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Rebel governance and gender in northeast Syria: 
transformative ideology as a challenge to negotiating power
Pinar Tank

Dimensions of Security Department, Peace Research Institute, Grønland, Norway

ABSTRACT
The Democratic Union Party (PYD), the dominant Kurdish political 
party in Northern Syria, has led a vanguard movement for auton-
omy based on Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) leader Abdullah 
Öcalan’s ideology of democratic confederalism. A central compo-
nent of this ideology is the focus on gender equality (jineologi). 
Ideology has served as a potent mobilising force in particular by 
empowering women, a group that is often at the margins of power 
in traditional Kurdish society, and is a cornerstone of the Rojava 
revolution. However, it also presents challenges for the PYD in their 
relations with local tribes on whom the PYD depends for sustaining 
the Kurdish position in the northeast. Turkey’s interventions have 
given the tribes a new position in the conflict and for the PYD, this 
means that negotiating power with the tribes will be increasingly 
critical to their own position. In an effort to retain a dominant 
position how will the PYD, no longer a vanguard movement, relate 
to key elements of their gender ideology? This article examines the 
challenges of transformative rebel governance ideology in nego-
tiating with traditional social structures examined through the lens 
of gender.
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Introduction

Since 2012, north-eastern Syria, popularly known as Rojava,1 has been ruled by the 
Kurdish forces of the Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat/PYD), despite 
external interventions and internal opposition seeking to weaken their power. The 
Kurdish-led administration is guided by the revolutionary ideology of “Democratic 
Confederalism” solidly anchored in the grassroots movement through a myriad of orga-
nisations that engage actively with its ideological precepts. This makes compromises, that 
would allow for greater power sharing and inclusivity of other political forces, challenging. 
A key PYD representative illustrates the dilemma thus: “Generally in revolutionary move-
ments the leaders are dogmatic, grassroots are practical. Problem here is the reverse. We 
need to work on this.”2 This statement exemplifies the tension between ideology as it is 
understood pragmatically at the elite level and its ideological assimilation at the 
grassroots.

The article examines this dilemma through the empirical case of the relations between 
the PYD and the Arab Sunni tribes in north-eastern Syria seen through the lens of gender. 
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It also reflects on how PYD ideology fares in addressing challenges from other Kurdish 
opposition groups in Syria. Gender is a useful analytical frame since there is a clear 
contrast between the PYD’s vision of women’s societal roles and that of local Arab tribes. 
Thus, the article focuses on the tensions created when two opposing ideologies meet one 
another in a competing governance space beyond the purview of the state. It aims to 
contribute to the literature on rebel governance by illustrating how vanguard movements 
such as the PYD are constrained by their ideology in negotiating power with established 
tribal actors in Syria’s northeast. With this, the article hopes to engage with the wider 
research on the ways in which armed non-state actors govern in civil wars (Loyle et al. 
2021; Huang 2016; Arjona, Kasfir, and Mampilly 2015; Mampilly 2011).

The polyethnic area of north-eastern Syria is home to large groups of Kurdish, Arab, 
and Assyrian communities as well as smaller groups of Turkmen, Armenians, and 
Circassians. At its establishment, Rojava consisted of the self-governing cantons in the 
areas of Afrin, Jazira, Euphrates, Razza, Tabqa, Manbij, and Deir ez-Zor.3 Rojava is often 
popularly referred to in the media as “an experiment” in rebel governance. Its ambition is 
to serve as a model for a “future decentralized system of federal governance in Syria” as 
stated in its constitution, the Social Contract. However, the areas that the Syrian Kurdish 
PYD seek to control around the Euphrates River valley and parts of northern Syria are also 
populated by Arabs and Kurds with strong tribal affiliations.

As part of the movement towards autonomy, younger generations of PYD sympathetic 
Kurds mobilised the ideology of democratic confederalism in an internal power struggle 
with tribal structures. However, this ideology faces opposition, both internally – from the 
Syrian regime, Kurdish opposition groups, and local tribes – and externally, from neigh-
bouring states Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, hostile to Kurdish nationalism and/or the PYD. The 
intervention of external actors in the conflict (particularly after the defeat of ISIS) and their 
empowerment of local tribes raises questions of how the PYD engages with tribal groups 
in a counter effort to consolidate their own political position.

Tribes have traditionally existed alongside state structures, maintaining greater impor-
tance in states that remained more traditional and whose economies relied more on 
agriculture than industry (Dukhan 2020). While they have often been mobilised to support 
central powers in Syria, by the same token, they have also been able to use external actors’ 
interest in them to secure advantages in tribal rivalries. The outbreak of the Syrian 
revolution in 2011 initially undermined the mostly Sunni Arab tribes while strengthening 
religious and ethnic minority tribes. The Sunni Arab tribes who had been co-opted into 
allegiance with the Assad regime were weakened while the strategic importance of ethnic 
minority tribes including Kurdish, Turkmen, Alawite, Druze, and Christian tribes rose due 
to the mobilisation of ethnic minorities by actors engaged in the conflict (Ali 2019). 
Scholars argue that the Arab Uprisings and the resultant fissures in the state, as evidenced 
by rising sectarianism, jihadism, and identity politics in Syria, later empowered tribal 
structures (Dukhan 2020). Both the regime and the Syrian opposition have attempted 
to mobilise the tribes, while the internationalisation of the Syrian conflict and fluctuations 
in alliances have eroded the position of tribes as independent power brokers (al-Musarea 
2019). Despite the increasing relevance of their role, studies examining tribal rule and its 
relation to governance systems remain under-researched (Dukhan 2020).

This empirical study aims to contribute to the literature on tribes in Syria and more 
broadly on the role ideology in rebel governance. It is based on primary sources collected 
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through a selection of interviews, official PYD documents, and social media accounts as 
well as secondary sources including academic studies and grey literature.4 It aims to 
address the research gap identified by Curtis and Sindre (2019, 388) who point out that for 
many scholars (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Duffield 2001; Fearon and Laitin 2003), “ideas are 
important insofar as they may play a useful role in recruitment and mobilization, but they 
tend not to be analysed as systems of belief setting out alternative visions of state 
governance.” The ideology of the PYD represents a significant shift from local actors’ 
understandings of governance, particularly the role of women in governance structures in 
Rojava [Autonomous Areas of Northeastern Syria (AANES)] under PYD rule. Gender 
equality is actively promoted in these areas as a cornerstone of the Syrian Kurdish 
revolutionary movement’s ideology (Knapp, Flach, and Ayboga 2016; Tank 2017). How 
does this system of belief fare in its interaction with local tribal groups?

Theoretical approaches

A clear conceptual definition of tribes and tribal governance is challenging despite the 
importance of tribes as the basis of socio-political community in the Arab world. Although 
definitions of tribalism abound, so do the exceptions to narrow understandings of the 
term. Khoury and Kostiner (1990, 4) in their seminal work Tribes and States in the Middle 
East, state that as ideal types “tribes represent large kin groups organised and regulated 
according to ties of blood or family lineage” in opposition to states that govern through 
the ultimate monopoly of power in a given territory and whose loyalties are based on the 
cooperation of a “multiplicity of ethnic, economic, bureaucratic and political groups.” 
However, they point out that the reality is much more complex. Tribal and state structures 
often create rural-urban hybrid governance models “held together by traditional tribal 
characteristics of solidarity (asabiyya), true (and more often fictitious) kinship ties, patron- 
client relationships, and tribal customs and laws. Although traditional tribal organization 
is disappearing in the urban setting, modern tribes maintain elements of tribal culture and 
retain the ability to mobilize politically and militarily” (Asfura-Heim 2014). As such, 
anthropological approaches currently focus “on the multiple social aspects associated 
with tribalism” and distance themselves “from a perspective considering tribal societies as 
a stably structured cohesive whole” (Vismara 2018). Rosen (Vismara 2018, 3) argues 
against the essentialized understanding of tribes as an evolutionary step and rather thinks 
of them “as a family of socio-political forms,” where adaptability is a key distinction. 
Likewise, Jabar (2003) points to the fluidity of tribalism and using the case of Iraq, notes 
that tribalism can co-exist with contemporary ideologies and social and political move-
ments. This understanding of the fluidity of tribalism is of more relevance in defining the 
relationship between new governing elites (PYD) and more traditional governance 
(tribes).

Examining the role of Kurdish tribes in particular, Van Bruinessen (1992) argues that 
tribes are not simply leftovers from a primordial past but equally creations of “the state, 
rather than a social and political formation preceding it.” Historically, support for tribal 
leaders throughout Kurdistan was often seen by state rulers as a balance against the 
threat of more radical counter-state rebels, particularly at a time when societal moder-
nisation weakened tribal leaders opening up spaces for new actors (De Jong 2016). In a 
similar manner, this strategy of étatist tribalism’ was adopted by ruling elites towards Arab 
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tribes in Syria/Iraq. Jabar (2000) defines “etatist tribalism” as the ways in which “patronage 
networks and symbolic culture are integrated into the state to strengthen the power of its 
elite”. In the case of the Turkey-based Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partîya Karkerên 
Kurdîstan/PKK), a precursor to the PYD, it was the state’s brutal repression and the failure 
of the tribal system in protecting Kurds in Turkey that strengthened the more radical PKK. 
The PKK’s resulting ideology stood in opposition to what its leader, Öcalan, determined to 
be the patriarchal culture of both tribe and state.5 However, before examining this 
ideology closer, a brief historical overview of the rise of the PYD provides a context to 
understanding how it came to be a dominant actor in the northeast.

The rise of PYD control in Arab majority areas

The outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011 provided an opportunity for the Kurds to 
organise themselves but they remained cautious of retribution by the Assad regime. In 
2012, faced with greater opposition to his regime and the beginnings of the civil war, 
President Bashar al-Assad withdrew from northern Syria to focus on quelling dissent in the 
south. This was a turning point in the struggle for Kurdish self-rule in Syria as the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) and their armed wing, the People’s/Women’s Protection 
Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel/ Yekîneyên Parastina Jin), took over power in the three 
cantons of Afrin, Kobane and Jazira in what was the beginning of the PYD’s autonomy 
project. A non-contiguous zone of governance, bordering on a hostile Turkey in a 
resource rich area of the country, the Autonomous Administration’s chances of survival 
were small. Furthermore, the establishment of a Kurdish entity in the areas populated by 
tribes brought about new tensions and efforts at accommodation between key internal 
actors – the PYD, the local tribes, the regime – and external actors.

Traditionally, Kurdish tribes in Syria and Turkey have moved across the borders of the 
modern state and relations between the Kurds and tribal leaders vary geographically and 
have often been dependent on the success of divide and rule policies of regional 
governments (both nationally – within Kurdish groups – and regionally – supporting 
Kurdish groups in border states)6. McDowall (2000, 15) illustrates how tribes in Kurdistan 
have led rebellions against the state but were also at times co-opted by the state to quell 
rebellions of competing Kurdish tribes. One of the major incursions of Kurds from Turkey 
to Syria has its roots in the Turkish state’s brutal response to the Shaykh Said revolt in the 
1920s which resulted in thousands of Kurds fleeing from south-eastern Turkey and 
settling in Syria.7 Cross-border Kurdish relations continued and from the 1970s onwards, 
and when the conflict between the Turkish state and the Kurds intensified, the PKK 
developed its base in Syria. There was a dual approach by the Syrian government towards 
the Kurds, oppressing local Kurdish groups while supporting the PKK, a policy that was to 
later strengthen the impact of the PKK on Syrian Kurdish politics.8

The leader of the PKK, Abdullah Öcalan was based in Syria from where he trained his 
fighters in the Lebanese Bekaa (under Syrian control) and in Zabadani, on Syrian soil 
(Netjes and van Veen 2021). The Assad regime’s support for the PKK translated into 
leverage towards Turkey on other issues such as water rights from the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers on which Syria depended as a downstream country (Williams 2001). 
The PKK operated openly from Syria until 1998 when Öcalan was expelled from Syria 
under Turkish military threat and eventually captured. In 2011, the PKK returned to 
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Syria, negotiating with Damascus for a gradual return to the three Kurdish areas 
bordering Turkey (Afrin, Ayn al-Arab, and Jazeera). As part of the bargain, the PKK 
and its local organisation, the PYD, would control Kurdish protestors and refrain from 
joining the opposition Free Syrian Army (FSA) (Baczko, Dorronsoro, and Quesnay 2018, 
167). PYD leader Salih Muslim Muhammad was pardoned by the regime and allowed to 
return to Syria from Iraq, joined by militants from the party (Ibid). The PKK also 
mobilised upwards of 1000 militants to support the PYD in Syria (ICG 2013). Analysts 
believe that it was the PYD’s connections with the PKK that allowed the PYD to 
establish, mobilise, and arm its militias the YPG/YPJ so quickly (Netjes and van Veen 
2021).

Between 2012 and 2015, the PYD and its military, the YPG/YPJ, were able to establish 
themselves as the ruling Syrian Kurdish party in the northeast, increasing their power 
over Syria’s Arab populated north and east. In 2014, the PYD published its founding 
document, the Charter of the Social Contract, which established self-rule based on the 
ideology of democratic confederalism in what was then known as Rojava. In order to 
reflect the multi-ethnic character of the areas under their control, Rojava was later 
renamed the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) to make it 
more inclusive of other ethnicities. The Social Charter explains the guiding principles of 
the political system and civil administration in force in the three areas of Afrin, Jazira, 
and Kobane at that time (2014). Already in Article 2, it emphasises localised rule and 
states: “Authority resides with and emanates from the people of the Autonomous 
Regions. It is exercised by governing councils and public institutions elected by popular 
vote.” It underscores the role of governance by noting that, “The people constitute the 
sole source of legitimacy of all governing councils and public institutions, which are 
founded on democratic principles essential to a free society.” Among other things, the 
Social Contract Charter mandates that all decisions are made through people’s houses, 
who deliberate in groups of 15–30 and use consensus decision making to address issues 
ranging from energy, food distribution, and social problems, including sexual violence 
and domestic conflict (Acik 2014).9

In 2015, the US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) were established as a military 
alliance dominated by the Kurdish YPG/YPJ but also composed of members from the 
Arab tribes in northeast Syria.10 These were encouraged to join in the expanded military 
organisation by the United States in an effort to make it more appealing to ethnic Arabs 
living in eastern Syria, even as the leadership remained Kurdish.11 The political wing of 
the SDF was named the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC). Not unsurprisingly, US efforts 
came under heavy criticism from Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan who accused 
Washington and its allies of “supporting terrorism” by supporting the YPG/YPJ which 
Turkey regards as an extension of the PKK – labelled a terrorist organisation in Turkey.12 

The Arab tribes were instrumental in helping the SDF captures the two predominantly 
Arab provinces of northeast Syria, Raqqa, and Deir ez-Zor, from the Islamic State (Arafat 
2019). From 2016 onwards, the SDF under the leadership of the YPG/YPJ governed in 
the Arab majority areas of Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor through the Syrian Democratic 
Council. The regions of Raqqa, Tabqa, Manbij, and Deir ez-Zor were incorporated into 
the Autonomous Areas of Northern and Eastern Syria (AANES) in September 2018.
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The revolutionary ideology of the PKK/PYD

In the relationship between the PYD and the Arab tribes, one of the key questions is how 
the ideology of the PYD can be reconciled with traditional tribal culture. The definition of 
ideology in use here is of a “logically coherent belief system” which guides action (Mullins 
1972; Putnam 1971; Sartori 1969) and is the basis for how the society at the individual or 
group level rationalises itself (Knight 2006).

As a vanguard movement with an ideologically revolutionary project, the PYD has a 
vision of society that guides its political praxis. Within the field of rebel governance, Stewart 
(2021) notes that transformative ideologies make for challenging governance projects 
which are undertaken only if the long-term goal of rebel leaders is determined by revolu-
tionary ambitions. Her key point is that “governance is a politicized process beset by trade- 
offs and costs” where the assumption of consistent military benefits from rebel rule may be 
balanced against rebel rulers’ aims of social transformation (Ibid, 7). In the case of the PYD, 
it is the ideology defined by the writings of PKK leader Öcalan, that guides the revolu-
tionary project. Loyalty to his vision is paramount, creating hierarchies of power and 
control within all structures of government institutions. Despite the PYD’s rhetorical 
commitment to grassroots democracy, Allsopp and van Wilgenburg (2019, 138) note that 
“. . . decision making was based on developing and preserving the democratic autonomy 
project and Öcalan’s ideology, rather than on local representation and popular mandates”.

Although in prison in Turkey since 1999, PKK leader Öcalan’s ideas form the 
foundation of the PYD’s political project which outlines a progressive ideology. The 
PKK’s radical transformation has given rise to a debate among scholars of the PKK 
regarding the organisation’s political evolution. Recognising the PKK’s move away 
from a Marxist-Leninist ideology aimed at national liberation and independent state-
hood, some scholars argue that this was brought on in part by “defeat” and subse-
quent learning through opposition to the Turkish state (Akkaya and Jongerden, 2012; 
Gunes, 2012; Jongerden 2019). They state that the PKK’s present ideology is the fruit 
of an internal, ongoing, intellectual debate anchored within the organisation. Others 
point to discrepancies between theory and practice (as noted above in Allsopp and 
Van Wilgenburg 2019) and claim that an authoritarian vein runs through the ideolo-
gical project (Leezenberg, 2016). They argue that change within the organisation is at 
best superficial (Savelsberg 2016), not based on collective deliberations but rather 
directed from above (De Jong 2016).13 These discussions are relevant to understand-
ing the evolution of the PKK’s ideological thinking and its impact in Rojava, in 
particular the adaptability of the ideology to the local context.

However, there are critical differences between the cases of the PKK and the PYD which 
are both contextual – Turkish state oppression versus the Syrian civil war – and temporal. 
Firstly, the PKK’s ideological transformation, documented in Öcalan’s writings, occurred 
over two decades of opposition to the state [and even then came as a shock to his 
followers (Jongerden 2019, 77)]. The PYD’s ability to adapt the ideology on the ground 
suffers from a shorter perspective of time (since 2012) and occurs in a vacuum of state 
power in which the PYD have engaged in rebel governance – with local opposition from 
competing groups. Secondly, although the PYD elites may appreciate the need to adapt 
and transform, the problem is maintaining credibility at the grassroots level in a move-
ment that gains its legitimacy and is mobilised through its ideology.

74 P. TANK



It is worth addressing Öcalan’s ideas in detail since they are actively discussed, 
absorbed, and enacted in praxis by his followers.14 Doing so, illustrates the tensions, 
broadly speaking, between two very opposing views of the world – that of the Kurdish 
PYD and that of Arab tribes.

Briefly, Öcalan attacks what he regards as the four pillars of the nation-state – nation-
alism, sexism, positivistic science, and religiosity (his term “religiousness”) which have 
served, in his view to create unequal and undemocratic societies. In his writings, he rejects 
the individualism of capitalist modernity stating: “Capitalist modernity, which attacks 
social identity and prefers individualism to community, is far from the truth. To recognise 
this requires reaching the truth through an “economic-ecological-democratic society” 
(Öcalan 2017). He is critical of the nation-state for enforcing “homogeneous citizenship” 
and its effort to create “a single national culture”, and “a single national identity” (Öcalan 
2017, 61). An important ideological pillar of the nation-state according to Öcalan is its 
sexism which serves to exploit women. His writings have been effective in mobilising 
younger generations of Kurds, and most particularly women, who have a key role in the 
PYD/PKK (Tank 2017). Some scholars of the PKK (Özcan 2007) argue that Öcalan’s 
approach purposefully sought to break the bounds of traditional feudal Kurdish society 
in Turkey through the mobilisation of emancipatory politics, replacing the allegiance to 
kinship groups with allegiance to the separatist movement. In so doing, his ideas served 
as a contrast to the traditional social and cultural mores of Kurdish society and provided 
an alternative to tribal culture in areas where it predominated.

Öcalan’s radical ideas of autonomy, expressed as democratic confederalism, emerge 
from the Kurds’ historical relationship to the Turkish state. In the feudal system existing 
until the early 20th century in Turkey, Kurdish demands towards governing authorities 
were negotiated through tribal chiefs. However, this mediation role became obsolete with 
the move towards the modern nation-state (McDowall 2000, 15). The move from feudal 
structures to a modern nation-state meant that the link between the citizen and the state 
became more direct as the state assumed the monopoly on power, collecting taxes and 
gaining legitimacy through providing services. However, in cases where the state was 
unable, or unwilling, to fulfil the social contract and instead, neglected populations, such 
as in the Kurdish areas in south-eastern Turkey, this created an opening for rebels to 
establish alternative order in a context of disorder (Duyvesteyn 2017, 670). Rebel insur-
gents of the PKK actively engaged in the formation of political order outside and against 
the state as “counter state sovereigns” (Mampilly 2011).

Öcalan (2012) notes that that the emergence of the nation state replaced the feudal 
structures and a collective conception of identity provided by tribes and clans with 
national ideology and accumulation of capital and power. Not least, the Kemalist state 
created a homogenous “Turkish” identity into which alternative identities were assimi-
lated without “meaningful minority rights” (Romano and Gurses 2014, 12). However, in 
Öcalan’s conception, the modern nation-state with its centralised bureaucratic adminis-
tration hinders democratisation in the Middle East (Öcalan 2018, 20). Using Galtung’s 
concepts of negative and positive peace, Gurses (2020, 308) notes that there is an 
evolution in Kurdish resistance to the state, moving from “a negative peace” understood 
as only ending violence, to “positive peace,” emphasising social justice and “an egalitarian 
distribution of power and resources.” Öcalan argues for the political integration of society 
through “participatory democracy” (Öcalan 2018, 26), political organisation in which all 
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groups and identities can express themselves. Democratic confederalism devolves power 
to the grassroots through self-administration in villages and districts made up of confed-
eral structures creating an order which is defined as “democracy without a state” (Ibid, 21).

His ideas of participatory democracy and gender equality have been used to recruit 
young Kurdish men and women to the movement, rejecting other forms of political 
authority. The empowerment of women can be traced back to the transformations that 
have taken place in the PKK over time. Caglanyan (2012) notes that an important distinc-
tion of the PKK uprisings in the 1970–80s was the mass mobilisation of women while 
Gurses (2018, 49) referring to the Syrian war context illustrates to which extent gains in 
women’s rights are a combination of “progressive ideology and war dynamics.” Although 
the PKK early on focused its ideology and efforts on creating a more gender equal society, 
it was the Syrian war that provided the “opportunity” for Kurdish women to define their 
future roles as well as gaining international attention for their cause (Tank 2017). The 
struggle for equality was more difficult in Turkey in the context of a conflict, localised 
primarily in the southeast with brutal state repression, but without the vacuum of 
centralised state control. Gültan Kışanak, the first female co-mayor of Diyarbakir, a pre-
dominantly Kurdish city, spoke of the difficulty of surmounting patriarchal traditions and 
attitudes within Kurdish society dismissing women’s political issues with the argument 
that society was not ready for these changes. In her words: “This is not something we were 
given. We had to fight for every single advance” (Kisanak cited in Gurses 2018, 53). The 
support of the leadership and ideology was instrumental in providing the endorsement 
necessary to pursue gender equality.

The engagement of young women with the YPG/YPJ organisation has led to criticisms 
over forced recruitment of minors from human rights organisations.15 Turkey, in particu-
lar, has emphasised the forced recruitment of young women given their experiences with 
the Turkish-Kurdish PKK. According to PKK scholar Özcan, the recruitment of women to 
the organisation served as a tactical measure designed to destroy the structures of feudal 
Kurdish society.16 Kurds in Turkey’s Southeast preferred the security provided by family 
and tribe where women were delegated to the bottom of a tribal hierarchy. Öcalan, in his 
early writings, identifies the institution of the family as the central building block of the 
patriarchal system. He writes (2010): “The family is a small state conceived by men. The 
meaning of the family throughout the whole history of civilisation lies in the strength 
bestowed on it by the rulers and the state apparatus. The orientation of the family 
towards male dominance and, through that, its successfully attained function as nucleus 
for statist society guarantee that women carry out limitless, unpaid work . . . If we don’t 
recognise the fact that the family is a micro-model of the state, a competent analysis of 
middle-eastern society is impossible.” Thus, the ideology of the PKK/PYD promotes 
women’s liberation weakening traditional structures and replacing them with the party 
organisation, and in this way, recreating a more progressive “family” within the liberation 
movement (Tank 2017).

The PYD’s gender politics encounter tribal culture

The gender policies of the PYD present a challenge for the conservative views of gender in 
tribal societies. Joseph (1996, 8) notes: “It is the conflation of gender and kinship, and the 
patriarchal structuring of kinship that allows people to view women in terms of family, 
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and states to mediate their relationship to women through their roles as mothers and 
wives. This conflation facilitates the recognition, valorization and entitlement of women 
primarily in relation to the ways in which they are different from men.” Women’s roles are 
valued through their engagement within the private sphere, not the public. Alsharekh 
(2018) notes that within urban tribes, the “social evolution of tribal women has also 
demanded they retain tribal conservatism.” Using the example of the UAE, Al Najjar and 
Allagui, describes how the melding of modernity with conservative values has given rise 
to “invented traditions” and Page notes the branding of the Emirati woman as “honored 
for her femininity, beauty, respect for tradition, and staying ‘in place’ . . . Modernity must 
be tempered by tradition” (Alsharakh, 2018).17 And while the nation-state is in theory an 
important site through which women can gain protection against other “political com-
munities, patriarchies, and religious and secular non-democratic forces” (Joseph, ibid), it 
has not historically been a site of gender inclusivity or representation in the Middle East.

However, this understanding of women as relegated to the private sphere is chal-
lenged by the active engagement of women in governance structures in areas under 
PYD control. The praxis is informed by the theory of “Jineoloji” or women’s science 
disseminated through women’s academies and civil society institutions. Jineoloji argues 
that knowledge and science are disconnected from society and controlled by dominant 
groups as a foundation for their power. As part of the revolutionary project, Jineoloji 
serves to give women and society access to science and knowledge in order to 
strengthen “the connections of science and knowledge to society” (Knapp, Flach, and 
Ayboga 2016).

This results in two key developments. Firstly, it challenges the idea of women’s role in 
society recognising them as political actors (Tank 2017). Secondly, by including women in 
political processes, it increases the focus on gender issues in society more broadly. Anne 
Phillips (1995, 66) defines this as the “politics of presence,” stating, “There are particular 
needs, interests, and concerns that arise from women’s experience, and these will be 
inadequately addressed in a politics that is dominated by men.”

The predominance given to women in governance is engrained in the Charter of the 
Social Contract – the constitution that is the basis for governance in Rojava.18 This 
mandates that all decisions be made through people’s houses, where a minimum of 
40% of decision-making participants on all administrative levels must be women (in 
practice) (Acik 2014). This commitment is also reflected at higher levels. For example, 
the PYD has a male and female co-chair in all institutions, organisations, and associations 
– including medical, educational, military, and police councils.

Given the 40% gender quota for all institutions and organisations in PYD-dominated 
areas, tribal leaders have had to negotiate with women. In May 2020, the President of the 
Executive Committee of the Syrian Democratic Council (the SDF’s political wing), Ilham 
Ahmed, announced that women were “now welcome to join men in social lounges called 
al-Madhafah, where important tribal and political matters are discussed.”19 The al- 
Madhafah, a Bedouin lounge or guesthouse, is symbolically important in tribal culture 
and it is a rarity for women to be allowed access to this gendered public space. The 
consequences of these interactions are expressed in the words of activist Stera Abdo: “We 
can imagine that the thinking of the tribes is slowly changing. The tribal leaders are 
already sitting around a table with female politicians and discussing, so it is just another 
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step that women from the tribes get involved” (Lucente 2020). Thus, for her, tribal 
women’s engagement is a logical step in this direction.

Other aspects of the PYD’s gender politics have not been as readily accepted, particu-
larly when they encroach upon the private sphere. In the PYD-run areas of Kobani and 
Manbij, there were efforts to outlaw the practice of polygamy. Manbij, an overwhelmingly 
conservative and tribal Arab area, was taken over by the SDF in August 2016. The SDF 
allied themselves with tribal figures (and former Free Syrian Army fighters) to establish 
their position in Manbij, placing a local notable, Farouk al-Mashi from the Al-Bou Banna 
tribe, as head of the SDF’s Legislative Council in Manbij. The SDF also set up the Manbij 
Military Council with leaders of local Arab armed factions (al-Saidawi, 2018).20 Governance 
in Manbij was organised on the PYD’s revolutionary principles. This meant that women 
were suddenly given the right to divorce (previously a right for men only); to inherit 
property on an equal basis with men; and to keep their children and their homes in a 
marital break-up. In Kobani, the PYD were able to pass laws against polygamy however, 
the ensuing backlash from tribal leaders in Manbij, resulted in the PYD granting an 
exception (Nordland 2018). The latter examples illustrate the ability of the PYD to 
recognise the limits of their governance ideology and the balance needed to collaborate 
with local actors.

PYD relations to tribes: The priority of inclusive governance and security

While the ideology of self-administration should in principle appeal to tribes in Syria who 
have struggled with a centralising Syrian regime, other aspects of the ideology of demo-
cratic confederalism such as grassroots engagement and gender equality prove challen-
ging to tribal culture where the hierarchy of patriarchal power dominates. Heras (2020, 3) 
points out that although problems between the PYD/SDF and the tribes are distinct from 
area to area, the “common denominator is autonomy” and that those tribes that are most 
resistant to PYD rule are so because they want to “run their own affairs according to their 
own customs, while keeping their armed tribespeople local and controlling local 
resources for themselves”.

At this juncture, the most pressing issue for the tribes is that of security provision. This 
is also an issue easily taken advantage of by external actors seeking to mobilise tribal 
loyalties to their own advantage. In the summer of 2020, the security situation for the 
tribes in the northeast worsened with targeted killings of notables in the Deir ez-Zor 
region, areas protected by the SDF. Following the assassination of Sheikh Hamoud al-Hafl 
and the wounding of Sheikh Ibrahim Khalil Abboud al-Gedaan al-Hafl of the Aikidat 
tribe,21 the Aikidat and Zubaid tribes issued a statement in August that demanded greater 
security in the Deir ez-Zor region to be provided by the International Coalition and in an 
ultimatum demanded that the AANES devolve power to the Arab tribes, release women 
and children from Al-Hol camp, and “push the process of a political solution in Syria”.22

In response, the AANES organised a series of community-based “national symposiums” 
(Cristou 2020). These were intended to address tribal grievances with AANES rule and 
reassure attendees of the AANES’ commitment to pluralism. Attempting to address 
criticism of PYD dominance in governance, a member of the SDC’s presidential council, 
Ali Rahmoun, assured participants at the meetings that the AANES “does not exclude 
anyone [or] differentiate between its components [ethnic groups].”23
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Other divisions within the AANES also present a threat to stability and the PYD 
governance model. One of the greatest challenges to PYD rule is opposition from the 
Turkey-supported Kurdish National Council (KNC) whose ideology, based on Kurdish 
nationalism, is fundamentally different from that of the PYD, nor does it share the PYD’s 
progressive views on gender.24 In November 2019, the SDC (under the auspices of the US 
government) initiated talks between key regional Kurdish groups including the KNC, the 
PYD, and allied Kurdish parties. The intention is to form a single Kurdish political party that 
unites the existing parties and enables greater power sharing in the northeast. The 
willingness of the PYD leaders to engage in talks with the KNC illustrates their willingness 
to adapt to the geopolitical context but in so doing, they risk weakening the PYD’s gender 
commitments. In an interview Aldar Khalil, a member of the co-chairmanship of the PYD, 
noted that one of the points of contention between the two sides is “co-chairmanship and 
women’s freedom” (ANHA Hawar News Agency, 26 September 2020).

A further stumbling block to governance is the tension between the PYD/PKK and the 
SDC regarding the PYD’s close relationship with the PKK (Netjes and Hauch 2020). This 
emanates from an ideological opposition to the PKK’s understanding of US role in the 
region. In an interview on 29 October 2021, Cemil Bayik, a key figure of the PKK leadership, 
stated that the PKK remained committed to Syrian unity and an end to foreign 
occupation.25 Referring to the “close and warm” relations with former president Hafez 
al-Assad and his family, he noted that plans for decentralisation announced by the Syrian 
regime in April 2021 “opened the door to reconciliation” (Kurd Press, 29 October 2021). 
Aldar Khalil expressed that they were ready for direct dialogue with Damascus in an 
interview to Rojava TV stating, “. . . the solution must be with the regime, but not in 
Geneva but in Damascus” (Hawar News Agency, 1 November ANHA: Hawar News Agency 
2020).

These statements are at odds with SDF/SDC officials who maintain a close relationship 
with the United States. A month prior to Bayik’s interview, in September 2021, SDC co- 
chairman Ilham Ahmed travelled to the US to reaffirm US support and assistance for 
northeast Syria (Van Wilgenburg 2021). Her visit was followed by an SDC delegation 
meeting at the White House in which the American administration once again extended 
its support and according to the SDC, noted that the organisation “represents a great 
political alliance at the Syrian level.” External power engagement is thus an additional 
factor that is creating divisions between competing ruling factions in the AANES. The two 
sides are divided in their approach to intra-Kurdish unity talks and relatedly, the larger 
question of the role of “non-Syrian PKK cadres within the AANES” which the SDF has 
promised to remove (Cengiz 2022).

Since efforts at inclusive governance have primarily focused on intra-Kurdish unity, 
tribal leaders from the Baggara and Ogeidat have expressed frustration at being excluded 
from Kurdish unity talks. Some tribal shaykhs in Raqqa and Hasaka province have raised 
the same objection, although these areas are more mixed (Netjes and van Veen 2021, 65). 
The inability to find enduring power-sharing arrangements to include local tribal leaders 
has enabled external actors to mobilise resistance against PYD rule. However, the inclu-
sion of the Arab population and the support of the Arab tribes are key to the region’s 
security, particularly in the Deir ez-Zor region where there has since 2020 been a rise in IS 
activity (Ibid Christou). For the PYD, this means that negotiating and including local tribes 
in governance will be increasingly critical to maintaining their own political position. 
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Elections planned for 2022 would for the first time include areas with Arab majority 
populations. However, at the time of writing, planning for these elections has not crossed 
the first hurdle of resolving intra-Kurdish conflicts while preparations for the process have 
been criticised by opposition Arab majority parties as lacking transparency (Dri 2021). The 
issue of inclusive governance has since the start consistently been the target of criticism 
by local actors and international observers of PYD rule (ICG 2014).

Turkey, which considers the establishment of a Kurdish-led autonomous entity an 
internal threat impacting its own Kurdish issue, seeks to de-legitimise PYD rule in the 
northeast (Tank 2020). Turkish efforts have been focused on the immediate Syrian border 
region in addition to Manbij which are areas of influence in its “safe zone”, established 
after the 2019 intervention. Its multiple interventions into northern Syria have given tribes 
a new position in the conflict. Along with the Syrian regime and Iran, Turkey’s outreach to 
local tribes serves to define spheres of influence and weakens the Kurdish position in the 
northeast (COAR 2019). In this context, Turkey initiated the founding of the Supreme 
Council of Syrian Tribes and Clans which held its first conference in the city of A’zaz on 21 
December 2018, bringing together more than a hundred tribes and clans including Arab, 
Kurdish, Turkish, Christian, Alawite, and Druze. The conference was intended to create a 
unified body that could take part in the political negotiations concerning Syria’s future 
and the premise of these negotiations was to promote the unity of Syria (Al-Khuder 2019). 
According to the deputy head of the council, Sheikh Rafi Ukla er-Raco, one of the common 
goals expressed by the tribes, including the Kurdish tribes is to resist “PYD terrorism as 
well as the Syrian regime and its allies” (The Syrian Observer, 4 January 2018). However, 
Turkey’s effort to organise resistance against PYD rule and the Assad regime is unlikely to 
succeed given the lack of a unified approach among the clans themselves with some tribal 
leaders benefiting from their close relations with AANES authorities. Furthermore, 
Turkey’s endeavours have been met with counter efforts by both the SDC and the 
Assad regime. A month before the Turkey-supported conference noted above, the 
“Council of Elders and Dignitaries of Syrian Tribes” was held in Hasakah city to discuss 
the Turkish threat to the region (al-Khuder, op. cit.)

Conclusion

This volume presents several cases of rebel groups willing to adjust their strategies in 
order to recruit or co-opt local elites in contexts of conflict.26 To succeed, all rebel groups 
require a deep knowledge of the local socio-political landscape and need to be well 
versed to navigate local politics (Skjelderup 2022, this issue). The case of the Kurdish PYD 
is one in which a rebel group with deep historical relations with the region is very far 
removed ideologically from existing elites, while also committed to a transformative 
ideological agenda.

The PYD-led AANES is often rightfully seen as more progressive and democratic than 
other regimes in the region in large part due to its ideological commitment to concepts 
such as grassroots democracy and gender equality. Yet, it is not without challenges in 
attempting to enforce a radical ideology in a conservative socio-political landscape – in 
a country still in conflict. The transformative ideology of the PYD/PKK and the revolu-
tionary nature of the Kurdish-led administration in Syria’s northeast have had to make 
difficult compromises that would allow for greater power sharing and the inclusion of 

80 P. TANK



tribal leaders. Difficulties in adapting to the local context are partly a consequence of 
internal power dynamics within the PKK/PYD configuration. Not least, the involvement 
of the PKK in governance as an ideological vanguard party is proving problematic. This 
is, however, denied by figures close to the PKK such as Aldar Khalil, a member of the 
Presidential Board of the PYD, who maintains: “Our model is devoted to autonomous 
management of the community, and therefore the absence of the will of the people in 
the election, participation, and administration would bring us backwards into the 
past.”27 Human rights groups such as the International Crisis Group, however, argue 
that diluting the dominance of the PKK on the Syrian Kurdish PYD would give other 
Kurdish and non-Kurdish parties a real local governance role thus rendering the “one- 
party” rule of the “democratic self-administration of the YPG-PYD, less undemocratic” 
(ICG, 2017).

Presently, the relationship between the tribes and the opposition, be it the Kurdish PYD 
or other, Sunni militias, is less about ideology and more about survival. In Syria, this has 
meant allying with whomever could provide security. The nature of the PYD relationship 
to the tribes is not fixed but fluid. As Dukhan, notes: “The allegiance of tribal elders is 
mutable. The same tribal leaders in Raqqa who in October 2017 declared their support for 
the SDF had previously appeared in a 2013 video pledging allegiance to ISIS leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi. Some had even pledged their allegiance to Syrian President Bashar al- 
Assad in 2011” (Dukhan 2020). Issues of security being more immediate may solicit a 
greater willingness to compromise.

The tension around opposing models of governance – one, emerging from an ideolo-
gically revolutionary model and the other, from a conservative understanding of kinship 
and gender – are more difficult to negotiate. Furthermore, mobilising the pragmatism 
required to make compromises at the senior levels of PYD leadership may entail a loss of 
credibility at the grassroots for the PYD’s ideological project. Ten years after the establish-
ment of the AANES, these tensions are openly discussed by the leadership. In an interview 
with Medya TV on 17 April 2022, Foza Yusuf, a member of the leadership council of the 
PYD and an architect of the Social Contract, spoke of the challenges of putting in force the 
concepts in the Social Charter noting the importance of negotiating between “moral and 
gender changes brought on by the revolution” and the “social reality” of the local context. 
Yusuf stated: “There are concepts created by the revolution. I mean, how loyal will we be 
to these concepts that the revolution created, how do these concepts define us? How do 
the concepts that are used define us?” She ends by pointing out the importance of 
creating balances “between global rights and global norms as well as our societal 
realities” in a way that would allow the AANES to develop its future democratically 
(Medya TV, 17 April). This negotiation is likely to define critical aspects of PYD ideology 
and its practice, in particular the role of gender in the AANES.

Notes

1. Officially renamed the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) in 2018 
acknowledging its polyethnic composition.

2. Author interview with PYD representative, Kurdish Institute, Belgium, 1 July 2019.
3. Control of Afrin passed to Turkey following its military incursion “Operation Olive Branch” in 

2018 and it now administers the city providing education and security (Aydıntaşbaş 2020).
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4. The interviews, attained with informed consent, are anonymised in the text and were 
conducted in Oslo and Brussels among PYD representatives. They were selected due to 
their key strategic positions in the organisation. Due to the outbreak of COVID, the number 
of interviews were limited as planned research trips had to be cancelled. I have also included 
publicly available media interviews to expand my sample.

5. Important to note in this context is that Öcalan does not come from a prominent clan in 
Turkey unlike other Kurdish political party leaders in Iraq, for example Masoud Barzani of the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) or Jalal Talabani of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK).

6. An example is Syrian support for the PKK until 1998 and the Turkish support for the KDP in 
Iraq.

7. The revolt was an effort by Kurdish shayks to revive the caliphate and sultanate system. It 
differed from earlier uprisings because it was initiated and organised by a Kurdish political 
organisation, Azadi (Freedom), that recognised Naqshbandi Shayk Said’s ability to mobilise 
the Zaza speaking tribes (for whom he was one of the most respected shayks) (van 
Bruinessen, 1992, 265).

8. A month after the outbreak of the conflict in April 2011, the Syrian regime, in an attempt to 
win over the Kurds, allowed for ajanib Kurds to apply for citizenship which they had been 
denied earlier. Decree 49 of the 7 April 2011 was limited in its scope as it did not cover 
makutumiin Kurds nor did it address the issue of compensation (Allsopp 2014, 173).

9. A minimum of 40% of decision-making participants on all administrative levels have to be 
women (in practice). This commitment is also reflected at higher levels. For example, the PYD 
has a male and female co-chair in all institutions, organisations, and associations – including 
medical, educational, military, and police councils (Benathan, 2014).

10. Joining the SDF were also some Assyrian/Syriac militias and smaller Armenian, Turkmen, and 
Chechen forces.

11. Not least, the recruitment of Arabs to the SDF was encouraged by the United States to deflect 
claims that it chose to support the Kurds against Arabs, Turkmen, and other groups.

12. It is also noted as a terrorist organisation by the EU as well as the United States according to 
official EU, and US government, sources (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/? 
uri=CELEX%3A62014TJ0316&qid=1634482630482, https://www.state.gov/foreign-terrorist- 
organisations/)

13. These debates are outlined in Jongerden (2019).
14. In a foreword to a book on Öcalan’s texts, the notes that these “writings are intensively 

studied and heavily discussed by the Kurdish rebels and activists, and practical concepts are 
derived from these discussions”. (Öcalan 26: 2017).

15. Human Rights Watch (Motaparthy 2018) noted that recruitment often occurred in displaced 
persons’ camps, thus targeting “vulnerable families in need of social support or humanitarian 
assistance”. The children between the ages of 13–17 enlisted voluntarily and in some cases 
were who had experienced difficult domestic situations according to HRW.

16. Interview, N.O. Özcan, 13 October 2002, Ankara.
17. Al Najjar, Allagui, and Page are all cited in Alsharakh, 2018.
18. The Social Charter can be found at http://peaceinkurdistancampaign.com/resources/rojava/ 

charter-of-the-social-contract/
19. T w e e t  b y  E l h a m  A h m a d .  h t t p s : / / t w i t t e r . c o m / E l h a m A h m a d S D C / s t a t u s /  

1265624305293017089
20. Not least, the recruitment of Arabs to the SDF was encouraged by the PYD’s external sponsor, 

the United States, to deflect claims that it chose to support the Kurds against Arabs, Turkmen, 
and other groups.

21. While numbers are not entirely reliable due to over reporting by the tribes themselves and 
under-reporting by rivals, the Akidat tribe is one of the largest is believed to number between 
700000 to 800000 members. Its members live near the Euphrates basin in Syria, in Iraq and in 
the Gulf (Al-Kanj 2020).
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22. Statement issued on Facebook on 11 August: https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id= 
100063890012919 (accessed 17 September 2021). In an interview with journalist Rena Netjes, 
an Ogidat sheikh from al-shuhail stated: “We want to open direct channels with the International 
Coalition, and with the Americans. . .We do not want to work with the SDF” (Twitter, 21 August 
2020). https://twitter.com/RenaNetjes/status/1293616793710481408?%20s=08

23. Home page of the Syrian Democratic Council: http://m-syria-d.com/en/?p=2778
24. Although the political programmes of all Kurdish political parties including the KNC mention 

women’s rights, statements of support for gender equality are not always evident in practice. 
For example, KNC party leadership is dominated by men whereas there is a legal requirement 
for women’s representation at leadership levels in the PYD (and TEV-DEM) (Allsopp and Van 
Wilgenburg 2019, 79).

25. Bayik is one of the five founders of the PKK and part of the PKK’s three-man Executive 
Committee, the leading body of the organisation.

26. See contributions by Skjelderup (2022, this issue), Skretting (2022, this issue), and Lia (2022, 
this issue).

27. Syrian Democratic Times interview with Aldar Khalil, 1 July 2020.
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