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A Note to Readers

This book is based on extensive interviews with former members of
the Turkish Kurdish rebel group the PKK. These interviews enabled
me to reconstruct the history of the PKK, track its guerrilla war, and
explore the rise of a more radical, Kurdish nationalist sentiment in
Turkey. At the same time, speaking with these former rebels and party
officials gave me real insight into the group’s internal functioning and
what motivated so many young Kurdish men and women to join the
PKK—a group denounced by the United States, Turkey, and much of
Europe as a terrorist group. Along the way, I believe I have managed
to explain not just the group’s attraction for so many Kurds, but also
what has kept people fighting despite hardships and misgivings and,
finally, the capture of PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan.

There are some who will complain that this book places too much
stock in information provided by former PKK members. They will ar-
gue this information is suspect, because people who have taken part
in an illegal, violent movement cannot be trusted. In response, three
things must be noted. First, I believe that in order to really understand
the PKK—or any such movement, for that matter—it is necessary to
talk to those people who actually were part of it. (For a variety of rea-
sons, but mainly because current PKK members rarely speak freely, I
limited my interviews to former members.) Second, information used
was multiple-sourced. This was done by cross-referencing interviews
—former rebels, for example, often passed through the same training
camps, took part in similar attacks, and attended the same meetings—
and referring to published Turkish and foreign sources to back up and
confirm, whenever possible, dates and events. Third, while interviews
with ex-PKK members form the core of this book and give it struc-
ture, they were not the sole source of information. This book incorpo-
rates information from a variety of sources, including interviews with
well-known Kurdish opponents of the PKK, independent Turkish
and Kurdish activists, and foreign sources with knowledge or former

vii



viii A Note to Readers

connections to the group. In total, I spoke with or formally inter-
viewed close to 100 people. In addition, I relied on my own, extensive
reporting about the PKK and the Kurdish conflict, carried out between
1989 and 1996. As the reader will discover, the sources utilized in this
book are varied and many.

There are not many in-depth, published studies of the PKK and
apart from this, none that extensively incorporate first-hand inter-
views with former participants. But a handful of works proved a very
useful guide both to the Kurdish conflict and to the larger Turkish
and international context. These included U.S. experts Henri J. Barkey
and Graham E. Fuller’s Turkey’s Kurdish Question; Turkish journalist
Mehmet Ali Birand’s Apo ve PKK; former PKK member Selahattin
Celik’s Agri Dagini Tasimak; Turkish journalist Ismet Imset’s the PKK;
British expert David McDowall’s A Modern History of the Kurds; and
Turkish academic Nihat Ali Ozcan’s PKK [Kurdistan Isci Partisi]. Cit-
ing these works in no way implies their endorsement of my book,
nor does it imply my agreement with all they wrote, but it does ac-
knowledge the debt of ideas I owe to those who tackled this subject
before me.

This book, obviously, could not have been written without the
willingness of so many former PKK members to speak with me. The
interviews usually took upward of 12 hours or more—split up over a
number of days—and in some cases, included follow-up meetings,
emails, or phone calls. Making contact with former PKK members is
not always easy—apart from everything else, they frequently change
their phone numbers—and I specifically have to thank former militant
Selahattin Celik, who generously opened his memories and his phone
book to me. Celik’s willingness to discuss in detail his experiences,
coupled with his ability to review, with impressive objectivity, PKK
activities and decisions, was invaluable to my work.

In addition, Murat Dagdelen, a former political operative, gave
me access to his private writings and archives; founding member
Huseyin Topgider patiently put up with the some half dozen meetings
it took to cover his more than 20 years in the PKK; Sukru Gulmus,
who runs the PKK opposition website www.nasname.com, frequently
suggested new contacts; Selim Curukkaya, an early PKK dissident,
provided important insight into the PKK’s functioning; Ayhan Ciftci,
Zeki Ozturk, Neval, and the dozens of others I interviewed all an-
swered my questions with much patience and honesty. Not only were
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they always willing to answer just one more question, but they and
their families also opened their homes to me, making it easier for me
to do this research as I traveled around Europe.

Likewise, Hatice Yasar, from the Ala Rizgari group, gave me a
whirlwind tour of Kurdish history and of Paris; Kemal Burkay,
founder of the Kurdistan Socialist Party, was generous with his time;
Kendal Nezan, director of the Paris-based Kurdish Institute, has been
a helpful contact and gracious host over the years; and independent
Kurdish politician Serafettin Elci has always been ready to answer
questions.

The MacArthur Foundation, through an 18-month research and
writing grant, made it possible for me to start this project. A number
of individuals, some friends, some professional contacts, provided
other, no less important, support. Jim Ron’s willingness to debate my
ideas helped me better formulate my theses, and he was a good friend
and staunch believer in this project; Gulistan Gurbey’s expertise in
Turkey’s relations with Europe and Iraq was invaluable; Aram Ni-
gogosian always kept me abreast of new articles on the PKK and re-
viewed some translations; Robert Olsen, an academic expert on the
Kurds, read many chapters and made important comments; Omer
Erzeren, with whom I took my first reporting trip to southeast Turkey
in 1989, provided valuable comment on certain chapters; Zeynel
Abidin Kizilyaprak, an independent Kurdish journalist from Turkey,
helped me organize my thoughts on the larger political Kurdish
framework and tracked down some hard-to-find information; and
Faruk Bildirici and Namik Durukan were invaluable reporting part-
ners in Iraq in 1995 and good friends.

I also availed myself of the Paris-based Kurdish Institute’s library
and relied on the Berlin-based Kurdish Institute’s library, which con-
tains extensive back issues of Kurdish newspapers and books related
to the PKK. And my research would have been that much harder
without the Berlin Staatsbibliothek’s excellent collection of Turkish
newspapers.

Over the years, Yavuz Onen and Mehmet Ali Birand were impor-
tant contacts for the exchange of ideas; Veli Yilmaz lived too short af-
ter his release from prison, but I valued the few talks we did have; and
the late Emil Galip Sandalci was an important influence. In addition, I
would like to thank the following people: Wafa Amr, Emma Camatoy,
Mitchell Cohen, Belinda Cooper, Caroline Fetscher, Suzy Goldenberg,
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Andrej Gustincic, Corry Guttstadt, Agnes Heller, Ertugrul Kurkcu,
Ziva Little, Jessica Lutz, Shanna Marcus, Nadire Mater, Judith Matloff,
Anya Schiffrin, Hannes Stein, Liane Thompson, Nealy Troll, and
Sahika Yuksel. There are others in Turkey I would like to mention, but
the sensitivity of the subject addressed by my book makes me hesitate
to publicize their names.

Finally, my editor at NYU Press, Ilene Kalish, showed an incredi-
bly deft hand in editing my first, much-too-long draft; John Lister
gave me important encouragement, help, and more; Sharon Moshavi
provided invaluable support—both as a close friend and expert editor.

Stylistic Note

In order to make it less cumbersome for those who are unfamiliar with
the Turkish alphabet, I decided to rely on the Western spelling of Turk-
ish names and words. Turkish readers, I hope, will forgive me. Con-
versely, I did not translate Turkish-language works that are referenced
in the footnotes and bibliography. This would have made the book
even longer and would have been of marginal use to non-Turkish
readers. When it came to translating Turkish words used in my text, I
relied on common usage and also took care to ensure that translated
statements (especially those made by Ocalan) were understandable to
the reader. Finally, readers also should not read too much into the oc-
casional use of the word Kurdistan. The word is used to denote the re-
gion where Kurds have long lived, and not to make a political state-
ment about the territory in question.
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political party.

DDKD (Devrimci Demokratik Kultur Dernegi) Revolutionary Demo-
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ERNK (Eniya Rizgariya Netewa Kurdistan) National Liberation Front
of Kurdistan. The PKK’s nonmilitary wing.

HADEP (Halkin Demokrasi Partisi) People’s Democracy Party. A legal
Kurdish political party formed in May 1994 and closed down by a
Turkish court in March 2003.

HEP (Halkin Emek Partisi) People’s Labor Party. A legal Kurdish po-
litical party formed in June 1990 and closed down by a Turkish
court in July 1993.
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KADEK (Kongreya Azadi Demokrasiya) Congress for Freedom and
Democracy in Kurdistan (the name the PKK adopted in April
2002).

KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party [Iraq]) The Iragi Kurdish party
headed by Massoud Barzani.

KONGRA-GEL (Kongra Gele Kurdistan) Kurdistan People’s Con-
gress. The name that KADEK/PKK adopted in October 2003, be-
fore returning to the name PKK in April 2005.

KKK (Koma Komalen Kurdistan) Kurdistan Confederation. An um-
brella group for the PKK’s military and political affiliates, formed
after Ocalan’s capture.

KUK (Kurdistan Ulusal Kurtulusculari) Kurdistan National Libera-
tors. An illegal Kurdish group active in the late 1970s.

MGK (Milli Guvenlik Kurulu) National Security Council. Turkey’s
National Security Council.

MHP (Milliyetci Hareket Partisi) Nationalist Action Party. A Turkish
political party.

PCDK (Kurdistan Democratic Solution Party). An Iraq-based pro-PKK
Kurdish party.

PJAK (Kurdistan Free Life Party) An Iranian Kurdish pro-PKK party.

PKK (Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan) Kurdistan Workers” Party.

PSK (Kurdistan Sosyalist Partisi) Kurdistan Socialist Party of Turkey.
An illegal Kurdish party formed in the 1970s.

PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan [Iraq]) The political party founded
by Jalal Talabani.

PWD (Partiya Welatpareza Demokratik) Patriotic Democratic Party. A
party formed in 2004 by PKK militants who had split off from the
group, including Abdullah Ocalan’s brother Osman.

RP (Refah Partisi) Welfare Party. A defunct Turkish political party.

SHP (Sosyal Demokrati Halkci Partisi) Social Democratic Populist
Party. A Turkish political party.

TAK (Teyrebazen Azadiya Kurdistan) Kurdistan Freedom Falcons. An
urban militant wing of the PKK formed in 2004. Although it
claims to be independent of the PKK, it pledges loyalty to Abdul-
lah Ocalan.

TKDP (Turkiye-Kurdistani Demokrat Partisi) Kurdistan Democratic
Party of Turkey. An illegal Kurdish group formed in the mid-1960s
and active in the 1970s.



Introduction

ONE CHILLY FALL night in 1978, a small group of university drop-
outs and their friends gathered behind blacked-out windows in Tur-
key’s southeast to plan a war for an independent Kurdish state.
Driven by their revolutionary zeal and moral certitude, the young
men and women did not see any serious barriers to their success. But
outsiders might have been forgiven for thinking otherwise. Turkey’s
military had hundreds of thousands of experienced soldiers. A NATO
member, its government was a close ally of the United States and its
armed forces recently had showed their fortitude in the swift occupa-
tion of northern Cyprus. It was no wonder that those who tracked
radical groups dismissed the newly founded Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK) as nothing more than thrill-seekers or brigands.

Within a few years these pronouncements would be proven very
wrong, as the PKK swept to dominance and radicalized the Kurdish
national movement in Turkey. The small group of armed men and
women grew into a tightly organized guerrilla force of some 15,000,
with a 50,000-plus civilian militia in Turkey and tens of thousands of
active backers in Europe. The war inside Turkey would leave close to
40,000 dead, result in human rights abuses on both sides, and draw in
neighboring states Iran, Iraq, and Syria, which all sought to use the
PKK for their own purposes.

Turkey’s capture in 1999 of PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan, coupled
with his subsequent decision to suspend the separatist war, was hailed
as a great victory for Turkey and in the initial euphoria it was easy to
believe the rebel group had collapsed. But the end of the war did not
mean the end of the PKK nor the end of Turkey’s Kurdish problem.
The PKK, which for more than a decade had been the dominant polit-
ical organization of Turkish Kurds, maintained its controlling power
and influence. And Turkey, by its unwillingness to seriously address
Kurdish demands, despite the new peace, kept the Kurdish problem
alive.
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In 2004, the PKK regrouped its forces and called off its lopsided
ceasefire. By 2006, clashes again were rising and so was the death toll
on both sides. The rebels had many reasons for returning to battle: it
was a response to Ankara’s political inaction; it was a way to en-
sure that the PKK remained relevant and in control; and finally, there
was Iraq to consider. The U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 had given
Iraqi Kurds an unprecedented chance to rule themselves—and they
grabbed it. While the rest of Iraq stumbled toward civil war, Iraqi
Kurds, who comprise about five million of the country’s 26 million-
strong population, withdrew into their relatively homogeneous en-
clave in the north. With grudging approval from the United States,
which was loathe to oppose its one real ally in Iraq, the Kurds laid
claim to autonomy and received formal backing for this in Iraq’s new
constitution late in 2005. Iraqi Kurdistan, as it is now known, has its
own parliament, its own flag, its own army, and its own investment
laws to regulate oil resources, making it look very much like the inde-
pendent state that Kurds in Iraq, like many of those in Turkey, had
long hoped for. And the PKK, once viewed as the dominant Kurdish
group in the region, suddenly was afraid of slipping behind.

If there is one thing that all the countries in the region agree on—
and the United States, too—it is that an independent Kurdistan is a
bad idea. An Iraqi Kurdish state would splinter Iraq, leaving other
ethnic and religious groups free to wage a violent battle for control of
the rest of the country and its rich oil reserves. Turkey, Iran, and Syria,
all of which border on Iraq, have other concerns: They face their own
nationalist Kurdish movements, some of them armed. A Kurdish state
in northern Iraq would embolden Kurdish activists everywhere.

The repercussions of the Iragi Kurdish ministate—even one that is
not officially independent, not yet—are rippling across the region.
And no more so than in Turkey, where Kurds number some 15 mil-
lion, making up about 20 percent of Turkey’s 70 million population.
PKK supporters are again taking to the streets with posters of Ocalan
and leaving for the tough mountains on the Turkish-Iraqi border,
where the rebels have their mobile camps. This time, the war may be
even bloodier. A new urban militant wing, the Kurdistan Freedom Fal-
cons (TAK), targets Western cities and tourism resorts. Its attacks are
more frequent and professional than those staged in the 1990s. For the
first time, there is a real danger of civil violence between Kurds and
Turks in the country’s urbanized, Western centers.
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Things are growing more tense in other countries where Kurdish
minorities have long been discriminated against or oppressed. In
Syria, where Kurds make up about 10 percent of Syria’s 18 million
population, violent clashes have broken out between the security
forces (and Syrian Arab crowds) and Kurds living there. The Syrian
Kurds once gave their loyalty to the PKK, but this ended when Ocalan
was kicked out and the group’s activities shut down. Now, bereft of
active representation and without much hope for democratic change,
Syrian Kurds have turned more vocal. They may not want their own
state—at least not yet—but they do want political rights and ethnic-
based rights. These are demands that threaten the very foundation of
the Arab nationalist, authoritarian Syrian state.

The situation is not that different in Iran, where Kurds make up
some 7 percent of Iran’s 68 million people. Kurdish activism in Iran
surged following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, as Kurds held
noisy demonstrations in favor of the political gains made by their eth-
nic kin in Iraq. The PKK used to ignore Iranian Kurds—part of its deal
for getting Iranian backing in the 1990s—but Tehran cut the support
when Ocalan was captured. Now, the PKK is actively wooing Iranian
Kurdish support. And Iranian Kurds, whose demands for political
freedoms have long been ignored by the Islamic regime, are listening.
A PKK-affiliated party for Iranian Kurds—PJAK, or the Party for Free
Life in Kurdistan—is based alongside the PKK in the Kandil Moun-
tains in northern Iraq. Its armed forces have become an effective irri-
tant to Iranian troops, which in mid-2006 began carrying out brief
armed incursions and shelling the mountain range to drive out the
rebels.

The U.S. struggle to stabilize Iraq and bring democracy to the re-
gion is forcing the international community to pay attention. The
Kurds are the world’s largest stateless people and nearly half live in
Turkey, making the battle there a crucial part of the larger Kurdish
problem throughout the region. Understanding the PKK—and the de-
mands of Kurds in Turkey—is key to understanding the challenges the
United States faces in formulating stable policies in this troubled part
of the world. The crisis in Iraq and tensions over potential Kurdish
separatist interests there underscore that the region’s some 28 million
Kurds will long remain a source of instability for the governments that
rule them and the Western powers that try to influence events there.
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When I first traveled in 1989 to the remote mountain region of Sirnak,
center of the PKK fighting in southeast Turkey, few foreign reporters
had written in any detail about the Kurdish conflict in Turkey. It was
just a year since Iraqi President Saddam Hussein gassed his own
Kurdish population in the village of Halabja, but even that had not
sparked much interest in the bitter battle underway across the border.
The main reason was that when Kurds weren’t being killed by the
thousands—as happened in Halabja—the West didn’t care. The Kurd-
ish conflict seemed as remote as the region where they lived, a treach-
erous terrain intersected by the borders of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and
Syria. And the Kurds themselves were difficult to understand. Di-
vided by borders, dialects, tribal loyalties, and blood feuds, it was
easy to dismiss their uprisings as the machinations of gun-toting brig-
ands suspicious of the central authority.

I remember the ride over a rutted dirt-packed road to get to the
village of stone and mud houses, where a small gravestone marked
the spot of a young PKK rebel, a girl. Her name was Zayide and she
had been killed in a battle with the Turkish military. The people told
me that when the army tried to bury her in a hidden spot outside of
the village, their bulldozers could not break the ground. Three times
they tried and three times they failed. The people took this as a sign
that Allah was protecting the girl—and the PKK’s struggle—and the
military finally turned the body over to the girl’s family for burial. Her
small grave had become a shrine of sorts, where women especially
came to pray for help in finding husbands and for fertility. Seeing this,
I resolved to learn more about this group that, despite its brutality
against its own members and bloody attacks on Kurdish civilians,
managed to claim the loyalty of the majority of Kurds in Turkey and
many in Europe. Over the next seven years, I traversed southeast Tur-
key and northern Iraq in search of stories, sometimes working as a
freelancer and later as a staff reporter for Reuters news agency.

In 1995, in my second year as an Istanbul-based correspondent
for Reuters, the Istanbul state security opened a case against me. The
charge was “inciting” racial hatred and the crime was an article that
described how the Turkish military was forcing Kurdish civilians out
of their villages to deny the rebels support. The article had been used
by a Kurdish newspaper in Turkey—the newspaper, like many others
in Turkey, subscribed to the Reuters news service—which made it
possible for the court to charge me. No-one ever suggested the article
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was false, just that it would have been better had it not appeared. I
was acquitted, but Turkish authorities insisted I stop working in Tur-
key and Reuters subsequently transferred me to the their Middle
East/ Africa desk in Nicosia. I returned to Turkey many times, some-
times for work, other times to see friends, but to avoid problems with
the authorities I avoided reporting on the Kurdish conflict in the
southeast.

The idea for this book came to me after Ocalan was captured,
when PKK rebels began to split from the group in frustration with
Ocalan’s new, more compliant stance and his call for the rebels to dis-
arm. For the first time, well-known militants, often dispirited and
coming to grips with their own past, were willing to talk. For the first
time, it was possible to get detailed information directly from those
who had been inside the group, without relying on Turkish army
statements or statements by PKK militants in Turkish custody. Despite
concerns I had about returning to this subject, I could not give up the
chance to get the inside details about the PKK, a group about which I
had written many articles, yet almost always based on information
from civilian supporters and Turkish opponents.

I hope this book will make the Kurdish war in Turkey and the
Kurdish conflict throughout the region more understandable. And
along the way, help explain what causes a 16-year-old girl named Za-
yide to leave her family and friends and join a rebel war that, as she
must have realized, was likely to lead to her death in a year or two.

Washington, DC, December 2006






Prologue

Imagining a State

ON A CRISP fall day in 1978, Huseyin Topgider boarded a bus in the
Turkish city of Elazig for the three-hour trip to Diyarbakir, the unoffi-
cial capital of Turkey’s Kurdish region. It was late afternoon and like
most of the male passengers, Topgider smoked one cigarette after an-
other as the bus drove over the winding roads that cut through the
rugged terrain. But unlike the others, Topgider, a slightly built Kurd-
ish man in his mid-twenties, kept to himself during the ride. Now and
then he offered his neighbor a cigarette, or commiserated when some-
one spoke of the political anarchy gripping the country. For the most
part, though, he was quiet—and watchful.

In Diyarbakir, Topgider clambered off the bus to the cries of
young boys hawking cigarettes, glasses of tea, and home-made sand-
wiches. He quickly made his way down narrow streets, heading di-
rectly to a small restaurant just within the city’s old black basalt walls.
At a table in the back were two other men who had taken the same
bus. During the trip, they had pretended not to know each other. It
was safer that way.

A fourth man soon joined their table. They drank tea, exchanged a
few words, paid the bill, and left. The sky was darkening and the side-
walks were crowded with peddlers trying to sell one last item before
closing up their makeshift stands. The men made their way through
the old part of town to a minibus parked on a small, side street. A few
other men were already waiting. As the bus pulled away someone
said, “If we're stopped along the way, remember, we're going to a
wedding.” The men nodded. They did not need to be told twice.

The minibus headed toward the main road going east out of the
city. Diyarbakir was a noisy, crowded place of some 375,000, the larg-
est city in Turkey’s Kurdish region and a magnet for those trying to
escape the desolate poverty and conservative life of the surrounding
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villages. Migrants crammed drab, concrete apartment blocks, search-
ing for a chance to work. Students vied for places in the local uni-
versity, hoping for a better way to succeed. But it was the late 1970s
and Turkey was in a state of crisis—economic and political—and
nothing was easy. The angry graffiti daubed on buildings and the
smudged manifestos passed from hand to hand testified to the grow-
ing frustrations.

The bus jostled its way on the pot-holed roads, fighting for space
with rattling cars belching black smoke and heavily laden trucks cart-
ing animals and goods to the outlying villages. The squat city build-
ings gave way to a flat stretch of land broken up by dusty gas stations
and tired storefronts advertising car parts and repairs. Children in
torn sweaters and plastic shoes played listlessly in the dirt. Now and
then traffic slowed for a farmer on a donkey, the animal swaying
heavily underneath the load.

Soon the bus turned up a narrow, two-lane road that headed
north. The land became rougher, overshadowed by mountains that
stretched into darkness. The villages here were almost invisible, either
nestled in mountain crevices or else dark smudges along the side of
the road. Electricity and running water had yet to reach these small
settlements, although more than half the region’s people lived in vil-
lages like these. Had it been daytime, it would have been possible to
see the crude dirt roads that cut through the fields into the mountains.
During most of the year, villagers made their way to town by walking
for hours to the main road and then hitching a ride with a passing
vehicle. When snow fell the trip was nearly impossible.

It took the men about three hours to reach their destination, a cin-
derblock house just out of sight of a small tea house by the side of the
road. Topgider quietly greeted the teenage boy squatting by the side
of the house, a cigarette in one hand, a rifle in the other. Those attend-
ing the meeting had agreed to come unarmed. This sharp-eyed son of
the house’s owner would be their only protection throughout the next
few days.

Over the next few hours, more minibuses pulled up in front of
the tea house that abutted the road, letting out people who quickly
walked to the house. So many unrelated people in one place, a few
under police suspicion, if not already wanted, could easily have raised
questions among passers-by. But those who planned the meeting had
done a good job. They knew that the chances of anyone noticing the
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unusual late-night activity was slight. In the climate of violence that
had gripped Turkey for the past two years, people avoided being out
on the roads after dark, when it was too easy to be shot for reading the
wrong newspaper, belonging to the wrong trade union, or for just be-
ing in the wrong place.

Late that night, newspapers were taped up over the windows to
keep out prying eyes and thin blankets were laid on the floor as make-
shift beds. Topgider found it hard to fall asleep. He wasn’t nervous, he
was impatient. Although everyone was already there, the meeting was
not set to start until the morning.

“I knew how the meeting would conclude,” he recalled more than
20 years later, his hair now graying and his allegiance over, “and I
knew the main thing was the work that would follow. What mattered
was that to really become a mass political strength, a strength of the
people, we had to become a professional organization. In that period if
someone had a typewriter and a magazine then they had a party. So
just to announce a party was not important, what was important was
who was wearing the uniform.”

Most of the two dozen people gathered in the Fis village in south-
east Turkey the night of November 25, 1978 had spent the past two
years working on a new political party. Now, after countless meetings
and speeches, they were going to formally approve the program for
the party. Not a political party that would field candidates in parlia-
mentary elections. This was going to be an illegal party that would
take up arms against the Turkish state. They planned to launch a war
for an independent Kurdish state in Turkey’s southeastern region. The
new Kurdish state would be a model for those fighting to free the re-
maining parts of what they called Kurdistan, a region covering the
shared border areas of Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Syria. They planned for
nothing less than freedom for all Kurds in the region.

Topgider, who studied to be a teacher before dropping out to de-
vote himself to revolution, saw little reason to believe that anything
but armed struggle would bring Kurdish independence. Turkey’s
Kurds were not recognized by the state as Kurds. Turkish officials
stubbornly insisted that Kurds were actually Turks and that their
language was a corrupted form of Turkish. Decades of nonviolent
pressure had wrested little if anything from the central authorities in
terms of Kurdish cultural or political rights. Those who tried to pro-
mote their ethnic identity ended up in prison on trumped up charges
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of trying to overthrow the state. Turkish television and radio barred
the use of the Kurdish language in broadcasts, while Kurdish-lan-
guage education was banned outright. Kurdish names were forbidden
and Kurdish village names had been changed to Turkish ones. Kurd-
ish history did not appear in the history books and the country’s
Kurdish region was dotted with the slogan reminding inhabitants that
“Happy is He Who Calls Himself a Turk.”

Looking across Turkey’s borders to the other parts of the geo-
graphical region known as Kurdistan only underscored to Topgider
the need for a new, strong movement to fight on behalf of their people.
In Iran, Shah Reza Pahlevi’s dictatorial regime kept tight control over
all political activity, but especially that by Kurds. Yet Iran did not deny
their very existence. Iraq’s Kurdish minority had long been fighting an
on-again, off-again war for autonomy and they were just starting to
regroup after their latest, most bitter defeat in 1975. Although Bagh-
dad brutally attacked Kurdish fighters and their families, it was the
most lenient country when it came to permitting the Kurds cultural
rights, but this did little to dispel demands for Kurdish autonomy in
Iraq. The Kurds in Syria faced severe restrictions even though they
were the most quiescent of the region. Damascus had stripped some
Kurds of their citizenship, barred them from forming their own politi-
cal parties, and marginalized them economically.!

None of the countries where the Kurds lived were true democra-
cies and attempts to work within the political system for broader
rights or autonomy had always failed. Either activists themselves gave
up because there was no space for them to operate or else they were
forced to give up because of arrest or exile. Governments simply were
afraid that once they started giving in to Kurdish demands, Kurds
(and other minority groups) would demand independence. Kurdish
attempts to fight for what they wanted had been equally unsuccessful.
The states were just too powerful and the Kurds too divided to make a
successful stand.

Nonetheless, countries in the region did use Kurdish rebel groups
for their own ends, be it to pressure a neighboring country or weaken
the Kurdish movement as a whole. Iran intermittently gave weapons
and safe haven to Iraqi Kurdish fighters in order to pressure Baghdad.
In return, Iraqi Kurdish rebels agreed to limit the activities of Iranian
Kurdish rebels seeking refuge in Iraq. Syria allowed an Iraqi Kurdish
group to operate out of Damascus in the hopes of weakening the Iraqi
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regime. Iraq once backed one Iraqi Kurdish faction to offset Iranian
support for another faction. Turkey, which arguably imposed the
harshest restrictions on its Kurdish minority, briefly allowed one Iraqi
Kurdish rebel force to set up bases in order to make it easier for the
group to attack a rival Iraqi Kurdish force. The situation throughout
the region was so dire, and relations among Kurdish groups so
fraught with backstabbing, that former Iraqi President Saddam Hus-
sein later happily noted that Kurdish organizations would never be
able to achieve anything since they were hopelessly divided against
each other and subservient to foreign powers.

Topgider and the others at the meeting called by Abdullah Ocalan, a
thin, tall university drop-out with a mesmerizing vision of an inde-
pendent Kurdish state, were certain that this time, things would be
different.
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Right: Abdullah Ocalan, leader of the PKK.
Photo by Chris Kutschera, 1993.

Below: Accused PKK members stand trial in a
Diyarbakir courtroom. After the 1980 military
coup, the large number of PKK detainees led
authorities to hold group trials. Photo by
Chris Kutschera, 1981.
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Left: In November 1983, leading
PKK militants gathered in their
makeshift camp in Lolan, northern
Iraq, to celebrate the fifth
anniversary of the founding of the
PKK. Behind them are pictures of
PKK members who had been
jailed in Diyarbakir prison inside
Turkey and killed themselves the
year before to protest prison con-
ditions. Among those attending
the meeting: On the far left is
Duran (Abbas) Kalkan, currently a
senior PKK official, and third from
the left is Selahattin Celik. The
other men are unidentified. Photo
provided by Selahattin Celik.



The Origins of the PKK, 1949-1976

ABDULLAH OCALAN WAS born in a typical farming village in San-
liurfa, a province just on the edge of the Kurdish region.! He often
said he did not know for sure the exact year of his birth. His parents
registered it as 1949, but as sometimes was the case among rural peo-
ple in Turkey, the registration might have been delayed a year or two
due to disinterest in such official matters or to give young Abdullah a
better chance once he was conscripted in the army. The area where he
grew up was populated by Kurds, Turks, and Armenians and the dif-
ferent peoples mixed easily, going to school together, doing business,
and among the Muslim villages at least, also intermarrying. Ocalan’s
grandmother on his mother’s side, in fact, was a Turk, and he once
claimed that his mother was as well.? Still, for all the intermingling,
Ocalan did not learn Turkish until he entered elementary school.

Life in this region was marked by grueling poverty for most
everyone but the landlords. In Ocalan’s village of Omerli, men and
women worked the harsh land, harvesting what they could and in
summer supplementing the meager income by picking cotton in the
fields of the wealthy landowners. It was a tough life with little money
for anything but the basics and little hope that things would get better.
Later on, Ocalan’s supporters would make much of the fact that he
came from as depressed surroundings as his followers, unlike many of
the earlier leading Kurdish figures, who often were linked to large
tribal or wealthy landowning families.

The seemingly inescapable cycle of poverty of such villages was
captured more than 30 years after Ocalan’s birth in an article in the
French newspaper Le Monde, which looked at life in one typical Kurd-
ish village in the Mardin province near the Syrian border: “Each fam-
ily had a few chickens and possibly five or six goats. The agha [local
landlord] would visit occasionally to reaffirm his authority and assign
work. This consisted mainly of labor on the cotton plantations of the
Mesopotamian plain two hundred metres below. All except the very
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old or very young would descend to the plain daily, to work an
eleven-hour day. For this the rates of pay were US$1 for a child, $1.50
for a woman, and $2 for a man. Villagers reckoned they had a 30 per-
cent mortality rate among the children.”?

Ocalan, the oldest of seven children, grew up in an environment
dominated by disappointment and violence. “Ever since I was con-
scious, in my family there was always fighting,” he once said. “There
was an overwhelming unhappiness.”* One psychological profile of
him attempted to understand his later militant nationalism in terms
of his simultaneous desire for respect from his father and latent anger
at his parents.> Although the reasoning is speculative, Ocalan often
did refer to his childhood experiences in interviews and speeches to
explain how he learned the importance of revenge and the uses of vi-
olence.

Ocalan’s father was not only poorer than most others in the vil-
lage, but he also apparently was weak-willed and felt humiliated by
both the villagers and his own wife. “Not even his relatives took him
seriously, and he was hurt by them. It was as if he did not exist, he was
gone,”® Ocalan said in one wide-ranging interview in the early 1990s.

Ocalan’s mother, in comparison, was a tough, angry woman who
held nothing back, publicly humiliating her husband for being unable
to support his family. Both parents pushed their first-born to be ag-
gressive. Once when Ocalan was beaten badly by some other boys
and he ran crying home to his mother, she threw him out of the house,
warning him not to return until he had exacted revenge. Ocalan al-
ways claimed this went against his shy nature, but he quickly devel-
oped a reputation for being a wild, bold child. “Even though it was
forced on me this first time, my tendency for action [toward taking re-
venge] had started. I began to be an attacker; I cracked the heads of
many children,”” he recalled.

One of his major disappointments as a child was the marriage of
his favorite sister, Havva, to a man from another village. Love did not
play a role in such marriages and the bride-to-be rarely had any say.
Havva herself was essentially “sold” for a few sacks of wheat and an
unspecified amount of money. Ocalan later explained he saw such
marriages as a type of death for women, and former PKK ideologue
and scribe Mehmet Can Yuce cited Havva’s marriage as a major influ-
ence on Ocalan’s theories on the need to liberate women from the re-
pressive roles inherent in traditional Kurdish male-female relations.
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“I recall having a sense of regret,” noted Ocalan, referring back to
that period when his sister was married. “[I was thinking that] if I
were a revolutionary, then I would not let this happen. They would
not be able to take her away.”®

Like many small settlements, Omerli did not have its own ele-
mentary school. Kurds saw this as an attempt to keep them ignorant,
but it was to Ankara’s advantage to offer schooling—and with it Turk-
ish language and nationalism—to hasten assimilation. The truth was
probably more benign. There were so many villages and even smaller
hamlets that it would have been difficult to find enough money and
personnel to set up schools everywhere. Instead, like many rural chil-
dren, Ocalan had to trek an hour each way to attend school in a neigh-
boring village. He was a good student and he absorbed the lessons of
Turkish history and nationalism so well that he hoped to become a
professional Turkish army officer. This was not an uncommon dream
for a Kurdish boy schooled in the heroics of Turkey’s founder and top
general, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. But Ocalan failed the exam for mili-
tary high school and instead registered at a vocational high school
in Ankara that trained students to work in the state’s land registry
offices.

Ocalan’s arrival in Ankara in 1966 coincided with the quiet
growth of a defiant Kurdish identity in the big cities. Teenagers pur-
posefully smoked “Bitlis” cigarettes, whose name referred to the city
where the tobacco was grown in the southeast.” In that Kurdish re-
gion, meanwhile, frustrated students and workers were soon staging
mass meetings calling for democratic rights and protesting oppression
of their identity. It was impossible for Ocalan not to notice. “These
meetings affected me, even if it was just in a small way,”!° he later ex-
plained.

In this, he was not much different from other young Kurdish men
and women who began to explore their identity while in high school
or university. Some fell under the sway of a teacher or youth leader
who was a secret Kurdish nationalist, others came to see the contra-
diction between their personal lives—in which they were raised in a
Kurdish-speaking village, listening to Kurdish radio emanating from
across the borders—and the public ideology that insisted that Kurds
were actually Turks. Like Ocalan, many were simply swept up in the
leftist movements and Kurdish radicalism that burgeoned in the late
1960s.
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When Ocalan graduated vocational school in 1969, he found work
in the Diyarbakir government office responsible for measuring land
for title deeds in the Kurdish region. After one year, Ocalan trans-
ferred to an office in Istanbul. The end of the 1960s were a period of
great political upheaval in Turkey and Ocalan, like many other young
men and women, was unclear where to turn. Not yet a Kurdish na-
tionalist, he was beginning to recognize that there was a Kurdish
problem and that something needed to be done about it. After read-
ing a book entitled The Alphabet of Socialism, he decided that he was a
socialist.!!

But Ocalan was unsure how to combine his developing Kurdish
political identity with his socialist ideals. In Istanbul, he started to fol-
low the actions of the radical student-led movement, which believed
Turkey needed to free itself from U.S. domination and capitalist servi-
tude. It was hard to remain apart from the campus fervor even if, like
Ocalan, one was actually not a student but instead a low-level state
employee working in an office that handled title deeds.

History

The fact that Ocalan was nearly 20 years old before he started to think
about his Kurdish identity in any political way was hardly unusual for
a Kurdish man or woman growing up in Turkey during this period.
Shortly after the Turkish republic was formed in 1923, Kurdish nation-
alists rebelled against the state’s authority. The uprisings were harshly
put down and a host of laws were enacted to wipe out Kurdish his-
tory and identity. Kurdish village names were changed to Turkish
ones, the word Kurdistan—until then used to denote a geographical
region—was expunged from books and the language itself was essen-
tially banned.

Turkey’s repression of Kurdish ethnic identity was so complete
and Kurdish fear and exhaustion so high after the failed rebellions
that a British diplomat traveling through the Kurdish region in 1956
noted: “I did not catch the faintest breath of Kurdish nationalism
which the most casual observer in Iraq cannot fail to notice.”'

But Turkey could not close itself off from Kurdish nationalist ac-
tivities in other countries nor from domestic shifts that encouraged a
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new, liberal approach to civil and political rights. These factors helped
spark change in Kurdish views of themselves, their demands, and the
best methods to reach their goals.

In 1960, the Turkish military staged a coup to halt what was seen
as Prime Minister Adnan Menderes’s increasingly autocratic rule. Iron-
ically, the coup, which had the backing of the educated elite, ushered
in the most liberal period the people had known. A group of academ-
ics was invited to draw up a new constitution. The resulting docu-
ment enshrined broad freedoms to form associations, publish, organ-
ize trade unions, and call strikes—all limited since the founding of the
republic.!

This expansion of Turkey’s democracy coincided with the rise of a
more educated and cosmopolitan Kurdish population. The first gener-
ation born after the Kurdish rebellions had come of age, and they did
not carry with them the same fears and memories of the army’s harsh
put-down of the uprisings that helped silence their parents. More
Kurds were attending university, where they were exposed both to
new ideas and other Kurdish youth. At the same time, Kurdish peas-
ants seeking a way out of economic hardship were moving to the cit-
ies, where they were more likely to hear grumbling about economic
inequality between Kurds and Turks and whispers of a new Kurdish
political agitation at home and in Iraq.

A legal socialist party, the Turkish Workers Party (TIP), was
founded in 1961. Not surprisingly, it gained strong support among
Kurds, who were attracted to its message of social and economic
equality and justice. But in a sign of just how sensitive the Kurdish
issue remained, the party did not tackle the issue for almost a dec-
ade. Some Kurdish activists tried to test the new liberal atmosphere
directly but they were disappointed. The state moved quickly to
shut down cultural magazines and Kurdish-language newspapers,
charging the editors and writers with communism or separatism." It
seemed the liberalization of Turkey only went so far.

But soon, as Turkey always feared, the Iraqi Kurdish struggle
spilled over the border. After the Iraqi monarchy was overthrown in
1958, the new Iraqi government had invited Iraqi Kurdish leader
Mulla Mustafa Barzani home from exile in the Soviet Union. Barzani
was a famed fighter and nationalist figure who led a revolt in Iraq
in the early 1940s and helped defend the 1946 Kurdish Republic of
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Mahabad in Iran. Never mind that the revolt failed and the Soviet-
backed Mahabad republic did not even last a year: Barzani was the
closest Kurds had to a real hero and his return to Iraq reinvigorated
Kurdish nationalists everywhere. But within three years, Barzani’s re-
lations with Baghdad collapsed over Kurdish demands for autonomy
and he launched a new rebellion.

This uprising caught the imagination of Turkish Kurds; in 1965,
some Kurds formed the underground Kurdistan Democratic Party of
Turkey (TKDP). This was the first nationalist Kurdish party inside
Turkey since the state crushed the last of the rebellions in 1938.16 It
called for a Kurdish federation within Turkey’s borders and, in theory
at least, supported armed action to reach its goal. Ideologically, the
party was close to Barzani’s party, but the difficulties of Kurdish unity
immediately showed. A letter sent by the Turkish party offering to as-
sist Barzani went unanswered. Members took it as a sign that Barzani
was unwilling to cross swords with Turkey.

“But despite this,” insisted Serafettin Elci, a Kurdish lawyer who
was sympathetic to the party, “the TKDP saw helping the Barzani
movement as a national responsibility.”!”

The party also was not very popular with Kurds even inside Tur-
key. Kurdish youth were attracted to the leftist ideas promoted by TIP
and spreading through the universities. The TKDP, however, reflected
the same traditional, conservative approach that Barzani held and the
Turkish Kurdish party’s general secretary, Faik Bucak, was from a
wealthy, landowning family in southeast Turkey. The murder of Bucak
in 1966—he was killed in a blood feud, but many Kurds believe state
forces were behind it—also weakened the party’s ability to function
effectively and garner support.

Kurds who wanted to take a closer look at their own situation
remained bereft of outlets. The Turkish left, which was growing
stronger, was vocally opposed to many of the state’s policies, but on
the Kurdish issue it was relatively silent. Kurds hoping to work
through the left were dissatisfied yet there was nowhere else to turn.

“At that time we didn’t think of having a separate organization,”
explained Kemal Burkay, a thoughtful Kurdish activist who started
with the socialist party TIP. “The goal of making changes in Turkey, of
winning democracy, of winning Kurdish rights was tied to the strug-
gle of the two peoples working together. In time we understood that
the Turkish left did not have a real Kurdish program.”
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Kurds Strike Out on Their Own

At the end of the decade, just as the student-led left began its turn to
violence, Kurdish students and intellectuals formed their own organi-
zation. The Revolutionary Eastern Cultural Hearths (DDKO), which
substituted the word “eastern” for the word “Kurdish” to avoid being
shut down by the state, wanted to address social and cultural issues of
concern to Kurds. The group blended the Marxism so popular at the
time with a Kurdishness, thus marking a new step in development of
a Kurdish political identity in Turkey.

Despite the organization’s attempt to bypass bans on Kurdish
activism, the state was suspicious. In October 1970, the group’s lead-
ers were arrested and charged with trying to establish a separate state.
Although some members may have dreamed of an independent Kur-
distan, other Kurds saw it as too timid in its veiled calls for Kurdish
cultural rights. Still, the state’s message to the first legal Kurdish
group was telling: Political liberalization aside, bans on Kurdish activ-
ism would not be eased.

But even if the state’s policy was stagnant, the politicization of
Kurdish ethnic identity was not. By now Kurds were very active in the
socialist TIP and at the Fourth Congress at the end of October 1970,
delegates voted in favor of resolutions that reflected their nationalist
interests and frustrations.'® The resolutions started off with the simple
yet controversial statement acknowledging the existence of Kurds in
eastern Turkey. They then went on to condemn Turkey for imposing a
policy of “repression, terror and assimilation”? against the Kurds.

Kurds were not the only ones unhappy with the pace of reform.
Toward the end of the 1960s, the socialist movements sweeping across
Europe took hold in Turkey. University students adapted the models
and theories to their own situation and held large and rowdy demon-
strations to vent their criticisms and demands. The focus was on Tur-
key’s close ties to the United States, the dangers of capitalism and
imperialism, and the need for radical change. U.S. intervention in
Vietham—and the guerrilla resistance—helped strengthen the anti-
American feelings.

Gradually, leftist views hardened and spread. Student leaders
went to Palestinian guerrilla camps in Lebanon for armed training.
Trade unions became more radical in their demands. Universities
had played an important part in demanding the end to the Menderes
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government and this boosted the student-led movement’s belief that
its role was to change society. The radical thinking was aided by what
was seen as a shrinking space for democratic, legal activism. A 1968
election law aimed at limiting the growth of the socialist party TIP
gave credence to the argument that nothing could be gained by work-
ing through the legal, political system.?

Early in 1970, the Turkish left spawned two armed groups, each
espousing slightly different theories of violent socialist revolution. The
groups turned to robbing banks to finance their activities and kidnap-
pings to publicize their goals. Such actions underscored the govern-
ment’s loss of control. The militants made plans to take their struggles
to the mountains, from where they would lead the revolution.

The combination of outspoken Kurdish organizations and violent
leftist movements—along with attacks by armed rightists—plunged
the country into a political chaos that was exacerbated by large-scale
workers strikes. The growing urban violence threatened Turkey’s do-
mestic stability and potentially threatened Turkey’s role as a valued
NATO member and trusted U.S. ally. The Turkish military, which saw
itself as the final guarantor of the country’s secular democracy, was
concerned. On March 12, 1971, the armed forces staged their second
coup in a decade.?! This time, the goal was to wipe out the encroach-
ing radicalism and rewrite the liberal 1961 constitution and laws so
that such violence could not emerge again. The day of the coup, offi-
cials from the socialist TIP party were charged with communist propa-
ganda and supporting Kurdish separatism.

The military, worried about the difficulties of getting involved di-
rectly in running the country, instead oversaw establishment of a tech-
nocrat government. The new government’s main task was to rewrite
the constitution to limit those freedoms blamed for the spread of the
radical groups. Martial law was imposed and political life came to a
halt. Youth groups were shut down, trade union meetings banned,
and authorities given broad powers to suspend publications. The rem-
nants of the Kurdish cultural DDKO group closed down and TIP was
banned. Many Kurdish and leftist activists who did not flee to Europe
were detained and imprisoned.

At the time of the coup, Ocalan was a 21-year-old clerk in the state’s
land registry office in Istanbul. He had spent most of the previous year
preparing for the university entrance exams and working hard to earn
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enough money to live on. Occasionally, he had gone to meetings of
the Kurdish cultural clubs known as DDKO, but neither the Kurdish
group nor the speeches of Turkish leftists roused him much.?? He
thought the Kurdish group ignored important political questions
about the future of the Kurds, while the Turkish left refused to even
see a Kurdish national question. Still, the political upheaval made him
reconsider his own plans for his future: He had hoped to study law at
Istanbul University, but he was growing more interested in other
things, such as issues of politics and national identity.

Shortly after the coup, Ocalan decided to make a change. He quit
his job in Istanbul and moved to Ankara, where he enrolled in the
prestigious political science department of Ankara University.

“On one side there were the revolutionary movements, on the
other side socialism and Kurdishness,” explained Ocalan once. “A lot
of questions had accumulated. I was going to find the answer to these
in political science.”?

The Prisoner

Abdullah Ocalan’s real political education began in March 1972, a year
into the new, military-backed government’s rule. Armed Turkish left-
ists, hoping to force the government to free three compatriots sen-
tenced to hang for treason, kidnapped three foreign NATO radar tech-
nicians. Police tracked the 11 hostage-takers to their safe house in
Kizildere, a village not far from Ankara, and all but one of them (in-
cluding the three hostages) died in the ensuing firefight. Students in
Ankara, angered by the killing of the leftist militants, staged a protest.
Ocalan, by then a university student, joined in.

The authorities had little tolerance for such actions and demon-
strators, among them Ocalan, were detained. It was the first time Oca-
lan had been picked up, and he apparently comported himself well,
giving back as good as he got during questioning.

“I didn’t know him then, but after we were detained we were
brought to a building for questioning,” said Ibrahim Aydin, then a
22-year-old university student who had joined the protest. “One of
the guards said the captain was coming and Abdullah Ocalan must
have shown some sort of reaction because the captain came and took
him out.”
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The two men were sent to Ankara’s Mamak Military Prison, the
center of the formerly vibrant student-led leftist movement. It was
here that many arrested leaders of the movement were being held—
including the three young men whose pending execution sparked the
botched kidnapping attempt—as well as many of their supporters and
sympathizers. Aydin and Ocalan were assigned to a cell of some 70
young men, many of them current or former university students who
had taken up the banner of the radical left. These were not necessarily
the most radical of those involved, but almost all were linked with
Dev-Genc (Federation of Revolutionary Youth), the mass student or-
ganization out of which the armed leftist groups of the period had
been born.

By chance, Aydin was given a bunk next to Ocalan. Aydin, a com-
pact man studying to be a physical education teacher, was a supporter
of Dev-Genc. He was a Kurd and he knew it—his mother’s relatives
had been killed by Turkish soldiers during the Dersim (Tunceli) upris-
ing of the late 1930s—but like many in this period he had not yet de-
veloped a political Kurdish identity. He thought the Turkish left’s
promised revolution would solve his problems. “We didn’t have a se-
rious Kurdish feeling at the time, it was a natural thing, that’s all,”
said Aydin, now living in exile in Sweden.

Aydin and Ocalan quickly struck up a camaraderie, as much be-
cause they were bunkmates as Kurds, and passed the time talking.
Ocalan talked of the leftist movement in Turkey, its strategies and mis-
takes. It was easy to get books in the prison and Ocalan read a great
deal, especially books on socialist issues, Marxist-Leninism, and Russ-
ian classics. To Aydin, it seemed that Ocalan always had something to
say about politics and leftist theories.

But when it came to making his views more widely known, Oca-
lan was oddly quiet. The Dev-Genc people in the cell held regular de-
bates to discuss issues of revolution and society, but Ocalan hardly
ever took part. One reason might have been that for the others in the
cell, Ocalan was a political novice, something he himself must have
known. After all, the others had been linked not just with the main
student movement in Turkey, but also with armed groups that prom-
ised revolution. In fact, some had been readying to start their armed
struggle in earnest when the coup was staged and the mass arrests be-
gan. Ocalan, meanwhile, had been working for a state office.

But while Ocalan might not have spoken much to the others, he
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certainly listened to what they were saying. For the first time, he was
exposed to the inner-workings of leftist groups and he saw how im-
portant it was to have a group to put forward one’s political demands.
He met leading members of the left, people who were adamant that
only armed struggle would change Turkey. And there was one other
thing Ocalan noticed: there was no discussion of the Kurdish problem.

In October 1972, about seven months after his arrest, Ocalan was
released. He was a changed man: “For me, prison was a school on ad-
vancing the political struggle.”?

Being arrested for joining a peaceful demonstration convinced
Ocalan there was little room to act in Turkey’s democracy; what he
heard from the other prisoners made him think that armed revolution
was the only answer. At the same time, his awareness of a Kurdish
problem had begun to coalesce into a basic Kurdish nationalism and
he started to think about forming his own group.

As Ocalan later explained: “This was my transition to becoming a
professional revolutionary.”*

Politics as Usual

The first national elections after the coup were scheduled for October
1973 and in January of the next year, newly elected Prime Minister
Bulent Ecevit took office.? Within a few months he declared a general
amnesty for those convicted of political crimes. But if the military
hoped the two-and-a-half years of quasi-military rule would wipe out
the vestiges of political violence, it was wrong. Almost immediately,
leftists released from prison or returned from exile regrouped into
both old and new organizations. If anything, members were even
more numerous and more radical than before.

Kurdish activists who had been imprisoned or forced to flee the
country when the military took over returned to political activism
with a more definite agenda. Like their Turkish compatriots, those
who had spent the intervening years in Europe were exposed to
the German Baader-Meinhof gang, the Palestinian Black September
movement, and other violent liberation organizations. In the free at-
mosphere of Europe, they also could easily read revolutionary tracts,
attend lectures by leftist and nationalist intellectuals, and debate
the merits of various strains of liberation theories. Those who were
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imprisoned inside Turkey during this period had the opportunity to
meet with and exchange ideas with other Kurdish radicals, lay the
groundwork for new organizations, and educate others in their philos-
ophies.

By now many Kurdish activists, similar to Ocalan, had decided
they needed their own groups. The Turkish left had proven a disap-
pointment. Although leftist groups might pay lip service to the Kurd-
ish problem, it was never at the top of their agenda. The more Kurds
pushed for discussion of the Kurdish problem and possible solutions,
the more the Turkish left grew intransigent. There was a natural ten-
sion within the socialist ideology between promoting nationalism and
believing that socialism would solve all problems. Beyond this, there
was also the underlying Turkish nationalism—so strong in the educa-
tional system—that even the radical left could not easily shake. The is-
sue of a Kurdish state was not something the left wanted to tackle.

“The Turkish left was heavily influenced by Turkish ideology and
could not openly come up with a Kurdish solution,” said Burkay, the
soft-spoken Kurdish lawyer, sometime poet, and former socialist party
member who fled to Europe after the coup and returned when the
amnesty took hold. Once back in Turkey, he worked on forming his
own party. “We wanted to put issues openly in front of the Kurdish
people and we figured in the end, we could only do it with our own
party.”

Besides, Kurds no longer needed Turkish intellectuals and activ-
ists to explain to them what the agenda was or how to make revolu-
tion. Not only had the activism of the late 1960s and early 1970s
sparked a violent political awakening in Kurds, but also the state’s
own assimilationist policies had in some cases awakened exactly what
it was trying to wipe out.

Ankara hoped that offering educational opportunities to Kurds
would hasten their assimilation by teaching them the Turkish lan-
guage and history as if it were their own. In 1961, special regional
boarding schools were established to remove Kurdish children from
their home environment and educate them in a wholly Turkish one.”
But this had the unintended effect of boosting Kurdish identity. Young
men, who before would have had no choice but to drop out of school
and work in the family fields or hawk wares in a dusty town, were of-
fered spots in regional boarding schools. Here they could receive an
education through high school and could even qualify for university.
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Instead of remaining locked in their small village or town, with little
exposure to what was happening in the rest of the country, let alone
the world, they were thrust into a new environment of ideas, debates,
and other Kurdish students.

“The goal of [these schools] was to turn the children into Turks,
but because of that there was a reaction,” said Ramazan Ulek, a Kurd-
ish boy from a poor family in the southeast who was educated in such
schools. “Before, none of us had left our villages and suddenly we had
a chance to see the world and how it worked.”

Ocalan, the Activist

When Ibrahim Aydin was reintroduced to Ocalan in 1973, about a year
after they shared a cell together in Mamak prison, Ocalan seemed a
different man. The quiet prisoner had turned into an outspoken radi-
cal who insisted that Kurds needed to launch an armed struggle to
free themselves from Turkish colonization. Ocalan and four friends
who would later form the nucleus of the PKK rented an apartment
in the Bahcelievler district of Ankara, where every night a dozen or
so people would cram into the dingy rooms and debate the Kurdish
issue.

Aydin, who stayed in the house while waiting to be assigned a job
as a physical education teacher, was still affiliated with the Turkish left
but increasingly unhappy there. His leftist comrades made disparag-
ing comments about Kurds and he himself was thinking more about
his own Kurdish identity. Talking to Ocalan focused him on the Kurd-
ish problem. The political science university student had a very insis-
tent manner and what he had to say about Kurdish history and social-
ist revolution seemed to make sense. Ocalan, always well-read, had
turned into an effective debater with the ability to make his arguments
appear to be the only logical line of reasoning. Like many others who
fell under Ocalan’s influence in the 1970s, Aydin saw him as someone
who was always thinking and planning ahead. For a young hothead
like Aydin, Ocalan’s ideas were irresistible.

“We were all students,” said Aydin, now a middle-aged father of
three marveling over the audacity of youth, “and we had no guns, we
couldn’t even find enough food, but we were going to fight for the
Kurds.”
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That same year—the spring of 1973—Ocalan called together a few
of his university friends for a secret meeting to discuss how to ap-
proach the Kurdish problem.?® They agreed they first needed to re-
search the problem and lay out potential solutions. Given the lack of
materials on Kurdish history and past rebellions, it made sense to
compile their own histories and analysis to explain what they wanted
and why they were more credible than others.

“We could call this a research group,” Ocalan later explained. “We
didn’t plan for any future serious actions.”?

Following the return to full civilian rule in 1974, Ocalan joined the
Ankara Democratic Higher Education Association (ADYOD), a new
student organization that promoted socialism.*® He wanted to use
this organization as a legal front for his planned illegal activities. By
now he and his friends were convinced Kurds needed an independent
organization to fight for their national rights, although they also be-
lieved that Turkish and Kurdish socialists could find common cause
and jointly carry out the revolution. Ocalan hoped to forge the neces-
sary links through ADYOD.

Ocalan’s ideas did not get much support from Turkish leftists in
the student organization. They maintained that their soon-to-be revo-
lution was all that was needed to free both Kurds and Turks. It is also
possible that the leftists were not as impressed with Ocalan and his
plans as he was. In any case, ADYOD quickly fell afoul of Turkish
laws barring communist propaganda and in 1975 it shut down.

The negative reaction of the Turkish leftists to his ideas helped
convince Ocalan that there was no point in continuing to look for a
Turkish partner. The legal troubles ADYOD faced also helped con-
vince Ocalan to abandon the idea of creating a legal front for his nas-
cent organization. He thought that legal associations or cultural clubs
drew too much police attention, making it hard to maintain the se-
crecy he felt was crucial for success. Ocalan also believed that such
legal fronts encouraged lengthy debates and discussions among mem-
bers, slowing down the process of staging revolution.

Soon, Ocalan’s new organization took shape. In 1975, at a meeting
in the Dikmen suburb of Ankara, Ocalan and about 15 others decided
to give up on university completely and focus on forming a Marxist-
Leninist group that would fight for an independent Kurdish state.!
They wanted to take their ideas and struggle directly to the people in
the Kurdish southeast, and they made plans to get people’s attention
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and support: These activities, more spontaneous than well-planned,
included attacking right-wing extremist groups that defended Turkish
nationalism, debating (and sometimes fighting) militant leftists who
did not see the need for Kurdish nationalism, and holding noisy dem-
onstrations and marches to focus attention on their own seriousness.

The nascent group also decided that they would not publish a
newspaper or magazine that, in any case, the poor could not afford
and the illiterate could not understand. Instead, they would count on
their one-on-one meetings with Kurds in the southeast to foster the
support they wanted. This decision, coming as it did at a time when
both Kurdish and Turkish radical groups believed they needed at least
some sort of legal front to spread their arguments, was an unusual
one. But it was an important one. Rather than spending time raising
money to rent offices, buy printing machines, or deal with the court
cases invariably opened against such radical magazines, Ocalan and
his backers could focus on the revolution they promised.

“Turkey’s democracy had a secret face, it was a false democracy,”
said Selahattin Celik, who was studying engineering at Hacettepe
University in Ankara when friends introduced him to Ocalan. “To get
rid of [Turkey’s rule] you couldn’t use legal ways or democracy. We
thought the only way to win was through armed struggle. We hadn’t
lived democracy so we never learned anything about democracy.”

Although he still had little to show for all his efforts, Ocalan was
so sure of himself and his plans that he tried to recruit the top peo-
ple from other organizations. In January 1976, a former chairman of
Revolutionary Democratic Culture Association (DDKD), which was
established in 1975 as a pro-Soviet separatist Kurdish group, agreed to
attend one of Ocalan’s Ankara meetings. After he listened to the
speakers, he made clear to Ocalan that he would never join such an
organization.

“If the Turks hear what you are saying, in three months they will
destroy you,”*? Ocalan recalled the man telling him.

All Alone

Ocalan was unable to get support from any of the established Kurdish
activists. These men—except for Hatice Yasar of the Rizgari group, all
the leading activists were men—not only saw themselves as leaders in



30  Part |: Ocalan, Kurds, and the PKK’s Start

their own right, but also generally regarded Ocalan with suspicion.
Apart from the seven months Ocalan spent in prison for joining a
demonstration, the former university student did not have any dis-
cernable experience as a revolutionary. His plans, meanwhile, called
for immediate revolution, while other activists were still debating the
proper time, method, and underlying ideology. Although Ocalan, de-
spite his inexperience, believed that he was ready to lead the first
successful Kurdish uprising in history, more established Kurdish ac-
tivists were hardly convinced. Many saw him less as a revolutionary
than as an overly violent, somewhat uneducated, and rather immature
person.

While there is no question that such criticisms were rooted in very
real concerns Kurdish activists had about Ocalan’s plan for winning
Kurdish independence, part of Ocalan’s problem in gaining accept-
ance was that he came out of nowhere. For all the leftist revolutionary
fervor, Kurdish society was incredibly traditional, and one’s tribal or
family affiliation, profession, or at least activist background were im-
portant to one’s credibility.

Ocalan’s family did not hail from any of the well-known, nation-
alistic tribes or families and he was a university drop-out without a
profession. Other activists had long histories either with the social-
ist party TIP, which had been closed after the military coup, or else
they had worked in the since-closed Revolutionary Eastern Cultural
Hearths (DDKO) or were lawyers or publishers or came from promi-
nent families. The parties they established had definite links to or
roots in other leftist, Turkish Kurdish, or Iragi Kurdish organizations.?

Ocalan was not just a newcomer to the field, but he was one with-
out an identifiable past. Except for a rather unmemorable stint in
DDKO—Ocalan claimed to have been a well-known speaker at meet-
ings, but others do not recall him—Ocalan was a nobody. While this
meant Ocalan could operate free of former debts or links to other
groups, leaders, or ideas, it also made him an easy target of derision
for more established activists.

Kemal Burkay, some 10 years Ocalan’s senior, was one of the more
prominent activists who dismissed Ocalan from the outset. Since re-
turning to Turkey after the amnesty, Burkay had followed through
with his plan to start up a new socialist Kurdish party. The party
championed independence but, unusual for that period, it relied on
nonviolent methods. His Kurdistan Socialist Party (often called Oz-



The Origins of the PKK, 1949-1976 31

gurluk Yolu after the group’s newspaper, or PSK after its Kurdish ini-
tials) attracted many of the luminaries of the former socialist party TIP
and would grow into one of the largest Kurdish groups of the late
1970s.

When Burkay heard about Ocalan’s emerging group around 1976,
he was suspicious of its promises and plans. He didn’t know any of
the group’s members, was uncomfortable with Ocalan’s violent verbal
criticisms of anyone he viewed as a rival—Ocalan referred to them
as “collaborators,” “opportunists,” and, worse still for the Marxists,
“petit-bourgeois”—and Burkay thought Ocalan was wrong to so
forcefully push armed struggle when the people, as Burkay believed,
were not ready to take this step.

“Our party’s view was very definite on this [armed struggle],”
Burkay, a tall, almost delicate-looking man, told me when I met him
in his party’s headquarters outside Cologne. The rooms were lined
with bookcases containing the many magazines, newspapers, history
books, speeches, and novels published by the organization’s legal,
European office Komkar. There was a stack of bound copies of the
monthly newspaper Burkay published in Turkey in the 1970s. “Kurds
have staged rebellions many times and never succeeded, so we be-
lieved that Kurdish society first needed a political organization before
staging a rebellion.”

Another well-known Kurdish activist at the time, Ahmet Zeki Ok-
cuoglu, was busy with Kawa, a publishing house that was soon to
spawn an underground organization of the same name. He had run
into Ocalan a few times. “He was very unimpressive,” mused Okcuo-
glu years later as we sat in a café in Berlin, where he fled to avoid a
prison sentence in Turkey. “I spoke with him a little bit and felt he
knew nothing about Kurdish history.”

But to a growing number of young Kurds, Ocalan’s plan for rev-
olution was attractive. Ibrahim Aydin, Ocalan’s old prison cell-mate,
finally decided to join the nascent group even though he had just re-
ceived his first job as a physical education teacher. Ocalan insisted that
Aydin not resign from his job.

“He said there was no reason why I couldn’t do both, and even
use my job to help the new organization,” Aydin recalled.

The education ministry assigned Aydin to work in a Turkish
town near the western coast. Almost immediately, Aydin started lob-
bying for a position in the Kurdish region. Soon he was reassigned
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to a school in the southeast, a region that Turkish teachers usually
shunned. There he started to speak to students and fellow teachers
about this so-far unnamed organization that was going to liberate the
Kurds from Turkish control.
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IN MARCH 1975, the Kurdish nationalist movement suffered its big-
gest blow since the collapse in 1946 of the Mahabad republic in Iran’s
Kurdish region.! Iraqi Kurdish leader Mulla Mustafa Barzani, whose
military prowess and nationalist fervor had driven a nearly 15-year-
old on-again, off-again armed struggle with Baghdad for Kurdish au-
tonomy in Iraq’s north, was forced to admit total and final defeat. On
March 6, Tehran and Baghdad had settled their long-standing border
disputes during an OPEC meeting in Algiers. As part of the Algiers
accord, the Kurds, so ably used and armed by Iran and its ally the
United States to pressure Iraq, were to be abandoned.? Within hours,
Iran pulled out its fighters—who had been fighting alongside the Iraqi
Kurds—and the United States halted its assistance, leaving Barzani at
the mercy of the better-equipped and trained Iraqi troops. Once again,
the Kurds found themselves abandoned to the exigencies of larger po-
litical stakes. Barzani was forced to admit defeat and in return he was
given two choices: seek asylum in Iran, which agreed to take in hun-
dreds of thousands of Iraqi Kurds fleeing certain Iraqi retribution, or
accept an offer of asylum from the Soviet Union, where he had lived
in exile in the 1950s.

Such choices were not new for Barzani, but now he was an old
man who had spent almost all of his 72 years fighting one country or
another. He did not know it yet but he was sick with cancer and had
only four years to live. He also was facing serious opposition within
the Iraqi Kurdish movement from Jalal Talabani, a much younger rival
who had long challenged Barzani’s dominance. Under these pressures,
Barzani gave up and left the remains of his party to his sons Idris and
Massoud. Apart from a few months in Iran, Barzani spent the remain-
der of his life in exile in the United States, where he died in 1979.

Barzani’s ignominious battlefield defeat was a shock to many in
the developing Kurdish political movement in Turkey. It forced some
groups to reevaluate their own plans and allegiances, while others

33
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decided that they would have to be even more decisive if they were
going to accomplish anything. Although not everyone supported Bar-
zani, he had been an important rallying symbol for Kurdish sepa-
ratists. His disappearance from the stage opened the way for someone
else to take his place.

For Ocalan, Barzani’s defeat was a symbol of all that was wrong
with the Kurdish national movement—except for his own organiza-
tion. The fiery young man argued that the elderly Barzani’s fatal flaw
was that he always remained part of feudal Kurdish society and that
he relied on the United States and its lackey Iran for support. Worse
still, Barzani had called for autonomy instead of demanding inde-
pendence. Ocalan used the collapse of Barzani’s movement as proof
that to be successful one needed to be independent of all major pow-
ers, be it the United States or the Soviet Union. The defeat was also a
sign that one had to stand against the tribal leaders and large land-
owners that controlled so much of Kurdish society. In Ocalan’s eyes,
Barzani represented the “primitive” ideology that had held Kurds
back for so many decades.?

Ocalan did not stop his attacks with Barzani. In speech after
speech to his supporters and in any other platform he could find, he
argued that the previous Kurdish uprisings in Turkey failed because
they were neither sufficiently socialist nor truly national liberation
struggles. He also blamed the relatively well-off of Kurdish society—
its landowning and professional classes—for working hand-in-hand
with the oppressive Turkish state to further their own interests at the
expense of the others. The large landowners especially were as guilty
as the state itself for stripping the Kurds of their right to an independ-
ent state.

But Ocalan saved his greatest criticism for those he saw as his ri-
vals. The other new Turkish Kurdish groups—such as Kawa, Ozgur-
luk Yolu, DDKD, and the reformed TKDP—were rejected as “collabo-
rators” and “revisionists.” Their demands for an independent Kurdish
state were dismissed as false fronts, their promises of armed struggle
were called fantasies, and their leftist ideologies were rejected as being
some variant of feudal or bourgeois thinking. He made it clear that
these groups were a disgrace to the Kurdish national movement, their
leaders in essence traitors who had capitulated to the forces of capital-
ism or to the demands of China, the Soviet Union, the United States,
or Turkey.
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Ocalan’s attacks on his rivals were not always very logical nor
necessarily truthful, but they resonated among twenty-something
Kurds eager for an independent state. Frustrated by their history of
failed uprisings and forced assimilation, these people were open to an
ideology that purported to explain why no separatist Kurdish group
had yet to be successful. Ocalan’s absolute dismissal of the luminaries
of the Kurdish nationalist movement—from Barzani in Iraq to Kemal
Burkay in Turkey—answered the question of why the Kurds always
lost. The reason was that these leaders were not true Kurdish revolu-
tionaries. It was a simple and attractive explanation. While rivals ac-
cused Ocalan of hate-mongering, some Kurds saw in his stance a cer-
tain independence that made them think he could be the one to lead
them to their own state.

The Followers

Despite legal limits on leftist political activity in the 1970s and the
state’s attempt at absolute repression of Kurdish identity, radicals of
all persuasions found that they could organize with little interference.
Authorities at first ignored the growing activism, thinking that as long
as people were just talking there was little to worry about. In part this
was hubris. Security officials believed the 1971 military coup, coupled
with the new, more restrictive legislation, had wiped out the vestiges
of the radical ‘68 movement. Later on, as the political atmosphere
grew more heated in the latter half of the 1970s, the problem was that
officials often were overwhelmed by the violent and nonviolent politi-
cal agitation.

The Kurdistan Revolutionaries, as Ocalan’s supporters began to
call themselves around 1975, recruited aggressively. Members of Oca-
lan’s “inner circle”—or the Ankara group—were assigned regions
where they were responsible for promoting the new group’s line. Re-
cruitment methods, whether in the southeast or in Ankara, focused on
one-on-one debates to win people over. Supporters thought nothing of
sitting with someone for 24 hours straight to argue for the new group;
one early recruit remembers visiting a friend almost every day for a
year until the young man pledged his support.

“When we said we were working then, it meant working to
change a person’s thinking,” said Mehmet Can Yuce, who spent 20
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years in prison for his unapologetic role in the PKK. “We wouldn't get
bored no matter how long this took because giving our views and get-
ting them accepted was very important for us.”

Sometimes this meant actually convincing someone that first he
was a Kurd, second that Kurds had a right to their own state, and
third that only the Kurdistan Revolutionaries could do this. Other
times this required simply promoting the group’s developing ideol-
ogy to already-committed Kurdish nationalists. The fact that followers
promised armed struggle—other groups were still debating the how,
when, and why of taking up arms—gave their message a clarity that
was proving attractive.

“We said it was necessary not just to say that we wanted armed
revolution and then go home and discuss it,” said Selim Curukkaya,
who traveled throughout the southeast recruiting as a 21-year-old stu-
dent at the Tunceli Teachers School in 1975. “We wanted to know how
we can get guns and we discussed this and then we went out and got
them. Our thing was that we actually did what we said we would.”

In Ankara, where Ocalan and his friends were still registered as
students (and receiving government subsidies that they used for their
clandestine activities), they worked to made inroads among the other
Kurdish university students, the very people Ankara assumed had
been assimilated into forgetting—or at least ignoring—their Kurdish
roots.

“At the end of 1975 or in early 1976 some friends introduced me
to Ocalan in Ankara,” recalled Selahattin Celik, then an engineering
student in his mid-twenties. “We had all heard of him, that he was
smart, that he created a sort of psychological environment when he
spoke. For example, you bring him tea, he wouldn’t be the one to
bring you tea.”

By his own account, Celik, a short, wiry man now in his late for-
ties, was an easy target for Ocalan, who promised to wage a real war
for an independent Kurdistan. Celik had always been sympathetic
to Kurdish nationalism—his father was an admirer of Mulla Mustafa
Barzani—and Ocalan’s focused arguments drew the engineering stu-
dent in. Almost without thinking, he started to operate with the
group, joining their protests, attending their meetings.

“This sort of politicization didn’t necessarily have a real ideologi-
cal base,” said Celik, sitting in his small Cologne apartment, which
he shares with two computers and a wall of books. “Maybe you had
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a friend who took you along to a meeting, maybe you remembered
when the soldiers came to your village and you were afraid, these
things leave marks on a person. Also, as a child, from the day you
were old enough to understand things, you realized something was
different. The language you spoke was different, these sorts of things.”

The early recruits were often university and teacher’s school stu-
dents or drop-outs. Their origins were rooted in the poor, mainly land-
less villagers that comprised the overwhelming majority of Kurd-
ish society, families with close to a dozen children, illiterate mothers,
and a tough life based on small-scale farming and animal husbandry.
Going to school usually entailed boarding with relatives far from
home, or vying for one of the coveted spots in the state-run regional
boarding schools. What distinguished people like Celik, Curukkaya,
and other recruits from the rest of Kurdish society was that they had
options.

Some supporters, like Curukkaya, had good job prospects, while
others, like Celik, actually had well-paying jobs. While it is true, as is
often claimed, that the PKK attracted the “lumpen” of Kurdish society,
what is missed is that many of the early supporters were actually
those who had lifted themselves out of their poverty-stricken, unedu-
cated “lumpen” surroundings. These were young men—and a few
young women—who could have gone on to have much better lives
than their parents could ever have imagined. In fact, these Kurds in
their twenties, with their good Turkish and higher educations, were
the people who were supposed to assimilate into Turkish society and
culture. At least that was Ankara’s plan. But despite Ankara’s best ef-
forts, it was proving impossible to stamp out Kurdish identity and, by
association, Kurdish nationalism.

Taking the Show on the Road

On the eve of the 1977 new year, about 20 people from Ocalan’s “inner
circle” gathered in the central Dikimevi suburb of Ankara for a two-
day, two-night meeting in which they started laying out the group’s
official party program.* The holiday was specifically chosen because a
police raid seemed less likely then, but if it did occur they could claim
they were celebrating the new year. They also evaluated recruitment
to date—they had gathered together some 250 to 300 members over



38  Part |: Ocalan, Kurds, and the PKK’s Start

the past two years—and planned for Ocalan to hold a series of clan-
destine talks to core supporters in the Kurdish southeast.

The Dikimevi meeting marked the start of the preparatory work
to set up a proper, professional (albeit illegal) organization with an
official ideology. Shortly afterward, Ocalan embarked on a six-week
trip through the remote mountain villages and dusty cities of the
southeast. For many of his supporters, this was the first time they
were meeting the man they viewed as their leader and they were not
disappointed.

“Listening to him speak helped make certain things clear in my
mind,” said Yuce, who years later published a breathless hagiography
of Ocalan and the PKK’s founding. “He was able to explain some the-
ories and plans in a way that made the group’s ideology seem even
more compelling.”

As a speaker, Ocalan tended to be longwinded and his analyses
—of the history of colonialism, the evils of imperialism, and the theo-
ries of his ideological heroes Marx, Engels, and Stalin—could be con-
voluted. But Ocalan also simplified the future of the Kurdish strug-
gle. For Ocalan, there were no tortured debates on whether Kurdish
society had reached the necessary level of ideological development
for launching armed struggle or questioning whether the society’s
economic status was appropriate for communist warfare or whether
Mao’s “Three Worlds” theory should be adopted. Instead, there was
the problem—Turkey’s colonization of the Kurdish region coupled
with imperialism and capitalism. And the solution—armed struggle
and socialism.

At this time there were nine or more illegal Kurdish organizations op-
erating in Turkey (the number kept on rising through the end of the
decade because of ideological divisions that split groups). They all
supported an independent Kurdish state, at least in theory, and most
believed that Kurdistan was divided among four countries (Iran, Iraq,
Syria, and Turkey), although at least one thought that the division also
included a sliver of the Soviet Union. They also all promoted some
sort of socialist model for their hoped-for Kurdish state. It was in the
details, however, where sharp differences among the groups arose.
Some backed a Maoist model, while others preferred the Stalinist
or another radical left variation. Their underlying ideology was re-
flected in their political sentiments: some were pro-Soviet, others pro-
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Mao, one was both anti-Soviet and anti-Maoist and believed in a Chi-
nese-styled revolution and supported Albania, leaving it seemingly
confused. Yet beyond ideology, they were unanimous in believing that
armed struggle was necessary to liberate what they called northern
Kurdistan. Only Burkay’s Kurdistan Socialist Party did not support
armed struggle. Even then, in theory he was not opposed, but he be-
lieved that the conditions in Turkey were not ripe for a successful
fight.®

In this crowded atmosphere, it was not always easy for a Kurdish
nationalist to choose whom to follow. But Ocalan’s rhetoric implied
the sort of commitment to armed struggle that was lacking in other
groups. Ocalan and his followers theorized that the severe clamp-
down on Kurds following the failed rebellions in the 1920s and 1930s
made people extremely fearful of joining any uprising. In order to off-
set this, what was needed was an aggressive approach that proved
they were both committed and capable. Once people saw that the
group was serious about armed rebellion, they would support the
fight.

“If a people embraces its own tradition, uses its own language and
makes its culture come alive, this too is a rebellion,” said Ocalan in his
1977 speech in Elazig, a speech that was the basis for the group’s first
published pamphlet on its ideology. “But the highest form of rebellion
is armed rebellion.”®

The aggressiveness of Ocalan’s approach was the nascent group’s
primary strength. Ocalan differentiated himself from his rivals not
only by insisting the uprising had to start right away, but also by pro-
moting violence to the exclusion of any other avenue for change. This
focus on fighting had a certain logic given the political conditions.
Turkey’s democratic system had never functioned very well nor very
democratically, so it was not difficult for Kurdish nationalists to reject
any attempt to work through the legal system.

The political chaos that engulfed Turkey in the late 1970s did give
de facto breathing room to illegal leftist and Kurdish groups. Nonethe-
less, activities such as writing about the Kurds, or calling for a Kurd-
ish state, remained absolutely banned. Kurdish activists had little re-
course but to break the law if they wanted to promote their ideas,
even if only in a magazine. After awhile, younger Kurds especially be-
gan to ask themselves why they should risk prison for a magazine ar-
ticle, when a gun seemed so much more effective.
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“The PKK understood well the psychology of the Kurdish peo-
ple,” said Huseyin Topgider, who split from the TKDP in 1978 to join
Ocalan. “They understood that the people are weak, so they need
guns. The other groups kept seeing these things as something in the
future, and their approach was that first you think, argue and develop
a consciousness and then organize. But in that period in Turkey you
needed to be armed to accomplish anything.”

The Action

Despite Ocalan’s vociferous call to war, at the outset the Kurdistan
Revolutionaries were more interested in attacking their leftist and
Kurdish rivals than the state.” Throughout the Kurdish region, Oca-
lan’s followers increasingly took an unforgiving view toward other
groups and armed clashes followed. The fighting could be sparked by
a debate gone out of hand, accusations of rigged voting for a union, or
a misconstrued statement. Mainly, it was enough that a rival group
was active in the same town where the Kurdistan Revolutionaries
wanted to gain a foothold.

Ocalan’s speeches—some of which were taped and distributed—
made clear his lack of respect for rival groups. And while he may not
have ordered all attacks, he did not condemn them when they oc-
curred. At the same time, the still loose organization of the Kurdistan
Revolutionaries made it easy for followers to take matters in their own
hands, and the idea of setting themselves up as the sole force seemed
logical.

Ocalan’s supporters shared a Leninist-inspired outlook that saw
rival groups as impediments to the one-party rule they believed neces-
sary for a successful revolution. While other Kurdish groups tried to
prepare peoples’ consciousness for the revolution by holding meet-
ings, Ocalan’s followers tried to clear the field so they could start the
revolution. This included targeting the rightist groups that promoted a
militant Turkish nationalism, the leftist groups that opposed Kurdish
nationalism, and the Kurdish groups that refused to make way for
Ocalan’s group. Fighting might take place with fists or with guns, but
the goal was to stake claim over what little territory they could con-
trol, such as who had the right to hold court in a certain coffeehouse,
speak in a certain school, or “patrol” in a certain neighborhood.
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“In this period in the whole leftist movement, Turkish and Kurd-
ish, everyone’s view was that the only right view is my own view,”
said Mehmet Can Yuce, himself marked for assassination by his for-
mer comrades after he split from the PKK in 1999. “You believed that
views apart from your own were wrong, that such views were helping
the bourgeois. And when you don’t see the others as legitimate, then
you don’t see them as having the right to live.”

Fighting among Kurdish rebel groups striving for the same goal
was commonplace throughout the region. Ocalan and his backers only
had to look across the border into northern Iraq. Relations among
Kurdish activists had quickly deteriorated after Baghdad’s triumph
over KDP chief Mulla Mustafa Barzani in March 1975.% His long-time
rival Jalal Talabani took opportunity of the power vacuum to form the
more socialist-oriented Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). But Bar-
zani’s successors, including his sons Idris and Massoud and high-level
official Sami Abdul-Rahman, were not pleased with this threat to their
power base. The KDP officially reformed in 1976 and clashes broke
out between the two groups.

Talabani suffered three deadly attacks on his men before he had
the chance for revenge. In April 1978, he planned a raid on KDP bases,
but his letter of instruction fell into Abdul-Rahman’s hands. The KDP
laid a trap for the PUK forces just as they crossed the mountains into
Turkey to pick up smuggled weapons. A large number of PUK fighters
were killed and Talabani’s two top men were executed on orders from
Abdul-Rahman. The attack was one reason for the mistrust, hatred,
and pitched battles that continued between the two groups through
the late 1990s.

As Ocalan’s group grew more confident—and as security forces
were overwhelmed by the increased armed activism from all sides—
clashes with rivals became more organized, more deliberate, and more
deadly. Ocalan’s fighters, who often took the offensive in the clashes
with other Kurdish groups, lost more men, and also lost what little
goodwill it still had among its rivals. Opponents of Ocalan said the
unceasing aggressiveness proved he was more a menace than a na-
tionalist. Supporters of Ocalan used the attacks to show that they were
serious about liberating Kurdistan and would let nothing stand in
their way.

“We believed in socialism and it was a Stalin type of socialism we
believed in,” stated Selim Curukkaya, in the matter-of-fact manner
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that former PKK members use to explain why they spent the late
1970s fighting other Kurds instead of the Turkish state. “The 1920s
were our model, how the Russian Communist Party forbade all other
parties and got rid of the cliques. We saw this as all positive and we
wanted to do the same.”

Love

Abdullah Ocalan married in 1978. The bride was a 25-year-old univer-
sity student named Kesire Yildirim, one of the first women to support
the nascent Kurdish group. Yildirim, dark-haired and serious, came
from a middle-class Kurdish family, very different from Ocalan’s vil-
lage upbringing.” Her father was said to be a regional member of the
mainstream Republican People’s Party (CHP)—the party founded by
Ataturk—and he raised his family in the relatively large town of
Karakocan on the edges of the Kurdish region. Yildirim, the oldest
child in the family, was encouraged to study. She attended teacher’s
school in Elazig and then won a place in Ankara University’s journal-
ism school, where she subsequently met Ocalan.

PKK supporters viewed marriage as a bourgeois undertaking that
weakened people’s commitment to the fight. “From the beginning
there was a rule against marrying, or maybe not a rule, but it was an
idea, a way of thinking,” said Selahattin Celik. “Love was something
for the small bourgeois, something unnecessary.” Nonetheless, a num-
ber of the PKK’s first members were married—some, like Ocalan,
married other supporters—but the pressures of the illegal life made it
hard to maintain a traditional relationship.

Ocalan himself seemed to have mixed feelings about getting mar-
ried, telling some people that he did so only to make it easier for
Yildirim to work in the Kurdish region, where an unmarried, young
woman could not travel alone. Years later, after Yildirim split from the
PKK, Ocalan offered other rationalizations for why they had married
—mainly, he claimed he wanted to save her from her family’s links to
the state—but he also hinted that he truly was attracted to Kesire, de-
scribed by former acquaintances as a cultured, pretty, and intelligent
woman.

“I didn’t consider it very likely that the relationship would suc-



Abdullah Ocalan, Leader, 1975—-1980 43

ceed,” he explained after they split. “But I also was dragged along by
the desire for love, emotion and marriage.”

Some of Ocalan’s supporters were uncomfortable with the rela-
tionship. Quite apart from the belief that both marriage and sexual re-
lations were an unnecessary diversion from the revolutionary strug-
gle, they were suspicious of Yildirim’s background. Her relatives were
said to have teamed up with the Turkish state during the Kurdish
rebellions of the late 1920s and 1930s, and her father was involved in
mainstream politics. In his retelling of the PKK’s founding, Yuce noted
that other militants were convinced that with such a family, Yildirim
had to be working for the state: “A policeman’s child is a policeman,
an agent’s child is an agent.”"

It probably did not help that Yildirim, whose family was better-off
than many in the group, appeared to want the normal trappings of
married life. “The house that [she] arranged looked more like that of a
petit-bourgeois than that of a revolutionary militant,”!? complained
Yuce.

Ocalan and Yildirim, both strong-willed and intelligent, also
fought a lot. Ocalan later said that another man—a more traditional
Kurdish man—would have beaten or divorced a wife who argued. In
Ocalan’s case, he claimed that he instead learned to be patient, calm,
and above all, careful. “I didn’t throw her out of the house. Just the
opposite, sometimes I fled the house.”"® Some of Ocalan’s supporters,
angry at how their leader was being treated—and at the disrespect
shown to a Kurdish husband—briefly considered assassinating Yil-
dirim, but abandoned the plan because of concern that Ocalan would
not approve. Still, Ocalan used this as proof of his ability to withstand
anything—even a wife his friends wanted to kill.

Ocalan’s marriage soon unraveled. By the mid-1980s, the two
were estranged and Ocalan reportedly had taken up with another
woman. In 1988, Yildirim, by then working for the PKK in Athens,
tried to stage a coup against her husband but failed. She went under-
ground and it is widely rumored that Ocalan bought her silence in ex-
change for a financial stipend and a promise that she would not be
killed.

Still, the PKK leader never forgot her betrayal. Her life—and their
marriage—was turned into a rhetorical device, something that Ocalan
used to underscore the constant dangers he and the PKK faced and
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the need to be ever-vigilant against traitors. He also used it to buttress
his views on marriage and sexual relationships, both later banned
for PKK militants. He insisted that his experiences with Yildirim un-
derscored the anti-revolutionary dangers of traditional, Kurdish mar-
riages—although he and Yildirim did not have a very traditional mar-
riage—and pointed to the need for women to be able to act independ-
ent and free from male pressure. The connection to his wife was not
always exact, but for Ocalan, the conclusion was always more impor-
tant than the factual details that preceded it.

“If a woman tries to pressure me, then I am forced to learn what
being a woman means,” he told Turkish writer Yalcin Kucuk in 1992.
“In this sense, Kesire was one of my biggest teachers, but a very harsh
teacher.”1

A Fortuitous Death

On the evening of May 19, 1978, a Kurdish militant named Halil Cav-
gun was shot dead in the rough Kurdish town of Hilvan.'> Cavgun
was a member of the Kurdistan Revolutionaries and his murderer
someone from the landowning tribe known as the Suleymanlar. There
are different versions of what led up to the attack, but tension between
leftist Kurdish groups trying to gain a foothold in the town and the
Suleymanlar tribe, which essentially controlled the town and sur-
rounding villages, had been mounting for weeks. The Suleymanlar
saw these leftists as a threat to the existing order, while the Kurdistan
Revolutionaries viewed oppressive, landowning tribes like the Suley-
manlar as much the enemy as the state itself.

By their own admission, Ocalan’s men initially failed to get sup-
port for a revenge attack. In fact, apart from two or three families,
nobody wanted anything to do with them. The local people, poor and
landless, were understandably hesitant to take a stand against a rela-
tively wealthy tribe that controlled the municipality and counted the
police among its allies. Killing someone from the tribe could set off a
blood feud that could engulf anyone (and his relatives) linked to the
Kurdistan Revolutionaries.

But for Ocalan, the killing of Cavgun demanded a response in
kind. This was the second murder of a high-level member in just over
a year and the group’s reputation was at stake. Ocalan had promised
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his supporters an uprising against the state, but until then fighting
had been mainly with rival groups, the Turkish left- or right-wing
sympathizers. Retaliating against the Suleymanlar would make clear
the Kurdistan Revolutionaries’ opposition to those wealthy landown-
ers who oppressed the local people and, just as importantly, collabo-
rated with the state against Kurdish nationalists. Such an attack would
also underscore the group’s commitment to armed struggle. Two of
the group’s top men were sent to the region to prepare an attack.

The Kurdistan Revolutionaries struck back two months later, kill-
ing the tribe’s leader Mehmet Baysal. In the battles that raged over the
next few months between the two groups, the Kurdish nationalists
gradually gained wide support in the town. Their cause—attacking a
tribe that worked hand-in-hand with the ultra-right-wing MHP politi-
cal party—was a sympathetic one to many. But it was only when the
Kurdish leftists proved their willingness to stick out the fight, despite
the high cost to their own men, that people showed support. Other
Kurdish separatist groups were just as opposed as Ocalan was to the
state and the state-allied wealthy landlords, but few took concrete ac-
tion. Increasingly, it appeared that only Ocalan and his followers were
willing to fight.

“After years of oppression suddenly there was a group to stand
against that and it was like we could finally take revenge,” said
Ramazan Ulek, who was from a village not far from Hilvan. He was a
university student in 1977 when he grew close to Ocalan’s group,
which he believed to be the group most likely to carry out the revolu-
tion it promised. “In my village, for example, everyone had a relative
who had been beaten by the soldiers and the PKK was a stand against
that. The PKK was also against the aghas [wealthy landowners] who
would steal everything, even gold off a woman’s neck. After years of
being repressed, suddenly there was something and everyone ran to
the PKK.”

The Hilvan fight marked the start of a new offensive posture by
the Kurdish group. The group began to target the large tribal leaders
who dominated the region’s economy and worked with the state. A
few months later, on July 30, 1979, the group staged a daring assassi-
nation attempt against a Kurdish parliamentarian and head of the
powerful Bucak tribe. Mehmet Celal Bucak was a member of the Jus-
tice Party, which had forged a governing alliance with the ultra-right-
wing Nationalist Action Party (MHP) in the 1970s. Bucak himself had
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a reputation for cruelly treating those who lived in “his” villages. In a
sign of the divisions even within tribes, one of Bucak’s relatives had
been the founder of the TKDP Kurdish party tied to Barzani’s move-
ment across the border.

The willingness of Ocalan’s followers to go after such a high-pro-
file target was a clear sign of the aggressive approach that was so at-
tractive to their supporters. The fact that Bucak was only wounded
did not diminish the boldness of the plan and the backing they gained
from it.

“Attacking Bucak was like attacking the state since the state sup-
ported the wealthy landowners,” said Celik, who by then had gradu-
ated from university, worked a year as an engineer, and quit to be a
full-time revolutionary. “A lot of fighting broke out after Bucak was at-
tacked and many people died. But Apo believed that if a big fight
broke out, then support for the PKK would grow,” added Celik, re-
ferring to the PKK leader by his nickname, a common diminutive of
Ocalan’s first name, Abdullah. “According to Apo, even if 100 people
were to die, still, their children would become PKK supporters [to
take revengel].”

The Party

Assassinating Bucak was supposed to be the public announcement
of the founding of the PKK, known in Kurdish as Partiya Karkeren Kur-
distan (and in English as the Kurdistan Workers” Party).!® The party
actually was formed eight months earlier on November 28, 1978, dur-
ing the clandestine meeting at Fis village outside Diyarbakir, but the
group had decided to delay making a statement until they could do so
with fanfare. Although they failed to kill Bucak, the assassination at-
tempt received wide notice and leaflets laying out their goals were
scattered throughout the region. The leaflet included an overview of
Kurdish history and called for a national revolution to overthrow the
Turkish state:

Forward to an independent, united, democratic Kurdistan!
Down with imperialism and colonialism!

Long live independence and proletariat internationalism!
Long live the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party)!'”
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The distinction between the new party and the old group was mainly
an operational one. Following the founding meeting, held in the Fis
village outside of Diyarbakir, supporters were expected to turn “pro-
fessional.” Previously, Ocalan’s supporters acted on their own initia-
tive, although always within the confines of the general nationalist,
leftist ideology and goals. The Fis meeting sought to replace this inde-
pendent approach with a more structured, controlled framework. A
three-person central committee (initially comprised of Ocalan, Sahin
Donmez, and Cemil Bayik) was set up. Next in the governing struc-
ture were five-person Regional Preparations Committees, which were
established throughout the Kurdish area and were supposed to decide
the local actions.'® In conjunction with these changes supporters, who
were now de facto members of the new organization, often dropped
out of school or quit their jobs in order to devote themselves to the
PKK. Some members were sent to their home regions to assist in re-
cruitment or to work on taking over trade unions and educational as-
sociations from rival organizations. Armed clashes were often part of
these operations.

But despite this attempt at control, activities were almost as cha-
otic as before. Members continued to make their own decisions with-
out checking with their l