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News & Analysis Women in war

Damascus

T 

hey are well-trained, can 
handle automatic rifles 
and big guns and excel in 
sniping. Um Ali’s Brigade, 
the First Commando Bat-

talion and the Kurdish units are 
all-female detachments fighting on 
opposite sides of the raging Syrian 
conflict.

In a rare phenomenon in conserv-
ative Arab societies, Syrian women 
have been fighting side-by-side with 
male counterparts, be it with the 
Syrian Army and affiliated forces or 
with opposition groups.

Although women served in the 
army prior to the outbreak of the 
civil war in 2011, their role was 
largely confined to administrative 
duties or military logistics and sup-
ply units. And according to an army 
officer who asked to be identified as 
Mohamad, the part played by wom-
en in the war has been exaggerated 
for mere political ends.

“For instance, the opposition 
groups highlighted the participation 
of women in the fighting on the side 
of the regime alleging a shortage in 
the number of male troops follow-
ing the desertion or killing of thou-
sands of soldiers. They claimed that 
the regime had to resort to women 
to compensate for the losses it had 
incurred,” Mohamad told The Arab 
Weekly.

He argued that female participa-
tion in the armed opposition was 
overstated as well “to give the im-
pression that what’s happening in 
Syria is a real popular revolution en-
compassing all, including women”.

The First Commando Battalion of 
the Republican Guards, the main all-
female detachment with the Syrian 

Army, has been deployed in Jobar on 
the eastern outskirts of Damascus. 
Yolla, a 23-year-old daughter of a re-
tired army officer recently enrolled 
in the unit. She said she wanted to 
help liberate thousands of women 
and children kidnapped by militias.

“I joined the commando bat-
talion after witnessing the horrors 
committed in rural Latakia in 2013, 
when gunmen overran the villages 
and took away scores of women and 
children to Ghouta Sharqiya near 
Damascus,” Yolla said. “I decided to 
take up arms with the hope of con-
tributing to their liberation.”

Mohamad Sleiman, a retired army 
general, downplayed the impor-
tance of women in the actual fight-
ing. “Women have been enlisting 
in the army for decades,” he said. 
“There are thousands of women of-
ficers who have graduated from the 
military academy but they have al-
ways operated in the back rows, in 
the administration and inside mili-
tary installations.”

However, the Republican Guards 
Brigade includes 130 women snipers 
deployed in the outskirts of Damas-
cus. An estimated 3,000 women, 
ranging in ages from 20-35, operate 
within the National Defence Forces, 
a pro-regime unit created during the 
conflict. They are mainly deployed 
at military roadblocks and search 
centres inside relatively safe areas 
in Damascus, Latakia, Tartus and 
Sweida.

“These girls are also present on 
front lines and engage in direct 
combat. Some have volunteered to 
transport arms and ammunition, 
while others handle sniper rifles and 
sometimes big guns,” said Salem 
Hassan, a spokesman for the de-
fence forces.

On the side of the rebels, women 
are also active, especially in Aleppo 
and Idlib in north Syria, which fall 
under the control of Jaysh al-Fateh. 
“Syrian women have joined men in 
fighting against the regime forces to 
defend freedom,” commented a me-
dia activist in Idlib, identified by his 

family name, Taleb.
“Syrian women proved to be as 

courageous as men in conducting 
warfare aimed at liberating Syria 
(from the Ba’ath regime). They have 
participated in actual combat, and 
I have seen them handle automatic 
rifles and sometimes heavy weap-
ons easily,” Taleb said in a telephone 
interview.

However, women fighters with 
the armed opposition groups are es-
timated to be not more than 1,000, 
because of the big supply of male 
fighters, he explained. “But thou-
sands of females are active in res-
cue and medical assistance to the 
wounded and in preparing food for 
the combatants.”

“Guevara”, a former English 
teacher nicknamed after the Argen-
tine Marxist revolutionary guerrilla 
leader Che Guevara, became famous 
as the “Sniper of Aleppo”. She took 

up arms against the regime after her 
two children were killed in an air 
strike. She has since been “hunting” 
soldiers on the front line of Saladin. 
Um Ali’s Brigade is another reputed 
female fighting group in the bat-
tered city. What started as a medical 
group of seven women developed 
into an all-female combat unit com-
prising 60 women specialised in 
sniping.

“Aleppo women have excelled on 
the front lines, especially in intelli-
gence work, gathering information 
on army positions in the part of the 
city controlled by the regime,” said 
Mustafa Issa, a former combatant 
with al-Tawheed Brigade.

Kurdish women fighting with the 
Women’s Protection Units (YPJ), 
the women’s branch of the main 
Kurdish force, gained recognition 
as die-hard combatants during the 
battle of Kobani against the Islamic 

State (ISIS). “They participated in all 
types of combat in north Syria,” said 
journalist Marwan Hami.

“They are front-line combatants 
who played a major role in confront-
ing ISIS terrorists who had commit-
ted massacres against the Kurds, 
prompting them to assume their re-
sponsibility in defending their peo-
ple and their rights,” Hami said.

ISIS al-Khansa Brigade, which 
operates in Raqqa, the de facto ISIS 
capital, is the most notorious female 
unit whose role is limited to intel-
ligence gathering and the monitor-
ing of opposition or criticism of ISIS 
rule. They also oversee the strict im-
plementation of the group’s Islamic 
directives and instructions.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.
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Female fighter from the Kurdish People Protection Unit (YPG) on the front line in Hasakah, Syria.
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U 

mmaya al-Jobouri be-
came the first woman 
in Iraqi modern history 
appointed “chieftain”. A 
state body that included 

Iraq’s 30 prominent tribes bestowed 
the title for heroic martyrdom while 
leading male and female fighters 
against Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
in 2014.

Iraqi women of various ethnic 
and religious backgrounds, includ-
ing both Sunni and Shia, tribal Arab, 
Kurdish, Yazidi and Turkmen have 
taken up arms against ISIS.

In Iraq’s northern oil-rich Kurd-
ish region, women fighters played 
important roles in achieved heroic 
victories, according to Kurdish TV 
stations.

Women from Turkey, includ-
ing Kurds, smuggled themselves 
through Syria into Iraq’s northern 
Kurdistan, where they formed an 
all-female unit that has been fight-
ing ISIS in the areas still under its 
control.

“Our aim is to avenge the slavery, 
rape and sex trade of Yazidi women 
in Sinjar,” a Kurdish woman fighting 
ISIS for the past 15 months told a lo-
cal Kurdish station.

Identifying herself as Sarah and 
wielding an AK-47 with several 
magazines wrapped around her 

neck and body and armed with six 
pistols, she said the all-female unit 
grew from three fighters in mid-
2014 to several hundred in Decem-
ber.

“Our role is humanitarian, name-
ly to help people survive the geno-
cides and massacres committed by 
ISIS,” she said, adding that she had 
killed about six dozen ISIS fighters.

Videos on YouTube showed a 
handful of Iraqi women fighters 
chasing and shooting at random at 
three men a narrator said were ISIS 
militants in August near the Sinjar 
mountains in northern Iraq. The au-
thenticity of the video could not be 
independently verified.

Sinjar had come to define the war 
for northern Iraq since ISIS seized 
it in August 2014. Militants killed, 

enslaved or kidnapped thousands 
of Yazidis, in cluding women and 
children.

About 50,000 others were 
trapped without food or water on 
mountains above the city for days 
until they were rescued by Syr-
ian Kurdish forces. ISIS con siders 
Yazidis infidels who should convert 
to Islam or be killed.

Jobouri was a 45-year-old mother 
of four who served as an adviser on 
women’s affairs to Iraq’s northern 
Saladin Governorate. Several fam-
ily members, including her father 
and two brothers, were killed by al-
Qaeda.

On June 12, 2014, ISIS advanced 
towards al-Alam, 16km east of 
Tikrit, the capital of Saladin. Ac-
companied by her younger brother, 

Jobouri led tribesmen into a battle 
with ISIS that lasted days. Al-Alam 
remained free of ISIS until Jobouri 
was killed ten days into the fight.

Jobouri’s brother Marwan said af-
ter the fall of Mosul, to ISIS on June 
10, 2014, “tens of soldiers began 
reaching our town. They were Shia 
Muslims who were afraid that ISIS 
would kill them”.

“But Ummaya took them in, com-
forted them, gave them shelter and 
fake identification cards and took 
them in her car to safer areas,” Mar-
wan said.

When ISIS approached her town 
on June 22, 2014, Ummaya al-Jo-
bouri was feeding her fighters, Mar-
wan said. He said when “confron-
tations escalated, she grabbed her 
[rocket-propelled grenade launch-
er] to lead her fighters to the battle 
front.

“She killed tens of ISIS militants 
before one of the group’s snipers 
shot her in the heart, killing her in-
stantly.”

He said her bravery helped him 
evacuate the town of women, chil-
dren and the elderly.

Rangin Yousif, 25, is another ex-
ample of a brave Iraqi woman fight-
ing ISIS. The mother of two was a 
Kurdish peshmerga officer who was 
killed in 2014 while leading a divi-
sion in a confrontation with ISIS in 
an area south of Kirkuk.

Mijda Said, a peshmerga fighter 
in the division, said although Yousif 
was wounded by shrapnel, “she 
continued leading the division, giv-
ing orders and firing at ISIS.

“When ISIS retreated, Yousif‘s 
bleeding became severe and she 
died in the hospital shortly after-
ward.”

In Mosul, ISIS executed four 
Turkmen women from the village 

of Hasan Koy, about 45km west of 
Mosul after accusing the four of col-
laborating with Iraqi security.

Nawal al-Shahwani, the director 
of the state’s sugar factory in Mosul, 
was killed by firing squad on Sep-
tember 29th, when she refused ISIS 
orders to reopen the factory.

Since June 2014, tens of other 
women in Mosul, including doctors, 
activists and former parliamentary 
aspirants, were sentenced to death 
by ISIS allegedly for disobeying its 
orders or contacting Iraqi security.

Gulbahar Bayatli, 31, is a famed 
Turkmen female fighter. The moth-
er of three comes from Amirli. When 
ISIS seized Amirli on June 10, 2014, 
“hundreds of women and children 
were evacuated by helicopters but 
I and tens of other women insisted 
to stay,” Bayatli said in an interview.

“We provided food to the fight-
ers and, since we were armed with 
machine guns, we helped guard our 
homes,” she said. “Under siege and 
heavy fire by ISIS for 82 days, we did 
not surrender.”

On September 1, 2014, ISIS pulled 
out of Amirli in the first known Iraqi 
victory in the war on ISIS.

Suda Khlaf al-Swidawy, a woman 
from Anbar province dared to stand 
up to ISIS fighters.

One day, ISIS fighters came to her 
doorstep to introduce themselves 
and meet the men of the house, 
Swidawy adamantly refused. Ac-
cording to a relative who was there, 
Swidawy insisted that “as long as 
she’s alive, she will not allow them 
to step a foot in her house.

“They shot her dead and met the 
men in the household.”

Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, reports on ISIS 
in northern Iraq.
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Kurdish peshmerga fighters during training conducted by 
German military forces in Erbil, in northern Iraq, on  
October 27, 2015.
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