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Abstract

Western women’s participation in ISIS remains a neglected topic in literary scholarship. In
Tabish Khair’s 2016 novel Just Another Jihadi Jane, the British schoolgirl Jamilla tells the
story of her and her friend Ameena’s recruitment and radicalisation by ISIS and their
subsequent journey to Syria. The protagonists join ISIS not because of the naive romanticism
commonly associated with the label ‘jihadi bride’; rather, their motivations involve the
suffering of Muslims in the Syrian conflict and elsewhere, belonging and nationhood, being
part of a ‘jihadi girl-power subculture’ (PereSin and Cervone 2015, 506), as well as, crucially,
emancipation. As Khair’s novel suggests, Western Muslim women’s travel to the Caliphate
can be interpreted as an emancipatory act, both personally and politically. Personally, women
who join ISIS hope for the freedom to choose a husband, a choice that would otherwise be
under paternal control; politically, they can decide to belong to an Islamic state that offers a
utopian vision of mutual acceptance, in stark contrast to their home nations where being treated
as an equal citizen means compromising religion. In Just Another Jihadi Jane, Jamilla seeks to
escape everyday racism in Northern England, an overbearing mother, as well as an arranged
marriage. She is drawn to ISIS by promises of belonging and sisterhood. Meanwhile, the
romantic rejection experienced by Ameena transmogrifies into a suicide bombing, which
proves to be unsustainable as a feminist act of resistance in the context of the Caliphate’s
patriarchal parameters.
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