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SOUTH AND SOUTH-EAST ASIA  
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Gender and cultural clichés have branded women as non-violent actors who are at the 

receiving end of terrorist activities instead of being their protagonists. By undertaking a 

critical analysis, this paper aims to deconstruct the conventional portrayal of women and 

examine the radical transition of their role in terrorist organisations. To understand the reason 

behind the influx of women in terrorist groups, the paper underlines the strategic advantage 

they bring to the fore and myriad factors influencing their participation. In an attempt to 

highlight the role of women in terrorist organisations in South and Southeast Asia, cases of Sri 

Lanka’s LTTE and Islamic extremist groups are assessed. This helps us understand how the 

participation of women in varying capacities has remoulded the threat posed by terrorism. In 

order to meet this threat, counter-terrorism strategies need to depart from the narrow and 

static conceptions of women and craft a holistic policy which accounts for the key role played 

by women in terrorist organisations.   

In the paradigm of terrorism and violence, women are recognised as mitigators or victims rather 

than perpetrators. Women are seen as the fairer sex, ethically unblemished and more docile, by 

virtue of which they are likely to incite sympathy and avoid close scrutiny in the screening for 

terrorist activity. Historically, in many parts of the world, women have been marginalised, 

deprived of socio-economic mobility, and treated as subordinate by their male counterparts. 

These trends have limited the reference of women as terrorists, violent actors, or figures of 

corruption. Dated literature on terrorism has chalked up women’s participation as an anomaly 

or aberration in the structure of terrorism. Women as perpetrators of violence are deemed to be 

rather unprecedented, which allows terrorist groups to capitalise on and exploit this 

construction of the image of women. Media portrayal focuses on male terrorists and treats 

female participants in terrorist activities as the exception rather than the rule. Due to the lack 

of suspicion that they arouse on account of prevalent gender stereotypes, the terrorist groups 

gain a strategic advantage in recruiting and radicalising them. Scholarship dispels this falsely 

constructed notion of the disjuncture of women and terrorist activities. It articulates that in the 

last few decades women have been active participants in armed rebel groups and the number 

of women culpable in terrorism-related crimes is growing1. The involvement of women is 

asymmetric and unconventional. The landscape of terrorism is changing, and women are 
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becoming permanent and active fixtures in these networks juxtaposed to playing an inert role 

in it.  

Research indicates that the position of women in terrorist groups have radically evolved, and 

they have been playing increasingly influential roles in the advancement of the cause embodied 

by these organisations. Earlier, women only played an auxiliary role in the working of the 

terrorist organisations; they were relegated to collaborative and supportive tasks. However, 

they have begun assuming more instrumental and operational roles in the late 1970s and 1980s. 

Women are being recruited as facilitators and martyrs, expanding the repertoire of their roles 

from intelligence gathering, global outreach, recruitment, and logistics2. These divergent roles 

played by women in the set-up of terrorist organisations have become pronounced only in 

recent decades. In successive waves the role played by women has evolved from backstage 

operators to active frontline workers. This implores us to raise the question of why women are 

being recruited in terrorist organisations? The creation of the image of women as victims 

instead of perpetrators gives them an operational and competitive edge over their male 

counterparts, and their deployment increases the element of surprise which is vital to success 

in asymmetric warfare. Further, under the pretext of their oppression, the image of women that 

is cultivated does not link them to activities of terrorism which provides terrorist groups with 

a strategic advantage and tactical value in recruiting women. Terrorist organisations bank on 

the skewed perception and popular belief of women being incapable to perpetuate violence, as 

it is this which allows them to gain easier access in committing acts of terrorism. On the account 

of the innocuous depiction of women, counterterrorism efforts are not directed to decoding the 

ways in which women support and perpetuate violence. This cedes to the benefit of their 

involvement in advancing extremist agendas in terrorist organisations. The influence of women 

remains unaccounted for when assessing the success of the activities undertaken by terrorist 

organisations. Due to this, women are omitted from the efforts directed and policies formulated 

in combating terrorist activities, which goes on to fortify the position of women in terrorist 

groups3. Further, due to the rarity of women in terrorist organisations, attacks perpetrated by 

women garner domestic and international attention. The additional attention and publicity work 

to advance the group’s cause and ideology on a global level.  

There are multiple factors responsible for the participation of women in terrorist organisations. 

Psychological, political, economic, sociological, and religious factors cause women to be 

driven, both willingly and unwillingly, towards partaking in terrorist activities. The 

development of sophisticated technology allows for the radicalisation of women thereby 

making them suitable targets for recruitment and catalysation of terrorist activities. When 

women’s rights are curtailed, they are oppressed, consigned to a lower social status, and 

brutally violated, they seek improved living conditions and better quality of life. Ideologies of 

liberations and inherent systemic causes propel women down the course of political change 

through violent means and terrorist activities. Terrorist groups identify such women and 
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through targeted messaging of the romanticised life in terrorist group ranks, they are roped in. 

Domestic and international pressure, social dislocation and political pressure also incite 

extremist behaviour. Terrorist organisations looking to broaden their membership and include 

women, tend to exploit these pressures4. However, the motivational drive varies across the 

spectrum. This is exemplified by the women in Chechnya, known as Black Widows, who took 

up suicide bombing to initiate Russian withdrawal from Chechnya alongside avenging the 

death of their husbands, whereas the women in Sri Lanka’s LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam) are driven by nationalist beliefs, familial connection, and a sense of women’s 

emancipation. Additionally, some women join terrorist networks to escape poverty and attain 

financial stability, as is promised by these organisations. These hint at the myriad reasons that 

inform the participation of women in terrorist activities across the globe. Along with social 

causes of women’s liberation, economic conditions, revenge and familial links, women are 

recruited to perform terrorist activities through means of coercion, exploitation, and blackmail5.  

Data indicates over one-third of the terrorist attacks since 1985 have been perpetrated by 

women, with them occupying operational roles in all insurgencies6. Female terrorists have 

staged attacks in Israel, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Chechnya among others, which 

substantiated the growing presence of women in terrorist activities7. This highlights the shift 

in perception of incorporating women into the ranks of terrorist organisations. Religious 

terrorist organisations used to exclude women from their ranks as their belief limited women 

to traditional roles and duties. However, in recent decades they have portrayed a liberal shift in 

their position on women’s participation in terrorist activities. An important caveat is the false 

conflation of women’s participation with a fundamental shift in attitudes towards women in 

society as a whole8. The persistence of stereotypes and constraints imposed on women prove 

that the emergence of female terrorists should not be constructed as the emancipation of women. 

The equal footing of women in terrorist organisations has done little to change anything for 

women in civil societies.  

 

WOMEN IN THE LIBERATION TIGRERS OF TAMIL EELAM (LTTE) 
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Sri Lanka witnessed a tumultuous civil war from 1983-2009, the genesis of which lies in the 

ethnic fragmentation and political rancour between the Sinhalese and the Tamil. The 26-year 

long battle had been driven by successionist motivations and the struggle for an independent 

Tamil Eelam. A Tamil militant organisation- Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam- rose to counter 

the discrimination, oppression and disenfranchisement faced by the Tamil community at the 

hands of the majority Sinhalese. The fight for an autonomous Tamil Eelam had surpassed 

methods of diplomacy and negotiation. The LTTE emerged to fight for a homeland that was 

independent of the corrupt Sri Lankan government. This war observed a gendered 

reconstruction of the role played by the Tamil women. The socio-cultural role of women had 

been radically transformed upon their induction into the LTTE. Through participation in the 

conflict, women chose to become agents of their own empowerment instead of being passive 

recipients of the violence inflicted by the war.  

In society, women were limited to the domestic sphere and were circumscribed with the 

responsibility of meeting social expectations and cultural conventions 9 . Traditional 

conceptualisation of gender identity was entrenched within the society which caused the 

constraints to be tightened, freedom to be deprived, and socio-cultural mobility to be restricted. 

In light of this, women were convinced that these fundamental traditional identities and the 

prevalent societal inequality could be uprooted through the war. By creating an all-female 

division that was centred around gender equality and the transformation of the gender status 

quo, the LTTE spoke to the needs of women. Participation in the conflict was sought to be 

instrumental in advancing the political cause of liberation and alteration of the social dynamic. 

By aligning the causes of attaining an independent homeland and female emancipation, the 

LTTE effectively crafted a recruitment tactic and targeted women 10 . LTTE packaged 

independence, self-determination, and empowerment through the means of militarisation 

which would, in turn, advance the ultimate goal of attaining an autonomous Tamil Eelam. 

Women were vulnerable to rape, victimisation and brutality by the Sri Lankan government and 

attest to their survival being hinged on the security, skills and tools of mobilisation that was 

being provided by the LTTE. Inciting social change and eliminating gendered division in 

society, transforming themselves from vulnerable targets to revolutionaries, nationalism and 

autonomy of the Tamil Eelam emerged as the motivating factors behind women becoming 

combatants and venturing out into the battlefields. Additionally, some women who had been 

sexually assaulted and labelled as an outcast in the society saw this as an opportunity to redeem 

themselves and restore their honour. 

Upon being inducted into the ranks of the LTTE, women did not assume merely an assistive 

position, instead, they became frontline workers. Women were actively embroiled in resisting 

the forces of the Sri Lankan army. The ethno-nationalist group began recruiting women as 

members of the Black Tigers, which was the suicide bombing squad of LTTE. Due to their 

operational advantage and ability to navigate through suspicion, women proved to be effective 
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in tasks of suicide bombing. Over 40 percent of suicide bombings were carried out by women 

whose acts were grounded in part nationalism and part emancipation of women by diverging 

from the traditional gender roles11. This indicates that women have carried out more suicide 

bombing in LTTE’s name than any other organisation. Female combatants were lured under 

the guise of empowerment and were used as expendable resources in furthering the group’s 

nationalistic agenda. Young women who were impressionable and did not see past the allure 

of fighting for patriotic sentiments and alleged liberation of women were recruited as ‘cogs in 

the wheel’ of a male-dominated leadership12.  

The rose-tinted vision of women’s emancipation, freedom and mobility remain unfulfilled 

upon the end of a three-decade-long campaign for Tamil sovereignty. Upon being treated with 

some semblance of equality with their male counterparts, and enduring prolonged conflict, 

women gained empowerment and a newfound perspective to navigate societal issues. However, 

this militaristic brand of feminism that liberated them from social strictures was short-lived13. 

The violent war had been concluded in 2009 when the LTTE forces had been defeated by the 

Sri Lankan army and the efforts for women’s mobilisation has been undone. Women face 

socio-economic constraints and displacement along with the difficulty of continuing to live in 

the fear of violence and the lack of security. They are being relegated back into traditional roles 

and the lack of a post-war infrastructure to support the ex-combatants leaves them facing a 

perplexing transition while struggling for acceptance within society.  

 

WOMEN AND JIHADISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA  

The growing presence and traction of the Islamist extremist groups have changed the terrain of 

threats posed in South and South-East Asia- particularly in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Pakistan. 

With the intention of enforcing Shariah (Islamic law), Jemaah Islamiyah, Tahreek-i-Taliban 

Pakistan and other extremist organisations linked to the networks of the Islamic State were 

birthed. The gendered modelling of a women’s role was evident in the structure of the Islamist 

terrorist groups which nursed the cultures of misogyny and hyper-masculinity14. On account of 

this, the role of men entailed waging violent jihad to defend the group’s ideology, whereas 

women had to merely play a supplementary role and were excluded from combat. This divide 

was thought to be unchanging which led to the creation of categorically different roles for men 

and women. The construction of femininity was associated with non-violence which was 

reinforced by limiting women’s position to the private sphere. However, the role of women 

witnessed a transformation when the terrorist groups began recruiting them in various 
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capacities. This allowed female operatives to exercise influential positions in the organisation’s 

framework. Along with ensuring the longevity of the group by nurturing the future generation 

of jihad, women were entrusted with the functions of propaganda, recruitment, strengthening 

and expanding the group’s network along with raising funds and providing logistical details15. 

In some cases, women were also hired as suicide bombers, which highlights the increasing 

acceptance and involvement of women in Islamic terrorist organisations. 

The interconnectedness of the world and a wave of international terrorism was fostered by 

internet connectivity. The use of online extremist sites and social media platforms such as 

WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, and Telegram provided an avenue for spreading the ideologies 

espoused by these organisations along with lowering the barriers of entry. Jihadi women could 

leverage new media technologies to radicalise and recruit potential members into these 

groups16. The staunch online presence and extremist propaganda through social media had 

decentralised the process of radicalisation. Women published content on the subject of jihad, 

the establishment of ISIS, the performance of hijrah (emigration) among others to increase 

exposure. The proliferation of cyberspace had increased women’s participation in these 

terrorist organisations and making them instrumental in developing networks and increasing 

membership along with obtaining political and ideological objectives. Women are recruited as 

suicide bombers due to the tactical and strategic benefits they offer. Along with insidiously 

exploiting the image of women as non-violent to mitigate suspicion and security screening, 

female suicide bombers draw media attention which allows the terror groups to gain publicity 

and further their agenda. Women’s participation in Islamist terrorist groups is also used as a 

way to shame men into joining the cause and performing jihad. The participation of women 

has been crucial to the performance of various tasks, yet there has been nought but little 

progress in the societal perception of women in radical Islam. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Participation in terrorist organisations has conventionally been deciphered through a gendered 

lens that draws upon the classification of men and women into violent and non-violent 

functions, respectively. This leads to an erroneous analysis of a women’s contribution to 

terrorist groups. By bracketing women as life-givers instead of life-takers and homemakers 

instead of home breakers, counterterrorism efforts do not account for the crucial role played by 

women in terrorist organisations, which limits its efficacy. The construction of a 

unidimensional image of a women’s capability weakens policy planning and security responses 

to avert the threat of terrorism. By continuing to harbour the image of women as victims of 

terror instead of initiators of terror, additional room is created for terrorist organisations to 

capitalise on this misconception and exploit it to advance their agenda. As terrorist groups 

change their modus operandi and recruit women in divergent roles and varying capacities, 
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counter-terrorism policies need to evolve too and account for the changing trends in their action 

planning. Policymakers are required to re-examine the popular and static notion of a women’s 

traditional role in order to regard them as potential perpetrators and craft a gender-nuanced 

policy to combat terrorism. In the protracted fight against terrorism, additional research needs 

to be dedicated to the role of women, forces driving their participation and evolving strategies, 

to identify the threats posed by female terrorists and compliment the policy building initiatives 

to mitigate them.  

 

 

 


