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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis aims to contribute to our understanding of how ISIS’s gender-based violence 

against Yazidi women has been represented; specifically, it contrasts major 

international newspapers’ portrayals of Yazidi women’s experiences with those of the 

women themselves. Violence against women is not uncommon; however, how women 

from the Global South who have experienced violence are represented in the West is 

often rooted in traditional gender stereotypes, and, given the dominance of Western 

media, this is how most people around the world learn about women from the Global 

South. Drawing on feminist security and transnational feminist literature, the main aim 

is to critically analyse the differences in the portrayal of women’s victimhood and 

survivorship by exploring representation from two different sources: (i) newspaper 

analysis, and (ii) interview analysis. Such an approach allows us to better understand 

the complexities of women’s experiences of violence as well as examine how the 

gendered and orientalist representations of violence against women render some 

experiences visible while others remain hidden.   

Existing research on the representation of Yazidi women who survived ISIS has 

primarily focused on the sexual violence they experienced and is based on an 

examination of a short period between 2014 - 2016, when ISIS controlled a significant 

swath of territory in Iraq and Syria. 2014-2016 also marks the period when articles on 

the rape and mistreatment of Yazidi women dominated the international media. These 

representations in the global media and academia, however, have failed to reveal the 

various dimensions of violence experienced by the Yazidi women, particularly 

following ISIS’s physical defeat in 2019. Few studies have investigated Yazidi 

women's current situation in the post-ISIS era.  

This thesis, therefore, addresses the research question: ‘How are Yazidi women’s 

experiences of violence represented?’ to fill this gap in the literature and provide a more 

holistic assessment of these women’s experiences, drawing on interview and 

newspapers data. This research project adds to the body of knowledge on victimhood 

and survivorship narratives regarding women in the -‘Global South’- who have 

experienced gender-based violence. The results indicate that while women who 

experienced mistreatment because of armed conflict are not merely passive victims, nor 

are they active survivors. The results reveal both these women’s agency in their 

victimisation and their victimisation in their survivorship narratives. Despite the brutal 
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violence experienced by Yazidi women due to ISIS, these women demonstrated a 

significant level of agency in enduring and surviving their captivity. Moreover, post-

ISIS, many Yazidi women continue to be victimised in their own communities by 

different types of violence and intolerance. The findings of this thesis provide an in-

depth analysis of these issues and propose a new understanding of Yazidi women’s’ 

victimhood and survivorship narratives to replace the highly gendered narratives 

adopted by the Western media.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 

As part of its drive to establish the so-called Islamic Caliphate, on August 3, 2014, the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) attacked the Yazidi villages and town around 

Sinjar, homeland to the majority of the world’s Yazidis in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq 

(Kaya, 2020, p.631). The Yazidi community was subjected to the most brutal attacks 

by ISIS in the region. Following the campaign, 3100 Yazidis were killed and 6800 were 

kidnapped (Tagay, Ayhan, Catani, Schnyder, & Teufel, 2017, p.1946). In many 

accounts, ISIS first murdered many of the men when they refused to convert to Islam, 

before kidnapping more than 5,000 women and girls and displaced the entire population 

from their ancestral homeland (Otten, 2017a, para.12; Foster, J.E., & Minwalla, S., 

2018, p.53; McGee, 2018, p.91; Omarkhali, 2016, p.150). Two years after the attack, a 

2017 UN report revealed that 3,048 individuals had reportedly managed to escape from 

ISIS captivity (1,092 women; 334 men, 819 girls; 803 boys), while some 3,369 

individuals remained missing, of which 1,636 were women (UNAMI, 2017, p.2-3). It 

is estimated that between 285,000 - 345,000 Yazidis fled to the Kurdish province of 

Dohuk as refugees (Dulz, 2016, p.141), and another 70,000 emigrated to European 

countries (Rudaw, 2017). At the time of writing, several thousand Yazidi women and 

children remain unaccounted for and are likely being held captive by ISIS sympathisers 

(Ashraph, 2018, p.66). 

The majority of Iraqi Yazidis reside in the Jabbal Sinjar, some 150 km west of Mosul 

in the Nineveh governorate (Cetorelli, Sasson, Shabila, & Burnham, 2017a, p.15). 

Other Yazidis live in the Shaikhan district, located between the Mosul plain and the 

Kurdish mountains, and in the Kurdish districts of Zakhu and Dohuk (Fuccaro, 1997, 

p.564).  Beyond Iraq, there are also Yazidi communities in Turkey, Iran, and Syria. 

Northern Iraq, however, has long been considered the homeland of the Yazidis. 

Worldwide, the total Yazidi population is thought to be less than 1.5 million (Cetorelli 

et al., 2017a, p.15); to date, it is believed that “some 1.8 million Yazidis have had to 

convert away from Yazidism, and some 1.2 million Yazidi have been killed” under 

different regimes (Kizilhan, 2017, p.336). 

Regarding the ISIS attack of 2014, the impact of the atrocities against Yazidi women 

has been severe. The purpose was to destroy this religious minority through abduction, 

sexual enslavement, forced conversion, mass executions, and indoctrination (Minwalla, 
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Foster, & McGrail, 2020, p.1). One of the tactics ISIS used was to force women into 

sexual slavery (Wheeler, 2016, para.2; McGee, 2018, p.91). Having considered them 

as slaves, ISIS itself publicly confirmed that sexual slavery is acceptable and female 

captives can be freely distributed as “property” belonging to their fighters (OHCHR, 

2016b, p.14). According to a UN report, ISIS divided Yazidis into several different 

groups. Young females were separated from married women to distinguish those that 

had not yet lost their virginity (OHCHR, 2016a, p.10). After the campaign, considerable 

attention was paid to ISIS’s treatment of Yazidi women, and images and reports of 

sexually assaulted Yazidi women and girls circulated in the media (Al-Ali, 2018, p.21).  

Drawing on feminist perspectives, the present research project seeks to explore how 

Yazidi women’s experiences of the violence in and after ISIS has been represented by 

the Western newspaper media and women themselves. This is because the researcher 

asserts that analysing the representation of this gender-based violence through the lens 

of feminist will enable the gendered Western media narratives of Yazidi women to be 

deconstructed and replaced with an evidence-based account of these women’s 

victimhood and survivorship based on these women’s lived experiences. This aim is 

worthy because the meanings ascribed to victimhood and survivorship narratives which 

are determined by acts of representation strongly affect our perceptions of women who 

experienced violence. This thesis explores the differences between the UK and US 

news media’s portrayal of Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorship narratives and 

these women’s own portrayal of their victimhood and survivorship to provide an in-

depth analysis of differing representations of gender-based violence against Yazidi 

women.  

Fröhlich (2016, p.22) states that “numerous scientific disciplines have discovered the 

gender issue within the contexts of war, violent conflicts and security”. Therefore, this 

research project is situated within feminist studies as its analytical approach is drawn 

from many of the fundamental principles of feminist research. That is, feminist 

scholarship has long sought to address the politics of social and economic disparities 

that are driven by gender relations. According to the feminist standpoint, gender 

relations and identities are reproduced in numerous institutions including, but not 

limited to, governments, militaries, schools, sports, and media (Giles and Hyndman, 

2004, p.4). A feminist analysis of the representation of gender-based violence requires 
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an understanding of how the roles of women and men in conflict are reconstructed in 

the narratives produced. This approach allows us to better understand women’s lived 

experiences in the context of shifting gender identities, roles, and power relationships 

across different conflict settings (Thompson, 2006, p.343). Adopting a feminist 

perspective towards gender violence also raises the question of how gender identities 

and roles in conflict settings are constructed by the Western media since the media 

plays an important role in producing and reproducing narratives on ‘idealised’ female 

and male roles and bodies in conflict. Therefore, this researcher decided to adopt a 

feminist approach to investigate the similarities and contradictions between the 

Western media’s representation of Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorship and 

women’s own portrayal of their experiences. Ultimately, this approach contributes to 

the deconstruction of the gendered representation of women from the Global South and 

provides a more accurate exploration of women’s everyday (in)securities and the 

strategies they adopt to cope with extreme and male-perpetrated violence.  

Moreover, feminist thought has provided important insights into the media 

representation of violence against women and the role of such highly gendered 

representations play in conflict (Stabile and Kumar, 2005; Lahav, 2010; Lemish, 2005). 

Feminist theorists have suggested that media tends to depict violence perpetrated 

against women as “isolated incidents” and ignores its larger structural causes (Bullock, 

2007, p.46) or as simply a cause and a consequence of gender inequality (Cerise and 

Dustin, 2011, p.14-15). Therefore, it is important to critically investigate the Western 

news media’s interests in producing such coverage. According to Lahav (2010, p.263), 

the media coverage of war and conflict is not “simply work of reality reflection, but 

ideological work of reality construction”. In so doing, such coverage highlights certain 

aspects of ‘reality’ for discussion, while ignoring or marginalising others that may also 

be just as important, if not more. More specifically, in general, western media coverage 

is likely to reinforce stereotypes of idealised victims and perpetrators in their portrayal 

of violence towards women and this appears to be the case for Yazidi women. 

Specifically, during the conflict, the western media tended to focus on narratives 

featuring the victimhood of Yazidi women due to ISIS’ rule; this demonstrably had the 

effect of stripping them of their agency in the eyes of the western media readership. 

Following the conflict, the western media then changed its focus and placed an 

emphasis on the survivorship of Yazidi women after ISIS, as if the women had simply 

transitioned from victimhood to survivorship.  



2 
 

According to Christie (1986, p.18-19), to obtain “the complete and legitimate status of 

being a victim”, such individuals (or groups of such individuals) must meet certain 

characteristics, namely, i) being female, young, sick, or very old; b) being free from 

blame; c) being powerless against perpetrators of violence; and d) being unknown to 

the perpetrator. Such stereotypical images are also prevalent in the depiction of violence 

against women in conflict.  

The mainstream media coverage of women in war and conflict tends to be 

overwhelmingly dominated by traditional social perceptions of gender. Although every 

woman has her own unique experience of the violence she has experienced, media 

representations of such experiences often tend to overlook the differences between each 

individual’s experiences, instead, presenting “violence as a homogenous and uniform 

experience” that affects all women in the same ways (Alsaba and Kapilashrami, 2016, 

p.12). Several empirical studies underline the fact that that media coverage of women 

who have experienced violence portrays them as vulnerable, powerless, passive, 

dependant victims in need of (male) security, protection, and relief (del Zotto, 2002, 

p.149; Stables, 2003, p.107; Enloe, 1994, p.213-214; Fröhlich, 2013, p. 159); further, 

such media coverage tends to undermine and overlook the non-violent resistance 

against terrorist organisations such as ISIS enacted by female civilian Iraqis, Syriana, 

and Kurds (Vale, 2020a, p.17) . For Lemish and Barzel (2000, p.150), such portrayals 

“reinforce and reproduce the existing social order”. According to this accepted and 

idealised model of womanhood, women are not supposed to be violent, but victims and 

witnesses of violence. While these kinds of portrayals are prevalent in different 

contexts, they are predominantly found in media representations of non-Western 

women. For example, in a contextual and visual analysis of the media coverage of the 

war in Kosovo across 21 nations, del Zotto (2002, p.149) found a significant level of 

“black-out” of women’s experiences in conflict. Coverage of women as passive victims 

rather than as activists and combatants contributed to a gendered coverage of war and 

just one percent of the stories covered women in non-stereotypical roles (del Zotto, 

2002, p.148). Similar patterns are also evident in the depiction of Afghani women. Abu-

Lughod (2013, p.101-102) posits that the notion of “white men saving brown women 

from brown men” is predominantly linked to representations of Muslim women. If 

these Muslim girls and women, as she noted, “were not portrayed as wanting what we 

want –love, choice, and sexual freedom- , it would be hard for publishers to find such 

eager Western audiences” (Abu-Lughod, 2013, p.101-102). It is because they would 
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challenge our assumptions about what they should need and want. In this war story, the 

rescue of victimised females requiring protection constitutes a denial of women’s 

agency. However, it is important to emphasise that while women are certainly the 

victims of brutality in conflict, they are also survivors who enact active strategies to 

secure their survival (Thompson, Toro, and Gomez, 2007, p.436). Women also 

involved in various behind-the-scenes activities that go largely unreported in the news 

media, such as providing care for their families and supporting war efforts (Harp, Loke, 

and Bachmann, 2011, p.205). 

Although it is both important and necessary to acknowledge women’s experiences as 

the subjects of violence in conflict, as Schneider (1995, p.389) posited, it is equally 

important to recognise “women’s active efforts to protect themselves and their children, 

and to mobilise their resources to survive”. According to Haeri and Puechguirbal (2010, 

p.112), in coping with and surviving the challenges of living in war and conflict, women 

show remarkable strength by adopting new roles and responsibilities to care for their 

families and take part in community life. Even though women’s experiences in conflict 

are largely discussed within the context of sexual violence — particularly since the war 

in the former Yugoslavia and the genocide in Bosnia — the coping strategies they adopt 

and their notable successes in overcoming adversity during and after conflict are largely 

underrepresented in western media coverage.  

At this juncture, it is important to briefly discuss the oppositional positioning of 

victimisation vs agency and victims vs survivors. Kelly (cited in Connell, 1997, p.121), 

for example, defines agency as any change that shifts the dynamics of power and 

control in favour of women; she points out that it is dangerous to oversimplify women’s 

complex realities due to the great variety in women’s coping strategies. While this 

victim/agency dichotomy is discussed within the context of abusive relationships — 

women who left are defined as survivors, those who stayed defined as victims —, this 

discussion also points to the need to (re)consider women’s experiences of violence in 

conflict.  

Victimhood and survivorship narratives are positioned in opposition to one another; 

therefore, and the researcher posits that it is crucial to achieve a comprehensive 

understanding of how women who have experienced gender-based violence 

demonstrate their victimhood and survivorship both during and after conflict. 

Therefore, to gain greater insight into women’s experiences of violence during and after 

conflict, one must also consider the ways in which they assert agency during violent 
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experiences and demonstrate their victimisation after the conflict. In other words, while 

living under ISIS might not necessarily make Yazidi women victims, escaping might 

not necessarily make them survivors either. In summary, what is required and what the 

present study provides is a thorough analysis of Yazidi women’s complex realities in 

both during and after ISIS based on their victimhood and survivorship narratives.  

 

1.1 Gaps in the Literature  

Since the establishment of the so-called Islamic State in 2014, there has been growing 

scholarly interest in the women who have joined ISIS. The involvement of women from 

Western countries, the roles they played, and their motivations have been at the heart 

of these discussions (e.g. Pearson, 2015, p.5; Hoyle, & Bradford, & Frenett, 2015, p.11; 

Buner, 2016, p.425; Almohammad and Speckhard, 2017); while these studies discussed 

whether the motivations of these women were different from those of men (Peresin, & 

Cervone, 2015, p. 499; Kneip, 2016, p.90; Perešin, 2015, para.2; Cruise, 2016, p.34), it 

remains unclear why these individuals would choose to participate in committing 

violence. Moreover, it was not only the involvement of Western women and girls but 

also local women in the region that attracted scholarly attention due to the latter’s 

authoritative positions in the group because of their proficiency in Arabic and 

knowledge of Islamic culture (Spencer, 2016, p.96).  

With the physical collapse of the so-called Islamic Caliphate, scholarly attention 

overwhelmingly turned towards the current and future status of female ISIS members, 

issues that raised many questions, of them, two became central to the debate. First, 

whether ISIS women would pose a security threat if they were allowed to return home 

(Cook and Vale, 2018; Azinović and Bećirević, 2017), and second, if the popularisation 

of ‘jihadi brides’ narrative would harm global counterterrorism and deradicalization 

efforts (Milton and Dodwell, 2018). However, possibly due to their less sensational 

status, researchers were much less interested in the female victims of ISIS; the current 

and future status of these women has not garnered nearly as much attention as female 

ISIS members.  

As described in the next chapter, a review of the existing literature on the representation 

of Yazidi women and their experiences highlighted that most researchers have tended 

to focus on the sexual violence directed towards Yazidi women by ISIS. These studies 

tend to focus on limited periods, mostly between 2014 - 2016, during the peak of global 
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media interest in Yazidi women. This is evident in Buffon & Allison’s (2016) and 

Minwalla, Foster, & McGrail’s (2020) insightful works. In their analysis of Western 

media representation of the Yazidi genocide of 2014, Buffon & Allison (2016, p.191) 

illustrated how the Western media reproduces the victimhood of Yazidi women by 

focusing predominantly on images of the violence inflicted on the bodies of suffering 

Yazidi women and on their sexual slavery after the genocide. However, the authors 

examined relatively little data: 10 US and the UK newspaper articles; news agencies 

websites such as the BBC (3 audio resources) and, CNN (1 article); and a few other 

well-known publications (2016, p.179). Minwalla et al. (2020, p.13) also revealed the 

problematic coverage of the women’s experiences, relying on the UN Global Protection 

Cluster Guidelines, and concluded that the media tend to focus on rape and depict 

survivors as passive victims without agency. Similarly, they conducted an analysis of 

English language media reports that were published from 2014 through 2015. Another 

work that examines Yazidi women’s perceptions of the journalistic practices related to 

reporting on Yazidi women and girls who survived ISIS’s captivity (Foster and 

Minwalla, 2018, p.54). In addition to the English-language media representation of 

Yazidi women, Hama (2019) analysed seven days of Kurdish media coverage of the 

2014 Yazidi genocide and its aftermath, but the study does not specifically analyse the 

representation of Yazidi women. In sum, as outlined above, although the previous 

literature offers a range of insightful discussions about Yazidi women’s experiences, it 

is limited to sensational issues such as sexual violence, tends to be limited to short 

periods of study, and fails to provide an in-depth analysis of women’s experiences both 

under and after ISIS.  

Regarding the consequences of women’s experiences of violence, a growing body of 

literature is concerned with the mental health issues faced by Yazidi women, such as 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Jager, Rammelt, Ott, and Brand, 2019; Gerdau, 

Kizilhan, and Noll-Hussong, 2017; Kizilhan, 2018). These studies investigated the 

negative mental health impacts of ISIS’ persecution on Yazidi community and how the 

persecution by ISIS has revived the past experiences in the history of the community. 

Despite its merits, literature is limited in three crucial ways. First, it tends to focus on 

relatively short-time periods covering the immediate period of ISIS dominance (2014-

2016). Second, it focuses on almost entirely on narratives of the sexual violence ISIS 

perpetrated against Yazidi women and its consequences, while ignoring survivorship-
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led narratives under ISIS. Finally, the literature features relatively little empirical 

research on the representation of Yazidi women’s own experiences.  

In summary, this thesis addresses the above research gaps in three main ways. First, it 

provides an in-depth analysis of media representation of Yazidi women over a much-

longer period (2014-2019), including the collapse of the ‘Caliphate’ in 2019. Second, 

it explores Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorship narratives both under and 

after ISIS. Third, by adopting feminist security and transnational feminist perspectives 

it sets out to determine the crucial differences between the western media’s portrayal 

of Yazidi women’s plight and empirical data drawn from women themselves. 

Therefore, this approach provides a novel contribution to the literature by adding a 

comprehensive accounts of Yazidi women’s survivorship and victimhood in relation to 

the violence they experienced. 

 

1.2 Thesis Focus 

The core focus of this thesis is to contrast the western media representation of Yazidi 

women’s experiences of ISIS violence by analysing 258 news articles from eight UK 

and US mainstream newspapers with Yazidi women’s own narratives of their lived 

experiences. In particular, this thesis investigates the extent to which these newspapers’ 

portrayal of Yazidi women over a five-year period (2014-2019) reflects these women’s 

own portrayal and narratives and illustrates what the inclusion of these women’s 

narratives reveals about their experiences during and after ISIS rule. This study 

provides a timely and important contribution to the literature in four ways. First, it 

provides a comprehensive analysis of the gendered nature of media discourses of 

conflict, which is a rarely discussed area in the literature. Second, it provides an 

investigation of the shifts in how major UK and US newspapers portrayed Yazidi 

women between 2014 until the physical defeat of ISIS in 2019. This period covers both 

the peak of media interest in these women’s plight, as well as charting the decline of 

ISIS and the subsequent decline in media interest in Yazidi women. In doing so, it 

provides a more comprehensive and incisive account of how Yazidi women's 

survivorship and victimhood are represented by the Western media than provided by 

the current literature. Third, by drawing on a feminist understanding of sexual violence 

in conflict, this study’s theoretical and empirical approach provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of how language is constructed in describing those who 

experienced extreme violence in a specific context. Focusing predominantly on the 
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narratives of sexual violence excludes details that would allow for a deeper 

understanding of the breadth and depth of the issues surrounding the gender-based 

violence these women experienced. Finally, this limited understanding diverts attention 

not only from these women’s ongoing victimhood resulting from (in)security issues 

after the fall of ISIS but also from holding an in-depth discussion about their largely 

ignored agency and survivorship.  

To sum up, it is important to note that while the existing literature offers significant 

insights into Yazidi women’s experiences of violence under ISIS, it is subject to two 

notable limitations —first, the limited research period applied by the existing studies 

and second, the failure to consider women’s complex strategies and challenges in 

highly violent and dangerous contexts. In terms of the former, the previous studies 

focusing on Yazidi women have analysed women’s experiences of violence up until 

2016 (e.g., Foster’s and Minwalla’s work is based on interviews conducted in 2016, 

although the study was only published in 2018). Therefore, this work provides only a 

partial analysis of women’s experiences of ISIS violence and fails to provide a 

comprehensive and fine-grained analysis of Yazidi women’s current situations and the 

new challenges facing them, especially after the defeat of ISIS. Therefore, inspired by 

this literature, this study moves beyond the structural inequalities produced because of 

the representation of women from Global South, whose experiences tend to be 

represented solely within the context of deeply entrenched gendered narratives of 

sexual violence. In terms of the latter, this thesis considers Yazidi women’s own 

victimhood and survivorship narratives by carrying out interviews focused on their 

victimhood and survivorship. This research, therefore, establishes a novel research area 

and overcomes the lack of empirically based gender-sensitive studies on gender, 

violence, and media, as Fröhlich (2016, p.26) noted. 

 

1.3 Theoretical Approach 

As described in the literature review, feminist security studies (FSS) and transnational 

feminist studies (TFS) serve as the basis for this research project. Drawing upon these 

gender-sensitive perspectives of women’s experiences, the present thesis sought to 

produce a holistic analysis of the representation of gender-based violence against 

Yazidi women. The work of feminist scholars provides an essential base for this thesis 

and makes a valuable conceptual contribution as feminist scholars have long 
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highlighted the norms of masculinity and femininity that reproduce unequal gender 

relations and how the key concepts of security and insecurity are informed by particular 

understandings of the characteristics of masculinity and femininity (Shepherd, 2009b; 

Tickner, 2001). Importantly, they highlight how violence in conflict is associated with 

pre-existing gendered inequalities that often reinforce hierarchies of gender relations 

(True and Tanyag, 2018, p.15).  Such understanding facilitates certain narratives about 

victimhood and survivorship in conflict.  

Investigating women’s lived experiences has remained at the heart of feminist security 

scholarship and paying attention to women’s narratives stories from their perspectives 

have become an important feature of these studies. As Tickner (1992, p.XI) points out, 

these accounts allow subjects to document their own experiences in their own terms, 

which may provide important insights into many contemporary problems. In fact, not 

only do women’s lived experiences reveal “hidden” aspects of contemporary issues; 

they also call into question the widely held belief that female victims of violence have 

little or no agency. Although the mainstream media has begun to pay increasing 

attention to women’s lived experiences of sexual violence, in the present study, feminist 

theoretical methods enabled the researcher to determine the major sources of insecurity 

these women have experienced during and after ISIS and the strategies they have 

enacted to deal with them –– issues that are largely ignored in the media. Moreover, as 

Shepherd (2007, p.242–245) commented, FSS also contributes to debates on how the 

concepts of gender, violence, and security are (re)presented and (re)produced in a 

particular context, which enables a more sensitive understanding of the power 

structures that facilitate the continuation of violence against women. This thesis seeks 

to build on this discussion and draws on FSS and TFS to contribute to a new 

understanding of the reconceptualisation of victimhood and survivorship narratives in 

relation to the security issues that Yazidi women have faced in and after the conflict.  

Here, it is also important to note that as Fröhlich (2016, p.28) points out, the feminist 

security literature does not explicitly link violence against women to the deficits of 

media coverage. In other words, when violence against women is not 

covered/unrevealed, it does not mean that such violence does not exist. This framework 

can be easily applied specifically to the “annihilation” of female issues that is common 

in media coverage of violence against women. Concerning the portrayal of women’s 

issues in the mass media, this “annihilation” may be either condemnation, trivialisation, 

or that “absence means symbolic annihilation” (Gerbner, 1972, p.44; Tuchman, 2000, 
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p.154). To give but one example of using this approach, Hansen (2000, p.295) discusses 

the case of rape during wartime and describes silence and denial explicitly as the 

“security strategies” of raped women. Regarding the media coverage of war and 

conflicts, this strategy “leads, of course, to the annihilation of women and their 

experiences with violence and (lack of) security”, in the words of Fröhlich (2016, p.28).  

In relation to this thesis, as discussed further in Chapter Six, the use of silence as a 

security strategy led to the annihilation of Yazidi women’s agency because the media 

appeared to focus on their escape stories without revealing the coping strategies these 

women demonstrated that helped them survive ISIS violence. To investigate the 

representation of their victimhood and survivorship, drawing on FSS, therefore, offers 

a conceptual basis for understanding and analysing Yazidi women’s lived experiences 

in more detail.   

Alongside FSS, the thesis is also informed by TFS as it offers a useful base to 

deconstruct how global media representations have contributed to the reproduction of 

conventional gendered ideologies about women from the Global South (Shome, 2006; 

Mohanty, 2003b), and how structures of “race, ethnicity, sexuality, culture, nation, and 

gender are constituted, formed within power-laden processes such as European 

imperialism and colonialism and neoliberal globalisation” (Patil, 2013, p.848). Central 

to this thesis’s focus, TFS scholars recognise that the structures of media institutions 

(re)produce global inequities and examine how these institutions perpetuate many of 

the earlier colonial logics of colonialism and silence the gendered body in particular 

ways that manifest a complex intersection of “race, nation, colonialism, and diverse 

modernities in current conjunctures of post-coloniality” (Shome, 2006, p. 257–258). 

Hegde (2011, p.4), for example, turns our attention to the gendered politics of visibility 

in the context of globalisation and examines the powerful role of the global media in 

perpetuating the current hegemony of the West. Kaplan and Grewal (2002, p.80) 

describe the current hegemony of the West as late capitalism in which knowledge about 

North and South is produced primarily through news media. These include western 

liberal feminist discourses that construct third-world women as “implicit victims of 

particular cultural and socio-economic systems” (Grewal, 2013, p. 3). The exploration 

of UK and the US newspaper portrayals of the women is explicitly grounded in TFS 

theory and more broadly in the general feminist concern about the difficulties women 

face in demonstrating agency. Since the 1980s, the demonstrable global gender 

inequalities have become a central focus of feminist scholars. As such, the transnational 
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feminist viewpoint also provides important insights into the representation of women’s 

experiences, as scholars offer insightful discussions of ways to approach the 

transnational dimensions of gender violence, which emphasise the importance of 

avoiding a singular approach to such violence (Kelly-Thompson, Lusvardi, and 

Weldon, 2019, p.261). This approach involves seeking to understand the portrayal of 

marginalised women’s lives, struggles, and oppression in relation to global power 

structures. Given the above, the researcher deemed that FSS and TFS provide an 

excellent match for interpreting, analysing, and understanding the research data more 

broadly to guide the research framework. The next section discusses the aims and 

research questions that were developed as a result of the above theoretical frameworks 

 

1.4 Research Aims and Questions 

The overall objective of this study is to contribute to our knowledge of victimhood and 

survivorship narratives in relation to Yazidi women from the Global South.  

 

The overall research question is: 

 

How are Yazidi women’s experiences of violence represented? 

  

This thesis also aims to answer a series of related questions pertaining to the 

construction of violence against women in the Global South. These questions help to 

provide an understanding of how Yazidi women’s experiences of violence are 

constructed by the western media as well as women themselves: 

 

a) How do the concepts provided by TFS and FSS form a basis for understanding 

the representation of gender-based violence?  

b) How are Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorship under and after ISIS 

represented in the selection of mainstream UK and US newspapers? 

c) How do Yazidi women represent their victimhood and survivorship in and after 

ISIS? 

d) How do journalists’ accounts of ISIS violence against Yazidi women contrast 

with women’s own accounts? 

e) How do the results of this research project influence our current understanding 

of the security situation facing Yazidi women? 
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1.5 Methodology 

Given that “different research aims require different methodological approaches” 

(Slootman, 2018, p.4), this study gathered data both from two sources: (i) a sample of 

UK and US mainstream news articles from 2014–2019 reporting on the plight of Yazidi 

women under ISIS, and (ii) interviews with Yazidi women who experienced violence 

at the hands of ISIS. This approach was designed to facilitate a comparative analysis 

between western media portrayals of these women’s experiences and their own lived 

experiences of ISIS violence in order to highlight the differences between them in terms 

of survivorship and victimhood narratives. This research project addressed the above 

research questions using these two sources of data by applying the following research 

methods in parallel. The newspaper data were collected using the Nexis library: 258 

mainstream news articles on the plight of Yazidi women dating from 2014–2019 

published by eight UK and US newspapers were collected in order to analyse the 

amount and nature of the interest shown in news media and the meanings of the texts 

in more detail. The interview data on the Yazidi women’s own portrayal of their 

experiences were collected via a qualitative approach involving semi-structured 

interviews conducted with suitable Yazidi women and the professionals who worked 

with them.  

To analyse the newspaper data, quantitative and qualitative content data analysis was 

performed. The first step was to analyse the quantitative data to quantify the media 

interest in the Yazidi women’s plight over the research period (2014–2019). However, 

since by itself, this approach was deemed insufficient to produce enough quality data 

to analyse the media portrayals of Yazidi women comprehensively, the researcher also 

implemented qualitative content analysis to identify how the plight of Yazidi women 

under ISIS was portrayed. It was considered crucial to analyse how the western media 

portrayed Yazidi women under ISIS because the choice of particular terms and 

narratives while neglecting others and emphasising certain elements of a narrative 

while ignoring others can reveal the media’s predilection for sensationalising certain 

aspects of newsworthy events (Bryman, 2008, p.280). These portrayals reflect the ways 

in which these women are understood and reveal the social characteristics ascribed to 

them. 

To analyse the interview data, narrative analysis was selected because it allowed the 

researchers to gain an in-depth understanding of the meanings the interviewees attached 

to their narratives. The use of narrative analysis was instrumental in elaborating the 
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interviewees’ understanding of ISIS violence and their current challenges and 

resistance after the fall of ISIS, which have remained largely unaddressed after 2017. 

This approach has recently become a common method in feminist literature on conflict 

to understand the narratives of those involved in conflict situations (Druckman, 2005, 

p.278), and to facilitate a more in-depth analysis. The use of narrative methods enables 

women’s stories and agency to become visible as well as highlighting women’s 

vulnerabilities and resistance within patriarchal systems (Kiguwa, 2019, p.230). This is 

relevant to the present thesis because the use of semi-structured interviews enabled the 

researcher to unravel the under-reported survivorship narratives of Yazidi women 

under ISIS as well as their victimhood narratives in their post-ISIS lives. This is crucial 

to gaining a better understanding of these women’s lived experiences of violence under 

ISIS as these narratives challenge commonly held ideas about Yazidi women in the 

Global South.  

To sum up, drawing on the above data, the findings revealed the complexities inherent 

in Yazidi women’s strategies, roles, and options as they dealt with the challenges of 

surviving under ISIS as well as the current challenges and opportunities, they face in 

the post-conflict era. These findings demonstrate the hugely underreported agency 

present within their victimhood and their victimisation in their post-ISIS lives that have 

received scant attention in the media.  

While this research contributes to knowledge on the representation of gender-based 

violence, the findings also contribute to assisting academics, human rights advocates, 

news media editors, journalists, NGO workers, and policymakers on how best to debate 

and find solutions for women's unique experiences of gender-based violence after 

conflict. Feminist IR scholars form another audience for this thesis, whose works would 

benefit from a more extensive empirical analysis of the representation of marginalised 

Global South women’s experiences of violence based on this comparative approach. 

 

1.6 Chapter Structure   

This thesis consists of seven chapters and a concluding chapter. The remainder of the 

thesis is organised as follows. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter provides a review of the literature on gender-based violence. It begins with 

an explanation of how feminist perspectives, namely FSS and TFS provide an 

understanding of gender-based violence and its portrayal as these frameworks seek to 

understand the multiplicity and complexity of marginalised women’s lives, struggles, 

oppression, and their representation. These theoretical frameworks underpin the 

ontology of the project and guide the selection of the case study, methods, and data 

analysis rationale. Subsequently, the extensive literature on women’s experiences of 

ISIS violence and the media coverage of Yazidi women are outlined in the chapter. It 

concludes by identifying the gaps in the literature that this thesis addresses.  

  

Chapter Three: Conceptual Framework 

Chapter Three provides the conceptual framework for this thesis. It presents the 

rationale for studying gender violence by highlighting that the feminist perspective 

towards gender violence is central to the study of the representation of gender violence. 

Specifically, the researcher posits that to understand the complexities of gender 

violence, we must engage in a theoretically informed conceptualisation of 

representation and gender violence to examine the ways in which gender-based 

violence is constructed. This chapter begins by outlining the ontological logic 

underpinning this research project, including how representation has become a starting 

point of discussion about the connections between gender-based violence and the 

media. The chapter analyses the sub-concepts of the term’s representation and gender-

based violence, namely agency/power, victim/survivor, and silence/voice. The 

researcher argues that the dichotomous assumptions of victimhood/agency and 

silence/voice are incomplete, and that these concepts are, in fact, interrelated, 

inseparable dimensions of Yazidi women’s experiences both under and after ISIS. 

These concepts allowed the researcher to provide a comprehensive overview of the 

representation of ISIS’ gender violence against Yazidi women from different sources.  

 

Chapter Four: Research Design and Methodology  

This chapter outlines the methods and methodological concepts used in this thesis. 

After discussing reflections on the research design and transferability to other contexts, 

this chapter outlines the rationale for choosing qualitative and quantitative methods and 
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outlines how the data (interviews and news media articles from US and UK 

newspapers) were selected, collected, and analysed.  

 

Chapter Five: Content Analysis of UK and US Newspapers’ Portrayals of Gender-

based Violence Against Yazidi Women  

This chapter provides an analysis of the news articles published by the eight selected 

UK and US newspapers about Yazidi women under ISIS from 2014–2019. First, the 

chapter analyses the results of the quantitative content analysis of the sampled news 

articles, which are presented in figures and tables. It then provides an in-depth analysis 

of the media’s representation of Yazidi women’s experiences under ISIS and post-ISIS. 

Drawing on inductive and deductive data analysis approaches, the chapter then 

discusses the resultant issues, topics, and themes that arose in relation to gender-based 

violence against Yazidi women by focusing on the following four themes: (i) Yazidi 

women’s victimhood under ISIS; (ii) Yazidi women’s survivorship under ISIS; (iii) 

Yazidi women’s victimhood after ISIS captivity; and (iv) Yazidi women’s survivorship 

after ISIS captivity. Based on the core concepts and theoretical discussion, these themes 

enabled the researcher to examine the media coverage of Yazidi women under ISIS and 

post-ISIS to produce a comprehensive and critical account of the dominant 

understanding of gender-based violence against Yazidi women. The detailed qualitative 

analysis of the news texts demonstrates that the media’s portrayal of Yazidi women is 

built on a dichotomous understanding of victimhood and survivorship narratives, in 

which women’s agency under ISIS and their victimisation after ISIS are undermined. 

Such a portrayal is misleading because it does not provide a comprehensive account of 

Yazidi women’s experiences. Moreover, the results demonstrate that the media 

accounts tend to focus on narratives emphasising women’s victimhood over their 

survivorhood by reporting predominantly on the sexual violence to which Yazidi 

women were subject under ISIS. This myopic focus by the media on sexual violence 

provides a narrow and misleading narrative on Yazidi women as Global South females. 

Furthermore, as ISIS began to lose control of its territories, the media’s interest in the 

plight of Yazidi women decreased remarkably, suggesting that the plight of Yazidi 

women post-ISIS was not considered as newsworthy as the sexual violence to which 

they were subjected. Nonetheless, the victimisation of Yazidi women that resulted from 

their persecution under ISIS continues to this day.  
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Chapter Six: Yazidi Women’s Representations of Life Under ISIS  

This chapter provides an analysis of the interviews conducted with the sample of Yazidi 

women on their lived experiences of life under ISIS. Under their conventional 

definitions, the concepts of silence and voice in conflict settings have often been 

considered as binary opposites. This dichotomy provides two opposing choices: women 

are either (i) passive victims or (ii) active survivors. Creating a space for these women 

to begin to discuss their survival strategies under ISIS provides important insights into 

understanding how these women confronted the threats facing them. Specifically, the 

results indicate that the Yazidi women’s strategic silences allowed them to survive 

episodes of ISIS violence, in contrast with the common assumption that silence is a 

form of disempowerment. Yazidi women employed silence in certain contexts in the 

knowledge that doing so would allow them to survive until they could escape. Focusing 

on women’s strategic silences combined with deception and stoicism, this chapter 

challenges the contradictory dimensions of women’s speech and silence and suggests 

that employing both victimhood and survivorship frameworks in conflict allows us to 

better understand the multiplicity of women’s experiences and the complex realities of 

their lived experiences under conflict.  

 

Chapter Seven: Yazidi Women’s Representations of Life After ISIS  

This chapter will focus on Yazidi women’s everyday insecurities after ISIS, which have 

not received nearly as much attention as the narratives of sexual violence that have been 

permitted to characterise them in the western media. This chapter offers an analysis of 

how the implications of gender-based violence on Yazidi women continue post-ISIS 

due to the Kurdish government’s inability to provide them with security, ISIS’s 

exploitation of children born as a result of rape, and the lack of empowerment of women 

after ISIS, all of which have perpetuated their victimhood. Moreover, women’s 

collective victimhood narratives also reflect their on-going victimisation following the 

conflict, which point to a host of security issues that are largely ignored by the western 

media. Yazidi women’s current daily security issues, therefore, provide a useful 

corrective against the sensationalised approach of the media and give an important 

insight into the lived experiences of women today.  
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Conclusion: Understanding Gender-based Violence in Specific Context  

This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the major contributions to the 

existing literature and provide recommendations for future research directions to better 

understand the complex nature of the issue. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter identifies the gaps in the literature that this thesis fills. It begins with an 

examination of two theoretical explanations on gender, violence, and the media. The 

works of prominent feminist security and transnational feminist scholars are reviewed, 

including, but not limited to, the works of Shepherd, Steans, Tickner, Kaplan, and 

Mohanty, for their conceptualisations of gender, violence, and media, which provide 

insights into how gender violence and its representation have been discussed in 

literature. These feminist scholars have focused on the difficulties women face in 

demonstrating agency, specifically in the media, highlighting the material complexities, 

realities, and agency of ‘Third World’ women’s bodies and lives. Both feminist security 

and transnational feminist theoretical explanations are concerned with the problematic 

nature of gender stereotypes in conflict, which contributes to the development of 

victimhood. Moreover, feminist perspectives on gender-based violence are deemed 

useful because they highlight the complex nature of women’s everyday (in)securities. 

As a result of merging these two theoretical approaches, the researcher can incorporate 

the existing bodies of literature on the representation of gender-based violence.  

Furthermore, these two theories have also critiqued how a partial understanding of 

gender-based violence excludes details about women’s security issues, as well as their 

power and agency during and after conflict. Through gathering data from the selected 

western news media accounts and women’s own narratives, the researcher engages with 

how gendered security discourses and power relations are (re)presented and 

(re)constructed. As such, these theories offer a useful frame of reference for the 

representation of ‘Third-World’ women. 

This section is followed by a discussion of ISIS and gender, which examines the 

participation of women in the so-called Islamic State, both as members and victims, as 

well as the consequences of women's lived experiences. The chapter then discusses 

news framing and stereotypes and examines the epistemological issue of how we know 

what we think we know. Understanding media narratives is key to this: How the media 

represents the Global South, how it shapes our knowledge, and how it produces 

particular narratives about women are discussed in this section. The subsequent section 

reviews the studies on how the media portrays women’s experiences of violence in 

different conflict settings. The chapter concludes by focusing on the research that has 
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examined how Yazidi women’s experiences are represented in the media and it finishes 

by restating the gaps in the literature.  

 

2.2 Feminist Security Studies  

2.2.1 Feminist Contribution to Women’s Issues 

Beginning with the diversity of women’s lives as a focal point of analysis and deploying 

gender as an analytical tool, this section briefly outlines the history of feminism and 

then discusses important feminist engagements on issues concerning ‘Third World’ 

women.  

Feminism is a widely recognised anti-patriarchal movement that defends equal rights 

for women and seeks to raise awareness of women’s issues; it upholds those women 

are entitled to enjoy the same rights and privileges as men (Steans, 1998, p.15). 

Feminist research has examined many different women’s lives; from European and 

African women to economically privileged and poor women, from lesbians and 

heterosexuals to Protestant, Jewish, and Islamic women (Harding, 1993, p.65). The 

movement has worked to fight for women’s rights to work, vote, and hold leadership 

positions. That said, feminism remains a contested term; feminists hold different views 

about how gender relations are constructed (Macdonald, 2006, p.25; Steans, 1998, 

p.15). Not all feminists who advocate women’s rights and who are committed to 

improving the conditions of women’s lives agree on how this should be achieved. 

Therefore, no unified feminist position can be said to exist (Wibben, 2011, p.591). 

However, some scholars have sought to create an all-encompassing definition of 

feminism. For example, historian Karen Offen (2000, cited by Macdonald, 2006, p.26) 

suggests that feminism can be understood as a series of campaigns to eliminate 

women’s economic, political and social subordination, as well as bring framed as a 

political project that poses political demands for change. In contrast, Hooks (2000, p. 

VIII) suggests that “feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation and 

oppression”. Hooks (2000, p.1) believes that feminism is not about being anti-male; 

rather, it is a movement that implies that all sexist thinking and actions are the problem. 

Most people today view feminism as being chiefly concerned with women’s quest for 

equality. Hooks (2000, p.1), however, points out that this view is, paradoxically, a result 

of the narratives produced by the patriarchal mass media.  
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According to Hawkesworth (2006, p.26), feminism is a collection of ideologies that 

form a socio-political movement with a common objective, achieving women’s rights 

and securing equality in social, political, economic, and personal issues vis-à-vis men. 

Thus, the goal of feminism is to address women’s lack of social and economic power, 

and by doing so, the purpose is not only to raise the consciousness of gender equality 

and gender power relations, but also to change and transform them (Swim, & Hyers, 

2009, p.415; Kenny, & Mackay, 2018, p.92). Many feminists do not consider structural 

regularities, such as gender and patriarchy, as universal and natural, but socially 

constructed and variable over time (Tickner, 1997, p.619). The purpose of feminist 

approaches in trying to change and transform these regularities overlaps with that of 

critical theory. Critical theory “does not take institutions and social power relations for 

granted but calls them into question by concerning itself with their origins and how and 

whether they might be in the process of changing”, in the words of Cox (1981, p.129). 

In other words, Cox (1981, p.129) noted that critical theory stands apart from the 

prevailing order of the world. In that sense, it can be said that feminism is an inherently 

‘critical’ theory.  

A critical perspective on the production of knowledge and power is one of the hallmarks 

of feminism (Maynard, 1994, p.25-26). Considering women’s experiences in gender-

neutral research (while the male experience is taken to be a ‘genuine’ reflection of the 

human experience) or excluding women’s lived experiences from the fields of 

knowledge distort human social life and human thought (Harding and Hintikka, 2004, 

p.x). As Harding and Hintikka (2004, p.x) point out, “women’s experiences differ from 

men’s experiences upon which knowledge claims have been grounded”. Therefore, this 

thesis attempts to challenge the dominant narratives on women’s lived experiences of 

violence and analyse their experiences and perceptions of life with and after ISIS within 

a discussion of gender and violence in this specific context. This approach provides a 

critical perspective towards understanding the existing representations of ‘Third World’ 

women’s experiences and allows the researcher to analyse how these women’s 

experiences are constructed. As Cain noted (1986, p.265), when researching women’s 

lives, we need to take their experiences seriously, but we also need ‘to take our own 

theory seriously’ and ‘use the theory to make sense of… the experience’, which allows 

one to connect the experience to understanding. Therefore, the purpose of this section 

is to consider women’s experiences of gendered violence through the framework of 

feminist explorations to further our understanding of the violence committed against 
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Yazidi women by ISIS and critique the media’s reductionist portrayal of these women’s 

lived experiences.  

Based on scholars’ interpretations and experiences, the definition of feminism depends 

on people’s differing understandings of feminism. Even though there is considerable 

debate over the framing, goals, and political priorities of feminism, most categorisations 

focus on three waves (Krolokke and Sorenson, 2005, p.24; Kenny and Mackay, 2018, 

p.93). This thesis focuses on the third wave of feminism that emerged in the early 1990s 

when self-declared third-wave feminists challenged second-wave feminism for its lack 

of attention to the intersectional differences among women such as race, ethnicity, 

nationality, religion, and class (Narain, 2014, p.181). As Krolokke and Sorenson (2005, 

p.17) argue, third-wave feminists “propose a different politics, one that challenges 

notions of universal womanhood and articulates ways in which groups of women 

confront complex intersections of gender, sexuality, race, class, and age-related 

concerns”. Freedman (2002, p.21) points out that by the 1990s, the feminist movement 

was transformed from white, European, middle-class politics into a more diverse and 

mature movement with the contributions of working-class women, lesbians, women of 

colour, and activists from the developing world.  

At the time, the movement was mostly informed by post-colonial and post-modern 

thinking, and third-wave feminists started to revisit how long-established feminist 

views such as those on womanhood, gender, and sexuality were constructed. Third-

wave feminists contributed to both the theory and practice of feminist literature by 

moving away “from thinking and acting in terms of systems, structures, fixed power 

relations, and suppression toward highlighting the complexities, contingencies, and 

challenges of power and the diverse means goals of agency” (Krolokke and Sorenson, 

2005, p.21). Not only do third-wave feminists acknowledge the intersectional 

differences among women, but they also remind us that we are similar “in the way 

gender is inscribed on our bodies” and “the ways in which power is expressed, 

negotiated, and ever-present in gendered practices” (Krolokke and Sorenson, 2005, 

p.23). From the perspective of third-wave feminism, beginning by seeking to 

understand women’s experiences “involves working with a multiplicity of differences 

that constitute these differences”, therefore, they acknowledge the diversity and 

differences in perspectives among women, ultimately straddling both “one” and the 

“other” (Arneil, 1999, p.186). In so doing, they challenge the universal sisterhood 

metaphor employed by second-wave feminism to describe women’s similar social 
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positions. Controversially, they are concerned with concepts of difference rather than 

sameness, identity and particularity rather than universality. As Dean (2009, p.336) 

persuasively argues: 

 

The notion of a ‘third wave’ within feminist theory originally gained currency 

in the late 1980s at a time when poststructuralist and postmodernist critiques 

of hegemonic feminist conceptions of womanhood and subjectivity were 

becoming increasingly prevalent. These theoretical developments also 

coincided with, and to a large extent overlapped with, critiques from black, 

‘third world’ and postcolonial perspectives of the parochialism of dominant 

conceptions of feminist politics and subjectivity.  

 

Having challenged the foundational assumptions of feminist frameworks such as the 

unified feminism proposed by second-wave feminists, this new form of feminism 

focused on the diversity and plurality among women that were perceived to be lacking 

in many strands of second-wave feminism. Rampton (2015) states that “there have 

always been many feminisms in the movement, and there have always been tensions, 

points, and counter-points among these different types due to different ways in which 

scholars understand what it means to be feminist”. As such, Carmen Vasquez (cited by 

Wibben, 2011, p.591) suggests that there are as many feminisms as there are feminists.  

Feminism, therefore, can be the best thought of ‘as an umbrella term’ that consists of a 

range of subcategories (Detraz, 2012, p.2). By and large, feminism has been motivated 

by some of the international events because what all feminists have in common is to be 

free from discrimination based on their gender (Buzan and Hansen, 2009, p.211; 

Blanchard, 2003, p.1289). The key themes that have formed the main feminist 

perspectives include sex trafficking across old East-West boundaries; rape as a weapon 

of war and other forms of violence; masculinities, peacekeeping, and humanitarian 

intervention (Buzan and Hansen, 2009, p.212). This feminist approach is important for 

women who have experienced violence and how we come to think about women’s roles 

and their potentials in different conflict settings. Adopting uniform, monolithic 

frameworks that seek to encompass all women who have experienced violence prevents 

us from seeing that gender power structures not only affect women’s experiences but 

also how their experiences are constructed. We need to recognise that women in 

different geographical contexts have different experiences of violence (which sharply 

contrast with the second- wave feminist perspectives) and the way their experiences are 

represented is based on the power structures that exist in gender politics. In line with 

this, this thesis represents an attempt to fill the above gap in the literature by providing 
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an in-depth exploration and analysis of the western media representation of Yazidi 

women’s experiences under ISIS compared with Yazidi women’s own representation 

of the same. This allows the researcher to analyse what kinds of frames of reference are 

attached by the western media to these women’s experiences through the process of 

representation and how to interpret these frames in relation to these women’s own 

narratives of their lived experiences. Ultimately, this comparative approach provides a 

better understanding of the broader implications of gender-based violence on women’s 

lives and how we think about women and their insecurity issues. 

 

2.2.2 From State Security to Human Security 

This section starts with a discussion of the traditional understanding of security before 

moving on to discuss the feminist conceptualisation of security. These areas are 

important in understanding how violence is gendered and how gendered violence 

reinforces specific types of power structures between people in different socio-

economic contexts. Traditionally, the concept of security requires consideration of 

several questions: “Security from what? Security by whom? Security achieved through 

which means?” (Liotta, 2002, p.474). Hoogensen and Rottem (2004, p.156) add a fourth 

question: “Security for whom?”. The traditional answer to the fourth question has often 

been the state. However, since the 1990s, this approach has not remained unchallenged; 

diverse voices have questioned the prioritisation of military elements and the state in 

the conceptualisation of security. One of these critics came from academia, which is 

relevant to this thesis. Scholars of peace research, feminism, international political 

economy, and security and strategic studies have critiqued the state-centric approach to 

security and widened the scope of security issues “by claiming security status for issues 

and referent objects in the economic, environmental and societal sectors, alongside the 

military-political ones that were then-central objects of the traditional security studies” 

(Buzan, Waever, and Wilde, 1998, p.1). This questioning allowed the importance and 

role of the individual in security to be recognised (Hoogensen and Rottem, 2004, 

p.156). Unlike traditional security studies, which define the state as a subject of 

security, human security studies and feminist security studies place the individual at the 

centre of international politics and challenge the mainstream international relations’ 

state-centric approach to security. This shift in security studies moved attention away 

from national security to human security, which concentrates on the individual and 
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community aspects of security (Höglund and Kovacs, 2010, p.373). Following this line 

of logic, contemporary feminist theorists working in international relations have sought 

to expand the concept of security by challenging the conventional state-based approach. 

Enloe (2007, p.47) reminds us that  

 

If we take seriously the lives of women-their understandings of security- as 

well as the on-the-ground workings of masculinity and femininity, we will be 

able to produce more meaningful and more reliable analyses of ‘security’-

personal, national and global. 

 

Feminist perspectives on security have opened the debate on the complexity of defining 

security in particular ways and the impact of security policies on understanding 

women’s experiences of violence. For this thesis, it is essential to discuss Buzan et al’s 

(1988, p.36) distinction between referent objects and securitising actors, which asserts 

that on the one hand, “referent objects are things that are seen to be existentially 

threatened and that have a legitimate claim to survival’. Securitising actors, on the other 

hand, are “actors who securitise issues by declaring something existentially threatened” 

(Buzan et al, 1988, p.36). Traditionally, in conventional IR terms, the referent object of 

security has been the state and what needed to survive was sovereignty. To be able to 

determine what constitutes a successful referent object of security, “size or scale” seems 

to be one crucial variable (Buzan et al., 1988, p.36). They go on to claim that 

“individuals or small groups can seldom establish a wider security legitimacy in their 

own right… They may speak about security to and of themselves, but few will listen’. 

In contrast, taking women’s own experiences of violence into account and placing 

marginalised accounts at the fore of the discussion on security allowed feminist security 

scholars to emphasise the roles that women and gender play in security issues (Sjoberg, 

2009b, p.198). A gender-based analysis has enabled a redefinition of security and 

insecurity issues in global politics. The feminist reconceptualisation of security studies 

provides a useful entry point into the women’s issues investigated in this thesis as it 

recognises the significant –– yet long ignored ––issues that affect women’s lives. This 

thesis sought to investigate the different representations of the women’s experiences 

under and post-ISIS by contrasting the women’s accounts of violence with the western 

media portrayal of these women’s experiences. Exploring gendered violence calls into 

question narratives of gender, violence, and power, and feminist accounts helped the 

researcher to reveal these women’s particular insecurities and their coping strategies 
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under and post-ISIS. Therefore, the core principles of these feminist studies overlap 

with the purpose of this research project, which has sought to (re)conceptualise Yazidi 

women’s role in security issues within the context of security, gender violence. 

Building on these studies, this thesis sought to demonstrate how sexualised violence in 

conflict is constructed through media representation and to what extent this 

representation renders some experiences newsworthy while others are not, and to what 

extent these portrayals reflect (or fail to reflect) these women’s own accounts. 

 

2.2.3 Feminist Work on International Politics and Security  

Lucian Ashworth (cited by Steans, 2013, p.98) points out that feminists have long 

influenced international politics, even though their contributions may have been 

forgotten. In the 1920s and 1930s, IR had a feminist phase and IR feminists influenced 

foreign policy. Many contributors to IR were members of the Women’s International 

League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) and the suffragette movements. WILPF was 

‘a pacifist organisation founded during the women’s peace congress at the Hague in 

1915’ to end violence (Steans, 2013, p.96).  Among those, Virginia Woolf proclaimed 

in 1938 that ‘as a woman, I have no country’, in that, she was affirming a sense of 

‘universal sisterhood’ that was held by the majority of members of the women’s 

movement (Steans, 2013, p.214). At the time, women sought to establish transnational 

linkages to raise issues of exclusion and subordination. Nonetheless, initially, the 

feminist scholars were aware that their writings on security did not fit into the subject 

matter of IR, since the broader security studies field left no room for the inclusion of 

gender into security studies (Tickner, 1997, p.625). 

In the 1980s, many universities began to offer courses on women and world politics, 

and many publications appeared regarding these issues. This was when feminist 

approaches to IR first appeared (Tickner, 1997, p.611; Steans, 2013, p.98). In Steans 

(1998, p.33)’s words, in the late 1980s, “International Relations theory has entered into 

so-called ‘third debate’ and it is now a vibrant and expanding area of research”. At that 

time, as Sylvester (2004, p.9) put it, ‘feminists were numerous enough, confident 

enough… and published to have women’s studies programs in place, women and 

politics specialists on staff, and a stable of writings to consult’. By 1990, some 

important organisations such as the International Studies Association and the British 

International Studies Association had implemented feminist theory and gender studies 
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sections. Nonetheless, the mainstream IR discipline continued to proceed as if women 

did not have a valid voice in world politics (Pettman, 1996, p.vii). One of the reasons 

behind this exclusion is that feminism has long associated itself with peace and 

nonviolence (Slyvester, 2010, p.609). Another possible reason is that it has been 

assumed that the issues raised by feminism did not arise as processes and it was also 

assumed that structures of the discipline of international relations could be understood 

without taking gender into account (Steans, 1998, p.1).  

As a result, war and violence have not historically been seen as feminist international 

relations topics. Nonetheless, a new generation of feminist security scholars considered 

women in the armed forces, the effects of war on women, militarised masculinity, and 

women who participate in political violence, acknowledging that war is shaped by 

gendered subjects and discourses (Slyvester, 2010, p.609). These scholars also 

highlighted “the gendered assumptions underpinning IR and ask what the discipline of 

IR might look like if women’s day-to-day lives were included” (Kenny and Mackay, 

2018, p.95). The third debate also encouraged discussion about the nature of the 

discipline and the relationship between theory and practice, which questioned the 

assumption that gender does not help us to understand the world (Steans, 1998, p.33). 

In so acting, feminist international relations scholars entered the field of international 

politics, proposing that “a new international relations tradition is needed to 

accommodate and theorise people, places, authorities, and activities that IR does not 

sight or cite” (Sylvester, 2004, p.12). These scholars sought to understand the unique 

security situations of not only women, but also men because both men and women are 

affected by war, conflict, human insecurity, and environmental insecurity (Detraz, 

2012, p.207). Adopting a gender-sensitive approach, this thesis situates Yazidi 

women’s lived experiences within a discussion of feminist security and transnational 

feminist studies in the literature, as this approach allows an analysis of the gendered 

dynamic of violence these women have experienced and its effects on their lives under 

ISIS rule as well as their current lives. 

The literature also suggests that FSS has engaged in challenging state-centric and 

militarised conceptions of security and expanded and enriched notions of the term with 

regards to the following four theoretical moves (Steans, 2013, p.116; Blanchard, 2003, 

p.1290). First, they questioned the absence of women in international security politics 

and engender the workings of gender and power in international relations. In other 

words, feminist security studies critiqued the conventional realist understanding of 
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conflict and security, because women were not on the agenda of international relations 

at all (Slyvester, 2010, p.607). This criticism also includes the inclusion of gender in 

decision-making roles and the scholars challenged the lack of women in international 

theory and international politics, as it made no sense to “continue analysing 

international politics as if women were a mere afterthought” (Enloe, 2014, p.354). 

Thus, it is to some extent not surprising that feminist international relations scholars 

emerged as a challenge to mainstream international relations and security studies, 

because mainstream security studies by and large focuses on the causes of war and the 

conditions of peace and ignores “the bodies that are the intended or inevitable targets 

of the use of such force” (Wilcox, 2015, p.3; Youngs, 2004, p.79; Detraz, 2012, p.8). 

Feminist international scholars, on the other hand, assert that women must be visible 

and analytically visible. In other words, from the perspective of feminist IR scholars, 

the mainstream concept of security in international relations “failed to take account of 

security issues women confront daily that are associated with their unequal or oppressed 

conditions of existence in relation to men” (Youngs, 2004, p.83). This lack of 

understanding is worth considering because it enables the researcher to address why 

certain kinds of security issues such as sexual violence and mental health problems had 

a greater appeal for the western media when covering the Yazidi women’s plight under 

ISIS and were considered “more newsworthy”, while others were not, and how far these 

women’s own descriptions of their lived experiences reveal an entirely contrasting 

understanding. 

The second theoretical move resulted from the notion of ‘state protection’. The feminist 

security scholars also question how safe women are as a result of state protection 

(Tripp, 2013, p.10). In contemporary international politics, states are not only the 

protectors of citizens: they also represent a major source of insecurity for citizens 

(Wilcox, 2015, p.21). This aspect will be further analysed in Chapter Seven when 

discussing the regional insecurities Yazidi women face after ISIS. The third move 

criticises the conventional roles of women as peacemakers. Women who promote and 

participate in war have not been taken seriously. The fourth critiques feminist scholars 

themselves, based on assumption that the gendered security perspective addresses 

women only. Adam Jones (1996, cited by Steans, 2013, p.38) addresses this fourth 

critique and noted what he saw as the shortcomings of the (then) feminist literature 

focusing on women and femininity. He asserted that feminist scholars failed to 

recognise that men are not only perpetrators but also ‘victims’. Such that, what was 
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needed was a more balanced feminist international relations that also included a 

gendered understanding of men and masculinities in international relations. Feminist 

security scholars themselves have also been concerned with this assumption and started 

to develop “a variegated concept of masculinity to help explain security” (Blanchard, 

2003, p.1290). In other words, by reconceptualising traditional IR perspectives with the 

above four theoretical moves, the second-generation feminist critiques of IR theory 

have broadened the concepts employed by the first generation (early feminist scholars). 

Moreover, Sjoberg (2009a, p.4) identifies several contributions that FSS scholars have 

made to the security literature. The first contribution is the analyses and reformulations 

of the traditional contents of security studies. This reformulation involves to whom the 

concept of security should be applied. That is, FSS scholars have challenged 

mainstream security studies, which tends to focus on war and international violence, by 

broadening what it is meant by security by including domestic violence, gender 

subordination, rape, and poverty as security threats. In other words, they shifted the 

focus away from state security to gendered security. Second, FSS have sought to 

understand “the gendered nature of the values prized in the realm of international 

security” (Sjoberg, 2009a, p.5). In that view, Sjoberg posited that how masculinities 

and femininities are defined influences how scholars and policy-makers frame and 

interpret issues of international security. Third, FSS emphasises the role gender plays 

in the theory and practice of international security. According to Sjoberg (2009a, p.5), 

these contributions add something to security studies, and provide a ‘transformative 

force’ in the constitution of security. Shepherd (2009a, p.4) offers that if we define 

gender as the social meaning attached to the shape of our bodies, we can begin to 

understand why feminist IR scholars insist that gender is not something we can simply 

add to the study of world politics; rather, gender is integral to the functioning of world 

politics. In that view, gender affects the way we understand and perform global politics. 

For Sjoberg (2016a, p.143), gender is conceptually, empirically, and normatively 

essential to studying international security. As such, feminist IR scholars adopted two 

aims: first, to recognise gender true place in IR, and second, to move beyond gendered 

ideas into collaborative scholarship (Narain, 2014, p.179). Inspired by this feminist 

security work on international security, this thesis has sought to provide a novel insight 

into Yazidi women’s daily insecurity issues during and after ISIS. 
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2.2.4 Feminist Perspectives on Violence 

There has been a fast-growing scholarly interest in feminist research on masculine and 

feminine identities and how these identities are portrayed in security studies (Gasztold, 

2017; Moylan 2013). Given the need for sensitivity in gaining an understanding of 

gender-based violence, this research project attends to the ways gender is structurally 

(re)produced in the international security literature in general and the representation of 

Yazidi women in particular. Engaging with gender analysis enables us to see how we 

come to understand women’s unique experiences of violence and the representation of 

Yazidi women in this specific social and cultural context. By exploring the 

representation of gender-based violence from different types of sources, this thesis aims 

to explore how Yazidi women’s lived experiences of violence are reconstructed, which 

provides a broader understanding of this violence and its impacts.  

Since this research project is concerned with the representation of Yazidi women’s 

experiences of ISIS violence, there is a need to address how the concept of violence is 

conceptualised by the dominant narratives to explain the security issues that these 

individuals faced and continue to face. According to Robert (2008, p.17, cited by 

Shepherd, 2009b, p.209) the question of ‘what is violence?’ is rarely asked in IR. Even 

though violence has long been at the heart of IR, its scholars have not focused on the 

problem of violence, but rather on direct acts of violence by and between states (Steans, 

1998, p.98). From a realist perspective, violence is natural and inevitable; it is 

sometimes “necessary to maintain the political community from external and internal 

threats” (Wilcox, 2015, p.18). Therefore, it has been assumed that the study of violence 

is closely associated with the study of war. 

Moving beyond the narrow focus on the notion that violence is primarily state-

dominated, males and females also experience multiple types of physical and mental 

violence. A growing body of literature has adopted a range of different approaches to 

investigate international security and peace, and this has led some security studies 

researchers to consider different types of violence. Applying gender as a category of 

analysis to develop a more comprehensive notion of security, Tickner (1992, p.58) 

rejects the identification of security with state borders and argues that ‘violence at the 

international, national and family levels is interrelated’ and takes place in domestic and 

international spaces. Several feminist-security scholars have “sought to unravel the 

connections between different levels and kinds of violence and to understand cultures 

of violence and rape’ perpetrated by the state or non-state actors” (Pettman, 1996, 



29 
 

p.106). Feminist IR theorists critiqued types of violent politics in IR that 

overwhelmingly involve men and construct masculinities (Wilcox, 2015, p.33-36). The 

violence that affects women, however, often takes place “off the radar” of IR theory 

(Buck, Gallant, and Nossal 1998; Koo 2002; Plumber and Neumayer 2006; Sjoberg 

2006, cited by Wilcox, 2015, p.33).  

To challenge this assumption, Shepherd (2009b, p.211) points out that violence is 

“gendered and genderings”, as male and female bodies experience violence differently 

depending on their gender.  Sjoberg (2016b, p.7) defines gendering as “a set of 

discourses which can set, change, enforce, and represent meaning”. In global politics, 

to produce meanings, the characteristics that have been associated with femininity are 

different from those that have been associated with masculinity. At this stage, however, 

it is important to note that although gender and women are often used interchangeably, 

as stated in Terrell Carver’s title, “gender is not a synonym for women” (Carver, 1996, 

cited by Wilcox, 2015, p.33; Eichler, 2015a, p.2; Steans, 2013, p.7). By ‘gender’, 

Shepherd (2009b, p.211) means that the meanings that are ascribed to male and female 

bodies and masculine and feminine behaviours. Gender refers not to what men and 

women are biologically, but the ideological and material relations that exist between 

them (Steans, 1998, p.10). Gender is considered one of the primary categories through 

which we evolve socially appropriate behaviour patterns, develop our expectations 

about our lives, and interpret our experiences (Macdonald, 1995, p.16). Therefore, 

gender is a social construction rather than a ‘natural’ fact (Carter and Steiner, 2004, 

p.3). As common of stereotypes, no universal definition of gender applies to all cultures 

across time (Carter and Steiner, 2004, p.3), but it is commonly agreed that gender is a 

key concept in theorising violence as productive of certain subjects (Wilcox, 2015, 

p.36).  

Feminist scholars have become less concerned with gender traits and more engaged 

with power relations because they recognise that the gendered structural inequalities 

manifest themselves across societies and history (Steans, 1998, p.12). Wilcox (2015, 

p.22) argues that some women were excluded from liberal subjectivity because they 

were believed to lack the necessary reason and judgement and their bodies were marked 

as ‘other’, based on their class, race, and gender. In Wilcox's (2015, p.22) words, gender 

is “the source of unequal power relations between men and women and replaces sex 

with related accounts of socialisation and power that impose meanings on the bodies of 

men and women”. Therefore, like the feminist approach, people-centred approaches 
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can highlight the gender hierarchies and inequalities that constitute a major source of 

domination over and barriers to the achievement of genuine security (Steans, 1998, 

p.126). Taking women’s experiences seriously requires rethinking the strain of IR that 

contextualises masculinities and femininities as hierarchical power relations. These 

relations have been associated with discourses of race, nationalism, colonialism, 

sexuality, and class (Wilcox, 2015, p.37). Feminist IR scholars sought to make sense 

of these gendered structures and fought hard to “denaturalise and dismantle them” 

(Tickner, 1997, p.624).  Exploring the relationship between gender identities and power 

from a feminist perspective underpins this thesis’s research design. Moreover, this 

perspective helps comprehend the ways in which violence is gendered and how 

violence creates gendered structural inequalities.  

While early feminist scholars deployed methods that prioritise women’s own 

experiences in their own terms, more contemporary work in feminist security studies 

has engaged with questions of sexualised violence, especially conflict-related 

sexualised violence (CRSV). In that, feminist scholars have also called attention to the 

question of ‘continuum of such violence through the representations of victim and 

perpetrator that inform our theorisation of CRSV (Shepherd, 2016, p.269). For this 

thesis, the use of this theoretical explanation enables us to comprehend the women’s 

unique security needs under and after ISIS and analyse to what extent the media’s 

portrayal of the women’s experiences perpetuates narratives that consider the women 

as a homogeneous set of victimised subjects. 

Having employed a gender-sensitive perspective, the purpose of this thesis is to widen 

the analysis of security, in particular, the analysis of the representation of the women’s 

experiences of violence with and after ISIS within the context of the Kurdistan Region 

of Iraq because not only is this research concerned with the Yazidi women’s previous 

experiences under ISIS, but it also addresses Yazidi women’s current lives in post-

conflict situations, which provided an opportunity to engage with a wider discussion on 

women’ s security issues during and after conflict.  

 

2.3 Transnational Feminist Studies  

In relation to the main topic of this thesis –– the contradictions between the western 

media’s representation of ISIS violence experienced by Yazidi women and women’s 

own portrayal of this violence –– transnational feminist explanations provide one of the 

main underpinning frameworks. Emerging from the North American academy, 
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transnational feminists have employed postcolonial critiques and introspection to 

highlight the contradictions and dangers inherent in a feminist project where 

‘difference’ is only allowed to unfold according to external standards and within an 

external frame of reference (Nagar and Swarr, 2010, p.4) Transnational feminism aims 

to challenge the homogenisation of women’s struggles in colonial contexts and 

acknowledge the differing experiences of women. In 1988, Mohanty (p.61) critiqued 

the hegemony of production of ‘Third-World women’ as a homogenous monolithic 

subject and emphasised the need to focus on these women’s activism and agency as 

well as recast the category of Third-World women to form strategic collaborations 

across class, race, and national boundaries. While feminist literature is concerned with 

the portrayal of women in general, the development of transnational and postcolonial 

feminist theories has led to a re-examination of feminist studies of how colonised 

women from specific contexts are portrayed.   

Transnational feminists have come to assume a critical stance toward Eurocentric 

analytic paradigms and criticise the effects of discursive colonisation on marginalised 

women’s lives and struggles, as Western feminist political thought had tended to silence 

the voices of those excluded from the dominant discourses of Western feminism 

(Mendes and Carter, 2008, p.1706). Shohat and Stam (2014, p.2) argue that 

Eurocentrism, like Renaissance perspectives in art, envisions the world from a single 

privileged viewpoint. In other words, the image of the ‘other’ has been generated and 

reduced to a monolithic notion. As Shohat (2001, p.1269) pointed out, “Eurocentric 

definitions of feminism have cast Third-world women into a fixed stereotypical role, in 

which they play the part of passive victims lacking any form of agency”. The struggles 

of colonised women, Shohat (2001, p.1270) maintains, have not been deemed as 

relevant to feminist studies because much attention had been paid to European and 

Euro-American feminist narratives that exclusively focused on sexual differences 

between men and women. Desai (2015, p.118) also noted that  

transnational feminism was formulated of the historical junctures of 

postcolonial women in the global South and women of colour in the global 

North, critiquing a universalising white, Western feminism; of the market, 

military, and religious fundamentalisms holding sway in many more parts of 

the world.  

 

As such, transnational feminist scholars have come to challenge the popular, Western-

centric discourse of the time and critique the privileged understanding of insecurity for 

marginalised women. For the purpose of this thesis, the transnational theoretical 
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explanation of the phenomenon, here gender-based violence, is important because it 

provides clear explanations of how gender violence against Yazidi women is 

constructed by the media and explains how unequal power relations creates gender 

stereotypes about them.  

Pioneering works of feminist scholars have paved the way for recognising the effects 

of unequal global relations on the politics of gender in any part of the world (Shome, 

2006, p.255). For example, Kaplan and Grewal (2002, p.79) recognise the need to focus 

on the impact of global forces and unequal power dynamics that create inequalities and 

asymmetries. Grewal and Kaplan (1994, p.9) approached center-periphery models via 

the postmodern critique of modernity and noted that “models predicated upon binary 

oppositions cannot move us out of the paradigms of colonial discourse, nor can they 

provide us with accurate maps of social relations in postmodernity”. Examining the key 

terms postcolonial and transnational provides a framework for moving beyond center-

periphery models for this thesis. Considering the effects of imperialism, globalisation, 

and modernity on the condition of women in the modern world, Grewal and Kaplan 

(2000, para.2) have called for the critical need to address the new forms of feminist 

theory which analyse “inequalities of class, gender, nationality, sexuality, and ethnicity 

that are created through movements over time and space in particular ways”. Similarly, 

Mohanty (2003a, p.2) argues in her book ‘Feminism Without Borders’ that she chose 

the title ‘feminism without borders’ to “stress that our most expansive and inclusive 

visions of feminism need to be attentive to borders while learning to transcend them”. 

Here, emphasis has been placed on the relations between women from different 

backgrounds, rather than solely on relations between men and women. According to 

Mohanty (2003a, p.230), it is not the framework that has changed; the relationship 

between political economy and culture remains crucial to any form of feminist 

theorisation. Rather, she points out “it is just that global economic and political 

processes have become more brutal, exacerbating economic, racial, and gender 

inequalities, and thus need to be demystified, re-examined, and theorised”. In other 

words, transnational feminists have discussed women’s experiences of violence not vis-

à-vis universalised discourses generated by the global forces, but in relation to cultural 

specificity.  

The reason contemporary supranational or transnational feminist activism often 

chooses the term transnational rather than international is that it recognises the 

influence of ‘imperial feminism’ on the first ‘wave’ of international women’s 
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organisation (Adams and Thomas, 2018, p.3). They asserted that first-wave feminist 

scholars were influenced by hegemonic and Eurocentric leadership, which failed to 

include women from the global South and East, ‘who exchanged, initiated, altered, 

domesticated and re-exported women’s rights influences of their own’ (Dubois and 

Oliviero, 2009, p.2). Therefore, transnational feminist scholars have highlighted the 

material complexities, realities, and agency of Third-World women’s bodies and lives. 

These complexities reveal that unequal global gender relations cause myriad global 

problems affecting women. Therefore, we need to organise discussions about the issues 

affecting women regardless of these women’s socio-economic and historical 

backgrounds.  

 

2.3.1 Transnational Approach to Media Discourse 

Postcolonial and transnational feminist theories share the same central themes: power 

and resistance. They focus on the complexity of power relations rooted in historical and 

transnational contexts and the agency of non-Western women (Deepak, 2011, p.6). 

Postcolonial feminist theory is concerned with the agency of third-world women who 

have been described in discourses of colonialism and development as passive victims 

of oppressive religious and cultural traditions and the West represents these women as 

requiring protection (Deepak, 2011, p.7). Postcolonial feminists critique Eurocentrism, 

which is often embedded within hegemonic narratives and systems of representations 

(Pillai, 1996, p. 44). Certain kinds of representations of the West and the ‘other’ were 

happening at the same time as the West was defining itself through its colonial 

possessions. This explains how the Western global culture and the first world/third 

world distinction is produced through the construction of language in the history of 

colonialism. Following this line of reasoning to its logical extent, Angharad Valdivia 

challenges orientalist stereotypes about ‘third women’ and offers a useful frame of 

reference for how ‘third-world women’ are represented. In her book (2000), she 

demonstrates “how third world female subjects and their images assert agency and 

resistance that defy simplistic renditions of her as a monolithic other” (see Valdivia 

1995, 200, among others, cited in Shome, 2006, p.258).  

As Pillai (1996, p.43) argues, the ways in which colonial and postcolonial modes of 

representation structure media discourse at the moments of production and reception 

remain relatively under investigated. As third-world bodies enter the global realm of 
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representation and discourse, however, it is impossible to describe these bodies from a 

homogenous orientalist perspective; therefore, these scholars argued for the critical 

need to move beyond the frame of a single nation and recognise their complex gender 

identities when portraying their experiences. Pillai (1996, p.56) further suggests that to 

“explain and transform women’s structurally unequal relationship to cultural, 

economic, ecological, and political resources”, we need theories and methodologies. 

The theories and methodologies utilised in this thesis enabled the researcher to develop 

the research question within the context of gender violence, security, and the media by 

applying different methods. The theories drawn upon resulted from reviews of relevant 

literature in the field, which offer an insightful discussion of ways to approach the 

subject of inquiry. In other words, engaging with the findings of other scholars and 

contextualising this research with well-known theories enrich the subject of inquiry 

(Ackerly and True, 2020, p.89), in other words, enrich the quality of this thesis. 

Regarding the role of the media as it relates to transnational feminist practice, feminist 

and gender studies scholars have investigated the gendered nature of the news items 

(Carter, Branston, and Allan, 1998, p.8). Vujnovic (2016, p.204), for example, argues 

that the “media shows responsibility towards the subjects whom they present, as it [the 

media] has the potential to play an adverse role on the lives of women and transnational 

organising”. She goes on to explain that the mainstream media agenda provides little 

information about women’s narratives of sexual violence, terror, and labour 

exploitation even though these matters represent global issues. These realities, 

however, are seldom exposed, and when they are covered by the media, ‘they are 

seldom told in the way that would challenge dominant discourses’ (2016, p.206). 

Unlike Vujnovic’s first point, Yazidi women’s narratives of sexual violence have 

received a great deal of attention, but consistent with Vujnovic’s second argument, 

these narratives tend to be covered by the news media in a way that portrays these 

women as merely violated subjects lacking agency and power over their situation. What 

is important is to “inquire through what tropes, narratives, and constructs female 

subjectivity is constructed in relation to an eurocentric imaginary” (Pillai, 1996, p.58). 

Alongside the analysis of the news media, conducting interviews with Yazidi women 

provided important insights into their roles, opportunities, and challenges under and 

after ISIS, which will enable us to broaden our understanding of gender-based violence 

and critique the news media’s patriarchical portrayal of gender-based violence.   
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Moreover, global research examining women’s representation as news subjects found 

that women are more likely than men to be portrayed as victims (Gallagher, 2005, p.18; 

Lemish and Lahav, 2004, p.159). As Mendes and Carter (2008, p.1706) state, there is 

a wide interest in understanding how the media helps construct gender identity and 

subjectivity, which are seen to be partial and fragmented, rather than unified and 

rational. Ella Shohat’ and Robert Stam’s work (2014, p.1) ‘Unthinking Eurocentrism’ 

is particularly noteworthy here. The authors examined how the intellectually 

debilitating effects of the Eurocentric legacy are indispensable not only for 

understanding contemporary media representations but even contemporary 

subjectivities. What they critique is not Europeans as individuals, but rather dominant 

Europeans’ historically oppressive relationship to its internal and external ‘others’.  

Central to this discussion is the view that women’s experiences should not be 

universalised due to women’s diverse needs and agendas in their respective cultures. 

This new discourse about women and their experiences allows us to understand 

women’s cultural, social, and economic differences in the context of our current highly 

heterogeneous and multi-faceted world. Drawing on Chadra Talpade Mohanty’s outline 

of the effects of a particular power structure over women’s everyday lives, Mohanty 

(2003b, p.505) challenged the tendency to embrace ‘difference’ over ‘communality’ in 

postmodernist discourse in her article ‘‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited’. Mohanty 

powerfully explores the micropolitics of context, subjectivity, and struggle as well as 

the macropolitics of global economic and political systems to argue that by 

understanding the differences between women of different nationalities and 

communities, we can better understand the connections and commonalities between 

‘Western women’ and ‘Third-World women’ because “no border or boundary is ever 

complete or rigidly determining”. That is to say, rather than emphasising differences 

among women of different backgrounds, transnational feminist theorists have focused 

on the commonalities that women share in their personal lives. Moreover, such a 

coalition allows one to work with women of different backgrounds to embrace their 

common problems and critique the ingrained gender roles to which they are subject so 

that global issues concerning women can be understood more accurately. 

Therefore, in line with one of this thesis’s aims, that is to examine the major UK and 

the US newspapers’ portrayal of Yazidi women’s experiences of life with and after 

ISIS, it is necessary to investigate what forms of subjectivities are concealed behind the 

image of ‘female victims’ of ISIS. The reason is that the notion of ‘female victims’ 
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serves to blind us to women’s diversity of roles and positions within their victimhood 

and frames women as agency-less actors against the narrative of victimhood. This 

notion also fails to consider the individual experiences of women from different socio-

economic backgrounds. While this thesis provides an analysis of a selection of western 

newspapers’ portrayals of Yazidi women’s experiences of violence under ISIS, it also 

presents the results of interviews with Yazidi women to create a space for them to 

discuss their victimhood and survivorhood narratives during and after ISIS. More 

importantly, using this methodology helps counter narrate the hegemonic discourse(s) 

in relation to sexual violence under ISIS with a view to the present and the future. In 

that, women’s strategic silences in conflict and their continued victimhood after ISIS 

can be better contextualised. What is critiqued in this thesis is that the sampled news 

articles tended to focus more about the sexual violence and abuse exercised against the 

Yazidi women than the broader impact of gender violence on their previous and current 

lives. More importantly, after ISIS began to lose control of its territories in Iraq and 

Syria, the media interest in Yazidi women has waned and there is less information about 

what they have been through after they managed to escape or were rescued. To sum up, 

the theoretical explanations this thesis reviewed not only allow the researcher to 

conceptualise the research in the field of gender violence, security, and the media, but 

these explanations also enable the researcher to “interpret the larger meaning of the 

findings for ourselves and others” (Hoover and Donovan, 2011, p.31). In other words, 

the feminist perspective on gender-based violence has played substantive roles 

throughout the entire process of designing the research project, as well as linking the 

study to the existing literature.  

Before turning to a review of the news media representation of Yazidi women, the next 

section outlines the broader perspective and discusses ISIS in relation to gender. 

 

2.4 ISIS and Gender 

At its peak from 2014–2016, the media accounts of ISIS violence against Yazidi women 

were the focus of much scholarly attention (Buner, 2016; Pearson, 2015). During this 

period, researchers placed particular emphasis on understanding women’s involvement 

in ISIS’s violent activities (Spencer, 2016; Speckhard, 2015; Cruise, 2016). This was 

especially the case if the violent women were Western and the group is jihadist (Bloom 

& Winter, 2015, para. 4). The reason for this is that female characteristics are 
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traditionally associated with motherhood, as such, linked to caring and nurturing,  

which is a discourse through which female agency in political violence is denied (Åhäll, 

2012, p.108-111). Owing to conventional gender roles, women are considered as being 

“unable” to kill, hence there tends to be a rejection that women can be and are often as 

violent as men (Speckhard, 2008, p.1029). If they resort to violence, they do not fit the 

mould of idealised femininity and they must have been somehow tricked or 

brainwashed. Their violence, therefore, is attributed to three kinds of motives: they are 

the ‘dupes’ of men, victims of men, or irrational if not insane (Cunningham, 2005, 

p.74). 

The question of why women choose to commit violence, and if they do so, whether 

their motivations are different from those of men have always been the lynchpin of 

studies focusing on gender and violence because of the conventional gender roles of 

femininity and masculinity. Even though women are seen as lacking in political agency, 

Pearson (2015a, para.11) claims that women’s motivations are not less political than 

those of men. Moreover, religious, economic, sociological, and personal reasons drive 

women towards ISIS (Perešin, 2015, para.14; Raghavan& Balasubramaniyan, 2014, 

p.197). Since the fall of the so-called Islamic State in 2019, across both scholarship and 

the media, the focus has been on how the Western countries should deal with the 

returning or not-returning women (and their children) who ended up in the Al-Hawl 

camp in Syria, run by US-backed Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (Speckhard, 

2020; Capone, 2019).  

Nonetheless, the accounts of ISIS’ persecution of women have not received as much 

attention as women’s involvement in the first place. As women managed to escape 

ISIS’s controlled territories and narrated their lived experiences, studies examined 

female Yazidi survivors’ experiences of violence under ISIS (Mohammadi, 2016; 

Nicolaus and Yuce, 2017; Ahram, 2015), but the literature to date has not fully explored 

their victimhood and survivorhood narratives both under and after ISIS. This section 

reviews the literature on ISIS’ treatment of women and then moves to the media 

representation of women to highlight the gaps in this field. 

ISIS has come to be known for its use of extreme violence against not only women but 

anyone whom it perceives to be a threat to its continued expansion (Neer and O’Toole, 

2014, p.146). Drawing on survivors and witness accounts, a UN report (2014, p.5) 

entitled ‘Rule of Terror: Living under ISIS in Syria’ provides in-depth insights into the 

lives of those who remained in ISIS-controlled areas. According to the report, under 
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the banner of terrorising and silencing civilians, ISIS treated those who refused to 

accept its rules with the principle that “you are guilty unless you can prove your 

innocence”. This principle shed light on how ISIS views civilians, based on its view of 

Islam in its controlled territories.  

With regards to the gender-based violence against women, ISIS has proved itself to be 

one of the most brutal radical organisations around the world. While the ill-treatment 

of women has shocked the world since the establishment of the so-called Caliphate in 

2014, “ISIS fighters are not ashamed of their acknowledgement of exploiting women 

and they tend to publish news of these women” (Al-Rashed, 2014). For example, the 

attack on the Yazidi population in 2014 was justified in their online English language 

magazine, Dabiq, in 2014. The journal argued: 

 

Upon conquering the region of Sinjar in Wilāyat Nīnawā, the Islamic State 

faced a population of Yazidis, a pagan minority existent for ages in regions 

of Iraq and Sham. Their continual existence to this day is a matter that 

Muslims should question as they will be asked about it on Judgement Day. 

 
     (OHCHR, 2016b, p.4)  

The attack on the Sinjar district and the enslavement of women have been described as 

a systematic attempt that sought to destroy the Yazidi population in whole or in part 

(OHCHR, 2016b, p.4). Although the Yazidi community has not been the only 

community to have been subjected to systematic violence (Sunnis, Christians, Shiites, 

Shabaks Kurds, and Alawites were also targeted (Sarac, 2019, p.100; Thevathasan, 

2014; Terrill, 2014, p.20), the scale of brutality and violence exercised against them 

have placed this community at the centre of the discussion about violence against 

women under ISIS. This happened for two reasons: first, in its magazine, ISIS explicitly 

mentioned how they treated Yazidi women and children after the group had descended 

on the territory, and second, the accounts of the escaped women also reflect the scale 

of the brutality. According to the magazine, one-fifth of the women and children were 

first transferred to those who had higher rankings, and they were then divided according 

to Shari’ah law amongst the fighters of the Islamic State who attended the Sinjar 

operations (OHCHR, 2016a, p.29).  

Although physical forms of violence such as rape, torture, and murder were 

commonplace under ISIS, psychological forms of abuse were also devastating. Indeed, 
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Walker (2009, p.46) argues that “for most women, the psychological abuse is the most 

significant part of the relationship and causes the most unforgettable painful 

experiences”. There are many types of emotional/psychological abuse (Follingstad, 

Rutledge, Berg, Hause, and Polek, 1990, p.108). According to Follingstad et al. (1990, 

p.109), the major types of emotional abuse are verbal attacks; isolation (either socially 

or financially); jealousy/possessiveness; verbal threats of abuse, harm, or torture. 

Verbal attacks, verbal threats, and isolation were considered relevant for this research 

because, to instil fear, ISIS relied on the use of coercive power to establish and maintain 

dominance over communities and women in particular. Furthermore, it sought to instil 

this fear by separating the Yazidi women from their family members. In their report on 

gender and conflict in ISIS-controlled regions, Dietrich and Carter (2017) shed light on 

the effects of ISIS occupation on gender norms among the communities. The findings 

of their report demonstrate how ISIS managed to control everyone living under its 

jurisdiction. A participant interviewed reported: 

ISIS decided everything and left no room for personal decisions. ISIS decided 

for our wives what to wear and what not to wear, they did not let women 

decide on their own, or let the husband decide what he like his wife to wear. 

They were deciding what to do, how to live, how to work, where to stay and 

go.   

(Dietrich and Carter, 2017, p.16) 

Emotional/psychological violence perpetrated against women and girls has been used 

to destroy communities and humiliate those who do not comply with ISIS’ rules under 

its jurisdiction. Therefore, ISIS imposed strict rules of moral codes to ensure that people 

under its control obeyed their rules –– many of which directly targeted women. 

According to Assyrian News Agency (2014), a husband of an Assyrian woman was 

threatened with death at a checkpoint if his wife did not cover herself. An OHCHR 

report (2014, p.10) documented the difficulties that women faced in Mosul. According 

to the report, ISIS treated female professionals harshly throughout Iraq. For example, 

female doctors reported that due to ISIS’s strict regulations on women, they faced 

restrictions against performing their jobs. On one occasion, a female doctor was stopped 

and not allowed to perform her duties due to not covering herself properly. In another 

case, while female doctors were on strike, “ISIS threatened them with the destruction 

or seizure of their properties and houses if they did not return to work”. Some of them 

reported that they had no choice but to return to their work by abiding by the dress code 
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imposed on them. On another occasion, according to the accounts of witnesses, parents 

and brothers of girls who did not cover “properly” were whipped by ISIS on the streets 

(HHRO, 2014, p.9). Restrictions on women’s movement and way of life have been an 

expression of straightforward violence targeted women under ISIS jurisdiction, 

alongside the physical violence the group committed.  

After ISIS’ campaign against the Yazidis, several studies have contextualised the 

gender-based violence against Yazidis within the pre-existing regional inequalities and 

hierarchies. For instance, Cheterian (2019, p.12) argued, 

violence has nothing to do with the victimised groups and their behaviour, 

their actions, and political choices. Instead, it is a problem that is rooted in 

the dominant culture and the ideological perversion that we witnessed in the 

Middle East throughout the 20th century. 

Cheterian (2019, p.12) further points out that Yazidis did not face this violence because 

they pose a threat to the power in Iraq or they collaborated with foreign colonial powers, 

or they threatened national unity. ISIS has subjected them to brutal acts of terror 

because of “ideological perversion of the ISIS and because of the degeneration of 

Islamic political ideology into fascistic ideology”. In her work on the analyses of the 

gendered nature of contemporary conflict against Yazidis, Kaya (2019, p.13) explores 

the causes of sexual violence against Yazidis. Kaya states that pre-existing structural 

gender inequalities and hierarchies in the region facilitated the gendered violence 

against Yazidis. Socio-economic background, ethnic and religious hierarchies in the 

region reinforced ISIS’s justification of sexual violence against Yazidi women. 

Similarly, Al-Ali (2018) analysed the extreme forms of sexual violence under ISIS by 

examining its roots, context, and ways to tackle it. Al-Ali (2018, p.23) argues that a 

historical approach towards sexual and gender-based violence challenge both the 

‘presentism’ that is widespread within the media and policy discourses, as well as 

essentialist notions about the Yazidis’ culture and religion. What we need is to consider 

and historicise how the gender-based violence in Iraq, and specifically against the 

Yazidis was instrumentalised by a wide range of national, local, and international 

actors. Without a historical approach, the targeted women are typically seen as “faceless 

victims of war, which contribute to their invisibility” in conflict settings (Kaya, 2019, 

p.7–8). Especially, the lack of meaningful government mechanisms to protect them 
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against targeted violence exacerbates their vulnerability in the face of violence 

(Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization, 2013, p.3). 

2.4.1 The Consequences of Women’s Experiences of Violence 

Having discussed the literature on ISIS and gender, this section now reviews the 

literature on the real-life consequences of women’s experiences of violence to highlight 

to what extent the literature discussed women’s victimhood and survivorship narratives 

after captivity. Gender-based violence is a widespread problem around the world with 

social and individuals impacts for women themselves, for their families, as well as for 

the communities. Since it results from gender inequality, violence against women has 

implications both on the societal level and individual level and several authors have 

discussed the effects of violence on women in the literature (Lentin, 1999; Lawless, 

2001, Cetorelli et al., 2017a, 2017b). According to Ellsberg and Heise (2005, p.21), the 

psychological consequences of violence are more serious than its physical effects. 

Therefore, most of the literature tends to apply psychological perspectives in 

understanding the consequences of violence on women’s lives. Janoff-Bulman (1992, 

p.51), for example, provides a theoretical framework for understanding individuals’ 

beliefs and refers to the notion of ‘shattered assumptions’, where the experience of a 

major trauma produces changes in the victim’s thoughts and beliefs of the universe and 

self. According to Janoff-Bulman (1992, p.6), there are certain three fundamental 

assumptions regarding the world and the self: 1. The world is benevolent. 2. The world 

is meaningful, and 3. The self is worthy. Trauma being endured leads to these 

assumptions being shattered. This perspective has been supported by Solomon, Iancu, 

and Tyna (1997, p.1786), showing that those who had been exposed to several traumatic 

events express more negative world assumptions than did those who had not been 

exposed. 

In contrast, Dekel, Solomon, Elklit, & Ginzburg (2004, p.418-419) in their discussion 

of world assumptions and combat-related PTSD argue that because of lack of long-term 

studies on persons’ world assumptions as a result of exposure to trauma, “it is 

consequently difficult to assess the extent to which emotional distress and more 

negative world assumptions are distinct outcomes of exposure to trauma”. Furthermore, 

we cannot be sure that emotionally distressed persons who show negative world 

assumptions following trauma did not hold negative assumptions prior to the traumatic 

event. 



42 
 

Lentin (1999, p.5) in her study of the gendered nature of genocide found that the way 

to deal with traumatic experiences is to banish them from consciousness; survivors of 

catastrophe often silence themselves or are silenced by society. Women either prefer 

not to talk about it or they are not allowed to talk about it by the society they live in. 

The latter reason might cause even serious and long-lasting impacts on women’s health 

because “withdrawing from others and delaying help-seeking can be seriously 

detrimental to victims’ self-esteem and successful recovery” (Johnson et al., 2008, 

p.68). This situation affects not only their health but also their social life as members 

of the community. As Johnson et al (2008, p.68) argue,  

 

The fear of violence causes women to curtail their activities in public places 

and can seriously limit the extent to which they participate in social or 

educational events or take on jobs that require them to travel alone at night. 

 

Given the fact that women are vulnerable to different types of violence over time in 

their lives (see Table 2.1.), the impacts and consequences of violence for females can 

be seen in every aspect of their lives. Some of the devastating effects of abuse are 

described as a sense of helplessness, a high incidence of depression, fear, and anxiety 

(Lawless, 2001, p.9). These consequences are likely to increase as abuse and violence 

accelerate. The person’s response to the traumatic events may involve intense fear, 

horror, or helplessness. Having experienced or witnessed these events may put the 

individual at risk for developing symptoms of PTSD (Brewin, Andrews, Rose, and 

Kirk, 1999, p.360). These events involve actual or threatened death, physical injury, or 

horror such as, sexual assault, torture, combat, or being in a flooded shelter during a 

hurricane (Ozer et al., 2003, p.53).  

 

 

Table 2.1. Violence Against Women in Their Life Cycle 

 

BEFORE BIRTH  • Sex-selective abortion 

INFANCY 

• Female infanticide 

• Negligence in care 

    

CHILDHOOD 

• Female genital mutilation, 

• Child sexual abuse 

  • (Coerced sex/rape/harassment) 
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ADOLESCENCE 

• Prostitution 

• Trafficking  

• Rape 

    

REPRODUCTIVE 

AGE 

• Dowry killing/honour killings 

• Psychological abuse  

  

• Violence in pregnancy  

• Sexual abuse 

• Trafficking for sex 

• Physical violence 

   

ELDERLY  • Abuse of widows/elder abuse 

 Source: Watts and Zimmerman (2002, p.1233) 

 

The literature also analysed the emotional and social consequences of traumatic events 

and demonstrated that different factors before, during, and after the traumatic event, 

such as psychological adjustment, family history, social support after the traumatic 

event, perceived life threat during the traumatic event, and peritraumatic emotionality 

influence the implications of the event for the affected (Ozer et al, 2003, p.55; Jensen, 

Thoresen, and Dyb, 2015, p.46). Related to gender violence against Yazidi women, on 

the individual level, Yazidi women fled their homes, lost and were separated from their 

loved ones, and restarted their lives in a refugee camp or an internally displaced persons 

(IDP) camp (Masmoudi, 2018; Bhattacharyya, Songose & Wilkinson, 2021). 

Furthermore, having sexual relationships with non-Yazidi men meant that women were 

expelled from the tightly knit Yazidi religious and cultural community (Bhattacharyya, 

Songose, & Wilkinson, 2021, p.3). In other words, if the children had non-Yazidi 

fathers, both the children and the mothers were rejected by the community to maintain 

the Yazidi identity.  

On the societal level, ISIS’ campaign in the key cities in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq 

was a severe and tragic incident that affected many communities, including the Yazidis. 

In fact, although Yazidis have attracted the attention of the international community 

due to the ISIS campaign of 2014; this community has experienced a long history of 

discrimination, persecution, and gender-based violence at the hands of the regimes 

under which they have lived. It is important to discuss their history of suffering because 

the persecutions faced by the Yazidis as a religious minority long before ISIS are core 

components of their identity and it is these persecutions that created a sense of 
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collective victimhood within the Yazidi community, which will be further discussed in 

Chapter Seven. 

A 2017 report published by the Middle East Research Institute (MERI) (p.9) 

documented that Yazidis have been targets of many violent attacks and prosecutions 

throughout history. Yazidis claim that they have faced 74 separate genocides (by some 

accounts it is 72 or 73) that attempted to destroy their religion (Otten, 2017, p.19; 

Murad, 2017, p.6). It is difficult to determine whether this number is accurate, but these 

genocides or persecutions happened under the Ottomans, the Ba’ath Regime, and most 

recently under ISIS (Dulz, 2016, p.135). For instance, during Saddam’s Arabization 

campaign of the mid-1970s (Anfal Campaign), due to their settlement, like Christians, 

they were affected by the campaigns of village destruction by the Iraqi regime. 

According to a Human Rights Watch report (1993, Chapter 11), “several thousand 

Yazidis were displaced from their homes in Jabal Sinjar, west of Mosul, in early 1973”. 

Along with their Muslim Kurdish neighbours, many Yazidis and Christians in the 

Sleivani and Sheikhan areas were removed from their villages. Even though they were 

not directly targeted, they fled their homes out of fear. Therefore, while Yazidis have 

faced persecution due to their religious beliefs, they have also had to endure atrocities 

due to their ethnic affiliation as Kurds (Dulz, 2016, p.136). 

The plight of the Yazidi community did not end after the Ba’ath Regime. After the US-

led invasion of Iraq in 2003, sectarian violence swept across Iraq, which involved 

fundamentalist attacks on all minority communities. For instance, according to a MERI 

report (2017, p.10), the attack in the villages of Kataniya and Jazira on August 14th, 

2007, caused the deaths of hundreds of Yazidis and another 1,500 were wounded. It 

was assumed that Al-Qaeda in Iraq masterminded the attacks. Moreover, the 

community’s homeland, the Nineveh province, has been one of the disputed territories 

between the federal Iraqi government and Kurdish forces (Zagoritou, 2019, p.33). An 

NGO report published in 2010 illuminates the issue by stating that both the central 

government and the KRG “simultaneously claim ownership over certain areas” and 

“these issues remain largely unresolved and could serve as the fault line for a major 

conflict” (NCCI, p.2). This history of suffering is important to contextualise the Yazidi 

women’s displacement due to ISIS’ attack on the region of Sinjar in 2014. The disputed 

regions presented further challenges in 2014 and created tensions between these two 

forces. Since the Peshmerga forces failed to protect the Yazidis from ISIS, the Iraqi 

government forces used this failure to achieve its objective of gaining control over the 
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territory.  

Related to ISIS’ campaign, although works have examined the gender-based and sexual 

violence in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq related to the patriarchal, Islamist, and 

militarist nature of the region (Begikhani, 2005; Mojab, 2004; Begikhani et al., 2010, 

cited in Al-Ali, 2018, p. 20), the international community turned their attention to the 

ISIS’s ill-treatment of Yazidi women following attacks on August 3, 2014. Following 

the attack, based on ISIS’s own fatwas (legal opinions given by an Islamic cleric on a 

specific issue), the group committed a large range of horrific acts against them. ISIS’ 

Research and Fatwa Department also declared that, unlike Christians or Shia Muslims, 

Yazidis are a “pagan minority” (Krajeski, 2018, para.13). Thus, they can be “killed, 

robbed, displaced, and forced to convert to Islam because they are not ‘People of the 

Book’” (Omarkhali, 2016, p.150). Such that, sexual violence against Yazidi women has 

been legitimised with their own religious justifications. Furthermore, ISIS’s English 

language magazine, Dabiq, reinforced this enslavement and stated that Islam permits 

sex with non-Muslim ‘slaves’, including girls (Al-Ali, 2018, p.21). Having studied the 

Yazidi survivors’ experiences from psychological point of view, Jager et al. (2019, 

p.10) examined the mental health consequences of the ISIS attack on Northern Iraq and 

found that there is a high burden of mental health problems in female Yazidi survivors 

(Jager et al., 2019, p.10). The research indicated that not only did the consequences of 

recent attacks revive the past experiences of the community and affect their health, but 

the consequences could also be an additional burden for their future lives. Cetorelli, 

Burnham, & Shabila (2017b, p.3) conducted research in various displaced camps with 

different groups –– mostly Yazidis –– in Northern Iraq. They interviewed 1300 

members of selected households who were displaced and able to flee ISIS. These 

members were diagnosed with different health problems; of the 1300 selected 

households, the most common condition was hypertension (19.4%), followed by 

musculoskeletal conditions (13.5%), diabetes (9.7%), and cardiovascular disease 

(6.3%). It is crucial here to highlight that this health data is highly prevalent among 

displaced people, compared with the general population in the region (Taha, Taib and 

Sulaiman, 2021, p.2). Having reviewed the literature on consequences of women’s 

experiences of violence, the next section turns to news-framing and stereotypes and 

then reviews the literature on the media representation of Yazidi women’s experiences 

of violence. 
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2.5 News Frames and Stereotypes  

Since this thesis sought to trace the representation of Yazidi women’s experiences in 

British and American newspapers from 2014 to 2019, there is a need to discuss how 

the media represent the world and how the news media produces specific knowledge 

about certain topics. The rich body of research on media representation illustrates that 

all representation is fundamentally and inextricably inscribed in power relations 

(Orgad, 2012, p.25). Entman (2010, p.392) argues that “since power is the ability to get 

others to act as one wants and assuming coercion is not an option, exerting power to 

affect behaviour in a democracy requires framing –telling people what to think about’ 

to influence the attitudes that shape their behaviour. According to Orgad (2012, p.25), 

power relations shape media representations, which, in turn, further shape and 

propagate these power relations by constructing knowledge, values, conceptions, and 

beliefs that further bolster these relations of power. Thus, the production of knowledge, 

conceptions, and beliefs by the media portray particular knowledge, values, 

conceptions, and beliefs as meaningful or truthful while others are suppressed or 

discredited as false, marginalised, or framed as deviant. These categories include 

gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, age and sexuality, and occupations (Orgad, 2012, 

p.25; McQueen, 1998, p.142). This notion is also echoed in Hall’s work (1997, p.258): 

stereotyping tends to occur in contexts that feature gross inequalities of power, and 

“power is usually directed against the subordinate or excluded group”.  

Entman’s model provides an important basis for this thesis as it highlights journalist’s 

intentions as they select which news events to cover and rejects the idea that journalists 

simply select frames unconsciously in the course of communication.  As a concept, a 

wide range of disciplines such as psychology, media studies, political communication, 

and economics use framing to understand and investigate the communication and 

communication-related behaviour (Hallahan, 1999, p.205). Robert Entman (1993, p.52) 

offers a model for framing which provides the most widely employed definition in 

political communication: 

 

Framing essentially involves selection and salience. To frame is to select 

some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 

communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem 
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definition, causal interpretation, moral evolution, and/or treatment 

recommendation for the item described. Typically frames diagnose, evaluate, 

and prescribe.      

 

Foundational works in media-framing described frames as schemata of interpretation 

(Goffman, 1986, p.21) or interpretive packages (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989, p.1). 

On the one hand, Goffman (1986, p.21) argues that it is not easy for human beings to 

interpret their personal experiences and make them meaningful. Therefore, we apply 

interpretive schemas or primary frameworks to interpret events meaningfully. Entman 

(1993, p.52), on the other hand, evaluates framing in relation to the media and 

demonstrates the process by which journalists cover any event or issue. He asserts that 

frames can be encountered in at least four different locations in the communication 

process: The communicator (which he refers to journalists), the text, the receiver, and 

the culture. Communicators are those who decide what to include or omit, guided by 

existing frames. The text is the second location where we encounter framing. In the 

text, there is a need to consider the absence and presence of certain keywords, phrases, 

stereotyped images, sources of information, and sentences that reinforce certain images 

of the event or the issue covered. Regarding the receiver, he points out that although 

the communicator intends to guide the receiver’s thinking and conclusion, the receiver 

may or may not reach the same conclusions about an issue. Lastly, Entman includes 

culture as another important frame; here, socially constructed sets of common frames 

about discourse and thinking apply. Given the research question (How are Yazidi 

women’s experiences of violence represented?), this thesis is interested in the framing 

in the text to be able to observe the deeper meaning of content related to Yazidi 

women’s experiences because the framings the newspapers use provide insights into 

the how the narratives about the women’s experiences of ISIS are constructed.  

With this in mind, it is crucial to analyse the framing patterns newspapers use, because 

journalists’ choice of topics, information sources, and perspective affect their readers’ 

perceptions and reactions. Tobechukwu (2007, p.66) states that media professionals 

make decisions to determine “what information becomes available to the media 

audiences and what remains available”. They determine news values by assigning 

meanings to information and indicating “the values by which it ought to be judged”. 

Williams and Bower (2009, p.162) argue that, since we do not have experience of 

genocide or ethnic cleansing directly, we must rely on the media, especially the news, 

to receive information about the issue. However, they further suggest that news is not 
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information; instead, the news is a “social construction that follows identifiable rules”. 

For example, Nacos (2005, p.436) states that the media tends to report news within the 

bounds of explanatory frames that cue the audience to place the reported events, issues, 

individuals, groups, and state actors into a contextual framework of reference. These 

patterns influence the way we define and respond to the issues reported. Specifically, 

in 1996, Entman (p.77) posited “a frame operates to select and highlight some features 

of reality and obscure others in a way that tells a consistent story about problems, their 

causes, moral implications, and remedies”. This process is performed through 

representations. Since this thesis sought to answer ‘how the Yazidi women’s 

victimhood and survivorship are represented in the news media from 2014–2019?’, the 

analysis of the framing used by the journalists allowed for a more nuanced 

understanding of a particular interpretation promoted by the newspapers on Yazidi 

women’s experiences over this period.  

As Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007, p.10) put it, “media effects are dependant heavily 

on people’s homogenous networks and their selective informational diets, which 

reinforced existing attitudes rather than change them”. This is, however, not to presume 

that journalists influence their audience’s perceptions using their homogenous networks 

and their selective informational diets only. The mass media also depend heavily on 

predispositions, schema, and other audience characteristics that influence the way they 

deliver messages in the news. According to Hall (1997, 257), media-filtered 

representations of reality serve to propagate distorted, exaggerated, and/or misleading 

stereotypes as true representations of individuals or groups into a reductive set of over-

simplistic characteristics. Further, the mass media’s reach across societies and borders 

serves to establish these characteristics as true characterisations of particular 

individuals or groups. However, Scheufele & Tewksbury (2007, p.12) assert that 

media-filtered representations, which are the same schemas that journalists use, do not 

mean, of course, that most journalists try to “spin” a story or deceive their audience. To 

Scheufele and Tewksbury, framing is a “necessary tool to reduce the complexity of an 

issue” in a way that makes it accessible to lay audiences.  

Since the process of representation is central to the media itself, in challenging certain 

meanings attributed to women, the media has often been seen as “part of the problem 

rather than the solution” (Isanovic, 2006, p.49). This is because the media’s 

representation is “the normative function of a language which is said either to reveal or 

to distort what is assumed to be true about the category of women” (Butler, 2006, p.3). 
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Following Triece’s (1999, p.42) argument, the qualities of “piety, purity, 

submissiveness, and domesticity” are ascribed to women within the discourse of ‘True 

Womanhood’ and this critique will be applied to the media’s portrayal of women from 

the ‘Global South’ and specifically the Yazidi women who experienced violence at the 

hands of ISIS. Before proceeding to review the studies on the news media and Yazidi 

women, it is important to look at how the media have portrayed victimised women in 

various conflict settings. 

 

2.5.1 Representation of Women’s Experiences of Violence in Conflicts 

Feminist media scholars have raised important questions about the depiction of women 

as a complex dynamic of gendered global media institutions (Watkins and Emerson, 

2000, p.152-153). Geertsema (2009, p.165), for example, analyses three different 

feminist approaches (local, global and local-global or ‘glocal’) to the problematic 

representation of women in the media. Namely, (i) the media’s scant interest in 

women’s issues, except for the occasional national-level analyses; (ii) the Eurocentric 

global feminist perspective that contributes to the othering of women based on race, 

class, and gender without acknowledging their differences; and (iii) feminist media 

perspectives that acknowledge the differences and multiple oppressions and 

complexities of women around the world, such that “reporters understand the culture 

they work on, give voice to those who are affected by issues and events and use 

progressive story stance”. Hesford (2004, p.105), in her analysis of how rape was 

documented as a human rights violation in the Balkans in the early 1990s, sought to 

understand how human rights violations are represented by international observers. She 

argues that survivors’ testimonies “play a key role in rebuilding civil institutions, in 

formulating movements for reparation and reinstitution, and in advancing the 

international human rights agenda”, however, this work also calls into question to what 

degree testimonial subjects are ‘romanticised as transnational artefacts, and/or turned 

into opportunistic spectacles for self-positioning or certain political agendas.’ 

More directly related, up until the mid-1990s, there has been little or no regard for 

gendered analyses of genocide portrayal in the media. Throughout the 1990s, however, 

war-related sexual assault formed a turning point in recognising war-related sexual 

assault as an international issue during armed conflicts. Here, researchers investigated 

the role gender plays in genocide based on the reports of mass rape in the former 
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Yugoslavia and Rwanda (Ashraph, 2018, p.9). Following that, an expanding corpus of 

useful work on the depiction of rape by the media in conflict, genocide, and war has 

formed (Batinic, 2001; Khalid, 2011; Stables, 2003; Holoshitz & Cameron, 2014).  For 

example, Batinic (2001, p.9) analyses Western feminist press coverage of the situation 

in the former Yugoslavia.   

At first, all women’s groups in the former Yugoslavia welcomed the unusual 

visibility of the rapes and the international interest in them, but soon media 

coverage became sensationalist. Graphic depictions of atrocities appeared in 

the media… showing women on television without protecting their identities 

and asking them to talk about their horrible experiences. 

 

Similarly, Cerretti (2016, p.796) questions the militarisation of sexual violence by the 

US in different contexts and wars, including Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and atrocities 

committed in the former Yugoslavia, among others. In the case of Kuwait, Cerretti 

argues that despite the US military intervention worsening the violence against Kuwaiti 

women in the aftermath, the visibility of violence against women in Kuwait was used 

as a pretext to justify military intervention in the first place. In this context, the salient 

point is that given the “contrasting statistics and stories from different sources”, the 

scale of such abuses has been exaggerated for political purposes, as it has been 

impossible to find evidence that revealed the thousands of deaths and mass rapes that 

were predominantly reported by the US newspapers in favour of the conflict (Cerretti, 

2016, p.797-798).  

As mentioned in the first chapter, in her analysis of the representation of Afghan women 

in English-language media, Abu-Lughod (2013, p. 101–102) has critiqued the notion 

of ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’ on the basis that this discourse 

is predominantly used for the representations of Muslim women and it justified the so-

called liberation by (predominantly white) Western soldiers to save those in need of 

protection. Stabile and Kumar’s (2005, p.766) approach further develops Abu-

Lughod’s argument, with the former labelling the framework employed to justify the 

US war in Afghanistan as thoroughly ‘Orientalist’, which “[has] constructed the West 

as the beacon of civilisation with an obligation to tame the Islamic world and liberate 

its women”. The justification of the war in Afghanistan was facilitated by US media 

coverage that emphasised two specific issues related to Afghani women: (i) the burqa, 

and (ii) the women’s access to education. By diverting attention to these two rather 

minor issues (compared with the killing of Afghanis due to the US war effort), the US 

media has actively ignored the life-and-death challenges facing Afghan refugees, 
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despite calls by the Afghan Women’s Mission and RAWA (the Revolutionary 

Association of the Women of Afghanistan) to stop the US bombing –– an issue that has 

received little or no attention in the US press (Stabile and Kumar, 2005, p.778). The 

final section of this chapter addresses how Yazidi women are represented by the media, 

which also highlights gaps in the literature. 

 

2.5.2 Representation of Yazidi Women’s Experiences of Violence  

In the discussions about the media representation of women in conflict settings, the 

literature has also critically discussed the media portrayal of Yazidi women who were 

victimised by ISIS. In their analysis of the representation of the 2014 Yazidi genocide, 

Buffon & Allison (2016, p. 191) show how the Western media portrays Yazidi women 

as “suffering bodies” and sexual slaves following the genocide. Drawing on 

Baudrillard’s hyper-visibility theory of media representation, Buffon & Allison 

analysed how affected Yazidi women were subject to hypervisibility by the Western 

media, which mobilises a specific narrative of victimhood. Hypervisibility refers to 

narratives (images, speeches, discourses) produced and disseminated by the media that 

ostensibly portrays subjects in a very one-dimensional way and erases the broader 

context in which action and subjectivity occur (Buffon and Allison, 2016, p.182). This 

media-driven hypervisibility of Yazidi women ignores the fact that Yazidi women play 

a multitude of important roles in their communities and portrays them as a homogenised 

and undifferentiated group of agency-less victims. Similarly, Foster & Minwalla (2018, 

p. 58-59)’s critique focused on Yazidi women’s perceptions of Western media’s 

journalistic practices when reporting on Yazidi women and girls. Having interviewed 

26 displaced Yazidi women in 2016, their research found that women are not simply 

“passive victims of racialised patriarchal religious regimes, local/national media, or 

Western global corporate media”. When it comes to engaging with the media, they are 

not allowed to practice their agency and control their own stories. Moreover, since they 

are unfamiliar with the way the media works, including who is reading and watching 

media reports; this situation creates additional unequal relations. Owing to the unequal 

gendered power relations between the journalists (whether Iraqi or international) and 

women and patriarchal social norms in the Yazidi community women experienced 

psychological and emotional pain and faced substantial coercion. Moreover, because 

of the problematic media reporting which revealed their identities without consent, 
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Yazidi women risked their lives and those of their relatives in captivity. The article 

concluded that Yazidi women continued to be disempowered after ISIS, although they 

showed courage by retelling their traumatic experiences of sexual violence with the 

hope that it would bring justice and support for them. Like the coverage of war 

casualties in the former Yugoslavia, at first, some Yazidi women felt it was important 

to talk to journalists to garner international media attention for their plight; however, 

they soon realised that engaging with journalists did not generate as much attention 

they expected, which resulted in frustration, anger, and betrayal (Foster & Minwalla, 

2018, p.58-59).  

In their recent study on the ethics of media reporting from 2014 to 2015 on Yazidi 

survivors, Minwalla, Foster, and McGrail (2020) analysed the ways journalists 

appeared to have violated the UN’s Global Protection Cluster Guidelines for reporting 

on gender-based violence. They found that sensationalised media reporting on sexual 

violence has practical and abstract implications. On a practical level, problematic 

reporting can lead to re-traumatisation, resulting in negative self-perceptions and 

negative perceptions by others, which damages the ability of survivors to recover. 

Abstract implications are related to the root causes of sectarian oppression and 

discrimination. Over-focusing on sexual violence narratives contributes to the 

normalisation of sexual violence in war and more broadly, the gendered nature of 

genocide does not receive the required attention (Minwalla, Foster, & McGrail, 2020, 

p.13). The article suggests that a feminist and survivor-centred approach to reporting 

on sexual violence enables to work with local and global actors, such as governments, 

humanitarian organisations, and civil society, including women themselves. Such an 

approach would allow to prioritise the safety and dignity of survivors. (2020, p.14). As 

mentioned in the introductory chapter, strands of this (dominant) narrative on enslaved 

Yazidi women have also appeared in psychology-related literature. In other words, a 

growing body of literature has examined the psychological consequences of gender-

based violence among female Yazidi refugees, such as PTSD (Ibrahim, Ertl, Catani, 

Ismail & Neuner, 2018). Although it is important to consider the physical, emotional, 

and mental health issues women have experienced, psychological approach does not 

fully capture the complex dimensions of gender-based violence. This thesis reveals the 

complexity of assumptions about gender-based violence by focusing on women’s 

victimhood and survivorship narratives in and after conflict. In doing so, it transcends 

the narrow boundaries of victim/survivor frameworks. 



53 
 

By expanding upon Minwalla, Foster, & McGrail’s work, this thesis is differentiated 

from others on the basis that it not only covers the peak of ISIS activity and the peak of 

media interest (2014–2016), but it also explores the media portrayal of women up until 

the defeat of ISIS in 2019, particularly focusing on how women’s victimhood and 

survivorship were represented by different sets of sources. The main focus of this 

research project is to explore the divergence between how Yazidi women characterise 

themselves and how they are characterised by the major international media to assess 

the character of their external and self-representations. This issue is deserving of 

investigation because the main original contribution of this study to the existing 

feminist literature is structured around its critical stance toward the representation of 

women’s victimhood and survivorship narratives. This thesis argues that challenging 

dichotomies understanding of victimhood and survivorship is a more useful act in 

providing a fuller picture of women’s lived experiences. This presents an important 

contribution to the scholarship because the existing studies on the representation of 

Yazidi women’s experiences have focused largely on narratives of sexual violence 

which exclude details that would allow us to unravel women’s every day (in)securities, 

and their challenges, opportunities, and decisions to survive both under and after ISIS. 

In brief, this thesis suggests that women’s lived experiences necessitate a deviation 

from the traditional understanding of ‘victims in conflict’ and ‘survivors after conflict’ 

narratives because such standpoints do not reveal women’s agency under ISIS and their 

victimhood after conflict –– issues which this thesis aims to address. 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

This study seeks to expand knowledge on the representation of Yazidi women’s 

experiences of violence and investigates the media representation of women, analyses 

women’s own representation of their lives, and compares these two representations with 

one another. In doing so, it assesses the balance between victimhood and survivorship 

narratives in the news media as well as women’s own narratives.  

As previously stated, the review of the literature reveals a close relationship between 

the feminist work and the representation of women in the media. To date, several 

studies have sought to explain the complexities of women’s experiences of violence, as 

well as the problematic nature of the news media depiction. Women's participation in 

ISIS as members has also been the subject of a huge and expanding amount of research, 

as their participation has challenged accepted notions about femininity. However, the 
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literature on the representation of Yazidi women’s experiences of violence is at present 

rather limited. Much of the current literature on Yazidi women pays particular attention 

to sexualised violence and, therefore, remains narrow in focus. Moreover, while such 

studies rightly critique the problematic nature of the news media coverage of Yazidi 

women, they only consider relatively short periods. Likewise, as the review of the 

literature has demonstrated, there is a paucity of media coverage on women’s non-

sexual violence narratives and security risks in and after ISIS. Therefore, to address this 

gap in the research, the current thesis investigates the victimhood and survivorship of 

Yazidi women by comparing the differences between the western media portrayal of 

Yazidi women and Yazidi women’s own portrayal of their experiences. To achieve this, 

the next chapter sets out and justifies the conceptual framework adopted by the 

researcher.  
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CHAPTER III: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  
 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a conceptual basis for understanding the representation of women 

who experienced violence in a specific part of the world. It begins with the researcher’s 

ontological position, which provides a rationale for the choice of this analytical 

approach in this thesis. This chapter examines the linkages among core concepts of 

representation and gender violence, as well as the sub-concepts of victims/survivors, 

agency/power, and silence/voice regarding the representation of women’s experiences 

of violence. This conceptual framework provided a reference for the formulation of 

research questions and provided a structure within which to organise the content of the 

research (Smyth, 2004). After the discussion of the guiding ontological considerations, 

this chapter then focuses on the concepts of gender and violence, which represent one 

of the main areas of interest in this study. This section includes a discussion of violence, 

male violence against women, and gender-based violence. The chapter then considers 

another core concept, representation, in relation to how are Yazidi women’s 

experiences of violence are represented. Sub-concepts derived from feminist scholars 

are outlined in this section to understand the representation of women’s experiences of 

violence; however, it is important to highlight that the structure of the conceptual 

framework was developed by the researcher, therefore, it is not ready-made (Maxwell, 

2013, p.51). These concepts allowed for a meaningful interpretation of the data with 

respect to the theory, demonstrating conceptual validity (Berman, 2013, p.13). 

Moreover, these concepts are particularly important because the way women in the 

Global South are represented has specific connotations that have become associated 

with either victimhood or survivorship narratives. For example, the western coverage 

of sexual violence tends to portray women as agency-less victims. Similarly, western 

media coverage of women’s resistance as survivors following conflict situations also 

reinforces the problematic binary view of such women as either victims or agents. 

Nonetheless, adopting either a victim or survivor dichotomy produces a particular ––

often partial –– knowledge about Yazidi women, which ignores the broader security 

problems facing women and their ongoing victimisation, as well as women’s strategies 

for dealing with these problems during and after conflict. In sum, this framework helped 

the researcher align the methods of the study with the core concepts embedded within 

the research questions. More specifically, it enabled the researcher to examine the 
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intersections of gender violence, security, and the media, as well as reveal 

underreported dimensions of women’s lived experiences under and after ISIS.  

 

3.2 The Ontological Position 

Wibben (2016, p.72) claims that a variety of approaches that lead to controversy derive 

from the differing political commitments that feminist scholars hold regarding their 

works. In other words, since the guiding force of their works may vary, they likely have 

different ontological standpoints. Related to this research project, there is significant 

diversity among feminist scholars regarding how gender should be considered in human 

security studies. Engendering the dominant/non-dominant relationships between 

gender identities, a gender perspective toward human security acknowledges securities 

and insecurities that range from large-scale ‘traditional’ conflicts to those ‘behind the 

closed doors’ of the private sphere, including domestic and sexual violence (Hoogensen 

& Stuvoy, 2006, p.225). In contrast, “there is no guarantee that gender would be 

routinely included as a category of analysis such as in critical security studies and the 

postmodernist critical (feminist) project” (Hudson, 2005, p.161). This means that 

gender is not the only factor in studying security, nor is gender the exclusive unit of 

analysis of feminist research (Hudson, 2005, p.161). Such that, feminist scholars do not 

have to only rely on gender analysis to rethink their ontology and epistemology, as 

rethinking one’s epistemology might reveal other dynamics of power with which the 

researcher needs to engage (Ackerly and True, 2010, p.28-29). In other words, there are 

multiple ontologies of gender in gendered analyses of politics. Beckman & D’Amico 

(1994, p.4-6), for example, conceptualised the differing understandings of gender as 

gender-as-difference and gender-as-power. Gender-as-difference relates to the binary 

between sex and gender, masculinity and femininity, men and women. Gender-as-

power, however, “reveals the power relations within and between societies, and can 

describe the historical roots and eventual outcomes of the public-private divide.” These 

two different ontologies have different impacts on research. In other words, how gender 

is considered affects the ontological and epistemological approaches adopted by 

researchers. In this thesis, the latter definition of gender underpins the ontology and 

epistemology because ontologically, ‘gender’ or ‘gendered’ reveals the power relations 

between the North and South, the abused and the abuser, which eventually informs the 

epistemological approach of the researcher.  
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It is important to point out that the methodology and the analytical framework adopted 

by the researcher cannot be separated from the ontology adopted in this research 

project. Like much research, this project developed over time through the researcher’s 

master’s thesis, in which the portrayal of women as warriors and as victims in the post 

9/11 wars in Iraq and Afghanistan was explored. This doctoral research project has been 

part of this background information that was developed over time. Having studied 

women’s presence in wars helped the researcher understand how their involvement –– 

as warriors, victims, or politicians –– can be gendered in the context of conflict. In the 

context of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the findings of the researcher revealed that 

women’s presence was contextualised to justify the wars as well as to create a 

‘masculinised femininity’ through representation. With this research, the researcher 

quickly became familiar with the role of representation in producing knowledge about 

a certain group of people in conflict and the researcher’s interest in the representation 

of women in the conflict began as a master’s student.  

As the researcher dug deeper into the issue by doing some additional reading, she 

realised that the representation of women who have experienced violence, rather than 

those who committed violence, was also an important topic so as to explore how far 

representation creates simplistic narratives and knowledge about Global South women 

who have experienced gender-based violence. The researcher believes that this research 

makes a useful contribution to the existing literature because it explores the production 

of knowledge representation from different perspectives; first, it explores the media’s 

representation of women; and second, it analyses the women’s own representations of 

their experiences. The purpose is to explore if these representations differ from each 

other. And if so, how, and why.  In doing so, this study extends previous work by 

analysing differing representations of women’s experiences of life with and after ISIS 

and investigating their everyday (in)security issues under and after ISIS and their 

coping strategies.         

 

3.3 Unpacking the Research Question 

This section highlights the main concepts that the researcher developed from the 

theoretical perspectives that underpin this research. First, it highlights the concepts of 

gender and violence, then, it outlines the concepts of representation. The following 

sections explain the relationships among the core concepts and how their 
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complementation helped the researcher answer the research question. In other words, 

the concepts outlined below reflect the rationale of the entire research process (Adom, 

Hussein and Agyem, 2018, p.8).  

 

3.3.1 Gender and Violence  

The issue of violence against women in recent years has been an important focus for 

many academics and feminist researchers (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005; DeKeseredy, 2020). 

Despite the progress made by the international community and feminists for change, 

violence against women continues to be an everyday part of human’s social life and 

prevents women from enjoying the full benefits of human rights. Since this research 

project deals with the representation of violence against certain women in a specific 

part of the world, it is important to review and elaborate on the concept of violence 

against women to describe the relationships between the main concepts of this study, 

which are gender and violence and representation. The core concepts highlighted in this 

chapter helped the researcher answer the research question.   

 

3.3.1.1 Meaning of Violence  

Violence usually intends to produce physical or symbolic harm to persons, property, 

communities, or social groups (Munck, 2008, p.13). Hamby (2017, p.168) states that 

there are many definitions of violence, but there appear to be few detailed rationales for 

the essential elements of a complete definition. Hamby (2017, p.168) further discusses 

that to provide a precise definition of violence, four elements are required. It is 

behaviour that is a) intentional, b) unwanted, c) nonessential, and d) harmful. These 

elements are essential to distinguish violence from similar acts, such as self-defence (a 

form of aggression but not a form of violence), accidents, and horseplay. Galtung 

(1969, p.168), on the other hand, argues that “it is not so important to arrive at anything 

like the definition, or the typology, as there are different types of violence. What is 

more important is “to indicate theoretically significant dimensions of violence that can 

lead thinking, research and, potentially action, towards the most important problems.”  

If we look at our daily lives, no individual or family has been untouched by the effects 

of war, violence, and death (Speckhard & Akhmedova, 2006, p.68). Violence is part of 

the world around us.  
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Linguistically, violence means extremely forceful actions that are intended to hurt 

people or are likely to cause damage.  For instance, in the media, we see “youth dying 

on the streets from drive-by shootings or militia bullets, people blown up in terrorist 

bombings, women raped or forced into prostitution, elderly people dying of hunger, 

corporations dumping toxic chemicals in our waterways, and children wasting away 

from preventable diseases” (Christie, Wagner, & Winter, 2001, cited in Byrne, & 

Senehi, 2012, p.12). In every aspect of their lives, people experience violence and 

abuse.  

“Conflict and violence exist in society at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, group, 

organisational, national and international levels” (Bartos, & Wehr, 2002, p.5).  Since 

all these levels might influence each other, Byrne and Senehi (2012, p.5) suggest that 

we must familiarise ourselves with the various means, methods, types, functions, and 

forms of violence. The World Report on Violence and Health (WRVH) divides 

violence into three categories based on who has been the perpetrator: self-directed, 

interpersonal, or collective, and further into four categories according to the nature of 

violence: physical, sexual, psychological or involving deprivation or neglect 

(Rutherford, Zwi, Grove & Butchart, 2007, p.676). Although these types of violence 

are divided into categories, it does not necessarily mean that they do not interact with 

each other. Many forms of violence may occur simultaneously. For instance, the 

collective violence against Yazidi community has involved sexual violence against 

women, while it has also combined with other categories of violence such as 

psychological, mental, or emotional violence. According to Krantz and Garcia-Moreno 

(2005, p.819), psychological, mental, or emotional violence take on different forms 

across cultures and societies. In the case of the Vietnam War, emotional violence 

involved “forcing the woman to have sex the day before she prepares to go to pray in 

the pagoda, thus forcing her to break the taboo of being ‘clean’” (Krantz, Phuong, 

Larsson, Thuan, & Ringsberg, 2005, p.1052), while in India, discrimination against  not 

having a boy child or even not having a child is considered as emotional violence 

(Srivastav, 2021, p.5).  

In the case of Yazidi women, various forms of violence manifested themselves in 

Yazidi women’s lives both in and after ISIS, and has had economic, social, 

psychological, mental, and emotional implications. The methodological approach 

adopted in this thesis echoes Munck’s (2008, p.4) argument that “force has material, 

social and cultural effects”. Overfocusing on the women’s experiences of sexual 
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violence at the hands of ISIS prevents us from understanding the full picture of their 

lives not only under ISIS but also after ISIS. Therefore, to be able to grasp fully the 

complex and multifarious ways the gendered-based violence is affecting their daily 

lives as well as their gendered roles, it is also important to analyse the women’s post-

ISIS lives.  

 

3.3.1.2 Meaning and Definition of Male Violence Against Women 

Blachfield, Margesson, & Seelke (2009, p.1) argue that, prior to the 1970s, male 

violence against women was often seen as a private matter to be dealt with among 

individuals; however, studies show that this issue is still considered a private matter 

and the victimised women are not provided with adequate protection in some cases. For 

example, according to a survey carried out in Egypt, Palestine, Israel and Tunisia, 

domestic violence is hidden and regarded as private by the police, justice, and health 

professionals (Douki, Nacef, Belhadj, Bouasker, & Ghachem, 2003, p.166). In Georgia, 

in most parts of the country, domestic violence is not considered as a public concern, 

but a private matter. The situation is exacerbated due to the lack of specific legislation 

on gender-based violence and comprehensive national mechanisms to implement 

gender-sensitive policies (OHCHR, 2016b, p.6). Nonetheless, in the late 1970s and 

1980s, violence against women was at the centre of the international community’s 

attention following the achievements of the well-organised grassroots movement of 

local, national, and international women’s nongovernment organisations (NGOs), 

which brought the plight of victimised women and girls at the centre of the discussion 

(Penn & Nardos, 2003, p.5).  The result of years of negotiation and active lobbying by 

the Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice and other NGOs was the inclusion of crimes 

of sexual violence in the International Criminal Court Statute (Pickup, Williams, & 

Sweetman, 2001, p.3). In doing so, rape and other forms of sexual violence were 

defined as war crimes in international and internal armed conflict, and as crimes against 

humanity. This development established that violence against women constitutes a 

crime under international law and in certain circumstances, action must be taken to 

eradicate it. Moreover, in an effort to emphasise women’s vital role in the national and 

international arena and promote the equality of women and men in the international 

area, the Commission on the Status of Women recommended that 1975 be designated 

International Women’s Year (Penn & Nardos, 2003, p.5).  
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When it comes to the definition of violence against women, however, there is no agreed 

definition among researchers of what violence is. This is because everyone has different 

perspectives on violence and these different definitions are reflected in different policy 

responses from human rights and development organisations (Pickup et al., 2001, p.11). 

The widely recognised definition in the UN’s Declaration on the Elimination of 

Violence Against Women (the first international human rights instrument designed 

exclusively to address violence against women) states that the term "violence against 

women" refers to 

any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 

sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 

acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or 

in private life” (UN, 1993, Article 1).  

 

Article 2 states that violence against women shall be understood to encompass, but not 

be limited to, the following: 

 

a. Physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring in the family, including 

battering, sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related 

violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional practices 

harmful to women, non-spousal violence and violence related to exploitation; 

b. Physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring within the general 

community, including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation 

at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women, and 

forced prostitution; 

c. Physical, sexual, and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the 

State, wherever it occurs.    

 

(UN, 1993) 

 

According to Pickup et al. (2001, p.14), this very broad definition is problematic 

because lack of clarity on definitions of violence against women leads to “confused 

dialogue about this issue, and the results on prevalence statistics that cannot be 

compared and constructed. When wrongly cited, they may underplay the issue, or lead 
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to charges of sensationalism”. Therefore, to fully understand the nature of the violence 

committed against women, there is a need to clarify the different forms of violence.  

Male violence against women is an endemic problem throughout the world that cuts 

across all divisions of class, race, religion, age, ethnicity, and geographical region 

(Pickup et al., 2001, p.11). Women all around the world have been subjected to 

violence, but their experiences vary, and they understand violence in various ways. In 

order to put forward a series of measures to be taken by member states to end violence 

against women, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon at the event to mark the 

International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women emphasised that 

“each and every State has an obligation to develop or improve the relevant laws, 

policies, and plans, bring perpetrators to justice and provide remedies to women who 

have been subjected to violence” (UN News, 2012, para.1). Despite all the efforts, 

nonetheless, “violence against women remains pervasive” (Kaya & Cook, 2010, p.424) 

and different forms of violence are practiced against women in different regions of the 

world. Even worse, women who have experienced violence are living with its 

consequences as can be seen in the case of Yazidi women who first experienced 

violence in 2014 and who have been still living with the consequences of ISIS’s 

persecution.  

 

3.3.1.3 Gender-based Violence  

Male violence against women and gender-based violence are two terms that are used 

interchangeably because gender-based violence mostly affects women and girls but the 

two are not equivalent. Having discussed men’s violence against women, this section 

provides an in-depth discussion of gender-based violence. Gender-based violence is 

increasingly being recognised as a global issue (Graaff, 2021, p.1). Even though both 

males and females have been targets of this type of violence, women and girls are still 

among the most and worst affected. This is an important topic of discussion because 

Yazidi women have experienced long-term gender-based violence under a systematic 

campaign of violence that no other ethnic communities have experienced under ISIS. 

Even worse, the gender-based violence against Yazidi women have also led to high 

levels of insecurities even after ISIS, which have contributed to their victimisation in 

post-conflict era demonstrating the long-term implications for women. 

There is no single accepted definition of gender-based violence. While some 

researchers prefer a broad-based definition, others argue for a limited definition. For 
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example, Ortbals & Poloni-Staudinger (2018, p.2) argue that gender should be taken 

into consideration when examining issues of violence. This term underscores the 

relationship between women’s social and economic status and their vulnerability to 

male violence (Johnson et al., 2008, p.2). Gender-based violence is any act of threat or 

harm inflicted on a person because of their gender (Duvvury, n.d, p.1). This kind of 

definition encompasses all kinds of abuse, including sexual, psychological, emotional, 

and physical. Therefore, gender-based violence is not purely sexual. Instead, it is 

complicated, multidimensional, and every day. In order to provide a more holistic 

understanding of gender-based violence, feminist scholars have also analysed the ways 

that “women have unequal access to nutrition, health care, to social services, to 

household stability, and income both during and after conflict” (Sjoberg, 2016c, p.203). 

In contrast, in her book on countering gender-based violence, Mathur (2004, p.11) 

noted that the definition of violence should also incorporate exploitation, 

discrimination, and upholding unequal economic and social structures. Her analysis of 

gender-based violence is important for this thesis. She goes on to argue that “gender-

based violence may take many different forms because within particular communities, 

cultures or regions and historical epochs, there may be distinctive patterns or 

manifestations of gendered violence associated with specific cultures and communities. 

In other words, although gender-based violence exists in all societies, it does not occur 

in the same way everywhere. Similarly, O’Toole, Schiffman, & Sullivan’s (2020, p.xiii) 

definition of gender-based violence considers the social aspects of inequality when 

describing gender violence. They note that gender violence is “any interpersonal, 

organisational or politically oriented violation perpetrated against people due to their 

sex, gender identity, sexual orientation or location in the hierarchy of male-dominated 

social systems”. In male dominated social systems, power, control, and violation 

manifest themselves in the form of gender violence as can be seen in the Yazidi 

women’s experiences of gender violence.  

Mojab (2004, p.108), in her analysis of violence in Iraqi Kurdistan, states that gender-

based violence “takes numerous forms depending on the context in which patriarchal 

gender relations interact with social formations such as culture, religion, class, race, 

ethnicity, and nationality”. Taking all these definitions into consideration, women all 

around the world are not exposed to violence just because of being women; their 

aforementioned ‘other’ identities and an imbalance of power also affect the way they 

experience violence and abuse, as can be seen in the case of Yazidi women who were 
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treated differently from other ethnic groups in ISIS-held territories. In other words, 

gender-based violence is deeply rooted in social and cultural structures and is linked to 

power inequalities.  

Around the world, gender-based violence manifests itself in multiple forms; intimate 

partner violence, marital rape, rape by other men known to them and by strangers, 

incest, foeticide, sexual harassment, trafficking for forced labour or prostitution, 

dowry-related violence, honour killings, other forms of femicide, acid attacks, and 

female genital mutilation (Johnson, Ollus, & Nevala, 2008, p.2). These types of 

violence can be defined as ‘gender-based violence’ because this violence plays on 

unequal power relations at the societal level (Heise et al., 1999; Johnson- Latham, 2005, 

cited in Johnson et al., 2008, p.2) and it can be perpetrated by both women and men. 

Kelly (2000, p.52) argues that “women are most likely to be assaulted by a man known 

to them” and this kind of violence has been one of the central “findings of three decades 

of feminist research on sexual violence”. Nevertheless, given the case study of this 

research, it is clear that the violence women experience can also be committed by men 

not known to them. This is not to presume that all men are violent, and all women are 

peace-loving. Equating violence with men and peace with women would be reductionist 

and reinforce conventional gender stereotypes. Following Munck (2008, p.9), this kind 

of notion also ignores the power differentials that structure the world. For this research 

project, gender-based violence is an important aspect in understanding how Yazidi 

women experienced violence at the hands of a ISIS as male-dominated radical group 

and how Yazidi women’s gender has been reconstructed by the news media and the 

women themselves, in relation to the violence inflicted upon them.  

With regards to sexual and physical violence, scholars have produced an expanding 

corpus of useful work on sexual violence, such as in the case of the genocide in Rwanda 

(Human Rights Watch, 2006), the civil wars in Sierra Leone (Marks, 2014), in the 

conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Meger, 2010), the war in Iraq (Green 

and Ward, 2009), Palestine (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2010), and the current conflict in 

Syria (Alsaba & Kapilashrami, 2016). According to Alsaba and Kapilashrami (2016, 

p.12), “women are exposed to many forms of violence ranging from enslavement in 

ISIS-controlled areas, or forced recruitment by Kurdish militias fighting ISIS, as well 

as arbitrary detention, enforced disappearances and abduction”. Among these different 

kinds of violence, sexual violence, in particular, is used against women in conflict and 

war and the 1990s saw unprecedented attention scholarly on sexual violence in war and 
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conflict. According to Skjelsbæk (2001, p.211), the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 and 

the ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia in 1992-95 generated attention on the 

international agenda on the phenomenon of sexual violence.  

It is important here to underline that women live differently in different places. 

Therefore, they do not endure the same intensity of gender-based violence in their lives. 

Kaya and Cook (2010, p.423) argue that “research from individual countries shows that 

women are under significant but varying levels of risk worldwide. For instance, women 

in the Middle East and Europe do not endure the same abuse because of geographical, 

economic, social, cultural, and religious differences. It can also be said that the 

differences are not only among countries but also within countries. As Radcliffe (2006, 

p.526) suggests “place-specific interactions… provide the context for women’s lives 

and gender relations in any one location”. What Radcliffe pointed out is that gender-

based violence is linked to locally structured socio-cultural and economic regimes. In 

line with this, since this research project deals with gender-based violence against 

Yazidi women, different cultural values and social norms in the region should be 

considered in understanding gender-based violence. To do that, this thesis provides an 

in-depth analysis of how women’s victimhood and survivorhood have been constructed 

in relation to the gender-based violence inflicted upon them. In doing so, it can provide 

a detailed analysis of gender-based violence that occurred against a specific community 

in a specific part of the world. The next section will focus on another core concept of 

this thesis, representation, and then outline the sub-concepts of this study and the 

relationships among them.  

 

3.3.2 Representation 

Representation refers to the process by which signs and symbols are made to convey 

certain meanings (Bernstein, 2002, p. 260). These kinds of signs and symbols are used 

to represent some aspects of ‘reality’. It is the process of re-presenting. It could be 

people, objects, groups, places, events, cultural identities, social norms, and so on 

(Bernstein, 2002, p.260). Thus, representation uses language to say something 

meaningful about or to represent the world to other people (Hall, 1997, p.15). Broadly 

speaking, representation involves the use of language, of signs and images to represent 

something and it is the production of meaning through using language.  



66 
 

Representation is about the production of meanings of concepts in our minds through 

language (Hall, 1997, p.17). The important feature of representation is, however, that 

meanings are not the same due to differing interpretations. Hall (1997, p.24-26) 

discusses three different types of representation: reflective, intentional, and 

constructionist. The reflective approach is to reflect and imitate the truth that is already 

there and fixed in the world (Hall. 1997, p.24). This approach refers to signs and codes 

that link the concept and reflect the reality of the world. The second approach, 

intentional, is different from the way the reflective approach sees the world. Hall (1997, 

p.25) argues that ‘it is the speaker, the author, who imposes his or her unique meaning 

on the world through language’. Third and finally, the constructionist (broadly defined) 

approach highlights those meanings are conveyed through the use of the codes and 

signs that we use. Steans (2013, p.141) argues that there is no ‘truth’ out there in the 

real world that needs to be uncovered. The material world exists but the meaning is 

constructed by a particular sound or word in order to communicate with others. 

Therefore, there are only representations of reality (Steans, 2013, p.141, emphasis in 

original). In this thesis, the analysis of the representation of women’s experiences of 

ISIS provides us with an understanding of how their realities are constructed and 

understanding of what these constructed realities tell us about their victim/survivor 

narratives that creates certain knowledge about them.  

Drawing on Hall's (1997, p.17) definition, there are two systems of representation. The 

first system refers to associations of objects, people, and events with a set of concepts 

and mental representations that people hold in their thoughts. Meanings are produced 

with this correlation. The second system is language. People need a shared language in 

order to “correlate their concepts and ideas with certain written words, spoken sounds 

and visual images” (Hall, 1997, p.18). More related to this research, different 

representation of the world produces different relations between people. As Weldes 

(1996, p.287) notes, “different representations of the world entail different identities, 

which in turn carry with them different ways of functioning in the world, are located 

within different power relations and make possible different interests”. In other words, 

different representations may place societies in advantageous or disadvantageous 

positions. For example, in the case of Yazidi women, overfocusing on sexual violence 

narratives undermines women’s agency and silences other important dimensions of 

gender-based violence which deserve as much attention as sexual violence inflicted 

upon them. 
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According to Hall (1997, p.15), representation is connected to the study of culture. That 

is to say, with the production of meaning through language, members of culture 

represent something to each other. Applying to Spencer- Oatey’s (2008, p.3) work 

‘culture is notoriously difficult to define.’ Apte (1994, 2001, cited by Spencer- Oatey 

2008, p.3) maintains that ‘despite a century of efforts to define culture adequately, there 

was in the early 1990s no agreement among anthropologists regarding its nature'. 

Spencer-Oatey (2008, p.3), however, proposes the following definition: 

 

Culture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values, orientations to life, 

beliefs, policies, procedures and behavioural conventions that are shared by a 

group of people, and that influence (but do not determine) each member's 

behaviour and his/her interpretations of the 'meaning' of other people's 

behaviour. 

 

This definition is important for this thesis because it draws attention to how the 

representation of different cultures influences people’s perceptions of the represented 

society. It is also essential to explore the production of meanings by the represented 

culture itself pertaining to their own stories. Such that, one can analyse if the 

representation of the given society reflects the society’s own portrayal of their lives. 

This thesis engages with the production of meaning within and between the texts, by 

both exploring the newspapers’ portrayal of Yazidi women and women’s own accounts 

of their experiences. In doing so, this thesis seeks to achieve a more balanced 

representation of the range of voices and opinions from a different set of sources.  

The researcher recognises that neither does understanding representation mean the 

same to all people, nor it does fully represent reality, even though it derives from reality. 

For instance, the researcher and the research assistant conducted interviews aimed at 

understanding Yazidi women’s narratives from a dialogue between the interviewer and 

the participant. However, the dialogue starts from ‘presuppositions’ (Widdershoven & 

Smits, 1996, p.281). From this perspective, the interviewer and the participant both 

have their own understanding of ‘reality’. As the researcher listens to the real-life 

stories, the dialogue opens itself to new experiences. In other words, when the 

participants tell their real-life experiences, a participant’s interpretation indicates the 

participants’ perspectives of their own lives. Understanding narratives, however, does 

not mean that the researcher holds on to one’s point of view, but ‘being transformed 

into a common position, in which one no longer is the same as one was before’ 

(Gadamer, 1960, p.360, cited by Widdershoven & Smits, 1996, p.281). Therefore, 
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understanding the representation of Yazidi women’s experiences of violence from 

different sources enabled the researcher to provide a holistic approach to their 

experiences of violence in and after ISIS. The next section moves on to the sub-concept 

of victimhood / survivorship and examines the connotations attached these concepts in 

relation to women’s experiences of gender-based violence.  

            

3.3.2.1 Victimhood/ Survivorship 

Victimhood and survivorship narratives are constituted via acts of representation. Since 

they are not pre-given categories, the constituted narratives about women who have 

experienced violence create certain understandings about these women themselves and 

shapes our knowledge of them. This section now moves on the core type of 

representation and explores what types of knowledge victimhood and survivorship 

generate through acts of representation.  

As mentioned before, throughout the 20th century, interest in the psychological impact 

of traumatic experiences has peaked during and after wartime (Ozer et al., 2003, p.52). 

During this period, activism and networking of local feminist groups produced the first 

written documents about the rape of women in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1992–1993 and 

opened the door for women survivors in the international arena to seek support and 

justice for what they were subjected to (Batinic, 2001, p.14). Conflict-related sexual 

violence (CRSV) has gained unprecedented levels of attention and visibility at the 

global level, in particular after the war in former Yugoslavia and the genocide in Bosnia 

(Houge & Skjelsbaek, 2018, p.19; Cohen & Nordås, 2014, p.418). Although this 

recognition of sexual violence against women seemed to be a victory, it soon became 

apparent that this recognition further “contributes to problematic hierarchies of 

victimisation that may serve to marginalise victims further in their pursuit of justice 

after mass atrocity” (Henry, 2014, p.97). Moreover, some critical feminist scholars also 

argue that there has been an over-emphasis on CRSV that “fetishises” sexual violence 

and obscures particular forms of gendered violence in conflict (Meger, 2016, 149). In 

mainstream media and politics, for example, women survivors tend to be depicted 

exclusively as mute, helpless, devastated, and abandoned by their communities, despite 

the fact that these women themselves engaged in lobbying international organisations 

alongside feminist organisations (Zarkov, 2014, p.7). Furthermore, women survivors 

were stigmatised, rejected, harassed, and left with no prospect of rebuilding their lives 
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in their communities (MacKenzie, 2010, p.203). This is because gender narratives “rely 

on and replicate a reductionist, one-dimensional perspective of women’s social roles 

and agency” that marginalise and subjugate women who experienced violence (Bleiker 

& Hutchison, 2019, p.240). This discussion provides a context for this thesis as it seeks 

to explore whether further victimisation continues with the international newspapers’ 

portrayal of Yazidi women in the 21st century. 

The term victim refers to “someone who has been killed or destroyed or who has 

suffered a loss” (Kelly, 1988, p.163). From a historical point of view, victims have 

often been blamed for the crime they did not commit (Lamb, 1996, p.6). However, with 

the efforts of feminists and those who work with abused women, such as therapists and 

humanitarian workers, public opinion has changed dramatically (Lamb, 1996, p.6). 

Feminists in particular have worked hard to ensure that victims are exempted from 

blame. Given the increased interest in women’s rights, talking or writing about victims 

has been an effective way of raising awareness of women’s basic rights. Indeed, this is 

perhaps the reason that ‘voice’ has been one of the most important metaphors of the 

second-wave women’s movement (Lamb, 1999, p.127). It is worth mentioning that 

those who sought to ‘give voice’ to women have been criticised for creating a hierarchy 

between women of different backgrounds, feeding into narratives of Western humanist 

discourse which presents a homogenised ‘third-world woman’ and reinforces narratives 

of victimhood. Such that, it may be more appropriate to ‘create a space’ for women 

through the production of knowledge to discuss how their experiences are constructed 

in specific contexts (Mohanty, 1988, p.83).  

 The use of the concept of victim has been a matter of controversy between two main 

bodies of research when it comes to sexual violence and rape. While victimologists use 

the term to highlight innocence and vulnerability in a court trial as a legal strategy 

(Schwark & Bohner, 2019, p.2), feminist scholars prefer to the term survivor (Hayle, 

2007, p.148). For feminists, constructing women as victims encourages others to label 

women as passive and lacking self-autonomy, which further erodes their ability to gain 

control over their own lives (Best, 1997, p.9). This label can also imply self-conscious 

emotions such as “shame, guilt, and a lack of self-compassion” (Williamson & Serna, 

2018, p. 669). While describing women as victims may convey a general and undesired 

understanding of a person such as damaged and/or unjustly harmed (Holstein, & Miller, 

1990, p.119), the victim status also has also created a “victim industry” from which a 

wide range of people have benefited. From this point of view, Ronsbo and Jensen 
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(2014, p.1), in their chapter ‘Histories of Victimhood: Assemblages, Transactions, and 

Figures’, suggest that there is a need to distinguish between victims and victimhood. 

While the construction of victims implies experiential suffering, victimhood is a 

political construction. The authors further suggest that the last few decades were 

“shaped by the notion of the victim” and “politics and collective action are animated 

by it”. They suggest that whatever we see in politics is often linked to the notion of a 

victim (2014, p.3). Activists, movement leaders, academics, and those who speak for 

victims transform the notion of victims in ways that increase their appeal and their 

influence in the politics and transformations of victimhood. Defining the problems as 

human rights violations gives them credit for whatever they intended to do (Merry, 

2007, p.41). Moreover, we see therapeutic work with afflicted persons. They transform 

this work into support for victims of marginalisation, poverty, and inadequate health 

systems (Campbell, 2003, p.73). Recently, Western and wealthy polities have come to 

see themselves as the victims of terrorist and criminal threats and attacks (Jensen, 2010; 

Simon 2007, cited in Ronsbo & Jensen, 2014, p.3). Given the fact that there has been a 

great deal of interest in the use of the concept of victim, Ronsbo and Jensen (2014, p.17) 

suggest an understanding of victims in their non-essentialised and ever-changing form: 

that is, understanding “the temporal and spatial specificities of any given situation for 

all the actors that form part of what we have termed the victimhood assemblage”.  

The transition from victimhood to survivorhood is crucial in understanding how 

language is constructed in describing people who have experienced violence in a 

specific context. This transition acquired significance in the early 1980s when victim-

advocates and professionals contributed to a “therapeutic framing of victimisation in 

which victims are assumed to need to ‘move on’ (Dunn, 2005, p. 15). In the early 1980s, 

feminists started to use the term survivor instead of victim (Dunn, 2005, p. 18). This 

was a decade of significant change for representations of survivors and their personal 

stories. Unlike victims, the notion of survivors emphasised a group’s positive qualities 

and imparts to them a notion of strength in the sense that victimised women were seen 

to be proactively making their own autonomous choices and then taking positive actions 

to improve their lives. Similarly, Williamson and Serna (2018, p.669) suggested that 

the term survivor implies ‘strength of will, resistance to the assault or self-shaming 

after-effects, and active roles in facing one’s traumatic experience and recovery’. In her 

chapter “Victims or Survivors?: Resistance, Coping and Survival”, Kelly (1988, p.163) 

argues that without considering women’s victimisation in terms of ‘the active and 
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positive ways in which women ‘resist, cope and survive’, women are more likely to be 

presented as “inherently vulnerable to victimisation and inevitable passive victims”.  

In her discussion of survivor narratives and representation of rape in the 1980s, Serisier 

(2018, p.55) argues that ‘feminist’ arguments drew on the long-standing feminist 

commitment to survivors telling their stories or ‘speaking out’. This commitment 

helped other silenced victims feel that they were not alone. Those who spoke showed 

empowerment, reclaimed their autonomy, and reformed their subjectivity as heroic 

activists. In doing so, the purpose was to educate society about the dimensions of sexual 

violence and misogyny and redefine the problem, as the problem did not belong to the 

individual who experienced it, but to the society (Alcoff & Gray, 1993, p.261).  

In contrast, during the 1980s, despite the fact the feminist movement helped create 

forums where survivors could speak, speaking out, or breaking the silence did not occur 

simply by the efforts of feminists. It was also shaped by the circumstances under which 

survivors are heard (Serisier, 2018, p.60). Media attention on the survivors’ lived 

experiences also opened space for survivor voices, as feminist activists generated media 

attention by emphasising “survivors of stereotypical ‘real’ rapes” instead of “using 

survivor narratives to contest the denial and victim-blaming”. Regarding media 

attention, Alcoff & Gray (1993, p.262) argue that the mass media often eroticise the 

depictions of survivors and sexual violence to titillate and expand their audiences. Like 

victimhood discourse, survivor discourse has also been used to consolidate dominant 

discourses. Survivor discourse paved the way, in some cases, for constructing “victim- 

and woman-blaming theories for abuse” such as a ‘victim personality’ (Alcoff & Gray 

1993, p.262). After constructing the theories, women are made dependent upon expert 

advice and help. These researchers sought to emphasise that expert advice and help are 

important in individual therapy or even in group therapy, but Alcoff and Gray (1993, 

p.284) contend that survivors do not need “authoritative mediation of their experiences 

for public consumption or experiential validation”. 

In line with this, despite the discussion about whether women who experienced 

violence should be labelled as victims or survivors, Dunn (2005, p.24) claims that 

neither the image of ‘passive victim’, nor of ‘active survivor’ is sufficient to accurately 

describe the multifaceted nature of women’s experiences because all these images are 

simply reductive typifications. Walklate (2003, cited in Davies, 2018, p.109) argues 

that the tensions between victimhood and survivorship are more problematic since this 

distinction fails to appreciate the process whereby an individual becomes identified as 
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a victim. Similarly, as Christie (1986, p.18) suggests, being a victim is an intangible 

quality, not an objective, measurable phenomenon, and not all those who experienced 

the same externally described events experienced them in the same ways; rather, “It has 

to do with the participant's definition of the situation” (emphasis in original). Casting 

an individual as a victim or a survivor makes it impossible to understand the 

complexities of individuals’ unique experiences; in the present context, this means 

understanding Yazidi women’s perspectives on the violence they have experienced. It 

is possible that females who have experienced violence can be active victims, active 

survivors, passive victims, and passive survivors at different times in relation to 

different events (Davies, 2018, p.109). Therefore, “analysis of women’s experiences 

must always be appropriately contextualised, rather than being appropriated by 

universalising notions” (Jacobson, Jacobs, & Marchbank, 2000, p.1; D’Costa, 2006, 

p.140). Such that, women’s own representations of their experiences with ISIS as well 

as after ISIS can be better understood. In line with this, this thesis seeks to critique both 

the lack of attention to the broader security impacts of sexual violence as sources of 

insecurity (Mackenzie, 2010, p.203) and the lack of attention to the women’s ability to 

survive not only under and but also after ISIS. That said, the researcher does not 

presume to claim that considering these women’s experiences of sexual violence is not 

important; rather, it is essential to illustrate the scale of the brutality committed against 

them and raise awareness about such affected communities globally. However, the 

security issues women face during and after conflict also require further investigation 

to be able to move away from the decontextualised, standardised explanations of the 

sexual violence to which they were subjected.  

 

3.3.2.2 Agency and Power 

According to Mohanty (1984, p.338), there are five specific ways in which non-

Western women are used as a category of analysis in Western feminist discourse; (i) 

women as victims of male violence; (ii) women as universal dependants; (iii) married 

women as victims of the colonial process; (iv) women and familial systems; and (v) 

women and religious ideologies. The current study is concerned with women as victims 

of male violence and how their experiences of violence are represented. Herman (2015, 

p.28) states that from a historical point of view, the real conditions of women’s lives 

were deemed as personal and private. Such that, those who spoke about experiences in 

sexual or domestic life were humiliated and not believed. Since women were silenced 
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by fear and shame, every form of sexual and domestic humiliation has proliferated. 

Eventually, their voices were not heard. The only place they had dared to speak about 

their experiences of violence was the protected environment of the consulting room 

(Herman, 2015, p.29). A feminist understanding of violence, however, acknowledges 

the strategies that survivors developed before, during, and/or after violence. Burgess 

and Holmstrom (1976, p.414) suggest that there are three different basic coping 

strategies that women may use; (i) verbal (screaming, humour, calm talking); (ii) 

physical (fighting, running away); and (iii) cognitive (deciding to submit to avoid 

greater injury, cutting off from the experience). It can be said that these survival 

strategies are developed to control the impact of violence they experienced. Drawing 

on that, women’s coping strategies under ISIS can be better understood which would 

violate common understanding of victimhood. 

Within the field of sexual and domestic violence, Kelly emphasises how women ensure 

survival by taking certain actions and making particular choices. Kelly (1998, p.165) 

states, “it is precisely these aspects of women’s experience that demonstrate that 

women do not expect or accept sexual victimisation, and which provide the basis for 

women’s struggle for autonomy.” In a re-working of the victim/agent dichotomy away 

from the standard descriptions, Mahoney (1994, p.59) argues that the problem 

regarding fighting oppression is twofold; 

 

First, the abuse of women and its consequences must be explained without 

defining women herself by the experience of abuse; and second, the women’s 

perceptions and the context of her life must be explained-defending the reality 

of this woman’s experience- in a way that locates her experience within 

patterns of systematic power and oppression. 

 

 Mahoney (1994, p.64) further claims that the problem with the definition of women 

who have experienced violence ‘lies in part in prevailing social and legal concepts of 

agency’. That is to say, in society, agency and victimisation are each known by the 

absence of the other: you are an agent if you are not a victim, and you are a victim if 

you are in no way an agent. Therefore, she argues that it is not easy to see both agency 

and oppression in the lives of women because of this “all-agent or all-victim conceptual 

dichotomy”. However, like Mahoney, many feminist scholars across many disciplines 

provided a critique of the way the concepts of agency and oppression are adopted to 

expose some of the ways in which women act as agents under oppression (Abrams, 
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1995, p.306-307; Richie, 1996, p.4–5; Hegde, 1996, 309–310). This discussion can also 

be applied to Yazidi women’s experiences. Having lived under ISIS rule (as discussed 

in Chapter Seven) did not simply make them victims with no agency, given the fact that 

some of them developed strategies to confront ISIS’ brutality and played a role in the 

construction of their lives after ISIS. As Hegde (1996, p.310) noted, the important issue 

is “to attempt a sensitive reading of the specificity of marginalised lives” by showing 

“how the everyday lives of women are constituted in the interstices between being 

victims of oppression and agents of oppression”. 

There is, however, not an agreed-upon definition of the term agency. Hitlin & Elder 

(2007, p.171) argue that ‘agency remains a slippery concept because of inconsistent 

definitions across theoretical projects.’ Campbell (2009, p.409-410) describes this 

tension as the ‘black box’ of personal agency and identifies two contrasting conceptions 

as forms of agency. Campbell (2009, p.409) points out while some authors describe the 

term agency as the ability of individuals to implement their will, which enables them 

to realise their chosen goals, others, such as Weber (1964, p.152) defines this concept 

as the “probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to 

carry out his (sic) own will despite resistance”. In other words, the first 

conceptualisation considers agency as the strength of will of individuals, while the 

second one considers it as an act of power that individuals exercise despite the 

constraints of social structure. Lukes (1974, p.31) well summarises the difference 

between these concepts; while the first indicates a ‘capacity’, an ‘ability’, the other 

indicates a ‘relationship’; ‘the power to’ as opposed to ‘the power over’. Hitlin and 

Elder (2007, p.185-186) also posit that “human agency is social, structured by 

interactional situations”. Even though individuals have some sort of free will in their 

actions, this capacity is not enough to explain the social structures surrounding the 

exercise of their personal agency. This discussion is also echoed in Gentry’ and Laura’s 

(2015, p.138) book ‘Beyond Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Thinking About Women’s 

Violence in Global Politics’, in that they acknowledge that individuals do not make 

choices independently of either other people or the social structures around them. They 

note that individuals do make choices, but those choices are both heavily and 

differentially constrained. They go on to elucidate:  

By heavily constrained, we mean that a wide variety of social structures, 

expectations and significations play a role in constituting conditions of 
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possibility for choices and the choices themselves. By differentially 

constrained, we mean that both the level and type of constraints differ across 

people’s positions in social and political life based on gender, race, class, 

nationality and other features of position in global politics. 

 

Applying gender analysis to the phenomenon of agency and victimisation provides a 

recognition of the relationship between subjectivity and social structure. In so acting, 

in the face of externally imposed structures that are not of women’s own making, 

women’s agency can be recognised.  

This section has situated women’s experiences of violence and women’s missing 

agency within a broader context. Within the context of gender-based violence, as 

Angelis (2012, p.52) claims, agency is best realised and served when two significant 

theorisations apply; first, there is a need to apply a relational lens across women’s 

victimisation and agency, and between opportunities and constraints inherent across 

structure and agency (considering the fact that when a woman is oppressed, she might 

also be an agent); and second, that in considering subjective power, women’s lived 

realities and the diversity within experiences begin to emerge. Every woman has 

different experiences that must be situated within any oppressive context. Accordingly, 

Yazidi women’s experiences should be situated within the structure of the male-

dominated gendered context in a very specific part of the world and should be analysed 

based on their specific experiences under and after ISIS.  

 

3.3.2.3 Silence and Speech 

Having explored alternative ways of thinking about security and agency, feminist 

security scholars have developed an in-depth analysis of gender and gendering violence 

and more recently engaged with a discussion of conflict-related sexualised violence 

through the process of representation to formulate a more sensitive understanding of 

violence women experience (Shepherd, 2016, p.269). Scholars have critically analysed 

the media portrayals of particular groups that use colonial tropes and binary oppositions 

dominated by narratives about women’s essential helplessness and victimhood. Bleiker 

and Hutchison (2019, p.241) also offer an insightful discussion of ways to critique the 

singular depiction of women as ‘vulnerable, dependant, and powerless’ and argue that 

FSS not only fought hard for decades to challenge the gendered dynamic of global 

politics that marginalises women’s experiences, but feminist IR scholars also examined 

how the representations of women shape and constrain how we think about women and 
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their experiences. Such simplistic binary oppositions (re)produce hegemonic 

assumptions about acceptable and deviant expressions of femininity in specific contexts 

(Madriz, 1997).  

As discussed in the research interests noted above, the researcher was particularly 

interested in exploring the representation of Yazidi women’s experiences under and 

after ISIS. This research recognises a need to address women’s unspoken and under-

investigated experiences under and after ISIS that facilitate a novel and sensitive 

reading of gendered violence. The concepts of silence and voice are conceptualised 

differently in academic disciplines and interdisciplinary fields. However, the 

relationship between these two concepts has emerged as an important topic of 

investigation in the fields of rhetoric and communication studies and having influenced 

by Western understandings of communication practices, voice has been regarded as 

"privileged object of study” within these fields (Rowe & Malhotra, 2013, p.3). In its 

extensive review of the literature on silence/speech, Guillaume (2018) retrieves traces 

of voice and silence in IR and security studies and concludes that conceptualising 

silence as merely the absence of sound/speech/voice is problematic as specific socio-

economic and cultural contexts require the individuals to decide what is said and how 

it is said in the forms of oppression. For the security framework, silence represents a 

lack; it can only be ontologically, epistemologically, and normatively understood as a 

negative function of speech (emphasis in original, Guillaume, 2018, p.483). The 

securitisation framework is premised on the “necessity to speak in order to be a subject” 

and to “speak security in order to become someone worthy of consideration and 

protection by the state” (emphasis in original, Guillaume, 2018, p.479). However, the 

partial account of the (in)ability to speak on security prevents security studies from 

considering the place of women in the process of securitisation and obscures the 

multiple meanings of silence. Hansen (2000, p. 287), for example, highlights how 

“silence can be security when insecurity cannot be voiced” in the example of honour 

killings in Pakistan, which means that women might face more insecurity if they were 

to speak.  

FSS has explored that silence as well as voice “has emerged as a tool of empowerment, 

not just for handling danger, but also for reconsidering one’s situation, developing 

strategies for resistance and change, and challenging patriarchal and class privilege, 

oppression, and social injustice” (Parpart, 2020, p.317). More related to this research, 

women’s strategic use of silence under ISIS requires a theoretical examination because 
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it uncovers women’s everyday insecurities under ISIS and their strategies to deal with 

them. FSS enables us to ask “How masculinist privilege can be challenged only through 

voice?” and “Can silence be a form of power and agency to develop strategies in 

different contexts?” Therefore, FSS provides a critical theoretical underpinning of this 

research project, since it allows us to reveal experiences and strategies of those 

predominantly marginalised in specific geographical contexts, thus potentially 

challenging the deeply held assumptions about Yazidi women. 

One can also conceive of other examples in other contexts. More recently, Verstraete 

(2013, p.6) manifested silence as resistance in Turkey during the 2013 Taksim Square 

protests by showing how a silenced body could still speak against repression. Ferguson 

(2003, p.50) points out that contrary to the assumptions of cultural values, the most 

brutal and unforgiving conflict emerge within family structures, and to “enable 

domestic continuity”, families use silence as a strategy. Furthermore, this concept was 

famously utilised by Mohandas Gandhi in anti-imperial struggles that served as a key 

driver of a massive civil disobedience campaign in India (Baxi, 2009, p.253). Drawing 

on this perspective, this research project moves beyond the narratives of helpless 

victims that obscures the strategic decisions women may have made to survive in and 

after conflict settings. More specifically, in this context, it is women’s everyday 

insecurities under ISIS and in IDP camps. Therefore, engaging with the ongoing 

scholarly discussions about victim/survivor, silence/voice, agency/power are important 

to the formation of a new understanding of the complexity of women’s lived 

experiences. In other words, they offer very different interpretations of women’s lived 

experiences by critiquing the common perceptions about gender-based violence in the 

Global South.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this chapter argued for the significance of this study by discussing the 

core concepts of representation and gender-based violence and the sub-concepts of 

victimhood and survivorship, agency and power, and silence and speech. The 

conceptual framework has been employed as an argument in this thesis “as to why the 

topic of this study matters and why the theoretical and methodological tools for 

conducting this study are rigorous and appropriate” (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017, p.220). 

This chapter brought all the concepts together through a process the demonstrated their 
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interconnections and tensions, allowing the researcher to produce a deeper and more 

integrative understanding of the representation of Yazidi women’s experiences of 

violence. For example, this chapter argued for the significance of victim and survivor 

narratives, while also discussing and critiquing victim/survivor dichotomy. This thesis 

argues that framing women’s experiences as linear process of moving from victimhood 

to survivorship is not always the reflection of reality. Rather, women’s experiences can 

contain both victimhood and survivorship narratives both in and after conflict. 

Following the discussion of the research topics and themes, the next chapter will discuss 

methodology of this thesis, which implements this conceptual framework.  
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CHAPTER IV: METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Starting with the epistemological position and ethical issues raised in this research 

project, this chapter describes how the research was conducted and considers the 

methods used to collect and analyse the data. This thesis comprises a case study of 

violence against women and its representation. This chapter highlights the key 

motivations for the selection of the news media data, and then explains how these data 

were collected and analysed. The chapter, then, moves on to the interview data and 

highlights how the interview data was collected and analysed.  

This thesis adopted a feminist methodology (or theoretical method), as defined by 

Ackerly, Stern, & True (2006, p.6) to guide the research process. The combination of 

two sub-projects together (the analysis of news media portrayals and the interviews) 

helped to address the research question and then contrast the results drawn from these 

two data sources to determine if and how they converge, differ, or any combination of 

these. Although these two data sources are distinct methodologically, they both 

represent integrated parts of this project. Moreover, following Ackerly & True (2020, 

p.7), it may be required to employ many methods to address a single research question 

to “reveal oppressions and silences, and to understand the conditions, processes, and 

institutions that cause and sustain these oppressions and silences.” In line with this, the 

analysis of the data from different types of sources allowed me to reveal the women’s 

complex realities in relation to the violence they experienced.   

 

4.2 The Epistemological Position 

In the 1990s, in her ground-breaking work, Gender in International Relations: Feminist 

Perspectives on Achieving Global Security, Tickner interrogated core issues in 

mainstream IR; her research was foundational to early feminist IR studies (Youngs, 

2004, p.79). Tickner’s research has provided one of the most comprehensive bodies of 

research for feminist IR scholars by asking these questions: ‘Why is the subject matter 

of my discipline so distant from women’s lived experiences? Why have women been 

conspicuous only by their absence in the worlds of diplomacy and military and foreign 

policy-making?’ (Tickner, 1992, p. IX). In doing so, many international feminist 

scholars, most notably Tickner and Enloe, developed methods of locating gender and 
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the international around feminism (Sylvester, 2004, p.18; Agosin 2001; Cook 1994; 

Peters & Wolper, 1994, cited by Tripp, 2013, p.3). Today, the UN and many other 

international actors and national governments around the globe have adopted the 

concept of human security in their policymaking, and feminist approaches have gained 

recognition in policy circles (Tripp, 2013, p.3; Shepherd, 2013, p.437). What has 

emerged in the subsequent development of feminist IR is that it “adopts different 

referent objects, epistemologies, and methodologies in order to broaden the definition 

of security as one of the concepts central to international relations theory and practice” 

(Buzan & Hansen, 2009, p.208).  

Epistemology can be defined as “the system of rules, conditions, and beliefs that one 

uses to tell the difference between fact (knowledge) and opinion” (Ackerly & True, 

2010, p.27). Feminist epistemology takes the production of knowledge into account and 

analyses the language through which we understand our experience (Ackerly & True, 

2010, p.26-27). As Ruokonen-Engler & Siouti point out (2016, p.747): 

 

theoretical developments like the idea of the social construction of 

knowledge, the influence of ethnographic approaches, feminist theory, post-

structuralism, and post-colonialism have forged the reflexive turn in the social 

sciences by destabilizing the idea of “objectivity” of scientific knowledge 

production processes and have prompted scholars to reconsider the influence 

of the researcher on a research process.  

 

They go on to suggest that scholars should avoid defending the illusion of objective 

knowledge and knowledge production processes as something unaffected by the 

researcher themselves. As such, social scientists should be able to make assessments of 

themselves and the situation to carry out good research. In Alvesson and Sköldberg’s 

(2000, p.245) words, reflection refers to: 

 

thinking about the conditions for what one is doing, investigating the way in 

which theoretical, cultural, and political context of individual and intellectual 

involvement affects interaction with whatever is being researched, often in 

ways difficult to become conscious of.   

 

Reflexivity has been discussed from different perspectives in social sciences such as in 

feminist standpoint theories (Harding, 1993), social psychology (Breuer and Roth, 

2003; Langer, 2009), and sociology (May, 2002).  In 1988, Donna Haraway (p.575) 

discussed the question of what we might mean by the curious and inescapable term 

objectivity, posed by academic and activist feminist inquiry. Haraway (1988, p.583) 
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argued that “feminist objectivity is about limited location and situated knowledge, not 

about transcendence and splitting of subjects and objects. It allows us to become 

answerable for what we learn how to see.” Reflexivity has been part of this research 

because the research question I developed, and the data collected from both the news 

media and the semi-structured interviews led to self-reflection about my own role 

within this research. In other words, the research process with which I have engaged 

reflects how I consider gender-based violence against Yazidi women.  

Ackerly and True (2020, p. 91) suggest that because we see, watch, and look at the 

world in ways that reflect our own biases and vantage-points, it is essential to be self-

reflexive about the position from which we theorise about the political and social world 

and to locate our subjectivities in our research. Since researchers might look at a 

specific subject from different perspectives, the “why I do what I do” approach should 

be made explicitly visible (Ruokonen-Engler & Siouti, 2016, p.747). This process 

involves “becoming aware of the roots of one’s interest and the underlying dynamics 

of one’s work with regards to biographical experience” (Langer, 2009, p.28). As such, 

these identifications function as a tool for understanding. Reflexivity is an essential 

aspect of the feminist approach to research practice, and it is no surprise that ‘such 

strong opposition to the idea of the researcher as an emotional blank comes from the 

feminist camp’ (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.218). The importance of the role of the 

researcher in feminist research was also articulated in the 1990s by Liz Stanley (p.3), 

as she called for the inclusion of ‘an intellectual autobiography’ of the researcher in 

feminist work so as to contribute to the understandings of how ‘common lives’ and 

‘extraordinary lives’ can be recognised. I draw on this discussion and reflect on the case 

study chosen and the methodology employed to study this subject because this thesis 

reflects how I understand gender-based violence against women from my own 

perspective, which might have been different if someone else had investigated the same 

topic due to different philosophical approaches to phenomena, such as normative 

theory, constructivism, and postmodernism as Brown (2001, p.1) outlined.  

Although seldom accepted, research on understanding social, cultural, and intellectual 

dimensions of knowledge production showed that ‘what appeared to be “objective” 

knowledge has become constructed knowledge, which inherently would be different if 

constructed from another perspective’ (Breuer & Roth, 2003).  ‘Subjective reflectivity 

is one of the decisive tools with which to come to new perspectives and insights’ 

(Langer, 2009, p.32). Therefore, the role of the researcher’s experiences, emotions, 
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values, and so forth are not excluded from academic research. A more general 

contribution about feelings and emotions in the construction of knowledge appeared in 

Jaggar’s powerful 1989 article in which he (1989, p.151-52) critiques the Western 

philosophical tradition that sees emotion as subversive to knowledge. The belief is that 

trustworthy knowledge can be established only by methods that neutralise the values 

and emotions of individual scientists. The research approach to epistemology has 

challenged this view and argues that emotion is an important part of the researcher’s 

motivation in social science. It also helps researchers determine the research problems 

and the methods by which they are studied (Jaggar, 1989, p.167). To Jaggar (1989, 

p.167), investigating the inexplicable and illegitimate feelings and emotions may allow 

us to challenge dominant conceptions of the status quo, irrespective of the research 

topic. 

More specifically related to this thesis, considering the emotions of subordinated people 

may reveal the obscured reality of these individuals, especially women’s reality. This 

approach raises the question of why we should trust the emotional responses of women 

and other subordinated groups. Jaggar (1989, p.168) argues that the perspectives of 

subordinated individuals’ points of view are less partial and distorted and therefore 

offer a more reliable view than those of dominant elites. These people “have a kind of 

epistemological privilege in so far as they have easier access to this standpoint, 

therefore, a better chance of ascertaining the possible beginnings of a society in which 

all could thrive” (Jaggar, 1989, p.168). What Jaggar refers to is that researchers should 

listen to participants’ own feelings and process them, especially when conducting 

interviews. During interviews, researchers should evaluate cultural norms and 

expectations because these patterns form how the participants evaluate a certain 

situation, dependent on their emotions and feelings. This kind of approach applies to 

this thesis as well and I hope that this section provides others with some insights in 

completing some of the challenges I faced as part of doctoral life.  

It is important to stress here why I did not use a structured method of interview data 

analysis. First, in the quantitative interview method, a tightly structured schedule of 

questions (plus the possible answers) was used (Fox, 2009, p.5), which is not 

appropriate to the research objectives here (which focus on the women’s own 

understanding of their experiences, rather than the set of possible answers the women 

may have expressed). Second, the concept of external validity, especially the concept 

of population generalisation is closely linked to quantitative research, which has been 
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criticised by qualitative methodologists on the basis that it does not adequately 

represent contexts as well as points in time and time period (Schreier, 2018, p.85-88). 

The positivist paradigm of exploring social reality (which all quantitative researchers 

attempt to study) is based on the idea that reality is independent of social construction, 

which has been the target of interpretive researchers. Interpretive researchers, however, 

believe that reality is a human construct and is not “independent of thinking, reasoning 

humans” (Antwi & Hamza, 2015, p.218). As Klein & Myers (1999, p.69) argue, access 

to reality is possible through social constructions such as language, consciousness, and 

shared meanings.  

This thesis encompasses two main issues related to power in its analysis of women’s 

experiences of gender-based violence. First, this specific security issue is intertwined 

with power relations between the abused and the abuser: How the gendered identity of 

the Yazidi women has been exploited by ISIS to justify the abuse and violence they 

committed represent power dynamics of gender relations between the abuser and the 

abused. Second, the representation of these experiences is related to how they are 

perceived and constructed by others, again based on the gender power relations that 

manifest themselves across societies. In these power relations, while certain narratives 

become predominant, others that affect those most marginalised may be neglected. 

Yazidi women are not an excluded group of people in global politics, whose voices 

need to be heard (although this does not mean that their voices are listened to, and their 

needs are met accordingly). Instead, they are those whose experiences are constructed 

in simplistic, reductionist terms, which provides us with narrow insights into 

marginalised women’s experiences of violence in a specific geographical context. This 

research project follows D’Costa’s (2006, p.130) definition of marginalisation: “a 

social status which is linked to particular identities or social groups who remain 

socially, politically, and economically marginal in traditional and patriarchal societies”.  

 

This thesis is situated within feminist analysis as its core focus echoes the common 

assumptions that feminist research share: women’s lives are important (Reinharz, 1992, 

p.241, cited by Tickner, 2005, p.7; Pettman, 1996, p.105) and the structures of 

oppression need to be changed (Hesse-Biber, 2012, p.4). Epistemologically, female 

experiences are a key concept for feminist research because making women’s 

experiences visible provides important insights into many contemporary global 

problems (Steans, 1998, p.4). In line with feminist research, this thesis is also interested 
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in these women’s contemporary issues after ISIS because living in a post- ISIS 

environment does not necessarily make them survivors with no issues. Their current 

situation clearly demonstrates the long-term implications of gender-based violence, 

which will be discussed further in Chapter Seven. 

For mainstream feminists, women’s voice and agency have been the focus of discussion 

in conflict settings in order to address the contemporary issues and achieve a more 

gender equal world against oppression and social inequalities (Parpart, 2020, p.318), 

This thesis seeks to build on these discussions to provide an analysis of the 

representation of women’s personal experiences under and after ISIS. As such, the 

representation of violence experienced by Yazidi women can be properly understood. 

Moreover, placing women’s own representations and voices within the centre of 

research, feminist security scholars have documented colonised women’s lives, views, 

and relations (Pettman, 1996, p.20). According to Pettman, these studies give women a 

presence beyond their usual invisibility or stereotypic representation in masculinist 

tellings. Pettman (1996, p.20) furthermore argues that the feminist framework “often 

reveals differences among women which caution us against homogenising them within 

a single category”. Given that gender power relations privilege some and neglect others 

in order to make inequalities and insecurity apparent, we should consider the economic, 

political, social, or personal circumstances of individuals: In other words, people’s 

gender identities. Adapting a feminist epistemology, therefore, allowed me to critically 

analyse both the media representation of these women and the women’s own 

representation of their lived experiences in detail to reveal the gendered nature of the 

representation of this marginalised group and women’s complex and challenging 

experiences of violence in and after conflict.  

 

4.3 Ethical Issues 

Ethical guidelines are important because they help ensure that research is directed 

toward worthwhile goals and that the welfare of research participants and researchers 

is protected (Diener & Crandall, 1978, p.1). Ethical issues arise in all methods of social 

research, including interviews, and professional associations play an important role in 

all research involving human subjects regarding the ethical issues associated with a 

particular study (Darlington & Scott, 2002, p.22). Bryman (2016 p.121) indicates that 

associations such as the British Sociological Association (BSA), the Social Research 
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Association (SRA), and the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC, 2015) have 

developed codes of ethics to deal with issues that might arise in the course of conducting 

research. For example, according to the guidance (known as the Framework for 

Research Ethics) provided by the ESRC, all researchers should be aware of the 

following principles: 

1. Participants should be given appropriate information about the purpose, 

methods, and intended possible uses of the research.  

2. Participants should also be informed that their participation is voluntary and that 

they are free to refuse to answer any of the questions (Becker et al., 2012, p.66).  

3.  Researchers must maintain the confidentiality of the information and respect 

the anonymity of the participants. This means that researchers should ensure 

that participants are not identifiable because it is the right of individuals not to 

have personal information about them disclosed without their permission 

(Smythe & Murray, 2000, p.313). Holmes (cited in Becker et al., 2004, p.88) 

suggests some guidance for ensuring confidentiality and the protection of data. 

The participants’ names and addresses should not be stored on hard drives, and 

the researcher should use identifier codes on data files which should be stored 

in a locked filling cabinet, as confidentiality is a fundamental guiding ethical 

principle. 

4. The research must avoid harming participants and researchers. Harm can entail 

several facets: harm to their development, loss of self-esteem, stress, physical 

harm, personal humiliation, and extreme physical or psychic pain (Bryman, 

2008, p.118; Diener & Crandall, 1978, p.17).  

5. Research should be designed, reviewed, and undertaken to ensure recognised 

standards of integrity are met.  

6. The independence of research should be clear, and any conflicts of interest or 

partiality should be explicit.  

(ESRC, 2015, p.4 

 

The interviews with the Yazidi women raised a significant number of ethical issues that 

required addressing. During the collection of the interview data, special attention was 

given to the above guidelines due to the sensitivity of the research topic. Most higher 

education organisations also have ethics committees that issue guidelines about ethical 

practices, which are often influenced by the codes formulated by professional 
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organisations (Bryman, 2016, p.125). Therefore, before approaching humanitarian 

organisations to gain access to the female participants, I adhered to the University of 

Portsmouth’s ethical guidelines and received ethical approval from the Ethics 

Committee (see appendix one). Permission was also received from the Jiyan 

Foundation in Duhok and from the Duhok Board of Relief and Humanities Affairs 

(BRHA) (responsible for the management of 20 refugee and IDP camps in the region) 

to conduct the interviews. 

Confidentiality, anonymity, and informed consent are the fundamental principles for 

maintaining a relationship of trust between the researcher and the participant (Smythe 

& Murray, 2000, p.314). Any researcher who would like to conduct safe and effective 

interviews with females who survived sexual and gender-based violence must make 

sure that she or he respects the dignity and human rights of the participants (Witness, 

2013, p.1). The researcher must be vigilant regarding the participants’ consent because, 

as Smythe & Murray (2000, p.330) point out, “one never knows when a narrative 

interview might threaten to move beyond the boundaries of what is safe for the 

participant.” In doing so, the main purpose was to not harm the interviewees. To 

achieve this purpose, the informed consent form document was reviewed with each 

participant, and the participants were assured that their participation was entirely 

voluntary. The interviewer also explained their rights as participants to refuse to answer 

any of the questions and to withdraw from the interview at any time if they changed 

their minds about participating. More details on research participants and interviews 

will be discussed in Section 4.5.1 on data collection. The next section discusses the 

newspaper data outlining how the news items were collected and analysed.  

 

4.4 Newspaper Data 

4.4.1 Data Collection 

The researcher gathered newspaper articles using the Nexis Library electronic 

newspaper database, which enables researchers to collect articles from an extensive 

database of international newspapers. I performed searches for articles that met the 

following conditions: (i) published between 2014–2019; and (ii) covered Yazidi 

women who experienced ill-treatment under ISIS. To minimise sensationalism, the 

following neutral keywords were inputted into the search function in different 

combinations to retrieve relevant articles: Yazidi, women; Yazidi women; ISIS; Islamic 
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State; Islamic Caliphate. The news articles in the search results were initially scanned 

to check whether Yazidi women and their experiences of ISIS rule were, in fact, the 

primary topics. There were some periods in which there was only one article published 

about women in the newspapers, such as in Daily Mirror in 2017, The Telegraph in 

2018, and The New York Times in 2019. During the news article search, although more 

articles appeared about Yazidi women, some of them were not selected for analysis, 

because Yazidis were not the primary topic, as the main focus was on the female 

members of ISIS who mistreated Yazidi women. For instance, a The Independent article 

(Eddy, 2019) covered an ISIS woman who was tried in a German court on the charges 

of buying a 5-year-old Yazidi girl and letting her die of thirst: 

When ISIS overran northern Iraq in 2014, thousands of Yazidi women and 

girls were abducted and sold to ISIS members as slaves. They also became 

victims of brutal sexual assault. According to the indictment, Jennifer W. and 

her husband “bought a 5-year-old girl in summer 2015 from a group of 

prisoners of war and kept her in their home as a slave. 

These kinds of news articles were not included in the dataset as Yazidi women are not 

the primary topic of discussion. After removing duplicate and irrelevant articles, 258 

newspaper articles remained for content analysis. Six British and two American online 

newspapers were considered: 72 articles (28%) from The Independent; 7 articles (3%) 

from The Telegraph; 56 articles (22%) from The Daily Mail; 20 articles (8%) from The 

Mirror; 36 articles (14%) from The Times, 23 articles (9%) from The Guardian; 17 

articles (7%) from The Washington Post; and 27 articles (10%) from The New York 

Times. These online newspapers were chosen due to their high readership and 

circulation level. The UK newspapers chosen were among the most popular newspapers 

in the UK (Statista Research Department, 2017), while the US newspapers chosen were 

among the top three most popular newspapers in the US (Agility, 2020). This shows 

that these newspapers were deemed to be the most important sources of information. 

Kaitlynn Mendes’s logic (2011, p,23) was also followed in selecting newspapers to 

gather such data rather than any other media such as films and television because: 

 

[newspapers’] their daily publication and wide circulation give them potential 

for quickly disseminating timely information about the women’s movement 

to millions each day. Newspapers also present a forum for many types of 

styles-news, features, editorials, comment, letters to the editors, 

advertisements, and cartoons-all in the same publication.    
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4.4.1.1 Research Sample  

The above-mentioned selection of the major US and UK newspapers was used to 

address the research questions. One of the reasons for choosing these countries’ 

newspapers is that the literature suggested that the English language dominates the 

global news media, and Anglo-American papers have not only global reach but also 

extensive influence on other media and decision-makers (Richardson, 2007). In 

Thussu’s (2000, p.145) words, “the US-UK ‘duopoly’ seems to dominate global 

newspaper and magazine markets”. Even in 1998, the US and UK led the field of global 

business journalism with a worldwide circulation and readership (Thussu, 2000, p.146). 

It seems clear that English-language content dominates the global media in general. 

Given the global influences that these countries’ newspapers have, analysing these 

newspapers allows one to examine the coverage of the women from widely circulated 

major newspapers’ standpoint. Another important point is that the newspapers from 

these countries were deemed suitable for this thesis, because their journalists, the 

institutions for which they work, and the information they report, play significant roles 

in influencing the agenda of international relations for governments, international 

organisations, and common citizens (Alleyne, 1995, p.66). Moreover, news media 

organisations “produce most of the news consumed today, including that which 

circulates through social media and aggregators” (Bergström & Belfrage, 2018, p.583). 

These news organisations shape the structure of international politics by covering 

specific issues and ignoring others about specific parts of the globe. They are one of 

the powerful institutional sites in which negative attitudes and stereotypes about third-

world communities are produced (Narayan, 1997, p.135).  

Moreover, non-Western news outlets would not have garnered as much attention on 

this topic because of the dominance of the Western media (and English-language) 

portrayal of Middle East issues. To give but one example of using international English-

language newspapers effectively, Alleyne (1995, p.66) elucidates how international 

politics is shaped by newspapers’ portrayal in her book entitled ‘International Power 

and International Communication’. Having analysed the situations in Somalia and 

Yugoslavia, she questions why the world pays attention to what is going on in 

Yugoslavia and pays no attention to the situation in Somalia. Alleyne (1995, p.66) 

argues, 
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It would be nice if a newspaper with a circulation of 100, 000 in Trinidad and 

Tobago covered fully the human suffering in Somalia’s civil war, but that 

would not get the attention or have the impact of reportage in The New York 

Times or Le Monde, each with circulations of 1 million and 300,000, 

respectively and published in countries with the resources to make a 

difference. 

Similarly, the widely circulated UK and US newspapers were chosen because as they 

cover this topic, they generate potent representations of Yazidi women. 

Third, as can be seen from Table 4.1. (below), the selected newspapers (tabloids and 

broadsheets) provided a sample of a range of different political stances (i.e. from right: 

The Daily Mail, to left: The Guardian) from the most widely read online newspapers. 

Brookes’s (1995, p.462) study provides further evidence on the relationships between 

news representation and news ideologies. He asserts that news’ different ideological 

positions may produce similar frames and representations in covering the Third World 

and its inhabitants. Therefore, analysing these newspapers’ portrayal of women from 

different ideological positions helps one understand how these portrayals could 

contribute to the shaping popular knowledge or beliefs in these countries about Yazidi 

women in Iraq, despite the fact the newspapers hold different political positions. It is 

important here to reflect on the newspapers’ ideological positions. This thesis does not 

aim to discuss how the newspapers’ political viewpoints affect how they cover Yazidi 

women’s experiences and to what extent the newspapers differ from each other in 

reporting these experiences. Although these differences are discussed if relevant, the 

analysis of the newspapers’ political standpoints is not the purpose of this thesis. The 

one of the aims of this research is to analyse how the newspapers from the ‘Global 

North’ represent women from the “Global South’. Therefore, rather than addressing the 

divergences among the newspapers, the divergences between the newspapers’ 

representation of Yazidi women under and after ISIS and these women’s own accounts 

of their lived experiences are the aims of this research.  

 

 

Table 4.1. Information About the Newspapers Sampled 
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Newspaper 

Type of 

Newspaper 

Political 

Orientation 

   

Daily Mirror (UK) Tabloid Left-leaning  

Daily Mail (UK) Tabloid Right-leaning 

The Guardian (UK) Broadsheet Left-leaning 

The Independent (UK) Tabloid Centre  

The Times (UK) Broadsheet Right-leaning 

The Telegraph UK) Broadsheet Right-leaning 

The Washington Post (US) Broadsheet Left-leaning 

The New York Times US) Broadsheet Left-leaning 

 

Lastly, the decision to examine these US and the UK newspapers’ coverage of Yazidi 

women’s life experiences under ISIS was because ‘victimised’ women have become 

more visible in the news media, especially after ISIS had established the so-called 

Islamic Caliphate and the brutal treatment of women began to appear in the 

international media in 2014. As Papacharissi & Oliveira (2008, p. 53) suggest, interest 

in Middle Eastern news is growing but foreign bureaus are shrinking and reliance on 

international press agencies and government sources for news reports is increasing. As 

a result, it was clear that there would be ample material to examine and analysing the 

UK and the US news content, as two Western global powers, should be interesting 

because they are two of the key players in Middle East relations and have become more 

interested in this subject when ISIS’s treatment of women has placed the group among 

one of the world’s worst perpetrators of gender-based violence.  

In addition, online newspaper content ‘can be systematically searched for and obtained 

with relative ease’ (Porter & Hulme, 2013, p.344), which made the data collection 

relatively straightforward. It is also worth mentioning that although more people are 

turning to alternative sources of news such as social media and other online news 

sources, newspapers have been “rejuvenating their audience by offering content online” 

and play a key role in shaping national attitudes’ (Thurman, 2019, p.547; McCombs, 

2004, p.19). 

This thesis deals with the textual representation of the news items and neglects other 

dimensions of analysis, such as photographs and tables. While the Lexis database 

excludes photographs from articles, the reason not to analyse the non-verbal properties 

of news was that as Fowler (1991, p.8) argues, newspaper discourse is so complex that 

concentration of one aspect in a study inevitably leads to the neglect of others to avoid 
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more complex methodological issues. Nonetheless, this does not mean that the graphic 

format of the text is not important to the structure of newspaper text. “Meaning is 

organised through the interaction of language and imaginary” (Deacon, Pickering, 

Golding, & Murdock, 1999, p.185) and the images accompanying the text are important 

to accurately interpret an article in its entirety. Nonetheless, as Deacon et al. (1999, 

p.185) suggested, unless an analytical approach is developed, image analysis cannot be 

integrated into a more general project of textual analysis because it does not allow one 

to investigate the specific ways in which images are organised. Additionally, content 

analysis is mostly used to analyse written text not images (Ayoub, Awan, & Abbas, 

2016, p.17). Therefore, a visual analysis of the news data fell beyond the scope of this 

thesis. The database, however, provided an accessible and quick means of searching 

many news articles about Yazidi women’s experiences of ISIS violence.  

 

4.4.1.2 Research Periods 

Coverage of ISIS violence against Yazidi women over a five-year period from 2014–

2019 was selected for three reasons. First, 2014 represents a critical year for Yazidi 

women: it marked the start of ISIS’ campaign against Yazidis in the region and the 

consequent appearance in the international media of accounts of ISIS’ treatment of 

these women. Second, 2019 was selected as the endpoint as it was just before the time 

of writing and provides up-to-date articles about Yazidi women’s experiences. Finally, 

articles from 2014–2019 were selected to highlight media evaluations of these women 

and trace the changes in the mainstream UK and US national newspapers’ portrayals of 

Yazidi women’s experiences of life during and following ISIS’ rule (until its eventual 

territorial defeat in 2019). In doing so, I was able to evaluate how the UK and the US 

national newspapers portrayed Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorhood five 

years after the establishment of the so-called Caliphate and whether these portrayals 

remain rooted in conventional gender stereotypes. It is worth mentioning that covering 

2018 was also significant because it marks the appearance of the best-known media 

narrative of Yazidi women’s sexual slavery under ISIS by Nadia Murad, who became 

the public face of the Yazidis and was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2018. In so 

doing, the current research sets out to analyse how the Yazidi women’s experiences of 

ISIS have been constructed in the Western news media for their target audiences. So 
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far, this section has focused on how the news data was collected; the following section 

will discuss how the news data were analysed. 

 

4.4.2 Data Analysis 

To be able to analyse the news items systematically, it is essential to describe how the 

coding schedule was developed to analyse the media representation of Yazidi women’s 

experiences of ISIS violence.  

 

4.4.2.1 Coding Schedule 

This study was conducted using inductive and deductive approaches to quantitative and 

qualitative content analysis. Coding and categorisation were performed on the content 

of the selected news articles to create a dataset of commonly occurring “words and 

phrases with similar meanings or connotations” that were used to describe the Yazidi 

women (Weber, 1990, p.37). The coding schedule was designed by taking the research 

questions and the literature review into account. First, the news articles were read to 

determine the appropriateness of the guiding analysis questions (below). The coding 

instrument included date of issue, the name of newspaper, period of the sample, length 

of item, and demographic characteristics of the journalists. These variables aimed to 

reveal descriptive data (quantitative and qualitative) on the news articles. This was 

followed by a line-by-line thematic coding according to the guiding questions which 

sought to prompt deeper consideration of the data regarding the representation of Yazidi 

women’s victimhood and survivorship during and after ISIS, which will be further 

discussed in Chapter Five.  

 

The guiding questions were as follows: 

a) How far did the journalists’ stances on Yazidi women and the violence they 

experienced change over the five-year period? 

b) At what point did media interest in these women’s experiences of violence begin 

to wane and why? 

c) Which labels, issues, and conditions shaped the news items portrayal of Yazidi 

women’s experiences of ISIS violence? 

d) Does the way the media articles portrayed women’s victimhood challenge or 

reinforce their victimisation? 
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e) Does the way the media portrayed Yazidi women’s survivorship imply that 

women have agency?  

After further reading of the news articles and coding the news items, I and the trained 

coder coded 25 news items to evaluate the validity of the results, which will be 

discussed later in this chapter. A moderate Kappa statistic result on interrater reliability 

indicated that the the rating process was sufficiently rigorous. After completing the 

coding of the news items, all data were assigned a descriptive code to determine lower-

level and higher-level themes (Glenn, Champion, & Spence, 2012, p.127). This process 

required reading the news items at least three times. The lower and higher themes 

provided a more comprehensive analysis and served to organise the codes into similar 

groupings. These data, then, were transposed into charts to provide a visual 

representation of the statistical data on the selected frames.  

Drawing on Glaser and Strauss’ (967, p.107) work, the categorisation of data is useful 

and important in terms of trying to understand how categories are developed by 

researchers. For them, categories appear in two forms; those that the researcher 

herself/himself identifies as significant to the research project, and those that the 

participants used and which emerged as categories, derived from their language and 

cultural characteristics. Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.107) further indicate:  

 

As his [sic] theory develops, the analysts will notice that the concepts 

abstracted from the substantive situation will tend to be current labels in use 

for the actual processes and behaviours that are to be explained, while the 

concepts constructed by the analyst will tend to be the explanations.  

 

In other words, the coding process is about distilling large quantities of text into much 

fewer, highly specific content categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1285). These 

categories are described as themes or patterns that are either directly mentioned in the 

text itself or are derived from them via analysis. Then, the next step is to identify the 

relationships among these categories and create a coding scheme to help the researcher 

make decisions about the analysis of the content (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005, p.1285). 

In this research, all articles were initially coded into four themes as follows: (i) Yazidi 

women’s victimhood under ISIS, (ii) Yazidi women’s survivorship under ISIS, (iii) 

Yazidi women’s victimhood after captivity; and (iv) Yazidi women’s survivorship after 

captivity. The themes generated were informed by the conceptual frameworks used in 

this study. This process involved a combination of inductive and deductive analysis in 
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line with the current thesis’s research questions and objectives. Specifically, as a first 

step, an inductive approach was used to identify the salient themes emerging from the 

data; then deductive approach which “starts with a specific set of themes, keywords or 

theoretical ideas in mind” was used “to explore whether and how these themes are 

mentioned in the sources” (Kaefer, Roper, & Sinha, 2015). During this process, each 

frame identified was categorised in turn based on each one’s respective theme category 

(i.e. (i), (ii), or (iii), as above). Having read the news texts line-by-line and coding the 

salient frames, 25 sub-frames were developed into which the articles were allocated 

(see appendix six). As Kaefer, Roper, & Sinha (2015) state, this is also the stage at 

which the tone of coverage is determined. As each category and theme is analysed in 

this way, this provided a better analysis of how these patterns are connected; for this 

thesis, the connection between these themes or patterns helped answer the main 

research question as well as sub-questions. The findings (discussed in Chapter Five) 

provide a detailed description of the themes and sub-frames as well as the selection 

process for suitable quotations from the news articles pertaining to the Yazidi women’s 

experiences of ISIS violence.  

Due to the large amounts of textual data in the dataset, Nvivo software was used to 

facilitate the coding process by automatically recording instances of relevant words and 

sentences against codes into the system for the qualitative data analysis. It must be 

stressed that I did not rely on the software itself to code the data and arrive at 

conclusions; instead, the software was used as a tool to support the data analysis and 

sort and manage the unstructured data in ways that were unimaginable with pencil and 

paper (Bazeley, 2013, p.18). As Cordingley (1991, p.165, cited in Fielding & Lee, 1998, 

p.167) highlights, social scientists performing qualitative analysis require tools that 

support analysis, but “leave the analyst firmly in charge”. Therefore, Nvivo increased 

my capacity to identify, organise, and code the news data reliably and practically into 

specific themes along with examples of each theme category, which allowed these 

themes to be linked into a more comprehensive model of the media representation of 

Yazidi women. Moreover, the Nvivo node summary report function was used to 

examine the frequency with which instances of each theme appeared in each article and 

the total number of times instances of each theme appeared across all the articles to 

analyse the most common ways in which the articles represented the Yazidi women’s 

experiences of violence under ISIS. The following section discusses how content 

analysis was applied to analyse the above data. 
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4.4.2.2 Content Analysis 

Content analysis of the women’s experiences as represented by the selected news media 

was employed to perform a systematic examination of how Yazidi women’s 

experiences have been covered and how they compare and contrast with those of these 

women themselves. This analysis expands upon previous work concerning the 

representation of Yazidi women’s experiences of life with and after ISIS from 2014–

2019. Performing a content analysis of 258 major UK and US news articles allowed me 

to explore the specific characteristics and themes evident in the Western media 

representations of gender-based violence against Yazidi women to contrast this against 

women’s own portrayals. Specifically, examining the women’s experiences by using 

these diametrically opposed data sources highlights the differences and the similarities 

in representation between the news media and the interviews and provides a valuable 

insight into the complexities of these women’s unique experiences under and after ISIS.  

Content analysis is one of the most important research techniques that social scientists 

employ in their research. Drawing on the work of Lasswell (1946) in his development 

of content analysis, Krippendorff (2004, p. XIII) argues that those who use this 

approach “view data as representations not of physical events but of texts, images, and 

expressions that are created to be seen, read, interpreted, and acted on for their 

meanings, and must therefore be analysed with such uses in mind”. In other words, after 

data or information has been produced by different sources, an audience is left to 

interpret the context in mind. In doing so, people have something to say about the 

context they read, listened to, or watched.  

As content analysis has evolved and been increasingly used by social researchers, it has 

also raised questions pertaining to the analysis of communications content, according 

to Hansen, Cottle, Negrine, & Newbold (1998, p.94). First and foremost, they ask the 

question of “how far content analysis could be used for making informed inferences 

either from texts to conditions, intentions, and factors circumscribing the production of 

texts, or from texts to their social impact, influence, interpretation, and reception”. Is 

the meaning as intended by the producer of texts or the meaning as it is ‘read’ and 

understood by consumers? While Hansen et al. (1998, p.95) have sought to answer 

these questions by looking at definitions of content analysis throughout the book, they 

argue that the aim of content analysis is “to identify and count the occurrence of 
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specified characteristics or dimensions of texts, and thorough this, to be able to say 

something about the messages, images representations of such texts and their wider 

social significance”. It is, however, important to mention that as part of content 

analysis, simply counting words or occurrences tells us very little about meaning. To 

overcome this shortcoming, the researcher also carried out qualitative content analysis 

of the selected newspaper articles to provide a comprehensive analysis of how Yazidi 

women’s victimhood/survivorship narratives were constructed.  

Following Bryman’s (2016, p.283) work, content analysis provides a logical approach 

to examine texts and documents –– printed or online, written or spoken. Researchers 

might use content analysis to examine what symbols appear in the definition of certain 

people or what attitudes are reflected in newspaper articles on particular people in 

specific contexts. Content analysis can be employed to evaluate content, including 

books, newspapers, personal journals, documents, music, films, to identify patterns, 

themes, or biases (Leedy and Ormrod, 2016, p.257). The next section explains the 

motivations for the use of content analysis for the news data in the present project. 

 

4.4.2.3 Rationale for the Use of Content Analysis 

The major aim of the use of (qualitative and quantitative) content analysis in this 

research is to examine how the news article output reflects the Yazidi women’s lived 

experiences of the violence they experienced under ISIS rule. I conducted both 

qualitative and quantitative content analysis of the news articles to fully analyse the 

representation of these women’s experiences of violence in news media. The qualitative 

content analysis focuses on the meaning and content of what is said, done, or intended 

by people. In other words, qualitative content analysis goes beyond merely counting 

words or extracting objective content from texts and focuses on examining meanings, 

themes, and patterns that may be manifest or latent in a particular text (Zhang & 

Wildemuth, 2009, p.308). As such, rather than highlighting how many times a word is 

used, unique themes that demonstrate the range of the meanings of the phenomenon in 

a specific context are emphasised in qualitative content analysis. This method is defined 

as a “research method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data 

through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or 

patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1278). Hsieh and Shannon identify three different 

approaches to qualitative content analysis: conventional, directed, and summative. 
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Conventional content analysis is generally employed when the existing theory or 

research literature on the issue is limited; directed content analysis uses existing theory 

and researchers begin by identifying key concepts or variables. In a summative 

approach, researchers start by identifying and quantifying certain words or content in 

text in order to understand the contextual use of these items (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, 

p.1283). According to Hsieh & Shannon (2005, p.1278), what these methods have in 

common is that all three are used “to interpret text data from a predominantly 

naturalistic paradigm.” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1278). This thesis applied directed 

content analysis with existing theories and analysed the news media coverage by 

drawing on the relevant literature on the topic. This approach allowed me to go beyond 

merely counting words and provide an in-depth analysis of the news articles, based on 

the research question.  

Quantitative research, in contrast, is characterised by the use of bigger sample sizes, 

where the relationships of different variables are measured and tested statistically (Lock 

& Seele, 2015, p.26). The latter assesses information that can be measured such as how 

many articles are published about a specific subject (Bashatah, 2017, p.120) and 

whether the media interest in Yazidi women waned during the study timeline. It is also 

important to stress why content analysis (CA) was chosen rather than discourse analysis 

(DA) to analyse the news items. This relates to the interaction between content analysis 

and discourse analysis, which can be seen as either complementary to, or in conflict 

with, each other (Hardy, Harley, & Phillips, 2004, p.19). This thesis used content 

analysis for three reasons; first, although Berelson (1952, p.18) highlights that content 

analysis is a research technique that produces an objective and quantitative description 

of the manifest content of communication, Berelson’s view reflects the early focus on 

quantitative content analysis, because there are also qualitative or interpretative 

versions of this technique (Neuman, 2014, p.371-373). Moreover, researchers such as 

Berger and Luckann (1967) disagree with Berelson’s use of ‘objective’; they suggest 

in their classic text, The Social Construction of Reality, that “even the most scientific 

methods of social research cannot produce totally objective results” because 

specifically media texts can be interpretated in a variety of ways based on theoretical 

and conceptual frameworks. Second, content analysis is a highly flexible research 

method and qualitative content analysis “flows from a humanistic, not a positivistic, 

tradition” (White & Marsh, 2006, p.34). As the researcher reads through the data, some 

patterns and concepts may emerge and “researcher may alter his [sic] interests and 
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research questions” (White & Marsh, 2006, p.34). Third, content analysis was chosen 

because it is a useful method for a study that involves a large quantity of text data 

(Neuman, 2014, p.371-373). Therefore, undertaking content analysis of the news items 

was deemed appropriate in order to examine the content of the news items on reporting 

Yazidi women’s experiences in an effort to provide valuable insights over the time 

period from 2014–2019.  

To give but two examples of using content analysis effectively, Sjoberg (2018, p.5) 

evaluates how different women around ISIS are represented in major news reports. Her 

article analyses predications about women in, around, and against IS in two 

newspapers, one US publication (The New York Times) and one from the UK (The 

Times). Although her study does not examine a large sample of news sources, it does 

provide an insightful discussion of the representation of women who have had different 

experiences with ISIS: women who experienced violence; women who participated in 

ISIS willingly, and women who fought against ISIS. She argues that the media removes 

women’s agency from both female victims and female members, while the notion of 

agency is exaggerated in women who fight against ISIS. Similarly, Nacos’ (2005) work 

is also based on content analysis of US and non-US English language print and 

broadcast news; the results indicate that there are similarities between how each depicts 

women in politics and women in terrorism. That said, in the current thesis, the use of 

content analysis of five years’ worth of UK and US media coverage of gender-based 

violence against Yazidi women contributes a novel and broader insight into a growing 

body of literature about the gendered media representation of violence, with a particular 

focus on Yazidi women.  

 

4.4.2.4 Inter-rater Reliability Testing (IRT) 

Reliability and validity are fundamental features of any systematic analysis; to achieve 

validity and reliability in the results of the qualitative and quantitative content analysis 

of the news data, inter-rater reliability testing was performed. Inter-rater reliability 

testing is a strategy to “establish consistency of findings from an analysis conducted by 

two or more researchers” (Armstrong, Gosling, Weinman, & Marteau, 1997, p.598) and 

to “enhance[s] the credibility of research results” (Burla, Knierim, Barth, Liewald, 

Duetz, & Abel, 2008, p.116). Creswell and Clark (2018, p.319) point out that qualitative 

research places more emphasis on validity over reliability and one of the strategies for 
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achieving qualitative validity is to ask others to examine the data. Valid research 

findings can be then obtained from the dataset by organising an independent assessment 

of transcripts by additional skilled qualitative researchers to compare the raters’ results 

(Mays & Pope, 1995, p.110). Although the review of the literature showed that few 

guidelines exist to help researchers to measure inter-rater reliability in qualitative 

analysis (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020, p.1), this thesis illustrates how inter-rater reliability 

testing was used to achieve consistent and reliable results.  

The coding scheme included data derived from each respective news item, the 

publishing news organisation, date, authors, questions, which were derived from a 

combination of deductive and inductive approaches. To assess the level of agreement 

in the coding, first, a skilled coder was trained (a PhD candidate at the University of 

Portsmouth) on this research project; together we both coded 25 articles. Based on the 

predefined coding scheme, 10% of the 258 news articles were randomly selected and a 

total of 25 articles were coded independently by me and the assistant coder. The coding 

scheme aimed to capture all the themes that emerged, including the media portrayal of 

women’s experiences under and after ISIS and the portrayal of broader security 

problems these women may have faced. Using the SPSS statistics package, Cohen’s 

Kappa test was used for each category separately to evaluate the reliability of the 

findings. To clarify how this was done, in this process, the research assistant and I coded 

the news items using binary values (either 0 or 1). For example, when we were 

evaluating if a news item reinforced Yazidi women’s victimhood and this was not 

deemed to be the case, it was given a value of 0; if, on the other hand, it was deemed 

as reinforcing women’s victimhood then it was assigned a value of 1. If the answer was 

‘yes’ (1), the coder was then required to provide an example of this from the content of 

the news item. Then, to evaluate the inter-rater agreement between the coders, these 

data were entered into SPSS to calculate the extent of agreement. Kappa statistics range 

from -1 to +1, where higher values represent a better agreement between the raters 

(McHugh, 2012, p.279), which indicates a higher degree of validity of the research data. 

That said, a Kappa score of .615 was recorded, which represents a substantial agreement 

between me and the coder (McHugh, 2012, p.279). The following section discusses 

how the interview data were collected and analysed. 
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4.5 Interview Data 

4.5.1 Data Collection 

4.5.1.1 Case Study Research and Research Design  

 This section discusses why and how a case study research approach was selected to 

address the research question. While there is no consensus on the characteristics of what 

constitutes a case study in the current academic literature (Given, 2008, p.68), a core 

meaning of the term is that a case study is a “piece of research that investigates a small 

number of cases, possibly even just one, in considerable depth” (Hammersley, 1992, 

Chapter 11, cited by Becker et al., 2012, p.279). As Sykes (1990, cited by Meyer, 2001, 

p.330) pointed out, “certain kinds of information can be difficult or even impossible to 

tackle by means other than qualitative approaches such as the case study.  Moreover, 

there have been many discussions of the case study approach as a qualitative research 

method with regards to the design and format of case studies, including research design, 

data collection procedures, and data analysis. For instance, Meyer (2001, p. 330) argues 

that the case study approach is particularly useful for responding to how and why 

questions about a contemporary set of events. Yin (1993, p.59) expands on Meyer’s 

notion that a case study “investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context and addresses a situation in which the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident”.  Meyer (2001, p. 330) believes that addressing 

contemporary phenomena in real-life contexts is a key strength of the case study. Hamel 

et al. (1993, p.28-39) describe a case study as a descriptive element used in research to 

describe, understand, and explain while stating that the case or cases being explored 

could be “a specific object, phenomenon, or social problem”.  

While the case study is widely recognised in many social science studies as a common 

way of carrying out research, researchers became concerned about the limitations of 

the case study (Idowu, 2016; George & Bennett, 2005, p.24). One of the standard 

limitations of the case study is that the findings derived from it cannot be generalised 

(Bryman, 2008, p.57). Nevertheless, case study researchers argue that generalisation is 

not the purpose of their craft, and “generalizability over many cases is rarely a goal of 

qualitative analysis” (Vromen, 2010, p.255). Moreover, although the analysis of 

transferability of the research findings is not the main aim of this thesis, it can be 

claimed that the themes, categories, and content can be transferred to different research 

contexts, which will be discussed in the conclusion. As Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.316) 
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noted in their much-quoted work, it is researchers’ responsibility to “provide a database 

that makes transferability judgements possible on the part of potential appliers”, such 

as directions for future research and implications for similar events. This database can 

be provided with a “thick description of the phenomenon” which includes a detailed 

description of researchers’ experiences of research settings. Such a detailed description 

is provided below to allow researchers and readers to make transferability judgements 

themselves.   

Hamel et al. (1993, p.23, 34) highlight a second common concern about case studies: 

their perceived lack of rigour. Yin (1994, p.9) stated that perhaps this is the greatest 

concern regarding case studies because a lack of rigour might influence the direction of 

the findings, and the conclusion(s). Third, case studies are often labelled as being overly 

long (Zainal, 2007, p.6). In that case, the problem occurs when the data are not managed 

and organised systemically, and ultimately analysed in sufficient depth.  

In line with the abovementioned limitations, Yin (1994, p.9–10) emphasises four 

overall potential problems with case study research: 

 

● A lack of rigour as a qualitative research method; 

● Making scientific generalisations with the results of the data; 

● The time-consuming nature of the research; and 

● Researcher bias. 

 

Although the issues of generalisation and researcher bias were discussed above (see 

Section 4.2 of this chapter), it is important to stress here again that we need to reflect 

on the effects of the self (especially, on our own presupposed beliefs and biases as 

researchers) because researchers play important role in the interviewing and data 

collection process. In order to respond to the other limitations mentioned above, 

generally speaking, crafting the design of case studies is of paramount importance and 

is fundamental to using a case study approach (Zainal, 2007, p.2). This is important 

because rigour is best achieved through “thoughtful deliberate planning, diligent and 

ongoing application of researcher reflexivity, and honest communication between the 

researcher and the audience regarding the study and its results” (Johnson, Adkins, & 

Chauvin, 2020, p.145) and this thesis uses this approach to achieve rigour. With regards 

to the time-consuming nature of this research project, dedicating a considerable amount 

of time was an inevitable consequence of relying on a case study approach, especially 
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as the participants have experienced trauma, and their experiences are sensitive in 

nature. Nonetheless, I believe that adopting a case study approach enabled a detailed 

and novel understanding of this complex issue to be gained.  

For case study research, the starting point is to decide how many cases to include. There 

are many choices regarding case studies: Researchers can adopt either a single case or 

multiple-case design, and within these two design types, there is a choice of a holistic 

or embedded design (Yin, 1994, p.38). While holistic design assesses the global nature 

of the phenomenon, embedded design focuses on a sub-unit or sub-units. This thesis 

used a holistic design and analysed gender-based violence through acts of 

representation. The second important point is to decide on a unit of analysis. The unit 

of analysis is related to the fundamental problem of defining what the ‘case’ is (Yin, 

1994, p.21). In this research project, the unit of analysis was Yazidi women. More 

relatedly, Yazidi women were the subject of study on which this research project was 

based. 

Case study research allows us to gain an in-depth understanding of research subjects’ 

lived experiences by employing on-site fieldwork and some combination of 

observation, interviews, and/or document analysis (Vromen, 2018, p.243; Yanow, 

Schwartz-Shea & Freitas, 2010, p.110). This research project adopted a case study 

research strategy because it allowed me to retain all the holistic features of the 

phenomenon under investigation (Idowu, 2016, p.184). In this research project, the 

broader phenomenon –– of which Yazidi women represent a case –– is the 

representation of gender-based violence. Furthermore, drawing on Stake’s (1995) work 

on the different types of case study, Yazidi women were selected as the objects of a 

case study for both intrinsic and instrumental reasons. To explain, it is an intrinsic case 

study because, as has been reiterated throughout this thesis, ISIS exercised brutal 

violence against those who lived under its territories and who did not abide by ISIS 

rules. While the Yazidi community suffered under ISIS in the region, internationally, 

very few people had heard of the Yazidis until the Sinjar massacre of 2014. There is 

also an instrumental reason for choosing Yazidi women. That is, Yazidi women is 

chosen as an exemplar of the more general phenomenon of the representation of gender-

based violence in conflict settings. 

Researchers also choose to adopt case study research based on the nature of the research 

topic and the questions related to their research topic. Given the nature of this thesis, a 

case study approach was an ideal method since holistic and in-depth investigation were 
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needed. In other words, since this thesis sought to analyse an instance of a wider 

phenomenon –– the representation of gender-based violence –– this strategy was 

deemed to be an appropriate research method for investigating gender-based violence 

against Yazidi women.  

Regarding the research design, given the aforementioned limitations related to case 

study research, underpinning the principles of the research design was a critical factor 

in addressing these limitations and enabling the research question to be addressed. As 

described by Becker et al. (2012, p.279), a research design is a mechanism for linking 

research questions and evidence. It is also a mechanism for linking research questions, 

evidence, and arguments: It is about getting valid answers to research questions reliably 

and efficiently (Toshkov, 2018, p.219): It is related to the big question: “How do we 

know?” Research design choices are made at three levels of generality. At the first level, 

the researcher adopts “certain general ontological and epistemological positions and a 

broad theoretical outlook”. At this stage, these positions help direct the researchers’ 

attention towards specific questions, such that the researcher determines which 

framework is best suited for answering the research question (Toshkov, 2018, p.219). 

At the second level, the researcher chooses a research goal, formulates a research 

question, clarifies the role of theory, and selects the class of research methodology to 

be used (Toshkov, 2018, p.219). Once these choices have been made, Toshkov (2018, 

p.220) advises that the researcher moves on to specific issues, which are the “selection 

of cases to analyse, variables to measure and observe, and evidence to collect”. In that 

sense, for this study, Yin’s case study approach was selected as appropriate, because, 

as Yin (1994:1) noted, studies featuring a case study are the preferred method when 

three conditions occur in a research question: 

 

1.       ‘How’ and ‘why’ questions are being posed; 

2.        The investigator has little control over events; and 

3.        The focus is on a contemporary real-life context. 

 

The case study of Yazidi women incorporates all these features for the following 

reasons.  

i) The researcher was interested in ‘how’ the women represent their own 

experiences; ‘how’ these experiences are represented, ‘how’ the 

representations differ (over time, between media, and women), and 
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‘why’ the news media provided a partial view of the women’s 

experiences, which are more explanatory and “lead to the use of case 

studies” (Yin, 1994, p.6); 

ii) The researcher had to rely on primary documents as the main sources of 

data to analyse the media representation of Yazidi women’s experiences 

and the women’s own portrayal of their lived experiences;  

iii) This research project investigated a contemporary phenomenon in depth 

within its real-life context.   

Moreover, one of my key motivations for choosing to study the lives of Yazidi women 

under ISIS was due to the overwhelming assumption that women who have experienced 

violence are largely the victims of sexual violence. Second, the broader security 

implications of the violence that these women may have experienced are less likely to 

be considered when sexual violence is the main topic of discussion. It is also worth 

mentioning that I was fully aware of the fact that interviewing men was also worth 

considering since ISIS’s brutality affected the entire Yazidi community. However, this 

work solely focused on the women’s own lived experiences under and after ISIS and it 

could be useful to similar studies exploring the portrayal of women’s experiences of 

gender-based violence in diverse cultures and societies or examining ‘representation’ 

in general, because “gender is constructed in narrative and representation” (Steans & 

Tepe-Belfrage, 2016, p,1). 

The purpose of this thesis was to examine a particular system of beliefs held by the 

Yazidi women and by the major international media, which have become dominant in 

the 21st century. This topic was suitable for case study research because, as Tellis (1997, 

p.8) stated, case studies can offer multi-perspectival analyses. This means that not only 

might researchers consider the perspectives of the actors themselves, but they might 

also examine the voices of the relevant groups of actors and the interaction between 

them. For this thesis, I considered the perspectives of the Yazidi women in terms of 

their own lived experiences under and after ISIS as well as a selection of key UK and 

US newspapers’ portrayal of these women and contrasted these representations with 

one other. Therefore, the Yazidi women’s lived experiences represented the prime unit 

of analysis, and a case study research approach was chosen as it helped to explore the 

complex behaviours, attitudes, and other decisions that lay behind the representation of 

these women’s experiences. Having outlined the rationale for the choice of a case study 

approach, the next section discusses the research participants.  
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4.5.1.2 Research Participants 

It is important to identify the population and sample used in this study to explain the 

data collection method applied. The sample was drawn from a population of Yazidi 

women who lived under ISIS and then escaped or were liberated. I sought participants 

via humanitarian organisations that work with Yazidi women: HAWRA, Jiyan 

Foundation, Jinda Foundation, and the Duhok Governorate. Participants –– both 

therapists and Yazidi women –– were recruited through these local and international 

organisations. 

The participants were recruited to take part in the research via an initial invitation email 

to the organisations. I provided letters to the organisations explaining the purpose of 

the research. It was necessary to receive permission from the organisations since the 

women lived in IDP camps and contacting them directly was impossible. This process 

took a significant amount of time. From among the nearly 30 organisations contacted 

around the world, five positive responses were received. A possible explanation is that 

the organisations might have been worried about the psychological well-being of 

women in terms of speaking about such a sensitive topic (despite significant efforts on 

my part to mitigate this). This aspect of the interviews was also highlighted by the 

psychotherapist the researcher interviewed over Skype. Therefore, the emotional 

impact that the interviews may have had on the women was carefully considered when 

conducting the interviews.  

The organisations from which positive responses were obtained were HAWRA, Jiyan 

Foundation, Jinda Foundation, and the Duhok Governorate. All these organisations 

work closely with the affected Yazidi women. Although a Canadian organisation 

working in Iraq had also agreed to contribute to the research, due to personal and 

security reasons, I was unable to travel to the region to conduct the interviews face to 

face as well as being unable to travel to Canada due to the stringent COVID-19 

restrictions. I did not expect to be affected by the Covid-19 restrictions in the first place 

because, at that time, the organisation in Canada had agreed to contribute to the 

research, I had obtained a visa, and I was ready to go. Later on, it became clear that I 

would not be able to travel. Therefore, in the first place, after talking to the therapists 

and project coordinators from HAWRA, Jiyan Foundation, and Jinda Foundation, I 

recruited a Yazidi research assistant (RA); the involvement of the RA will be further 

discussed below. The RA was provided with the necessary training and information to 



106 
 

ensure that the participants and the interviewer were adequately well-informed. After 

discussing the research project with the RA, they were provided with an informed 

consent form (see appendix two) and information sheet (see appendix three) in advance, 

written in Kurdish, to provide the respondents with clear information about what 

participating in this research project would involve and about their rights during and 

after the interviews, such as withdrawing from the study at any point up until when the 

data had been analysed.  

After receiving positive responses from the four organisations mentioned above, 

appointments were arranged to discuss the research with them in more detail. At these 

appointments, the organisations were informed of the aims and objectives of the 

research project. It was also clarified that this research project was concerned with 

Yazidi women aged 16 and over only who had lived under ISIS –– as approved by the 

ethics committee. The ethical issues and how the data would be analysed were also 

discussed. Those first contacted at the organisations put me in touch with their 

colleagues who were working with the women. Once the intermediaries were satisfied 

with the ethical safeguarding information given, they helped to identify potential 

interviewees. It is also worth mentioning that the organisations themselves vetted the 

potential participants to ensure that those selected were psychologically suitable to be 

interviewed (rather than the interviewer approaching the women to ask if they were 

willing to be interviewed). To put it another way, female Yazidi participants were 

selected on the basis that they were ready to share their experiences (although consent 

was also gained from the participants before carrying out the interviews). 

The intermediaries were a little wary of allowing me to access to these women in the 

beginning because interviewing vulnerable women would require me to have 

experience interviewing those who have experienced trauma and violence. Although I 

had had no experience of carrying out interviews related to such a sensitive topic, I first 

reviewed the literature on interviewing traumatised and displaced people and received 

assistance from professors at the University of Portsmouth who have years of 

experience in conducting interviews. The RA adhered to the same ethical process 

during the interviews. Whenever he needed clarification or further information about 

the project, further opportunities for engagement with the researcher were provided 

online. Moreover, during the interviews, trained professionals or those known to the 

participant accompanied them.  
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4.5.1.3 Interviews 

Qualitative research methods have been popular among academics in the social 

sciences since the 1960s (Alasuutari, 2010, p.141). Research methods such as in-depth 

interviewing are particularly well-suited if the researcher intends to explore the 

meanings of participants’ experiences and is interested in deciphering the complexity 

of human behaviour (Darlington & Scott, 2002, p.2). Thus, researchers using qualitative 

methods are primarily interested in how others see and experience the world 

(Darlington & Scott, 2002, p.20). Therefore, using qualitative methods allowed me to 

explore the views of the women themselves on their experiences about the broader 

security problems under and after ISIS.  

Interviews are the most commonly used approach in qualitative research; they allow 

researchers to gather data for further analysis or publishing (Rosenthal, 1987, cited by 

Bar-On, 1996, p.9; Vromen, 2018, p.246). Interviews are one of the most important 

sources of case study data as they “provide information on understandings, opinions, 

what people remember doing, attitudes, feelings and the like” (Vromen, 2018, p.246; 

Tellis, 1997, p.11). The reason for using interviews to collect the data in the current 

project was my desire to view the world through the eyes of the participants and 

understand their perspectives and the meanings they attached to their lived experiences 

of ISIS violence. While specific labels describe the various types of interviews that 

exist (in-depth, qualitative, focused, non-directive, narrative, and biographical), what 

they all have in common is that they let interviewees “speak for themselves” in their 

own words (Becker et al., 2012, p.291). In this research project, the interview questions 

were wide-ranging and developed to elicit the women’s own narratives of their lived 

experiences in their own words. Rather than using a strict structure, follow-up why and 

how questions were employed to delve into areas that were deemed to require further 

attention (Adams, 2015, p.493). 

Darlington & Scott (2002, p.52) stated that there is no easy answer to the question of 

how many participants are required for qualitative research because it depends on what 

the researcher is trying to find out and from whom. For this study, in-depth, semi-

structured interviews (31 in total) were conducted between May 2020–March 2021 with 

Yazidi women who had lived in IDP camps in the Duhok province of Iraqi Kurdistan. 

I also interviewed six intermediaries (therapists and project managers) from HAWRA, 

Jinda Foundation, and Jiyan Foundation between May 2018–April 2020 about how 

Yazidi women represented their experiences to them. Of the 31 interviews with these 
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women, 20 interviews were conducted by the RA in the organisations’ centres or the 

family tents in the IDP camps such as Chamishko and Sharya IDP camps in the district 

of Zakho, governed by the Duhok Governorate-Board of Relief and Humanitarian 

Affairs (BRHA). As pandemic restrictions eased in Iraq, which enabled humanitarian 

organisations to resume their work with Yazidi women, I interviewed 11 Yazidi women 

being cared for by the Jiyan Foundation over the phone with the help of an interpreter 

(see appendix seven). The women’s ages ranged from 17–40 and their time under ISIS 

rule had lasted between three days and five years. Of the 31 women interviewed, 14 

had children of which four had children fathered by ISIS members. Of these interviews, 

17 of the women reported being single. Except for one woman, all reported being 

currently unemployed. 

Here, it is important to note that after reviewing the informed consent forms with each 

participant and assuring them that their participation was entirely voluntary, the RA 

conducted an interview and sent the audio recording1 and the consent form to me. The 

interview data were stored on the University of Portsmouth’s computer drive as 

password-protected data. The confidentiality agreement was also signed by the RA to 

ensure that the interview data would only be used for research purposes and not shared. 

The majority of the interviews were scheduled on separate days. Interviews lasted from 

30–40 minutes and included a set of semi-structured interview questions (see appendix 

four) that allowed the interviewer to move from general topics to more specific insights. 

Given the sensitivity of the research topic, this kind of interview was most appropriate 

for this thesis, due to the minimal interruptions it posed to the participants’ accounts. 

While the aim was to cover all the main topics, because semi-structured interviews were 

used, there was freedom to change the wording of the questions, clarify the questions 

when needed, and add or omit questions according to their relevance to the particular 

interviewee being interviewed (Becker et al., 2012, p.292). This provided me with the 

opportunity to understand the women’s accounts of ISIS violence in a setting where the 

interviewer was able to observe their responses to the interview items. Attention was 

also paid to the way in which the questions were asked. As Becker et al. stated, semi-

structured interviews require a high level of concentration (2012, p.292) because the 

 

 
1 Even if it were possible to take notes at the speed at which the interview progressed, in order to 

concentrate on what was said and not to distract the interviewees, all of the interviews were audio-

recorded after explaining to the participants why this was important, and asking for their permission to 

do so. 
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interviewer has to follow up what the participant says about a specific topic, such that 

the interviewer can ask relevant questions based on the answers given by the 

participant. This kind of interview also requires practical, social, and communicative 

skills, which improve only with experience (Becker et al., 2012, p.292). 

Immediately following each interview, each woman was asked if there was anything 

else she would like to share with the interviewer, and they were encouraged to follow 

up. The nature of the topic made me aware that some of the women might have become 

uncomfortable. Therefore, the interviewer paid very careful attention to the 

interviewees and remained silent while they were speaking. This aspect of the 

interviews was also discussed with the RA: The RA nodded his head to show that the 

participants were being listened to and did not say ‘yes’ or ‘mmm-hmm’ over the 

phone, as recommended by WITNESS (2013, p. 11). Following Becker et al.’s (2012, 

p.293) advice, the interviewers ensured that they did more listening than speaking. Due 

to some sensitive topics, at some points, some women became distressed and were 

asked if they needed to take a break; however, none of the women opted to discontinue 

the interview. Pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of the participants and 

their personal security. The analysis of the interview data is provided in the following 

section.  

 

4.5.2 Data Analysis 

4.5.2.1 Narrative Analysis 

The narrative study of lives is a growing, multidisciplinary tradition of research based 

on interviewing research participants (Smythe & Murray, 2000, p.318). “Narratives are 

the product of agency; they are the means by which someone communicates a story to 

someone else” (Currie, 2010, p.1). Narratives are the “means by which we make sense 

of our everyday lives, the events we observe or participate in and/or what we experience 

and how we convey our ‘sense making’ to others in a coherent manner” (Steans, 2013, 

p.140). Borrowing White's (1980, p.5, emphasis in original) words, “narrative might be 

well be considered a solution to a problem of general human concern, namely, the 

problem of how to translate knowing into telling”. As this research project is interested 

in Yazidi women in terms of their lived experiences of gender-based violence under 

ISIS, narrative analysis was selected as an appropriate method to analyse the interview 

data to investigate the complex nature of these women’s victimhood and survivorship. 
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Following Daoudi’s (2018) approach, “the purpose [was] not to reproduce violence, 

but counter narrate the hegemonic discourse(s)” in relation to gender-based violence. 

To achieve this, interviews were selected to facilitate an in-depth discussion of the 

women’s narratives of their lived experiences under and after ISIS –– not about the 

sexual violence they might have experienced. 

As Given (2008, p.539) noted, in narrative analysis, methods are case-centred. 

Narrative methods allow participants to provide narratives about their life experiences 

whilst researchers listen to them carefully (Wiles, 2013, p.82). Thus, learning how to 

listen attentively and empathetically is one of the crucial conditions of being able to 

focus on a participant’s qualitative life story or narrative. In this research project, both 

I and the RA conducted interviews, as discussed below. While I ensured that we listened 

to the interviewees carefully during the interviews, the RA was also provided with the 

necessary information and training on how to conduct interviews with vulnerable 

women. For example, the assistant was advised not to interrupt the participants while 

they were talking to enable them to feel a greater sense of control over the situation.  

Moreover, narratives tell us things by providing representations of them; of people and 

actions, of objects and occurrences (Currie, 2010, p.5). Using narrative research also 

enables participants to discuss what they consider to be the most important experiences 

in their lives. In using narrative analysis, the focus of attention shifts from ‘what 

actually happened?’ to ‘how do people make sense of what happened?’ (Bryman, 2008, 

p.557). In doing so, as the participants talk about their life stories and issues that are 

important to them, it brings the key themes, concepts, ideas, and beliefs to the fore to 

be analysed. What the researcher needs to do is to remain faithful to the experiences of 

the interviewees and the way in which they have formulated these experiences (Bar-

On, 1996, p.16). This point was important for this research because of the subjective 

meanings (the participants’ narratives) of a single historical truth (ISIS oppression and 

violence) that the women expressed during the interviews. In addition to identifying the 

common themes from the participants’ narratives to address the research question, the 

purpose of this research project was also to listen to the accounts of the participants.  

While there are numerous advantages to employing narrative methods, as mentioned 

above, several ethical issues also arise from using a narrative approach, and there is 

also little consensus on what narrative analysis entails. For example, narrative 

researchers are often criticised for formulating the meanings of participants’ narratives 

in quite different terms. The question of how to do justice both to their own and to the 
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participants’ very different understandings of women’s personal life experiences is 

problematic (Smythe & Murray, 2000, p. 318). Another important ethical issue in 

narrative analysis is narrative ownership (Smythe & Murray, 2000, p. 324). Who owns 

the research participant’s story, and who is entitled to tell it or hear it? (Shuman, 2015, 

p.38). This is because the researcher does not ‘feel’ like the participant. The reason 

behind this criticism is that narrative analysis approaches the participant’s life story 

from a different perspective than that of the participant, who tells of their experiences 

(Smythe & Murray, 2000, p. 324). While some narrative researchers agree that they 

claim some ownership and control over the narratives –– because they set the interview 

questions and decide to analyse them individually –– not all narrative researchers agree 

that their perspective is final (Smythe & Murray, 2000, p. 325). The issue of ownership 

is a complex part of the narrative approach and is an epistemological issue. It is also an 

inevitable consequence of the use of interpretive methodologies in qualitative research. 

One might feel that her or his stories have been taken from her or him, and the way 

their stories are interpreted by the researcher is different from the way they have told 

them. Following the work of Kvale (2007, p.11), to resolve this issue, the interviewer 

listened to the meanings expressed by the participants, and then, if something was 

unclear, the interviewer asked the interviewee to confirm or disconfirm the researcher’s 

interpretation of what the interviewee had said during the interview. In this project, I 

and the RA followed this approach to formulate the implicit messages expressed by the 

participants, which allowed the participants’ narratives to be reframed into examples of 

broader social phenomena (Chase, 1996, p.50). Furthermore, I and the RA also adhered 

to ethical guidelines: Gaining consent from the participants prior to the interviews and 

explaining why this research was being conducted to clarify the purpose of the research 

for the participants, as further discussed below.  

 

Bryman’s (2008, p.553) description of narrative analysis is that:  

 

… (it) entails a sensitivity to…connections in people accounts of past, present 

and future events and states of affairs; people’s sense of their place with those 

events and states of affairs; the stories they generate about them; and the 

significance of context for the unfolding of the events and people’s sense of 

their roles within them. 
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As previously mentioned, this research project investigated the participants’ lived 

experiences via the interview process and narrative analysis was applied to identify the 

common themes that emerged. Narratives, however, are not strictly personal accounts; 

they are social in nature (Morley, 2007, p.82). Mishler (1986, cited by Gubrium, 

Holstein, Marvasti, & McKinney, 2012, p.35) explained that interviews are subject to 

interactional work, which are activities aimed at producing interview data. Narrative 

interviews require both the interviewer and interviewee to interact with each other 

because this entails a relationship between tellers and hearers (Shuman, 2015, p.42). In 

other words, both the interviewer and the interviewee are active participants in the 

research (Riessman, 2012, p.368). That is because attention to the actions of all the 

participants is constructed by each respective interviewee recounting their own 

narrative; in contrast, the presence of the interviewer has an impact on the narrative 

being recounted. In this research project, a total of three people were involved in the 

interview process; the RA for some interviews, the interviewee, and the researcher 

involved in the interview process. 

Relatedly, when researchers are interested in studying and understanding experiences 

narratively, they can “recognise the centrality of relationships, the relationships of 

experiences studied through…and in unique places and multi-layered contexts” (Given, 

2008, p.542). Hollway & Jefferson (2000, p.86–87) explain the importance of 

interviews to the interviewee herself or himself. The participant being interviewed can 

feel comfortable talking about personal, emotionally difficult issues without feeling 

judged, such that the situation can be better understood, and the interviewer can learn 

how the situation has been experienced by the participants. In the interviews, some 

women expressed that they were happy to be interviewed and thanked the interviewer 

for listening to their narratives. I also ensured that the participants felt comfortable 

during the interview process by training the interviewer, receiving training on how to 

interview vulnerable people, discussing the potential negative effects of the interviews 

on the women, and the possible solutions for dealing with these effects. For example, 

on one occasion, when a particular participant found the interview process emotional, 

I halted the interview and let the participant work out her distress before asking if she 

could continue. This is a crucial part of such a sensitive research project because as 

Hollway & Jefferson (2000, p.87) put it: 

 

the interview provided the context of a relationship with someone who could 
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listen well (especially paying attention to emotional significances), was not 

competing for attention, who could reflect back in questions and comments a 

recognition of her experiences which was emotionally appropriate, and by 

whom she did not feel judged.  

 

4.5.2.2 Rationale for Narrative Analysis 

Having discussed the theoretical underpinnings of narrative analysis, this section 

discusses the actual method in more detail. Reissman (2004, cited by Bryman, 2008, 

p.553) distinguishes between four models of narrative analysis:  

 

1. Thematic analysis: focuses on ‘what is said’ rather than ‘how it is said’. 

2. Structural analysis: emphasises the way in which a story is related. It is related 

to the use of narrative mechanisms, but issues of content do not appear. 

3. Interactional analysis: interested in the dialogue between the researcher and the 

participant. Content and form are marginalised.  

4. Performative analysis: an emphasis on the narrative that explores the use of 

words and gestures. It also includes the responses of an audience to the 

narrative. 

 

Riessman (2012, p.369) clarifies the above models in her later work on the 

interpretations of these analyses. Riessman states that these approaches resist automatic 

readings of a text. To be precise, what a researcher must not do is simply say, “that is 

what my subjects said and did” (Bryman, 2008, p.554). As a way of understanding 

experience, each story told and life discussed is situated and understood within larger 

cultural, social, and institutional narratives (Given, 2008, p.541). Following this line of 

logic, the purpose of narrative analysis in this thesis was to interpret the underlying 

implicit meanings behind what the participants said (Smythe & Murray, 2000, p.324). 

It is “the primary way through which humans organise their experiences into temporally 

meaningful episodes” (Richardson, 1990, cited in Berger, 1997, p.10). In this thesis, 

thematic analysis was employed as it enabled me to investigate the particular meanings 

the participants attached to their lived experiences of life under ISIS and gain in-depth 

accounts. Moreover, this method was selected because it is designed to explore “a set 

of experiences, thoughts, or behaviours across a data set” (Kiger & Varpio, 2020, 

p.847). The narrative analysis approach used is discussed below along with an 

explanation of the RA’s involvement. 
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4.5.2.3 Thematic Analysis and the Involvement of Research Assistant (RA) 

Of the numerous approaches to narrative analysis, thematic analysis was deemed the 

most useful for use in this thesis because it enabled me to examine the meanings that 

the women attached their own lived experiences under and after ISIS. Evans (2018) 

notes that this approach is effective if researchers are interested in “examining the ways 

that people make meaning out of their experiences, as well as how they construct their 

social worlds through meaning-making”. Since this research project explores the 

meanings that the women attached to their lived experiences under and after ISIS, 

thematic analysis was deemed to be an appropriate tool for analysing the interview data. 

Furthermore, this approach points to the need to highlight the language(s) used in the 

data collection and/or the language(s) of the research participants because thematic 

analysis is about ‘what it is said’, which requires further attention for narrative analysis. 

While Shklarov (2007, p.530) argues that the impact of the language(s) used in the 

research processes “tends to be underestimated or underanalysed” for qualitative 

empirical research, this research elaborates on this issue to provide an explicit account 

of how the researcher handled the language barrier.  

The interviews were conducted in Kurdish-Kurmanji (the women’s mother tounge) to 

ensure that the meanings they attached to their lived experiences were accurately 

captured; the interview transcripts were then translated into English. A professional 

translator was employed who had specific language skills in the participants’ language 

(Kurdish-Kurmanji), which is was one of the strategies recommended for dealing with 

language barriers in qualitative research if the researcher does not speak the 

participants’ language (Resch & Enzenhofer, 2018, p.132-133). Both the translator and 

the research assistant checked the transcripts against the original audio recordings to 

ensure that the meanings were captured as accurately as possible. Moreover, on some 

occasions where there were subtle meaning differences among the different Kurdish 

dialects used, the translator ensured that linguistically correct translations were 

produced to determine the most accurate translation. This process required me to act as 

a translation moderator in cooperation with a professional translator and the interviewer 

(RA) for this research (Nes, Abma, Jonsson, & Degg, 2010, p.315). For example, 

although different words are used to refer to females and males individually in different 

parts of Kurdistan (jin for females; zelam for males), the research participants who live 
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in the Sinjar district use a Kurmanji word, zelam, (males) to refer both sexes, which 

required both the researcher’s and the translator’s attention due to the gender-sensitive 

nature of the research topic.  

As mentioned above, it was also important to emphasise how the involvement of the 

RA influenced access to the participants and the analysis of the interviews because as 

Stevano & Deane (2017, p.1) noted, their participation in the research project influences 

“the quality of the study design, its process and outcomes”. According to Stevano & 

Deane (2017, p.2), relying on the work of a RA is not uncommon, especially if the 

research is conducted in cross-national settings. Having carefully considered how to 

gather the interview data (given the research time frame and lack of funding), working 

with a RA was considered an appropriate way forward. There were, of course, practical 

decisions that needed to be made when selecting the RA. First, it was essential that the 

RA fully understood the aims and purpose of the research project so that the data were 

gathered appropriately. Since the RA, a Kurdish Yazidi himself, spoke Turkish (my 

native language), it became easier to check the language used in the interview questions 

(in Kurdish) with him to ensure that nothing was lost in translation. In other words, I 

explained what the project was about in Turkish. Second, the RA’s extensive 

knowledge of the Kurdish region area helped me better understand the local context 

and culture, which helped in the interviews with the Yazidi women. Third, the 

interviews were split into different days to enable me to check the transcripts of the 

interviews conducted first, in case a question needed clarification and further follow up 

was needed for the interview analysis. This was only necessary in the first few 

interviews as it was apparent that particular questions needed to be clarified in order to 

help the participants fully understand them. For instance, when asked if they were able 

to communicate with other Yazidis under ISIS to help them deal with the violence, 

initially, the participants only tended to discuss the day they were first attacked by ISIS 

on 3rd of August 2014. In light of this, the question was recast to gain an understanding 

of if they were able to get in touch with other Yazidis during their captivity and up until 

the time they were freed from ISIS. This question was clarified with the RA, who then 

reformulated the question to express this meaning, which provided better explanations 

from the participants.  

Moreover, my own experiences of conducting phone interviews indicated that 

communicating with the women effectively without speaking their language was 

challenging. As Ackerly & True (2010, p.117) suggest, this is because “the researcher’s 
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own language might have prevented her or him from gathering data using certain 

methods” (Ackerly & True, 2010, p.117). In other words, if I had known Kurdish, I 

would probably have interviewed the participants for longer over the phone. For these 

interviews, I had to rely on the translator to convey the meanings contained in the phone 

interview content. Under these circumstances, it seemed clear that face-to-face 

interviews might have made it much easier to follow up particular questions. However, 

working with a RA allowed me to gather the interview data in the participants’ own 

language. Since the RA was also a Yazidi, it became easier for both parties to discuss 

the topics without working with the translators during the interviews.  

Another problematic issue was the sex of the interviewer. As per the concerns shared 

by Foster & Minwalla (2018, p.56) on this issue, the female participants may not have 

been comfortable talking to a male RA. Nonetheless, working with a male RA had been 

approved by the University of Portsmouth, the humanitarian organisations, and the 

women themselves beforehand. He was also a suitable RA because i) he is a Yazidi and 

cares about the Yazidis’ experiences; ii) he was introduced to me through a professor 

at Tishk University in Erbil, from where he graduated, and the professor assured me 

that he would be a suitable RA as he had also worked as a journalist. That is, he was 

familiar with conducting interviews; iii) I arranged several meetings with the 

prospective RA and constantly followed up to ensure that he conducted the interviews 

as required. This was because when I read the translation of the audio-recorded 

interviews, I understood how the interviews had been conducted. Moreover, since the 

interviews did not explicitly include questions on sexual violence, the women were less 

likely to feel uncomfortable discussing their experiences with a male RA. Overall, 

while there were many advantages of working with a such a RA, it required 

considerable attention. 

With regards to how to conduct thematic analysis on semi-structured interviews, Braun 

and Clarke (2006, p.79) noted that thematic analysis is a method for identifying and 

analysing patterns and themes within data. What is important in thematic analysis is 

that a theme should capture “something important about the data in relation to the 

research question” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.82). Ideally, there will be many instances 

of a theme across a particular dataset. However, the frequency of instances of a theme 

or a pattern does not automatically make it more or less important. Rather, it is the 

researcher’s judgement that determines the importance of a particular theme based on 

the theoretical and/or conceptual framework adapted. This process involves moving 
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from merely describing the interview data to analysing how this might “reflect 

underlying assumptions, ideas or meanings which exist for individuals” (Evans, 2018). 

Therefore, quantifiable measures are not enough criteria for a theme to be identified by 

researchers. Regarding how to present the themes identified in the data, it was important 

not to paraphrase the context of the data extracts, but to make sense of them. In other 

words, it is crucial to “identify what is of interest about them and why” (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p.92). According to Evans (2018), the best way of presenting a theme is 

to provide a rich description of it, and then present an extract from an interview to 

exemplify (see Chapters Six and Seven). The next section discusses my reflections on 

the research project and its limitations.  

 

4.6 Reflections and Limitations 

Conducting this research project enabled me to gain significant insights into the Yazidi 

women’s understandings and lived experiences of life under ISIS and after ISIS; it also 

enabled me to critique some common presumptions about women from the Global 

South. It has also revealed the methodological strengths and weaknesses of the selected 

research methods, such as the initial difficulties in gaining access to participants 

personally. Moreover, it has highlighted the methods I developed to overcome these 

challenges, especially in the process of gaining access to Yazidi women to collect 

interview data. 

Methodologically, in the beginning, for the interview data, even approaching the 

intended participants –– women who had been persecuted and displaced –– was 

concerning. Their lives appeared to have been ruined, and I was interested in their 

feelings. While they have been trying to overcome these difficulties, inviting them as 

interviewees for this research made me feel anxious. In my interactions with research 

participants and the RA, I was constantly aware of the differences and similarities 

between me as a researcher and the female participants and how this influenced the 

power relationship. To overcome these experiences, I stuck to my research plan. By 

sticking to the ‘research plan’, I refer to the formal procedures as well as acknowledging 

the personal interaction with the participants and treating them as people with real 

emotions and feelings. As Breuer and Roth (2003, p.8) state, researchers and 

participants (as well as the RA in this study) have differently “ways of seeing, 

standards, and interpretations for the stimuli issuing from the other and themselves”. 
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Acknowledging these phenomena was crucial in interacting with these participants and 

asking them to discuss this very sensitive topic.  

Regarding gaining access to the participants, as mentioned above, I employed a range 

of different strategies. Since the intended participants were living in IDP camps, I had 

to go through humanitarian organisations first to gain access. Nonetheless, due to the 

sensitivity of the subject, in the beginning, I was only able to talk to project managers 

and therapists only who worked with the Yazidi women. Owing to the limited time, I 

took on a RA to help collect the interview data, as mentioned above. After the RA had 

interviewed 20 participants, I approached one of the humanitarian organisations again 

to request permission to interview the women; with the women’s consent, the 

organisation allowed me to talk to 11 women over the phone. What I learned is that 

although it is difficult, it is always possible to find a way to achieve what we need to 

achieve for our specific projects.  

With regard to the research limitations, difficulties often arise when attempting to 

research a sensitive topic. The first limitation was my background. It is important to 

acknowledge that ethnic and religious differences between me and participants may 

have influenced the research findings. Turkey is midway between the Middle East and 

Europe from a geographical point of view, and 98% of Turks are Muslim. Regarding 

the Yazidi population, Yazidism is ethnic identity and a religion. Therefore, ethnically 

and religiously, these two identities are different. Nonetheless, I viewed these 

differences as a strength because sometimes an outsider can gain an understanding of 

complex issues that insiders cannot.  

I encountered limitations after contacting several organisations in Iraq. Because of the 

frequent Internet outages in Iraq, on some occasions, it was not possible to keep in 

touch with the organisations on a regular basis to interview the participants. This 

process took a considerable amount of time. When it was possible to the social workers 

in the organisations via Skype, they explained that it would not be possible to continue 

to do the interviews over Skype because of a lack of access to the Internet and language 

barriers. Using Skype was inconvenient because video calls use much more data. 

Regarding the language barriers, the social workers were not proficient in English, 

therefore, they would not be able to translate Kurmanji (the language of the Yazidi 

women) into English. For these reasons, to be able to collect the interview data, through 

a family connection, I found a RA in Iraq as mentioned before. While I acknowledge 

that “all methods are skills developed with practice” (Ackerly & True, 2020, p.155), 
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this research process (finding a RA, confirming these changes with the organisations, 

and making amendments to the ethical application form) was very time-consuming.   

The limitations even continued in the process of collecting the interview data. The 

current literature addresses how crucial and influential intermediaries can be when it 

comes to gaining access to research participants. Given the sensitive nature of the 

research topic, repeated attempts were made to try to arrange interviews with some of 

the organisations in Iraq. When I did not receive positive responses –– or any responses 

–– from the organisations, further attempts to approach them were made via email, but 

it seemed that there was a lack of interest in co-operating even though it was explained 

that the research was being carried out for academic purposes. Eventually, however, I 

was able to conduct 11 phone interviews with Yazidi women through the Jiyan 

Foundation based in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq.  

It is also important to note that the data collection process was disrupted due to the 

outbreak of COVID-19 and the RA was unable to conduct interviews for roughly three 

months. After the slow easing of restrictions, the RA was again able to arrange further 

interviews. In sum, from a methodological point of view, given the circumstances and 

the inability to travel to Iraq, I conducted Skype interviews first, then, working with the 

RA, and it was possible to conduct phone interviews with the participants. This process 

highlighted the limitations inherent in the research process and how to tackle them. 

It is also important to reflect on the other limitations of using semi-structured interviews 

in relation to the gender of the interviewer as I am female and the RA is male. 

Denscombe (2007, p.184) states that depending on the respondent’s perceptions, people 

respond differently to the questions asked, what Denscombe called the interviewer 

effect.  Denscombe (2007, p.184) points out that “in particular, the sex, the age and the 

ethnic origins of the interviewer have a bearing on the amount of information people 

are willing to divulge and their honesty about what they reveal.” Since I was not able 

to interview with the same women that the RA interviewed, it was not possible to 

evaluate how the interviewees’ perceptions of the gender of the interviewer influenced 

the interview process and if there any different patterns in the responses were evident.  

Therefore, in future research, it would be interesting to determine if the gender of the 

interviewers influences the collection of the sensitive data, and if so, in what way. 

Regarding the semi-structured interviews, since the researchers developed the 

interview questions, the interviewers might consciously or unconsciously lead 

respondents towards what the interviewers consider what is and what is not worth 
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discussing. However, it is difficult to avoid this difficulty because in qualitative 

research, the researcher has prior knowledge about the research participants and 

develops questions to produce data that is likely to enable the research question to be 

addressed.  

 

4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter highlighted and detailed the methodology employed in this investigation 

as well as the research methods that informed the choice of approach. The chapter began 

by outlining the epistemological approach used in this research project followed by a 

discussion of the ethical considerations because these considerations were a crucial part 

of this research due to the sensitive nature of the topic. The researcher justified the 

selection of a case study approach in the present thesis for two reasons: (i) the 

representation of women’s experiences of victimhood and survivorship both under and 

post-ISIS is a significantly under-researched area, and (ii) gender-based violence 

against Yazidi women attracted the attention of mainstream UK and US newspapers. 

This case study approach has provided a range of crucial insights into Yazidi women’s 

complex realities and offers transferable findings that may be useful in other conflict-

ridden situations. To mirror the stages of the research process, this chapter was divided 

into two sections. The first section described the newspaper data and outlined the data 

collection and analysis methods employed. The second section discussed the semi-

structured interview data and explained the data collection and analysis methods 

employed. At the end of the chapter, I reflected on the research process and highlighted 

the challenges encountered and ways to tackle them. The following chapter will provide 

the results of the quantitative and qualitative content analysis on the sampled 

newspapers’ coverage of Yazidi women’s experiences of ISIS violence from 2014– 

2019. 
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CHAPTER V: CONTENT ANALYSIS OF THE UK AND US 

NEWSPAPERS’ PORTRAYAL OF GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 

AGAINST THE YAZIDI WOMEN 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the news media representation of Yazidi women’s survivorship 

and victimhood to address one of the main research questions of this thesis. The core 

objective of this chapter is to explore how Yazidi women’s victimhood and 

survivorship under ISIS and post-ISIS were portrayed. The analysis of news coverage 

was important for this thesis because it enabled the researcher to assess the extent to 

which the portrayal provided an accurate account of the participants’ victimhood and 

survival narratives under ISIS and post-ISIS and compare the news media coverage 

with the participants’ own descriptions of their lived experiences of this. One of the 

arguments of this chapter is that that the news media overwhelmingly focused on the 

sexual violence perpetrated against Yazidi women. Another overarching argument of 

this chapter is although the news media reported women’s survival stories under and 

post-ISIS, the focus of the news articles was not these women’s survivorship, but on 

their victimhood. This was apparent in the headlines of newspapers as well as the article 

content. Finally, following the decrease in the media’s interest in Yazidi women, Yazidi 

women’s ongoing non-sexual-violence-related security issues did not receive as much 

attention as issues related to sexual violence. Therefore, the results indicate that the 

newspaper media investigated failed to provide an adequately balanced and broad 

portrayal of this episode of gender-based violence perpetrated against Yazidi women 

by ISIS and which continued after these women’s escape from ISIS. 

First, this chapter focuses on the quantitative content analyses of a sample of 258 UK 

and US newspaper articles, including the frequency and distribution of the news items 

covering Yazidi women under ISIS. This is summarised in tables and figures. The 

second section about the evident shift in the media’s interest in Yazidi women follows 

this; it illustrates how major English-language newspapers lost interest in Yazidi 

women and their experiences of violence during the timeline. This section also covers 

the gendered nature of the news-making process. The results here present a basis for 

the following sections in which the meanings expressed in the news articles are 

analysed. The third section then provides a qualitative analysis of the news media 

sampled, focusing on the sources on which the journalists relied for their information. 
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The fourth section then systematically analyse the media coverage of Yazidi women’s 

experiences, aiming to provide one of the first investigations into how victimhood and 

survivorship narratives are described both in and after conflict. That is, it investigates 

(i) the representation of Yazidi women’s victimhood under ISIS; (ii) the representation 

of Yazidi women’s survivorship under ISIS; (iii) the representation of Yazidi women’s 

victimhood after ISIS; and (iv) the representation of Yazidi women’s survivorship after 

ISIS. In doing so, this chapter highlights the differences between discussions of these 

women’s experiences under and after ISIS captivity; highlights and provides evidence 

of the specific framings that contribute to the wider victimhood and survivorship 

narratives, and highlights the balance between victimhood and survivorship narratives. 

Overall, since there is a relatively small body of literature that is concerned with the 

media coverage of Yazidi women, this chapter fills this gap by providing broader 

insights into the media coverage of Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorship. 

 

5.2. Descriptive Analysis of the News Data 

The quantitative analysis of the data was primarily concerned with the changes of 

emphasis and content in the sample of UK and US newspapers. Conducting quantitative 

content analysis was a useful way to explore the frequency and distribution of the news 

content. Also, the use of figures and tables help to reveal how much space the 

newspapers sampled devoted to Yazidi women’s experiences under and post-ISIS and 

answer the first two sub-questions of this thesis. 

As mentioned in the methodology chapter, the researcher used the Nexis library, an 

electronic newspaper database, to obtain articles on Yazidi women. Depending on the 

news data queried and the selection of the most-read newspapers, 258 articles were 

selected for analysis. In the dataset, the search terms (Yazidi, women; Yazidi women; 

ISIS; Islamic State; Islamic Caliphate) retrieved articles mostly from the UK during the 

timeline (214 out of 258). The US newspapers published a sample of 44 new items from 

2014–2019. There was a considerable difference between the numbers of news items 

featured in the UK and US publications and differences between the numbers of news 

items on Yazidi women that appeared in these publications. For example, while The 

Independent published the highest percentage of news stories about Yazidi women 

(27.91%), The Telegraph published the least number of news items related to the 

women’s experiences during the research period (2.71%). Table 5.1. (below) illustrates 
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the number of individual news articles published by each newspaper during the timeline 

in the UK and US newspapers sampled.  

 

Table 5.1. The number of individual news articles about Yazidi women in the sampled 

newspapers 

Newspaper 

Number of Individual 

News Articles Percentage 

Daily Mirror (UK) 20 7.75% 

Daily Mail (UK) 56 21.71% 

The Guardian (UK) 23 8.91% 

The Independent 

(UK) 72 27.91% 

The Times (UK) 36 13.95% 

The Telegraph (UK) 7 2.71% 

The Washington Post 

(US) 17 6.59% 

The New York Times 

(US) 27 10.47% 

Total 258 100% 

 

Although the number of news articles published by each newspaper is provided above, 

there is a need to highlight the changes in the volume of articles that focused on Yazidi 

women to investigate if and how the media interest in Yazidi women waned during the 

research period. Figure 1 demonstrates the distribution of the news coverage on Yazidi 

women for all the newspapers sampled in relation to their experiences of life with and 

after ISIS over the five-year period (2014–2019). The largest number of news articles 

appeared between 2014–2016 due to the rise and spread of ISIS in the region. This is 

also the period when the ill-treatment of Yazidi women started to appear and dominate 

the news coverage. The salient point is that as the Figure 1 shows, by 2018 there was a 

significant decrease in the number of news items published on Yazidi women. While 

68 news stories were published on Yazidi women in 2016, this fell to just 29 in 2017 

and 25 in 2018. This indicates that media interest in Yazidi women’s experiences of 

ISIS violence began to wane in 2017 as ISIS lost control of key cities in Iraq and Syria. 

However, after Nadia Murad, a Yazidi advocate, had won the Nobel Peace Prize in 

2018 and met Donald Trump in 2019, Yazidi women’s stories from the Kurdistan 

Region of Iraq gained the newspapers’ attention again in 2019. It is worth noting that 

this significant changes in the news media’s interest in Yazidi women was influenced 
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by the political situation in the region. While the extent of the ISIS-perpetrated violence 

against Yazidis reached an unprecedented level for the international community 

between 2014—2016, their experiences were only covered as much as the perpetrators, 

namely ISIS, who were at the centre of global attention due to their attacks and spread 

in the region.   

 

Figure 5.1. Distribution of the news coverage over the research period (2014-2019) 

 

While Figure 5.1 demonstrates the overall distribution of the news items year by year, 

Figure 5.2 shows the distribution of the news articles for each newspaper from 2014– 

2019. This enabled the researcher to determine which newspaper(s) appeared to be 

more interested in Yazidi women’s stories and the associated power dynamics in the 

region over the five-year research period. As shown in Figure 5.2 (below), The 

Independent and Daily Mail from the UK and The New York Times from the US 

published the most articles about Yazidi women’s experiences of violence from 2014 

onwards; here, the salient finding was that the rise in the frequency of such articles that 

were published in 2016 was mainly due to the increased number of articles published 

by The Independent. While the number of articles published would be much less 

without the content published by The Independent, the overall decrease in the number 

of articles from all the sampled newspapers still stands.  

Regarding the media interest in Yazidi women, The Independent and Daily Mail from 

the UK and The New York Times from the US appeared to lose   interest in the plight 

of Yazidi women and their experiences; the occurrence of such articles decreased 

between 2017 (29 news articles) and 2018 (25 news articles). This finding supports this 

thesis’s hypothesis about the focus of the western news media’s attention towards 
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Yazidi women. As mentioned above, this thesis posits that Yazidi women attracted 

western media attention as long as ISIS captured the attention of the newspapers. In 

2019, however, with Nadia Murad’s campaign to end sexual violence against women, 

which soon became the most prominent theme in the sampled British and American 

newspapers about Yazidi women’s experiences, the newspapers sampled refocused 

their attention on ISIS’ treatment of Yazidi women once more. 

 

 

Figure 5.2. The different newspapers’ coverage of Yazidi women from 2014 to 2019 

 

5.2.1 Who is Making the News? 

While researchers have long examined the representations of women in news coverage, 

contemporary research examines the gendered nature of the news-making process. 

Scholars have focused on how gender in media shapes and influences news practices, 

forms, institutions, and audiences (Ross, 2007, p.450; Ross, 2001, p.532; Carter, 

Branston, & Allan, 1998, p.3) On the one hand, Weaver’s (1997, p.39) study found that 

“newsroom and community environments are stronger influences on the kinds of news 

content they produce than is gender”. He found that there were few differences between 

men and women in terms of professional values and ethos when covering a particular 

topic. Drawing on interview-based research conducted with journalists, van Zoonen 

(1998, p.36), on the other hand, points those male journalists feel that female journalists 

do have another approach to news. For van Zoonen (1998), compared to male 

journalists, female journalists are more interested in human interest topics people’s 

backgrounds and the effects of these backgrounds on their lives, and audience needs. 
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This thesis’s analysis of the news data demonstrated that there was not much difference 

between female and male journalists in reporting Yazidi women’s experiences of ISIS 

violence. Moreover, regarding the number of female journalists who covered this topic, 

as shown in Figure 5.3 (below), there was no significant difference in the demographics 

of the journalists who covered the Yazidi women’s situations (113 articles by females 

and 110 articles by males). Interestingly, only 15 (6%) articles of these articles were 

published by journalists in Iraq –– their sex is not included in the number of 

male/female journalists–– covering these issues in the region. Five news articles 

omitted to mention the submitting journalists’ names entirely. There is no information 

about who made the news in these cases.  

Here, it is important to note that a few newspapers (4 articles) devoted space for Yazidis 

themselves, namely Nadia Murad, to write about their experiences of ISIS from their 

point of view. One of which was published by The Guardian; the others were published 

by The Washington Post and The New York Times. Similarly, Appeared in just one 

article, The Washington Post published Yazidi female and male advocates’ articles. 

 

Figure 5.3. Breakdown of the sex of journalists producing news articles for each of the 

eight newspapers sampled 

 

5.3 Qualitative Analysis of the News Data 

Performing quantitative content analysis of news articles can answer questions such as 

‘how many times was a particular issue mentioned?’, ‘which newspapers covered the 
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topic the most?’ and ‘did media interest wane during the timeline?’. However, such 

questions tell us very little about the actual meaning contained within a particular text. 

Therefore, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the meanings contained 

within the coverage of Yazidi women in the sampled news articles, qualitative content 

analysis was conducted. This entailed the researcher reading each article at least three 

times to become familiarised with the news topics. Due to the large amounts of textual 

data in the dataset, NVivo software was also used to facilitate the coding process by 

automatically recording instances of relevant words and sentences against codes into 

the system. Alongside the software, notes were also taken about different aspects of 

coverage, often selecting specific content to highlight themes identified in the data 

analysis. For example, when the newspapers reported psychological problems of Yazidi 

women, this frame was placed into the theme the representation of Yazidi women’s 

victimhood after ISIS. The rationale for this was that this frame implies negative 

connotations about the women as it portrayed them in terms of a victimhood-based 

narrative who were unable to move on their lives after ISIS; this narrative functioned 

to highlight medical professionals’ explanation of these women’s situations to enable 

the media readership to understand these women’s lives after the conflict.   

Beginning with a descriptive analysis of the news media, the next section reveals the 

types of information the newspapers relied on to gather information about Yazidi 

women in relation to their experiences with and after ISIS (Yazidi women related to the 

issue, Random Yazidi women, Iraqi officials, Western officials, Western media and 

agency, human rights organisations). 

 

5.3.1 The Quality of Sources in Reporting Yazidi Women 

As Richardson (2007, p.127) suggests 

 

the quality of newspaper reporting is directly related to the quality of 

journalists’ access to the story. If journalists cannot access a story –– to 

investigate, to speak to sources, to take photographs –– then the quality of the 

reporting invariably suffers.  

 

In other words, if journalists are unable to cover an event in person by relying on 

information provided directly by sources, then other social and political actors outside 

the newsroom can influence the content of reporting. Given that, the source(s) of 

information journalists chose to use when gathering information for an article 
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influences the formation and perspective of the news agenda as well as shaping the 

journalistic frame of reference within which a particular news event is portrayed.  

In 1979, Gans (cited in Ross, 2007, p.454) identified a hierarchy of news values, which 

highlighted that some sources were more equal than others. For instance, the use of 

sources such as government spokespeople, politicians and business leaders says 

important things about whose voices count in society and have legitimacy. According 

to Ross (2007, p.454), this statement still stands in terms of journalist’s toolbox in the 

21st-century. Spokespeople are prioritised over citizens, and women are rarely as equal 

as men. Nonetheless, Ross (2007, p.454) further stated that there is at least a 

contemporary debate surrounding notions of legitimacy in sourcing media content and 

how the news media might provide better access to ‘less routine’ voices. Feminist 

research has long been concerned with the portrayal of women in news media content; 

their demands to reform these types of notions in journalism “tended to centre on the 

need to make news texts more ‘accurate’ or ‘true to real life’ in newspapers’ depiction 

of women’s experiences” (Carter, Branston, & Allan, 1998, p.6).  

In line with this debate, as Figure 5.4 (below) shows, the sampled news articles relied 

mostly on Yazidi women themselves as the source of content, a quality that enabled the 

researcher to analyse how the newspapers framed such statements. In these articles, 146 

(57%) of the news items provided Yazidi women with the opportunity to retell their 

experiences of life with ISIS; these appeared mostly in The Independent (34 articles) 

and the Daily Mail (39 articles). To provide an example of this, The Independent (Saul, 

2015) reported a story of a woman who stated that Yazidi women were forced to give 

blood to wounded ISIS fighters: “I can never forget when they separated the men and 

women from each other," she said. She reported: "It was very painful to witness women 

and girls being taken as war spoils.”  

 As shown in the Figure 5.4, the newspapers also relied on Western officials (10%), 

Iraqi officials (16%), and NGO reports (3%) such as Human Rights Watch and 

Amnesty International to gather information about abducted Yazidi women and 

produce the news articles. Among the newspapers, The Times relied on NGO reports 

the most (5 articles). The three UK newspapers, The Guardian, The Independent, and 

The Times appeared to use Western officials (25 articles) as a crucial source more than 

other newspapers (6, 6, 5 articles, respectively). Nonetheless, the testimonies of Iraqi 

officials were more common than those of Western officials in the dataset, the former 

appearing in 41 news articles, mostly in The Independent. There were also 23 articles 
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(9%) that appeared mostly in The Independent (eight articles) and the Daily Mail (six 

articles) that relied upon ISIS-published documents that attempted to justify the 

enslavement of Yazidi women, which reinforced the dominant narratives of sexual 

violence against Yazidi women. That is, the use of such documents meant that Yazidi 

women’s own voices were marginalised, and that ISIS’ own documents were 

considered to be more newsworthy and legitimate by dedicating space to ISIS’ own 

narratives on Yazidi women’s situations in the region at this time. Nonetheless, ISIS’ 

documents were only used up until 2016. One reason for this might be that until 2016, 

when many Yazidi women were freed from ISIS, the newspapers were less likely to 

have access to Yazidi women as most of these women were under ISIS captivity up 

until 2016. Another reason that the sampled newspapers’ use of ISIS-published 

documents fell after 2016 might be because of the significant shock that the revelations 

about the scale of ISIS brutality towards Yazidi women caused within the Yazidi 

community. This likely led to the Yazidi community being reluctant to provide western 

journalists with access to Yazidi women after their release from ISIS due to the closed 

nature of the community, the severe impact of these revelations on every member of 

the community, and the women being still extremely affected and unwilling disclose 

their lived experiences of violence to western journalists. Following 2016, from 2017–

2019, all the newspapers sampled relied on Yazidi women’s accounts of their 

experiences as many more women had been rescued or had managed to escape ISIS 

during this period. 
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Figure 5.4. Sources the sampled newspapers relied upon to cover the plight of Yazidi 

women under ISIS 

 

5.4 The Coverage of Yazidi Women’s Victimhood and Survivorship in News 

Media 

After ISIS attacked the homeland of the Yazidis and other key cities in 2014, a series 

of articles emerged discussing the violence inflicted upon Yazidis. It was perhaps 

unsurprising that each article focused on the atrocities and violence that the women 

experienced over and above any other issues. A possible explanation for this might be 

that the scale of violence against Yazidi community, especially against its women, 

shocked the international community. In order to examine the nuances of this news 

media coverage and explore how the women’s experiences of life were constructed, the 

results are organised by dividing the data into four themes, each of which focus on three 

different periods that mark key turning points in ISIS’ military campaign and its effect 

on Yazidi women.  

Having employed a hybrid process of inductive and deductive content analysis, as 

discussed in Chapter Four, the researcher arranged the articles in date order and 

categorised them into three different periods. Specifically, these are Period 1 (2014–

2015), Period 2 (2016–2017), and Period 3 (2018–2019). These periods were chosen 

because ISIS was at its peak from 2014–2015, enslaving and brutalising thousands of 

Yazidi women. During Period 2, Iraqi forces began operations to take back control of 

ISIS-occupied areas, including the Nineveh province of Northern Iraq, the primary 

domicile of the Yazidis. By the end of 2017, ISIS had lost its biggest territories –– 
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Mosul and Raqqa, including the Nineveh province –– and many Yazidis had managed 

to escape at this point. Period 3 marks the end of ISIS’ so-called Caliphate and the point 

at which some Yazidi women had managed escaped from ISIS’ final stronghold, 

Baghouz. 

Figure 5.5 (below) provides a visual presentation of the total number of sub-frames to 

give an overview of the media coverage of Yazidi women, which allowed the researcher 

to interpret these data. Clearly, women as slaves-raped and sold received significant 

coverage against other frames during the research period, which accounted for 315 

(42%) of the articles out of 749 in total. In other words, five and half times as many 

articles mentioned sexual slavery as the next highest frame, which was escape stories 

(58.8%). One reason for this might be because as some Yazidi women had been 

liberated from ISIS starting in 2014, the media began paying more attention to Yazidi 

women’s escape stories to gain a first-hand perspective. Alongside the sub-frame 

escape stories, the only other survival-related narrative in the first ten frames was 

campaigning (51.7%), which refers to the efforts of Yazidi women to bring their 

perpetrators to justice. Nonetheless, the media predominantly focused on Murad’s 

international activism, which is problematic as it feeds into an overly simplistic 

narrative about Yazidi women. In particular, when Murad received the Nobel Peace 

Prize in 2018, the newspapers then began to focus on Murad and her activism more 

than any other Yazidi women who have also campaigned to help Yazidis either at the 

local or international level, such as Farida Khalaf and Iman Abbas. For example, The 

Mail Online (Aldersley, 2018) quoted the Nobel Committee chairwoman who said: 

‘She [Murad] has shown uncommon courage in recounting her own sufferings and 

speaking up on behalf of other victims’. Even before being awarded the Nobel Peace 

Prize, Murad was at the centre of media attention due to her campaigning. A story 

featuring Murad appeared in The New York Times (Chan and Sengupta, 2016): 

 

Despite her own trauma, she took up a global campaign to draw attention to 

the plight of Yazidis being held in sex slavery by the Islamic State or 

remaining displaced in Iraq. For that work, Ms. Murad was awarded the 

Vaclav Havel Human Rights Prize on Monday. 
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Figure 5.5. Total numbers of sub-frames over the research period (2014–2019) 

 

Beginning with Yazidi women’s experiences of victimhood under ISIS, the next section 

provides a detailed analysis of the sampled newspapers’ representation of this 

victimhood under ISIS during the three above-mentioned periods.  
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5.4.1 The Representation of Yazidi Women’s Victimhood under ISIS 

The representation of women’s victimhood under ISIS was identified as the first theme 

in the analysis of the news data. The identification of this theme involved the integration 

of data-driven coding with theory-driven coding based on the tenets of feminist 

literature. As with the other three themes mentioned below, this theme evaluated all 

three different time periods separately and analysed what types of frames emerged 

about Yazidi women’s victimhood under ISIS and what they tell us about women’s 

experiences of violence in conflict. In other words, it explores what kind of 

understanding these frames created about Global South women’s experience of 

violence.  

 

5.4.1.1 Period 1 (2014-2015) 

 

The current literature (e.g., Vale, 2020b) on Yazidi women’s experiences of gender-

based violence illustrated the need to analyse the representation of gender-based 

violence across different time periods to investigate how women’s victimhood has been 

covered and if this coverage changed over the research period, and if so, how.  

The qualitative content analysis of the news media is divided into three time periods. 

This section examines the first period –– consisting of 98 news articles –– during which 

ISIS controlled vast swathes of the territory in the region and enslaved many Yazidi 

women.  

 

Figure 5.6. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s victimhood under 

ISIS (2014-2015) across different articles  
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Following ISIS’ attack on the Yazidi homeland in the Northern Iraqi Nineveh province, 

reports of Yazidi women’s enslavement began to dominate the newspaper coverage. As 

Figure 5.6 (above) shows, some articles (15 articles out of 98) paid particular attention 

to how ISIS justified the enslavement of these women, by abducting and sexually 

abusing them in its ‘territories’. The articles mentioned ISIS’ English-language 

magazine, Dabiq, and interviewed those who had managed to escape. Eleven days after 

the genocide, The New York Times ran a story entitled ‘Islamic State Propagandists 

Boast of Sexual Enslavement of Women and Girls’, which was based on an article in 

Dabiq that described the attacks in detail (Mackey, 2014). Another piece, entitled ‘Full 

Horror of the Yazidis Who did not Escape Mount Sinjar: UN Confirms 5,000 Men 

Were Executed and 7,000 Women Are Now Kept as Sex Slaves’, in the Daily Mail, 

reproduced this narrative, citing yet again Dabiq (Hopkins, 2014). Narratives that 

emphasised Yazidi women being held and/or sold as sex slaves and raped were the most 

common themes and were grounded in ISIS’s justification of this enslavement. Relying 

on a human rights organisation as a source of news, another Daily Mail article covered 

the plight of Yazidi women by reinforcing such common narratives about these women: 

“Despite living by a strict religious code, Islamic State fighters are allowed to take and 

have sex with Yazidi women because they view them as little more than property to be 

used” (Pleasance and Newton, 2014). Similarly, The Independent ran a story about 

ISIS’ exploitation of Yazidi women by covering how ISIS operates:  

 

The men of the ‘caliphate’ do not usually marry Yazidi women, unless they 

have converted officially to Islam and have been accepted as Muslims. After 

the ISIS’s capture of the Mount Sinjar area in August 2014, many thousands 

of Yazidi were forced into captivity and became sex slaves. (Neurink, 2015) 

 

The sampled 98 news articles did not mention the historical context surrounding Yazidi 

persecution in the Middle East and therefore lacked a detailed analysis of the socio-

cultural background to this long-standing issue; instead, the articles focused on ISIS’s 

‘justifications’ for imprisoning women as sex slaves and forcing them to convert to 

Islam and marry ISIS fighters. For instance, relying on interviews conducted by 

Amnesty International, The Independent described Yazidi women’s experiences under 

ISIS, highlighting how some had committed suicide to escape rape and were forced to 

convert to Islam: “Captured Yazidi girls in Iraq are killing themselves to escape rape 

and torture at the hands of Isis militants holding them prisoner” (Dearden, 2014). The 
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article continued: “women who converted to Islam were forced to marry ISIS militants 

and those maintaining their faith have been trafficked as sex slaves, abused and 

imprisoned”. As more Yazidi women managed to escape ISIS in 2015, journalists 

interviewed those who had escaped: one article in the Daily Mail detailed the 

institutionalised sexual violence women experienced: “She said the girls were routinely 

stripped naked before being categorised and shipped off” (Willgress, 2015). For Naylor 

(2001, p.186), the graphic media narratives of violence against Yazidi women indicate 

sexual or sympathetic appeal for the readership and draw on long-established tropes 

about certain kinds of masculine violence as a ‘natural force’, both random and 

inevitable. Moreover, an article from The Times (Lloyd, 2014) detailed ISIS’ advice on 

how to treat Yazidi ‘concubines’ under its rule: “The group has published a guide to 

advise jihadists on permissible practices with a ‘concubine’ and how to punish them. 

Sex with pre-pubescent girls is allowed under certain circumstances”. Although the 

pamphlet is described as ‘abhorrent’, The Independent reported that: “The ISIS militant 

group has released what appears to be an "abhorrent" pamphlet providing its followers 

with guidelines on how to capture, keep and sexually abuse female slaves”. The report 

goes on: “The pamphlet explains that it is "permissible" to take non-Muslims captive, 

making particular mention of the kitabiyat or "People of the Book" –– Jews and 

Christians” (Withnall, 2014). The Daily Mail 'provided the reader’ with the ISIS’s price 

list for Yazidi women, reporting that “just £27 will fetch a Yazidi or Christian woman 

aged between 40 and 50” (Hall, 2014).  

These findings are significant in at least one major respect: Such narratives, which link 

misogyny and extremism to Muslim-majority countries and Islamist violence, reflect 

racialised and sexualised politics of the ‘War on Terror’ produced by US politics and 

culture since 9/11 (Shepherd, 2022, p. 738). In the aftermath of 9/11, the rhetoric of the 

War on Terror mirrors the imperial logic of the West that constructs brown men as 

‘savages’, brown women as ‘victims’ and ‘civilisable’, and white men as ‘saviours’ 

(Cooke, 2002, p.485; Gentry, 2015, p.364). The savage [non-white, non-Western] is 

presented as dangerous masculinity, “so cruel and unimaginable”, which assigns the 

East orientalist attributes (Mutua, 2001, p.202). This is also the period in which the 

concept of ‘other’ has been remade (Bhattacharyya, 2008, p.4) — previously, it was the 

figure of the black men that was demonised—. During that time, the images of the 

Middle Eastern or Muslim ‘other’ have become highly visible in mainstream media and 

official discourses. This construction exonerates the West from its unrestrained policies 
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towards other nations in the form of humanitarianism such as those in Afghanistan and 

promotes the Western way of life as benevolent to all. As Gentry (2015, p.378) 

contends, tendency to “argue for monolithic identities recreates problematic power 

structures” between the West and the East and creates us/them dichotomy that serves 

the othering of the East in Western media. This is especially obvious in the media 

coverage of ISIS, which revealed how the news media tended to reinforce long-held 

assumptions about the misogyny of Eastern men.  

It is important to mention that the first newspaper articles that mentioned Nadia Murad 

appeared in 2015 (one in The Mirror and one in The Independent). Murad has become 

the public face of the Yazidis by dedicating her life to their plight by representing them 

on the world stage. In 2015, she left Iraq for Germany as part of a refugee programme 

aimed at helping the survivors of ISIS. At this time, while many Western newspapers 

covered her story as she spoke before the UN to call on governments for help, Murad’s 

story was similarly covered by the media. Namely, despite her courage in speaking out 

about her brutal treatment by ISIS and calling on the UN Security Council to seek 

justice for survivors, she was largely portrayed as simply another victim. Referring to 

Murad, a headline in The Mirror reads, ‘Yazidi Woman Held as Sex Slave for Three 

Months by ISIS and Gang Raped Speaks Out About Hideous Suffering’ (Halkon, 2015). 

This headline ostensibly focuses on Murad’s experiences of violence and obscures her 

sense of agency, resilience, and survivorhood.   

As part of their victimisation, the inability of Yazidis to access basic needs is the least- 

covered topic during this period, even though all these aspects of victimhood are 

intertwined. Drawing on the Associated Press, one article from Daily Mail covered this 

topic only in one sentence: 

 

Other Yazidi kidnapping victims who spoke to the Associated Press said the 

militants deprived them of enough food, water, or even a place to sit. (Bloom, 

2014) 

 

The frame the loss of family members provides another example. It is somewhat 

surprising that in total over the research period (2014–2019), this topic featured in only 

six articles (6%), even though all the abducted Yazidi women were separated from their 

family members. As previously discussed in the conceptual framework chapter, the 

Western newspapers’ coverage of certain women in specific parts of the world limits 
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our understanding of gender-based violence due to the news media’s overwhelming 

focus on one specific type of violence, namely, sexual violence. Such coverage 

reinforces the binary opposition between victimhood and survivorship and provides 

inaccurate portrayals of such women whose agency is concealed by conflict. Having 

discussed the first research period, the next section moves on to consider how Yazidi 

women’s victimhood was covered from 2016–2017.  

 

5.4.1.2 Period 2 (2016-2017) 

As can be seen from Figure 5.7, the theme sex slaves –– raped and sold provided the 

highest number of incidences in the sampled articles. Nonetheless, this theme was not 

only dominant during Period 2 but also over the entire five-year research period. What 

can be clearly seen in Figure 5.7 is the rapid decrease in 2017 in all frames, including 

sexual slavery, as in 2017, the so-called Islamic State was not at the centre of Western 

media attention because it had begun to lose the control of its territories. Tropes related 

to Yazidi women’s victimhood predominantly contributed to the victimisation and re-

victimisation of Yazidi women. Several articles mentioned how ISIS forced Yazidi 

women to take contraceptive pills so that the women could be sexually abused without 

becoming pregnant. For example, the Daily Mail reported that “Ensuring that a sex 

slave was not pregnant seemed to be more common among high-ranked fighters who 

were more versed in Islamic law” (Ware, 2016). The Independent followed similar logic 

that reinforced tropes of victimhood: “Birth control pills and injections are forced on 

captives to stop them from becoming pregnant so they can be repeatedly raped and sold 

between their captors” (Osborne, 2016). Furthermore, The New York Times (The 

Culture of Rape, 2016) raised the question of “how do fighters with the Islamic State 

access the birth control pills they provide to their sex slaves?” 
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Figure 5.7. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s victimhood under 

ISIS (2016-2017) across different articles 

Instead of questioning the use of birth control and critiquing ISIS’s treatment of women, 

the above articles explained how ISIS ensured contraceptive medication was 

administered at the correct time and in the correct dosage. In summary, it is obvious 

that the above-mentioned rape narratives were dominated by masculine perspectives in 

the news media, emphasising ISIS’s sexual violence against Yazidi women.  In addition 

to this coverage, we must also analyse the specific nature of these representations.  

Espousing the narrative of Yazidi women as sex slaves, an article in the Daily Mail 

reinforced the common portrayal of Yazidi women and girls as victims in need of 

protection because of their ‘vulnerability’ and ‘innocence’ with the following headline: 

‘Brave British mother of three, 40, risks her life to free Yazidi Sex Slaves as young as 

SIX from rape and torture by brutal ISIS jihadis’ (Brave British Mother, 2016). 

Notably, this representation of these women’s perceived helplessness was criticised by 

only a single article in the dataset that appeared in The Independent. Criticising the 

failure to move beyond reporting that emphasised the sexual violence against Yazidi 

women, the journalist, David Barnett (2016), reported:  

 

Yazidi women seized by ISIS are not merely sex slaves –– a term which 

oversexualises their ordeal and diminishes their trauma […] The phrase ‘ISIS 

sex slaves’ has passed into common currency…and therein lies something of 

a problem in a way that we, the West, perceive this abhorrent situation in the 

Middle East.  
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While Barnett’s point rightly critiques the expression sex slaves and Western 

perceptions of this term, this thesis argues that the term sex slaves portray women as 

victims without agency and power while affording power to the perpetrators. Moreover, 

it is not only these women’s trauma that is diminished by this term, but also their coping 

strategies during and after ISIS rule that challenge the Western understanding of Middle 

Eastern women, as further discussed in the next chapter.  

Unlike the reports of sexual violence in the dataset, other themes tend to be largely 

ignored in this period, although they are related to the sexual violence these women 

experienced. For example, only 9 (9%) of the articles in the dataset mentioned how 

these women tried to commit suicide to escape rape under ISIS, while 6 articles (6%) 

reported that the women prayed that the bombing would kill them while in captivity. 

The Independent (Lewis, 2016) ran a story of a woman who said: “most probably they 

[her father and brothers] were killed but it's better. It's better that they are dead and not 

in prisons with these people. Even us, we were just wishing to die rather than stay with 

such people.” 

Lack of access to basic needs such as food, water, and shelter received the least 

coverage again in this period, only appearing in three articles in The Independent in 

2017 only. Furthermore, two further inevitably related themes appeared: (i) ISIS’ 

justification of the sexual violence, and (ii) Yazidi women’s forced marriage and 

conversion to Islam. While these themes appeared in 22 (23%) of articles from 2016, 

this percentage decreased to just 8 (8%) in articles from 2017 as the Western media's 

attention to Yazidi women waned. Regarding the latter frame, for instance, quoting 

Murad, The Washington Post reported: “On Aug 3, 2014, when the Sunni extremist 

invaded the region, ‘we were not given choices –– it was convert or die’, she said 

(Boorstein, 2016). The Independent covered a similar topic in the same year: “Around 

5,000 people were killed when militants stormed the town of Sinjar. Rights groups, 

monitors and survivors report horrific stories of sexual enslavement and executions if 

captured women did not convert to Sunni Islam or agree to marry ISIS fighters.” 

(McKernan, 2016).  

 

5.4.1.3 Period 3 (2018-2019) 

As the so-called Islamic State began to lose control of its physical territories in the 

region, this ended the regime’s influence, at least in practical terms. In 2019, the US-
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backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) officially declared the defeat of ISIS after 

capturing its last territory, Baghouz, Syria. However, this period marked the least 

number of articles about Yazidi women, as the media attention had now turned to the 

issue of how to deal with foreign female ISIS members who wished to return to their 

country of origin. Like Periods 1 and 2, Figure 5.8 shows that tropes of sexual violence 

in the dataset were common from 2018–2019, followed by the themes forced marriage 

and conversion (11 articles, 11%, and committed suicide to escape rape (two articles, 

2%). Here, the dominant narrative emphasised how these women were being ‘sold 

back’ to their families. Under the headline ‘Slave Trade: Feeling Isis Militants Sell 

Yazidi Captives to Fund Escape from Terror Group’, an article in The Independent 

explored how ISIS asked the families to pay large sums of money for the women’s 

freedom: ‘The family has paid ISIS fighters a staggering $100,000 to buy back seven 

relatives […] He [an ISIS member] just said he wanted to get the money for the girls, 

so he could use the funds to escape ISIS and leave for Turkey’ (Trew, 2018).  

 

 

Figure 5.8. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s victimhood under 

ISIS (2018-2019) across different articles 

The narrative of women travelling to European countries to rebuild their lives did not 

significantly change the newspapers’ focus of the women’s experiences of violence 

under ISIS. Rather than shedding light on the women’s new lives –– given that they 

had fled their homeland and travelled long distances in search of security –– women’s 
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victimhood dominated the news reports. The Daily Mail reported the case of a woman 

who came face to face with her ISIS captor after fleeing to Germany: 

 

A former Yazidi sex slave who escaped to Germany but fled the country when 

she met her ISIS captor on the street has been pictured back in a refugee camp 

in Iraq…Ashwaq is back in northern Iraq with her mother and brother, but 

living in fear because she says Abu Humam [her captor] has family in 

Baghdad. (Kara and Stickings, 2018) 

 

Like the theme of sexual slavery –– although still frequently mentioned –– the media 

coverage of forced marriage and conversion and committed suicide to escape rape 

decreased in this period. The Telegraph reported on a Yazidi woman who “had been 

forced to wear a niqab everyday of her slavery in the homes of Islamic State of Iraq and 

Levant (ISIL) fighters and their wives (Sanchez, 2019). The Daily Mail published an 

article on a Yazidi woman who had tried to kill herself before her escape: “I lost hope 

to die, they would not let us kill ourselves. I tried four times… I’d rather have died than 

what go through what happened” (Corner, 2018).  

It is important to mention that during Period 3, the articles devoted more space to 

covering Nadia Murad’s published articles, a total of four during 2018–2019. Her piece 

in The New York Times critiques how Yazidi women are simplistically represented by 

the media as simply sex slaves:  

 

When you ask a Yazidi to repeat her grim testimony, you should consider 

what an emotional toll that exacts. And when you recount what happened to 

us, please do not use that demeaning phrase “sex slaves” to refer to us. We 

are survivors. (Murad, 2018)      

                                      

Regarding the media coverage of Murad, when Murad met former US President Trump 

at the White House in 2019, the media’s attention turned to Trump’s treatment of her. 

Five newspapers critiqued Trump’s ignorance of the reason Murad had been awarded 

a Nobel Peace Prize. For example, the Daily Mirror stated: “Donald Trump had a 

baffling response when a Nobel Prize winner told him about the murder of her family”. 

Regarding the prize she had been awarded, he said: ‘So they gave you the Nobel Prize? 

That is incredible’, asking also, ‘for what reason?” (Davidson, 2019). As Darweesh & 

Abdullah (2016, p.95) pointed out, Trump has a long history of making disparaging, 

sexist, and discourteous comments about women. His ignorance appears to be a product 

of wider institutionalised inequalities of power linking women with outdated 
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stereotypical gender roles and this unequal distribution of power is closely linked to the 

media representation of women from the Global South where women are seen as having 

little to no agency. To provide a broader picture of media coverage, the next section 

turns to the coverage of women’s survivorship under ISIS. 

 

5.4.2 Representation of Yazidi Women’s Survivorship under ISIS 

5.4.2.1 Period 1 (2014-2015) 

As mentioned in the literature review chapter, academic attention on women’s agency 

in conflict has increased over recent years, which resulted in a growing recognition of 

multiple narratives connected with conflict. In fact, the recognition of women’s agency 

in conflict expands the boundaries of our understanding of women in conflict; women 

are not just seen the victims of conflict, but also as agents of change (Yadav, 2021, 

p.449). Despite women’s vulnerabilities in conflict, women seek to change their 

circumstances in beneficial ways. Relatedly, in Period 1, three sub-frames emerged 

from the media coverage of Yazidi women’s survivorship under ISIS: escape stories, 

resistance, and deception (Figure 5.9); however, as can be seen from the article extracts 

below, the Western media has rarely attributed agency to such women and ostensibly 

failed to document their escape stories and resistance in response to their ill-treatment.  

 

 

Figure 5.9. The Representation of Yazidi women’s survivorship under ISIS (2014-

2015) across different articles  
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As some women managed to escape from ISIS, the media attention turned to women’s 

escape stories first-hand. The Guardian ran a story of a woman who escaped with her 

son:  

Muhanned [her son] was thirsty and didn't stop crying," she says. "I was 

banging the door, but nobody answered. When I opened the door, I found the 

guards sleeping," Amsha says. "I ran away with my son, as fast as I could. 

Without knowing which direction to go, she kept running until she met a man 

who offered his help. "I wasn't convinced, but what could I do?" Amsha asks. 

"I decided to put my fate in his hands, and he kept his word. (Berghe, 2014) 

 

The news report continued that Amsha did not have the courage to continue, and she 

only wished to die. Similarly, The Times featured an account of a woman’s escape after 

a two-week period of ISIS captivity; however, the account of the woman’s escape was 

placed at the very end of the report and was only given three lines, while ISIS’ treatment 

of Yazidi women was given the majority of attention:   

She said he left a telephone on a table, "forgot to lock the outside door", and 

drove off, leaving them alone. The two girls called a relative and walked into 

the night, until they met a shepherd, who led them to members of the Kurdish 

PKK militia. The militiamen reunited her with her brothers and her uncle. 

(Starkey, 2014) 

  

The Daily Mail, in contrast, perpetuated sexualised narratives in its headlines, reducing 

the escaped woman to the status of a sexualised object as a result. Such coverage 

contributes to conventional beliefs of sex slaves and narratives of female helplessness 

and contributes to strengthening victimhood narratives. The Daily Mail headline reads 

as follows: “‘That one has big breasts. But I want a Yazidi with blue eyes and pale skin. 

I am willing to pay the price.’ Escaped girl, 18, tells of the day she was sold as a sex 

slave” (Akbar, 2015). What is interesting is that the newspaper described the woman’s 

escape as a ‘miracle’ and devoted only two sentences to her escape without giving 

details, even though the woman had the courage to write a book about her lived 

experiences to raise awareness of what happened to her: “She miraculously escaped 

three months later and has now written a book in which she tells of her ordeal in 

excruciating detail.”  

Regarding women’s physical resistance, regardless of the severity of the abuse they 

experienced, Yazidi women asserted their agency by physically resisting their 

oppressors. Appearing in seven articles, the newspapers reported on women’s 

resistance towards ISIS fighters before their escape: 
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Almost immediately, she began to make trouble. It was when the jihadists 

stopped taking her on visits to see her family and told her that some of them 

were dead that the arguments began. "You say you are doing this for God," 

she says she told them, "but you are only doing it for sex and to abuse girls. 

(Harkin, 2015) 

 

In fact, although it was not always successful, alongside physical resistance, Yazidi 

women used deception to divert attention from themselves to avoid being assaulted by 

ISIS members. For instance, The Times reported: 

 

In the 11 weeks she spent in the house, Jinan pretended to have learning 

difficulties and avoided washing herself, so as to appear as unattractive as 

possible. The strategy worked, and she was not among those hauled out of 

bed at night to be sexually assaulted by their "owners."” (Sage, 2015)  

 

Nonetheless, The Times perpetuated masculinised narratives about ISIS’ violence 

towards Yazdi women by portraying ISIS oppressors as the ‘owners’ of the women, 

which not only normalises gendered violence, but also reinforces notions of masculine 

superiority. The account of the woman, however, demonstrates that despite the media's 

lack of interest, physical resistance was not the only tactic women used to deal with this 

abuse and survive ISIS. This frame will be analysed in further detail in Chapter Six to 

provide an in-depth analysis of Yazidi women’s use of deception, silence, and stoicism, 

alongside their physical resistance.  

 

5.4.2.2 Period 2 (2016-2017) 

Compared to Period 1, Period 2 featured more articles that covered the escape stories 

of Yazidi women (23 out of 27); however, like the ‘owner’ narrative employed by The 

Times mentioned in the previous section, the Daily Mail employed the term ‘slave 

master’ when covering one woman’s escape story:  

  The courageous young woman –– who was held for 16 months, finally won 

her freedom after she convinced her 'slave master' to sell her back to her 

family for $24,000. Now she bravely breaks her silence to tell the world of 

her people's desperate plight. (Fagge, 2016) 
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Figure 5.10. The Representation of Yazidi women’s Survivorship under ISIS (2016-

2017) across different articles  

 

 

Rather than challenge or undo this gendered narrative, the news coverage contributed 

to the reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity in gendered violence (Figure 5.10) 

where women are regarded as inferior. In fact, the woman was able to escape male-

dominated ISIS by communicating with her oppressors and decided to share her 

experience in the hope of raising awareness of her –– and all Yazidis' –– plight. 

Furthermore, in this period, of the 27 articles, only eight mentioned Murad’s story, 

which demonstrates the media’s lack of interest in multiple stories of conflict. For 

example, The Independent reported Murad’s story from the day when ISIS took hold 

of the territories in Northern Iraq and then reported on her first and second escape 

attempts: 

…she told the UN that an earlier escape attempt led to her being beaten up 

and gang raped by six militants as a form of punishment. (Sims, 2016) 

 

Despite this severe punishment, Murad did not give up and “successfully escaped from 

her captor after three months of abuse and torture and made her way via a refugee camp 

to seek asylum in Stuttgart, Germany. She said she escaped knowing she would be 

killed if caught” (Sims, 2016).  

 

Similarly, The Washington Post published Murad’s escape story:  
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One day, an Islamic State gunman left her alone in a house, and Murad found 

an unlocked door. She stepped out into the courtyard, climbed the wall and 

dropped down into an empty street, terrified. “It wasn't about courage," she 

said. "You're scared of being put to death or tortured. All you think about is 

how to survive." (O’Connor, 2017) 

 

 

 

In fact, Murad rightly stated that in conflict, women focus only on one thing: ‘How can 

I survive?’ and the answer to this question is not easy for women in conflict because of 

the on-going threat of violence. In relation to the media coverage, it is somewhat 

surprising that the strategies Yazidi women employed to cope with the abuse and 

oppression they experienced during their captivity were not covered at all by the 

newspapers in this period although their survival strategies represent a crucial aspect of 

their experiences, which reflect these women’s ability to transform their own situations. 

In line with the research aim, the present thesis provides a more comprehensive and 

numanced overview of Yazidi women’s survival under ISIS in Chapter Six, while 

simultaneously acknowledging their vulnerability. 

Finally, with regard to women’s resistance, which only appeared in four articles, after 

detailing the abuse to which Yazidi women were subjected, the Daily Mail, for 

example, published an account of the physical resistance a Yazidi woman employed 

against ISIS fighters:  

One time, when I refused to wash, he hit me with his gun and told me that he 

would beat me to death if I did not wash myself. But I did not want to wash 

because I knew that if I washed he would sleep with me. I did not wash for 

three months. (Malm, 2016). 

  

Altogether, it can be said that despite the large number of Yazidi women who escaped 

from ISIS, there was a noticeable scarcity in the coverage of Yazidi women's 

survivorship narratives throughout the research period. Therefore, the news media 

sampled has ostensibly failed to reveal the complexity of Yazidi women’s survival 

strategies and roles in the conflict in dealing with ISIS’ abuse and oppression.  

 

5.4.2.3 Period 3 (2018-2019) 

In Period 3, articles detailing escape stories (20 out of 23) received more media 

coverage (Figure 5.11) than those detailing Yazidi women’s resistance (3 out of 23). 

The main reason for this is because this period marked when ISIS began losing its so-

called ‘territorial caliphate’ in Iraq and Syria which allowed some Yazidi women to 
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escape. The Mirror, for instance, albeit relatively briefly, covered three women’s 

escape stories: “Mahdya, 29, told that on Sunday she and her two daughters, aged eight 

and nine, had just recently escaped Baghuz, ISIS' last sliver of territory in Syria, where 

it is surrounded and making its desperate last stand” (Kitching, 2019). Nonetheless, the 

focus of the news article was not the women’s escape but their ordeal. The news report 

continued: “Mahdya said she was beaten, sold so many times that she lost count, forced 

to marry several times and starved, forcing her to eat sticks and animal droppings to 

survive.” Another important point regarding this coverage is the headlines that present 

the articles. Headlines can change the way readers perceive and remember the story. 

Papacharissi (2019) points out that headlines inform and misinform. They influence 

how stories are retold and documented, eventually becoming memories and stories. The 

headline of the The Mirror read as follows: ISIS Monsters Use Girl, 10, As Sex Slave 

–– Now She Is 'Pregnant and Missing'. Therefore, readers would not expect to read 

about accounts of these women's survival stories in the article that followed such a 

headline. Rather, readers would be more likely to anticipate reading an account of a 

women's experience of being a sex slave.  

 

 

Figure 5.11. The Representation of Yazidi women’s survivorship under ISIS (2018-

2019) across different articles  

 

In 2018, The Telegraph covered the escape story of a woman who claimed asylum in 
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One day the women hatched a plan to escape. They scratched their hands until 

they bled and waited for infection to set in. They pleaded to see a doctor, and 

when he visited, he gave them sleeping pills for the pain. The next day they 

laced the men's tea with the pills and any other medicines they could find. All 

18 were knocked out cold and the women sneaked out to a waiting smuggler. 

Months later she would claim asylum in Germany. But Abu Humam, it turned 

out, would have the same idea. (Ensor, 2018) 

 

After covering the attack of 2014, The Times featured a powerful story of a woman who 

“had written her brother's phone number on a scrap of cloth and used it as a hair ribbon, 

fearing she would forget it otherwise.” To facilitate her escape:   

 

At the new family, she introduced the idea that her Yazidi family could pay 

for her release. Hundreds of sabiya had already escaped this way as military 

pressure on Isis grew and their territory shrank. The family agreed. (Philp, 

2019) 

 

 

Relatedly, a headline in The Mirror prescribed the ‘expected’ feminine and masculine 

behaviours about violence by subjugating a Yazidi woman’s agency in resisting ISIS 

violence in favour of her husband’s (successful) attempt to free her: ‘ISIS sex slave’s 

brother reveals his wife was also TAKEN –– but he rescued her and had her captor 

killed’ (Retter, 2018). While this headline perpetuates the notion of the male agency 

being more powerful than the female agency, the article’s content details that it was, in 

fact, the dangerous risks taken by the woman during her kidnap that enabled her 

husband to rescue her:  

During her 30-month incarceration, Jilan managed to steal a mobile phone 

and risked punishment by gang rape or even execution by contacting her 

husband in the vain hope he had survived. Through snatched, hushed 

conversations she was able to reveal her location, giving Huzni, now 37, the 

opportunity to plan an extraordinary rescue. Improbably, he hired a hitman to 

kill her captor before finally smuggling his wife out of Mosul, and back into 

his arms (Retter, 2018).     
 

Regarding Yazidi women’s resistance against ISIS, since the sampled newspapers were 

concerned with the territorial defeat of ISIS, this frame appeared only in three news 

articles in this period. Referring to one of the women who were taken to Canada as part 
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of a special refugee program, The New York Times featured a woman who described 

tattooing as an act of resistance:  

…the names of seven loved ones — all taken by ISIS — are crudely tattooed 

across her chest, arms and hands. for her, the tattooing was an act of 

resistance, which she did while imprisoned in Raqqa, using a sewing needle, 

ash and another inmate’s breast milk. “We all think a lot about what happened 

to us,” she said. (Porter, 2018)  

 

Similarly, The Independent reported on a woman’s act of defiance in the form of a 

tattoo of her husband’s name: 

 

There was one final act of resistance, though: a tattoo of her husband's name, 

inked in kohl and water on the back of her right hand. It took five days to 

complete, and the pain lasted even longer. It was, she sometimes told herself, 

a reminder of a life that could still be hers. At other times, she lost all hope. 

(Loveluck, 2019). 

 

Figure 5.12 (below) demonstrates the total instances of all frames during Period 3; it 

highlights the dominance of the coverage of Yazidi women’s victimhood under ISIS. 

Another striking finding in Figure 5.12 was the small differences among other themes. 

That is, survivorship narratives both under and after ISIS did not attract as much media 

attention as victimhood narratives. Moreover, Yazidi women’s victimhood after 

captivity received the same level of media attention as women’s victimhood under ISIS 

in 2019, which altogether suggests that the news media tended to report more on 

victimhood narratives than survival stories. 
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Figure 5.12. Mentions of victimhood and survivorship in the dataset: Total instances 

(2014- 2019) 

 

5.4.3 The Representation of Yazidi Women’s Victimhood After Captivity  

As mentioned before, to understand the coverage of Yazidi women’s experiences of 

violence in full detail, the coverage of Yazidi women’s victimhood was divided into 

two parts. While part one discussed the coverage of victimhood under ISIS, part two, 

(the current section) critically examines the coverage of women’s victimhood after 

ISIS. The first period below analyses how Yazidi women who escaped from ISIS during 

this period was covered in the news media. 

  

5.4.3.1 Period 1 (2014-2015) 

As Figure 5.13 demonstrates, mentions of Yazidi women’s continued victimhood in the 

2015 dataset exceeded those in the 2014 data because the number of Yazidi women 

who had escaped ISIS incarceration and who told their stories increased in 2015. The 

psychological and physical effect of ISIS violence on Yazidi captives became the most 

apparent theme, which was mostly focused on sexual violence. Nonetheless, given the 

number of frames focusing on sexual violence in the same period, the 12 mentions of 

these psychological and physical effects are miniscule.   
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Figure 5.13. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s victimhood after 

captivity (2014-2015) across different articles 

 

Specifically, the consequences of gender-based violence are particularly relevant when 

discussing violence more broadly against Global South women –– who are represented 

as a ‘homogenous powerless group often located as implicit victims of particular 

cultural and socio-economic victims’ (Mohanty, 1988, p.66). Period 1 marked the start 

of articles that paid greater attention to the Yazidi women’s psychological and physical 

situations, as they explicitly reported on the psychological treatment the women 

received. For example, The Independent quoted a woman’s rights director: ‘In the most 

extreme cases, women and girls were so traumatised by the fact that they were no longer 

virgins that they were insisting on this surgery [restoring their virginity by repairing the 

hymen] to feel whole again’. The article continued, ‘Human Rights Watch has urged 

the Kurdish and Iraqi authorities to provide rape victims with long-term psychosocial 

care’ (Dearden, 2015).  

The Times followed in a similar vein, quoting a health manager: ‘most of the freed 

Yazidis were suffering from trauma. Ninety per cent of the problems are psychological, 
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they have lived these past five months thinking they might have been killed any day’ 

(Barbarani, 2015). Although the articles largely focused on trauma-related sexual 

violence, including death because of rape, the other related security issues that could 

have resulted in trauma did not receive adequate attention. For example, the loss of 

relatives attracted three articles (3%), problems aside from ISIS, such as lack of support 

from the government after their escape was only reported in two articles (2%). The 

Washington Post covered an account of a woman who was “given as a gift to an ISIS 

commander”. She said: “the memory of my brother who died nearby would haunt me 

too much. I still have nightmares and swoon several times a day – when I remember 

what I saw or imagine what would have happened if Shayma and I hadn’t escaped” 

(Salih, 2014).  

While the scale of violence under ISIS indeed left many Yazidi women with 

psychological scars and caused them to lose hope for the future, Ticktin (2011, p.255) 

criticised the media discourse that approaches gender-based violence as merely a 

medical/health issue rather than understanding it “in the context of gendered relations 

of power, or as part of larger histories and expressions of inequality, which is rooted in 

histories of race or class or colonialism”. For Ticktin, the above approach to gender-

based violence reinforces tropes that render women as ‘helpless’ sufferers of violence, 

a narrative that ultimately makes their stories more palatable and relatable for 

consumption by a Western readership.  

Such narratives are common in the representation of violence against women across 

different countries, cultures, and nations. The medicalisation of gender-based violence 

indicates the need to recognise the power differentials between the Global South and 

Global North and the need to acknowledge how gendered relations of power intersect 

with other issues such as racism and colonialism. Fuchs (2018, p.686) posited that 

“although slavery was abolished, racism continued to exist in ideological, political and 

economic forms of exclusion, discrimination and exploitation”. Colonial discourse 

historically represented non-white populations as racially inferior, “fostering inequality 

and social exclusion in all areas” (Bourassa, McKay-McNabb, & Hampton, 2005, 

p.24). The patriarchal discourse created by white colonisers has been imposed on the 

role of women from colonised and oppressed groups. In that, specific ethnic groups 

who have lived under colonisation experience “a legacy of oppression” in different 

ways (Bourassa, McKay-McNabb, & Hampton, 2005, p.24). In relation to the 

representation of Yazidi women, neo-colonialism and racism manifest themselves in 
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the form of exclusion from the news media, which renders some Yazidi women’s 

experiences visible and others invisible, disempowering women and affecting their 

situations after escape or rescue.  

Due to the socially related consequences of these Yazidi women’s historic sexual abuse 

by ISIS members, reports of the social stigma that some women suffered in their 

communities began to appear in Period 1. This social stigma presented a challenge for 

women as well as for the Yazidi community itself due to its strict religious doctrines 

and cultural norms. For example, Omarkhali (2016, p.152) pointed out that many 

Yazidi women who were sexually abused by ISIS were subjected to social exclusion 

upon returning to their communities. This theme was relatively minor during Period 1; 

however, it was identified in the current thesis as an emerging theme that is likely to 

receive more attention in the future. Although Yazidi spiritual leader, Baba Sheikh, 

declared in 2014 that Yazidi females who had been subjected to sexual violence under 

ISIS should not be punished or ostracised and should be welcomed back into the 

community, the reality was different (Amnesty International, 2014, p.13). Describing 

this challenge as a ‘new trauma’, The Independent ran a story of Amel, a Yazidi woman 

who was suffering not only from the psychological effects of sexual abuse but also from 

being ostracised by members of her community.  

 

After her return, Amel would faint when asked to retell her story. She did not 

return to school, too haunted by what she had been through. Compounding 

her sadness, she says other Yazidis in the camp ‘speak badly about me; they 

say I am not good, that I am not a virgin. (Otten, 2015) 

 

What is surprising is that the discrimination and ostracisation returning Yazidi women 

faced from their communities failed to attract media attention during Period 1. This 

theme first emerged in 2015 articles as the accounts of the women who had escaped 

began to appear. Although much attention was given to the sexual violence these 

women had suffered, only two articles presented this theme as a psychological 

challenge for the returnees in their post-ISIS lives. Citing a volunteer, the Daily Mail 

reported, “Yazidi women held captive by ISIS have so many difficulties after they have 

been free. They have lost everything, no IDs, no passports…many [of them] want to 

commit suicide” (Holdaway, 2015). During Period 1, these women’s continued 

victimhood in their post-ISIS lives was prominent and marked a shift in focus away 

from ISIS’s justification of brutality to the consequences of gender-based violence. 
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5.4.3.2 Period 2 (2016-2017) 

While Period 1 featured scant mention of the concerns for the children of Yazidi women 

born of rape by ISIS fighters, this theme began to garner more attention in Period 2, as 

the effects of these children growing up in Yazidi communities began to become 

evident. To explain, in Yazidi society, a child can only be considered a ‘true’ Yazidi if 

they are born to a Yazidi mother and father within the bounds of marriage. Therefore, 

the women who returned not only faced a backlash from their community, due to the 

stigma of being raped but also had to deal with the ill-tolerated presence of their 

illegitimate children. According to Speckhard and Shaykovci (2018), the stigma 

associated with being raped is so strong in Yazidi culture that it generally prevents rape 

victims from returning to their former communities. They point out that the social 

workers they interviewed in Erbil commented that raped Yazidi mothers made a heart-

breaking choice – to return home if they were willing to abandon their children born of 

ISIS fathers, or not return home at all. Under The Times headline, ‘Yazidi Sex Slave 

Had to Choose Between Son and Escape From ISIS’, the article reports: 

 

Not only are her younger brother and sister still in ISIS captivity, but also her 

22-month son Issa, who was fathered by the man who kept her as a sex slave. 

I think about my baby every day and miss him, she said, showing a picture of 

a cute dark-eyed boy. I want to see Daesh [Isis] defeated after what they did 

to me and our people, but am terrified my son is caught in the fighting. (Lamb, 

2017) 
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Figure 5.14. The number of sub-frames related to victimhood after captivity (2016-

2017) across different articles 

 

Articles from Period 2 were dominated by medicalised discourses of the psychological 

trauma survivors faced on return to their communities, including death because of rape. 

Approaching gender-based violence as an ‘emergency illness’ requiring immediate 

intervention and special care (Ticktin, 2011, p.256), the terms used exposed the media’s 

representation of these women as victims of sexual violence who needed special 

treatment and ignored the substantial issues, they faced owing to ostracisation in their 

communities. An article in The Times quoted a German psychologist: “Nadia may need 

therapy at some point because there are things below the surface that she has not yet 

touched on. For now, she is driven by her dream: to bring all the fighters, guards and 

slave owners to justice” (Williams, 2017). Crucially, Rose (2007, p.700–702) critiqued 

this approach and suggested that “the term medicalization might be the starting point 

of an analysis, a sign of the need for an analysis, but it should not be the conclusion of 

an analysis”. It is important to note that medicalised approach to violence against 

women by the West reflects gendered orientalist logics that privileges the West through 

medical professionals who help vulnerable women from the Global South to recover 

rather than focusing on women’s own strategies to cope with violence that helped them 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

2016 2017

N
u
m

b
er

 o
f 

S
u
b

-F
ra

m
es

challenges for Yazidi

community

psychological and

pyshical effect of

violence

stigma surrounding rape

loss of their loved ones

death as a result of rape

disappointed by the lack

of Western support



156 
 

survive. This orientalised vision of violence against women reasserts the logic that 

women from the Global South need help from the Global North to recover. This logic 

results from the dominant understanding of the orientalised ‘other’, which was 

developed in the early ‘war on terror’ discourse; for example, in the context of the war 

in Afghanistan. Gendered orientalist tropes related to ‘saving brown women’ was 

created to justify the war in the non-West (Ayotte & Husain, 2005, p.128). In line with 

the central argument of the current thesis, through the media representation of the 

importance of medical professionals in helping women, this logic is reinforced and 

women from the Global South are constructed as non-autonomous individuals.  

Although the researcher does not deny or wish to minimise the suffering and rape these 

women endured, the effect of the use of the term ‘rape’ imposes a discourse of 

victimisation on these women’s experiences and fails to reveal the long-term 

implications of gendered violence. For example, having lost their family members who 

are either missing or in mass graves, Yazidi women find it difficult to rebuild their lives 

and healing. This theme appeared in 2016 in one article only in The Washington Post. 

As the implications of gendered violence continue, the media devoted more space to 

the lack of Western support that ‘disappointed’ Yazidi women, which appeared in only 

seven articles (7%). Critiquing the world’s silence on this issue, The Guardian quoted 

the Yazidi MP Vian Dakhil, who has been attempting to draw the international 

community’s attention to the plight of the Yazidis. She stated that she cannot 

understand “why western governments are doing nothing to help them when barely a 

day passes without news of further genocidal atrocities” (Kennedy, 2016).  

In their book, Fassin and Rechtman (2007) trace the birth and deployment of the politics 

of trauma in different contexts throughout history and examine how notions of 

psychological trauma and PTSD have become the central realities of violence. Their 

work reveals how hierarchies and inequalities remain in the media construction of 

victimhood and how the public and the media portray the role of social workers in 

changing how such trauma is represented. Fassin & Rechtman (2007, p.88) analysed 

the changes in the media’s portrayal of trauma during the 1980s, typifying it as ‘a 

normal response to an abnormal situation’, which acknowledges the silencing of 

victims and emphasises the prominent roles of social workers to speak publicly on 

behalf of victims. Approaching Yazidi women’s experiences as a mental-health issue 

situates women in the context of victimhood, while therapists who are authorised to 

speak assume therapeutic powers (Fassin & Rechtman, 2007, p.141). The researcher 
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does not suggest that these professionals do not have therapeutic capabilities; rather, it 

is asserted that this power dynamic has received extensive media coverage because 

when a traumatic event occurs, therapists and psychologists are often among the first 

to be interviewed to produce knowledge about such women’s experiences and more 

specifically, to provide an official narrative of the psychological aftermath. When the 

official narrative is produced by media from the Global North, it tends to create a one- 

dimensional view of these experiences, and, therefore, fails to provide a comprehensive 

account of these experiences and does not demonstrate women’s capacity as rational 

individuals capable of making decisions about their welfare.  

 

5.4.3.3 Period 3 (2018-2019) 

The data from Period 3 demonstrated the dominance of narratives related to challenges 

for Yazidi community, especially in 2019; it reveals the existence of two groups of 

women related to the challenges they faced: (i) those who returned to their communities 

without children born to ISIS fighters; and (ii) those struggling to return with children 

born to ISIS fighters. For the latter group, the defeat of the so-called Islamic State left 

dozens of them, and their children, stranded in eastern Syria. On 24 April 2019, a decree 

issued by the Yazidi Spiritual Council declaring that the community would accept ‘all 

survivors’ caused controversy and confusion since the children fathered by ISIS 

members were not considered ‘true’ Yazidis. This decree was given wider coverage in 

the newspaper articles in the dataset, as in The Guardian:  

 

Yazidi survivors’ groups have embraced a decision by the community’s 

elders to allow children who are the result of rape by members of Islamic 

State to return with their Yazidi mothers to their homelands in Iraq. (Chulov, 

2019) 

 

Further, an article in The Independent reported that:  

 

Yazidi leaders have ruled that the children of Yazidi mothers who were born 

as the result of rape by Isis fighters can now return home, reversing a 

controversial policy that sought to isolate them from their community. (Hall 

and Qasim, 2019) 
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Figure 5.15. The number of sub-frames related to victimhood after captivity (2018-

2019) across different articles 

 

Nonetheless, these newspapers failed to report the updated statement (released just 

three days after the above-mentioned statement), which clarified that by ‘all survivors’, 

the Council did not mean children born of rape. None of the articles in the dataset 

mentioned this. It was assumed that some women might have decided to stay with their 

ISIS husbands to avoid abandoning their children.  

Meanwhile, the former group of women (who had returned without children born to 

ISIS fighters) was struggling to survive. The Washington Post published a story about 

one such woman: 

 

Isolated and distraught, she has attempted suicide several times. “They told 

me to get rid of my daughter. They said I had no honor” she said, staring into 

space as tears streamed down her cheeks. “Now it is done. No one cares 

anymore. It is just silence”. (Loveluck and Salim, 2019) 

 

Reporting on Yazidi women who travelled to Canada as part of a special refugee 

programme, The New York Times explained the role of the Canadian health workers 

who work with these women:  

 

“It’s never been this extreme,” said Dr. Annalee Coakley, the lead physician 

of Calgary’s Mosaic Refugee Health Clinic, explaining that many Yazidis in 
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her clinic showed symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder — flashbacks, 

night terrors, anxiety, surges of anger. (Porter, 2018) 

 

The territorial defeat of ISIS led to the emergence of more news articles regarding 

Yazidi women’s experiences. Although scant in quantity (six articles, 10%), the news 

articles mentioned the political aspects of violence against Yazidis. This aspect was 

based on Murad’s meeting with former president Trump in 2019, which resulted in 

discussions about Trump’s lack of interest in the plight of Yazidi women. However, 

these discussions did not move beyond the meeting; therefore, they lack a holistic 

approach to gendered violence. Given that many Yazidi women ended up living in IDP 

camps, regional insecurities, including the inability to access basic needs were 

mentioned in two articles in 2018 only, one of which was written by Murad. Having 

covered both the ISIS fighters’ escape from the territories and the plight of Yazidi 

women living in the camps, The New York Times reported: 

 

…the family now live in a sprawling IDP camp with limited electricity, no 

financial or psychological support and little hope for the future. Like every 

family in this camp, they are still missing relatives (eight in total) and cannot 

return home to Sinjar (Trew, 2018) 

 

Lastly, although only appearing in one article in The Washington Post under the 

headline “The kidnapped Yazidi children who don’t want to be rescued from ISIS” 

(Sly, 2019), it is interesting to note that the notion of indoctrination first emerged and 

was only evident in articles from this period, which demonstrates the implications of 

years of captivity under ISIS. It is an important frame because it is likely to challenge 

the strict norms of the Yazidi community in the near future, if indoctrination is the case 

for some Yazidi women.  

 

5.4.4 The Representation of Yazidi Women’s Survivorship After Captivity 

Having discussed women’s victimhood after captivity, this section explores how 

women’s survivorhood was reported by the news stories after captivity. It is important 

to analyse this coverage because we might expect to see more survival narratives in the 

media after Yazidi women managed to escape or were rescued. As can be seen from 

the analysis below, although the news articles featured women’s revenge, activism, and 

other related characteristics, the analysis of the news articles demonstrated that 
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women’s achievements were not often reported after captivity or were seen as less 

important than their victimhood narratives after conflict. Moreover, the news stories 

have failed to offer a broader range of female representation, which resulted in 

simplistic narratives about Yazidi women’s experiences. The sections below 

demonstrate how women’s survivorhood after captivity was covered in each period.  

 

5.4.4.1 Period 1 (2014-2015) 

It is apparent from Figure 5.16 that very few sub-frames emerged related to Yazidi 

women’s survivorship after captivity and that the number of such sub-frames was 

lowest over the time period sampled. This result may be explained by the fact that ISIS 

attacked Yazidi villages in 2014 and it is not likely that there were Yazidi women who 

could have been interviewed about their post-ISIS lives. As Figure 5.16 demonstrates, 

only one new report was published in each year on Yazidi women’s revenge on ISIS 

for subjecting them to gender-based violence. For instance, The New York Times 

covered a woman who told the journalist: “I want my name used because when the 

Islamic State reads it, it will be like a revenge for me” (Semple, 2014).  

 

Figure 5.16. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s survivorship after 

captivity (2014-2015) across different articles 

 

Moving on the second frame, women’s willingness to rebuild their lives appeared only 

in 2015 in two news reports. Having received help from UNICEF, a woman stated “I 

witnessed so much tragedy in Sinjar … but now I feel like things are changing. This 

workshop feels like a breath of fresh air –– to be a part of something again” (Drury, 
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Daily Mail, 2015). It can be said that scant interest in Yazidi women’s survivorship 

narratives after captivity were to be expected in Period 1 due to the lack of access to 

abducted women. Meanwhile, the account of the woman above demonstrates that she 

attempted to resume functional activities and roles in society during the early post-

conflict period. The accounts of women who tended to resume important roles are more 

apparent in Period 2 as some of the escaped women were interviewed.  

  

5.4.4.2 Period 2 (2016-2017) 

This thesis argues for greater attention to be paid to women’s agency in contexts 

involving extreme violence and suggests that violated women in times of uncertainty 

and danger can make their own choices to deal with their difficulties, which will be 

taken up again further in following chapters. This perspective is also supported by Heari 

and Puechguirbal (2010, p.112) who stated that although women in war-torn areas face 

significant risks and threats to their physical, psychological, and social well-being, they 

also show remarkable strength in coping with such challenges, often adopting new roles 

and responsibilities that enable them to care for their families and take part in 

community life. This aspect started to come out in the news coverage and the media 

featured some women who sought to publicise these new roles and responsibilities. For 

example, 28 (61%) articles in this period featured Yazidi women as community 

activists, campaigners, or volunteers. However, of the articles about activism and 

campaigning, 21 (46%) highlighted Murad as a Yazidi activist, which underlines the 

Western media’s lack of awareness of –– and concern for –– a more pluralistic 

understanding of the roles and experiences that Yazidi women adopted after the 

conflict. The articles tended to adopt the narrative of Murad as all women’s experiences 

based on the content of her public speeches. For example, The Independent reported: 

 

[Murad] gained worldwide recognition after testifying at the UN in 2015 

about what happened when ISIS invaded the village, lining up and shooting 

around 600 men – including six of her brothers and stepbrothers. (Mckernan, 

2017b) 

 

 

 

Further, a Daily Mirror article noted that Murad: 
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…is begging the British government to take more refugees. Nadia says:               

“what ISIS has done to the Yazidi people is genocide, the UK must offer more 

asylum to refugees. So many are in camps and they have been through terrible 

suffering”. (Retter, 2016) 

 

 

Figure 5.17. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s survivorship after 

captivity (2016-2017) across different articles 

 

Similarly, The Independent reported Murad’s activism after she received the Sakharov 

Prize “the most prestigious human rights prize in Europe”. The news report continued: 

“Now living in Germany, she visits refugee camps and speaks around Europe to raise 

awareness of the brutality inflicted upon her community” (Saul, 2016).  

In contrast, few articles mentioned another Yazidi women who also advocated 

achieving long-lasting changes for victimised women; however, advocacy was not the 

main focus of the news report: it was only briefly mentioned in the last paragraph. For 

instance, after detailing the brutality she was subjected to, The Washington Post 

reported:  

Farida is now going to school in Germany. "When I've finished school," she 

writes, "I'll study to become a math teacher as I've always wanted to. The 

fanatics who degraded us and treated us like objects are not going to stop me 

pursuing this goal. I survived to prove to them that I'm stronger than they are. 

(Salih, 2016) 
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Moreover, the articles detailed how Yazidi women have sought to take revenge on their 

former captors. Notably, this theme was mentioned in nine articles (20%) during this 

period due to the involvement of a group of former Yazidi female ISIS captives in the 

Women’s Protection Units (YPJ), an all-female paramilitary unit. For example, an 

article in The Independent quoted a spokesperson from the YPJ who reported that 

joining the unit gives Yazidi women confidence and empowers them to make their own 

decisions and take an “active, mobilised, intellectual role” in the fight against ISIS 

without relying on men (McKernan, 2017a). Formed in 2015 to protect the Yazidi 

community, another article in The Independent reported on the all-female military 

Sinjar Women’s Unit (YBS): 

 

We have not forgotten those Yazidi women sold in [the slave] markets of 

Mosul or burnt alive…We know that the people ISIS hold […] are waiting 

for us to rescue them. We will not stop until we liberate our women and take 

revenge. 

 

The above articles portrayed only a small subset of Yazidi women’s powerful sense of 

agency during post-conflict transnational periods despite the fact the women dedicated 

their lives to taking revenge on ISIS and empowering other Yazidi women through their 

example. This theme became apparent as the women themselves take control of 

representing their own experiences via their narratives and actions inspired by their new 

sense of empowerment through these groups. This period has seen more survival-

related articles than the previous period due to the ability of the newspapers to access 

Yazidi women and interview them. 

Lastly, the news media reported the hope that Yazidi women could shape their own 

futures (9 articles, 20%), despite the brutality inflicted upon them. Nonetheless, this 

theme was also not the focus of the sampled newspapers, which devoted less space to 

this hope than the women’s sexual slavery. Under the headline “Former ISIS sex slave 

vows to achieve dream and become lawyer after surviving regular rape and abuse”, The 

Independent featured the career intentions of a Yazidi woman after detailing the abuse 

she experienced; “A Yazidi woman who was kidnapped by Isis and raped and abused 

by nine militants has vowed to achieve her dream of becoming a lawyer after surviving 

the group's horrific abuse” (Dearden, 2017). 

These findings suggest that the news media tended to feature Murad’s advocacy more 

than any other Yazidi women who may have had similar experiences. The reason is that 
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Murad publicly campaigned against gender-based violence around the world and 

received prizes as a result, which attracted the media attention. Furthermore, although 

the number of sub-frames for women’s victimhood after captivity (43) and for this 

period (46) were similar, in this period, the media tended to reinforce the women’s 

victimhood through ISIS’s campaign in their reports. Therefore, in summary, the 

sampled media accounts failed to provide a nuanced and accurate portrayal of Yazidi 

women’s roles during this post-conflict era.  

 

5.4.4.3 Period 3 (2018-2019) 

Like Period 2, in Period 3, the most dominant theme was narratives about Murad’s 

international campaign to end ISIS’ sexual violence against Yazidi women. 

Specifically, 23 (72%) articles in period 3 covered Murad’s campaigning against 

gender-based violence mainly because Murad had become the public face of the 

Yazidis after being awarded a Nobel Peace Prize. While all eight (25%) articles related 

to Yazidi women’s activism in the 2019 dataset reported on Murad’s activism, only 

three 2018 articles (9%) covered two other Yazidi women raising awareness about their 

ill-treatment. Beyond the headlines, however, these articles reported predominantly on 

the rape of Yazidi women and girls by ISIS members, featuring sensationalised 

headlines such as in Daily Mail: ‘Most Beautiful Day of My Life’: Yazidi Sex Slave 

Who was Gang Raped and Tortured by ISIS Marries Soulmate Who ‘Helped Put Her 

Back Together Again’ (White, 2018). The Mirror fed into ingrained gendered 

stereotypes by retelling stories of sexual violence, only featuring women’s activism at 

the end of the article. Under the headline “‘I was raped, beaten and sold from jihadi to 

jihadi’: Women Reveals Horror of Being ISIS Sex Slave”, the report covers: ‘Currently, 

Farida is active for the NGO 'Yazda', which tries to bring IS jihadists to court and to 

gain international recognition for the mass murder of the Yazidi minority in Iraq and 

Syria” (Berghuis, 2018). The problem with this coverage is that retelling the stories of 

sexual violence silences the women’s new roles after conflict and reinforces the 

gendered narratives about Global South women.  
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Figure 5.18. The number of sub-frames related to Yazidi women’s survivorship after 

captivity across different articles (2018-2019) 

 

Moreover, women’s willingness to create a new sense of self and a new future appeared 

in five articles (15%), even though more women escaped or were liberated from ISIS’ 

final stronghold. For instance, The Guardian reported a story of Berivan and her 

mother, who started over in a female-only community, set up by the women of the local 

Kurdish-run administration: 

“I like it here," she says. "I love going to school, I love mathematics. And I'm 

going to be a hairdresser when I grow up. 

 

Finally, women’s revenge and activism received the least attention during this period, 

with each covered only in one news report. Surprisingly, The Guardian did not 

perpetuate the stereotypes and focused on women’s new lives after captivity away from 

the constraints of patriarchy: “Jinwar is a female-only community, set up by the women 

of the local Kurdish-run administration to create a space where women can live "free 

of the constraints of the oppressive power structures of patriarchy and capitalism” 

(McKernan, 2019). Moreover, the news report featured details of Kurdish women’s 

fighting units, which Yazidis later joined.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to analyse how major UK and US newspapers 

represented the Yazidi women’s victimhood and survivorship narratives between 

2014–2019 to determine if any changes were evident in the media’s coverage of Yazidi 
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women’s experiences. Several conclusions emerged from this analysis; first, the 

majority of the frames (596 out of 749) utilised in reporting Yazidi women were related 

to victimhood narratives, including sexual violence, ISIS’s justification of enslavement, 

and the psychological and physical impacts of violence. In other words, the 

victimisation of Yazidi women in the news stories appeared to dominate the news 

coverage over the period studied, even though the news media did feature survivorship 

narratives at times (albeit minimally). Second, however, the media coverage of 

women’s survival stories under ISIS were confined to escape stories and resistance in 

all three periods, ignoring women’s strategies for dealing with insecurities in conflict, 

including the strategic use of deception, stoicism, and silence that enabled them to 

eventually escape ISIS. These strategies will be further discussed in the next chapter. 

Third, the news media coverage of women’s experiences of victimhood after captivity 

has significantly stressed their re-victimisation as the news media predominantly 

focused on psychological and physical implications of gender-based violence on these 

women, which was mostly related to sexual abuse. In addition, the news media failed 

to cover women’s collective, economic, social insecurities after captivity and, thus 

provided a simplified narrative about Global South Yazidi women, which confirms 

transnational feminist views about the representation of women. Finally, the three 

sampled time periods covered the abduction of thousands of women, the defeat of ISIS, 

as well as the liberation of many women, during which we might have expected more 

coverage of survivorship narratives. Nonetheless, the coverage of survivorship after 

captivity mostly focused on Murad’s campaign and activism, therefore, it did not 

provide different accounts of women who managed to survive ISIS and began to live 

in IDP camps or outside of Iraq. In sum, this chapter argues that overfocusing on sexual 

violence and the lack of coverage of Yazidi women’s survivorship strategies to deal 

with challenges during and after the conflict silence various stories that would have 

otherwise challenged our understanding of gender-based violence against Yazidis in 

the Global South.  
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CHAPTER VI: YAZIDI WOMEN’S REPRESENTATIONS OF 

LIFE UNDER ISIS 
 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents Yazidi women’s own representations of their experiences under 

ISIS. Overall, this chapter contends that Yazidi women’s experiences under ISIS should 

be analysed considering their survival strategies. Their lived experiences cannot be 

properly grasped without this approach because the strategies Yazidi women employed 

allowed them to survive ISIS. As mentioned in Chapter 5, these strategies have not 

received enough attention in the news media coverage of Yazidi women’s experiences 

under ISIS, because the media focused predominantly on sexualised victimisation 

which only provides a partial representation of their experiences that fails to unearth 

Yazidi women’s survival strategies for dealing with ISIS violence. In other words, the 

features of survivorship are not necessarily linked to women’s post-conflict lives and 

the traits of victimhood such as silence, passivity and powerlessness are not always 

linked to women’s experiences in conflict either. Survivorship narratives that 

emphasise agency, empowerment, and courage can also be encountered in women’s 

experiences of conflict; this chapter demonstrates the intersections of these victimhood 

and survivorship narratives.  

It is important to highlight that this chapter does not set out to undermine Yazidi 

women’s victimisation under ISIS. While it recognises their victimhood, it also focuses 

on the important roles women themselves played in determining their survival 

strategies which contrasts with the concept of victimised women without agency in 

conflict.  

This chapter consists of three sections. The first section evaluates and challenges the 

dichotomic understanding of victimhood and agency. Specifically, it highlights how 

silence, which has long been associated with passivity, can be a form of agency in 

conflict and has been an important tactic combined with other strategies. The second 

section analyses Yazidi women’s coping strategies under ISIS, which discusses Yazidi 

women’s survival until their eventual escape. It highlights how constructed narratives 

of victimhood can be challenged by providing accounts of women’s courage. 

Specifically, it discusses accounts of Yazidi women’s active resistance and their use of 

silence as a strategy combined with deception and stoicism, reflecting a form of tactical 

evolution.  Tactical evolution here refers to different strategies employed by women at 
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different times in order to deal with violence and, eventually, to survive. These results 

indicate that the above-mentioned strategies were a highly effective way of misleading 

ISIS based on their experiences of learning how to survive. The third section presents 

a continuation of this analysis of Yazidi women’s survival strategies by focusing on 

their liberation strategies. To be able to escape ISIS, Yazidi women managed to develop 

common goals and acted together because they knew that if they had acted individually, 

they could have been easily recaptured by ISIS. In other words, when an opportunity 

arose, they came together to strategise their escape. As a result, this chapter presents a 

striking critique of the broader debate on victims/survivors, arguing that the strategies 

employed by these Yazidi women illustrate ways that women can enact their own 

agency to endure and change challenging situations in ways that benefit them even 

under extreme circumstances. 

 

6.2 Yazidi Women’s Victimhood as Agency 

As mentioned in the conceptual framework chapter, the term silence has long been 

equated with a ‘symbol of passivity and powerlessness’ (Ferguson, 2003, p.53) and 

therefore, with victimisation. Equating silence with powerlessness is almost ‘common 

sense’ within Western culture and those who are silent must activate voice to resist and 

transform the conditions of their oppression (Rowe & Malhotra, 2013, p.1, emphasis in 

original). In that, silent individuals appeared to have been unable to deal with a 

dangerous world. ‘Voice’ on the other hand, has been seen as the absence of silence 

and ‘a symbol of agency and empowerment (Dingli, 2015, p.730). More specifically, 

the silence of women in conflict settings has always been attributed to women’s lack of 

agency to act for their own lives. Challenging the binary definition of victimhood versus 

agency, Eduards (1994, p.181) argued that people “try to influence the course of events 

as much as possible, rather than sit back and suffer. Rosland (2009, p.294) also pointed 

out that depending on the conceptual framework, victimhood can create confidence, 

empowerment, and agency, alongside disempowerment and passivity. As explained 

before, victimised people are not necessarily individuals without agency. Portraying 

them using such a simplistic narrative prevents others from understanding the broader 

aspects of their experiences of violence and women’s strategies and roles that challenge 

common perceptions. However, within the context of Yazidi women, the researcher 

does not deny that Yazidi women were violated; instead, she argues that we need to see 
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agency within victimhood in order not to fall for simplistic narratives that place women 

in disadvantaged positions. Utas (2005, p.406) for instance, discussed how the self-

representation of victimhood and empowerment alike represent different ‘agency 

tactics’ in war zones. Utas (2005, p.426) argues that we need to see women in war zones 

as “social navigators” who search for protection for themselves and their families. 

“Social navigation” refers to ways agents guide their lives through troublesome social 

and political circumstances (Utas, 2005, p.408). Women are tactical agents engaged in 

the difficult task of social navigation. However, this does not mean that they are “full 

free actors”. As it can be seen in the quotations below, Yazidi women do not deny their 

victimhood, but they have a continue to deploy their agency within their victimisation 

to survive. As Mariya2 (Interview 21) stated in an interview: “It was easy for us to get 

killed but in order to avoid that we used the strategy of converting to their religion and 

looking after their houses, which also included the sexual part”. 

Moreover, this research project acknowledges that one cannot escape her/his 

understanding of what is silence and victimhood. Speaking out to address challenges 

and injustices is also an important factor in a gendered world, however, two key 

findings upon which this chapter focuses regarding women’s experiences under ISIS 

are (i) women’s coping strategies under ISIS; and (ii) women’s liberation strategies 

under ISIS. These findings demonstrate that what may seem to an observer –– or the 

media –– to be a lack of agency and disempowerment may be a seriously considered 

thought of what is required to survive under different circumstances, here in conflict. 

As the results demonstrate, Yazidi women chose to resist at first and then remain silent, 

employing a variety of methods and strategies to maintain control over their own lives 

that went unmentioned in the sampled news media coverage of their survivorship under 

ISIS.  

 

6.3 Women’s Coping Strategies Under ISIS 

Glenn (2004, p.18) pointed out that silence has a meaning, even if it is invisible, and 

that silence does not always equate with powerlessness as is it not always empowering 

or patently engaging. Glenn’s interest in silence lies within the purview of intention and 

claims that the question is not whether speech or silence is better; rather it is whether 

“the use of silence is our choice (whether conscious or unconscious) or that of some 

 
2 Pseudonyms are used for women’s security.   
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else.” (Glenn, 2004, p.13). In other words, silence can be a strategic choice or enforced 

by others. For Yazidi women, their silence was not enforced by ISIS; rather, they 

strategically chose to be silent. Yazidi women had many choices in relation to 

improving their security, in other words, to stay alive until free. Alongside escaping 

and being smuggled, they could have pretended to join ISIS to improve their safety. 

They could have also spoken out against ISIS; however, this posed the obvious risk of 

being killed, tortured, or separated from their loved ones if they protested too loudly. 

This is not to say that Yazidi women never resisted ISIS: When they did, however, ISIS 

punished them in different ways. As Rukan (Interview 5), a Yazidi survivor, recounted:  

 

Daesh tortured and humiliated us. I was alone when I was taken from Telafer 

to Raqqa. When they called me, I resisted and was saying ‘I am not coming, 

don’t come close to me’, but they would beat me. I had to go when they called 

me, but I always hoped that I would be free one day. 

 

This was echoed by another informant. Zaynah (Interview 6) reported: 

 

Every single day, we were exposed to beatings, swearing, harsh treatment, 

and assault. One day, a Daesh fighter came to me and he asked me to go with 

him. I refused and he assaulted me. I slapped him in the face, and he got so 

angry, and brutally beat me. My hand was broken. 

 

What Yazidi women realised was that since resistance would not help them in any way, 

they needed to adopt different strategies to survive ISIS. For example, Mariya 

(Interview 21) decided to communicate with ISIS to avoid being punished. This 

strategy reflects the combination of silence with action. She reported that: 

 

We need to be smart about it. I communicated with them. They asked me 

what kind of work I can do. I said I can raise animals. They also told us that 

anyone who chooses to become Muslim will be put in a Shia Muslim house. 

They will be serving women in that house.  

 

When asked if she accepted becoming Muslim, she said she had to forcefully convert 

to Islam so that she did not get punished. “Because there were specific punishments if 

I did not pray five times a day if I did not read the book and memorise specific religious 

songs that they gave us. It was like classes.” Apart from torture and abuse, another ISIS 

punishment was to threaten Yazidi women with being separates from their family 

members. Celmira (Interview 28) recounted that ISIS would not allow her to talk to 
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other Yazidis in Kurdish because they would not understand what women were talking 

about. ISIS would not also let them stay together. She reported that: 

 

Once they realised that I was making an escape plan with a Yazidi woman, 

they took my children away for a few days and they said if I do it again, I 

would never see my kids again. 

 

 

Having tried to escape with other Yazidi women, Hadil (Interview 26) and other 

Yazidis were put in prison and beaten as a punishment before being sent to other ISIS 

families. Talking about the forms of deception they used, she said “the only strategy 

that was working in their families was to obey. So, we would cook for them, we would 

clean the house, we would also look after their children”. As can be seen from this 

narrative, the women first tried to resist their abusers, but when they realised that this 

would not help them survive with their loved ones, they deployed deception (as part of 

silence) to achieve their purposes. This shows a form of tactical evolution. In that 

deception was deployed not only to help achieve their own security but also to protect 

their loved ones. The account of Rima (Interview 2) helps us to further understand the 

women’s differing strategies. She recounted her life under the custody of ISIS and 

described her strategy to ensure her sister stayed with her until they could escape: 

 

When Daesh attacked us, my sister was a baby and I disguised myself as my 

sister`s mother. They registered us together. My sister was always with me 

until I made it to Kurdistan.  

 

Rima’s narrative demonstrates the difficult decisions she had to make to survive with 

her sister. This strategy demonstrates the level of deception and subterfuge Yazidi 

women were required to deploy. To put it another way, the logic was to plan an instance 

of deception, while not complaining about anything (remaining silent). This strategy 

was used deliberately to mislead the ISIS fighters, which allowed the women to survive. 

Derifa (Interview 23) was another woman who was separated from her family as a 

punishment after attempting to escape. She said she had learned that the best strategy 

was to obey them (ISIS), do what the ISIS men wanted them to do in order to stay 

together before their liberation. These feelings of insecurity did lead women to 

acknowledge the situation they were in, and they decided to eliminate further violence 

by remaining silent and strategizing their security. In other words, these women’s 

deceptive strategies enabled them to act for their survival when the circumstances for 
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escape became more favourable. Given these accounts, these women’s silences might 

have been more effective than using active resistance in the face of ISIS violence. The 

comments below illustrate this. 

 

It was very difficult, I do not even want to remember. Daesh hurt us so much. 

While we were in Anbar, they were taking us away every night. They would 

commit violence and oppress us. Then they took us to Raqqa. They would 

mistreat us. We did not do anything but endure it. (Hayfa, Interview 16) 

 

I was oppressed when I was with him. I was like a slave, doing everything, 

and childcare. I had to endure everything with the hope that I would be free 

one day. (Samia, Interview 9) 

 

Reflecting on their stoicism under ISIS, although it is difficult to practice, women 

accept what is not within their control and respond to conflict with logic and this logic 

may not require voice. Silence might be an effective strategy against oppressors in 

circumstances where vocal and direct resistance is not possible and where time may 

bring a change in circumstances. However, as expected, many participants spoke of 

their fear of ISIS’s brutality when asked about their coping strategies. Berfo (Interview 

11) recounted how ISIS would assault the girls in front of their eyes; Revin (Interview 

12) described their lives under ISIS rule as ‘unbearable’ since the girls were taken 

forcefully away by ISIS every night. Given these stories, it is obvious that women made 

their own judgements about their security despite the threats around them. Mina 

(Interview 22) realised that if she was to speak, she would not have survived: 

 

I used the silent strategy because if you speak against them if you say 

something they don’t like they sell you, torture you or even kill you. So, what 

I did was to be silent, do whatever they asked me to do, and this is how I 
survived, and this is what I did. 

 

Two strategies we women used. Some of the women resisted them. They got 

beaten. Others including me and my mother and my sisters just used the 

silence technique. We did not say anything. We did what they asked us to do, 

and they did not touch us (Tarbula, Interview 24). 

 

Feminist lenses towards women’s experiences of violence in settings of violence and 

their strategies to deal with them offers a sensitive reading of women’s victimhood and 

survivorhood. In that, we can hear silence but empowering forms of agency in conflict-

ridden situations. As the accounts of women demonstrated, such an approach also 
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enables us to analyse underexplored dimension of women’s responses to gender-based 

violence which violates ingrained gender stereotypes held by the mainstream news 

media. In addition to the women’s coping strategies under ISIS, the liberation strategies 

of the Yazidi women must also be analysed so as to provide a broader picture of their 

lives under ISIS up until they escape. The next section will move on to these strategies 

which eventually enabled them to flee from ISIS.  

 

6.4 Women’s Liberation Strategies under ISIS  

Since Yazidi women were aware of the insecure environment, women stayed silent 

until opportunities arose to escape. For example, several participants talked about how 

they waited until the conflict started between ISIS and US-backed forces to escape. 

Indeed, the silence was taken into conscious consideration of the circumstances by 

some women.  

 

We were in very difficult conditions. A girl kept telling us to escape, but it 

was not possible. We were waiting for a conflict to escape. When US forces 

attacked Daesh, we were in a two-floor house. When the conflict escalated, 

Daesh [ISIS] escaped and there was no one around and the doors were left 

open. Then, we split ourselves into two groups. The group of nine escaped 

first, then the other group escaped. This is how we planned to run away. If we 

had all escaped together, Daesh would have been captured us again (Zaynah, 

Interview 6).  

 

It was 2018 when the war erupted. I was with three other girls, staying in the 

same room. A Daesh fighter was with us. Then, he left. We noticed that there 

was no one around. Then, we began to escape. After that, PKK came to rescue 

us. They took us to Peshmerga (Revin, Interview 12).  

 

Other women, on the other hand, waited for the right time to escape. Afra (Interview 

13) recounted her life under the custody of ISIS and told how she escaped when an 

opportunity arose: 

 

I was staying with an Emir. Then, one day I realised that he was not home, 

and I went out to see a woman. She was our neighbour. I borrowed her phone 

and texted my brother. I knew my brother’s phone number by heart. I sent 

him all the information about me. Then, he borrowed money based on the 

information about me. After that, he gave someone this money to smuggle 

me. That person came to Mosul. I got into his car and he took me to my 

brother. This is how I escaped. 
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As can be seen in Afra’s story of escape, women were not smuggled without them 

facilitating their liberation. Unlike the media’s portrayal of Yazidi women’s escape 

stories which draws more attention to the efforts of the smuggler men or their husbands, 

Yazidi women developed their own systems for coping with insecurity. Saba (Interview 

20), for instance, recounted how she was smuggled from ISIS. She said she took one of 

the phones the ISIS man had when he was away and phoned her father to tell him her 

location. After her father found a smuggler to rescue her, she hung a red blanket on the 

house for the smuggler to recognise the house she was in, and then, she was smuggled. 

Given these accounts, both Yazidi women and the smugglers worked together for 

women’s liberation.  

Afra (Interview 13) also spoke of two women who were killed when they tried to 

escape. Many participants said that since they were alone under ISIS, they decided not 

to plan for an escape, since the chances of being caught were higher than if they were 

with other Yazidi women and girls. For example, Zia (Interview 8) escaped with other 

Yazidi women she was with when they realised that there was no one around. She told 

that: 

 

We put the black burqas on and left the house. We came across a woman and 

asked for help. She helped us find our way. We run and make it to the 

countryside. Then, on foot, we made it to a place in Iraq and came here. 

 

Having had five unsuccessful escape attempts, Sabra (Interview 3) and the other five 

Yazidi women decided to escape again, after another group of four managed to escape. 

However, this time, they diverted ISIS’s attention away from them before the escape 

attempt: 

 

It was dinner time. We closed the door of the bathroom, kept tap water 
running to make noise. They were having dinner in their headquarter. We kept 

escaping between 7 pm and 2 am. We made our way to the Viyan Apartment. 

While we were escaping, they were searching for us with cars and dogs. 

 

As mentioned before, many Yazidi women decided not to act alone under ISIS due to 

the fear of being caught, punished, and killed. Instead, they found strength through 

collective action to be able to flee from ISIS. Some women came together, organised, 

and plan for their survival in the wake of extreme violence. As Sweetman (2013, p.218) 

states, “collective action involves women discussing their lives, analysing their shared 
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experiences of injustice and oppression, and developing common goals”. The common 

goal of Yazidi women was to get out and the situation they were in required women to 

act together to escape gender-based abuse and oppression.  

It is also important to note that this research acknowledges that not all women had the 

same opportunities under ISIS, but they had similar difficulties. What we need to 

recognise is women’s agency and power in extremely dangerous circumstances where 

their lives are at stake. Their unique stories reveal the complexities that lie within 

silence/voice dichotomies which are often obscured. Their unique stories unpack 

different strategies employed before they liberate themselves, ranging from silence to 

secrets, to communicating with people around them. While the escape stories received 

a considerable amount of attention across the media and scholarship, how they stayed 

alive and made to this point have a lot to offer in advancing our understanding of their 

systems for confronting insecurity under ISIS. Adopting feminist reading of silence as 

a form of agency, the researcher takes up Parpart's (2010) call on the acknowledgment 

of an agentic use of silence in understanding the strategic use of silence in conflict-

ridden situations. Parpart (2010, p.25) asserts that open challenges to masculinist power 

are not always possible to develop long-term strategies, therefore, silence can protect 

women from disempowering contexts. In other words, to achieve long-term strategies, 

short-term passivity might be needed in different conflict settings, because short-term 

passivity, which can be described as a form of agency, can be more productive in certain 

contexts. Moreover, this research acknowledges that silence is not the only strategy 

women used, but it is combined with other tactics that demonstrate their personal 

capabilities to act for their security under captivity.  

 

In summary, the lines between agency and disempowerment are complex. Small 

agencies in highly disempowered contexts can be used to create the conditions for much 

larger displays of the agency. As Parpart and Parashar (2018, p.5) state, “silence can be 

a source of comfort and reassurance as well as a site for strategizing and resistance.” 

The strategies of Yazidi women involved resistance, silence, and deception for their 

ultimate survival and in its conventional definition, resistance does not have to be 

physically and verbally fighting against injustice and oppressors, it can rightly be 

employed by remaining silent. Although it can also be practiced by acting against 

oppression, acting out might also exacerbate the threats being faced as can be seen in 

the examples of Yazidi women killed after they attempted to escape. Therefore, 
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“avoidance of words makes their silence even more meaningful” (Toppo and Parashar, 

2018, p.124). This research argues that while women might be victims of sexual 

violence, they might as well be agents with their survival strategies under a threat. 

Deploying the victims-survivor framework, which is rooted in underlying gendered 

assumptions, obscures the complexity of the violence to which women are subjected 

and conceals their ability to analyse and respond to their own suffering (Baines, 2015, 

p.2). This perspective also reflects the basic principles of feminist studies on which this 

thesis is based.  

 

6.5 Conclusion 

Taken together, these results suggest that there is an association between victimhood 

and agency, meaning that women’s experiences do not fit into the dichotomous view 

of victimhood and agency. That is, painting women under ISIS as individuals without 

agency does not always reflect the reality because such understanding downplays their 

ability to confront violence practiced against them. In contrast with the media’s over-

focus on coverage of Yazidi women’s victimhood and limited focus on survivorship 

under ISIS, women demonstrated their agency and power even when dealing with a 

male-dominated extremist organisation, despite their vulnerabilities to violence. 

Women’s own accounts of their experiences remind us that women should not be 

relegated to a matter of victimhood in which negative connotations are produced in 

relation to women’s experiences in the ‘Global South’. Actually, their survival 

strategies including deception, stoicism, subterfuge, and collective action are part of 

their victimhood experiences, prompting us to recognise the overlap between 

victimhood and agency and move beyond simplified gendered narratives about Yazidi 

women. 

This recognition also challenges the notion that transition from victimhood to agency 

is a linear process. Rather, women’s experiences of gender-based violence in conflict-

affected communities is multifaceted. In other words, while women can be victims of 

violence, they can also exercise their individual and collective political agency in 

captivity. Having explored women’s own portrayal of their experiences under ISIS, it 

is now important to consider women’s own portrayal of their experiences after ISIS.  
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CHAPTER VII: YAZIDI WOMEN’S REPRESENTATIONS OF 

LIFE AFTER ISIS  
 

 

7.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how women themselves have represented 

their experiences after ISIS. This chapter provides a rich account of the (in)security 

issues that Yazidi women faced post-ISIS –– and suggests that the post-conflict era 

does not render Yazidi women less vulnerable to a range of threats and difficulties 

following their release from captivity –– although the western media interest in Yazidi 

women waned as ISIS lost influence in the region. Drawing on the feminist approach 

to security has enabled the researcher to analyse gender-specific insecurities facing 

women after ISIS because FSS have employed a multidimensional concept of security 

including personal, economic, environmental, or physical (Eichler, 2015a, p.7; 

Eichler,2015b, p.234). FSS recognised that a gender-neutral analysis of security fails 

to capture the range of insecurities women may face in conflict and post-conflict 

situations and that the exclusion of gendered understanding of security and insecurity 

renders women and their experiences invisible, preventing one from seeing women’s 

security needs and issues in the post-conflict era. Therefore, just as it is necessary to 

critically analyse women’s stories under ISIS, it is also important to examine how 

women represent their experiences after ISIS in order to show how far these 

experiences are similar to those of the media.  

The defeat of ISIS appeared to provide a cue to the western media that the conflict had 

ended; however, even after Yazidi women had escaped ISIS captivity, the western 

media continued to focus on Yazidi women’s captivity. For example, the psychological 

and physical effects of gender-based violence and the stigma of the rape of Yazidi 

women by ISIS members among Yazidi communities formed the most widely reported 

themes in relation to Yazidi women. With regards to other security issues facing Yazidi 

women, the Yazidi community faced huge challenges in dealing with the children who 

had been born as a result of rape by ISIS members. This issue attracted considerable 

western media attention due to the strong backlash against such children among 

elements of the closely-knit Yazidi community, which will be further discussed below.  

On the contrary, this chapter provides a broader perspective on women’s security issues 

and suggests that although women have previously survived ISIS, women continue to 

be victimised not just by ISIS, but also by their community and the government in a 
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conflict-ridden environment. This case exemplifies the complexities of gender-based 

violence.  

Many women have escaped ISIS and migrated to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq in search 

of security, yet post-conflict settings have provided few facilities and security for 

women to live free from types of threats that have emerged as a result of conflict. 

Approaching human security from a feminist perspective helps the researcher better 

understand the interrelationships of violence at all levels of society (Tripp, 2013, p.15). 

In other words, types of violence are related to each other, but they are not prioritised 

over one another. Yazidi women continue to experience insecurities not exclusively 

different from men, but more severely in the post-conflict setting. This chapter 

identifies their daily insecurities in relation to i) collective victimhood through ISIS’s 

campaign; ii) ongoing victimisation resulting from regional insecurities; iii) ongoing 

victimisation resulting from ISIS’s exploitation of children, and iv) victimhood 

resulting from lack of empowerment of women. These critical security issues illustrate 

that transition to peace does not always imply a more secure environment for women 

as violence has continued to exist in various forms. To put in another way, these issues 

do not reflect an abrupt break from their lives under ISIS, but rather a continuation of 

the oppression or “new victimhood” after captivity as defined by Andrabi (2019, p.8). 

This is consistent with the earlier findings, which revealed that victimisation and 

survivorship are not mutually exclusives; rather, they are intertwined. The security 

issues demonstrated below, in line with the feminist theories used in this thesis, reveal 

the broader dimensions of gender-based violence after conflict and seek an alternative 

in making sense of women’s agency and victimhood.  

 

7.2 Collective Victimhood through ISIS’s campaign  

As previously mentioned, Yazidi women do not ignore their victimhood. Instead, they 

acknowledge it with a strong sense of collective identity, which brings them new forms 

of agency and power. Just as women engaged in effective collective action to be able 

to escape ISIS which demonstrated their agency under ISIS, similarly, women engaged 

in collective action around their shared interests after the conflict. At the collective level 

of victimisation, “as individuals experience a sense of victimhood because of personal 

experiences, collectives such as ethnic groups may also experience this sense” (Bar-

Tal, Chernyak-Hai, Schori, & Gundar, 2009, p.234). This belief resulted from inflicted 
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harm that can be “large-scale, as a result of a one-time event (such as the loss of a battle 

or war, genocide or ethnic cleansing) or long-term harmful treatment of the group such 

as slavery, exploitation, discrimination, or occupation” (Bar-Tal et al., 2009, p.238). In 

this case, group members of an affected ethnic group, regardless of whether they are 

targeted or not, experience a sense of collective victimhood because of the harm 

directed towards them. Andrabi (2019, p.8) draws our attention to characteristics of 

new victimhood and argues that in the form of “new victimhood”, while women are 

disproportionately affected by the changing nature of the wars, they also act as agents 

and facilitators of social transformations and reconstruction within their societies after 

the conflict. Moreover, Yazidi women express these security issues after conflict not 

simply by saying that ‘something needs to be done’ but raise every important factor to 

make their lives safe in post-conflict era where different types of threats affect women 

in the form of new victimhood (Andrabi, 2019, p.2). 

In the interviews, many women were unanimous in their priorities when asked about 

what they would like to tell the world about their own lives and the community; 

bringing the lost ones back. Rather than prioritising their personal suffering, women 

focused on the suffering at the community level. They talked about their disappeared 

family members after expressing the other lost members of the community. Such 

expressions demonstrate the set of shared beliefs, ideas, and knowledge in the Yazidi 

community. For instance, Celmira (Interview 28) stated: 

 

I just wanted to highlight a very important issue which is our lost ones. We 

cannot move on with our life without knowing where they are. This is a very 

important topic for us. 

 

People think that the war is over, ISIS was defeated territorially and so many 

villages have been liberated that everyone went back home and everything is 

alright, but what they do not know is there are hundreds and hundreds of 

women that are still missing (Kala, Interview 29)  

 

The accounts of women suggest that missing Yazidi women is a security issue for the 

community, and they cannot gain physical or emotional security until this issue is 

addressed. This suffering is also related to the military defeat of ISIS in 2019. Many 

women expressed similar concerns about the defeat of ISIS. For them, if ISIS was 

defeated, the missing women and girls would have been liberated and reunited with 
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their family members so far. Since they are still missing, they do not think that ISIS 

was completely defeated and they felt insecure and vulnerable as a result. 

 

Daesh would never end. I pray to God not to suffer at the hand of Daesh again. 

Daesh might re-emerge if we Yazidis reunite with other missing Yazidis. It 

is said that Daesh fighters might be freed from prisons, but we do not want 

them to be freed. If they are, they are going to attack us again (Rima, 

Interview 2).  

 

“Specific episodes, especially negative ones” play a crucial role in one’s life story and 

form one’s identity, according to the narrative framework (Aarten, Mulder, & 

Pemberton, 2018, p.560). In the context of Yazidi women, it is the acknowledgment of 

the victimhood that influences their way of thinking about their experiences and 

enhances their connection with their own communities. In the content of victimhood, 

victimised women are expected to stop ‘feeling’ like victims and ‘move on’ (Andrabi, 

2019, p.8). In other words, they should not continue to live in the past in order to rebuild 

their lives. In the content of survivorship, on the other hand, victimised women are 

recognised as agents of positive change in their personal lives and in their society. This 

thesis discusses the term ‘victim’ in its positive meaning whereby victimised women 

recognise their personal and collective victimhood and also seek justice. The collective 

belief within the Yazidi community leads to several intentions such as the desire to 

prevent future harm and the obligations of the international community to protect them. 

This perceived collective victimhood is especially obvious when women talked about 

suffering through ISIS’s attacks. For example, Mariya (Interview 21) expressed her 

desire for the world to know what happened to them: 

 

Every human on this planet should know the story of what happened to us. 

This is our right. People should be informed. People should know that we 

were killed. We are alive but we are like dead people. We want to make sure 

that this does not happen to any nation because we know how it deeply affects 

human dignity and human rights.  

 

Please don’t let this happen to us or anyone else. Prevent that from happening 

again. It happened to us. We will live through trauma for long years. But 

please don’t let this happen to our kids. (Yamila, Interview 25) 

 

As women stress the collective victimhood of the Yazidi community, they have sought 

to attract the international community’s attention through their collective victimhood 
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which also constitutes a form of empowerment. Women believe that since the Yazidi 

community suffered at the hands of an extremely violent group, they are entitled to 

international support. This particular form of ‘innocent’ victimhood identity serves “as 

politicised collective identity” (Kong, 2020, p. 685) for mobilising international support 

and for creating an awareness of the plight of Yazidi women. In that, women exercise 

their agency as they demand international support.  

If you want to do something for us, at least do something for those who are 

still captured by ISIS, try to return them home, to their families (Tarbula, 

Interview 24) 

 

We suffered so many years, horrible things at the hands of ISIS, and now we 

live in terrible conditions. Please help us have a fair quality of life. It is not 

fair that after all this suffering, we live like this (Celmira, Interview 28)   

As can be seen from the quoted participants above, women brought collective suffering 

to the front when discussing the harm inflicted on them. Such an approach constitutes 

the shared narrative of the conflict among the Yazidi community which will be 

transmitted to new generations as were other 73 genocides they have gone through. 

Such images of suffering are indeed vital in the construction of legitimacy and political 

agency (Rosland, 2009, p.295). Rosland (2009, p.295) maintains that narrative of 

oppression and suffering within the community create ‘we’-‘them’ dichotomies, 

“producing collectives of victimhood, which in many cases worked as a platform from 

which political agency could be voiced”. In the context of Yazidi women, while 

devastating, their suffering also created confidence and agency.  

In summary, victimhood is a difficult concept to grasp because when a person or group 

was victimised, how this victimhood is perceived by the victimised and the others (the 

media) may vary depending on political and geographical context. This thesis argues 

that victimhood claims made by Yazidi women themselves are empowering and 

challenges the traditional weak and less agency identity in understanding Yazidi 

women’s experiences of violence, although they create a paradox where “survivorhood 

and survivor-based practice are developed as a counter narrative or practice against 

victimhood (Kong, 2020, p.685). To put it another way, this thesis challenges the 

divergence between victimhood and survivorship and suggests that women’s 

experiences of violence require dual narratives which offer broader insights into 

women’s lived experiences.  
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7.3 Ongoing Victimisation Resulting From Regional Insecurities  

Gender-based violence experienced by women has implications that stretch beyond 

sexual violence. Aside from the physical and psychological consequences, there are 

other important long-term insecurity implications as a result. This research 

acknowledges the claim FSS have rightly made that gendered security problems are 

silenced, and they need to be revealed by the subjects who experienced them. 

Specifically, if silence is imposed upon marginalised groups, occupied by women, 

minorities, or lower classes, it must be overcome (Ferguson, 2003, p.50). This thesis 

argues that especially after ISIS, women’s security issues was silenced by the news 

media and in the interviews which was conducted to uncover these security issues, 

Yazidi women have sought to overcome their security problems by bringing up the 

important issues facing them after captivity, because violence is not “merely a 

component of armed conflict, but is often an integral part of the before, during, and 

after armed conflict (Denov and Ricard-Guay, 2013, p.485).   

The violence experienced in times of conflict endangers women’s economic and social 

wellbeing and contributes to limited livelihood (Thomas and Tiessen, 2010, p.481). 

Although it has not received enough attention, Yazidi women living in the IDP’s camps 

tend to struggle to meet their daily needs after ISIS. Many interviewed women raised 

similar concerns about their daily lives. One of the points they criticised is associated 

with commissions and administrators that are supposed to provide security for them in 

the camps. Having talked to them several times, Sabra (Interview 3) spoke of her 

disappointment at government officials who are supposed to provide security: 

 

I talked to them several times, but it did not work. They did not want to meet 

me again. None of them helped us out. They would just come and get 

information, pay a sum of money, and disappear.  

 
After the defeat of ISIS, less money coming into the camps, and also it has 

been distributed according to relations like if you know this person or that 

person. It was not given to everyone equally. (Derifa, Interview 23)  

 

Derifa’s account of limited financial support is similar to Tarbula (Interview 24)’s 

narrative about the economic support they receive. She said: 

 
There are no jobs in the camp. Sometimes we do daily wages, very little, but 

usually, our money comes from the camp administration, NGOs pay them. It 

is very very little. Every 40 days we get 10 dollars per person. So, $40 every 

40 days. Note that it comes from the camp administration, not directly from 

NGOs. The camp managers who are normally government officers, 
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representatives from political parties, give it to the people. We get very little 

of what they receive. I know that for sure. 

 

Based on the interviews conducted by some women who have been held in captivity of 

ISIS, a UNHCR report also highlighted that Yazidi women are appeared to “face 

challenges to their recovery due to difficult living conditions, which make it difficult 

for victims to experience a safe environment and access resources important to the 

healing process.” (2019, p.9). Given the difficulties women experience in the region, 

one might expect that women might search for opportunities to migrate in search of 

security. Of the 31 interviewed women, 19 women expressed their desire to leave the 

country -some of the women are already in the process of migration-, others preferred 

not to return Sinjar due to two reasons; (i) the loss of their loved ones, and (ii) the loss 

of their properties. All these reasons show how the post-conflict era does not provide a 

safer environment for those affected.  

I am not sure if I can go back to the house where we all once lived in. I am 

not talking about myself only. If we are not altogether as a family, how can I 

go back? (Rima, Interview 2) 

 

This view was echoed by Sabra (Interview 3) who reported that: 

I went to Sinjar once. Do you know what you see there? You see how people 

got killed in front of your eyes. That is, no one can bear to stay there. I went 

there but I could not stand it. 

 

The literature suggests that it is not easy to make a clear distinction between a conflict 

setting and a post-conflict setting because using the term post-conflict suggests that the 

threat of violence is over and security has returned for the affected. However, the lines 

between a conflict and a post-conflict situation are fuzzy (Mcleod, 2011, p.595) because 

as can be seen from the previous section, although women fled ISIS, women are still 

affected by the consequences of gender-based violence. Yazidi women’s insecurity 

issues after ISIS have become a notorious example of a situation where other important 

intertwined (in)security problems become part of their everyday lives. It is essential to 

discuss these implications because ‘the lack of a secure physical environment makes it 

dangerous for the women to function in any meaningful sense in the public sphere’ (Ni 

Aolain, 2013, p.41).  

Without exception, every woman talked about regional insecurities resulting from the 

widespread destruction of Sinjar. Women live in the camps for a long time, but they 
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find themselves in limbo. What they require is the reconstruction of the Sinjar region 

to be able to return safely to their land, but now they are unable to do so. Living in the 

camps is also challenging. This aspect was also raised by Nadia’s Initiative in their 

2021 report:  

Hundreds of thousands of Yazidis remain in cramped displacement camps, 

while those who have returned home lack electricity, clean water, healthcare, 

education, and livelihood opportunities.  

 

The interviewed woman, Hanan (Interview 15), described the condition of Sinjar as 

worse than the camp. She also noted: 

We have nothing there, no home, no job. Our home is in ruins. Neither do we 

have something here, nor there. Life is so difficult for us. 

 

There is nothing left in Sinjar. Our homes were burned to the ground, and the 

town lay in ruins. How can we go back? (Rukan, Interview 5) 

 

To overcome these challenges, however, they do not rely upon the Kurdish government 

only. When the main security provider, the state, fails to respond to people’s needs in a 

post-conflict situation, people search for alternative ways to ensure their security in 

fragile environments (Baker and Scheye, 2007, p.524-525; Faber and Dekker, 2014, 

p.136-137). Within the context of Yazidi women, it is to call on states to provide more 

effective protection for themselves as well as for their territories.  

 

There are other wars in different parts of the world. There are other problems. 

These are topics that can be covered. It is not compulsory to mention Yazidis 

and Iraq only. There are other countries, other societies, but today we are the 

ones that are in wretched conditions. Yazidis need to receive more help from 

the states (Samia, Interview 9). 

 

 Related to that, not only did the violence experienced affected their previous lives, but 

it has also threatened their long-term plans. Without exception, women find it hard to 

envision a future for themselves owing to the uncertainties in the region. 

I can't think of anything about our future. We don't know what the future 

holds for us. We have no future (Saba, Interview 20). 

 

Before Daesh, our lives were good in Sinjar. My future was destroyed by 

Daesh. Daesh came and I was torn apart from life. They left nothing for the 

future. We are in a camp now. I do not know what the future will bring. I do 

not have any expectations for my current life (Rukan, Interview 5). 
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7.4 Ongoing Victimisation Resulting from ISIS’s Exploitation of Children 

Although what they have experienced under ISIS is characterised as a big security 

problem even after they are free, women do not consider ISIS completely wiped out 

from the region. As mentioned before, when the conflict seems to be over, it does not 

necessarily bring security for the civilians. Women pointed out that ISIS’s mindset is 

still alive and there are still people around them with ISIS’s way of thinking, which 

causes a feeling of insecurity every day. In other words, ISIS has become a core human 

security concern for Yazidi women because the security problems facing them today 

are intertwined with ISIS’s campaign against Yazidis.  

 

Their mindset does not die anyway. If Daesh members themselves had gone, 

why would not we return to our old life in Sinjar? It means, there is still a fear 

of Daesh (Saba, Interview 20) 

 

I swear to God, I do not believe that they are completely gone. There are still 

people with Daesh’s mentality. We are scared that they would come back 

again. There are many people like them in society. They are Daesh, but they 

disguise themselves (Samia, Interview 9). 

 

A substantial number of participants spoke of a striking result of the gender-based 

violence they experienced that presented challenges to their religion and needs to be 

investigated in more detail. The participants asserted many women in the camps 

decided to return to ISIS for two reasons: i) their current difficult conditions in the 

camps, and ii) children born to ISIS ‘fathers’. Regarding the latter, the interviewed 

women stated that ISIS men contacted some Yazidi women with whom they had 

children and tried to convince them to return by exploiting the children women left 

behind. Women who had children by ISIS members found themselves in limbo after 

they had left the territories. On the one hand, they were not willing to leave their 

children behind, while on the other hand, if they returned to their community with their 

children, the community would have not accepted them. Therefore, they had to make 

difficult decisions before they left. This issue is also raised by the psychotherapist, 

Viyan (Interview 32), who was interviewed who provided an example of a Yazidi 

woman with whom they were working. She said the woman was extremely sad; it was 

learned that the woman was married to an ISIS member from Libya who she came to 

love, and with whom she had two children. Viyan recounted: 

Her grief was about the fact that she could not with him anymore because he 

was put in prison and her children have been taken away from them and she 

was sent back to her Yazidi family. She was taken forcibly but she fell in love. 
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She's in a dilemma about what to do. He is in Syria in prison and she is 

missing her children terribly so it is kind of a dilemma if she goes back to 

him, her family will reject her. The Yazidi family won't accept that.  

 

It is important to reflect on this issue because it is a rather remarkable finding. Some of 

the issues emerging from this finding relate specifically to Yazidi women’s two-fold 

victimisation by ISIS and other issues relate to their victimisation by their tightly knit 

religious and cultural communities who did not accept their choices. Therefore, in terms 

of the question of how this decision fits into victimhood-survivorship narratives, we 

need to consider three issues; first, women might have felt doubly victimised by ISIS 

for exploiting their ‘own’ children. That is, ISIS ‘fathers’ have sought to benefit from 

having their ‘own’ children staying with them, thus luring Yazidi mothers to return by 

the offer of reuniting them with their children. Second, while victimised by ISIS, 

women might have also felt victimised by their own families by not respecting their 

choices and accepting their children. This aspect was also echoed by Nadia Murad, who 

noted that “the first and last decision belongs to the survivors and their families and no 

one has the right to make decisions that belong to them." (Allinson, 2019). Another 

possible explanation is that these women might have felt ‘empowered’ because they 

took all the risks, specifically the risk of being rejected by the community, and decided 

to stay with their children. It is apparent that this situation needs further research and 

its implications on the Yazidi community, their religion, and women themselves remain 

to be seen in near future.  

Related to the second reason, women’s financial difficulties in the camps led them to 

consider living with ISIS again despite the brutality and violence they experienced. 

Celmira (Interview 28) reported: 

Many women return. ISIS is aware of the communities here. There is a 

committee, I do not know who they are specifically, but they are a group of 

people who contact women and say that they will be taken care of and treated 

well if they come back. They also say ‘your life is bad at the camp, we will 

provide this and that for you’.   

 

Mariya (Interview 31) also spoke of women who willingly returned to ISIS: 
 

ISIS members call some women after they got back here and say ‘hey come 

back here it is nice here, I will treat you nicely, your kids are here.’ Some 

Yazidi women who were with ISIS for two years or more had kids with ISIS. 

Because the conditions are not good in the camps and they miss their kids 

who were born to ISIS men. So, they went back and when they went back, 

they talk to other friends and say ‘hey it is good here, it is nice, why you stay 

in the camps. We have food, we have everything.’ It is really dangerous, and 

it is happening.  
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This aspect of gendered violence is crucial because although they were now free from 

ISIS, the hardship facing these women might have forced some of them to turn to ISIS 

to escape difficulties they faced in the camps. In line with that, when ISIS contacted the 

women, they also promised them a better life. It clearly shows that women’s current 

security situations need to be addressed to avoid further exploitation in the short term 

and avoid further violence in the long term. This research acknowledges that women’s 

ongoing victimisation by ISIS seems to complicate the distinction between captive and 

non-captive; however, it is important to note that making such these distinctions is 

difficult, and these findings clearly demonstrate the long-term consequences of gender-

based violence. With these findings, this research contributes to the existing knowledge 

of feminist security studies by providing micro level observations on the effects of 

violence and shows that after captivity, victimised women are not necessarily willing 

to be separated from the perpetrators of this violence, which make them all the more 

vulnerable to violence. In other words, the fact that Yazidi women have survived ISIS 

does not eliminate their ongoing victimisation. The next section is concerned with 

victimhood resulting from a lack of empowerment after captivity, which highlights that 

victimhood and survivorship narratives are not, in fact, opposites, but closely 

intertwined.  

 

7.5 Victimhood Resulting from Lack of Empowerment of Women 

There has been much academic debate on whether the post-conflict era implies a change 

in gender roles and that women are better positioned or if women face different forms 

of insecurities post-conflict. Several studies have identified numerous gender effects of 

war and its aftermath (K.C., Haar, & Hilhorst, 2017, p.176). For example, El-Bushra's 

(2003, p.264) fieldwork on countries in Africa indicates that conflict implies a limited 

change in gender roles. While women take on greater responsibilities after conflict, and 

the institutional changes that can empower women in decision-making processes tend 

to be slow. Denov & Ricard-Guay (2013, p.484) pointed out that power relations during 

and after conflict are embedded within “broader gendered power structures and 

identities” that influence women’s roles and options after conflict. Gendered social 

inequalities in conflict-affected regions deeply influence women’s roles and 

opportunities for rebuilding their lives after conflict.  
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When speaking of their post-ISIS lives, most of the participants described their 

disempowerment in the camps for two reasons; first, since their male family members 

(who had taken on social and economic duties) had been killed by ISIS,  the women 

expressed their desire to engage in paid work, which reveals the women’s desire to act 

as agents of social change in their community; however, there are often not enough 

opportunities for them to fulfil these responsibilities in the camps, given the patriarchal 

nature of their war-torn communities. The second reason is associated with the 

reluctance of the government to promote gender equality through education for affected 

Yazidi women. During the interviews, many participants explained how gender 

inequalities perpetuated through a lack of access to education persisted even if they 

expressed their desire to continue their education after ISIS. This reflects how post-

conflict societies have often proven little better than life under ISIS for many women 

(Parpart, 2010, p.18).  

Due to poor investment in gender-equal economies and a lack of social development to 

support employment, education, food security, health, and access to clean water, 

women face high levels of insecurity (Perianes, 2018). After ISIS, women are 

considered to be the main carers of their household; however, since Yazidis used to be 

largely dependent on land resources for their livelihoods, female-headed households 

are often disproportionately affected by conflict. The inability to access family land and 

property “puts women heads of households at a significant disadvantage when seeking 

to rebuild livelihood security in the aftermath of the conflict” (Lukatela, 2012, p.3). 

Nonetheless, from the women’s point of view, this dynamic might constitute a sense of 

power, if opportunities are provided for them. This is because, before ISIS, none of the 

interviewed women had work experience, aside from in their domestic farm settings. 

Having lost her husband and being left with four children, Hafsa (Interview 27) spoke 

of her willingness to work despite her health problems: 

I tried many times to find a job or something to do like daily wages, or 

anything inside the camp, but there is nothing I can do. If there is any work, 

I would do and I do not mind leaving my kids alone at home., but there is no 

opportunity for me to work. 

 

To be honest, life here is so difficult. I do not have any job. But, I would like 

to work to provide for myself, my siblings, and my mum. Life is literally so 

difficult. (Rima, Interview 2). 

 

These narratives clearly highlight the existence of a sense of survivorhood in the face 

of unrelenting victimisation. One of the interviewed therapists, Lilan, also provided an 
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example of a woman who would like to work to provide for her children after losing 

her husband and one of her three children. Lilan stated that: “this woman experienced 

torture, rape, and violence, but she is so strong. They have this power.” 

Moreover, despite Yazidi women’s willingness to develop themselves, camp 

administrators in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq often fail to provide them with adequate 

support and job/skills training to meet their needs, which reinforce the security threats 

outlined above and add to these women’s risk of developing psychological symptoms. 

Nevertheless, women’s economic empowerment plays a crucial role in ensuring 

women’s rights in the post-conflict era. Otherwise, these challenges further restrict 

women’s economic choices in fragile contexts. Mina (Interview 22), for example, spoke 

of how her request to continue her education was refused by camp administrators. 

Having been excluded from education for a long period owing to her ISIS captivity, she 

was not allowed to continue her education by camp administrators. Feeling 

disappointed, she recounted that she feels anxious about her future as a young woman. 

Without access to income-earning activities and socio-economic support, women 

struggle with specific barriers. For example, Hadil (Interview 26) attends computer and 

English classes to develop herself, however, when she wanted to continue her education 

after ISIS, she was refused by the administrators due to her long captivity under ISIS. 

She mentioned that she always dreamed of becoming a lawyer, but under current 

circumstances, she was unable to resume her education to achieve her dreams. 

As K.C., Haar, & Hilhorst (2017, p.176) state, women who are not involved in conflict 

as fighters tend to face a shift in gender roles due to conflict. Yazidi women reported 

being willing to take on tasks earlier reserved for men because the economic and social 

insecurities required them to fulfil these duties. As can be seen from the Yazidi 

women’s narratives, the post-ISIS era implied a limited shift in gender roles as women 

are now encountering new forms of insecurities, and the post-ISIS era has offered them 

limited opportunities to transcend their gendered roles. In other words, after the 

captivity, Yazidi women’s own representation of their experiences overlaps with recent 

findings from feminist security studies. That is, due to broader gendered power 

structures, the shift in gender roles has been significantly limited. However, there is no 

doubt that change is happening in relation to gender roles as Yazidi women demand it 

after they are freed.  
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7.6 Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter was to examine how Yazidi women portrayed their experiences 

after ISIS captivity. The most obvious finding to emerge from this chapter was that the 

post-ISIS era has not fostered improvements in gender roles for women; rather, Yazidi 

women’s role has been impeded and Yazidi women have not been provided with 

sufficient opportunities to engage in community and economic life after their captivity. 

Yazidi women have shown their ability to survive ISIS and survive after their captivity. 

Nonetheless, Yazidi women have faced additional security issues as a result of 

gendered power relations embedded in the region, which included challenging living 

conditions, persistent threats from ISIS, regional insecurities, and the inability of the 

government to assist them to engage in community and economic life. These findings 

strongly illustrate the relevance of feminist security studies for this thesis; that is, 

conflict is gendered in both its causes and consequences, and context-specific inequality 

has a significant impact on women’s daily lives.  

Further, as discussed in the previous chapter, investigating the representations of Yazidi 

women’s own lived experiences of ISIS violence both during and after the conflict has 

enabled the researcher, in the current thesis, to facilitate an awareness of previously 

unheard narratives by Yazidi women that undermine the binary categories of being 

either a victim or a survivor. Specifically, the results have shown that, aside from the 

well-publicised conflict-related narratives on Yazidi women, these women have also 

been subject to new security-related challenges in their own communities after they 

escaped or were freed from ISIS, indicating the need for the revised understanding of 

victimhood and survivorship as outlined in this thesis. This chapter has also critiqued 

the dominant yet narrow perspective on the implications of gender-based violence for 

women from the Global South, which, in the media, has often myopically focused on 

sensationalised accounts of the sexual violence these women faced that perpetuates 

their victimhood rather than their survivorship. In reality, as this chapter has 

demonstrated, the implications of gender-based violence against Yazidi women 

manifested (and continue to manifest) themselves in every aspect of these women’s 

lives, not only during the peak of ISIS’ domination of the region and at the peak of the 

media interest but also today in their own communities. Specifically, the results have 

demonstrated that Yazidi women continue to struggle with specific barriers and 

prejudices against them at the individual level as well as at the community and societal 
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levels as these women attempt to rebuild their lives by seeking to better their social, 

economic, and political outcomes in their new, post-conflict environments. 

Nonetheless, as Yazidi women have shown by their ability to survive ISIS’ violence 

and subjugation, they have the agency and drive to survive in post-conflict settings by 

challenging the established patriarchal norms embedded within the Yazidi communities 

they now live in. The next chapter concludes the thesis by considering the research 

questions and exploring the findings in detail.  
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CHAPTER VIII: CONCLUSION  
 

8.1 Conclusion 

This research project was concerned with the representation of gender-based violence 

directed against Yazidi women in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and it set out to deal 

with the divergence between how female Yazidis narrated their experiences of 

victimhood and survivorship and how these experiences were covered by the selection 

of mainstream UK and US newspapers. The feminist research approach enabled the 

researcher to explore the gender-based violence against Yazidi women within a broader 

set of gendered power structures and question how such gendered power relations 

affected the portrayal of these women’s experiences of ISIS violence. Drawing on a 

significant body of feminist literature on violence against women from the Global 

South, the findings highlighted the characteristics of the media representation of Yazidi 

women’s victimhood and survivorship in and after ISIS and compared these 

representations with the women’s own lived experiences of their victimhood and 

survivorship in and after ISIS. This thesis illustrated that adopting a feminist 

understanding of gender, race, power, and violence is essential to understand how the 

disempowering Western media representations of Global South women reproduce and 

perpetuate the highly gendered narratives relating to violence, resulting in the 

contribution of racism, xenophobia, and discrimination against women (Gadzekpo & 

Smith, 2020, p.265). Furthermore, adopting a feminist-based frame of reference in 

relation to the gender-based violence and prejudice that Yazidi women faced, and 

continue to face, enabled the researcher to reveal the broader implications of the gender-

based violence Yazidi women have overcome, a narrative that has long been under-

investigated in western news media coverage.   

This research has shown that the media’s gendered descriptions of both victimhood and 

survivorship are incomplete and highly biased for two reasons: First, it perpetuated 

victimhood narratives and failed to feature women’s multiple stories of survivorship 

under ISIS, including their coping and survival strategies, which reveals their agency 

within their victimisation. Second, it failed to uncover crucial security issues (other than 

sexual violence) after ISIS that re-victimises despite their current freedom from ISIS. 

Regarding the women’s victimhood narratives, the TFS and FSS allowed the researcher 

to analyse the gendered, partial, and victim-focused narratives through which the media 

represented Yazidi women’s experiences. Specifically, the above analysis revealed a 
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predominant focus on the narratives of female victimhood in and after ISIS, 

contributing to the conventional beliefs of helplessness, passive, having less agency, 

and requiring male protection. This finding was especially obvious in the media 

coverage of both the sexual violence under ISIS and the psychological and physical 

effects of violence on them after they had been freed. Furthermore, this research has 

also shown how the Western media perpetuates gendered and orientalist depictions of 

non-Western women in general –– and (Middle Eastern) Yazidi women in particular, 

despite the fact that Yazidi women are not a homogenous group. This thesis also 

acknowledges that it was inappropriate to elicit more information regarding women’s 

identities in the interviews. As a result, it was impossible to reflect on the differences 

among participants which may have shown this lack of homogeneity.  

Drawing on one of the central features of transnational feminist perspectives, this thesis 

highlighted how the power of global hegemonic agents such as the media exacerbates 

power differences between the North and South by emphasising narratives of Yazidi 

women’s victimhood and neglecting narratives that demonstrate the myriad ways, they 

have shown agency in overcoming their ill-treatment. This aspect further reinforces the 

dominance of the Northern world regions (Grabe and Else-Quest, 2012, p.59) because 

such sensationalised and myopic coverage fails to examine the complexity of Yazidi 

women’s roles and options as Global South citizens in dealing with ISIS’ brutal 

violence and overcoming the present challenges, they face in their post-conflict 

settings. Indeed, an examination of the latter would go some way to facilitating the 

deconstruction of unequal gender-based power relations between the North and South. 

This thesis recognised the important role of the Western news media in disseminating 

narratives about Yazidi women’s experiences of violence in the Global South. 

Nonetheless, the investigation of the news media portrayal of Yazidi women’s 

survivorship has shown that women’s experiences can only partially be understood by 

the prevalent notion of survivorship because the concept of survivorship assumes that 

the biggest problem these women faced was sexual violence and after they escaped or 

were liberated, they can be described as survivors. This research has found that the 

news media tended to overlook how women managed to stay alive until they escaped, 

undermining their agency in retaliating against ISIS. Furthermore, even though their 

survivorship narratives were reported, they were just mentioned in a few sentences.  

Moreover, the media coverage of Yazidi women’s survivorship after ISIS framed them 

in overly simplistic gendered narratives of victimhood and failed to reveal their diverse 



194 
 

experiences after ISIS, by focusing predominantly on Murad’s activism. This 

undermines these women’s subjective narratives of resilience and opposition to ISIS’ 

domination and perpetuates outdated gender stereotypes and tropes of women’s 

victimhood. Such a portrayal resulted from the global power differences that reproduce 

hierarchical relationships between the North and South and offer a partial 

understanding of gender violence and women’s everyday insecurities after conflict. 

In fact, the media not only reinforced the hierarchal power relations between the North 

and South, but also between the abused and abuser. The dominant narratives originating 

from the West in the media representation reproduced the problematic narratives about 

women in the Global South by taking the perpetrators as the reference points in 

discussing women’s security issues. This coverage was apparent in the media 

representations of Yazidi women under and after ISIS because the extent to which ISIS 

was a topic of conversation determined the media's interest in Yazidi women. Such 

coverage is problematic because women’s security issues do not disappear when the 

perpetrators are defeated, as women’s own narratives highlighted.  

It is also important to elaborate on the structures that underlie and contribute gender-

based violence against women in and beyond conflict. By utilising transnational and 

feminist security theories, we can understand how external factors reinforce gender 

oppression in the Global South. “Violence is shaped by gendered and racialised 

stereotypes and practices and serves to re-entrench historically consolidated power 

disparities between marginalised [colonised] and dominant [coloniser] actors, both 

locally and globally” (Sachseder, 2022, p.6). Even of former decolonisation came to an 

end in the 19th century, “the colonial power matrix has been taken up by global 

capitalism and includes power structures, such as colonialism, the gender system/ 

patriarchy, and economic oppression. These structures affect all subjects in many ways 

(Lugones, 2007). Furthermore, it is problematic to attribute gender oppression to 

patriarchal nature of the so-called Islamic State since it obscures patterns of structural 

and overt violence in (post)conflict settings. It is because violence against Yazidi 

women and its persistence after the conflict is not isolated from a larger system of 

economic, political and social inequality that is rooted in capitalism, racism, and 

patriarchy, resulting in multiple and cumulative effects of structural disadvantage 

(Henry, 2021, p.3). In other words, one must comprehend how racism, patriarchy and 

global capitalism shape the social, economic, and political oppression of people across 

the globe. 
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Women are, in fact, affected by multiple interlocking systems of oppressions that place 

them at disadvantageous positions at local and international level. In order to address 

the issues of inequality and intersectional approaches, transnational feminist scholars, 

for example, have long critiqued and resisted capitalist and heteropatriarchal power 

structures by working with activist movements across the globe (Dutt-Ballerstadt and 

Anderson, 2022, p.3). In this regard, transitional feminist research is seen as “a radical 

and an essential framework” in revealing various forms of inequalities between the 

Global North and South, resulting from colonial legacy and the forces of capitalism 

(Dutt-Ballerstadt and Anderson, 2022, p.9). As Grewal and Kaplan articulated (1994, 

p.18), we need to focus on “the relationship of gender to scattered hegemonies such as 

global economic structures, patriarchal nationalisms, authentic forms of tradition, local 

structures of domination and legal-juridical oppression on multiple levels” which allow 

critical analyses of multiple layers that structure women’s lives. This is highly relevant 

to the experiences of Yazidi women due to the fact that women in Kurdistan Region of 

Iraq experience various forms of inequality, “including but not limited to domestic 

violence, a low share in the labor market (14%), and notably only three females within 

the 23-member Cabinet of federal government” (Talabany, 2019) and the lack of 

interest in women’s security issues in post-conflict era. It is as a result of the 

combination of the nature of patriarchy rooted in the tradition of tribalism and economic 

inequalities against the Yazidi minority community in the region. Being members of a 

certain race exacerbates this patriarchal, gender-based oppression. Adam Kotkso 

(2017) argues that  

“Being a member of a certain race, is not something inherent, it is something 

that is done to you. And it is done to you to mark you out as something that 

needs to be tamed, controlled and subdued. It is a way of naturalising an order 

of domination.” 

 

According to Maldonado-Torres (2007, p. 244), racism is "inescapably structured by 

world capitalism" and is used to "justify plunder, conquest, and slavery" in order to 

"divide and govern" (Taylor, 2016, p.206). The segregation of high-level politics from 

low-level politics, which have an impact on women's daily lives, has also been 

criticized by feminist security studies (Wibben, 2011, p.592). The concept of security 

is reconceptualised in a way that links women’s everyday security issues to global 

politics Feminist researchers emphasise how “gender, racism, and other forms of power 

co-constitute society, politics, and the economy” as they concentrate on power 
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structures in international politics (Sachseder, 2022, p.7). They achieve this by 

advancing knowledge of the relationship between sexual violence, construction of 

hegemonic masculinities and globalisation of capitalism, all of which exploit the lives 

of women in the Global South (Sachseder, 2022, p.56).    

This thesis has also contributed to our understanding of the ‘medicalisation’ of the 

psychological/sexual trauma Yazidi women have suffered by the women’s social 

workers and the Western media. Echoing Ticktin’s critique, Peters (2019, p.2) states 

that psychotherapy and/or medication is the current paradigm adopted to aid sexual 

assault survivors’ recovery rather than a “critical examination of or a call to change the 

framework in which sexual assault occurs”.  Although, as Peters (2019, p.9) argued, 

the medicalisation of sexual assault can have a positive effect on women’s lives (such 

as making such women feel less alone by putting them in touch with support groups), 

in this thesis, this raised the question of whether pathologising (medicalising) women’s 

post-sexual-assault experiences ignores the true complexity of their experiences of 

violence and fails to address the larger structural causes of abuse and its deeply flawed 

portrayal by the Western media. The findings provide a fine-grained insight into Yazidi 

women’s experiences of ISIS violence and reveal that (media-sensationalised) sexual 

violence was far from the only issue that these women have had to confront. For 

example, Yazidi women are currently faced with a wide range of challenging issues 

while trying to rebuild their lives: missing family members, the deconstruction of 

Sinjar, intolerance by the Yazidi community of their illegitimate rape-born children, 

and huge unemployment. Therefore, this thesis has found that the broader security 

issues facing Yazidi women after the conflict need to be further analysed to provide a 

more accurate and comprehensive understanding of the implications of the gender-

based violence they faced under ISIS. Given these findings, the researcher suggests that 

we need to seek further multiple feminist-inspired perspectives that prompt scholars 

and the media to provide more nuanced analyses of women’s everyday lives during and 

after episodes of violence, which require ingrained assumptions to be robustly 

challenged.  Indeed, the assumptions created by the highly sensationalised gendered 

narratives of Yazidi women’s victimhood presented by the Western media are highly 

problematic as they fail to reflect Yazidi women’s actual experiences both under ISIS 

rule and in their new post-conflict settings. In contrast, the results of the present study 

have provided a space for the lived-experience-based narratives of Yazidi women to be 

heard, which have illustrated the strategies these women enacted to deal with the 



197 
 

physical, sexual, and psychological threats towards them under ISIS rule, as well as the 

current broader (in)security issues they now face in their current existence within 

Yazidi communities.   

The present study has gone some way towards enhancing our understanding of the 

complex nature of the gender-based violence inflicted upon Yazidi women and Yazidi 

women’s own descriptions of their lived experiences highlighted the multiplicity of 

their experiences and how they responded to violence within the structure of an unequal 

gender framework. Investigating these women’s use of particular strategies that 

resulted from the direct and indirect results of the violence they experienced was 

important because particular experiences can be best understood if we contextualise 

“individual experiences and isolated events and put them in a larger context of social 

relations so that the gendered practices may become more apparent” (Kronsell, 2006, 

p.127). In other words, the current thesis has underlined the fact that Yazidi women’s 

experiences must be analysed by considering the limits and possibilities inherent within 

the strategies they enacted to overcome the threats to their security under ISIS to enable 

a better understanding of the gendered nature of violence and injustice faced by women 

from the Global South more broadly. 

More specifically, since this research focused on Yazidi women’s experiences of 

gendered violence, this raised the question of agency. Women’s agency is constrained 

by “the broader gendered social structures within which women operate” (Tripp, 2013, 

p.19) and it is defined by ingrained gender stereotypes that set certain actions and 

movements for women in specific contexts. Adopting a feminist analysis towards 

security incorporated women’s experiences into the larger debate about silence versus 

speech. Having challenged the expected feminine behaviour in this conflict, the women 

employed strategies that might not be defined as agency by outsiders or by the media 

or even may not be covered. The conducted interviews revealed the need to consider 

how silence, deception, and stoicism might be used as forms of resistance, learning, 

cunning, and bravery in settings of violence. Women’s narratives detailed the way that 

individuals encounter and exercise their agency not only as the victims of sexual 

violence but as rational individuals who strategise how to cope with oppression and 

injustice. 

Furthermore, as mentioned before, this research project has also identified that the 

presence or absence of the perpetrators determined the media’s interest in women’s 

issues. As the perpetrators began to lose the territories, the other key challenges women 
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faced –– despite the diverse range of locations in which they have now settled –– were 

portrayed in only limited ways or not at all. Nonetheless, women’s own narratives have 

shown that the Yazidi women continue to experience security issues, including but not 

limited to, the hardship the women faced in the camps, regional insecurities owing to 

the failure of the construction of Sinjar, the continued threat from ISIS, and the lack of 

empowerment of women after the conflict.  

Moreover, ISIS’ continued victimisation of women is a source of difficulty for these 

women. That is, although the women fled ISIS, they are still affected because of the 

children born to ISIS fighters. Drawing on feminist studies enabled the researcher to 

recognise the importance of how these issues were portrayed because the media’s 

overstatement of sexual-violence-related narratives obscures the complex and broader 

implications of gender violence. Women’s everyday victimisation after ISIS requires 

as much attention as the sexual violence, maybe even more, to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the issues they face and mitigate the myriad ways these ongoing 

challenges and gender ideologies continue to affect Yazidi women’s daily lives.  

In relation to Yazidi women’s own narratives, when asked about their post-conflict 

lives, the women tended to emphasise their collective victimhood to raise awareness 

about the hundreds of women and girls who are still missing. Women’s narratives 

indicated their collective victimisation owing to the clear power asymmetries between 

the abuser (ISIS) and the abused (the Yazidi women themselves). The World Health 

Organization (2002, p.215) defines collective violence as “the instrumental use of 

violence by people who identify themselves as members of a group—whether this 

group is transitory or has a more permanent identity—against another group or set of 

individuals, to achieve political, economic or social objectives”. Yazidi women have 

been subjected to a range of forms of violence that represent collective violence because 

the violence directed towards them harmed not only the women themselves but the 

entire Yazidi community. Unlike the media’s portrayal of women who survived ISIS, 

the accounts of the participants lived experiences showed that living in the post-conflict 

situation did not render women’s lives safer because the security needs of women are 

prominent in women’s construction of their lives after the conflict.  

The debate between victimhood and agency has a clear connection with policy 

discussions. Karam (2010, p.7) argued that women’s positionality, interests, and 

concerns “tend to be either ignored by policymakers or, at best, relegated to second-

rank or status”. The reason is that “the interests of the nation” receive greater 
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consideration over gendered concerns, raising questions about whether gendered 

concerns are not part of national interests. This situation is especially obvious after 

episodes of conflict because what women have experienced appears to be exploited to 

limit their agency. There is, therefore, a definite need for policymakers who should pay 

close attention to women’s needs and priorities in order to respond more effectively ––

– as the participants expressed in the interviews –– such that women’s wellbeing, 

livelihoods, and citizenship rights can be safeguarded and enhanced. Gender-

responsive governance reforms are also needed to ensure that women’s interests are 

addressed in government policies because improving the status of women in a fragile 

context can “improve the welfare of the household and the inequalities” (Lukatela, 

2012, p.1).  

Furthermore, Yazidi women’s ongoing security issues after the conflict also fit into 

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda policy discussions. Through four pillars or 

priority areas—participation, protection, prevention, and relief and recovery—the WPS 

agenda, which was created by UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) 

in 2000, has acknowledged the gendered effects of conflict-related violence and 

expressed "a commitment to the inclusion of women as key agents" in post-conflict 

situations (Deiana, 2020, p.2; George and Shepherd, 2016, p.298). While many scholars 

have criticised the agenda for failing to recognise the agency of actors from the Global 

South in the implementation of the WPS resolutions and its impact on women from the 

Global South who know very little of the WPS agenda (Basu, 2016, p.362; Cohn, 

Kinsella, and Gibbings, 2004, p.132), it has also been seen as a milestone in 

international peacekeeping for its acknowledgment of post-conflict gender security 

concerns and the greater participation of women in post-conflict contexts (Kirby and 

Shepherd, 2016, p.249; McLeod, 2011, p.598). 

Despite the fact that there are various opinions on the agenda, to integrate gender 

perspectives into policies and practices, the Security Council encourages member states 

to create National Actions Plans (NAPs) “as a means of developing strategies and 

goals” to incorporate the agenda into programmes (McLeod, 2011, p.603). Only 11 of 

UN’s 55 member states who had NAPs in 2014, according to George and Shepherd 

(2016, p. 298), created a budget specifically for empowering women following the 

conflict. In order to avoid limiting the practise of empowerment to incorporating more 

women in political parties which serve the liberal vision of equality and peace 

developed by the Global North for people in the Global South who are perceived as 
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"merely recipients of norms," it is crucial to be critical of the concept of 

"empowerment" in this context (Parashar, 2019, p.829). Tamang (2020, p. 498) 

contends that increased female representation in political parties does not necessarily 

result in a change in gendered norms. Women's (collective) agency to 

navigate gendered violence in their daily lives and local realities should be treated 

seriously for the implementation of the WPS agenda in Iraq in order to create a region-

specific agenda to improve their security. While an increasing number of Yazidi women 

end up living in IDP camps and continue to experience violence in various forms, it 

remains to be seen how the WPS “pillars” will be translated into policy and practice in 

the region after the fall of ISIS in order to help Yazidi women in recovering and in 

involving them at all stages of peacebuilding processes. The methods used for this 

thesis and these policy recommendations may be applied to similar conflict-affected 

communities to increase the status of women in such fragile environments. 

In conclusion, the present thesis has attempted to undermine and replace the established 

victimhood or survivorship dichotomy in relation to Yazidi women that is perpetuated 

by the western media’s tendency to ignore accounts of Yazidi women’s survivorship 

and agency under ISIS rule and exclude details of their ongoing victimisation in their 

own community’s post-conflict. This thesis has demonstrated that women’s victimhood 

and survivorship narratives are connected in ways that cannot easily be separated when 

the topic of discussion is their experiences of (male) violence. Therefore, the approach 

and findings of the current thesis have gone some way to potentially challenging the 

inaccurate assumptions about Yazidi women perpetuated by the western media as 

agency-less victims and replace them with a better understanding of the exceptional 

survivorship and agency demonstrated by Yazidi women. 

 

 

8.2 Directions for Future Research 

This research has thrown up many questions in need of further investigation. The 

researcher proposes that future researchers should explore underdeveloped research 

areas; for example, how women who fled Iraq and found a safe haven outside construct 

their lived experiences, compared to women in Iraqi Kurdistan, and whether women 

from other communities such as Sunnis, Shias, and Shabak experienced similar forms 

of insecurities as Yazidi women. Such an analysis would allow a comparison of 
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women’s experiences with one another informed by ISIS’ practices of treating people 

from different backgrounds based on their strict interpretation of Islam. Furthermore, a 

crucial topic that needs further research is the portrayals of the concern for children 

born as a result of rape by ISIS members. There is very little analysis of these portrayals; 

it would be useful to better understand how these representations differ from similar 

coverage in other cases of genocidal attacks. Moreover, children born of rape appear to 

have significant effects on the Yazidi community in the long term for two reasons. First, 

as some of the interviewed women stated, there have been women who have returned 

to ISIS because of the children they left behind and it is unclear for now how the Yazidi 

community will respond to this challenging situation. Second, the future of children 

born to ISIS fathers is uncertain and their whereabouts is unknown by their Yazidi 

mothers. This would be a fruitful area for further work because it demonstrates the 

breadth and depth of gender-based violence. Finally, future studies might also explore 

the voices of children who have been affected by ISIS’ campaigns of violence because 

as one of the interviewed therapists mentioned, children have also been severely 

affected by ISIS. Future investigation into these children is recommended because if 

these children become radicalised, they will inevitably become an issue that must be 

addressed by both the Yazidi and the international community. 
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 Email: busranisa.sarac@port.ac.uk 

 

September 2019 

 

*Please initial each consent statement. 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Title of Project: Gender and Representation Among the Victims of Jihadism 

Name and Contact Details of Researcher(s): Mrs Busra Nisa Sarac. Email: 

busranisa.sarac@port.ac.uk 

Ethics Committee Reference Number: 17/18:08 

 

1.  I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated. September 2019 

(version 7) for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask 

questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 

 

2.  I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from the study 

up until when the data is analysed without giving any reason.  

 

3. I understand that my words may be quoted directly, but my name and other identifying 

information will remain entirely anonymous and completely confidential.           

          

School of Social, Historical and 
Literary Studies 
University of Portsmouth 
Milldam 
Burnaby Road 
Portsmouth PO1 3AS 
United Kingdom 
 
T: +44 (0)23 9284 6036 
F: +44 (0)23 9284 2174 

 

 

 

mailto:busranisa.sarac@port.ac.uk
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4.  I understand that the results of this study will be published and / or presented at meetings or 

academic conferences, and will be provided to research commissioners or funders (University 

of Portsmouth). I give my permission for my anonymous data, which does not identify me, to 

be disseminated in this way. 

 

5. I agree to the data I contribute being retained for any future research that has been approved by 

a Research Ethics Committee.                      

 

 

          6. I understand that a third party will be present during the interview, that I will be accompanied 

by a case worker from the organisation and that I can stop the interview at any time without 

giving a reason.                               

 

 

          7. I am aware that if I wish to request someone of my own choosing to attend the interview, I am 

able to do so.  

 

 

 

I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name of Participant:     Date:  Signature: 

 

Name of Person taking Consent:    Date:  Signature: 

 

 

Name of the Organisation:    Date:  Signature: 

 

 

Note: When completed, one copy to be given to the participant, one copy to be retained in the study 

file. 
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Invitation 

I am a PhD student from the University of Portsmouth, and I would like to invite you to take part in my 

research study. Whether or not you choose to join the study is entirely up to you, but before you decide, I 

would like to help you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. This information 

sheet will provide full details of the research, and will hopefully answer any questions you may have. I would 

suggest that reading through this sheet should take about 15 minutes. Please feel free to talk to others about 

the study if you wish, and do ask if anything is unclear. 

 

Study Summary 

This study is concerned with women, which is important because hearing from women themselves regarding 

their experiences under ISIS helps us understand how women’s lived experiences are affecting people’s 

perceptions as well as gender ideologies in specific contexts. I am seeking participants who are over 18 and 

have suffered as a result of violence. Those who are under 18 and suffer from psychological or medical 

problems will not be selected for interview. Participation in this research will require you to attend one 

interview, which will take approximately 30 minutes of your time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Frequently Asked Questions: 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

 

This thesis explores gendered- based violence committed by ISIS against Sunni Iraqi and Yezidi women. 

The aim of this study is to compare the women’s own representation of their experiences of ISIS rule to the 

English language international media’s representation of the women. So, interviewing you will help me shed 

light on your strength, agency, and power and challenge the conventional gender stereotypes about women 

in specific context. 

 

Why have I been invited? 

 

You have been selected for this interview because I have already approached a member of one such 

organisation, and they have played a crucial role in determining who best to include as a participant in this 

study. So, I was advised that you might want to take part in this interview to tell me about women’s 

experiences under ISIS, since you have experience of living under ISIS or have suffered as a result of 

violence. What you will tell me will help me to compare the differing representations of women’s lived 

experiences at different levels. So, I am inviting you in a personal capacity. 

 

Overall, I am aiming to interview approximately 20 women. 

 

Do I have to take part?  

No. Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if you want to volunteer for 

the study. The study is described in detail in this information sheet. If you agree to take part, I will then ask 

you to sign the attached consent form (dated 17/09/19, version number 7). 

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

 

You will be interviewed for approximately 30 minutes. Generally, what will happen is that you will be 

expected to answer a series of questions, as well as to talk freely on a subject. The interview will be audio-

recorded if you are happy with that, but not video-recorded.  

 

I am also planning to publish the information you give me, so verbatim quotes from the interview might be 

used in such a publication, but if you do not want me to use your exact words, please state this on the consent 

form. Please note that all information about your identity will be kept anonymous.  
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Expenses and payments  

 

There will be no payments made to you. 

 

Anything else I will have to do?  

 

Please make sure to advise me before the interview if you are suffering from any side-effects of medication 

or health care. 

 

What data will be collected, and what measurements will be taken?  

 

Consent from you will be stored in a password protected file on the University network. All data will be kept 

private, and the only exception to this confidentiality will be if you are at risk. I will issue a code which will 

be used to represent you on this file, so that your data can be identified and removed from the study if you 

so request. 

 

The information derived from the interview will only be used for this research, and will not be shared with 

anybody beyond this research. Also, you can withdraw from the study at any point up to six months after 

the interview. 

 

Your health and wellbeing will be the primary consideration during the interview. If the interview causes 

any emotional distress, I will immediately inform the authorised people from the organisation for their 

assistance. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages, burdens and risks of taking part?  

 

The process of collecting information on ISIS may cause emotional distress to you. It is also possible that 

illegal activity might be disclosed during the interview, which may itself be distressing. You are advised not 

to reveal information that might put you at risk of persecution in Iraq. So, you should not disclose any illegal 

activities in Iraq. 

 In the case of any distress being caused (or for any other reason), you may request that we stop the interview. 

In such circumstances, I will request help from authorised people from within the organisation, and I will 

stop the interview. In such circumstances, it will be up to you whether and when to restart the interview. 

 

What are the possible advantages or benefits of taking part? 

 

You will not receive any direct personal benefits from participating, but researchers may benefit from the 

results of this work by exploring how women themselves narrate their personal experiences and whether 

those representations differ from Western media’s representation. Hence, this research will tell us about 

gender and violence in the jihadist group. 

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

 

After reading this information sheet, you will be given a consent form. Your confidentiality will be protected 

by giving you a pseudonym, and the raw data which identifies you will be kept securely in a password 

protected file, accessible only by me and my supervisor. This will ensure anonymity; however, please note 

that there are always limitations regarding confidentiality. Matters may arise such as the action a researcher 

might take in the event of a participant disclosing an unprosecuted criminal offence. 

  

The data, when made anonymous, may be presented to others at academic conferences, or published as a 

project report, an academic dissertation, or in academic journals or books. It could also be made available to 

any commissioner or funder of the research. The anonymous data, which would not identify you, may be 

used in future research studies approved by an appropriate research ethics committee. 

 

The raw data, which would identify you, will not be passed to anyone outside the study team without your 

express written permission. The exception to this will be any regulatory authority which may have the legal 

right to access the data for the purposes of conducting an audit or enquiry, in exceptional cases. These 

agencies will treat your personal data in confidence. 

 

The raw data will be retained for up to 30 years. When it is no longer required, the data will be disposed of 
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securely, and paper records destroyed. Note that the policy for retention of research data requires retention 

for between 10 to 30 years, and can be accessed from Section 7 (and its subsections) of the following links: 

 http://www.port.ac.uk/departments/services/corporategovernance/recordsmanagement/uop_retention/ 

 

http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,

189755,en.pdf 

 

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  

 

As a volunteer, you can stop your participation in the interview at any time, or withdraw from the study up 

until when the data is analysed, without giving a reason if you do not wish to do so. If you do withdraw from 

the study after some data have been collected, you will be asked if you are content for the data collected thus 

far to be retained and included in the study. If you prefer, the data collected can be destroyed and not included 

in the study. Once the research has been completed, and the data analysed, it will not be possible for you to 

withdraw your data from the study. 

 

 

What if there is a problem? 

 

If you have a query, concern or complaint about any aspect of this study, in the first instance you should 

contact the researcher if appropriate. If the researcher is a student, there will also be an academic member 

of staff listed as the supervisor, whom you can also contact. If you have a complaint and there is a supervisor 

listed, please contact the supervisor with details of the complaint. The contact details for both the researcher 

and the supervisor are detailed on page one of this letter. 

 

If your concern or complaint is not resolved by the researcher or their supervisor, you should contact the 

Head of Department: 

 

The Head of Department   Dr. Theresa Callan 

                   School of Area Studies,  

                   History, Politics and Literature 

                                       sashpl@port.ac.uk  

University of Portsmouth    

Mildam 

Burnaby Road 

Portsmouth 

PO1 3AS 

 

If the complaint remains unresolved, please contact:  

 University Complaints Officer 

023 9284 3642  

complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk 

 

Who is funding the research?  

 

This research is being funded by the University of Portsmouth. None of the researchers or study staff will 

receive any financial reward by conducting this study, other than their normal salary or bursary as an 

employee or student of the University.  

 

Who has reviewed the study? 

 

Research involving human participants is reviewed by an ethics committee to ensure that the dignity and 

well-being of participants is respected. This study has been reviewed by the Humanities and Social Sciences 

Faculty Ethics Committee, and has been given a favourable ethical opinion.  

 

Thank you 

 

     Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and for considering volunteering for this research. 

If you do agree to participate, your consent will be sought; please see the accompanying consent form.  You 

will then be given a copy of this information sheet, along with your signed consent form, to keep. 

http://www.port.ac.uk/departments/services/corporategovernance/recordsmanagement/uop_retention/
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,189755,en.pdf
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,189755,en.pdf
mailto:complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk
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Email: busranisa.sarac@port.ac.uk 

 

May 2020 

 

Interview Questions 

 

1. Could you please tell me about yourself? For example, your name and age? 

 

2. What is your marital status? Do you have any children? 

 

3. Regarding your current life, where do you live now and with whom? Could you 

tell me how you meet your living expenses? 

 

4. Can you describe what life was like for you before ISIS? What did you do for a 

living? 

 

5. Could you tell me how long you lived under ISIS? When was it? 

 

School of Social, Historical 

and Literary Studies 
University of Portsmouth 
Milldam 
Burnaby Road 
Portsmouth PO1 3AS 
United Kingdom 
 
T: +44 (0)23 9284 6036 
F: +44 (0)23 9284 2174 
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6. Except you, was anyone also from your family members affected by ISIS? Could 

you explain, how? 

 

7. Could you tell me more about how you left the territories controlled by ISIS?  

 

8. Could you tell me if you were able to communicate with other Yazidis under ISIS 

to cope with? If so, could you explain how did you do that? 

 

9. Could you tell me your coping strategies to deal with ISIS’s brutality? For example, 

were you able to develop strategies to disobey or resist? 

 

10. Could you tell me how you feel about returning to your village? 

 

11. You are not with Daesh anymore, do you feel safe? If not, why not? 

 

12. If you had not lived under ISIS rule (If life was as it was before), what would you 

have liked to do?  

 

13. Could you please tell me what you would like to do now for your future? 

 

14. ISIS lost all of its territories as of 2019, could you explain your feelings about that? 

For example, do you think losing all the territories means that they are completely 

gone or their mentality is still alive? 

 

15. What do you think about the Western newspapers’ coverage of your life? Could 

you explain if you think it is partial or think that they covered the whole picture of 

your life?  

 

16. In 2014, there has been a great deal of media coverage of the Yazidi community 

because of ISIS’s brutal attacks. Since 2018, however, when ISIS began to lose 

territories, the Western newspapers globally have lost their interest in you after you 

managed to escape or were rescued. Why do you think they lost interest in you?  

 

17. Do you know other Yazidi women who returned to ISIS after they are free? 
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18. If you consider this interview an opportunity for you, what would you like to tell 

the world about your life and your community? 

 

19. Is there anything else you would like to share with me or anything that I have 

missed? 

 

 

                                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



259 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX FIVE 

 

UPR16 FORM 

 

 

 

[See overleaf] 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



260 
 

 

 

 

 

 



261 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX SIX 
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APPENDIX- THE INTERVIEW RESEARCH SAMPLE 

 

 

Pseudonyms Roles Dates 

   

1)     Dilba female member of Yazidi community 30.05.2020 

2)     Rima female member of Yazidi community 30.05.2020 

3)     Sabra female member of Yazidi community 28.06.2020 

4)     Safa female member of Yazidi community 12.07.2020 

5)     Rukan female member of Yazidi community 13.08.2020 

6)     Zaynah female member of Yazidi community 09.09.2020 

7)     Zahra female member of Yazidi community 24.10.2020 

8)     Zia female member of Yazidi community 08.11.2020 

9)     Samia female member of Yazidi community 12.12.2020 

10) Nijdar female member of Yazidi community 22.12.2020 

11) Berfo female member of Yazidi community 31.01.2021 

12) Revin female member of Yazidi community 31.01.2021 

13) Afra female member of Yazidi community 06.03.2021 

14) Aisha female member of Yazidi community 31.03.2021 

15) Hanan female member of Yazidi community 01.04.2021 

16) Hayfa female member of Yazidi community 05.04.2021 

17) Jala female member of Yazidi community 08.04.2021 

18) Jaliyah female member of Yazidi community 10.04.2021 

19) Rayya female member of Yazidi community 12.04.2021 

20) Saba female member of Yazidi community 14.04.2021 

21) Mariya female member of Yazidi community 23.05.2021 

22) Mina female member of Yazidi community 23.05.2021 

23) Derifa female member of Yazidi community 23.05.2021 

24) Tarbula female member of Yazidi community 23.05.2021 

25) Yamila female member of Yazidi community 23.05.2021 

26) Hadil female member of Yazidi community 26.05.2021 

27) Hafsa female member of Yazidi community 26.05.2021 

28) Celmira female member of Yazidi community 27.05.2021 

29) Kala female member of Yazidi community 27.05.2021 

30) Keyla female member of Yazidi community 27.05.2021 

31) Mariya female member of Yazidi community 27.05.2021 

32) Viyan psychotherapist 01.05.2018 

33) Lilan therapist 28.05.2018 

34) Yelda therapist 06.06.2018 

35) Rusen project coordinator 29.04.2020 

36) Rekan project coordinator 16.08.2018 

37) Ahin project coordinator 13.05.2018 
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THE LIST OF HUMANATARIAN ORGANISATIONS  

 
 

1) HAWRA 

2) JIYAN FOUNDATION 

3) JINDA FOUNDATION 

4) THE DUHOK GOVERNORATE   
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