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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines how women combatants experience and narrate their participation in armed
conflict, including their motivations and use of violence, and how gender is implicated in these
experiences and narratives. Its does so by comparing two cases: the American and British women
soldiers who fought in the War in Afghanistan, and the women fighters of the Kurdish Women’s
Protection Units (YPJ) in the Syrian Civil War. While feminist IR scholarship has generated
important insights on the topic of gender, war and militarism, women combatants” own narratives
of their experiences of violence in war remain underexplored. By foregrounding women
combatants” own narratives, I seek to address this gap.

The thesis draws on poststructuralist feminist theory, especially Butler’s notions of
subjectivity and performativity, feminist IR understandings of violence and war a continua, and a
conceptualisation of agency as relational and situated. Methodologically, I combine feminist
narrative analysis with Lazar’s concept of disjunctive comparison to analyse two highly different
cases on a conceptual rather than empirical level. The analysis is based on existing textual material
containing women’s own narratives or narrative fragments: war memoirs, books written by
journalists based on interviews with women combatants, and online videos and news articles
containing quotes from women fighters.

The analysis demonstrates that the women’s motivations for participating in war are diverse,
complex and simultaneously personal and political. While some motivations are gendered, others
are not. Motivations include patriotism, ideological commitment, family values, fighting for
women’s liberation, socio-economic factors, the desire for community, the wish to escape violence
and oppression, and simply liking the ‘job’. Moreover, the analysis shows that the women both
experience and narrate violence from the overlapping positions of performers, victims and witnesses
of war, thus transcending binary understandings of agency and victimhood. Through their
narratives, the women construct different forms of gendered identities: the US/UK soldiers often
perform professional and masculinised soldier identities, while the YPJ fighters articulate explicitly
feminine forms of warrior identities that frame women as protectors, defenders and avengers of the
Kurdish people and land. Finally, the analysis establishes that gender operates both in the women’s
experiences and the ways in which they narrate them. While gender does not explain women’s
violence, it structures their experiences, shapes possibilities and constraints, and provides narrative
resources through which war and violence acquire meaning.

I argue that women’s participation in war cannot be fully understood through binaries such
as personal/political, protector/protected or agency/victimhood. Instead, foregrounding women
combatants” own narratives reveals how women exercise situated and relational forms of agency
within gendered relations power. By centring women’s experiences and narratives, the thesis
contributes to feminist IR debates on women, violence and war and demonstrates the importance of

taking violent women’s own voices seriously.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Albeit very different conflicts, one thing the War in Afghanistan (2001-2021) and the Syrian Civil
War (2011-2024) had in common was the widespread participation of women! combatants?: in Syria,
women of the Kurdish all-women armed group YPJ played a highly visible role in the fight against
the Islamic State; in Afghanistan, women fought in the US-led coalition in unprecedented numbers
(Street et al. 2009).

A UN report based on data from 55 member states shows that the proportion of women in
armed forces increased by 27 % between 2016 and 2022 alone. Still, on average women only make
up 12-17 % of national armed forces, including women working in non-combat roles such as
administration, logistics and combat support. In states where women are allowed in combat roles,
they make up only 10 % of combat units (UN 2024). When it comes to women in non-state armed
groups, the prevalence is difficult to determine; but a study of more than 370 armed rebel groups
between 1946 and 2015 suggests that at least 53 % of these groups included women in front-line
roles, and 15 % of the organisations included a women’s military unit (Loken & Matfess 2024).
Although most non-state armed groups do not have a substantial proportion of women in their
combat forces (Wood & Thomas 2017), there are notable exceptions, such as the Kurdish YPG in
Syria (of which the YPJ is a part), in which women make up 35-40 % of combatants (Loken & Matfess
2024: 284). Hence, while women combatants are still very much a minority, the tendency is clear:

women are engaging in armed conflict® in combat roles, and increasingly so.

Yet, within both feminist and non-feminist research on women and war, the focus is still
overwhelmingly on women as victims and men as perpetrators; or women as peacebuilders and
men as warmongerers (Haeri & Puechguirbal 2010: 106; Gentry & Sjoberg 2015: 16-18). This is
perhaps unsurprising, given that combat is a traditionally masculine domain and women are
disproportionately victimised by war (UN no date). But the reluctance to study women’s violence
in war may also stem from the fact that violent women challenge traditional notions of women as
inherently peaceful — and, moreover, pose a dilemma for feminist scholars torn between the wish to
acknowledge women’s political agency and the imperative of denouncing violence altogether. This
lack of scholarly attention has served to obscure the extent to which women, too, exercise* violence

in war.

1T use women to refer to those self-identifying as women

2T use the terms combatant, fighter and soldier interchangeably in a broad, non-legal sense to refer to a member
of armed forces or an armed group who is party to the war.

3T use armed conflict and war interchangeably, understood in a broad sense that includes both state-based and
non-state armed confrontations.

4T use the value neutral terms ‘exercise’, ‘use,” “wield,” ‘perform’ or ‘conduct’ instead of ‘perpetrate’ or ‘commit’
to avoid the value-laden connotations of the latter two.
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Furthermore, of the relatively scarce literature that does focus on women combatants, a
surprisingly large proportion is quite unconcerned with the women’s lived experiences of using
violence. In order to help remedy this gap, I take my lead from Enloe’s assertion that research within
International Relations should be intellectually curious about women’s experiences, actions and
ideas (2004: 97). Hence, in this thesis I explore women combatants” own narratives of their
participation in armed conflict, with a special emphasis on the significance of the violence for the

women who wield it, and on the role played by gender.

Research question and research design

In this thesis, I seek to answer the question:

How do women combatants experience and narrate their participation in armed conflict,
including their motivations and use of violence, and how is gender implicated in these

experiences and narratives?
The main question is broken down into three sub-questions:

1. How do women combatants narrate their motivations for participating in armed conflict?
2. How do women combatants narrate their experiences of violence in war as performers,
victims and witnesses?

3. How does gender appear across women combatants’ experiences and narratives?

Sub-question 1 and 2 are answered in the two main chapters of the analysis (chapter 6 and 7), while

the question of gender cuts across both chapters and is further discussed in chapter 8.

In answering these questions, I focus on two cases: (i) the women soldiers in the US-led
coalition in the 2001-2021 War in Afghanistan, and (ii) the fighters of the Women’s Protection Units
(YP]) engaged in the 2011-2024 Syrian Civil War. Not only are these cases emblematic examples of
women’s participation in armed conflict in very recent history; they also lend themselves well to
exploring the topic from two very different perspectives, seeing as the US-led coalition consisted of
more traditional state-based armed forces fighting a war overseas, whereas the YPJ is a non-state
armed group fighting not only state-based armed forces but also other non-state armed groups
within Syria. Importantly, the focus of the thesis is not to scrutinise these specific conflicts per se;
nor is it to compare women’s participation deductively. Rather, the aim is to use the two cases to
discuss conceptually how women experience and narrate their participation in war. In this regard,
the cases serve to illuminate different aspects of women combatant’s experiences, although,
naturally, the conclusions drawn cannot be assumed to apply outside the context of the specific

cases.

The analysis is based on existing textual material containing women’s own narratives or

narrative fragments: war memoirs, books written by journalists based on interviews with women
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combatants, and online videos and news articles containing quotes from women fighters.
Theoretically, the thesis is anchored in poststructuralist feminist theory and employs insights and
concepts from feminist IR theory. Methodologically, I use feminist narrative analysis and employ

Lazar’s concept of disjunctive comparison in comparing my two cases.

The analysis is structured as follows: Firstly, I briefly situate the two cases within their
respective historical contexts (Chapter 5). Next, I proceed with the main analysis. Chapter 6 explores
the women’s narratives of their motivations for engaging in war, with a special emphasis on the
roles played by violence and gender. Chapter 7 zooms in on the women’s narratives of experiencing
violence in war as both performers, victims and witnesses. Lastly, Chapter 8 concludes on my
findings and discusses how my study may contribute to feminist debates on women, violence and

war.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

My project is mainly situated within the field of feminist International Relations but also draws on
concepts and insights from gender studies and feminist security studies. In this chapter, I give a brief
account of the field of feminist IR, outline the most relevant positions and debates on the topic of
women’s participation in war, and position my project in relation to them. In doing so, I also identify

the research gap I aim to fill.

The field of IR traditionally has been — and still is — very dominated by men’s perspectives.
Focusing mainly on states and international institutions as actors, little attention has been paid to
the lives, experiences and bodies of women (Shepherd 2009; Parashar 2014). IR feminists, on the
other hand, stress the centrality of human subjects and seek to create knowledge from women'’s
experiences. They argue that all aspects of international relations, including issues of violence and
war, are gendered and must be approached through gender analyses (Shepherd 2009; Tickner 1997).
Since the emergence of feminist approaches to IR in the late 1980s (Tickner 1997: 1), feminists have
made several contributions to the field. In this chapter, rather than give an exhaustive account of
these contributions, I review three strands of feminist IR scholarship, which I deem especially
relevant for the study of women combatants: (i) studies of cultural representations of women'’s
political violence?; (ii) liberal feminist arguments for women’s inclusion in militaries in combat roles;
and (iii) literature on the linkages of gender, war and militarism. Firstly, however, I briefly venture
outside of feminist IR to trace the general tendency within feminist theory to dismiss or ignore

women’s political violence.

5 In line with feminist insights into the nature of the political, I conceive of political violence in a broad sense
as violence exercised to establish, maintain, enforce or challenge broader relations of power and social order.
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Peaceful women and the feminist commitment to

nonviolence

As stated in the introduction, most of the existing literature across academic disciplines on women
and violence focuses on women as victims rather than agents of violence. This tendency is also
pronounced within feminist scholarship. Feminism generally has an uneasy relationship with
women’s use of violence, as violent women are seen as counteracting the goals of feminism by
detracting from the central issue of gender subordination through violence against women (Seal
2019). Within feminist political theory, there is an almost unanimous adherence to an ethic of
nonviolence (e.g., Butler 2020; Cavarero 2021; Frazer & Hutchings 2019; Held 1993; Tronto 1993) and
women’s engagement in political violence is accordingly dismissed as unethical and unfeminist.
However, attempts to ground a feminist ethics of nonviolence on women’s allegedly natural or social
inclination to ‘care’ (e.g., Gilligan 1982; Noddings 1984) or on the virtues of mothering (Ruddick
1989) have been criticised as essentialist (Kaplan 1994). Indeed, the stereotype of women as peaceful
is refuted by feminist IR theorists such as Enloe (1989), who highlights women’s contribution to war
as fighters and in other roles, e.g., as mothers. Although many recent contributions to the feminist
debate on the ethics of nonviolence have moved beyond gender essentialism, as exemplified by
Butler’s suggestion that an ethic of nonviolence may be grounded on a commitment to the equal
distribution of grievability (Butler 2016; 2020), this literature’s one-sided focus on critiquing violence
leaves little room for exploring the experiences and motivations of the women who do exercise
political violence. My project seeks to complement this literature by taking an empirical rather than
ethical approach and foregrounding women combatants” own narratives of their experiences.
Hence, I do not engage in discussions on the ethical value of women’s violence and its implications

for feminism.

Representations of violent women

Within feminist IR, a growing body of literature focuses on cultural representations of violent
women (e.g., Eager 2008; Parashar 2014; Sjoberg & Gentry 2007). These studies show that, precisely
given the construction of women as inherently peaceful, women committing various kinds of
political violence are widely interpreted as either unwitting victims of patriarchy or ‘flawed” women,
denied their political agency, and sometimes altogether labelled as non-women (Sjoberg & Gentry
2007: 14). To remedy this, these IR feminists seek to deconstruct gendered narratives about women’s
motivations for conducting political violence and establish violent women’s political agency. In
chapters 3 and 6, I engage with this literature in more detail, as it lends itself particularly well to my
efforts to explore women combatants” motivations for engaging in war and understand their agency
as actors within the international. However, as this literature is more concerned with determining

what violent women mean for global politics and feminism (Gentry & Sjoberg 2015: 11) than in
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exploring what violence means for the women who wield it, it falls short when aiming to understand
women combatants’ lived experiences of violence. My project thus shifts the focus from

representations of violent women to foregrounding the women’s own narratives.

Women’s inclusion in militaries in combat roles

Another relevant body of literature within feminist IR consists of liberal feminist arguments for
women'’s inclusion in militaries as combatants. Like most IR literature, it is predominantly “Western’®
and focuses on Western state militaries, in which women have only recently been granted legal
access to combat roles (Greener 2021: 3). The non-feminist arguments for the exclusion of women
have ranged from assertions that women are physically and/or emotionally incapable of
participating in warfare, to claims that women in the military threaten the cohesion of military units
and disrupt the morale. In response to this, liberal feminists argue that women have a ‘right to fight’
in state militaries (Kennedy-Pipe 2017: 24, 34). Although not legally included, women have de facto
participated in wars for centuries and proven themselves capable. The real reason for keeping
women out of combat, it is argued, is neither women’s lack of ability, nor concern for their safety —
it is men’s desire to retain their privileges and de facto exclude women from full citizenship rights,
which are historically linked to military service (Duncanson & Woodward 2016: 5; Leszkay 2003:
137, 145). Liberal feminists view women’s right to fight as an issue of equal opportunities. Excluding
women from combat roles holds back women’s careers, especially in societies such as the US where
combat experience is seen as an advantage for those seeking political office. When women take up
combat roles in militaries and thus enter a space traditionally reserved for men, it is a step toward
gender equality in the sense that women can compete on an equal footing with men (Greener 2021:
1, 12; Leszkay 2003: 140).

The liberal feminists certainly take women’s desire and ability to engage in armed combat
seriously, which is fairly rare within feminist scholarship. Yet, as they are primarily concerned with
women’s inclusion in existing men-dominated institutions, not much attention is paid to women
combatant’s narratives and experiences of violence, which is the focus of my study. Furthermore, as

the next section demonstrates, the liberal feminist arguments are vulnerable to criticism.

Linkages of gender, war and militarism

Against the liberal feminists, anti-militarist feminist make two major objections. Firstly, liberal
feminists fail to consider that the military is unlike any other organisation within which women may
seek inclusion, as its primary function is to kill. Since women are disproportionately affected by

wars, women’s inclusion in militaries does not promote gender equality but mainly serves to

¢ Although the term is contested, I use “Western” here because it is used by the authors
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legitimise the military and the violence it produces (D’Amico 1996: 382; Duncanson 2017: 40).
Secondly, as many liberal feminists concede (e.g., Greener 2021: 10; King 2016: 385), women’s
integration into existing military institutions happens on men’s terms, since women who wish to be
included must conform to the masculine values and norms of the military (Sjoberg & Gentry 2007:
85).

These arguments stem from a comprehensive IR feminist literature on the linkages of gender,
war and militarism (e.g., Cockburn 2007; Enloe 2000; Tickner 1995). These scholars see war and
militarism as shaped by the forces of capitalism, nationalism and patriarchy and argue that the
gender ideology linking masculinity with militarism and femininity with vulnerability works to
perpetuate violence and war in international relations. They characterise militaries as highly
gendered and gendering institutions that simultaneously produce and rely on harmful constructions
of militarised masculinities (Cockburn 2007: 231; Duncanson 2017: 40, 48; Eichler 2014). Most of the
authors do not consider what militarised femininity might look like, but Sjoberg and Gentry suggest
that it expects a woman to be as capable as a man soldier, while still rendering her as vulnerable as
a civilian woman (2007: 86). While most believe militaries to be inherently misogynist institutions,
as evident from the many instances of sexual harassment and abuse of women within the ranks
(D’Amico 1996: 382), others argue that such a view is unnecessarily determinist and suggest that
women’s inclusion may lead to a transformation of military culture (Duncanson and Woodward
2016: 8-9). Others, however, contend that a more likely outcome is that the military culture will
change the women who enter it (Cockburn 2004: 34-35; D’ Amico 1996: 382).

Importantly, the understandings of the ‘military’ employed in this literature rely on Western,
especially American, models of state militaries. Hence, they do not necessarily apply to the case of
the YPJ as an all-women, non-state armed group fighting for explicitly feminist, anti-imperialist and
anti-capitalist ends. By including the case of the YPJ in my study, I aim to explore and compare
women’s experiences in two different kinds of military organisations in order to make visible a
broader spectrum of women combatants’ experiences of war. Moreover, while these debates are rich
and insightful, the question of how war, militarism and military organisations are gendered is not
the focus of my study. My focus on gender is in relation to the women: how are their motivations,
experiences and narratives gendered? How does gendered power relations enable and constrain the
women’s agency? Which configurations of gendered identities do they perform through their

narratives?

In relation to most of the literature reviewed, my project takes a different approach in
focusing on the women’s own narratives of their experiences in both state militaries and non-state
armed groups. By foregrounding the women’s voices, I centre my study on what the women say about
their experiences in war, and how they say it. This means that I do not seek to understand how
women objectively act during war, nor how they are represented or understood by others, nor the
effects their inclusion has on military organisations. Nor do I seek to denounce or defend women’s

participation in war, or even to understand the violence per se. Rather, the aim is to understand the
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women who exercise the violence and their experiences and narratives of armed conflict. In the next

chapter, I explain what this focus means for my choice of theoretical and conceptual framework.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this chapter, I present the theories and concepts that make up the theoretical framework of the
thesis. Following from the literature review and animated by the research question, which focuses
on narrative, experience, gender, motivation and violence, I focus on three main conceptual issues:
(i) how to conceptualise gender, subjectivity and the relation between narrative and experience; (ii)
how to conceptualise violence in ways that encompass women’s experiences; and (iii) how to

understand women combatants” motivations and actions in war in terms of agency.

Firstly, I outline the poststructuralist feminist foundations of my theoretical framework,
focusing on subjectivity, narrative and gender. Secondly, I cover feminist conceptualisations of
violence and war, especially continuum thinking and critiques of the war/peace and public/private
divides. Lastly, I engage with IR feminist literature on women’s violence and agency, focusing
especially on relational and situated understandings of agency. Together, these concepts constitute
the conceptual framework that guides the analysis. Theories of narration are discussed more at

length in chapter 4, since they are part of my methodological framework.

Subijectivity, narrative and gender

The ontological and epistemological foundations of the thesis derive from poststructuralist
feminism, which rejects the existence of universal truths, binary categories, unified subjects and
stable identities (Davies & Gannon 2005: 312). I follow Michel Foucault in understanding power as
both repressive and productive (1978: 94) and subjectivity as embodied and constituted within
power relations (1995: 29-30).

Building on this, I employ Butler’s conceptualisation of the subject as relational, i.e., always
outside itself, formed within social relations of dependency and thus fundamentally social.
Fragmented and opaque to itself, the subject can never fully narrate its own story because it is
formed within certain power relations according to a set of cultural norms and cannot know itself
outside of them (Butler 2003: 9, 32). The subject's inability to give a coherent narrative account of
itself or form a unified identity through narration means that when I analyse women combatants’
narratives, I do not perceive them as direct representations or expressions of an underlying reality
or coherent identity, but rather as fragmented, unstable and situated attempts to make sense of their

experiences as part of ongoing processes of subject formation (Butler 2005: 17-26).

Page 10 of 67



I also employ Butler’s understanding of gender — and all other identities — as performative,
i.e., as “the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names”
(1993: 2). Butler’s theory of gender performativity perceives gender as constituted and naturalised
through repeated reiterations, ultimately resulting from, sustaining, and obscuring its own origin in
a range of oppressive power relations that delimit the acceptable and intelligible performances of
gender (1999: 3, 43-45). Understanding gender as performative helps me examine how women
combatants enact and negotiate gender identities through their narratives and practices, and how

particular configurations of femininity are articulated in relation to violence.

As the literature review showed, feminist IR scholarship on war and militarism have mostly
focused on militarised masculinities. Isabel Kaser suggests that studies of the militant Kurdish
women’s movement may complicate and revise the linkages between gender, war and militarism as
they are commonly construed within feminist IR (Kdser 2023: 6). She introduces the concept of
‘militant femininities” to designate “the dominant femininities desired by the party [PKK] leadership
and ideology, a set of norms and practices that allows women to challenge patriarchal, statist and
capitalist norms in all its guises” (ibid.: 10). This concept is useful, both because it can be directly
applied to the analysis of the Kurdish women’s narratives, but also because it suggests that gender
identities other than ‘militarised masculinities” may be articulated and embodied even within a
military context. This opens up space for my analysis to study the diversity of women combatants’

identity constructions.

Feminist perspectives on violence and war

While my study aims to understand women who exercise violence, women’s use of violence cannot
be understood independently of the broader contexts of violence within which they are situated.
Hence, I draw on IR feminist conceptualisations of violence and war that critique binary categories

and stress how different forms of violence are interconnected and gendered.

Central to my thesis is the conceptualisation of gender based violence (GBV) against women
as a continuum, originally coined by sociologist Kelly (1987) to capture how everyday forms of GBV
are interconnected with more exceptional ones, thus rendering GBV a political and systemic issue
rather than a private one. The idea of violence as a continuum has been further developed by IR
feminists to challenge distinctions between GBV in times of “peace” and ‘war” and argue that they
belong on the same spectrum and arise from the same unequal gender relations (Cockburn 2004;
Gray 2019: 194). Moreover, it has been used to deconstruct the dichotomy of war/peace itself and
instead propose seeing ‘peace’ and ‘war’ as a continuum, hence widening the focus from the
spectacular violence of war to include the ‘everyday’ violence that is more widespread and often
equally damaging to women (Cockburn 2004: 43; Parashar 2014: 3-5). Continuum thinking has also
been used by Enloe to extend the feminist claim that ‘the personal is political” by arguing that ‘the

personal is international’, i.e., women’s lives shape international relations and vice versa, thus
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politicising women’s experiences (1989: 350-1). These perspectives are applied in my thesis to
conceptualise GBV experienced by women combatants as part of a wider context of systemic
violence against women that functions to maintain the subordination of women, and hence as

political.

By illuminating the whole spectrum of men’s violence against women both in times of ‘war’
and at other times, IR feminists deconstruct the cultural imagination of men as the protectors of
‘womenandchildren’; a concept coined by Enloe (1993) to highlight the tendency to reduce women
to victims in need of men’s protection, which has been used to justify the waging of wars and obscure
women’s political agency (Gray 2019: 202; Tickner 1995). Although these scholars are mostly
concerned with criticising men’s violence against women and the waging of wars, I contend that
deconstructing the myth of men as protectors and women as the protected helps make visible
women’s capacity for violence. Hence, my analysis pays attention to how women combatants

challenge masculine logics of protection and speak of protection as gendered in alternative ways.

Furthermore, understanding violence as embedded within wider social relations complicates
binary distinctions of victimhood and perpetration in relation to women combatants. In analysing
women combatants” experiences of violence in war, including both GBV and other forms of political
violence, I take my lead from Parashar’s argument that women may experience violence as both
performers’, victims and witnesses, even at the same time (2024: 17). These positions are hence not
understood as clearly delineated, but as overlapping and interconnected subject positions from
which women navigate violent contexts. Analysing women combatant’s experiences of violence
across these positions lends complexity to the analysis and helps me avoid the pitfalls of rigid
separations of agency and victimhood, which rarely match the women’s lived experiences of

violence.

Relational and situated agency

As mentioned in the literature review, a growing body of feminist IR literature demonstrates the
importance of paying attention to women’s political, rather than merely personal, motivations for
engaging in political violence, and deconstructing the binaries of agency and victimhood within
which violent women are often represented (Parashar 2014; Sjoberg & Gentry 2007). This task

requires a conceptualisation of agency that can accommodate women’s violence.

I adhere to Sjoberg & Gentry’s proposal that a framework of relational autonomy should be
applied to the analysis of both men’s and women’s violence. Such a framework recognises that
“freedom of action is defined and limited by social relationships” (2007: 194), i.e., agency is both
enabled and constrained by the social contexts within which action necessarily takes place, which

7While Parashar uses the term ‘perpetration’, I borrow Riches’ use of the more value-neutral ‘performer’ (1986)
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includes configurations of gender, race and class and political contexts. Applying a relational
autonomy framework, they argue, shows that both men’s and women'’s choices are often gendered.
Hence, while no one is entirely free to act in a vacuum independent of social relationships, agency
is always possible and one can choose to act either against, around or with others (ibid.: 13-14, 194—
8).

Késer expands on this argument by contending that paying attention not only to context and
relationality, but also to women’s own narratives, brings more nuance to IR feminist theory of
women and war by making it possible to ask not just why women perform violence, but “how on a
daily basis [women] operate within spaces of violence and resistance” (2023: 20). I apply this insight
in my analysis of women combatants’ narratives by widening the focus from the why of violence to

include how the women navigate in violent contexts.

Finally, my conceptualisation of agency draws on Saba Mahmood'’s postcolonial critique of
liberal conceptions of autonomy that understand agency narrowly as resistance to patriarchal
norms. She argues that agency may also consist in inhabiting or performing norms in multiple ways,
rendering agency a question of acting within relations of power rather than against them (2005: 14—
22). This qualification helps make women combatants” agency visible even when their actions are

contributing to their own subordination.

Together, these perspectives allow me to analyse how women combatants explain their
motivations and actions without asking whether the women have agency, but instead asking how
they navigate within social relations of dependency. Agency is thus conceptualised as relational and
situated, never fully independent of social conditions and not necessarily in opposition to

established norms.

Summarising conceptual framework

The concepts discussed in this chapter together constitute the conceptual framework of the thesis:
subjects are understood as relational, experience as mediated through fragmented and unstable
narratives, gender as performative, violence as embedded in social relations, and agency as situated
and relational. It helps me move beyond the gendered binaries of personal/political, protector/
protected and agency/victimhood when analysing women’s motivations for participating in war,

and aids me in analysing their experiences of violence as both performers, victims and witnesses.

The framework guides my analysis by directing attention to how women combatants
construct themselves through their narratives, how they enact and negotiate gendered identities in
relation to violence, and how they exercise agency within contexts of violence and social
dependency. It thus enables an analysis that pays attention to the contradictions, ambiguities and

complexities of women’s narratives and experiences of war.

In the next chapter, I discuss my the methodology of the thesis.
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4. METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, I present the methodology and discuss the methodological issues arising from my
study. Firstly, I discuss my application of Lazar’s disjunctive comparison. Secondly, I present my
take on feminist narrative analysis and how I plan to employ it in the thesis. Next, I discuss my
empirical data at length, including the advantages and pitfalls of the different types of sources used,
and describe my sampling of data, the data itself, and how I have coded it. Lastly, I discuss the

ethical implications of my research.

4.1 Research design: disjunctive comparison

As argued in the literature review, my choice of the two cases is motivated by a wish to expand the
study of women combatants from a narrow focus on ‘Western’ state militaries to include a wider
range of women’s experiences as combatants in war. The two groups of women are situated within
contexts so different that at first sight, the only common denominators seem to be that they are
fighting in an armed conflict and identify as women. Moreover, the empirical data is also dissimilar,
as the US/UK® women have much easier access to publicly tell their own stories than the YP] women.
Rather than considering these differences a methodological problem, however, I argue that the
difference is one of the merits of the research design, since I compare the two cases on a conceptual

rather than empirical level.

In this regard, I use Lazar’s ‘disjunctive comparison” as an approach to comparing very
different cases without rendering them equivalent (2012: 350). Lazar argues that it is possible to
compare otherwise incomparable cases “because it is possible to set two groups [...] alongside one
another and see what comes out of an examination of similarities and differences” (ibid.: 352). This
makes for an open interpretative approach in which categories of comparison are approached as
open questions. For example, when women in my study talk of “self-defence,” the comparison
makes it clear that the term has very different meanings within the different contexts of the two
cases. This form of comparison helps bring out nuances that might not have emerged from a study
of either of the cases by itself (ibid.: 351, 364).

Lazan states that in doing disjunctive comparison, the researcher must maintain “a thin
conceptualization of causality,” (ibid.: 354) i.e.,, focus mainly on discussing similarities and
differences, rather than determining their causes. I argue that conducting a disjunctive comparison
of my two different cases forces me to stay aware of the significance of contexts of the women’s
experiences and narratives, thus mitigating the risk of making grand statements about how

‘women’, understood as a homogenous group, participate in war.

8T use US/UK to refer to the American and British women in the US-led coalition in Afghanistan
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4.2 Feminist narrative analysis

In this thesis, I employ feminist narrative analysis informed by poststructuralist feminist theory,
which is particularly apt for studying how people make sense of their experiences and construct
their identities through narration, while remaining conscious of the wider power dynamics
operating in what or whose stories can be told or heard (Woodiwiss 2017: 21). In understanding the
relation between experience and narrative, I draw on Wibben’s conceptualisation of experience as
narratively constructed. Since lived experience cannot be reproduced but only recollected, there is
always an element of interpretation. Narration, then, is a means of retrospectively constructing

experience and organising it into meaningful episodes (Wibben 2011: 43-45).

While there is no consensus on the definition of narrative or how narrative analysis should
be conducted (Tamboukou 2015), I adopt Woodiwiss et al.’s notion of narrative as situated and
relational, defined broadly as a communicative event that “includes stories, but is not reducible to
these” (2017: ix—x). Stories are always told in a specific context, to a specific (intended) audience, for
specific purposes. Hence, they are always partial and shift according to circumstances (ibid.).
Narratives are performative and productive: they construct causal links between event, function to
convince, legitimise, attract sympathy, etc. and in so doing they produce meaningful realities and
constitute identities and the subject itself (Caddick 2021: 165; Tamboukou 2015; Woodiwiss 2017: 17—
18, 21). The contradictions and complexities inherent in narratives, then, reflect the “various and
often contradictory political and ethical ways of ‘becoming a subject’”, as Tamboukou puts it (2015).
Hence, poststructuralist narrative research does not look for coherence and stable meanings but
understands the contradictions as sites where the narrative subject reveals something about itself

and its own fragmented formation (Wibben 2017: 45).

Importantly, the wider narrative frameworks available to narrators both enable and
constrain the stories they can intelligibly tell and, hence, the selves they can construct. Woodiwiss
argues that the challenging task is to respect and value women’s voices and stories while also asking
questions about why and how they tell these stories, what might limit their ability to tell alternative

stories, and what their particular stories do (Woodiwiss 2017: 14-17).

Hence, when analysing women combatants’ narratives, I read them both at the level of the
stories they tell and the level of how and why they tell them. I take the women seriously by listening
to their accounts of events and constructions of causality, especially when it comes to analysing their
motivations for participating in war. While my poststructuralist framework means I do not perceive
these stories as ‘truths’, I believe that listening to what the women say is a necessary ethical
undertaking when seeking to bring in the voices of women who are rarely listened to on their own

terms.

Since experience is narratively constructed, listening to the women’s stories generates insight

into their experiences as they are constructed in a specific situation. This means that attentiveness to

Page 15 of 67



context and (intended) audience is key to fully understanding the women’s narratives. Hence, I also
move beyond what the women say to analyse how and why they say it. Especially when I analyse
how the women narrate their experiences of violence, I pay attention to the language they use and
what it does, how they justify their actions, and what the contradictions and incoherences in the

women’s narratives reveal about their subject formation.

Importantly, while I attempt to ‘let the women speak’, my focus is not on understanding
individual women'’s life stories. Rather, I focus on the comparison of different (groups of) women
and the patterns that emerge from analysing their fragmented stories together. Hence, the analysis
aims to demonstrate the diversity of women’s experiences and narratives and identify where they
converge and diverge. This approach is also ethically motivated, as it allows me to avoid
representing individual women as exceptional and instead portray women combatants as a diverse

group of people whose violence cannot be reduced to singular explanations.

4.3 Empirical data

My choice to focus on the women’s own accounts significantly limits available data sources. Due to
the difficult access to informants and the sensitive nature of the topic, I have chosen not to conduct
interviews. Instead, I rely on existing source material. My ambition to foreground the often silenced
voices of women combatants means that finding these voices and “allowing’ them to speak is
paramount. But the silencing of women combatants, and of the YPJ fighters in particular, is exactly
what makes their own accounts hard to come by. Instead of abandoning my aim of bringing in the
women’s voices, I have looked for them in types of sources that are not widely used for this type of
research, because I insist on listening to what they have to say. This includes memoirs written by
former women combatants, but also books written by journalists based on interviews with women
combatants, and - in the case of the YPJ, where English language sources are very scarce — online
articles and videos based on interviews with women fighters. Although the women’s stories are
mediated through editors, journalists and translators, I argue in this section that all the sources
reflect the women’s own stories to varying degrees and that they, taken together, can meaningfully
be used to analyse the women’s experiences and narratives when maintaining a critical approach

and paying attention to context.

While the use of memoirs as narrative data is fairly well established within social science
research, my use of journalistic texts written on the basis of interviews requires more consideration.
Below, I discuss first the use of memoirs as source material, then journalistic texts. Next, I describe

the process of sampling data, present the final data sample, and detail the coding process.
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War memoirs as sources

Within feminist IR, there is a substantial literature on the study of military memoirs in relation to
gender (e.g., Dyvik 2016; Kleinreesink & Soeters 2016). What is particularly useful for my study is
the close link between memoirs and lived experience, since military memoirs are based on
“authentic, lived authorial experience from a military perspective” (Woodward et al. 2017: 525). In

this capacity, memoirs can be analysed as narrative data.

As narrative data, Murray argues, memoirs do not differ substantially from interviews, in
that both can be understood as forms of text that develop narratives through retrospectively
selecting events and making connections to shape experience (2018: 15-16). Yet, there are some
methodological differences. When analysing existing texts, I lose the extra layer of non-verbal cues
such as tone, pauses and body language. I also cannot ask follow-up questions. On the other hand,
since my ambition is to ‘let the women speak’, relying on the words as they are written by the women

gives me insight into their narratives without the risk of influencing them by my line of questioning.

Although the memoirs in my sample are self-authored, they are of course still mediated by
editors, publishers and often military censorship and self-censorship (Kleinreesink & Soeters 2016:
373). This means they must be approached with a critical attention to the context of their creation
and how this imposes limitations on what the women can say. Moreover, since memoirs are created
as part of the author’s attempt to find meaning in what they do, a critical examination should involve
paying attention to the politics of their ‘truth claims’, identifying partiality and selectiveness and
reading them as strategic interventions rather than neutral accounts. This approach makes visible
how war and violence is normalised, simplified, justified or possibly sanitised (Greenwood 2017:
93).

Journalistic texts as sources

The interview-based texts in my sample consist of books written by journalists, online news articles
and online videos, which I, in line with my poststructuralist framework, also conceive of and analyse
as ‘text’ (Rapley & Rees 2018). The use of these texts as narrative data comes with the same
methodological challenges as the use of memoirs and existing textual sources in general, as well as
some additional challenges related to the fact that they are not just mediated by editors, publishers

and potential censorship, but are already interpreted by the journalist.

When analysing text that has already been interpreted, I do not have direct access to the
women’s narratives, since their stories are shaped into new narratives by the journalists (or film
makers). What I do have access to are direct quotations from women combatants as well as the
journalists’ paraphrases of statements made by the women. As for the direct quotations, to the extent
that they can be assumed to be faithfully reproduced (and, if relevant, translated) by the journalists,
they can be considered authentic fragments of the women’s own stories. The paraphrases, on the
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other hand, are clearly secondary data. Due to the severe shortage of YPJ fighters’ testimonies
available in English, and again due to my insistence on attempting to listen to the women’s stories
in any available form, I include paraphrases in my analysis; not from the news articles, but from the
books written by journalists, which are all based on solid source material and many hours of
interviews. When quoting from these paraphrases, I make sure to stress that they are paraphrases,
either by stating so directly or by ensuring that it is directly discernible from the quote, i.e., if it

speaks of “she” rather than “I”.

While the books provide an abundance of quotations and paraphrases about the same
woman, most of the news articles and videos only provide fragmented stories of different women.
Although some poststructuralist scholars argue even a single word can be a narrative (Tamboukou
2015), I do not consider an isolated quote from an article a narrative. Instead, I view it as a narrative
fragment that is only useful for my analysis when analysed together with many other fragments and
full texts that can illustrate a pattern of ideas. So, whereas memoirs and books are the core material

upon which the analysis is based, the news articles and videos constitute a useful supplement.

Using texts that have already been interpreted constitutes other methodological issues. I
must be critical not only of the informant’s bias and agendas but also those of the mediators. I cannot
know if any silences of the text are due to the informant’s omission or the priorities of the journalist,
and I do not have direct knowledge of the context in which the interviews were given. In addressing
these issues, I turn to Wasterfors et al.’s reflections on reanalysis, which, although concerning the
use of other researchers” raw data, can also be fruitfully applied to my methodological issues. They
argue that when reusing data gathered by others, even though we do not have full knowledge about
“how, when, where or why the data were collected”, the approach taken is not necessarily essentially
different from “researchers’ common cautiousness in how they treat, judge and use qualitative data”
(2014: 475), as the researcher should always maintain a cautious and reflexive approach. They argue
that decontextualised data “can motivate a fresh perspective in relation to contexts previously taken
for granted, making a virtue of necessity” (ibid.). I contend that my ‘narrative fragments’ may be
able to do the same; e.g., when taking the women’s quotes out of the context of a sensationalised
‘breaking news’ article and analysing it together with other quotes from YP] fighters, new patterns

will emerge.

I attempt to overcome the methodological challenges by maintaining a critical attention to
the many layers of interpretation and meaning-making in the texts, being transparent about my use
of different kinds of texts, using direct quotes as much as possible, and by including different types
of sources so that the strength of one type may compensate for the drawbacks of another; e.g., my
inclusion of videos brings the element of non-textual context back into the analysis, and the use of
interviews from news articles and videos recorded in situ during the war complements the

retrospective narratives of the memoirs.
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Sampling of data

When looking for women combatants” accounts of their experiences in war, I started by searching
for available English-language memoirs. While there are dozens of memoirs written by women
Afghanistan veterans, only one YPJ fighter has published one. My selection criteria were that the
memoir should be (i) authored by a self-identified woman, (ii) who had taken part in the war in
question (Afghanistan/Syria), (iii) had experienced combat during that war, and (iv) it should be
available for shipping to Denmark or accessible online. After reading through quite a few memoirs
that did not to fulfil criterion iii (which was difficult to determine in advance), I was eventually left
with 6 US/UK memoirs and the one YPJ] memoir.

Due to the small size of the sample, I then searched for books written about women
combatants on the basis of interviews. Applying criteria ii-iv, and adding the criterion that (v) it
should be based on interviews with and contain quotations from one or more self-identified women,
this left me with 3 books about US/UK soldiers and 2 books about YPJ fighters.

Since at this point the material included 23 US/UK informants and only 7 YP] informants, I
decided to look for alternative sources to access the voices of more YP] women. I looked for online
news articles, videos and podcasts. Applying criterion ii-v and adding the criterion that (vi) any
material translated from Kurdish should be published by a credible source, that could vouch for the
quality of the translation, left me with a fair amount of material, especially news articles. I then select

edthe material with the largest amount of direct quotations from the women.

Presentation of data

My final sample includes 7 memoirs, 5 books written by journalists, 10 online news articles and 3
online videos. The total number of informants is 50: 23 US/UK soldiers who fought in Afghanistan
(3 British, 20 American) and 27 YP] fighters (2 international volunteers, 1 Danish Kurd, 1 Iraqi Yazidi,
1 Syrian Arab, 11 Syrian Kurds and 11 whose ethnicity is unspecified in the source but assumed local

Kurdish due to their names and the context of the article).

Of the 7 memoirs, 3 are written by UK veterans, 3 by US veterans and one by a former YPJ

member, a Danish Kurd.

The 5 books based on interviews with women combatants were all written by American
journalists. Two are about YP] commanders (6 informants in total) and three about US soldiers (17

informants in total).

The 10 articles were written by journalists and published in English-language online news

media. They include quotations from 18 YPJ fighters.
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The 3 online videos were published on YouTube and are about YPJ fighters. Two are news

reports from British media and one is an American documentary about a Canadian volunteer.

When I refer to an informant in the analysis, I use their first name and reference the source;

more information can be found in Appendix A.

Coding

I employed coding to thematically organise the data. The codes were created in a dialectic process
between themes identified in existing literature and the manifestations of them in the data. Initially,
my reading of literature on women combatants plus a small sample of women combatants’ accounts
informed my identification of three broad themes of interest related to my research question: (i)
explanations of motivation for participating in war, (ii) experiences of or reflections on violence/war
and (iii) any mention of gender/women’s rights. During the first reading of the data, I copied down
all passages of text that were relevant to one of the themes, keeping data from different texts separate
to maintain an overview of each woman's story, and labelled each passage as belonging to one of

the three themes. After this first reading, I had 300+ pages of text passages.

The insight gained from the first reading led me to create some categories under each broad

theme:
‘Personal’ Own use of violence Being a gender minority
Political Suffering violence Own ideas about gender
Women'’s rights/liberation Witnessing violence Gender performance
Violence Reflections on war in general | Gendered discrimination

During the second reading, I organised the passages according to the three overall themes and read
through them one theme at a time. I would make a tag for each text passage, such as “patriotism’, if
it was about being motivated by patriotism, and sort it according to the appropriate category, such
as “political motivation’. Once patterns started to emerge, I began grouping text with similar tags.
Passages with multiple tags were grouped according to the most prominent tag. After the second
reading, I revised the categories. Lack of good data for some of the categories led me to abandon
them, and the realisation that many passages under the theme of gender/women’s rights could
tavourably be re-categorised under one of the other themes led me to abandon it as a stand-alone
theme and instead focus on how gender cuts across the themes of motivation and violence. I was

then left with the following categories and sub-categories:
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‘Personal” | Family and upbringing Performer | Dramatic stories of violence
Socio-economic factors Framing of violence/the enemy
Community, friendship and love Justifying violence
Enjoying the job

Political | Patriotism and the wish to serve Victim Violence from colleagues
Fighting for the Kurdish cause Enemy violence

Women's rights/liberation

Violence | Violence as a push factor Witness Concrete acts of violence

Violence as a pull factor War in general

This became the structure of the two main analysis chapters: one on motivation, with sub-sections
on ‘personal’ motivations, political motivations, and violence as motivation, and one on violence,

with sub-sections on women as performers, victims and witnesses of violence.

4.4 Ethical considerations

The insight that knowledge is situated (Haraway 1988) requires me to reflect on my own
positionality in relation to the research. As I have no embodied experience of war, military training
or most forms of oppression and trauma that my informants experience, nor any personal relation
to the contexts of the wars in Afghanistan and Syria or to the Kurdish movement, I am an outsider
on all accounts. My access to the women’s experiences is therefore fully mediated through the

sources and my own academic interpretation.

While I attempt to convey the women’s own stories as faithfully as possible, my use of
journalistic material means that I risk reproducing stereotypical narratives about the women. This is
mainly a problem in the case of the YPJ fighters, many of whom complain of the orientalist,
romanticising and sexualising portrayals of them in Western media (Flock 2023: 221-2; Palani 2019:
59). I try to mitigate this risk by primarily using direct quotations. Following Spivak’s (1988) critique
of Western representation of marginalised subjects, I keep in mind that simply ‘letting the women
speak’ does not ensure that they are heard. Against my best intentions, the women’s voices are
inevitably mediated through journalists/editors, translation and my own process of selecting and
interpreting them within a Western feminist theoretical framework. Hence, I must remain attentive

to my own role in the representation of the women’s narratives and not attempt to speak ‘for’ them.

In focusing on the voices of women combatants, which have often been silenced or
misrepresented, I may inadvertently contribute to the silencing of the civilian victims of the wars,
including already marginalised Afghan, Syrian and Kurdish women. My choice to listen to the
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combatants and refrain from discussing the moral value of their violence has ethical implications, as
my use of value neutral language when speaking of the violence contributes to writing out the
victims. While I am acutely aware of this ethical issue, I contend that listening to women combatants,
without diverging into an ethical discussion that shifts the focus away from the women’s own
stories, contributes to deconstructing misogynist cultural representations of women and is as such
a worthy cause in itself, although one that certainly calls for further research on the silenced voices

of victims to further nuance our understanding of women, violence and war.

In the next chapter, I give a brief overview of the historical contexts of the two cases.

5. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In this chapter, I briefly introduce the historical and political context of the two cases, especially in
relation to women combatants. Rather than give an exhaustive account of two complex wars, the
purpose is to present the information necessary to understand the context of the women combatants’
experiences. Firstly, I cover the Afghanistan war and the role of women in the US-led coalition.
Secondly, I examine the Kurdish women’s movement and the role of the Kurdish forces in the Syrian

civil war.

5.1 Women combatants and the war in
Afghanistan

The war in Afghanistan started in October 2001 as part of the so-called “War on Terror” declared by
US President George W. Bush in response to the 9/11 attacks. A US-led multinational coalition
ousted the Taliban government within 2 months and installed a new administration in Kabul, but
the conflict continued, now with the Taliban as the main insurgent group fighting against the new
government, which was supported by the US-led coalition and, from 2003, NATO. In 2009, US
President Barack Obama instigated a surge in US troop presence to implement the shift to a
population-centric counterinsurgency doctrine. The US and NATO combat mission formally ended
in 2014, although around 13,000 troops stayed behind to support and train Afghan forces. After the
last US troops withdrew in 2021, the Taliban reclaimed power (Witte 2026).

From the beginning, the “War on Terror’ was also framed as “a fight for the rights and dignity
of women,” as US First Lady Laura Bush declared in a radio address to the nation in November 2001
(Berry 2003: 137). The number of women soldiers among the coalition troops was at an all time high
(Street et al. 2009) and especially after the shift to population-centred counterinsurgency, women
soldiers played a central role in the effort to ‘win hearts and minds’ of the Afghan population

(Greenburg 2023: 2). While policies to formally exclude women from ground combat positions were
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still in effect in the US and the UK until 2013 and 2016, respectively, FET (Female Engagement Team)
programmes were instated in 2010 in both countries. These programmes trained women to ‘engage’
with local Afghans, the rationale being that they, due to their gender, would be better suited to build
positive relationships with the locals, especially women and children. The combat exclusion policies
were sidestepped by temporarily, but repeatedly, ‘attaching” rather than “assigning” women from
FET units to combat units, especially special forces. This meant that while they did not receive the
same level of training or recognition as the men, women did indeed participate in combat
(Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2014; Center for Army Lessons Learned 2011; Greenburg 2023: 2-3;
Lemmon 2015: 29).

5.2 The Kurdish women’s movement and the
Syrian civil war

The Kurdish people have a long history in an area that reaches into modern-day Turkey, Syria, Iraq
and Iran. When the Arab states were created at the end of WWI, an autonomous Kurdistan did not
materialise. Kurds in all four countries have long suffered oppression by their respective
governments. In 1978, Abdullah Ocalan founded the PKK?® in Turkey, a marxist guerilla group
fighting for an independent Kurdistan, which is listed as a terrorist organisation by the US and EU
(Britannica Editors 2026A). Ocalan has been imprisoned in Turkey since 1999 but is still the
movement's political and ideological leader (McHugh 2016). After his arrest, Ocalan abandoned the
goal of an independent Kurdistan and instead effected a paradigm shift to ‘democratic
confederalism’, which aims for a ‘non-state nation” based on radical democracy, gender equality and
environmentalism (Kéaser 2023: 50-59). This ideology connects capitalism, the nation-state,
colonialism and religion with patriarchy (Ocalan 2017: 72, 83, 94). Ocalan also introduced a 40 %
quota for women'’s representation in all local governing bodies and a co-chair system, in which all
political leadership positions must be occupied by a man and a woman. Women have since
developed separate institutions in both the armed and political wings of the movement (Kéaser 2023:
59, 99; Lemmon 2021: 49).

The Kurdish women’s movement does not label itself ‘feminist’, as they criticise Western
feminism for failing to challenge capitalism and, hence, the patriarchal system. Instead, on Ocalan’s
suggestion they have developed ‘jineoloji’, a ‘women’s science” which is supposedly different from
Western feminism, although scholars argue that it relies heavily on post-colonial and transnational
feminist knowledge. Jineoloji operates with an essentialist and binary notion of gender and teaches
that women should perform a new kind of femininity based on an imagined primordial female
essence, while men should kill their inner ‘dominant man’ (Kéaser 2023: 50, 54, 61-63, 100).

9 Kurdistan Workers Party
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The PKK’s sister party in Syria, PYD, shares its ideology and considers Ocalan its leader.
Its armed wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG!), was formed in 2011 in response to the
outbreak of the civil war, and while it is formally an independent organisation, it maintains close
ties with the PKK. The Women’s Protection Units (YPJ'?) were formed in 2013 as an affiliate of the
YPG, and the women fighters fought alongside their YPG counterparts throughout the civil war
(ibid.: 3; Dirik 2022: 219).

The Syrian civil war started with a popular uprising against the government of Bashar al-
Assad in March 2011, which was met with regime violence. Over the next year, several armed rebel
groups formed and took control over parts of the country, backed by various international actors
(UCDP 2024). As the government forces withdrew from the Kurdish majority areas in Northeastern
Syria in 2012 to fight the insurgencies, the YPG took control of the land, creating a de facto
autonomous region known in Kurdish as Rojava®® (Bullard 2025; Dirik 2022: 217). From 2013,
militant Islamist groups played a central part in the war, most prominently the Islamic State (IS'),
who in September 2014 launched an offensive into Rojava. The YPG/YPJ fought back, supported,
after initial hesitancy, by US air strikes (Britannica Editors 2026B, 2026C; Lemmon 2021: 63). In
October 2015, the Syrian Defense Forces (SDF) were formed, a multi-ethnic alliance of various rebel
groups dominated by the YPG and backed by the US, with the goal of fighting IS. In 2019 IS’ last
stronghold in Syria fell and SDF became the official military of Rojava (Bullard 2025). In October
2019, Turkey attacked Rojava, days after US President Donald Trump had announced that the US
would not stand in the way (Lemmon 2021: 164). In December 2024, an offensive led by the Turkey-
backed Islamist group HTS led to the fall of the Assad regime and the official end of the civil war
(Zelin & Cagaptay 2025). After the US withdrew support for the SDF, a lightning offence by the
interim government forces in January 2026 resulted in the SDF losing control over most of its
territory, and an agreement was reached to integrate the Kurdish forces into the new government in

exchange for equal citizenship rights for Kurds (Dalatey 2026; Dalatey et al. 2026).

In the next chapter, I embark on the analysis of the women combatants” motivations for

participating in war.

10 Democratic Union Party

11 Yekineyén Parastina Gel

12 Yekineyén Parastina Jin

13 Officially the Democratic Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES)
14 Also known as Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
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6. MOTIVATION

The first step in answering the question of how women combatants experience and narrate their
participation in war is to analyse how they narrate their motivations for taking up arms. IR feminist
have demonstrated that women’s violence is often culturally represented as particularly gendered
and less rational than men’s (Sjoberg & Gentry 2007: 29). Violent women are often represented
within a binary framework of victimhood and agency, which erases their active participation in wars
from collective memory and thus robs them of agency (Parashar 2014: 17, 24). Furthermore, even
when violent women are attributed some measure of agency, their motivations are represented as
personal and apolitical (Sjoberg & Gentry 2007: 14). These insights point to the importance of

studying women’s own narratives of their motivations.

In analysing the women’s motivations, I draw on the work of IR feminist who argue that
women’s motivations are just as diverse as men’s (ibid.: 194), just as political (Parashar 2014: 180-2)
and that women'’s agency should be examined on a case-by-case basis (Eager 2008: 213). Hence, I
examine how the women exercise agency in choosing violence, applying my conceptualisation of
agency as situated and relational and hence paying attention to the importance of context, not least
the role played by gendered violence. I also explore how the women’s motivations are personal,

political and gendered.

In the analysis, I first explore motivations traditionally considered “personal’. These
motivations are related to family and upbringing, socio-economic factors, the women’s desire for
friendship and community, and liking the job as a soldier. Secondly, I investigate whether and how
the women express explicitly political or ideological motivations, e.g., fighting for patriotism, the
Kurdish cause or women’s liberation. Next, I analyse the role played by violence itself in the
women’s motivations. I explore how violence can function both as a push factor and a pull factor
when women decide to become combatants and discuss how agency can unfold within violent
constraints. Lastly, I conclude on my findings and discuss how they relate to the IR literature

mentioned above.

6.1 ‘Personal’ motivations

In line with feminist insights into the nature of the political, I acknowledge that the personal and the
political are intrinsically linked. My separation of the two in this chapter is, therefore, entirely
pragmatic. In this first section, I explore those of the women’s motivations that have to do with their
so-called “personal’ circumstances, preferences and values. As I make this distinction, I keep in mind
that personal circumstances, such as socio-economic factors, are never merely personal, but are also

structural and political.
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Family and upbringing

A recurrent theme in many of the women’s narratives is that their motivation to join the armed forces
or group was influenced by their family and their upbringing. Many explain that family members
in armed forces or groups inspired their own desire to join (e.g., Hegar 2017: 17; Lemmon 2015: 36,
54; Palani 2019: 52). The family members who served instilled in the women certain values that fit
well with a military career. For the US/UK women, these values were often self-discipline, service
to others and patriotism (Hegar 2017: 17; Lemmon 2015: 93). As an example, Rigby was taught by
her father that “being in the military and serving your country was the most important and patriotic
work an American could do” (Lemmon 2015: 54). Several of the Kurdish women, too, narrate how
their families introduced them to the ideology of the Kurdish movement. Azeema describes how her
father taught her about the teachings of Abdullah Ocalan, which shaped her political views and her
wish to join the Kurdish movement (ibid.: 26), while Joanna recounts learning about Kurdish female

fighters from songs of martyrs sung to her by her mother (Palani 2019: 52).

Many of the US women, especially those who grew up in military families, explain that they
always wanted to become fighters (Lemmon 2015: 36, 54). Many of these women describe playing
soldier as a child and dreaming of becoming one (Rivers 2025: 2:29:08; Smith 2016: 11). Others
recount being influenced by movies and TV shows they watched growing up, such as Star Wars
(Hegar 2017: 17), military TV shows (Lemmon 2021: 29), action films and Syrian military parades on
TV (Flock 2023: 183) and wanting to emulate their heroes from TV.

Socio-economic factors

While some of the women dreamed of becoming soldiers, others among the US/UK women explain
that they joined the armed forces mainly out of desperation or lack of better options. For many of
the US women, the decisive factor was the promise of the US armed forces to pay for their education
(Lemmon 2015: 31, 54; Thorpe 2014: 14-15; Young 2022: 196). Some of the women came from troubled
families, lived in poverty and explain that they joined the military to get away from home and make
a better life for themselves (Thorpe 2014: 11-15, 66-67; Young 2022: 196). One such example is
Michelle, who joined the US National Guard at age 18 for all of the above reasons. She did not think
she was signing up to be deployed to war and was told she would only need to spend one weekend
a month plus two weeks every summer doing training with the Guard. After 9/11, however, her unit
was deployed to Afghanistan and she had no choice but to go to war (Thorpe 2014: 11-15; 105-6).
Another example is Chantelle, who was addicted to marijuana and could not hold on to a job or
tinish her education (Taylor 2016: 32-33). In order to escape this life, she reluctantly joined the UK
Army: “It’s fair to say that I dabbled with a life in “shitsville,” and I didn’t like it. Escaping it made
me mentally tough, and I somehow managed to drag my sorry arse to the army careers office,

kicking and screaming all the way” (ibid.: 33). While Michelle never warmed to the idea of being at
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war, Chantelle came to love it: “I came to see that becoming a soldier had taken me into a world
where I could make my mark. I'd grown an inch taller by straightening my backbone, and Ino longer
lacked confidence” (ibid.: 34). Chantelle here demonstrates how some of the women, who are
initially mainly motivated by the wish to escape their previous lives, later find fulfilment in the role

and develop a more positive motivation to stay on.

In contrast to the US/UK soldiers, none of the YPJ fighters narrate having joined the group
grudgingly or merely out of necessity. As I show in section 6.3., many of them are motivated by a
desire to escape a life of violence and gender subjugation, but they all, too, greatly emphasise the
movement’s ideology and politics when explaining their motivations to join. This tendency might
of course partly be explained by the fact that not many of the YPJ fighters have access to publishing
longer narratives of their lives but are merely quoted in articles or books written about them.
Furthermore, they are expected to faithfully represent the movement and its ideology when
interviewed. Only Joanna, a Danish-Kurdish former member of the YPJ and the author of the only
YPJ] memoir, mentions that “[t]he options for girls in Kurdistan are not many, particularly if your
family does not have money” (Palani 2019: 199) and indicates that some young girls join the YP]
“because they have nowhere else to go” (ibid.). This is, however, the only example of such a claim

in my sample of YP] accounts.

Community, friendship and love

Many of the women explain that a strong motivation to fight is the community between soldiers.
Especially the US/UK combatants claim that the social life both on and off deployment is an
important part of their motivation to join or to stay in the job (McConaghy 2024: 33; Thorpe 2014:
44). One UK soldier even states that she was motivated to go on her first deployment because “if
you hadn’t been to Iraq, you didn’t understand half of the chat that went on at socials and over a
brew in the tea bar” (McConaghy 2024: 43). Interestingly, some of the US/UK soldiers speak of this
community among soldiers as their main reason for fighting, as they are not convinced that the war
itself is a just cause or believe it to be “unwinnable” (Young 2022: 368): “I knew we would never win
that war, and I'm also not even sure what the definition of winning or success is when it comes to
war? Can you put a price on a life? [...] For me, I fought for the soldier in the ditch,” writes Liz
(McConaghy 2024: 171).

The idea that one fights primarily for one’s fellow soldiers rather than for the politics of one’s
country or an ideology is exclusively expressed by US/UK women. However, community is also
central in the Kurdish movement, where the members address each other as ‘heval,” which is
Kurdish for friend or comrade (Kaser 2023: 180). While none of the YPJ fighters express any doubts
as to the legitimacy of their fight, they do mention comradeship as a key aspect of their motivation,
as exemplified by Ajwan: “The courage we get, we get it from our comradeship. Our courage, our

strength, our beliefs, we draw this all from our comradeship” (Sky News 2016: 4:11).

Page 27 of 67



Several women within both groups use the term ‘love’ to speak of the community among
combatants (Bohman 2020: 12:47; Lemmon 2015: 141; Lemmon 2021: 139; McConaghy 2024: 88).
Importantly, this ‘love’ is a platonic love among friends, as sexual relations and expressions of
romantic love are restricted for the US/UK soldiers while on deployment (Thorpe 2014: 162) and
forbidden for the YPJ fighters at all times (Kaser 2023: 6). Yet, especially some of the US women
become disillusioned as they experience a “crushing lack of community” (Young 2022: 259) during
deployment because “all socializing between men and women was discouraged by commanders to
avoid even the hint of a compromising situation” (Lemmon 2015: 91) and because of the “gossip,
harassment, and rape culture”(Young 2022: 338-9) many of the women experience as a minority
group in the US forces. Likewise, Joanna expresses feeling “abandoned by the movement whose
love and friendship I fought for”, because the YPJ did not help her with her legal case upon her
return to Denmark (Palani 2019: 349). The disappointment the women express when the community

does not live up to their expectations underlines how important it is for their motivation.

Enjoying the “job’

A common motivation for many of the women is that they, simply put, enjoy the job as a soldier.
Mary describes how she felt “like a kid in a candy shop” (ibid.: 24) in the US military because “[a]ll
the excitement and impact I was looking for was right here in front of me” (Hegar 2017: 62). Some
of the women are motivated by the mental and physical difficulty of the job (Lemmon 2015: 50;
Madison 2010: 12) and describe how their motivation was born out of a desire to challenge
themselves: “There are lots of things I could choose to do, but this is the biggest challenge — to be
on the front line,” Charlotte writes (Madison 2010: 32), expressing a view of a military career as a

road to self-development.

Some of the women express that they find a sense of purpose and increased focus in life at
the frontline. Liz says she loves deployment because “the normal worries we face in life slide away
when you are in that bubble of deployment” (McConaghy 2024: 114). Kate also cherishes “the purity
and clarity of life at war” (Lemmon 2015: 36) and reminisces about “the sense of direction, the focus,
the shared mission that she felt while deployed” (ibid.: 35). Clearly, the women find the job to be

attractive and enjoyable.

Although for the women of the YPJ, being a fighter is not a job but a voluntary commitment,
several of the international volunteers still speak of enjoying their “job.” Joanna calls it “the job I
loved”, saying she found life on the frontline thrilling (Palani 2019: 332): “I'm happy to be alive on
the frontline, in a way that is hard to explain. It's a feeling of contentment, acceptance and warmth
that I don’t get anywhere else. It intoxicates me like nothing else in the world” (ibid.: 232-3).
Canadian fighter Hanna also expresses being motivated by how life in the movement made her feel:

“] was just so caught up in the adventure of it all [...] it felt so much better than what I was doing
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back home” (Bohman 2020: 6:05). When she returned home, she felt uninspired and “couldn’t
imagine going back to a normal job” (Hamid 2015).

Interestingly, the theme of being motivated by enjoying the ‘job” as a soldier is almost
completely absent in the narratives of the Kurdish women cadres of the YPJ, for whom the fight is a
life-long commitment. Instead, they tend to emphasise political and ideological motivations for

fighting, as explored in the next section.

6.2 Fighting for a cause?

A striking difference between the US/UK and YP] combatants is that most of the former do not
emphasise ideological or political motivations for entering the war. Rather, they speak of war as a
part of their job, and emphasise instead the desire to do their job well and protect their comrades.
This stands in stark contrast to the YPJ fighters, all of whom — including the international volunteers
— express highly ideological motivations for participating in the conflict. In this section, I investigate
how the US/UK and YP] women, respectively, express their political and ideological motivations for

participating in war.

American patriotism and the wish to serve

Many of the US/UK women joined the armed forces before 9/11, at a relatively peaceful time when
military service did not necessarily mean deployment to war. Hence, contrary to the YPJ] women, it
was not the specific cause of the war that prompted them to join. Instead, many of them express
more general ideas about making a difference or, as Sarah puts it, “a desire to be part of something
greater than yourself” (Lemmon 2015: 93). Mary started military training in 1995 claims that it took
five years before she realised “that I wasn’t just here to fulfil my dreams; I was here to serve my
country” (Hegar 2017: 75). While her personal motivations were primary, they were later

accompanied by political ones.

The US women in particular express being motivated by a sense of patriotism. At the end of
her book, Mary has come to understand her military service as a calling: “I was called to be a warrior
and to fly and fight for my country. I was afforded the opportunity to answer that call, and because
of that, I have lived a full and beautiful life” (Hegar 2017: 188). In this quote, it is clear that even the
political motivation to fight for her country is simultaneously a personal motivation, as it allows her
to take on a warrior identity and live a ‘beautiful life’. Likewise, Daniella wanted to pay back the
country that had helped her get a new start: “Maybe joining the army would help me get over my
guilt of using government aid to get my start. [...] And maybe I could do some good for what seemed
to me like, if not necessarily the best country in the world, at least one of them” (Young 2022: 211).
Again, serving one’s country is perceived to come with personal benefits, as it might alleviate a

feeling of guilt.
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While most of the women speak in very general terms about serving their country, a few of
the US women were indeed specifically motivated by the mission in Afghanistan. For Amber, 9/11

was a defining moment:

“I turned on the TV and saw the second plane fly into the South Tower of the World Trade Center.
Everything changed in an instant. Instead of the military being something I had always thought about
doing, now I wanted to join. The path I was meant to be on was now crystal clear: I wanted to join the
military and fly. Now” (Smith 2016: 13).

Although she clearly expresses the wish to defend her country from terrorist attacks, Amber does
not go into more detail on the politics of the Afghanistan War. While this may well be a sign that the
women are not particularly concerned with the politics of the war, it also seems that many of the US
soldiers perceive the legitimacy of the Afghanistan War to be self-explanatory, at least to the
intended audience of their books. Only a few of the US/UK women reflect on the legitimacy of the
war (Taylor 2016: 44; Young 2022: 247). Liz, a UK helicopter crewman with ten deployments to
Afghanistan under her belt, writes that “Afghanistan will always win, and history has shown that
they have their own law and their own way of running their country. Who is to say that we should
enforce our western blueprint of living on to them?” (McConaghy 2024: 171). For most of the US/UK
women, it seems, serving their country means accepting their deployment and doing their job well,
politics aside. This more general focus on serving their country with professionalism, rather than
positioning themselves within the specific politics of the war, is perhaps unsurprising, seeing as they
are professional soldiers that are sent from one overseas war to another and have no influence on
which mission they are given. They are expected to be professionals and do their job equally well
with no regard to the politics of the war. For the YP] women, however, it is another story, as we shall

see next.

Fighting for the Kurdish movement

Unlike the US/UK women, the women of the YPJ are unpaid cadres who, except for the international
volunteers, have pledged to fight with the movement for the rest of their lives, and their motivation
is intimately tied to the specific conflict. There are, however, significant differences between the local
Kurdish cadres and the international volunteers (and the volunteers who are diaspora Kurds) when

it comes to motivation. Hence, I analyse these groups separately when relevant.

For the Kurdish women, a common motivation is the wish to defend their people and land,
and many of them also express a desire for revenge: “I want revenge for all the fallen martyrs and
to defend our homeland,” says Washin (Cousins 2014), while Aveen, a Yazidi woman from the Sinjar
region and former captive of IS, explains that “I am here to take revenge for Sinjar and Kobane. For
all those children and mothers who were captured by IS. I don’t want what happened in Sinjar to
happen anywhere else” (BBC News 2015: 2:57). As these quotes demonstrate, many of the women
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express both the wish to seek revenge on behalf of their people and to protect it from further injury

— motivations that are clearly both political but also deeply personal for the women.

While many of the Kurdish fighters in this study joined the YPG/YP] in response to the
outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, most of them explain that they have experienced oppression
on account of being Kurdish since childhood. These experiences have prompted them to create a
better future for the Kurdish people: “I fight so people can live freely”, says Nowruz (Lemmon 2021:
32). “Ilove my people and children; I don’t want them to live in the painful life that I lived in,” she
says (ibid.: 165). Like Nowruz, many of the women are not only wanting to defend their people from
imminent danger, but are motivated by the prospect of building a better world for future generations
of Kurds.

In his study of women fighters in the PKK, Mustafa Topal identifies two co-existing
narratives among the Kurds: one is about oppression and persecution against the Kurds, which
generates anger. The other is about the heroic Kurds who resisted, which generates hope. Topal
argues that both narratives have helped mobilise Kurds outside of Turkey to support the
transnational Kurdish movement that the PKK has become, and this has led to what he calls “shared
feelings of affiliation and identity formation in a transnational social, anti-colonial field” (Topal 2024:
29). Similar narratives are expressed by the women of the YP]. As demonstrated above, they detail
how their anger at the injustices experienced by the Kurds has led them to identify with the Kurdish
movement. At the same time, many of them claim to have joined the YPG/YP] because they were
inspired by the martyrs of the Kurdish movement (B6hman 2020: 3:43; Sky News 2016) and wanted
to take part in building a better future. YPJ fighter Barkhodan illustrates this: “when I saw how the
women of the YPJ gave their lives for what they believed in, I knew I wanted to be one of them”
(Tavakolian 2015).

As opposed to the US/UK soldiers, all the YPJ fighters in this study strongly emphasise the
collective and ideological reasons for fighting: “We have come here to fight for our values, for our
principles. [...] We're not just fighting for ourselves, but for humanity,” says Znarin (Lemmon 2021:
121). Joanna describes the pledge the women give when joining the YPJ: “I promised to fight and
die for Seroketi [the leadership], the ideas of Abdullah Ocalan, for the women’s revolution and for
the Kurdish sehids, martyrs who had passed before” (Palani 2019: 117). This quote illustrates how in
the ideology of the YPJ the fight for the Kurdish people’s freedom is intricately linked to women’s
liberation, the martyr cult and Abdullah Ocalan’s person. Several of the women mention Ocalan as
a central part of their motivation: “Ocalan’s thoughts gave me the will to fight for my home country,”
says Isterik (Cousins 2014). Clearly, the ideology is not seen as separate from the armed fight but as
an indispensable part of it.

Many of the international volunteers and diaspora Kurds describe how their decision to join
the fight was influenced by following events in Syria on TV and social media. Hanna, a Canadian
volunteer, was inspired by the YPJ fighters: “I thought: this will be a great thing to join. I wanted to
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be a part of them [...] I thought: I don’t wanna watch this anymore, I want to be there, I wanna see
it” (Bohman 2020: 3:58). Joanna followed the fighting in Kobani in 2014 on social media and felt
compelled to join (Palani 2019: 152-154): “When people ask me why I went, I always want to ask
them, “What made you stay behind and watch all this suffering on your television, and do absolutely
nothing about it?”” (ibid.: 152). Hanna and Joanna here, too, demonstrate the two narratives
identified by Topal above — one of hope and inspiration, and one of anger and suffering — that caused
them to identify with the Kurdish movement and join the fight.

Interestingly, while the Syrian Kurds of the YPJ link their motivation to the Kurdish
movement and Ocalan’s ideology, some of the international volunteers express that they initially
felt an unspecified desire to be part of “something bigger”, as did many of the US/UK women: “I
always felt like there was something bigger I should be doing. I just didn’t know what it was, I didn’t
know what to do. And then this came along and this was like perfect timing,” says Hanna (Bohman
2020: 25:26). From this quote, it seems rather coincidental that Hanna ended up in the YPJ. There is
a tendency for the international volunteers to speak in more individualistic terms about their
motivations, while the Kurdish cadres tend to emphasise the collective goals of the movement more.
In this respect, the international volunteers resemble the US/UK soldiers. Joanna, a diaspora Kurd,
argues that “In the YPJ, we say we fight for public justice over private happiness, but the two aren’t
mutually exclusive. For me, one can lead to another” (Palani 2019: 154). This mirrors what some of
the US women expressed in the section above: that political motivations —in their case, serving their

country — can lead to personal gratification.

Women’s liberation as motivation

When it comes to the role played by women'’s liberation in the women’s motivations, the US/UK and
YP] combatants differ substantially. Of the former group, only one mentions the wish to further
women’s liberation as part of her motivation. Rivers writes that Sheena, a US Marine, “wanted to be
an example for the 5-year-old Afghan girl who, like her, wanted more than society would allow”
(2025: 2:37:24). Here, wanting “more than society would allow” refers to her own wish to fight as a
combat soldier, which at the time was prohibited for women in the US military. Many of the US/UK
soldiers recount experiencing gender based discrimination or violence from colleagues, and many
are vehemently opposed to the ground combat exclusion policies, which they find discriminatory,
unfair and out-dated (Hegar 2017: 178; Lemmon 2015: 91-92; Young 2022: 225). However, these
narratives focus on hindrances to their career advancement and how they have struggled to
overcome them and, in some cases, pave the way for other women to get legal access to combat roles
(Hegar 2017: 182-8). This is most clearly expressed by Mary, who writes that “everyone that does
have that skill set [for combat] should be afforded the opportunity to compete for jobs” (ibid.: 188).
Like the liberal feminists discussed in chapter 2, the US/UK soldiers are concerned with women'’s

equal access to pursue a career in the armed forces and putting an end to the discrimination and

Page 32 of 67



abuse women soldiers suffer from their colleagues. But, except for Sheena’s quote above, they do

not express that gender equality or women'’s rights were part of their motivation to fight.

For the women of the YP], however, women’s liberation is at the heart of the movement’s

ideology and a central part of their motivation to fight, as illustrated by YP] fighter Aryan:

“The war that we fight is, above all, against the dominant system. [IS] is an outcome of the male
dominant system. [...] if woman cannot be free, then freedom cannot exist anywhere, no man can either
be free, the society cannot be free. Our main fight is for the freedom of society, [and] there are women
as well as men in this society. We do not fight for Kurdish people only or Kurdish women, our war is

the freedom struggle for all the people and women” (Bay 2015).

This quote condenses all the major elements of the YPJ ideology. Firstly, it shows how women’s
liberation is the sine qua non of the liberation of the Kurds and all other people. This idea connects
the struggle for women’s liberation to the liberation of the Kurds and frames them as part of a
universal struggle for freedom; a move which also paves the way for non-Kurdish volunteers to
identify with the goals of the movement. Secondly, Aryan’s quote shows how the true enemy of is
not perceived to be IS, but rather the “dominant system” of patriarchy, capitalism and imperialism,
which are all understood as essentially Western ideologies. Since IS is a product of this system, its
defeat is merely the first step: “It’s an ideological fight against the patriarchal system, it starts with
fighting the mentality of Daesh, then the mentality of the male, the patriarchal mindset,” says
Mahabad (Townsend 2017). While the women are obviously very motivated by the immediate need

to defeat IS, long-term political and social change is the main objective (Lemmon 2021: 18).

The YPJ fighters do not relegate the women’s revolution to a time after the war has been won;
conversely, they enact and embody women's liberation in their everyday life as cadres, as expressed

by Rengin:

“Sometimes we seem strange to our region [...] because the dominant model in the world is present
around us. But here, we materialise the exact opposite of that model. There is a huge gap between the
conventional life and the life that we built. We reconceptualise freedom from being an abstract notion

and we materialise it” (Bay 2015).

This means that, regardless of how the war effort or revolution is going, life as a cadre has value in
itself because the women are materialising freedom and setting an example for others to follow. This

also gives meaning to the lives of the many martyrs who die for the cause.

Again Joanna, the author of the only YP] memoir, complicates the narrative of freedom:
“When you are part of the YP] you are fighting for freedom, but you must give up your own freedom
to do so,” she writes (Palani 2019: 200). She describes how the women of the YPJ are subjected to a
long list of gendered rules: they are not allowed to use make-up, remove body-hair, or brush their
teeth in front of men. They must stay celibate and are encouraged to keep conversation and eye
contact with the men of the YPG to a minimum. Women, she claims, are taught that it is their
responsibility not to cause any sexual misunderstandings (ibid.: 110-1, 200). Joanna’s criticism is
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echoed in Késer’s study of PKK women, in which she states that women are promised freedom “in

exchange for strict control over body and mind” (2023: 8).

Here, a relational and situated concept of agency is apt to understand the YP] women’s
situation: rather than escape oppressive gendered power relations, they navigate within them,
giving up some forms of freedom in exchange for others. Hence, many of the women choose the YPJ
because it offers an alternative life to the one they led before. In the next section, I explore the
circumstances that prompt the women to search for a better life as I examine the role played by

violence in their motivations.

6.3 Violence as motivation

In this section, I analyse how violence functions both as a push and a pull factor for the women.
Especially the YPJ fighters are motivated by the wish to escape violence, while US/UK fighters in
particular are motivated by the opportunity to engage in combat. Firstly, I analyse how violence,
understood as a continuum, is a push factor that motivates some women to join armed organisations.

Next, I look at how other women are drawn to violence and the excitement of combat.

Violence as a push factor

Many of the YP] fighters explain that part of their motivation stems from the desire to overcome the
violence and oppression they experience as Kurdish women. One of the gravest examples in my
sample is the story of Hala from Raqqa, whose brother forced her to marry an IS fighter who locked
her up in the house and, when she tried to get a divorce, sent her to an IS rape camp: “I wanted to
join after all I saw [...] Women being raped in front of my eyes. I wanted revenge. As a woman, why
should we be raped? Why should we face this?” she says (Lemmon 2021: 159-160). For Hala, as for
many of the other women, it was both the violence directed at her and the violence she witnessed

against other women that led her to channel her grievances into political violence.

The violence experienced by the Kurdish women is not only inflicted by the Syrian regime
or militant Islamists, but also by their own family members. Mustafa Topal argues that for the
women fighters of the PKK, their experiences of patriarchal gender dynamics within their own
Kurdish families were an important factor in their decision to join the organisation. These
experiences included the suffering of their mothers, the hypocrisy of their fathers, the differential
treatment of siblings, and the importance of honour, a concept used to control women within
patriarchal Kurdish society (Topal 2024: 31-37). These points are equally valid for the Kurdish
fighters of the YPJ in my study. Joanna describes in vivid detail the violent family dynamics in her
Kurdish family living in Denmark, which check every box in Topal’s description (Palani 2019). She
sums up the ambition to break away from this way of life: “What we in the YPJ] had in common was

our desire to escape the life afforded to women in our region: to marry whoever our family chose,
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to be a servant to that new family, to take whatever treatment our husbands wished to give us, to
give birth and be a servant to our children,” she writes (ibid.: 113), underlining how the

undesirability of the life the women leave behind is an important motivation to join the movement.

In her study of Kurdish women fighters in Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan, Isabel Kaser finds
that most of her informants come from a context of state and/or family oppression and violence
(2023: 106-7). She contends that there is no single pattern as to why women join the fight; rather, the
women are embedded in a continuum of violence that fluctuates “from massacres to domestic
violence, and political repression to genocide” (ibid.: 107). The same holds true for the Kurdish YPJ
fighters in my study: some are fleeing forced marriages or patriarchal households (Flock 2023: 188—
9), some have seen family members arrested by the Syrian regime (Flock 2023: 204), and others have
witnessed so-called “honour killings” of innocent girls (ibid.: 209). Kaser argues that what ultimately
leads the women to join the Kurdish women’s movement are not isolated instances of violence, but
rather “the rupture points in this continuum, such as heightened (state) violence against the Kurds,
and the accumulation of these rupture points” (2023: 107). She claims that for the young fighters,
important rupture points include the IS attacks on Sinjar and Kobani in 2014, which, as shown in
section 6.2., also prompted several of the women in my study to join the YPJ. Kaser’s conclusions
are directly applicable to my study, as the Kurdish women’s decisions to take up arms are almost
always made against a background of a lifetime’s experiences of violence and oppression based on

gender and ethnicity.

The systemic condition of violence against women does not, however, mean that the women
feel forced to go to war. Joanna puts this clearly: “Some people like to believe that I am a victim of
my circumstances — that because of the unusual childhood I had, divided between Iraq and
Denmark, there was an element of inevitability, but actually there was nothing inevitable about my
decision to go,” she writes (Palani 2019: 152) and a few pages later, she again stresses her own
agency: “Going to Kobani represented finally making the decision that my life was my own, to steer
as I saw fit” (ibid.: 155). While the women may join the YPJ in an attempt to escape a life of violence,
an equally important factor is that the YPJ offers an alternative way of life that seems to be attractive
to them (Flock 2021). They leave behind their families and the prospect of a life constrained by
patriarchal violence and build a new life among other women “comrades” (Kaser 2023: 108) —
however limited their freedom within the movement may be. The strength of the desire for a new
life is illustrated by Cicek, who responded to the international criticism of the YPJ for their use of
child soldiers by saying that she “felt the West didn’t understand what the girls were running from,
or toward. She thought they didn’t understand that women also wanted to fight” (Flock 2023: 188-
9). This paraphrase illustrates how strongly motivated some of the women are both to escape their
old life and create a new one in which they can fight against their oppressors. Again, it is clear that
the women make choices that are meaningful to them within this violent context, and thus exercise

agency within gendered constraints, since they cannot escape them completely.
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While mostly Kurdish women explain their motivation as a response to violence, there are
also examples among the US/UK soldiers. An example is Lane of the US National Guard. She was
raped by a fellow soldier while deployed to Iraq and developed PTSD as a result. The doctor at the
veteran’s hospital told her that PTSD “could only come from combat injuries, not trauma caused by
rape” (Lemmon 2015: 33), a statement that illustrates how the feminist understandings of violence
and war as continua are better suited to capture women'’s experiences in war. The PTSD made it
impossible for Lane to complete her university degree, and this prompted her to look for other
options within the military. She eventually decided that “she would not let the rape define who she
was or what kind of person — and soldier — she could be,” and then joined the FET programme to
“prove to herself she was no victim” (Lemmon 2015: 33). Lane’s narrative demonstrates how some
of the women seek to substitute their position as an object of violence with that of a subject of
violence, thereby reclaiming agency and humanity. As Hala, the rape camp survivor, states: “Now
at least I feel I am doing something for myself” (Lemmon 2021: 160). In the next section, I look at

how war and violence, rather than a push factor, can also be a pull factor for women.

Violence as a pull factor

The claim to be motivated by the prospect of active combat is far more widespread among the US/UK
combatants than among the YPJ fighters. Many of the US/UK soldiers explain that they chose their
specific branch of the military in order to get as close to combat as possible (Lemmon 2015: 57; 92;
95). Chantelle chose to become a combat medic technician because it was the only job open to women
that had ‘combat’ in the title (Taylor 2016: 34), and Sarah expresses that she joined the military

because she wanted in on the two wars the US was fighting (Lemmon 2015: 95).

Several of the women call participating in combat a ‘dream’. Amber had been “dreaming of
the day when she could aim her weapon at a real enemy” (Lemmon 2015: 34). Kate, too, dreams of
violently defeating an enemy: she “loved tactics, she loved fighting, and she wanted to wear her kit
and get terrorists. She had even dreamed [about] tunnelling onto a target to get a bad guy” (ibid.:
110). Most of the women do not specify who the ‘bad guys” are, and their dream of combat seems to
be unrelated to any specific war or enemy. The motivation primarily stems from the action and
excitement combat offers, as expressed by Mary: “I wanted to get into the action, and Tarin Kowt
was definitely in the middle of the hot zone. [...] It was exhausting, but this kind of work was the

exact reason I had gotten into this business in the first place” (Hegar 2017: 98).

A few of the YPJ fighters, too, express the wish to fight. Both Azeema and Cicek narrate how
they insisted on going to the frontline in Kobani although they were inexperienced: Cicek was
“ready to see action,” so she told her commanders that she was going whether they would let her or
not (Flock 2023: 193). Azeema thought she could “do the most good for everyone” by going to the
frontline, arguing that “You need me there. And I need to be there” (Lemmon 2021: 65). While both

express a desire to go to war, this desire is directed at a specific battle, as opposed to most of the
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US/UK women’s more general wish to experience combat. This aligns with my conclusion in section
6.2. that the motivations of the YP] fighters tend to be directed at the specific conflict in Syria, while
most of the US/UK fighters” motivation is more general.

6.4 Discussion of results

This chapter has demonstrated that the women combatants express multiple, complex and highly
different motivations for participating in armed conflict. This aligns with Sjoberg and Gentry‘s
assertion that women’s motivations for engaging in violence are as many and as diverse as men’s
(2007). Although there are as many stories and reasons for joining as there are women, three general
tendencies have been identified: Firstly, the US/UK women tend to explain their motivations in more
individualistic terms, often emphasising personal circumstances and preferences. Conversely, the
YPJ women, especially the Kurdish cadres, tend to stress political and ideological motivations more.
Secondly, the motivation of the YP] fighters is intimately tied to a specific geo-political context, while
the US/UK soldiers” desire to go to war tends to be more general and disconnected from the specific
war they are fighting. Thirdly, where the YPJ] women tend to take up arms as a reaction to enemy
violence, the US/UK women tend to be drawn toward violence and combat as a career choice. These
differences reflect the different circumstances in which the women are situated, not least the

organisational differences between a powerful state military and a guerilla group.

The women’s motivations are both personal and political. They fight for country, freedom,
or women’s liberation, and they fight in self-defence, for their fellow soldiers, their own enjoyment
or because they signed a contract. However, there is no clear divide between the personal and
political in the women’s motivations. Their personal circumstances shape their values, preferences
and options and hence affect their decisions to engage in combat. But this does not render their
motivations apolitical, since their personal circumstances are shaped by structural and systemic
issues such as poverty, violence and gender subjugation. As such, the women’s “personal’
motivations may be highly political, just as the political and ideological motivations are often deeply

personal to them.

The analysis has shown that the women’s motivations stem both from the desire to escape
something, be that personal circumstances, socio-economic factors or the structural conditions of
gender subjugation and violence, but also from a desire to gain something, e.g., access to a ‘“dream
job’, a new community or a new subjectivity as an agent of violence. Viewing agency as situated and
relational makes visible how the women make meaningful choices even though they make them
within a context of systemic violence and oppression. The fact that many of the women are both
agents, victims and witnesses of violence further contributes to breaking down the binary distinction

between victimhood and agency (Parashar 2014).

The women’s motivations are gendered in the sense that their lives and societies are shaped
by gendered power relations. Gender specific motivations include the wish to escape a life within
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patriarchal society, prove themselves equally able as men soldiers, fight for women'’s liberation or
reshape their subjectivities as women and claim violent agency. Yet, women’s motivations are not
uniquely gendered, as men’s motivations are equally gendered: following feminist IR scholarship,
militaries and armed groups are highly gendered organisations, and men’s choices to join them are
likewise affected by discourses of militarised masculinity (Cockburn & Hubic 2002). Hence, the fact
that women’s motivations are gendered does not make them fundamentally different from men’s

and thus neither more or less personal, objective or political (Eager 2008).

Finally, the analysis demonstrates that many of the women, like many men, enjoy fighting,
find meaning and purpose in life at the frontline and actively and consciously seek out opportunities
to engage in active combat. This supports the assertions made by several IR feminists that women
are not inherently peaceful or prone to non-violence (Elshtain 1995; Sjoberg and Gentry 2007) and

that women, like men, can find joy in the exercise of violence (Parashar 2014).

7. VIOLENCE

The first step in my endeavour to explore how women combatants experience and narrate their
participation in armed combat was to analyse their narratives of why they have chosen to take up
arms. The next step, and the focus of this chapter, is to illuminate how the women narrate their
experiences of violence in war. While my study is motivated by the desire to understand women’s
use of political violence, I believe that a thorough examination of women’s experiences of violence
in war must include other perspectives as well. In order to explore the full spectrum of the women'’s
experiences, I borrow Riches’” idea that violence should be studied from three perspectives: the
performer’s, the victim’s and the witness’ (1986). While Riches’ aim is to understand the violence
itself by examining how it is named and judged differently by the performer, the victim and the
witness, understood as three clearly delineated subject positions, my ambition is to analyse the
women’s narratives of experiencing violence as both performers, victims and witnesses. Following
Parashar (2014), I view the categories of performer, victim and witness as subject positions that the
women inhabit and speak from at different points in time or even simultaneously, thus blurring the
boundaries between agency and victimhood. By analysing these three aspects of the women'’s
narratives of violence, I seek both to gain a comprehensive understanding of their experiences that
encompasses all the different roles they take up in relation to violence in war, and to understand

how the women construct their identities through these narratives.

While feminist conceptualisations of violence often emphasise the linkages of physical and
other forms of violence, e.g., structural, symbolic or epistemic, my analysis focuses on the women’s
experiences of physical violence, understood as the intentional or threatened use of force directed at

oneself or others. This is not because I consider other forms of violence less severe or believe that the
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physical violence experienced by the women can be fully separated from other forms. My choice is
merely motivated by the wish to remedy the lack of academic focus on women’s experiences of

physical violence in war, as argued in chapter 2.

In structuring this chapter, I again employ an entirely pragmatic separation of interconnected
categories, while staying mindful of the blurred boundaries between them. In the first and most
comprehensive section, I analyse the women'’s narratives of performing violence, focusing on how
they frame and justify their use of violence and in so doing construct their identities. Next, I explore
their narratives of being victims of GBV in war. Thirdly, I analyse the women’s narratives of
witnessing violence in war, both concrete instances of violence and more general reflections on how
they are affected by experiencing war. Lastly, I conclude on my findings and discuss how the
women’s narratives of experiencing violence from these three perspectives are interlinked and

gendered.

7.1 Performers

In this section, I explore the myriad ways in which the women account for their own violence. Firstly,
I examine how the violence is dramatized and advertised in some types of sources, while almost
non-existent in others. In the next two sections, I analyse how the US/UK and YPJ fighters,
respectively, frame their use of violence and their view of the enemy. In the last two sections, I
explore how the two groups of women explicitly attempt to justify their violence and what it reveals

about their identity constructions.

Violence sells: dramatic stories of killing

The memoirs stand out from the rest of my sources, as most of them contain longer, more detailed
and very action-packed stories of concrete situations where the women have used violence. Four out
of seven memoirs in my sample begin with a dramatic scene in which the author takes part in heavy
war fighting and performs significant violence herself (Madison 2010; Palani 2019; Smith 2016;
Taylor 2016). An example is UK combatant Chantelle, who kills a Taliban fighter on page 17:

“I got eyes on an insurgent who was engaging us, thirty metres away and to the half right of me.
Suddenly overwhelmed by the fear that I was about to be shot in the face, I experienced a rush of
blood to the head and took in a mouthful of dust. Reminding myself to breathe, I engaged him
instinctively and purposefully. I didn’t stop firing until he dropped” (Taylor 2016: 17).

This dramatic, almost cinematic depiction of the violence is also pronounced in the memoirs’ titles,
such as “Shoot Like a Girl: One Woman's Dramatic Fight in Afghanistan and on the Home Front”
(Hegar 2017), “Dressed to kill. The true story of a woman flying under fire” (Madison 2010) and
“Danger close: My epic journey as a combat helicopter pilot in Iraq and Afghanistan” (Smith 2016).
The violence is underscored by the use of the words “shoot”, “fight,” “kill” and “danger,” and the
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dramatic element is evident from the use of “dramatic,” “true story” and “epic journey.” According
to Kleinsrink et al., military memoirs that contain stories of direct combat, especially if it results in
injuries and/or combat honours, sell better (2015: 18). This incentive to accentuate the violence can
also be inferred from the books” promotional blurbs, which all without exception advertise the
violence and often frame it as exceptional: e.g., Chantelle is characterised as “the first female soldier
to kill a Taliban fighter in close-quarter combat” (Google Books no date) and Charlotte as “the first
British female pilot to kill in an Apache” (Amazon no date). This tendency to frame the women’s
violence as exceptional in gendered terms confirms Sjoberg and Gentry’s argument that women’s

violence is sensationalised and always understood in relation to their gender (2007: 2, 29).

While most of the memoirs contain detailed depictions of the author’s exercise of violence —
all except Young (2022), who instead focuses on criticising sexual violence against women within
the US military — the books in my sample that are written by journalists on the basis of interviews
generally contain fewer descriptions of the women’s violence and focus more on interpreting or
contextualising their experiences (Lemmon 2015; Rivers 2025; Thorpe 2014). Interestingly, the two
books about the YPJ fighters (Flock 2023; Lemmon 2021) stand out from the rest, as they contain
several passages in which the authors dramatize the women'’s experiences of violence in the same

cinematic or literary style as the memoirs.

The last types of sources, i.e., online articles and videos about the YPJ, typically contain short
but very explicit quotes from fighters, which are clearly chosen for the shock-factor, such as: “We
lined all of them against a wall and shot them dead one by one” (Tavakolian 2016). The articles, too,
advertise the violence in their headlines, such as “’ Was Showered in Blood": What Happened When
ISIS Came to Our Camp” (Taylor & Blake 2017) or ““Hundreds of us will die in Raqqa’”: The women

tighting Isis” (Townsend 2017). Clearly, violence also sells when it comes to news media.

In the next two sections, I analyse how the US/UK fighters and the YPJ fighters, respectively,

speak of their own violence and their view of the enemy.

Sanitising violence, writing out the victims

Although full of descriptions of violence, the US/UK fighters’ accounts are characterised by the use
of military lingo — a clean, professional language that circumvents the horror of the violence. Deaths
or injuries are “casualties” (Hegar 2017: 89), enemies are “targets” (Madison 2010: 98), shooting at
someone is called “engaging,” (Taylor 2016: 187) and even when a fellow American soldier dies, her
colleagues are told she has “expired” (Lemmon 2015: 220). They also routinely use military
abbreviations that obscure the violence: e.g., an ASM is an air to surface missile, BDA is battle
damage assessment and KIA means ‘killed in action” (Madison 2010: 5-6). Interestingly, this sanitised
language is used both to refer to their own violence and their losses, as soldiers on their own side
are also described as “KIA” (Taylor 2016: 150) or “casualties” (McConaghy 2024: 74), thus distancing
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themselves from the violence and loss. The use of military lingo helps the women construct their

identities as professional soldiers, rather than emotional women — a point I return to later.

The US/UK combatants speak of the Afghan “theatre” of war (Hegar 2017: 89), military lingo
for the area where the combat takes place, which hints at a perception of war as a stage on which the
soldiers “perform’ their violence. Chantelle also speaks of combat as an “arena”: “I hadn’t planned
to engage or kill anyone that day, but sometimes you are forced into the “arena’ (Taylor 2016: 250).
The depiction of violence as a spectacle diverts attention from the women’s moral responsibility. In
several passages, the detachment from the violence they inflict is striking, as when Charlotte
compares shooting at enemies to playing a game: “it reminds me of the arcade game Whack "Em,
where the targets pop in and out of little holes and you bash them with a foam hammer” (Madison
2010: 242).

The disregard for the humanity of the ‘enemy’ is apparent when Amber, who fears she might
have hit one of her own comrades in an air attack, finally receives confirmation that she did not, and
comments: “I was lucky. I hadn’t killed or wounded anyone,” completely disregarding the fact that
she just killed several enemy fighters in her attack (Smith 2016: 198). Applying Butler, it is evident
in such passages that the women consider the lives of the enemies ungrievable, i.e., not worthy of
being mourned, and as such they are not regarded as human lives at all (Butler 2009: 38). Chantelle
expresses most clearly the idea that the enemy fighters are fundamentally substitutable when stating
that “they never tire of being killed [...] this is how it is with the Taliban. As soon as one fighter falls,
another is on hand to pick up his AK-47. I have seen the exchange on the battlefield, bodies dragged
away so quickly, you would miss it if you blinked”(Taylor 2016: 119). Often referred to merely as
the “bad guys” (Hegar 2017: 104; Young 2022: 246), the Taliban fighters are reduced to ‘enemies” and
hence lose any claim to victim, or human, status. A few of the US/UK soldiers even express the joy
they get from killing the enemy: “Going out to get bad men who were killing innocents and fellow

soldiers [...] was a drug in itself,” Lemmon writes, paraphrasing Ashley (2015: 185).

Revenge and the joy of killing

While the US/UK women portray themselves as professional soldiers and use military lingo to
detach from the violence, the YPJ fighters cultivate a unapologetic warrior identities and do not
shrink away from portraying the carnage of war in vivid detail and emphasise their own active role
in it. They often describe their violence as motivated by a wish for revenge and resulting in a feeling

of joy, as exemplified by Cicek’s story of her first kill in Kobani, as told by Flock:

“She wanted retribution for all her new friends that ISIS had killed or wounded [...] She could see the
fear in the man’s eyes as she raised her rifle and shot him in the heart, then in his belly. Cicek shot him
again and again, though she knew he was dead, “just to enjoy killing him, to release my anger,” she
said. She described killing him, the first life she’d taken, as “so joyful”” (Flock 2023: 196-7).
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Several of the women depict how they celebrate their kills by dancing and cheering (Flock 2023: 196,
199; Tavakolian 2016) in order to mock the enemy: “I wanted to let them all know that their worst
nightmare had come true: their friend had been killed by a woman,” Zilan states (Tavakolian 2016).
Where the US/UK soldiers attempt to sanitise the horror of war, the YPJ fighters weaponize it by
playing on the IS fighters’ fear of being killed by a woman. Many YP] fighters stress that killing or
shooting in battle feels good (Flock 2023: 193; Palani 2019: 221), and they make sure to emphasise
that they kill intentionally: phrases like “I wanted to get in some kills” (Palani 2019: 168) and “I
captured one of them and wanted to kill him” (Tavakolian 2015) frequently appear.

The bravado with which the women speak of their own violence also shows in their tendency
to boast about how little regard they have for the enemies: “I can eat anywhere, even close to a dead
body,” Cicek claims (Flock 2023: 195). Like the US/UK soldiers, the YPJ fighters dehumanise the
enemy: “I don’t see them as humans,” says Canadian volunteer Hanna (Bohman 2020: 1:52) and
describes how her view of the enemy changed over the course of the war as her desire for revenge
grew: “When [ went there, I would tell people: I'm not going there to kill anyone, I'm going there to
help people. But then [...] a lot of friends get killed and you start to change,” she says, continuing
that eventually all she could think was “please dear God, let me shoot someone in the face today”
(Bohman 2020: 23:52). Joanna, however, expresses the view that the enemies regain their humanity
in death: “Once Daesh soldiers are killed, they become human again to me, and although I do not

mourn their death, I certainly do not celebrate it” (ibid.: 339).

Clearly, Joanna and the other YP] fighters quoted in this section consider the lives of their
enemies ungrievable, as did many of the US/UK fighters. For the latter group, the enemy is
ungrievable because he has been designated as the enemy and it is their job to kill him. He is not
construed as evil; they just consider him replaceable and without any humanity that might give rise
to an ethical claim to protection. The YPJ fighters, on the other hand, come to view the enemy as evil,
unhuman and ungrievable as they witness him killing their friends and family, and hence, killing

him can be justified as revenge.

In the following two sections, I focus on the different ways in which the women attempt to

justify their use of violence beyond framing it as revenge.

Justitying violence: ROE, self-defence and professionalism

Although descriptions of violence are frequent in the women’s narratives, it is surprisingly rare to
find passages where they explicitly reflect on the ethics of their own violence. Such reflections are
most common in the memoirs, and here it becomes particularly visible how the authors
retrospectively compose more or less cohesive moral narratives of their lived experiences as part of
their identity construction. Hence, in the following two sections, I pay as much attention to what the
narratives reveal about the author’s identity construction as to the justificatory arguments
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themselves. In this section, I focus on how the US/UK women attempt to justify their violence in

three different ways: by reference to law, self-defence and professionalism.

A few of the US/UK combatants refer to the Rules of Engagement (ROE) to legitimise their
violence in a legal sense; a mode of justification unavailable to the YPJ fighters, whose war is not
legally sanctioned. US soldier Mary expresses confidence that the rules of engagement ensure
reasonable limits to the violence, claiming that if someone on her side shoots at the enemy, “then
those guys were doing something to deserve it” (Hegar 2017: 133). UK soldier Liz, on the other hand,

expresses the view that moral responsibility exceeds the limits of the law:

“Rule 492 allowed us to fire ‘legally’ on any suspected Taliban north of Highway One [...] Now it
would be easy to be blasé about this and fly around the province hosing baddies down, and don’t get
me wrong some US forces did, and did so legally. The problem with that plan, however, is when you
pull the trigger of any weapon, even if you are within your right to do so, it is you who must live with

the consequences for the rest of your life” (McConaghy 2024: 67).

There are two interesting elements in this quote: firstly, Liz, who as a suicide survivor uses much of
her memoir advocating for veterans’ mental health support, stresses the consequences of the
violence for the performers, thus victimising them, but does not mention the actual victims of the
violence or their families at all. Secondly, by comparing her own restraint to the “‘gung-ho’
approach” (ibid.: 68) of others, she portrays herself as morally superior, thus attempting to diminish

the severity of the violence she has inflicted.

Liz goes on to explain that while she had to use her weapons on several occasions, “any time
I used it with pure lethal intent I was able to justify it with ‘if it's him or me reasoning’” (ibid.: 67).
Invoking the right of self-defence to justify violence is fairly common among the women. Chantelle
says about a Taliban fighter she killed: “The fighter no longer had the ability to engage us, and that’s
all that concerned me. Faced with the choice of him or me, I chose me. I would still do the same”
(Taylor 2016: 187-8). For her, defending herself is not just a question of survival but one of identity,
as she would rather kill than be a victim: “After the death of my brother David, I knew that I would
never allow myself to become a victim,” she claims (ibid.: 242). Her refusal to become a victim is
gendered; she does not want to appear incompetent as a woman combatant: “I can see the spun

17

headline now: ‘Female Medic among the Dead, Unable to Man the Mortar,”” she writes (ibid.). Being
killed by the enemy would place her in the category of woman-as-victim and thus rob her of both

her agency and the professional competence on which she prides herself as a woman soldier.

Woodward et al. argue that women’s military memoirs are permeated by a "discourse of
asserting pride in professional competence” (2017: 535), and this is also the case with the US/UK
memoirs in my sample. As chapter 6 established, many of the US/UK soldiers express a strong desire
to participate in war on the same terms as men and be accepted as equally capable. Due to the ground

combat exclusion policies, women’s combat experience was not formally recognised until late in the
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war, and several of the women contend that they need to work harder and be better than the men to
gain the same level of recognition (Hegar 2017: 109; Young 2022: 252). This may explain the women’s
strong focus on professionalism, which some of them also use to justify their violence. British pilot
Charlotte illustrates this line of thought:

“I pause for a split second to think about the gunfire I am about to spray across the battlefield. At that
moment, I realize that I have no choice but to be good at my job. There are people relying on me. After

today, I'll no longer be the new girl” (Madison 2010: 9).

This quote demonstrates how Charlotte links the moral obligation to do her job well to her personal
ambition to prove herself as a woman. Charlotte’s narrative is a good example of the complexities
and contradictions of moral narratives, as she constantly oscillates between the duty to do her job
well, the desire to be included as “one of the boys,” and the gnawing feeling that killing is wrong. An
example is when she describes her mixed feelings after her first kill. On the one hand, she has proven

her skill and professionalism and hence her right to be included with the men:

“On a professional level, I'm happy; I know I've passed the test. I didn’t crumble under the pressure
of the real thing, didn’t decide I couldn’t pull the trigger, didn’t whoop unprofessionally as our rockets
went off.  was . . . just as good as one of the boys” (ibid.: 100).

But shortly after, she has moral doubts:

“I have this creeping sense of unease about what we’re really here for. Now I am a killer [...] Who were
they? Did they have families? Children? While I know I have done the right thing professionally, I feel
horribly agitated” (ibid.).

It seems that for Charlotte, doing ‘the right thing professionally” cannot quite justify the violence.
She is not only concerned about the human toll of her actions, but also about the consequences for
her own identity, as she is reluctant to understand herself as a killer. Again and again in Charlotte’s
narrative, she shifts between professional pride and moral anxiety about her violence and the fear
that it will irrevocably change her (ibid.: 101; 111; 213; 234). Interestingly, Charlotte’s justification of
violence refers solely to the obligation to do her job well — she never mentions the political purpose
of the war she is fighting or frames the enemy as someone who deserves to be killed. As the next
section shows, this is very different from the ways in which the YPJ fighters attempt to justify their

violence.

Justifying violence: Self-defence, resistance — and regret
Like some of the US/UK soldiers, the YPJ fighters also justify their violence as self-defence. But the

“selt” they are defending is not just themselves or their fellow soldiers, but their people, land and

all of humanity. As I showed in chapter 6, many of the YPJ fighters are motivated by the wish to

Page 44 of 67



defend and protect their people, which is reflected in the name of the group, Yekineyén Parastina
Jin, ‘parastina” meaning protection or defence. Their notion of self-defence is gendered and rooted
in Ocalan’s ideology, which contends that striving for domination and power is against ‘women’s
nature’” and, hence, women should only use violence to defend themselves and their people (Flock
2023: 190; Topal 2024: 154-6). By framing defence and protection as feminine, the YPJ deconstructs
the logic of masculine protection that reduces women to passive victims in need of protection, thus
making room for women'’s agency. Of course, Ocalan’s essentialist idea of women’s non-aggressive
‘nature’” does not align with the YPJ fighters” statements quoted earlier, in which they are indeed
very vocal about their wish to kill and the joy it brings them. Yet, to the extent that the YPJ fighters
in my sample explicitly attempt to justify their violence, they frame it as a reaction to the enemy’s

violence: revenge, self-defence or resistance.

Flock describes how Cicek, before her first battle with the YPJ, was hesitant to shoot or kill
the enemy. But then “[s]he reminded herself that if Kobani fell, ISIS might take her home region,
and that her village could be next. They could behead her father, rape her mother, and sell her sisters
for sex” (Flock 2023: 193). Killing the enemy is here construed as pre-emptive self-defence. Meysa, a
commander in the battle of Kobani, justifies the violence in more universal terms, as resistance

against evil:

“It was a universal war: Kurdistan against the capitalist system. [...] All democracy and freedom-
loving peoples, not their states, stood with our resistance against fascism. It was like a historical
referendum, to say yes or no to humanity. This truly mind-blowing resistance became a hope for
women in the world, who could see themselves in this resistance against rapist patriarchal fascism”
(Dirik 2022: 279).

This is a good example of how the YPJ justify their violence as resistance not only to the physical
violence of IS, but as part of a wider ideological resistance to the structural violence of capitalism,
nation-statism, colonialism and patriarchy, as shown in chapter 6. Within this frame, IS is construed
not only as non-human and ungrievable, but as the antithesis of humanity and an existential threat
against democracy and freedom. Against such a formidable enemy, it seems to be implied that
almost all violence can be justified as self-defence or resistance. Counter-violence becomes a means
of re-claiming one’s own humanity in the face of annihilation. This framing of violence is specific to
the YPJ fighters, for whom the war is much more personal. The US/UK soldiers cannot frame their
violence as ‘resistance,” as they are fighting an asymmetrical war of aggression far from home. The
local Kurdish women of the YPJ, on the other hand, are faced with the threat from IS whether they
choose to take up arms or not. Hence, as both Kaser and Flock point out, nonviolence is a privilege
that is out of reach for many of the women (Flock 2023: 233; Kéaser 2023: 12). Not that they have no
agency; but sometimes self-defence is the only plausible option, as Azeema argues: “The enemy in
front of me, this man standing nine feet away, he has come to kill me. He massacred my people. It’s
my job to kill him first. And that’s all there is” (Lemmon 2021: 67).
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In contrast to the unflinching conviction in such statements, however, stands Joanna’s
narrative — the only memoir in my sample of YPJ accounts. Her views of the enemy, herself and the
moral value of her violence are not stable but constantly shift, even within the same page. In the
beginning of her book, Joanna expresses pride in her achievements and a view of the enemy as evil:
“We were defeating the greatest evil the world had ever seen, and I was prepared to die with a smile
on my face and my head held high” (Palani 2019: 4). Later on, she reinstates the humanity of the
enemy: “Daesh are just like us, but badly brainwashed” (ibid.: 165). She expresses both guilt and

regret, asserting that:

“I had to do some things I will regret for the rest of my life [...] Taking a life is nothing to be proud of,
and I still feel very guilty about Kobani. We dress it up and make it sound lofty and worthy: defeating
the enemy, conquering Daesh, vanquishing evil; but some part of me said it was just one kid from the
Middle East, like me, killing another kid from the Middle East" (ibid.: 171).

Right after this, however, she again contradicts herself: “That’s not to say I regret what I did: I fought
for the YPG and I am proud of that” (ibid.).

The inconsistency of Joanna’s, and Charlotte’s, narratives illustrates the difficulty with which
they grapple with the consequences of their actions and how it affects their identities. Woodward et
al., citing Belkin 2012, suggest that soldiers suffer from a “collapse of self”, and writing their story is
a therapeutic exercise aiming to restore their sense of self (Woodward et al. 2017: 531). This, they
argue, means that war memoirs are particularly revealing about the complex and contradictory
elements of lived experience and identity construction (ibid.). Joanna’s memoir stands out from the
rest of the YPJ accounts exactly because it reveals the uncertainties in her narrative, which are rarely
conveyed by news media, and which the journalist authors of the books about YPJ fighters tend to
smooth over to present more coherent stories. That Joanna is a former member of the YPJ and thus

does not have to stick to the party line also helps explain why her narrative sticks out.

I have now shown how the two groups of women differ in their justification of violence.
Where the US/UK combatants refer to the rules of engagement, the ideal of professionalism, and
individual self-defence against concrete threats, the YPJ fighters justify their violence as counter-
violence against evil: revenge, resistance or self-defence on behalf of all of humanity. These modes
of justification reflect the different gendered identities the two groups of women perform through
their narratives: the US/UK women portray themselves as gender-neutral or masculinised
professional soldiers who are just as capable as the men and who are not overly emotional but
carefully mete out the violence necessary to complete their mission. Conversely, the YPJ fighters
adopt distinctly feminine warrior identities as avengers, defenders and protectors of their people, in
which emotions such as anger and grief are channelled into the revolutionary fight against
capitalism and patriarchal fascism. While the YPJ fighters use violence to change society and assert
their humanity as women through violent agency, the US/UK soldiers perform it to be recognised

as equally capable as the men within the military.
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In the next section, I move on to analyse the women’s accounts of being victims of violence

in war.

7.2 Victims

Just as the women narrate their performance of violence in war, they also describe being targets of
violence, although most of them vehemently refuse to perceive themselves as ‘victims’. Their
accounts include many examples of being injured by enemy fire: e.g., Mary is shot in a Taliban
ambush (Hegar 2017: 152), Sheena’s vehicle hits an IED, leaving her with a lasting brain injury
(Rivers 2025: 3:07:56) and Cicek is hit by a Turkish drone strike and has her stomach cut open (Flock
2023: 228). Since these stories overlap in narrative style and content with the stories of the women'’s
own exercise of violence analysed above, in this section I focus instead on the women’s vulnerability
to GBV and how they respond to this threat. First, I focus on the US soldiers’ experiences of sexual
violence from colleagues. Next, I examine the idea of preferring death to being sexually violated by

the enemy and how the YPJ] martyr cult affects the women'’s willingness to die for the cause.

Women’s additional war

For some of the women, the threat of GBV comes both from the enemy and from within. Three of
the US women in my sample recount having been sexually assaulted by men within the armed
forces, both during deployment (Lemmon 2015: 31; Young 2022: 293) and back in the US (Hegar
2017: 56). The feminist conception of violence as a continuum is apt to describe the spectrum of
sexual violence the women experience, from misogynist comments to threats and rape, all part of
the toxic environment for women in the military (Young 2022: 377). British Chantelle states that
“Misogyny is rife throughout the ranks of any military” (Taylor 2016: 49), and Thorpe describes how
US soldier Michelle experienced the sexual attention she received from men while deployed as
“fierce, omnipresent, palpable” (Thorpe 2014: 150). Many of the US women are told by superiors not
to socialise with men (Lemmon 2015: 91) and not to walk around alone on base (Flock 2023: 295),
which means they are isolated and made to feel that they are responsible for not getting raped.
Daniella recounts how, a few days before going to Afghanistan, the senior officer in her brigade
tossed her an article about sexual assault of women in the military: “I realized he was trying to

prepare me for a hazard of duty that would only apply to me. Don’t get raped” (Young 2022: 261).

Seeing war as a continuum helps make visible the everyday violence against women which
is often perceived as a ‘private” issue. Daniella’s memoir focuses a lot on the ubiquity of sexual
violence against women in the US military, calling it “an additional war” that women soldiers have
to fight (ibid.: 338). IR feminist Gray argues that the definition of “war” should be expanded to
include violence against women within the warring groups, which is often pervasive and equally

damaging to women (Gray 2019: 189-90). For example, it was the rape by a fellow soldier that drove
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Daniella to the brink of suicide, not her experiences of combat with the enemy (Young 2022: 298).

Clearly, for her, the rape was part of the war.

None of the YPJ fighters report violence from fellow soldiers. While of course this could be
due to underreporting, the YPJ/YPG are radically different from traditional state militaries. The
percentage of women is higher, the women have their own separate organisations and they train
and live separately from the men, which means the women are not as isolated and vulnerable to
attack (Kaser 2023: 171). Moreover, the movement’s focus on women’s rights might make a
difference. In chapter 2, I reviewed anti-militarist feminist arguments that war and militarism are
shaped by capitalism, nationalism and patriarchy, and that militaries are inherently misogynist
institutions relying on harmful constructions of militarised masculinities (Cockburn 2004; D’ Amico
1996). The same cannot be said for the YPJ/YPG as an explicitly anti-capitalist, anti-statist and anti-
patriarchal organisation that does not perceive femininity as vulnerable but rather cultivates a fierce
militant femininity. Whatever the reason, the lack of reports of misogyny and GBV from comrades

in the YPJ fighters’ accounts is a noticeable difference between the two cases.

Saving the last bullet

What many YPJ and US/UK women do have in common is the sentiment that they would rather die
than fall into the hands of the enemy and be subjected to torture and sexual violence. Charlotte
describes how she and her colleagues discuss what they would do if surrounded by the Taliban,
stressing that her gender makes her extra vulnerable: “For me, thinking about a situation like that
opens up a whole host of differences in the risks a woman would face compared to a man. [...] I've
decided I'd give it everything I have and then save the last bullet for myself” (Madison 2010: 140).

For the YPJ fighters, who regularly witness the torture of women comrades captured by IS
(Flock 2023: 196; Lemmon 2021: 68), the threat is even more palpable. Flock writes that Cicek “was
taught at Kobani to keep her last bullet so, in the event of capture, she could kill herself instead of
being raped by the enemy” (Flock 2023: 194). Topal’s study of women PKK fighters asserts that the
PKK propaganda is full of stories of women martyrs who killed themselves with their last bullet or
bomb when facing capture (Topal 2024: 154). He argues that this indicates “a discursive pressure
within the PKK upon the women fighters to make it their responsibility to protect and defend their
own bodies [...] if it becomes necessary for them to defend their honour” (ibid.: 154-5). This is an
interesting parallel to the US women, who were made to feel that it was their responsibility not to
get raped, although for them, it was not a question of their honour as women; a central concept in
patriarchal Kurdish culture (ibid.: 37).

Beyond defending their honour as women, however, the YP] women’s self-sacrifice has
political and tactical purposes (ibid.: 154). Hanna illustrates this: “I had a last bullet for the first
couple of months, and then I switched over to a last grenade. So the idea being that if I'm in that

situation [of imminent capture] I'll pull that and see if I can take as many of them out with me”
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(Bohman 2020: 20:21). The idea of sacrificing oneself in order to kill the enemy or save one’s
comrades is specific to the YP] fighters and closely related to the movement’s celebration of martyrs.
Self-sacrifice is not understood as suicide, but as an action carried out for a higher ideological
purpose. Topal argues that within the Kurdish movement, self-sacrifice has come to signify
something feminine as women have more reasons than men to self-sacrifice and thus seem to be
more willing to do so (ibid.: 158-9). Kaser also contends that militant femininities within the Kurdish
movement are tightly connected to sacrifice and martyrdom (2023: 161). Many of the YP] women in
my sample express a readiness to die for the cause: Kimberly says she is “prepared for death”
(Townsend 2017), Joanna was ready to “blow myself up” (Palani 2019: 167) and Mahabad says “I
am not worried about dying, I'll jump in the way of bullets if my friends are in danger” (Townsend
2017).

The strong rhetoric about martyrs in the YP] marks another contrast between the two cases.
The US/UK women often express being scared of getting hurt because it would make women
combatants look bad (Lemmon 2015: 222), as for example Amber, whose thoughts while running
from a Taliban attack are: “Do not let it be the girl who gets the bullet” (ibid.: 185). For the YP]
fighters, on the other hand, suffering and dying for the cause is the highest ideal, and women doing
so contribute to women’s high standing within the Kurdish movement (Topal 2024: 159). Yet, what
the women in both cases have in common is the strong sentiment that they would rather fight to the

death than become victims. They choose agency and dignity over feminised victimhood.

In the next section, I analyse the women’s accounts of witnessing violence in war.

7.3 Witnesses

We have now seen how the women narrate their experience of war as both performers and victims
of violence. In this section, I focus on the women as witnesses of violence and war. First, I examine
their narratives of witnessing concrete instances of other people’s violence. Next, I analyse their
reflections on being witnesses of war in a more general sense, focusing on how their experiences of

war affect them emotionally and psychologically.

Witnessing the violence of others

When portraying the violence of others, the women mainly focus on the violence of their enemies

and not the violence exercised by their fellow soldiers. However, they do this in very different ways.

Some of the US/UKsoldiers describe how witnessing the death of a comrade makes the
consequences of war feel more real to them. Charlotte describes an episode where she witnesses a
fellow soldier being shot in the face: “I've never watched it happen up close before. I feel like
someone needs to tell all the soldiers that the war is over now and everyone can go home,” she says
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(Madison 2010: 143). Clearly, the episode alerts her to the horror of war in a way that her own
violence against the enemy has not done: “I feel like a child who’s been forbidden to look through a
hole in a fence but does it anyway, then witnesses something so horrible she wishes she could take
it all back,” she writes (ibid.: 144-5). Except for this example, the US/UK soldiers mainly describe
seeing their fellow soldiers’ injuries after the violence has occurred, since many of them work with
medical evacuations. Mary recounts being excited for her first medical evacuation mission, until the
US soldier she evacuates dies in surgery (Hegar 2017: 101-3): “I grew up as a pilot that day. I would
never wish for a mission again,” she claims (ibid.: 104). While Charlotte and Mary are horrified by
witnessing the violence and prompted to reflect on the nature of their job, Chantelle, a combat medic,
emphasises her own detached professionalism in dealing with the injuries: “getting used to battle
injuries has made me look at the body in a different light. [...] Abdominal injury? Looks nasty —
anything perforated? No? Okay then — wrap, seal position, and move on” (Taylor 2016: 100).
Interestingly, in the US/UK women’s narratives of witnessing enemy violence, the enemy is more or
less invisible, as was also the case in their narratives of performing violence. The focus is on how the
women react to the violence they witness, how it affects them and how they handle the situation as
professionals. Whereas David Riches’ theory of violence sees the witness as the one who passes
judgement on the legitimacy of the violence (1986: 5), the US/UK women abstain from framing the

enemy’s violence as illegitimate, immoral or disorderly.

The YPJ fighters” stories of witnessing enemy violence far exceed the US/UK soldiers’ in
frequency, proximity to the violence and gory detail. Where the US/UK women are often not
witnessing the act of violence, or are watching it from a helicopter, the YPJ fighters are on the ground
with the victims. Kimberly survives a suicide bomb that kills several of her comrades, giving her a
first hand view of the carnage: “I was completely covered in human remains, which was pretty
horrific,” she recounts (Townsend 2017). Another difference is that the enemy is anything but

invisible in these stories, which focus on relaying the brutality of IS. Azeema’s story exemplifies this:

“After the ISIS sniper killed Azeema’s fighter, a young woman who also was a friend, two other ISIS
men ran out, grabbed her body, and dragged her toward their position. Then they [...] beheaded her
corpse right there on the street for all their men to see. Azeema watched as her friend’s head with its

brown hair rolled away from her body” (Lemmon 2021: 68).

Unlike the US/UK soldiers, the YPJ fighters also describe witnessing the enemy’s violence against
civilians, focusing especially on the worst cases of sexual violence against women and children and
on their own role in helping the victims. Rojda describes how in town after town they rescued
women and girls who had been held captive and tortured by IS (Lemmon 2021: 139) and Joanna
spends several pages describing in gruesome detail how she took part in rescuing six girls held as
sex slaves by IS (Palani 2019: 230-7). Many of the narratives are extremely explicit in describing the
violence, leaving nothing to the imagination: Kimberly recounts trying to save a 12-year-old girl who
had been shot through the pelvis, “[bJut everything had come out of her body, all of her guts, her
innards” (Townsend 2017). The YP] narratives of enemy violence focus on bearing witness to the
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depravity of IS’s violence against both combatants and innocent civilians. As such, they serve to
contrast the enemy’s violence, which is deemed immoral and illegitimate, with their own violence,

which in contrast is construed as legitimate, necessary counter-violence, as shown in section 7.1.

The US/UK women also attempt to justify their roles in the war through their narratives of
witnessing violence; not, however, by focusing on the enemy, but by portraying themselves as
morally superior to Afghans in general. Chantelle recounts how a soldier of the Afghan National
Army on her base has turned his weapon on his own. When the other Afghan soldiers catch him, he
is “dealt with in a fashion that is not acceptable in our military. Fortunately for him, they hand him
over to us, so he is lucky this time,” she writes, indicating that the UK soldiers are more humane
than the Afghan soldiers (Taylor 2016: 224). Another example comes from Amber, who is
“infuriated” when she sees an Afghan boy throwing rocks at a tethered donkey and tries to stop
him: “I certainly didn’t feel right flying by a helpless pregnant donkey as some horrible kid was
beating her up” (Smith 2016: 208). This empathy for the donkey is a striking contrast to her earlier
statement that she “never felt remorse or anguish about killing the bad guys” (ibid.: 198). She
compares the Afghans’ cruelty to animals to their cruelty to women and calls it “a disgusting reality
of Afghan “culture”” (ibid.: 208). By highlighting the Afghans’ cruelty against animals and women,
curiously exemplified by a ten-year-old civilian boy, she portrays herself as protector of the
defenceless and thus justify her role in the war. By stressing their empathy and willingness to protect
the weak, both women distance themselves from the image of women in need of protection, instead

claiming the agency to protect others.

Experiencing war, death and trauma

In addition to portraying the enemy’s violence, many of the women also speak of witnessing the
war more generally and how it affects them. It seems to be easier for many to describe their
emotional responses to the violence and war when speaking from the position of the witness,

perhaps because they take their own violence out of the equation.

A few of the US/UK soldiers describe being scared of dying or getting injured (Hegar 2017:
127; Smith 2016: 303) or losing comrades in battle (Taylor 2016: 150). The same women, however,
also describe how their fear merges with excitement: “I feel excited, nervous, tired, and scared, all
at the same time. Above all, this is an experience that I have started to enjoy in a strange, almost
macabre way,” Chantelle says about the war (ibid.: 84). Several of the YP] fighters also express that
they enjoy the excitement of being close to death (Palani 2019: 333), e.g., Znarin who “felt more alive

than she ever had, even while living closer to death than ever before” (Lemmon 2021: 84).

While most of the women stress that they never get used to seeing comrades die (e.g., Flock
2023: 196; McConaghy 2024: 88), many describe going numb or becoming hardened or immune to
the violence and danger they experience (e.g., Lemmon 2021: 139; McConaghy 2024: 75). Cicek, e.g.,
describes how being tasked with retrieving a body part from a decomposed body in a sewer was
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“no big deal after all the dead bodies she’d encountered” (Flock 2023: 232). Chantelle expresses
concern about the long-term consequences of the numbness: “If it only took six days to become
hardened to the ferocity of war. How long would it take for us soldiers to recover from the emotional
scars that combat will inflict on us?” (Taylor 2016: 131).

Several of the women experience long-term trauma. Liz gets PTSD, resulting in a suicide
attempt after leaving the UK Army (McConaghy 2024: 151). Charlotte also describes the long-term
effects: “The truth is that, while you're away, all you can think of is getting home and getting back
to normal, but when you get home, you realize that normal doesn’t exist any more. The demons
come home with you” (ibid.: 214). Cicek, whose comrades call her “a witness” for Rojava because
she has been part of the revolution from the beginning (Flock 2023: 266), ends up suddenly retiring
from the YPJ, explaining that her “soul was tired” from war (ibid.). She moves back home to her
family, but isolates herself in her room, speaks only to the photo of a martyred comrade, and

considers “throwing herself from the roof” (ibid.).

The narratives of trauma clearly illustrate how the roles of performer, victim and witness
cannot be neatly separated. Regardless of whether their trauma derives from what they have seen,

done or suffered, the women also become victims of the violence and war.

7.4 Discussion of results

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how different aspects of the women'’s experiences of violence
and war come to the forefront depending on whether they speak from the position of performer,
victim or witness of violence. Although the women’s narratives and experiences are very
heterogeneous, some general tendencies have been identified. As performers, the women attempt
to justify their violence, construe the enemy as ungrievable and construct their own identities as
agents of violence. As victims, they reluctantly expose their vulnerability to GBV and assert their
agency by expressing a commitment to fight to the death. And as witnesses, they emphasise the
horror of war and/or the cruelty of the enemy, use the violence of others to justify their own violence
and allow their own emotions and trauma to show. The women shift between the three positions
throughout their narratives, sometimes occupying more than one at a time, as when they become
‘victims’ of their own trauma from having witnessed or performed violent acts, or when they
describe their willingness to sacrifice themselves to kill the enemy. This finding aligns with
Parashar’s assertion that performer, victim and witness are not three clearly delineated subject

positions, and that agency and victimhood are not mutually exclusive (Parashar 2014).

The women’s narratives and identity constructions are gendered, although in different ways.
The US/UK soldiers perform gender-neutral or masculinised soldier identities that emphasise
professionalism, emotional detachment and restraint in the use of violence. The YPJ fighters, on the
other hand, cultivate explicitly feminine warrior identities that emphasise women as avengers,

protectors and defenders of the Kurdish people and value feminine self-sacrifice in the name of the
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revolution. The women also perform these identities through the language used to describe and
justify the violence. The US/UK soldiers use military and legal language to detach from the violence
and render the enemy invisible, whereas the YPJ fighters highlight the enemy’s atrocious crimes
against women and stress their desire for revenge. Most of the women express a strong aversion
against being viewed as victims and emphasise their violent agency as a means of avoiding
feminised victimhood. In both cases, however, a closer look at the women’s memoirs show how their

moral narratives and identity constructions are unstable and constantly shifting.

It has become clear from the analysis that the women’s narratives have different agendas
which influence their focus and framing of events. Daniella, whose memoir focuses on exposing the
violence against women within the US military, speaks mainly of the internal violence and is not
concerned with the external enemy (Young 2022). Other US/UK combatants advocate against
ground combat exclusion policies for women and thus focus on demonstrating women’s
contributions to and equal proficiency at combat (Hegar 2017; Lemon 2015; Rivers 2025; Taylor
2016), thus countering the tendency to erase women’s active participation in war from collective
memory (Parashar 2014: 24). For some of the YPJ fighters, bearing witness to their own war
experiences is part of reclaiming the narrative, as they complain that Western media tend to
romanticise, sexualise and orientalise them while ignoring the historical and ideological context of
the Kurdish women’s movement (Flock 2023: 221-2; Kaser 2023: 3; Palani 2019: 59, 200). By telling
their own stories, the women expose the heterogeneity of their experiences and attitudes to violence
and war, thus challenging the dominant narratives of women in war that either reduce them to

passive victims or label them as failed women (Sjoberg & Gentry 2007).

In the next and final chapter, I discuss how gender cuts across the women’s accounts and
revisit some of the feminist IR debates on women, violence and war and discuss how my study may

contribute.

8. REVISITING WOMEN, VIOLENCE AND WAR

The aim of this thesis is to answer the question of how women combatants experience and narrate
their participation in armed conflict, including their motivations and use of violence, and how
gender is implicated in these experiences and narratives. In answering this, I have compared the
cases of the US/UK women fighting in the War in Afghanistan and the women of the YPJ fighting in
the Syrian Civil War. In the two empirical chapters, I have analysed how the women narrate their
motivations for participating in war and their experiences of violence, respectively. In this final
chapter, I first discuss how gender appears across women combatants’ narratives. Next, I consider
how my study may contribute to feminist debates on women, violence and war. Lastly, I conclude

on my findings.
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8.1 The role of gender

The analysis has demonstrated that gender is present both in the women’s experiences and the ways
in which they narrate them. While gender does not explain women’s violence, it structures their
experiences, shapes possibilities and constraints, and provides narrative resources through which

war and violence acquire meaning.

Gender structures the continuum of violence that affects the women both on and off the
battlefield, thus blurring the war/peace and personal/private binaries. Especially the women of the
YPJ describe the patriarchal violence of Kurdish culture, including forced marriage and ‘honour’
killings, while several US/UK women experience sexual harassment and rape within the military
itself. Both groups are also exposed to the threat of sexual violence from the enemy, and both are
made to feel responsible for avoiding sexual violence. Hence, gender shapes the wider structures of

violence within which the women are situated.

Many of the women cite explicitly gendered motivations for participating in violence. For
the YPJ] women, these include seeking a new social role outside traditional Kurdish society, fighting
for women'’s liberation, and a desire to embody a new kind of revolutionary femininity. The US/UK
women are motivated by the desire to prove themselves equally capable as men and gain recognition
as professional soldiers. Both groups of women clearly seek to reshape their subjectivity to gain
violent agency, rather than be positioned as weak and passive women. Importantly, however, not
all the women’s motivations are gendered. Just like men, they are motivated by family values,
political ideology, socio-economic conditions such as poverty, liking the job, patriotism or the desire
for belonging, revenge or excitement. So, while gender shapes the conditions within which the
women’s motivations arise, their motivations are diverse, complex, and cannot be reduced to

gender.

Gender is also evident in the ways in which women narratively construct their identities.
While the US/UK women portray themselves as equal to the men and attempt to seek recognition of
their professional skills by performing gender-neutral or masculinised soldier identities, the YPJ
fighters articulate feminine warrior identities that redefine protection and self-defence as explicitly
feminine activities, thus deconstructing traditional masculine logics of protection. This clearly shows
that, as Késer’s concept of militant femininities suggested, other forms of gendered identities may
emerge from wars and military organisations than merely vulnerable femininity and militarised
masculinity, although these alternative identities are still highly constrained by the limited
discursive resources available to the women and the patriarchal military structures within which

the identities are formed.

Relatedly, an important finding that cuts across both the empirical chapters and both groups
of women is that even when they are describing victimisation, they still strongly oppose the idea of

being a victim and instead emphasise their violent agency. Women from both groups express the
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willingness to die rather than fall into the hands of the enemy and be sexually violated. However,
where the US/UK women are afraid to get hurt because it would make them look incompetent and
reinforce gendered stereotypes of women as unfit for soldiering, the YP]J fighters glorify self-sacrifice
and martyrdom as distinctly feminine ideals. For both groups, resisting feminised victimisation is

part of the attempt to construct themselves as subjects rather than objects of violence.

Importantly, the women’s subject formation does not merely take place within narratives,
but also through bodily practices. Adopting a poststructuralist understanding of subjectivity as
embodied makes visible how the women reshape themselves through their exercise of violence. This
explains why performing violence is described by many of the women as transformative; for the
US/UK soldiers, it is a path to becoming ‘one of the boys’, whereas the YPJ fighters materialise the
women’s revolution by embodying a new kind of warrior woman, thus demonstrating alternative

ways for women to perform gender.

Finally, the analysis has shown how the women repeatedly disrupt the victim/agency binary.
Although their agency is evidently constrained by gendered power relations and systemic gender
violence, it is not absent. When entering military organisations, there is a clear trade-off: to gain the
freedom that comes with violent agency the women give up other forms of freedom. Both groups of
women must submit to gendered restrictions; the US/UK soldiers are met with rules against
socialising with men or walking alone at night in camp, while the YPJ fighters must give up sexual
relations and follow strict rules on feminine appearance and conduct. For some of the YP] women,
taking up arms is sometimes the only plausible option, and some of the US soldiers only fight
because they are bound by a contract. And yet, they claim agency. They take up their new roles,
enthusiastically or grudgingly, and act within the constraints they face. Hence, foregrounding
women’s own narratives reveals forms of situated and relational agency and illuminates how the
women exercise agency within, and not necessarily against, gendered power relations. Instead of
asking how gender explains women’s decisions to participate in war, then, we should shift the
attention to how it becomes visible through the ways in which women experience, negotiate and

narrate it.

8.2 Contributing to feminist IR debates

My thesis contributes to feminist IR debates on women, violence and war by shifting the focus to
women combatants” own experiences and narratives. While existing feminist IR research on women
and war has generated important insights, such as revealing the gendered nature of war or
questioning women’s exclusion from analyses of violent conflict, it is primarily concerned with three
issues: the cultural representation of violent women, the question of women’s inclusion in state
militaries, and the linkages of gender, war and militarism. Hence, women’s participation in armed

conflict is often examined as either a problem of interpretation, equal access or gendered structures.
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This thesis takes a different approach in focusing on how women combatants narratively articulate

their experiences of war and how gender is implicated in these experiences and narratives.

Firstly, my thesis adds to IR feminist research on representations of violent women (e.g.,
Eager 2008; Parashar 2014; Sjoberg & Gentry 2007) by moving beyond the question of representation.
While this literature has insightfully drawn attention to the ways in which women’s political
violence is depoliticised and violent women pathologized or construed as victims without agency,
it remains focused on external representations of women. My thesis complements this literature by
demonstrating that questions of agency/victimhood and personal/political motivations are not
merely imposed on the women through gendered cultural narratives, but are actively negotiated
and reworked within the women’s own narratives of violence and war. This shift to researching
women’s violence from the perspective of violent women themselves brings to the fore new
understandings of how women combatants articulate agency and gendered identities from within

gendered power relations.

Secondly, the thesis intervenes in feminist IR debates on women’s inclusion in militaries (e.g.,
D’Amico 1996; Duncanson & Woodward 2016; Kennedy-Pipe 2017) by calling into question whether
women’s access to combat roles and the institutional consequences of their inclusion can stand alone
as the central foci of analysis. While critical feminists rightly criticise the harmful masculinity of
militaries, and liberal feminists usefully highlight women’s ability and desire to be included in
existing military organisations on the same terms as men — which aligns well with the narratives of
many of my US/UK informants, who frame their desire for access to combat roles as a question of
equal opportunities in a liberal sense — these debates tend to leave out the women'’s experiences of
violence in war and focus instead on structures of inclusion, exclusion or transformation of military
culture. My thesis contributes to this debate by foregrounding the experiential dimension and
demonstrating that a full understanding of women’s participation in war must also take into account

the violence women experience, what it means to them, and how it affects them.

Thirdly, my thesis contributes to IR feminist literature on the linkages of gender, war and
militarism (Cockburn 2007; Enloe 2000; Tickner 1995). While I retain the important insight that war
and militarism are inextricably entangled with gendered power relations, I believe that the case of
the YPJ destabilises the totalising constructions of military organisations as inherently patriarchal,
capitalist and nationalist. Although the women of the YPJ are still restrained by patriarchal power
to a significant degree, listening to their narratives reveals that many of them view the organisation
as a refuge from even more harmful manifestations of patriarchal power in their civilian life, which
offers them a degree of agency previously not available to them. Taking women combatants” own
narratives seriously involves acknowledging their agency in navigating and making meaningful
choices within conditions of constraint, even if we might believe that their choices contribute to their
oppression. Shifting the focus from institutional and structural analysis to women’s own narratives

further makes visible that women are active agents in the production, negotiation and reworking of
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forms of femininity that do not posit women as inherently vulnerable, but leaves room for relational

and situated forms of agency.

These contributions indicate the value of including women combatants” own narratives and
experiences in analyses of women’s participation in war. Making the effort to listen to women’s own
voices may complicate dominant understandings of violent women, help make their agency visible,

and highlight the ambiguities, tensions, and nuances involved in women’s experiences of war.

8.3 Conclusion

My thesis has sought to answer the question of how women combatants experience and narrate their
participation in armed conflict, including their motivations and use of violence, and how gender is
implicated in these experiences and narratives. I have demonstrated that the women combatants in
my study experience and narrate their participation in war in multiple, complex and constantly

shifting ways.

Their motivations are highly diverse, simultaneously personal and political, and while some
motivations are gendered, others are not. In this respect, women’s motivations, taken as a whole, do
not differ substantially from men’s. The women are both motivated by the prospect of escaping a
life of violence or deprivation and by the chance to gain a new community, a new subjectivity or to
fight for a cause they believe in. The analysis has also shown that women — just like men — can and

do enjoy participating in combat and actively seek out opportunities to do so.

The women both experience and narrate violence from the perspectives of performers,
victims and witnesses of war, moving between these subject positions and sometimes occupying
more than one at a time — an insight that disproves the idea of agency and victimhood as mutually
exclusive. The women’s narratives are not neutral representations of their lived experiences; rather,
they frame events, people and emotions according to different agendas and circumstances. The
women’s narratives and justificatory arguments are both gendered and unstable, and so are the
identities constructed through their narratives. This complexity and instability reveals how

narratives of violence are sites of ethical uncertainty and contradictory subject formation.

Gender operates both at the level of experience and narrative. It structures the patriarchal
and violent contexts in which the women are situated, but simultaneously enables the women to
mobilise their grievances into political or professional ambitions and fight for women’s rights. While
the women must submit to patriarchal restrictions within military organisations, they move beyond
victimhood by articulating and embodying alternative configurations of femininities and by

exercising forms of relational and situated agency within gendered power structures.
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While my study is very limited in scope and the results cannot be generalised, it
demonstrates the advantages of studying women’s participation in war from the perspective of
women’s own narratives. Further research is needed to determine how a women-centric focus in

research on women combatants may reshape current knowledge on women, violence and war.
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