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Abstract

Women are highly marginalized in Kurdish cultural and intellectual history. The history of Kurdish
literature is virtually a men’s history, and Kurdish women’s contribution to the development of Kurdish
literature has been discussed as a recent phenomenon, emerging only from the 1980s. The exclusion
of women has been reproduced and reinforced in literary anthologies, translation, and in academic
research. Although uncovering new manuscripts, including women’s works, over the last decade has
to some extent challenged the assumption of the “absence” of women in Kurdish cultural production, it
has not instigated serious re-evaluation of the literary history and the canon. In this chapter, | examine
the erasure of women from Kurdish literary history and exclusionary mechanisms that Kurdish women
writers have faced, from statelessness and cultural and linguistic suppression to patriarchy as well as
the power dynamic between Kurdish language varieties, political and cultural forces. Drawing on
my recent investigation and scoping of public and private archives in Iraqi Kurdistan, I also discuss
opportunities that archives offer in uncovering women’s voices. I argue and demonstrate that re-
examining primary source materials such as early Kurdish periodicals provide valuable information
on Kurdish women’s intellectual and literary production and can even recover forgotten women’s
voices. Early Kurdish publications, private archives, and oral history also offer unique possibilities to
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revive women'’s lost literary creations.

Keywords: Literary history, Kurds, women, marginalisation, archive

Highlights
Kurdish literary history has a male dominated image and women are generally absent.

The marginalisation of women is reprouced and reinforced in literary historiographies, anthologies,
and academic studies on Kurdish literature.

The reasons for marginalisation of Kurdish women literati incldue statelessness, cultural and
linguistic suppression, patriarchy, and the power dynamic between Kurdish language varieties.

Strategies to uncover Kurdish women’s writings include excavating archives, investigating early
Kurdish periodicals and publications, manuscripts, and oral history.

Oz

Kadinlar Kiirt kiiltiirel ve entelektiiel tarihinde olduk¢a marjinallestirilmistir. Kiirt edebiyatinin
tarihi neredeyse bir erkek tarihidir ve Kiirt kadinlarinin Kiirt edebiyatinin gelisimine katkisi, ancak
1980’lerden itibaren ortaya c¢ikan yeni bir olgu olarak tartisilmistir. Kadinlarin diglanmasi, edebi
antolojilerde, ¢evirilerde ve akademik arastirmalarda yeniden iiretilmis ve pekistirilmistir. Son on
yilda, kadmlarin eserleri de dahil olmak iizere yeni el yazmalarinin ortaya ¢ikarilmasi, Kiirt kiiltiirel
tiretiminde kadinlarin “yoklugu” varsayimini bir dl¢iide sorgulasa da, edebiyat tarihinin ve kanonunun
ciddi bir sekilde yeniden degerlendirilmesini tesvik etmemistir. Bu boliimde, Kiirt edebiyat tarihinden
kadinlarin silinmesini ve Kiirt kadin yazarlarin karsi karsiya kaldigr dislayici mekanizmalari,
devletsizlikten, kiiltiirel ve dilsel baskidan ataerkillige ve Kiirt dil ¢esitliliginden, siyasi ve kiiltiirel
giicler arasindaki gii¢ dinamiklerine kadar inceliyorum. Irak Kiirdistani’ndaki kamusal ve dzel arsivler
tizerine yakin zamanda yaptigim arastirma ve kapsamlandirmadan yararlanarak, argivlerin kadinlarin
seslerini agiga ¢ikarmada sundugu firsatlart da tartisiyorum. Erken donem Kiirt siireli yayinlart gibi
birincil kaynak materyallerinin yeniden incelenmesinin Kiirt kadinlarinin entelektiiel ve edebi liretimi
hakkinda degerli bilgiler sagladigini ve hatta unutulmus kadin seslerini geri getirebilecegini tartistyor
ve ortaya koyuyorum. Erken donem Kiirt yayinlari, 6zel arsivler ve sozlii tarih de kadinlarin kaybolmus
edebi eserlerini canlandirmak igin benzersiz olanaklar sunuyor.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Edebiyat tarihi, Kiirtler, kadin, 6tekilestirme, arsiv.

One Cikanlar
Kiirt edebiyat tarihi erkek egemen bir imgeye sahiptir ve genellikle kadinin yeri yoktur.

Kadinlarin otekilestirilmesi, edebiyat tarih yazininda, antolojilerde ve Kiirt edebiyat1 lizerine
yapilan akademik ¢aligmalarda yeniden {iiretilir ve pekistirilir.

Kiirt kadin edebiyatcilarin marjinallesmesinin nedenleri arasinda vatansizlik, kiiltiirel ve dilsel
baski, ataerkillik ve Kiirt¢e dil farkliliklart arasindaki gii¢ dinamigi yer aliyor.

Kiirt kadmlarmin yazilarini ortaya ¢ikarmaya yonelik stratejiler arasinda arsivlerin taranmasi,
erken donem Kiirtce siireli yayinlarin, el yazmalarmin ve sozli tarihin arastirilmasi yer almaktadir.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Research on Kurdish women and their contributions to Kurdish society, history, and culture has
been historically limited because of systematic obstacles that include statelessness, the criminalization
of the Kurdish issue, and a lack of funding and institutional support.

Consequently, women have been highly marginalised and to some extent even erased from
the Kurdish political, cultural and intellectual history. A glance at Kurdish literary historiography,
anthologies, primary sources on Kurdish literature reveals this exclusion. Examining anthologies of
classical Kurdish poetry, we find no female voice. Literary ritics have discussed the emergence of
women’s writings as a late phenomenon and ntociebale only from the last decades of the twentieth
century. Indeed, the male-dominated image of Kurdish literature hardly changes until the late 1980s.
This omission has been further reinforced by scarcity of academic studies on Kurdish women writing
in both Kurdish or non-Kurdish languages. Women are also highly marginalised in translations of
Kurdish literature. Nevertheless, over the last decades archival research and discovery of manuscripts
has challenged the long-held belief of women’s non-existence in the Kurdish literary arena. The most
celebrated discovery has been the publication of the Kurdish poems of Mestiire Erdelan (1805-1848),
previously known to have only written in Persian. This was following uncovering a manuscript in
Berlin Library that included some of her Kurdish poems.

The exclusion of Kurdish women’s creative and intellectual writing in history is by no means
an exception. For Kurdish women however, as well as patriarchy, a complex web of exclusions
including statelessness, political, and linguistic suppression, the hegemony of state languages, Kurdish
political, geographical, and linguistic fragmentation, and the power relation between Kurdish dialects
and marginalization of smaller dialect groups have compounded their dominated status. The article
examines these contributing factors in details. It illustrates that under repressive conditions in Turkey,
Syria, and Iran a significant part of Kurdish literary heritage was destroyed, among them Kurdish
women’s writing. A case in point is Diya Ciwan (1953-2025). Patriarchy has played out in the Kurdish
context through stigma and social punishment for daring to writer, publish, and to be in the public eyes.

After detailed discussion on the underlying reasons for the erasure and exclusion of women, the
article discusses strategies to uncover women’s voices by examining archives, early Kurdish periodicals
and publications, manuscripts, and oral history. It notes that while a substantial portion of Kurdish
records and documents are lost or destroyed, a significant part has survived. Over the past decades,
initiatives have been founded to uncover, collect, and preserve Kurdish records. In the absence of a
national Kurdish Archive, these initiatives that are primarily personal and voluntary have amassed
dispersed archival repositories. To challenge women’s erasure excavating archives is essential and
it is vital to adopt a multilingual and comprehensive approach in locating and uncovering Kurdish
archives. Also, private and family archives are significant sources that should not be overlooked.
Furthermore, since a significant portion of Kurdish written literature has remained as unpublished
manuscripts, studying manuscripts is highly likely to lead to uncovering women’s writings. This is
illustrated by an example from the author’s research. Exploring early Kurdish periodicals also reveals
the forgotten contribution of Kurdish women to literature. Examining early Kurdish publications is
also instrumental. Access to Kurdish books, even recently published ones, is often not easy, due to
political constraints, the small print runs of publications and the lack of an effective circulation system.
As such, women writings and publication are sometimes rendered invisible to scholars and literary
historians. Oral history is also a significant source especially for voices that are not easily traceable in
archives. There have been significant intervention on this that are highlighted in the article.

Identifying patterns of suppression of Kurdish women’s voices and the mechanisms of their
exclusions are crucial for challenging their historical omission, however, the article argues, it is not
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enough as long as women’s works and contributions remain hidden. As Joana Russ rightly pointed out,
“when the memory of one’s predecessors is buried, the assumption persists that there were none and
each generation of women believes itself to be faced with the burden of doing everything for the first
time” (1983, 93). To uncover women'’s lost voices, it is vital to investigate archives and identify and
examine manuscripts, early periodicals and publications, and oral history.

Artuklu Kurdology « 19 « March 2025

77



