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Abstract

The Syrian conflict has contributed to major debates in culture, media and politics
around transitions linked to borders, ethnicity and identity. Against this backdrop, this
article explores the use of ‘Rojava’, a keyword referring to Kurdish-majority areas in
the country. It examines the term’s changing meanings and usage against the evolving
backdrop of the governance project led by Kurds since the post-2011 power vacuum in
North(eastern) Syria. The article identifies how the termhas been both operationalized
and later abandoned and replaced by other nomenclaturewhile highlighting the impli-
cations of these changes on public and political discourse. The term ‘Rojava’ traces its
origins to the context of (pan-)Kurdish nationalism, with its literal meaning of ‘west-
ern’ (Kurdistan) implying a notion of trans-border Kurdish identity. From this point of
departure, the author considers how it has been popularized in anarchist and West-
ern solidarity circles as well as through international media in expressions such as the
‘Rojava experiment’ and ‘Rojava Revolution’. The article unpacks how it has become
shorthand in Western media for an ideology of women’s liberation and leftist grass-
roots governance, as well as considering the term’s less favorable reception in the Arab
press, where the word ‘Rojava’ itself is treated as a foreign, and sometimes threaten-
ing, concept. Finally, the article presents how from 2016 the Kurdish-led authorities
in this region of Syria sought to formally distance themselves from the term they had
introduced. This change was due to realpolitik imperatives to re-brand their gover-
nance project under the ‘Syrian Democratic’ banner when incorporating non-Kurdish-
majority territories (Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor andMenbij). In the context of its official aban-
donment, the term has nonetheless retained currency in the media as well as popular
everyday contexts among Kurds on street level.
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1 Introduction

The use of the term ‘Rojava’ when referring to Kurdish-majority areas of north-
ern Syria grew in popularity in tandem with the retreat of Syrian state institu-
tions during and in the aftermath of the 2011 Syrian uprising, which allowed
for the emergence of a Kurdish self-rule project.1 In 2014, when Kurds fought
against the invading Islamic State (is) terrorist group, Rojava quickly registered
relevance as a keyword on the world stage. This heightened recognition con-
tributed to transforming the meaning of Rojava from its strictly cartographic
origins into a multivalent signifier. The term thus became symbolically associ-
ated with the progressive elements prevalent within the ideology promoted by
the dominant Kurdishmovement in Syria: namely ecology, women’s liberation
and the bottom-up governance model of ‘democratic confederalism’.

This article traces the deployment of the term Rojava within public dis-
course on Syria, considering its little-known genealogy and later application by
Kurdish-led authoritieswhohave governed northern Syria over the last decade.
It also studies responses to the term by different sections of the media, society
and the international community, reflecting on how Rojava has transcended
its original Kurdish context and been taken up within the Arabic media and
various international interest groups.

By taking a broadly chronological approach, I examine the evolution of the
keyword’s use and reception by different stakeholders according to their demo-
graphic profile and political position. The analysis draws on the examination
of Kurdish, international andArabicmedia texts alongside key informant inter-
views conductedby the author to explore the term’s use in cultural andpolitical
discourse during key moments within the Syrian conflict. Finally, against the
backdrop of evolving realpolitik, I consider the endurance and legacy of Rojava
as a keyword beyond its official abandonment by the very authorities who once
promoted and popularized its use.

1 The keywords used to describe the events that took place in Syria since March 2011 deserve
discussion in their own right and are beyond the scope of this contribution.

Downloaded from Brill.com01/20/2023 03:58:01AM
via free access



evolving public discourse of kurdish identity and governance 387

Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication 15 (2022) 385–403

2 ‘Rojava’ as Cartography: Tracing Its History in (pan-)Kurdish
Nationalism (Pre-2011)

The Kurdish term ‘Rojava’ literally means ‘the west’ or ‘western’. Its origins are
traced to the context of (pan-)Kurdish nationalism, whereby Rojavayê Kurdis-
tan (‘Western Kurdistan’) implies a notion of trans-border Kurdish identity.
In contemporary political discourse, the cardinal directions of North (Bakûr),
South (Başûr), East (Rojhilat) andWest (Rojava) refer to the Kurdish-inhabited
areas in each of Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria, respectively (Kurdish Institute of
Brussels undated). This has become a popular naming system among Kurds
to describe the four parts of Greater Kurdistan, which were divided by colo-
nial powers when they carved the region into itsmodern nation-states through
the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement (McDowall, 2021: 131–162). That said, recent
literature on Kurds in Syria tends to reference this convenient cartographical
structure without sufficient reflection upon the complex historical and social
associations carried by the term ‘Rojava’.2 Indeed, Rojava is not the only word
used to describe Kurdish-inhabited areas in Syria, and its dominance in dis-
course is relatively recent. Before 2011, the term was scarcely known outside of
Kurdish contexts.

Prior to the last decade, Kurds in Syria had struggled to receive recognition
within the broader Kurdishmovements that had instead subordinated them to
the dynamics and interests of political parties in Iraq and Turkey (Lowe 2006:
4). As discussed below, multiple synonyms or variants were used throughout
the last century prior to Rojava gaining increased acceptance in the post-2011
context. I trace these background developments—little discussed in the exist-
ing literature—inorder tobetter understand the emergenceof the termRojava.
However, tracking precise origins and evolving currency of particular terms
within cultural, media and political circulation is challenging due to archival
deficiencies and rich internal variation within the Kurdish field. There is often
a discrepancy between the terminologies used in official party documents (e.g.,
manifestos), associated party-political discourse (including articles penned by
individual members) and daily communications within the wider Kurdish cul-
tural sphere. Furthermore, the development of the Kurdishmovement in Syria
within amultilingual context has meant that keywords have crossed, and been
translated, betweenKurdish and itsmain contact languages of Arabic andTurk-
ish, leading to inconsistencies and ambiguities inmeaning on the political and

2 A recent exception is (Lee 2020), which conceives of Rojava through the framework of state-
building contrary to the Self Administration’s own narrative.
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social levels.3 Instead of delineating these terms according to clearly defined
historical periods, below I sketch their rough lifespans and key shifts in nomen-
clature relating to theKurdish regions of Syria, considering also the preferences
of different Kurdish (nationalist) movements.

One of the earliest terms to be used following the formation of separate
states in Syria and Turkey during the 1920s was binxet. This literally translates
as ‘below the line’, referencing the trainline, which effectively separated many
Kurdish families on the Turkish-side (serxet—‘above the line’) from their rela-
tives inside the newly formed state of Syria (Chyet 2003: 657; Ekici 2007: 115).
On this basis, the term Kurdistana Binxetê (‘Kurdistan below the line’) has been
used in reference to Kurdish inhabited areas within Syria. While rarely used
in political discourse nowadays, the term binxet remains part of the popu-
lar culture for those living in border regions, especially among older genera-
tions (Aras 2020: 67). Indeed, prominent Kurdish academic and linguist Shahin
Sorekli stated in 2012 his preference for this term because it emphasizes the
constructed character of the boundary between Kurdish kin.4 Unlike Rojava,
however, the term binxetmarks only one dividing line (to the north) and does
not delineate a fully bounded territory. Nonetheless, the construct of Rojava
has adopted the same xet to demarcate its boundary with Turkey.

From the 1950s, a distinct Syrian Kurdish political identity emerged through
the influence of Kurds in Iraq,with theKurdishDemocratic Party in Syria (kdp-
s) founded in 1957 as the first political party specifically for Kurds in Syria.5
While the associated movement in Iraq (the original kdp) made territorial
claims over ‘Iraqi Kurdistan’, kdp-s literature refrained from such framing in
relation to Syria, instead referring to ‘Kurdish regions of northern Syria’ (Vanly
1968: 18). This was likely due to the fact that Kurds in Syria were significantly
lesser in number than those in Iran, Iraq and Turkey, and had been subjected
to ‘divide and rule’ policies by the Syrian government. It was only in the 1990s
that several of the Kurdish parties in Syria (following schisms in the kdp-s)
adopted the term ‘Syrian Kurdistan’ (Kurdistana Sûriyê) within their political
agendas (Tejel 2009: 94–95).

In parallel to the influences of Kurdish parties in Iraq, from the mid-1980s,
the Kurdishmovement in Turkey, and particularly the KurdistanWorkers Party

3 This phenomenon is further complicated by the ways different terms have sometimes been
rendered internationally, particularly in English and French.

4 Facebook post, 1 August 2012 (in Kurdish).
5 The kdp-s was initially called the Kurdistan Democratic Party in Syria, but shortly after its

establishment, changed its name to the Kurdish Democratic Party in Syria in order to dis-
tance itself from separatist associations (Allsopp&VanWilgenburg, 2019: 49; Tejel, 2009: 86).
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(Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê, pkk), significantly shaped developments for
Kurds in Syria.6 Indeed, it is this political current that ultimately nurtured the
Rojava project into existence over the last decade. The movement had pop-
ularized the term Bakûrê Kurdistan (Northern Kurdistan) to refer to Kurdish
regions of Turkey, and by extension laying the basis for the four-directional
naming system.7 However, the pkk and its associated civil society movement
initially referred to Kurdish regions of Syria with the rather dismissive term
Başûrê biçûk (Small South). Also, the popular protest chant ‘Bakûr, Başûr, Rojhi-
lat; Apo Serokê Welat’ (North, South, East, Apo8 is the leader of the nation)
omitsmention of Rojava/Syrian Kurds altogether.While keeping the rhythm of
the slogan, this reflects the historical disregard toward Kurds living inside Syria
as the smallest part of the nation. An alternative term used by the movement
was Başûrê Rojavayê Kurdistan (South West Kurdistan). While this term was
felt by some to be more geographically accurate, its introduction underlines
the contested status of Kurdish identity in northern Syria.

In recognition of its exclusion of Kurds in Syria from the pan-Kurdish dis-
course, much pro-Kurdish media linked to the pkk movement switched to
using the term Rojavayê Kurdistan (westernKurdistan). For example, academic
Seevan Saeed recalls that in the mid-1990s staff at med tv (the first Kurdish
satellite channel) were instructed to use the term Rojavayê Kurdistan instead of
Başûrê Biçûk.9 This change was precipitated by the movement’s philosophical
shift away from statist nationalist claims for an independent Kurdistan towards
‘democratic confederalism’ after Öcalan’s imprisonment in 1999 (Jongerden,
2019). Within prison, Öcalan became influenced by libertarian socialist the-
orist Murray Bookchin and, following critical self-reflection, adopted a vision
of bottom-up direct democracy, which would later be implemented in Rojava
(Gerber and Brincat 2018).10 Concomitant to these developments, individual

6 The pkk was founded in 1978 and undertook an armed struggle against the Turkish state
in 1984, recruiting many Kurds from Syria into its ranks.

7 This terminology has been referred to as ‘the language of pan-Kurdism’, which ‘constructs
Kurdistan as a unified territory and Kurds as one and homogenous nation’ in opposi-
tion to ‘the language of autonomist/regionalist movement’, e.g., Kurdistana Sûriyê, which
‘demands autonomy within the states where Kurds reside’ (Sheyholislami 2011: 110).

8 Apo is the affectionate nickname for AbdullahÖcalan, the leader of the pkkwhohas been
imprisoned in Turkey since 1999. The omission of Rojava in the pkk’s political discourse
is perhaps unsurprising given that Öcalan, once exiled from Turkey, found sanctuary in
Syria from 1979 to 1998.

9 Author interview with Seevan Saeed, 26 March 2021. See also (Saeed 2017).
10 The pkk wanted to avoid the use of the terms Iranian Kurdistan, Iraqi Kurdistan, Turkish

Kurdistan and Syrian Kurdistan.
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Kurdish activists in the diaspora worked to propagate use of the term Rojava.
Jawad Mella in the U.K. for instance established the Western Kurdistan Asso-
ciation (Komela Rojava Kurdistan) in 1995,11 and went on to establish Rojava
Radio in 2006, and later Rojava tv station, to publish news onWestern (Syrian)
Kurdistan (Mella 2007: 68, 83).

A key event in the pre-history of Rojava’s emergence as a project on the
ground was the 2003 establishment of the Democratic Union Party (Partiya
Yekîtiya Demokrat, pyd) as a Syrian-specific party inspired by Öcalan’s revised
philosophy. In 2007, the kck umbrella, to which the pyd belongs, developed
a charter articulating a vision for Western Kurdistan.12 Copies of this char-
ter circulated discreetly among limited sections of the Kurdish community
in Syria and were received as an aspirational blueprint for a new Kurdish-
led project there. Significantly, the charter included the term Rojava in Latin
Kurdish script alongside ‘Western Kurdistan’ in Arabic.13 Meanwhile, the term
Rojava remainedalmost unheardof beyond theKurdish context until after 2011.

3 Crisis in Syria and the Rojava Project (2011–2014)

As ‘Arab Spring’ demonstrations spread across the Middle East, on 21 Febru-
ary 2011 a private Facebook group appeared in the name of ‘Serhildana Rojava’
(Rojava Uprising). According to Azad Deewanee, he and other non-party
human rights activists initiated the group to ‘make awareness of atrocities com-
mitted against Kurds and in anticipation of further human rights violations
against them and other communities’.14 At this time, many Kurds harbored
both aspirations and apprehensions following the 2004 Kurdish uprising in
Syria (Serhildana Qamişlo), which ‘re-awakened’ Kurdish consciousness across
the country (Gambill 2004) but ended in a brutal crackdown by the Syrian gov-
ernment. While many Kurds participated in anti-regime protests throughout

11 https://www.westernkurdistan.org.uk/about.html.
12 Author interview with Abdulsalam Ahmad, 25 March 2021. Ahmad, often considered a

legislative architect of the self-rule project, participated in the drafting meeting for the
charter in Gara, Kurdistan Region of Iraq (kri).

13 ‘Charter of the Kurdish Community Union in western Kurdistan: kck Rojava’ [Koma
Civaka Kurd a Rojavayê Kurdistan kck-Rojava] (April 2007) [in Arabic]. nb: the current
standard title of the kck is ‘Koma Civakên Kurdistan’ (Kurdistan Communities Union) to
reflect the social plurality and the presence of non-Kurdish communities in regions con-
sidered to belong to Kurdistan.

14 Author interview, 3 April 2021: Deewanee added that Syrian Kurds exiled to kri after the
2004 uprising had used the term Rojava at commemoration events from 2005 onwards.
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northern Syria in 2011, much of the political elite were slow and reluctant to
mobilize (McGee 2012).

As the pyd, which had been more strategic than other parties,15 increas-
ingly asserted itself and built the vision for self-rule in northern Syria, adher-
ence to the geographical cardinal direction paradigm of Kurdistan, including
Rojavayê Kurdistan, was institutionally operationalized. This is evident in the
name given to the pyd-formed People’s Council of Western Kurdistan (Meclîsa
Gel A Rojavayê Kurdistan—mgrk) in December 2011.16 As confirmed by Abdul-
salamAhmed,whowasmgrk’s co-chair, RojavayêKurdistanwasnaturally cho-
sen in the beginning as a name for the newly established self-rule project.17 For
their part, political rivals in thekdp-dominatedKurdishNationalCouncil (Enc-
ûmena Niştimanî ya Kurdî li Sûriyê—enks) generally maintained the term
Kurdistana Sûriyê (Syrian Kurdistan) in contrast to Rojava or Rojavayê Kur-
distan, reflecting ideological disagreement between the parties, as discussed
above.

Within Arabic-language discourse, the term Rojava did not immediately cir-
culate as it had in Kurdish. The word itself would have been unfamiliar, or even
threateningly foreign, to non-Kurds to the extent that the letter ‘v’ is absent
within the standard Arabic alphabet. Moreover, the legacy of language prohi-
bition in Syria had stigmatized Kurdish within popular consciousness (Human
Rights Watch 2009: 11–12). Practices of obscuring Kurdish identity also played
out on the political level, including after 2011. According to Salih Muslim, the
former co-president of the pyd, Arabic media ignored demonstrations in Kur-
dish areas while spotlighting those taking place in other parts of the country
(anf 2011). This statement reflects the initial indifference and limited engage-
ment of Arabic media towards developments in Kurdish regions of Syria gen-
erally, and the term Rojava specifically.

In 2012, unprecedented Arabic reporting about Kurdish regions of Syria was
triggered by the diaspora group, yasa (Kurdish Center for Studies & Legal Con-
sultancy) publishing a map of ‘Syrian Kurdistan’. Indeed, the story went viral
after being takenupby an influential news outlet, Al-Arabiya. Interestingly, this
coveragewas itself initiated by a Kurdish staffer from Syria (Akkash 2012). yasa
later released a Draft Constitution for the Region of ‘Rojava Kurdistan’.18 Jian

15 Democratic Self-Rule inWesternKurdistan:Theoretical Principles (October 2011) [Arabic]
by Tevgera Civaka Demokratîk, tev-dem.

16 mgrk Declaration: https://www.kurdishinstitute.be/en/the‑declaration‑of‑the‑peoples‑
council‑in‑western‑kurdistan/.

17 Author interview, 25 March 2021.
18 yasa Constitution (Arabic): https://4143a0e8‑b9c8‑4d39‑a6e5‑d51bd4f15874.filesusr.com/​

ugd/dbcbde_1da4ffb4ad774c7b9c841a06c59c1a35.pdf.

Downloaded from Brill.com01/20/2023 03:58:01AM
via free access



392 mcgee

Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication 15 (2022) 385–403

Badrakhan, a legal consultant with yasa, confirmed that the change in termi-
nology used in the constitution reflected changes on the ground in Syria, with
Rojava becoming more accepted: ‘in 2011, we were using the term [Herêma]
Kurdistana Sûriyê [Kurdistan Region of Syria], but by the time of writing the
constitution, the term Rojava had become more established. The eight people
who worked on the constitution discussed exactly this point for hours. In the
end, we all decided to adopt this term but insisted it be used alongside the
word Kurdistan’.19 For its part, Arabic media increasingly weaponized the lit-
eral translation of Western Kurdistan (Gharb Kurdistan) to reinforce popular
suspicions of a Kurdish separatist project within Syria (Al-Jazeera 2013; Al-Arab
2013).

As the pyd developed the self-rule project into a more sophisticated gov-
ernance system comprising three decentralized cantons (Afrin, Kobani and
Jazeera), it officially omitted references to both Rojava and Kurdistan.20 This
change was calculated to mitigate anxieties among Arab observers about the
emerging Kurdish self-rule project (e.g., Ḫaddam 2013), and counter fear-
mongering in Syria’s opposition-inclinedmedia (e.g., Zaman Al-Wasil 2013). To
this effect, official discourse of the cantons consistently stressed their status as
an integral part of the Syrian geography.21 Nonetheless, having already gained
recognition among (Syrian) Kurds, the term Rojavayê Kurdistan continued in
large part to function as the de facto term for the geographical regions governed
by the self-rule project. This was bolstered by the pyd’s own popular resistance
narrative of the ‘Rojava Revolution’. Known also as the ‘19th July Revolution’
(Şoreşa 19’ê Tîrmehê) according to the date the pyd claimed Kobani as its first
enclave of territory ‘liberated’ in northern Syria (pyd 2019), the anniversary of
the ‘Rojava Revolution’ has become an annual celebration in the region and
internationally.

During this early period, international agencies (e.g., Reuters, 2012) had
given limited coverage to growing Kurdish influence in the region and engaged
littlewith concepts suchas ‘Rojava’. Rare exceptions to thiswere reports penned
by Kurdish journalists with international connections (e.g., Dicle 2013). Other-
wise, when covered internationally, Rojava was often editorially framed as an

19 Author interview, 14 March 2021.
20 Subsequently, the names and structures of the self-rule project have changed several times

over a relatively short period of time (Allsopp&Wilgenburg 2019:89). For a detailed time-
line, see Rojava Information Center: https://rojavainformationcenter.com/background/​
rojava‑timeline/

21 See the first Social Contract for the self-rule project in Afrin, Jazeera, and Kobani can-
tons (29 January 2014): https://rojavainformationcenter.com/storage/2019/12/2014‑Social​
‑Contract‑of‑the‑Autonomous‑Regions‑of‑Afrin‑Jazeera‑and‑Kobane.pdf.
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enigma, e.g., the ‘unknown war’ (vice News 2014), rather than considering the
everydayworkings of its systemof governance or driving ideological principles.
However, this all suddenly changed in late 2014, after which the phrase ‘Rojava
Revolution’ was taken up in international discourse through broader political
associations. ‘Rojava’ itself became an ambivalent amalgam of geography, gov-
ernance and politics.

4 Rojava Enters theWorld Stage: Keyword’s New Symbolism
(2014–2016)

The sudden is (Islamic State) siege of the Kurdish town of Kobani in autumn
2014 generated unprecedented internationalmedia coverage of Kurds in north-
ernSyria (Akin 2019). Reporting about fierceKurdish resistance against ruthless
extremists in the months to follow often framed Rojava as synonymous with
the fight against terrorism, fundamentalist jihadism and fascism. As well as
fostering kurdayetî, sentiments of pan-Kurdish solidarity (Gourlay 2018), these
images were operationalized to strengthen the emerging Kurdish-U.S. mili-
tary alliance to counter is in Syria. Likewise, one U.S. author has commented
that ‘Rojava represents a secular, democratic, and feminist way forward in a
region stereotyped bymany as hopelessly backward’ (Tax 2016: 317). This state-
ment reflects the process of expanding the term Rojava from simply denoting
a cartographical entity to a more ambiguous signifier with multiple symbolic
associations.

The predominance of ideological associations is evident in endeavors to
sketch out or ‘imagine’ Rojava’s utopian potential. This has been celebrated
in prominent international media reporting (Enzinna 2015; Court and Den
Hond 2017) and (activist) academic undertakings (Dirik et al 2016). The con-
structions ‘Rojava Revolution’ (Aretaios 2015; Schmidinger 2018) and ‘Rojava
experiment’ (Lowe 2016) have likewise both become popular tropes in com-
mentary on developments for Kurds in Syria. As such, Rojava has evolved from
its ethno-nationalist cartographical origins into an increasingly value-based
and ideologically informed project. Indeed, one observer considers Rojava as ‘a
space tobe shapedby pyd’s political project, not a place’ (Tejel 2020: 262),while
others have described the ‘dialectical vision of Rojava as both geographically-
delimited “place” and political, internationalist “space” ’ (Gerber and Brincat
2018: 7; my italics). Below I unpack how the termRojava has become shorthand
inWestern media for international anarchism and women’s liberation.

In delivering the ‘Rojava project’ to a global audience, mainstream media
popularized Rojava as a stand-alone term, converting it from a Kurdish adjec-
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tive—in the compound phrase Rojavayê Kurdistan (western Kurdistan)—into
an internationalized proper noun in its own right. This linguistic disman-
tling of the pan-Kurdish construction has allowed the term to assume new
symbolic associations, primarily the progressive elements associated with the
unique governance model implemented in northern Syria: communal democ-
racy, cooperative economy, ecology and women’s liberation (more on this
below). Significantly, Rojava was even incorporated into local Kurdish and Ara-
bic media as a stand-alone keyword, although in the latter it was often flanked
with quotationmarks, suggesting it to be doubly ‘alien’ due to its Kurdish iden-
tity and western military support (e.g., Mustafa 2015).

The 2014 ‘Battle of Kobani’, and its mainstreammedia coverage, thus served
as a catalyst for greater attention toward Rojava from sympathetic Western
observers, including anarchists and leftist solidarity activists. For example,
the late anarchist anthropologist David Graeber made a powerful call to the
international Left to engage in support of the ‘revolutionary Kurds’ in Rojava
through an op-ed in The Guardian (Graeber 2014). In early 2015, a delegation
of interested international academics ‘visited Rojava to learn about the rev-
olution, gender liberation and democratic self-government’ (roar Collective
2015). Research outputs from this visit sought to shift discourse away from
what the Kurds were fighting against (is) and instead focus on what they
were fighting for—the ‘revolutionary project of Rojava, based on democratic
participation, gender emancipation, andmulti-cultural, multi-religious, multi-
ethnic, and even multi-national accommodation’ (University of Cambridge
2015). Interestingly, Janet Biehl’s use of the English term ‘Rojavans’ reflects the
shift to a more demographically pluralist concept by including ‘Arabs, Assyri-
ans, Chechens, and others’ alongside Kurds (2014).22

The Kobani crisis also triggered what I refer to as the ‘Anarcho-intervention
in Rojava’. Growing awareness in anarchist and leftist circles about the ‘Rojava
Revolution’ narrative resulted in the emergence of a Rojava Solidarity Move-
ment as inter-networked groups sprang up around universities and through
existing activist collectives to campaign and fund-raise in the nameof Rojava.23
Inspired by Rojava’s guiding philosophy, international anarchists began to visit
the region and provide volunteer support alongside the self-rule project. This
culminated in the 2017 establishment of the Internationalist Commune of
Rojava.24 Anarchist ecologists within it then set up the ‘Make Rojava Green

22 Within local discourse, ‘the peoples of Rojava’ featured in later official rhetoric. However,
the Kurdish adjective ‘Rojavayî’ tends to refer exclusively to Kurdish individuals in Syria.

23 See Savran (2016) for background on this in the U.K. context.
24 See official website: https://internationalistcommune.com/join‑the‑revolution
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Again’ campaign to develop reforestation and renewable energy projects.25
Given the outspoken solidarity from anarchist movements towards the Rojava
project, it is perhaps curious to note that the self-rule project has refrained from
framing itself as an anarchist or radical project, and that its protagonists rarely
use such terms within their Kurdish or Arabic discourse. Nonetheless, interna-
tional anarchists and western solidarity activists have had a significant impact
on the popularization of Rojava and have remainedwedded to the term even at
moments when the instigators of the project have distanced themselves from
it.

Across Western solidarity discourse, international media and the Kurdish
movement, the term Rojava has become almost synonymous with the theme
of women’s liberation. The Kurdish female fighter has become a key pillar of
Rojava’s representation within Western media (Dean 2019), particularly when
framed in opposition to is’s hypermasculinity. More widely, women of Rojava
are portrayed as ‘heroic’ and ‘exceptional’ through their resistance to gendered
and state oppression in theMiddle East (Toivanen&Baser 2016;Tank 2017).The
role of women has been a central component of the Kurdish self-rule project in
Syria,with a 40%womenquota and a female co-president for every governance
structure (Knapp, Flach & Ayboğa 2016). Thus, women’s liberation has been
framed as an integral part of the ‘Rojava Revolution’, through which women
are pioneers in the creation of new societies and lifestyles (Isik 2016). On a
philosophical level, Jineolojî (the Kurdish ‘study of women’), which is taught
across the self-rule project, proposes an alternative epistemology of feminism
in contrast to that of liberal feminism (Al-Ali & Käser 2020).26 Simultaneously,
the international media has fetishized Rojava’s ‘badass women’ (Dirik 2014),
appropriating and essentializing the images of female fighters within Orien-
talist discourses (Şimşek & Jongerden 2018) while neglecting the broader prin-
ciples they are fighting to defend.

As presented above, the unprecedented international interest following the
successful Kurdish defense of Kobani extended the meaning of Rojava beyond
its existing cartographical reference and into the realm of new symbolic asso-
ciations. The Western reception of the term has in turn been significantly
taken up within the Syrian context, resulting in a largely expanded concept
encompassing geographical, ideological and political notions. At this junc-
ture, the leadership of the self-rule project found itself pragmatically negoti-
ating between retention of the powerful symbolic recognition the term had

25 See official website: https://makerojavagreenagain.org.
26 See also https://jineoloji.org/en/.
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registered among Kurds as well as internationally and launching more inclu-
sive nomenclature for its evolving military and governance project. In late
2015, as the Kurdish-led project turned towards expansion into predominantly
Arab territories, its architects consequently established the Syrian Democratic
Forces and the Syrian Democratic Council as bodies embracing a multi-ethnic
identity without exclusive Kurdish associations. However, in parallel, the Kur-
dish leadership also felt renewed confidence to (re-) assert the Rojava identity.
Having received expanded international solidarity and secured strategic mili-
tary support from theWest, in March 2016 the authorities publicly announced
the launch of a new supra-governance project under the provocative ban-
ner ‘Democratic Federation of Rojava-Northern Syria’. The continued tension
between celebrating the Rojava identity and the realpolitik imperatives to re-
brand in order to promote Arab outreach and inclusion ultimately led to the
term being dropped definitively from the official project title (as discussed
below).

5 Territorial Expansion and Re-framing: Negotiating a ‘Post-Rojava’
Realpolitik in Northern Syria (since 2016)

Torn between the geopolitical interest in maintaining a Kurdish identity for
Kurdish-majority areas on the one hand and new realities on the ground on
the other, the self-rule authorities eventually embarked on a post-Rojava phase.
In December 2016, the word Rojava was officially dropped from the title of
the self-rule project as the new ‘Democratic Federation of Northern Syria’
was declared.27 Hadiya Yousef, co-president of the Federation, told Al-Akhbar
newspaper that ‘Rojava as a word has no meaning if not followed by the word
Kurdistan, and that does not fit the reality of the region. Therefore, we consid-
ered that Northern Syria is an inclusive term for all components’ (Marʿi 2016).
While this was obviously a calculated step toward gaining acceptance from
non-Kurds, there was resistance from sections of the Kurdish community. The
most immediate protest came when Kurdish journalist Gihad Darwish walked
on stage and drew hearts around the word Rojava on the banner behind Con-
stituent Assembly representatives of the new Federation (Fig. 1) (Kurdish Issue
2016).

27 nb: one reference to the term ‘Rojava’ was still included within the preamble of the Social
Contract of the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria, 29 December 2016: https://​
rojavainformationcenter.com/storage/2019/12/2016‑Social‑Contract‑of‑the‑Democratic‑
Federation‑of‑Northern‑Syria.pdf
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figure 1 An image of journalist Gihad Darwish drawing hearts around the term Rojava
during the second meeting to form the new Federation of Northern Syria in
Rumeilan, 29 December 2016
reuters/ alarm stock photo. printed with permission

Meanwhile, in contrast to the nuance reflected in other internationalmedia,
dominant Arabic discourses have tended to demonize, alienate and reject the
Rojava project by dwelling upon its Kurdish-ness. Narratives would variously
stir fears about expansion of ‘the Rojava map’ (Enab Baladī 2016), and Rojava’s
growing economic power (Al-Arabi Al-Jadid 2016). This increased focus has
foregrounded Rojava as an embodiment of a project of separatism, eliminat-
ing any positive implications for Rojava as a self-rule system. This shift became
even more evident around the autumn 2017 Referendum for Independence
in kri as Rojava was increasingly represented as a parallel Kurdish project
aspiring to separate itself from Syria (Aʿbdulġanī 2017) despite such claims
never being made by the self-rule authorities.28 It is worth mentioning that
these representations defined Rojava in narrow ethno-political terms, obscur-
ing any other associations of Rojava beyond its Kurdish-ness. More recently,
when Turkey launched two successive military assaults on north and north-
east Syria in 2018 and 2019, rushed analysis in Arabic media indicated ‘the end
of the Rojava dream’ (Al-Arab 2019; Al-Rai 2019).

28 For more on the divergent political models of the kri and Rojava, see (Radpey 2016).
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Nonetheless, the word Rojava has remained prevalent in everyday conver-
sations in the Kurdish street in northern Syria, as well as for those displaced
from it (Bahram 2018). At the same time, the names of a number of non-
governance organizations echo the popular insistence to keep the term alive
within the public sphere. For example, Rojava University was inaugurated in
November 2016, just as the term Rojava was being dropped from official usage
within the governance system.29 In a similar vein, the Rojava Information Cen-
ter was established by a group of foreign volunteers working in northern Syria
in December 2018 (Bellingreri 2019). According to one representative from the
center, ‘we chose to use Rojava in the name because it’s what people are famil-
iar with, and while we recognize that it is not entirely accurate to refer to the
region of Self-Rule, Rojava refers to the political alternative implemented in
this region’, adding: ‘we wanted to have a name that would also include those
regions currently occupied by Turkish backed factions’.30

Beyond this, Rojava as a term retains powerful utility at moments when
Syria’s Kurds come under threat, be it from the Assad regime (Malik 2019),
uncertain U.S. foreign policy (Negri 2019) or Turkish invasion (Bowman 2019).
Local populations as well as international advocates and solidaritymovements
coalesced around a number of expressions that further mobilized the term.
Indeed, alongside periodic calls to ‘Defend Rojava’ (e.g., The New York Review
2018), a campaign using the hashtag #riseup4rojava was launched in spring
2019 as an ‘internationalist campaign and platform’.31 At these moments of cri-
sis,manyKurds innorthern Syria added the ‘Save #Rojava’ banner to their social
media profile images, emphasizing the indivisibility of solidarity amongKurds.
As such, despite the pragmatismof the pyd and self-rule authorities to distance
themselves from the sensitivities relating to Kurdish territorial identity, over
the last decade Rojava has become socially embedded as a powerfully emotive
keyword.

6 Conclusion

Originating in (pan-)Kurdish nationalism and political cartography, since 2011
Rojava has developed new meanings and symbolic associations. Responding
to the lack of critical reflection on the term Rojava, this article has traced the

29 See the Rojava University official website: https://www.rojavauni.com/en/home. As well
as mainstream subjects, the university teaches programs in Jineolojî.

30 Author interview, 3 April 2021.
31 https://riseup4rojava.org/about-us/.
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historical nuances of its usage within Kurdish thought prior to 2011. It has fur-
ther documented Rojava’s place within the evolving self-rule project and its
dramatic ascent on the world stage as a symbolic signifier through the Bat-
tle for Kobani. The term thus became almost synonymous with the imagery
of women’s liberation and the ideology of bottom-up democracy, facilitating
the ‘Anarcho-intervention in Rojava’. Meanwhile, Arabic media discourse has
generally framedRojava in narrow terms: as a threateningly alien concept. Nav-
igating these tensions, the self-rule authorities have repeatedly dropped and
re-introduced the termRojava according to the evolving balance betweenprag-
matism and symbolism.

This eventually culminated in the ‘post-Rojava’ phase,with the termdropped
fromofficial discourse.Despite the ‘Self-Administrationof North andEast Syria’
as the current iteration of the self-rule project (since 2018) making no refer-
ence to Rojava, the term has retained powerful currency in everyday Kurdish
discourse. This also continues to be echoed by international interest groups.
Rojava as a keyword, therefore, no doubt leaves an indelible imprint on both
the Kurdish consciousness in Syria and conceptions of governance and iden-
tity within wider Syrian political culture.
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