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JESSICA DAVIS

Ottawa, Canada

Female suicide bombers are increasingly seen in conflicts throughout the world; in
recent years, they have become much more prevalent in religious-fundamentalist con-
flict. Specifically, global jihadist groups are increasingly incorporating female suicide
bombers into their operations, a significant ideological and operational shift for most
of these groups. Jihadist groups are using women to fill a recruiting void, to achieve tac-
tical surprise, and for strategic purposes. Female suicide bombers are likely to emerge
in jihadist conflicts throughout the world, from Nigeria to Pakistan and beyond.

Women have been involved in terrorism and insurgency in many different countries through-
out history, and Iraq is no exception. Women participate in political violence in a variety of
roles within terrorist or insurgent groups: as members, ideological sympathizers, fundraiser
or logistical supporter, and leaders. Principally, women participate at the tactical level, as
suicide bombers, hijackers, hostage-takers, and as soldiers. Rarely are women involved in
the strategic direction of the group.1

Over the last decade, there has been a substantial increase in the number of books and
articles written about female suicide bombers that seek to explain why women become
terrorists, but not a corresponding increase in our understanding of the motivations of
groups for recruiting women as suicide bombers.2 For instance, much of Mia Bloom’s
work focuses on the motivation and stories of the women involved in terrorist activities.3

In Eager’s chapter on female suicide bombers, three case studies are used to illustrate
activities involving female suicide bombers. The studies focus on a summary of the groups,
attacks that have been perpetrated, and government responses.4 Gonzalez-Perez looks at
female activity in domestic and international terrorist groups from the would-be terrorist’s
perspective, asking why women are inclined to join some groups but not others. Eager
found that women become more active and involved in domestic terrorist groups because
they anticipate a greater potential for change.5 In her work on ethno-nationalist conflict,
Alison looked at the factors that compel women to join ethno-nationalist groups, and what
kinds of experiences they have. She found that women were more likely to participate in
nationalist groups, and particularly ones with at least a rhetorical commitment to gender
equality.6 In any of these studies, the motivations of the group for incorporating women
were not studied at any length.
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280 J. Davis

While the aforementioned books are all valuable contributions to the study of women in
political violence, a missing level of analysis is from the group perspective. Terrorist group
recruiting practices, including their recruitment and use of women, shed light on both the
conflict and the dynamics of the groups involved. Terrorist groups incorporate women for
both structural (intrinsic to their operating environment) and group-based reasons, studies
of which can help analysts and policy makers understand the operating environment and
internal dynamics of the group, and the intersection of these elements. This article focuses
on female suicide bombers in Iraq, and uses information from a broader dataset for context
and to form the basis of extrapolation of future trends.

Before delving into the discussion of women in terrorism and insurgency, it is important
to lay out a conceptual framework of terrorism and insurgency. Definitions of terrorism
and insurgency are not universal and are inherently political. For the purposes of this
article, terrorism refers to an act, tactical in nature, that targets civilians, infrastructure,
and sometimes military forces. Military targets are included in this definition because the
psychological target of these attacks can be the civilian population. For instance, an attack
against the Iraqi police or military by a suicide bomber is a terrorist act, as the state,
its citizens and the civilians are the psychological target. Groups that employ terrorism
as a tactic are not exclusively terrorist groups. The Taliban, various groups in the Iraqi
insurgency and other examples throughout history can be defined as insurgent or guerrilla
groups committing acts that are widely perceived as terrorist. For instance, the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) were proscribed by a variety of governments as a terrorist
organization, but fit more traditionally into the category of an insurgent or guerrilla group,
as defined by Bruce Hoffman in his seminal work on terrorism.7 In the case of Iraq,
groups often transcend the boundaries of these definitions: as a result, this article will refer
to terrorist or insurgent groups, while referring to the many acts committed as terrorist
attacks, particularly if they involve a suicide bomber.

To understand the phenomenon of group recruitment practices of women, a brief
overview of women in terrorism and insurgency will be presented, providing context with
which comparisons to the case study of Iraq can be made. Following the historical overview,
a brief discussion of the extant work on a group-based analysis of women’s involvement in
conflicts will be discussed, providing an outline of the various factors that have motivated
groups to include women. Finally, the discussion will turn to female suicide bombers in
Iraq and what their participation means for both groups in Iraq and groups associated to the
broader global jihad.

Women in Terrorism and Insurgency

Since the first female suicide bombing in 1978,8 terrorist groups have increasingly used
women as suicide bombers; the types of groups using them have shifted as well. More
and more, religious-fundamentalist, including jihadist,9 groups are using female suicide
bombers in their attacks. At the same time, the relatively lethality of female suicide attacks
is increasing.

According to Yoram Schweitzer, there have been more than 220 female suicide attacks
(both completed and intercepted in the final stages of the attack) between 1985 and 2006,
accounting for some 15 percent of suicide attacks during this time.10 According to Robert A.
Pape’s survey, from 1980 until 2003, there were 462 suicide attacks. Gender was identified
in 381 of these attacks, and of those identified, 15 percent were female (59 attacks).
In the 1980–2003 timeframe, Al Qaeda accounted for none of the attacks, Palestinian
groups for 6 attacks, Hizballah/Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP) for 6, the LTTE
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Evolution of the Global Jihad 281

Figure 1. Female suicide attacks, 1978–2012.

for 23, Chechen/Caucasus groups for 14, and the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) for 10.11

Comparably, between 1985 and 2006, the dataset compiled for this analysis contains 86
completed suicide attacks; between 1980–2003, 70 completed suicide attacks. Regardless of
the counting differences, the trend is toward increasing numbers of female suicide attacks,
illustrated in Figure 1.

Significant spikes in activity occurred in 1985, 1998, 2002–2003, and 2007–2008. The
1985 spike is attributable to attacks conducted by the SSNP, while the spikes in 2002–2003
and 2007–2008 are attributable to activity in Iraq. For the roughly 35-year time-period
analyzed, there were approximately 4.2 female suicide attacks per year.12

The data used in this analysis include 256 records of attacks or incidents conducted
by women between 1968 and 2012. Of these attacks, 157 are suicide attacks that resulted
in the bomber detonating the explosives. The remainder of attacks include other types of
attacks or activities that women were involved in, such as recruiting, planting improvised
explosive devices, or unsuccessful suicide attacks. The data was found by conducting
multiple searches of open source databases, such as National Counterterrorism Centre’s
(NCTC) Worldwide Incidents Tracking System, the Terrorism Knowledge Base dataset,
the Global Terrorism Dataset, as well as media searches. Whenever possible, attacks were
sourced from multiple and independent sources.

Iraqi groups, such as Al Qaeda in Iraq, the Islamic State of Iraq (a previous incarnation
of Al Qaeda in Iraq), and unclaimed attacks in Iraq account for approximately 24.7 percent
of all female suicide attacks internationally. Chechen (Caucasus Emirate) and Palestinian
groups each contributed 20 percent and 24 percent of attacks, respectively, and the LTTE
contributed 14 percent, illustrated in Table 1.

These groups can be classified based on their primary motivating factor: ethno-
nationalist, religious fundamentalist, and left-wing, illustrated in Table 2. Historically,
women have been primarily employed by ethno-nationalist separatist groups as suicide
bombers, but they have increasingly become involved in conservative religious movements
as tactical operatives. Between 1969–2000, most female suicide attacks were conducted
by ethno-nationalist groups, with some left-wing groups conducting attacks. After 2000,
ethno-nationalist groups continued to use female suicide bombers, but religious fundamen-
talist groups began to use them as well. There was also an increasing number of unclaimed
female suicide attacks.
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282 J. Davis

Table 1
Percentage of female suicide attacks per group

Group % of attacks

Iraqi Groups 24.70
Palestinian 23.97
Caucasus Emirate 19.90
LTTE 14.40
Other/Unknown 9.60
PKK/Other Turkish 7.50

Female suicide bombers may be more lethal than their male counterparts. Between
1968 and 1979, the average number of victims per international terrorist attack was 2.08,
increasing to 3.83 in the 1980s, and to 10.38 during the 1990s. Between 2000 and 2005,
the average number of victims rose to 10.89.13 For victims of female suicide attacks, the
average number of victims per attack for the same time-periods is: 1980s: 21.6, 1990s:
38.2, and between 2000 and 2005, 57. However, this includes both injuries and fatalities.
If only fatalities are counted, then the numbers are closer to the norm: 1980s: 3.6, 1990s,
10.2, and 2000–2005, 12.6. In this case, female suicide bombers appear marginally more
lethal than their male counterparts.

Female suicide bombers’ relative lethality can be explained by several factors, which in
turn relate to why groups may choose to use women as suicide bombers. Firstly, despite the
frequency with which women commit acts of violence in conflict, they are still not viewed
as combatants or threats; they are therefore less likely to be detected, and can achieve
better tactical surprise. Further, from the types of attacks that women have perpetrated, it
is clear that they have been used to hit high-value targets, as well as soft targets, perhaps
also accounting for the high victim rate.

Until the conflict in Iraq in 2003, Al Qaeda and related groups had never employed
female suicide bombers, nor did they appear to have a significant number of female mem-
bers. In March of 2003, the FBI expressed concerns over reports of increased recruitment
of women by Al Qaeda. Specifically, the FBI was concerned about reports of a unit being
formed with a female leader known as Umm Usama (mother of Usama), reported to be
in close contact with Osama bin Laden. Members of the group came from Afghanistan,
Chechnya, Arab countries, and others. Around the same time, Pakistani neurological expert
Aafia Siddiqui was sought by the FBI for her alleged links to Al Qaeda.14

A 2007 report indicates that Al Qaeda held military training for women at bases near
Jalalabad and Kandahar airports, and kept this training a secret from the Taliban.15 On 11
September of that year, Al Qaeda leadership in Iraq announced that it had created a “brigade”

Table 2
Percentage of female suicide attacks per group type

Category % of attacks

Ethno Nationalist 64.4
Religious Fundamentalist 28.9
Left Wing 6.7
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Evolution of the Global Jihad 283

of women suicide bombers. However, Ayman al-Zawahiri, Al Qaeda ‘s ideological leader
at the time, stated in April 2008 that Al Qaeda does not include women in its group.16 A
year later, al-Zawahiri’s wife wrote an open letter stating that women should aid the jihad
in any way, including through martyrdom operations. She stressed that women who have
performed martyrdom missions in Palestine, Chechnya, and Iraq have caused the enemy
defeat. At the same time, she emphasized that a Muslim woman’s basic code is to protect
the Mujahideen, their children, and their secrets.17

The roles of women in groups that employ female suicide bombers are not restricted
to suicide attacks. For instance, in Sri Lanka, women participated as suicide bombers,
supporters, and in the leadership echelons of the LTTE. In Turkey, women in the PKK raise
funds, prepare propaganda, organize street demonstrations, and provide communications,
intelligence, and logistical support.18 In Palestinian groups, women have participated pri-
marily as suicide bombers and tactical operatives; evidence has yet to emerge of women in
leadership roles. In Chechen groups, women have only been observed as suicide bombers.
The roles that women play in terrorist groups do not necessarily indicate whether or not the
group will eventually use women as suicide bombers. Instead, structural and group factors
affecting the group are much better predictors of the adoption of female suicide bombing
as a tactic.

Recruiting Female Suicide Bombers: Structural and Group Factors

Many articles and books have been written about why women join terrorist organizations
and what groups appeal to them. However, few studies have examined the phenomenon from
the group’s perspective. By surveying the existing (yet limited) literature on the subject, it
is clear that structural and group factors account for the majority of the logic behind both
recruiting and deploying women.

The structural factors under consideration are drawn primarily from Matthew P. Dear-
ing’s analysis of the insurgency in Afghanistan. His work specifically focused on analyzing
why there were so few women in the conflict in Afghanistan. He describes three key ele-
ments that prevent their participation: a permissive operating environment for the Taliban
that permits the insurgents room to maneuver and no shortage of recruits, a fiercely conser-
vative culture that restricts women’s participation, and an absence of a history of women’s
martyrdom operations.19 These factors all prevent women from joining the Taliban, and
may also have prevented women from joining Salafist-jihadi groups in general. However,
in some contexts, it appears as though these elements have been overcome (or at least
outweighed) in order for women to be welcomed into jihadi groups. For instance, Iraq does
not have a fiercely conservative culture restricting women’s participation in the political
process, nor does Iraq have a history of female martyrdom operations. The permissibility
of Iraq’s operating environment has been highly fluid, and has impacted the group-based
factors significantly.

The recruitment issue, tied into the permissibility of the operating environment, is a
strong motivating factor that may account for a significant part of recent female suicide
operations. Karla Cunningham describes women’s inclusion in the Chechen conflict as
evolving slowly and being prompted by the “. . . protracted and costly ramifications of
war with Russia on operations and personnel.”20 Terrorist or insurgent groups frequently
experience pressure on their recruiting base, which spurs the need to expand that base
to sustain the group’s ranks. However, this usually happens after the conflict has been
ongoing for some time. For example, while the LTTE formed around 1976, women were
not employed as suicide bombers until 1994.21 The PKK also waited approximately 18 years
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284 J. Davis

before employing women as suicide bombers. On average, terrorist groups that use suicide
terrorism as a tactic wait 13.5 years before employing women, a finding that echoes the work
of Dalton and Asal. They found that the largest factor influencing whether or not a group
would include women as suicide bombers was the age of the group. They hypothesized
that this could be due to prolonged ethno-religious-nationalist struggles, which diminish
recruiting bases. They also hypothesize that the inclusion of women is a tactical evolution
used to capitalize on the relative low-cost high-impact of a female suicide bomber.22 The
only significant deviations from this trend are the Pakistani Taliban who may have used
a female bomber (in an isolated incident) in Pakistan in 2009, and the groups operating
in Iraq.23 Counterterrorism or insurgency activities causing extensive casualties, the lack
of support for a movement, or an abundance of militant groups can all cause scarcity of
recruits, leading groups to seek women to fill their ranks.

Terrorist groups include women in their ranks for tactical and strategic reasons as well.
Cindy Ness argues in her widely cited article “In the Name of the Cause: Women’s Work in
Secular and Religious Terrorism” that the “. . . introduction of women and girls into combat
generally came about in response to logistical demands: the mounting number of casualties,
the intensified crackdowns by government, and the ability to escape detection more easily
than men.” In the Palestinian case, tactical and strategic advantages presented by women led
to their inclusion in suicide terrorism. Brigitte Nacos echoes this analysis, and explains “. . .
gender cliches influence the tactical considerations and decisions of terrorist groups and the
behavior of female terrorists.”24 Even in war-torn countries like Iraq, women are less likely
to be searched or suspected of being a terrorist. The requirement for tactical surprise, or
to evade detection, has led to women being used to target high-profile or hardened targets,
such as the LTTE suicide bombing that killed Indian Prime Minister Ghandi.25 Chechen
groups also used female suicide bombers in Russian underground bombings amidst a state
of increased security in the country.

Strategic purposes of terrorist groups in using women involve a set of motivations
such as a desire for more media attention and to signal to other groups their seriousness.
In terms of the global Salafist-jihadi movement, Cunningham writes “(t)he willingness of
Salafi jihadists to include women in their movement in a violent capacity symbolizes the
expanding sense of threat that this movement perceives . . .” By including women in their
ranks, the jihadists are expanding not only their recruiting base, but their support base,
which may indicate that they, as a movement, are feeling the pressures of counterterrorism
operations.26

Terrorist and insurgent groups use the media to justify the inclusion or use of women
in the struggle, either in advance of an attack or immediately after. In addition, women por-
trayed in particular ways may help a terrorist organization recruit men; women’s inclusion
may be a radicalizing (and/or shaming) event for some men, motivating them to join a group
they otherwise would not. Terrorist groups may also benefit from the media’s portrayal of
women terrorists. When discussing motivation for terrorists, the media emphasizes the
political for men and the personal for women. This may help groups achieve some level
for approbation from their support base for using women, as their actions can be seen in
retribution for some injustice done, not representing the broader politicization of women.27

Media attention devoted to female suicide bombers can help deliver group-based messages
as well. For instance, media attention may signal to observers that the group has been
driven to desperate measures by the opposing force. In other ways, media attention related
to female suicide bombers can help groups differentiate themselves from other groups,
particularly if their operating environment has multiple, competing groups (the operating
space can be defined either geographically or ideologically).
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Evolution of the Global Jihad 285

From the factors described above, it may be possible to predict when or if female suicide
bombers are likely to be deployed. If the area in conflict has a restrictive interpretation of
women’s participation in conflict or politics, then the chance of groups using female suicide
bombers is reduced. The lack of a history of female martyrdom operations makes female
suicide attacks also less likely. However, if groups are experiencing recruiting pressures
or significant counterterrorism pressures that have thwarted attacks or recruiting, then they
are more likely to seek out women for suicide attacks. If multiple groups are competing,
one or more may choose to differentiate themselves from other groups by using female
suicide bombers. If their cause also lacks for media attention, the risk of groups using
female suicide bombers is also increased. Consequently, as terrorist groups come under
mounting pressure, it becomes more likely that they will recruit and deploy female suicide
bombers. This last finding has interesting counterterrorism ramifications because it may
signal the beginning of the end of a life-cycle of a terrorist organization.

Female Suicide Bombers in Iraq

There are three general types of terrorist or insurgent groups in Iraq: Al Qaeda–affiliated
groups, Sunni nationalist organizations, and Shi’ite militias. The Al Qaeda affiliates are
generally led and financed by non-Iraqis, and include both Iraqi nationalists and non-Iraqi
fighters. The Sunni nationalist groups are almost exclusively made up of Iraqi nationals, and
primarily target coalition forces and Shi’a elements. The Sunni nationalists work to end
the American occupation and secure political and economic resources; they rarely use
suicide tactics. The Shi’a militias consist of groups such as Badr Corps and Mehdi Militia,
and have attacked coalition and Sunni societal elements.28 Al Qaeda–affiliated groups use
suicide terrorism primarily to attack Iraqi security forces and Shi’a civilians. Initially,
suicide bombers targeted coalition forces, then moved on to attack the United Nations,
Red Cross, and embassies, which may indicate a growing unwillingness to attack hardened
targets. When Iraq’s new security forces deployed, it became more difficult for suicide
bombers to attack coalition and hard targets. Attacking support organizations had the added
benefit of making it difficult to re-establish order and heightened the sense of chaos and
insecurity in Iraq.29 It appears that suicide bombers are used primarily to strengthen the local
Sunni Iraqi insurgents’ desire to defeat the U.S. coalition, and to destroy Shi’a influence in
the country.30

Iraqi groups also include foreign jihadists, but foreigners only comprise a small per-
centage of the overall insurgency. As of March 2006, only 4–10 percent were reported to
be non-Iraqis. However, many if not most of the suicide bombers in Iraq have not been
Iraqis. They have been Muslim volunteers from Arab and non-Arab countries such as Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Jordan, Syria, North Africa, and Europe.31 While Sunni nationalist groups
did not use suicide attacks as frequently as groups associated with Al Qaeda in Iraq, they
were the first to use the tactic during the invasion phase of the conflict. During this attack,
two female suicide bombers were deployed. Later, Sunni nationalists formed the Fedayeen
Saddam (FS) and the Faruq Brigades specifically to carry out suicide attacks.32

Since 2003, there have been hundreds of suicide attacks in Iraq. The actual numbers
vary greatly depending on the source: according to Janes’s database, between 2000 and
2009, there were 834 suicide attacks in Iraq. According to the Global Terrorism Database,
between 2000 and 2007 there were 1719 bombs. Anne Speckhard writes that there were
over 900 suicide attacks since 2003, while Mohammed Hafez indicates that between
22 March 2003 and 18 August 2006, approximately 514 suicide attacks took place in
Iraq. The first two suicide bombers in Iraq were women dispatched by the Iraqi regime
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286 J. Davis

Figure 2. Female suicide attacks per year in Iraq.

during the invasion phase of the conflict.33 According to the Department of Homeland
Security and the FBI, between 2003 and 2008 there were at least 17 female suicide bomber
operations that killed more than 100 people.34 Since 2003, there have been 62 suicide attacks
perpetrated by women.35 These attacks have killed over 840 people and resulted in injuries
to over 1,800. Each attack generated, on average, 15 deaths and 34 people injured, slightly
below the overall trend of fatalities and injuries for female suicide attacks, illustrated in

Figure 3. Fatalities/injuries per female suicide attack in Iraq.
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Evolution of the Global Jihad 287

Figures 2 and 3. These attacks took place all over Iraq, but were concentrated in Baghdad
and Baquba.

Over time, female suicide attacks in Iraq have become more deadly, illustrated in
Figure 3. The number of injuries and fatalities per attack has remained relatively constant
between 2005 and 2008, but increased dramatically in 2009. Limited resources may have
forced the groups responsible to conduct fewer, but more lethal, attacks, or they may have
chosen targets likely to generate more casualties.

Consistent with trends in Al Qaeda–affiliated attacks, female suicide bombers in Iraq
primarily targeted Shi’a targets, as well as Sunni Awakening councils. Other popular targets
included Iraq security or police recruits, markets and infrastructure, Iraqi security forces,
Sunni groups working with the United States, and any gathering of Iraqi civilians.36 The
majority of female suicide bombers attacked soft targets, the goal of which appeared to
be twofold: to create a large number of casualties and to deter Iraqis from joining state
institutions such as the police or military. While difficult to determine, as may attacks went
unclaimed, the majority of female suicide bombers in Iraq are related to Al Qaeda in Iraq.
This hypothesis is consistent with the targets that they have primarily attacked.37

Women’s motivations for joining the fight in Iraq are the subject of mostly conjecture.
One explanation is that women have been raped and encouraged to join the jihad. On
3 February 2009, Iraqi security forces arrested an alleged female member of Ansar al-
Sunna, an Al Qaeda–affiliated group. Authorities suspected her of having trained around
80 female suicide bombers and sending at least 28 to carry out attacks.38 If true, female
suicide bombers trained by this recruiter would account for approximately 44 percent of
the attacks carried out by women in Iraq. The recruiter allegedly had women raped by
members of the terrorist/insurgent group; after the rape, she approached the women and
encouraged them to join the jihad in order to redeem themselves. While this is the first and
only indication of a woman acting as a recruiter for Al Qaeda or affiliates in Iraq, rape has
been used as a recruiting tool in other countries, such as Sri Lanka.39

As increasingly strong measures were taken by coalition forces to defeat terrorist and
insurgent groups in Iraq, suicide attacks diminished. But at the same time, Al Qaeda in
Iraq increasingly turned to using women as attackers.40 Women’s involvement may be a
result of factors in the operating environment: the multiplicity of groups in Iraq may have
created a scarcity of human resources, and female recruits may have been used to fill the
void. Further, intense counterterrorism actions, particularly during the military surge of
2007 may have led groups to use women, as they were less likely to be intercepted.

Female suicide bombers in Iraq appear to be employed for many of the same reasons
that women are employed in other conflicts. Women were used to cross checkpoints, as they
can do so relatively unsearched; despite the Lioness program,41 the majority of checkpoints
remain manned in a literal sense, possibly resulting in a lack of proper searching of women.42

They were used to ease recruitment pressures and for their ability to strike targets (tactical
surprise).

Conclusion

According to Miranda Alison,

Existing research suggests that female combatants are often perceived as a
necessary but temporary aberration in a time of national crisis and need, rather
than as representative of a fundamental societal change in gender roles. Their
postwar re-marginalization also suggests that they figure as a threat to the
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288 J. Davis

nation’s and the state’s ideological security and cohesion and the existing
political culture, through their destabilization of gender roles. While this can
be tolerated (and is often necessary) in a time of crisis, it is less acceptable in
a post-conflict “normal society” context, indicating again the ambiguous and
uneasy nature of the role of the female combatant.43

Islamist extremist groups incorporate women as tactical operatives because of structural
and group factors. If women were incorporated into groups in roles other than that of a
tactical operative, it would force the group to consider granting the women a post-conflict
role in the event of a political or military victory. Female suicide bombers provide a unique
opportunity for militant organizations, as there are no female ex-combatants to re-integrate
into society, thus removing any question of how they will be treated after the war. This
could explain why other groups in Iraq may be more hesitant to employ women; to do so is
to give them agency in an organization, and if the potential exists for the group to achieve
some level of political power, some of that power might have to be shared with women.

This explanation also helps to understand why the Taliban or other groups in
Afghanistan have yet to systematically use female suicide bombers. While not close to
forming a governing structure in Afghanistan, there is the possibility that reconciliation
and demobilization processes could incorporate Taliban elements into the Afghan govern-
ment. Were women to be involved at the tactical, operational, or strategic levels, pressure
could emerge to incorporate them into the political structure. Of course, the question of
whether or not women want to join Iraqi groups or the Taliban remains unanswered. The
lack of women in the global jihad may also be explained by a lack of appeal of the Al
Qaeda narrative. It is possible that women do not identify with the jihadist struggle to the
same extent as men; it is also possible that the radicalizing factors that affect men and turn
them toward the Al Qaeda narrative have not occurred. These remain interesting research
questions worth considering.

Women’s involvement in the insurgency in Iraq marks a significant change in the global
jihad. In the conflict in Iraq, they were employed as tactical operatives at an unprecedented
level, for a variety of reasons ranging from the tactical to the strategic. Women’s involvement
in Iraq may have paved the way for additional participation in the global jihad in conflicts
as far-flung as Somalia and Afghanistan. Fundamentalist religious groups linked to the
global jihad have increasingly started to use women as suicide bombers. In Pakistan, a
woman was employed by the Tehrik-i-Taliban (TTP) in 2009 to attack a police building
in north-western Peshawar.44 In 2010–2011, several attacks took place in Pakistan, and in
2012, female suicide attacks occurred in Somalia and Afghanistan.45

It is possible that Al Qaeda’s experience in Iraq has opened the organization and
its related groups to further female involvement. Other groups may take their cues from
Al Qaeda–affiliated groups in Iraq. These findings also raise questions for other conflicts
involving jihadist groups, in particular the conflict in Nigeria with Boko Haram.

Understanding how, when, and why a group employs women, particularly as sui-
cide bombers, presents a unique opportunity for counterterrorist operations. By identifying
a group’s use of female suicide bombers as motivated by one or more of the factors
outlined above, a counterinsurgency or terrorism and counterradicalization plan can be
better articulated. Women’s employment may also signal a period of decline for the group
or the efficacy of counterterrorism operations that can be further exploited. At the very
least, female suicide bombers can serve as an indicator of some of the issues an insur-
gent or terrorist group might be facing, as well as the group’s willingness to engage in
negotiations to end hostilities. While the approach currently dominant in the literature
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examining female terrorists, and female suicide bombers specifically, tends to focus on the
women’s motivation for joining terrorist groups, that approach needs to be balanced with
the group-based approach. By exploring both elements, a better picture of both radicaliza-
tion processes affecting women, and group-based behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes can be
found.
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