative 

analysis of face-to-face in-depth semi-structured interviews of female political 

activists and participant observations held during field research. On the basis of 

empirical data gathered from field research and an analysis of pro-Kurdish party 

characteristics, its gender policies and female political activists’ roles in 

representation bodies, this study argues that the pro-Kurdish politics has gradually 
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been feminizing which refers to an increase in women’s both descriptive and 

substantive representation since the beginning of 2000s. The changes and 

developments in terms of women’s representation in pro-Kurdish politics are framed 

as a process of feminization; which can simply be defined as a process for women to 

be included in political decision-making both in numbers and ideas for representing 

women’s interests. In this regard, this thesis searches for answers for two essential 

questions: how has the pro-Kurdish party politics been feminized and what difference 

has been made in pro-Kurdish politics since women are increasingly taking part in 

decision-making processes. Thus, this study assesses whether descriptive 

representation links to women's substantive representation in pro-Kurdish politics. 

The examination of Kurdish women’s representation based on the feminizing 

politics approach does not only theoretically contribute to broaden the scope of 

feminizing politics but it also broadens the scope of the concepts of descriptive and 

substantive representation included in this approach. In this respect, this thesis will 

demonstrate that the analysis of the Kurdish women case in the context of feminizing 

politics presents several insights about the women‘s political representation and put 

forth how political parties and actors strategically interact in changing women‘s 

political representation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Dedication……………………………………………………………...............................2 
Abstract……………………………………………………………………………………...3 
Acknowledgements………………………………………………………………………..5 
Notes on Translation……………………………………………………….....................9 
Chapter One – Introduction: Changes in Kurdish Women’s Political  
Participation and Representation: Bridging the Gender Gap in Pro-Kurdish 
Politics…………………………………………………………………............................10  
Aims of Thesis……………………………………………………………….....................15 

Research Questions……………………………………………………………………….16  

Arguments…………………………………………………………………………………..17 

Rationale……………………………………………………………………………………17 

Theoretical Framework……………………………………………………………………18 

Feminizing Politics………………………………………………………...............18 

Types of Political Representation: Descriptive and Substantive……………...23 

Women’s Interests…………………………………………………………………26 

Methodology………………………………………………………………………………..30 

The Structure of the Thesis……………………………………………………...............38 

Chapter Two – Literature Review of the Study……………………………………...41 
Women’s Participation in Guerrilla Movements………………………………………...41 

Kurdish Guerrilla Movement and Women’s Participation……………………………...55 

Women and (Kurdish) Politics in Turkey………………………………………………...56 

Chapter Three – The Actors Promoting Feminization in Pro-Kurdish Politics..67 
Introduction: Feminization of pro-Kurdish Politics as a Multifaceted Process……....67 

The Role of Kurdish National Movement………………………………………………..70 

A Brief History of the PKK………………………………………………..............72 

PKK, Öcalan and Women: Shift in Ideology and Discourses…………………74 

Öcalan’s Political Project: Democratic Confederalism…………………………80 

Women in the PKK…………………………………….......................................82 

The Pro-Kurdish Political Parties since 1990s and their Gender Approach…………87 

Women’s Participation in pro-Kurdish Political Parties………........................93 

Changes in Gender Approach of pro-Kurdish Parties………………………….95 



5 
 

Party Program and Statutes: Shift in Approach towards Women and Women’s 

Issues………………………………………………………………………………..97 

A New Period for Pro-Kurdish Politics: Feminization Progressing………….106 

Women’s Arguments and Aims for Feminizing Politics………………………...........116 

Conclusion: Women as the main dynamics of democratization……………………..123 

Chapter Four – Obstacles to Feminizing (pro-Kurdish Party) Politics.............128 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………..128 

Political Factors……………………………………………….......................................132 

Socio-economic Factors…………………………………………………………………146 

Cultural Factors………….........................................................................................154 

State Politics: pro-Kurdish Politics ‘High Risk Area’…………………………………..161 

Women’s Experiences of Gendered Violence………………………………...169 

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………...172 

Chapter Five – Strategies and Opportunities for Feminizing pro-Kurdish Party  

Politics…………………………………………………………………………………….174 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………..174 

The Change of Form of Intra-party Women’s Organizations: Commissions-  

Branches- Assemblies…………………………………………………………..............177 

The Expansion of ‘Autonomous’ Women’s Organization: DÖKH (Democratic Free  

Women Movement / Demokratik Özgür Kadın Hareketi)…………….......................188 

The Implementation of the Quotas……………………………………………………..198 

Why did quotas appear in pro-Kurdish politics?............................................200 

Equal Participation in Leadership Positions: Co-chairship…………………………..210 

Training:  the School of Politics for Women……………………………………………214 

Networking Activities………………………………………………………….………….223 

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………...240 

Chapter Six – The Feminization of Politics in Practice………………….............242 

Introduction: Make a difference in (pro-Kurdish) Politics?.......................................242 

Practice of Politics: Women Activists in Offices……………………………………….248 



6 
 

Feminizing the Parliamentary Politics………………………………………….251 

Feminizing Local Governments…………………………………………………265 

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………..............284 

Chapter Seven – Conclusion: Findings and Theoretical Implications.……….287 
Findings…………………………………………………………………………………....288 

The Role of Gender Equality Strategies in Feminizing pro-Kurdish Politics……….295 

Theoretical Implications: Re-Defining Feminizing Politics in Kurdish Context.........305 

Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………..310  
Appendix I: In-depth Interview Questions………………………………………….334 
Appendix II: List of Interviewees……………………………………………………..338 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


