
 

 

Femme Fatales – Why Women are Drawn to Fight With Violent 
Extremist Groups 

    By Lieutenant Colonel Kathleen Turner, U.S. Army 

It’s the women we remember. 

—H.H.A. Cooper1 
 

Women are increasingly participating in violent acts.  Women’s participation in 

violent extremists groups, insurgencies and revolutionary organizations has included 

Peru’s Shining Path, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka, the 

Chechen Black Widows, and most recently, Boko Haram, and ISIS.  Women have also 

held leadership roles in many of these organizations, like the Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Colombia (FARC),  the Baeder-Meinoff Brigade in Germany, the Prima linea 

in Italy, the People’s Liberation Front for Palestine, and the Weather Underground.2   

Why have we not recognized the impact and deadly effectiveness that women 

have on security and society?  Why do we continue to consider women as less of a 

threat than men? When we analyze women’s motivations to join these groups, whether 

terrorist, political, or radical movements, many analysts tend to believe women are 

coerced, victims of men, rather than the possibility of an alternate explanation.  There is 

a more sophisticated, nuanced complex set of factors to explain why women join these 

groups.  This paper will examine three case studies—the LTTE, the Chechen Black 

Widows, and the FARC.  These specific groups were selected because of the large 

percentage of women participants, their use of women combatants, and the impact 

women had on the group’s effectiveness.  Some were pioneers who used tactics that 

transcended their culture.  Others were able to use women as combatants to produce 
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unexpected, and often overwhelming, outcomes.  The case study methodology will 

provide an overview of the situation, outline the grievance or cause, then describe why 

organizations recruited women, why women joined, how women were used, and how 

effective they were in the organization.  Two specific areas require further explanation of 

the methodology before launching into the case studies:  the first being, why women join 

these groups and secondly, how women participate as combatants. 

 The fundamental question of why women join these groups will capitalize on the 

framework from Mia Bloom’s acclaimed work, Bombshell, to understand the specific 

factors for each case study.  Her framework, called “Four R’s plus One,” includes 

Revenge, Redemption, Relationship, Respect and Rape.3  Revenge is the loss of a 

loved one or an act against an oppressive government.  Redemption is seen as women 

looking for forgiveness from past sins with martyrdom as an option to do this; this is 

common among female suicide bombers.4  Relationships are some women join these 

groups based on a friend or family member that ties them to a specific organization.  

Bloom emphasizes that the relationship factor is the “best single predictor” that a 

woman will engage in terrorist activity because of a known relationship she has with a 

terrorist or insurgent.5  Respect is when women feel the only way to gain others’ respect 

is through acts of violence; they feel they must show they are just as dedicated to the 

cause as men.  Rape is an unwanted sexual assault that many organizations use as a 

recruitment tool to encourage women to join their group, either willingly or through 

coercion.  Women who have been sexually assaulted, and may not be able to return 

home to their families due to cultural norms, feel like they have no other alternative 
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except to martyr themselves.  Organizations can use these factors to their advantage in 

the recruitment and targeting of women.6   

The question of how women participate will assess the nature of the common 

roles in the organization, as well as the mobility and progression of their roles.  There 

are clearly different ways that an organization can integrate women.  The continuum of 

integration can range from passive actions, like gathering intelligence, to active actions, 

like participating in combat operations.  The direct activity of women in some of these 

organizations may be surprising, but an analysis of how the role of women in the U.S 

military has evolved in the past few years confirms that this is not a unique 

phenomenon. The second aspect will discuss whether women’s roles are fixed in these 

organizations or if they have a progressive nature which may allow their roles to evolve 

as they gain experience and trust.  Hopefully, use of both aspects provides a holistic 

consideration of how women participate in these organizations. 

The conclusion will include recommendations for how the Department of Defense 

and the U.S. Government should view women within the context of conflict, the threat 

women can pose, and suggest inclusive strategies that may be more effective during 

conflict prevention and post-conflict operations.  Although the roles of women in these 

types of organizations may proceed at different paces in different cultures, the case 

studies provide examples of unexpected roles for women that were ahead of their time. 

Case Study One – Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 

Sri Lanka, formerly known as Ceylon, is an island nation about the size of West 

Virginia off the southeastern coast of India.  After a long European colonial history, Sri 

Lanka gained independence from British rule in 1948.  Sri Lanka has a long history of 

political struggle trying to accommodate its multicultural population of 22 million people.  
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The general composition of the ethnic-religious demographics of Sri Lanka is Sinhalese- 

Buddhist 75%; Sri Lankan Tamil-Hindu 11%; Sri Lankan Moors-Muslim 9%; and Indian 

Tamil-Hindu 4%.  The Sri Lanka Tamils, located in northern and eastern part of the 

country, have been the most active in seeking independence.7 

During the 1950s and 1960s, the Tamil population faced wide-ranging 

discrimination from the Sinhalese-led government; the Tamil population responded 

mostly through non-violent political means.  In the 1970s, more pronounced calls for 

increased separation ultimately led to increased violence.  In 1972, Vellupillai 

Prabhakaran, founded the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) as a resistance group seeking Tamil 

independence from Sri Lanka.  The LTTE fought to create an independent Tamil state in 

the northern and the eastern part of the island.  Civil war in Sri Lanka began in 1983 

and lasted until May 2009 when Prabhakaran was killed.  Although the LTTE cause was 

ultimately unsuccessful, a case study of the organization’s efforts can help better 

understand why women are drawn to fight with violent extremist groups.  This section 

will examine why the LTTE recruited women, why women joined, how women were 

used, and how effective women were in the LTTE organization. 8  

Why did the LTTE open their ranks to women?  The LTTE’s policy of recruitment 

of women came about for a number of reasons—need, opportunity, and popularity.  

First, they had a strategic need for additional fighters.  The Sri Lankan government 

decimated the male Tamil population, killing more than 70,000 during the 26 year Civil 

War; they needed additional combatants.9  The LTTE recognized the opportunity of 

using women in their organization to promote the ideology of the Tamil social 

movement.10  Tamil leadership also experienced immense pressure from young Tamil 
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women to join the organization.11  Estimated to have had 30-40% women, the LTTE 

successfully presented the organization as a revolutionary movement seeking change 

within Tamil society, insisting on “women’s equality and eliminate caste 

discrimination.”12 

Why did thousands of Tamil women join the LTTE?  There are instances for each 

of Bloom’s 4R plus One factors over the 26 year conflict – revenge, redemption, 

relationship, respect and rape.  In Women, Gender, and Terrorism, Miranda Alison 

identifies several factors that led women to join LTTE that include the following: avenge 

the death of a loved one, Tamil suffering, peer pressure, women’s emancipation, sexual 

violence, poverty, and educational restrictions.13  The LTTE also levied a human tax 

stating every Tamil family was ordered to donate a family member to be trained for 

combat.14  Phrabhakaran exploited Tamil Nationalism in a summit celebrating equal 

rights on March 8, 1992 for International Women’s Day: 

Today young women have taken up arms to liberate our land.  They have 
made supreme sacrifices to this cause, to the amazement of the world.  I 
am proud to say that the birth, growth, and expansion of the women’s 
military wing is a remarkable achievement, which marked a historical 
turning point in our struggle.15 

Already subservient to the Singhalese, the subordination of the Tamil women was 

further magnified by the Tamil culture.  Many women saw joining the LTTE as a path 

towards a better life.16  Consequently, it comes as no surprise that women chose to join 

the LTTE.  

How did the LTTE use women?  In the case of the LTTE, the way they integrated 

women evolved.  Initially, women in the organization conducted non-combat tasks that 

included distributing propaganda, providing medical care, gathering intelligence, 

fundraising, and recruitment.17  These roles have become common for women in many 
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conflicts throughout modern warfare, especially insurgencies.  The LTTE realized how 

effective women were on the battlefield in support of their operations in both indirect and 

direct roles.  As the LTTE evolved, they started placing women in direct combat roles 

within the organization—women were trained in karate, hand-to-hand combat, 

automatic weapons, and suicide bombing.18  The LTTE’s use of women as suicide 

bombers was particularly noteworthy.   

How effective were LTTE women?  The LTTE’s recruitment of women into their 

organization, solely to be used as suicide bombers, was remarkable.  The LTTE has 

been referred to by some “as the most successful terrorist organization in the world” that 

turned suicide bombing “into a vicious art form”.19  They perfected female suicide 

bomber tactics and techniques through widespread and frequent employment.  The 

LTTE capitalized on female suicide bombing for several reasons:  tactical advantage, 

increased number of operatives, increased media attention, and psychological effect.20  

The LTTE even created a division of women suicide bombers called the “Freedom 

Birds”.  One of the most widely known attacks was Thenmuli Rajaratnam’s 1991 suicide 

bombing assassination of former Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi that also killed 

sixteen others.21  A male suicide bomber killed Sri Lankan President Ranasinghe 

Premadasa in 1993, although women were involved in several other suicide bombings 

of many lower-level government leaders.  The LTTE is the only terrorist group to have 

killed two world leaders.22  When you have someone willing to die for a cause in such a 

horrific and personal manner, it can have both a tactical and strategic impact.     

The LTTE were one of the most successful terrorist organizations of the 1980s 

and 1990s.  The LTTE’s use of women as combatants, in particular the suicide 



7 

bombers, helped them sustain a robust and enduring opposition campaign against the 

Sri Lankan government.  Their willingness to redefine women’s roles in their culture 

created an unexpected opportunity to integrate Tamil women – who they were able to 

recruit and encourage to fight and die for the LTTE cause.  The LTTE found great 

success at making women feel empowered, part of something bigger than themselves.   

Case Study Two - Chechen “Black Widows” 

Chechnya is a small republic of about one million people within the Russian 

Federation located in the North Caucasus region.  Predominately Muslim, Chechens 

have struggled for over two centuries to secure independence from the Russian Empire, 

Soviet Union, and Russian Federation.  Chechnya’s history following World War II was 

particularly unbearable.  Accused of collaboration with the Nazis, deep scars remain 

from Joseph Stalin’s forced resettlement of more than 500,000 ethnic Chechens to 

western Siberia and Central Asia in 1944.  Those who survived were eventually allowed 

to return after Stalin’s death in 1957.23 

The Chechens, like populations in other Soviet Union territories, saw an 

opportunity to break away and declared independence from Russia in 1991.  As a 

result, Chechnya experienced a brief period of autonomy while Russia was occupied 

with surviving the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Russia had no intention of granting 

Chechnya independence because of its strategic significance since Chechnya was 

originally part of the Russian Federation.  Russia and Chechnya fought two wars: 1994 

– 1996 and 1999 – 2009.24  During these wars, the Chechen people suffered 

widespread trauma - physical, emotional, and psychological.25   

Historically a secular society, Chechnya underwent a cultural transformation 

during the first war as the Chechen cause was championed by followers of the Wahhabi 
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ideology which is viewed as a strict interpretation of the Quran.26  As foreign fighters, 

arms, and money flowed in, Chechens embraced the more conservative, fundamentalist 

devotion to Islam that included women reverting back to more traditional roles and 

modest dress, including wear of the hijab.27  Chechnya became a fertile area for 

terrorists and the global jihad, causing the population to embrace fundamentalist Islam 

and follow the jihadist ideology in the conflict with Russia.28   

The Chechen warlord Shamil Basayev, a key Islamic separatist commander, is 

recognized as the founder of the Riyadus Salihiin Reconnaissance and Sabotage 

Battalion of Chechen Martyrs.  More commonly known as the Black Widows, the group 

is an organization of women who were particularly effective during the Second Chechen 

War.29  A study of how the Chechens used the Black Widows can help to understand 

why women are drawn to violent extremist groups.  This section will explore why the 

Chechens recruited women, why women joined, how women were used, and how 

effective women were in the conflict. 

Why did the Chechens open their ranks to women?  Shamil Basayev used 

women in the fight against the Russians to gain an advantage and out of necessity.  

The Russians would not expect women fighters; this would play in the Chechen 

separatists’ favor.  Basayev also saw that women were willing to fight against the 

Russians; women were more available than men due to large numbers of men killed by 

the Russians; women were highly motivated; and using women would have a greater 

psychological impact on the Russians and the international audience.30  The Chechen 

separatists needed to include women in the fight against the Russians in order to win.  
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By using women, Basayev increased his numbers, but more importantly they used 

women as suicide bombers, something the Russians did not anticipate. 

Why did Chechen women become Black Widows?  There has been much debate 

concerning the motivations of the women involved with the Chechen separatists.  A 

popular narrative launched by the Russians characterized Black Widows as women who 

were forced into terrorism to avenge the death of their husband or who were zombies - 

drugged, raped, or tricked by the Chechens into terrorism. The Russian government 

and press emphasized the zombie propaganda to the public. 31   The commonly 

accepted narrative is more in line with Mia Bloom’s 4R plus One framework, primarily 

revenge, redemption, and rape.  Many Chechen women lost husbands, brothers, and 

sons during the two recent wars with the Russians, and this drove them to want revenge 

and join the Chechen separatist groups.  In Chechen culture, the woman represents the 

family’s honor, if an injustice occurs, it can only be fixed with the spilling of blood.32  

Revenge became an accepted rationale for women to blame all Russians.  Rape and 

redemption were other factors for the Black Widows.  Widespread rape at the hands of 

Russians made some women feel like they had no other choice, because culturally they 

couldn’t marry or return to their families.  For many, becoming a suicide bomber was the 

only way to redeem themselves. 33  Revenge and redemption are powerful elements 

within the Chechen culture which values individual and familial pride.  The Chechen 

separatist recognition of this strong sentiment allowed them to leverage the Black 

Widow concept. 

How did the Chechens use women?  During most of this two-hundred years 

struggle, women played a passive role providing non-combat support.  However, in 
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response to Russia’s tactics in the first Chechen war, the Chechen separatists 

threatened the use suicide terrorism.34  Actually, Shamil Basayev became one of the 

first Islamist terrorist leaders to employ the female suicide bomber tactic, transforming 

the traditional female roles as perceived by Islam.35  Chechen women were responsible 

for forty percent of the suicide attacks in Russia.  Besides being perpetrators of suicide 

attacks, Chechen women also contributed to the war effort as nurses, drivers, shooters, 

tactical operators, arms dealers, and providers of safe-haven in their homes.36  The 

importance of these roles are often overlooked in Chechen history with most of the 

emphasis placed on the suicide bombers. 

How effective were the Black Widows?  The first suicide attack was executed on 

June 6, 2000 when two young Chechen women drove a truck loaded with explosives 

into a Russian special-forces base killing twenty-seven troops.37  The most-widely 

known attack using women was in 2002 when the Chechen separatists seized the 

Dubrovka Theater in Moscow.  Forty-one Chechen terrorists, including nineteen women, 

held approximately eight-hundred people hostage for three days until Russian forces 

killed the terrorists and many of the hostages while regaining control of the building.38  

This high-profile incident propelled the Black Widows into the international spotlight; the 

press made it seem that women terrorists were committing a majority of attacks in 

Russia.  With each new attack, the myths of the Black Widows grew.  Russians went on 

the extreme offensive by searching all women in headscarves and expanding their 

cleansing operations to include Chechen women who lost a male relatives during the 

recent Russian-Chechen wars.  As many as hundred women disappeared in Chechnya 

after the Dubrovka Theater attack.39   
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The Black Widows were a feared terrorist organization within Russia.  Chechen 

separatists recognized the significant impact of female suicide bombing on the psyche 

of the Russian people, the military, and government.  Although infrequent attacks 

continue, Russia and Chechnya appear to have settled into a status quo.  If widespread 

conflict between the Russians and Chechens is rekindled, the Russians should expect a 

resurgence of a Black Widow-like movement.  

Case Study Three – Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 

         The Republic of Colombia is the fourth largest country located in South America, 

and provides the gateway to Central America bordering both the Atlantic and Pacific 

Oceans.  Independent from Spain since 1819, Colombia has endured significant 

political instability and conflict.  “La Violencia” from 1940 to 1956, was a particularly 

violent period in Colombia’s history.  The infusion of communism led to the formation of 

several paramilitary groups including the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or 

better known as the FARC. 40  The FARC is a left wing, Marxist-Lenin group comprised 

of military, communist, and peasant self-defense groups that believed in redistribution of 

land and wealth, state control of resources, and an increase in social welfare.41  The 

exclusion of various groups in power sharing agreements ignited an insurgency that has 

spanned more than fifty years.   

          During the 1980’s, the FARC grew more powerful through the illicit trade of 

narcotics, kidnapping, extortion, and control of significant territory within Colombia.  

Experts estimate the FARC’s peak strength between 15,000 and 18,000, fighting during 

the 1990’s mostly in rural areas and in the jungle.  In total over the last half century, this 

violent conflict has left as many as 220,000 dead, 25,000 disappeared, and 5.7 million 

displaced.42  An examination of the FARC can help understand why women can be 
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drawn to violent extremist groups.  This study will investigate why the FARC recruited 

women, why women joined, how women were used, and how effective women were in 

the FARC organization. 

Why did the FARC open their ranks to women?  The FARC’s policy of 

recruitment of women came about for a number of reasons—need, legitimacy, and 

tactical advantage.  The FARC saw the benefits of utilizing women in their formations, 

just like many other groups, and used that to their advantage in fighting the Colombian 

government.  They needed fighters to fill their ranks if they were going to be successful 

in the fight against the Colombian government and military.  Women proved to be some 

of their most devoted and efficient fighters.  To the FARC, they saw themselves as 

representing Colombian society, so their units should have the proper representation.  

Adding women increased the number of fighters for the cause filling roles necessary 

across the ranks.  Women’s courage and efficiency in many cases outweighed their 

male counterparts.  Many FARC women fighters were known for being fierce warriors.  

The inclusion of women also helped with the legitimacy of the FARC trying to show they 

weren’t criminals and that were looking after the interest of all Colombians.  Finally, the 

tactical advantage of having women on the front lines went against the societal norms of 

women combatants.43   

 Why did thousands of Colombian women join the FARC?  Of Bloom’s 4R plus 

One factors, Columbian women joined the FARC primarily because of respect and 

relationships.  Part of the FARC’s ideology follows its’ Communist root with equal rights 

for women, which some would argue was primarily a recruiting tool based on the duties 

women preform.  In Colombian society, women are subservient to men, and face 
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oppression, poverty, and marginalization.44  In general, women do not have the same 

opportunities that men do in Colombian society. In rural areas, opportunities were bleak 

for everyone, especially women. The FARC offered women a chance to escape and 

make a better life for themselves outside of the traditional norms.  The FARC gave 

women an opportunity not available in traditional Colombian society.  When you 

consider how long the FARC has been active in Colombia and how many lives have 

been lost to this conflict, many women joined because they wanted to contribute to the 

fight and do their part, and be like a parent, brother or other family members.45 

How did the FARC use women?  The FARC undertook a full spectrum approach 

to the integration of women that included both non-combat and combat operations.  

Once an individual enters the FARC, they are indoctrinated through a three-week 

training program.  Men and women are treated equally, wear the same uniforms, use 

the same rifles as weapons and fight together.46  Women also performed a number of 

tasks while in the FARC such as patrolling, radio operator, explosives, intelligence 

collection, medics and nurses, logistics, finance, propaganda and public order.47  Some 

women moved up the ranks and held leadership positions, albeit very few.  One key 

task women performed was to spy; this proved to be very effective since they had the 

ability to disguise themselves, gain access to government buildings, (including police 

stations), and retrieve intelligence that male guerillas could not access.48  Another 

reason to bring women into the ranks was to help attract and retain male guerillas.  

Simply put, women were used as sexual partners to service the men.  FARC etiquette 

had specific days set aside for sexual relations so it did not interfere with military 

operations.49  With sexual relations comes the possibility of pregnancy, which led to the 
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FARC’s practice of abortion or the requirement to give the baby away if the pregnancy 

was not aborted.50 

How effective were FARC women?  Based on the positions women held across 

the FARC, they were very effective and heavily relied on by the FARC commanders.  

Women’s performance was held in high regard by commanders.  Many FARC 

commanders preferred women due to the fact they were loyal, fierce, and determined to 

succeed as a guerrilla fighter.  It is estimated that 30 – 40% of the FARC were women.51   

One of the more widely known women FARC members is Eliana Gonzalez.  Eliana 

joined the FARC in the 1970s at the age of eighteen and remained for more than thirty 

years, moving up the ranks as a commander.52  Eliana is one of few women in the 

FARC known to have held an important leadership position  

Whether you call them a terrorist group, a gang, or an insurgent movement, the 

FARC is a long-standing organization – that has fought the Colombian government for 

the rights of Colombians, especially in the rural areas.  The FARC successfully 

overcame the gender norms of Colombian society to recruit women.  The challenge now 

for Colombia and the FARC is how this ends.  Empowered women guerillas add another 

set of complexity.  Women fought the cultural identity they were born into.  They wanted 

respect, responsibility and to play a role in the FARC’s cause.  With the pending peace 

agreement close to being signed, women must find their new identities as they 

reintegrate, and determine their role in society without a uniform and without FARC.  

The demobilization and reintegration of women is very different than men, and needs to 

be viewed as much.  Hearing from current and former women FARC members is 

incredibly important to ensure there is understanding and awareness concerning the 
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needs of women.  Including women in all aspects of the peace negotiation process will 

likely lead to greater success and long-term peace for Colombia.53 

Conclusions 

Throughout history, women have played a role in armed conflict.  The recent 

conflicts in Sri Lanka, Chechnya, and Colombia provided overt examples of women 

undertaking active roles in the fighting.  A review of the similarities and differences 

about the conflicts, why women joined, why women were used, how women were used 

and the effects of their use may provide insights and ideas for engaging other 

organizations who decide to employ women as combatants. 

There are some significant similarities between each of the three conflicts.  One 

similarity was conflict length.  Sri Lanka suffered through twenty six years of violent 

fighting and loss of many government officials at the hands of the LTTE.  The struggle in 

Chechnya dates back over two centuries.  The recent conflicts of two wars has lasted 

over ten years with the Chechen people still struggling to rebuild their lives to achieve 

independence.  Colombia has seen more than fifty years of sustained fighting.  There 

are generations of Colombians who have not known peace.  The longer a struggle, the 

more likely women will become involved in the fighting.  Another similarity was the 

cause.  Each of these three groups – the LTTE, the Chechens, and the FARC had a 

unifying cause.  The LTTE fought for the minority Tamils as part of a class struggle that 

existed for several years.  The Chechens fought for nationalism and independence from 

the Russians.  The FARC cause is traced to its communist ideology and the class 

struggle for equality for all Colombians.  The resonance of the cause may be a 

significant factor in predicting the likelihood that women become actively involved. 
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When you analyze why women join these three groups there are many reasons 

that led to women’s participation.  Of Mia Bloom’s Four R’s Plus one framework, respect 

appears to be the most powerful motivator for recruiting women to fight.  All three 

groups came from societies that are very patriarchal, with women subservient to men.  

Women had specific roles within each culture, many saw these organizations and their 

cause as worth fighting.  Further research into this will provide additional data targeted 

at specific conflict zones with high levels of recruitment by violent extremist groups. 

Why did these groups use women?  In many cases, using women as combatants 

can be viewed as a supply and demand problem.  All of the groups needed additional 

fighters to defeat their enemy.  To gain a tactical advantage over your enemy, it helps to 

outnumber them on the battlefield.  The LTTE experienced significant loss of male 

fighters before they integrated women into the fighting force.  The Chechens suffered 

significant losses in the first war, which led to the formation of the Black Widows who 

were actively involved in combat.  The FARC were also significantly undermanned and 

resorted to using women as fighters out of necessity.  The lack of fighters in each case 

was a major factor that led each organization to recruit and use women. 

All three groups used women in both indirect and direct roles that ranged from 

providing support to combatants on the front lines to actively fighting enemy forces.  

Although the indirect involvement of women in combat is very common, the widespread 

direct involvement of women in combat has been less documented.  The use of women 

as suicide bombers proved to be particularly effective.  Both the LTTE and the 

Chechens capitalized on using female suicide bomber tactics to bring international 

attention to their cause.  The FARC did not use female suicide bombing; rather they 
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fully employed women, ensuring they trained for every job just like the men.  In many 

cases, women proved to be excellent fighters, bringing unique skills and advantages to 

the organization.  Consequently, the direct role of women in these conflicts produced 

unexpected, and often overwhelming outcomes.   

Women proved to be extremely effective for all three groups in achieving varying 

degrees of success at different points in the conflicts.  The LTTE’s female suicide 

bombers achieved tactical and strategic impacts. The Chechen Black Widows struck 

fear across the Russian population due to the effectiveness and ability of the women in 

reaching their targets.  The women of the FARC helped to legitimize their cause against 

the Colombian government and military.  In all three cases, the desire, commitment, and 

fortitude of women made them highly effective combatants who improved the 

effectiveness of each group’s combat operations. 

As instability in the world continues to increase, and non-state actors become 

more powerful, the U.S. government needs to recognize the role women are actively 

playing in terrorist organizations in order to be better prepared.  The view that women 

are not a threat because of the small percentage of women who have participated in 

terrorist activity is of concern.  The rate of women’s participation in terrorist or violent 

extremist organizations is becoming more apparent in the recent rise of groups such as 

the Islamic State and Boko Haram.54  Organizations who are willing to use women as 

combatants, and at the extreme as suicide bombers, should be a genuine concern to 

the international community.  To better understand more about the why behind women 

terrorists, we need to move beyond gender biases.  A proactive approach to reversing 
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the rise of female combatants could include prevention, training, engagement, and 

further academic study. 
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