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H
edayah is the International C

enter of E
xcellence for C

ountering
 V

iolent E
xtrem

ism
, an 

international, ind
ep

end
ent think-and

-d
o tank b

ased
 in A

b
u D

hab
i, U

nited
 A

rab
 E

m
ir-

ates. A
 p

rod
uct of the G

C
TF, H

ed
ayah’s m

ission is to b
e the g

lob
al hub

 of exp
erts and

 
exp

ertise and
 p

latform
 for g

ood
 p

ractice sharing
 for p

reventing
 and

 countering
 violent 

extrem
ism

 (P/C
V

E
) p

olicy, p
rog

ram
s and

 p
ractice. 

The G
lobal C

enter on C
ooperative Security w

orks w
ith g

overnm
ents, international 

org
anizations, and

 civil society to d
evelop

 and
 im

p
lem

ent com
p

rehensive and
 sus-

tainab
le resp

onses to com
p

lex international security challeng
es throug

h collab
ora-

tive p
olicy research, context-sensitive p

rog
ram

m
ing

, and
 cap

acity d
evelop

m
ent. The 

G
lob

al C
enter’s w

ork focuses on enhancing
 com

m
unity resilience to violent extrem

-
ism

 and
 on sup

p
orting

 national and
 non-g

overnm
ental institutions in resp

ond
ing

 to 
m

ultid
im

ensional security challeng
es. In collab

oration w
ith a g

lob
al netw

ork of exp
ert 

p
ractitioners and

 p
artner org

anizations, the G
lob

al C
enter fosters strong

er m
ultilateral 

p
artnership

s and
 convenes key stakehold

ers to sup
p

ort integ
rated

 and
 inclusive secu-

rity p
olicies across national, reg

ional, and
 g

lob
al levels. The G

lob
al C

enter has p
layed

 
a key role in raising

 aw
areness am

ong
 the international com

m
unity ab

out the m
ultip

le 
roles of w

om
en in terrorism

, violent extrem
ism

, and
 countering

 violent extrem
ism

 and
 

w
orked

 w
ith international and

 local p
artners to inform

 and
 shap

e related
 p

olicy and
 

p
rog

ram
s.
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O
ver the past year, the international com

m
unity com

m
em

orated the fifteenth 
anniversary of the passage of U

nited N
ations Security C

ouncil R
esolution 1325 

(U
N

SC
R

 1325) on W
om

en, Peace and Security. T
his resolution recognized the 

disproportionate and unique im
pact of violent conflict on w

om
en and girls, and 

affi
rm

ed the participation and representation of w
om

en in building peace. 
U

N
SC

R
 1325 for the first tim

e codified the role of w
om

en in building and 
sustaining peace in the international legal fram

ew
ork. 

In preparation for the 2015 H
igh-Level R

eview
 on U

N
SC

R
 1325 (2000), the 

Security C
ouncil invited the Secretary-G

eneral to com
m

ission a G
lobal Study 

on the Im
plem

entation of U
N

SC
R

 1325 (G
lobal Study), highlighting best 

practices, im
plem

entation gaps and challenges, em
erging trends, and priorities 

for action.  
 R

ecognizing this unique opportunity, the Perm
anent M

ission of the U
A

E 
to the U

nited N
ations and the G

eorgetow
n Institute for W

om
en, Peace and  

Security w
orked in partnership to contribute to the G

lobal Study. Leveraging 
our respective expertise, the M

ission and the Institute initiated the “U
A

E 
Panel Series on W

om
en, Peace and Security,” w

hich brought together key 
stakeholders from

 a variety of disciplines and sectors to focus on som
e of the 

m
ost critical peace and security issues. O

ur goal w
as to shape public discourse, 

raise aw
areness, and m

obilize U
nited N

ations M
em

ber States to im
plem

ent 
solutions to prevent and resolve conflict, as w

ell as to advance stability and 
prosperity by better understanding the role of w

om
en in peace and security. 

T
he Panel Series served to inform

 the G
lobal Study in the lead up to the 2015 

H
igh-Level R

eview
 on W

om
en, Peace and Security, w

hich brought M
em

ber 
States of the U

nited N
ations together at the Security C

ouncil to assess fifteen 
years of progress at global, regional, and national levels.
 A

t the H
igh-Level R

eview, the Security C
ouncil unanim

ously adopted R
es-

olution 2242 (2015) on W
om

en, Peace and Security to address im
plem

entation 
gaps through practical action in several areas: countering violent extrem

ism
 

and terrorism
, im

proving the Security C
ouncil’s ow

n w
orking m

ethods, and 
im

plem
enting gender recom

m
endations m

ade by the H
igh-Level Independ-

Forew
ord



4
3ent Panel on Peace O

perations and the G
lobal Study. T

his resolution w
as co-

sponsored by 72 M
em

ber States, including the U
A

E, and an unprecedented 
113 speakers addressed the C

ouncil, underscoring the broad support for this 
resolution.
 G

iven the com
plex global security context today, R

esolution 2242 (2015) high-
lights the role of w

om
en in countering terrorism

 and violent extrem
ism

, urging 
M

em
ber States and U

nited N
ations entities to integrate a gender analysis on 

the drivers of radicalization for w
om

en, to consider the im
pacts of counter-

terrorism
 strategies on w

om
en’s hum

an rights and w
om

en’s organizations, and 
to ensure greater consultations w

ith w
om

en and w
om

en’s organizations w
hen 

developing strategies to counter terrorism
 and violent extrem

ism
. 

 To underscore the im
portance of this issue, the first discussion in the U

A
E 

Panel Series on W
om

en, Peace and Security centered on the role of w
om

en in 
countering violent extrem

ism
. A

s extrem
ist groups have increased in influence, 

their territorial advance has been coupled w
ith targeted, strategic attacks on 

w
om

en’s rights and freedom
s, including the ability to m

ove freely, engage in 
public life, access education and em

ploym
ent, enjoy health services, express 

them
selves w

ithout the fear of repercussion, and live as equal citizens. Yet, it is 
also im

portant to recognize that w
om

en play different roles w
hen it com

es to 
violent extrem

ism
: they can be enablers and actors, or they can play a key role 

in countering fundam
entalism

 and extrem
ism

.
 T

he role of w
om

en in prom
ulgating and countering violent extrem

ism
 (C

V
E) 

is an understudied but critical contem
porary security issue. H

edayah and the 
G

lobal C
enter on C

ooperative Security have developed this publication to fur-
ther explore w

om
en and C

V
E-related issues through a range of perspectives, 

reflecting on w
om

en’s roles as propagators of terrorism
, as w

ell as agents in 
countering violent extrem

ism
.

 In this publication, contributors from
 across the w

orld reflect on the lessons 
learned from

 diverse fields of practice, including developm
ent, hum

an rights, 
m

edia, advocacy, academ
ia, and conflict prevention and m

itigation, and con-
sider their application to C

V
E efforts. T

his volum
e seeks to secure a deeper 

insight into w
om

en’s roles in this field, and offers a nuanced understanding 
of the grievances that m

ove w
om

en tow
ard violent extrem

ism
, as w

ell as the 
enorm

ous potential role that w
om

en can play as agents in preventing the 
spread of violent extrem

ism
.

 

W
e believe that efforts to counter violent extrem

ism
 m

ust engage w
om

en at all 
levels. W

om
en are positioned to be effective partners in C

V
E efforts against 

intolerance and extrem
ism

, and as positive change agents in their fam
ilies, 

com
m

unities, and public spaces in order to prevent radicalization that leads to 
violent extrem

ism
 and acts of terrorism

. O
nly w

hen w
om

en are m
eaningful 

participants in shaping com
prehensive C

V
E strategies – through the security 

sector, crim
inal justice system

, in social program
s, counter-ideology initiatives, 

and w
ithin civil society – w

ill societies be able to address the conditions con-
ducive to terrorism

.
 R

ecalling the real spirit of R
esolution 1325 (2000), w

hich rem
inded the global 

com
m

unity that w
om

en’s leadership is an untapped resource for peace, and 
that injustices and inequalities em

bedded in gender relations are a long-term
 

threat to developm
ent and stability, strategies to counter violent extrem

ism
 

m
ust prom

ote w
om

en’s participation, leadership, and em
pow

erm
ent.

 T
his volum

e, com
piled by H

edayah and the G
lobal C

enter on C
ooperative 

Security, offers the reader a unique vantage point into this em
erging topic. W

e 
believe this is an im

portant contribution to a nascent, but grow
ing, area of 

study and hope it w
ill m

obilize both m
en and w

om
en to w

ork for peace and 
equality, and continue to assist in the fight against extrem

ism
.

A
m

bassador Lana Z
aki N

usseibeh
N

ew
 York, M

arch 20
16

A
m

bassador M
elanne V

erveer
W

ashing
ton D

.C
., M

arch 20
16



R
esponses to security issues, predom

inantly in the form
 of m

ilitary or law
  

enforcem
ent 

m
easures, 

have 
long 

been 
considered 

a 
m

ale-dom
inated  

endeavor, w
ith w

om
en relatively absent from

 the peacem
aking tables and  

policy developm
ent. 1 T

his trend has been no less apparent w
ithin responses to 

terrorism
. H

ow
ever, terrorist groups are exacting a heavy price from

 w
om

en 
and girls, from

 inflicting sexual violence, challenging basic hum
an rights and 

im
peding socioeconom

ic developm
ent by, for exam

ple, attacking girls’ schools 
and educators. 2 A

s the U
N

 Secretary-G
eneral’s Special R

epresentative on 
Sexual V

iolence in A
rm

ed C
onflict, Zainab Bangura, and M

elanne Verveer, 
form

er U
S A

m
bassador at Large for G

lobal W
om

en’s Issues, recently noted:

Extrem
ist groups such as [the Islam

ic State of Iraq and as-Sham
] ISIS 

and Boko H
aram

 use sexual violence because it disrupts and further 
destabilises fam

ilies and com
m

unities, and stigm
atises w

om
en…

 T
his 

form
 of violence has distinct and devastating consequences that re-

m
ain w

ith individuals, com
m

unities and countries across generations. 3 

D
espite these grim

 dynam
ics, w

om
en can be pow

erful agents of change and 
can play a crucial role both in detecting early signs of radicalization, inter-
vening before individuals becom

e violent, and delegitim
izing violent extrem

ist 
narratives. T

he unique role of w
om

en in conflict prevention w
as recognized 

at the international level over fifteen years ago through R
esolution 1325 (and 

subsequent resolutions). U
N

SC
R

 1325 (2000) em
phasizes the “role of w

om
en 

in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, and in peace-building…
 and the 

need to increase their role in decision-m
aking w

ith regard to conflict prevention 
and resolution.”

4 Subsequently, U
N

SC
R

 2122 (2013) re-em
phasized the need 

to better im
plem

ent 1325, including regular consultations w
ith civil society and 

w
om

en’s organization to better develop conflict prevention and peacebuilding/
keeping strategies.

Introduction

N
aureen C

how
d

hury F
ink, Sara Z

eig
er and

 R
afia B

hulai



8
7In recent years, the role of w

om
en in preventing and countering violent  

extrem
ism

 (P/C
V

E) has also gained som
e m

om
entum

 in the international 
counterterrorism

 (C
T

) policy discourse. T
he developm

ent of the field of policy 
and practice for P/C

V
E has m

eant that governm
ents are em

phasizing preven-
tion efforts in C

T
 strategies. T

his includes elem
ents that address and counter 

the push and pull factors that lead to radicalization and recruitm
ent as part 

of a m
ore com

prehensive approach, as opposed to m
ilitary and intelligence  

strategies alone. T
he launch of the G

lobal C
ounter-Terrorism

 Form
 (G

C
T

F), 
and its C

V
E w

orking group have helped to push this agenda forw
ard inter-

nationally since 2011. M
oreover, the W

hite H
ouse hosted a C

V
E Sum

m
it in  

February 2015, and subsequent regional C
V

E Sum
m

its w
ere hosted in A

lgiers, 
A

stana, Istanbul, N
airobi, N

ouakchott, O
slo, Sydney and T

irana to em
phasize 

on a senior policym
aker level the need for preventive approaches to countering 

terrorism
.  From

 these platform
s and forum

s, a num
ber of initiatives em

erged, 
including joint w

ork betw
een the O

rganization for Security and C
ooperation 

in Europe (O
SC

E) and the G
C

T
F to develop a fram

ew
ork docum

ent Good 
Practices on W

omen and Countering Violent Extremism
, 5 as w

ell as a dedicated A
ction 

A
genda item

 resulting from
 the C

V
E Sum

m
its on the role of civil society, w

om
-

en and youth in C
V

E.  Both the G
lobal C

enter on C
ooperative Security and  

H
edayah have actively participated in these forum

s, and have led initiatives 
and projects on the m

argins to enhance understanding of P/C
V

E as w
ell as 

the role that w
om

en play in these efforts. 

In O
ctober 2015, the Security C

ouncil focused m
ore directly on the intersec-

tionality betw
een the w

om
en, peace and security agenda and counterterrorism

 
and C

V
E, noting “changing global context of peace and security…

 relating 
to rising violent extrem

ism
” and reiterated the “intention to increase attention 

to w
om

en, peace and security” as it relates to terrorism
.
6

 T
he resultant reso-

lution, U
N

SC
R

 2242, called for closer integration of efforts to im
plem

ent  
W

om
en, Peace and Security (W

PS) and C
T

 resolutions—
specifically encour-

aging the C
ounter-Terrorism

 Executive D
irectorate (C

T
ED

) to collaborate 
w

ith U
N

 W
om

en to gather data on the drivers of radicalization for w
om

en, 
and the im

pacts of C
T

 strategies on w
om

en. H
ow

ever, it is also notew
orthy 

that it did not presuppose the nature of the relationship betw
een the W

PS and 
C

T
/C

V
E agendas, instead it  

U
rges M

em
ber States and requests relevant U

nited N
ations entities, 

including C
T

ED
 w

ithin its existing m
andate and in collaboration w

ith 
U

N
-W

om
en, to conduct and gather gender-sensitive research and data 

collection on the drivers of radicalization for w
om

en, and the im
pacts 

of counter-terrorism
 strategies on w

om
en’s hum

an rights and w
om

en’s 

organizations, in order to develop targeted and evidence-based policy 
and program

m
ing responses, and to ensure U

nited N
ations m

onitoring 
a
n

d
 a

sse
ssm

e
n

t m
e
c
h

a
n

ism
s a

n
d

 p
r
o
c
e
sse

s m
a
n

d
a
te

d
 to

 p
r
e
v
e
n

t a
n

d
 

respond to violent extrem
ism

, w
hich can be conducive to terrorism

, 
have the necessary gender expertise to fulfil their m

andates, including 
relevant sanctions experts groups and bodies established to conduct 
fact finding and crim

inal investigations…
7 

T
his resolution also com

es at a tim
e w

hen a third role of w
om

en is increasingly 
garnering the attention of international policym

akers: that of perpetrator or 
m

obilizer. T
he controlled visibility accorded w

om
en by social m

edia platform
s 

has created a space for m
any w

om
en to play a role in soliciting and m

obilizing 
recruits for ISIS. H

ow
ever, w

om
en as m

em
bers and even leaders of terrorist 

groups is not a novelty. For exam
ple, right-w

ing organization in the U
nited 

States and C
anada such as Storm

front and the W
orld C

hurch of the C
reator 

(W
C

O
T

C
) have dedicated w

eb pages for w
om

en on the Internet to generate 
support and recruitm

ent.
8

 Experts such as M
ia Bloom

 and A
nne Speckhard 

have presented a num
ber of case studies from

 C
hechnya, N

orthern Ireland, 
Palestine, Sri Lanka, Indonesia and Iraq of w

om
en actively participating in 

terrorist activities.
9

 

For exam
ple, according to a num

ber of studies in the Sri Lankan case, the 
Liberation T

igers of Tam
il Eelam

 (LT
T

E) aggressively recruited w
om

en to 
its cadres of fighters starting in the m

id-1980s, although their participation 
in the broader m

ovem
ent began in the 1970s. 10 In the LT

T
E, w

om
en’s roles 

w
ere at first lim

ited to propaganda w
ork, m

edical care, inform
ation collec-

tion, fundraising and recruitm
ent—

but a num
ber of them

 began receiving 
m

ilitary training. In the context of N
orthern Ireland, w

om
en w

ere m
ore  

active in republican param
ilitaries than loyalist param

ilitaries, and w
ere even 

m
ilitarily active in IR

A
 and Provisional IR

A
. 11 O

n the loyalist side, how
ever, 

w
om

en participated in param
ilitaries m

ainly through propaganda and logisti-
cal support. 12 T

hese exam
ples illustrate the varied roles that w

om
en can play 

in violent extrem
ism

 and terrorism
. H

ow
ever, in com

parison to their public 
roles vis a vis groups like A

l-Q
aida or A

l-Shabab, the public voices of w
om

en 
in support of ISIS represents a novel developm

ent. Indeed, in A
fghanistan, 

the Taliban has pointedly not included w
om

en as either m
obilizers, public 

supporters or advocates. A
 num

ber of strategic and cultural factors play into 
this: a highly-m

obile environm
ent w

here the strategic value added of fem
ale 

suicide bom
bers is not needed, a conservative culture that restricts fem

ale free-
dom

 of m
ovem

ent, and an absence of a fem
ale culture of m

artyrdom
. 13 



10
9It is in this context that several questions em

erge w
hen discussing the particulars 

of w
hy and how

 w
om

en partake in both violent extrem
ism

 and efforts to coun-
ter and prevent violent extrem

ism
. For exam

ple, w
hat are the different roles 

that w
om

en can undertake in terrorist organization? A
re fem

ales recruited 
differently than their m

ale counterparts? W
hat roles do they play in inciting or 

persuading others to join violent extrem
ist groups?  Is there a particular role 

for w
om

en in countering terrorism
 and P/C

V
E? A

re specific policies aim
ed at 

w
om

en a necessity m
oving forw

ard? H
ow

 can a gender analysis be effectively 
integrated into C

V
E policy and program

m
ing?

A
s governm

ents, academ
ics and practitioners seek to answ

er these questions, 
this edited volum

e provides an innovative set of national, regional, and inter-
national perspectives reflecting on the roles of w

om
en in terrorism

 and C
V

E. 
C

ontributors reflect on the lessons learned from
 diverse fields of practice, 

including developm
ent, hum

an rights, m
edia and advocacy, academ

ia, and 
conflict prevention and m

itigation, and consider their application to C
V

E ef-
forts. T

he essays are analyzed in the conclusion, w
hich also includes a set of 

recom
m

endations for national, regional, and international actors to integrate 
a gender perspective into C

V
E policy and program

m
ing. T

he analysis also 
draw

s on a series of w
orkshops and discussions convened by the G

lobal C
enter 

on C
ooperative Security and H

edayah, relevant U
N

 resolutions, and fram
e-

w
ork docum

ents of the G
C

T
F, as w

ell as in-depth interview
s by the editors 

w
ith policym

akers, practitioners, and experts in the field of C
V

E and related 
areas of w

ork. 

PER
SPEC

TIV
ES O

N
 W

O
M

EN
 IN

 TER
R

O
R

ISM
 A

N
D

 V
IO

LEN
T 

EX
TR

EM
ISM

In m
uch of the literature to date that discusses how

 w
om

en participate in 
violent extrem

ism
, w

om
en are view

ed as passive or coerced actors or support-
ers rather than active participants or perpetrators of terrorism

 and violent  
extrem

ism
. A

s Fionnuala N
í A

oláin argues, “w
hen w

om
en com

e into view
 

they typically do so as the w
ives, daughters, sisters, and m

others of terrorist 
actors, or as the archetypal victim

s of senseless terrorist acts w
hose effects 

on the m
ost vulnerable (w

om
en them

selves) underscores the unacceptability 
of terrorist targeting.”

14 W
hile this characterization has som

e m
erit, painting 

all fem
ale supporters and perpetrators w

ith a broad brush can be counter-
productive, especially w

hen developing C
V

E policies and program
m

ing, and 
perpetuate stereotypes inherent in broader discussions of the roles of w

om
en. 

In som
e cases, the W

estern m
edia’s characterization of young, W

estern “jihadi 
brides” traveling to Iraq and Syria to join ISIS and Jabhat al-N

usra illustrates 
this point.  For exam

ple, a G
uardian article describes a w

ould-be “jihadi bride” 
nam

ed K
aren as “naïve” and im

plies K
aren w

as alm
ost tricked into traveling 

to Syria by a fighter there. 15 A
nne Speckhard’s sem

i-fictional account of Shan-
non C

onley, a 17-year-old A
m

erican teenager, and her attem
pted journey to 

travel to join ISIS characterizes her as the “girl next door” w
ho w

as “seduced” 
by ISIS. 16 A

n article from
 the A

ustralian Broadcasting C
om

pany (A
BC

) new
s 

describes fem
ale A

ustralians as “sexual slaves” and “suicide bom
bers”—

thus 
im

plying these w
om

en are recruited for utilitarian purposes by groups in  
Syria and Iraq. 17 In these instances, the characterization of fem

ales traveling to 
Iraq and Syria em

phasize the idea that these individuals have lim
ited agency 

in their choice to travel, and they are coerced by m
en to join ISIS/Jabhat  

al-N
usra, or do so for reasons other than adolescent passions, though this m

ay 
also play a role in individual m

otivations. 18 

T
his phenom

enon is not lim
ited to the context of terrorism

; parallels can be 
draw

n in the perceptions of fem
ale perpetrators to the R

w
andan genocide. 

W
hen discussing fem

ale agency in the R
w

andan genocide, Sara Brow
n noted, 

“fem
ale perpetrators…

especially high-profile perpetrators, are often depicted 
as deviant anom

alies and stripped of their gender and hum
anity.”

19 I
n

 
th

e
 

case of R
w

anda, several fem
ale perpetrators participated in violence to reject 

and overcom
e the patriarchal context in w

hich they w
ere residing. W

om
en in 

R
w

anda often w
ere not allow

ed to m
ake decisions outside of their fathers or 

husbands, and com
m

itting acts of violence w
as one w

ay they could seek to 
regain control of their behavior and actions.  

T
he perception that w

om
en can only be victim

s of terrorism
 or violence is 

indeed problem
atic.  For policies and program

s targeted at preventing violent 
extrem

ism
 and terrorism

 in particular, the contradiction betw
een assum

ptions 
of agency w

hen w
om

en partake in prevention roles versus a rejection of agen-
cy w

hen w
om

en are perpetrators poses a num
ber of conceptual and practical 

challenges. For exam
ple, ignoring w

om
en’s active participation and agency in 

terrorism
 could result in unintended consequences in C

T
 or C

V
E program

s 
underestim

ating w
om

en’s passion or level of activity in a terrorist organiza-
tion. It could also result in m

issing key intervention opportunities (particularly 
those aim

ed at w
om

en) that could have ripple effects into the w
om

en’s social 
circles. Ignoring w

om
en’s agency in participating in terrorism

 could also result 
in poor research or data assessing the grievances and push/pull factors leading 
to radicalization and recruitm

ent. T
here are also im

plications here for crim
i-

nal justice strategies used to prosecute individuals participating in terrorism
; 
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om
en are not seen as having agency in perpetrating violence, their crim

es 
m

ay not be prosecuted in the sam
e w

ay as m
en. 

W
hile A

oláin’s argum
ent is still valid in term

s of m
ainstream

ing a m
ore 

robust discussion of the roles of w
om

en in violent extrem
ism

 and terrorism
, 

the literature investigating the role and involvem
ent of w

om
en in violent  

extrem
ism

 and terrorism
 has grow

n in the past decade. In other w
ords, there 

is a sm
all but burgeoning body of literature that investigates a num

ber of  
different roles that w

om
en play in violent extrem

ism
 and terrorism

. 20 T
hese 

roles vary from
 active participation in violence to facilitating transactions in 

support of terrorist organizations to passive com
pliance w

ith terrorist activities 
going on around them

. A
s w

ith m
en, the reasons for w

om
en’s participation in 

violent extrem
ism

 vary w
idely.

W
O

M
EN

 PR
EV

EN
TIN

G
 V

IO
LEN

T EX
TR

EM
ISM

 A
N

D
 TER

R
O

R
ISM

T
he existing literature investigating the role of w

om
en in preventing and coun-

tering violent extrem
ism

 is lim
ited, and reflects the relatively recent em

ergence 
of P/C

V
E as a policy focus. C

onsequently, there is m
ixed evidence to suggest 

that w
om

en have a unique role to play in P/C
V

E efforts as different than m
en. 

H
ow

ever, a study by the Institute for Inclusive Security argues that based on 
interview

s w
ith w

om
en in 30 countries in the M

iddle East, N
orth A

frica and 
South A

sia, w
om

en are often the first to stand up to terrorism
 “since they are 

am
ong the first targets of fundam

entalism
, w

hich restricts their rights and 
frequently leads to increases in dom

estic violence before it translates into open 
arm

ed conflict.”
21 In other w

ords, w
om

en m
ore than m

en m
ay be affected by 

violent extrem
ism

—
and m

ay be m
ore w

illing activists in preventing it. 

Several anecdotal exam
ples illustrate how

 w
om

en can contribute to C
V

E  
efforts. For exam

ple, PA
IM

A
N

 Trust in Pakistan has strongly em
braced reinte-

gration efforts that include vocational and psychological training program
s led 

by w
om

en and m
others. 22 A

 focus group study conducted in Yem
en suggested 

that given the right legal, psychological and em
otional support, w

om
en could 

have a significant role to play in creating dialogue about violent extrem
ism

 
and terrorism

 prior to their children joining a terrorist organization. 23 D
ia-

logues w
ith w

om
en’s groups and experts from

 South A
sia, for exam

ple, have 
highlighted the im

portant roles they play in governm
ent, in civil society and 

in com
m

unities, in challenging extrem
ism

 and advocating for im
proved gov-

ernance, rights and developm
ent. 24 H

ow
ever, a 2012 report by O

SC
E also 

notes that w
om

en’s participation in preventing violent extrem
ism

 should not 
be lim

ited to traditional or “private” roles—
but that w

om
en’s participation 

in the com
m

unity, politics, law
 enforcem

ent and other state agencies are also 
crucial to P/C

V
E agendas. 25 For exam

ple, fem
ale law

 enforcem
ent offi

cers are 
often better at building trust w

ith the com
m

unity and com
m

unity-oriented 
policing, w

hich are crucial elem
ents of P/C

V
E strategies. 26 Studies have also 

show
n that fem

ale U
N

 peacekeepers help to im
prove situational aw

areness of 
the m

ission by enhancing the understanding of, for exam
ple, fem

ale victim
s or 

young boys and girls. 27  

B
U

ILD
IN

G
 TH

E EV
ID

EN
C

E-B
A

SE 

T
he collection of essays contained in this edited volum

e seek to build the body 
of literature on wom

en and C
V

E by draw
ing on exam

ples from
 a num

ber of  
countries and regions. T

he essays contain both policy-level recom
m

endations 
as well as program

-level recom
m

endations and seek to answer som
e of the out-

standing questions regarding the types of roles wom
en m

ight play in C
V

E efforts. 
T

hese chapters represent the opinions and experiences of individual authors, and 
their voices are preserved despite undertaking a light consultative editing process.

A
 num

ber of essays highlight the powerful role of wom
en as preventers.  

Focusing 
on 

the 
recent 

adoption 
of 

U
N

SC
R

 
2242 

and 
the 

high-level  
attention on C

V
E, C

hantal de Jonge O
udraat raises a num

ber of overall con-
cerns regarding the conflation of the W

PS and C
V

E agendas in her essay 
“Preventing and C

ountering V
iolent Extrem

ism
: T

he R
ole of W

om
en and 

W
om

en’s O
rganizations.” First she w

arns that the current debates on wom
en 

and C
V

E are not contextualized in the broader analysis of gender and security.  
Second, de Jonge O

udraat argues that wom
en’s voices on the ground are often 

ignored in policy debates and decisions. T
hird, she w

arns against subordinating 
the W

PS agenda to C
T

 and C
V

E agendas and asserts that equal participation of 
wom

en in peace and security efforts should be a goal in its ow
n right. Finally, de 

Jonge O
udraat recom

m
ends increased funding opportunities to the W

PS agenda 
as com

pared to the vast am
ount of funding directed at C

T
 and C

V
E efforts. 

Sahana D
harm

apuri goes further in arguing that that utilizing the fram
ework of 

U
N

SC
R

 1325 can be an effective tool for C
V

E efforts in her chapter titled “U
N

 
Security C

ouncil R
esolution 1325 and C

ountering V
iolent Extrem

ism
: U

sing a 
G

ender Perspective to Enhance O
perational Effectiveness.” She recom

m
ends 

adopting a m
ore robust gender perspective in C

V
E efforts to overcom

e som
e of 

the negative consequences of “gender blindness.” M
oreover, D

harm
apuri argues 

that the overall effectiveness of C
V

E program
s and policy im

plem
entation would 

be enhanced by increasing the participation of wom
en in the security sector.



14
13In “A

 N
ew

 Security A
rchitecture: M

others Included!” Edit Schlaffer and 
U

lrich K
ropiunigg present an innovative study exam

ining the critical roles 
m

others can play in C
V

E efforts, inform
ed by a unique field study and data-

set. D
raw

ing on their pioneering w
ork w

ith “M
others’ Schools” Schlaffer and 

K
roppiunig com

bine qualitative and quantitave data to highlight lessons from
 

a m
yriad of contexts, including N

orthern Ireland, Israel, Palestine, Egypt and 
Pakistan, supplem

ented by anecdotal evidence from
 returning foreign terrorist 

fighters from
 Iraq and Syria. Schlaffer and K

ropiunigg conclude that w
om

en 
as m

others can play an im
portant role in P/C

V
E efforts, but they also could 

benefit from
 further capacity building and support to enhance their abilities to, 

for exam
ple, detect early w

arning signs of radicalization or have discussions 
w

ith their children about the dangers of terrorism
. 

A
 num

ber of national experiences are also highlighted in this volum
e. In her 

chapter “W
om

en, G
ender and the U

.K
. G

overnm
ent’s C

ountering V
iolent 

Extrem
ism

 (C
V

E) Efforts: Looking Back and Forw
ard,” Jayne H

uckerby re-
view

s the U
.K

.’s Prevent strategy w
ith a focus on three key com

ponents: gender 
dynam

ics w
ithin the strategy itself, the m

ain issues at stake in w
om

en’s roles 
in C

V
E program

s, and the w
ays in w

hich violent extrem
ism

 and C
V

E im
pact 

w
om

en and girls differently than m
en and boys. In her analysis, H

uckerby  
review

s these aspects through the pre-June 2011 counter-terrorism
 policy, 

post-June 2011 counter-terrorism
 policy (after m

odification and review
), and  

post-A
pril 2014 strategy to prevent w

om
en from

 traveling to join the fight in 
Iraq and Syria. H

uckerby identifies a num
ber of significant lessons learned 

from
 the U

.K
.’s Prevent strategy w

ith regards to the effects on w
om

en and 
girls. For exam

ple, she argues that it is im
portant to understand the barriers 

of w
om

en’s engagem
ent in C

V
E space, including safety, legal and resource  

barriers. M
oreover, she also argues that labeling activities as “C

V
E” can 

be counter-productive to the aim
s of these program

s and put w
om

en and 
w

om
en’s organizations especially at risk. Finally she argues for m

ore gender-
sensitive approaches by the law

 enforcem
ent com

m
unity to facilitate better 

com
m

unity trust. 

T
he chapter on “T

he R
ole of W

om
en in Preventing, M

itigating and  
R

esponding to V
iolence and V

iolent Extrem
ism

 in N
igeria” by ‘K

em
i O

kenyodo  
analyzes the N

igerian context, reflecting on the w
ider gender roles in N

igeria 
and how

 these roles m
ight translate to better gendered approaches to violent 

extrem
ism

. She utilizes exam
ples from

 w
om

en’s participation in law
 enforce-

m
ent and m

ilitary agencies to support her argum
ent that w

om
en are effective 

at C
V

E efforts in circum
stances w

here m
en m

ay not able to intervene due to 
gender differences and cultural expectations. 

M
ariam

 Safi’s chapter, “A
fghan W

om
en R

oles in C
ountering V

iolent Extrem
-

ism
,” underscores the critical im

portant of w
om

en’s inclusion in efforts to 
build peace and resilient com

m
unities, and as part of that, to prevent and 

counter violent extrem
ism

. She m
akes several recom

m
endations, especially 

in the context of the A
fghan governm

ent developing their ow
n C

V
E policy, 

of how
 C

V
E efforts could be effectively aim

ed at w
om

en, including counter-
narrative cam

paigns and encouraging political activism
. 

T
he roles of w

om
en as perpetrators and supporters of violent extrem

ism
 w

ere 
also exam

ined in this volum
e. Erin Saltm

an and R
oss Frenett explore the roles 

w
om

en play as being radicalized to join ISIS, as w
ell as im

plications of these 
roles in C

V
E efforts in their chapter “Fem

ale R
adicalization to ISIS and the 

R
ole of W

om
en in C

V
E.” D

raw
ing on a database of social m

edia profiles of 
W

estern fem
ale ISIS m

em
bers, Saltm

an and Frenett highlight several push 
and pull factors involved in the radicalization and recruitm

ent process, and 
conclude w

ith a num
ber of recom

m
endations of how

 to prevent W
estern fe-

m
ales from

 joining ISIS.   

In their chapter titled “T
he R

oles of W
om

en in Terrorism
 and C

ountering 
V

iolent Extrem
ism

: M
otivations, Experiences and Engagem

ent,” G
uillaum

e 
D

enoix de Saint M
arc and Stephane Lacom

be investigate the varied roles 
w

om
en play in both participating in and countering violent extrem

ism
. D

raw
-

ing on their experiences w
ith program

s involving victim
s of terrorism

, they ar-
gue that w

om
en should not be singled out for specific roles in C

V
E, but rather 

should be engaged equally w
ith m

en in coordinated and com
bined initiatives.

T
hese essays together offer insights into a range of experiences and reflections 

on the roles of w
om

en in preventing and perpetrating violence, and consider the 
application of these to the challenge of preventing and countering terrorism

. 
A

s governm
ents, international organizations and civil society actors consider 

the urgent need to develop contextually tailored responses and policies, these 
contributions highlight the need to understand pre-existing dynam

ics w
hile forg-

ing innovative responses. T
hey em

phasize the im
portance of perspectives from

 
the field as w

ell as academ
ia in inform

ing critical policy decisions and program
 

design and im
plem

entation efforts, w
hile also underscoring the need for far 

greater investm
ent in research and analysis that goes beyond traditional no-

tions of w
om

en’s roles. M
ost of all, they reiterate that responding to terrorism

 
and security threats is not just a m

an’s role, but that w
ithout integrating a gender 

perspective and including w
om

en in the conceptualization, im
plem

entation and 
evaluation stages, critical opportunities to to enhance the effectiveness, sustain-
ability and relevance of P/C

V
E m

easures could be lost.
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Preventing and C
ountering V

iolent Extrem
ism

:
The R

ole of W
om

en and W
om

en’s O
rganizations

C
hantal d

e Jong
e O

ud
raat

*

T
he role of w

om
en and violent extrem

ism
 is receiving increased attention 

by international actors. 1 For exam
ple, the O

rganization for Security and  
C

o-operation in Europe (O
SC

E) and the G
lobal C

ounterterrorism
 Forum

 
(G

C
T

F) organized a series of w
orkshops exam

ining the roles of w
om

en w
ith 

regard to violent extrem
ism

 in 2014 and 2015. 2 T
he European U

nion and 
the European R

adicalization Aw
areness N

etw
ork (R

A
N

) have considered the 
role of w

om
en—

particularly w
om

en as m
others—

in efforts to counter and 
prevent violent extrem

ism
. 3 T

he role of w
om

en has been recognized in the 
February 2015 W

hite H
ouse Sum

m
it to C

ounter V
iolent Extrem

ism
 and in 

follow
 up activities by the U

S governm
ent. 4 T

he U
N

 Security C
ouncil has also 

acknow
ledged the role of w

om
en and the im

portance of their engagem
ent in 

preventative strategies. 5   

H
ow

ever, w
hile the attention to the role of w

om
en is to be applauded, the 

param
eters of the current discussions on the roles of w

om
en relating to vio-

lent extrem
ism

 raise four m
ain concerns. First, the debates about the roles of 

w
om

en and violent extrem
ism

 are not connected to broader analyses about 
the relationship betw

een gender and security. H
ow, and to w

hat extent, are 
gender roles and gender inequality driving violent extrem

ism
? W

e have an 
increasing body of know

ledge that show
s strong correlation betw

een gender 
inequality and the status of w

om
en and violent conflict. M

ost violent extrem
ist 

groups—
particularly right w

ing and religious fundam
entalists groups—

have 
extrem

e view
s w

ith respect to the roles of m
en and w

om
en. M

ore often than 
not, they favor extrem

e notions of patriarchy and the subservience—
if not, 

subjugation—
of w

om
en. T

he Islam
ic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is a prim

e 
exam

ple—
tales of rape and torture of w

om
en have em

erged, particularly 
from

 foreign terrorist fighters w
ho defect from

 ISIS and return to their hom
e 

countries.
6

 By failing to incorporate a gender perspective in the analysis of vio-
lent extrem

ism
, the policy discussions have a tendency to reinforce regressive 

and stereotypical notions of w
om

en and m
en, w

hereby m
en fight and m

ake
 

1
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nature of violent extrem
ist m

ovem
ents hinders effective policy responses and 

has a tendency of casting w
om

en in stereotypical roles and restricting their 
action to the dom

estic level. A
n effective and progressive P/C

V
E policy needs 

to engage w
om

en (and m
en) at all levels of society—

at the personal and fam
-

ily level; at the com
m

unity level; at the national level; and at the international 
level. O

nly then w
ill w

e be able to craft credible alternative narratives in w
hich 

relationships betw
een com

m
unities and people—

m
en and w

om
en—

are based 
on dignity and m

utual respect, instead of intolerance and violence. O
nly then 

w
ill preventative policies becom

e a reality.

In this chapter I do five things. First, I exam
ine the relationships betw

een 
gender inequality and violent extrem

ism
.  Second, I consider w

hat w
om

en on 
the frontlines have to say. T

hird, I outline how
 to link issues of violent extrem

-
ism

 and the W
PS agenda. Fourth, I briefly exam

ine the funding environm
ent. 

Lastly, I outline ideas on how
 to m

ove forw
ard.

G
EN

D
ER

 IN
EQ

U
A

LITY
 A

N
D

 V
IO

LEN
T EX

TR
EM

ISM
 

T
he study of the linkages betw

een gender inequality, violent conflict and 
violent extrem

ism
 is in its infancy. Valerie H

udson and M
ary C

aprioli have 
pioneered studies in this area and found strong correlations betw

een gender 
inequality and conflict. M

ary C
aprioli exam

ined the relationship betw
een 

gender equality and the behavior of states w
hen involved in inter-state dis-

putes. She also studied the relationship betw
een gender equality and conflicts 

w
ithin states. In both cases she observed positive statistical significant relation-

ships—
that is, the higher the score on gender equality the less likely a state w

ill 
resort to the use of force in inter-state disputes and the less likely it experiences 
intra-state conflicts. 10

I
n

 Sex and W
orld Peace Valerie H

udson and her co-authors provide em
pirical 

data for understanding the linkages betw
een the situation and the security of 

w
om

en and states in w
hich they live. T

hey dem
onstrate how

 the insecurity 
of w

om
en creates insecurity for society at large. T

hey also show
 that the best 

predictor of a nation’s peacefulness is not its level of dem
ocracy or w

ealth, but 
rather the level of physical security enjoyed by its w

om
en. 11 

T
hese studies provide strong hypotheses and innovative w

ays of looking at 
security issues. T

hat said, they do not (as of yet) provide a clear picture as to 
the causal factors betw

een gender inequality and conflict.  A
lso, little research 

has been undertaken on the relationship betw
een gender norm

s and conflict. 
For exam

ple, to w
hat extent do extrem

e (violent) norm
s of m

asculinity fore-

decisions, and w
om

en do neither. T
his hinders our understanding of violent 

extrem
ism

 and thus lim
its the effectiveness of our responses.

Second, m
any policy discussions and program

s on the role of w
om

en and 
their roles in countering violent extrem

ism
 do not listen to the voices of w

om
-

en on the ground and are based on m
isguided notions of the pow

er of w
om

en 
in m

any societies. T
he idea that in m

any cultures w
om

en m
ay not be very vis-

ible in the public sphere, but w
ield significant pow

er and influence in the pri-
vate sphere and hence can counter violent extrem

ism
 early on—

is w
idespread.  

Yet, m
y interview

s w
ith w

om
en in A

frica and A
sia reveal that m

ost w
om

en are 
invisible and have no voice. T

he m
ajority is pow

erless and their strategy for 
survival is not to speak up, but to be in denial. For w

om
en to becom

e effective 
agents in preventing or countering violent extrem

ism
 they need to be given 

voice. H
ere, the em

pow
erm

ent of w
om

en is key.

T
hird, the larger W

om
en, Peace and Security (W

PS) agenda—
that is the 

agenda of gender equality and w
om

en’s em
pow

erm
ent as em

bodied in U
nit-

ed N
ations Security C

ouncil R
esolution 1325 (2000) and its follow

-on reso-
lu

tio
n

s 7 —
m

ust not becom
e subordinate to the counter-terrorism

 agenda. In 
other w

ords, gender equality and w
om

en’s em
pow

erm
ent should not be re-

duced to a counter-terrorism
 policy, but should be pursued in its ow

n right 
and according to national and international com

m
itm

ents. T
here is a real 

concern shared by m
any w

om
en and w

om
en’s organizations, including the 

lead author of the G
lobal Study on the im

plem
entation of U

N
SC

R
 1325, M

s. 
R

adhika C
oom

araw
am

y, that w
om

en and the W
PS agenda w

ill be “used” by 
governm

ents to get intelligence on m
ovem

ents of extrem
ists, that is, the “bad 

guys.” T
his instrum

entalization of the W
PS agenda risks to further sideline an 

already w
eakened w

om
en, peace and security com

m
unity and undo m

uch of 
the progress w

om
en activists have w

orked for the past tw
enty years.

8
 I

n
 a

d
d

i-
tion, it m

akes a farce of the com
m

itm
ent to prom

ote and support the role of 
w

om
en in Preventing and C

ountering V
iolent Extrem

ism
 (P/C

V
E) efforts.

Fourth, international actors are not putting m
oney w

here their m
outh is. T

he 
am

ount of m
oney spent on program

m
ing furthering the W

PS agenda is very 
lim

ited and far outshines the am
ount of m

oney spent on counter terrorism
 

efforts. It also does not reach the 15%
 m

inim
um

 set by the U
N

 Secretary G
en-

eral’s Seven Point A
ction Plan on R

esponsive Peace.
9 

In order to m
ake P/C

V
E policies m

ore effective, it is essential that policy-
m

akers, practitioners and analysts connect their policies and analyses to the 
broader W

PS agenda, w
ithout hijacking that agenda. N

eglecting the gendered 
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those w
ho suffer from

 infertility, or w
om

en w
ho are divorced as exam

ples. In 
the societies from

 w
hich these w

om
en com

e, these perceived indignities are 
serious transgressions that can be overcom

e by becom
ing a suicide bom

ber. 
O

vercom
ing the feeling of being victim

ized hence becom
es a prim

e m
otivator 

for these w
om

en to join violent extrem
ist groups. 18 

Practitioners in the (European) R
A

N
 have likew

ise pointed to the im
portance 

of gender identity issues for those w
orking on (de)radicalization efforts w

ith 
those susceptible to violent extrem

ism
. Indeed, m

ost right w
ing and religious 

extrem
ists advocate highly restrictive gender roles. T

hey generally “support a 
resentful and/or violently hostile attitude tow

ards the other sex, people that 
are hom

osexual, or persons that, by their appearance or behavior challenge 
their rigid gender role order.”

19 D
e-radicalization or preventative efforts hence 

should aim
 to “de-rigidify” gender roles and m

ake “m
ale and fem

ale identity 
concepts and behavior patterns m

ore flexible and less com
pulsive.”

20 

T
hough these ideas are convincing, w

e do not know
 how

 gender inequality 
and gender norm

s contribute to further violent extrem
ism

 on a structural level 
and how

 these gender rigidities lead a person to becom
e a violent extrem

ist on 
an individual level.

It is, therefore, critical that m
ore research is undertaken. O

n the one hand 
such research needs to exam

ine the relationships betw
een structural gender 

inequalities and violent extrem
ism

 and terrorism
. O

n the other hand such re-
search needs to uncover gender specific m

otivations for joining violent extrem
-

ist groups. Finally, a third strand of research should look at the organization 
and behavior of violent extrem

ist groups w
ith respect to w

om
en.  

It m
ay also be worthwhile to exam

ine to what extent sexual violence is part of the 
m

odus operandi of such groups. T
he use of sexual violence by violent extrem

ist 
groups such as ISIS very m

uch resem
bles the use of sexual violence by state m

ili-
tary forces and other arm

ed groups, who have used such tactics as a weapon of 
w

ar. In this respect, m
uch can be learned from

 recent research on sexual violence 
in conflict and post-conflict settings. T

hose studies have uncovered “com
plex pat-

terns involving power, peer driven affi
liation, and gender inequalities.”

21 Sim
ilar 

patterns can be seen in the ISIS controlled areas in Iraq and Syria where sex slav-
ery has becom

e institutionalized and an im
portant recruitm

ent tool. 22 T
he slave 

m
arkets of ISIS where they sell wom

en into sexual slavery for as little as a pack 
of cigarettes, also draw

 attention to the econom
ic dim

ensions of sexual violence. 23 

T
he violent com

m
odification of wom

en and girls is an essential elem
ent of the 

“business m
odel” of extrem

ist groups both in the M
iddle East and A

frica. 24  

bode conflict or vice versa? M
any gender analyses fail to recognize that m

en 
are also gendered beings. A

re the socially constructed ideas of w
hat it m

eans 
to be “m

anly” part of the problem
 in achieving lasting peace and security and 

gender equality? It is im
portant w

hen looking at gender norm
s that w

e look 
at norm

s for both m
en and w

om
en. A

ccording to K
uehnast and Sudhakar, 

“focusing on only one side of the gender equation overlooks the relational 
quality (that is, the pow

er dynam
ics betw

een and am
ong m

en and w
om

en) and 
provides incom

plete understanding of gender issues in the context of conflict 
and peacebuilding efforts.”

12

W
om

en practitioners active in preventing and countering violent extrem
-

ism
 program

s often underscore the role of gender inequality and the lack of 
w

om
en’s socio-econom

ic and political em
pow

erm
ent as a m

ajor enabler for 
violent extrem

ism
 and a m

ajor obstacle to preventative efforts. 13 T
hat said, 

very little research has thus far been carried out on the relationship betw
een 

gender inequality and violent extrem
ism

 and terrorism
. S.V. R

aghavan and 
V. Balasubram

aniyan are one of the few
 w

ho have exam
ined the relationship 

betw
een  gender inequalities and terrorist groups. T

heir study dem
onstrates 

how
 gender inequality provides fertile ground for terrorist groups. 14 T

hey call 
attention to the fact that terrorist groups readily exploit to their advantage the 
victim

ization of w
om

en in patriarchal societies. T
hey also point out that the 

increase of fem
ale suicide bom

bers is m
ost pronounced in groups operating in 

societies that relegate w
om

en to a low
er social status than that of m

en. Indeed, 
their low

er status “leads them
 to being oblivious in the eyes of society, thereby, 

ruling them
 out of suspicion” and hence less likely to get caught. 15   

For exam
ple, C

hechen separatists started using fem
ale suicide bom

bers in the 
late 1990s.  Islam

ic groups in Palestine started using fem
ale suicide bom

bers in 
2002 (15 m

onths after the second Intifada). W
hile the role of w

om
en in ISIS 

is largely restricted to the private sphere, ISIS in Iraq has in certain instances 
also resorted to the use of fem

ale suicide bom
bers. A

ccording to som
e reports 

heavy losses in Iraq and Syria have encouraged the ISIS leadership to prom
ote 

the role of fem
ale jihadists. 16 Boko H

aram
, the extrem

ist group operating in 
N

igeria, started using fem
ale suicide bom

bers in 2014, and stepped up this ef-
fort in 2015. It has also started to use young girls (as young as 7-10 years old) 
as suicide bom

bers. 17 

Lindsey A
. O

’R
ourke also points to the fact that m

any fem
ale suicide bom

b-
ers m

ay turn to terrorism
 to re-em

brace societal norm
s about the behavior of 

w
om

en from
 w

hich they believe (or are perceived) to have deviated. She points 
to w

om
en w

ith declining m
arriage prospects, those w

ho have been raped, 



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
23

P/C
V

E
: R

O
LE

 O
F

 W
O

M
E

N
’S O

R
G

A
N

IZ
A

TIO
N

S
24

Interview
s w

ith over a dozen A
frican and A

sian w
om

en leaders engaged in ef-
forts to prevent and counter violent extrem

ism
 further underscored that a m

ajor 
obstacle for them

 is the fact that, they—
w

om
en and m

others—
have no voice. 

O
ne of the w

om
en leaders recounted how

 in the m
ajority of cases “the m

other 
is considered as the m

aid” –“a m
achine”– to do dom

estic w
ork. A

ll the w
om

en 
leaders stressed that in their respective countries and cultures,  the m

ajority of  
“w

om
en are not asked for their opinions” or as one w

om
an leader put it “w

e live 
in a society w

here w
om

en are not supposed to be heard, just seen.” 

Indeed, gender inequality is the greatest obstacle to w
om

en playing a role in 
preventing or countering violent extrem

ism
. Program

s that engage w
om

en to 
counter terrorist or violent extrem

ist agendas need to m
ake sure that w

om
en 

have a voice. In so doing, national and international actors need to be careful 
that they do not instrum

entalize or essentialize the role of w
om

en. In other 
w

ords, countering violent extrem
ism

 program
s need to m

ake sure that they do 
not exploit w

om
en in order to get to the “bad” guys or reinforce stereotypi-

cal notions of w
om

en as m
others and those w

ho do not fight. 29 It follow
s that 

program
s targeting w

om
en should focus not only on their roles as m

others, but 
also underscore the roles of w

om
en as political actors. A

s such it is essential to 
em

bed such program
s w

ithin the context of the broader gender equality and 
the W

PS agendas. 30 

TH
E W

PS A
G

EN
D

A
 A

N
D

 V
IO

LEN
T EX

TR
EM

ISM

T
he passage of U

N
SC

R
 1325, in O

ctober 2000, w
as a victory for w

om
en and 

w
om

en’s organizations. T
heir advocacy for a role of w

om
en in international 

actions dealing w
ith peace and security challenges had finally been recognized. 

For m
any, U

N
SC

R
 1325 held the prom

ise of a new
 w

ay of looking at conflict 
prevention, conflict m

anagem
ent and conflict resolution. 

U
nfortunately, attention to the W

PS agenda as em
bodied in U

N
SC

R
 1325, 

w
as quickly eclipsed by the m

ilitary responses to the terrorist attacks of  
Septem

ber 11, 2001. T
he ensuing changed security environm

ent, including 
the rise and transform

ations of terrorist and violent extrem
ist threats since 

then, the renew
ed concerns about nuclear proliferation, and the resurgence of 

balance of pow
er politics at both regional and global levels have further side-

lined the W
PS agenda. 

C
urrent debates on international peace and security rem

ain largely devoid 
of gender perspectives—

despite increased recognition that gender im
balances 

have a profound effect on econom
ic developm

ent and international peace 

O
verall, w

om
en, like m

en, w
ill join extrem

ist groups for a variety of reasons, 
including ideological reasons, desire for national independence or em

an-
cipation, and pressure by peers and fam

ily. W
om

en, like m
en, m

ay also be  
forcefully recruited. 25 T

hat said, each of these m
otivations play out differently 

for m
en and w

om
en at an individual level. U

nless w
e understand those differ-

ential dynam
ics, w

e w
ill not be able to prevent or counter them

.

EN
G

A
G

IN
G

 A
N

D
 LISTEN

IN
G

 TO
 W

O
M

EN
 O

N
 TH

E FR
O

N
T-

LIN
ES

W
hen designing program

s or projects that focus on the role of w
om

en and 
w

om
en’s organizations in preventing and countering violent extrem

ism
, it is ex-

trem
ely im

portant to adopt a gendered approach and to listen to the voices of 
m

en and w
om

en on the ground. W
hat do existing gender norm

s say about the 
roles of w

om
en and m

en in a particular society and how
 do these gender norm

s 
encourage or im

pede certain actions?

Tw
o recent pilot projects—

one conducted by W
om

en w
ithout Borders/

 

Sisters A
gainst V

iolent Extrem
ism

, the other conducted by the U
S Institute of 

Peace’s C
enter for G

ender and Peacebuilding—
exam

ined the role of w
om

en 
and w

om
en’s organizations in preventing violent extrem

ism
. 26 A

 select num
ber 

of the w
om

en leaders from
 A

frica and A
sia w

ho participated in the projects 
cam

e together in M
arch 2015 in W

ashington, D
C

. A
ll of them

, w
ithout excep-

tion, had one clear m
essage “our voices are not heard.”

27 

T
he idea that w

om
en could becom

e pow
erful allies in the fight against violent 

extrem
ism

 is based on the belief—
popular am

ongst W
estern policym

akers—
that 

in m
any cultures—

particularly, Islam
ic cultures—

w
om

en m
ay not be very vis-

ible in the public sphere, but are very pow
erful forces in the dom

estic sphere—
as 

such they are an untapped potential in the fight against terrorism
.

H
ow

ever, this belief is based on a fallacy. Indeed, the w
om

en leaders w
e talked 

to em
phasized that in their countries and com

m
unities children and husbands 

often show
 real disrespect for their m

others and w
ives—

w
om

en are invisible. 
T

his is not to say that they are ignorant, rather that they are pow
erless. A

s one 
w

om
an com

m
unity leader observed “w

om
en know

 w
hat goes on in their com

-
m

unities, but they never said anything about it, because they felt they w
ere not 

listened to.”
28 U

nder those circum
stances the survival strategy of m

any w
om

-
en—

particularly m
others—

is denial.
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becom
e part of a m

ilitary counter-terrorism
 strategy, but instead rem

ain “part 
of the civilian assistance to the developm

ent and hum
an rights program

s in the  
country. To enm

esh such program
s in counterterrorism

 strategies, sanctioned by 
the Security C

ouncil, is to deeply com
prom

ise the role of w
om

en’s organizations 
and w

om
en leaders associated w

ith the program
s.”

37 

T
he issue of terrorism

 and counterterrorism
 has been a fringe concern for the 

W
PS com

m
unity. M

em
bers of the w

om
en, peace and security com

m
unity have 

actively opposed counterterrorist policies. 38 Indeed, the association betw
een 

counterterrorism
 and m

ilitary approaches has led m
em

bers of the W
PS com

-
m

unity to be w
ary of close engagem

ent on these issues. T
hey fear the potential 

for greater insecurity for personnel in the field, greater scrutiny by extrem
ists 

groups, and m
ore generally the instrum

entalization (exploitation) of the W
PS 

agenda for security objectives w
ithout sustained support for w

om
en’s rights. 

T
here is a real divide betw

een the W
PS com

m
unity (the m

ajority of w
hom

 are 
w

om
en activists) and the intelligence and security com

m
unity (the m

ajority of 
w

hom
 are m

en). T
hese tw

o com
m

unities do not m
ix and often show

 disdain 
and distrust tow

ard each other. For m
any academ

ics and policym
akers, secu-

rity issues, including terrorism
 and violent extrem

ism
, continue to be defined 

prim
arily in m

ilitary term
s and connected to the notion of the state. R

ecent 
international developm

ents —
 such as the interference by R

ussia in U
kraine, ne-

gotiations w
ith Iran over nuclear capabilities, or geopolitical posturing by C

hina 
—

 reinforce those conventional state-centric w
ays of looking at international 

relations.  T
he m

ajority of states have also adopted a “hard” security approach 
to terrorism

 and violent extrem
ism

 that m
inim

izes a focus on w
om

en and other 
m

inority or underserved com
m

unities. W
hile violent extrem

ism
 and terrorism

 
are m

ain areas of research in the security studies com
m

unity, gender is only 
now

 gaining som
e traction in that com

m
unity. Inversely, gender is a m

ain staple 
of the w

om
en, peace and security com

m
unity, but the issue of terrorism

 and  
counterterrorism

 has been a fringe concern—
if not actively opposed.

T
he m

ove tow
ards m

ore preventive engagem
ents as reflected in the em

ergence 
of the P/C

V
E agenda, has created a m

ore constructive platform
 for interac-

tion betw
een the tw

o com
m

unities. A
 gender analysis has m

uch to contribute to 
the design of preventative policies and m

ay increase our understanding of the 
m

otivations for young m
en and w

om
en to join violent extrem

ist groups. Since 
m

any w
om

en organizations are also active on the ground, they m
ay have unique 

alternative entry-points to engage w
ith populations w

ho are m
ost at risk of  

radicalization. But their engagem
ent should not com

e at the expense of the 
push for greater gender equality.

and security issues. Indeed, m
ost security experts and policym

akers continue to  
ignore gender im

balances as a source for insecurity and m
ore generally have dif-

ficulty conceptualizing w
hat a gender perspective has to do w

ith the analysis of 
geopolitical security challenges such as the rise of C

hina or the w
ar in U

kraine. 
A

s a result, m
uch of the W

PS agenda has been reduced to a num
bers gam

e and 
confined to hum

anitarian concerns about sexual violence in conflict and post-
conflict situations, in w

hich w
om

en are seen as victim
s, w

ith little or no agency. 31

A
t the occasion of the 15th anniversary of the adoption of U

N
SC

R
 1325, m

any 
observers agreed that countries around the w

orld had m
ade little progress in 

advancing the W
PS agenda. T

hey recognized that the political em
pow

erm
ent 

of w
om

en had been lagging, in particular. 32 W
hile m

any countries and interna-
tional organizations, including m

ilitary organizations such as the N
orth A

tlantic 
Treaty O

rganization (N
ATO

), adopted U
N

SC
R

 1325 N
ational A

ction Plans, 
the scope and actual im

plem
entation of these plans is uneven. 33 Finally, the 

W
PS agenda had little to say about one of the m

ost critical international peace 
and security challenges in the 21st century—

that is the rise of violent extrem
ists 

groups.

In O
ctober 2015, during the H

igh Level R
eview

 of the im
plem

entation of 
U

N
SC

R
 1325 the U

N
 Security C

ouncil recognized the need to regain the  
political m

om
entum

 of the W
PS agenda and deepen understanding about 

gender equality as a prerequisite for peaceful, inclusive and just societies. 34 I
n

 

U
N

SC
R

 2242, celebrating the 15th anniversary of 1325, C
ouncil m

em
bers  

reiterated that w
om

en m
ust have the pow

er to participate equally in all efforts to 
m

aintain and prom
ote peace and security, not only because it is their right but 

also because it is the only w
ay to provide sustainable and lasting peace. In addi-

tion, U
N

SC
R

 2242 explicitly highlighted the role of w
om

en in countering vio-
lent extrem

ism
 and called on states to integrate their W

PS agendas w
ith counter 

terrorism
 and countering violent extrem

ist policies. 35 T
he U

N
 Secretary G

eneral 
in his plan to further international efforts to counter violent extrem

ism
 also put 

considerable em
phasis on finding synergies betw

een the counter-terrorism
 and 

the W
PS agenda. 36 W

hile this new
 em

phasis on synergies is to be applauded it 
becom

es even m
ore im

portant that the search for such synergies com
es w

ith 
serious gender sensitive analyses of the problem

s at hand. It is not enough to 
bem

oan w
om

en as victim
s of terrorist groups. 

T
he G

lobal Study on the Im
plem

entation of U
N

SC
R

 1325, released in  
O

ctober 2015 at the occasion of the 15th anniversary of U
N

SC
R

 1325, rec-
ognized that the em

pow
erm

ent of w
om

en “as a bulw
ark against extrem

ism
 is 

an im
portant idea,” how

ever, it cautioned that such em
pow

erm
ent should not 
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PR
EV

EN
TIO

N
 O

F V
IO

LEN
T EX

TR
EM

ISM
: A

 M
U

LTILA
Y

ER
ED

 
A

PPR
O

A
C

H

T
he prevention of violent extrem

ism
 w

ill require a m
ulti-layered and long-

term
 approach engaging fam

ilies, local com
m

unities, states and international 
actors. It requires that connections and bridges be built betw

een each of these 
levels. Program

s also need to connect w
ith m

en at all levels of engagem
ent. 

Finally, program
s need to be sensitive to local contexts.

A
t the fam

ily level, it w
ill be im

portant to provide m
others and fathers not only 

w
ith parenting skills, know

ledge about child developm
ent and skills to recog-

nize early w
arning signs of radicalization, but also w

ith greater understanding 
of the gender norm

s w
ithin their societies and how

 these norm
s define rela-

tions at a fam
ily level (including relations w

ith their spouses, kids and in-law
s), 

as w
ell as at a com

m
unity, socio-econom

ic and political level.

A
t the com

m
unity level it w

ill be im
portant to provide w

om
en w

ith greater 
understanding of the local, national and international security institutions, 
including law

 enforcem
ent. Indeed, in m

any places relations betw
een the com

-
m

unity and law
 enforcem

ent and the security sector are tense—
grievances 

w
ith respect to the behavior of certain law

 enforcem
ent agents have been cited 

as one of the underlying factors for radicalization. Fam
ilies m

ay be w
ary to 

cooperate w
ith law

 enforcem
ent agencies if such cooperation leads to the in-

carceration of their children. W
om

en and w
om

en’s organizations w
ill w

ant to 
learn how

 best to engage w
ith local governm

ent and other actors active at the 
com

m
unity level—

the private sector, educators and religious leaders. 

A
t the national level w

om
en and w

om
en’s organizations should be encouraged 

to engage w
ith m

em
bers of parliam

ent and national governm
ent offi

cials. 
T

his is also the place w
here w

om
en and w

om
en’s organizations can engage on 

the w
om

en, peace and security agenda and devise w
ays and m

eans on how
 to 

establish feedback m
echanism

s at the local level.

Finally, at the international level w
om

en and w
om

en’s organizations should 
be encouraged to engage w

ith the U
N

, regional organizations and individual 
international actors. T

hey can help international actors understand national 
and local security challenges w

hile learning how
 to engage w

ith sim
ilar efforts 

abroad.

FU
N

D
IN

G

T
he new

 focus on the role of w
om

en in preventing and countering violent 
extrem

ism
 has raised expectations that funding for new

 program
s w

ould be-
com

e available. U
nfortunately, as of yet, that has not happened. W

hile the 
overall budgets for counter-terrorism

 and countering violent extrem
ism

 are 
diffi

cult to estim
ate in detail, there is general consensus am

ongst experts that 
total expenditures have gone up. For exam

ple, in 2011 the European Parlia-
m

ent estim
ated that EU

 spending on C
ounter terrorism

 had increased from
 

5.7 m
illion Euros in 2002 to 93.5 m

illion Euros in 2009. 39 T
he Pew

 R
esearch 

C
enter estim

ated that the U
S spends over 16 billion U

S dollars a year on 
counter-terrorism

. 40 T
hat said, relatively sm

all am
ounts are dedicated to pro-

gram
s aim

ed at preventing and countering violent extrem
ism

 and even sm
aller 

am
ounts are set aside for program

s directly targeted at w
om

en. 

T
he G

lobal R
eview

 on the im
plem

entation of U
N

SC
R

 1325 noted that the 
lack of funding is “the m

ost serious and persistent obstacle to the im
plem

enta-
tion of the W

PS agenda” and that the scarcity of funds for the W
PS agenda 

is in line w
ith the global funding gap for gender equality. 41 Indeed, “in 2012-

2013, just 6 percent of all aid to fragile states (…
) targeted gender equality 

as the principal objective. In the case of peace and security specific aid, this  
figure w

as only 2 percent.”
42 In addition, O

EC
D

-D
AC

 data show
s that in 

2012-2013, of the 31.8 billion U
S dollars of aid to fragile countries, only 130 

m
illion U

S dollar w
ent to w

om
en’s equality organizations. 43 

A
s donor countries set up new

 structures and public-private partnerships to 
deal w

ith the violent extrem
ist threat it is key that funding for such structures 

is put on sound footing and that gender is m
ainstream

ed in all program
m

ing. 44 

In this regard, it w
ould be useful to set a target of allocating a certain percent-

age of such funds to gender and W
PS related projects.

In addition, it is critical to m
ake such funding accessible to the m

any grassroot 
non-governm

ental organizations w
orking in the field. It w

ill also require a 
certain am

ount of flexibility on the part of funders. Indeed, m
any grassroot 

organizations are sm
all and do not have the capacity to w

rite funding propos-
als or have financial auditing system

s in place. Indeed, m
any of the w

om
en’s 

organizations have average budgets of no m
ore than 20,000 U

S dollars. 45 
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1. 
In this chapter I w

ill use the term
s violent extrem

ism
 and terrorism

 interchange-
ably. T

here is no agreed upon definition of either term
. T

hat said all definitions 
recognize that terrorist and violent extrem

ist acts are acts that involve the unlaw
-

ful use of violence against civilians w
ith the intent of causing death or serious 

bodily injury.

2. 
See G

C
T

F-O
SC

E International W
orkshops on “A

dvancing W
om

en’s R
oles in 

C
ountering V

iolent Extrem
ism

 and R
adicalization that Lead to Terrorism

, Istan-
bul 13-14 M

ay 2014 and V
ienna, 21-22 O

ctober 2014. T
he w

orkshops produced 
a “D

raft G
ood Practices docum

ent on W
om

en and C
ountering V

iolent Extrem
-

ism
. See also the O

SC
E w

ebsite.

3. 
C

om
m

unication from
 the C

om
m

ission to the European Parliam
ent, the C

ouncil, 
the European Econom

ic and Social C
om

m
ittee of the R

egions, Preventing Radi-
calisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism: Strengthening the EU

s Response, January 15, 
2014. See also the R

A
N

 Best Practices D
ata-Base -http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/

hom
e-affairs/w

hat-w
e-do/netw

orks/radicalisation_aw
areness_netw

ork/index_
en.htm

. It highlights the projects of the A
ustrian Based N

G
O

 - M
others w

ithout 
Borders. See R

A
N

 C
ollection Preventing R

adicalisation to terrorism
 and V

iolent 
Extrem

ism
 (first edition) C

hapter 7 – Supporting and em
pow

ering fam
ilies.

4. 
See for exam

ple, U
S State and U

SA
ID

 supported initiatives to C
ounter V

io-
lent Extrem

ism
 http://w

w
w.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2015/02/237647.htm

; and 
C

atherine Pow
ell, “W

hite H
ouse Sum

m
it Em

braces W
om

en’s R
ights to C

ounter 
V

iolent Extrem
ism

,” CFR Blog D
evelopment Channel, February 25, 2015.

5. 
See, for exam

ple, U
N

 Security C
ouncil R

esolutions (U
N

SC
R

) 2178 of Septem
-

ber 2014 and 2195 of D
ecem

ber 2014. See also U
N

SC
R

 2122 (2013) and 2129 
(2013) by w

hich the C
ouncil reaffi

rm
ed its intention to increase attention to w

om
-

en, peace and security issues in all them
atic areas of w

ork on its agenda, including 
in threats to international peace and security caused by terrorist acts.  See also  
U

N
SC

R
 2242 (2015) the 15th anniversary resolution of U

N
SC

R
 1325 (2000) 

adopted in O
ctober 2015. 

6. 
See C

harlie W
inter, W

omen of the Islamic State: A M
anifesto on W

omen by the al Khansaa 
Brigade, (London: T

he Q
uilliam

 Foundation: February 2015).

EN
D

N
O

TES
C

O
N

C
LU

SIO
N

T
he increased attention of the international com

m
unity to the role of w

om
en 

in P/C
V

E efforts is to be applauded. U
nfortunately, m

any international efforts 
to engage w

om
en fail to incorporate a gender perspective and hence perpetu-

ate stereotypical and regressive notions of w
hat it m

eans to be a w
om

an. 

Effective preventative efforts to deal w
ith violent extrem

ism
 require that w

e 
pay greater attention to gender relations and gender inequalities w

ithin socie-
ties. Indeed, in gender unequal societies it is m

ostly w
om

en that lack voice and 
agency. G

ender inequality, including w
om

en’s financial dependencies, m
eans 

that w
om

en are not w
illing or able to speak up w

hen m
em

bers of their fam
ily 

w
ere radicalized. M

others, in particular, m
ay be tem

pted by their children’s 
pledges to im

prove the condition of the fam
ily, resulting in the m

others “pro-
tecting” their children from

 com
m

unity and law
 enforcem

ent interventions. 
In such cases, w

om
en easily becom

e passive, if not active, enablers of violent 
extrem

ist and violent extrem
ist ideologies. T

he em
pow

erm
ent of w

om
en is 

hence a precondition for w
om

en having a role in P/C
V

E efforts. 

M
any of the reflections on w

om
en and violent extrem

ism
 are reductionist 

and perpetuates stereotypical notions of w
om

en and m
en. For this to change, 

the security com
m

unity needs to start taking gender analyses seriously. Such 
analyses illum

inate pow
er dynam

ics in our societies and hence should be of 
key interest to those in the security com

m
unity.

In this C
hapter I have argued that w

om
en and w

om
en’s organizations can 

be key allies in the fight against violent extrem
ism

 and terrorism
. H

ow
ever, 

international actors need to pay keen attention to w
hat w

om
en and w

om
en’s 

organizations on the frontlines are saying.

O
ne key m

essage is that w
om

en w
ant respect, dignity and voice. It follow

s 
that engagem

ent w
ith w

om
en and w

om
en’s organizations w

ill have to put the 
issue of gender equality front and center in all program

m
ing. It is an essential 

condition for any engagem
ent. Finally, declaratory policies by states and in-

ternational organizations should be m
atched w

ith serious long-term
 financial 

com
m

itm
ents.
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In recent years, one of the m
ost visible and dom

inant narratives of violent 
extrem

ist groups is the perpetuation of inequality betw
een m

en and w
om

en. 
V

iolent extrem
ists often target w

om
en as victim

s and recruit them
 as per-

petrators of violence as part of a larger political project. Increased violent 
activity by w

om
en and girls has focused international attention on the role 

of w
om

en in political violence and how
 w

om
en can help counter violent  

extrem
ism

 (C
V

E). 

Today, the international com
m

unity has at its disposal an overlooked and un-
derutilized tool to the m

ultidim
ensional problem

 of violent extrem
ism

: U
N

 
Security C

ouncil R
esolution 1325 on W

om
en, Peace and Security (U

N
SC

R
 

1325). U
N

SC
R

 1325 sets out a m
andate to require both the participation of 

w
om

en and a gender perspective in policies and program
s related to interna-

tional security and peace. 

T
he past decade has show

n that peacebuilding, peacekeeping, and interna-
tional developm

ent policies and program
s that em

ployed a gender perspective 
and increased the participation of w

om
en in decision-m

aking have a track 
record of increased effectiveness. For exam

ple, studies show
 that local w

om
-

en’s participation in peace negotiations increases the probability of conflict 
violence ending by 24%

. 1 Sim
ilarly, evidence from

 peacekeeping and peace 
support operations show

s that the integration of a gender perspective and 
the inclusion of w

om
en has a significant, positive im

pact on increasing the 
effectiveness of the operation. T

his is because, first, a gender perspective en-
hances situational analysis and second, a gender perspective provides a better 
understanding of key actors, im

pacts and opportunities for appropriate action.  
U

nderstanding how
 to a gender perspective in countering violent extrem

ism
, 

per U
N

SC
R

 1325, can be a very effective tool for the C
V

E policy-m
aker.

2
43. Ibid, 382.

44. For exam
ple, the U

S C
ounter Terrorism

 Partnership Fund, the G
lobal C

oun-
ter Terrorism

 Forum
, the G

lobal C
om

m
unity, Engagem

ent and resilience Fund 
in G

eneva, H
edayah in A

bu D
habi, or the R

adicalisation Aw
areness N

etw
ork 

(R
A

N
).

  45.  C
oom

arasw
am

y, Preventing Conflict, Transforming Justice Securing Peace, 382.
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nately, w
om

en-focused strategies are often stand-alone activities unconnected 
to a larger strategic fram

ew
ork such as U

N
SC

R
 1325, and are not usually in-

form
ed by a gender perspective. A

n exam
ple of a stand-alone, w

om
en-focused 

strategy is the use of U
.S. Fem

ale Engagem
ent Team

s in Iraq and A
fghani-

stan in the early 2000s. T
hese all-w

om
en team

s w
ere not created under the 

um
brella of U

N
SC

R
 1325 because the U

S had not yet adopted a national 
action plan or strategy on im

plem
enting U

N
SC

R
 1325 and the w

om
en peace 

and security agenda. Instead, the Fem
ale Engagem

ent Team
s evolved out of 

necessity for the U
S M

arine C
orps, first in Iraq then in A

fghanistan, to search 
local w

om
en for hidden explosives and w

eapons. T
he team

s w
ere not trained 

in using a gender perspective.

It is w
orth reiterating that using a gender perspective includes consideration of 

m
en and boys as w

ell, utilizing a lens that includes perspectives relating to the 
needs, priorities and experiences of m

en and w
om

en. T
his is critical because 

terrorism
 and extrem

ist violence are highly gendered activities that usually ex-
ploit rigid stereotypes about m

asculinity and fem
ininity. A

 general exam
ple of 

this is found in conflict situations w
here m

en and boys are routinely targeted 
to be killed or for recruitm

ent into fighting forces. A
nd in the spectrum

 of 
extrem

ist violence to arm
ed conflict to terrorism

, w
om

en and girls have m
ore 

often been recruited as operational support behind the scenes, or they have 
been targets of acts of sexual violence. It is especially crucial to rem

em
ber 

w
hen analysing these differences that gender roles and status change over tim

e 
and across cultures. Because of these changes in roles and status, pow

er rela-
tions and the position of pow

er can also shift over tim
e and across cultures. 

T
his m

eans that shifts can happen tow
ard or aw

ay from
 equality betw

een m
en 

and w
om

en, and tow
ard or aw

ay from
 the use of violence as a defining trait 

of m
asculinity, or fem

ininity.

W
H

A
T IS U

N
SC

R
 1325 A

N
D

 W
H

Y
 IS U

N
SC

R
 1325 IM

PO
R

TA
N

T 
FO

R
 C

O
U

N
TER

IN
G

 V
IO

LEN
T EX

TR
EM

ISM
?

A
 com

prehensive exam
ination of U

N
 Security C

ouncil R
esolution 1325 on 

W
om

en, Peace and Security is beyond the scope of this paper, how
ever, it is 

im
portant to briefly review

 its genesis and explore w
hy this resolution provides 

an innovative policy fram
ew

ork that can help effectively counter the threat of 
violent extrem

ism
.  O

ne of the greatest contributions of the W
om

en, Peace 
and Security agenda is that it m

andates the inclusion of w
om

en and w
om

en’s 
groups at the outset of security and peace decision-m

aking, in both the analy-
sis and conceptualization stage in order to im

prove the effectiveness of policy 
and program

s.

W
H

A
T IS A

 G
EN

D
ER

 PER
SPEC

TIV
E A

N
D

 W
H

Y
 IS A

 G
EN

D
ER

 
PER

SPEC
TIV

E IM
PO

R
TA

N
T TO

 C
O

U
N

TER
IN

G
 V

IO
LEN

T EX
-

TR
EM

ISM
?

T
he term

 gender refers to the differential needs, experiences, and status 
of w

om
en and m

en, and boys and girls based on socio-cultural context. 2  

C
onsideration of these differences and their im

pact on w
om

en, m
en, boys, 

and girls is w
hat is know

n as a gender perspective. A
 gender perspective im

-
proves situational aw

areness because it provides a socio-cultural lens on pow
er 

relationships, including race, class, poverty level, ethnicity and age. U
sing a 

gender perspective in the process of assessing the im
plications for both m

en 
and w

om
en of any planned C

V
E action, program

, policy, or legislation illum
i-

nates the differential threats and opportunities for m
en and w

om
en’s security. 3   

Lessons learned from
 N

ATO
, the U

N
, and M

em
ber States show

 that inform
a-

tion gathering and analysis im
proves w

hen a gender perspective is em
ployed 

and the differential im
pact of arm

ed conflict on w
om

en and m
en is taken 

into account. 4 T
his is because attention to m

en and w
om

en’s different experi-
ences in conflicts reveals com

prehensive inform
ation on the areas of operation 

including the identities of local pow
er brokers, division of labor, access to 

resources, kinship and patronage netw
orks, com

m
unity security threats, risks, 

interests, and needs.

U
nderstanding the needs of different dem

ographic groups helps fram
e a m

ore 
accurate analysis of the threat and response opportunities, and allow

s for an 
assessm

ent of priorities and appropriate sequencing. U
sing a gender perspec-

tive can help reveal context-specific, socially and culturally relevant responses 
and solutions to violent extrem

ism
 because it focuses on understanding the 

different experiences, needs, and priorities of w
om

en, m
en, boys, and girls 

regarding their security and their life during and after conflict. A
 gender per-

spective requires asking m
ore detailed questions about both m

en and w
om

en’s 
access to and control of resources, m

en and w
om

en’s legal rights, and socio-
cultural beliefs and practices about the w

ay w
om

en and m
en are expected to 

behave—
and exam

ining how
 all of these dynam

ics m
ay change over tim

e. 

A
 gender perspective often reveals the persistent and chronic m

arginaliza-
tion of w

om
en and can help identify sex-specific strategies to level the playing 

field for them
. T

hese are often w
om

en-focused program
s that focus on equity 

strategies, w
hich seek to rectify the status of w

om
en in com

parison to other 
w

om
en. W

om
en-focused strategies include the use of fem

ale police to engage 
w

ith the local fem
ale population to do security checks, for exam

ple. U
nfortu-
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increase its attention to w
om

en, peace and security issues, including in rela-
tion to peace and security threats caused by terrorist acts.  A

nd m
ore recently, 

U
N

SC
R

 2242 (2015) reaffi
rm

s a connection betw
een engaging w

om
en in the 

resolution of political violence and violent extrem
ism

. 

T
hese facts illum

inate that U
N

SC
R

 1325 and countering violent extrem
ism

 
are not the distant relatives they m

ay appear to be at first. Prom
oting gender 

equality, and the full participation of w
om

en in countering violent extrem
ism

 
is part of a larger conversation on w

om
en, peace, and security that can help 

C
V

E policym
akers and practitioners avoid the pitfalls of stereotyping or secu-

ritizing w
om

en’s roles. 

A
 gender perspective offers a fram

ew
ork of different strategies for practical 

application in analysing, designing and assessing C
V

E efforts. T
his fram

ew
ork 

can be thought of as a spectrum
 of approaches as illustrated by the graphic 

below. 7 T
his spectrum

 of exploitative, accom
m

odating and transform
ative ap-

proaches can be thought of points on a line continually progressing tow
ard a 

m
ore equal society betw

een m
en and w

om
en.

T
he discussion below

 w
ill place exam

ples of C
V

E activities and policies on 
this spectrum

 to help understand the m
ultiplicity of roles for w

om
en in coun-

tering violent extrem
ism

.
8  

TH
E EX

PLO
ITA

TIV
E A

PPR
O

A
C

H
: W

H
A

T N
O

T TO
 D

O

G
ender exploitative approaches take advantage of rigid gender norm

s and 
im

balances in pow
er betw

een m
en and w

om
en. Exploitative approaches em

-
phasize both hyper-m

asculine identities and hyper-fem
inine identities to m

o-
tivate and direct people’s behaviours. In the short run, this m

ight seem
 useful. 

But, in the long run, perpetuating pow
er im

balances betw
een m

en and w
om

-
en has negative consequences. Tw

o consequences of an exploitative approach 
include the dangers of stereotyping and securitizing w

om
en’s roles.

A
n exam

ple of exploiting gender norm
s is w

hen the Islam
ic State of Iraq and 

Levant (ISIL) depicts w
om

en’s prim
ary role as the future m

others of jihadi 

A
 M

O
R

E
 

E
Q

U
A

L 
SO

C
IE

TY

A
ccom

od
ating

Transform
ative

E
xp

loitative

T
he Security C

ouncil adopted U
N

SC
R

 1325 unanim
ously in O

ctober 2000, 
follow

ing decades of advocacy by w
om

en’s civil society groups. U
N

SC
R

 1325 
w

as ground-breaking because it provided an internationally recognized le-
gal fram

ew
ork for prom

oting gender equality and addressing issues affecting 
w

om
en’s peace and security at the local, regional, and international levels. 5  

T
hrough the adoption of U

N
SC

R
 1325, w

om
en w

ere recognized as signifi-
cant political actors in international security decision-m

aking for the first tim
e 

in history.  T
his m

eans that U
N

SC
R

 1325 helped the international com
m

uni-
ty recognize non-violent w

om
en—

as non-state actors of political significance.  
C

onsequently, U
N

SC
R

 1325 provides a new
 set of strategic policy options to 

peace and security problem
s not prem

ised on the use of force. 

T
he resolution also recognizes and underscores the m

andate of International 
H

um
anitarian Law

 (IH
L) and International H

um
an R

ights Law
 in the protec-

tion of w
om

en and girls.  T
his is significant to the C

V
E practitioner because 

the body of IH
L  includes both international arm

ed conflict as defined by 
state-to-state aggression and non-international arm

ed conflict, as defined by 
aggression betw

een the state and belligerent non-state actors. In short, this 
m

eans that w
hile the Security C

ouncil recognized that the legal definitions of 
international arm

ed conflict and terrorism
 are different, the Security C

ouncil 
em

phasized, w
ith U

N
SC

R
 1325, that it favors and supports protection from

 
and prevention of all conflict-related violence across the spectrum

 from
 state-

sponsored violence to acts of terrorism
 by belligerent non-state actors.

M
ost significantly for the C

V
E policym

aker, the resolution specifically affi
rm

s 
the role of w

om
en in the prevention of conflict-related violence:

…
 the im

portant role of w
om

en in the prevention and resolution of 
conflicts and in peace-building, stressing the im

portance of their equal 
participation and full involvem

ent in all efforts for the m
aintenance 

and prom
otion of peace and security, and the need to increase their 

role in decision-m
aking w

ith regard to conflict prevention and resolu-
tion…

6 

T
hough international in scope, U

N
SC

R
 1325 calls upon M

em
ber States to 

im
plem

ent N
ational A

ction Plans that provide concrete actions on the four 
pillars of participation, protection, gender m

ainstream
ing, and prevention. In 

addition, the U
N

 Security C
ouncil continues to recognize the role of w

om
en 

in subsequent prevention and response fram
ew

orks. U
N

SC
R

 2122 (2013), for 
the first tim

e in a W
PS resolution, refers to the Security C

ouncil’s intention to 
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provide effective counter-m
essages about political violence. O

ne exam
ple of 

w
hat this can look like com

es from
 a report produced by the Sw

edish N
ational 

D
efence C

ollege, w
hich concluded that w

om
en’s civil society activities in So-

m
alia and Pakistan are crucial in preventing radicalization. 11 W

hile neither 
the w

om
en nor the program

 providers actively sought to change or address 
im

balances betw
een m

en and w
om

en in Som
alia or Pakistan, the w

om
en used 

their influence w
ithin their com

m
unities to w

ork directly w
ith local com

m
uni-

ties and track signs of grow
ing m

ilitancy. In Som
alia, for exam

ple, w
om

en’s 
groups w

ere noted for their public condem
nation of al-Zaw

ahiri’s w
ife’s call to 

m
others to bring up their children to support violence and terrorism

 in 2012. 12 

A
ccording to the sam

e study, w
om

en in Pakistan have played a significant 
role in civil society to deradicalize youth and engage w

ith religious leaders on 
preventing extrem

ist ideology from
 spreading. A

n exam
ple of this is PA

IM
A

N
 

Trust, w
hich w

orks w
ith youth and m

others to offer counter-narratives against 
extrem

ist recruiters. 13 

A
ccom

m
odating approaches further include efforts to increase w

om
en’s pres-

ence and voice in com
m

unity m
atters. T

his approach allow
s w

om
en to con-

tribute their experiences of radicalization and de-radicalization to the larger 
conversation of C

V
E in order to deter young people from

 joining extrem
ist 

groups. T
his type of action does not require that social and cultural norm

s be-
tw

een m
en and w

om
en are actively transform

ed. Instead, an accom
m

odating 
approach requires that w

om
en are presented w

ith the opportunity to be vis-
ible and heard in public w

ithin the constraints of their culturally and socially 
specific gendered identities.

For exam
ple, an EU

 w
orkshop on Effective Program

m
ing for C

ountering V
io-

lent Extrem
ism

 found that w
ithout taking on new

 public positions or offi
cial 

m
andates, w

om
en can de-m

ystify and de-glam
orize the life of a terrorist by 

speaking about the challenges of separation from
 fam

ily, increased insecurity, 
the loss of incom

e, and the anxiety of leading a duplicitous life.  In addition, 
w

om
en w

ho are victim
s or survivors of terrorism

 have the ability to garner 
public sym

pathy and m
edia attention w

hen they share their personal experi-
ences w

ith others in public and private settings. 14 T
hese types of initiatives do 

not seek to change w
om

en’s econom
ic or legal status, but aim

 to leverage and 
contribute the resources and influence already available to w

om
en: nam

ely 
their perspective on and experience of extrem

ist violence. 

Interestingly, using an accom
m

odating approach can also have a transform
ative 

effect that positively alters w
om

en’s status beyond w
hat m

ight have been in-
tended by the original accom

m
odating program

. O
ne such accom

m
odating ap-

children or w
hen m

en are targeted w
ith the m

essage that foreign m
ale fighters 

can be rew
arded w

ith as m
any w

ives as they desire.  R
educing w

om
en’s roles 

to their reproductive capabilities for both m
en and w

om
en reinforces the rigid 

gender norm
 of w

om
en as only child bearers, w

ith no other identity or agency.  
From

 the m
ale perspective, hyper-m

asculinities are em
phasized w

hen m
en’s 

position of pow
er over w

om
en is considered a natural right and the use of vio-

lence by m
en is reinforced as a defining trait of w

hat it m
eans to be a m

an, for 
exam

ple. T
hough m

asculine identity is gaining attention in the W
est, M

uslim
 

m
asculinity is an under-exam

ined category.
9

 T
he connection betw

een exploit-
ing m

asculine identity and violent extrem
ist recruiting tactics is a gender-blind 

spot for C
V

E that requires further exam
ination.

A
nother exam

ple of an exploitative approach is w
hen w

om
en are not con-

sidered equally capable of political thought and action. In this case, w
om

en 
becom

e a strategic blind-spot for those w
ishing to effectively counter violent 

extrem
ist activities because they are not view

ed as taking actions that have 
consequences outside the sphere of private life. For instance, studies on coun-
ter-radicalization efforts in Saudi A

rabia show
 that although w

om
en w

ere ar-
rested for terrorism

-related offenses, including involvem
ent in bom

b prepara-
tion, they w

ere not prosecuted. Instead, their fam
ilies w

ere asked to supervise 
and assist w

ith the rehabilitation process. In this case, w
om

en’s radicalization 
is view

ed as a personal or fam
ily m

atter, not a crim
inal justice m

atter. 10 From
 

a policy perspective, if w
om

en are considered incapable of being radicalized 
because they are thought to be naturally subm

issive and incapable of taking 
political action, this leads to m

issed opportunities to address how
 w

om
en are 

being radicalized and to possibly halt violent extrem
ist activity.  

A
C

C
O

M
M

O
D

A
TIN

G
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PPR
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A
-

TIO
N

A
L EFFEC

TIV
EN

ESS

A
ccom

m
odating approaches acknow

ledge the role of gender norm
s and in-

equities betw
een m

en and w
om

en, and seek to adjust or com
pensate for these 

im
balances. T

hey do not try to change the norm
s or inequities, but they at-

tem
pt to lim

it any harm
ful im

pacts on w
om

en and m
en, and the existing re-

lations betw
een m

en and w
om

en. In situations w
here gender inequities are 

pervasive, an accom
m

odating approach offers a sensible entry point to w
ork 

tow
ard equality betw

een m
en and w

om
en. 

Som
e w

ays of prom
oting w

om
en’s equality in countering violent extrem

ism
 

program
ing include em

pow
ering w

om
en in their hom

es and com
m

unities to 
de-radicalize youth and am

plifying w
om

en’s voices in the public sphere to 
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4

the prom
otion of the position of w

om
en, reconsideration of the distribution, 

allocation and access to resources for m
en and w

om
en, and the exam

ination 
of pow

er relationships betw
een w

om
en and others in the com

m
unity, such as 

service providers and traditional leaders.  

Transform
ative policies and program

s m
ay not fall into a neat category of just 

one type of approach; both accom
m

odating and transform
ative elem

ents m
ay 

be present in the sam
e program

 or policy. A
n accom

m
odating approach m

ay 
contribute to a transform

ative outcom
e, even if that w

as not the original intent. 
C

onversely, a transform
ative approach can also produce a negative effect that 

exacerbates gender inequalities. T
his can be seen in a backlash against w

om
en’s 

rights program
s that do not adequately consider the possible negative im

pacts 
on m

en and boys as w
ell as the potential positive im

pacts on w
om

en and girls.

Som
e exam

ples of transform
ative approaches to countering violent extrem

ism
 

can be found in security sector reform
 initiatives in the police and in peace op-

erations. In the realm
 of security sector reform

, initiatives that em
ploy a gen-

der perspective to the area of operation have increased the effectiveness of the 
peacekeeping and policing on tactical and strategic levels. Exam

ples of the in-
clusion of fem

ale police and fem
ale soldiers are especially instructive for the 

C
V

E policy-m
aker.

O
ver the past decade of im

plem
enting U

N
SC

R
 1325 in U

N
 peacekeeping and 

in other m
ultilateral peace support operations, studies of peace support opera-

tions show
 that fem

ale police and soldiers can often access and interview
 m

ore 
of a local population--the w

om
en, boys and girls—

especially in cultural con-
texts that are conservative and do not allow

 m
en outside the local com

m
unity 

to interact w
ith the local w

om
en of the com

m
unity. 18 T

his increased access to 
the population by fem

ale offi
cers expands the ability of peacekeepers to gather 

m
ore com

prehensive inform
ation that can enhance m

ission success. 19   

A
ccording to studies by N

ATO
, negotiations conducted by fem

ale soldiers are 
m

ore successful than those handled by m
ale soldiers, that inform

ants in som
e  

locations divulge m
ore inform

ation to W
estern w

om
en than to W

estern m
en, 

and that it is m
ore appropriate for fem

ale soldiers to address issues related to 
w

om
en w

ith local tribal leadership than it is for W
estern m

en to do so. 20 I
n

te
r-

view
ees in these studies shared exam

ples of m
en revealing inform

ation about 
specific security threats only to fem

ale N
ATO

 personnel and even refusing to 
share details w

ith other m
en. 21  

proach that can lead to longer-term
 transform

ation is the education of w
om

en. 
A

 2013 Brookings study on countering violent extrem
ism

 in Bangladesh and 
M

orocco found that w
hen w

om
en are em

pow
ered econom

ically, legally, and 
through education, violent extrem

ism
 is less likely to spread. 15 T

he study show
s 

that an increase in w
om

en’s em
pow

erm
ent and gender equality has a positive 

effect on countering violent extrem
ism

, as it does in peace building. For exam
ple, 

the Brookings report notes that in addition to reaching parity w
ithin the class-

room
 am

ong boys and girls, the Bangladeshi governm
ent has also m

andated 
that 60%

 of prim
ary school teachers in rem

ote areas be w
om

en. 

But w
ithout looking at w

hat kind of education different w
om

en (such as m
oth-

ers, young w
om

en, professionals) in a society need, C
V

E efforts m
ight fall short. 

T
he education of m

others offers interesting lessons policy-m
aker in this regard. 

For exam
ple, participants in a 2010 w

orkshop held by Sisters A
gainst V

iolent 
Extrem

ism
 in Yem

en, pointed out that the capacity of w
om

en to spot and react 
to extrem

ism
 in their fam

ilies ranged greatly based on their education, their 
geographic rem

oteness and aw
areness of w

hat w
as transpiring in the local com

-
m

unity. T
hese w

om
en also pointed out that m

others w
ith less education m

ay 
not be able to perceive early w

arning signs or detect unusual or concerning 
behaviors. 16 T

hey observed that, “Fem
ale illiteracy and radical thinking often go 

hand in hand.”
17  

A
lthough these exam

ples are ad hoc, m
eaning that they w

ere not specifically cre-
ated to im

plem
ent U

N
SC

R
 1325, they nevertheless underscore the im

portance 
of both prom

oting w
om

en’s equality, and w
om

en-focused C
V

E activities in 
countering violent extrem

ism
. Further attention to the range of w

om
en’s roles 

in both their public and private lives is necessary to identify viable entry points 
for w

om
en to fully and equally participate in C

V
E efforts. 

TR
A

N
SFO

R
M

A
TIV

E A
PPR

O
A

C
H

ES TO
 IN

C
R

EA
SE O

PER
A

TIO
N

-
A

L EFFEC
TIV

EN
ESS

G
ender transform

ative approaches actively strive to exam
ine, question, and 

change rigid gender norm
s and inequalities betw

een m
en and w

om
en, as a 

m
eans of accom

plishing policy objectives m
ore effectively. T

hose policy ob-
jectives can be w

ide-ranging from
 better nutritional outcom

es for fam
ilies in  

developm
ent program

m
ing, to the increased effectiveness of peace and security 

operations.

G
ender transform

ative approaches encourage several things in policy and pro-
gram

s: increased critical aw
areness am

ong m
en and w

om
en of gender roles, 
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sector w
ith guidance about current and past grievances w

ithin the com
m

u-
nity. T

his can help to m
ore effectively address com

m
unity grievances that m

ay 
relate to bad relationships betw

een the tw
o w

hen the security sector is aw
are 

of the grievances. W
om

en m
ay also be able to identify signs of radicalization 

w
ithin their hom

es and com
m

unities, raise aw
areness and build the capacity 

of other w
om

en in their com
m

unity to deter radicalization. 30 

T
hese exam

ples from
 peace operations in conflict zones show

 that including 
w

om
en in the security sector, particularly as police, provides a com

petitive 
advantage to the m

ission to help reduce violence in com
m

unities. 

G
EN

D
ER

 B
LIN

D
N

ESS: A
V

O
ID

IN
G

 A
D

V
ER

SE IM
PA

C
TS O

F C
V

E 
PO

LIC
Y

 A
N

D
 PR

O
G

R
A

M
M

IN
G

T
he failure to ask about the differences in m

en and w
om

en’s experienc-
es, needs, priorities and perspectives in security program

s and policies can 
m

ake counter-terror program
s ineffective. T

his is called “gender-blindness.”  
G

ender blindness is a failure to take into account the im
pact of the pow

er rela-
tions betw

een the sexes and their im
pact on the effectiveness of policies and 

program
s. G

ender-blind program
s and policies can have harm

ful unintended 
consequences, and can w

eaken the policy or program
 being im

plem
ented. 

G
ender blindness literally leaves the C

V
E policy-m

aker and practitioner w
ith 

a blind-spot about the different roles, status, needs, and priorities of m
en and 

w
om

en and ultim
ately w

eakens m
easures to counter violent extrem

ism
. 

M
argaret Sattherw

aite observes just how
 big an oversight gender-blindness is 

in C
V

E program
s in M

issing Indicators, D
isappearing Gender. She w

rites, “In their 
exhaustive report, H

uckerby and Fakih found that even agencies that routinely 
use gender-sensitive indicators do not require their use in counter-terrorism

 or 
C

V
E context because of an assum

ption that such interventions are focused on 
m

en. . . . H
ow

ever, as the sam
e study dem

onstrates, even program
s targeted 

at m
en have im

pacts—
w

hether direct or indirect—
on w

om
en and LG

BT
 

com
m

unities, as w
ell as m

en w
ho are the intended targets, and those im

pacts 
m

ust be m
onitored.”

31 T
his is im

portant because evidence-based policym
aking  

depends on com
prehensive data-collection. 

A
s Lam

a Fakih notes, an exam
ple of how

 gender blindness in C
V

E policies 
m

ight im
pact w

om
en and m

en negatively com
es from

 docum
ented findings 

of adverse funding im
pacts on w

om
en and w

om
en’s rights caused by anti-

terrorism
 financing law

s. For exam
ple, the squeeze on funding for w

om
en’s 

rights cuts across subjects as disparate as counter-radicalization program
s in 

O
n a tactical level, an im

portant w
ay to increase the capacity of the security 

sector to m
eet the needs of civilian population and identify potential threats to 

security is to include m
ore w

om
en in police forces. R

esearch show
s that police 

operations are m
ore effective at countering violent extrem

ism
 than m

ilitary 
force. 22 T

his is because police are trained to protect civilian life, and m
aintain 

law
 and order w

hen fighting m
ilitant groups. Police forces are also present 

in com
m

unities and are aw
are of the threats that m

ay or m
ay not exist in 

the com
m

unities in w
hich they do their daily w

ork. Studies have show
n that 

fem
ale police in particular can im

prove the operational effectiveness of police 
forces overall because they are able to build trust w

ith local com
m

unities, can 
m

ore effectively de-escalate violence, and are able to collect inform
ation that 

m
ale police offi

cers could not. 23 W
om

en are also m
ore likely to report cases of 

gender-based violence to fem
ale police than their m

ale counterparts. 24  

T
he inclusion of w

om
en in police forces increases the effectiveness of tactical 

level w
ork such as patrols and searches because fem

ale offi
cers can interact 

w
ith both m

en and w
om

en, w
hereas in conservative com

m
unities m

ale of-
ficers can only interact w

ith m
en in the local population. A

n exam
ple from

 
Iraq show

s how
 increasing the num

ber of w
om

en in the security sector can 
im

prove efforts to stop fem
ale suicide bom

bers. A
ccording to one study, in 

2007, w
om

en accounted for alm
ost a third of suicide bom

bings in Iraq. 25 A
t 

that tim
e, A

m
erican forces in Iraq recognized the need for fem

ale personnel to 
com

bat fem
ale suicide bom

bers in a w
ay that w

ould avoid crossing the strict 
taboo of w

om
en interacting w

ith m
en w

ho are not fam
ily m

em
bers—

in this 
case, w

hen being searched for explosives. T
he D

aughters of Iraq, a group of 
Iraqi fem

ale volunteers trained to investigate and inspect w
om

en for IED
s, w

as 
created by A

m
erican and Iraqi offi

cials as part of a new
 security plan to curb 

fem
ale suicide bom

bers and prevent the radicalization of w
om

en and children 
in and around D

iyala province. 26 T
his is a tactical adaptation in environm

ents 
w

here m
en are routinely searched for IED

s, not w
om

en. 27   

Secondly, w
hen security sector actors consult w

ith w
om

en’s organizations that 
w

ork w
ith local com

m
unities on issues such as protection of hum

an rights, 
access to education and healthcare, these organizations can provide m

ore nu-
anced and com

prehensive inform
ation about w

hat is happening in the com
-

m
unity. 28 T

his inform
ation can enhance the security sector’s early w

arning 
capabilities. Studies by N

ATO
 and the U

N
 also show

 that strong partner-
ships and enduring trusted relationships betw

een the security sector and local 
com

m
unities are integral to the prevention of violence. 29 W

om
en can play a 

strategic role in building trust and partnerships betw
een com

m
unities and the 

security sector. W
om

en and w
om

en’s organizations can provide the security 
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C
O

N
C

LU
SIO

N

G
ender m

atters to countering violent extrem
ism

 because violent extrem
ism

—
its ideology and the people w

ho perpetuate it—
is highly gendered. A

 first step 
in taking the highly gendered nature of extrem

ist violence into consideration 
is to develop critical aw

areness of w
om

en’s roles in both prom
oting counter-

ing violent extrem
ism

. But the identification of w
om

en’s roles is not enough 
to help the C

V
E policy-m

aker and practitioner develop effective m
easures to 

reduce violence and curtail extrem
ism

.  A
 focus on w

om
en’s roles can lead to 

stereotyping w
om

en, and securitizing their roles—
both of w

hich have negative 
consequences.

H
ow

ever, the full participation of w
om

en in C
V

E m
eans including both their 

presence, and attention to gender equality through the em
ploym

ent of a  
gender perspective in the analysis, design and im

plem
entation of policies and 

program
s. It also m

eans increasing w
om

en’s presence in leadership positions, 
particularly as religious authorities w

ithin their com
m

unities, consulting w
ith 

both local w
om

en and m
en on how

 anti-terror program
s and policies are  

im
pacting them

 differently, using gender-sensitive indicators to m
onitor C

V
E 

program
s, or reporting incidents of sexual violence as a political and m

ilitary 
tactic, not a cultural practice. T

he good new
s is that this is not a new

 practice. 
T

he inclusion of w
om

en and a gender perspective has precedent in U
N

SC
R

 
1325 and the W

om
en, Peace and Security agenda. A

s such U
N

SC
R

 1325 is an 
innovative tool that C

V
E actors can take advantage of to im

prove their chances 
of reducing violence, increasing protection and using a hum

an rights based ap-
proach to countering violent extrem

ism
, instead of strictly m

ilitary strategies.

W
om

en’s participation in C
V

E is crucial to shaping effective policies and 
practices to prevent extrem

ist violence. W
om

en need the barriers to their full  
participation in C

V
E rem

oved. It is true that som
e w

om
en are w

ary to engage 
in C

V
E, for good reason. T

hey m
ay be putting them

selves at great risk by en-
gaging w

ith the security sector. T
herefore, it is crucial that a gender perspective 

is used by security actors to identify w
hat these barriers and rigid norm

s are, 
and to help identify w

hat opportunities and constraints exist for changing them
. 

A
nd, security actors and policy-m

akers need as m
uch support and insight as 

they can get from
 both m

en and w
om

en regarding the highly local, context and 
culturally specific rise of extrem

ist violence. U
N

SC
R

 1325 on W
om

en, Peace 
and Security provides an innovative tool for security actors and policy-m

akers to 
w

ork together to address these com
plex and m

ultidim
ensional concerns to m

ore 
effectively counter violent extrem

ism
 over the long-term

 for the benefit of all.

the U
K

, the U
S governm

ent’s anti-traffi
cking policies, and international fund-

ing for hum
anitarian assistance in Som

alia.  Ignoring this m
oney trap has 

serious consequences for w
om

en’s rights. In the case of Som
alia, one study 

found that, “as the U
nited States, other governm

ents and W
estern foundations 

curtail funding to Som
alia, terrorist organizations and religious foundations 

are stepping in to fill the hum
anitarian aid gap w

ith . . . detrim
ental im

pacts 
on w

om
en’s ability to access assistance and increasing a trend tow

ard greater 
restrictions on w

om
en’s rights.”

32 

A
ccording to a 2015 policy brief by the W

om
en Peacem

akers Program
, an 

em
erging trend im

pacting w
om

en’s organizations w
orldw

ide is the im
pact of 

counterterror finance m
easures such as the Financial A

ction Task Force on the 
funding of w

om
en’s peace and justice w

ork. 33 Isabelle G
euskens from

 W
PP 

notes, “C
ounterterror m

easures have increased the already vulnerable posi-
tion of w

om
en’s peace organizations, for exam

ple via…
bills that underm

ine 
w

om
en’s civil society and banks that delay, lim

it or block the transfer of funds 
to w

om
en’s peace organizations.”

34 O
th

e
r
s h

a
v
e
 a

lso
 n

o
te

d
 th

a
t c

o
u

n
te

r
te

r
r
o
r
 

m
easures are creating obstacles to supporting w

om
en’s organizations w

ith the 
potential to destabilize them

 and m
ake them

 disappear all together.  In a panel 
com

m
em

orating the 50th C
om

m
ission on the Status of W

om
en C

arolyn To-
m

asovic Boyd of the Ecum
enical W

om
en’s Initiative rem

arked “T
he issue of 

identifying resources for w
om

en is high on all of our agendas, but one issue 
not being talked about underlies them

 all…
how

 counterterror m
easures are 

im
pacting w

om
en’s rights to access those resources already dedicated to her.”

35 

T
he fact is that gender blindness m

isinform
s policy-m

aking and planning. 
It is a factor that underm

ines our understanding of security problem
s and  

adversely affects our ability to find the best solutions to these problem
s. In the 

exam
ple discussed above, the lack of a gender perspective on how

 anti-terror 
financing law

s are im
pacting m

en and w
om

en differently is a serious strategic 
blind-spot w

ith long-term
 consequences of w

eakening civil society and the 
ability of civil society to fully participate in contributing to the m

aintenance 
of peace and security.
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W
hat causes violent extrem

ism
 to em

erge? T
his question has risen to the forefront 

of m
any governm

ents’ political agendas as the sense of urgency surrounding ter-
rorism

 continues to increase. T
he approach of “C

ountering V
iolent Extrem

ism
” 

(C
V

E) has gained greater attention in the academ
ic and political spheres as m

ore 
focus is placed on preventative strategies alongside direct responses to im

m
inent 

threats and acts of terrorism
. T

his has evolved out of w
idening recognition that 

know
ledge of what breeds radicalization to violence is essential to containing it. 

Experts have sought the underlying social and psychological factors that m
otivate 

individuals to adopt violent extrem
ist ideologies, yet com

prehensive conclusions 
translatable to policies are still lacking. A

s counterterrorism
 expert D

an Bym
an ex-

plains, the reason for this deficit is that research to date has found a w
ide spectrum

 
of social ills, varying by geographical, historical, and socio-political context. Efforts 
to understand radicalization to violence at this level, w

ithout m
oving deeper, w

ill 
not lead to specific, tailored, and effective solutions. 1 In

ste
a
d

 in
 o

rd
e
r
 to

 e
x
p

e
d

i-
ently and effectively address the grow

th of violent extrem
ism

, we m
ust return to 

the com
m

on starting point of m
ost individuals: the fam

ily. 

A
lthough C

V
E research is grow

ing rapidly, studies to date have largely failed to 
consider a key actor in their pursuit of potential solutions: mothers. M

others are 
often well-placed both in their em

otional relationship to their children, as well as 
in their strategic location w

ithin the hom
e, to be key sources of inform

ation about 
the social and psychological landscape of the current generation of adolescents 
and young adults. 2 A

s a group – regardless of their social background – m
others 

contain valuable data on what renders individuals vulnerable to radical influences, 
holding econom

ic, political, and socio-ecological factors constant. In particular, 
m

others of radicalized youth can m
ake sense of their children’s journeys of com

-
ing-of-age, navigating the uncertainties of the inevitable “identity crises” that oc-
cur throughout adolescence and young adulthood. 3 A

s a result, they can shed light 
on the behavior and decisions that are incom

prehensible to those on the outside.

3
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criticizes his ow
n field for the paucity and calls for an analysis of the root 

causes of terror from
 a psychodynam

ic perspective.
8 

W
hat is m

ore notew
orthy about the current state of affairs in C

V
E research 

is its tendency to produce general and sw
eeping recom

m
endations on better-

ing society w
rit large. T

hough necessary, this logic ignores the real need for a 
direct and personalized intervention for adolescents at risk of radicalization to 
violence. In the context of violent extrem

ism
, w

e need to place m
ore em

phasis 
on an individualized, youth-directed approach in addition to long-term

 and 
general solutions such as access to education or poverty eradication.
 TH

E C
U

R
R

EN
T C

V
E A

PPR
O

A
C

H

A
ctuated by events such as the terror attack on the 1972 O

lym
pics in M

unich, 
G

erm
any, 9/11, and the em

ergence of A
l-Q

aeda, the recent counterterrorism
 

approach still largely consists of reactive strategies, relying heavily on m
ili-

tary and security forces to carry out actions m
eant to both punish and deter. 

W
hile this strategy has continuously been scaled-up in the last forty years, the 

incidence of terrorism
 is grow

ing m
ore critical. D

espite the expanding global 
efforts to understand and curb violent extrem

ism
, the U

S State D
epartm

ent 
reported a 35 percent increase in terrorist attacks and an 81 percent increase 
in total fatalities from

 terrorism
 since 2013.

9
 Furtherm

ore, an increasing num
-

ber of adolescents are becom
ing radicalized and leaving their hom

e countries 
in order to fight w

ith violent extrem
ist groups in Syria, Iraq, and Som

alia. 
A

ccording to a 2014 estim
ate by the U

S D
epartm

ent of State, over 12,000 
foreigners have traveled to Syria from

 over 50 countries to join ISIS, 10 w
hile 

a m
ore recent estim

ate by Peter N
eum

ann from
 the International C

entre for 
the Study of R

adicalization (IC
SR

) gives an estim
ate of m

ore than 20,000. 11 

T
hese statistics m

ake it clear that a top-dow
n, reactive approach is insuffi

cient. 
W

e can no longer w
ait for extrem

ists to em
erge and then launch offensives via 

the m
ilitary and law

 enforcem
ent. Instead, violent extrem

ist ideologies need 
to be exposed to provoke challenges, questions, and alternative narratives. 
T

herefore an effective approach m
ust address both the problem

 of existing 
v
io

le
n

t e
x
tr

e
m

ists, and the problem
 of recruitm

ent. Preventative strategies em
-

bedded in civil society are key to the sustainability and long-term
 effectiveness 

of countering violent extrem
ism

. 

Existing C
V

E m
ethods include tw

o categories of strategies and actors: “hard” 
strategies that include m

ilitary operations, law
 enforcem

ent, and diplom
acy, 

and “soft” strategies that include research and rehabilitation program
s. 12 

W
hile focus on “soft” or preventative strategies has recently increased, there is 

Furtherm
ore, not only are m

others a point of unique access and deep know
l-

edge of already radicalized youth, but they are also strategically placed to 
serve as a buffer betw

een radical influences and those w
ho are next to be tar-

geted. T
hey are the starting point of building resiliency w

ithin their children’s 
early years of developm

ent and often the first to recognize and address signs of 
distress including anger, anxiety, and w

ithdraw
al. T

his dual capacity to both 
pre-em

pt and respond to radical influences m
akes m

others essential partici-
pants in an effective security paradigm

. 

T
here is no doubt that the role w

e ascribe to m
others in raising their children 

is not easy. For m
any external and som

etim
es even close observers, children’s 

behaviors can seem
 enigm

atic. D
uring the international conference “T

he Lure 
of Syria” hosted in V

ienna, A
ustria in D

ecem
ber 2014 by W

om
en w

ithout 
Borders/SAV

E, m
others cam

e forw
ard w

ith m
any disparaging stories of “lost 

children.” In an interview, one C
anadian m

other spoke of her helplessness in 
the face of her son’s conversion to Islam

: “H
e w

ouldn’t talk w
ith m

e as m
uch 

as he used to. H
e stopped seeing his friends, and spent m

ore and m
ore tim

e in 
his room

.”
4 H

er son then left for Syria, and later died there.

M
oreover, m

others are in direct com
petition w

ith recruiters w
hose offers m

ight 
be m

ore attractive to desperate adolescents struggling to define w
ho they are 

and the role they play in society. “T
he recruiters gave him

 a sense of personal 
value that he didn’t have in his life. T

his is w
hat brought him

 to Syria.”
5  

In the study w
e conducted that w

as titled Can M
others Challenge Extremism?

, o
n

e
 

notable finding w
as the m

others’ w
illingness to prevent their children from

 be-
com

ing involved in violent extrem
ism

.
6

 Yet this w
as coupled w

ith another no-
table finding: m

others lack the confidence and skills to be effective in this role. 
T

he question is then: how
 to equip m

others w
ith the tools to successfully guide 

their children through adolescence to w
ell-adjusted adulthood? A

dolescence 
is a com

plex developm
ental stage influenced by a variety of psychological and 

social phenom
ena. 7 

D
espite its im

portance, it w
ould be unfair to blam

e scholars of violent ex-
trem

ism
 for failing to include the psychodynam

ics betw
een m

others and their 
children during adolescence and young adulthood. T

his is largely  because 
th

e
ir

 
c
o
n

c
e
p

ts 
a
n

d
 
m

e
th

o
d

s 
m

o
stly

 
r
e
ly

 
o
n

 
e
m

p
ir

ic
a
l 

r
e
se

a
r
c
h

 
m

e
th

o
d

s 
a
n

d
 

qualitative interview
s. To our know

ledge, psychoanalysis is alm
ost entirely ab-

sent from
 the field of violent extrem

ism
 research. Even in overall adolescence 

research the psychodynam
ic forces during adolescence are w

idely neglected. 
T

his assertion is also shared by Seth Schw
artz, an expert on adolescence, w

ho 
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w
hat can be done to prevent it. W

hile a disruption in the parent-child bond 
can also be a driving force in radicalization, 20 this relationship is also a key re-
source for exploring the intim

ate landscape of an individual’s em
otional and 

psychological state, especially in the pre-violence phase. Yet, these approaches 
have generally been kept on the periphery in C

V
E initiatives.

Based on this understanding of the deficits in current C
V

E approaches and 
of the unique position of m

others, W
om

en w
ithout Borders developed an 

applied-research project to collect evidence about the potential of m
others 

to protect at-risk youth. T
he Can M

others Challenge Extremism?
 stu

d
y
 e

x
a
m

in
e
d

 

m
others’ perceptions of the threat of violent extrem

ism
 and their understand-

ing of their role in the processes of both radicalization and de-radicalization. 
It draw

s on the subjective understanding of m
others on the causes, factors, 

and realities of violent extrem
ism

 as they experience them
 in their fam

ilies, 
com

m
unities, and m

ost im
portantly, in the lives of their children. T

he study 
focused on sons because w

hile girls are increasingly joining violent extrem
ist 

groups, boys still rem
ain the m

ajority of those w
ho becom

e involved. T
he 

global rate of radicalized w
om

en is estim
ated at 18 percent, and the rate of 

radicalized w
om

en from
 Europe is in betw

een 10-15 percent. 21 

TH
E STU

D
Y

A
 tw

o-stage study that com
bined qualitative and quantitative m

ethodologies 
w

as designed to collect, analyze, and apply data from
 m

others living in N
orth-

ern Ireland, Israel, Palestine, Egypt and Pakistan: regions all affected by vio-
lent extrem

ism
. T

he foundational research question w
as: D

o m
others think 

they have a role in the prevention of violent extrem
ism

 on the hom
e front? 

Entry points into each com
m

unity had to be carefully identified and orches-
trated in order to successfully carry out the interview

s. Potential participants 
w

ere approached by individuals w
ithin trusted local partner N

G
O

s as w
ell 

as by com
m

unity leaders and teachers. Interested w
om

en w
ere m

obilized in 
sm

all groups and m
eetings w

ere held to explain the nature and purpose of the 
study. O

nce these relationships had been established, the research team
 and 

translators began conducting one-on-one interview
s w

ith each w
illing m

other. 
In hindsight, this first contact w

as the beginning of an essential conscious-
raising, trust-building process: m

any of the w
om

en said it w
as the first tim

e 
they talked about security issues. In order for the w

om
en to feel safe in speak-

ing openly, it w
as crucial for the research team

 to establish this initial trust. In 
m

any com
m

unities, violent extrem
ism

 and violence are taboo, and therefore 
gathering data requires breaking through em

bedded social barriers. In our 

still a lack of system
atic program

s w
hich directly translate into tim

ely efforts. 
Program

s im
plem

ented in various countries such as strengthened support for 
social w

orkers, counselors and com
m

unity organizations, fail to have an early 
im

pact in the m
ost personal spaces w

here interventions m
ay be the m

ost effec-
tive. N

am
ely, they neglect that recruitm

ent often does not initially target the 
ideological level, but the individual him

self. M
any of these individuals have 

little idea w
hat they are buying into – as w

e hear from
 the grow

ing num
bers 

of form
er fighters, including those returning from

 Syria. 13 A
dolescents and 

young adults, grappling w
ith questions about w

ho they are, w
hat they w

ant, 14  

and w
here they belong, 15 often find answ

ers for the first tim
e w

ithin the fram
e-

w
ork of violent extrem

ist groups w
ho offer unam

biguous w
orldview

s as w
ell 

as notions of acceptance and belonging. W
hile it is know

n that this existential 
questioning pervades adolescence regardless of social or historical context, 
few

 scholars have considered these uncertainties in characterizing the pre-rad-
icalization phase. 16 It is evident that youth and young adults, still undergoing 
d

e
v
e
lo

p
m

e
n

t 17 and living at hom
e, are m

ost vulnerable to violent extrem
ist 

ideas that prom
ise com

pensation for m
aterial and em

otional deficits. T
he cur-

rent security approach sim
ply does not capitalize on this fact. 

M
others, in m

any cases, are w
ell-positioned w

here the first signs of radicaliza-
tion em

erge and have the potential to serve as a barrier and first responder. 
A

s key w
itnesses to the sm

all changes in behavior, preferences, and habits, 
m

others can be instrum
ental in preventing the next w

ave of radicalized youth.

C
A

N
 M

O
TH

ER
S C

H
A

LLEN
G

E V
IO

LEN
T EX

TR
EM

ISM
? A

 STU
D

Y
 

EX
PLO

R
IN

G
 TH

E PO
TEN

TIA
L O

F M
O

TH
ER

S

It is w
idely recognized that individuals are influenced by their social contexts: 

their hopes, aspirations, struggles, and reactions are largely shaped by the en-
vironm

ent in w
hich they em

otionally and psychologically develop. 18 I
n

 e
x
a
m

-
ining these social and em

otional variables, w
e can gain a clearer picture of 

the com
m

on factors that lead individuals to adopt violent extrem
ist ideolo-

gies, and develop targeted prevention strategies. H
ow

ever, to understand the 
dynam

ics that underm
ine resistance to radicalization am

ong adolescents w
e 

need to look at it from
 a different angle. A

s W
eine et al. rem

inds us: “If w
e 

really w
ant to identify and support resilience in com

m
unities under threat, w

e 
cannot do so from

 a distance. W
e need to listen to and observe its residents 

and learn about its history, culture, social structure, values, needs, resources, 
and daily experiences, in order to determ

ine precisely w
hat resilience m

eans 
for them

.”
19 M

others, as closes w
itnesses to the process of radicalization, often 

have significant insights into how
 and w

hy youth join extrem
ist groups, and 
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TH
E

 STU
D

Y
’S F

IN
D

IN
G

S

O
ur final results w

ere based on 1,023 interview
s. O

verall there w
as a general 

consensus am
ong m

others across all five countries regarding the perceptions 
of a m

other’s position and role in countering violent extrem
ist influences. D

if-
ferences betw

een countries w
ere rare and highly specific. 23  T

he data from
 both 

the interview
s and the surveys strongly conveyed the m

others’ concerns about 
the risk of their children becom

ing radicalized and a m
ajority of m

others 
expressed confidence in their ow

n abilities to 1) prevent their children from
 

becom
ing involved w

ith violent extrem
ism

 in the first place and 2) to recog-
nize early w

arning signs if they did, in fact, arise. M
oreover, in m

any of the 
interview

s the m
others expressed a sense of urgency and eagerness to organ-

ize w
ith sim

ilarly concerned m
others to collaborate in com

bating this grow
ing 

problem
 of violent extrem

ist recruitm
ent.

T
hree com

m
on conclusions em

erged from
 the data: 

a) M
others cite the im

m
ediate environm

ent and the em
otional and interper-

sonal exposure of their children as the m
ost im

portant risk factors or roots for 
violent extrem

ism
. Specifically, m

others think their children’s grievances (73 
percent of m

others), their children’s friends (66 percent of m
others), and their 

children’s religious and political ideologies (51 percent of m
others) are poten-

tially driving them
 into violent extrem

ism
.

 b) 94 percent of m
others place them

selves and other m
others in a position of 

high responsibility to deal w
ith the challenges of radicalization in the life of 

their sons.

c) M
others expressed that com

m
only cited causes of radicalization, nam

ely 
poverty, absent fathers, and religious obligations w

ere insuffi
cient to explain 

radicalization (only 34 percent of m
others agreed). 

In addition to the three com
m

on conclusions, the findings can be grouped 
under three key questions that helped to shed light on the threat of radicaliza-
tion: W

hat do m
others fear? W

hom
 do they trust? W

hat do m
others need?

W
H

A
T D

O
 M

O
TH

E
R

S F
E

A
R

?

T
he m

others in the study believe that violent extrem
ist agendas are dissem

i-
nated prim

arily through the Internet (78 percent), radical religious leaders (78 
percent), political organizations (78 percent), and television (76 percent).

study, it w
as particularly diffi

cult for m
others w

hose children w
ere already in-

volved in violent extrem
ist activities: guilt, sham

e and fear initially inhibited 
them

. But they w
ere ultim

ately encouraged w
hen they w

ere m
ade to feel not as 

inform
ants but rather as valuable contributors and allies; m

any of the subjects 
also expressed that speaking out becam

e a relief and an advantage. 

TH
E

 STU
D

Y
’S F

IR
ST STE

P

In the first research phase w
e perform

ed 200 in-depth interview
s (40 in each 

country) to gain an overall picture of the social and em
otional environm

ents 
of m

others w
ith adolescent and young adult sons betw

een the age of 12 and 
25. Taped interview

s w
ere transcribed and evaluated using qualitative data 

analysis. 22 T
he questions w

ere grouped into seven areas: fam
ily background, 

children’s life, a m
other’s role in their children’s upbringing, personal prox-

im
ity to violent extrem

ism
, societal factors especially in contexts affected by 

violence, existing coping m
echanism

s for violent extrem
ism

: individually and 
collectively, and future strategies. O

ccasionally, a sm
aller sam

ple w
ith slightly 

different questions w
as reserved for people fam

iliar w
ith the situation in the re-

spective regions, including journalists, social w
orkers, and com

m
unity leaders.

TH
E

 STU
D

Y
’S SE

C
O

N
D

 STE
P

From
 the qualitative interview

s, a num
ber of com

m
on them

es em
erged and 

w
ere used to develop an extensive questionnaire. T

he questionnaire used 
5-point Likert scales to assess the m

others’ levels of agreem
ent w

ith 43 state-
m

ents that w
ere draw

n from
 the in-depth interview

s. T
he three m

ain areas 
explored in this survey w

ere: 1) how
 m

others assess the threat of violent ex-
trem

ism
, their ow

n role in reducing the attraction of violent extrem
ist ide-

ologies, and the psychological and social foundations of violent extrem
ism

; 2) 
w

ho m
others w

ould turn to in a situation characterized by an im
m

inent threat 
of radicalization, and 3) w

hat do m
others need to be effective in recognizing 

and responding to w
arning signs of radicalization. A

dditional core topics ad-
dressed in the questionnaire included: 1) W

hat are the sources of violent ex-
trem

ist influences? 2) W
hom

 do m
others trust? and 3) W

hat do m
others need?

U
sing a com

bined quota and snow
ball sam

pling m
ethod the interview

er team
 

targeted over 1,000 respondents in N
orthern Ireland, Israel, Palestine, Paki-

stan, and N
igeria (approxim

ately 200 in each country). D
ue to the insecure 

situation during the “A
rab Spring,” Egypt w

as replaced by N
igeria.



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
61

SE
C

U
R

ITY
 A

R
C

H
ITE

C
TU

R
E

: M
O

TH
E

R
S IN

C
LU

D
E

D
62

T
he m

ost im
portant finding is that m

others trust them
selves along w

ith other 
m

others first in protecting their children. T
his is notable because the exist-

ing security approach currently focuses im
plem

entation w
ithin national and 

local authorities: tw
o groups that seem

 to evoke significant distrust. M
oreo-

ver, the lack of trust in the state is a critical finding given that the intended 
role of the governm

ent is to provide citizens w
ith protection and m

aintenance 
of productive lives; it reveals a trust gap betw

een the private and the public 
spheres as they relate to security. T

his is a fundam
ental problem

 that needs to 
be addressed in order to enable productive inform

ation flow
 and collaboration 

am
ong tw

o kinds of actors, both of w
hom

 play a vital role in com
bating radi-

calization.  T
herefore, a som

ew
hat counterintuitive but key step in countering 

terrorism
 seem

s to be finding w
ays to enable cohesion and trust betw

een na-
tional and local authorities, com

m
unities, and fam

ilies. T
his is a finding that 

is likely only to com
e from

 m
others them

selves, w
hen they are taken seriously 

as security allies.

W
H

A
T D

O
 M

O
TH

E
R

S N
E

E
D

?

In both violent extrem
ism

 research and security policy m
others are not the pri-

m
ary players. W

e, therefore, know
 little about their opinions, capacities and, 

above all, their needs. H
ence, how

 do the m
others assess their ow

n needs? 
W

hat kind of support do they need to protect their children from
 violent ex-

trem
ist influences?  

First, the data indicates a strong sense of concern am
ong m

others regard-
ing radicalization. O

f all possible needs provided in the survey, 86 percent of 
m

others considered increasing their know
ledge about the w

arning signs of 
radicalization to be of highest im

portance. T
his w

as follow
ed by training in 

self-confidence, listed by 84 percent, training in parenting skills listed by 80 
percent, and im

proved know
ledge of com

puters listed by 69 percent. M
oreo-

ver, a m
ajority of m

others expressed that connecting w
ith sim

ilarly-concerned 
m

others w
ould help them

 gain the needs they listed as m
ost im

portant; these 
included  learning about early w

arning signs, parenting skills, and boosting 
self-confidence to speak up to their fam

ilies and enable them
 to take action.

T
here are tw

o im
portant im

plications here. T
he first is that m

others are confi-
dent in their ow

n security potential if equipped w
ith the right tools and know

l-
edge, and the second is that their aw

areness of their needs indicates that they 
are already confronting radical influences, and feel unable to effectively re-
spond.

T
hese sources are not surprising, but are notable because of the overall picture 

that em
erges. T

hese four diverse sources are given alm
ost equal significance, 

indicating that on an average day youth are confronted by radical m
essages 

from
 m

any different angles: from
 the m

edia, on the Internet, and w
ithin their 

social netw
orks. T

he breadth of these sources indicates that in som
e fam

ilies 
and com

m
unities there is very little trusted and protected space, leaving youth 

highly vulnerable to sources uncontrolled by parents. T
herefore, this perva-

siveness of violent extrem
ist m

essages, feared by the m
others in the study, pro-

vides strong support for a com
plem

entary security approach that focuses on 
building resiliency w

ithin and around the hom
e.

M
oreover, this data is particularly im

portant because this inform
ation—

col-
lected from

 the private realm
 of the hom

e—
is largely inaccessible to local au-

thorities, intelligence, and other actors involved in radicalization prevention. 
D

ue to their unique position, these m
others’ perspectives on the initial source 

of violent extrem
ist influence are likely to be m

ore nuanced than those on the 
outside. A

s researchers and policym
akers have w

idely acknow
ledged, gaining 

a clear picture of the initial entrée into violent extrem
ism

 has very im
portant 

im
plications for effectively addressing radicalization at the origin. M

others’ 
insights help to elucidate the m

ost intricate details of this picture.  

W
H

O
M

 D
O

 M
O

TH
E

R
S TR

U
ST?

T
here is no question that preventative m

easures are very diffi
cult to im

ple-
m

ent. W
ith concerns on the rise, the need for professional advice and support 

has therefore becom
e a prevailing issue. But  w

here do m
others turn w

hen 
they have concerns about their children’s safety and w

ellbeing? W
hat people 

or institutions do they trust to provide help and support? 

T
he m

others’ prim
ary answ

er w
as other m

others (94 percent). Fathers w
ere 

listed next (91 percent) follow
ed by other relatives (81 percent). In a crisis situ-

ation the fam
ily circle is clearly the prim

ary source of support. Teachers, listed 
fourth w

ith trust scores of 79 percent, and com
m

unity organizations (61 per-
cent) are the first perceived trustw

orthy institutions that lie outside im
m

ediate 
social netw

orks. R
eligious leaders earned a 58 percent trust score, already sug-

gesting a level of am
bivalence. State organizations earned am

ong the w
eakest 

trust scores w
ith police at 39 percent, the arm

y w
ith 35 percent, and local 

councils w
ith 34 percent. International organizations earn sim

ilarly w
eak trust 

scores of 36 percent. H
ow

ever, the governm
ent earned the low

est trust score 
overall of 29 percent.



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
63

SE
C

U
R

ITY
 A

R
C

H
ITE

C
TU

R
E

: M
O

TH
E

R
S IN

C
LU

D
E

D
64

T
his m

odel creates a safe space w
here m

others im
prove their know

ledge of 
early-w

arning signs and strategize how
 to be effective barriers to radical influ-

ences. W
illingly com

ing together allow
s them

 to deconstruct social barriers 
and to have open dialogue regarding their children’s as w

ell as their ow
n strug-

gles that inhibit their ability to be an im
pactful countering force.

M
others Schools (M

S) have been piloted in Tajikistan, K
ashm

ir, Pakistan, In-
donesia, N

igeria and Zanzibar, and the regular feedback sessions via Skype 
have confirm

ed that the m
odel is readily em

braced by m
others. Participants 

expressed that involvem
ent in the M

others Schools w
ith like-m

inded w
om

en 
builds their self-confidence, im

proves their parenting skills, and gains them
 

m
ore credibility in their hom

es and com
m

unities. A
s one M

S participant from
 

K
ashm

ir valley stated of M
S, “W

e alw
ays think that such discussions can only 

be am
ong the educated and elite people from

 high profile societies. But now
 

w
e believe after exploring our skills w

ere w
ith us alw

ays but unfortunately on 
sleeping m

ode, that w
e can also becom

e friends w
ith our children and help 

them
 to deal w

ith any kind of support so that they don’t feel the need to look 
for any violent alternatives.” T

he pilot findings also indicate that the M
S cur-

riculum
 provided the m

others w
ith substantive inform

ation and targeted skills, 
m

aking them
 better prepared to identify and respond to radical influences.

TH
E

 M
O

TH
E

R
S SC

H
O

O
L C

U
R

R
IC

U
LU

M
 

T
he central com

ponents of the M
S curriculum

 are building confidence and 
self-esteem

, increasing know
ledge and reflection of parent-child dynam

ics, 
and delivering specific training in countering radicalization. T

he m
odel pro-

vides m
others w

ith the appropriate tools to respond to their children’s needs 
and guide them

 through a healthy, w
ell-adjusted adolescence, as w

ell as strate-
gies for how

 to respond to signs of inner turm
oil, confusion, or anger.

T
he curriculum

 includes ten m
odules spanning across three stages, guiding 

participants through a process of gradual aw
areness building. T

hese stages 
m

ove successively from
 the self, to the fam

ily, to the com
m

unity, and then to 
one’s role in security. 

M
O

TH
E

R
S SC

H
O

O
LS M

O
D

U
LE

S 1-4: SE
LF

 A
C

TU
A

LIZ
A

TIO
N

 
A

N
D

 R
E

F
LE

C
TIO

N
 IN
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 SA

F
E

 SPA
C

E

T
he first four w

orkshops aim
 to collectively create a safe and com

fortable envi-
ronm

ent in w
hich barriers can be deconstructed and productive dialogue can 

take place. T
his includes exercises in w

hich m
others are guided through critical 

O
verall, these findings suggest that there is an im

m
ediate need for a m

ore 
diversified approach to counter terrorism

, nam
ely one that includes the ex-

pertise and strategic position of m
others. In a preventative paradigm

 w
e need 

their voices and capacities to be brought to the table to develop new
 strategies 

and partnerships.  But, this requires m
others to be recognized as key allies; as 

long as they are excluded, so is the m
ost valuable point of intervention. T

he 
gap in the existing security paradigm

, seeking to address recruitm
ent at the 

root, requires the involvem
ent and active engagem

ent of m
others.  

A
PPLY

IN
G

 TH
E STU

D
Y

 FIN
D

IN
G

S

In the w
ake of these significant conclusions, the final stage of the Can M

others 
Challenge Extremism? study w

as to apply the m
ost im

portant needs expressed 
by the m

others to readjust and further develop our com
prehensive M

others 
Schools m

odel, developed in 2008. Specifically, the findings indicated that 
m

others hold significant, under-recognized potential in countering violent 
extrem

ism
, yet need specific supports in order to optim

ize their capacities. 
M

ost im
portantly, facilitating dialogue as w

ell as form
al exchanges of inform

a-
tion and personal experience em

erged as critical in building confidence and 
in gaining know

ledge and targeted skills. W
ith this data, W

omen without Borders 
advanced the M

others School m
odel to address these needs and strengthen 

com
m

unity resilience, is starting in the hom
e. 

 TH
E

 M
O

TH
E

R
S SC

H
O

O
L M

O
D

E
L

T
he M

others School m
odel prom

otes the role of m
others as partners in the 

delivery of security and arm
s them

 w
ith the skills to be effective as the foun-

dation of com
m

unity resilience. T
his m

odel, targeting and optim
izing a pre-

existing, underutilized resource is inherently a grassroots approach. D
raw

ing 
upon the findings from

 the Can M
others Challenge Extremism? study it strengthens 

individual capability, aw
areness of violent extrem

ism
, and em

otional literacy 
to both em

pow
er and enable m

others to effectively prevent and confront this 
grow

ing threat. T
he curriculum

, im
plem

ented through trusted com
m

unity 
partners, includes specific exercises that facilitate dialogue, inform

ation ex-
change, and critical reflection using context-based techniques that apply to 
participants’ daily lives. T

he m
odules are continually m

onitored and evaluated 
through w

eekly Skype sessions w
ith the W

om
en w

ithout Borders team
, trainer 

protocol sum
m

aries docum
enting the evolving dynam

ics of the group, and the 
note takers’ notes docum

enting key anonym
ous testim

onials, challenges and 
successes that em

erge w
ithin the discussions. 
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exam
ple, one K

ashm
iri m

other from
 Batam

aloo explains how
 she applied this 

know
ledge in her hom

e, “It is a com
m

on belief that you don’t give m
uch im

-
p

o
r
ta

n
c
e
 to

 th
e
 c

h
ild

r
e
n

 a
n

d
 liste

n
 to

 th
e
m

 e
v
e
r
y
 tim

e
 a

n
d

 in
ste

a
d

 y
o
u

 sh
o
u

ld
 

be strict so that a fear is m
aintained and they have respect. But, in this class, 

I cam
e to know

 that the fact is som
ething else... It is just a notion and it is 

very im
portant to acknow

ledge the problem
s of our children.” W

hile another 
m

other from
 R

aw
alpindi, Pakistan asserted, “Instead of m

aking the problem
s 

an excuse, w
e should also develop positive thinking so that our children don’t 

feel burdened and depression due to us.” T
he second three m

odules of the M
S 

C
urriculum

 are:

M
odule 5: C

hild psycho-social developm
ent

M
odule 6: U

nderstanding political violence and radicalization
M

odule 7: Talking and listening. Im
proving m

y com
m

unication w
ith teenag-

e
r
s

T
he w

orkshops in this phase incorporate dialogue surrounding context-spe-
cific political violence, w

hich engages m
others to share inform

ation about 
how

 and in w
hat w

ays youth becom
e involved. T

his is further enhanced by a 
discussion of how

 to engage w
ith teenagers, specifically surrounding diffi

cult 
topics. For exam

ple, the M
others School in K

ashm
ir took place in the m

onths 
leading up to the election. T

he participants shared their children’s varying lev-
els of involvem

ent and the ensuing problem
s they w

ere confronting as m
oth-

ers. O
ne w

om
an from

 Srinigar shared how
 her son’s friend had been killed 

for allegedly throw
ing stones in an act of political protest. H

er son w
as deeply 

depressed and angry about the injustice, and she shared how
 she com

forted 
him

 and encouraged him
 to talk about it, w

hich eventually led to a discussion 
about productive w

ays to channel his anger and grief. A
nother m

other from
 

K
upw

ara shared how
 after a series of suicides in her com

m
unity, she vow

ed 
to, “listen to m

y children. W
hen I heard about [these suicides] I im

agined 
that [those children] m

ust have been going through som
e problem

 w
hich they 

couldn’t share w
ith their fam

ilies or loved ones so they took the extrem
e step…

T
hese incidents scared m

e so m
uch and have given m

e reason to listen to m
y 

children. Earlier I had no idea w
here being aw

ay from
 m

y children’s m
ind 

could lead.” T
his interm

ediary stage facilitates reflection on parent-child dy-
nam

ics, and discussions of w
ays to enhance support overall, especially related 

to security issues. Individual narratives play an im
portant role in this part of 

the curriculum
, not only because it fosters a useful exchange of case studies, 

but it also strengthens the group dynam
ic. 

reflection of them
selves, including identifying their strengths and w

eaknesses, 
along w

ith analyses of their com
m

unities and their role w
ithin them

. Indi-
vidual and com

m
unity identity, self-esteem

, self-doubt, and em
otional com

pe-
tence are discussed in-depth w

ith a particular focus on individual narratives to 
contextualize and personalize these key subjects. T

he first m
odules strengthen 

confidence and self-aw
areness, a foundation for the subsequent skills-training 

and targeted know
ledge. T

he first four m
odules of the M

S C
urriculum

 are:

M
odule 1: T

his is m
e, w

ho are you?
M

odule 2: M
e in m

y com
m

unity
M

odule 3: Self-doubt and self-esteem
M

odule 4: R
ethinking m

y role in security

T
his initial stage directly responds to tw

o significant requests expressed by 
m

o
th

e
r
s in

 th
e Can M

others Challenge Extremism? study: 1) m
eeting and sharing 

w
ith other m

others and 2) self-confidence building, both w
hich lay the founda-

tion for learning and enacting targeted skills.

W
eekly feedback from

 the M
S participants suggests that the w

orkshops are 
m

eeting these needs. A
s one m

other from
 D

al Lake, K
ashm

ir, stated, “O
nce 

you encourage som
eone here w

ho shares her sad story or about the problem
s 

in their lives, just a w
ord of encouragem

ent m
akes them

 feel strong. T
hey 

think they are not alone. T
hey get the feeling of acceptance.” A

nother m
other 

from
 Ledokom

bo, Indonesia stated, “W
e feel m

ore pow
erful and strong in 

this group,” w
hile another from

 M
ew

at, India explained this in relation to her 
children, “T

he better confident w
e w

ould be, the better our children w
ould 

seek advice and em
otional support from

 their m
others.” T

his confidence, self-
aw

areness ,and recognition are im
portant preconditions for subsequent, con-

crete skill building.

M
O

TH
E

R
S SC

H
O

O
L M

O
D

U
LE

S 5-7: C
H

ILD
 D

E
V

E
LO

P
M

E
N

T IN
 

C
O

N
TE

X
T

T
he next stage progresses from

 addressing barriers to em
phasizing targeted 

skills-training. Prim
arily, this stage focuses on parenting skills, grounded both 

in theory and on the social political realities of the com
m

unity. Initially, a pres-
entation of psychosocial child developm

ent theory initiates the discussion of 
how

 to im
prove parenting skills. M

others are encouraged to analyze their ow
n 

relationships and interactions w
ith their children in the context of the needs 

explained by Erikson’s child developm
ent theory. 24 T

he aim
 is to organically 

m
ake conclusions about how

 they can better m
eet their children’s needs. For 
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A
s the Can M

others Challenge Extremism? study findings convey, m
others are in-

strum
ental in im

plem
enting targeted intervention at the pre-violence phase. 

A
nd they are also a valuable source of inform

ation, not only about the intrica-
cies of youth’s social and em

otional environm
ent overall, but also as a retro-

spective lens. T
heir vigilance has nothing to do w

ith surveillance that w
ould 

be rejected by the young; instead they are naturally positioned to intervene in 
the flow

 of inform
ation from

 recruiters and other sources of violent extrem
ist 

m
essages. T

hrough their active involvem
ent, m

others of radicalized youth, in 
particular, can provide a perspective m

ost salient to developing a new
 security 

approach. M
others are the com

m
on thread to youth w

ho vary in background, 
religion, and political involvem

ent. A
s the em

otional link to their children they, 
uniquely, have the ability to piece together the com

m
on denom

inators. T
his 

perspective w
e can then offer to other m

others struggling to guide their chil-
dren through stages of heightened uncertainty. 

In order to give prom
inence to this key data and the individuals w

ith the abil-
ity to interpret it, W

om
en w

ithout Borders brought together a group of m
oth-

ers from
 across Europe and C

anada, w
hose children had departed to fight 

in Syria, in D
ecem

ber 2014 in V
ienna to share their experiences. In sharing 

their insights w
ith security stakeholders in a strategizing m

eeting, they painted 
a picture of their children’s personalities, their struggles, and the changes they 
observed in the early stages of the radicalization process. T

his w
as heard by 

representatives of institutions invested and equipped to translate the new
 in-

sights into preventative actions. A
s one m

other from
 Belgium

 w
hose son died 

in Syria in 2012 explained, “[ISIS] m
isleads children because it tells them

 they 
are selected, that they are chosen. T

hese ideas tell them
 that A

llah w
ill take 

care of them
.” A

nother Belgian m
other shared, “M

y son w
as very im

m
ature. 

H
e had no real inform

ation about religion and no real intellectual perspective 
about religious questions. T

his is w
hy he w

as radicalized so quickly.” T
hese 

m
others w

ere able to present to governm
ent offi

cials, policym
akers, counse-

lors, educators, and journalists w
hy their children w

ere lured by extrem
ist re-

cruiters and w
hat, in hindsight, w

ere the w
arning signs. “H

aving a bottle of 
w

ine at dinner suddenly becam
e problem

. T
hen w

e couldn’t have friends over 
because he w

as afraid of how
 they w

ould dress.” A
nother m

other from
 Sw

e-
den said of her daughter, “She hid the voting card w

hen it cam
e in the m

ail. 
She started denouncing dem

ocracy.” 

M
O

TH
E

R
S SC

H
O

O
L M

O
D

U
LE

S 8-10
: IN

C
LU

D
IN

G
 FA

TH
E

R
S

T
he last stage focuses on how

 to establish and continually reinforce resilience 
in the hom

e; m
others are provided w

ith specific instruction on recognizing 
and reacting to the early w

arning signs of radicalization, including instruction 
on the role of the Internet in spreading violent extrem

ist m
essages, as w

ell as 
how

 to engage fathers in looking out for and addressing concerning behavior. 
A

t the conclusion of this stage, the goal is that the m
others have an increased 

aw
areness about the threat of radicalization on their children, and a deepened 

understanding of their ow
n role, as w

ell as a broad toolkit of strategies. T
his 

part of the curriculum
 directly addresses the rem

aining needs expressed in the 
Can M

others Challenge Extremism? study: nam
ely strengthened know

ledge and 
training about the early w

arning signs of radicalization, augm
ented by target-

ed training in com
puter skills and parenting skills. T

he last three m
odules are:

M
odule 8: Early w

arning signs of radicalization. R
ecognizing and reacting

M
odule 9: Involving Fathers

M
odule 10: Peace starts at hom

e

T
he overall goal of the M

others Schools is to graduate m
others m

ore aw
are 

of the signs of radicalization in their children and potential dangers in their 
im

m
ediate environm

ent. T
hey feel m

ore confident and com
petent to respond 

to their children’s needs and provide proper support. T
hese M

others School 
graduates are the starting point for building resilience in their fam

ilies and 
com

m
unities. 

T
he crucial adolescent phase is a sm

all w
indow

 of opportunity for tw
o key ac-

tors. R
adical recruiters appeal to disaffected youth at this tim

e of heightened 
vulnerability, w

ith prom
ises of brotherhood/sisterhood, belonging and honor. 

But it is also a pivotal point for m
others and fam

ilies to understand their role in 
creating a positive alternative to the lures of radicalization. A

lthough adoles-
cence is a stage for self-exploration and greater independence, the uncertainty 
also requires guidance and attentiveness. T

his diffi
cult task calls for m

others’ 
courage as w

ell as confidence and credibility in both their com
m

unities and 
in their role as a m

other—
skills that are seldom

 taught in society. T
he M

oth-
ers School m

odel aim
s to achieve this in com

m
unities threatened by violent 

extrem
ism

. 
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Follow
ing this strategy m

eeting in V
ienna, W

om
en w

ithout Borders is now
 

scaling-up the M
others School m

odel across Europe. M
others Schools in Bel-

gium
 and A

ustria have recently launched and the m
odel w

ill spread to France, 
Sw

eden and England in early 2016.  M
others Schools in the N

etherlands and 
G

erm
any are also in the planning phase. 

Im
plem

enting the m
odel across Europe aim

s to directly im
pact current C

V
E 

m
ethods and efforts to curb the flow

 of foreign fighters. It optim
izes the pre-

vention potential of m
others to com

bat the radicalization and recruitm
ent of 

their children to violent extrem
ist groups. 

T
he M

others School participants in Belgium
 provide further com

pelling evi-
dence of this potential. A

s becam
e evident during the training, m

others have 
real concerns, but do not know

 how
 to act. For exam

ple, N
ajia (not her real 

nam
e), joined the M

others School because her fifteen-year-old son is at the top 
of his class in one of the best schools in Brussels. Yet as a M

uslim
 in a Flem

-
ish school he is the target not only of discrim

ination by his peers, but also of 
discouragem

ent from
 his teachers. She shared during the training, “H

e w
ants 

to change schools. I can see he’s very sad and frustrated. Even though he is one 
of the best students he has to w

ork even harder because the teachers put dow
n 

the M
uslim

s in the class.” A
lthough N

ajia’s son is not currently involved w
ith 

radical influences, she view
s her son’s frustration as a risk factor. In Belgium

, 
w

hich has highest rate of youth recruitm
ent to ISIS in Europe, she w

orries he 
w

ill give up on school and follow
 other, m

ore rew
arding alternatives, w

here he 
feels com

petent and appreciated. A
nd in her com

m
unity these alternatives are 

easily accessible. N
ajia has joined the M

others School in the “pre-prevention” 
phase to gain the know

ledge and skills to help her son through this stage of dis-
couragem

ent and m
arginalization, w

hich has no clear solution or end in sight. 

Sunia (not her real nam
e), another M

others School participant, has a 14-year-
old daughter. She joined the M

others School w
ith her sister-in-law, w

hose son 
departed for Syria tw

o years ago and is now
 living there w

ith his ow
n fam

ily. 
Sunia is highly concerned that her daughter is at-risk of radicalization in the 
w

ake of her cousin A
hm

ed’s departure. Sunia expressed her concerns, “T
he 

threat is outside. T
hey go out w

ith their friends..It’s hard as a parent to rec-
ognize the signs im

m
ediately because w

e are not prepared. W
e don’t have the 

tools to detect w
hat’s happening.”  

T
hese signs, in retrospect, are clear indicators of their children’s new

 influ-
ences, but the m

others explained how
 fear, confusion, and even false hope 

prevented them
 at the tim

e from
 understanding their gravity. M

ost im
por-

tantly, the m
others articulated the lacking supports that could have helped save 

their children—
at least in theory. “I hid m

y concerns from
 everyone…

 I w
as 

too afraid to talk..If I had know
n w

here to turn, m
aybe I could have stopped 

him
.” W

hile this m
other’s notion of support includes potential intervention by 

the authorities, w
e have found in our w

ork that this too can be highly prob-
lem

atic. A
nother m

other from
 France shared how

 authorities failed to take 
her concerns seriously w

hen she tried to w
arn them

 that her daughter w
as 

trying to leave for Syria: “In France, the authorities don’t have connection 
w

ith the parents. T
hey don’t have the w

ill; so w
e all w

ork for the sam
e goals 

in different spheres and don’t m
ake any progress.” By delegating the problem

s 
to institutions, w

hich also lack the proper training to be effective, m
others lose 

tim
e and also underm

ine their ow
n genuine capacities.  A

uthorities can be 
a resource for intervention, but have real lim

itations. M
others Schools focus 

on self-em
pow

erm
ent and conscious-raising to enable m

others to take action, 
draw

ing on their inner resources, to help their children effectively. 

Indeed, clearly defined solutions involving law
 enforcem

ent evolved out of this 
conference including: im

proved com
m

unication and collaboration betw
een 

local authorities and fam
ilies as w

ell as scaling-up of counseling services and 
counseling referral m

echanism
s. H

ow
ever, it is im

portant that these liaisons 
are first built on trust and cooperation. Strengthening these com

m
unity net-

w
orks w

ill be a focus of the upcom
ing European M

others Schools to reduce 
m

istrust and foster productive collaboration.

T
he positive feedback from

 this conference, from
 both the m

others and the 
governm

ent and com
m

unity representatives, supports the need to explore 
w

ays to form
ally include m

others’ insights into security dialogues. Security 
stakeholders not only found this conference uniquely inform

ative, but the 
m

others returned to their hom
es inspired and equipped to help other fam

ilies 
at-risk. 

T
hese m

others have an im
portant role as counterfactuals: living evidence of 

the existing deficits in the current C
V

E approach. T
he outcom

es of this con-
ference support the use of retrospection as a pow

erful tool in inform
ing new

 
approaches; and am

ong the m
ost valuable are the reflections of the key w

it-
nesses w

ho have now
 been left behind: m

others.
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W
e w

ould argue that m
others are further out on the frontlines than m

any of-
ficials and law

 enforcem
ent actors tasked w

ith addressing threats like violent 
extrem

ism
. W

hile the authorities react in the afterm
ath ―

intercepting youth 
at airports, m

aking arrests, searching hom
es―

 m
others are present at every 

stage.  So in the absence of our ability as a global society to elim
inate the m

yri-
ad causes and sources of radical m

essages, our only option is to build resiliency 
from

 w
ithin.  A

ddressing the internal, em
otional forces that leave one vulner-

able to violent extrem
ist ideologies such as anger, resentm

ent, resignation, or 
lack of purpose and belonging requires individual attention and support from

 
trusted, w

illing individuals. V
iolent extrem

ism
, understood as a sym

ptom
 of 

these em
otional deficits, is inherently beyond the scope of the governm

ent or 
local authorities alone. In fact, it dem

ands the involvem
ent of civil society. 

M
others are a critical starting point. In their proxim

ity, they are often the first 
to recognize changes in their children including anger, anxiety, and isolation. 
T

hey are w
ell positioned to develop unique connections w

ith their children, 
w

hich rem
ain consistent throughout their grow

ing interactions w
ith the out-

side w
orld. U

nderstood in this role, they can be a crucial elem
ent to building 

resilience into the social fabric. Indeed, tapping into m
others’ preventative po-

tential, establishing capacity-building m
echanism

s for m
others, as key security 

allies, is an essential part of an effective and cost-effi
cient security architecture. 

M
others have a dual role to play: 1) building resilience w

ithin their com
m

u-
nities from

 the ground up, starting in the early years of their ow
n children’s 

developm
ent; and 2) recognizing and responding to early w

arning signs of vio-
lent extrem

ism
.  T

his is a tall order, and as such, one that deserves recognition 
and support. O

verall, it is not only the m
others but global society that stands 

to gain from
 this effort.

Sunia’s sister-in-law
 is yet another exam

ple of a concerned m
other looking 

for strategies. She is coping w
ith the loss of her son w

hile also struggling to 
em

otionally support her five other children w
ho have all been affected by their 

brother’s recruitm
ent. She has one child w

ho is battling severe depression and 
another w

ho is suicidal. She fears that they are both at-risk of heading dow
n 

toxic paths in search of an explanation for their brother’s decision. 

T
here are m

any m
ore m

others like these three w
om

en w
ho fear they are w

it-
nessing the first m

om
ents of vulnerability, the planting of seeds, w

hich can 
grow

 into an appeal for violent extrem
ist ideologies. Indeed as Saliha, leader 

of the Brussels M
others School w

ho lost her in son fighting in Syria, shared 
w

ith the other m
others in the M

others School training, “It can happen any 
day. M

y son w
as perfect for 18 years. H

e w
as on the national basketball team

; 
he had dream

s to go to the U
S and play. A

nd then one day…
it all changed.” 

W
hat is clear from

 the discussion in the Belgian M
others School and the m

es-
sages em

erging in the other M
others Schools is that m

any m
others are coping 

w
ith these diffi

cult questions. H
ow

 do I help support m
y child w

ho is experi-
encing discrim

ination in school? H
ow

 do I protect m
y adolescent from

 radical 
influences? H

ow
 do I address m

y young adult daughter’s decision to w
ear the 

veil w
ithout pushing her aw

ay?

T
hese are certainly questions that em

erge in every fam
ily, across com

m
unities 

regardless of religion, language, culture, or social class. A
nd the answ

ers are 
essential in helping m

others build resilience in their children, in their com
-

m
unities and in society at-large. But w

e need to build the social infrastructure 
and support system

s to lay these questions on the table, and collectively find 
answ

ers. A
nd this need becom

es even m
ore urgent, w

hen it pertains to radi-
calization. 
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W
om

en, G
ender, and the U

.K
. G

overnm
ent’s 

C
ountering V

iolent Extrem
ism

 (C
V

E) Eff
orts: 

Looking B
ack and Forw

ard

Jayne H
uckerby*

T
he role of gender in violent extrem

ism
 and countering violent extrem

ism
 

(C
V

E) has long been overlooked, despite being related to m
any of the effi

cacy 
and hum

an rights issues C
V

E efforts face and pose. A
s a result, C

V
E practice 

as w
ell its critics, largely discount three inter-related phenom

ena: gender dy-
nam

ics in violent extrem
ism

, issues at stake in w
om

en’s roles in C
V

E initia-
tives, and how

 both violent extrem
ism

 and C
V

E differently im
pact w

om
en 

and girls versus m
en and boys. A

gainst this backdrop, this chapter provides 
a case study on how

 w
om

en and gender have featured in the U
.K

. govern-
m

ent’s counter-terrorism
 policy C

O
N

T
EST

1—
particularly in its preven-

tiv
e
 
a
r
m

 
(Prevent)—

to reflect on these elem
ents generally and to specifically 

extrapolate lessons learned concerning the opportunities and challenges of 
w

om
en’s engagem

ent in countering (or preventing) violent extrem
ism

. T
he 

U
nited K

ingdom
 is a particularly instructive case study as it is one of the few

 
governm

ent program
s that has had an explicit and specific focus on w

om
en’s 

roles in C
V

E, m
ost particularly in its pre-June 2011 counter-terrorism

 policy 
and practice. A

ccordingly, this chapter analyzes the different efforts to engage 
w

om
en in three distinct phases in the U

.K
.’s counter-terrorism

 strategy: its 
p

r
e
v
e
n

tiv
e
 a

r
m

 (Prevent) prior to its revision in June 2011; the new
 four-year 

Prevent strategy released in June 2011; and recent efforts to engage w
om

en 
to prevent their relatives from

 traveling to Iraq and Syria in support of the 
Islam

ic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). In each phase, the envisaged and ac-
tual roles of w

om
en in C

V
E—

as w
ell as the governm

ent’s rationales for their 
engagem

ent—
are detailed and exam

ples of specific activities provided, before 
turning to an overview

 of the core hum
an rights and effi

cacy issues and out-
com

es at stake in these efforts.  

W
O

M
EN

, G
EN

D
ER

, A
N

D
 P

R
EV

EN
T PR

E-JU
N

E 20
11 

T
he first phase of the U

.K
.’s Prevent strategy (2007-2011) had a targeted ap-

proach to prom
oting the role of M

uslim
 w

om
en in C

V
E efforts. In large part 

4
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this focus derived from
 the breadth of Prevent; one of the core 2007 Prevent 

strategy objectives w
as to build “com

m
unity resilience” to violent extrem

ism
, 

w
hich m

eant that broader com
m

unity integration and cohesion w
ork w

as con-
sidered a core com

ponent of C
V

E practice. 2 W
hile the rationale for Prevent’s 

focus on w
om

en varied som
ew

hat across governm
ent departm

ents, w
om

en’s 
inclusion w

as often conceptualized in relation to this effort to increase resil-
ience. For exam

ple, according to the D
epartm

ent for C
om

m
unities and Local 

G
overnm

ent (D
C

LG
), w

om
en’s leadership and participation enhances com

-
m

unities’ resistance to violent extrem
ism

, such that: “R
esilient com

m
unities 

cannot be built and sustained w
ithout the active participation of w

om
en.”

3  

O
th

e
r
 Prevent objectives also created entry points for w

om
en’s engagem

ent. 
T

his included challenging the ideology of violent extrem
ism

 and supporting 
m

ainstream
 voices and addressing the “grievances exploited in the radicalisa-

tion process.”
4 O

n the form
er, for exam

ple, D
C

LG
’s engagem

ent w
ith M

uslim
 

w
om

en also drew
 upon the rationale that supporting m

ainstream
 voices to 

challenge violent extrem
ist ideology requires looking beyond com

m
unity gate-

keepers and realizing that “[w
]om

en can be a particularly effective voice as 
they are at the heart not only of their com

m
unities but also of their fam

ilies.”
5  

A
ccordingly, the U

.K
.’s Foreign C

om
m

onw
ealth O

ffi
ce (FC

O
) also included 

w
om

en in its activities to challenge ideologies; for exam
ple, projects such as 

“Projecting British M
uslim

s” included w
om

en delegates.
6

 I
n

 
r
e
la

tio
n

 
to

 
a
d-

dressing grievances, gender issues w
ere also som

etim
es a part of understand-

ing and m
itigating those grievances that drove radicalization; for exam

ple, the 
im

pact of body scanners at airports on w
om

en w
as considered to be one such 

grievance. 7  

In addition to realizing these Prevent objectives, governm
ent departm

ents and 
partners also often conceptualized the role of w

om
en in Prevent in term

s of 
w

om
en’s “unique” capacity to intervene in radicalization processes as m

oth-
ers, on the basis that they are m

ost likely to spot changes in behavior and be 
able to influence the behavior of their children.

8
 A

dditionally, a related, sm
all-

er set of projects sought to specifically im
prove w

om
en’s response to terrorism

, 
such as O

peration N
icole and A

ll C
om

m
unities Together N

ow
 (AC

T
 N

O
W

).
9

  

A
nother area of m

ore lim
ited attention in Prevent w

as addressing fem
ale radi-

calization and recruitm
ent of w

om
en by violent extrem

ists. A
ccording to a 

2011 interview
 w

ith the H
om

e O
ffi

ce conducted by the author, there w
as not 

a “specific focus on w
om

en in C
O

N
T

EST
 (including in Prevent) and…

no spe-
cific policy position on w

om
en in radicalization,” how

ever, it w
as also noted 

that this situation could change, if the “C
ountering Terrorism

 evidence base 

(developed w
ithin the O

ffi
ce for Security and C

ounter-Terrorism
 (O

SC
T

)) re-
flected an increased role of w

om
en in terrorism

, the H
om

e O
ffi

ce w
ould also 

increase its focus.”
10 A

n interview
 by this author w

ith a unit of the M
etropoli-

tan Police (M
ET

) accounted for the lack of targeted w
ork w

ith fem
ales at risk 

of radicalization as follow
s: “in respect of w

om
en and radicalization, w

hile 
there is a need to create safe spaces w

here conversations (e.g., about jihad) can 
take place naturally, there is also a challenge in getting fem

ale M
uslim

 scholars 
involved in such efforts.”

11 T
he U

.K
. governm

ent did undertake tw
o efforts 

that focused on the radicalization of w
om

en: a “fem
ale intervention program

” 
and w

ork w
ith fam

ilies of those convicted of terrorism
-related offences, yet 

public inform
ation about both program

s w
as scarce. 12

 Exam
ples of D

C
LG

, A
C

PO
 and FC

O
 Prevent A

ctivities  
Focused on W

om
en

13 

Som
e of the activities supported by D

C
LG

, AC
PO

 and FC
O

 include: 

D
epartm

ent 
for 

C
om

m
unities 

and 
Local 

G
overnm

ent 
(D

C
LG

)

T
he D

epartm
ent focused on supporting M

uslim
 w

om
en, along w

ith 
M

uslim
 faith leaders and M

uslim
 youth, through both direct grants 

to com
m

unity organizations and through a substantial grant to local 
authorities. 14 In January 2008, the D

C
LG

 established the N
ational 

M
uslim

 W
om

en’s A
dvisory G

roup (N
M

W
AG

) to “act as role m
odels 

and represent the view
s and concerns of M

uslim
 w

om
en.”

15 D
C

LG
 has 

also supported em
pow

erm
ent program

s to prevent violent extrem
ism

: 
e.g., H

ounslow
 Leadership Training, M

uslim
 W

om
en’s C

om
m

unity 
Leadership Training Project run by Sizanani A

frica, and T
he M

usli-
m

ah-M
ake a D

ifference project. 16 T
he Preventing V

iolent Extrem
ism

 
C

om
m

unity Leadership Fund has also funded Faith M
atters to pro-

vide a “U
K

 tour of M
uslim

 w
om

en role m
odels from

 the U
S”

17 a
n

d
 

to “com
pile a directory of the 100 leading m

osques that provide the 
best access to w

om
en…

[t]he ultim
ate aim

 is to incentivise m
osques to 

im
prove their engagem

ent and inclusion of w
om

en in all aspects of 
their w

ork.”
18  
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draw
n into terrorism

 and ensure that they are given appropriate advice and 
support; and w

ork w
ith a w

ide range of sectors and institutions…
w

here there 
are risks of radicalisation.”

24 Priority sectors include the internet and “educa-
tion, faith, health, crim

inal justice and charities”
25 and the three core areas of 

Prevent expenditure are “local projects, policing and Prevent w
ork overseas.”

26 

R
ecent activities under the new

 Prevent rubric include “prevent[ing] apologists 
for terrorism

 and extrem
ism

 from
 travelling to this country;” giving “guidance 

to local authorities and institutions to understand the threat from
 extrem

ism
;” 

“funding a specialist police unit w
hich w

orks to rem
ove online content that 

breaches terrorist legislation;” “supporting com
m

unity based cam
paigns and 

activity w
hich can effectively rebut terrorist and extrem

ist propaganda and of-
fer alternative view

s to our m
ost vulnerable target audiences - in this context 

w
e w

ork w
ith a range of civil society organisations;” and “supporting people 

w
ho are at risk of being draw

n into terrorist activity.”
27

  T
he new

 version of Prevent in 2011 im
plicates or addresses gender in five key 

w
ays. First, as m

entioned, the revised Prevent strategy of 2011 to 2015 seeks to 
draw

 a m
uch clearer or definitive line on defining w

hat constitutes counter-
ing violent extrem

ism
 and the institutions that should be responsible for such 

efforts. A
ccordingly, it separates Prevent (to be led by the H

om
e O

ffi
ce) from

 
broader com

m
unity integration and cohesion w

ork (to be led by the D
C

LG
) 28  

on the basis that the prior form
 of Prevent had “confused the delivery of G

ov-
ernm

ent policy to prom
ote integration w

ith G
overnm

ent policy to prevent 
terrorism

.”
29 O

ne core gender outcom
e of this shift aw

ay from
 com

m
unity 

integration and resilience strategies w
as to alm

ost autom
atically narrow

 Prevent 
funding for w

om
en’s groups and em

pow
erm

ent. For exam
ple, according to 

th
e
 Prevent review, “in the past, the FC

O
 funded activity overseas that aim

ed 
to build com

m
unity resilience and support w

ider cohesion goals (for exam
ple 

English language training for im
am

s or em
pow

ering M
uslim

 w
om

en).  W
e 

do not believe this w
ork is effective in Prevent term

s and the focus has since 
m

oved.”
30  

Secondly, as part of the push to enhance oversight of Prevent d
e
liv

e
r
y
 a

n
d

 e
x-

p
e
n

d
itu

r
e
, 31 the new

 strategy takes a m
uch m

ore restrictive stance on funding 
Prevent w

ork w
ith so-called form

ers, by cutting off Prevent funding and support 
to extrem

ist organizations. 32 T
he pre-June 2011 Prevent strategy explicitly re-

lied on partnerships w
ith non-violent extrem

ists to com
bat violent extrem

ism
, 

based on the idea that they represented one of the m
ost credible voices to dis-

suade others from
 violent extrem

ism
. 33 T

his focus had raised a series of gender 
concerns, including the risk that “ethnic m

inority w
om

en m
ay becom

e m
ore 

vulnerable because Prevent and cohesion policy puts m
ore pow

er and authority 

W
om

en, G
ender, and Prevent 20

11-20
15

In contrast, the new
 Prevent strategy released in June 2011 did not have a spe-

cific focus on w
om

en. T
his w

as m
ainly due to the U

.K
. governm

ent develop-
ing a clearer division betw

een Prevent and com
m

unity integration approaches, 
m

arking a definite shift aw
ay from

 having resilience strategies m
ore broadly, 

h
o
u

se
d

 u
n

d
e
r
 Prevent.

 T
his change in strategy follow

ed a Prevent review
 process 

from
 2010 to 2011

21 that w
as designed to respond to a series of critiques of 

the policy, including concerns about its stigm
atizing and m

arginalizing im
-

pacts on M
uslim

 com
m

unities w
ho w

ere the focus of Prevent. 22 A
s such, the 

four-year Prevent strategy released in June 2011 still seeks “to stop people be-
com

ing terrorists or supporting terrorism
,”

23 but has m
ore narrow

ly defined 
objectives, w

hich are to: “respond to the ideological challenge of terrorism
 

and the threat w
e face from

 those w
ho prom

ote it; prevent people from
 being 

Association of C
hief Police O

ffi
cers (AC

PO
)

From
 2009 to 2010, the AC

PO
 Prevent D

elivery U
nit developed and 

im
plem

ented program
m

ing w
ith M

uslim
 w

om
en that included inter-

net safety program
s; funding training (that assisted w

om
en’s groups to 

apply for funds from
 trusts and statutory bodies); radicalization aw

are-
ness training for w

om
en’s groups (w

ith the Q
uilliam

 Foundation); and 
w

om
en’s leadership training. AC

PO
 hosted the first W

om
en’s Prevent 

N
etw

ork event on D
ecem

ber 18, 2009. A
s at February 2011, the AC

PO
 

Prevent D
elivery U

nit continued to focus on w
om

en as one of its four 
core areas of engagem

ent.

Foreign and C
om

m
onw

ealth O
ffi

ce (FC
O

)

T
he FC

O
 has also funded a num

ber of w
om

en’s projects under Prevent.  
For exam

ple, FC
O

’s Prevent grants in 2008-09 included funding to Pattan 
(for “PAT

TA
N

 W
om

en’s C
ouncillors training”); International R

esearch 
and Exchanges Board (for “[redacted] young w

om
en’s leadership pro-

gram
”); A

ction A
id (for “W

om
en A

ffecting C
hange A

ction A
id”); and 

BBC
 (for “[redacted] W

om
en’s H

our”). 19 T
he second largest FC

O
 Pre-

vent grant in 2008-09 w
as to the U

nited N
ations D

evelopm
ent Fund for 

W
om

en (U
N

IFEM
) for: “Building social cohesion, harm

ony, m
oderation 

and security in the A
rab region as an antidote to radicalization and ex-

trem
ism

.”
20 
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O
n the question of Prevent’s im

pact on w
om

en previously and m
oving forw

ard, 
the EIA’s online consultation sim

ilarly received varied responses:

A
 sm

aller group felt that w
om

en have been negatively im
pacted by 

virtue of perceptions (underlying in the strategy) of m
ale dom

inance 
and m

ore should be done to redress the balance. H
ow

ever, there w
as 

also the view
 that it is diffi

cult to reach into som
e groups w

ithout en-
countering gender issues. For exam

ple, Prevent aim
ed at w

om
en could 

be seen as an attem
pt to underm

ine traditional relationships betw
een 

genders w
ithin certain cultures. C

onversely, som
e respondents felt that 

Prevent had had a positive im
pact on w

om
en. Som

e perceived that 
w

om
en are not treated equally w

ithin som
e groups and Prevent h

a
d

 th
e
 

potential to rem
ove the constraints that block their participation in the 

agenda, by em
pow

ering them
 to tackle intolerance and play a m

ore 
active role in society. 41 

Finally, gender also features in new
 tools to m

onitor and evaluate Prevent d
e-

livery. Pursuant to the U
.K

.’s revised Prevent strategy, the O
SC

T
 in the H

om
e 

O
ffi

ce w
as given the task to “put in place a C

ase M
anagem

ent Inform
ation 

System
 to m

onitor data,” including the gender, race, religion/belief, and age, 
“of all individuals subject to Prevent interventions.”

42 U
nder the new

 strategy it 
is envisaged that such data w

ill be “review
ed regularly and used as a basis for 

further research and to evaluate delivery of the refreshed strategy.”
43 

W
O

M
EN

, G
EN

D
ER

, A
N

D
 FO

R
EIG

N
 FIG

H
TER

S 

A
 third key phase of the U.K

. governm
ent’s C

V
E engagem

ent w
ith w

om
en 

concerns the phenom
ena of U.K

. residents or citizens traveling to Iraq or Syria 
to support or join ISIS. O

n A
pril 24, 2014, the U

.K
. governm

ent launched a 
new

 cam
paign that targeted w

om
en—

and in practice, particularly m
others—

to encourage them
 to stop their relatives from

 traveling to Syria. 44 In launching 
the initiative, Scotland Yard’s Senior N

ational C
o-ordinator C

ounter-Terror-
ism

 H
elen Ball said: “W

e are increasingly concerned about the num
bers of 

young people w
ho have or are intending to travel to Syria to join the conflict. 

W
e w

ant to ensure that people, particularly women, who are concerned about their 
loved ones are given enough inform

ation about w
hat they can do to prevent this 

from
 happening” (em

phasis added). 45 T
he roll-out of the cam

paign involved 
“radio and press adverts in m

inority ethnic m
edia”

46 and distributing D
V

D
s to 

“inspire conversation w
ithin w

om
en’s groups.” 47  

into the hands of religious leaders and interfaith netw
orks.”

34 A
 broader, and 

som
ew

hat related concern, here too w
as that Prevent diverted funding from

 
specialist w

om
en’s organizations to m

ainstream
 organizations w

ith adverse 
im

pacts on Black and M
inority Ethnic (BM

E) w
om

en. 35 

T
hird, in the new

 Prevent strategy, gender serves as a litm
us test of the kinds of 

British values understood to be inform
ing the new

 Prevent strategy. U
nder this 

conception, gender equality is referenced as sym
ptom

atic of British values and 
conversely, gender inequality is identified as indicative of dangerous ideologies 
and institutions w

here there are risks of radicalization.  For exam
ple, accord-

ing to the revised Prevent strategy:

C
hallenging ideology is also about being confident in our ow

n val-
ues—

the values of dem
ocracy, rule of law, equality of opportunity, free-

dom
 of speech and the rights of all men and women to live free from persecu-

tion of any kind.  C
hallenge m

ust be accom
panied by advocacy of the 

very system
s and values w

hich terrorists in this country and elsew
here 

set out to destroy (em
phasis added). 36  

In its focus on the risk of youth being radicalized, the new
 Prevent strategy 

sim
ilarly refers to “allegations that a m

inority of independent faith schools 
have been actively prom

oting view
s that are contrary to British values, such as 

intolerance of other cultures and gender inequality” (em
phasis added). 37  

Fourth, gender featured in the Equality Im
pact A

ssessm
ent (EIA

) undertak-
en for the Prevent 2011 review, in term

s of describing the disproportionately 
negative im

pact of Prevent on young m
ales and potentially m

ixed im
pacts on 

w
om

en. A
ccording to the EIA

, there is “som
e qualitative evidence to suggest 

that age and gender had also been im
pacted to an extent by the strategy in 

term
s of perceived im

pact on young m
ales.”

38 In term
s of anticipated gender 

im
pacts of the new

 Prevent strategy, the online consultation revealed m
ixed re-

sults. W
hile the m

ajority of respondents (78%
) did not think that the strategy 

w
ould have a negative im

pact on gender, the m
ajority (77%

) also did not an-
ticipate a positive im

pact either, w
ith results indicating that it w

as “overw
helm

-
ingly felt that m

en w
ould be m

ost negatively im
pacted by the Prevent strategy 

on the basis that they are perceived to be at greatest risk of radicalisation.” 39 

T
he EIA

 itself concludes that: “It is recognised that young people and young 
m

en in particular are m
ore vulnerable to the risks associated w

ith terrorism
.  

G
iven this, there may continue to be a perception of disproportionate impact on young men

 

under the new
 strategy” (em

phasis added). 40 
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distributed to parents opens w
ith the question “W

ho know
s how

 m
any young 

w
om

en plan to travel to Syria? You can help stop them
.”

55 T
he leaflet con-

tinues: “It’s not just young m
en w

ho are travelling to Syria. Several young 
w

om
en are now

 know
n to have left hom

e for the conflict, leaving their dev-
astated fam

ilies in a state of fear.”
56 T

he leaflet also dem
onstrates a num

ber 
of assum

ptions about the roles of m
others in particular, stating, for exam

ple: 
“W

e know
 that the strong bond betw

een a m
other and daughter can have a 

pow
erful influence on a young w

om
an. You can talk to your daughter about 

her feelings. You could see changes in behaviour, or signs she m
ay be about 

to travel to a conflict that m
illions are desperate to escape.”

57 I
n

 a
d

d
itio

n
 to

 

this cam
paign, other initiatives have included, for exam

ple, a U
.K

.-w
ide w

eb-
chat as part of International W

om
en’s D

ay to “discuss and take questions 
about the w

orrying trend of young w
om

en putting them
selves and children in 

grave danger by travelling to Syria, leaving their fam
ilies devastated.”

58 H
elen 

Ball and colleagues, com
m

unity m
em

bers and partners from
 around the w

orld 
have also m

ade a “resolution” on “T
he conversation on Syria,” that particu-

larly focuses on the threats of terrorist organizations to w
om

en, as w
ell as the 

idea that w
om

en traveling from
 the U

nited K
ingdom

 to Syria have been sold 
a false prom

ise. 59  

W
O

M
EN

, G
EN

D
ER

, A
N

D
 TH

E U
.K

.’S C
V

E EFFO
R

TS: LO
O

K
IN

G
 

B
A

C
K

 A
N

D
 FO

R
W

A
R

D

T
he U.K

. experience w
ith engaging w

om
en in its counter-terrorism

 and C
V

E 
activities contains a num

ber of im
portant lessons m

oving forw
ard as it—

as w
ell 

as other governm
ents—

seek to define the param
eters of w

hat constitutes coun-
tering violent extrem

ism
 and to address the opportunities and challenges sur-

rounding w
om

en’s participation both in violent extrem
ism

 and efforts tow
ard 

its prevention. 

A
s a starting point, one of m

ost significant lessons is the im
portance of identify-

ing the potential overlaps, but also the dividing line, betw
een C

V
E and efforts 

to support w
om

en’s activities m
ore broadly. T

his insight com
es from

 the core 
outcom

e of the 2011 Prevent review, w
hich found that Prevent should be refocused 

to “m
ake a clearer distinction betw

een our counter-terrorist w
ork and our inte-

gration strategy” because “[f]ailure to appreciate the distinction risks securitis-
ing integration and reducing the chances of our success.”

60 From
 a gender and 

hum
an rights perspective, this clarity is im

portant. O
n one level, the old Prevent’s 

blurring of com
m

unity cohesion and counter-terrorism
 w

as a key entry point 
for w

om
en’s groups to receive funding for activities they m

ight already be un-
dertaking and for w

hich they needed m
ore resources (e.g., on forced m

arriage). 61 

T
hese governm

ent efforts to engage w
om

en on Syria have also been reflect-
ed w

ithin civil society. In 2014, Inspire—
a non-governm

ental organization 
“w

orking to counter extrem
ism

 and gender inequality”
48—

launched the N
G

O
 

#
M

akingA
Stand cam

paign “to stop the dam
age caused by extrem

ists poison-
ing young m

inds in our com
m

unities.”
49 #

M
akingA

Stand has a particular fo-
cus on m

others as follow
s: 

A
s m

others w
e w

ere losing our children as they turned their backs on 
us, choosing instead to join the m

urderous so-called Islam
ic state hav-

ing been radicalised online by hate preachers pushing their m
essages 

of a false Islam
. Listening to w

om
en as they told us of their suffering 

and unim
aginable grief on discovering that their sons and daughters 

had turned their backs on the fam
ily to join ISIS m

ade us realise that 
if w

e cam
e together our voice w

ould be stronger. 50  

In traveling around the U
nited K

ingdom
—

including Birm
ingham

, Luton, 
C

ardiff, Leeds, Burnley, Bristol, W
est and East London—

the cam
paign has, 

according to Inspire, “inspired w
om

en to take the lead in challenging extrem
-

ism
,” and “set out to equip m

others w
ith theological counter-narratives to 

extrem
ist ideology so they could feel confident in challenging their children’s 

view
s at hom

e,” and “also sought to help w
om

en recognise possible early signs 
of radicalisation using real life case scenarios and signposting them

 to agencies 
if they require support.”

51 

M
ore recently, the phenom

enon of young w
om

en and girls traveling to Iraq 
and Syria has been a particular issue of concern for the U

.K
. governm

ent’s 
counter-terrorism

 policy. Precise figures are diffi
cult to obtain but as of Febru-

ary 2015, an estim
ated 60 fem

ales from
 the U

nited K
ingdom

 had travelled 
to ISIS

52 and the group has recently becom
e m

ore explicit about the role of 
w

om
en in the group, including through its m

anifesto on w
om

en and the Is-
lam

ic State. 53 T
his trend caught policym

akers and the m
edia largely unaw

are: 
initial responses have traffi

cked in stereotypes about w
om

en and Islam
, as-

sum
ing young w

om
en m

ust be tricked or brainw
ashed, or only join ISIS to 

becom
e “jihadi brides,” and that they w

ould not join if they knew
 the full 

extent of ISIS’ horrific treatm
ent of w

om
en. O

ther accounts have particu-
larly pointed to the young age of girls traveling from

 the U
nited K

ingdom
 to 

Syria, referring to the process by w
hich ISIS recruited their travel as a form

 
of “groom

ing.”
54  

T
he initiative discussed above that w

as launched on A
pril 24, 2014 also ad-

dresses this particular issue of young w
om

en traveling to Syria. O
ne leaflet 



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
85

W
O

M
E

N
, G

E
N

D
E

R
 A

N
D

 C
V

E
 E

F
FO

R
TS IN

 TH
E

 U
K

86

ingly associated w
ith the governm

ent agenda of counter-radicalisation” w
ith 

the effect of “relegating M
uslim

 w
om

en’s political activism
 to a sideshow.”

71 A
c-

cording to T
he M

uslim
 W

om
en’s N

etw
ork U

K
 (M

W
N

-U
K

):  “M
uslim

 w
om

en 
are being used by governm

ent” and there is a “concern that the skills of M
uslim

 
w

om
en are being built up to ‘spy’ on their fam

ilies rather than participate fully 
in society and overcom

e barriers they face.”
72  

T
hirdly, in all iterations of Prevent and in the m

ost recent cam
paign targeting 

m
others to prevent fam

ily m
em

bers traveling to Iraq and Syria, there have been 
a num

ber of disincentives and barriers for w
om

en’s engagem
ent in countering 

violent extrem
ism

 of w
hich there is insuffi

cient account and w
hich often rem

ain 
unaddressed. U

nderstanding these gender-specific challenges for w
om

en w
ho 

operate in increasingly restrictive, polarized, and volatile environm
ents is par-

ticularly im
portant as there is an increasing push to engage w

om
en in C

V
E. 

For exam
ple, in im

plem
enting its #

M
akingA

Stand cam
paign, Inspire identified 

three com
m

on barriers: “barriers w
ithin fam

ilies, barriers w
ithin com

m
unities 

and a lack of engagem
ent w

ith ‘outside’ agencies that could help,” as w
ell as the 

particular gendered security and safety challenges involved in w
om

en’s efforts to 
counter violent extrem

ism
. 74  

Indeed, a lack of trust betw
een w

om
en and law

 enforcem
ent is a m

ajor stum
-

bling block that can be observed across efforts of the governm
ent to engage 

w
om

en in C
V

E. In relation to the recent cam
paign on Syria, fem

ale com
m

unity 
leaders have pointed to the key challenge of trust in law

 enforcem
ent as provid-

ing a barrier to the success of the initiative. For exam
ple, M

ussurut Zia, from
 the 

M
uslim

 W
om

en’s N
etw

ork U
K

, stated: “T
here’s a real fear of people becom

ing 
m

arked. A
lso there is m

istrust w
here the police are concerned” and “[t]here isn’t 

enough engagem
ent w

ith the com
m

unity, w
ith w

om
en, to say that ‘this is how

 
it’s going to be, this is w

hat support you can expect and this is w
hy w

e w
ould 

like you to do this.’ I think that has got to be m
ade very clear from

 the outset.”
75 

O
thers skeptical of the appeal noted particularly that “w

om
en w

on’t com
e for-

w
ard to report relatives they think m

ay travel to Syria to fight for fear that their 
relatives w

ill be arrested.”
76 U.K

. counter-terrorism
 offi

cials sought to address 
these concerns but stressing that the cam

paign “is not about crim
inalising peo-

ple it is about preventing tragedies,” that “no inform
ation w

ould be passed on 
to Britain’s M

I5 security service,” and that anti-terrorism
 engagem

ent offi
cers 

w
ould “offer support.”

77 T
hese concerns of trust are not new

 and instead can 
be traced back to pre-June 2011 Prevent. For exam

ple, in an interview
 the author 

conducted w
ith a form

er AC
PO

 Prevent liaison offi
cer, it w

as noted that w
om

en 
“w

ere either suspicious of the Prevent agenda or suffered from
 com

m
unity pres-

sure to not partake in overt Prevent activity.” 78 

It has also been argued that this entry point enabled Prevent funding for w
om

en’s 
projects that then enhanced the visibility of M

uslim
 w

om
en and netw

orks; 62 c
r
e-

ated a safe space for w
om

en to talk about extrem
ism

 and em
pow

ered M
uslim

 
w

om
en; 63 enabled w

om
en’s groups to form

 com
m

unity netw
orks that w

ill not 
survive if Prevent funding to these groups is cut; 64 and enabled w

om
en’s groups 

to identify com
m

unity needs. 65   

A
t the sam

e tim
e, how

ever, this blurring of cohesion and countering violent ex-
trem

ism
 activities had significant hum

an rights and security trade-offs. A
ccord-

ing to the U.K
. governm

ent’s ow
n assessm

ent, it risked securitized engagem
ent 

w
ith M

uslim
 com

m
unities, as w

ell as increasing their stigm
atization and dis-

crim
ination. M

any outside of the governm
ent also rejected it as a governm

ent 
effort to use com

m
unity outreach as a pretext to surveil M

uslim
 com

m
unities.

6
6

 

W
hile the U.K

. governm
ent noted in M

ay 2015 that the new
 “strategy covers all 

form
s of terrorism

, including far right extrem
ism

 and som
e aspects of non-vi-

olent extrem
ism

,” it nonetheless then—
as m

entioned earlier—
also em

phasized 
that it continues to “prioritise our w

ork according to the risks w
e face,”

67 w
hich 

in practice, involves a focus on jihadist threats. 

T
hese policy features and im

pacts also have im
portant gender dim

ensions. W
hen 

integration activities are blurred w
ith counter-terrorism

 and M
uslim

 com
m

uni-
ties are only engaged on counter-terrorism

 issues, w
om

en’s insecurity can in-
crease and their w

illingness to engage w
ith authorities decrease. T

hese effects, in 
part, result because w

om
en can feel w

holly discouraged from
 accessing all ser-

vices for fear of exposing them
selves and fam

ily m
em

bers to undue scrutiny by 
security agencies. For exam

ple, A
n N

isa Society, “a w
om

en m
anaged organisa-

tion w
orking for the w

elfare of M
uslim

 fam
ilies”

6
8
 in the U

nited K
ingdom

, notes 
that the receipt of Prevent m

oney can taint organizations’ relationship w
ith their 

constituencies, underm
ining the very trust and expectations of confidence that 

are key to the engagem
ent efforts prom

oted by the governm
ent,

6
9
 n

o
t to

 m
e
n-

tion to those services (e.g., in dom
estic violence cases) such organizations provide 

to those in need. Significantly, w
om

en’s insecurity and further distrust of law
 

enforcem
ent also results from

 such policies because it is young M
uslim

 w
om

en 
in the U

nited K
ingdom

 w
ho disproportionately bear the brunt of the increased 

Islam
ophobia, harassm

ent and attacks that characterize this environm
ent. 70  

Secondly, alongside these adverse gender aspects of securitization, the U.K
. ex-

perience also show
s the risks of backlash and instrum

entalization that arise w
hen 

w
om

en are engaged only on national security issues. For exam
ple, a concern in 

the U
nited K

ingdom
 w

as that Prevent’s engagem
ent w

ith M
uslim

 w
om

en w
as 

instrum
entalizing, risking that M

uslim
 w

om
en’s “activism

 w
ill becom

e increas-
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A
s such, and finally, the U

.K
. experience also dem

onstrates the necessity of 
fully acknow

ledging and addressing w
om

en’s involvem
ent in violent extrem

-
ism

. O
n the latter, prevention of fem

ale recruitm
ent—

as particularly em
bod-

ied in the increases in the num
ber of w

om
en travelling from

 the U
nited K

ing-
dom

 to Iraq and Syria—
requires a m

ulti-faceted approach that goes beyond 
gender stereotypes, as w

ell as assum
ptions about religion and ethnicity. W

hen 
faced w

ith the com
plexities of fem

ale m
em

bership in violent extrem
ist groups, 

som
e U

.K
. policym

akers and the m
edia quickly fall back on tropes about fe-

m
ale passivity and dom

esticity, as w
ell as Islam

’s and ISIS’ (the tw
o are often 

conflated) anti-w
om

en stance. W
hile in som

e cases w
om

en m
ay be m

otivated 
by rom

ance or be unduly influenced, other w
om

en are draw
n to groups like 

ISIS by m
any of the sam

e forces as m
en: adventure, inequality, alienation, 

and the pull of the cause. Indeed, a recent study outlined three self-identified 
reasons that w

om
en travelled to ISIS as “oppression of M

uslim
s throughout 

the w
orld;” desire to contribute to state-building; and “individual duty and 

identity.”
90 U

.K
. w

om
en have also been particularly influential in recruiting 

their fem
ale peers to travel 91 and m

ore generally in prom
oting ISIS through 

social m
edia.

 T
hey also reportedly have taken on particular roles w

ithin ISIS, 
including in leading the all-fem

ale A
l-K

hansa brigade in R
aqqaa. 92  

Failing to recognize these com
plexities m

eans that superficial responses can be 
generated; an over-dependence on counter-narratives stressing ISIS’ brutality 
against w

om
en to dissuade fem

ale recruits is one exam
ple. Efforts to prevent 

w
om

en from
 leaving for Iraq and Syria need to properly address the push and 

pull factors for w
om

en on their full and gender-specific term
s and through 

a hum
an rights lens. For exam

ple, the U
.K

. governm
ent’s failure to prevent, 

investigate, and punish Islam
ophobic attacks against w

om
en and girls as refer-

enced above, is a hum
an rights issue and also increasingly a security one as it 

can in som
e cases constitute a push factor that is capitalized upon in terrorist 

propaganda. Strict governm
ent policies—

including blanket punitive policies 
for returnees—

m
ake return extrem

ely diffi
cult, if not im

possible, for w
om

en 
w

ho m
anage to leave ISIS.  For exam

ple, in at least one w
ell-know

n case in 
the U

nited K
ingdom

 a young w
om

an w
ho had left the U

nited K
ingdom

 w
ith 

her son and w
ho then becam

e disillusioned w
ith the reality of life under ISIS 

escaped only to face autom
atic arrest at H

eathrow
 A

irport. 93 U
ndifferentiated 

treatm
ent of “foreign terrorist fighters” disincentivizes such return, just as it 

often prevents fam
ilies and peers from

 reporting concerns to law
 enforcem

ent 
in the first place—

a concern, as m
entioned above, that w

as reflected am
ongst 

som
e com

m
unity responses to the U

.K
.’s A

pril 2014 initiative targeting w
om

-
en to prevent their relatives from

 traveling. A
dditional efforts to gender C

V
E 

architecture are also pressing; for exam
ple, a recent study indicates that of 

Fourth, the U.K
. experience dem

onstrates the shortcom
ings of engaging w

ith 
gender gatekeepers and of assum

ing hom
ogeneity am

ongst wom
en. For exam

-
ple, in 2007, the D

C
LG

 set up N
M

W
AG

 to assist w
ith Prevent, however, m

uch 
criticism

 w
as m

ade of its lim
ited representativeness 79 and its inability to influence 

governm
ent policy. 80 In addition, according to U

lfah A
rts, engaging wom

en on a 
faith-related basis caused divisions because “whoever gets funded everybody else 
is thinking, ‘they have been funded because of this, that or the other’ and there 
is this conversation around M

uslim
 wom

en who are supported are wom
en who 

wear hijab, not the wom
en who do not wear hijab.”

81  In
ste

a
d

, Prevent program
s 

that were based around direct consultation w
ith grassroots wom

en’s groups were 
perceived be m

ore successful. 82 For exam
ple, in an interview

 conducted by this au-
thor, the M

etropolitan Police indicated that they had designed a survey for wom
en 

to identify their preferred needs and services and, based on the results, organized 
self-defense and first-aid training to engage w

ith the com
m

unity. 83 

Fifth, in m
any instances the U.K

. governm
ent’s efforts to engage wom

en often 
reflected a series of gendered and racialized stereotypes about wom

en’s roles in 
their hom

es or as victim
s of terrorism

 or as inherently “peaceful” actors who w
ill 

m
itigate rather than foster violent extrem

ism
 and terrorism

. T
he U.K

. govern-
m

ent’s strategies have stressed for exam
ple, M

uslim
 wom

en’s educative role in 
their fam

ilies 84 and em
phasized the roles of wom

en as m
others or as m

oderate 
voices in w

ays that can be “patronizing” and underm
ining of M

uslim
 wom

en in 
their efforts to com

bat violent extrem
ism

. 85 Som
e of the responses am

ongst fem
ale 

M
uslim

 com
m

unity leaders to the 2014 Syria com
plain have also echoed m

any of 
the sam

e underlying gender assum
ptions in their support of the cam

paign. For ex-
am

ple the director of Inspire, referred to wom
en’s “unique position” of influence 

over their loved ones, and stressed that wom
en also “need to be equipped w

ith 
the necessary know

ledge including theological counter-narratives to counter the 
argum

ents extrem
ists use in order to lure vulnerable individuals to their cause.”

8
6 

Sajda M
ughal, a survivor of the July 7, 2005, bom

bings in London, noted that 
“[m

]others are key agents of change” and “[t]hey are the ones who can actu-
ally nurture, and protect and safeguard their child, and actually prevent them

 
from

 travelling to Syria and endangering their lives.”
87 Such rationales overlook 

and underrate wom
en’s roles as supporters or perpetrators of violent extrem

-
ism

, including the w
ays in which violent extrem

ists increasingly target and tailor 
their m

essaging to appeal to wom
en and girls.

8
8
 For exam

ple, interview
s by the 

author in February 2011 indicated that at that tim
e, the U.K

. governm
ent’s work 

on countering ideology had not specifically engaged w
ith A

l-Q
aeda propaganda 

on wom
en in these counter-narrative and other efforts, but instead addressed the 

propaganda as a whole. 
8
9   
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EN
D

N
O

TES
the 65 H

om
e O

ffi
ce-approved intervention providers in the U

nited K
ingdom

, 
there are “only 3 or 4 active fem

ale- specific de-radicalisation m
entors.”

94 

C
O

N
C

LU
SIO

N

A
s governm

ents continue to design, im
plem

ent, and evaluate efforts to counter 
violent extrem

ism
, the status quo of excluding w

om
en from

 policy and prac-
tices in this area cannot continue. But how

 w
om

en are included m
atters and 

ahead lay m
uch m

ore diffi
cult policy questions on w

hich the U
.K

. experience 
engaging w

ith w
om

en can be particularly instructive. In particular, the U
.K

. 
experience dem

onstrates that com
m

unity engagem
ent solely through the lens 

of countering violent extrem
ism

 and on the basis of faith can increase w
om

en’s 
insecurity, as w

ell as indelibly shape the landscape for engaging w
om

en in ex-
isting C

V
E and future C

V
E efforts. It is of critical im

portance to better under-
stand and to address barriers to w

om
en’s engagem

ent—
safety, legal, resource 

and other—
w

hich in m
any cases m

ay involve addressing the gender footprint 
of other elem

ents of existing or previous C
V

E efforts that m
ay discourage or 

m
inim

ize the scope for w
om

en’s engagem
ent. T

his includes understanding 
if, and w

hen, categorizing or docum
enting certain activities as C

V
E w

ill be 
too unsafe, unprincipled, or counter-productive, as w

ell as how
 to preserve a 

w
ell-resourced and non-securitized space for w

om
en’s civil society. C

onsulta-
tion w

ith local w
om

en’s groups m
ust guide all aspects of these policy questions 

but governm
ents’ com

m
itm

ents also need to go beyond the local or inform
al 

level to change national security architecture, including through ensuring that 
there is suffi

cient attention to issues of fem
ale radicalization, as w

ell as m
ore 

gender-sensitive approaches to law
 enforcem

ent that focus on building genu-
ine trust w

ith com
m

unities. Transparency, non-securitization of engagem
ent, 

and clear delineation of the scope of countering violent extrem
ism

 activities 
are hallm

arks of any hum
an rights-com

pliant and effective strategy that seeks 
to support the w

ork that w
om

en already do in com
batting violent extrem

ism
 

in w
ays that avoid risks of instrum

entalization, securitization, and backlash. 
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The R
ole of W

om
en in Preventing, M

itigating and 
R

esponding to V
iolence and V

iolent Extrem
ism

 in 
N

igeria

‘K
em

i O
kenyod

o*

T
here is a popular saying am

ong civil society groups in N
igeria that “w

hen 
you train a w

om
an, you train an entire com

m
unity.” T

his reflects the level of 
influence that w

om
en possess in the society from

 the “cradle to the grave”. 
W

om
en play a range of roles in relation to violent extrem

ism
 for different rea-

sons, including those of perpetrators, supporters, and sym
pathizers of violent 

extrem
ist groups. T

he role of w
om

en in radical m
ovem

ents is linked to a w
ider 

context of gender roles in N
igeria that determ

ine the circum
stances in w

hich 
they live. 

R
espondents from

 research carried out by the N
ational Stability and R

econ-
ciliation Program

 (N
SR

P) aim
ed at understanding gender norm

s and fem
ale 

participation in radical m
ovem

ents in northern N
igeria show

 that the roles 
w

om
en play are determ

ined by the m
en in their lives. W

om
en in N

igeria are 
victim

s of the bigger identity crisis in N
igeria. T

he diversity of the Islam
ic 

groups in northern N
igeria determ

ines the gender roles by each sect and their 
interpretation of Islam

ic injunctions. T
his m

eans that rights and duties of 
w

om
en are linked and it aim

s at m
aking them

 better to perform
 their duties to 

A
llah, the fam

ily and to the society.  For exam
ple, because w

om
en are expect-

ed to be dependent on m
en for their livelihoods, m

ale relatives’ involvem
ent 

in radical groups autom
atically includes their participation as w

ell.  T
hey are 

forced or expected to be part of radical groups like Jam
a’at A

hl as-Sunnah 
lid-D

a’w
ah w

a’l-Jihad (JA
S) 1/Boko H

aram
 once their husbands or fathers be-

com
e active m

em
bers of JA

S or w
hen they die in the course of being active 

participants of JA
S. 

A
ccording to M

aria Lozano, M
anaging D

irector of the A
ssociation for A

id 
to V

ictim
s of the M

arch 11th attacks in Spain, “T
here can be no effective 

prevention against terrorist radicalization w
ithout the involvem

ent of w
om

en 
as educators, influencers and positive agents of change in their fam

ilies, com
-

m
unities and broader society. H

ow
ever to realise this potential, w

om
en first 

5
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2

the 1940s. W
om

en argued that w
om

en constables w
ould be in a better position 

to prevent prostitution and handle fem
ale crim

inals. Yet, fem
ale offi

cers in the 
N

igeria Police Force w
ere m

ore likely to be given non-essential tasks, such as 
serving tea at m

eetings or carrying the handbags for fem
ale governm

ent of-
ficials or political figures.

W
O

M
EN

 A
N

D
 R

A
D

IC
A

LIZ
A

TIO
N

 IN
 N

IG
ER

IA

In N
igeria, the evolution of JA

S has highlighted the potential for an increase 
in w

om
en’s involvem

ent in terrorism
 – both voluntary and involuntary.  W

om
-

en have also played a m
arginal role in  other violent extrem

ist groups like the 
N

iger D
elta Peoples Volunteer Force (N

D
PV

F), the M
ovem

ent for Em
anci-

pation of N
iger D

elta (M
EN

D
) and other m

ilitant groups. For exam
ple, the 

w
ife of the founder and leader of N

D
PV

F, A
sari D

okubo H
ajiya M

ujaheedat 
D

okubo, reportedly stated that the Southern region of the country w
ould 

m
ake the country ungovernable if form

er President Jonathan w
as not allow

ed 
to return to pow

er in 2015.  T
his is a w

orrying trend that has contributed to 
heightened tensions betw

een the north and south, particularly during the gen-
eral elections in 2015. 5 

In addition, fem
ale relatives of suspected JA

S m
em

bers have been found to 
play either passive or active roles in violent extrem

ism
. For exam

ple, in M
ay 

2013, the leader of JA
S claim

ed that the kidnappings of 12 w
om

en and chil-
dren from

 a police barrack in Bam
a, Borno State w

as a retaliation for the 
detention of about 100 JA

S m
em

bers, their w
ives, and children in 2012.

6
 T

his 
tactic on the part of governm

ent of targeting im
m

ediate m
em

bers of the fam
-

ily of the JA
S m

em
bers/suspects w

as said to have a significant im
pact on the 

organization’s strategy. To reaffi
rm

 this, the detention w
as cited as a grievance 

in alm
ost all the video statem

ents in 2012 and 2013 by the group’s leader, 
A

bubakar Shekau.  It is im
portant to draw

 attention to the fact that this sce-
nario has contributed to the use of w

om
en as paw

ns or instrum
ent of negotia-

tion betw
een both parties.

 T
he cycle of violence m

akes w
om

en m
ore vulnerable to econom

ic depriva-
tion as w

idow
s, orphans, m

others of victim
s, internally displaced persons, and 

refugees. W
om

en and children are kidnapped or taken aw
ay from

 these com
-

m
unities. T

here is a lack of accurate data of the num
bers of persons abducted 

by the insurgent groups in the northeast. T
he abduction of 270 girls from

 their 
secondary school in C

hibok in A
pril 2014 drew

 national and international 
attention to the plight of these com

m
unities. T

he cam
paign aim

ed at rescu-
ing these girls w

as tagged #
BringBackO

urG
irls on social m

edia outlets. T
he 

have to be recognised, included and protected as full and equal citizens before 
the law, especially w

hen they com
e from

 a m
inority background.”

2 W
hile rec-

ognizing the im
portant roles w

om
en can play in the fam

ily, the im
portance of 

engaging w
om

en beyond traditional roles and providing leadership opportuni-
ties in decision-m

aking capacities, w
hether in com

m
unities, the private sector, 

or governm
ent should also not be overlooked. Engaging N

igerian w
om

en in 
roles that provides them

 opportunities for providing leadership beyond tradi-
tional roles needs to be explored as the country devises its plan for countering 
violent extrem

ism
. 

W
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N
igerian society is patriarchal both in term

s of organization and culture. 
T

he adage that “w
om

en need only to be seen and not heard” cuts across the 
country from

 the north to the south. T
he system

 of having w
om

en as passive 
participants in the society is entrenched either through cultural or religious 
norm

s—
w

hichever is easily acceptable by the com
m

unity or society w
here 

it is being perpetuated. T
he patriarchal orientation has influenced the initial 

conception of the role of w
om

en in violent extrem
ism

 in N
igeria. W

om
en as 

passive participants w
as entrenched by the “need to have w

om
en w

ho can 
serve the role of traditional com

panions and the expediency for supportive 
com

batant roles.”
3   

H
ow

ever, over the past five years, the roles w
om

en play in violent extrem
ism

 
have evolved w

ithin N
igerian society and the security organizations. W

om
en 

are becom
ing m

ore active: taking up responsibilities as couriers w
ho carry 

m
oney and w

eapons to various cells; as recruiters w
ho seek out new

 m
em

bers 
and m

obilize grassroots volunteers by taking advantage of fam
ily ties or other 

personal relationships; or as suicide bom
bers, fighters, and operational leaders 

w
ho carry w

eapons during com
bat.  N

evertheless, as U
nited N

ations Security 
C

ouncil R
esolution 1325 notes, w

om
en are also disproportionately affected by 

violence during conflict, and have in m
any places played im

portant roles in 
efforts to prevent and m

itigate conflict and violence, and rebuild the resilience 
of affected com

m
unities. 4  

D
espite the active roles they have taken in violent extrem

ist groups, percep-
tions of w

om
en as passive victim

s and m
eek actors w

ere reflected in the atti-
tudes and practices of the security agencies, including the m

ilitary and police, 
and lim

ited their scope for participation w
ithin the organizations, despite a 

request that w
om

en be given m
ore responsibilities as police constables.  For 

exam
ple, the N

igeria Police Force had no visible presence of w
om

en before 
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 Table 1: Afrobarom
eter data on reasons people join extrem

ists. 
T

he data is disaggregated by gender. 

H
owever, a study by C

LEEN
 Foundation on why young people becom

e radical-
ized in N

orthern N
igeria identified som

e of the drivers of violent extrem
ism

 to 
include a broad range of factors that can heighten the appeal of such groups and 
their ideologies and tactics to wom

en.  T
hese include “push” factors based on 

structural conditions (poverty, lack of em
ploym

ent) and “pull” factors that m
ake 

violent extrem
ist ideas and groups appealing, such as charism

atic leaders, attrac-
tive ideas and causes, or financial, social, and m

aterial incentives.  O
ther factors 

include: 1) lack of access to justice for wom
en; 2) infringem

ent on the rights of 
wom

en; 3) no social or security cover for wom
en m

aking it easy for them
 to be 

easily abused either by governm
ent or the aggressors; 4) ideology or indoctrina-

tion; and 5) vulnerability of fem
ales due to their low

 econom
ic power and lack of 

inform
ation, absence of inform

ation, ignorance, and distortion of facts.

In addition, the study found that lack of know
ledge or education on the teachings 

of religion, in this case Islam
, provide the m

ost im
portant predisposing factor or 

catalyst through which youths acquire radical or distorted view
s of religion.

8
 T

hese 
distorted m

essages are often propagated by roam
ing or independent preachers 

that are not offi
cially accredited by traditional Islam

ic scholars. Econom
ic (poverty 

and unem
ploym

ent) as well as socio-cultural (poor parental upbringing or neglect 
of children) factors also increase young peoples’ susceptibility to recruitm

ent and 
radicalization by violent extrem

ist or terrorist groups.  

T
he role of w

om
en in addressing som

e of the causative factors identified in 
the study is instructive. Education and enlightenm

ent of w
om

en w
ould go a 

cam
paign has been coordinated m

ainly by w
om

en organizing public m
eetings 

in Lagos and A
buja, w

ith heavy reliance on the pow
er of social m

edia.  

Since July 2014, there have been a series of suicide bom
bing attacks involving 

young w
om

en, raising speculations that som
e of the fem

ale suicide bom
bers 

could be from
 the group of abducted C

hibok girls.  A
ccordingly, this prom

pts 
the questions - should these girls be referred to as “suicide bom

bers” or sim
ply 

as persons bearing im
provised explosive devices, since there is no evidence of 

consent on the part of the young girls?

T
he evolution of JA

S has em
phasized the increasing role fem

ales play as fight-
ers in N

igeria.  H
ow

ever, it is not fully clear w
hy w

om
en join violent extrem

ist 
groups, including JA

S, other than the adduced reason that m
en in their lives 

influence their association and m
em

bership. A
n A

frobarom
eter report  on 

Security and Extrem
ism

 in N
igeria show

s that the m
ain reasons people join 

extrem
ist groups include: 

•
 

Poverty
•
 

U
nem

ploym
ent or lack of opportunities

•
 

R
eligious beliefs

•
 

Lack of education 
•
 

Sense of injustice or m
istreatm

ent of their com
m

unity by governm
ent 

•
 

Ineffectiveness of the governm
ent 

•
 

C
oercion / they w

ere forced to join

A
ccording to the A

frobarom
eter data, there seem

s to be no significant differ-
ence in the survey responses betw

een fem
ale and m

ale, im
plying that there 

m
ay not be any significant gender difference in the m

otivating factors for join-
ing violent extrem

ist groups (see the follow
ing table). 
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Participation in R
adicalism

, one respondent noted the failure of the N
igerian 

educational system
 as a contributing factor to violent extrem

ism
: “JA

S have a 
point; w

hat is the use of an education that does not help you find a job? But the 
w

ay they are fighting is not right…
 H

ow
 do you right a w

rong by perpetuating 
a w

rong?” T
here are reports from

 focus group discussions carried out at various 
tim

es in a bid to understand the evolution of JA
S w

hich pointed out that JA
S 

provided m
icro-finance and other social w

elfare benefits w
hich includes provid-

ing for the w
idow

s and fam
ilies of som

e of its m
em

bers.  

T
he feelings of discrim

ination and m
arginalization as a result of gender in-

equality have been exploited by terrorist groups in order to entice them
 into ex-

trem
ism

 as a form
 of em

pow
erm

ent. 10 For exam
ple, in the U

K
 context, “inter-

view
s w

ith w
om

en belonging to H
izb U

t-Tahir, a radical Islam
ic organization, 

found that their m
otives for joining w

ere partly hinged on their desire to resist 
patriarchal values expressed in their hom

e environm
ent and contributed to their 

self-esteem
 and sense of em

pow
erm

ent. A
l-Q

aeda, on the other hand, fosters a 
“Sisterhood,” w

hich is prom
oted in their English m

agazine, Inspire. In Issue 12, 
the Sisterhood colum

n em
ploys Q

uranic verses, urging w
om

en to support their 
husbands, educate their children, and encourage them

 in their m
ission of Jihad. 

T
he colum

n uses expressions such as “precious sister,” “m
y dearest sister,” and 

“sister in Islam
” to create a sense of solidarity and belonging am

ongst w
om

en. 11 

A
lthough there is little evidence to justify this sam

e assum
ption in N

igeria, a cur-
sory com

parison reveals that w
om

en do not play active roles in other extrem
ist 

groups such as M
EN

D
 and the N

iger D
elta Peoples Volunteer Force (N

D
PV

F) 
and other m

ilitant groups in the N
iger D

elta. Inform
al interactions w

ith w
om

en 
w

orking in different com
m

unity based organizations in Borno, Plateau, and K
a-

duna States revealed that w
om

en w
ho support JA

S in the northeast do so be-
cause their relationship w

ith the group gives them
 relevance and im

portance in 
society. T

he A
fro barom

eter findings from
 the R

ound 6 survey, w
hich focused on 

Security and Extrem
ism

 in N
igeria, show

ed that 44%
 of the respondents (22%

 
m

ale and 22%
 fem

ale) w
ere of the opinion that people support JA

S in order to 
gain personal pow

er or relevance. O
ther reasons for people supporting JA

S w
ere 

stated  as fight against corruption, personal enrichm
ents, a sense of injustice or 

governm
ent  m

aladm
inistration, coercion by the groups, poor perform

ance by 
governm

ent and religious beliefs. 

A
lthough the role of w

om
en as terrorist actors rem

ains relatively unexplored, 
studies suggest 12 that som

e of the factors that prom
pt m

en to becom
e terrorists 

drive w
om

en in the sam
e w

ay: 

long w
ay in shaping and influencing their children at hom

e. Fam
ilies w

here 
both parents are em

ployed and have a source of incom
e are better placed to 

face econom
ic challenges and to provide decent living conditions for their chil-

dren. T
hese points w

ere raised during a dialogue session betw
een com

m
unity 

based organizations and police w
hile im

plem
enting a program

 on W
om

en 
Preventing Extrem

e V
iolence (W

PEV
) in N

igeria.
9 

Furtherm
ore, in D

ecem
ber 2013, C

LEEN
 Foundation conducted a m

apping 
of hum

an rights defenders in the northeast w
hich provided valuable insight 

into the underlying structural conditions that m
ay lead to radicalization and 

recruitm
ent. T

he aim
 of the study w

as to identify hum
an rights defenders and 

their scope of activities in order to provide capacity building for the groups. 
O

f the over 500 groups that w
ere identified and docum

ented, less than 25%
 

of them
 w

ere headed by w
om

en. Political rights issues are not areas of interest 
for the civil society groups in the region. T

he reason for this could be linked to 
the cultural and religious fram

ew
ork of the region.  For exam

ple, a C
LEEN

 
Foundation study w

hich aim
ed to identify the nexus betw

een governance and 
insecurity in the northeast found that N

G
O

s w
ere m

ore focused on providing 
services - m

ainly health services to the com
m

unity, as evident by the response 
rates for A

dam
aw

a State (22.3%
) and Bauchi State w

as (34.1%
). H

ow
ever, 

N
G

O
s involvem

ent in policy advocacy or engagem
ent w

as quite low
 at 15%

 
in A

dam
aw

a and 10.6%
 in Bauchi. T

he m
ost prom

inent group that is headed 
by w

om
en and addresses w

om
en issues even in the socio-political space is the 

Federation of M
uslim

 W
om

en’s A
ssociation in N

igeria (FO
M

W
A

N
). It is a 

faith based um
brella organization that links Islam

ic w
om

en’s groups in N
igeria 

and prom
otes M

uslim
 w

om
en’s view

points on the national stage. 

T
his study found that civil society groups in the region do not engage strongly on 

socio political issues, further contributing to an environm
ent w

here issues relat-
ing to m

arginalization, discrim
ination and other grievances by certain groups 

are not addressed in a constructive m
anner. T

his situation heightens the struc-
tural inequalities that lead to violent extrem

ism
 in society, and could be one of 

the factors that “push” individuals on the path of radicalization and recruitm
ent. 

A
nother potential structural condition in N

igeria m
ay be related to the pervasive 

poor governance adm
inistration across the country, w

hich has in turn particu-
larly affected w

om
en and their fam

ilies. T
he attendant effect of clim

ate change 
on agricultural landscape, decline of industrial activities, lim

ited em
ploym

ent 
opportunities has m

ade w
om

en m
ore vulnerable. W

ith m
inim

al education and 
lim

ited options for livelihoods, w
om

en find them
selves dependent on  their hus-

bands, fathers, brothers or sons. In a N
SR

P study on G
ender N

orm
s and Fem

ale 



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
10

7
W

O
M

E
N

 R
E

SP
O

N
D

IN
G

 TO
 V

IO
LE

N
T E

X
TR

E
M

ISM
 IN

 N
IG

E
R

IA
10

8

girls and gather inform
ation because of the access they have to areas w

here 
m

en are not allow
ed in the M

uslim
 society; they also operate w

ith the m
en at 

the checkpoints to address issues related to young girls and w
om

en. W
om

en’s 
participation in the C

JT
F becam

e even m
ore critical as JA

S groups adapted 
their strategy to use w

om
en in carrying out som

e of their operations. It also 
accom

m
odates the religious inclinations in the north, w

hich sets a physical 
barrier betw

een w
om

en and m
en. 

H
itherto, the police have been very conservative about the role of w

om
en 

w
ithin their establishm

ent. For exam
ple, in the N

igeria Police Force, Section 
121 of the Police A

ct and R
egulations states that w

om
en police offi

cers shall 
as a general rule is em

ployed on duties w
hich are concerned w

ith w
om

en and 
children, particularly:

•
 

investigation of sexual offences against w
om

en and children;
•
 

recording of statem
ents from

 fem
ale w

itnesses and fem
ale accused 

persons and from
 children;

•
 

attendance w
hen w

om
en or children are being interview

ed by m
ale 

offi
cers;

•
 

the searching, escorting and guarding of w
om

en prisoners in police 
stations, and the escorting of w

om
en prisoners to or from

 police sta-
tions;

•
 

school crossing duties;
•
 

crow
d control, w

here w
om

en and children are present in any num
-

bers. 

Section 122 further states that w
om

en w
ho are recruited to the G

eneral D
uties 

branch of the Force m
ay, in order to relieve m

ale police offi
cers from

 duties, be 
em

ployed in any of the offi
ce duties, nam

ely - clerical duties, telephone duties, 
offi

ce orderly duties. Section 123 states that “w
om

en police offi
cers shall not 

be called upon to drill under arm
s or take part in any baton or riot exercise.”  

T
his m

eans that w
om

en are excluded from
 core police duties and consequent-

ly not able to progress beyond a particular level in the Force. 17  

C
losely linked to the above is the recent trend of recruitm

ent of w
om

en into 
the N

igerian m
ilitary, particularly the A

rm
y, and w

om
en playing a bigger role 

in operations than before. Sim
ilarly, the N

igerian Police have included w
om

en 
as part of its counterterrorism

 team
. U

ntil recently, the situation in the N
ige-

ria A
rm

y w
as not too different from

 the police. H
ow

ever, given the security 
situation in the N

ortheast and the fight against violent extrem
ism

, over the 
past 5 years the role of w

om
en w

ithin the Force and the m
ilitary has evolved. 

•
 

grievance about socio-political conditions; 
•
 

grief about the death of a loved one; 
•
 

real or perceived hum
iliation on a physical, psychological or political 

level; 
•
 

a fanatical com
m

itm
ent to religious or ideological beliefs; 

•
 

an intention to derive econom
ic benefits; 

•
 

or a desire to effect radical societal change.

T
he vulnerability of w

om
en in culturally stereotyped environm

ents is stronger 
based on the lack of alternative m

echanism
s that m

ake w
om

en independent 
of the m

ale figures in their lives either socially or econom
ically. 

Follow
ing the proclam

ation of a State of Em
ergency in Borno, Yobe and A

d-
am

aw
a States in 2013, the C

ivilian Joint Task Force (C
JT

F) 13 h
a
s  p

a
r
tn

e
r
e
d

 

w
ith the form

al security agencies to tackle JA
S in the affected states. T

hey 
have done this by introducing new

 tactics, for exam
ple, m

ass arrest of m
ale 

suspects in the early hours of the m
orning, and use of young teenage boys that 

are fluent in the local K
anuri language and culture to m

an checkpoints. 14 T
he 

new
 tactics initiated  by the C

JT
F m

em
bers have created a “gender responsive 

shift”
15 in JA

S tactics. W
om

en have begun to feature m
ore in the operations 

of the group; they have been caught w
ith im

provised explosive devices (IED
s), 

pistols and A
K

 – 47s.  T
here have also been  incidents  w

here m
en w

ere dis-
guised as w

om
en in order to evade arrests and to carry out attacks.  T

he N
ige-

ria situation w
ith JA

S illustrates an adaptive response, w
hich has been utilized 

by som
e other terrorist groups in situations w

here there are pressures on m
en. 

T
his trend has been explored across the globe including Indonesia, Pakistan, 

Israel and Palestine. W
hen it is successful it show

s to w
om

en w
ho are support-

ers of the cause that they can play m
ore active roles. 

W
O

M
EN

 A
N

D
 SEC

U
R

ITY
 FO

R
C

ES

In N
igeria, it seem

s that the governm
ent’s response to the activities of JA

S 
have created m

ore opportunities for w
om

en as law
 enforcem

ent offi
cers, policy 

shapers and activists. T
he involvem

ent of w
om

en at these levels should bring 
different perspectives to identifying and addressing specific political, social, 
e
c
o
n

o
m

ic
, c

u
ltu

r
a
l o

r
 e

d
u

c
a
tio

n
a
l c

o
n

c
e
r
n

s th
a
t m

a
y
 le

a
d

 to
 v

io
le

n
t e

x
tr

e
m

-
ism

 and terrorist radicalization, in general, and am
ong w

om
en and youth in 

particular. For exam
ple, m

ainstream
ing gender and the role of w

om
en into 

the fight against violent extrem
ism

 brought about a fundam
ental change in 

the recruitm
ent of volunteers into the C

JT
F. W

om
en w

ere recruited to join 
the C

JT
F to focus on conducting bodily search of other w

om
en and young 
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1. 
T

he W
om

en Preventing V
iolent Extrem

ism
 (W

PEV
) project, w

hich provid-
ed an opportunity to train thirteen (13) w

om
en-led civil society organizations 

in a training of trainers’ activity. T
he training w

as aim
ed at understanding 

radicalization and its prevention; building skills to prevent extrem
ist vio-

lence; building relationships of trust w
ith police; and getting the local groups 

in N
igeria to develop prevention plans that can be driven by w

om
en. 

2. 
T

he O
ffi

ce of the N
ational Security A

dviser 19 has taken steps to replicate 
W

PEV
 flagship project by including w

om
en from

 other States in the north 
beyond K

aduna and Plateau States. A
s an outcom

e of the pilot project, 
the W

om
en Interfaith C

ouncil in K
aduna w

as the only group that carried 
out follow

 up sem
inar in their com

m
unity w

ith participants draw
n from

 all 
sectors, including security agencies. T

he group also organized visits to their 
local police stations. M

ost of the w
om

en received m
ixed reactions, as m

ost 
found the approach of the offi

cers not cordial. T
his observation, arguably, 

m
ay discourage m

ost of the w
om

en from
 any further engagem

ent w
ith the 

police.  

In the course of evaluating the im
pact of a sim

ilar project in Plateau State, 
the w

om
en w

ho participated from
 W

om
en w

ithout W
alls International 

(W
O

W
W

I) stated that the project helped them
 to understand their role as 

m
others and w

om
en in curbing extrem

e violence and other form
s of crim

e 
in their com

m
unities. A

s part of their step dow
n program

m
es, W

O
W

W
I 

m
ade a presentation at a sem

inar organized in Jos on child abuse to further 
enlighten residents on violent extrem

ism
. O

n an individual level, advocacy 
activities w

ere carried out in their com
m

unities through m
onitoring and 

continuous counselling of youths. A
s opposed to the participants in K

a-
duna, W

O
W

W
I has continued to have a cordial relationship w

ith the police 
in Plateau state. 

3. 
T

he Justice for A
ll Program

 of the U
K

 D
epartm

ent for International D
evel-

opm
ent organised a sem

inar them
ed W

om
en, Peace and Security: the M

iss-
ing M

illennium
 D

evelopm
ent G

oal.  T
he event on 6 M

arch 2014 in A
buja 

com
m

em
orated the U

N
 International W

om
en’s D

ay.  T
he event aim

ed to 
raise aw

areness about the N
ational A

ction Plan (T
he national fram

ew
ork 

includes provisions on w
om

en’s participation in peace building, conflict 
m

anagem
ent and tackling violence against w

om
en and girls). D

iscussions 
focused on finding w

ays to include w
om

en’s rights in conflict prevention and 
peace-building efforts in N

igeria. T
he event brought together civil society 

organisations, hum
an rights activists, w

om
en, peace and security specialists, 

and the M
inistry of W

om
en’s A

ffairs.

W
om

en are now
 being recruited to handle w

eapons and be part of tactical op-
erations. In the streets of A

buja, for exam
ple, one can com

e into contact w
ith 

fem
ale m

ilitary personnel at checkpoints bearing arm
s. T

he N
igeria D

efense 
A

cadem
y, the nation’s prem

ier training institution for m
ilitary offi

cers, has also 
graduated its first batch of fem

ale offi
cers. 

T
he N

igeria Police and m
ilitary have evolved over the years since the return to 

dem
ocratic rule by creating m

ore space for w
om

en in the police. W
om

en are 
now

 part of the riot police and counter terrorism
 team

s. It should be noted 
how

ever that although the practice is changing, the legal fram
ew

ork still re-
m

ains the sam
e. T

here is a need to review
 the legal fram

ew
ork to accom

m
o-

date the evolving practice of expanding the role of w
om

en. From
 a positive 

standpoint, it can be surm
ised that one of the gains of the fight against violent 

extrem
ism

 in N
igeria is the w

idening of the space for w
om

en w
ithin the secu-

rity sector and m
ore organizations in the country have recognized the value 

and im
portance of having a gender perspective in their w

ork. 

W
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W
om

en are largely excluded from
 form

al peace-building and governance pro-
cesses. A

s a result, decisions rarely take w
om

en’s realities into account or address 
their security concerns. T

heir expertise and capacity are not fully utilized. H
ow-

ever, it should be noted that under the 8th A
ssem

bly, one of the fem
ale senators 

from
 Borno State has recently m

oved a m
otion on the protection of w

om
en 

and children w
ho are victim

s of insurgencies in the N
orth.  T

here has also been 
support from

 other w
om

en from
 the southern part of the country in the form

 
of financial assistance to w

om
en in different States including G

om
be and those 

living in the cam
ps of internally displaced persons in A

buja and other northeast 
states. 18 A

lthough the im
plications of these steps are lim

ited, there is a grow
ing 

trend to have a greater inclusion of w
om

en in certain processes.

N
evertheless, w

om
en’s active role in conflict prevention is crucial to internation-

al peace and security. U
nderstanding C

V
E and designing intervention program

s 
in N

igeria is a novel area. O
ne of the m

ain challenges is the politicization of 
the entire insurgency, radicalization process and attendant interventions. T

here 
are som

e interventions that are ongoing that are focused on the role of w
om

en 
in countering or preventing violent extrem

ism
. Som

e of these interventions are 
designed to m

anage existing violent extrem
ism

 w
hile others are specifically de-

veloped to prevent and counter violent extrem
ism

. T
hese include: 
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responsibility includes coordinating police response to gender issues and 
m

ainstream
ing gender in the activities of the police and the institution by 

im
plem

enting the gender policy of the N
igeria Police Force. H

ow
ever, it is 

im
portant to note that this developm

ent is still in its form
ative stage.  

R
EC

O
M

M
EN

D
A

TIO
N

S 
FO

R
 

W
O

M
EN

 
IN

 
C

V
E 

EFFO
R

TS 
IN

  
N

IG
ER

IA

Som
e of the lessons learned from

 the above discussions and C
V

E case studies 
include the follow

ing:

1. 
C

VE intervention program
s should strategically focus on both 

m
en and w

om
en. T

his is particularly im
portance in the N

igerian  
context as w

om
en’s participation in violent extrem

ist groups is greatly  
influenced by the m

ale figure(s) in their lives.

2. 
Identify and em

pow
er w

om
en w

ithin the civil and security sec-
tors. T

his can be done by developing training program
s that are m

ultilay-
ered from

 the grassroots to the state to the national levels. T
hese w

om
en 

should be trained on advocacy skills that are strategic w
hich allow

s them
 

to take advantage of their positions and localities.  T
his m

ay include stra-
tegic w

ays to dissem
inate narratives that counter violent extrem

ism
. 

3. 
Broaden the space for conceptualization and im

plem
entation 

of the C
VE program

s to ensure that m
ore w

om
en are involved.

Intervention 
program

s 
should 

include 
aw

areness 
on 

the 
Terrorism

  
Prevention A

ct (T
PA

) 2011 (as am
ended).

4. 
Assess the im

pact of counterterrorism
 policies and program

s 
on w

om
en. T

he current N
ational Security Strategy in N

igeria does not 
take gender dynam

ics into consideration. For exam
ple, the M

inistry of 
W

om
en’s A

ffairs w
as not involved in the drafting of the Strategy. H

aving 
a gender perspective w

ould help to ensure that the Strategy not only looks 
at w

om
en’s roles in violent extrem

ism
 and C

V
E, but also that w

om
en and 

w
om

en’s groups are not adversely im
pacted.

5. 
D

evelop study to understand w
hy w

om
en are joining JAS. So 

far, inferences are being draw
n from

 other related studies. T
his is an area 

of intervention w
hich should be explored - surely getting access to these 

w
om

en m
ight not be easy, how

ever the efforts w
ould m

ake a great contri-
bution in better understanding the role of w

om
en as active participants in 

4. 
A

 study on “T
he R

ole of W
om

en in Peace initiatives in N
igeria” has been 

conducted by the N
ational Stability and R

econciliation Program
 (N

SR
P). 

T
he research findings confirm

ed that w
om

en in N
igeria have a pow

erful 
role to play in conflict resolutions, but gender discrim

ination and violence 
often hinder their participation. T

he report w
as presented by the N

SR
P at 

the 57th U
nited N

ations C
om

m
ission on the Status of W

om
en (U

N
C

SW
). 

T
he U

N
C

SW
 is the principal global policy-m

aking body dedicated to 
setting standards and policies for gender equality and advancem

ent of 
w

om
en. 

5. 
T

he C
LEEN

 Foundation, a nongovernm
ental organization aim

ed at pro-
m

oting public safety and security in N
igeria conducted a study on security 

and governance in north east N
igeria. Findings from

 the study reveal that 
education in the north east is low, particularly for the girls. In A

dam
aw

a 
State 50%

 of the respondents stated that they had not benefitted from
  

prim
ary education in the State. T

he study also show
s that com

m
unity 

based organisations (C
BO

s) are the m
ost effective m

eans of providing social  
services to the com

m
unity m

em
bers in som

e of the states - A
dam

aw
a 

22.3%
, Bauchi 34.1%

. Participation in activities of the local governm
ent 

w
hich is the closest arm

 of governm
ent to the people is low

 - 45%
 of the 

population in A
dam

aw
a do not participate in local governm

ent activi-
ties and 31.8%

 of the population in Bauchi do not participate. T
here are 

concerns that illiteracy and lack of access to education m
ay put w

om
en at 

a disadvantage and increase their vulnerability to radicalism
. T

he north-
eastern and northw

estern regions of N
igeria have the low

est levels of  
educational attainm

ent and the highest levels of illiteracy.  

A
nalysis of the study’s findings w

ould assist C
LEEN

 Foundation in de-
signing its local governance and security forum

s w
hich is an intervention 

program
 for the northeast part of N

igeria. T
he aim

 is to increase citizens 
participation in local governance as a m

eans of addressing som
e of the is-

sues of violent extrem
ism

 in the region. Findings from
 the Security T

hreat 
A

ssessm
ents conducted by C

LEEN
 Foundation as part of the Election Se-

curity M
anagem

ent reveal that w
om

en are “influencers” of the political 
system

. In this regard, there is need to design program
s that utilize the 

strength of w
om

en in the N
igerian society. 

6. 
A

s a result of increased reporting on gender based violence and related 
issues (including in conflict prone areas like N

orth East region), the N
i-

geria Police Force now
 has a gender focal point w

ho w
orks at the Force 

H
eadquarters and reports directly to the Inspector G

eneral of Police.  H
er 
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C
O

N
C

LU
SIO

N
 T

he gender shift in the dynam
ics of JA

S has brought to the forefront the 
changing roles of w

om
en in conflict situations. It is becom

ing m
ore obvious 

that w
om

en can also be active participants apart from
 being passive support-

ers. In this regard, there is a need to incorporate gender into C
V

E efforts 
in N

igeria. Issues relating to w
om

en w
here erstw

hile treated w
ith m

inim
al 

seriousness - w
here they are given attention it is seen as an added on to the 

portfolio of spouses of politicians or public offi
cers. 

C
oncerted effort is required to m

ainstream
 a gender perspective across all  

sectors of governm
ent to address the increasingly com

plex security threat  
facing individual states, like N

igeria, the the rippling effects on the region and 
globally.  

 

N
igeria. C

losely related to this is the need to disaggregate available data 
according to gender - m

ost tim
es the data are clustered. 

6. 
Provide a platform

 for grassroots w
om

en activists to w
ork m

ore 
closely w

ith national, regional, and international activists. T
his 

w
ill expand opportunities to share experiences, lessons learned, and good 

practices.  

7. 
Facilitate training and provide capacity building assistance in 
m

onitoring and evaluating C
VE intervention program

s. T
here is 

a diffi
culty in identifying program

s that are clearly C
V

E focused or pro-
gram

s that contribute to C
V

E. T
his could be  as a result of its em

erging 
status, and the diffi

cult terrain associated w
ith C

V
E. , therefore the techni-

cal expertise m
ay  also be lacking. T

here is a need for focused training and 
capacity building on m

onitoring and evaluating C
V

E focused intervention 
program

s. 
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support innovative w
ays in w

hich w
om

en in civil society in particular those in 
selected  local conflict affected com

m
unities can help prevent extrem

ist violence.

10. “Em
pow

ering w
om

en in countering radicalisation and violent extrem
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,” 
G

lobal N
etw

ork for R
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ent, (2014), http://gnrd.net/seem

ore.
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H
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form
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14. “N
igeria: Boko H

aram
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bducts W
om

en, R
ecruits C

hildren,” H
uman Rights W
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News, N

ovem
ber 29, 2013, https://w

w
w.hrw.org/new
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boko-haram
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om
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19. T
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ational Security 
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dvisor, a senior aide in the cabinet of the President of N
igeria w
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chief advisor to the President on national security issues and participates in the 
m

eetings of the N
ational Security C

ouncil and other deliberations on security 
m

atters.

20. T
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PA
 2011 w

as enacted to prevent violent extrem
ism

 and terrorism
 in N

ige-
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ational A
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bly to m
ake law

s to prevent ter-
rorism
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ational A
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ake law

s to protect the 
security of N

igeria. 
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T
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aduna, K
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A
fghan W

om
en and C

ountering V
iolent Extrem

ism
: 

W
hat are their roles, challenges and opportunities 

in C
V

E?

M
ariam

 Safi* 

T
he post-2001 period in A

fghanistan w
itnessed considerable progress in w

om
-

en’s legal rights and in m
ainstream

ing gender equality across all state insti-
tutions. T

his has ensured that w
om

en play an active role in influencing the 
peacebuilding process that ensued after the fall of the Taliban regim

e (1996-
2001). T

his w
as guaranteed through the developm

ent of the new
 C

onstitution 
in 2003, w

hich calls upon the state to observe the U
niversal D

eclaration of 
H

um
an R

ights and all other international treaties to w
hich the country has 

joined such as the U
N

 Security C
ouncil R

esolutions 1325 and 1889. T
hese 

steps have been further reinforced by national docum
ents such as the N

ational 
A

ction Plan for the W
om

en of A
fghanistan (N

A
PW

A
) and the decree on the 

Elim
ination of V

iolence A
gainst W

om
en law. A

t the norm
ative level, these 

docum
ents established w

om
en’s participation in all peacebuilding processes. 

A
s a result w

om
en are m

ore, involved in national politics now
 than ever before 

in the country’s history. 

T
his argum

ent can also be applied, though to a lesser extent, to w
om

en’s par-
ticipation in the security sector, such as the in the A

fghan N
ational Police and 

A
fghan N

ational A
rm

y. M
ost im

portantly, w
om

en have also contributed to 
the field of peacebuilding and conflict m

itigation in w
ays that can im

portantly 
inform

 efforts to prevent and counter violent extrem
ism

 as m
em

bers of the 
A

fghanistan Peace and R
eintegration Process (popularly know

n as the peace 
process), com

m
unity developm

ent councils, civil society and as m
others and 

w
ives of insurgents. H

ow
ever, the im

portance of these roles in preventing and 
countering violent extrem

ism
 (P/C

V
E) has not yet been recognized by poli-

cym
akers in A

fghanistan. N
evertheless, the im

pacts from
 these efforts, as this 

paper explains, w
ill show

 how
 im

portant it w
ill be to include and strengthen 

w
om

en’s efforts in C
V

E initiatives, program
m

ing and policy in A
fghanistan. 

A
t present, A

fghanistan lacks a national policy on C
V

E but has been involved 
in various regional and international forum

s looking to initiate the develop-

6
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disenfranchised A
fghan m

en and youth were attracted to the insurgency for social 
justice and a sense of belonging. Presently there are num

erous violent extrem
ist 

groups in A
fghanistan, som

e m
ore active than others, and the m

ost active groups 
include the Taliban, H

aqqani N
etwork, and H

izb-e-Islam
i G

ulbuddin. T
here are 

also extrem
ist groups who “m

ay espouse sim
ilar ideologies and advocate violence 

against the state but do not have arm
ed cadres and have not been directly linked 

to violent attacks against the state or its supporters.”
4 T

hese groups include Jam
i-

at-e Eslah (Society for R
eform

), H
izb-ut-Tahrir (Party of Islam

ic Freedom
) and 

even H
izb-e-Islam

i’s political w
ing can be considered a m

oderate Islam
ist group. 5 

T
here exist various stream

s of W
ahhabist and Salafist ideologues in A

fghanistan 
as well. W

ahabism
 w

as introduced to A
fghanistan during the anti-Soviet jihad 

through the influx of A
rab volunteers who joined the A

fghan m
ujahiden. T

he 
Saudi involvem

ent w
as twofold, focusing on ideological as w

ell as sectarian chal-
lenges. W

hile there is no clear alignm
ent between W

ahhabist and Salafist ideo-
logues and violent groups there is nonetheless a concern that the form

er plays “a 
key role in radicalization and recruitm

ent processes”
6 in A

fghanistan. 

T
he lack of a C

V
E policy in A

fghanistan has m
eant that there are no effective in-

terventions available to the governm
ent, civil society organizations (C

SO
s), tribal 

elders, religious clerics and local com
m

unities to utilize in dissuading individuals 
from

 joining violent extrem
ist groups or encouraging their exit. It also m

eans 
there is a lack of understanding on how

 to engage w
ith key stakeholders such as 

nonviolent groups to establish engagem
ent and dialogue to “counterweight”

7 th
e
 

influence of violent extrem
ist groups. T

hus in order to develop a com
prehen-

sive C
V

E strategy, that includes effective interventions and creates the necessary 
space to include various stakeholders, it needs to be “contextually tailored.”

8 It 

also needs an “understanding of local, national and regional drivers of violent 
extrem

ism
.”

9
 A

dditionally, while also identifying new
 opportunities for C

V
E im

-
plem

entation, a C
V

E strategy for A
fghanistan should build upon existing efforts 

that either directly or indirectly fall w
ithin the realm

 of C
V

E-specific or C
V

E-
related activities. 

In A
fghanistan, there is a dearth of research on C

V
E and what does exist only 

retains a shallow
 exam

ination of possible roles state actors, C
SO

s and, to a lesser 
extent, tribal and religious actors can play. M

oreover, w
ithin the current literature 

related to the topic in A
fghanistan, there is no analysis of the role w

om
en and 

wom
en’s group can play, though this gap in C

V
E literature reflects a com

m
on 

challenge in C
V

E program
ing internationally and regionally. H

ow
ever, in the 

context of A
fghanistan, this challenge goes deeper since the concept of C

V
E is 

a new
 area for m

ost and focusing on understanding wom
en’s roles in C

V
E is a 

lesser priority. 

m
ent of such a policy in the near future. T

herefore, it becom
es extrem

ely 
tim

ely and pertinent to start a dialogue and raise aw
areness on the im

portance 
of including w

om
en in any C

V
E strategy the country adopts, particularly in 

view
 of developm

ents like the adoption of U
N

 Security C
ouncil R

esolution 
2242. By m

aking “spaces for these w
om

en, you m
ake space for the m

ost im
-

portant voices- new
 ideas, creative w

ays, and usually m
uch m

ore effi
cient w

ays 
to bring stability into a situation.”

1 W
ith this in m

ind, this paper argues that 
any national C

V
E policy or program

ing developed by the A
fghan govern-

m
ent m

ust take into account w
om

en’s roles and create a fram
ew

ork that is 
conducive to w

om
en’s active participation in all related initiatives. In order to 

underline this argum
ent, the paper seeks to exam

ine the various roles A
fghan 

w
om

en have played in efforts to build peace and dem
onstrate how

 these roles 
are critical to preventing violent extrem

ism
.

TH
E R

A
N

G
E O

F EX
TR

EM
IST G

R
O

U
PS IN

 A
FG

H
A

N
ISTA

N

R
eligious extrem

ism
 in A

fghanistan is not a new
 phenom

enon and has roots in 
“m

ajor strands of Islam
ist ideas and parties”

2 dating back to over a century ago. 
In the A

nglo-A
fghan w

ars, A
fghan religious leaders used to describe the w

ars as 
“holy w

ars” to legitim
ize them

. In the 1960s, Islam
ist m

ovem
ents in A

fghanistan 
em

erged and were led by professors trained in A
l A

zhar U
niversity in C

airo, where 
they faced influences of the M

uslim
 Brotherhood.  H

ow
ever it w

as not until the 
late 1970s after the establishm

ent of the Soviet backed People’s D
em

ocratic Party 
of A

fghanistan (PD
PA

), that a m
ore aggressive form

 of extrem
ism

 appeared in 
A

fghanistan. A
s the jihad against com

m
unism

 thickened so did support for the 
m

ujahedeen in A
fghanistan from

 countries such as Saudi A
rabia and the U

nited 
States. Funnelled through Pakistan, these funds w

ere used to create “religious 
sem

inaries for A
fghans in Pakistan’s tribal areas, and m

any of these sem
inaries 

began prom
oting extrem

ist agendas.”
3 It w

as from
 w

ithin these sem
inaries that 

the Taliban regim
e em

erged and gained m
om

entum
 in the early 1990s. 

T
he Taliban regim

e governed in A
fghanistan from

 1996 until 2001 when it w
as 

toppled by the U
S-led intervention. H

owever, while m
any thought this would 

m
ark the end of religious extrem

ism
 in the country, on the contrary extrem

ist ele-
m

ents and religious extrem
ism

 grew
 in the post-2001 period. T

he com
bination 

of ineffective counter-terrorism
 strategies and the general short sightedness of the 

international com
m

unity in the early phase of the intervention has contributed 
to the persistent challenge posed by the Taliban. T

he increasing perceptions of 
bad governance, lack of rule of law, corruption, nepotism

, crim
e, poverty, hu-

m
an rights abuses by foreign troops, and civilian casualties created a m

ajor gap 
between the people and the A

fghan governm
ent. A

s early as 2003 hundreds of 
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hold. 21 In A
fghanistan, strict and narrow

 interpretations of gender roles and 
gender equality continue to obstruct w

om
en from

 participating outside of the 
household. 22 A

s such, it is m
ore “culturally acceptable for m

en to m
ingle w

ith 
strangers, to explore w

ays to earn an incom
e, and to be adventurous”

23 th
a
n

 

w
om

en and girls. A
dditionally, m

en are able to stay aw
ay from

 their fam
ilies 

for long periods of tim
e due to w

ork or in search of em
ploym

ent opportunities 
outside their com

m
unities. W

om
en have stricter schedules, especially fem

ale 
youth in both urban and rural settings, and tend to be supervised by their 
m

others or other fem
ale and m

ale relatives. 24 A
s a result, young m

en are easy 
targets for recruitm

ent, but this does not m
ean w

om
en are im

m
une to the 

overall im
pact of recruitm

ent and radicalization. 

TA
R

G
ETIN

G
 M

O
TH

ER
S 

 V
iolent extrem

ist groups, such as the Taliban, often use narratives that target 
both m

others of insurgents and m
others of A

fghan N
ational Security Forces. 

T
heir m

essages are intended to appeal to the em
otions of m

others com
m

on 
across the country. U

sing both traditional and new
 m

edia tools, the Taliban 
narratives are “pow

erful, em
otional, patriotic and ideologically appealing.”

25  

T
hey use these m

essages to target m
others, convincing them

 to encourage 
their sons to join the insurgency and calling on m

others of insurgents to be 
proud of their son’s sacrifices. M

essages that express sym
pathy for m

others of 
fallen soldiers are particularly pow

erful because they not only touch on the raw
 

em
otions of a m

other w
ho recently lost a son, but that loss is represented as 

m
eaningless in face of a corrupt governm

ent increasingly incapable of m
eet-

ing the needs of its citizens. In m
essages targeting m

others of security forces, 
the Taliban ask m

others w
hat they w

ould tell their sons on the D
ay of Judg-

m
ent w

hen they ask, “W
hy didn’t you guide m

e to the path of righteousness? 
D

id you w
ant to destroy m

y chance of going to paradise?”
26  

TA
R

G
ETIN

G
 W

O
M

EN
’S R

IG
H

TS A
N

D
 FR

EED
O

M
S

Extrem
ist groups in A

fghanistan have sought to consolidate their authority 
by attacking w

om
en’s rights and freedom

s, portrayed as the antithetical to the 
ideal society. To that end, the Taliban have attacked girls’ schools, throw

n acid  
on fem

ale students, and also im
pose harsh hudud punishm

ents like stoning. In 
Septem

ber of 2015, m
ore than 300 girls w

ere poisoned by toxic fum
es in tw

o 
schools in the w

estern province of H
erat. 27 Six years ago a sim

ilar attack w
as 

carried out in northeastern A
fghanistan w

here 100 schoolgirls w
ere poisoned. 

Taliban m
ilitants have also carried out acid attacks on fem

ale students and 
have also burnt dow

n m
any schools. M

oreover, by 2010 A
fghans started w

it-

T
his paper aim

s to illustrate the im
portance of including w

om
en in C

V
E by 

exam
ining how

 radicalization has im
pacted A

fghan w
om

en, analyzing the di-
rect and indirect w

ays through w
hich w

om
en’s w

ork can contribute to coun-
tering violent extrem

ism
, and finally draw

ing lessons that can be learned from
 

those experiences to help identify new
 roles that w

om
en can adopt in counter-

ing violent extrem
ism

 in A
fghanistan. 

LO
C

A
L EX

PER
IEN

C
ES O

F R
A

D
IC

A
LIZ

A
TIO

N
 

T
here are few

 studies that have focused on radicalization trends in A
fghani-

stan and even less on the role of youth. H
ow

ever, the group m
ost vulner-

able to radicalization is the A
fghan youth, w

ho m
ake up alm

ost 47 percent 
of the country’s 27.1 m

illion people. 10 T
he studies that do exist reveal that 

drivers of radicalization can vary betw
een push and pull factors. Push factors 

are described as “those characteristics of the societal environm
ent that are al-

leged to push vulnerable individuals on the path of violence”
11 and pull factors 

w
hich are “the em

otional or spiritual benefits w
hich affi

liation w
ith a group 

m
ay confer.”

12 It appears that in A
fghanistan, push factors are m

ore dom
inant 

than pull factors in shaping recruitm
ent and radicalization. Push factors such 

as “religious ideologies, socioeconom
ic and political grievances, poor govern-

ance, and personal hardships”
13 are all key. But it is im

portant to note that 
in the A

fghan context, recruitm
ent and radicalism

 are “not synonym
ous or 

necessarily linear.”
14 R

adicalization often takes place after recruitm
ent and 

som
etim

es it m
ay never occur after recruitm

ent. 15 A
dditionally, there is no evi-

dence to suggest that individuals w
ho m

ay be radicalized have an autom
atic 

predilection to com
m

it acts of violence. 16 H
ow

ever, w
hether or not groups are 

focusing on the perpetration of violence, they appear to focus on the sam
e 

pool of recruits from
 “less educated and often rural m

ale youth.”
17 

W
O

M
EN
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IEN
C
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A
D
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A
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A
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T
he drivers of violent extrem

ism
 do not apply equally to m

en and w
om

en in 
A

fghanistan. A
fghan w

om
en had a differential experience of conflict com

-
pared to m

en; the sam
e applies w

ith relation to their experiences w
ith extrem

-
ist groups. A

 policy brief prepared by the U
nited States Institute of Peace 

(U
SIP) on Afghan Youth and Extremists 18 argues that in contrast to the successful 

“psychological assault”
19 extrem

ist groups can yield on young boys and m
en it 

has had “relatively lim
ited success…

luring young w
om

en and girls.”
20 It w

as 
suggested that the reason w

hy m
en and youth have becom

e the m
ain tar-

gets for radicalization is because m
en have far m

ore unsupervised tim
e, w

hile 
w

om
en and girls are lim

ited and confined to the param
eters of the house-
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In a radio address on N
ovem

ber 17, 2001, form
er First Lady Laura Bush de-

clared the w
ar against terrorism

 to also be a fight for the rights and dignity 
of w

om
en. “A

fghan w
om

en know, through hard experience, w
hat the rest of 

the w
orld is discovering: the brutal oppression of w

om
en is a central goal of 

the terrorists.”
31 T

he aim
 of liberating A

fghan w
om

en becam
e a cause célèbre for 

W
estern fem

inists and som
ething of a policy-oriented goal of the intervention. 

From
 2001 onw

ard, the A
fghan governm

ent introduced several law
s, policies, 

and initiatives designed to facilitate gender m
ainstream

ing in all sectors of A
f-

ghan society and there w
as great optim

ism
.

Signed on D
ecem

ber 5, 2001, the Bonn A
greem

ent laid the foundation for the 
establishm

ent of a sustainable dem
ocratic governm

ent in A
fghanistan. T

he 
Bonn A

greem
ent ensured that the country’s new

ly ratified C
onstitution, on 

January 26, 2004, articulated the im
portance of protecting peoples’ rights and 

freedom
s. T

hus, both in its pream
ble and, m

ore specifically, A
rticle 22 of the 

C
onstitution states that “[a]ny kind of discrim

ination and distinction betw
een 

citizens of A
fghanistan shall be forbidden. T

he citizens of A
fghanistan, m

an 
and w

om
an, have equal rights and duties before the law.”

32 T
he Bonn A

gree-
m

ent guaranteed w
om

en’s involvem
ent in the governm

ent and took steps to 
advance the role of w

om
en in all sectors.

T
he A

fghan governm
ent also becam

e a signatory to several other im
portant 

docum
ents such as the D

eclaration of the Essential R
ights of A

fghan W
om

en, 
the M

illennium
 D

evelopm
ent G

oals (M
D

G
s), the A

fghanistan N
ational D

e-
velopm

ent Strategy (A
N

D
S), the C

onvention on the Elim
ination of A

ll Form
s 

of D
iscrim

ination against W
om

en (C
ED

AW
), the Beijing Platform

 for A
ction, 

the Berlin C
onference, the A

fghanistan C
om

pact, and lastly, the creation of the 
N

ational A
ction Plan for the W

om
en of A

fghanistan (N
A

PW
A

). U
N

 Security 
C

ouncil R
esolution 1325, w

hich recognizes and reaffi
rm

s “the im
portant role of 

w
om

en in the prevention and resolution of conflicts and peacebuilding,”
33 is a

 

key foundation of N
A

PW
A

. A
s a result, N

A
PW

A
 w

as created to w
eave together 

all of the governm
ent’s gender com

m
itm

ents, m
entioned above, into one single-

policy platform
. H

ow
ever, view

s expressed by prom
inent A

fghan w
om

en at a 
roundtable event on “T

he R
ole of W

om
en Post-2014 A

fghanistan: C
hallenges 

and O
pportunities” held in K

abul, on January 21, 2014, show
ed that despite 

these achievem
ents, w

om
en still struggle to avail them

selves of their rights, and 
to consolidate and advance the scope of their roles. 34 

nessing the return of old Taliban rules in m
any areas across A

fghanistan sim
i-

lar to the w
ay they practiced their version of strict Shariah law

 during their 
regim

e (1996-2001). Public stoning of w
om

en accused of adultery has since 
becom

e com
m

on practice in various parts of A
fghanistan w

here the Taliban 
are in control and governm

ent presence is lim
ited or com

pletely absent. A
c-

cording to N
ader N

adery, form
er com

m
issioner of the A

fghanistan Independ-
ent H

um
an R

ights C
om

m
ission, there has been “a big increase in intim

idation 
of w

om
en and m

ore strict rules on w
om

en”
28 in the recent years. N

adery is not 
only pointing to an increase in the prevalence of Taliban rules and system

 of 
justice but also to an increase in support for these actions by both m

ainstream
 

religious authorities and extrem
ist groups in the country. 29  

Efforts by national, regional and international actors to support w
om

en in re-
affi

rm
ing their rights in the afterm

ath of the U
S-led intervention that toppled 

the Taliban in 2001 are now
 in serious jeopardy. T

here are grow
ing fears that 

if the Taliban and other extrem
ists groups join m

ainstream
 politics through 

the peace process, they w
ill m

ake the reversal of gender-based law
s and poli-

cies as a condition for their return; w
ith no fem

ale representation at the nego-
tiation table, this has becom

e a likely possibility. C
urrently, w

om
en have been 

put into form
al roles such as w

ithin the H
igh Peace C

ouncil (H
PC

) and Pro-
vincial Peace C

om
m

ittees (PPC
).  H

ow
ever, this is largely as a consequence of 

in
te

r
n

a
tio

n
a
l a

d
v
o
c
a
c
y
 a

n
d

 h
a
v
e
 n

o
t y

e
t r

e
c
e
iv

e
d

 th
e
 p

o
litic

a
l su

p
p

o
r
t n

e
e
d

e
d

 

to carry out those roles. Such rhetoric of inclusivity and em
pow

erm
ent m

ay 
have helped ensure w

om
en’s presence in these national processes but they have 

not helped w
om

en execute their roles and responsibilities as m
em

bers of these 
processes. 

T
he lack of clarity surrounding the peace process has also m

ade it challeng-
ing for w

om
en to identify w

hat the form
al process could m

ean for them
. Fa-

tim
a G

ailani, President of the A
fghan R

ed C
rescent Society, questions the 

peace process asking, “W
hat w

ill w
e have to sacrifice w

ith reconciliation? Is it 
w

om
en’s affairs, is it dem

ocracy, is it hum
an rights, [or] is it a free press? For 

m
e, that is not peace. For m

e, that is a huge prison.”
30 T

he exclusion of w
om

en 
from

 the negotiation processes have prom
pted doubts that there w

ill be any 
change in the status quo for w

om
en’s rights and freedom

s in the years to com
e. 

It w
as not too long ago that these very sam

e w
om

en w
ere forced to adapt to 

the strict interpretation of Sharia law
s under the Taliban regim

e. W
om

en’s 
groups have expressed that if the Taliban w

ere to be brought back into A
fghan 

politics, as a political party or even w
orse in a pow

er-sharing arrangem
ent, 

there w
ould be a very real danger of gender m

ainstream
ing and equal rights 

falling by the w
ayside.
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population that is over 25. A
dditionally, fem

ale literacy levels are on average 
around17 percent, w

ith high variation depending on geographical and gender 
divide. 37 From

 this 17 percent, the num
ber of literate w

om
en in rural areas is 

three tim
es low

er than those in urban areas. 38 Sim
ilarly, w

hile m
ore w

om
en are 

now
 w

orking outside the household than in the pre-2001 period and view
s on 

this appearing to be steadily evolving, 39 w
orking w

om
en still face barriers to 

econom
ic em

pow
erm

ent. Education, literacy, and econom
ic disparities have 

m
ade w

om
en the m

ost econom
ically vulnerable dem

ographic in the country 
and it is in this context that the im

pact of radicalization on them
 is prom

i-
nently different than on m

en.   

W
O

M
EN

’S R
O

LES IN
 C

O
U

N
TER

IN
G

 V
IO

LEN
T EX

TR
EM

ISM
  

EFFO
R

TS

W
om

en in A
fghanistan have various roles to play in countering violent extrem

-
ism

. W
om

en can provide critical support to any type of C
V

E program
ing in 

their capacities as form
al m

em
bers of the peace process, as leaders of C

SO
s, 

and as m
others and w

ives. W
om

en have played an instrum
ental role so far in 

outreach and aw
areness raising, training and capacity building, and facilitat-

ing engagem
ent betw

een w
om

en and other im
portant actors at the com

m
uni-

ty level. But these efforts by w
om

en and w
om

en’s groups have rem
ained either 

lim
ited or under-utilized. Furtherm

ore, since C
V

E itself is a new
 concept in 

A
fghanistan, there is no conceptualization of a role for w

om
en in C

V
E efforts. 

It therefore becom
es pertinent to evaluate w

om
en’s existing efforts and w

ays in 
w

hich those efforts could be strengthened to have a larger im
pact on counter-

ing violent and non-violent extrem
ism

. 

W
O

M
EN

 IN
 TH

E P
EA

C
E P

R
O

C
ESS (A

P
R

P
)

T
he A

PR
P is a top-dow

n and bottom
-up initiative that the A

fghan govern-
m

ent, w
ith the support of the international com

m
unity, launched in 2010 to 

com
m

ence a genuine political m
ethodology for reconciliation and reintegra-

tion w
ith the insurgency. R

econciliation w
as envisioned as m

ore of a political 
endeavour entailing negotiations w

ith the “top-tier” insurgency regim
e, w

ith 
the aim

 of reaching a peace agreem
ent.  R

eintegration focused on alleviating 
the grievances of foot soldiers through a three-phased approach w

hich incor-
porated social outreach, dem

obilization and com
m

unity recovery, and con-
solidation of peace efforts. In order to carry out both pillars, the Peace Jirga 
created the H

igh Peace C
ouncil (H

PC
); com

prised of 70 m
em

bers, of w
hich 

only nine w
ere w

om
en. A

t the sub-national level sim
ilar sm

aller councils w
ere 

created, referred to as Provincial Peace C
om

m
ittees (PPC

s). Each PPC
 con-

W
hile on paper efforts have been taken to prioritize gender-equality as a run-

ning them
e across all policies, practically there have been no effective actions 

taken to im
plem

ent them
. T

hus, w
hile w

om
en m

ay be now
 included in decision-

m
aking circles, there is little consideration for their view

s and perspectives be-
cause these roles are m

erely sym
bolic. T

his has resulted from
 a lack of political 

w
ill, influenced by a m

ale dom
inated society infused in religious conservatism

 
and restrictive social and cultural barriers. 

N
ow

here has this been m
ore visible than in the fram

ew
ork of the A

fghanistan 
Peace and R

eintegration Program
 (A

PR
P), popularly referred to as the peace 

process, targeting the Taliban and all other local insurgent groups. A
rticle 5 of 

the pream
ble of the C

onsultative Peace Jirga, w
hich paved the w

ay for establish-
m

ent of the A
PR

P, calls “on all the parties involved to avoid setting such condi-
tions that can m

ake it im
possible for the understanding and negotiations to start, 

but rather express their goodw
ill by taking constructive and flexible approaches 

for the dialogue to begin.”
35 T

hough this denotes that the Taliban cannot m
ake 

any conditions w
ith w

om
en’s rights, it also m

eans the A
fghan governm

ent can-
not m

ake the protection of w
om

en’s constitutional rights a condition either. It 
is im

portant to note that A
rticle 5 w

as included in the pream
ble despite the fact 

that 25 percent of Jirga m
em

bers w
ere w

om
en; this reflects the sym

bolic nature 
of w

om
en’s participation in decision-m

aking forum
s. C

onsequently, w
om

en’s 
fears have not only been exacerbated by the lack of concrete assurances but also 
because w

om
en do not have a substantial role or seat at the negotiation table. 

If w
om

en’s constitutional rights are not identified in initial talks w
ith violent ex-

trem
ist groups then there are no guarantees they w

ill be upheld later.

TA
R

G
ETIN

G
 W

O
M
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O
N

O
M

Y 

Indirectly, w
om

en have also borne the negative econom
ic im

pact that recruit-
m

ent and radicalization have on fam
ilies w

ho lose m
ale relatives to extrem

ism
. 

In A
fghanistan m

en are still the m
ain breadw

inners in a fam
ily, therefore the 

loss of a m
ale relative brings w

ith it im
m

inent socio-econom
ic hardship on 

the household, particularly in those led by a single m
ale breadw

inner. T
his 

is not to suggest that w
om

en have not m
ade significant strides in gaining an 

education, in w
orking outside of the hom

e, and in increasing their political 
participation, but the reality is that this progress continues to be disproportion-
ate. For instance, presently there are 8.4 m

illion students enrolled in prim
ary 

and secondary schools of w
hich 39 percent are girls. 36 W

hile this m
arks an im

-
pressive increase from

 the 1 m
illion students that w

ere enrolled in 2001, there 
are still 3.3 m

illion children w
ho are not in school. M

oreover, only 3 percent 
of w

om
en have finished any level of form

al education from
 the share of the 



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
127

A
FG

H
A

N
 W

O
M

E
N

 A
N

D
 C

V
E

128

from
 im

portant discussions surrounding the term
s and direction of the peace 

process. G
round realities show

 that there is great variation on how
 A

PR
P’s 

G
ender Policy is being im

plem
ented. T

his has m
eant that w

om
en are still not 

considered equal stakeholders in bringing peace. H
PC

 m
em

ber G
ulali N

oor 
Safi states, “W

e are trying to be involved in the peace [building] process, but 
in m

y opinion, m
ost of the tim

e, w
e are not included in m

ajor discussions.”
44 

Travel restrictions, capacity issues, even lack of aw
areness of the A

PR
P, com

-
bined w

ith social barriers have prevented H
PC

 and PPC
 w

om
en from

 reach-
ing out to insurgents and effecting grievance resolution, assisting in the rein-
tegration process, or in negotiations. A

 yearlong research project on the role 
of A

fghan w
om

en in the A
PR

P by a local N
G

O
 in K

abul, the Peace and 
Training and R

esearch O
rganization (PT

RO
), found that w

om
en’s participa-

tion in the form
al processes of the A

PR
P w

as at present extrem
ely lim

ited. In-
terview

s conducted w
ith 343 respondents, including 212 fem

ale interview
ees, 

revealed that w
om

en at the com
m

unity level w
anted H

PC
 and PPC

 w
om

en 
to go beyond their present activities and engage m

ore closely w
ith w

om
en and 

other key actors at the com
m

unity level. 45 T
his w

ay their efforts could ensure 
that both reintegration and reconciliation efforts reflect local and com

m
unity 

needs and experiences. 

TH
E R

O
LE O

F M
O

TH
ER

S
  A

fghan w
om

en are “w
idely aw

are of the role they have to play in ensuring a 
peaceful future for their com

m
unities.”

46 R
espondents interview

ed by PT
RO

 
explained that as w

om
en are the prim

ary caregivers for their children they are 
responsible for “providing them

 w
ith the right tarbia

 
a
n

d
 akhlaq.”

47 A
s such, 

w
ith youth representing the m

ost vulnerable group for recruitm
ent and radi-

calization, m
others’ roles becom

e essential in identifying early w
arnings and 

preventing the youth from
 joining extrem

ists groups. T
his notion has been fur-

ther reinforced by other studies 48 that show
 that all kinds of extrem

ist groups 
often plea to the fam

ily w
hen recruiting youth. T

his highlights the agency 
of m

others and its im
portance to C

V
E efforts in A

fghanistan, particularly in 
rural areas.

M
others can have a profound influence w

ithin the household. T
hough this 

m
ay vary in different parts of the country, there is a consensus that m

others 
can play a critical role in both their child’s upbringing and as identifiers of risk 
and vulnerability in their households. For exam

ple, in eastern A
fghanistan, a 

farm
er and his w

ife learned that their son had been approached for recruit-
m

ent by an extrem
ist, so they decided to m

ove to another city to prevent their 
son from

 engaging w
ith these elem

ents. T
his action prevented the son from

 

sists of 25-30 people tasked w
ith im

plem
enting the reintegration process at 

the com
m

unity level and every PPC
 is required to have (at least) tw

o or three 
fem

ale m
em

bers, including the H
ead of the D

epartm
ent of W

om
en’s A

ffairs. 
T

he participation of w
om

en in the peace process m
eant that w

om
en w

ere 
now

 included in an area from
 w

hich they have been traditionally excluded.  

Both the N
A

PW
A

 and the A
PR

P’s G
ender Policy have included U

N
 R

es-
olution 1325 to ensure that w

om
en w

ere represented in all aspects of the 
peace efforts. H

ow
ever, w

om
en in the H

PC
 and PC

C
 have not been given 

the space to play a role in grievance resolution and direct negotiations; they 
have only participated in outreach and public aw

areness. Sim
ilarly, though 

w
om

en have not been equally involved in the form
er com

ponents of A
PR

P, 
they have nevertheless been able to carry out relatively successful program

s 
in outreach and public aw

areness. T
hey created a Joint H

PC
-A

PR
P W

om
en 

group w
hich m

eets regularly to review
 progress on program

 delivery and m
ake 

necessary recom
m

endations. T
his group has organized forum

s and m
eetings 

w
ith C

SO
s, w

om
en netw

orks, and other national and international agencies. 
T

hey have also participated in outreach visits to provinces. In 2011, the group 
developed a three m

onth plan that prom
oted peace and targeted w

om
en and 

youth through political and social engagem
ent. 40 T

hese efforts are said to have 
increased com

m
unity m

obilization and generated m
om

entum
 at the com

m
u-

nity level, establishing trust betw
een the governm

ent and local populations. 

T
he m

ost visible activity so far led by the fem
ale H

PC
 m

em
bers has been a 

country-w
ide cam

paign for peace that they organized in 2014. T
he H

PC
, in 

coordination w
ith A

fghan w
om

en, civil society, w
om

en and youth netw
orks, 

and N
G

O
s, began a nationw

ide cam
paign to call for peace and an end to 

the conflict. 41 A
s part of this “call for peace” fem

ale H
PC

 m
em

bers collected 
250,000 signatures from

 w
om

en across the country and used this petition to 
appeal to the governm

ent, arm
ed opposition groups, and the international 

com
m

unity to seek com
m

on grounds for a peaceful settlem
ent. 42 I

n
 a

d
d

itio
n

 

to collecting the necessary signatures, the H
PC

 also organized events across 
provinces to prom

ote w
om

en’s participation in the peace process. T
he im

pact 
of the petition w

as reflected in the A
fghan governm

ent’s stance on encourag-
ing w

om
en to participate in the peace process and continuing to dem

and an 
end to the conflict. T

he initiative w
as also recognized by the U

N
 Secretary-

G
eneral, w

ho received the petition in M
arch 2014 and w

elcom
ed the peace 

cam
paign as representing the spirit of U

N
’s w

ork and R
esolution 1325. 43  

H
aving w

om
en involved form

ally in the peace process has allow
ed them

 to 
play a role in reintegration m

atters to som
e extent but w

om
en are still m

issing 
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C
onsequently, as PT

RO
 notes, effective resolution of grievances is essential in 

the prevention of com
m

unity level conflicts w
hich can spill over into fam

ily 
rivalries that present a viable breeding ground for exploitation by extrem

ists. 53     

A
s w

itnessed, w
om

en are already directly or indirectly involved in countering 
violent extrem

ism
 at the national, household and com

m
unity levels. Strength-

ening them
 becom

es essential in any holistic approach tow
ards C

V
E. By 

building w
om

en’s capacity, confidence and critical thinking skills to ask ques-
tions and carve new

 roles for w
om

en’s participation, w
e can ensure w

om
en 

are equipped w
ith the necessary tools to increase their influence in all these 

spheres. 

W
O

M
EN

’S R
O

LES IN
 C

IV
IL SO

C
IETY

 

“T
he greatest predictor of security and stability in a country is actually not 

w
ealth and it is not the level of dem

ocracy. It is how
 w

ell the w
om

en are 
treated,” stated T

he H
onorable Sw

anee H
unt w

hile introducing a panel on 
the role of Pakistani w

om
en in C

V
E. 54 T

his statem
ent highlights the need to 

develop w
om

en’s socio-econom
ic conditions and political em

pow
erm

ent to 
create resilience against violent extrem

ism
. It also underscores the im

portant 
contributions that w

om
en-led C

SO
s and fem

ale activists can m
ake to im

prove 
local socio-econom

ic and security conditions. 

In A
fghanistan, w

om
en-led C

SO
s have becom

e an integral part of the young 
civil society com

m
unity that em

erged post-2001. T
hese organizations have 

been crucial in prom
oting, advancing and protecting w

om
en’s right in both 

national policies, agreem
ents and declarations signed betw

een A
fghanistan 

and the international com
m

unity. T
hey have helped im

prove w
om

en’s access 
to health facilities, fem

ale education, livelihoods, and political and security 
participation. A

dditionally, they have ensured that gender-equity rem
ains a 

priority for both the A
fghan governm

ent and international com
m

unity by 
holding sem

inars and conferences w
here w

om
en’s challenges are highlighted 

and their voices secured in national debates like the peace process. W
om

en’s 
organizations have also provided training for security sector personnel in “in-
ternational hum

an rights, rights of w
om

en and children and how
 to address 

sexual and gender-based violence.”
55 T

hese efforts have helped strengthen the 
rule of law

 and encourage security actors to develop the necessary tools to ad-
dress underlying conditions conducive to terrorism

. 

A
t the second Bonn C

onference (2011) on A
fghanistan w

hich m
arked the 10 

year anniversary of the first Bonn A
greem

ent (2001) w
hich paved the w

ay for 

being recruited into the Taliban; his other m
ale relatives w

ho rem
ained in the 

village did end up joining the Taliban as suicide bom
bers. 49  

A
nother area in w

hich w
om

en can play an im
portant role is the rehabilitation 

or reintegration of form
er m

em
bers of extrem

ist groups. PT
RO

’s report ar-
gues that “T

he principle roles of w
om

en in reintegration activities at present, 
as w

ith other social functions in A
fghan society, are also m

ainly w
ithin the fam

-
ily and household.”

50 T
herefore, w

hile m
ost focus on strengthening the roles 

of those w
om

en form
ally involved in the peace process, these findings suggest 

that m
ore attention needs to be placed on how

 to strengthen w
om

en’s roles 
w

ithin the household and em
pow

ering them
 to respond to challenges. PT

RO
’s 

report highlights an instance w
here an insurgent joined the peace process after 

his w
ife threatened to separate from

 him
. She said to her husband, “if you 

don’t join the peace process then I w
ill never talk to you again, but if you w

ant 
to join then I w

ill support you.”
51 T

hese exam
ples illustrate the various w

ays 
w

om
en can influence their households and can contribute to preventing and 

countering violent extrem
ism

. 

W
O

M
EN

’S R
O

LES IN
 TH

EIR
 C

O
M

M
U

N
ITIES

W
om

en are also now, m
ore than ever before, involved in decision-m

aking 
w

ithin their villages and districts. W
om

en are m
em

bers of social developm
ent 

councils, com
m

unity and provincial councils and ad-hoc w
om

en’s groups at 
the village and district level. T

hough w
om

en participation in these forum
s is 

not visible in all parts of the country, it is  slow
ly becom

ing m
ore prevalent. 

Fem
ale respondents told PT

RO
 that, “com

pared to previous years, w
om

en 
have gotten the courage to participate in society and in m

eetings.”
52 In regions, 

w
here w

om
en are m

em
bers of these various com

m
unity-level decision-m

ak-
ing forum

, they are able to openly discuss issues, including m
atters related to 

the peace process, w
ith m

ale tribal elders. Fem
ale led com

m
unity councils, like 

the C
om

m
unity D

evelopm
ent C

ouncils (C
D

C
s), created under the N

ational 
Solidarity Program

 (N
SP), exist in alm

ost all villages. T
hey w

ere developed to 
increase the ability of local com

m
unities in identifying, planning, m

anaging 
and m

onitoring their ow
n developm

ent projects. 

C
D

C
s represent a m

echanism
 for conflict resolution and m

ediation for w
om

-
en living in rural areas. T

hese councils help resolve conflicts around fam
ily 

issues and are illustrative of w
om

en’s active role in conflict m
ediation. R

esolu-
tion of fam

ily conflicts in rural A
fghanistan are extrem

ely im
portant because  

if issues are left unaddressed in such close knit com
m

unities, they often can 
lead to greater conflicts and becom

e push factors tow
ards violent extrem

ism
. 
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lustrate the various risks and challenges associated w
ith wom

en’s engagem
ent in 

C
V

E. For instance, wom
en in the H

PC
 are not invited to discussions and negotia-

tions conducted w
ith the insurgency, they are prevented by either their fam

ilies 
or socio-cultural constraints to travel to insecure areas for outreach purposes as 
part of A

PR
P, or to accom

pany their m
ale counterparts in tribal m

eetings at the 
com

m
unity level. Sim

ilarly, fem
ale C

D
C

 m
em

bers often find it diffi
cult to resolve 

conflicts brought to them
 by other wom

en in the com
m

unity because the m
en 

in the com
m

unity do not recognize their decisions or advice. M
oreover, wom

en 
C

SO
’s are often threatened by insurgents and som

e, particularly those operating 
in the provinces, are targeted by the insurgency.

W
ith wom

en as H
PC

 and PPC
s m

em
bers, the peace process benefits im

m
ensely 

from
 the “inclusion of wom

en as participants and leaders, and of wom
en’s voices 

and priorities.”
58 W

om
en experience w

ar differently com
pared to m

en and this 
differentiation in perspectives is critical in building a consensus around a lasting 
peace. A

s articulated by Sim
ar Sam

ar, C
hair of the A

fghan Independent H
um

an 
R

ights C
om

m
ission, “It is sim

ply not possible to have peace w
ithout the support 

of 50%
 of the population.”

59 Protecting wom
en’s voices and ensuring their per-

spectives are considered in any potential settlem
ent is essential; wom

en have been 
fighting for this since the peace process started in 2010. H

owever, new
 spaces exist 

through which fem
ale H

PC
 and PPC

 m
em

bers could increase their im
pact on 

reintegration and by extension reconciliation efforts w
ith the insurgency. A

ccord-
ing to PT

RO
’s study, wom

en involved in the form
al peace process could play a 

m
ore effective role if they reached out to, and offered support, to the fam

ilies of 
insurgents. 60 By offering support and establishing contacts w

ith these fam
ilies, these 

wom
en can build m

uch needed trust am
ong them

 and the governm
ent. T

his w
ill 

enable H
PC

 and PPC
 wom

en to identify, highlight, and address the grievances 
of the parents of insurgents at the highest governm

ental levels. Engagem
ent w

ith 
households w

ill also allow
 them

 to raise aw
areness of reintegration and reconcilia-

tion processes w
ith various stakeholders at the com

m
unity level. 61 

W
om

en’s com
m

unity councils play an im
portant role in resolving fam

ily griev-
ances, though they are not alw

ays heard or supported by their m
ale counterparts 

or tribal elders. T
his, however, presents an opportunity for wom

en in the peace 
process to ensure that C

D
C

 wom
en’s voices are heard by coordinating efforts w

ith 
fem

ale C
D

C
s. T

his coordination can take the form
 of a C

D
C

-A
PR

P partnership 
to raise aw

areness, create advocacy and com
bine efforts to redress local griev-

ances, and identify fam
ilies of insurgents and households w

ith at-risk youth. Since 
there are only nine fem

ale H
PC

 m
em

bers and three or four fem
ale PPC

 m
em

bers, 
C

D
C

 m
em

bers can also help m
aintain and extend reach in villages across the 

country. 

the political and econom
ic developm

ent of A
fghanistan, the A

fghan W
om

en’s 
N

etw
ork (AW

N
), an um

brella organization representing various w
om

en-led 
N

G
O

s, called on the international com
m

unity to ensure that w
om

en’s rights 
w

ere protected under any political agreem
ent signed w

ith the Taliban as part 
of the peace process. A

s a result of A
N

W
’s advocacy, the final outcom

e docu-
m

ent of the Bonn conference specifically underscored the expectations of the 
international com

m
unity in ensuring that the peace and reconciliation process 

respect the A
fghan constitution and its provisions for the rights of w

om
en. 

T
hough such docum

ents tend to treat w
om

en’s rights in broad strokes and 
rem

ains largely rhetorical rather than a guideline for actual practice, it is still 
useful in raising aw

areness and highlighting the concerns of w
om

en on a na-
tional and international platform

. 

H
ow

ever, C
SO

s in A
fghanistan are hindered by num

erous challenges that 
tend to be m

ore pronounced for w
om

en-led or based organizations. T
hese 

challenges including “fragile security, distrust or m
isconceptions of civil soci-

ety objectives by the A
fghan public, insuffi

cient funding, donor dependency, 
poor institutional capacity, w

eak com
m

unications system
s, few

 netw
orking op-

portunities, lim
ited engagem

ent by the international com
m

unity, and restric-
tions im

posed by the governm
ent.”

56 A
lso, traditional and faith-based civil so-

ciety actors have often been underestim
ated or understudied in com

parison to 
th

e
ir

 m
o
r
e
 m

o
d

e
r
n

 o
r
 m

a
in

str
e
a
m

 c
o
u

n
te

r
p

a
r
ts, a

n
d

 m
a
y
 in

 m
a
n

y
 in

sta
n

c
e
s 

play im
portant roles in C

V
E efforts. 57   

W
hile C

SO
s are engaged in activities that help support C

V
E initiatives at 

one level or another, few
 if any focus specifically on C

V
E program

ing. For 
instance, C

SO
s to date do not focus on engaging w

ith m
others and fam

ilies 
of insurgents, w

orking w
ith w

om
en’s groups at the subnational level to coun-

ter extrem
ist narratives, or developing program

s that identify at-risk youth. 
W

om
en’s organizations at large require further training and skills-building 

them
selves to enhance their capacity in m

ore C
V

E-specific activities address-
ing the push and pull factors in identifying and preventing recruitm

ent and 
radicalization and then training others on the sam

e. 

LESSO
N

S LEA
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N
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O

M
EN

 R
O

LES IN
 V

IO
LEN

C
E PR

EV
EN

-
TIO

N
 A

N
D

 C
O

N
FLIC

T M
ITIG

A
TIO

N

Several lessons could be draw
n from

 existing wom
en’s efforts that can inform

 
C

V
E engagem

ent. Som
e of these lessons point to existing efforts by A

fghan wom
-

en which, if strengthened, can have a deeper im
pact. O

ther lessons indicate new
 

opportunities to engage wom
en in addressing extrem

ism
. T

hese lessons also il-



A
 M

A
N

’S W
O

R
LD

?
133

A
FG

H
A

N
 W

O
M

E
N

 A
N

D
 C

V
E

134

W
om

en do not have one particular agency in C
V

E, but num
erous ones. A

s 
described in this paper, w

om
en’s contribution to C

V
E can take the agency of 

a m
other, a w

ife, political leader or peacebuilder, a fem
ale com

m
unity council 

m
em

ber, or a w
om

en-based organization. G
iven the focus by extrem

ist groups 
on targeting youth, m

other’s roles have becom
e extrem

ely im
portant in m

obi-
lizing and preventing young m

en from
 joining extrem

ist groups. A
lternatively, 

in reintegration efforts as w
ell, m

others have becom
e im

portant as they can 
help in reintegrating their sons back into society. W

ives also have unique op-
portunities to prevent but also to reintegrate their husbands w

ho have joined 
extrem

ist groups, w
here they are em

pow
ered to do so w

ithin the hom
e. W

om
-

en can influence dom
estic and com

m
unity decisions often even from

 w
ithin 

the private sphere. T
his w

as revealed by a fem
ale focus group w

ho told PT
RO

 
that “inside the fam

ily w
om

en have direct roles, w
hile outside of the fam

ily 
they spread their view

s through their m
en.”

6
6

 A
s m

em
bers of H

PC
 and PPC

, 
w

om
en in the peace process have countered extrem

ism
 through their aw

are-
ness and social outreach program

s. W
om

en C
D

C
s have been vital to address-

ing fam
ily issues at the com

m
unity level preventing their further escalation and 

exploitation by extrem
ist groups. Lastly, w

om
en-led C

SO
s have persisted in 

their efforts to help build the capacity of w
om

en as agents of peacebuilding, 
help in m

essaging and civil education that is grounded in Islam
, A

fghan law
 

and the A
fghan C

onstitution. 67 

C
reating a single C

V
E program

 that considers the diversity in ethnic, po-
litical, econom

ic, social and security conditions across the country but also 
encapsulates the various roles that m

en and w
om

en can play in C
V

E is not 
feasible. H

ow
ever, creating a national C

V
E policy, that incorporates best prac-

tices highlighted by institutions such as the U
nited N

ations, the G
lobal C

oun-
terterrorism

 Forum
 (G

C
T

F), and other international forum
s, could provide a 

com
prehensive foundation upon w

hich context-specific C
V

E program
s can 

be designed. W
ithin such a national policy for C

V
E, a gender lens m

ust be 
m

ainstream
ed. T

his can com
plem

ent the existing N
ational A

ction Policy for 
the W

om
en of A

fghanistan, w
hich already affi

rm
s U

N
 R

esolution 1325. H
ow

-
ever, w

ithin N
A

PW
A

, a detailed fram
ew

ork for w
om

en and C
V

E should be  
included. T

his w
ill help ensure that w

om
en can participate at the policy and 

program
 levels ensuring that their perspectives are represented in the develop-

m
ent and im

plem
entation of C

V
E program

s. 

C
urrently, A

fghan w
om

en have been included in various political and security 
processes as a consequence of international advocacy but these roles continue 
to rem

ain largely sym
bolic. T

he rhetoric of inclusivity and em
pow

erm
ent has 

had consequences that have on som
e level hindered, and not helped, efforts to 

W
om

en-led C
SO

s can also help build capacity and skills of w
om

en to help them
 

becom
e m

ore effective in the A
PR

P. Such training m
ight include identifying 

causes and drivers of radicalization, raising aw
areness of hum

an rights-based 
responses, prom

oting tolerance and inclusion, conflict resolution and dialogue 
and engagem

ent. T
hese skills can also help contribute to critical C

V
E efforts.

W
om

en-led C
SO

s can also act as a bridge betw
een traditional netw

orks such 
as m

osques, religious schools, and other spiritual and cultural centers. T
his can 

have tw
o positive im

pacts. First, these netw
orks, w

hich m
any regard as pro-

m
oting “peace and social cohesion” can “play a critical role in peacebuilding, 

dissem
inating counter-extrem

ists m
essages, m

ediating conflict, and prom
oting 

inter-ethnic social harm
ony.”

62 Second, by engaging w
ith them

, the w
om

en 
C

SO
s, w

om
en in the A

PR
P, and w

om
en com

m
unity councils can gain legiti-

m
acy and credibility in the eyes of locals. H

ow
ever, unlike C

SO
s in neighbor-

ing countries like Pakistan, w
ho have established a num

ber of peacebuilding 
and C

V
E program

s, 63 in A
fghanistan, there are no C

V
E focused C

SO
 pro-

gram
s and even peacebuilding efforts still rem

ain underdeveloped and piece-
m

eal.  T
hus, C

SO
’s in A

fghanistan require further training and skills-building 
to enhance their ow

n capacities. T
his m

eans that foreign aid to A
fghanistan 

needs to prioritize C
V

E training for w
om

en-based organizations and should 
be m

ade available for grassroots and com
m

unity-based organizations.

C
O

N
C
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N
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R
O
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V
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T EX
TR
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ISM

T
hough w

om
en have not historically been com

batants in A
fghanistan, they 

have been negatively im
pacted by violent conflicts socially, em

otionally and 
econom

ically for m
any years. T

his has influenced their productive, reproductive 
and cross-com

m
unity roles. C

onsequently, engagem
ent and em

pow
erm

ent in 
C

V
E could be of great im

portance to w
om

en across A
fghanistan. H

aving said 
this, the roles w

om
en can play in C

V
E w

ould be qualitatively different from
 

those played by m
en. T

his has been best captured by Fauzai K
ofi, M

em
ber 

of A
fghan Parliam

ent, w
ho explained that “[a]t tim

es there are w
om

en w
ho 

think that the peace process is a job for m
en and not w

om
en hence questioning 

the possible role they could play in the process.”
64 Such a sentim

ent, she claim
s, 

“com
es from

 the perspective that, [since] w
om

en have not engaged in w
ar[,] 

they should not be responsible for bringing peace.”
65 K

ofi asserts responsively 
that perhaps it is exactly that —

 the active engagem
ent and involvem

ent of 
w

om
en —

 that could help bring peace, precisely because they (the w
om

en) w
ere 

not directly involved in the conflict. 
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Fem
ale R

adicalization to ISIS and the R
ole of 

W
om

en in C
V

E

E
rin M

arie Saltm
an and

 R
oss F

renett*

W
om

en have played significant roles in a num
ber of contem

porary terrorist 
organizations. A

 range of far-right, far-left and Islam
ist extrem

ist organiza-
tions have utilized fem

ale forces for a variety of activities including logistics, 
recruitm

ent, political safeguarding, operational leadership, suicide bom
bing 

and com
bat. 1 T

he recent surge in fem
ale recruitm

ent to groups such as the 
terrorist organization Islam

ic State of Iraq and al-Sham
 (ISIS) has brought 

this long lasting phenom
enon into sharp focus. T

his trend is unfortunately  
often paired w

ith m
isperceptions around the role of w

om
en w

ithin these violent 
netw

orks and engendered responses to the radicalization of w
om

en. 2 A
 m

ore 
nuanced understanding of the roles w

om
en play in preventing and countering 

violent extrem
ism

 (PV
E and C

V
E) is therefore critical. T

his chapter explores 
the crucial roles that w

om
en play in countering the violent extrem

ist narrative, 
by reaching a w

ider audience of those “at risk” of radicalization and bringing 
m

uch-needed innovation into the C
V

E sector.  A
ddressing gender dynam

ics 
in C

V
E w

ork is significant as w
e see an increasing num

ber of w
om

en being  
radicalized and recruited into terrorist netw

orks like ISIS from
 all over the w

orld.

C
V

E and the notion of countering “extrem
ism

,” as opposed to “terrorism
,” 

is a novel concept that has only occurred in the past ten years or so. 3 H
ate 

crim
es and terrorism

 are m
ore easily defined in clear term

s because they both 
involve the intention to cause harm

 to another and have clarified legal repercus-
sions by nation-states. W

hile terrorist legislation in m
ost W

estern dem
ocracies  

defines terrorism
 by m

em
bership in a terrorist organization, plots or actions to 

carry out terrorist attacks, and the glorification of terrorism
, definitions of a grey 

area such as violent extrem
ism

 are m
ore diffi

cult. T
he U

K
 governm

ent has de-
fined extrem

ism
 as “the vocal or active opposition to fundam

ental British values, 
including dem

ocracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and the m
utual respect 

and tolerance of different faiths and beliefs.” H
ere “British values” is synony-

m
ous w

ith dem
ocratic values, although even w

ith this distinction, extrem
ism

 
rem

ains an ideological gray area in the pre-crim
inal space.

7
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A
fter a brief background, this chapter aim

s to provide a lens into the m
oti-

vations behind W
estern w

om
en joining ISIS, exploring both push and pull 

factors. T
his chapter also exam

ines the roles w
om

en are playing w
ithin ISIS, 

restricted from
 com

bat but critically used to dissem
inate propaganda, engage 

in recruitm
ent and involve them

selves in state-building efforts. Lastly, a set 
of recom

m
ended m

easures for countering these trends are given, arguing 
that credible fem

ale m
essengers and com

m
unity enforcem

ent offi
cers are key 

in prevention w
ork and counter-narrative initiatives. It should be noted that 

w
hile the dataset and research that inform

s this chapter is based on W
estern 

w
om

en, the trends of violent radicalization, as w
ell as push and pull factors, 

are not specific only to W
esterners. U

nfortunately, statistics and m
ore in-depth 

research into fem
ales joining ISIS from

 other regions is currently lacking, al-
though w

e do know
 from

 online propaganda and ISIS docum
ents in A

rabic 
that w

om
en are targeted actively in recruitm

ent and are joining from
 a range 

of other regions, particularly in neighbouring countries. T
he conclusions of 

this chapter should therefore not be lim
ited only to a W

estern context. 

B
A

C
KG

R
O

U
N

D
 A

N
D

 M
ETH

O
D

S

T
he flow

 of both m
en and w

om
en recruited to ISIS is a grow

ing concern for 
W

estern governm
ents w

ho are fearful of the continued exodus of nationals to 
a foreign conflict, and also fearful of the threat potentially posed by return-
ees. Follow

ing this, a large am
ount of research attention and m

edia in the 
last three years has focused on the m

ale foreign terrorist fighter phenom
ena. 

T
hese fighters are prolific on social m

edia, sharing details of their day-to-day 
experiences w

ith supporters as w
ell as the public at large.  Less, how

ever, is 
know

n about the w
om

en w
ho travel to join ISIS and support its state-building 

efforts. D
espite m

edia flocking to divulge details about each new
 case of a 

W
estern fem

ale departing for Syria, m
any still appear bew

ildered that w
om

en 
could be draw

n to this violent terrorist organization. Yet, w
hile recruitm

ent of 
m

en has stagnated in m
any countries over the course of 2015, the num

ber of 
w

om
en joining has steadily increased since the second half of 2014. O

n 29 
June 2014 w

hen ISIS leader, A
bu Bakr al-Baghdadi, declared that the terror-

ist organization’s territory in Syria and Iraq w
as the offi

cial C
aliphate of the 

M
uslim

 people, the announcem
ent also cam

e w
ith a broad and international 

call to arm
s as w

ell as a call to join the state. 10 T
his call for statehood included 

a direct request for architects, engineers, doctors and w
om

en to join, all seen 
as fundam

ental elem
ents for state building. 11 

A
s of w

riting the original report, the last public figures released in January 
2015 (out of date by now

) discussing the num
ber of W

estern foreign terror-

C
V

E has acted as the soft side of counter terrorism
 and has evolved greatly 

In recent years. International governm
ents and practitioners are crucially 

recognizing that a preventive approach is critical to addressing the roots of  
radicalization and to m

ore effectively counter recruitm
ent into violent extrem

-
ist netw

orks. D
espite w

om
en being active m

em
bers in a range of terrorist  

organizations for m
any years, it is only m

ore recently that C
V

E has begun to 
include a m

ore com
prehensive recognition of the gender dynam

ics at play 
w

ithin the processes of radicalization. 5 Propaganda, inform
ation stream

s, and 
com

m
unication channels recruiting individuals into violent extrem

ist groups 
like ISIS have cultivated gender-specific m

aterial. 

H
ow

ever, w
om

en joining terrorist and violent extrem
ist groups is nothing new. 

Since the beginning of w
hat w

e consider m
odern terrorism

, from
 the late 

1960s onw
ards, w

om
en have taken sm

all, yet expanding, roles w
ithin terrorist 

groups.
6

 In this sense, it is not that practitioners, governm
ents or the public 

should have sym
pathy for those involving them

selves in violent extrem
ist path-

w
ays, but em

pathy and understanding about w
hy individuals are choosing this 

pathw
ay is crucial to developing effective responses.

A
s part of its W

om
en and Extrem

ism
 (W

aE) Initiative, 7 the Institute for Stra-
tegic D

ialogue (ISD
) currently m

aintains and m
onitors the largest database 

of W
estern fem

ales that have travelled to Syria and Iraq to join ISIS.
8

 By 
“W

estern” the database includes individuals thought to have been born or 
raised w

ithin W
estern countries, using English as their prim

ary m
eans of com

-
m

unication. For this reason A
ustralia is included w

ithin the dataset. C
urrent  

profiles include individuals prim
arily from

 Britain, H
olland, Sw

eden, France 
and G

erm
any. H

ow
ever, there are also sm

all num
bers being tracked from

 Fin-
land, A

ustralia, Belgium
, C

anada, A
ustria, N

orw
ay, Bosnia and the U

nited 
States. T

he database collects and archives inform
ation on over 130 w

om
en 

through their social m
edia and other online profiles in conjunction w

ith data 
pulling from

 m
edia and governm

ent reports. 

T
he w

om
en analysed in this dataset and researched in this w

ider phenom
enon 

are referred to here as “m
igrants” rather than the often-used term

s “foreign 
terrorist fighter,” “fem

ale foreign fighter” or “jihadi bride.” T
his is because 

these w
om

en, once in ISIS territory, are not being used in com
bat and are, in 

fact, currently prohibited from
 m

ilitary activities by the strict interpretations 
of Shariah law.

9
 A

dditionally, they share a range of reasons for travel that go 
far beyond the reductionist role of “bride.” T

hese w
om

en also self-identify as 
migrants, often referring to them

selves online as muhajirat (fem
ale m

igrants) on 
their social m

edia accounts.
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In order to develop and m
aintain this sam

ple of w
om

en, researchers used 
a snow

ball technique, w
here fem

ales w
ere identified am

ong the netw
orks of 

other know
n ISIS m

em
bers. T

he w
om

en have been designated as ISIS m
i-

grants if they self-identify as such and reside in ISIS-controlled territory. T
his 

database has also grow
n using evidence from

 photographs, online interactions 
w

ith other ISIS accounts and m
edia reports, to help determ

ine the probability 
that the person is geographically in Syria or Iraq and to confirm

 their gender. 
W

om
en w

ithin this database are identified as com
ing from

 fifteen different 
countries, operating online prim

arily in English to dissem
inate propaganda. 19 

M
O

TIVA
TIO

N
S

R
ecognizing that there are pathw

ays, influences and processes that socialize an 
individual into terrorist netw

orks is fundam
ental to developing adequate and 

m
eaningful m

echanism
s for both front-end prevention of radicalization as w

ell 
as processes for de-radicalization once a person has subscribed to a violent  
extrem

ist ideology. It is for this reason that this section analyzes the m
ajor push 

factors and pull factors indoctrinating these w
om

en into ISIS’ ideology. Push 
factors are circum

stances or experiences that prim
e individuals to be “at risk” 

of radicalization, w
hile pull factors are propaganda, relations or experiences 

that actively lead individuals to join a particular ideology, m
ovem

ent or group. 
T

hese push and pull factors are discussed in term
s of how

 these fem
ale m

i-
grants self-identified reasons for their journey. 20 D

ata also com
es from

 interview
s 

w
ith m

entors w
ithin U

K
 de-radicalization program

s w
ho w

ork w
ith fem

ales 
that have been brought in by authorities charged w

ith violent extrem
ist and/

or terrorist-related offences, in addition to those flagged by local authorities for 
violent extrem

ist beliefs.

T
here are a handful of cases w

here w
estern foreign terrorist fighters have 

brought entire fam
ilies w

ith them
 to ISIS-controlled territory, including young 

children and w
ives. 21 W

hile som
e w

om
en have travelled w

ith m
ale com

panions, 
husbands, or fam

ilies, the m
ajority of our research focuses on w

om
en that have 

travelled alone or w
ithin sm

all groups of friends. 

T
he m

ajor push factors w
e have tracked that prim

e W
estern fem

ales to m
i-

grate to ISIS-controlled territory are often sim
ilar, if not the sam

e, as their m
ale 

counterparts. T
hese include:

•
 

T
he feeling of social or cultural isolation and/or alienation, including 

confusion over one’s identity and uncertainty of belonging w
ithin a 

W
estern culture

ist fighters (FT
F) and m

igrants to ISIS w
as estim

ated as upw
ards of 4,000, 

w
ith over 550 w

om
en w

ithin this figure. 12 I
n

 a
 m

o
r
e
 r

e
c
e
n

t r
e
p

o
r
t e

stim
a
te

s 

increased the num
ber of W

estern FT
F to 5,000, how

ever, num
bers do not 

separate out num
bers by gender, often not including w

om
en in calculations of 

FT
F. 13 It is rare that governm

ents provide detailed breakdow
ns of their FT

F 
num

bers. O
ften m

ore have gone than a governm
ent has been m

ade aw
are 

of or prepared to disclose to the public. O
f w

hat has been m
ade public, up 

to 25%
 of current W

estern Europeans joining ISIS are w
om

en. 14 T
his un-

precedented num
ber of W

estern m
ale foreign terrorist fighters is paralleled by 

an equally unprecedented num
ber of W

estern w
om

en travelling to Syria and 
Iraq to support ISIS. 

Previously, public perceptions of jihadists and m
em

bers of terrorist organiza-
tions have alw

ays been veiled in an air of m
ystery and fear. M

essaging w
ithin 

A
l-Q

aeda and other groups has traditionally been highly centralized and se-
cretive. T

he life of a jihadist w
as perceived as rugged, violent and detached 

from
 civil society. W

e are now
 w

itnessing a fundam
ental shift. If w

e can con-
sider the V

ietnam
 W

ar as the first televised w
ar, and the G

ulf W
ar the first 

24-hour new
s w

ar, then w
e can consider the current crisis in Syria and Iraq the 

first “social m
edia w

ar.”
15 W

hile this digital frontline has caused a new
 level of 

fear of online propaganda and terrorist netw
orking to security forces and the 

public at large, it has also provided researchers and analysts w
ith an incredible 

lens into the lives of foreign terrorist fighters, their organizational support net-
w

orks and their fem
ale counterparts. Furtherm

ore it has created an invaluable 
insight into local experiences of terrorism

 and conflict and created platform
s 

to see w
hat is happening in Iraq and Syria in an unprecedented w

ay.

T
he research and data used for this analysis com

es largely from
 ISD

’s report, 
Becoming M

ulan?: Female W
estern M

igrants to ISIS (2015) 16 as w
ell as Till M

artyr-
dom do us Part: Gender and the ISIS Phenomenon, 17 in com

bination w
ith updated 

research data and interview
s w

ith form
er Islam

ist extrem
ists now

 w
orking as 

m
entors to w

om
en convicted of extrem

ist and/or terrorist related offences. 18 To 
inform

 ISD
’s database, social m

edia m
aterial on a range of fem

ale profiles is 
tracked and archived ranging across online platform

s including Tw
itter, Face-

book, Tum
blr, A

sk.fm
, K

ik and blog accounts. T
hese profiles are all of fem

ale 
m

igrants dissem
inating m

essages, giving a unique lens into the daily lives of 
foreign w

om
en living in the so-called Islam

ic State. C
rucially, this data allow

s 
for a perspective on w

hy these w
om

en m
ake the decision to leave the W

est and 
the role these w

om
en play to further ISIS goals.
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ian case it is clear that the initial and largely accepted label of “enem
y” has been 

the A
ssad governm

ent. T
he lack of international intervention against the A

ssad 
governm

ent is highlighted by extrem
ist propaganda again and again. W

om
en 

undergoing a process of radicalization often em
pathize w

ith M
uslim

 victim
s of 

violence, and this com
bined w

ith the perceived com
plicity of W

estern pow
ers 

in perpetuating these conflicts, are influential factors in their decision to leave 
the W

est and seek an alternative society. T
he binary w

ay in w
hich the w

orld is 
presented further reinforces this decision. O

ne fem
ale m

igrant explains: “H
ow

 
can you live am

ongst people w
ho desire to get rid of Islam

... W
allahi [I sw

ear to 
G

od] these K
uffar and M

unafiqeen [hypocrites] w
ill do anything to cause the 

M
uslim

een [M
uslim

s] harm
.”

27 

T
he m

ajor pull factors w
e have identified that are driving W

estern fem
ales 

to m
igrate to ISIS-controlled territory have som

e overlap w
ith their m

ale coun-
terparts. H

ow
ever, the narratives around these pull factors tend to differ greatly 

due to the drastic differences in roles m
en and w

om
en play once inside ISIS-

controlled territory. T
hese pull-factors em

brace positive incentives for m
em

ber-
ship and include:

•
 

U
topian ideals of building the C

aliphate state 
•
 

Individual duty and identity building
•
 

R
om

anticization of the experience; both in travel and in form
ing a un-

ion w
ith a jihadist husband

Fem
ale m

igrants are not only rejecting the culture and foreign policy of the 
W

est they leave; they are also em
bracing a new

 vision for a utopian society. 
T

hey hope to contribute to ISIS society, governed by a strict interpretation of 
Shariah law. T

he declaration and m
aintenance of a territory that ISIS has de-

clared a caliphate is crucial in attracting these w
om

en, w
ho are called for openly 

w
ithin ISIS propaganda and are told they have an instrum

ental role to play in 
this new

 society. 28 W
om

en w
ithin ISIS territory perpetuate this m

essage through 
their social m

edia accounts, defending the decision they have m
ade and calling 

for other “sisters” to join. For these w
om

en, the region controlled by ISIS is seen 
as a “safe-haven” for those w

ho w
ish to follow

 Islam
 in its entirety. T

he fem
ale 

m
igrants see hope in the m

ission of ISIS, that this region w
ill develop into the 

Islam
ic utopia they have been prom

ised. T
hey celebrate every territorial victory 

of ISIS and w
ill for its expansion across the M

iddle East and beyond. 29 O
n

 a
 

m
ore practical level, the w

om
en are aw

are that they are the key to ensuring there 
is a next generation to this caliphate, contributing to ISIS’s state-building, as 
m

others, nurses or teachers. T
his goes som

e w
ay to explaining w

hy w
om

en are 
so prom

inent in this unprecedented trend w
hen com

pared to previous foreign 

•
 

A
 feeling that the international M

uslim
 com

m
unity is being violently 

p
e
r
se

c
u

te
d

22  

•
 

A
n anger, sadness and/or frustration over a perceived lack of interna-

tio
n

a
l a

c
tio

n
 in

 r
e
sp

o
n

se
 to

 th
is p

e
r
se

c
u

tio
n

Especially for second or third generation M
uslim

s living w
ithin W

estern society, 
there is an inherent questioning of identity, particularly during one’s teens and 
early tw

enties. U
nfortunately, it rem

ains the case that m
ost individuals identify-

ing w
ith an ethnic m

inority group w
ithin W

estern societies w
ill have experienced 

som
e form

 of verbal, if not physical, abuse on the basis of their ethnic identity. 23 

T
his is often the case for M

uslim
 fem

ales living in W
estern societies, and particu-

larly the case for fem
ales w

ho choose to w
ear the hijab

 o
r
 niqab, w

ho experience 
a larger portion of discrim

inatory com
m

ents in public due to the m
ore visible 

m
arker of their M

uslim
 identity. 24 W

hile the experience of persecution alone 
does not turn som

eone into a jihadist or supporter of violent extrem
ism

, it can 
serve to fuel feelings of isolation w

ithin a larger com
m

unity. T
his is, in essence, 

a form
 of societal prim

ing, leaving an individual m
ore vulnerable to extrem

ist 
narratives, w

hich cultivate a sense of belonging. T
his is discussed further under 

pull factors looking at the propaganda around “sisterhood.”

Like the m
ale foreign fighters leaving for Syria, the fem

ale m
igrants to ISIS 

territory talk at length about the oppression of M
uslim

s throughout the w
orld. 

T
hey point to a range of international conflicts that are perceived as deliberate 

attem
pts to degrade or destroy the U

mmah; from
 Bosnia to Syria, from

 M
yanm

ar 
to M

ali. 25 V
iolent im

agery serves to reinforce these perceptions, w
hich are then 

shared and re-shared on social m
edia, often show

ing violence tow
ards w

om
en 

and children w
ith captions identifying the enem

y; w
hether it is the A

ssad gov-
ernm

ent, Israel, international coalition forces or “T
he W

est” m
ore generally. A

 
large body of disturbing im

ages show
 children w

ho have been injured or killed 
in violent conflict, creating strong em

otionally charged narratives. C
onsequent-

ly, a variety of com
plex international conflicts across the w

orld are presented as 
part of a larger theorized w

ar against Islam
 by “non-believers.”

26  

R
eplicating a pattern often critical to developing inter-com

m
unity hatred and 

inciting violence, extrem
ist propaganda narrating that a global com

m
unity of 

M
uslim

s are under attack becom
es reductionist in nature and posits the exist-

ence of tw
o fundam

entally opposed groups ―
 the good believers versus the 

evil disbelievers (kuffar). T
he dehum

anization of the other is an integral first step 
achieved through the m

essaging cam
paigns described above. For those undergo-

ing the process of radicalization there is a building of anger and frustration that 
international entities are not defending the M

uslim
 com

m
unity. W

ithin the Syr-
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It is largely these three interlocking factors that provide crucial m
otivation 

for m
igration to join ISIS. A

dding to these pull factors, w
hile the m

ajority of 
onlookers find it puzzling that w

om
en could be attracted to a violent extrem

-
ist organization w

hich places such extrem
e day-to-day restrictions on w

om
en, 

these w
om

en view
 their m

igration and religious duty as em
pow

ering. W
om

en 
engaging w

ith the ISIS subculture have their ow
n set of sym

bols and slogans 
for establishing the benefits (pull-factors) of joining ISIS. O

ne popular m
em

e 
that trended am

ong ISIS fan girls and m
igrants plays on the Cover Girl slogan. 35 

A
n im

age depicts a fully veiled w
om

an w
ith the girlie cursive w

riting above it 
stating: “C

overed G
irl... Because I’m

 w
orth it.” M

em
es and propaganda like 

this connote som
ething far broader than play on w

ords. T
his sort of cam

-
paigning not only takes a stance against the perceived W

estern sexualisation 
of w

om
en through m

ake-up ads and fashion m
arketing, but also conveys the 

idea that by choosing the veil you are refusing to be sexualized and objectified. 

T
hese push and pull factors show

 that the reasons for fem
ales travelling to join 

ISIS are both com
plex and often m

ulti-causal. W
hen the declaration of the 

so-called caliphate w
as given in the sum

m
er of 2014, ISIS took on a unique 

strategy by recognizing the im
portance of bringing w

om
en m

ore actively into 
propaganda and recruitm

ent efforts. D
eclaring a caliphate m

eant that new
 

energies had to be given to state-building efforts, a key aspect ensuring that the 
territory and its ISIS-devoted constituency continues beyond this generation. 
ISIS has increased its fem

ale-focused efforts, w
riting m

anifestos for w
om

en, 
directing sections of its m

agazine publications to the “sisters of the Islam
ic 

State” and allow
ing w

om
en to have a voice – albeit via social m

edia – once 
they reach ISIS territory. 36 Increasing w

ithin this propaganda is a strong m
es-

sage that (Sunni) w
om

en are valued, not as sexual objects, but as m
others to 

the next generation and guardians of the ISIS ideology to pass on to their 
offspring. H

ow
ever, the reality of life w

ithin ISIS controlled territory is signifi-
cantly different from

 the utopian propaganda being offered to recruits.

FEM
A

LE R
O

LES W
ITH

IN
 ISIS

T
he extensive decentralized use of social m

edia by ISIS supporters, foreign 
terrorist fighters, and fem

ale m
igrants to ISIS territory has given ISIS an  

invaluable propaganda apparatus. It has also given researchers and others 
unprecedented insight into the daily lives of those living w

ithin ISIS terri-
tory. D

espite being subjected to a greatly gendered and strict enforcem
ent of 

Shariah law, the W
estern w

om
en of ISIS play crucial roles for the terrorist 

organization they represent. T
heir roles can be roughly divided into three cat-

egories: 1) necessary agents of state-building as w
ives, m

others, teachers, and 

fighter m
igration patterns during conflicts in A

fghanistan, the Balkans, Som
alia 

and Iraq. 

Beyond the desire to be a part of this idealized state-building effort, fem
ale  

m
igrants to ISIS territory have also becom

e convinced that it is their m
andatory 

religious duty (fard al-ayn) to m
ake this voyage and join the so-called caliphate. 

ISIS propaganda and fellow
 fem

ale m
igrants reiterate this point at length, call-

ing upon others to join and declaring the m
igration a w

om
en’s duty as m

uch as a 
m

an’s. 30 O
ne fem

ale m
igrant expresses a sentim

ent, w
hich has been repeated in 

various w
ays by m

ale counterparts: “[W
]e love death as you love life.”

31 W
ithin 

the radicalization process, these w
om

en, as m
uch as the m

en have a strong belief 
in the afterlife and fulfilling this perceived religious duty is key in securing their 
place in heaven. In addition to the heavenly rew

ards prom
ised, w

om
en also 

discuss rew
ards w

ithin life. 32 O
ne of these rew

ards is the sense of belonging and 
sisterhood. W

om
en w

ithin our dataset consistently speak of the cam
araderie 

and sisterhood w
ithin ISIS-controlled territory. T

his is often contrasted w
ith the 

fake and surface-level relationships they now
 perceive they held in the W

est. T
his 

search for m
eaning, sisterhood, and identity is a prim

ary driving factor for m
any 

w
om

en to travel.

T
he final pull-factor ISIS propaganda provides for both m

ale and fem
ale re-

cruits from
 the W

est plays heavily on rom
antic notions. W

hile the sense of ad-
venture in leaving hom

e to travel to new
 places plays a factor for young w

om
en, 

the prom
ise of m

eaningful rom
ance as a prize for m

aking the journey is also 
exposed. It is w

orth rem
em

bering that a m
ajority of W

estern w
om

en joining 
ISIS are often very young, ranging prim

arily from
 late teens to early tw

enties, 
w

ith the youngest know
n fem

ale m
igrant being only 13 years old. 33 A

nalyzing 
the types of im

agery shared on social m
edia around the union betw

een fem
ale 

m
igrant and jihadist, the im

agery of a lion and a lioness is often used. T
his is 

sym
bolic of finding a brave and strong husband, but also plays upon the strong 

role the fem
ale has to support her husband and fulfil her duty. T

here is an inher-
ent prestige in m

arrying a strong jihadist husband and his possible m
artyrdom

 
is encouraged to be glorified. T

he purpose of m
arriage, and as such transition 

from
 childhood into adulthood, is considered a core factor in m

igration for the 
younger m

igrants. Single w
om

en that intend to travel to Syria w
ithout the pur-

pose of m
arriage are openly dissuaded and they are encouraged to idealize the 

husbands they w
ill have and the role they w

ill take on. 34 T
hese w

om
en believe 

that this m
igration w

ill help secure their place in heaven, be a part of building 
a utopian society for this generation and the next, w

hile giving them
 a sense of 

belonging and sisterhood on Earth. 
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encouragem
ent to m

ake the journey. T
he great risk these w

om
en pose is their 

potential to inspire further m
en and w

om
en to join ISIS. Blogs and forum

s 
give practical advice on how

 to overcom
e the objections and roadblocks posed 

by fam
ily, w

hat clothes to bring, w
here to attem

pt a crossing and w
hat to ex-

pect on arrival. 

T
he final role these w

om
en occupy is the som

ew
hat am

biguous threat they 
represent w

ithin the jihadist structure of asym
m

etrical w
arfare. W

e know
 that 

historically jihadist w
ives and w

idow
s have m

obilized and taken arm
s w

hen 
their m

ale counterparts have dim
inished in force. T

he C
hechen fem

ale suicide 
bom

bers, now
 know

n colloquially as the “black w
idow

s,” developed over tim
e. 

A
s evidenced above, the w

om
en w

ithin our dataset have becom
e desensitized 

to extrem
e violence. Like the C

hechens, som
e fem

ale m
igrants have show

n to 
be significantly affected by the loss of their husbands, w

hich has, in som
e cases, 

strengthened their com
m

itm
ent to ISIS and hatred of the “enem

y.” It is also 
highly diffi

cult to assess w
hat threat possible returning fem

ales pose to W
estern 

societies. D
espite the fact that it is m

uch m
ore diffi

cult for a fem
ale to return, 

com
pared to m

ales, authorities are uncertain of how
 dangerous returning fe-

m
ales m

ight be, unim
peded by the Shariah law

 w
hich prohibited their violent 

engagem
ent w

hilst in ISIS-controlled territory.

TH
E D

IFFIC
U

LT R
EA

LITIES

T
here is, of course, an obvious disjuncture betw

een the realities of life w
ithin 

a totalitarian, terrorist-run land com
pared w

ith the idealistic propaganda dis-
tributed by ISIS. Even w

hen things seem
 calm

 w
ithin a city, and a w

om
an is 

given perm
ission to leave the house (w

ith a m
ale escort) life is conducted under 

strict interpretation of Shariah law. For exam
ple, the M

ujahideen (fighters) carry 
guns at all tim

es and m
any punishm

ents to those disobeying the jihadist rule 
of law

 involve public torture or execution. 41 T
he restricted m

obility of w
om

en, 
w

ho need both perm
ission and a com

panion in order to leave the house, can 
pose particularly diffi

cult w
ithout a husband as w

ell. A
s w

ritten by one W
est-

ern fem
ale w

ho now
 lives under ISIS rule:

I have stressed this before on tw
itter but I really need sisters to stop 

dream
ing about com

ing to Shaam
 and not getting m

arried. W
allahi 

[I sw
ear to G

od] life here is very diffi
cult for the M

uhajirat [fem
ale 

m
igrants] and w

e depend heavily on the brothers for a lot of support. 
It is not like the w

est w
here you can casually w

alk out and go to A
sda/

W
alm

art and drive back hom
e…

 even till now
 w

e have to stay safe 
outside and m

ust alw
ays be accom

panied by a M
ahram

 [chaperone]. 42 

som
etim

es other necessary roles like nurses; 2) active recruiters; and 3) a new
 

dim
ension in the threat assessm

ents of ISIS prom
oting im

ages w
hich allude 

to the violent nature of these w
om

en and potential m
ilitant role they couple 

play in the future.

T
hose w

om
en w

ho successfully reach Syria or Iraq m
ust settle into their daily 

life w
ithin the self-proclaim

ed “caliphate” quickly. T
he unm

arried w
om

en 
stay in a w

om
en’s hostel, called a maqqar, until they are m

arried. 37 Life w
ithin 

ISIS-controlled territory for w
om

en is predom
inantly dom

estic. T
heir dom

es-
tic role, how

ever, is constantly glorified; it is not seen as lim
iting but rather as 

a spiritually righteous role. 38 M
ost w

om
en fill their day w

ith dom
estic tasks: 

cooking, cleaning and taking care of children if there are offspring. C
ooking 

in particular is highlighted w
ithin online posts. Im

ages of prepared m
eals are 

som
etim

es juxtaposed w
ith w

eaponry placed next to a curated dish, show
ing 

either grenades or guns, rem
inding view

ers of the w
ar zone these w

om
en live 

w
ithin. D

espite the larger pull factors leading w
om

en to m
ake the journey to 

Syria, roles for w
om

en w
ithin the terrorist occupied territory rem

ain alm
ost 

entirely dom
estic. A

s declared in the M
anifesto on M

uslim W
omen, w

ritten by the 
fem

ale al-K
hanssaa Brigade, a fem

ale m
orality policing unit in ISIS territory:

[W
]om

an w
as created to populate the Earth just as m

an w
as. But, as 

G
od w

anted it to be, she w
as m

ade from
 A

dam
 and for A

dam
. Beyond 

this, her creator ruled that there w
as no responsibility greater for her 

than that of being a w
ife to her husband... T

he greatness of her posi-
tion, the purpose of her existence is the D

ivine duty of m
otherhood. 39 

Beyond the prim
ary dom

estic role, the w
om

en that do decide to engage online 
are also playing an active role in recruitm

ent and propaganda dissem
ination. 

Far from
 representing a soft and m

oderate side to ISIS, the w
om

en w
ithin our 

database often celebrate the violence im
posed by ISIS. T

hrough the voice they 
are allow

ed online, these w
om

en send out threats to their ‘enem
ies’ and call 

for supporters to carry out violent attacks abroad if they are unable to m
igrate 

them
selves. T

hroughout the series of beheading videos released in 2014 and 
2015, m

any of these W
estern w

om
en glorified these acts and re-shared violent 

and explicit video links. T
hese w

om
en do not just celebrate the violence; they 

justify it according to their reading of Islam
ic Law

: “I have m
uslim

 asking m
e, 

w
hether daw

la [ISIS] do the barbaric m
ethods of cutting hands &

 stoning 
adulterers...It’s in the Shariah [sic] w

hy r u disgusted.”
40 W

hile the w
om

en 
show

 a strong w
illingness and desire to fight, they rem

ain lim
ited by the Sha-

riah law
 they support. T

heir prim
ary activity is to spread ISIS propaganda 

and guide new
 fem

ale recruits to Syria, providing inform
ation, support and 
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are given the psychological decision of returning hom
e, possibly facing a lifetim

e 
in prison, versus staying in a terrorist-run territory and justifying one’s original de-
cision. For this reason, we often see further radicalization of recruits upon arrival 
in ISIS-controlled territory, increasing extrem

ist rhetoric and justifying the deci-
sion to join ISIS, not only to the public but for oneself. It is for these reasons that 
prevention is the key in safeguarding individuals from

 this violent extrem
ist trend. 

Especially for fem
ales, once a wom

an has crossed into ISIS territory there is very 
little outsiders can do w

ithout putting the fem
ale at great physical risk. C

ountering 
the processes of radicalization at critical juncture points is crucial, and the fem

ale 
voice w

ithin this spectrum
 of credible narratives is key.

C
O

U
N

TER
IN

G
 PR

O
C

ESSES O
F R

A
D

IC
A

LIZ
A

TIO
N

N
ew

 ISIS recruits in a W
estern context are breaking our previous stereotypes 

about who is “at risk” of radicalization. R
ecruits from

 the W
est are increasingly 

younger, com
e from

 socio-econom
ically com

fortable backgrounds, and often have 
adequate, if not notably above-average, educational results and qualifications. A

s 
seen in various exam

ples throughout this chapter, we are also facing a new
 w

ave 
of fem

ale recruits. D
ue to the diversity in extrem

ist propaganda tactics, we need 
an equally diverse range and scope of counter-narratives and counter-extrem

ism
 

tactics in order to challenge the roots of the extrem
ist ideologies. T

he grow
ing 

trend of violent extrem
ist propaganda targeting wom

en, and the subsequent in-
creasing num

ber of W
estern wom

en joining ISIS, highlights the need for better 
m

echanism
s and infrastructure for fem

ale-specific prevention and de-radicaliza-
tion program

s. 

T
he fem

ale voice w
ithin this space is crucial. Looking at discourse analysis from

 
the Institute for Strategic D

ialogue’s fem
ale database there is a com

m
on narrative 

am
ong m

any young fem
ale m

igrants expressing the diffi
culties they faced in m

ak-
ing the decision to leave their fam

ilies. Specifically, leaving the m
other, abandon-

ing one’s duty as a daughter and feeling that you cause em
otional distress to your 

m
other, is discussed w

ithin m
any blogs and social m

edia accounts. O
ne fem

ale 
m

igrant is docum
ented saying openly: “I yearn to hug m

y m
other again, kiss her 

cheek or to even hear her voice, M
ay A

llah accept m
y sacrifice &

 allow
 m

e 2 inter-
cede for her.”

45 A
nother fem

ale m
igrant, after the death of her jihadist husband, 

refers to the em
otional need she has for her m

other; “Ya um
m

i [O
 M

other] there’s 
nothing m

ore in this world I long for than the day I em
brace you if not in this 

dunya [world] then in jannah [heaven] insha’A
llah [G

od w
illing].”

46 T
he voice of 

the m
other as a counter narrative to the process of radicalization is an im

portant 
one if adequately inform

ed. 

A
nother reality of life w

ithin ISIS controlled territory is that, despite fem
ale 

m
igrants talking at length about sisterhood and the sense of belonging, they 

are clearly foreigners in this region. T
his is revealed in their anecdotes of their 

diffi
culty crossing the road, or their struggles to learn the A

rabic language. 
T

his cultural and linguistic barrier can be felt from
 the basic needs of day-to-

day life as w
ell as in m

ore extrem
e cases w

here w
om

en have not been able to 
com

m
unicate their m

edical needs, resulting at tim
es in devastations. 43 T

here 
are, of course, also native Syrians and Iraqis w

ithin ISIS-controlled territory 
w

ho do not w
elcom

e the influx of foreigners to the region. Foreigner com
m

u-
nities often stay am

ongst them
selves, un-integrated into larger society. 

D
espite the propaganda, reality under ISIS rule is m

entally and physically dif-
ficult. T

he territory rem
ains a w

ar zone. Fem
ale m

igrants, even w
ithin their 

social m
edia feeds, discuss hearing planes overhead, preparing them

selves for 
the w

orst. Electricity can be scarce, along w
ith access to hot w

ater. C
asualties 

and deaths of friends and loved ones are inevitable. M
artyrdom

 of husbands 
leaves m

any w
om

en abruptly alone, expected to re-m
arr y w

ithin an allotted 
tim

e (know
n as iddah). Because m

artyrdom
 is m

eant to be celebrated, the w
ife 

is culturally unable to grieve, being told instead to celebrate the afterlife her 
husband is surely now

 enjoying. D
espite this, m

any young w
idow

s cannot help 
but show

 their sadness and isolation w
ithin a foreign land. T

he hashtag #
N

o-
bodycaresaboutthew

idow
 is one such exam

ple, giving a brief view
 into the 

hardship and traum
a the territory envelops these w

om
en in. 

A
dditionally, even if a wom

an com
es to question and/or regret the decision she 

has m
ade in travelling so far from

 hom
e to join ISIS, it is considerably m

ore dif-
ficult for a wom

an to leave, com
pared to her FT

F m
ale counterpart. W

hile a 
num

ber of m
en have returned to their hom

elands, m
any disillusioned and often 

tim
es traum

atized by what they have w
itnessed abroad, we have only seen around 

ten plus cases of W
estern fem

ale returnees, as of January 2016. 44 R
eturning is 

m
ade diffi

cult by three prim
ary factors. Firstly, it is com

m
on practice that ISIS 

confiscates, if not destroys, the passports of foreigners upon arrival so that they 
renounce their previous nationality and take on the “Islam

ic State” identity. Sec-
ondly, as m

entioned, the nature of being a fem
ale w

ithin ISIS territory m
eans that 

m
ovem

ent is highly restricted. A
 single fem

ale travelling alone tow
ards a border 

crossing would be highly suspect and put the fem
ale at great physical risk, particu-

larly w
ithout a recognized international passport or form

 of identification. 

Lastly, m
any foreigners are still uncertain of what the legislation w

ill be tow
ards 

them
 in the hom

eland to which they intend to return. Legislation and precedence 
around the treatm

ent of returnees is evolving constantly and potential returnees 
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T
here is currently a lack of innovative and directed counter-narrative m

aterial 
in circulation. A

lthough w
e see program

s in this arena developing, very few
 

cam
paigns or initiatives address fem

ale radicalization issues directly, nor have 
w

e seen the developm
ent of counter-narratives that specifically target young 

fem
ales. T

he program
s and initiatives that do exist 50 have show

n dedication 
and invention, how

ever, these program
s often struggle w

ith funding, sustain-
ability and the ability to scale up their efforts. ISIS has engaged w

ith w
om

en 
directly in a m

yriad of w
ays, providing encouragem

ent, consistent com
m

u-
nication stream

s and narratives of em
pow

erm
ent. In the current clim

ate, w
e 

are lacking the sam
e scope for countering this engagem

ent both in term
s of 

prevention and dialogue w
ith those show

ing initial attraction to extrem
ist 

propaganda.

O
ne of the m

ain problem
s w

ithin this arena is that w
om

en continue to be 
view

ed as victim
s of terrorism

 and extrem
ism

, lim
ited to stereotypes, as op-

posed to active participants or perpetrators. Success w
ithin the C

V
E sector 

w
ill be greatly facilitated by w

om
en being em

pow
ered as actors in roles they 

define and by term
s they set. T

his is not sim
ply an issue of gender equality, 

although that has positive im
plications as a stand-alone desirable outcom

e. A
s 

show
n w

ithin this chapter, the roles w
om

en are playing w
ithin violent extrem

-
ist groups like ISIS can vary. A

lthough m
ale and fem

ale push and pull factors 
are sim

ilar, they m
anifest in gender-specific form

s, catering to the different 
gender roles m

em
bers w

ill take w
ithin ISIS, but also catering to gender-specif-

ic concerns. W
om

en are often the m
ost successful recruiters of other w

om
en 

to join these organizations, creating a cognitive opening and relationship w
ith 

recruits. Equally, C
V

E efforts should be taking the gender perspective into 
consideration, bringing in fem

ale voices to counter extrem
ist ideologies. 

W
om

en also have a role to play on the harder end of the spectrum
 as security 

offi
cials and/or civil society actors. W

om
en taking on these roles in a public 

space naturally encourage other w
om

en tow
ards engagem

ent w
ith the topic. 51 

Fem
ale m

entors w
ill also be m

ore effective w
orking w

ith w
om

en that are un-
dergoing de-radicalization program

s, again due to the cognitive opening they 
can put forw

ard.  

T
he dynam

ic package being offered by ISIS to both m
ale and fem

ale recruits 
has not only gone beyond traditional jihadist recruitm

ent tactics, but has also 
becom

e m
ore diffi

cult to counter w
ith traditional hard-pow

er and security-
based approaches. Since w

om
en w

ithin violent extrem
ist netw

orks pose a 
unique and evolving threat to the W

est, effective responses need to be nuanced 
and tailored. It is im

portant to understand the variety of factors that lead in-

Policy m
akers should w

ork to provide better inform
ation channels and support 

to fam
ilies to better help them

 understand the vulnerabilities around radicaliza-
tion and help them

 protect and prevent their children from
 the lure of violent 

extrem
ist organization. Lessons can be learned from

 other “child safety” aw
are-

ness inform
ation netw

orks, such as anti-gang intervention netw
orks. 47 Further-

m
ore, as has been show

n, m
others in particular have a great deal of em

otional 
influence on their children. For this reason, counter m

essages com
ing from

 
m

others and fam
ily m

em
bers m

ay have large im
pact. Som

e governm
ents have 

taken first steps to address w
om

en and include the voice of m
others in this space, 

though content and resources rem
ain largely sparse. 48 

Beyond the need for support and inform
ation channels for fam

ilies, as w
ell as 

the pow
erful voice of the m

other as a counter-narrative, there is also now
 a need 

to challenge the new
er frontline online. T

he Internet is a key com
ponent in 

the radicalization process of aspiring fem
ale m

igrants and m
ale FT

F and needs 
to be better utilized in pushing back against this phenom

enon. T
he m

aterial 
for this type of counter-narrative is not necessarily diffi

cult to create or utilize, 
but dem

ands a certain level of innovation, creativity, and personalization, using 
credible m

essengers and em
otional responses. D

ue to the variety of pathw
ays 

leading individuals into violent extrem
ist netw

orks, there are equally a range of 
credible m

essengers that can have a positive im
pact on creating counter-narra-

tives, either directly or indirectly driving certain cohorts aw
ay from

 violent ex-
trem

ism
. M

others are by no m
eans the only credible voice in this space. A

s w
ith 

m
ale counter-parts, there is a large space for fem

ale role m
odels to take a stand, 

w
hether as public figures or celebrities, but also for the youth to be involved in 

cam
paigns that underm

ine extrem
ist values as peer-to-peer narratives can be 

developed.

Som
e pow

erful counter-narratives can also be draw
n directly from

 the w
om

en 
w

ho have m
igrated. M

uhajirah A
m

atullah’s harrow
ing tale of a fellow

 fem
ale 

m
igrant “covered in blood” and refused m

edical treatm
ent during a m

iscarriage 
due to her im

m
igrant status in Syria, represents just one exam

ple of a story from
 

life under ISIS that could easily be turned into a cam
paign. 49 H

ighlighting the 
brutality of living in a w

ar zone under ISIS, can have a large effect on younger 
individuals contem

plating traveling to Iraq or Syria. C
ounter-narratives are 

needed taking a variety of form
s, both in planting the seed of doubt in those 

going dow
n a pathw

ay of radicalisation, but also, developing strategic counter-
narratives for underm

ining the m
isinform

ation that groups like ISIS distribute 
in their propaganda.
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T
he question of whether or how

 to integrate a gender dim
ension in terrorism

, 
counter-terrorism

 and countering violent extrem
ism

 (C
V

E) analysis and 
program

ing is a recurring one in both W
estern and non-W

estern contexts. 
T

his idea requires exam
ining the relationship betw

een w
om

en and violence, a 
subject that entails an entirely separate study, w

hich far exceeds the scope of 
this w

ork. Instead this chapter sim
ply seeks to explore som

e thought-provoking 
ideas regarding w

om
en and their different experiences w

ith radicalization, 
either through the stories of their ow

n radicalization or through that of their 
loved ones. Furtherm

ore, this chapter w
ill explore the assum

ption that w
om

en 
have a distinct role to play in C

V
E efforts, one that differs significantly from

 
the role of m

en. T
hough it is true that w

om
en can offer unique perspectives, 

this chapter w
ill argue that distinguishing betw

een the roles of m
en and 

w
om

en is unnecessary and counterproductive to holistic efforts to prevent 
recruitm

ent and radicalization to violence. 

It is im
portant to note that in the French context, the concept of laïcité can be 

understood as a kind of secularism
 is part of the national identity and 

contributes to the goal of an assim
ilationist and inclusive m

odel of society. In 
that spirit, this chapter w

ill explore the role of gender in all form
s of extrem

ism
, 

beyond that driven by religious ideology, w
ith the aim

 of ascertaining trends 
across experiences. Such an exploration first entails delving into the history of 
fem

ale involvem
ent in terrorism

, the topic of this next section. 

FEM
A

LE TER
R

O
R

ISTS IN
 1970

S G
ER

M
A

N
Y

T
he history of terrorism

 in the 20th century offers m
any instances of fem

ale 
involvem

ent. Terrorist organizations such as the R
ed Brigades (Italy), the R

ed 
A

rm
y Faction (R

A
F, G

erm
any), or A

ction D
irecte (France) included w

om
en 

8
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In order to understand the m
anner in w

hich w
om

en internalized their rejec-
tion of social norm

s and in pursuit of answ
ering the central question of this 

chapter, this next section w
ill exam

ine three cases of fem
ale recruits to terrorism

 
in the G

erm
an context to ascertain m

otivations. Tw
o of these exam

ples are 
from

 the 1970s m
ovem

ents listed above, and the third exam
ple from

 a m
ore 

recent terrorist cell that reem
erged in 2011.

Ilse Schw
ipper

T
he first case study of fem

ale radicalization is the case of Ilse Schw
ipper. 

Schw
ipper w

as a m
ilitant anarchist w

ith the 2 June M
ovem

ent, an anarchist-
inspired terrorist organization w

hich dissolved in 1980. She w
as born in 1937 

in W
olfsburg, an industrial city built under the N

azis. H
er childhood reveals 

certain factors that m
ay have contributed to her later radicalization. Schw

ipper 
w

as raised prim
arily by her grandparents. Follow

ing prim
ary school, she w

as 
denied access to high school, thus ending her form

al education. She then got 
m

arried at a young age and had four children in rapid succession, the oldest 
of w

hom
 died of a rare disease in 1968. Schw

ipper has acknow
ledged that the 

death of her daughter affected her deeply and helped catalyze her rejection of 
traditional social norm

s, w
hich opened up a path to radicalization. Tw

o years 
later, she left her husband and joined the 2 June M

ovem
ent. 2 Later interview

s 
revealed that Schw

ipper’s path dow
n recruitm

ent and radicalization to vio-
lence began in earnest follow

ing the birth of her children and her experiences 
in educating them

 and understanding how
 pedagogy can influence change. 

U
lrike M

einhof

U
lrike M

einhof w
as a journalist and founding m

em
ber of R

A
F. Born in 1934, 

she lost her father at the age of six and her m
other at the age of 20. She began 

her studies in the social sciences and m
obilized against nuclear pow

er under 
the influence of her adopted m

other.  H
er early career as a journalist w

as 
built around the turm

oil of the 1960s, the rise of the student protest, and the 
protests against the V

ietnam
 W

ar. M
einhof m

arried the editor of the leftist 
m

agazine Konkret at a young age and bore tw
ins. She w

as alw
ays politically 

engaged and expressed her convictions through the press. In 1970, influenced 
by radical m

ilitants w
hich w

hom
 she had been engaging, M

einhof joined the 
underground m

ovem
ent and trained for w

eeks in a m
ilitary training cam

p in 
Jordan alongside Palestinian m

ilitants. H
er involvem

ent and training helped 
build the structure for w

hat becam
e the first generation of the R

A
F. T

he R
A

F 
w

as created in 1970 and dissolved in 1998. 3 T
hey killed approxim

ately thirty 
people. 

am
ong their ranks. T

hough the stories span the century, the 1970s in particular 
spaw

ned interesting case studies that help exam
ine the central question of this 

chapter. 

Before exam
ining the various instances of recruitm

ent and radicalization to 
violence in that decade, it is necessary to establish context of the environm

ent 
at that tim

e. In the heart of the fem
inist m

ovem
ent across Europe in the 

1970s, there w
ere voices that called for the use of violence against people 

and institutions to respond to political and ideological dem
ands. T

hough not 
w

idespread, this ideology helped inspire far-left fem
inist organizations like the 

G
erm

an group Rote Zora, active from
 1977 to 1995, w

hich com
m

itted at least 
45 attacks against infrastructure, property, and businesses. A

s is the case w
ith 

general m
ilitant literature, m

ilitant fem
inists’ w

ritings encouraged the view
 

that fem
ale terrorists w

ere not in fact terrorists but rather soldiers of freedom
 

or rebellious fem
inists. 1 

 It is also w
orth noting that during the fem

inist m
ovem

ent in the 1970s,  
radicalization happened in the physical space (w

hat w
e w

ould now
 call the 

“offl
ine” space), w

ith tangible and im
m

ediate consequences. For exam
ple, 

radicalizing literature and serm
ons w

ere dissem
inated through m

agazines, 
posters, graffi

ti, artw
ork and at events like underground m

eetings, university 
assem

blies, street protests, and spontaneous rallies in public spaces. T
his very 

public radicalization led to physical altercations like vandalism
 and clashes 

w
ith security forces and opposing political extrem

ists. Individuals thus under-
took the practice of revolutionary violence in real tim

e, the rapid tim
eline of 

w
hich diluted the perception of a long process of radicalization and placed 

participating w
om

en in im
m

ediate situations of potential physical harm
. 

Furtherm
ore, the terrorist groups of the 1970s cannot be divorced from

 the 
environm

ents in w
hich they gained traction. T

he far-left group R
A

F drew
 

its supporters from
 a generation that had em

erged from
 the Second W

orld 
W

ar, in an occupied G
erm

any during reconstruction but before its division by 
the Iron C

urtain. T
his generation began to structure itself around a counter-

culture of subversion after the “econom
ic m

iracle” and the increased access to 
education and higher education. T

he sam
e phenom

enon happened in other 
countries like France and Italy but w

ith one difference: subversive ideas 
perm

eated these countries and brought about a tolerance, perhaps even sup-
port, for acts of political violence and terrorism

. In G
erm

any, by contrast, the 
student protests quickly w

aned and appetite for revolutionary extrem
ist ideas 

did not gain traction w
ith the w

ider population. T
herefore, despite a favorable 

cultural and international context, the radical G
erm

ans w
ere isolated. 
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W
O

M
EN
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C

O
U

N
TER

TER
R

O
R

ISM
 

A
N
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C
V
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EFFO

R
TS:  

A
M

B
IG

U
O

U
S R

O
LES

H
aving explored som

e experiences across the spectrum
 of far left and right 

violent extrem
ism

, the chapter w
ill now

 turn to the issue of violent extrem
ism

 
driven by religious ideology. R

ecom
m

endations on integrating a gender lens to 
current C

V
E efforts often note the im

portant role w
om

en as m
others can play 

in preventing recruitm
ent and radicalization to violence.  H

ow
ever their role 

in C
V

E should not be overestim
ated - there are a num

ber of recent exam
ples 

in w
hich involving w

om
en in their identities as m

others can, and have been, 
counter-productive to the effort of preventing terrorist acts. T

his section w
ill 

explore the role of wom
en in these efforts, noting three specific case studies where 

their intervention has either helped or hurt counterterrorism
 engagem

ents.

N
eutral and N

egative R
oles of W

om
en in C

T and C
V

E

In som
e cases w

om
en’s intervention in terrorism

, even w
ith the cooperation 

of relevant authorities, has been insignificant or counter-productive. T
he first 

case is an exam
ple of the intervention of a m

other of a terrorist that w
as coun-

ter-productive to counter-terrorism
 efforts. O

n D
ecem

ber 24, 1994, w
hen four 

terrorists from
 the A

rm
ed Islam

ic G
roup (G

IA
) hijacked the A

ir France plane 
(Flight A

F 8969) scheduled to fly from
 A

lgiers to Paris, the A
lgerian authorities 

tried to buy tim
e to prevent the plane from

 taking off. T
hey put the group’s 

leader, A
bdul A

bdallah Yahia, in contact w
ith his m

other in the hopes that she 
could persuade him

 to surrender. T
he authorities’ attem

pt to appeal to Yahia 
through his m

other only served to infuriate him
 and he executed a hostage in 

response, the second one of three w
ho w

ere killed. T
his is not to im

ply that his 
m

other’s intervention caused him
 to execute the hostage; by all accounts, Ya-

hia w
as enraged at the m

anner by w
hich the A

lgerian authorities attem
pted to 

appeal to him
. H

ow
ever, this incident provides one exam

ple of the lim
itations 

in assum
ing m

others w
ill alw

ays have a positive influence over their children—
and in this case the m

other’s direct intervention w
as counter-productive.

T
he second case exam

ple highlights the intervention of the m
other of 

M
oham

ed M
erah in M

arch 21, 2012. D
uring negotiations betw

een French  
authorities and M

oham
ed M

erah, w
ho w

as cornered in his apartm
ent in Tou-

louse in the south-w
est of France, the police contacted his m

other, Zoulikha 
A

ziri, in the hopes of getting her to intervene. M
erah w

as suspected of having 
killed seven people, three of w

hich w
ere children, sim

ply because they w
ere 

Jew
ish. A

ziri refused to get involved, arguing that she w
ould have no influ-

ence over her son. Later, during a fam
ily vigil on M

arch 25, 2012, she then 

Both born in the 1930s, both Schw
ipper and M

einhof becam
e m

others w
hile 

in their early tw
enties. T

hey raised their children w
hile creating an identity 

that led them
 to gradually reject socially accepted norm

s and then to justify 
political violence. T

hough Schw
ipper self-identified as a “proletarian” w

hile 
M

einhof identified as an intellectual, they both recognized the role that trau-
m

a and personal tragedy played in their radicalization. Schw
ipper’s defining 

m
om

ent cam
e after the death of her eldest, w

hile M
einhof traced her catalyst 

to the 1968 assassination attem
pt against R

udi D
utschke, a leader of the stu-

dent m
ovem

ent. 4 T
heir experiences show

 that their roles in terrorism
 w

ere not 
necessarily different than the roles of m

en; rather, their m
otivations and ulti-

m
ate catalysts indicate how

 their unique experiences as w
om

en and m
others 

influenced their radicalization. 

R
EC

EN
T FEM

A
LE TER

R
O

R
ISTS IN

 G
ER

M
A

N
Y

 

Building on the previous tw
o cases, to further understand the m

otivations of 
fem

ale terrorists, and consequently, how
 best to address them

 through preven-
tive engagem

ent, a m
ore recent exam

ple is provided.  T
his particular exam

ple 
highlights the case of Beate Zschäper of the Nationalsozialistischer U

ntergrund
 

(N
ational Socialist U

nderground, or N
SU

, also know
n as the “Zw

ickau C
ell”).

The Zw
ickau C

ell (G
erm

any)

O
n N

ovem
ber 4, 2011, a botched robbery and tw

o suicides in a burning apart-
m

ent helped uncover the existence of a far-right terrorist group that had been 
active for ten years, the N

SU
.  T

his particular faction, the “Zw
ickau C

ell,” 
w

as m
ade up of tw

o m
en and one w

om
an, Beate Zschäper. T

heir terror spree 
included the m

urders of im
m

igrant sm
all-business ow

ners, law
 enforcem

ent 
offi

cials, and num
erous bom

bings and robberies. Zschäper’s role in the terror-
ist group focused on m

anagem
ent of daily life and the handling of logistical 

and tangible aspects of attacks.

Profiles of Zschäper revealed a chaotic and broken childhood that gave w
ay 

to m
em

bership in punk and anarchist groups in adulthood. She adopted the 
values of far-right extrem

ism
 w

ith her fiancé and w
ent underground in 1998. 

A
s w

as the case w
ith the tw

o previous exam
ples, Zschäper’s case again high-

lights the role of early adolescent turbulence in causing vulnerabilities that 
eventually led to her participation in the Zw

ickau C
ell. H

ere it is im
portant 

to em
phasize that adolescent turbulence as a push factor is not an experience 

unique to just m
ales, but also fem

ales.
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w
ere concerned that they w

ould be enticed by the ideology. T
hough the m

others 
knew

 exactly w
hat the Salafists w

ere doing and had learned their strategy of 
standing outside buildings at calculated hours of the day, they had diffi

culty 
identifying the proper offi

cial w
ith w

hom
 to lodge a com

plaint. T
his exam

ple 
highlights the innate know

ledge m
others can glean from

 w
atching their 

children and offers a cautionary tale of the perils of ignoring their voices.
 H

ow
ever, the role of w

om
en in C

V
E should not be lim

ited to their identities 
as m

others. In N
orth A

frica, for exam
ple, there are a num

ber of innovative 
ventures undertaken by w

om
en the challenge violent extrem

ism
. For exam

ple, 
Soad Begdouri Elkham

m
al created the M

oroccan A
ssociation of V

ictim
s of 

Terrorism
 (A

M
V

T
) after losing her husband and son in the suicide attacks in 

C
asablanca on M

ay 16, 2003. She launched a rem
arkable C

V
E cam

paign in 
schools despite num

erous obstacles, using her skills as a teacher to reach youth, 
especially the poor, and to raise aw

areness of civil society on violent ex-
trem

ism
 through public events. In A

lgeria, C
herifa K

heddar is a public figure 
w

ho challenges the policy of her country by standing up against form
er A

lge-
rian terrorists w

ho are now
 considered ordinary citizens due to the president 

Bouteflika’s policy of “national reconciliation.” C
herifa’s N

G
O

, D
jazaïrouna

, 

supports dozens of fam
ilies and youth w

ho lost their loved ones during the 
“years of lead” in Blida in the hopes to prevent future violence.

In Pakistan, Shazia K
han, a victim

 of terrorism
 from

 the H
azara com

m
unity, 

does her best to am
plify her com

m
unity’s concerns and grievances. T

he H
azara 

com
m

unity is an ethnic m
inority living in tw

o places in Baluchistan in the 
north of Pakistan. T

hey are continuously attacked by Sunnis extrem
ists through 

gunfire assaults against civilian vehicles, bom
b attacks on public m

arkets and 
arsons, am

ong other crim
es. D

espite threats to her life, Shazia began to take 
pictures of victim

s’ bodies in order to help fam
ilies identify their loved ones. 

She has also w
orked on m

any training program
s in order to build netw

orks 
of victim

s and to w
ork on prevention efforts and speak out against terrorism

.

T
he exam

ples highlighted by the paper suggest that regardless of the role or 
identity they assum

e, w
om

en can play an active part in countering violent 
extrem

ism
, just as they can play an active part in fom

enting violent extrem
ism

. 
T

hese exam
ples caution against the assum

ption that w
om

en’s engagem
ent is 

alw
ays positive and acknow

ledge the realities of their engagem
ent, either good 

or bad, in certain environm
ents. 

proclaim
ed:  “M

y son brought France to its knees. I am
 proud of w

hat m
y son 

just accom
plished!”

5 Souad M
erah, M

oham
ed’s sister, w

as also later recorded 
w

ithout her know
ledge saying she w

as “proud” of her brother. O
n M

ay 9, 
2014, Souad M

erah took a Turkish A
irlines flight to join up w

ith her partner in 
Syria.  In this regard, M

oham
ed M

erah’s fem
ale relatives w

ere passively sup-
portive (in the case of Zoulikha) and actively supportive (in the case of Souad 
M

erah) of M
oham

ed’s role in terrorist activities.  

T
he third exam

ple, the story of Zacarias M
oussaoui and his m

other, further 
explores the com

plicated nature of the m
other-son dynam

ic. M
oussaoui’s 

m
other, A

ïcha el-W
afi, fled from

 an abusive husband and m
oved to France 

w
hile her children w

ere still young. H
er children w

ere handed over to social 
services and found them

selves bouncing betw
een orphanages. R

adicalized 
w

hile attending Salafist m
osques in London, Zacarias M

oussaoui attended al-
Q

aida training cam
ps in A

fghanistan in 1998 and 1999. A
fter several attem

pts 
at learning to fly airplanes in M

alaysia and the U
nited States, he w

as deem
ed 

unreliable and unstable and w
as rem

oved from
 the team

 preparing for the 
destruction of the W

orld Trade C
enter tow

ers in N
ew

 York. H
e w

as eventually 
arrested on A

ugust 1, 2001 for possession of forged papers.
6

 H
is m

other later 
w

rote a book offering insights into his radicalization process and her efforts to 
reconnect w

ith him
. 7 D

espite her m
any attem

pts at reestablishing com
m

unica-
tion, she w

as not able to get him
 to renounce violent extrem

ism
. It should be 

noted though that M
oussaoui’s strict adherence m

ight have also been affected 
by issues of m

ental health; som
e experts have suggested that he suffered from

 
schizophrenia. In this case, the m

other w
as cooperative w

ith authorities and 
w

as genuine in w
anting her son to disconnect from

 A
l Q

aeda, but her attem
pts 

w
ere neither successful, nor counter-productive. 

W
om

en’s Positive R
ole in C

ountering V
iolent Extrem

ism

T
he follow

ing section highlights several case studies w
here w

om
en have played 

a positive role in C
T

 and C
V

E efforts. T
he next illustrative exam

ple is from
 

M
antes-la-Jolie, a city located 54 kilom

eters from
 Paris, France, w

hich con-
tains m

any disadvantaged neighborhoods populated by fam
ilies w

ith 
im

m
igrant roots. A

 recent gathering of local fam
ilies w

itnessed by the French 
A

ssociation of V
ictim

s of Terrorism
 (A

fV
T.org) in the city revealed that m

any 
of the m

others w
ere aw

are of Salafi preachers standing outside their apartm
ent 

building, preaching to their children a violent ideology. T
he m

others felt that 
their children w

ere vulnerable because of the few
 opportunities available to 

them
 - m

any of them
 had absent fathers, dropped out of school, w

ere 
unem

ployed, faced econom
ic hardship, and w

ere socially m
arginalized - and 
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late big visions for their professional developm
ent, all expressing a desire for 

im
pactful careers ranging from

 architecture, to international relations, to the 
judiciary. 

T
he experiences of victim

s of terrorism
, m

ale or fem
ale, can help practition-

ers and policym
akers articulate strategies for countering the appeal of violent 

extrem
ism

. It has been articulated both in C
V

E policy and program
m

ing that 
the narratives and voices of victim

s of terrorism
 m

ay be effective in persuad-
ing individuals against joining terrorist groups. It is im

portant to reflect on 
how

 the experiences of Project Butterfly described above m
ay be applicable 

in this context. 

T
his is particularly im

portant in the current clim
ate of D

aesh
 
r
e
c
r
u

itm
e
n

t 

and radicalization. A
ccording to offi

cial statistics released in France by the 
M

inister of the Interior on the 28th of January 2016, 8250 persons have been 
detected as radicals. A

pproxim
ately 30%

 am
ong them

 are w
om

en. H
ow

ever, 
m

any acknow
ledge that these figures w

ere underestim
ated. T

he num
bers do 

not take into account instances w
here individuals w

ho w
ere stopped at the last 

m
inute as they attem

pted to depart for Syria, nor do they take into account 
the num

bers of m
en that m

ay have joined D
aesh because of the incitem

ent, 
recruitm

ent and persuasion undertaken by w
om

en.

T
he D

aesh strategy of enticing educated and seem
ingly reasonable youth to 

their theater of w
ar is concerning. O

ne of their m
ain targets for recruitm

ent 
are young girls w

ho m
ay be vulnerable because of their adolescence status, 

their desire for self-w
orth and belonging, and their keenness to m

ake an im
-

pact. In that sense, D
aesh has fully analyzed and understood the scope of w

hat 
this chapter proposes to call the “Florence N

ightingale syndrom
e,” nam

ed 
after the 19th century English nurse w

ho devoted her life to caring for others, 
especially soldiers. Several fem

ale D
aesh recruits have left their hom

eland to 
help the civilian population in Syria; others w

ere detained at the last m
inute 

and reported to the authorities. Still others have left w
ith the intent to get m

ar-
r
ie

d
 to

 D
aesh m

ilitants and bear them
 children w

ith the aim
 of perpetuating 

their claim
 to statehood. 

In this regard, the psychologists’ findings from
 Project Butterfly m

ight be of 
specific im

portance to developing narratives against D
aesh. For exam

ple, if 
fem

ale victim
s of terrorism

 are better equipped to express em
otion and verbal-

ize traum
a, they m

ay be better able to articulate m
essages that prevent others 

from
 joining. M

oreover, the fem
ale victim

s of terrorism
 in Project Butterfly 

w
ere better able to devise and articulate visions of the future, w

hich m
ay sug-

TH
E VA

R
IED

 EX
PER

IEN
C

ES O
F V

IC
TIM

S O
F TER

R
O

R
ISM

T
his essay w

ill now
 turn to the experience of victim

s of terrorism
 to discern 

sim
ilarities and differences in the w

ays that m
ale and fem

ale victim
s of terror-

ism
 respond to traum

a and w
hy youth, especially girls, can becom

e vulnerable 
to recruitm

ent strategies such as those em
ployed by D

aesh (also know
n as the 

Islam
ic State of Iraq and al-Sham

 - ISIS). T
he findings of the next section are 

prem
ised on a project im

plem
ented by the French A

ssociation of V
ictim

s of 
Terrorism

 (A
fV

T.org).  T
his project offers a case study that com

pares the expe-
riences of both m

ale victim
s and fem

ale victim
s, and assesses the im

plications 
of these experiences on potential C

V
E efforts. 

From
 A

ugust 3-11, 2014, A
fV

T.org hosted a group of 20 youth victim
s of 

terrorism
 (10 boys and 10 girls) to help them

 com
m

unicate their em
otions in a 

therapeutic environm
ent and aid their process of healing in a program

 know
n 

as Project Butterfly. Som
e of the youth w

ere survivors of attacks w
hile others 

had lost one or m
ore loved ones in a terrorist attack. T

hey cam
e from

 A
lge-

ria, C
olom

bia, R
ussian Federation (Beslan), France, Israel, R

om
ania, M

orocco 
and ranged in age from

 14 to 23 years old. 

T
he program

 w
as structured around discussion groups facilitated by psycholo-

gists, activities for self-expression through body m
ovem

ent, and tim
e for re-

laxation and leisure. It should be noted that the therapeutic goal of “Project 
Butterfly” did not consist of adopting a distinct treatm

ent for both boys and 
girls; all activities and discussion groups w

ere encouraged to be coed in the 
belief that all victim

s of terrorism
 need to com

m
unicate, share, and feel heard. 

H
ow

ever, interesting differences in the sexes em
erged from

 the psychologists’ 
evaluations, differences that present opportunities for the developm

ent of 
C

V
E program

m
ing involving victim

s of terrorism
. 

In general, the psychologists found that m
any of the boys exhibited shy-

ness and a genuine diffi
culty in expressing their em

otions or verbalizing the 
traum

a. T
hey also expressed diffi

culty in planning for a professional career 
follow

ing incidents in w
hich their fathers w

ere killed. T
hey attributed this 

diffi
culty to the reality that they had to becom

e heads of their fam
ily follow

ing 
the death of their fathers, a m

assive responsibility that left them
 little room

 for 
anticipating careers beyond the confines of their im

m
ediate environm

ent. 
Psychologists found that the girls, in contrast, w

ere generally less introverted 
than the boys and w

ere able to verbalize their traum
a and the em

otions they 
felt. T

hey also bonded w
ith their fellow

 fem
ale participants on the basis of 

shared traum
a quicker than the boys. T

he girls w
ere further able to articu-
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3. 
C

oordinate responsibility and action betw
een com

m
unities and 

their local authorities. T
here are m

any tim
es w

here m
others are w

ell 
aw

are of the dangers facing their children but are pow
erless to intervene 

w
ithout help from

 local authorities. T
he afore-m

entioned situation in the 
city of M

antes-la-Jolie is one such exam
ple. T

he aw
areness of m

others to 
the dangers of recruitm

ent and radicalization to violence is just the first 
step of an intervention process that requires support from

 the authorities. 
In order to effectively guard the space that violent extrem

ists exploit, there 
m

ust be coordinated and sustained action betw
een local com

m
unities and 

their local governm
ents, supported by political w

ill. 

4. 
Am

plify the voices of victim
s of terrorism

. Too often follow
ing a ter-

rorist attack, the perpetrators of the attack get undue m
edia attention as 

experts parse their backgrounds, their m
otivations, and their intentions. 

Lost in the conversation are the stories of the victim
s of terrorism

, an 
unfortunate m

issed opportunity to highlight their voices. In addition to 
show

ing the pow
er of their resilience, their stories can also be pow

erful 
cautionary tales that relay a narrative directly challenging terrorist propa-
ganda. W

here appropriate, victim
s of terrorism

 should be offered plat-
form

s to relay their experiences, their needs, and their m
essages.  

Furtherm
ore, as one exam

ple from
 G

erm
any show

s, victim
s of terrorism

 
can play a pow

erful role in dem
onstrating resilience and reconciliation. In 

2011, C
orinna Ponto, the daughter of a banker assassinated in 1977 by the 

R
A

F, and Julia A
lbrecht, the sister of the R

A
F terrorist w

ho com
m

itted the 
crim

e, released a book together detailing their tum
ultuous shared history 

and the grief and traum
a they endured, com

pounded by 30 years of pur-
poseful incom

m
unicado.

8
 T

he very public reconciliation dem
onstrated the 

strength of com
m

unication and the value in listening to different points of 
view

s. T
he reconciliation w

as further m
eaningful given that radical groups 

like the R
A

F and 2 June M
ovem

ent have never expressed repentance for 
their crim

es or asked for forgiveness from
 their victim

s. 

5. 
Protect im

plem
enters undertaking C

VE efforts. C
V

E practitioners 
in the field often face threats to their safety and that of their fam

ilies. In 
certain regions, the threats to w

om
en are especially pronounced and m

ore 
virulent than that to m

en. Practitioners and policym
akers m

ust create  
procedures that help ensure the protection and safety of individuals  
exposed to terrorist groups through the course of their prevention efforts.

gest that fem
ale victim

s of terrorism
 w

ill be m
ore naturally open to participating 

in C
V

E efforts and projecting their stories to a w
ider audience. W

hile further 
research in this field is needed to draw

 m
ore com

prehensive conclusions, Project 
Butterfly can be used as a prelim

inary study and exam
ple of the roles that fe-

m
ale victim

s of terrorism
 m

ay be able to play in C
V

E efforts. 

C
O

N
C

LU
SIO

N
 

T
he globalized nature of today’s w

orld appears to have increased the speed at 
w

hich new
 radical identities form

 and therefore com
plicates efforts to counter 

violent extrem
ism

. In this context, this chapter ultim
ately finds that concerted 

efforts to prevent recruitm
ent and radicalization to violence w

ill require coordi-
nated efforts by m

en and w
om

en. W
om

en should not be singled out for specific 
roles in C

V
E, but rather should be engaged in concert w

ith m
en and in recogni-

tion of the strength of combined initiatives. T
his chapter concludes w

ith a num
ber 

of recom
m

endations on prom
oting equitable approaches to countering violent 

extrem
ism

, approaches that highlight the roles of both m
en and w

om
en.

1. 
Assign equal responsibility to both genders. Based on the experience 
of A

fV
T.org and its collaborations w

ith associated victim
s of terrorism

  
organizations, there does not appear to be a distinct difference in the role 
that w

om
en can play in C

V
E com

pared to m
en. M

ale figures can play just 
as im

portant a role in preventing recruitm
ent and radicalization to violence. 

C
V

E initiatives, like train the trainer program
ing, should therefore ensure 

the participation of both m
ale and fem

ale leaders to prom
ote gender bal-

ance and account for both perspectives.

2. 
Interventions 

m
ust 

be 
locally 

tailored 
and 

personalized. 
To  

effectively appeal to at-risk youth w
ho have potentially em

barked on the 
path of recruitm

ent and radicalization to violence, it is im
portant that  

interventions are personalized to their specific contexts and m
otivations. A

 
story from

 France helps illustrate the benefits of sm
aller scale interventions. 

A
 16 year-old fem

ale w
as detained in France just before her planned depar-

ture for Turkey, w
here she intended to continue on to Syria. T

he French 
authorities asked a couple, both of w

hom
 are social w

orkers, to take in the 
teenager and assist her on her path of deradicalization. T

he couple took her 
in and took attentive care of her, akin to the care they w

ould have provided 
had they adopted her. A

fter a few
 m

onths of living w
ith the social w

orkers,  
assessm

ents show
ed that the teenager had relinquished her violent extrem

ist 
ideas. O

bservers attributed her reversal to the role of the strong paternal 
and m

aternal figures in her life at a tim
e w

hen she needed them
 the m

ost.
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T.org.

1. 
Ida Faré and Franca Spirito, M

ara e le altre. Le donne e la lotta armata : storie interviste 
riflessioni, (Italy: Feltrinelli, 1979).

2. 
V

éronique Flanet, La R
A

F - vie quotidienne d’un groupe terroriste dans l’Allemagne des 
années 1970 [T

he RAF - D
aily Life of a Terrorist Group in Germany D

uring the 1970s], 
(France : L’H

arm
attan Éditions, 2009).  T

he exchanges w
ith Ilse Schw

ipper w
ere 

recorded M
ay 1 and 2, 1989.

3. 
Ibid.  T

he exchanges w
ith Bettina R

öhl date from
 M

ay 4, 1989, and then M
ay 17 

and 18, 1990.

4. 
Ibid. 

5. 
François de Labarre, Eric H

adj et G
régory Pey Tavin, La famille M

erah, un clan, une 
cellule?, (France, Paris m

atch, 2012).: http://w
w

w.parism
atch.com

/A
ctu/Societe/

La-fam
ille-M

erah-un-clan-une-cellule-154659

6. 
Zacarias M

oussaoui, after pleading guilty, w
as sentenced to life in prison w

ithout 
the possibility of parole for his involvem

ent in terrorist acts credited to A
l Q

aeda.  
H

e is serving his sentence in a high-security prison in Florence, C
olorado.

7. 
A

ïcha el-W
afi, M

on fils perdu [M
y Lost Son], (France: Plon, 2006).

8. 
Julia A

lbrecht and C
orinna Ponto, Patentöchter : Im Schatten der RAF - ein D

ialog
, 

(G
erm

any: G
oldm

ann, 2011).

EN
D

N
O

TES
6. 

Engage all age groups in social w
ork. Social im

pact groups like  
hum

anitarian organizations and non-governm
ent organizations tend to 

focus on recruiting young adults w
ho are com

pleting or have graduated 
from

 university. H
ow

ever, the focus on young adults com
es at the detri-

m
ent of m

any younger adolescents w
ho crave self-w

orth and the desire 
to help others in need but are not offered opportunities to do so. Expand-
ing opportunities for volunteerism

 or involvem
ent in these organizations 

m
ay help fill the void of adolescent instability and m

ight provide a buffer  
betw

een them
 and violent extrem

ists looking to exploit their desire to be 
helpful. Such opportunities should be tailored specifically to the distinct 
desires expressed by both m

ale and fem
ale adolescents. 

7. 
Avoid the celebrity status im

posed by m
edia. T

hough the w
ork of 

victim
s of terrorism

 is im
portant to highlight, it is likew

ise im
portant to 

avoid elevating such victim
s to celebrity status. Popularizing individuals 

instead of focusing on their w
ork can have the unintended consequence of 

inducing backlash against the individual and dim
inishing the im

portance 
of their m

essage. O
ne such exam

ple is M
alala Yousafzai w

ho received 
the N

obel Peace Prize in 2014 but has lost som
e credibility in Pakistan 

because of her perceived status as a privileged victim
.

T
his chapter has explored the participation of w

om
en across m

any contexts 
of violent extrem

ism
 and C

V
E efforts to understand their m

otivations, their 
experiences, and their m

ethods of engagem
ent. T

he various experiences show
 

that w
om

en are not im
pervious to the process of radicalization and the use of 

violence to express their beliefs. Furtherm
ore, radicalization of w

om
en is not 

a new
 phenom

enon but rather one that increased follow
ing im

proved access 
to higher education after the end of the Second W

orld W
ar. In addition, m

uch 
like the w

ay m
en are radicalized, the exam

ples included in this chapter show
 

that w
om

en undergo a process of radicalization that includes com
pelling push 

factors as w
ell as jarring catalysts. In this regard, C

V
E efforts should ensure a 

balanced inclusion of both genders, tailored to local contexts.



T
he starting point for this collection w

as to take a step back from
 com

m
on

 

assum
ptions about w

om
en’s roles in countering violent extrem

ism
 (C

V
E) 

policy and practice in order to further exam
ine the questions of if and how

 
w

om
en play a role that is differentiated from

 other stakeholders in these ef-
forts. Each of the contributors to this collection has offered a unique perspec-
tive determ

ined by varied geographical, cultural, and professional contexts. 
Each essay has offered insights into the roles, challenges, and opportunities 
for w

om
en in their efforts to enhance the resilience of com

m
unities against 

violence, conflict and insecurity, and has explored the potential for applying 
these experiences to C

V
E. 

A
s the debate surrounding the fifteenth anniversary of U

N
 Security C

ouncil 
R

esolution 1325 has highlighted, there is a great deal of w
ariness on the part 

of m
any w

om
en’s civil society organizations regarding their engagem

ent in 
C

V
E initiatives. T

hey have voiced concerns that their w
ork m

ight be instru-
m

entalized for security objectives and underscored the security of w
om

en and 
w

om
en’s organizations in inhospitable conflict environm

ents and the danger of 
w

om
en’s groups being “squeezed betw

een terrorist groups and anti-terrorism
 

efforts” (H
uckerby). T

he lack of clarity regarding the concept of “C
V

E” 
and the kinds of program

m
ing associated w

ith it has also led to confusion 
about w

hether and how
 they m

ight be differentiated from
 m

ore “traditional”  
counterterrorism

 associated w
ith m

ilitarized responses. 1  

A
t the sam

e tim
e, there is recognition that extrem

ist groups have adopted a 
strategic approach to sexual violence that aim

s to cripple com
m

unities and  
assert pow

er and authority by attacking their m
ost vulnerable m

em
bers and 

cultural m
ores. 2 Beyond the brutality of a cam

paign of sexual violence by 
groups like ISIS and Boko H

aram
, for exam

ple, violent extrem
ist groups also 

threaten the developm
ent prospects for w

om
en and girls, and even entire com

-
m

unities and regions, for instance, w
hen they burn and destroy schools, bom

b 

C
onclusion:

Program
 and Policy R

ecom
m

endations

N
aureen C

how
d

hury F
ink, Sara Z

eig
er and

 R
afia B
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A
t the sam

e tim
e, as indicated by m

any of the tw
eets that Saltm

an and Frenett 
referenced, w

om
en also appear to feel a sense of em

pow
erm

ent in supporting 
a group they perceive to be on the right side of global justice, as do their m

ale 
counterparts. W

om
en’s m

em
bership in or support for extrem

ist groups is not 
a new

 phenom
enon by any stretch and historically w

om
en have planned, sup-

ported, and executed terrorist attacks, from
 N

orthern Ireland to Sri Lanka. 
D

espite the high m
edia attention on the subject, it is unsurprising that groups 

like ISIS, w
hose recruitm

ent narrative is prem
ised on the idea of building a 

just society and M
uslim

 state, has succeeded in persuading w
om

en to com
e be 

a part of this historically significant enterprise. It is a sim
ilar narrative told to 

m
en and boys and appears to be a pow

erful one particularly to young people 
confronting identity crises or direct or indirect grievances against their state or 
com

m
unity.

T
he essays in this volum

e underscore and reinforce tw
o critical points of in-

tersection. First, w
om

en have diverse roles in violent extrem
ism

 and C
V

E and 
generalized assum

ptions about their desire to be preventers or circum
scribing 

their role to that of passive victim
s alone should not be m

ade. Second, the es-
says underscore a pow

erful role in prevention efforts. T
he contributors reflect 

the key findings of U
N

SC
R

 1325 that w
om

en need to be part of the solution 
to conflicts on both the policy and program

m
atic level. Safi em

phasizes this 
point in describing the roles of w

om
en in A

fghanistan and the prevention and 
m

itigation roles they play at a com
m

unity and dom
estic level, as does O

udraat 
in her chapter outlining the roles of w

om
en in conflict prevention and resolu-

tion. Schlaffer and K
ropiunnig’s chapter is a pow

erful rem
inder that even in 

societies w
here w

om
en are lim

ited in their public role, m
others can be critical 

partners in prevention, from
 identifying early w

arning signs of violent radical-
ization to m

obilizing a first line of support, w
hether that is w

ithin the fam
ily, 

other social and kinship circles or governm
ent. H

ow
ever, it is also w

orth noting 
their point that w

hile m
others m

ay have a unique role in the hom
e and m

ay 
be closely connected to their children, they are not alw

ays em
pow

ered to act, 
and children can go to great lengths to hide their activities, as highlighted by 
the testim

ony of m
others w

hose children have joined ISIS.

T
he roles of w

om
en in preventing and responding to conflict has garnered  

increasing levels of international attention in light of the fifteenth anniversary 
of U

N
SC

R
 1325 and the grow

ing attention of the C
V

E com
m

unity on this  
issue, as dem

onstrated by the G
C

T
F Good Practices on W

omen and Countering 
Violent Extremism. H

ow
ever, as several of the chapters point out (O

udraat, 
D

harm
apuri) activities aim

ed at engaging w
om

en in C
V

E should not be  
conflated w

ith the idea of “integrating a gender dim
ension” throughout C

V
E 

m
arkets, and destroy fam

ilies and com
m

unities. 3 R
eports that extrem

ist groups 
have used w

om
en and girls as rew

ards for new
 recruits or used narratives be-

m
oaning w

om
en’s rights as part of their recruitm

ent narratives reflect the highly 
gendered discourse about push and pull factors in som

e areas. Yet, groups like 
A

l-Q
aeda and ISIS have m

ade a concerted effort to appeal to w
om

en by trans-
form

ing traditional notions of their role into one that purports to em
pow

er them
 

as m
others of a future generation of fighters. For exam

ple, reports in early 2016 
that ISIS chief A

bu Bakr al-Baghdadi has appointed a fem
ale fighter to lead 

a new
 battalion in northeastern Syria underscores their attention to the roles 

of w
om

en and if confirm
ed, represent an expansion of w

om
en’s roles in the 

group. 4 In fact extrem
ist groups have dem

onstrated greater attention to the roles 
of w

om
en than have m

any counterterrorism
 practitioners and policym

akers.  

A
s the chapters in this collection suggest, w

e m
ust not assum

e a passive role 
for w

om
en as m

erely victim
s. T

his stereotype is prevalent throughout the  
discourse on w

om
en and C

V
E, w

here for exam
ple w

om
en w

ho have traveled 
to join ISIS are described as “brainw

ashed” or “tricked” or traveling sim
ply to  

further a rom
antic notion, rather than treating their choice as a deliberate one 

that reflects w
om

en’s agency. Indeed, m
any have proven fiercely supportive of 

violent extrem
ist groups, as pointed out by a num

ber of authors including Salt-
m

an and Frenett and D
enoix de Saint M

arc and Lacom
be. In the case of ISIS, a 

num
ber of fem

ales have m
ade the ultim

ate com
m

itm
ent of traveling to join the 

fight in Iraq and Syria, as Saltm
an and Frenett m

ake clear in their essay. W
hile 

the num
ber of fem

ale foreign fighters or m
igrants to ISIS controlled territory 

m
ay still be sm

all com
pared w

ith the num
ber of m

ales, w
e do not have enough 

research to understand the full im
pact of w

om
en’s roles in recruitm

ent and ad-
vocacy efforts in encouraging fam

ily m
em

bers and others to join ISIS and per-
petrate violence. It is possible that w

om
en can play an influential role prom

pting 
not one by several m

en and even w
om

en to support or join extrem
ist causes.

Indeed, several essays highlight that the grievances that underpin their  
support or m

em
bership of extrem

ist groups appears to be sim
ilar to that of m

en. 
O

kenyodo points to the A
frobarom

eter results show
ing little gender difference in 

the grievances or push factors to violent extrem
ism

 in the N
igerian context. Both 

w
om

en and m
en m

ay cite discrim
ination, racism

, or xenophobia am
ong their 

list of grievances. H
ow

ever, w
hile the sentim

ents m
ay be sim

ilar, it is im
portant 

to note that the experience of a circum
stance m

ay be shaped by gender. For 
exam

ple, M
uslim

 w
om

en w
earing the hijab are affected disproportionally by 

Islam
ophobia because of their visible identity m

arkers and the stereotypes of 
passivity associated w

ith outw
ard appearances. 
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A
l-Shabab could highlight their destruction of traditional cultures and com

-
m

unity dynam
ics.

3. 
Strengthen local partnerships of w

om
en-led organizations. 

I
n

 

this regard, stakeholders interested in C
V

E should allow
 local groups, in-

cluding w
om

en’s groups, to determ
ine if and how

 they participate in C
V

E 
efforts. T

he role and level of involvem
ent of w

om
en’s organizations m

ay 
be determ

ined by the levels of funding available (and the sustainability of 
that funding), the security context in the local com

m
unity, as w

ell as risks/
benefits in term

s of local credibility of being associated w
ith C

V
E efforts. 

4. 
Enhance capacities of w

om
en-led organizations that “opt-in” to 

C
VE efforts and initiatives. T

his capacity-building includes training to 
enhance capacities for m

ediation, com
m

unity engagem
ent, com

m
unication 

and protection, adm
inistrative and program

 m
anagem

ent skills, m
onitoring 

and evaluation strategies and fram
ew

orks, and grant-w
riting skills to ensure 

funding is sustainable. 

5. 
Integrate gender dim

ension in all U
N

 counterterrorism
 and  

P/C
VE w

ork, especially related to im
plem

entation of the U
N

 
Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extrem

ism
 and Security C

oun-
cil resolutions. T

his could be facilitated by:

• 
T

he U
N

 and m
em

ber states adopting a cross-sectoral approach that 
brings together key stakeholders across various entities;

• 
Ensuring that a gender dim

ension is incorporated into country visits 
and assessm

ents m
ade by U

N
 counterterrorism

 actors;
• 

C
onsidering the im

pact of P/C
V

E program
m

ing on w
om

en and girls, 
and on local gender dynam

ics, from
 the project conceptualization stage 

to im
plem

entation and evaluation;
• 

Integrating a gender dim
ension in legislative support m

echanism
s to 

m
em

ber states on C
T

 and P/C
V

E;
• 

D
raw

ing on lessons learned from
 developing N

ational A
ction Plans for 

the im
plem

entation of R
esolution 1325 on W

PS and applying to P/
C

V
E national fram

ew
orks and strategies and vice versa;

• 
Integrating a P/C

V
E dim

ension into support to states developing 1325 
N

ational A
ction plans w

here appropriate;
• 

D
eveloping and conducting C

V
E trainings for gender advisors in 

U
N

 organizations outside of the traditional counter-terrorism
 sector,  

including U
N

ESC
O

 and D
PK

O
, as w

ell as field-based U
N

 offi
ces and 

m
issions.

efforts. T
he latter approach necessitates consideration of gender dynam

ics in 
conflict analysis, in conceptualizing and developing responsive program

s and 
policies, in rolling out program

s and then evaluating im
pact. T

his approach 
should be undertaken w

hether or not specific program
s are directly intended 

to focus on w
om

en and C
V

E as a m
eans of m

itigating the unintended nega-
tive consequences of counterterrorism

 efforts highlighted by H
uckerby. T

his 
approach can be com

plem
ented by specific program

s that engage w
om

en in 
C

V
E efforts but should not be m

utually exclusive. Increasing the num
bers of 

w
om

en in security efforts can help this effort, but as D
harm

apuri notes, this is 
both a rights issue as w

ell as one of enhanced operational effectiveness. 5

R
EC

O
M

M
EN

D
A

TIO
N

S

T
hroughout these essays, a com

m
on them

e is the gap betw
een the potential 

roles of w
om

en in prevention efforts, and the current obstacles and lim
itations 

they face in realizing this potential. T
hey suggest a set of w

orking principles 
that should guide w

ork in this field and illum
inate a num

ber of recom
m

en-
dations to enhance the resonance, effectiveness, and sustainability of C

V
E  

efforts. Som
e of these w

orking principles and recom
m

endations include:

1. 
Tracking and analyzing a gender dim

ension throughout all ex-
isting program

m
ing and policy related to C

VE. O
ne of the reasons 

it is largely unknow
n how

 C
V

E program
m

ing affects w
om

en is due to a 
lack of attention to potential gender dynam

ics and/or indicators in existing 
program

m
ing. Ensuring gender is tracked and m

easured in existing pro-
gram

m
ing w

ill help to further assess w
hether or not specific program

m
ing 

should be aim
ed at w

om
en in certain local contexts. Tracking a gender di-

m
ension m

eans reflecting on three separate, but related questions: 1) how
 

m
any w

om
en are participating in current C

V
E efforts? 2) w

hat roles are the 
w

om
en undertaking in these efforts? and 3) how

 are C
V

E program
s and 

policies influencing and im
pacting w

om
en as different than m

en? In addi-
tion, donors should pay attention to their requirem

ents for C
V

E grants, pro-
posals and plans to ensure there are gender m

arkers identified and tracked. 

2. 
Increase new

 program
m

ing specifically focused on w
om

en, 
adapted to local contexts. W

here gender dynam
ics play an im

por-
tant role in the push/pull factors that lead to radicalization and recruit-
m

ent, C
V

E program
s specifically focused on w

om
en m

ay be necessary. For  
exam

ple, counter-narratives against ISIS m
ay need to take on a gender di-

m
ension to ensure that the needs and w

ants of young w
om

en are taken 
into account. C

ounter-narratives about groups like Boko H
aram

, ISIS or 
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en and 
youth. Enhancing broad com

m
unity support, including from
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ics that support the effi

cacy and sustainability of such initiatives that can 
contribute to enhancing w

om
en’s rights and contributions to developm

ent 
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needed at the m
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ine w
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V
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ing is both needed and effective.
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Responses to security issues, predominantly in the form of  military 
or law enforcement measures, have long been considered a male- 
dominated endeavor, with women relatively absent from the peacemaking 
tables and policy development.  This trend has been no less apparent with  
responses to terrorism.  However, women and girls have varied roles with 
regards to their participation in terrorism as well as counter-terrorism 
measures—roles which until now have been greatly under-researched 
and under-explored. These roles vary from victims of  terrorist activities 
to perpetrators of  violence to passive by-standers to active agents of  
change to prevent violent extremism and terrorism.
 

With the 15-year review of  UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
(2000) on women, peace and security occurring in October 2015, 
and the increased attention by international organizations such as the  
Global Counterterrorism Forum and the Organization for  
Security and Co-Operation in Europe on the subject of  women and 
countering violent extremism (CVE), this edited volume begins to fill 
the literature gap by providing a collection of  essays reflecting on what 
roles women can play in preventing and countering violent extremism  
(P/CVE). The essays draw on the experiences of  practitioners, academics 
and policy advisors to recommend ways in which policy and programs 
for P/CVE can be improved by taking into account the varied roles of  
women in these efforts.


