
Per ma nent Rev o lu tion and Kurdistan

Free Öcalan! De fend the PKK!
The fol low ing is an ed ited and abridged trans la tion of an ar ti cle
orig i nally pub lished as a 24 Feb ru ary sup ple ment to
Bolschewik, jour nal of Gruppe Spartakus, Ger man sec tion of the 
IBT.

Abdullah Öcalan, leader of the Kurdish Workers’ Party
(PKK), was cap tured on 15 Feb ru ary by agents of the Turk -
ish se cret ser vice who greeted him with the cyn i cal words,
“Wel come home, you are now our guest.” One thing that
Öcalan, Tur key’s Pub lic En emy No. 1, can be cer tain of is
the deadly hos til ity of his mil i tary “hosts” who have made
no pre tense of “fair ness.” Im me di ately af ter Öcalan was
snatched in Kenya, his Turk ish law yer was ar rested and
mem bers of his in ter na tional le gal team were turned away
at the bor der, and hun dreds of mem bers of the only re main -
ing le gal pro-Kurdish party, Hadep, were im pris oned. The
in ter na tional left and work ers’ move ment, par tic u larly in
Ger many and Tur key, must take up the strug gle to de fend
Öcalan and all other Kurdish ac tiv ists. We there fore agree
with the PKK that “dem on stra tions, ral lies and oc cu pa -
tions must take place with the aim of sav ing the life of the
chair man of the PKK” (MED TV News, 16 Feb ru ary).

The suc cess ful de fense of Öcalan, and the PKK as a
whole, against the ju di cial sys tems of both Tur key and Ger -
many re quires, above all, the kind of mas sive work ing-
class ac tion which can threaten the bour geois so cial or der.
Left ists and class-conscious work ers in Ger many must ac -
tively de fend the Kurdish re sis tance. The case of Öcalan,
and the nu mer ous other PKK mil i tants who are now threat -
ened with ar rest and de por ta tion, is clearly a sit u a tion
where “an in jury to one is an in jury to all!”

The Kurds’ jus ti fied pro tests against their Turk ish op -
pres sors (and Ger man col lab o ra tors) have been met by a
cam paign aimed at abol ish ing dual cit i zen ship and
strength en ing anti-democratic laws. Both gov ern ment and
op po si tion pol i ti cians, as well as the cor po rate me dia, are
in volved in this vi cious cru sade. Af ter the bloody mas sa cre
of Kurds at the Is raeli em bassy in Berlin, fun da men tal dem -
o cratic rights were sus pended as au thor i ties banned all
dem on stra tions in the city. Chan cel lor Schröder and Home
Sec re tary Schily de clare that “we” Ger mans must not per mit 
con flicts on “our” streets which are not “ours” and, fur ther,
that “we” should crack down hard on Kurdish pro test ers,
in clud ing con sid er ing us ing fast-track de por ta tions. This
cyn i cal na tion al ist pro pa ganda threat ens the wel fare and
even the lives of Kurdish ac tiv ists.

In re cent years, the Ger man state has di rectly par tic i -
pated in con flicts in Tur key. It banned the in ter na tional
Musa Anter peace train to Diyarbakir in 1997, sup pressed
Kurtulus (a news pa per crit i cal of the Turk ish re gime) and
con ducted a bru tal raid on the Anadolu pub lish ing com -
pany in Co logne. Ger many has po lit i cally sup ported all the
op pres sive mea sures un der taken by its NATO part ner in
An kara while con tin u ing to sup ply arms to the Turk ish
mil i tary. Ger man im pe ri al ism is al ready a party to this con -
flict and an en emy of those who stand for the lib er a tion of
Kurdish and Turk ish work ers and peas ants! It is sheer hy -
poc risy for Schröder et al to make a dis tinc tion be tween
“their” con flicts and “ours” be cause the strug gle has

reached Ger man streets and in volves Ger man po lice—as if
the Ger man state is in the habit of tol er at ing in ter nal class
strug gle! The rul ing class rou tinely re sponds to re sis tance
against op pres sion “with ad e quate force.” In 1997, when
stu dents pro test ing ed u ca tion cuts en tered the in vi o la ble
pre cincts of par lia ment, they were at tacked by mounted
po lice; when an gry min ers pro test ing mass re dun dan cies
oc cu pied the motor way, they were threat ened with
charges of breach ing the peace; at re cent anti-fascist dem -
on stra tions many left ists have been ar rested. The point is
not to counterpose “their” Kurdish/Turk ish con flicts to
“our” Ger man ones, but to see that the fun da men tal con -
flict of in ter est is be tween the ex ploit ers and op pres sors
(them) and the ex ploited and op pressed (us). Those who do 
not un der stand that the state’s at tacks on the PKK are also
at tacks on the en tire left and work ers’ move ment (Ger man,
Turk ish and Kurdish) un der stand noth ing!

With out the same le gal rights as Ger man left ists,
Kurdish mil i tants face the threat of de por ta tion back to the
Turk ish state’s tor ture cham bers. This threat by the Ger -
man gov ern ment is not an empty one. In 1994, the SPD’s
min is ter of the in te rior for Baden-Württemberg brushed
aside hyp o crit i cal con cerns about “le gal ity” and re -
sponded to sim i lar Kurdish pro tests by say ing that he had
al ready started de por ta tions. This is why we de mand: Full
cit i zen ship rights for all im mi grants—now! Stop the de por -
ta tions!

Rev o lu tion ary Pol i tics or
Im pe ri al ist Di plo macy?

The In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency and its Ger man
sec tion, the Gruppe Spartakus, stand for the de fense of the
Kurdish re sis tance, and par tic u larly the PKK, against both
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the Turk ish state and its im pe ri al ist al lies. We have re peat -
edly called for lift ing the ban on the PKK. In the face of the
out ra geous pro ceed ings against Öcalan by Tur key’s ter ror -
ist re gime, it is nec es sary to or ga nize broad united-front ac -
tions and mass mo bi li za tions un der the slo gan: “Im me di -
ate and Un con di tional Re lease of Abdullah Öcalan!”
In stead, Nizametin Tas of the PKK cen tral com mit tee has
ap pealed to the “pro gres sive pub lic” and “all dem o cratic
pro gres sive groups” to send “ob server del e ga tions to Tur -
key” (MED TV News, 16 Feb ru ary). Such im po tent mor al -
is tic ap peals will not sub due the blood hounds of the
military dic ta tor ship or their im pe ri al ist back ers, nor will
they be of any use in “safe guard ing the life of chair man
Apo”—this re quires de ter mined in ter na tional mass mo bi -
li za tions of im mi grants and work ers.

This is not the first time the PKK has re lied on im pe ri al ist 
di plo macy rather than rev o lu tion ary mass mo bi li za tions.
Tas ap peals to the gov ern ments of the Eu ro pean Un ion
(EU) and the U.S. to “put pres sure on the fas cist Turk ish
state,” while Kurdish dem on stra tors de mand that the Ger -
man gov ern ment ad vo cate a “fair” trial. We re fuse to en -
dorse de mands that the Turk ish mil i tary give Öcalan a “fair 
trial,” or calls on Ger many and the other Eu ro pean im pe ri al -
ists to ap ply dip lo matic pres sure on Tur key.

Tur key is not fas cist, but its po lit i cal re gime is dom i -
nated by the mil i tary. When foxes put a hare on trial, the
hare al ways ends up as their din ner, how ever for mally cor -
rect the ju rid i cal pro ce dure. Öcalan doubt less ful fils all the
cri te ria for be ing con victed of high trea son ac cord ing to
Tur key’s Kemalist [Kemal Ataturk founded the mod ern
Turk ish state af ter World War I] le gal code and ju di ciary—
even a “fair” trial would put his life in jeop ardy. Tur key’s
bloody rul ers have no right to con duct any kind of trial of
Öcalan. The Kemalist state has dis crim i nated against and
op pressed the Kurds since it was founded. Kurds are not al -
lowed to speak their own lan guage, their cul ture is sup -

pressed, and their re gion is mired in deep pov erty and eco -
nomic back ward ness. The Turk ish state has re sponded to
all signs of Kurdish re sis tance with cen sor ship, ar rest, tor -
ture, mas sa cres and the de struc tion of thou sands of
Kurdish vil lages. The PKK and Öcalan are not po lit i cally
re spon si ble for the thou sands of peo ple killed in the Turk -
ish mil i tary’s dirty war against the Kurdish na tion. That re -
spon si bil ity lies solely with Tur key’s rul ers and their im pe -
ri al ist pro tec tors. The only way that jus tice can pre vail, and
the only way to stop these bar baric at tacks, is through the
rev o lu tion ary over throw of the op pres sors.

The PKK’s ap peals to the im pe ri al ists are uto pian and
counterposed to the path of lib er a tion for the Kurdish
masses. Im pe ri al ism, as the op pres sor of mil lions, can not
sud denly change its na ture and be come the lib er a tor of the
Kurds. The eco nomic and po lit i cal un der de vel op ment of
Kurdistan and the Mid dle East is a prod uct of the im pe rialist
world sys tem. The cap i tal ists in the eco nom i cally ad vanced
im pe ri al ist coun tries use a com bi na tion of com pe ti tion in
the global mar ket, ac cess to in vest ment and cred its, and
mil i tary mus cle to en sure the con tin u a tion of their ex ploi ta -
tion of the un der de vel oped coun tries.

Un der the terms of the 1923 Lausanne Treaty, which
carved up the Mid dle East un der Brit ish and French he ge -
mony, the Kurds were di vided be tween four states. Lib eral
ap peals to the Eu ro pean Un ion, com bined with the no tion
of of fer ing Tur key EU mem ber ship, pro vided it agrees to
re spect “hu man rights,” are ut terly uto pian. It is in con ceiv -
able that the EU will want to as sume re spon si bil ity for run -
ning the Turk ish “poor house,” at least in the near fu ture.
All of the EU’s sup posed hu man-rights con cerns sim ply
serve as an ex cuse to hold Tur key at arm’s length. They will
not, and are not in tended to, im prove the sit u a tion of the
Kurds in Tur key. If de pend ent Tur key were to join the EU,
it would mean giv ing up its sov er eignty (e.g., in ag ri cul -
ture) to fur ther the in ter ests of the Eu ro pean im pe ri al ists—

16

AP

Kurdish, Turk ish im mi grant work ers: an in te gral part of Ger man work ing class



which could only in flict even more harm on the op pressed
and ex ploited.

The U.S. im pe ri al ists’ “pro tec tion” of the Kurds in
north ern Iraq keeps them penned in ref u gee camps and re -
tards any strug gle for lib er a tion. It pro vides a smokescreen
for Amer i can at tacks on Iraq, and al lows the Turk ish mil i -
tary to freely at tack PKK po si tions in north ern Iraq. We call
for driv ing the im pe ri al ists out of the Mid dle East, and the
im me di ate with drawal of the Turk ish army from
Kurdistan. We sup port the right of all op pressed na tions to
self-determination.

Con trary to the fan ta sies of some in the Kurdistan sol i -
dar ity mi lieu, Öcalan’s de par ture from Syria did not rep re -
sent a dip lo matic break through in the search for a “po lit i cal 
so lu tion” to the war in Kurdistan. Öcalan’s od ys sey re -
vealed how il lu sory the PKK’s dip lo matic hopes were. No
state on earth was will ing to grant Öcalan asy lum or stand
with the Kurdish lib er a tion strug gle. It aly po litely asked
Öcalan to leave and in Greece pro-Kurdish cab i net min is -
ters found them selves in trou ble. Öcalan is a ver i ta ble “hot
po tato.” No gov ern ment would have him, ex cept his Turk -
ish jail ers. He shares the fate of the Kurdish na tion as a
pawn on the chess board of in ter na tional di plo macy.

In stead of ap peal ing to the left and the in ter na tional
work ers’ move ment, the PKK looked for sup port from the
im pe ri al ists and Hein rich Lummer, an ul tra-rightist Ger -
man pol i ti cian with fas cist con nec tions who is no to ri ous for 
send ing riot po lice to at tack squat ters in Berlin dur ing the
1980s. The PKK’s ori en ta tion to the right was not a po lit i cal
mis cal cu la tion—its roots lie in the PKK’s petty-bourgeois,
na tion al ist pol i tics.

So cial ism or Bar ba rism—
Per ma nent Rev o lu tion or Stagism?

Like most Turk ish Sta lin ists and Mao ists, the PKK be -
lieves that the back ward ness of Kurdistan means that so -
cial ism is not on the agenda and in stead it is nec es sary to
fight for a bour geois-nationalist, multi-class “peo ple’s rev -
o lu tion,” to open the road for in de pend ent (state-assisted)
cap i tal ist de vel op ment. Leaving aside a bit of dec o ra tive,
but mean ing less, so cial ist phrase ol ogy, this is what the
PKK’s pro gram boils down to. In ev i ta bly this strat egy re -
quires the sub or di na tion of the in ter ests of Kurdish work -
ers and peas ants to those of the fee ble petty ex ploit ers who
make up the Kurdish bour geoi sie—gran dil o quently
dubbed the “pa tri otic bour geoi sie.” The PKK turns a blind
eye to the count less eco nomic, po lit i cal and per sonal links
that tie the in dig e nous bour geoi sie in un der de vel oped
coun tries to the landed elites and their im pe ri al ist pa trons.

This is why the PKK at tempted to es tab lish a dip lo matic
rap proche ment with the im pe ri al ists, and why they have
long taken pride in col lab o rat ing with the “pa tri otic”
Kurdish land own ers. No rul ing class ever al lies it self with
the toil ing masses un less they are as sured that the op -
pressed have sub or di nated their strug gles to those of the
bour geoi sie—in this case, it means ac cept ing feudalist op -
pres sion in the name of unit ing the Kurdish na tion. This
pol icy does not lead to lib er a tion or an im proved life for the
ex ploited masses of Kurdistan. It has pro duced in stead the
anti-Semitic ar ti cles writ ten by Öcalan (un der his pen
names Ayden Safer and A. Inanc, e.g., in Ozgur Ulke, 28/29
Au gust 1994), as well as flir ta tion with Islamicist ten den -
cies, and even ex plicit sup port for im pe ri al ist rac ism:

“Un for tu nately, the back ward ness of our peo ple is a blot

on de vel oped Ger many. This makes me sad. Ger many
should not have been made to suf fer this evil....This is
why rac ism is spread ing again. Quite jus ti fied, by the
way! I also think that the right is right. I want to say quite
openly that on this is sue I do not think like a so cial dem o -
crat. The right-wingers are right.”

—Öcalan in an in ter view with jour nal ist Günther
    Wallraff

The PKK sees the task of Kurdish lib er a tion as an es sen -
tially iso lated na tional task (with the Kurdistan sol i dar ity
mi lieu as its semi-diplomatic sup port group), but com mu -
nists view the Kurds’ strug gle as a po ten tial cat a lyst for
pro le tar ian rev o lu tion through out the Mid dle East. There
is no iso lated na tional path to eco nomic de vel op ment and
so cial prog ress un der cap i tal ism in the era of im pe ri al ism
with its global mar ket and in ter na tional di vi sion of la bor.
Rec og nizing this re al ity is the nec es sary start ing point for
all rev o lu tion ary cal cu la tions and ac tions. The dreams of
the lead ers of Asia’s “ti ger econ o mies” about catch ing up
with the im pe ri al ists have been bur ied be neath the wreck -
age of the lat est fi nan cial cri sis. Con sidering the eco nomic
back ward ness of these coun tries and the pres sures ex erted
by global com pe ti tion, cap i tal de mands that for these econ -
o mies to “de velop,” i.e., re main prof it able, they must have
vastly greater rates of ex ploi ta tion of their hu man and nat -
u ral re sources. Fan tasies about a “na tional dem o cratic
stage” of har mo ni ous cap i tal ist de vel op ment prior to pro -
le tar ian rev o lu tion can only serve the in ter ests of the na -
scent na tional bour geoi sie and lead in ex o ra bly to a night -
mare for the work ing class (China 1927, Spain 1936-39,
In do ne sia 1965-66, Chile 1972-73). The cap i tal ists know
this. How ever, petty-bourgeois for ma tions like the PKK are 
still pro mot ing the same bour geois pro gram and the same
stagist model of na tional cap i tal ist de vel op ment which has
led to de feat so of ten in the past.

The strat egy of per ma nent rev o lu tion, vin di cated in
prac tice by the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion of 1917, pro vides the
only vi a ble al ter na tive. It is based on two pre mises: a) the
tasks of the bour geois rev o lu tion (dem o cratic rights, the
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land ques tion and the na tional ques tion) can not be car ried
out by the na tional bour geoi sie, but only through pro le tar -
ian rev o lu tion sup ported by the masses of im pov er ished
peas ants; and b) only in ter na tional so cial ist rev o lu tion can
open the road for the eco nomic, po lit i cal and cul tural
eman ci pa tion of the masses. The bu reau cratic de gen er a -
tion of the world’s first work ers’ state through Sta lin’s pol -
icy of “so cial ism in one coun try” dem on strated this in prac -
tice.

Kurdistan & Rev o lu tion in the Mid dle East
We un con di tion ally de fend the right of the Kurdish na -

tion to self-determination, that is, to es tab lish a sep a rate
state, but we do not cur rently ad vo cate that the Kurds at -
tempt to ex er cise this right:

“In the pres ent cir cum stances an in de pend ent Kurdish
state would find it self in very great dif fi culty....sur -
rounded by its his toric op pres sors, but it would be a so ci -
ety char ac ter ized by back ward, pre-capitalist so cial
struc tures. Be cause of its un der de vel op ment, an in de -
pend ent Kurdistan would find it self at the mercy of the
re gional as well as im pe ri al ist pow ers.”

—Bolschewik No. 2 

The es sen tial ob sta cle to real so cial lib er a tion is
Kurdistan’s lack of the pri mary pre req ui site for so cial ist
rev o lu tion: a pro le tar iat.

“Kurdistan is not a clas si cal case of a co lo nial rev o lu tion,
as for ex am ple, China and Viet nam were ear lier this cen -
tury. In both these cases, the pro le tar iat was small, but
with suf fi cient eco nomic and po lit i cal power to lead the
peas antry in a suc cess ful as sault on both the im pe ri al ist
mas ters and their in dig e nous bour geois al lies.”

—Ibid.

In China and Viet nam the vic tory of Sta lin ist-led guer -
rilla move ments, which op posed the in de pend ent po lit i cal
ac tiv ity of the pro le tar iat, in ev i ta bly pro duced des potic,
bu reau crat i cally de formed work ers’ states. As we noted in
our pre vi ous ar ti cle:

“One of the pe cu liar i ties of the Kurdish na tional ques tion
is that it is in ter twined with the so cial ques tion in the
states with Kurdish mi nor i ties and, through them, in all
the states of the Near East. The fight for the free dom of the
Kurds re quires a com mon strug gle with the Turk ish, Per -
sian and Arab work ing masses. Any se ri ous threat to cap -
i tal ist rule in Tur key, for ex am ple, must in ev i ta bly pose
the ques tion of the Kurds. The Kurdish strug gle for na tional 
lib er a tion, on the other hand, could eas ily spark a wave of
up heav als that would shat ter the brit tle re gimes of the re -
gion.” 

—Ibid.

The ex ist ing cap i tal ist states must be re placed by a so -
cial ist fed er a tion of the Mid dle East, within which the
Kurds can de cide their own fu ture. If the Kurdish free dom
strug gle were to take this di rec tion, the ef fects would be felt 
far be yond the Mid dle East. It could also pro vide a pow er -
ful im pulse for pro le tar ian strug gle in Ger many and ev ery
other coun try in Eu rope that is pres ently home to some of
the mil lions of im mi grant work ers from the Mid dle East.

Pro le tar ian In ter na tion al ism vs.
Petty-Bourgeois Na tion al ism

The PKK’s fight for an in de pend ent Kurdistan, which is
not con nected to the class strug gle and lacks any so cial ist
con tent, has reached a dead end. Vic tory in the guer rilla

strug gle seems to have dis ap peared from the PKK’s
agenda. The PKK’s na tion al ist ori en ta tion is ab so lutely in -
com pat i ble with the re al i ties of the in ter na tional class
strug gle. In dis crim i nate at tacks on Turk ish tour ist cen ters,
shops and ca fes can only serve to un der mine in ter na tion al -
ist unity among the ex ploited and op pressed, as op posed to 
le git i mate at tacks on agents of the Turk ish or Ger man
states or fas cists. Rev o lu tion ary in ter na tion al ists op pose
at tacks on news stands, tea houses or fast-food out lets
which are tar geted sim ply on the ba sis that they are Turk -
ish. We would de fend these pre mises, and their ci vil ian pa -
trons, against the blind fury of the PKK na tion al ists. We
take the same ap proach to ward at tacks which do not di rectly
and ex clu sively tar get the Turk ish state or big busi ness, but
aim in stead at tour ist cen ters—na tion al ist at tempts to hurt
the Turk ish state “in di rectly” by ruth lessly kill ing Turk ish,
Kurdish and West Eu ro pean work ers are in de fen si ble.

The trag edy is that the PKK’s na tion al ist logic is ex actly
the op po site of the re quire ments for the lib er a tion of the
Kurds from na tional op pres sion and semi-feudal ex ploi ta -
tion. In ter na tional work ing-class unity is the only vi a ble al -
ter na tive to the re ac tion ary col lab o ra tion be tween Ger man
im pe ri al ism and Tur key’s rul ers.

A good ex am ple of how such an ap proach can work was
the long shore boy cott in the mid-1980s in San Fran cisco,
where sup port ers of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency
played a lead ing role. This po lit i cal strike against apart -
heid, which lasted for eleven days, was di rected against un -
load ing South Af ri can cargo. It cost the apart heid re gime
dearly, while pro mot ing an in ter na tion al ist and class-
struggle ap proach to the burn ing po lit i cal is sues faced by
the work ing class—es sen tial pre req ui sites for the rev o lu -
tion ary lib er a tion of hu man ity. Such an in ter na tion al ist
rev o lu tion ary per spec tive is re al iz able. In 1991, dur ing the
Gulf War, when the Turk ish gov ern ment sought to mo bi -
lize pop u lar opin ion against Iraq, spon ta ne ous pro tests
erupted in Turk ish Kurdistan. The de mands raised there
were taken up by other Turk ish and Kurdish work ers in
mass strikes and dem on stra tions. This po lit i cal awak en ing
of the Turk ish work ing class in sol i dar ity with the Kurdish
lib er a tion strug gle was seen as a se ri ous threat to the Turk -
ish re gime.

In Ger many and other Eu ro pean states, rev o lu tion ary
work ers must openly and ac tively solidarize with the cause 
of im mi grant work ers and, in par tic u lar, with the strug gle
of the Kurds against na tional op pres sion. Rev o lu tion ar ies
must also seek to make con nec t ions with the
proletarianized im mi grants of the Mid dle East with the
per spec tive of build ing a rev o lu tion ary al ter na tive lead er -
ship within the un ions counterposed to the ex ist ing re form -
ist bu reau cracy. The PKK, by or ga niz ing im mi grant Kurds
as Kurdish pa tri ots rather than as work ers with out a fa ther -
land, acts as an ob sta cle to pro le tar ian in ter na tion al ism and 
thus, ul ti mately, to the lib er a tion of the Kurds. A care ful
anal y sis of the Kurdish ques tion leads to the con clu sion
that, as im por tant as it is to de fend the PKK, it is equally
im por tant to sharply crit i cize their pol i tics. Kurdish fight -
ers must break with the PKK, as well as the nu mer ous
smaller Mao ist and Sta lin ist pseudo-Leninist re vi sion ist
group ings, and par tic i pate in build ing a Le nin ist-
Trotskyist in ter na tional or ga ni za tion, based on the pro -
gram of per ma nent rev o lu tion, with sec tions in ev ery
state—in clud ing Tur key and Ger many. This is the road to
the rev o lu tion ary lib er a tion of the Kurds and all the other
op pressed and ex ploited peo ples of the world. ■
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