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CHAPTER TITLE  

Islamophobia, gender and violence in discourse: UK Media Representations of “Jihadi brides”  

 

ABSTRACT  

In this chapter we apply a typology of violence to examine UK media constructions of Jihadi 

brides. Developed in the work of seminal peace studies scholar Johan Galtung, the typology 

distinguishes between three overarching categories of direct, structural, and cultural violence. 

We utilise this typology and related theoretical insight to explore one form of gender-based 

cultural violence. Building on prior research which reveals the gendered nature of Islamophobic 

violence experienced by Muslim women in the UK in the form of direct violence, and the 

gendered rhetoric of Islamophobic sentiment witnessed across Western media discourses, we 

examine UK media representations of women labelled as Jihadi brides.  Drawing analytic 

support for our argument by placing a spotlight on the case of Shamima Begum, we argue that 

mainstream UK media representations of women who leave the UK to pursue a life in the self-

declared ‘Islamic State’ can be read as the doing of Islamophobic gender-based cultural 

violence.  Through our exploration of the Shamima Begum case, we further contend that this 

complex construction of a gendered, racialised, religious “Other” which dominates UK media 

representations also shores up structural violence and facilitates direct violence against women 

who become categorised as Jihadi brides.  

KEYWORDS 

Gender-based violence, Cultural violence, Islamophobia, Gender-based Islamophobia, Jihadi 

brides, Shamima Begum, Media representations, Britishness, National identity 
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Introduction 

Islamophobia and gender-based violence 

The rise of Islamophobia in the West over the past two decades has been well documented 

(e.g., Featherstone et al., 2010; Gottschalk & Greenberg 2007; Jackson, 2007; Poynting et al., 

2004; Younis, 2021), with Mahamdallie (2015) conceiving it as the most predominant form of 

racism in contemporary Europe.  Whilst Islamophobia existed prior to the events of September 

11th 2001 (Mohiuddin, 2019), there is little doubt about the impact that these events and the 

response(s) to them have had on broader perceptions of Islam. 

In the United Kingdom (UK) context in particular, the levels of mistrust directed toward British 

Muslims and associated discourses of threat and securitization increased further still following 

the attacks on the London transport network on 7th July 2005 (Brown, 2010; Hussain & 

Bagguley,2012). Media and political rhetoric focused on the British identities of the 

perpetrators (Hussain & Bagguley, 2012) to the extent that “the sudden emergence of ‘home-

grown bombers’ created a reality in which every Muslim resident in Britain became a potential 

suspect” (Alam & Husband, 2013, p. 246). Whilst the “deeply problematic notion of ‘Islamic 

terrorism’” (Jackson, 2007, p. 395) was already impacting British born Muslims prior to July 

2005, UK media coverage in the aftermath of these events focused more heavily than ever 

before on British Muslims involved in political violence (Poole, 2006). Relatedly, conceptions of 

‘Islamist Terrorism’ were strategically utilised to underpin intrusive social control policies and 

“the general assault on civil liberties in the name of protecting the citizenry” (Alam & Husband, 

2013, p. 246).  

Looking back over twenty years since the Al Qaeda attacks on the United States in 2001, Abbas 

(2021) reflects that Islamophobia stands as the most significant consequence of the “racist, 

neoliberal, and secular logic of the “war on terror”” (p. 403). Moreover, Abbas (2021) points to 

far greater divisions than ever between Muslim and non-Muslim communities, with the 

structural and interpersonal impacts of Islamophobia only serving to heighten the risk of 

radicalising young Muslim’s toward extremist Jihad, and non-Muslim’s toward far-right 

extremism.  Abbas (2021; 404) laments, “we know more about Muslims than we have ever 

known and yet we fail to understand what Islam and Muslims stand for”. 
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To date, a small body of research has concerned itself with examining the intersections of 

Islamophobia and gender. In an attempt to characterise how Muslim women’s experiences of 

violence are founded at the junctures of misogyny and Islamophobia, Ahmad (2019) coins the 

term ‘Islamophobic gender-based violence’. Ahmad’s work builds on research that variously 

reveals the gendered nature of Islamophobic hate crimes (e.g., Hopkins, 2016; Meer & 

Modood, 2009), and examines women’s experiences of Islamophobic violence (e.g., 

Alimohomed-Wilson, 2017; Allen, 2014, 2015). Participants in Ahmad’s (2019) study of Muslim 

women in Canada report experiencing a range of forms of interpersonal violence which include 

sexual and physical assault, intimate partner violence, attempted femicide and verbal assault. 

In the UK context, research with Muslim women, particularly those are described as “visible”  

Muslim women (Allen, 2015) routinely finds that Muslim women in the UK are vulnerable to 

misogynistic harassment and street violence (Allen, 2015; Mason-Bish & Zempi, 2018; Perry, 

2014). Moreover, Muslim women in the UK experience greater risk of being attacked than 

Muslim men (Hopkins, 2016; Zempi & Chakraborti, 2014).   

These studies emphasise the need to pay closer attention to the intersections of gender and 

Islamophobic violence, and to attend to the routinely gendered nature of Islamophobic 

discourse (Ahmad, 2019; Alimahomed-Wilson; 2017; Hopkins, 2016; Perry, 2014). Ahmad 

(2019) argues that dominant Islamophobic discourses in the West are already deeply gendered, 

thus significantly obscuring the intersectional nature of misogynistic, Islamophobic violence.  

Put simply, “Muslim women are constructed as ‘only’ being capable of being victimised by men 

within their community and not by systems of patriarchy and misogyny within Western societal 

contexts.” (Ahmad, 2019; p. 59). Similarly, in his analysis of Islamophobic hate crime in the UK, 

Hopkins (2016; p.189) points out that “mainstream debates about gendered violence almost 

exclusively cast it as a problem existing within ethnic or religious groups, rather than across 

them, therefore overlooking the relational nature of this phenomenon”. 

This body of work, drawing attention to the gendered nature of Islamophobic violence and the 

gendered rhetoric of Islamophobic sentiment operating in the UK and, more widely, in Western 

mainstream discourses, provides an important foundation for our work. However, whilst the 

research discussed above largely concerns itself with the intersections of gender and 

Islamophobia in relation to Muslim women’s experiences of direct violence, we are concerned 
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with how the intersections of gender and Islamophobia play out in the doing of cultural 

violence against British Muslim women. In particular, we are concerned with exploring cultural 

violence experienced by women who are routinely labelled Jihadi brides.   

Violence beyond the blow 

In her recent thesis on ‘non-violence’, gender theorist and philosopher Judith Butler (2020) 

emphasises that all violence involves interpretation. She proposes that “without disputing the 

violence of the physical blow we can nevertheless insist that social structures or systems, 

including systemic racism are violent” (p2). Butler’s concern with structural violence connects 

us with the work of renowned peace studies scholar Johan Galtung (see Galtung, 1996; 1990; 

1985; 1969) who distinguishes between three overarching categories of violence. Firstly, direct, 

or personal violence which involves physical or psychological harm meted out in a direct 

manner, and which tends to fluctuate over time (Galtung, 1969); structural violence which is 

akin to embedded and institutionalised forms of social injustice, and which tends to be more 

enduring than direct violence (Galtung, 1969). Lastly, cultural violence is defined as “those 

aspects of culture, the symbolic spheres of our existence […] that can be used to justify or 

legitimise direct or structural violence” (Galtung, 1990; 291).   

Galtung (1990) emphasises that these three categories of violence have distinctive temporal 

qualities. Direct violence relates to events, structural violence involves a process, whilst cultural 

violence has more permanence in society. These categories interact, shoring one another up 

and (re)producing systems of violence, and whilst violence can flow from cultural to direct and 

vice versa, Galtung (1990) indicates that it is often possible to identity a causal pathway from 

cultural violence, through structural violence, to direct violence. Further, cultural violence is 

perhaps most apparent in the mundane justificatory mechanisms that routinely legitimise 

forms of direct and/ or structural violence, often shifting the moral code of society from one 

which might consider a given act as wrong or unjustified to one which is deemed as morally 

right. 

In outlining examples of cultural violence, Galtung (1990) focuses on six main domains where 

violence can take root: religion and ideology, language and art, empirical and formal science. 

For the purposes of our work, ideology is of particular interest.  Galtung (1990) points to the 
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rise of political ideologies in Western societies that are grounded in steep ‘self-other’ 

dichotomies which valorise certain ways of being whilst oppressing and alienating others. This 

includes ideals that differentiate between people based upon biological essentialist notions of 

sex and gender that benefit men and oppress women (see Butler, 2007); ideals founded in 

Western notions of nationhood (see Anderson, 2006) that promote the West as progressive/ 

modernising civilization whilst constructing the East as a collective of barbarism and 

backwardness (see Said, 1993, 1981, 1978); and ideals founded in colonialist theories of race 

which construct essentialist differences between people based upon skin colour, creating 

oppressive hierarchies with white-skinned people presiding over black and brown-skinned 

people (see Gould, 1981). Thus, concerns with gender, nation and race are embedded in 

Western political ideologies and variously contribute to the creation of complex hierarchies and 

power imbalances which serve foremost the interests of white, western men.  Following 

Galtung’s (1990) argument, it becomes clear that racist, nationalist and sexist ideologies, 

whether operating in isolation or combination, can be understood as the enactment of cultural 

violence.   

Our aim is to engage Galtung’s (1990) typology of violence as a means to explore how 

intertwined discourses of gender and Islamophobia build arguments of moral outrage in 

relation to so-termed Jihadi brides. Applying Galtung’s typology of violence as a theoretical lens 

allows us to situate discursive acts of gender-based Islamophobia as violent acts. In this way we 

hope to broaden concerns with Islamophobic gender-based violence to consider violence 

beyond the blow. In so doing, we argue that the discursive creation of the Jihadi bride is the 

enactment of cultural violence, which is both harmful in and of itself, and, in turn, is a facilitator 

of structural and direct Islamophobic gender-based violence. As Galtung (1990; p.295) 

articulates 

 “The culture preaches, teaches, admonishes, eggs on, and dulls us into 

seeing exploitation and/or regression as normal and natural, or into not 

seeing them (particularly not exploitation) at all”. 
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The case of Shamima Begum  

To illustrate our argument, we refer to the case of Shamima Begum, a British Muslim woman 

who has featured repeatedly in UK media headlines since February 2019 when she was tracked 

down by a British journalist and found to be living in a refugee camp in Syria. At the time she 

was found, Shamima Begum was pregnant with her third child, having already experienced the 

deaths of her first two infants, and she was voicing a desire to return to the UK. She had left the 

UK four years earlier, aged 15, as one of three British schoolgirls (widely referred to in the 

media as the ‘Bethnal Green trio’) who travelled to Syria to join the Islamic State of Iraq and the 

Levant (ISIL).  As her story unfolded, Shamima Begum became the centre of extensive media 

and public outcry regarding her ambition to return to Britain.  Within a week of her case 

becoming public, under the direction of the then Home Secretary, the UK Home Office revoked 

her UK citizenship. The order was made on the grounds that it was conducive to the public 

good and, citing her rights to Bangladeshi citizenship, it argued that she was not left stateless. 

(Although note, the Bangladeshi Ministry of Foreign Affairs quickly, and unequivocally, stated 

that Begum did not have Bangladeshi citizenship and would not be allowed to enter 

Bangladesh).  

An ongoing legal battle to reinstate her British citizenship thereafter ensued. In July 2020, the 

UK Court of Appeal ruled that Shamima Begum could return to the UK to contest the decision, 

however following an appeal by the Home Secretary, a ruling by the Supreme Court in February 

2021 denied her the right to return to the UK to argue her main claim.  The ruling of the 

Supreme Court significantly restricted the grounds on which an appeal against deprivation of 

citizenship might be brought (see Yeo, 2021).  At the time of writing, she remains detained in a 

Syrian camp with little likelihood of returning to the UK to pursue her main appeal.   

The case of Shamima Begum has continued to fascinate the British media and public alike, with 

each stage in the ongoing legal case bringing renewed media attention.  Women accused of 

violent crimes are routinely deemed as especially newsworthy because their violence runs 

counter to established gender norms. Thus, they are often made highly visible in media 

coverage (Sandman, 2022). Accordingly, women accused of involvement in terrorism gain 

greater attention in the media than their male counterparts (Von Knop, 2007). Notably, Sjoberg 

(2018) argues that “women in, of, and around IS” are ‘hypervisible’, and “an object of irregular 
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gaze or fascination” (p. 298).  Certainly, UK media and public interest in Shamima Begum has 

remained high and, as such, she has come to personify the Jihadi bride label. Whilst the term 

Jihadi bride did feature in media discourse prior to the Shamima Begum case, it became 

increasingly normalised in the British press as a means to describe her and her two friends after 

their case came to light, and it has since become a shorthand label attached to any woman who 

embarks on international travel to join ISIS (Azeez, 2019). 

Research has considered the Shamima Begum case from a human rights perspective (e.g., 

Masters & Regilme Jr., 2020), and a contemporary body of research explores media 

constructions of Jihadi brides (e.g., Jackson, 2021; 2019; Martini, 2018; Sjoberg, 2018). 

However, as Labenski (2021) points out “despite her trial in the court of public opinion, there 

has been little feminist gender analysis of Shamima Begum’s publicity by mainstream news 

outlets [and] a failure to reflect on what public thirst for her story reveals about gender, 

religion, race and ‘Britishness’” (p.3). It is precisely these ambitions that we engage with. 

Drawing on prior literature and illustrative extracts of UK newsprint media coverage, we begin 

with a consideration of gender, exploring how the discourses surrounding the Shamima Begum 

case routinely engage patriarchal and sexist notions of womanhood in ways that serve to 

ostracise and alienate her. We then turn to the issue of Islamophobia, exploring how discourses 

of race, citizenship and nationhood are invoked in arguments about what to do with Shamima 

Begum. In bringing the chapter together we propose that media representations of Shamima 

Begum and by extension other so termed Jihadi brides, can be read as the doing of cultural 

violence, constructing a “doubly deviant Other” (c.f. Lloyd), an identity so overwhelmingly 

transgressive of both the norms of gender identity and national identity, that those individuals 

who become located in this space are rendered ungrievable  (Butler, 2020), thus, undeserving 

of even the most basic human rights protections. 

Constructing the gendered Other 

Jihadi bride label as both rhetoric and category   

The extent to which ideologies of gender frame the culturally shared media discourses 

surrounding Shamima Begum and other Western women who have made similar choices is 
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acutely evidenced by the label of Jihadi bride. This term, favoured by the British media, is used 

broadly to describe “women from the geographical West who have recently travelled to Syria 

to marry a Jihadi fighter and live a domesticated lifestyle in ISIS-controlled territory” (Jacoby, 

2015; 526). The label is both rhetorically powerful and deeply problematic. As Martini (2018; 

464) points out, the process of labelling serves to “ascribe specific subject positions to the ones 

that are categorised and thus silences their voices”.  Moreover, the Jihadi bride label locates 

those to whom it is assigned within a fundamentally gendered identity category, rendering 

them knowable through their gendered service as newlywed wives. This point is reflected in UK 

media reporting of the Shamima Begum case, who is framed as “providing wifely succour to a 

backward, anti-British movement” (The Sun, February 15, 2019), and “intent on breeding a 

new generation of Jihadis” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019).  

Whilst Jihad stands as “a core concept of Islam and a fundamental ethical basis of Muslim belief 

and practice” (Eppert & Roth, 2021, p. 558), it has been extensively misused and/or 

misunderstood in Western media discourse.  Latif and Munir (2014) argue that the term Jihad 

has been exploited in Western discourse to the point that “the common perception, 

particularly in the non-Muslim world, tends to equate Jihad with terrorism” (p. 70). Thus, the 

‘Jihadi’ element of the label classifies these women as actively engaged in political violence.  

Azeez (2019) points out that Western media typically label men who travel outside of their 

home countries to join ISIS, as “foreign fighters” whilst women are termed Jihadi brides. 

Conjoining Jihadi with bride thus ensures an inherently gendered categorisation of the women 

to whom this label is attached. As Martini (2018, p.465) argues, the language of “Jihadi brides 

attaches a woman’s project to a man’s agenda”.  Moreover, reflective of the newsprint extracts 

presented in the paragraphs above, the term Jihadi bride infers an intention to marry as 

women’s sole motivation for joining ISIS, thus obscuring the complex decision-making process 

that such choices might well involve (c.f. Jacoby, 2015).  Overall, the Jihadi bride label favoured 

by the British media constructs Muslim women as agentic in their propensity for Jihadi 

violence, and yet simultaneously nullified by their gendered subservience as brides.  

The implications of categorising Shamima Begum and others in this way not only requires a 

consideration of how the label of Jihadi bride serves to construct particular kinds of 

“troublesome” women who are both violent yet also silent, but a further issue concerns the 
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rhetorical power associated with where this label features within media discourse. Newsprint 

media headlines are widely recognised to have a strong rhetorical quality (Bell, 1991).  van Dijk 

(1991) proposes that, ideologically, headlines frame and define the overall story, influencing at 

the outset how the story will be interpreted. He further contends that headlines serve a 

cognitive function, providing a strategic shortcut to “the process of understanding in order to 

construct the overall meaning, or the main topics, of the rest of the text before the text is even 

read [and to] activate the relevant knowledge in memory the reader needs to understand the 

news report” (van Dijk, 1991; 50).   Thus, in the case of Shamima Begum, Jihadi bride headlines 

powerfully shape and constrain how the audience can engage with the information offered to 

them.   

The Jihadi bride label is commonplace amongst newsprint headlines that report or discuss the 

case of Shamima Begum following the story initially breaking in the UK newspaper The Times in 

February 2019. Indeed, The Times ran their first article on Shamima Begum with a headline 

which began “Return of a Jihadist Bride…” (Times, February 14, 2019). As the story emerged, a 

flurry of headlines in the UK national press continued to reproduce the label. e.g., “Dozens’ of 

Jihadi brides want to get home” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019); “Jihadi bride is facing UK 

ban” (The Sun, February 15, 2019). Some headlines offered variations on the label, including 

switching the focus from the cultural endeavour conveyed by the term Jihad, to the political 

group Islamic State e.g.  “No way back: I.S. Bride wants to come home..” (Daily Mirror, 

February 15, 2019), “Families say IS Brides should be forgiven” (Daily Mail, February 19, 2019).  

The extent to which the choice between Jihad and IS in these headlines can be read as an 

intention to convey alternate meanings is difficult to assess, however it seems likely that these 

terms are used as interchangeable markers which simply serve to conjoin the gendered Bride 

with notions of the “violent Muslim Other”. Either way, the upshot for Shamima Begum 

remains the same - Jihadi bride headlines frame the story, and simultaneously frame her story. 

Following van Dijk (1991), we can expect that prior knowledge and emotions which readers of 

these UK newsprint media headlines associate with Jihad and/or IS become activated alongside 

knowledge and emotions associated with all that a Bride invokes. The contrast here between 

that which is routinely associated with Jihad and/or IS, and that which is associated with a Bride 

is striking. For the UK audience, the construction of a Jihadi bride is an assimilation of all the 
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violence, fear and Otherness that Jihad and/or IS routinely conjures, alongside the culturally 

embedded and deeply gendered Western values, traditions and emotions associated with 

marriage. Thus, the label Jihadi bride simultaneously marks Shamima Begum out as a violent 

Muslim Other, and it casts her as a culturally deviant women, bastardising the traditions of 

bridehood and thereby doubly violating the expectations of her gender.  

Martini (2018) argues that the Jihadi bride label serves to categorise and silence those to whom 

it is assigned and further refers to the business of labelling as “an act of epistemic violence” 

(2018; p. 464). Whilst the terminology of epistemic violence is used somewhat variably within 

the field of International Relations and other related disciplines (see Brunner, 2021), following 

the work of post colonialist feminist scholar Gayatri C. Spivak (1988), epistemic violence 

broadly concerns how “mainstream and critical voices silence (post)colonial subjects, while 

othering marginalised women in the Global South in particular” (Brunner, 2021, p. 201). 

Furthermore, Brunner (2021) notes connections between the concept of epistemic violence 

and Galtung’s concept of symbolic violence. Thus, whilst acknowledging that definitional 

differences exist, we see a meaningful overlap between Martini’s (2018) claim of Jihadi bride 

labelling as an act of epistemic violence and our exploration of the Jihadi bride label as the 

enactment of Islamophobic gender-based cultural violence.  

Having outlined how the (re)production of the Jihadi bride label in the UK media can be 

understood as the doing of cultural violence, which shapes and constrains how Muslim women 

who are categorised as such can be known, we move to consider how media narratives develop 

and suffuse the category with certain characteristics and qualities which construct Jihadi brides 

as a particular kind of deviant women. 

Jihadi brides as ‘passive’, ‘possessed’ and ‘problem’ women 

“Four years ago, 15 year old Shamima Begum and two classmates fled their homes in 

East London to join Islamic State. Bewitched by propaganda on the internet, they 

travelled to Syria to become Jihadi brides for the brutal terror group. Now the warped 

adventure is over. As the medieval caliphate collapses, Begum – now 19 and heavily 

pregnant - has pleaded to be allowed back in Britain” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019, 

para 1) 
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“Ms Begum, is one of four girls who left the Bethnal Green Academy in east London to 

join the fight conducted by ISIS for a caliphate to turn the clock back to the era a 

decade before modernity set in. She had been schooled in conspiracy theory online 

and was scuttled across the Turkish border into Syria, where she has endured the hell 

that was predictable to all except credulous fools like her”      

(The Times, February 15, 2019, para 2) 

Analysis of mainstream Western media (e.g., Jackson, 2021, 2019; Martini, 2018; Sjoberg, 2018) 

reveals that women labelled as Jihadi brides are routinely constructed as lacking political drive, 

and vulnerable to easy manipulation. Certainly, the extracts above, published the day after the 

story broke, accord with these findings. Both extracts frame Shamima Begum as a schoolgirl, 

easily manipulated by online materials before heading off on a foolhardy adventure, with no 

real awareness of what awaited her, and little regard to the consequences. 

Martini’s (2018) analysis of UK media narratives, incorporating newspapers that are reflective 

of both left and right leaning political perspectives, indicates that portrayals of ‘ISIS women’ did 

not vary greatly from one source to another. Her analysis reveals that the media portrayal of 

women’s decisions to join ISIS construct an identity that lacks political commitment and 

downplays agency. Overall, Martini (2018) contends that media representations of ISIS women 

emphasise narratives of the personal, which often serve to infantilise women, and which 

fundamentally “irrationalises them, denies their agency and their intentionality and, overall, 

constructs a terrorist that is not credible and is apolitical” (p. 471).   

Elsewhere, examining mainstream UK newspaper accounts of British Jihadi brides between 

2013 and 2018, with a focus on how dominant media constructions might be consequential for 

preferred policy options, Jackson (2019) identifies three key metaphors, namely, natural, 

biological, and supernatural forces. Natural forces metaphors tend to construct women as 

passive viewers of their own lives, drawn or pulled by irresistible forces. Biological metaphors 

construct women as struck down or overcome by the toxicity or contagion of extremism. Lastly, 

supernatural metaphors construct women as captivated by otherworldly forces beyond their 

control.  Certainly, these metaphors are all present in media constructions of Shamima Begum 

who is variously described as being “lured by the self-styled caliphate” (The Times, February 



KILBY & STANIFORTH (in press)  final version  
 

12 
 

14, 2019); succumbing to “extremist views being peddled in their own backyard” and being 

“brainwashed” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019). Jackson (2019) argues that these dominant 

metaphors underpin dehumanising constructions, creating a limited framework within which 

women can be understood and responded to. 

Despite evidence suggesting that men and women share a range of internal and external 

motivations for becoming involved in political violence, gendered stereotypes are persistently 

drawn on when constructing agency (Eppert & Roth, 2021). Martini (2018) argues that 

women’s involvement in terrorism poses such a challenge to dominant constructions of gender 

that, despite all evidence to the contrary, it is repeatedly treated as a novel phenomenon. 

Seemingly little has changed in the decade since Sjoberg and Gentry (2008) reported that 

media coverage of politically violent women is disproportionate to that of men and argued that 

women’s involvement in political violence disrupts gender stereotypes to the extent that 

women’s violence is understood as somehow “different and more deviant than men’s” (p. 7).   

This amplification of deviant violence is apparent in the coverage of Shamima Begum, for 

example, on the day the story broke, an article published in The Times ran with the headline 

“When I saw my first severed head it didn’t faze me at all” (The Times, February 14, 2019, 

edition 2, national). This was picked up by numerous other publications, running both as 

headline, e.g. “Severed head didn’t faze me” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019), and also featuring 

in the body copy of editorial pieces: “Certainly she remains unrepentant. When I saw my first 

severed head it didn’t faze me at all” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019); “She seems proud she 

was unmoved by the sight of an enemy’s head in a bin. No remorse” (The Sun, February 15th, 

2019, edition 1).  Typically, as these extracts indicate, the portrayal of Shamima Begum as a 

woman at ease with the sight of severed heads was further connected with claims about her 

lack of remorse. Thus, she is not only unfazed by extreme violence, but she is also 

unapologetic. Neither of which are characteristics that stand women in good stead with the 

expectations of their gender. 

A concern with the level of remorse, or lack of remorse, shown by Shamima Begum is perhaps 

key to how her character continued to be defined in the media.  
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“In a brazen interview with the times, Begum said she wanted to return so the NHS 

could care for her unborn baby – due any day. With no sign of remorse she claimed 

her ‘normal’ life at former IS stranglehold Raqqa was ‘the one I wanted’”.  (The Sun, 

February 15, 2019, edition 2) 

 

“She has not shown one iota of repentance” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019) 

“No remorse from the brainwashed bride” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019) 

As Jackson (2021) notes, when it comes to politically violent women, there are just two main 

categories available - either “victims” or “villains”. Thus, judgements about levels of remorse 

are key to which category is most befitting. Moreover, whilst remorse is no clear indicator of 

the likelihood of forgiveness, a suitably contrite woman is certainly more in keeping with 

gendered expectations. According to an article in The Times, a presumed lack of repentance 

makes Shamima Begum a “testing case” when it comes to forgiveness (The Times, February 15, 

2019, Northern Ireland edition 1). As Jackson (2021 p. 413) reflects, “Damsels in distress are 

not supposed to be defiant”.  

One element of Shamima Begum’s story that might have been anticipated to more readily lend 

itself to a victim narrative relates to her experiences as a mother, having experienced the death 

of two young infants before her story broke, and then the death of a third child during the 

initial weeks of media coverage.  

“At 19 years old, Ms Begum has suffered the unspeakable tragedy of seeing two of her 

infants die for the want of effective hospital care. She has fled a brutal battlefield and 

now lives, heavily pregnant, in the al-Hawl refugee camp in Syria. It is a tragic catalogue 

of pain and yet it is all but impossible to feel sorry for her”. (The Times, February 15, 

2019, NI edition). 

However, media accounts invite little compassion or sympathy regarding her experiences as a 

mother. Instead, as the above extract from Times reports, despite her suffering “it is all but 

impossible to feel sorry for her”. Moreover, rather than evoking compassion, the deaths of her 

children are presented as further evidence of her villainous character, e.g. “nine months 
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pregnant but still defiant. During four years of conflict she has lost two children”. (Daily 

Mirror, February 15, 2019, national edition), “Nine months pregnant, she declared no remorse 

over joining ISIS but revealed her first two children had died”. (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019).  

Notably, even in an article which reports on an interview with a British woman, who is herself 

described by the Daily Mail as “a former Jihadi bride”, and who is promoting a narrative of 

rehabilitation, Shamima Begum is held accountable for the deaths of her children.  

“If we don’t help her that baby is going to die and it is her fault, 100 percent her fault. 

But for humanitarian reasons we help that child”.  (Daily Mail, February 16, 2019, 

London).  

In other coverage, a slightly different angle constructs Shamima Begum’s experiences as a wife 

and mother as indication that she is beyond salvation 

“Today, Begum is a woman hardened by a forced marriage to a Dutch jihadi fighter, 

the deaths of two children from malnutrition and illness, and a life under the 

tyrannical Islamic state”.    (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019, London)  

What becomes apparent across the media coverage is that the deaths of her first two children 

are framed as further evidence of her gendered deviance. Cast as a woman whose children die 

from preventable illness, and who remains defiant in the face of those events. In turn, her 

desire to return to the UK ahead of the birth of her third child is treated as a brazen act of 

selfish disregard rather than a desperate attempt to save the life of this child. The Daily Mail 

suggests that, if allowed to return “she will probably move into a council flat with her new 

baby, claiming an assortment of benefits” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019).  Thus, for Shamima 

Begum, her experiences as a mother are used against her, casting her further into the role of 

villain.  

A final issue impacting upon British Muslim women who associate with IS is that they present a 

tension with Western justifications for the “war on terror”, which has included politically 

wielded arguments that women of Afghanistan and Iraq require liberating from oppression 

(Jackson, 2021; Masters, 2009). Thus, Western women’s engagement in political violence, and 

especially their choices to leave the West in favour of IS, do not sit neatly within established 



KILBY & STANIFORTH (in press)  final version  
 

15 
 

discourses conceiving Islam as inherently patriarchal (Azeez, 2019; Martini, 2018).  Certainly, in 

the media coverage of Shamima Begum, there is evidence that her choices are presented as 

running counter to the wider interests of women. The daily Mail points to her lack of 

repentance for supporting the “savagery of IS - public beheadings, crucifixions and rapes” 

(Daily Mail, February 15, 2019), whilst The Sun writes “Even now she has “no regrets” about 

supporting the Islamist butchers as they raped and massacred women and children and 

beheaded hostages. (The Sun, February 15, 2019, Edition 1).   

In sum, when taking close account of the gendered construction of Shamima Begum, we 

witness the emergence of the ultimate Jihadi bride.  As a social actor she stands as a defiant 

and remorseless, albeit “brainwashed” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019) villain, engaged in the 

violent business of ‘Jihad’. At the familial level she is the monstrously failed mother, of two 

“could-have-been otherwise” dead infants. Lastly, as a supporter of a regime that murders 

women and children, she stands as a traitor to her gendered kin, and all that is deemed 

precious to womanhood.  

We now turn our attention more directly to issues of race and citizenship as we further 

consider how the construction of the Jihadi bride weaves together mundane gendered, 

Islamophobic and nationalist sentiment.  In keeping with the Shamima Begum case, we explore 

this in the context of debates about what is to be done with a Jihadi bride who seeks a return to 

home in the UK.  

Constructing the gendered non-Citizen Other 

Jihadi brides as persona non grata  

Within the Western war on terror narrative framework, political rhetoric has routinely 

characterised Islamic cultural traditions and values as incompatible with traditional British 

values. As Moosavi (2015) argues following analysis of New Labour political speeches, 

orientalist tropes are drawn on to construct Muslim identity as conflicting with poorly defined 

conceptions of “Britishness”, essentialising Muslim people to reinforce notions of Western 

superiority and thereby fuelling Islamophobia. 
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A body of research contends that Western news media fuel Islamophobia by exploiting the war 

on terror discourse in ways that dehumanise and criminalise Islam and Muslim people broadly 

(Altheide, 2007; Carr & Haynes, 2015; Mythen & Walklate, 2006; Powers, 2008; Poynting et al., 

2004; Steuter & Wills, 2009:2010; Sultan, 2016; Tufail & Poynting, 2013). According to Altheide 

(2007), the initiation and acceptance of such alienating discourse relies on the successful 

negation of the legitimacy of the Other, which is more easily achieved when fear is invoked. 

Certainly, in the media debates about Shamima Begum, fear is born out of presumed threat 

and risk associated with her possible return. Interestingly, the threat she poses is constructed 

as operating on multiple levels.  

 

“Security sources said she would be treated as a "national security threat" rather than 

an intelligence asset. One said: "These late returnees are the most dedicated to the 

Isis cause, and therefore the most dangerous to us.”"  (The Times, February 15, 2019, 

Edition 2, national edition) 

 

Firstly, as reflected in the extract above, threat is framed as residing within Shamima Begum 

herself who is characterised as being “most dedicated to ISIS” and thus “most dangerous to 

us”.  The engagement of a ‘them’ and ‘us’ binary in the construction of the Muslim Other has 

been a consistent feature of Islamophobic discourse (Abbas, 2021; Alam & Husband, 2013; 

Allen, 2015) which maintains a division between “Us” the taken-for-granted white, non-Muslim 

British citizens, and Other - the conditional, questionable and, when necessary, excisable British 

Muslims (Masters & Regilme Jr, 2020). 

 

Fear is also present in editorial commentaries, for example a Daily Mail columnist leads with 

the headline “She's not the same silly girl of 15 who ran away - that's what worries me” (Daily 

Mail, February 15, 2019) and it is apparent in comments from the public: “The Government 

needs to start thinking about the safety of our own people. This could have wide-ranging 

consequences if we let the wrong people back in”. (The Express, February 15, 2019, Edition 1, 

National edition). Again, an “Us and Other” distinction between “our own people” and the 

“wrong people” is invoked. 
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Beyond the direct threat arguably posed by Shamima Begum, media debates about her desire 

to return to the UK articulate a separate and potentially less containable and therefore even 

greater threat, concerning her connections to dangerous individuals and her capacity for 

radicalising others.  

“‘All jihadi brides have connections and skills to be very dangerous’” (Express, 

February 16, 2019)  

 

“Sir Peter Fahy, former chief constable of Greater Manchester Police, said Begum 

could become some sort of lightning rod for both Islamic and far-Right extremists'” 

(Daily Mail, February 15, 2019.) 

 

Notable in the extract above, is the notion that Shamima Begum carries the potential to 

engender violence from across the extremist ideological spectrum. Thus, it is claimed that any 

decision to allow her to return to the UK would be to create avoidable and multiple threats 

posed by differing groups who already have a reputation for unpredictable and extreme 

violence which target different sections of the British public.  

 

Matters of gendered appearance as markers of (un)belonging 

Whilst the threat associated with Shamima Begum is presented mainly in vague or general 

terms, on one occasion she is constructed as presenting a significant and immediate threat of 

enacting direct violence.  Notably, this portrayal relies upon well-worn Islamophobic tropes of 

visibly Muslim women’s physical appearance (Allen, 2014, 2015). 

 

“Worst case scenario, she straps half a pound of Semtex under her burka and detonates 

it on a Circle Line Tube train, blowing herself and dozens of other passengers to Kingdom 

Come” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019).  

This characterisation reflects a long-standing narrative which serves to alienate and oppress 

Muslim women along the lines of cultural norms.  Racialised constructions of Islam routinely 

focus on traditional dress codes to the extent that the veil has become a “contentious marker 

of ‘difference’ [which] paves the way for further contamination of the veil as a symbol of 
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gender inequality, hostility to a democratic society and Islamist extremism” (Chakraborti & 

Zempi, 2012, p. 276). The coverage of Shamima Begum routinely (re)produces this oppressive 

and alienating version of the gendered Muslim Other. Indeed, the very first line of a report 

published by The Times on the day they broke the story reads: 

“On the day the caliphate suffered a mortal blow the teenage London bride of an 

Islamic State fighter lifted her veil” (The Times, February 14, 2019, Edition 2, 

national, line 1) 

Moreover, promoting essentialist, gendered notions of a Muslim Other is not confined to 

portrayals of Shamima Begum alone.  

“I bet there are more burkas per square yard in Bethnal Green than there are in 

Bangladesh. The streets have been patrolled by Islamist vigilantes, menacing women 

walking alone in immodest' clothing and terrorising corner shops selling 

alcohol.” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019). 

As the extract above highlights, the Islamophobic construction of a racialised gendered Other 

goes way beyond Shamima Begum, characterising entire communities of Muslim women in this 

way, and further (re)producing binary Us and Other divisions between non-Muslim and Muslim 

members. As Marsden et al (2022) argue, lay conceptions of Islam and its relationship to 

‘British values’ are often grounded in binary constructions of Muslims as “conservative, 

outmoded and excessively religious [whereas] Britishness, in contrast, is associated with 

modern, liberal, progressive and secular values” (p. 2).  Aligned with prior research (e.g., Allen, 

2015; Chakraborti & Zempi, 2012), what our analysis emphasises is that when it comes to 

media representations of Muslim women, physical appearance and cultural attire are taken as 

evidential markers of such binary difference. 

The disavowal of Citizenship as a ‘just’ act 

Under the United Kingdom Immigration Act (2014), individuals suspected of being involved in 

terrorist-related activities, and particularly those alleged to have “travelled abroad to fight for 

terrorist organisations inimical to the UK” (Anderson, 2016, p. 11), can have their citizenship 

rescinded without any official charge or any judicial process (Bolhuis & van Wijk, 2020). British 
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citizenship has become increasingly precarious since the controversial PREVENT strategy, a key 

component of UK counter-radicalisation policy, introduced the notion of ‘fundamental British 

values’ (FBV) in 2011. Now embedded within policy making and the national curriculum, the 

concept of FBV has become a commodified benchmark against which rights to citizenship are 

measured (Stronach & Frankham, 2020).  Given her desire to return to the UK, the question of 

citizenship and concerns about FBV are a central focus in media coverage of the Shamima 

Begum case, with vocal demands that her citizenship be removed.  

“Time to strip traitor of her citizenship; Letter of the day” (The Express, February 15, 

2019, Edition 1, National edition) 

“WHAT right has Shamima Begum to return to the UK? She should be stripped of British 

citizenship as should all those who fought with or for Isis” (The Express, February 15, 

2019. Edition 1, National Edition) 

As the above extracts indicate, some such arguments are founded in a belief that her actions 

render her a “traitor” and no longer deserving of British citizenship. Some go further, 

demanding “She should also forego her human rights” (The Express, Letters, February 15, 

2019).  

Notwithstanding valid legal arguments (and counter arguments) regarding the removal of 

citizenship in cases of individuals who transgress the dictate of the UK Immigration Act 

(2014) with regard to engagement in acts of terror abroad, what is apparent in the media 

coverage of Shamima Begum is the invocation of a set of, often, unspoken assumptions 

about what constitutes FBV, and a strongly voiced commitment to banish those who 

transgress ill-defined moral boundaries of Britishness. Hence, what is driving calls for the 

disavowal of citizenship is not necessarily, or at least not exclusively, the actions of the 

individual, but the cultural identities of those who become the focus of such arguments.  

In a story that leads with the headline “Sorry, but this is not your home any more”, the Sun 

argues: “There’s a casual arrogant assumption it is absolutely fine she holds values that run 

directly, violently counter to British values.” (The Sun, February 15, 2019, Edition 2, 

https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:5VF1-CTJ1-DYTY-C14T-00000-00&context=1519360
https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:5VF1-CTJ1-DYTY-C14T-00000-00&context=1519360
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Scotland). Whilst in the extract below, we see how arguments about rights to Britishness 

extend, again, far beyond a concern with the individual rights of Shamima Begum.  

“Just because they live in this country doesn't make them British - and if they can't 

accept our way of life and culture, even more so”. (The Express, February 15, 2019. 

Edition 1, National Edition) 

Conceiving a narrowly defined set of national values as a marker of Britishness allows for 

exclusionary interpretations and differential treatment (Struthers & Mansuy, 2020). 

Essentialised conceptions of a collective value system necessarily rely on notions of the Other, 

with FBV implicitly invoking a concern with un-British values (Stronach & Frankham, 2020) and 

reinforcing notions of Us and Other. In the context of debates about Shamima Begum this 

binary clearly relates to a Muslim Other. 

Crucially, contemporary Western discourses of terrorism, and counter radicalisation/ terrorism, 

draw on long standing conceptions of Islamic Otherness, fostering a climate where Muslim 

people are increasingly called on to demonstrate their rights to citizenship (e.g., Younis, 2021). 

For Stronach and Frankham (2020, p. 14) the very concept of FBV is grounded in notions of 

‘empire’, promoting claims to “virtue against terror, friend against enemy, and good against 

bad” in order to conceive Britishness itself as a force for good. In this way, British citizenship is 

less about birth-right, and instead becomes contingent on demonstrating commitment to 

ideological values which are deemed to appropriately reflect conceptions of Britishness 

(Masters & Regilme Jr, 2020). Thus, as witness in the case of Shamima Begum, regardless of 

being born in the UK, she is constructed as categorically “un-British”, and as an ideological 

threat to all that the nation holds dear.  

Elevating Britishness  

Balanced against demands for Shamima Begum’s permanent exclusion there is some media 

coverage of calls for her return to the UK. In the main these are framed as the desperate 

pleas of family members. 

“FAMILIES SAY IS BRIDES SHOULD BE FORGIVEN” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019).  
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“Bring her home for her innocent baby; Family plea over teenage ISIS bride” (Daily 

Mirror, February 16, 2019. Edition 1, national edition)  

“Family of Isis bride make plea for mercy”  (The Times, February 15, 2019. Edition 1, 

Ireland) 

Beyond this familial context, there is a further theme of argument which counters calls for 

her continued exile. This line of argument is not founded in humanitarian concerns for her, 

or for the welfare of her soon to be born child, rather it is an argument that serves to 

promote the British nation as morally superior. 

“Shamima Begum deserves to come home; The urge to banish a Jihadi bride who 

expresses no remorse is understandable but Britain is better than that” (The Times, 

February 15, 2019. Edition 1, NI) 

“Like the overwhelming majority, we have no time for those who enjoy the 

advantages of our liberal society, then abuse it. But offering someone the chance to 

atone for their mistakes is what separates us from the barbarians”.   (Daily Mail, 

February 15, 2019, London.) 

Colonialist overtones in the extract immediately above are hard to overlook and further reflect 

the ideals of FBV as grounded in narratives of empire (Stronach & Frankham, 2020) and in 

constructing Us and Other binaries at the level of the nation. The weaving together of such 

historical notions of Britishness within contemporary narratives of national identity can be 

understood to support a nationalist agenda. Arguably nationalism has seen somewhat of a 

resurgence in recent years (Rutland, 2021) and has become a central feature of contemporary 

politics (Valluvan, 2019). Younis (2021) examines British nationalism in the context of UK 

counter-radicalisation policy, arguing that “the political project of nationalism is one which 

inherently essentialises an ethnocentric vision of belonging which, by its own logic, 

immediately reifies a racialised Other outside its boundaries” (p. 54).   

Reflecting on media representations of Shamima Begum as (re)producing discourses of 

nationalism invites some further consideration of the data, and another line of argument which 

problematises her possible return to the UK.  

https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:5VF1-CTJ1-DYTY-C1V9-00000-00&context=1519360
https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:5VF1-CTJ1-DYTY-C1V9-00000-00&context=1519360
https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:5VF1-CTJ1-DYTY-C1V9-00000-00&context=1519360
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“She certainly should not be allowed to return on benefits. Why should taxpayers have 

to support her childcare or housing? Omar Bakri called them Jihadi benefits”. (The 

Express, February 15, 2019. Edition 1, National Edition)  

“After being fast-tracked up the housing waiting list, she will move into a council flat 

with her new baby, claiming an assortment of benefits” (Daily Mail, February 15, 2019). 

“Why should we pay to house or police her?” (The Sun, February 15, 2019, Edition 1, 

national) 

Concerns about welfare provision and policing access to welfare are a long-standing feature in 

media and political debates about nationality and citizenship and commonly voiced in debates 

which problematise immigration and asylum (c.f. Charteris-Black, 2006; Clarke, 2005; Kilby et 

al, 2013).  In the current context, when the narrative of exclusionary Britishness is focussed on 

a Jihadi bride who, at the time these media articles were written, was also an expectant 

mother, we see further layers of exclusion associated with misogynistic notions of women as 

especially burdensome on a welfare system. Furthermore, drawing on feminist explanations of 

gender roles as underpinning hierarchical social systems, Masters and Regilme Jr (2020) 

contend that gendered norms position women as both biological and cultural reproducers who 

create and maintain both shared identities and societal conflicts through motherhood, with 

mothers who are constructed as Other perceived as a threat to the reproduction of prevailing 

notions of Britishness and precisely what that entails.  

In sum, media representations of Shamima Begum demonstrate a heavy reliance on pre-

existing and widely used Islamophobic rhetoric. The engagement of an Us and Other binary 

elevates concerns with the threatening Muslim Other, framing Shamima Begum as a dangerous 

(and gendered) individual who presents both material threat to British lives, and ideological 

threat to British values. This powerful rhetorical act of othering increasingly delegitimises the 

case for her return to the UK, leaving her vulnerable to both structural and direct violence. 

Jackson (2019) proposes that media constructions of Jihadi brides create a deeply 

dehumanizing ““third category” – neither targets nor innocent civilians, but individuals whose 

lives were more disposable because of their decision to migrate” (p. 14).  This sense of a life 
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that no longer belongs in the UK and thus, a life that no longer matters is central in these 

arguments about what should be done with Shamima Begum. 

Discussion  

In this paper we argue that UK media representations of women routinely labelled as Jihadi 

brides, construct a doubly deviant Other. This dominant characterisation of British Muslim 

women who travel to Syria with the intention of marrying and settling in the self-declared 

‘Islamic State’ reflects intersections of gendered and Islamophobic discourse which engage 

patriarchal and nationalistic ideals. Applying Galtung’s typology of violence as a theoretical 

lens, we further argue that the construction of the doubly deviant Other, is the enactment of 

Islamophobic gender-based cultural violence.  

Prior studies examining Western media representations of Jihadi brides (e.g., Jackson, 2019; 

Martini, 2018; Sjoberg, 2018) have repeatedly argued that these women are Othered on the 

basis of race and gender, and our illustrative analysis of Shamima Begum adds to this body of 

work. Mainstream media is widely recognised to carry significant social and cultural power, 

(re)producing and promoting accepted “truths” about issues, events and people in the public 

eye (van Dijk, 1991). Applying Galtung’s theoretical lens allows us to approach the mainstream 

media as a site where cultural violence gets done, and thus understand how UK mainstream 

media constructions of Jihadi brides operate as acts of cultural violence. Galtung’s (1990) 

typology of violence further invites us to explore connections between this discursive 

enactment of cultural violence and acts of structural and direct violence. 

A repeated finding of prior studies (e.g., Jackson, 2019; Martini, 2018; Sjoberg, 2018), which is 

also indicated in our analysis, is the dehumanising effect of the Jihadi bride construction.  The 

discursive act of dehumanising those who are cast as Other carries significant implications. As 

Galtung (1990, p. 298) notes, when the Other is successfully dehumanised “the stage is set for 

any type of direct violence, which is then blamed on the victim”. With specific regard to Jihadi 

brides, Jackson (2019) points out that there is not necessarily a direct relationship between 

discourses that dehumanise, and acts of direct violence such as those meted out by policy-

driven military actions. Rather, dehumanising discourses reframe possible courses of action, 

rendering some more appealing (and, we suggest, less morally indefensible) than they might 
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otherwise have been.  Galtung (1990) proposes that an exploration of cultural violence 

illuminates how “the fact of structural violence and the act of direct violence are legitimized 

and thus rendered acceptable in society” (p. 292).  When media representations of Jihadi 

brides are understood as the enactment of Islamophobic gender-based cultural violence, we 

can identify a pathway between cultural violence, structural violence and direct violence.  

Based on our explorations of the Shamima Begum case, and drawing on prior analytic findings, 

we contend that media representations of the doubly deviant Other dehumanise in large part 

by constructing racialised women who are characterised as defying and/or transgressing 

patriarchal ideals of gender and deeply rooted nationalist ideals. Against this culturally violent 

discursive backdrop, structural violence in the form of government response and policy 

position is framed as the sensible, reasonable, and often, morally just, course of action. This, in 

turn, facilitates direct violence in the form of forced removal or denied repatriation. Notably, 

Galtung’s typology of violence includes a category labelled ‘expulsion’ which is conceptualised 

as a form of direct violence that involves “locking people out (banishing them abroad or to 

distant parts of the country” (Galtung, 1990; 293). Certainly, in the case of Shamima Begum we 

suggest that the UK government’s determination to strip her of her British citizenship and resist 

her legal appeals which might lead to her return to the UK can be understood as the enactment 

of structural and direct violence.   

Jihadi brides as a testing case   

A major contribution of feminist research in relation to the study of women either directly 

involved in, or connected to, political violence develops out of the commitment to exploring 

and problematising the gendered framing of women in these contexts. As discussed, such 

research reveals how women are routinely characterised as either victims or villains, rendered 

subservient to ISIS men, and void of political, social, and often personal agency (Jackson, 2021). 

However, when the dominant narratives and constructed identities of Jihadi brides are 

dismantled and women are re-evaluated and infused with a level of agency that underpins 

their deliberative choices and actions related to their engagement in or support of political 

violence, and/or their immersion in cultures where gender equality is lacking, we are 

confronted by women who are not always deemed a comfortable fit with the ideals of 

feminism. Whilst expanding on this issue is beyond the scope of the current paper, it is 
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something we believe it is important to acknowledge. For our part we found Jacoby’s (2015) 

thought provoking exploration of Jihadi brides as testing the boundaries of contemporary 

feminism insightful. In this work Jacoby poses some intentionally challenging questions, not 

least “Should feminism include women who oppose liberal democracy, Western culture, and 

even Western feminism itself?” (2015; p. 532). As researchers grounded in the discipline of 

critical social psychology, with backgrounds researching Muslim identity construction in the 

context of terrorism talk, our primary aim is to examine how such identity work gets done and 

challenge the social injustice and inequalities that such racialised identity construction feeds. 

Whilst we don’t have any absolute answers to the issues discussed by Jacoby (2015), we take 

the view that, for as long as women are discursively constructed in ways that fundamentally 

dehumanise and/or otherwise oppress on the basis of race, culture and gender, regardless of 

any given ideological standpoint they may embrace, there is an intellectual, political and moral 

role for feminism in bringing challenge.  

We further recognise that the choices made by women who leave the UK to pursue a life under 

ISIS presents many questions for UK society, both along moral and ethical dimensions and 

debates about the role of shared values and cultural ideals, and regarding more pragmatic 

issues of security. The point of our work is not to deny the validity of debating all such issues, 

however, we contend that the construction of these women as the doubly deviant Other 

creates a monster in order to fight a monster. In so doing it perpetuates cycles of violence 

which primarily serve the dominant political interests of Western elite, and rides roughshod 

over women, whose lives are largely inconsequential to those who wield power.  

We hope that our work will connect with scholars with broad interests in gender-based 

violence and stimulate further interest in the study of gender-based cultural violence. Our work 

points to a need to better recognise media discourse as a site where gender-based cultural 

violence is done, and a need to more closely attend to relationships between cultural, 

structural and direct forms of gender-based violence.  Whilst our focus is with constructions of 

Jihadi brides in the UK context, we also suggest that this theoretical lens could be meaningfully 

applied to better understand gender-based violence in a host of guises.  Some obvious sites for 

analysis include media discourse as sites of cultural violence in relation to structural and direct 

forms of domestic violence and sexual violence. Another area that is ripe for such analysis 
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relates to the erosion of women’s rights to abortion and reproductive health in the United 

States. We look forward to contributing to the pursuit of such work going forward. 
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