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Executive Summary 

In the last century wartime rape gained academic prominence as it was no longer seen as a 

byproduct of war. However, research on the sociocultural effects of sexual violence during 

conflict is limited. Moreover, little is known about whether or not local conceptualizations 

impact how survivors, their families and communities experience rape. This study analyzes 

how local understandings of rape shaped the reintegration of Yezidi wartime rape survivors of 

the 2014 genocide, from a social constructivist perspective and social identity theory. Following 

theoretical expectations of patriarchal societies, I assumed that the survivors would be 

stigmatized and exiled upon return. Based on desk-research and interviews with experts of 

Yezidi origin, or who have worked with the Yezidis, this thesis finds that local 

conceptualizations of rape mattered for the survivors’ reintegration. Normally in the Yezidi 

community, rape survivors are considered to dishonor the family, with exiled or death as a 

result. These perceptions caused fear among survivors and propelled some stigma. However, it 

came as a surprise that the survivors were welcomed back in the community. Within this notion, 

religious ceremonial practices helped survivors feel purified, whereas the community rejected 

the children born of rape based on cultural grounds. 
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1. Introduction  

“On August 2 we lived peacefully together with our neighbors. But the next day, those same 

neighbors joined the Islamic State and took away our wives and children” (Yezidi survivor as 

cited in Stoter, 2019). In August 2014, the Islamic State (IS) launched an attack against the 

Yezidis living across the Sinjar region of Northern Iraq that would amount to genocide (Yazda, 

2017). Within a 3-year period, thousands of women and girls were kidnapped and sold as 

sabaya (sex slaves), while others were forced into marriages, all of which resulted in mass-

rapes and torture (Ayhan & Tezcür, 2019). Whereas the aftermath has left the majority of them 

killed or missing, there was still a group of escapees that managed to return to their families. 

Female survivors were hesitant to return to their community at first though, fearing rejection 

and ostracization, as it is forbidden for Yezidis to have sexual contact outside of the religion 

(Kaya, 2019).  

 Figure 1: Map of Yezidi populated area in Northern Iraq. 

(Source: Abouzeid, 2018). 

The aim of this thesis is to examine how cultural norms and identities influence behavior. 

Guided by social constructivism and social identity theory (SIT), I expect that in a society that 

is typified by patriarchy, survivors will be blamed, shamed, and could sometimes even be exiled 

or killed. In view of the fact that men originally hold primary power in Yezidi society, this 

research will explore if and how local understandings of rape matter for the reintegration of 
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Yezidi wartime rape survivors, by examining whether or not such perceptions influence the 

community’s behavior towards them. Therefore, the research question is: How do local 

conceptualizations of rape shape Yezidi women’s reintegration into their local community after 

the wartime rapes by IS? In this study the definition of wartime rape builds on the works of 

Brownmiller (1975) and McDougall (1998), where rape is understood as an act of male violence 

perpetrated explicitly against women with the use of “force, coercion or duress”, whereby 

objects, including but not limited to a penis are inserted into a victim’s vagina. Although men 

too can be victims of wartime rape, in this particular genocide, however, women were 

strategically targeted by IS and separated from the men for the purpose of sexual exploitation. 

Next, the perceptions and understandings of rape are regarded to be local, in the sense that its 

occurrence together with the attributed causes and consequences are viewed differently 

throughout various communities, requiring their analysis within each context.  

The question is interesting for research purposes, because the sociocultural consequences of 

wartime rape have not been overly discussed in the literature. More specifically, local 

conceptualizations of wartime rape have not been explored yet, nor have local 

conceptualizations been researched exclusively (Isikozlu & Millard, 2010). According to the 

theory, reality is socially constructed and identities are shaped, both through human interaction. 

Thus, cultural and social contexts are determinant of how collective understandings on social 

phenomena take shape (Adler, 1997). Local conceptualizations frame the way people 

experience and understand the world around them. This investigation could help overcome a 

potentially biased and western based understanding of conflict-related rape, by illustrating 

whether or not local conceptualizations of rape matter. In addition, the few studies on the 

societal consequences of wartime rape are mainly centered on African and Latin American 

countries. This makes the examination of the Yezidis in Sinjar a new case.  

When looking at local understandings, from a political science point of view, I propose that this 

assumption can even go as far as to saying that they are not just confined to rape, but rather, 

local understandings might matter overall. According to Trounstine (2009), political science 

has undervalued social phenomena in local sub-divisions like cities, rural areas, and 

communities, while it is the foundation of many political outcomes.  

It was completely unexpected to find a community-wide acceptance towards the rape survivors. 

The Yezidi Supreme Spiritual Council (YSSC) welcomed back all IS rape survivors into the 

community (Amnesty International, 2020). In the discussion, I will hint at cultural fluidity 
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forming the grounds of this welcoming, and point to ontological security for further research. 

Conversely, the report also showed that women and girls with children born of rape faced 

religious and societal coercion, pressuring them to be separated from their children.  

This thesis is structured as follows. I will first outline how existing literature deals with wartime 

rape. Comprehensive studies predominantly focus on its prevalence, offer explanations of its 

occurrence or outline the physical and psychological consequences. Moving on, the theoretical 

framework will present social constructivism and SIT, based on which I expect that the 

survivors will be shamed and exiled. Methodologically, this thesis provides a case study to test 

these expectations. Data is collected through semi-structured expert interviews and is 

complemented by desk-research. Then, the analysis will present the results and discussion. 

Lastly, in order to answer the research question, I will draw conclusions based on the evidence.  
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2. Literature Review  

The academic discourse on wartime rape rigorously deals with three dominant themes. Namely, 

an outline of the prevalence of conflict-related rape, its explanations, and its consequences. The 

literature on the effects of wartime rape is predominantly confined to the individual level. 

However, as its ramifications often transcend the individual scope, this study will focus on how 

wartime rape impacts the survivors, their families and the Yezidi community in the under 

researched Middle East. 

 

2.1 Prevalence and Explanations 

In this section I will discuss foci one and two, that is, the prevalence of wartime rape and its 

explanations. These are often discussed in the literature concerning wartime rape.  

The vast majority of the literature on wartime rape deals with demonstrating its prevalence 

throughout history, as well as offer explanations for its causes. Although there is no 

archaeological evidence to support this claim, it is presumed that the act of rape in conflict has 

a history as long as war itself (Gottschall, 2004; Guilaine & Zammit, 2005). However, until the 

twentieth century, the literature dismissed sexual violence as a side-effect of war. It was only 

after the mass-rapes during the conflicts of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Rwanda that it gained 

academic prominence (Cohen, 2013; Isikozlu & Millard, 2010; Koos, 2017). In an attempt to 

explain its roots, feminists argue that misogyny in patriarchal societies accounts for the brutal 

behavior against women during war. Wartime rape is thus an inevitable result of 

institutionalized power structures and demonstrates the relationship between social norms and 

masculinity/femininity, and women’s bodies (Brownmiller, 1975; Seifert, 1996). Related to 

this, is the strategic rape theory. This conflict-centered approach argues that rape is deemed a 

tactic of war used to instill terror, intimidate, displace, and to enforce political repression. It 

emphasizes violating the honor of the men of an opposing community, and/or the destruction 

of their culture, the ethnic and national identity. Since, women are considered its preservers, as 

they bring forth the future generation (Gottschall, 2004; Wood, 2018).   

Nevertheless, while significant for a general understanding of wartime rape, the focus of this 

study rather lies on understanding its consequences, particularly, the sociocultural effects.   
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2.2 Physical and Psychological Effects 

Public health scholars primarily deal with the ramifications of wartime rape. Research within 

this discipline is mainly confined to the physical and psychological impacts rape has on victims.  

According to Filice et al. (1994) many women who have been the victim of rape frequently 

experience some sort of trauma. Scholars primary focus on harm inflicted by rape at the 

individual level, by elaborating on the physical injuries they suffer from. Examples include: 

reproductive health problems such as rectal and vaginal fistulae, tearing and bleeding, sexually 

transmitted diseases like HIV and AIDS, surgical problems like broken bones, psychological 

health problems like Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and suicidal risks among many things 

(Kinyanda et al., 2010; Lončar et al., 2006). Focusing on the traumas experienced at the 

individual level is essential for understanding the level of brutality these survivors experienced, 

because their testimonies allow for more accuracy in “often-depersonalized theories of violence 

and aggression” (Milillo, 2006).   

However, placing such emphasis on the individual reveals some shortcomings. Firstly, studies 

on wartime rape related traumas, indicate that its consequences also impact the societal level. 

For example, a study in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) indicated that family 

members were often forced to watch other family members get raped. This could sometimes 

result in the disruption of whole family structures through increased divorce rates and collective 

trauma (Kelly et al., 2011; Milillo, 2006). However, the ability of scholars to demarcate the 

physical and psychological effects of rape is still noteworthy, seeing that victims of sexual 

violence in warzones often deal with additional traumatic events such as forced migration, or 

watching their beloved ones die (Vlachova & Biason, 2005). Secondly, the way rape is 

perceived is also determined by the nature of the conflict (single or multiple attackers, the use 

of threats) together with its long-term consequences, such as forced pregnancy. Studies in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina on cultural sensitive counseling of trauma showed that, as forced 

impregnation was meant to blot out the national and cultural identity, this caused alienation, 

humiliation and hate among rape victims towards their children (Filice et al., 1994; Folnegovic-

Smalc, 1995).  

With much emphasis placed on the individual in wartime rape literature, this study seeks to 

examine how its ramifications are experienced and dealt with collectively.  
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2.3 Sociocultural Considerations 

Unfortunately, relatively few studies deal with the sociocultural ramifications of wartime rape 

(Isikozlu & Millard, 2010; Koos, 2017). They continue by arguing that local dynamics and the 

role of the community are important research aspirations to acquire a full understanding of 

wartime rape and its consequences on victims, their families and the community. Survivors may 

run the risk of dealing with the complexities of societal rejection, as rape is perceived and 

experienced differently throughout various contexts. For instance, existing definitions in the 

literature do not take into account power structures of patriarchy, in which hegemonic 

masculinity attributes power, privilege, and honor to men. In addition, patriarchal cultural codes 

ascribed to women relating to sexuality do not differentiate between adultery and rape. This 

may hamper the reconciliation of wartime rape survivors at the community level (Dossa et al., 

2014; Milillo, 2006; Seifert, 1996; Skjelsbaek, 2010). Furthermore, in geographical terms, 

studies on the effects of wartime rape are limited in the Middle East, while the region has dealt 

with rape on a large scale. For example, in war-torn Syria, women have been sexually violated 

by regime soldiers. In addition, IS uses rape as a tool of ethnic domination in Iraq (Crawford et 

al., 2014). These cases have considerably remained under researched as of yet, which is not 

surprising as these women might feel ashamed, and fear the societal consequences of sharing 

their experiences.  

In conclusion, as the meaning and consequences of rape are largely influenced by the victim’s 

sociocultural context, the main aim is to explore the communal attitude towards the Yezidi 

women upon returning to their community after the rapes by IS. The theoretical framework will 

build on social constructivism and social identity theory, in an effort to take into account the 

physical, psychological and sociocultural consequences of wartime rape on survivors.  
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3. Theoretical Framework  

It has become clear from the literature that local conceptualizations of rape remain quite under 

researched. However, it is essential to recognize that various sociocultural factors such as ethnic 

values, cultural norms and identities, religious beliefs, and race are at play within different 

social contexts. Ignoring these factors could give an oversimplified picture, while the victim’s 

stories are often met with strong disdain in certain social contexts. Therefore, this thesis will 

examine the social context of the Yezidis and local understandings through the lens of social 

constructivism. Within this framework, I will build on social identity theory (SIT) as a means 

to enrich the understanding of social perceptions of wartime rape and its 

consequences. Following this theory, I expect that the IS rape survivors, will deal with heavy 

stigmatization and rejection from their community. 

 

3.1 Social Constructivism and SIT 

From a social constructivist standpoint, I argue that the way people act and respond to social 

phenomena, is dependent on local conceptualizations. Social constructivists namely contend, 

that the way people perceive and interpret their reality is socially constructed, whereby the 

meaning people attribute to social phenomena is permeated with cultural and institutional 

assumptions, shared beliefs, norms, rules, and social values (Adler, 1997). According to Onuf 

(1989), in this “world of our making”, collective cultures shape the identities of individuals and 

influence social behavior (Halperin & Heath, 2017; Leatherman, 2011). The fact that human 

attitudes and behavior are shaped by their social context, is a result of the biographical 

situation1 people find themselves in (Schutz, 1962). Hence, people are not independent agents, 

“immune to the ideologizing influences of its social contexts” (Berger & Luckman, 1966), but 

the meaning behind their behavior and actions are rather socially constructed and 

institutionalized (Geertz, 1983). Furthermore, individuals interpret social phenomena, such as, 

family unit, marriage, sexual inequalities, gender roles, and in this case rape, according to the 

cultural, ideological and religious values shared in their own society and/or culture (Berger & 

Luckman, 1966).   

As an extension of social constructivism, the theoretical underpinnings of SIT draw attention 

to the fact that societies are made up of social categories, that can eventually affect a person’s 

 
1The assumption that humans are located in a geohistorical given context, whereby commonplace practices in a 

social context determine one’s view of the world around them (Schutz, 1962). 
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identity, purpose and role within society (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). A social category is a 

collection of individuals who have one or more characteristics in common, such as gender or 

race, but do not necessarily interact. They become a social group when they start to interact 

with each other based on these similarities and they find a sense of belonging within the group, 

ultimately, leading to the formation of a social identity. Individuals identify better with a social 

group identity, as opposed to individual identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  

When people strongly relate to their cultural identity, their personal values are usually 

consistent with those of the collective culture. In fact, a group’s values and customs are 

transferred to each of its member’s identity and become an intrinsic part of the self (Ellemers 

& Scheepers, 2019). This means that the group’s culture, in part, determines who its members 

are and who they are not, and attaches a level of “emotional significance” (Tajfel, 1978). Group 

members aspire a positive social identity, that results in social comparison between groups, 

characterized by in-group favoritism and out-group inferiority (Ellemers & Scheepers, 2019). 

Following this logic, individual behaviors and beliefs are prompted by norms and values shared 

in a group, which strengthen the collective, socially constructed in-group/us and discriminate 

against the out-group/them (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  

Based on the theory, cultural identities influence the way people perceive and act in certain 

situations. Within the scope of this research, I will now look at what this implies for members 

of patriarchal societies when looking at local conceptualizations of rape. Considering that 

members within such societies share a cultural identity, whereby its communities are organized 

along patriarchal lines, the Yezidis pose as a qualified case.  

 

3.2 Patriarchal Societies  

Although it is quite common for rape victims to be blamed for their rape throughout many 

societies in both war and peacetime, the level of stigma a victim is faced with is heavily 

determined by cultural factors (Clark, 2014). As a means to answer the research question, I will 

examine rape through the prism of patriarchy, where a woman’s chastity and family’s or 

husband’s honor are considered highly valuable, as married women are considered their 

husband’s possession (Diken & Lausten, 2005; Skjelsbaek, 2012). For example, a wartime rape 

survivor in DRC quoted her brother when she said “the family had done everything to raise me 

properly, and now I had paid them back by letting myself be raped” (Dossa et al., 

2014). Moreover, patriarchy would label children born of wartime rape as ‘other’, a bad 
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memory left by the enemy which could eventually pose as a future threat to the community 

because of the genetical relation to their fathers (Carpenter, 2000; Ohambe, 2005).  

I will examine the Yezidis to test the hypothesis that local conceptualizations matter for the 

reintegration of IS rape survivors. I argue that the way individuals in the Yezidi community 

perceive rape is defined by their community’s conservative culture and religion, Yezidism, 

which is “imbued with tribal divisions and caste-like structures” (Kaya, 2019). Consistent with 

research on patriarchic cultures, it is very likely that the societal ramifications of wartime rape 

could destruct the Yezidi in-group cohesion. According to SIT’s presumptions on 

condescending behavior towards the out-group, I believe that in terms of rape, their bodies and 

rape-related children might be considered contaminated by the ‘other’. Consequently, victims 

could become an object of blame, shame and dishonor. Therefore, I expect that the rapes by IS 

might hamper their reintegration, because upon return, this could impact their ability to live 

their lives as full members of the community or even result in exile (Clark, 2014).  

This might interest political scientists, as Trounstine (2009) argues that all politics is local, since 

local level activities can have political implications. For instance, social phenomena occurring 

within local contexts such as cities or communities are able to “affect the world beyond their 

borders”. In the case of this thesis, a communal decision to exile Yezidi women from the 

community can result in an influx of Yezidi refugees worldwide. 

In the next chapter, I will give an account of the research design and how I aim to retrieve data 

to carry out my research and find out if my expectations are correct.  
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4. Methodology 

The theoretical framework presented the inference that Yezidi rape survivors would deal with 

heavy stigmatization and rejection from their community. This premise was based on how 

social constructivist theory explains that social behavior is shaped by the cultural and social 

context within which humans are placed, and the way SIT posits that each socially constructed 

reality within a collective culture, gives meaning to one’s identity, purpose and role. In this 

section I sought to justify the case study as a research method. I used semi-structured interviews 

and desk research to gather evidence to see if my theoretical expectation was correct.  

 

4.1 Research Design 

I opted for a single case study that intended to apply an existing theory to new cases (Halperin 

& Heath, 2017). The research design employed a qualitative approach as a means to collect and 

analyze data, allowing me to comprehend the meanings and beliefs that people attribute to their 

experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This approach helped me to closely examine individuals 

within their “real-world context” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Gerring, 2004; Yin, 2018). In this 

thesis a case study was defined as an intensive study of  a group of people, whereby empirical 

data was used to draw conclusions on the correctness of the stated theoretical expectations and 

sought to make inferences for similar cases in other contexts (Gerring, 2004; Halperin & Heath, 

2017). Yezidis live in a conservative society, in which their culture is deeply patriarchal (Ayhan 

& Tezcür, 2019; Kaya, 2019). Local conceptualizations of rape by the ‘other’ will then 

comprise of attitudes of contempt, shame and disapproval. Therefore, this case is a sufficient 

representative for illustrating that similar patriarchic communities that have corresponding 

conceptualizations of rape will reject and eventually exile rape survivors (Gerring, 2008).  

However, at the same time I took into account that in dealing with local understandings, I cannot 

say with certainty beforehand that the conclusions drawn from this case are directly applicable 

in another case. So, as “the real probability of the outcome is always equal to its ex post 

probability, which is 1 or 0” (Mahoney, 2008), the way local understandings of rape shape the 

reintegration of survivors can only be answered with certainty after the study. 

The next section addresses how I gathered data to answer the research question. 
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4.2 Data Gathering 

I collected data from multiple sources, as this triangulation of evidence allowed me to shed light 

on my findings from different perspectives, providing corroborative evidence for my arguments 

from various interviews and extensive desk-research (Halperin & Heath, 2017; Yin, 2018).  

 

4.2.1 Interviews 

I conducted semi-structured interviews for this research. In considering ethical implications, 

given the trauma experienced by the women and the sensitivity of the study, I conducted remote 

expert interviews. The specialized knowledge of the interviewees on the genocide or their 

relation to the Yezidis, such as being a Yezidi by origin or having worked with them, makes 

them uniquely informative (Maxwell, 2013). I did semi-structured interviews, because of the 

highly charged topic I thought it best to start off each interview with inquiring about their 

knowledge of the Yezidis. This was followed by more complex and professionally tailored 

questions. To follow up on their response, I asked supplementary questions to probe deeper into 

their experiences, (Halperin & Heath, 2017). Furthermore, during the interviews I performed 

the snowball technique. I asked the interviewees if they could link me to other relevant 

organizations or key actors. I then contacted these people and repeated this process until I 

reached the desired sample size (Ohambe, 2005). In the end, I consulted six experts (see table 

1). A shortcoming to this technique however, was that I could only interview a small sample 

because it was time-consuming. Even if the sample mostly existed of secondary sources in 

relation to the IS rapes, their arguments and impressions were very relevant, as they were based 

on the recollections from actual survivors, family or community members, as well as their own 

observations and expertise. 
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Table 1: Name and/or professional details of interviewees. 

 

4.2.2 Desk-research 

The recently published Amnesty International report: ‘Legacy of Terror: the Plight of Yezidi 

Child survivors of ISIS’, was key for this research. It contains factual information, as well as 

interviews with several Yezidi wartime rape survivors. In addition, I used several books which 

helped me understand the Yezidi culture and religion better, newspapers dedicated to the social 

consequences of the rapes, reports from research centers, the UN and from non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) like the Free Yezidi Foundation, Human Rights Watch (HRW) and 

Yazda. In retrospect, I was not able to retrieve the full scope of data due to language limitations, 

as several relevant articles were written in Arabic and Kurdish. 

Next, I explain the data analysis process which helped me to find the story from the data to 

answer the research question. 

 

4.3 Analysis Process 

Figure 2 illustrates the data analysis process. From the empirical evidence I looked for patterns 

and relationships concerning the experiences of survivors, their families and the community on 

the mass-rapes of IS, in order to back my theoretical expectations. The discussed themes in 

Language  Name  Profession Date Source type 

Dutch Brenda Stoter Author, freelance 

journalist  

10/27/20 Secondary 

Dutch Dalal Ghanim Yezidi human rights 

activist 

10/28/20 Primary & 

Secondary 

English Farhad Shamo Roto Yezidi President of Voice 

of Ezidi 

11/06/20 Primary 

English Anonymous President of an 

international NGO 

11/06/20 Secondary 

English Pari Ibrahim Yezidi Executive Director 

Free Yezidi Foundation 

11/17/20 Primary & 

secondary 

English Anonymous Counseling Psychologist 
12/08/20 

Secondary 
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chapter 5 are thus the result of interview questions which were steered in the direction of the 

Yezidis’ perception of rape, their religious identity, and the experiences of rape survivors after 

the genocide.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Data Analysis Process. Based on (Wong, 2008, p. 15). 

In phase 3 of box three, I initiated the coding process by color marking important sections in 

the transcripts and adding descriptions. I gave different colors and codes to various subjects. 

For each transcript I used the same color for information that touched upon the same issue. 

After labeling the first transcript, a coding-list was realized, which I then used for all the 
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following transcripts to link ideas. I then put together the entire coding list and created a 

hierarchy of codes within each theme by putting together similar and useful codes and merging 

those with the same meaning to a category. For instance, codes as ‘in-group belonging’, ‘in-

group protection’ and ‘pure Yezidi bloodline’ became ‘self-preservative identity’. See coding 

scheme in Appendix B. Then, I deleted irrelevant codes, all based on the research question’s 

narrative.  

The following three categories were eventually established to answer if and how local 

conceptualizations matter for the reintegration of survivors: 1) self-preservative identity; 2) a 

man’s world; 3) community response. These will be elaboratively addressed in the next chapter. 
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5. Analysis 

In this section the most relevant findings on whether or not local conceptualizations of rape 

matter for the reintegration of Yezidi wartime rape survivors are presented. First an introduction 

to the Yezidi culture, history and religion is given, as this is the foundation of several 

developments concerning the community’s response to the (mass)-rapes by IS. Subsequently, I 

elaborate on the three categories which were discussed during the interviews and in other 

sources, namely: self-preservative identity, a man’s world, and community response. 

 

5.1 Culture, History & Religion 

The Yezidis are among the oldest ethnic and religious indigenous people within the rich cultural 

mosaic of the Middle East (Açikyildiz, 2010). Nowadays they predominantly live in the 

Nineveh Province of Northern Iraq, but they are also spread out through Armenia, Iran, Syria, 

Turkey and western countries like 

Canada, Germany and the United 

States (Açikyildiz, 2010; Kaya, 

2019). This thesis focuses on the 

Yezidis in Sinjar. Figure 3 shows 

that the Yezidis are the second-

largest religious minority group in 

Iraq. They have a historical 

connection to the Kurds and 

predominantly speak Kurdish 

(Salloum, 2013). It is estimated 

that the total Yezidi population in 

Iraq numbered half a million 

before 2014 (Kaya, 2019).  

Yezidism is an ancient, monotheistic and syncretic religion, which constitutes elements from 

Christianity, Islam and Zoroastrianism, and is predominantly passed on through oral tradition 

(Henne & Hackett, 2014). There have been several misconceptions about Yezidism, one of 

them being that Yezidis are believed to be devil worshippers. Such ideas have been connected 

to the discrimination and Islamic persecution they have faced throughout many centuries 

(Stoter, 2019). 
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In the next section, I will elaborate on how these persecutions have shaped the Yezidi identity.  

 

5.2 Self-preservative Identity 

Over the years, the community’s exposure to devastating circumstances have played a role in 

strengthening their cultural identity. The Yezidis’ cultural values, religious norms, and customs 

of togetherness appear to have been transferred to the Yezidis’ identity. 

According to the Yezidis, the genocidal campaign by IS in 2014 marked the 74th farman 

(genocide) the community endured (Tsurkov, 2019). It is difficult to determine the accuracy of 

this number, but according to Mr. Shamo Roto, Yezidi survivor of the recent genocide, fact 

remains that these massacres only had the “extinction of this society” in mind (in interview). In 

response to these persecutions, the Yezidis have developed a “communal sub-conscience of 

protection” over the years, a kind of survival mechanism established with the means to preserve 

their culture (Açikyildiz 2010; Stoter, 2019). Whereas Ms. Stoter, author and freelance 

journalist specialized in the Middle East, considers the Yezidis to be “surprisingly open”, Ms. 

Ghanim, a Yezidi-born human rights activist, maintains that, originally, the Yezidi culture is a 

“closed and conservative” one (both in interview). Correspondingly, the Yezidis’ adherence of 

a caste system which divides the community into sheiks, pîrs and murîds2, and also forbidding 

conversions and marriages with non-Yezidis, are all the legacy of their insularity (Kajjo, 2019; 

Salloum 2013). A counseling psychologist3 who has been working with Yezidi survivors in 

Duhok, the Kurdistan region of Iraq, since 2018 said the following: “The Yezidi identity is very 

tricky. They have been a minority under very difficult circumstances”, referring to the numerous 

genocides, “and still hanging on to their identity, and so that means that they have very strict 

rules. The more genocide they experienced, the more they became strict in their definition of 

their identity” (in interview). In other words, the Yezidi identity and the community’s 

traditional narrative have predominantly been shaped along the lines of prosecutions at the 

hands of their Muslim neighbors. As a result, traditions like endogamy4 lie at the heart of the 

Yezidi identity (Açikyildiz, 2010). 

The Yezidi identity can be viewed as a combination of ethnocultural, genealogic and religious 

elements. According to Mr. Shamo Roto: “In the Yezidi society, married to non-Yezidi you 

 
2 Murîds are the common people, the pîrs and sheiks consist of the clergy (Kaya, 2019; Stoter, 2019). 
3 Interviewee requested anonymity. 
4 The practice of only marrying someone within the same cultural, ethnic, religious, or tribal group. 
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directly give up your identity being Yezidi and you have no option to come back” (in interview). 

Moreover, the consulted psychologist said: “You can only be a Yezidi if your father and mother 

are Yezidi, and there is a bloodline” (in interview). Besides having to be born Yezidi, each 

individual is required to participate in several official rituals and ceremonies from infancy 

onwards, upon which their acceptance in the community is dependent (Açikyildiz, 2010; 

Graham-Harrison, 2017; Stoter, 2019). The Yezidi sense of a communal identity seems to have 

been strengthened after the 2014 attack by IS (Ayhan & Tezcür, 2019). Moreover, the president 

of an international NGO5 (the president) recalled: “Whether they believe in their religious 

aspects of Yezidism or not, there is ethnic strength in being a Yezidi” (in interview).  

In the next paragraph, I will discuss how the role women play in the Yezidi society reflects 

patriarchal characteristics.  

 

5.3 A Man’s World 

Generally, in Yezidi society a woman’s position was confined to domestic spheres. They are 

predominantly excluded from educational opportunities, political aspirations, and labor. 

Besides gender inequality in the community, inequality in terms of sexuality is also not 

uncommon. Women are required to be virgin, and their (sexual)relationships with non-Yezidis 

brought shame and dishonor to the family. 

When referring to the Yezidi society, the psychologist said: “It is a patriarchal society”, in 

which “the women are married from a very early age and they are the main care givers of the 

family” (in interview). As a result, they are financially and socially dependent on their husbands 

(Ayhan & Tezcür, 2019). The president elaborated: “Sometimes, the woman is to be seen and 

not heard, and sometimes the woman is very much part of the decision-making” (in interview). 

Interestingly enough, in Ms. Ghanim’s experience “The position has changed tremendously in 

recent years, because it used to be a man-centered culture” (in interview). After the genocide, 

an increasing amount of women have left Iraq to live abroad, pursue an education and are more 

politically involved. This is quite a step forward for a conservatively, closed society (Ensler, 

2016; Stoter, 2019). Ms. Ghanim made out the following: “In general, with masculine cultures, 

the transition requires a revolution, but this revolution did not come from the women, but, the 

circumstances allowed for such a thing to happen” (in interview).  

 
5 Interviewee requested anonymity. 
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The 2014 genocide also challenged the community’s traditional way of thinking about rape. In 

general, just as in many other Middle Eastern countries, chastity and honor seem very important 

in the Yezidi culture. Women are required to be virgins until marriage, while this is expected 

to a lesser extent from men (Stoter, 2019). Yezidi executive director of the Free Yezidi 

Foundation, Ms. Ibrahim illustrated it as follows: “Men have like a Dutch or German or 

American girlfriend and its fine and no one says anything about it. Why? Because they don’t 

have to show their virginity at the end. They can do whatever they want. The girls are being 

exiled out of the community” (in interview). This banishment even involved sexual intercourse 

against their will (Graham-Harrison, 2017; Kaya, 2019). According to the psychologist: “When 

you are raped by somebody, Yezidi or not, it is the women’s shame. So it is always kept a secret. 

I worked with victims of rape [before the genocide], within the community as well, but they did 

not even share it with their moms and dads, because you they were scared that their brothers 

or dads would kill them” (in interview). In agreeance, the president mentioned: “rapes did 

happen, but they were kept very, very secret, because if it was not kept secret, there was 

ostracism” (in interview). Other times, repercussions were more severe than ostracism. She 

recalled such an incident: “There was a Yezidi woman who fell in love with a Muslim man in 

college, and her family, her tribe killed her publicly” (in interview). The stoning to death of the 

girl in question was an ‘honor killing’, because her actions had shamed her family (Cockburn, 

2010; Graham-Harris, 2017; Tawfeeq & Tod, 2007). 

Yezidi women appeared to have been inferior to men and the traditional way of looking at rape 

implied that women shamed the family, causing fear of ostracism and sometimes even death. 

All of which is in line with the theoretical expectations. In the next paragraph, I will outline the 

community’s response to the mass-rapes of the 2014 genocide.  

 

5.4 Community Response 

The identity formation can be said to have answered for in-group favoritism after the latest 

genocide, and explain the out-group hostility towards the children born of rape. 

On 3 August 2014, IS, also known by its Arabic acronym Daesh, launched a coordinated attack 

against the Yezidis living in the Sinjar region (Amnesty International, 2020; Graham-Harrison, 

2017; Henne & Hacke, 2014). The United Nations (UN) dubbed the attack a genocide. Mr. 

Shamo Roto, recalled that “They bombed our farms, they entered our villages” (in interview). 

Within a short period of time, approximately 3,100 Yezidis were killed and 6,800 were 
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kidnapped (Cetorelli et al., 2017). IS created a system, whereby they separated women, girls 

and children from the men and teenage boys (Amnesty International, 2020). While the men 

were enslaved to do forced labor or publicly killed (Kaushal, 2020), women and girls awaited 

another fate. It was on slave markets that many Yezidi women and girls, could be purchased 

through auctioning, to be gifted or traded as sabaya, (sex slaves) between jihadists. Others were 

forcibly married off and sometimes even subjected to forced pregnancy. During their capture, 

women and girls were sexually exploited through (gang)rape, regularly beaten, converted and 

subjected to other forms of (sexual)torture (Amnesty International, 2020; Ensler, 2016; UN, 

2016; Yazda, 2017). One survivor was the property of seven IS fighters and was repeatedly 

raped. She said: “Sometimes I was sold. Sometimes I was given as a gift. The last man was the 

most abusive; he used to tie my hands and legs” (as cited in HRW, 2015).  

Following their captivity, approximately 3,000 female survivors managed to escape or were 

ransomed by their families. However, despite their freedom, the majority of them feared to 

return back to their community as they believed their homecoming would be followed by 

cultural ramifications (Ayhan & Tezcür, 2019; Ensler, 2016; Kaya, 2019). A survivor said: “I 

was afraid to be ostracized” (as cited in Stoter, 2019). Nevertheless, the 2014 genocide was 

something the Yezidis had never witnessed before as it prompted a striking community 

response (George, 2015). Ms. Ibrahim observed: “A lot of these women were sold as sex slaves 

and they came back, and they were raped. They were not the virgins anymore that Yezidis 

require girls to be when they get married. So this was new. It was very public. So it needed a 

public resolving of the problem” (in interview). Events took an unexpected turn when Yezidi 

religious leader, Baba Sheikh, issued a statement, welcoming back women survivors of the 

genocide in September 2015. He declared that they remained pure Yezidis and called upon the 

community not to dispute their Yezidi faith. He urged the community to support these women 

(Amnesty International, 2020; George, 2015; Tsurkov, 2019). This declaration has been 

beneficial in protecting Yezidi women and girls from harm when coming back to the 

community (HRW, 2015), and allowed for courage among survivors to come forward with their 

stories (Stoter, 2019). Women were brought to the holy site Lalish, to undergo a religious 

baptism ceremony, symbolizing their purification (George, 2015; Graham-Harrison, 2017). A 

survivor referring to the baptism: “For us, our tradition is the most important thing. I was just 

so happy, because I had been hurt. I wanted to be clean again” (as cited in George, 2015).  

The psychologist explained this trailblazing move as follows: “Being sold as a slave, and being 

raped multiple times, from multiple perpetrators, with a big number we are talking about 
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hundreds of Yezidi girls here, I think it might have changed their attitude to rape for good. And 

realizing that actually, this is not the fault of our girls” (in interview). This was affirmed by 

Ms. Stoter: “These mass-rapes were something they had never experienced before. So they 

questioned how to deal with the magnitude of the victims. They did not see another way of 

dealing with it then to support them and accept them back into the community” (in interview). 

Despite most of the community’s surprisingly accepting attitude, the sudden change was also 

met with resentment from a small group of conservatives (Graham-Harrison, 2017; Kaushal, 

2020). The psychologist said that these girls are sometimes seen as: “Damaged goods. There is 

this, both welcome and respect and also some stigma, because, they have been raped” (in 

interview). Moreover, Ms. Ibrahim noted: “They are seen very differently. They are not virgins. 

A lot of the families do not accept that. They would not marry their sons to one of those girls” 

(in interview).  

The largely warm welcome that the Yezidi women awaited was in sharp contrast to the 

community’s attitude to the children born of rape and the mothers who wanted to keep them 

(Kaushal, 2020). The arrival of these children into the community has been strongly 

discouraged and they have been the victims of controversy and stigma (Amnesty International, 

2020; Ayhan & Tezcür, 2019; Chulov, 2020). It seems as if the existence of the children born 

from jihadists challenged the Yezidi identity in multiple ways. First, the community believes 

that as these children carry the DNA of Daesh, they are capable of harming the community 

later. Ms. Ibrahim argued: “The community cannot accept these children because they have the 

idea that the child has blood from the enemy, from IS. This idea of pure, pure Yezidi, is always 

something Yezidis fought for” (in interview). The president recalled a conversation between 

Yezidis where they referred to them as “the seed of Daesh.” (in interview). Secondly, there are 

legal implications as well. Namely, under Iraqi law, a child with a Muslim or unknown father 

is automatically identified as Muslim, meaning they can never be Yezidi despite pressure from 

the international community to accept them (Amnesty International, 2020; Kajjo, 2019). Lastly, 

these children are also a reminder of what IS did to the community (Amnesty International, 

2020).  

These complexities have left these mothers torn between the community or a life in exile with 

their children in other regions of Iraq or abroad (Amnesty International, 2020; Kaya, 2019). 

Four unrelated survivors conveyed this clearly when recalling their experiences after their 

escape: “I knew they might separate me from my daughter. I went to al-Hol camp, and I tried 

to hide myself and my identity”. Others who did return said: “I was told, ‘if you want to see your 



21 

 

father and mother, you will never see your children again”’, another about her daughter: “They 

say she is from IS. She is not from IS. She is part of my soul, I have a right to be with her. Why 

don’t they have mercy on me?” (as cited in Amnesty International, 2020). Another survivor was 

threatened by her father: “If you talk about that child ever again then I will kill you” (as cited 

in Stoter, 2019). There are nearly hundred orphans (Chuvlov, 2020), as some mothers have left 

their children at orphanages in Baghdad, Mosul or regions in Syria, and have never heard from 

them again.  

In the next paragraph, I will discuss the findings.  

 

5.5 Discussion 

With this study, I seek to answer the following research question: How do local 

conceptualizations of rape shape Yezidi women’s reintegration into their local community after 

the wartime rapes by IS? By reflecting on the way Yezidi survivors, their families and the 

community experienced the mass-rapes by IS and dealt with its ramifications, the purpose of 

this section intends to show that local conceptualizations matter. For, it is highly probable that 

cultural norms and the Yezidi identity prompted the community’s response.   

The data indicates that Yezidis pride themselves in the survival of their ancient culture and 

religion, considering the oppression they endured throughout many centuries. All evidence 

consulted for this research, maintained that in order to conserve the community, Yezidis created 

cultural and religious self-protective mechanisms, such as endogamy and initiation rites. These 

seem to reflect honor and pure bloodlines, and tend to be intertwined with the Yezidi identity. 

The psychologist highlighted that the community’s customs and overall austere way of life, 

could deem non-compliance as giving up ones group-membership. Moreover, to echo the 

interviewed president, Yezidis find ethnic strength in being a Yezidi. This might hint at an 

ethnical bond between the Yezidis that has become a relatable part of themselves, establishing 

a closely-knit community and giving them a sense of belonging. Thus, it appears as if their 

cultural context influences how community life is experienced, based on the understanding of 

what it means to be Yezidi. With regards to their understanding of rape, all the evidence shows 

that Yezidis see it through the prism of patriarchy. For instance, the interviewees all conveyed 

the community’s antagonism towards rape survivors in previous farmans or in non-conflict 

situations. These women were commonly blamed for shaming their family, and giving up their 

Yezidi identity, both with exile or honor killings as a result. In terms of the community’s 
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response to the 2014 genocide, the results revealed a dichotomy between the rape survivors 

with children born of rape and those without. I argue that local conceptualizations of rape matter 

in relation to the community’s behavior towards both groups.  

All the consulted data referred to the unprecedented nature of Baba Sheikh welcoming back the 

survivors back into the community. The way local conceptualizations appear to come to the 

surface is two-fold. Firstly, Ms. Ibrahim mentioned that some families still seemed to view the 

survivors’ loss of their virginity as something to take offense at, especially in terms of marriage, 

prompting stigma towards them. It is likely that the cultural values of chastity played a role in 

these families’ interpretation of marriage. In which, sexual acts before marriage (with or 

without consent) are deemed as immoral. Moreover, the community’s way of dealing with rape 

cases in the past, may have caused the fearful predictions among survivors concerning their 

homecoming. In contrast, there appeared to be a large sense of empathy from the community, 

which might infer the following. All interviewees mentioned that the extensive consequences 

of the genocide affected all Yezidis in some way. This could mean that the magnitude of the 

genocide, may have reached a certain threshold which prompted a cultural fluidity within a 

conservative community. Ms. Stoter and the psychologist both referred to the enormity of the 

crisis accounting for the community-wide acceptance. What has become visible in the aftermath 

of the 2014 genocide, is that the Yezidis were able to reconceptualize their perception of rape. 

For, if they would hold on to their traditional conceptualizations, the community might no 

longer have existed.  

Within this reconceptualization, evidence shows that cultural and religious norms and practices 

gave meaning. For instance, introducing the traditional rebaptism ceremony seems essential, as 

it symbolized the survivors’ purification which made them feel clean again. In addition, it 

appears as if Baba Sheikh’s decision, in relation to the rebaptism, was charged with legitimacy, 

seeing that the overall attitude of the community appeared to be supportive. It was local in the 

sense that it offered an exceptional pardon, which was formulated within the Yezidi community, 

gave meaning to the Yezidi survivors and is only intended for the rape survivors of IS. It looks 

as if their notion of rape within this reconceptualization, was tailored to fit the extremity of the 

violence the rape survivors, their families and the community endured. Scholars like Kinvall & 

Mitzen (2018) and Greve (2018) go into explaining that conflict resolution is often governed 

by a sense of anxiety and ontological insecurity for one’s existence, as a response to emerging 

conflicts that threaten a community’s survival. Therefore, decision-makers within communities 
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are more inclined to make concessions considered to guarantee the community’s existence, 

which opens the prospect for change, and in turn, consolidates their ontological security. 

Nevertheless, it tends to be much more complicated for Yezidi women with children born of 

rape. All evidence suggests that Yezidis find it hard to accept a child that is not of pure Yezidi 

blood. Since the religion requires both parents to be Yezidi, a child in the community that is 

part Muslim seems to go against their principles. Moreover, being confronted with these 

children appears to trigger their trauma, maybe even more so considering their difficult history 

with the Arab Muslims. Thus, even in such devastating circumstances and under pressure from 

the international community, it appears that the Yezidis firmly adhere to their cultural and 

religious values by not accepting the non-Yezidi children born of rape back. This illustrates that 

cultural contexts might indeed be relevant, as some values appear not to be universal.  

It is worth noting that the effects of the genocide reflect a cultural shift. It introduced this belief 

among the community that these women and girls were not different, challenging endogamic 

norms. Now, rape survivors are being heard instead of silenced, and embracing them in the 

community is a precedent that has been set, which might be a seed of change for future rape 

cases.  

In answering the research question, the analysis depicts a relationship between local 

conceptualizations and the reintegration of the Yezidi wartime rape survivors. The YSSC 

established a reconceptualization of rape which allowed the women and girls to come back. The 

rebaptism was a cultural symbol and its meaning seemed to help these women heal, as well as 

generate a community-wide acceptance. This religious change and its implications did not go 

beyond the community, hence, it does not reflect universality. Conversely, children born of rape 

were met with such hostility by families and the community as they were not considered Yezidi. 

It appears that their cultural and religious rules and values of being a Yezidi governed their 

decision-making, notwithstanding the repercussions. This shows that the parameters within this 

reconceptualization are still bound by culturally fundamental beliefs and norms.  
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6. Conclusion 

This research investigated how local conceptualizations shaped the reintegration of Yezidi 

women into their local community after the wartime rapes by IS. In the literature review it 

became clear that sociocultural consequences of wartime rape remained an under researched 

topic, particularly in the Middle East. Since, most scholars focus on the prevalence of wartime 

rape, its explanations, or the physical and psychological aspects. In the theoretical framework I 

introduced social constructivism and SIT as the basis for my expectations that local 

conceptualizations mattered for the reintegration of these women and girls. This argument was 

based on the assumption that the cultural context of the Yezidis and its attributed norms and 

values, would shape how Yezidis perceived the wartime rapes by IS. In addition, the Yezidi 

cultural identity would shape individual behavior and explain community behavior, which 

promotes in-group favoritism and out-group hostility. As the community is characterized by 

patriarchic structures in which chastity and male honor are interconnected, I expected that 

Yezidi survivors would deal with heavy stigmatization and ostracism. Contrary to my 

expectations however, survivors were rather accepted back. According to the theory, there are 

still clear structures of in-group and out-group behavior. The community’s response to the 

women resembles behavior of in-group favoritism. The children born of rape, the out-group, 

were met with aversion. The Yezidis appeared to compare the in-group favorably, based on the 

survivor’s pure Yezidi blood, which may reveal strong emotional ties to the in-group. 

It seems the Yezidis were able to create and support a narrative, in which they as a whole were 

strategically targeted by IS. Literature on ontological security would be an interesting point for 

further research in this direction.  

So to answer ‘How do local conceptualizations of rape shape Yezidi women’s reintegration into 

their local community after the wartime rapes by IS? I conclude that local conceptualizations 

mattered. For, within this reconceptualization, that was limited to the community, Yezidi norms 

and practices likely shaped the survivors’ and community’s way of looking at them(selves) as 

rape survivors and determined their behavior. The community’s conventional perception of 

rape caused fear among survivors to return, causing some to hide themselves in other regions. 

Them going into hiding elsewhere, might reflect their expectation that rape conceptions were 

different in other regions. For the returning survivors, the traditionally religious rebaptisms 

seemed to symbolically give meaning. Furthermore, the Yezidis held onto the local perception 

of what it means to be Yezidi, which is seen in them rejecting the children born of rape. They 
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were indeed seen as ‘other’, a bad memory and a potential future threat to the community. This 

image seems only to live within the community, as international pressure to accept these 

children appears to be in vain. Consequently, the survivors with children born of rape had to go 

into exile, or leave their children in orphanages. Creating an influx of Yezidi orphans, displaced 

women and refugees.  

The Yezidi case shows that the local context is indeed able to frame how rape and its 

ramifications are experienced and understood. Also, that the local level can cause grand-scale 

consequences, which tells me that local conceptualizations deserve a more esteemed position 

within political science. 
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8. Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Informed Consent Form Expert Interviews 

Many thanks for your willingness to partake in the research project titled: The Exceptional 

Stories of the Women Who Got Away: A Case of Yezidi Wartime Rape Survivors. This thesis is 

conducted by me, Veronica van der Giessen-Cosmas Rebero, a Political Science Master student 

at the Leiden University in the Hague.  

Purpose Study 

The study explores conflict-related sexual violence perpetrated against the Yezidis by IS. More 

specifically, I am curious to find out how local conceptualizations of rape have shaped 

community reintegration  of Yezidi women with children born of wartime rape. The purpose of 

this study is to understand in what way cultural values and social identity influence the level of 

acceptance and/or rejection of Yezidi women into their community. In the end, the hope is that 

this study can bring about relevant insights in order to create appropriate reconciliation 

strategies for deeply traumatized people. 

Relationship Interviewee 

You have been chosen as an interviewee because of your relevant work in the field. Your 

acquaintance and experience with the Yezidi rape survivors are considered to be highly valuable 

for my understanding of what these women have gone through upon their return to the 

community. The results of the interview will be used as additional information to the desk-

research I have performed in order to fill any gaps. 

General information 

You are allowed to stop or withdraw from the interview at any given point. The interview will 

last approximately 45-60 minutes. With your permission the interview will be recorded, 

allowing me to accurately capture your ideas and views, and a transcript will be made. 

Moreover, the research will contain paraphrases and/or direct quotations from this interview.   

By taking into account your confidentiality, would you please state how you would like to be 

referred to in the interview [anonymous, by function, or by name]. Lastly, access to the 

interview transcript will be confined to me, my thesis supervisor and my second reader, also a 

University staff. I will ask you to give your oral consent if you agree with the aforementioned. 
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Appendix B: Coding Scheme 

Theme Codes Description Examples 

Self-

preservative 

Identity 

In-group 

belonging 

Beliefs, customs and 

values that enhance 

the sense of 

togetherness among 

Yezidis 

1. “It’s a religious tradition that we as Yezidis get 

baptized” (Ms. Ghanim); 

2. “I personally believe that is the strength of the 

Yezidis, they are broken and traumatized, but their unity 

saved them. This sense of unity was also extended to the 

rape survivors” (Ms. Stoter). 

In-group 

protection 

Acts and behavior 

of cultural, religious 

and identity 

preservation 

1. “This whole idea of pure, pure Yezidi.. Is always 

something Yezidis fought for.. Their identity. To be 

who they are” (Ms. Ibrahim); 

2. “They have become a victim of persecution so many 

times in the past, that is why they have this strange, if 

I may say so myself, rule that they cannot convert 

even under coercion” (Ms. Stoter); 

3. “After all the genocides the Yezidis have strived to 

conserve their identity and protect it from others” 

(Ms. Ghanim).  

Pure Yezidi 

bloodline 

The framework of 

what it means to be 

a Yezidi 

1. “It is difficult for Yezidis to accept the idea that a 

child is walking around them who is not from pure 

blood” (Ms. Ibrahim); 

2. “The way they were able to hang on to their religion 

was that, you know, it’s just, you can only be a 

Yezidi if your father and mother are Yezidi, and 

there is a bloodline and there is no conversion. So 

that is what Yezidi identity is” (Psychologist). 

A Man’s 

World 

Chastity and 

non-Yezidi 

sexual 
relationships 

The perception of 

rape within the 

Yezidi community 
pre-conflict  

1. “Women who were raped would lose their dignity 

and were seen as less than” (Ms. Ghanim); 

2. “If a Yezidi girl has sexually intercourse with her 
consent or without her consent, with a non-Yezidi 

man, that girl is ex-communicated” (Psychologist); 

3. “In the past if Muslims you know, came and grabbed 

a Yezidi girl and raped her, she was not a Yezidi, she 

was now Muslim” (The president). 

Female 

dependency 

The degree to which 

a Yezidi woman or 

girl can strive for 

independence and 

self-actualization 

within the 

community 

1. “They have not been to formal schooling, the 

majority of them have not been to formal school” 

(Psychologist); 

2. “If you compare a Dutch woman who is very 

independent, and is a single mom.. You can’t 

compare them to a Yezidi woman who has a child. 

Because she is dependent on her family. She can’t go 

anywhere” (Ms. Ibrahim); 

3. “They are often just a mother or a housewife” (Ms. 

Stoter). 
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Patriarchy The way women are 

seen within the 

Yezidi society and 

their contribution in 

decision-making 

processes  

1. “A woman’s position has changed a lot over the 

years, before it was a man-driven culture” (Ms. 

Ghanim); 

2. “The husband makes the final decision normally” 

(The president); 

3. “And then again you have inequality between women 

and men” (Ms. Ibrahim). 

Community 

Response 

Genocide of 

unprecedented 

nature  

A shocking crisis 

for the community 

which generated 

trailblazing 

responses  

1. “This is the first time that they have experienced such 

a thing. It was their first time being confronted with 

such mass-rapes” (Ms. Stoter); 

2. “This genocide is completely different. They are 

coming into a community that does not know how to 

handle a rape victim.” (The president). 

A welcome 

cleansing 

As a token of the 

acceptance of the 

rape survivors, the 

women and girls 

were rebaptized in 

the holy waters of 

Lalish (one of their 

holy sites) 

1. “All Yezidis are baptized in the holy water of Lalish 

because this would give them a clean soul. This has 

also been introduced for the women to give them a 

feeling of safety and that they are not seen differently 

within the community” (Ms. Ghanim); 

2. “They were welcomed in Lalish with a religious 

ceremony of repurifying them you know. By religion, 

blessing them by pope and welcome them in the 

society” (Mr. Shamo Roto). 

Preconceptions 

of rape and its 

impact Post-

conflict 

The effects of the 

local perceptions of 

rape on IS rape 

survivors  

1. “Walking around with the thought that they would be 

seen as worthless, cursed, and being raped by a 

leader of IS has done a lot of damage to the women” 

(Ms. Ghanim; 

2. “The traditional way of thinking of rape is, it is the, it 

damages the women. It is the blame goes to women. 

So, yea there is this, both welcome and respect and 

also some stigma, because, they have been raped” 

(Psychologist). 

Out-group 

hostility 

The way children 

born of rape were 

seen and treated by 

the Yezidis. Since 

they are not purely 

of Yezidi blood, 

they are not 

considered part of 

the in-group, but 

rather as enemies 

and outsiders 

1. “I am not proud of rejecting of children” (Mr. Shamo 

Roto); 

2. “These children are not accepted in the community. 

Because, the Yezidi religion does not accept children 

that are born, you know without a Yezidi father” 

(Psychologist); 

3. “In many cases the children are taken away from 

them and are in orphanages or put up for adoption, 

without the knowledge of the mother” (Ms. Ibrahim); 

4. “I know of forced abortions. I know of people who 

were told to leave their children if they wanted to be 

allowed back into the community” (The president). 

 

 


