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Literature Review on Women’s Presence in the Radical Religious Extremist Groups, 

Boko Haram and ISIS: Key Findings 

 

Abstract 

The current literature reveals that little is known about the female presence in two radical 

extremist groups, Boko Haram and Daesh (also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, 

or ISIS), as a result of the existing gender stereotypes. Many violent women are also absent 

from well-developed theories about how and why these people come to commit violence. 

The aim in this article is to review the current literature on gender and political violence, and 

to explore the gender dimensions of the current phenomenon of violent radicalisation, by 

explaining the meaning of women’s presence in these two violent groups, and the effect of 

their presence on our understanding of violence. When female victims of terrorism and 

violent women are studied, we must examine the ways in which we attribute subjectivity to 

them, because women’s narratives are not uniform and are never simple. That is why there 

are no universal motivations to explain women’s participation as well as men’s participation. 

How we can learn about the ‘real’ motivations behind their participation will be based on 

how they represent and view their presence in these groups, rather than being represented by 

the media and jihadists themselves. 
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1. Gender and Terrorism 

 

The gender roles of men and women have identified how they should behave in the societies 

in which they live, the roles to which they are entitled, and what they are expected to do. 

These gender roles have been the indicative factors in determining the social construction of 

women and men, because each role has delineated what is considered appropriate for each. 

Hence, it is the set of social expectations associated with the perceived biological sex of a 

person (Sjoberg 2016a, p.5). It should therefore be acknowledged that gender is distinct from 

sex. At a basic level, although biological differences have been understood as sex, socially 

constituted norms and roles can be understood as gender (Sjoberg 2007, p.83). Gender is 

lived differently in different places, bodies and locations, as Sjoberg (2007, p.84) points out. 

 

Beyond the definition of gender, this topic - as it relates to terrorism - has been treated as 
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superfluous, according to Hurlburt & O’Neill (2017, para.2). We need to think harder about 

terrorism and gender, because what is less documented is how the women who are the 

targets or subjects of this gendered discourse live under these groups. Violent women are 

frequently invisible, or, when visible, are often sensationalised (Sjoberg 2016a, p.1). There 

is, however, one aspect of the nature of violence today that is impossible to ignore, which is 

women in violent extremism. In other words, one place where the prevalence of gendered 

discourses is obvious is women’s involvement in radical extremist groups, since women are 

becoming more active, and wish to participate in jihadism in the same way as men (Roberts 

2017, para.10). For instance, Khadijah Dare, a 22 year old, has shown her willingness to be 

the first female jihadi to kill a Western hostage (Brown 2014, para.6). Onuha & George 

(2015, p.2) define that situation as the feminisation of terrorism. Given that women have 

been subjects of gendered discourses, they are depicted as victims of ideologically based 

violence, non-violent, innocent, peacemakers, and life-givers (Nagarajan 2016, para.2; 

Ladbury 2015, p.38; Ahall 2012, p.290). Women, however, have always been active in 

terrorism and have been members of terrorist groups, from a historical point of view 

(Malvern & Koureas, 2014, p.76; Herschinger 2014, p.49; Bloom 2007, p.94).  

 

Sana’a Mehaidli, for instance, was a 17-year-old Christian girl and a member of the Syrian 

Socialist Nationalist Party (SSNP) in Lebanon. She carried out a suicide attack willingly to 

oppose Israeli occupation in 1985 (Lebanon’s women warriors, 2010, para.46). Norma Abu 

Hassan, a 26 year old, was also a Christian suicide bomber like Sana’a in Lebanon, and the 

SSNP claimed responsibility for this operation (Boustany 1986, para.2). On the other hand, 

there are women who blew themselves up for the sake of Islamic jihad: Hanadi Jaradat, a 

Palestinian lawyer, carried out a suicide attack in 2003 in Haifa (Suicide bomber, 2003, 

para.1); and Wafa Idris, the very first female Palestinian suicide bomber, killed herself in 

2002 (Bennet 2002, para.2). 

Researchers have interpreted the rise in women’s involvement differently, nevertheless. On 

one hand, some claim that it does not transcend gender roles (Nagarajan 2016, para.18). 

Women’s engagement is linked to their status as wives, mothers and sisters. They are 

victims of death, violence and rape. So, their gender is emphasised. Hence, they have 

participated in conflicts in order to “restore a threatened masculinity” (Vince 2015, p.85). On 

the other hand, it is argued that women who decide to commit violence defy the stereotype 
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of female helplessness (Keitner 2002, p.75, cited in Sjoberg 2007, p.96). They have therefore 

surpassed the stereotype of the passive, submissive woman. 

Regardless of the distinction between female agency as a soldier (legitimate) and as a 

terrorist (illegitimate) in political violence (Sjoberg and Gentry 2007, cited in Ahall 2012, 

p.290), female agency has been associated with motherhood, rather than having the authority 

to make a decision politically or ideologically. Women are portrayed as being unable to kill, 

and they are depicted as knowing nothing of politics, hence there tends to be a rejection of 

the idea that women can be and often are as violent as men (Speckhard 2008, p.1029). 

Women are more peaceful than men; men are usually more aggressive than women, and so 

on. This is known as “an essentialist account of gender”, which rests on the assumption that 

there is an essence of both man and woman that determines behaviour (Shepherd 2009a, 

p.8). Hence, when women are recognised as having perpetrated such violence, they do not fit 

the mould of idealised femininity that is associated with passivity, dependence, caring and 

sensitivity (Sjoberg 2016a, p.5). That is why they must have been tricked and brainwashed, 

or they are viewed as ‘interlopers’ in the male domain of violence (Auchter 2012, p.125). 

Female returnees from Iraq and Syria fit into this assumption. Many countries do not 

prosecute these women, or if they do, these women receive lighter sentences (Speckhard & 

Shajkovci 2017, para.48). This is because of the notion that they only attend these groups as 

a consequence of being tricked or coerced, which is often not the case.   

 

So, when women are found to be complicit in acts of terror, the oft-repeated question is, 

‘How could this happen?’ (Moss 2017, para.1). Their violence therefore is attributed to three 

kinds of motives: they are ‘dupes’ of men, pure victims of men, or there are irrational if not 

insane factors (Cunningham 2005, p.74). The gendered expectations of men, on the other 

hand, include toughness, autonomy, aggression, confidence and protection (Skjelsbæk 2001, 

p.220, cited in Ahall 2012, p.290; Sjoberg 2016a, p.5). They should lead rather than follow; 

influence rather than be influenced; control rather than be controlled. They should able to 

withstand pain in the face of destruction, and always resist the feeling of tender emotions. As 

Gentry and Sjoberg (2015, p.28) assert, however, it will not be possible to understand 

women’s violence until it is understood as violence. Trying to find psychological answers to 

the violence “pathologises” it, as opposed to recognising the political motivations and 

implications behind such violence (Gentry and Sjoberg 2015, p.28). 
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As a consequence of an increasing awareness of the roles of women as suicide bombers, a 

gender perspective of violent extremism has received a great deal of attention in the 

academic literature, and this has changed the terrorist landscape (Qazi 2012, p.23; Speckhard 

2008, p.1027).  As soon as women began to be used as suicide bombers by radical groups 

(radical groups consider these actions as martyrdom operations) in the early 2000s, such as 

on behalf of Hamas (Bawa 2017, p.85), women’s roles in jihadi groups have captured the 

attention of the literature, and their motivations and roles have garnered a lot of media 

coverage, especially if the women are Western and the group is jihadist (Bloom, Winter 

2015, para. 4). On behalf of many different terrorist organisations, between 1985 and 2010 

there have been more than 250 suicide attacks committed by female bombers (Bloom 2011, 

p.2). The first example of this kind was a 16-year old girl who blew herself up on behalf of a 

secular movement, the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, in 1985 (Weinberg, Eubank 2011, 

p.35).  The use of women in suicide attacks is highly effective because their potential is 

almost always denied, ignored and diminished (Cunningham 2007, p.122). As a result, 

terrorist leaders take advantage of the use of the cultural assumptions of their opponents by 

means of violent females, in an effort to “disrupt, disorient, and/or distract their opponents” 

(Cunningham 2007, p.123). 

   

When women carried out suicide bombing attacks, they are seen as violating conventional 

notions of gender and power (Ness, 2008, p.2). This involvement has contradicted the 

established gender roles of women in terrorism, which defines them as victims and 

individuals to be humiliated for political and religious reasons (Weinberg, Eubank 2011, 

p.22). More recently, though, there is a curious surge in women’s voluntary engagement in 

terrorist acts. (Dalton & Asal, 2011, p.804) Since, women of all socio-economic 

backgrounds, education levels, ethnicities, race and religion are currently participating in 

political violence (Eager, 2008, p.23). So, female terrorists have been active in Afghanistan, 

India, Iraq, Israel, Russia, Turkey, Somalia (Detraz, 2012, p.107). In spite of a culture that 

insists on relegating women to the private sphere, women persist in reappearing o the scene 

of violence (De Cataldo Neuburger ,& Valentini, 1996, p.2). We have witnessed violent 

females who joined the terrorists groups voluntarily. For example, there were women who 

were arrested for providing support in the case of London and Glasgow car bombing attacks 

in 2007. (Eager, 2008, p.213). Also, in the case of Boko Haram, there are women who joined 

the group voluntarily, and maintained their loyalty after being ‘liberated’ from the insurgent 

(Matfess, 2017, p.3).  
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Nevertheless, when female victims of terrorism and violent women are studied, it is 

necessary to examine the ways in which we attribute subjectivity to them (Auchter 2012, 

p.135). It therefore becomes impossible to speak of universal motivations for all women 

terrorists as well as for all men terrorists. Vast majority of literature also agrees upon that 

there is no universal theory of political violence and terrorism for men and women (Eager, 

2008, p.23). It is essential at this point to examine the ideology of these groups first, so as to 

comprehend how they accommodate women in their cause.  

 

2. Methodology  

Due to a lack of primary data, most of the studies on terrorism and those who resort to 

violence have relied on secondary data and discourse analysis, and have sought to explain 

people’s motivations based on a theoretical framework. Nevertheless, despite this common 

approach, it is essential to look critically at women’s portrayal of their own involvement, as 

far as researchers are able to do so. Studying how the media defines both violent males and 

violent females is important because this representation gives us clues about the dominant 

discourses about gender as well as terrorism. The global media is also important in 

understanding the world around us. The discourse used by the media stems from the 

assumption that men can be violent, but women cannot. This assumption, however, has 

negative implications for our understanding of security. 

This paper is only the first phase of the researcher’s own study. It draws on feminist 

understanding of security in order to understand how security and gender are intertwined and 

how violence is understood in global politics. The article brings Feminist Security Studies 

(FSS) to the forefront of analysis because FSS situates gender as a central category of 

security studies.The purpose is also to review the current literature on the gendered nature of 

violence, with an interest in two violent religious extremist groups, ISIS and Boko Haram, 

and examine the differing representation of women in these groups. 

 

3. Feminist Security Studies (FSS) and violent females?   

Carmen Vasquez states that “there are as many feminisms as there are feminists”. Ideally, 

feminism emerged in response to a particular political moment, particular economic and 

social orders (Wibben, 2011, p.591). They argue that women should have rights equal to 

men’s and gender is conceptually, empirically and normatively essential to studying 

international security (Narain, 2014, p.180; Sjoberg 2016b, p.143). Detraz (2012, p.2) claims 
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that feminism is best thought of as a large umbrella term which contains range of 

subcategories. Hence, it can be claimed that there is no single feminist position, and even 

there are disagreements over differences between gender and sex. 

 

Feminist Security Studies emerged as a challenge to traditional security scholarship and is 

expanding area of research. It analyses the specific connection between gender and security. 

As, they believe that women are absent in mainstream male-dominated IR. As a result, 

portrayal of IR in general and violence and security in particular is gendered (Narain, 2014, 

p.179, Detraz, 2012, p.11) because people live violence differently based on their race, class, 

sexuality and so on. Thus, they propose the construction of alternative theory of global 

violence. 

 

Most acknowledge that mainstream security scholarship is government-centred and we need 

to think outside ‘state security box’ (Shepherd, 2009b, p.216). Security was once associated 

with war and conflict, but now we have topics like human security, terrorism, environmental 

security, peacekeeping (Detraz, 2012, p.211). So, it is essential to acknowledge that each 

individual should be focal point of policy thinking because it is women and men who do 

politics and do violent attacks. 

From FSS’s point of view, the assumption of essential differences between masculinity and 

femininity stems from societal structures and assumptions. Traits and characteristics 

associated with maleness are more valued than those associated with femaleness (Detraz, 

2012, p.5). This kind of understanding reinforces widely held ideas about feminine and 

masculine behaviour regarding violence and security. Unique security situation of men and 

women, however, should be analysed in order to better conceptualise practices of security 

and IR, from FSS’s point of view (Detraz, 2012, p.207).  

 

Basing their research on women’s experiences, FSS challenge mainstream security studies 

and IR (Wibben, 2011, p.592). Rather than dominant discourses surrounding states, nukes 

and weapon, personal stories are much more important in reshaping the ideas about 

masculine and feminine behaviour. This line of logic necessitates focusing on women’s 

experiences of violence as victims and as perpetrators. As, there is no evidence indicating 

that women are less militaristic and less violent than men. In order to comprehend this 

involvement, we need to elucidate groups’ ideology first. 
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4. The Ideology of Radical groups: Ideas and Influences 

 

This study has been carried out using a case study, in which ISIS and Boko Haram have 

been the case, and the women of ISIS and of Boko Haram have been the subunit of analysis. 

A case study is a suitable option, as it provides a perspective for understanding the ideology 

of ISIS and Boko Haram, and how the objectives, tactics and modus operandi of these 

groups are influenced by their ideology and their ideological effects on women and their 

roles. The reasons why these two groups have been chosen are that their use of women has 

evolved for tactical and strategic reasons. Secondly, one month after ISIS declared a 

caliphate, Boko Haram declared its own so-called Islamic caliphate (Nwankpa 2015, p.4), 

and it seems that Boko Haram seeks inspiration from ISIS.  

 

4.1. Salafism.  

As a starting point, there is a need to have a better grasp of the ideology which Boko Haram 

and ISIS claim to follow, because it helps one provide a far-reaching understanding of the 

concept of women's roles and the representation of women. It is very common to view 

jihadism as an extension of Salafism (Roy 2017a, p.41). It is, however, important to 

acknowledge that not all Salafis are jihadis, but all jihadis are supposedly Salafis (Roy 2017, 

para.45; Onuoha n.d., p.185; Haykel 2016, p.71). The current literature states that the term 

Salafism derives from the expression al-salaf al-salih (the pious ancestors), which refers to 

the righteous predecessors of the first three generations of Muslims (Maher 2016, p.7; 

Wiktorowicz 2001, p.20). Salafists who refer to the companions of the Prophet Muhammad 

believe that the Qur’an and the Hadith (Prophetic tradition) are the only legitimate sources of 

religious conduct (Hegghammer 2009, p.249; Livesey 2005, para.2; Pape 2005, p.287). They 

adhere to a strict literalist interpretation of the Qur'an and the sayings of the Prophet 

Muhammad, and believe that there is no room for different explanations (Haykel 2016, 

p.71). Pearson (2015a, p.16) and McCants (2015, p.74) define Salafism as a fundamentalist 

or ultra-conservative strand of Sunni Islam, while Kassim (2015, p.175) describes them as 

the fastest-growing puritanical brand of Islam, one that preaches the total rejection of 

religious innovations (bid'ah), and a return to the observance of Sunni orthodoxy.  

 

4.2.Salafi attitude towards women 
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Current knowledge on the legitimacy of armed struggle has paid little attention to women in 

this creed regarding the roles they play and places they should be given.  Faraj (2013, para.2) 

and Bennis (2015, p.46) claim that the Salafists have sought to isolate women from public 

life because they are bent on denying the fact that women's conditions have expanded. The 

reason behind this claim is that this creed is “mostly associated with repression of women 

and acute social control”, and it advocates strict gender segregation, such that it subjugates 

women  (Hegghammer, 2009, p.256; Inge, 2016c, para.4; Inge, 2016b, para. 2). For instance, 

unlike men, there is no obligation for women to pray at mosque and they have been excluded 

from official leadership roles (Inge, 2016a, p.45). Despite the popular conceptions of Salafi 

women by which women have been painted as passive, vulnerable, and passive victims of 

oppression (Suleiman, 2015, p.120; De Koning, 2009, p. 420), Salafi women have agency 

over their lives and Salafi doctrines actually create sense of self as strong women (De 

Koning, 2009, p. 420). Given this strong identity through applying only Qur’an and sunna 

(traditions of the Prophet), women who adopt Salafi doctrine describe their pre-Salafi days 

as age of ignorance (Inge, 2016a, p.63). 

 

           4.3.Jihadism  

 

As for the reference to jihad, it is found in the Qur’an and regularly resurfaces in the Muslim 

world (Roy 2017a, p.1). ‘Jihad’ is a word with meanings such as making an effort, or 

endeavouring. Qazi (2012, p.14) defines jihad as a struggle to attain God’s pleasure. There 

are two kinds of jihad: al-jihad al-asghar (the lesser jihad) and al-jihad al-akbar (the greater 

jihad). The greater of these involves fighting against one’s own nafs (evil-commanding self), 

and the lesser is the effort to improve the Islamic community and to transform the condition 

of the community into a better one as far as possible. 

 

The first known reference to Salafi-Jihadism came from the current leader of Al-Qaeda, 

Ayman al-Zawahiri, in 1994 (Maher 2016, p.16). These Salafi-Jihadists constitute less than 

one percent of the world’s 1.2 billion Muslims (Livesey 2005, para.6). According to the 

Salafi-Jihadist faction, jihad is an essential vehicle by which religion is defended and raised 

(Maher 2016, p.16). Since they identify themselves as adherents to the Salafi manhaj, or 

method, for developing proper religious interpretations based upon the Quran, the Sunnah 

and the example of Companions, they use well-known Salafi identity markers such as Ahl al-
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haidth (People of hadith), taifat al-mansura (the Aided group), or al-firqa al-najiyya (the 

Saved sect) (Wiktorowicz 2001, p.20).  

 

Despite the fact that the Arabic word ‘jihad’ does not necessarily imply or justify violence, 

jihadists, as a militant interpretation of the Salafi creed, believe that the global context calls 

for violence and revolution. It is called jihadism, which is defined as an extreme political 

ideology, and was developed as a theory in the 1950s (Brinkel, Ait-Hida 2012, p.3; Roy 

2017a, p.13). Jihadism uses religion “as an ideology, instrument for recruitment, legitimation 

of extreme violence, and criteria for the selection of targets” (Brinkel, Ait-Hida 2012, p.5). 

For radical Sunnis, all Muslims are responsible for jihad, referred to as fardh al-ayn 

(individual obligation), and if any part of the Muslim world is threatened, they have an 

obligation to defend it, designated as defensive jihad (Joffe 2016, p.801; Lahoud 2014, 

p.781; Roy 2017a, p.13). According to Anwar al-Awlaki (a member of Al-Qaeda, killed by 

the US in 2011), jihad must be practiced by the child even if the parents refuse, and by the 

wife even if the husband objects (Roy 2017a, p.13). Under such situations, as Abdullah 

Azzam, a cornerstone of the contemporary jihad movement, outlined, waging jihad against 

unbelievers is incumbent upon all Muslims, as per the five pillars of the faith (Wiktorowicz 

2001, p.23). Moreover, the Egyptian Salam Faraj conceptualised jihad as the ‘absent 

obligation’, the sixth pillar of Islam, which is not defined in the Qur’an (Roy 2017a, p.13).  

 

The ideas and support of various theologians, who form the core of modern jihadist 

ideology, enable these groups to justify their actions and help them recruit people around the 

world (Byman 2015, p.76). Of these, Taqi al-Din Taymiyya, Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Sayyid 

Qutb, and Muhammad Abd al-Salam Faraj have emphasised establishing a proper Islamic 

society and government (Byman 2015, p.75). Byman goes on to report that the teachings of 

Ibn Taymiyya and Qutb on jihad guide radical groups as they decide whom and what to 

target (2015, p.76). Qutb, for instance, declared in his short book, Milestones, that because of 

the repressive effects of democracy, communism, and various other non-Islamic influences, 

Ummah was nearly extinct (Stout 2009, p.878). In a nutshell, Salafi-Jihadi ideology provides 

a strong theological backing for ISIS and Boko Haram to legitimise jihad, and it plays a huge 

role in recruitment (Kassim 2015, p.189).   

 

5. Women in Boko Haram 
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The world had begun to take notice of Boko Haram’s violent actions and their tragic 

consequences due to the abduction of approximately 276 girls from a boarding school in 

Chibok, northeastern Nigeria, in April of 2014 (Frazier 2014, p.145; Smith 2015, p.159; 

Onapajo 2017, p.69). The kidnapping sparked global outrage and prompted global figures, 

including activist Malala Yousafzai (Busari, & Jones, 2017, para.13). According to some 

analysts, the abductions of the Chibok girls was a huge shock, but more shocking was the 

video broadcast made later by Shekau, in which he threatened the Nigerian authorities to sell 

the Chibok girls into slavery. They were thus objects to be used, abused and sold in a 

marketplace (El-Affendi, Gumel 2015, p.128). After the kidnapping of these girls, this 

method has been one of the emerging trajectories in Boko Haram’s attacks, and it was 

declared the deadliest terrorist group of 2014 (Pricopi 2016, p.40) because in the aftermath 

of the Chibok abductions, it was feared that Boko Haram had taken the girls to use them as 

fighters (Pearson, 2014, p.3). The common discourse used for these girls was that they were 

raped, forced to marry Boko Haram fighters or brainwashed (Anaedozie 2016, p.223; Kriel, 

2017, para.29; Nossiter, 2015, para.11). This line of thought, however, does not reflect the 

whole story of women’s experiences in Boko Haram. Since, there is another side to their 

involvement in the sect that is neglected by most researchers and by the society in which the 

sect emerged: Participation Willingly. 

In order to comprehend women’s status in the group, clearly a shift of focus is needed how 

the name “Boko Haram” emerged first. 

 

  

  

 5. 1. The Meaning of Boko Haram 

Despite the fact that there are number of discrepancies in the different descriptions of the 

history of Boko Haram, including operating under different names such as Ahlusunna 

wal’Jamma Hijra, the Nigerian Taliban, or the Yusufiyya, the group has been active since 

2002, founded by Muhammad Yusuf in Borno State (Zenn 2014, p.260; Frazier 2014, p.145; 

Onuoha, George 2015, p.3; Roelofs 2014, p.114; Adesoji, 2010, p.98). However, 

“ideological radicalization has been intensified by the 1979 Iranian revolution, the 

implementation of Sharia law in twelve northern states since 1999, and the 9/11 attacks in 

the US” (Zenn, Barkindo, Heras, 2013, p.47).  
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Its Salafi-Jihadi ideology is reflected in a book written by Muhammad Yusuf, ‘Hādhihi 

Aqıd̄atunā wa Minhaju Da'awatuna' (This is our creed and the methodology of our 

Preaching) (Kassim 2015, p.189). According to Yusuf, anything Western is completely un-

Islamic, such as banking, taxation, jurisprudence, and Western institutions. The main 

objective of Yusuf’s movement is to “end the tyranny of the elite who traveled to British 

universities and then return to rule from the capital over the impoverished North” 

(Kirkpatrick, Nossiter 2014, para.9). Hence, Western education is infidel, and anyone 

undertaking Western education is considered to be a sinner (Onuoha 2012, p.2; Zenn et al. 

2013, p.48).  

 

It appears that as a result of Yusuf’s frequent decrying of ‘boko’, the name ‘Boko Haram’ 

was given by the community from which it emerged from 2005 onwards (Roelofs 2014, 

p.115; Matfess, 2017, p.10) It is imperative here to bear in mind that the name of Boko 

Haram also reflects the way they view women. Adesoji (2010, p.100) suggests that it 

literally means ‘book is sinful’, but its deeper meaning is that Western education is sinful. 

However, it is claimed that, in fact, it is not Western education but Western civilisations and 

institutions that have been rejected. After Yusuf's death, the acting leader of Boko Haram 

claimed that they reject the Western ways of life that include the constitutional protection of 

the rights and privileges of women (Comolli 2015, p.50; Brinkel, Ait-Hida 2012, p.11,). 

Applying Matfess’s work on women’s participation, it could also be claimed that the Boko 

Haram trades on discrimination, misogyny and structural violence women face in Nigeria, 

and provide opportunities for women to advance their own agendas (2017, p.6). In a 

nutshell, given the cultural norms of the region and ideology of the jihadist group, are 

women given space by the jihadist group?  

 

  5.2. What We Know and Do Not Know about the Women and Girls in Boko Haram 

Gender roles, which are already differentiated in jihadi groups, have emerged in patriarchal 

societies due to the male dominated nature of Islamist jihadist culture (Ladbury et al. 2016, 

p.8; Rubin, Breeden 2016, para.12). The version of Sharia law supported by the current 

leader of the group, Shekau, who took over the leadership in 2010, assigns different roles to 

men and women. With the aim of establishing a ‘pure’ Islamic state, women are required to 

help fighting men by cooking, cleaning, bringing up children (Ladbury et al., 2016, p.8). 

While the dominant narrative of women being forced, coerced and abducted to become 

suicide bombers one of the characteristics of the sect, there are female supporters of Boko 
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Haram (Alfred, 2015, para.15). What is turning point is that, however, the use of women and 

girls as suicide bombers. As, no other insurgency in history used more female suicide 

bombers than men (Kriel, 2017, para.7).  

 

5.2.1. Female Suicide Bombers 

Boko Haram’s suicide missions took on a new dimension with the first attack by a female 

bomber in 2014 (Nwankpa 2015, p.11). So, the instrumentalisation of women in its 

operations is on the rise as a result of the changing environment and the needs of conflict 

(El-Affendi, Gumel 2015, p.137). As of January 2015, there have been a total of 15 female 

suicide bombings. It is claimed that the group abducted the Chibok girls to train them and 

use them in suicide attacks (Pricopi 2016, p.43). According to Weiss (2017, para.7), the 

number of women who have been used in suicide attacks since 2014 is at least 151. Onapajo 

(2017, p.69) stresses that the increase in asymmetric attacks by the group using children and 

women as suicide bombers points to the dangers ahead. It is .however, important, to note that 

suicide bombings are not an Islamic innovation. These attacks were the preferred tactic of 

the Tamil Tigers in the 1980s, who invented the explosive belt (Roy 2017a. p.11). 

 

The use of female suicide bombers for tactical reasons gives the group much more leverage 

than their male counterparts. Firstly, these attacks generate disproportionate media coverage 

(Pearson 2014, p.3; Oriola 2016, p.11). Secondly, it is because women are not expected to be 

violent, it is easier to gain access to places easily and to penetrate targets (Chothia 2014, p.5; 

International Crisis Group 2016, p.1). Thirdly, women are more able to evade authorities 

because the use of hijab, as expected of Muslim women, enables them to hide explosives 

(Alfred 2015, para.18; Onuoha, George 2015, p.6; Human Rights Watch 2014, p.36; Weiss 

2017, para.11).  

 

5.2.2. Willing Participation  

The question of whether women attend Boko Haram willingly is a matter of perpetual 

controversy, as a result of the lack of empirical evidence. Discrimination and misogyny 

women face also make it difficult to draw clear distinctions between actions that are coerced 

or voluntary (Matfess, 2017, p.6). Thus, it is hard to figure out if “they are acting under 

duress or they are ideologically motivated enough” (Bawa 2017, p.89). Accordingly, it is 

claimed that most of the women have been raped and forced to participate in attacks through 

abduction, and forced into marriage or into sex work (Pearson, 2014, p.3; Osita-Njoku, & 
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Chikere, 2015, p.103). Ladbury et al. (2016, p.9) claim that abductions has become the sect’s 

hallmark. Older women, on the other hand, may have chosen to support Boko Haram’s aims, 

such as widows or those who have family members in the group (Comolli 2015, p.4; Onuoha 

n.d., p.189; Mercy Corps 2016, p.11; Pearson 2014, p.3; Al-Amin 2017, para.14). They are 

most often assigned duties such as cleaning, cooking and performing other household chores 

(Human Rights Watch 2014, p.30; Mercy Corps 2016, p.15; Oriola 2016, p.12).  

 

In contrast to media framing of women of Boko Haram, Mercy Corps (2016, p.15) notes that 

Boko Haram offers young women unique opportunities. Thus, some women are eager to 

become engaged in the sect. According to Matfess (2017, p.6), the lives they were promised 

under the rule of Boko Haram were better than their lives as Nigerian citizens. Once they 

attend the group, they have an opportunity to learn the Qur’an, and to become teachers and 

preachers to other women. There are also women who are willingly and actively 

participating in violence (Bloom, Matfess 2016, p.112). The Nigerian military reported that 

the movement had a female wing to get them to play a more active role, and three women 

were arrested (Boko Haram crisis 2014, para.1). Their purpose was to target young girls to 

become spies for the organisation or wives for Boko Haram fighters (Pearson 2014, p.3). For 

instance, some women of Boko Haram teach other women how to be good wives and how to 

help their husbands doing ‘jihad’ (Oduah 2016, para.53). 

 

When it comes to how men and women are recruited, religious study classes and radio 

sermons play important roles (Ladbury 2015, p.22). Moreover, financial incentives, kinship, 

inter-religious and government violence motivate people to join the group.(Zenn 2013, 

para.4; Onuoha n.d., p.181). Above all, broad frustrations with government and corruption 

led people look for an alternative way. As a result, women and men engage in the sect in 

response to government’s actions. It is a conspicuous fact that Islam, therefore, “has been 

politicised …, and Sharia law is appealing to some of the population as a possible remedy to 

decades of perceived injustices” (Smith 2015, p.163). In a nutshell, the purpose is to 

overthrow political rulers operating other than by God’s laws, and to set up a state-like 

organisation and establish Islamic law in Nigeria (Kassim 2015, p.199; US Institute of Peace 

2012, p.2; BBC News 2014, para.6).  

 

After the death of Yusuf, Boko Haram, under the leadership of Abubakar Shekau, re-

emerged with more sophisticated attacks and advanced tactics (Comolli 2015, p.53; Agbiboa 
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2014, p.404). Thus, within the context of modern terrorism, “Boko Haram has increased its 

dependency upon female participation and recruits” (Bloom, Matfess 2016, p.108). In 

addition to the emergence of female suicide bombers, Boko Haram recruits women to serve 

as wives of members, weapons traffickers, informants, scouts and food couriers (Onuoha 

n.d., p.189), because each woman performs different tasks in Boko Haram's campaign of 

violence for diverse reasons. At this point, It is imperative to bear in mind that not all women 

joined the group were abducted or forced to marry Boko Haram fighters. What we know 

about women of Boko Haram is limited by the media representation of women’s 

involvement mostly. Nonetheless, how women represent their involvement might differ from 

the jihadist and the media representation.  

 

6. Women of ISIS 

Women’s roles and the representation of them in ISIS, also known as ISIL or the Islamic 

State, is not as uncanny as women in Boko Haram, because the so-called Islamic State is 

competent at deploying women on social media. Voll (2015 p.1194) describes this trend as 

the new form of religious violence. The question of how ISIS is unique from Boko Haram 

can be answered by pointing to their propagandistic and technical resourcefulness in 

deploying women in the field. Alongside these women, the lone-wolf actors who have 

developed from 1995 and have carried out an action on behalf of ISIS in their home 

countries are important part of the ISIS’s campaign as well. (Paraszczuk 2015, para.16; 

Byman 2015, p.172). Karlsson (2016, p.5) defines these kind of groups as Global Jihadist 

Movements (GJM). He emphasises that GJM is a borderless social movement that survives 

and evolves via the internet. Factors such as nationality, ethnicity or cultures are not 

indicative of a jihadist movement, but religious-ideological factors are linked to jihadism and 

people can carry out any violent attacks in their countries of origin. 

 

Recent years, there has been increased attention paid to the women who joined ISIS 

willingly despite brutal attitude towards women, including reports of women, being stoned 

to death or sold into prostitution or sex slavery (Sullivan, & Adam, 2014, para.18). One may 

ask how it is possible to lure women into the group given the brutal, misogynist and 

paternalistic system of the group. As a result, this involvement triggers concerns about the 

rise in female fighters and danger ahead.  

 

6.1. Recruiting Western Women 
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It is important to bear in mind that the discourse used for men and women willing to join the 

group is different. While the word ‘jihad’ is used for men to persuade them to fight against 

Islam’s enemies, both external and internal, the concept of ‘hijrah’ (migration) is a jihadist 

discourse addressed to Western women, and completely interpreted for women (Centre for 

the Prevention of Radicalization Leading to Violence (CPRLC) 2016, p.40; Buner 2016, 

p.433). Following this line of logic, the choice of words used to describe individuals can be 

interpreted as a political statement of intent (Vince 2015, p.17). How to refer to the women 

and men who participate in the group is an example of this rhetoric. For instance, women 

who have joined are referred to as female migrants, or by the Arabic term muhajirah 

(singular) or muhajirat (plural), which evokes a wider, transnational religious community in 

order to reinforce the group’s message (Hoyle et al. 2015, p.9). 

 

It is a religious duty for every true Muslim woman to leave non-Islamic lands and go to the 

true lands of Islam (CPRLC 2016, p.40). In so acting, there is a possibility that they will go 

to paradise, and might gain spiritual benefit by performing their religious duties through 

migrating to the ‘Caliphate’(Tarras-Wahlberg 2016, para.6; Cook 2005, p.377). Under 

Islamic law, women are promised devout jihadist husbands with deep and passionate 

romance, a family, a home in a true Islamic State, riches, and an exciting adventure (Baker 

2014, para.3; Tarras-Wahlberg 2016, para. 10; Speckhard 2015, p.18).  

 

Another type of propaganda used by ISIS for Western women is a feminist narrative (Petrou 

2015, para.10; Ali 2015, p.15). ISIS claims that under the Islamic caliphate women will be 

treated as equals regardless of skin colour, nationality or ethnicity (Tarras-Wahlberg, 2016, 

para.8). They will get everything they need, and will be among sisters. In so doing, they can 

reinvent themselves as jihadis (Omar 2017, para.7). This rhetoric used to recruit females 

consolidates the sense of belonging, purpose and value.  

 

It is important to acknowledge that there are different roles that women and men play within 

radical religious organisations. So, ISIS draws on women around the world to help establish 

an Islamic Caliphate. For this purpose, women’s fundamental function described as being a 

good wife to their jihadist husband, and becoming a mother to the next generation of 

jihadists under the ISIS-controlled territory (Kneip 2016, p.90; Smith 2015, para 19; Peresin 

2015, para. 17; Ali 2015, p.13). Thus, they will become part of the creation of a new Islamic 
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State. (Brown, 2014, para.13). As ISIS targets people around the world, it needs to develop a 

strong language to convince them to travel Syria.  

 

6.2. Deploying Arabic Women 

The second audience targeted for recruitment purposes is Arabic women. ISIS’s objective in 

building an Islamic State is crucial in attracting Arabic women as well, and they can take up 

different roles to Western women (Smith, 2015, para.26). As a result of their proficiency in 

the Arabic language, and their knowledge of Islamic culture, they are more likely to have 

authoritative positions in the group (Spencer, 2016, p.93). The example of this position is a 

female brigade called ‘Al-Khansaa Brigade’ (all-female morality police force), which is 

made up of Middle Eastern women, and serves in order to enforce strict Sharia law (Smith 

2015, para.25; Buner 2016, p.432). The responsibilities of these women are not to fight on 

the battlefield, but to enforce codes of dress and behaviour among other women, and to 

punish them if they do not obey.  

 

As Ladbury et al. (2016, p.8) have pointed out, with the aim of establishing a state, the 

movement uses strict controls over women’s dress, movements and behaviour to 

communicate the greater purity of the new Muslim state. Vince (2015, p.72) states that the 

attention paid to detailing Muslim women’s dress, morals, social status and cultural practices 

is linked to the justifications for the creation of such a state. Abu Ahmad, an ISIS official in 

Raqqa, also told how, in order to raise awareness of the religion among women, they have 

established the brigade (Gilsinan 2014, para.4). Peresin, Cernove (2015, p.506) note that this 

is the only concession for women, allowing them to participate in the armed police female 

brigades; however, given the strict interpretation of Sharia law, their presence is interpreted 

in two different ways: firstly; as an important step toward allowing women more operative 

roles, secondly, as the limit to what they can achieve (Eggert 2015, p.367). 

 

The first document on women’s roles was published in Arabic by ISIS in 2015, under the 

title “Women of the Islamic State: Manifesto and Case Study” (Kneip 2016, p.91; Ali 2015; 

Petrou 2015, para.11). This manifesto emphasises that what is expected of women is to bring 

up their children and serve their husbands, because ISIS requires the involvement of whole 

families in its so-called Islamic State (Bennis 2015, p.49).  

 

6.3. The roles women can play 
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The roles women are allowed to play can be divided into three categories: as wives and 

mothers, as front-line non-combatants, and as front-line combatants (Ladbury, 2015, p.6). As 

mentioned earlier, what is expected of women is to help jihadist men doing their jihad and 

creating a ‘pure’ Islamic state under ISIS-controlled territory. They can fulfil this duty by 

becoming mothers and wives. 

 

As front-line non-combatants, ISIS uses social media to recruit women for propaganda to a 

much greater extent. Unlike other radical-extremist groups like Al-Qaeda, ISIS has allowed 

many Western female recruits to be active on social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Twitter, Tumblr, KiK and Ask.fm (Gardner 2015; Buner 2016, p.436; Brown 2014, para.3). 

Most recently, ISIS has favoured Telegram as its main communication apparatus above other 

social media platforms, because unlike other platforms the Telegram administration does not 

always shut down these accounts when they realise they involve ISIS-related content, and it 

offers secure messaging (Yayla, Speckhard 2017, p.2; Bloom, Tiflati, Horgan 2017, p.1). It 

is claimed that female foreign fighters have been tasked on this platform as internet 

seductresses, and they have a special office in Raqqa (Yayla ,& Speckhard. 2017, p.2).  

 

It is a conspicuous fact that there is a debate over the use of social media among researchers. 

According to Sageman (2008, cited in Pearson 2015a, p.18), unprecedented use of social 

media has enabled the group to surpass physical borders and enabled the women to liberate 

themselves from the gender structure. In doing so, the group has managed to recruit jihadists 

from more than 80 countries around the world (Naim 2016). On the other hand, Hurlburt & 

O’Neill (2017, para.25), disagree on the language refered to the use of social media, and 

claim that “What they are doing is not ‘sophisticated’. In reality, much of what they are 

doing is basic and intuitive if you are paying attention and thinking pragmatically.” 

 

Regarding front-line combatants, ISIS has started using female fighters in Libya, described 

as a “drastic U-turn” by Burke (2016, para.2). In Morocco, 10 alleged female attackers were 

arrested, and this was ISIS’s first recorded use of female fighters (Trew 2016, para.2). The 

radical change here is that women are taking part in this struggle arms in hand, just like their 

fighting brothers. According to Burke (2016 para.18), the reason behind this recruitment is 

the loss of ground, because as it loses ground, their pool of recruits grew smaller, so this 

means that they will need more women to take up combative roles. It seems that women 

have challenged their traditional roles, but this involvement has received less attention 
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(Argentieri 2015, para.2; Burke 2016. para.7). So, what we have been witnessing is the rise 

of the female plot. In Paris, the first female plot of its kind was created by ISIS, involving 

four women, and a series of plots involving women has been uncovered in North Africa and 

Europe (Burke 2016, para.3 and 5). Therefore, the perception commonly held by academics 

and researchers that women were confined to domestic and family chores in the group is 

outdated. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Given the gender stereotypes of femininity and masculinity, women are understood to be 

peaceful, non-violent, life-givers, while men cast as violent. When women, however, 

participated in violent attacks, they are violating expectations of femininity. Nonetheless, it 

is essential to acknowledge that women have agency over their decisions as men, and they 

can decide to become engaged in violent groups by their will.  

 

The aim in this article was to review the current academic literature on gender and terrorism 

and women in two jihadists groups. The results presented here provide concrete evidence 

that media representations of women’s roles and motivations tells us about dominant 

discourses surrounding gender as well as terrorism. Jihadists representations of women’s 

roles and motivations is associated with the extent to which they need women for the 

purpose of creating a ‘pure’ Islamic State. Nonetheless, it is crucial to understand how 

women represent their involvement in the group and whether or not this representation differ 

from the jihadists’ and the media’ representation. In so doing, we can comprehend women’s 

agency and autonomy in security issues. The question of whether women’s current roles 

challenge the mainstream Salafist ideology, and whether their involvement runs counter to 

the gendered characteristics of political violence, remains an issue which requires further 

examination. 
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