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In a recent discussion at Westminster, Angelina Jolie, the actress and co-founder of the Preventing Sexual
Violence Initiative (PSVI) spoke of the need to do more to combat the threat that ISIS poses to women. Jolie
argued that “The most aggressive terrorist group in the world today knows what we know, knows that it is
a very effective weapon and they are using it as a centrepoint of their terror and their way of destroying
communities and families, and attacking and dehumanising”.1
Definitions of violence are notoriously difficult to agree upon, with a range of different constituent parts,
including the physical and psychological, the direct and indirect, the cultural and the symbolic. Increasingly,
international legal definitions have sought to frame violence against women within the context of
discrimination and the violation of human rights.2 In 1992, the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women noted that ‘states may […] be responsible for private acts if they fail to act
with due diligence to prevent violations of rights or to investigate and punish acts of violence, and for
providing compensation’.3
A UN handbook on legislation on violence against women stresses the need to move beyond legislations
that will provide a freedom from something,4 to legislation that facilitates more positive freedoms to do
something, allowing women to live a fuller life, free from persecution, discrimination and violence. This
legislation needs to be all encompassing, across all facets of society, from politics to family life, yet all too
often, states fail in their responsibilities. Reflecting this position the 2008 programme, ‘UNiTE to End
Violence against Women’, which aimed to facilitate ‘a world free from violence against all women and
girls’5 by 2015.
Yet across Iraq, women are not only subjected to violence from ISIS and in the 12 years since the removal of
Saddam Hussein, they have increasingly become the battlefield. Once at the forefront for women’s rights in
the Arab world, in a 2013 poll conducted by the Thomson Reuters Foundation, Iraq ranked 21 st out of 22
states.6 As Nadje al Ali argues, women are often used symbolically as a way to reject the previous political
order7 and in the post Saddam transition their exploitation and violence against them has played a role in
facilitating this transition.
In Iraq, successive governments have failed to meet their legal requirements with regard to the treatment
of women. This briefing outlines the conditions facing women across Iraq. It argues that more is required to
ensure that women are protected across the region. In doing this, perceptions of the UK can be shifted, as
well as going some way to challenge narratives of victimhood that can increase violence.
The Iraqi Case
Since the invasion of Iraq in 2003, conditions across the state have deteriorated.8 The fragmentation of
power away from the core has made it increasingly difficult to ensure the protection of women across Iraq.
Even if the erosion of these social dynamics started before 2003 as a consequence of the sanctions imposed
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on Saddam Hussein’s regime, since the US-led invasion, the situation has dramatically worsened. The
decline in security and stability has led to people turning to alternative sources for security, with this often
being sectarian militias. The rising power of militias such as the Badr Coprs, the Jaysh al Mahdi, and ISIS,
offered them the opportunity to project their values upon society, targeting those that disagreed with
them and using women as a means of doing this.9
Victims of honour killings and discrimination, in the years following the US-led invasion, an increasing
number of women were targeted in what will become a recurring theme: as a result of what are perceived
to be ‘Islamic teachings’.10 In 2008, graffiti in the city of Basra read ‘Your makeup and your decision to
forego the headscarf will bring you death’. 11The rise in religious conservatism is also coupled with the
inability of the state to stop violence and discrimination against women, along with an almost non-existent
accountability for ‘honour crimes’. According to the Ba’athist-era 1969 Iraqi Penal Code and subsequent
amendments, ‘honour’, is seen to be mitigating factor and the lack of help and support for victims of these
crimes is reinforced by a wide ranging social stigma surrounding domestic violence in general, along with
the risk of reprisals when reporting an attack.12 This rising religious conservatism was also reflected in Iraqi
law. In 2014, an overwhelming majority of the Iraqi Council of Ministers voted in favour of a draft for a new
personal status law, which implicitly legalises rape, prostitution and paedophilia as long as they are
committed within a Shari’a-based marriage.13
Despite efforts to ensure female representation in the Iraqi parliament through a quota system that allows
women to retain 25% of seats in parliament14, this did not manifest in reality. According to female
lawmakers, most of the women MPs ‘did little more than rubber stamp the decisions of their party leaders,
all of whom are men.’15 Furthermore, former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki did not appoint any women to
senior cabinet positions and the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, a mostly ceremonial, poorly-funded
department, was the only ministry headed by a woman.16
Women Under ISIS
In attempt to improve their situation, Iraqi women mobilized, speaking out against a number of policies and
creating a network of underground safe houses17, but since the emergence of ISIS, the situation has
dramatically worsened. Under ISIS, women have been subjected to strict and sometimes competing
interpretations of Shari’a law, some of which have been condemned even by Saudi clerics.18
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The life of women under ISIS rule is set out in a manifesto formally titled ‘Women in the Islamic State:
Manifesto and Case Study’, issued by the Al-Khanssaa Brigade.19 Girls can be married at the age of 9 and
they receive a religious education until the age of 15. A critique of the typical Western lifestyle, which
prevents women from studying fiqh (Islamic Jurisprudence) and the Qur’an, is also present, and Muslim
women who seek worldly knowledge are portrayed as dupes of Western civilization.20Additionally, a kind of
reversed-feminism appears to be in operation, with women being ‘celebrated’ as central to the working of
the Caliphate through keeping the household running, even if restricted in many aspects of their life by ISIS
governance.21
Strict regulations are imposed upon all aspects of every day life, from clothing to travelling. Women are
forced to wear the niqab and male guardians risk punishment if women do not comply with the prescribed
dress code. In addition, women are forbidden from travelling without a mahram (male relative).22 A
testimony provided by a former member of the morality police details how this was enforced:
“I would tour the markets, take part in raids, and take women who were violating the
dress code to the headquarters," she said. "First we'd warn them, but if they
continued, they would be lashed. Twenty, or 40 lashes for her, and the man
responsible for her.”23
This climate of fear is also enhanced by the systematic use of sexual violence. Even in the first days after
the falling of Mosul last June, members of the group started going door to door to take ‘women who are
not owned’ for jihad al-nikah (sexual jihad/ sexual slavery),24 increasingly using sexual violence as a weapon
of war. Male members of ISIS have also allegedly forced their sisters to marry ISIS fighters in an attempt to
improve their position within its ranks.25
According to several testimonies, men and women are separated while held captive and are called upon to
convert to Islam. The women who comply are forcibly married to ISIS fighters, while the price for refusing
was to be sold into sexual slavery.26A market for the sale of such women was set up in the al-Quds
neighbourhood of Mosul and women are priced according to several factors, including age, ethnicity and
beauty.27Teenage girls were sold for prices ranging from ‘as little as a pack of cigarettes’ or for a few
hundreds of dollars.28 In an attempt to regulate this, ISIS released a document to impose price controls over
the sale of women, depending on their age or religious and ethnic affiliation.29
Noor, a 14-year-old Iraqi girl, was sold 15 times, passed from one ISIS fighter to another; each time, she was
raped. She eventually managed to escape, and testified that “the worst moments were when one man
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would sell me to another. And I would have to hear them debating what my life was worth.”30 Another
woman was forced to undergo surgery to ‘restore her virginity’ every time she was married to a new
fighter. She was married to 20 different ISIS’ fighters.31
Many women recall also being prepared for ‘marriage’, which, in some cases, involved full body searches.
Some victims were as young as 11. Women were forced to smile while ISIS fighters were taking
photographs32 to facilitate their sale and were repeatedly raped, both by fighters and so-called ‘doctors’.33
This behaviour was set out in an ISIS pamphlet from October 2014, providing explicit guidance on how to
behave towards captives and slaves.34
The case of the Yazidi women is perhaps the most prominent. According to The New York Times:
A total of 5,270 Yazidis were abducted last year, and at least 3,144 are still being held,
according to community leaders. To handle them, the Islamic State has developed a
detailed bureaucracy of sex slavery, including sales contracts notarized by the ISIS-run
Islamic courts. And the practice has become an established recruiting tool to lure men
from deeply conservative Muslim societies, where casual sex is taboo and dating is
forbidden.35
There appears to be no limit as to what is sexually permissible, with the only exception seemingly being
sexual intercourse with a pregnant slave; even child rape is condoned.36Prisoners are left with few options
and a choice between complying with ISIS’ treatment and being returned to their family only to be a victim
of honour killing,37 as a consequence of the stigmas surrounding rape in Iraqi society.
The Female ‘Foreign Fighter’
Despite the conditions across Iraq and under ISIS, an increasing number of Western women have travelled
to Iraq and Syria to join ISIS and marry fighters. From manifestos directly targeting women, to entire
sections of its magazine Daqib dedicated to the ‘sisters of the Islamic State’, Western women are
responding to their plea, with around 550 women travelling to the lands of ISIS as stated by the Institute for
Strategic Dialogue.38 The group has explicitly targeted women, realising that it is impossible to populate the
caliphate without them.
The major push factors appear similar to their male counterparts. According to a study conducted by the
Institute for Strategic Dialogue, the most common of these factors are: feelings of cultural or social
isolation; feelings of lack of belonging within the Western culture; feelings that the umma is being violently
persecuted; anger or frustration at the perception that the international community is not responding to
this persecution; an idealisation over the building of a utopian Caliphate; and a romanticisation of the
experience39.
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Once they arrive in the territory controlled by ISIS, unmarried women stay in a women’s hostel called
maqqar, whereas married women are given a house. Their life is outlined in the brigade’s manifesto,
namely a domestic life, revolving around taking care of the house and family. Despite their describing life
under ISIS as idyllic, the reality of being a foreigner is reflected by their difficulty in learning Arabic and
bonding with other migrants,40 but rarely with native Syrians and Iraqis.41 Furthermore, stories of the reality
of the everyday life have emerged via social media, with complaints of intermittent electricity, shortages of
clean or hot water, bitter Syrian winters and even complaints about healthcare or the treatment 42 reserved
for widows.43
Although women are not technically considered ‘fighters’, this should not downplay their importance. They
operate on a different battlefield and can encourage attacks on the West by those who are unable to
travel. They support male fighters, and, most of all, they are an important asset with regard to recruiting
fellow Westerners to join the group.44
Concluding Remarks
The situation facing women across Iraq is grave. Caught in the middle of a sectarian conflict, played out
between powerful militias, with very little recourse to the state for protection, if we are serious in our
attempts to combat the group, a more holistic response to the crisis in Syria and Iraq is required. To
prevent further escalation, it is imperative that the situation is improved. While the new Prime Minister,
Haider al Abadi has sought to remove the sectarian divisions plaguing the Iraqi political situation,
establishing institutions and legislation that protects women and children is essential. One of the key
driving factors in ISIS (and indeed most extremist groups) is a narrative of victimhood. In improving the life
of women in Iraq, the power of this narrative of victimhood is eroded. Speaking out against the treatment
of women, coupled with helping to facilitate an improvement in their quality of life will go some way
towards this. Furthermore, by increasing awareness of life under ISIS, the push and pull factors impacting
on female foreign fighters will be reduced.
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