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Women’s resistance in 
North and East Syria
How women are organising 
against the Turkish occupa-
tion war

Since the 9th of October 2019 Turkey and its 
jihadist allies have been invading the terri-
tories of North and East Syria / Rojava. Tur-
key aims to occupy the land and destroy the 
achievements which the people have been 
building up in North and East Syria over the 
last eight years.

Since the 9th of October women have been 
directly targeted by the occupation forces, 
and become victims of mass displacement, 
bombardments, kidnapping, field executions 
and desecration of their bodies. By spreading 
evidence of their atrocities themselves, Turk-
ish-backed jihadist gangs aim to destroy the 
will and resistance of women. These atrocities 
have been documented by various institutions 
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Notes 
1 See: Kongra Star Statistics and Research 
Committee Qamişlo, Kongra Star Diplomacy: 
Effects of the Turkish invasion of North and East 
Syria on women and children, 22nd November 
2019.

in North and East Syria as well as international 
Human Rights organisations.1 

But despite these attempts, women all over 
North and East Syria are organising them-
selves to resist these attacks. The mentality of 
women participating in the Rojava revolution 
is not one of victimhood. Here they say resist-
ance is life, and tens of thousands of women 
across North and East Syria live by this princi-
ple. In this dossier we as Kongra Star women’s 
movement want to shed light on the many dif-
ferent forms of women’s resistance in the face 
of the Turkish state’s onslaught.

Since the war began, the Women Defend Ro-
java campaign committee has been making in-
terviews with women organising in all differ-
ent fields of resistance across the area of North 
and East Syria. Unless otherwise sourced, in-
formation contained in this file comes from 
those being interviewed.

Kongra Star is an umbrella structure of wom-
ens groups in Rojava. It seeks to develop a free 
Rojava, a democratic Syria, and a democratic 
Middle East by promoting women’s freedom 
and the concept of the democratic nation. 
Kongra Star started work in 2005 organising 
the womens movement in Rojava and Syr-
ia. For some time organising was clandestine 
under the Ba’ath regime and faced many dif-
ficulties. Kongra Star was central to the social 
organising during the beginning of the revolu-
tion, and since that time has continued grow-

ing as an institution and focuses on all areas of 
women’s life including education, art, self de-
fence, economy, media and social organising.

After the revolution more and more women in 
North and East Syria have become organised 
and Kongra Star membership has broadened 
and widened. All ethnic groups are self organ-
ised and have become part of the revolution, 
and in the same way Kongra Star is organised 
for and by all colours of North East Syrian 
women.  Evîn Swêd, spokeswoman for Kongra 
Star, says that because it was in such oppressive 
conditions that women here became organ-
ised that they understand the need for unity 
so well. “Under IS, women in North and East 
Syria faced and overcame the worst horrors of 
the 21st century. So when the Turkish threats 
came, of course it was always clear resistance 
would be fierce.” Kongra Star develops wom-
en’s leadership qualities as well as collective 
strength. The different ways women are or-
ganised through Kongra Star helps make the 
Rojava revolution a women’s revolution. “The 
attacks have been heavy but you can’t destroy 
women’s organising. There’s been an interna-
tional conspiracy against Rojava but women’s 
position has been clear, to build a free and 
democratic life and continue the struggle of 
their şehîds.”

Kongra Star
Women Defend Rojava Campaign Committee
19/01/2020
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Legitimate self-defence:
Women’s Defence Units - YPJ
The Women’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên Par-
astina Jin - YPJ) were founded in 2013 as an 
all-women military defence force. According 
to their principles the YPJ carries out legiti-
mate self-defence against all external physical 
attacks which target the land, society and es-
pecially women. Their aim is to build a dem-
ocratic, decentralised, pluralistic Syria and to 
achieve women’s liberation through fighting 
against patriarchal mentality and military at-
tacks. This is why YPJ, as well as fighting at the 
front-lines also educates women intellectually 
and culturally in order that women can discov-
er their personalities and contribute to build-
ing up a society in which justice, freedom and 
equality prevail.1 Thousands of women have 
received education from YPJ, with the aim that 
women learn to defend themselves mentally 
and physically.

The YPJ joined the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) on October 11, 2015 and participated 
in all the liberation campaigns launched by 
the SDF against the Islamic State occupation 

in North and East Syria.2 Newroz Ahmed, 
herself a Kurdish woman, is a commander 
of the YPJ. She explains how the YPJ devel-
oped through the fight against IS: “In the fight 
against IS thousands of our fighters put their 
lives at risk for a future for freedom. In the be-
ginning many people did not take us seriously, 
but when they saw our organisation and the 
leading role we took, they saw our strength.” 
Newroz went on to say that women suffered 
the most from the Islamic State. This was the 
motivation and driving force of their organisa-
tion to “end this barbarism.”

The YPJ is a force to defend women and soci-
ety from oppression, not just from IS but from 
any agressors. As such they participated in the 
defence of Afrin, which the Turkish state at-
tacked and occupied in 2018 and are still play-
ing a key role in the current resistance against 
invasion. Newroz is still a commander in the 
ranks of the YPJ. “YPJ accepts and shoulders 
the duty and responsibility to defend society 
and women.”

Bêrîtan Deir-az Zor is a YPJ fighter based with 
her unit in Til Temir. She is an Arab woman 
from Deir-az Zor. “Inside YPJ there are wom-
en of different ethnic groups. Most of them are 

The YPJ’s principle of legitimate self-defence 
applies the following rule: “If we would have the 
strength to attack the whole world, we would not 
do it, but if all the forces of the world unite to at-
tack us, we will defend ourselves”.3

INFOBOX
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Kurds and Arabs. But also Syriac, Assyrian and 
others. Also internationalist women from oth-
er countries and regions join our forces. Our 
unity has many colours. This variety in the 
participation of YPJ allows women to become 
one and through this colourful unity can carry 
out self-defence.”

During the last years the YPJ forces became 
a professional force as Bêrîtan explains. “Our 
autonomous forces learn how to use all weap-
ons. We use heavy, middle and light weapons. 
Light weapons are Kalashnikows, hand gre-
nades and pistols. Middle weapons are BKC or 
RPG. The women of YPJ are also using heavy 
weapons like mortars or incendiary weapons. 
Women play an important role on the front-
lines.”

In addition to work on the frontlines, YPJ 
has its own teams for press, information and 
diplomacy work. Representatives of YPJ have 
travelled to other countries, participated in 
conferences, and met women’s organisations 
and movements around the world. YPJ does 
not see its women’s liberation struggle as lim-
ited to the area of North and East Syria, but 
emphasises the importance of organising and 
connecting women’s self-defence against patri-
archal and militarist attacks worldwide. Over 
a hundred internationalist women have also 
taken their place in the ranks of YPJ.

Bêrîtan says: “The things that women achieved 
here increase our morale and strength. The re-

sult is that also our surroundings gain strength 
and trust. Women can do everything. The 
role that women are playing as well as their 
achievements became a threat for the Turkish 
state as well as for IS. The Turkish state and its 
allies are afraid of the strength of women. But 
they will never succeed in breaking the wom-
en's revolution.”

“We want to 
show the world 

that women 
can defend 

themselves.”  
Bêrîtan 

Deir-az Zor

Notes
1 Public Relations Office of the Women’s Protection 
Unit: Women’s Protection Units YPJ, 11.05.2019. p 3.
2 Public Relations Office of the Women’s Protection 
Unit: Women’s Protection Units YPJ, 11.05.2019. p 8f.
3 Public Relations Office of the Women's Protection 
Unit: Women's Protection Units YPJ, 11.05.2019. p 4.
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“From the beginning 
until the very end, as 

women we take a stand 
together. If we are 

united, our strength 
and our will become 

even stronger.” 
Zenûbîya Athro
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“We are defending our 
people and culture”:
Syriac Women’s Forces HSNB

The Bethnahrin Women’s Protection Forces 
HSNB (romanised from classical Syriac: Ḥay-
lawotho d'Sutoro d'Neshe d'Beth Nahrin), is a 
Syriac all-female military force. Syriac people 
include Assyrians, Chaldeans and Arameans 
and they are indigenous peoples of the Middle 
East. The Syriac people, with a six thousand 
year history in Mesopotamia, have been divid-
ed by the state borders of Syria, Iraq, Iran, Tur-
key and Lebanon.1 The Syriacs living in North 
and East Syria are, as well as the Armenians, 
descendants of the survivors of the genocide 
that the Ottoman Empire carried out against 
them in 1915-1917. These massacres are re-
ferred to as Seyfo, the Syriac term for sword.2

Zenûbîya Athro is the head of the HSNB. She 

explains that HSNB was created after IS at-
tacked Syriac villages in the Khabour region in 
2015. It was then one of the founding members 
of the SDF. Facing the current threat by the 
Turkish invasion, she draws a parallel between 
the massacres of the past and today: “Like the 
Seyfo massacre in 1915, history was repeated 
with the massacre in 2015. This is why we are 
now as a force defending ourselves against the 
Turkish state. As Syriac women in particular 
we faced a lot of massacres, this is why we built 
up our own force against these attacks.”

HSNB, with roughly 100 members, are cur-
rently positioned in different places from 
Derik to Til Temir. Zenûbîya says: “We are 
actively playing a role in this resistance”, and 
emphasises the uniting character of the resist-
ance: “We are like a big family. This war made 
the connection between us even stronger. We 

became one. There is no difference between 
Kurds, Arabs and Syriacs. Our life is with all 
the peoples here. Kurds, Arabs and all the oth-
ers became one.”

Notes
1 European Syriac Union: Brochure (English), p. 1
2 Syriac Strategic Research Center: Syriac Christians on 
“Genocide Watch”, 20/10/2019. p.1.

Members of HSNB entering a Members of HSNB entering a 
church.church.

HSNB teaching women of HSNB teaching women of 
their community how to use a their community how to use a 
weapon.weapon. 77



“We will defend our-
selves because we 
know our history.”:
Assyrian Khabour Guard 
Council

Assyrian women are also organised; in the As-
syrian Khabour Guard Council. Confronted 
with war, murder and displacement, young 
Assyrians living in the Khabour region devel-
oped the Khabour Guards in 2012 as a mili-
tary defence force. Women had already joined 
the council in order to protect themselves and 
their land. Now, they are organised autono-
mously in women’s units.

Three years after the founding of the Khabour 
Guard Council, in 2015, IS attacked the Kha-
bour region. The Khabour Gurads played a 
crucial role in the protection and liberation of 
Christian populated areas. The IS attacks led 
to a large migration of Assyrians mainly to 
Europe and North America. The population 
before the attacks of 300,000 Christians in the 
Khabour area east of the Euphrates was deci-
mated to about 100,000.1

Madeleine Khamis is the commander of the 
Assyrian Khabour Guards Council. She tells us 
that women are protecting the Assyrian people 
by preserving customs and traditions, as well 
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as by joining the armed defence forces. She 
says it is necessary to defend their land: “De-
struction, looting, detention and captivity, and 
desecrating of sacred places; these images are 
still before our eyes and will not be forgotten.”

The Khabour Guards are part of the SDF and 
in July 2019 they declared, along with the Syri-
ac Military Council, the formation of the com-
mon Syriac-Assyrian Military Council. At the 
moment the Khabour Guards are holding five 
defence positions between Serêkaniyê and Til 
Temir.

Madeleine says of the current invasion: “Now 
this occupation and these attacks pose a great 
danger, creating great fear among the people 
of the region, especially the Assyrian, Syriac, 
Chaldean and Armenian people, who have 
been subjected to massacres by the Ottomans, 
such as the massacres of Seyfo and Simele.2 
Thus, the danger now is greater. If the Turkish 
state continues its attacks and violations com-
mitted by its terrorist groups, we will see it as 
genocide.”

Madeleine and her comrades are determined 
to resist. “Here in the North and East of Syr-
ia, we are living together, both Muslims and 
Christians, we are living the friendship of peo-
ples in its true meaning… This is now under 
threat. But we, as people of the region who 
are living together, we must resist, stand up 
against any attack and plans of the enemy that 
are targeting our land.”

Notes
1 Syriac Strategic Research Center: Syriac 
Christians on “Genocide Watch”, 20.10.2019. p.2.
2 The Simele massacre in 1933 was the first 
of many massacres committed by the Iraqi 
government during the systematic targeting of 
Assyrians of Northern Iraq in August 1933.

“As Assyrian peoples, especially 
women, we have been subjected to 
many massacres and cruelties at 
all times, so we must take on the 

responsibility of protecting ourselves.” 
Madeleine Khamis
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Women meeting to cook food for the fighters, Women meeting to cook food for the fighters, 
organised by HPC-Jinorganised by HPC-Jin
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Self-defence must be 
at all levels:
HPC-Jin

The Women’s Community Self-Defence Forc-
es, HPC-Jin (Kurdish: Hêzên Parastina Civakî 
ya Jinê), were established in 2014. The HPC-
Jin is a civil grassroots organisation that is re-
sponsible for the security of communities and 
neighbourhoods, ensuring that the people, es-
pecially women, are able to defend themselves 
against all forms of violence. Within HPC-Jin 
self-defence is not understood as a military 
task only. Moreover it is seen as a task that 
needs to be implemented at the roots of so-
ciety, and always bound to education to over-
come oppressive relations and build up a free 
personality and a free society. This ideological 
foundation is essential for the use of weapons 
and for understanding self defence. Next to 
HPC-Jin, the parallel, mixed-gender structure 
is the HPC.1

Sabah Rejid Qrê is the head of the HPC-Jin in 
Haseke. The women of HPC-Jin receive basic 
military training but their tasks are not just fo-
cused on armed defence. “Our work has a so-
cial side as well as an armed one. We are not a 
military force. We are more active inside socie-
ty.” HPC-Jin works include community recon-
ciliation, mediating disputes, guarding public 
events, setting up checkpoints and being aware 

of the situation in their neighbourhoods. It is 
important that women in the neighbourhood 
have a direct contact to the people so that 
they can inform in cases of violence against 
women or any other threats on the security of 
their neighbourhood.2 The majority of women 
working in HPC-Jin are mothers, grandmoth-
ers and older women, some of them are 60-70 
years old. But young women from all commu-
nities also take part.

In the face of the current military invasion the 
HPC-Jin has a key role of securing communi-
ties, especially to prevent IS “sleeper cell” at-
tacks, which have increased since the start of 
the Turkish invasion. Sabah explains how their 
work changed due to the war: “We are raising 
awareness in our communities, to make peo-
ple alert to possible attacks. By being connect-
ed with our people and making them aware 
about the security situation, we want to pre-
vent the enemy infiltrating the people.” With 
the current situation HPC-Jin are more often 

guarding check-points or patrolling neigh-
bourhoods. “Sometimes 4 to 6 hours, some-
times the whole night,” Sabah tells us. Next to 
these works, HPC-Jin aim to increase women’s 
participation in the various tasks of resistance, 
like cooking food for the fighters on the front-
line.

For Sabah it is clear that they are ready to de-
fend their communities. “When the war comes 
closer to our positions, we also give direct sup-
port to the SDF. Not in the very frontline, but 
in the backline. We will also fight.”

Notes
1 Diplomatic Relations of Kongreya Star: Kongreya Star 
and its committees, 2018. p. 52f.
2 Diplomatic Relations of Kongreya Star: Kongreya Star 
and its committees, 2018. p. 54.

“As long as we have the 
strength, we will stand 

on our feet.”
Sabah Rejid Qrê
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Defending the right to 
life and physical integ-
rity: 
Medical work
Medical support in areas under attack, as well 
as aid to displaced people, is organised by the 
Kurdish Red Crescent, Heyva Sor a Kurdis-
tanê. Founded in 2012, the Kurdish Red Cres-
cent works as an NGO in North and East Syria 
providing health care, social care and human-
itarian aid.

Jamîla Hami is the co-chair of the Kurdish Red 

Crescent. “Heyva Sor was built up from noth-
ing. In the beginning, during the wars in Ko-
bane or Şengal we didn’t have ambulances. We 
called to our people to bring cars to transport 
the wounded.” Since then Heyva Sor has pro-
fessionalised and is now playing a key role in 
health care during the current war. Heyva Sor 
has about 800 to 900 health workers of which 
60% are women. Across North and East Syria 
Heyva Sor is operating with 46 ambulances, 
doing first contact and first aid and bringing 
the wounded people to hospitals.”

Jamîla is currently working in the şehîd 
Lêgerîn Hospital in Til Temir, which is run 
by Heyva Sor. “At the beginning of the inva-
sion there were three health points between 
the Şehîd Lêgerîn Hospital and Serêkaniyê. 

With the advances made 
by the occupying forces, 
the Şehîd Lêgerîn Hospi-
tal has now become the 
closest hospital to the 
Serêkaniyê frontline. All 
people wounded close 
to the frontlines, fighters 
as well as civilians, are 
treated here.” The hospi-
tal operates with 12 am-
bulances and around 100 
staff members. Hundreds 
of people have been treat-
ed since the start of this 
war and many rescued. 
Women are working as 

paramedics and first responders, and also as 
doctors, pharmacists and technicians. Female 
medical students are also working in hospitals 
at the moment.

Heyva Sor has been documenting casualties 
treated, contributing to collection of evidence 
of war crimes, such as the use of chemical 
weapons. Jamîla evaluates the work of Heyva 
Sor as part of the resistance: “In this war no 
one, no international law, no international 
force is protecting the right of life and physical 
integrity of our people, so it is our duty.”
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“We made a promise to not 
leave a single wounded 
person on the ground.” 

Jamîla Hami
1313



Amplifying women’s 
voices to the world:
Press and media work
Since the democratic revolution of 2012 in 
the region, media and press work has devel-
oped a lot. Under the Ba’ath regime media was 
censored; while Kurdish media and even the 
use of the Kurdish language in public were 
banned. Journalists faced arrest or even assas-
sination. With the implementation of demo-
cratic self-governance, new media centres and 
institutions were built up. Women took a lead-
ing position, making up 57% of media workers 
across North and East Syria.1

Gulan Botan works as a reporter for the Medya 
Haber TV. She was documenting the war from 
Serêkaniyê. On the 9th of October, the day 
when Turkey launched its attacks, she report-
ed on the human shield action in Serêkaniyê 
where hundreds of peoples were protesting at 
the Syrian side of the border. “Everyone was 
there. People from all nations sang resistance 
songs together. Especially women. We as jour-
nalists wanted their voices to be heard around 
the world.” She was still there when the attacks 
came. “We saw with our own eyes that at the 
time of attack there was no threat to Turkey. 
In Serêkaniyê there was the people. Women, 
men, older people and children. It was them at 
the border when Turkey attacked.”

“As media we are forced to tell the truth 
to the world. Turkey does everything to 

prevent people from seeing the truth. This 
is why our work is a form of resistance.” 

Gulan Botan
1414



Botan stayed in Serêkaniyê as it was under at-
tack, reporting from the city. Some of the inter-
national media announced they would with-
draw their journalists due to danger. “We were 
forced to work under hard conditions. Under 
these conditions you have to do everything. I 
was presenting news in front of the camera, 
filming and doing the montage. Our ability 
to obtain and publish information was some-
times cut off. No electricity for charging our 
cameras. But with the possibilities we had, we 
continued our work. Sometimes we just filmed 
with our mobile phones.”

Journalists were also killed at this time. On 
the 11th of October Vedat Erdemci, a mem-
ber of the Rojava film commune, was killed 
in a Turkish airstrike on Serêkaniyê. On the 
13th the Turkish army bombed a car convoy 
of civilians and journalists that went to Serêka-
niyê in support of the resistance. Eleven peo-
ple were killed, among them two journalists.2   
Gulan Botan saw the attack on the convoy, and 
tells us why press are targeted. “The Turkish 
state doesn’t want the truth shown. They don’t 
want us to show what is really happening and 
that people are defending their land.”

Zozan Berkele, a local journalist working for 
the women news station Jin TV, was wounded 
by gunfire by Turkish forces while attempting 
to cover a joint Turkish-Russian patrol on 11th 
of November in Kobane countryside.3 Despite 
the risks that journalists are facing Botan em-
phasises the crucial role of media work and 

explains her own motivation: “Media can be 
the eye of the truth. We can see what is really 
happening and can tell it to the world. I will 
never forget the journalists who lost their lives 
in Serêkaniyê. These attacks lead even more 
people to seek the truth. This is why I will con-
tinue to follow the truth through my work.”

Notes
1 Diplomatic Relations of Kongreya Star: Kongreya Star 
and its committees, 2018. p. 30.
2 Committee to Protect Journalists: Second Syrian 
Kurdish journalist dies of wounds sustained in Turkish 
air strike. 15.10.2019. https://cpj.org/2019/10/second-
syrian-kurdish-journalist-dies-of-wounds-su.php
3 Rojava Information Center: Turkeys war against 
civilians. 1.12.2019. p. 7.
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Transforming loss into 
an organised force of 
resistance:
Malbatên Şehîdan
The Council of Martyrs’ Families, “Malbatên 
Şehîdan”, was founded in 2014 and aims to 
provide aid, both moral and material, to 
families of those who fall in war. Şehîd is the 
Kurdish expression for martyr and the cul-
ture honours those who dedicated their life to 
resistance. The Malbatên Şehîdan itself is or-
ganised by family members of şehîds. They go 
with families to funerals, set up the tents for 
the traditional three days mourning ceremony 
and organise the families in the long term, giv-
ing them psychological support and helping 
them return to daily life.1

Ayda Xelil, herself mother of a şehîd, explains: 
“Malbatên Şehîdan is a common house for 
all şehîd families. We organise support, and 
grief can be shared.” With the current resist-
ance many families are experiencing losses but 
Ayda emphasises: “With every şehîd, the fam-
ilies come closer together. The mothers in par-
ticular support each other because they lived 
through the same grief.”

Over the past years, the Malbatên Şehîdan be-
came a strong civil organisation representing 
many people. In the current resistance they When fallen fighters get buried, When fallen fighters get buried, 

hundreds of people gather at martyrs’ hundreds of people gather at martyrs’ 
graveyards to bid them farewell.graveyards to bid them farewell.1616



publish statements, participate in campaigns 
and organise demonstrations. Ayda explains 
that it is often the families of the şehîds that 
take leading roles in resistance. “They see 
themselves as the ones fulfilling the dreams 
and demands of 
those who gave their 
lives for defending 
this land. So they will 
never accept Turkey’s 
occupation.”

The funerals that are 
organised by the in-
stitution are impor-
tant events where 
hundreds of people 
come together to bid 
farewell to the şehîds. 
It is a place where 
society can collec-
tively share their pain and anger about the war 
and injustice imposed on it. At the same time 
the solidarity of the society has an important 
meaning and gives strength and confidence to 
relatives and friends of şehîds. Often funerals 
turn into demonstrations in which the society 
renews its commitment to intensify resistance 
until freedom and justice are achieved.

“Remembering our şehîds 
is important to the current 
resistance. They remind us 

what we are resisting against 
and what we are fighting for.” 

Ayda Xelil

Notes
1 Diplomatic Relations of Kongreya Star: Kongreya Star 
and its committees, 2018. p. 57.
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Countering Turkey’s 
attacks on society: 
Popular resistance 
Civil society organising has continued despite 
the war, and often intensified. People have held 
public meetings to discuss the situation and 
possibilities of resistance. Women have organ-
ised autonomously to focus on topics particu-
larly affecting them.

Civil society is also addressing international 
institutions, demanding they carry out their 
responsibilities. The displaced population 
from Serêkaniyê has protested in front of the 
UNHCR office in Qamişlo, demanding their 
right to return safely to their homes and live in 
peace.1 Women of Kongra Star have addressed 
open letters to the UN and UNICEF, describ-
ing the situation, proposing possibilities to end 
the war and reminding the institutions to car-
ry out their duties.

Since the invasion started, not a week has 
passed by without mass demonstrations. Of-
ten coordinated actions are organised across 
the whole region at the same time. Different 
sectors of civil society, including teachers’ un-
ions, Malbatên Şehîdan, the women’s move-
ment, young women’s associations, women’s 
artists or internally displaced people mobilise 
themselves. Different culture and art groups 
have taken part in the resistance, using music, 
theatre and art as a form of protest.

When the city of Serêkaniyê was besieged and 
no humanitarian corridor was being opened to 
allow the evacuation of wounded people, civil-
ians organised a convoy to Serêkaniyê hospital 
on the 19th of October. With the participation 
of aid and medical workers, women and  civil 
society organisations, the convoy managed to 
bring many wounded back to Til Temer.

Resistance is often organised, through com-
munes or women’s and people councils, but 
also takes more spontaneous forms. During 
the first joint patrols on Syrian soil, between 
the USA and Turkey, inhabitants of Qamişlo 
threw stones on the armed vehicles. Under-
standing the patrols as steps of occupation, the 
people prepared themselves for the following 
patrols across the region. After the agreement 
between Russia and Turkey the patrols changed 
from America-Turkish to Russian-Turkish. 
These were also pelted with everything from 
fire extinguishers to rotten fruit and stones, by 
everyone from four-year-olds, to young wom-

en, mothers and grandmothers.

On 8th of November, the people protesting a 
Russian-Turkish patrol were attacked by the 
occupying forces. Serxwebun Ali, a young man 
who was protesting the patrols between Girke 
Lege and Derik, was crushed by an armed 
vehicle and died. But this did not stop pro-
tests against the patrols. On 12th November, 
a patrol in Kobane Sub-District was forced to 
change route onto unpaved roads by protes-
tors blocking the route and throwing stones.2 
When Russian soldiers were distributing hu-
manitarian aid packages to the people in the 
Kobane area, women threw them back to the 
Russian military cars, saying that they don’t 
want food but the war and occupation to end.

Notes
1 Heyva Sor:  Turkish military and Islamic groups 
invasion in Northeast Syria, 14.11.2019. p.2.
2 Heyva Sor:  Turkish military and Islamic groups 
invasion in Northeast Syria, 14.11.2019. p.5.

On a teachers march against occupation a On a teachers march against occupation a 
teacher gives a speech about how occupation teacher gives a speech about how occupation 
is attacking children’s right to learn.is attacking children’s right to learn.

Women block the street in front of a Women block the street in front of a 
joint Turkish-Russian Patroljoint Turkish-Russian Patrol
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Women from Kevana Zerin, the women’s culture movement, demonstrate against Turkish Women from Kevana Zerin, the women’s culture movement, demonstrate against Turkish 
occupationoccupation
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“They try to break us but as young women we 
are not afraid. I know that Erdogan’s gangs are 
afraid of us. Let them be afraid of us. Because 

as long as they try to attack us, we will resist.” 
Çavreş Tekoşîn
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As women we are soci-
ety and as youth we are 
the future:
The Young Women’s Move-
ment
The young women’s movement is autono-
mously organised within the mixed youth 
movement and was officially founded, after 
years of organising, in 2016. Since the start of 
the current attacks, the young women’s move-
ment has made statements, organised march-
es, carried out independent actions and, to-
gether with the general structures of the youth 
movement, called on youth to join the general 
mobilisation to defend North and East Syria.

The main aim of the young women’s move-
ment is to organize young women and sup-

port them in creating a free personality and 
will that is not dependent on patriarchal or 
capitalist standards. Having the analysis that 
young women are especially targeted by the 
pressure of capitalist beauty standards, patriar-
chal concepts of partnership and hierarchical 
structures in families, the organisation wants 
to create alternatives so that young women can 
live collectively, finding beauty in themselves, 
developing trust in themselves and getting to 
know their own strength.

Çavreş Tekoşîn is 23 years old. She has fol-
lowed the young women’s movements call for 
defending North and East Syria. She decided 
to join the defence works and is currently po-
sitioned in a base of the young women’s move-
ment in Til Temir. Born in Qamişlo, Çavreş 
tells us that she came to Rojava from Europe: 
“I came from Berlin to North and East Syria. 
I was in Germany but when the war started, I 
had the wish to come here. I couldn’t stand to 
watch how the gangs are attacking, how they 
are occupying our land and how women fell in 
the hands of the enemy.“

She came to North and East Syria to work with 
the young women’s movement. “As a young 
woman I came here to participate in this re-
sistance. As young women, we are building our 
own defensive positions. We don’t accept that 
they take our land. They want to break wom-
en but we will not allow this.” She explains 
what their work looks like: “We are ten young 
women living together at our base in Til Temir. 

We give each other great morale. Three of us 
are always going to our defensive positions, 
where we are watching the surroundings. Oth-
ers make night patrols. The first time I took 
night patrol, there was a drone over my head 
but I was not afraid. I know that my strength 
is great.”

Çavreş emphazises that the young women’s 
movement is not only active as part of the de-
fence system. “All around North and East Syria 
we are engaging young women in discussion. 
We explain how women were enslaved by 
those jihadists gangs, thatt they have no re-
spect for women. We discuss with them and 
we say that as young women we don’t accept 
this. Because when you oppress women you 
oppress life and freedom.”
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Keeping communities 
strong:
Organizing camps for dis-
placed people
The Turkish attacks on Northern Syria have 
been causing mass displacement. Until now 
over 300,000 people have been forced to leave 
their homes.1 Many of them are hosted by their 
relatives in other cities or are finding shelter in 
schools and other organised housing.

Gulistan Oso is the co-chair responsible for 
Refugee Affairs in Cizîr canton and works 
in Tweyna camp, also known as Washoka-
ni camp, between Hasake and Til Temir. The 
camp opened on the 1st of November 2019 
for the people displaced by the current Turk-
ish military invasion. The camp is hosting 
currently around 2000 individuals with new 
families coming every day.2 The majority of 
the families in the camp are Arabs, followed by 
Kurds, both from the regions of Til Temir and 
Serêkaniyê. “Also one Assyrian family arrived 
at the camp: But since SDF forces liberateed 
the village, they could return to their home,” 
Gulistan says.

Gulistan mentions the difficulties that they 
face: “Since all the international NGO’s left, it 
is just us and local NGO’s that are providing 
aid and support for this camp.” UN Organi-

sations, such as UNHCR, do not support the 
new camp since the Syrian Government is re-
fusing permission.3 “But they are our people, 
so we are the ones taking care of them.”

“The majority of the camp’s inhabitants are 
women and children. Women leave the areas 
where Turkish occupation forces are advanc-
ing much earlier than men,” explains Gulistan. 
“But women are not just victims of displace-
ment. They take responsibility for themselves 
and their people.” As well as women working 
for Heyva Sor a Kurdistan, local NGOs and 
the security forces at the camp, women in 
the camp are also organising themselves. The 
camp is organised in communes like the sys-
tem in their home towns and villages before. 
The communes in the camp are  organised 
with the co-chair system, which means that a 
woman and a man are equal spokespersons.

Gulistan Oso explains how women are partici-
pating in the works of the camp: “Women have 
always played a key role in organising society. 
Now we see it as our duty to take responsibil-
ity for our people that have been displaced. 
Here in the camp we organise the people, sup-
porting them in what they need to live a life 
in dignity, not allowing the democratic way of 
popular organising that we have developed in 
the last years to be destroyed by displacement.”

Notes
1 Heyva Sor:  Turkish military and Islamic groups 
invasion in Northeast Syria, 14.11.2019. p.1.
2 Rojava Information Center: Last developments of war 
in North and East Syria, 28.11.2019.
3 Heyva Sor:  Turkish military and Islamic groups 
invasion in Northeast Syria, 14.11.2019. p.1.

Inhabitants of the Tweyna camp and the women’s Inhabitants of the Tweyna camp and the women’s 
movement Kongra Star give a statement against the movement Kongra Star give a statement against the 
invasioninvasion2222



“To ensure the people’s 
organising is resistance, 
because this is what the 
enemy tries to destroy.” 

Gulistan Oso
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Empowering women to 
take care of their com-
munities:
the Free Women's Foundation 
of Rojava WJAR
The Free Women's Foundation of Rojava was 
founded in 2014 and supports women's and 
children's empowerment in North and East 
Syria. Part of the work of WJAR is providing 
aid for women and children suffering from 
situations of war, displacement and other dif-

ficulties. Their work  is based on the principle 
that free women are the basis of a free society. 
They aim to oppose structural patriarchal vi-
olence by strengthening women through edu-
cation and different communal projects. Some 
of the projects they are currently running in 
North and East Syria include communal health 
projects and campaigns, health centers, social 
and psychological counseling, cooperatives, 
professional training and different programs 
in refugee camps and with former IS women.

Xewla Xelf Qewas and Sozdar Abdo are mem-
bers of the Free Women's Foundation. They 
are both from Serêkaniyê, where they initiated 
the first health care centre of the Free Wom-

en's Foundation 5 years ago. Due to the Turk-
ish military invasion they were forced to flee 
Serêkaniyê. Xewla, 36 year old, explains her 
situation: “We fled on the 10th of October to 
Haseke. Together with our sisters, brothers, 
parents and the children we are a total of 22 
people. We now live all together in two rooms, 
whereas before we were in 5 houses. We stay 
there without anything. We could not take an-
ything with us.” Despite her own challenges, 
she took the decision to help others in similar 
situations with her work: “When we arrived in 
Haseke, we saw that like us, nobody had any-
thing. This is why we directly started to work 
again."

Sozdar, 27 years old and mother of three girls, 
lives in similar circumstances: "We are accom-
modated with 15 people in a small house in 
Haseke. We are staying together with my sis-
ter-in-law. Many have become ill, among them 
children and women. The water is not clean 
and there is a lot of dust.” Being exposed to 

“Supporting women in being 
able to act and care for 

others is resistance against 
patriarchal warfare.”  

Sozdar Abdo

Sozdar Abdo (left) and Xewla Xelf Qewas Sozdar Abdo (left) and Xewla Xelf Qewas 
(right) had to flee from Serêkaniyê. In (right) had to flee from Serêkaniyê. In 
Haseke they both continue their work for Haseke they both continue their work for 
the Free Women’s Foundation.the Free Women’s Foundation.
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these circumstances she saw the need to act: 
“We directly decided to open a health care 
point in in the foundation’s center in Hase-
ke. There is a lot of need for medical care and 
medicines. We don’t have enough to cover the 
needs. But with all the possibilities we have, we 
will support the refugees."

Xewla and Sozdar started to visit the women 
in the refugee camps and organised a mobile 
medical first aid team that has been able to 
reach around 300 people so far. In November 
alone, around 200 women and children were 
able to receive medical care at their new health 
center in Haseke. Additionally, they distribut-
ed humanitarian aid to nearly 500 displaced 
women and children.

WJAR is not just aiming to supply refugees but 
to provide displaced women with education in 
basic medical treatments for themselves and 
others. Health worker trainings have been or-
ganised. Already 30 women have completed 
the first courses and five psychological support 
workshops were organised for another 120 ref-
ugee women.

Members of the Free Women’s Foundation are supporting Members of the Free Women’s Foundation are supporting 
displaced people living in schools.displaced people living in schools.

The mobile clinic in Haseke is providing The mobile clinic in Haseke is providing 
medical treatment to those displaced.medical treatment to those displaced.
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Women guiding their 
societies to peace:
Women’s Diplomacy and 
Democratic Alliances
Diplomacy is in its essence communication, 
negotiation and the establishment of common 
agreements between different social and polit-
ical groups. It has existed ever since different 
groups have needed to communicate with each 
other. Traditionally women, who have played a 
central role in organising societies, also played 
a central role in diplomacy. Despite being an 
opportunity  to establish friendly relations, 
achieve peace and mutual benefit, diplomacy 
has been co-opted as a method of dominance. 
In modern days it has become a tool to estab-
lish power and control by nation-states and 
other powerful actors.

Since the beginning of the Rojava revolution 
women have played a vital role in diplomacy 
in North and East Syria, including to end the 
Turkish invasion and ensure a political solu-
tion to the crisis in Syria. At all national and 
international levels, women are excelling at 
negotiating for the interests of peace and free-
dom. Ilham Ahmed, president of the executive 
committee of the Syrian Democratic Council 
(SDC), has become a well-known figure glob-
ally, meeting with bodies such as the US con-
gress, and representatives of various interna-

tional powers and actors. Women politicians 
from the Syrian Future Party, which aims to 
democratise Syria, have been targeted by Turk-
ish occupation forces. Hevrin Xelef was killed 
by Turkey’s mercenary gangs in the early days 
of the war. She was known especially for her 
diplomatic engagement and skill in building 
bridges between groups. She succeeded in 
strengthening the mutual alliances between 
different communities, working for women’s 
rights, peace and democratic relationships.

Dilvîn Ehmed is member of the Kongra Star 
Diplomacy Committee. Describing the com-
mittee, she explains: “We are, in a sense, a 
unified voice of women here, so it’s vital we 
communicate well and build relationships at 
all levels.”  The committee has been provid-
ing information to women’s movements, hu-
man rights organisations, and UN institutions 
about the current situation of women in or-
der to make women’s voices heard around the 
world and put pressure on those in charge of 
political decisions. “We are redefining diplo-
macy, bringing back a perspective that goes 
beyond patriarchal competition and treats di-
plomacy as a path towards peace. It is impor-
tant that women are active in diplomacy, not 
leaving this field to nation states and men.”

“But it’s not just about the war,” emphasises 
Dilvîn. “We aim to set up democratic allianc-
es based on common principles and values.” 
Therefore the committee is attending wom-
en’s conferences across North and East Syria 

and is engaging 
with women’s or-
ganisations and 
movements all over 
the world. “We are 
following women’s 
and popular struggles 
globally, from which 
we received a lot of 
support and solidari-
ty.  In the last months 
we’ve built up relations 
with women in Brazil, 
women’s organisations 
in Poland, and the indig-
enous resistance in Bo-
livia. We want to intensify 
those relations and connect 
women’s struggles from dif-
ferent parts of the world. As 
we need women to rise up 
against this war, they need us 
to show them that as resisting 
women of the world we stand 
shoulder to shoulder.”

Conference for the Conference for the 
foundation of the foundation of the 
Women’s Council of Women’s Council of 
North and East Syria, North and East Syria, 
14.6.2019.14.6.2019.
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“The only way to 
bring back the 
true meaning 
of diplomacy 

and set the 
world on a path 

to peace and 
cooperation is 
to put women’s 
voices again in 
the forefront.”  

Dilvîn Ehmed

President of the executive committee of the SDC, President of the executive committee of the SDC, 
Ilham Ahmed, giving a speech on North and East Ilham Ahmed, giving a speech on North and East 
Syria in the European Parliament in Brussels.Syria in the European Parliament in Brussels.

Asya Abdullah, Kongra Star Asya Abdullah, Kongra Star 
CoordinationCoordination
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Cutting the roots of 
Turkish militarism:
Boycott Turkey campaign
The Boycott Turkey campaign calls out for boy-
cotting Turkish products as well as anything 
from which the Turkish state profits, such as 
tourism in Turkey. The campaign argues that 
Erdogan’s power is reliant on a stable economy 
distributing money to his fellows and support-
ers to stabilise this power. Therefore the cam-
paign aims to weaken the Turkish economy to 
reduce support for Erdogan.1

In North and East Syria, the university of Roja-
va initiated a call to Boycott Turkey. After their 
call-out many other organisations from civil 
society joined. Kongra Star, the young wom-
en’s movement, members of the city councils, 
Malbatên Şehîdan and the education commit-
tee are participating in the coordination of the 
campaign.

Civîn Remo, co-chair of Haseke city council, 
is a member of the campaign committee and 
explains how the campaign began: “After the 
attacks started on the 9th of October peo-
ple in Başûr (South Kurdistan) and Rojhilat 
(East Kurdistan) started the Boycott Turkey 
campaign. In just a short time it spread and 
was quite successful.” She explains how her 
city started to participate: “The city of Haseke 
made an official statement promoting the cam-

“As civil society, 
this war is 
against us; 

this is why we 
must resist. The 
Boycott Turkey 
Campaign is a 
resistance of 

the civil society, 
side by side 

with the military 
resistance.” 
Civîn Remo
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paign. This was supported by different politi-
cal parties and businesses. Also 35 businesses 
made an official statement that they will stop 
purchasing Turkish products and symbolically 
burned Turkish goods.”

Civîn explains how women participate in 
the campaign: “Kongra Star and the women’s 
committee were leafleting at checkpoints and 
discussing the campaign’s aims with the peo-
ple. Mothers of şehîds were putting up posters 
in markets, explaining to people that buying 
Turkish products supports the murder of their 
children.” The young women’s movement, to-
gether with the Education Committee, has 
planned theatre plays for the near future in 

which they explain how the boycott is work-
ing. In this way they want to galvanise the 
population to join the campaign. Civîn ex-
plains the importance of educating the people 
about this topic: “The campaign is planned 
with a long-term perspective.” says Civîn. “It 
is a struggle about developing consciousness. 
It will take time until the mentality within so-
ciety will change, but once we manage to teach 
this awareness to our society, we can have a big 
impact.”

Civîn sees the campaign as a way in which 
people all over the world can participate: “We 
see the campaign on an international level. In 
Europe, wherever there are Kurds and friends 

of the Kurds, and the Arab world gives great 
support in this as well. Wherever we are we 
can  put a limit on Turkey’s economy. Wher-
ever women are, not just here, they can play a 
role in this resistance.”

Notes
1 See: https://boycott-turkey.net/why-boycott-turkey/

Women distributing leaflets to cars Women distributing leaflets to cars 
passing the highway checkpoints.passing the highway checkpoints.

Calling out to boycott Turkish goods Calling out to boycott Turkish goods 
in the city of Haseke. Symbolically, in the city of Haseke. Symbolically, 
Turkish products were burned.Turkish products were burned.
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Global defence of the 
Rojava revolution:
Women Defend Rojava cam-
paign
The Women Defend Rojava campaign was 
initiated by the Kongra Star women’s move-
ment in August 2019. Our aim has been to 
strengthen links between international wom-
en’s struggles and the women’s movement of 
North and East Syria, and to create awareness 
that the Turkish state's war and occupation are 
targeting the gains of the women’s revolution. 
The campaign shares information about the 
achievements and resistance of the women’s 
revolution with the rest of the world. Further 
it gives a unified voice to women’s and anti-pa-
triarchal struggles by exchanging news about 
the resistance in North and East Syria and sol-
idarity actions and resistance in other parts of 

the world. The campaign offers a possibility for 
women to self-organise in their own regions, 
and to cooperate and coordinate collective-
ly with the women’s movement in Rojava in 
the resistance against the Turkish invasion. 31 
Women Defend Rojava committees have been 
established in 12 countries, with the intention 
of thinking globally and acting and organising 
locally.1 The campaign aims to strengthen the 
struggle against the patriarchal system and op-
pression everywhere, to stop Turkey’s plans for 
occupation and genocide and to defeat the at-
tacks on the women’s revolution in North and 
East Syria.

In addition to the women’s mobilisations, 
meetings, declarations and marches that are 
ongoing in all regions of North and East Syria, 
there has been an international information 
and PR campaign. It works mainly in Eng-
lish, Spanish, and German, but also in Arabic, 
French, Turkish, and Kurdish. Women Defend 
Rojava coordinates with other international 

“As Women Defend Rojava we want to reach 
women all around the world. We want them 
to see the values and achievements of this 

revolution and to defend them as their own.” 
Silava Şêxmûs

Basque country women demonstrate Basque country women demonstrate 
against the Turkish war on Rojava against the Turkish war on Rojava 
using the Women Defend Rojava logo.using the Women Defend Rojava logo.
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solidarity campaigns, and has made call outs 
for international days of action, including 
World Kobane Day and the International Day 
for the Elimination of Violence Against Wom-
en. The campaign committee, which is based 
in North and East Syria, is made up of local 
women and women from different countries 
all working together to defend the women’s 
revolution.

Silava Şêxmûs is a young Kurdish woman 
from Amûde, working on the campaign. “We 
are doing this work to be shoulder to shoulder 
with every women here that is under attack in 
this wa-r. Women Defend Rojava is about sup-
porting each other,” she says. Silava explains 
the need for an international dimension: “The 
Rojava revolution is a women’s revolution. We 
know that if this revolution is torn down, it 
will effect not just the women in Rojava, but 
women in the whole Middle East all over the 
world. We don’t just want the women in Ro-
java to rise up to support Rojava, we want all 

women to rise up.”

Beth Ervin from Britain came as an interna-
tionalist to Rojava to work with the women’s 
movement, to learn from the Rojava revo-
lution and develop internationalist revolu-
tionary values. “When the Turkish invasion 
started, those of us who were here as interna-
tionalists took our places in the resistance of 
North and East Syria. We consider ourselves a 
part of this movement so, of course, we wanted 
to play our role in its defence.” The campaign 
is growing rapidly and Beth and her comrades 
hope to develop it further. “It’s really exciting 
to see all the committees springing up, and 
knowing that this is about much more even 
than sending solidarity to the women in North 
and East Syria. This is about organising for our 
own, shared, freedom.”

Notes
1 Number of commities until December the 9th 2019.

“When international patriarchal powers attack the 
achievements of the women’s revolution in North 
and East Syria, they attack us all. This is why we, 

as women and those oppressed by patriarchy from 
around the world, need to defend Rojava.”

 Beth Ervin
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How you can be in-
volved

• Stay informed about the situation in 
North and East Syria (e.g. follow and 
share our Twitter, FB and homepage…)

• Raise awareness by putting the situation 
in North and East Syria on the public 
agenda by writing articles and organising 
events, talks or speeches

• Address international institutions like 
UN, UNHCR and Human Rights Organi-
sation and demand that they take respon-
sibility to end Turkey’s occupation and 
to implement international law, women’s 
and human rights conventions

• Join the Boycott Turkey campaign and 
promote it in your local area

• Join and organise demonstrations and di-
rect actions

• Get in contact with your local Kurdish 
community

• Look up your local Women Defend Roja-
va committee or start one

• Create anti-patriarchal, feminist and 
women’s networks that can strengthen  
relations of solidarity locally and globally 
and empower struggles against patriarchy, 
fascism and dictatorships everywhere

Spread and amplify 
the demands of Kongra 
Star’s Women’s Decla-
ration:
• Prevention of further war crimes and 

ethnic cleansing by Turkish army forc-
es, IS, Al Nusra and other jihadist terror 
groups

• Withdrawal of all Turkish occupation 
forces from Syrian territory

• Implementation of a No-Fly-Zone over 
North and East Syria and protection 
against further invasion and war crimes 
by the Turkish army

• Prosecution of all war crimes and war 
criminals

• Cessation of all weapons trade with Tur-
key

• Implementation of political and econom-
ical sanctions against Turkey

• Recognition of the Autonomous Admin-
istration of North and East Syria

• Full support for a political solution of the 
crisis in Syria, ensuring the representation 
and participation of women and people 
representatives from all different nation-
al, cultural and religious communities in 
Syria

More information

• Womens movement Kongra Star:  
eng.kongra-star.org

• Womens Protection Units, YPJ:  
ypjrojava.org

• Women Defend Rojava:   
www.womendefendrojava.net

• RiseUp4Rojava, international campaign 
to defend the achievements of the Rojava 
revolution: www.riseup4rojava.org

• Boycott Turkey: www.boycott-turkey.net

• Komun Academy, online academy for the-
ories and practice of the Kurdish freedom 
movement: www.komun-academy.com
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Kurdish Red Cresent Heyva Sor
Bank: Kreissparkasse Köln
IBAN: DE49 3705 0299 0004 0104 81
BIC/SWIFT: COKSDE33XXX

Free Womens Foundation WJAR
Bank: Hamburger Sparkasse, Germany
IBAN: DE40 2005 0550 1049 2227 04
BIC/swift : HASPDEHHXXX
Reference: wjar-azadi

DONATIONS
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If you have any questions about how to get involved, please contact us
womendefendrojava@protonmail.com

Compiled by the Women Defend Rojava campaign, part of Kongra Star Diplomacy
19/01/2020

www.womendefendrojava.com
www.eng.kongra-star.org

Twitter: @starrcongress
Facebook: Kongra Star Diplomacy
Instagram: @WomenDefend


