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Abstract: This paper aims to 
identify how the YPJ fighters have 
been framed in British media and 
to what extent these portrayals 
reflect misconceptions not only 
related to their gender, but also to 
a westernized judgment of their 
choices. In order to accomplish this, 
a qualitative analysis was employed 
based on a compilation of articles 
released by the BBC and The 
Guardian between 2014 and 2018. 
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Resumo: Este artigo objetiva 
identificar como as combatentes do 
YPJ foram representadas na mídia 
britânica e em que medida esses 
retratos refletem conceitos errôneos 
não apenas relacionados ao seu 
gênero, mas também a um julgamento 
ocidentalizado de suas escolhas. Para 
isso, foi empregada uma análise de 
conteúdo qualitativa, com base em 
uma compilação de artigos publicados 
pela BBC e pelo The Guardian entre 
2014 e 2018.
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1 Introduction

Traditionally, warfare is considered an almost-exclusively male 
activity. Most of what is known about armed conflicts is told by the 
words and voice of men. The roles taken by women have histori-
cally been more passive and female combatants are merely seen 
as victims and targets of physical or sexual violence, rather than 
fighters who have agency (BASER; TOIVANEN, 2016). In a differ-
ent manner, women in Kurdistan are a substantial part of the 
insurgency and make up one of the most important armed groups 
of the country, recognized for confronting conventional gender 
expectations and redefining the conflict dynamic in the region, the 
Yekîneyên Parastina Jin (YPJ) (FERREIRA; SANTIAGO, 2018).

This Kurdish female-led security force became widely known 
during brutal attacks of the Islamic State (IS) against the city of 
Kobane, in northern Syria, on September 2014. On that occasion, 
the YPJ female fighters made the headlines of mainstream inter-
national newspapers for their remarkable achievements on the 
aforementioned battle, and were portrayed as carriers of Western 
secular values against a radical and violent religious extrem-
ist group. As the media continued their fascination with them, a 
narrative characterized by heroization and gendered geopoli-
tics was produced and extensively disseminated (JONGERDEN; 
SIMSEK, 2018).

Accordingly, the representation of the conflict between these 
oppositional forces in Western media, also seen as the civilized 
West against the barbaric “other”, contains an interrelated dimen-
sion of gender and orientalism (BASER; TOIVANEN, 2016). While 
female fighters of the IS are depicted as heartless brides or brain-
washed victims of men, the Kurdish combatants are glorified for 
their beauty, bravery and freedom. In this respect, these differences 
suggest how gender stereotypes are instrumentally used by media 
channels for a biased westernized discourse (ESKANDARI, 2018). 

On this matter, this paper is an enquiry into the understanding 
as to how the representation of YPJ fighters by the media tends 
to reflect geopolitics influence on gender misconceptions. To that 
end, the aim of this study is to investigate how the two most popular 
British news channels, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 
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and The Guardian, have portrayed the Kurdish fighters in the war 
against the IS from 2014 to 2018, and what are the reasons behind 
it. Additionally, these representations will be explored in juxtaposi-
tion to the repercussion of those who join terrorist groups, such as 
the IS, to commit similar acts. 

For that purpose, the theoretical framework used in this article 
has feminist IR theories as our starting point, referring to authors 
such as J. Ann Tickner, Jacqui True and Laura Sjoberg. Furthermore, 
the discussion relies upon the main concepts of orientalism, having 
Edward Said’s approach as its main foundation. Through these 
lenses, this examination critically delves into questions that may 
open up ways to map how Western media, embedded in miscon-
ceptions and contradictions, builds its speech to favour dominant 
interests and consequently reinforces gender discriminations.

In order to encompass such debates, the research conducts a 
methodology approach of content analysis (CA) which provides 
a systematic means for quantifying textual and thematic features 
across a large number of texts (HANSEN, 1998). This technique 
allows the inference of knowledge related to the conditions of 
production and reception of the messages, easing the interpretation 
of their meanings in a non-obvious and non-literal way (BARDIN, 
2011). Hereof, CA will be applied to the articles published by the 
mainstream online newspapers in the United Kingdom regarding 
YPJ combatants.

The sample selection is limited to articles released between 
January 2014 and December 2018, due to the spreading of YPJ 
narratives in the media after the Siege of Kobane, in 2014, and the 
return of fighters to the UK, four years later, and to the first page 
of search results, from each of the aforementioned channels, of 
terms directly related to the research question, which are: “YPJ”, 
“Kurdish”, “women”, “woman”, “female”. It is worth mentioning 
that since Google search engine collects user data in order to tailor 
better results and provide a better searching experience, results 
may vary for subjective reasons.

Subsequently, the selected articles will be exported to the 
MAXQDA software, a program designed for the analysis of qualita-
tive data which was chosen due to its powerful visualization tools, 
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and will be examined through classification schemes that involves 
the identification of recurrent patterns and of words combinations 
in their respective contexts, and the generation of lexical lists. At 
the end of process, it will be possible to build up a cohesive repre-
sentation of the data and to create figures that shows the discourse 
strands of BBC and The Guardian about YPJ fighters. 

This paper is organized into five sections. Firstly, a short liter-
ature review of feminist IR theories is outlined, including a brief 
overview of field emergence and development, major definitions 
and core concepts, and its broad contributions to the discipline. 
Following this, the feminist work is situated in the larger field of 
Security Studies, placing a strong focus on the roles that women 
play in conflict and in issues regarding this gender perspective, 
and a discussion of the way in which gender and orientalism may 
interrelate is presented. The third section offers a contextual intro-
duction to the case study, providing a historical background for 
the presence of female combatants in Kurdish forces and their 
contributions to the ongoing conflict in the region. Next, the 
fourth section proceeds to explore the discourse of BBC and The 
Guardian on YPJ fighters and to demonstrate how these represen-
tations reflect stereotypes, misconceptions and geopolitical inter-
ests. Finally, the last section concludes on the main findings of the 
research and presents some key next steps and other opportunities 
for this agenda.

2 Feminism and international relations

Simply put, feminist theories challenge the male way in which 
the International Relations have been conceptualised, leaving 
women’s experiences at the margins of the discipline. In this 
sense, feminists analyze relations of power involving men and 
women and how such interaction has been historically and social-
ly implemented over time, in order to open space for gender in 
major theoretical debates.  Prior to presenting a brief context of IR 
feminist narratives and its main ideas and premises, it is important 
to define two key terms for this approach (NARAIN, 2014; RUIZ, 
2004).
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First, gender is not the equivalent of the biological characteris-
tics described by the term “sex”. Instead, it refers to the complex 
social construction of men’s and women’s identities and to the 
culturally specific notions of men’s and women’s behaviour, espe-
cially in relation to each other (THORBURN, 2000). These symbol-
isms describe masculine/feminine dichotomies that are funda-
mental to power dynamics between genders, where terms associ-
ated with masculinity tend to receive a higher value. Therefore, 
gendered social hierarchy reflects a structural feature of social and 
political life that profoundly shapes the world (WILCOX, 2009).

The second crucial term to feminist theory is patriarchy, defined 
as a system in which women are subordinate to men in power 
and status, according to the belief that women’s biological inferi-
ority is related to her reasoning capabilities. In this regard, femi-
nists aim to reveal the gendered dimensions of theories, structures 
and actions, bringing to light women’s issues and struggles (RUIZ, 
2004). In International Relations arena, the world in seen through 
gendered lenses to focus on this particular kind of power relations 
and to trace out ways in which they are central to understanding 
international processes (SJOBERG, 2009).

This approach was fueled by the end of the Cold War and the 
consequent decline in the preponderance of military-security 
issues, when IR field faced serious challenges to its core theoreti-
cal structure. At that time, new disciplinary areas emerged and 
calls for the rethinking of the field’s foundations increased, open-
ing up space for revolutionary changes in the study of world poli-
tics. In this wave, feminist theories came to IR and began to devel-
op critiques of the discipline’s mainstream concepts, claiming that 
they did not recognize its gendered foundations nor did they speak 
to broad gender issues (TICKNER, 2000).

Raising these questions, feminist scholars argue that IR is in 
itself male-centered, marginalizing female perspectives, knowl-
edge and experiences that should be brought to bear on the analy-
sis of international relations (TICKNER, 2000). Accordingly, power 
relations inherent in international structure are legitimized in the 
relation between men and women, which has resulted in a study 
entrenched in gender bias (THORBURN, 2000). Hence, feminists 
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belief that gender subordination is constitutive of the global politi-
cal world, and commit to examine this relationship between knowl-
edge and power and to contribute to the lessening of women’s 
subordination (SJOBERG, 2009).

As such, these understandings point to the gendered nature of 
states that promote and support policy practices in the interests of 
men, and suggest that international politics is dominated by the 
construction and reproduction of masculine identities (TICKNER, 
2000). Moreover, as they are sensitive to the differences in female’s 
position, feminists take individuals into account and seek to iden-
tify women’s agency in IR, even of those in marginalized condi-
tions. Consequently, the analysis of international politics frequent-
ly involves intimate relationships, personal identities and private 
lives, and not only places for “high politics” (TRUE, 1996, p. 247).

On the whole, feminists have sought to demonstrate that 
gender relations are at the heart of international processes. 
However, despite this epistemological and conceptual unity, they 
can approach global politics from a number of different perspec-
tives, such as realist, liberal, constructivist, critical, poststructural, 
postcolonial, and ecological (SJOBERG, 2009). While from the real-
ist angle feminist works are interested in the role of gender in strat-
egy and power politics between states, liberal works acknowledge 
the inferior and subordinate position of women in international 
affairs and advocate for their inclusion in the existing structures of 
politics (SJOBERG, 2009).

Critical feminism, in its turn, delve into the ideational and 
material expressions of gendered identity and gendered power in 
world politics, and feminist constructivism explores how ideas and 
perceptions on gender shape and are shaped by a macrostructure. 
On the other hand, feminist poststructuralism calls attention to the 
ways in which gendered linguistic manifestations constitute inter-
national relations by empowering the masculine and diminish-
ing the feminine. Finally, postcolonial feminists inquire into how 
gender hierarchy is reflected in colonial relations of domination 
and subordination, and ecological feminism focuses on the treat-
ment of women and other minorities and its relation to the nonhu-
man environment (SJOBERG, 2009).
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Considering the research objective, it is opportune to further 
describe the feminist poststructuralist perspective so as to better 
explain the relationships between the key categories of the analy-
sis. By providing ways to examine socially available discourses and 
ways in which people take them up, this approach opens up the 
possibility of interpreting the media’s representation of YPJ female 
fighters and of identifying social, political, historic and economic 
influences that construct and define its categories (BARRET, 2005).
Respectively, it is built under the understanding that language, and 
therefore discourse, constitutes meanings specific to particular 
groups, cultures and historical periods (GAVEY, 1989). 

Thus, it is a structuring principle of society through which 
material power is exercised and power relations are established 
and perpetuated. In this regard, meanings are actively constituted 
through language and are neither innocent or neutral, but reflect 
the subject’s position in the world. As different positions produce 
different levels of authority, discourses that support existing power 
relations tend to constitute the subjectivity of most people most of 
the time. Consequently, feminist discourses are normally limited 
in their power because they are marginalized and unavailable to 
many women (GAVEY, 1989).

Hence, in any society, dominant discourses reflect particular 
values and gender interests. These elements have to be understood 
in the context of widely held beliefs about female sexuality and 
women’s proper place and lifestyle which cross many discursive 
fields, including the representation of them in the media. Thereby, 
a woman may be seen as a freedom fighter when she was a terror-
ist and vice versa, depending on the discursive position from which 
they are received and interpreted. In this respect, the meaning of 
the existing social structure and of the subject positions is a site of 
political struggle waged in language (WEEDON, 1989).

In sum, then, feminist poststructuralism uses language, 
subjectivity and social processes to understand existing power 
relations, to explain it on behalf of specific interests and to anal-
yse the opportunities for resistance to it. Therefore, this theory 
can help in offering explanation alternatives of where does 
media discourse on women come from, why it is contradictory or 
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incoherent and why and how it can change. It can also account 
for the material relations and practices that constitute individu-
als as subjects with particular desires, preferences and ideologies 
which are the effect of social institutions and which also structure 
society (WEEDON, 1989). 

As this section have shown, feminist perspectives on IR take on 
paths that venture far from the conventional discipline (TICKNER, 
2000). They emphasize the gender dichotomies that organize 
social activity, the gender hierarchy that serve to support male 
power and female subordination, the sexist stereotypes that rein-
force women’s marginalization and the traditional women’s roles 
in society. As a result, they draw on local knowledge to construct 
their theories and they offer new ways of analyzing many practices 
on global politics, such as the representation of women fighters on 
Western media. 

2.1 Feminist Security Studies 

As previously discussed, the field of IR remained for a long time 
as an area mainly occupied by male scholars. Nonetheless, the 
advancements made by feminist theories highlighted the impor-
tance to include gender as an important topic in order to under-
stand the dynamics of international politics. Even so, one could 
argue, how issues of war, conflict and violence, still remain consid-
erably gendered. Author Laura Sjoberg (2009) points out how such 
perception was responsible for creating a certain gap between 
Security Studies and Feminist theories, despite the growing influ-
ence of the latter in IR. It was only by the 1970s that Security 
Studies, under the influence of Johan Galtung’s work on structur-
al violence, started pointing out discussions about the impact of 
violence on women.

Such contributions were responsible for the emergence of 
so-called Critical Security Studies which, among other aspects, 
expanded the concept of violence and peace to incorporate “a 
host of issues related to economic differences between the glob-
al North and South” (BUZAN et al., 2009, p. 123). According to 
Galtung (1969), violence can be experienced at both personal and 
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structural level, whilst peace is also divided between negative and 
positive. In this sense, the idea of structural violence included the 
debate on social injustice which “referred to manifest injustices 
with physical material consequences, for instance hunger-relat-
ed deaths in the Third World, but also to phenomena with a less 
immediate bodily impact such as illiteracy” (BUZAN et al., 2009, 
p. 123).  Consequently, the concept positive peace expanded the 
notion of the “absence of violence” (GALTUNG, 1969, p. 167) to 
include the promotion of social justice and, therefore, the absence 
of structural violence as well.

The aforementioned was essential to address the impact of 
violence on individual agents, however, it is argued that much 
focus still remained state-centric due to the Marxist influence on 
the field which lead to the assumption that “class relations were 
more fundamental, hence solving the problems of capitalist societ-
ies would also bring gender equality” (BUZAN et al., 2009, p. 138). 
Thus, although the concept of structural violence opened space to 
include women as directly affected by a society mainly designed 
for men, they were still not part of the discussions as agents, but 
rather as solely victims whose problems were still attempted to be 
solved by their male counterparts (SYLVESTER, 2010).

For instance, it was only in 2000 that the United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC) implemented Resolution 135 which mainstreamed 
gender in its operations by obligating member-states “to include 
women in peace negotiations and post-conflict reconstruction” 
(SJOBERG, 2009, p. 185). In this sense, these influences contribut-
ed to the emergence of what became known as Feminist Security 
Studies (FSS) which, given the multiplicity of Feminist theories, are 
argued to also have many different approaches to Security Studies. 
Having said that, as highlighted by Laura J. Shepherd (2015), FSS 
can be divided it into two main perspectives, as addressed below.

Some FSS scholars suggest that gender can be seen as a vari-
able, which is a “stable descriptor of identity” (SHEPHERD, 2015, p. 
12). In this sense, according to this perspective, gender can inform 
certain behavioural traits that are intrinsic to the nature of men 
and women and can directly impact on how security politics are 
formulated. As one notices, this approach closely dialogues with 
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Feminist theories discussed in the previous section that imply a 
strong tendency of women to contribute with international secu-
rity given their more pacifist nature and tendencies towards coop-
erative relations. However, the gender misconceptions in this 
perspective becomes clear when it generalizes, as well as idealiz-
es, how female behaviour should be, and it does not acknowledge 
the particularities of each individual and the social context they are 
submitted to. Consequently, the implications can be deeply prob-
lematic as they deny women the capacity to exert agency irrespec-
tive of what it is assign to them, only because of their gender.

On the other hand, Shepherd (2015, p. 12) suggests a differ-
ent approach to gender which treats it as “noun/verb/logic”. In 
this sense, gender cannot inform about intrinsic traits of male 
and female behaviour, however, it is a category of analysis that 
is socially constructed and induces individuals to behave accord-
ingly. Therefore, as previously discussed, according to this logic, 
gender is not equivalent to an objective biological category, 
instead, it is “a system of symbolic meaning that creates social 
hierarchies based on perceived associations with masculine and 
feminine characteristics” (SJOBERG, 2009, p. 187). The implica-
tions of this logic applied to Security Studies debates addresses the 
importance of including women in security talks not by implying 
their supposedly more pacifist and cooperative traits, but because 
they must be agents of political choices that affect them directly. 
Nonetheless, these scholars also acknowledge that, albeit there 
are no prescribed behavioural traits intrinsic to women and men, 
the environment in which they both live in may pose societal 
constraints that can be linked to their gender and impose to each 
one different outcomes and challenges.

Having said that, both approaches to FSS can potentially 
dialogue with different IR theories as discussed in the previous 
section. Nonetheless, due to the engagement of this work with the 
use of language to represent the involvement of women in violent 
activities, focus will be given to poststructuralist approaches. The 
contributions of poststructuralism to FSS derives from its central 
claim of how narratives, concepts and figurations are constructed 
and have direct impact on how a supposed reality is understood and, 
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as a consequence, also inform how policies are generally adopted 
(BUZAN et al., 2009). Hence, such analyses are powerful tools to 
not only support the claims made by FSS against gender miscon-
ceptions in the construction of security, but they also confront how 
feminist discourses can also be bounded around constructed narra-
tives that does not, necessarily, emancipate women from stereo-
types of passive and submissive individuals. Moreover, poststruc-
turalism contributes to FSS by addressing the necessary nuances to 
be acknowledged in feminist approaches that need to take identity 
into consideration in order to inform how women often experience 
and are affected by violence in different ways.

As this section discussed, the advancements made by FSS were 
extremely important to highlight the importance of recognising 
women victims of violence as well as agents to be included in deci-
sion-making and discussions around the topic. Even so, one argues 
how these discourses still remained centered in Westernised percep-
tions in which often excluded factors of different identities as crucial 
informants of how security narratives are constructed. In this sense, 
linking to how women are generally perceived, it is undeniable 
that women from different locations, ethnicities and social back-
grounds have considerably different representations around them. 
Having said that, Orientalist approaches comes to light and will be 
further discussed as an important addition to confront perceptions 
of women in Security bounded by Western conceptions.

2.2 Orientalist contributions to Feminist security Studies

On 1978, Edward Said’s Orientalism argued how dominant 
powers in the West, namely the British and French, had created 
narratives throughout history that framed Eastern civilizations as 
culturally and historically inferiors. The focus of Said’s work is on 
the mystification of mainly Arab societies that are portrayed in the 
West through the attributions of a submissive, irrational and exotic 
woman (SAID, 1978). In this sense, it is argued how the West had 
constructed its imaginary around elements such as the veil and 
the harem as symbols of exotism and, and the same time, oppres-
sion (WEBER, 2001).  In view of this, it is argued how First Wave 
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feminists, despite claims of being accepted with equal rights as 
men, also relied on the belief that Orient attributions to women, 
irrespectively of their historical and political meanings, were a sign 
of oppression and underdevelopment. As author Charlotte Weber 
(2001, p. 127) points out, “with few exceptions, First Wave femi-
nists of all stripes readily accepted a key element of the West’s 
orientalist legacy-namely, the unquestioned belief in the superior-
ity of “Western” ways”. 

	 One notices how such narratives are still present in 
Western representations of Arab civilizations, and are often used 
as means to justify interventions and impositions of so-called 
Western values. For instance, the United States government during 
the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 is argued to have used the 
image of supposedly oppressed veiled women under Taliban rule 
as the backbone to sustain American actions in Afghan soil. It is 
noted, therefore, how Muslim women is generally portrayed by 
the West as oppressed and passive victims of the “barbaric nature 
of Muslim men” (MARTINI, 2018, p. 2). The idea of women using 
veils, burqa, or anything else used to cover them is seeing as a 
reflection of oppression and lack of liberty. 

The aforementioned highlights how Orientalism is also present 
in certain approaches to so-called liberal feminism that create an 
image of the Other to represent women who do not share Western 
values. As a consequence, such figurations are based on the belief 
of the superiority of Western traits that creates dichotomies of 
acceptable and unacceptable forms of women to express agency 
and fight for their rights. The very idea of former President George 
Bush to export democracy to the world during the War on Terror 
as an alternative to save what he saw as barbaric societies, is a 
clear example of how Western narratives are imposed as superi-
orly more advanced than any other discourse. As author Roksana 
Bahramitash (2005) points out, the strategy used by Bush fore-
shadows what Said (1978) had argued to be the logic used by colo-
nial powers in order to gain public support which focused on the 
alleged need to liberate women from the treatment they received 
in Islamic-based societies. 
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As this section discussed, discourses based on Orientalism can 
construct images of how the West mostly frames Muslim women. 
In this sense, although feminist approaches can inform how 
women are generally perceived under the notion of patriarchy, it is 
only through the lenses of Orientalism that we can see how narra-
tives construct images in Western perceptions of how women 
should behave and represent themselves. Having said that, the 
next sections will contextualize the case of the female members of 
YPJ to further discuss how they are represented in British media. In 
doing so, this paper will propose an analysis of the terms applied 
to these women by the media and how they carry a strong sense 
of Orientalist misconceptions to frame them in Western imaginary. 

3 Introduction to case study: YPJ

As already stated, the YPJ is an all-female militia that has 
been battling against IS in Northern Syria for the last half-decade. 
However, women have been active-agents in Kurdish history-
making processes since the 1990s, when social movements 
regarding gender relations changed the region’s structural dynam-
ic. From then on, women developed a space of their own and start-
ed playing an important role in all spheres of society, mainly in 
politics. As key-actors, they established particular political parties, 
built non-governmental organisations and took part in significant 
nationalist issues (JONGERDEN; SIMSEK, 2018).

This revolution was supported by the Kurdistan Workers Party 
(PKK) leader, Abdullah Öcalan, who praised for a pro-feminist and 
anti-capitalist system. Öcalan became widely known as the stron-
gest advocate for Kurdish sovereignty, and PKK is the political 
organisation founded by him with the initial aim of achieving an 
independent Kurdish state (ESKANDARI, 2018). At that time, PKK 
coined the term “jineology”, built on the principle that no society 
can call itself free without the freedom of women within it, putting 
the liberation of women at the heart of the national struggles and 
vigorously encouraging female participation (GORMAN, 2017).

On the account that the Kurdish population has been partly 
concentrated in northern Syria, the PKK established connections 
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with militant Palestinian organisations and, in the wake of the 
1980 coup in Turkey, portions of it were dispersed to the referred 
country. In the earlies 2000, after the Syrian government banning 
Kurdish political parties, the Democratic Union Party (PYD) was 
founded by syrian kurds as a democratic confederalist political 
party striving for a multicultural society. In 2012, during the Syrian 
Civil war, the PYD established an armed military wing to protect 
the inhabitants of the region, the People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
(ESKANDARI, 2018).

At this moment, thousands of women joined the militia, and 
their militarization became a strong focus point in the preser-
vation of the Kurdish movement identity. Being a fundamental 
force to the region’s defense, an autonomous women’s unit were 
created in early 2013, the YPJ. In the following year, both organisa-
tions fought against the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria and were 
involved in the Siege of Kobane, when IS succeeded in capturing 
350 Kurdish villages and towns and 300.000 Kurds were displaced. 
Soon after, due to the central role they played in the battle, female 
fighters became a symbol and the international enthusiasm for 
them vibrantly arouse (DEAN, 2019). 

IS, a terrorist group that follows a fundamentalist jihadi doctrine, 
gained global prominence at that period for its videos of behead-
ings and other types of executions of both soldiers and civilians, and 
its destructive ground attacks in Western countries. As a result, the 
group was framed as the atavistic enemy of the “Christian West”, 
as an aggressor towards civilization and as a threat to the values of 
the dominant society with its extremism, violence and intolerance 
(MANFRINATO, 2016). Thereupon, YPJ women were hailed in the 
media for their struggle against the radical Islam and were repre-
sented as carriers of secular values and as the face of the liberal 
forces beating villain jihadists (JONGERDEN; SIMSEK, 2018).

In view of this, the following analysis is intended to show how 
the media discourse on women fighters is constructed, and to 
identify in what ways this representation tends to reflect gender 
misconceptions and geopolitics interests. Although the repercus-
sion of YPJ’s achievements may have superficially suggested a 
recognition of their efforts, this paper argues that this recognition 
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works at the expense of women’s voices and of the feminist 
approach embraced by them. Moreover, it is embedded in many 
controversial aspects that serve to reinforce a very specific politi-
cal narrative and to delegitimize others. 

4 Data analysis 

In view of the aforementioned, this section aims to analyze the 
terms referring to women fighters of the YPJ and how the media 
portrays them. Hence, in view of the hypothesis previously present-
ed, data were extracted from the two most popular British online 
newspapers, BBC and The Guardian, between January 2014 and 
December 2018, to show that the representation of these women 
carries a strong sense of Westernized perception of their choices. 
Therefore, in this essay, the “Western depiction” is referred specifi-
cally to the nation mentioned above. That being stated, we have 
randomly selected fourteen news reports of female members of the 
YPJ from each of the chosen sources and analyzed them through 
MAXQDA software, which allowed the creation of visual represen-
tation of text data, giving greater prominence to words that appear 
more frequently in the overall documents. 

Firstly, the keyword-in-context feature was employed, in which 
terms relevant to the analysis were searched in a tabular overview 
along with the fifteen words that appear before and after them and 
thus are part of their respective contexts. The selected terms were: 
“female”, “women”, and “YPJ”. From these results, word clouds 
were elaborated to show the most common words associated to 
them. So that the graphic would not consist mainly of insignifi-
cant words, such as prepositions and connectives, a stop list was 
created to only include in the analysis terms essentially related to 
the research question. To that extent, we will verify the corrobora-
tion to our hypothesis through dividing the terms into categories of 
analysis such as: verbs, adjectives, warfare related terms and West 
related terms. Finally, we will apply the concepts of Orientalism 
linked to feminist arguments against gender misconceptions as 
our main scope of analysis to understand the context in which 
these terms were being used.
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Table 1 - Frequency of terms 

Source: By the authors using MAXQDA software. 

A primary analysis of the selected news reports about women 
in the YPJ shows that words in reference to bravery and heroism 
are often employed (Table 1). For instance, it was noticed that 
amongst verbs and adjectives the words “fighting” and “fight-
ers” had the highest percentage of repetitions, 71 percent and 89 
percent respectively. It is important to mention that the contexts in 
which these terms were used were often related to the YPJ’s strug-
gle against the Islamic State. As authors Amelie Malmgren and 
Michelle Palharini (2018, p. 55) point out, the way British media 
reports any news on the YPJ generally contextualizes them within 
counterterrorist campaigns of Western powers and, consequent-
ly, “neglects the ideology behind [YPJ] battle against fascism and 
patriarchal dominance and the self-defense of their own territory 
and people”. Thus, the author argues how such perception also 
reinforces Said’s categorization of “us vs. them” since it constructs 
a narrative through the idea that YPJ fighters are more aligned with 
Western values due to their choice to fight the IS. 

In view of this, the cases of Anna Campbell and Shamima Begum 
come to light as a clear example of how British media tends to privi-
lege women of the YPJ over, for example, female volunteers of the 
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IS. Both Campbell and Begum were British-born citizens and ille-
gally travelled to Syria to join the YPJ and IS respectively, nonethe-
less, the repercussions of each case were considerably different. 
Hence, Campbell was remembered in British media as “humani-
tarian” (JENKINS, [2018]), “fighter” (JENKINS, [2018]), “brave” 
(RAMASWAMY, [2019]), “British fighter” (VARDY, 2018), and many 
other adjectives that emphasized her commitment with the YPJ as a 
noble cause to be fighting for. On the other hand, Begum was not 
recognized as the IS fighter, but as simply jihadi bride or, to put better, 
“heartless little jihadi bride” (PEARSON, 2019). This is a powerful 
comparison we can use to draw a parallel of how the media uses the 
us vs. them dichotomy “since the framing of YPJ’s fight against the 
background of counterterrorism presents an Orientalist discourse in 
which the UK (and more broadly the West) exerts the power of tell-
ing the truth” (MALMGREN; PALHARINI, 2018, p. 56).

Moreover, the prominence of such verbs reflects a process of 
conditional recognition of the struggle of Kurdish female fighters, 
in which, by focusing almost exclusively on their warfare efforts, 
the media omitted the political context of Rojava, the root-causes 
of the development of YPJ’s fight and their entire philosophy. In a 
similar manner, as Table 1 shows, there is also a strong tenden-
cy to associate the work of these women with warfare terms. 
According to Dilar Dirik (2017, p. 18), such connotation owes to 
the West’s fascination of associating the choices of these women 
with a world that is predominantly male and, the same time, links 
to Western attempts “to sensationalise the ways in which these 
women defy preconceived notions of eastern women as oppressed 
victims”. Therefore, the reports sought to divorce their strive from 
its very specific political narrative and to frame the female fighters 
as an instrumental power in the use of states against IS (DEAN, 
2019; ESKANDARI, 2018; JONGERDEN; SIMSEK, 2018). Thus, the 
problems with such perception arises from the fact that:

[…] instead of considering the implications 
of women taking up arms in what is essen-
tially a patriarchal society - especially against 
a group that rapes and sells women as sex-
slaves - even fashion magazines appropriate 
the struggle of Kurdish women for their own 



Ana Luiza Moreira Mineiro Drummond
Maria Luiza Siqueira Batista
Cristiano Garcia Mendes

56  |  Tensões Mundiais, Fortaleza, v. 17, n. 33, p. 39-62, 2021

sensationalist purposes. Reporters often pick 
the most “attractive” fighters for interviews 
and exoticise them as “badass” Amazons 
(DIRIK, 2017 p. 19).

These narratives directly link to the arguments made by Said 
and previously discussed that non-Western women are seen 
through a dichotomy of oppressed, due to the use of elements such 
as the veil, and, at the same time, as erotic and mysterious symbols 
which takes back to the figurations constructed around the imagi-
nary of histories of harems and belly dancers (WEBER, 2001).

Furthermore, as Figure 1 and Figure 2 show, the most common 
adjectives used in the selected news have a positive meaning that 
seems to acknowledge the Kurdish female fighters’ agency. By call-
ing them “warriors”, “soldiers” and “militants”, the media creates a 
different notion of emancipated women who are not victimized by 
men but have their own purposes and ambitions. However, accord-
ing to Brigitte Nacos (2005), when attempting to understand women 
who are acting in traditionally masculine roles, the media usual-
ly resorts to gender stereotypes and cultural or oriental clichés. 
Therefore, and as previously mentioned, the news tend to oversim-
plify female fighters real motivations, aspirations and rationale by 
connecting it with Western liberalism. Consequently, although these 
adjectives may express their agency as independent combatants, 
they also reinforce a particular geopolitical interest and overlook 
their real ideological reasons, as of equality and self-determination.

Figure 1: “Female” word cloud

Source: By the authors using MAXQDA software.
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Figure 2: “Women” and “woman” word cloud

Source: By the authors using MAXQDA software. 

In this regard, they are disconnected from the Kurdish move-
ment’s wider environment, and are portrayed as the heroes against 
the evil and as the representatives of a civilized West. Ergo, they are 
perceived as defenders of liberal and humanistic values, and their 
battle against the IS is mainly associated with Western ideological 
motivations (JONGERDEN; SIMSEK, 2018). In addition, as Figure 3 
shows, the very use of the term “volunteers”, commonly associ-
ated to the key word “YPJ”, is also an expression of a Western clas-
sification of women’s role in YPJ that falsely relates their choices 
with their exertion of agency in contrast, for instance, to how the 
IS female members are only referred to as brides, brainwashed and 
mostly influenced by their male counterparts. As author Katherine 
Brown (2012, p. 56) points out, such narratives only use female 
empowerment through “an instrumental sense rather than a good, 
or human right, in its own” whilst women’s rights become a “side 
show in official [and mediatic] discourses”.

In addition, according to Valentina Dean (2019), the Western 
fascination with YPJ fighters stems from the perception that they 
are an atypical and previously unexplored subject, and thus their 
representation is filled with inner contradictions and misconcep-
tions. As women’s involvement in political violence is still largely 
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viewed as exceptional, their efforts in the YPJ were framed with 
amazement and admiration, in terms of a unique heroism depict-
ed by the word “proud”, for example. However, as Baser and 
Toivanen (2016, p. 14) asserts, “women who take part in armed 
battles to defend the “homeland” against an external threat, hold 
great symbolic value that can be strategically employed to legiti-
mize the on-going battle”. Therefore, in the context of the IS threat, 
such gendering in media framing may strongly contribute to the 
West’s geopolitical objectives. 

Figure 3: “YPJ” word cloud

Source: By the authors using MAXQDA software.

Conclusively, the overall depiction of the YPJ’s resistance 
against the IS is done in terms of a practical and military fight, not 
taking into account that women in Rojava are leading a political, 
social and ideological revolution which has extensive implications 
for the broader Kurdish movement. Female fighters are not just 
soldiers who fight to defeat a common enemy to the Western world, 
but they are “the contemporary protagonists in the construction of 
a different and democratic Middle East” claiming their identity into 
an inclusive system (DEAN, 2019, p. 25). 
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5 Conclusions

As the analysis proposed in this paper suggested, the narratives 
around the involvement of women in political violence still carries 
a strong sense of deeply problematic gender misconceptions. The 
results drawn from the analysis of the news reports from BBC and 
The Guardian show that the way female fighters of the YPJ are 
represented in British media is based on stereotypes and gendered 
narratives. For instance, one notices that the media tended to 
privilege the YPJ’s fight against the Islamic State over the former’s 
ideology as well as struggle for independence. As a consequence, 
these women are framed within the campaigns to contain the IS 
which give the media the basis to sell their stories under the idea 
that they share so-called Western values and, therefore, are worth 
mentioned as fighters and warriors. At the same time, women’s 
agency is not acknowledged and, even behind allegations of being 
referred to with positive adjectives, YPJ members are not exempt 
from gender misconceptions towards them. 

Having said that, the contributions of Edward Said’s Orientalism 
to the discussion addressed here were very important to give the 
background to understand the foundation in which the image of 
the women in the YPJ is constructed in the west. In this way, the 
findings in this paper also draw attention for the need to devel-
op new ways of studying the involvement of women in violence. 
Hence, in addition to finding arguments to counter gender miscon-
ceptions within the literature, Orientalist contributions open space 
for investigating the misconceptions not only around the gender 
of the perpetrator of violence, but also how their actions are 
perceived and, consequently, represented and the interests behind 
such discourses.
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