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Abstract 
The role of women in al Qaeda is a rarely discussed topic, but as practice show that their 

participation is on the rise, it needs attention. 

 

After having defined the traditional and more active roles within these groups, a systematic 

analysis of earlier research as well as news articles has mapped out ideological development 

and the one in practice. This evolvement was then compared, between the two time frames 

before and after year 2001.   

 

Findings show that defensive jihad is a crucial part in letting women participate actively in 

battle, as it emphasizes that fighting is an individual duty. This reason for action has now been 

established, and after 2001 there is a growing female participation in both groups. Al Qaeda 

Central does not have as many documented cases of women actively contributing or 

participating in attacks like al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, which may be due to the 

latter’s reputation to be more violent. 

 

9/11 furthermore seems like a breakpoint for female participation, as the war on terror gives a 

contemporary context to the reasons for defensive jihad. Since 2001, statements from group 

leaders and attacks in practice have both gotten more aggressive.  

 

This could possibly be a start of a chapter where women, whom we’ve primarily known in 

roles such as mothers, are crossing border and getting closer to targets due to the lack of 

knowledge on this area. It is therefore essential that international security agencies start 

paying attention to the development to stop future attacks. 
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1. Introduction 
What do you think of, when thinking of a woman? A mother, or a terrorist?  

 

Female terrorism is growing. This makes society more dangerous, as women rarely are seen 

as a typical participant in this type of activities,1 which makes it easier for her to pass 

borders,2 and come closer to targets;3 all this to cause as much damage as possible.     

 

The organization al Qaeda got famous after their attack on World Trade Center in 2001, 

where almost 3000 people died,4 as has since then been mapped out as a masculine 

misogynistic group.5 The combination of women and al Qaeda is therefore usually considered 

odd, but recent research show the contrary.6 This causes a complex of problems as women 

furthermore are presumed to choose peaceful options and solutions in war and conflicts,7 as 

they are considered to be pacifists and victims to a greater extent than men.8 

 

Something that moreover is to be noted is that al Qaeda, as they perfunctory are called in 

media, consists of several groups that differ (sometimes markedly). This perception that they 

are all one group give a faulty image to counter-terrorism forces, and can thus mean a security 

risk for the world.  

 

Earlier research has established the existence of a rise in female terrorists,9 and that women’s 

role in al Qaeda is getting increasingly active.10 A less discussed subject is however what the 

historic development of this is, and which roles that are increasing. The academic relevance of 

this study is therefore to apply a historical perspective and map out the specific roles in these 

two groups. This study is thus necessary, as it makes an important contribution to the 

discourse on the understanding of the development of women’s role (the pace and the specific 

growing roles), and will automatically also clarify the differences between the groups, that 

																																																								
1	von	Knop,	”The	Female	Jihad:	Al	Qaeda's	Women”,	398.	
2	Speckhard,	”The	Emergence	of	Female	Suicide	Terrorists”,	1017.	
3	Van	Natta	Jr.,	”Big	Bang	Theory;	The	Terror	Industry	Fields	Its	Ultimate	Weapon”.	
4	CNN	Library,	”September	11,	2001:	Background	and	timeline	of	the	attacks”.	
5	Davis,	2017,	85.	
6	Ibid.,	87.	
7	Ness,	2008,	12.	
8	Johnston	Conover	&	Sapiro,	”Gender,	Feminist	Consciousness,	and	War”,	1079.	
9	Cunningham,	”Cross-Regional	Trends	in	Female	Terrorism”,	172.	
10	Davis,	2017,	87.	
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will widen the perspective of counter-terrorism actions, and can therefore hinder future 

attacks. The societal and policy relevance for this study is thus to show that there is a 

difference between the groups all mentioned as “al Qaeda” in media. 

 

1.1 Purpose and research question 
The purpose of this study is to examine how women’s role within al Qaeda Central 

(hereinafter referred to as AQC) and al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (hereinafter referred 

to as AQAP) has changed since 2001. The aim is thus to describe and analyze, not explain, 

women’s role within these two groups to better comprehend their meaning for the group and 

how this can change international security. Since the female role not yet has been given the 

same attention as the male terrorist role, this is vital as it widens the perspective on 

international terrorism. This study strives to, through cumulativity, contribute to the already 

existing discourse. It is furthermore important that this study is made in modern time, to better 

be able to contribute to the evolvement in international security and hopefully stop future 

attacks.   

 

With this said, the research question for this study will be:  

How has the role of women in al Qaeda Central and al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 

changed since year 2001? 

 

1.2 Hypothesis 
The hypothesis for this study is that 9/11 was a breaking point in the evolvement of female 

participation in AQC and AQAP, and that the participation thus has increased since 2001.  

This hypothesis is based on the condition of defensive jihad, under which jihad becomes an 

individual duty and thus allow women to participate in warfare. One of the main pillars for 

resorting to defensive jihad is that Islamic territory has been invaded,11 and believers 

wrongfully treated,12 and the start of the war on terror easily fits this description. When the 

United States entered both Afghanistan and Iraq in the search for the men behind the attacks 

on September 11th , they did not only enter Islamic territory, but could also be considered to 

not have respected the people of these countries, which provoked a response. 

																																																								
11		Lahoud,	”The	Neglected	Sex:	The	Jihadis’	Exclusion	of	Women	From	Jihad”,	781.	
12	Habeck,	2006,	112.	



	 6	

Previous research show that AQC’s and AQAP’s women historically has held roles such as 

childbed women, propagators and the psychological support and responsibility to keep the 

men fighting. By examining previous research as well as systematically reviewing news 

articles, I will determine whether there has been an addition of new roles for women who 

actively contribute to or participate in the group’s violent activities, the past years. This 

review will thus be the method for how I determine the new roles for women within the 

organization. 

 

When going through previous research I will look at how women are mentioned in the 

groups’ official statements regarding who has the right to participate in warfare. Some 

statements even have women’s roles as main topic, which then will make me analyze how the 

word women is assessed in relation to active contribution to, or participation in, battle. It will 

furthermore be important what years these statements are made. 

 

1.3 Complimentary female roles  
The traditional roles of women can be defined as those related to the group and the family. 

There is then a big step between these roles and the role in battle; regardless if active as 

contributor or participant. 

 

In terrorism and organized crime, there is a pattern of women employed as messengers or 

treasurers, creating a level of participation in between what is expected of traditional roles and 

roles in actively contributing to, or participating in, combat. These roles are for example 

common among mafia women, such as the families in Italy.13 When it comes to AQC and 

AQAP, these roles are however not yet found or proven.  

 

In 2010, Jacques & Taylor found that AQ had no women committed as “spies”, engaging in 

“decoys, messengers, or intelligence gatherers”,14 which rimes with the rest of the research I 

have gone through. Using Jacques & Taylors definition of AQ (a cluster of several groups 

with AQ in their name) one may interpret this source as not having found this 

“complimentary role” anywhere in these groups, and therefore not in AQC nor AQAP. This 

reasoning is furthermore supported as they mention that suicide bombers occurs within their 

																																																								
13	Fiandaca,	2007,	58.	
14	Jacques	&	Taylor,	”Female	Terrorism:	A	Review”,	507-508.	
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definition of “AQ”; and more extensive research on female suicide bombers in AQ show that 

not all groups in the AQ-organization (yet) has utilized females in this role, but some have.   

 

Concerning females with financial responsibilities, there are documented cases of this within 

AQ and even AQC; women were responsible for many of the bank accounts that were closed 

after 9/11.15 Statements have also expected them to financially contribute to jihad.16 

 

As these roles are not considered as actively contributing or partaking in fighting, and the 

evidence for them being employed in AQ is weak, I have chosen to exclude them from this 

study. To clearly (try to) prove a change in the development of women’s role it is furthermore 

better to compare two sides of the spectra; the most traditional (with a domestic focus) and the 

most non-traditional (actively contributing to or participating in battle). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
15	von	Knop,	”The	Female	Jihad:	Al	Qaeda's	Women”,	410-411.	
16	Lahoud,	”The	Neglected	Sex:	The	Jihadis’	Exclusion	of	Women	From	Jihad”,	790.	
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2. Previous research 
Previous research emphasizes the possibility for defensive jihad to permit women to 

participate in battle. Lahoud, a Senior Fellow for Political Islamism at the International 

Institute for Strategic Studies (Middle East), explains that the women are ruled out (of battle) 

when defensive jihad is not applicable, as the fighting becomes an individual duty under 

defensive jihad. The principle of defensive jihad is reoccurring in the subject of female 

participation in jihad, as it is the only way for them to participate.17 

 

The ideology further on presses the women’s role as the supportive role; “mothers, sisters, 

and wives of jihadis”. Women need to take care of the home;18 boost her husbands, sons and 

other men to fight, but also make them remember what happens if they don’t.19  

 

The mother role is one of the most reoccurring in earlier research; the need for them to be “the 

reproductive womb” (while the man is considered “the productive warrior”).20 This means 

producing, educating, and taking care of the children. This role is often highlighted by clerics 

and leaders, not least the former leader of AQC Osama bin Laden in his fatwa21 “Declaration 

of War Against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy Places, Expel the 

Mushrikeen (infidels) from the Arabian Peninsula”22.  

Women can then be delegated more tasks if these are carried out from home, as von Knop 

adds that women can have financial tasks as well. Men are more lightly to die in battle, so it’s 

more practical if women take care of these matters as it could otherwise hurt the business. As 

an example, many of the bank accounts that got closed after 9/11 were operated by women.23 

Women are furthermore expected to give money to the cause when needed, (even if this 

means taking from funds that were meant for the children) as well as provide for the men 

what they physically need to be able to fight.24 

 

																																																								
17	Lahoud,	”The	Neglected	Sex:	The	Jihadis’	Exclusion	of	Women	From	Jihad”,	183.	
18	Ibid.,	783.	
19	Ibid.,	798.	
20	Beyler,	”Messengers	of	Death	-	Female	Suicide	Bombers”.	
21	Fatwa	is	translated	into	“legal	opinion”.	Cook,	”Islamism	and	Jihadism:	The	Transformation	of	Classical	
Notions	of	Jihad	into	an	Ideology	of	Terrorism”,	179.	
22	von	Knop,	”The	Female	Jihad:	Al	Qaeda's	Women”,	405.	
23	Ibid.,	410-411.	
24	Lahoud,	”The	Neglected	Sex:	The	Jihadis’	Exclusion	of	Women	From	Jihad”,	790-791.	
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The domestic roles are then alternated with parallel roles. In the fatwa “Jihad Against Jews 

and Crusaders, World Islamic Front” women are then portrayed as victim. This general role is 

also a reoccurring one, mentioned by for example von Knop,25 Conover & Sapiro,26 and 

Narozhna & Knight27. Von Knop furthermore emphasizes the supporting role, in being just 

supporter, and that this part is growing.28 Lahoud then mentions poems and cries in 

desperation for this role as well, describing how all some women want to do is participate to a 

further extent than they are allowed; “O Usama, we are with you, we are the sleeping cells 

and the ticking bombs(…)”.29 

 

When occasionally outside the home, Lahoud explains, they should engage in jihad recruiting, 

either by financing jihads or spreading the word of their believes in forums such as magazines 

or mosques.30 Even if excluding women from fighting is broadly backed,31 Bloom (who has 

written several books and articles on female terrorism)32 and Speckhard33 are among the 

authors that further explore the role of female suicide bombers, and this growing trend. 

Victims of attacks carried out by female suicide bombers may be “blinded by gender”34 which 

confirms the assumption that women have “increased accessibility”, making it beneficial for 

groups to use them.35 AQ does not embrace this specific role for women to the same extent as 

the Palestinian Islamic Jihad does, nor the LTTE.36  

There is extensive earlier research on why women join, for example suicide bombers.37 

Bloom chooses to summarize these reasons with four R’s; Revenge, Redemption, 

Relationship and Respect.”38 Here, parallels can be drawn to the Italian mafia, were family 

revenge occurs as a reason for action as well (among women).39 The reasons for joining are 

however not the focus of this study. 

																																																								
25	von	Knop,	”The	Female	Jihad:	Al	Qaeda's	Women”,	406.	
26	Johnston	Conover&	Sapiro,	”Gender,	Feminist	Consciousness,	and	War”,	1079.	
27	Narozhna	&	Knight,	2016,	s.122	
28	von	Knop,	”The	Female	Jihad:	Al	Qaeda's	Women”,	411.	
29	Lahoud,	”The	Neglected	Sex:	The	Jihadis’	Exclusion	of	Women	From	Jihad”,	797.	
30	Ibid.,	783.	
31	Ibid.,	792.	
32	Bloom,	”Mother.	Daughter.	Sister	Bomber”,	54-62.	
33	Speckhard,	”The	Emergence	of	Female	Suicide	Terrorists”,	995-1023.	
34	Bloom,	”Mother.	Daughter.	Sister	Bomber”,	55.	
35	von	Knop,	”The	Female	Jihad:	Al	Qaeda's	Women”,	401.	
36	Ibid.,	398-399.	
37	Bloom,	”Female	Suicide	Bombers:	A	Global	Trend”,	95.	
38	Bloom,	”Bombshells:	Women	and	Terror”,	11.	
39	Fiandaca,	2007,	28-42.	



	 10	

Earlier research has in other words mapped out women as important bearers of domestic 

roles; caring for the family, and by this also the well-being of the organization. They are 

furthermore expected to be devoted to the goals and missions of the organizations, by being 

supporters and propagate their message to others, at the same time as they are portrayed weak 

as victims. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 11	

3. Method 

This will be a descriptive study, as the key word in the research question is how,40 but also a 

literature study as there will be a systematic examination of literature in order to then put 

together the findings into this study. It will more specifically then be a case study: an 

examination of AQC’s and AQAP’s women. 

 

I will, for starters, gather statements from AQC and AQAP where women’s roles are 

mentioned in general but also in relation to participation. I will then state the cases where 

women have had an active role in contributing to, or participation in, an attack or warfare. 

The case studies will thus be divided into two; the group’s statements on female participation, 

and then empirical cases.  

Another divide will then be made; the ideological and empirical development before and after 

2001, to then compare these two periods to analyze whether there has been a change or not.  

 

As for the cases where there are doubts regarding which al Qaeda branch the women belongs 

to, these have been left out in order to increase this study’s credibility. 

 

3.1 Limitations 
When it comes to jihad, there are several branches. This study will focus on the military 

aspect rather than the spiritual, as the change I am supposed to measure firstly occurs in the 

military, and not the spiritual. I will furthermore focus on “defensive jihad” more than 

“offensive jihad”, as it provides women with a possibility to participate actively.  

 

Choosing al Qaeda as a terrorist group is motivated by the fact that they are one of the biggest 

groups within international terrorism. The study will then narrow this down by focusing on al 

Qaeda Central (AQC) and al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).   

 

Al Qaeda Central was chosen as it is considered to be the ideological core for the groups that 

media usually refers to as ”al Qaeda”, alternatively “affiliated with al Qaeda”. They work as 

advisors and guides for these groups around and under them, which gives them clear 

ideological power. Consequently, their statements are important for the evolution of the other 

groups. AQAP (a merge of two earlier branches) has then been chosen as it is a very violent 

																																																								
40	Esaiasson	et	al.,	2012,	36.	
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and active branch of al Qaeda.41 With these two groups a distinct difference will be displayed 

as they display different dimension of the al Qaeda organization.   

 

It is here essential to differentiate groups affiliated with al Qaeda and individuals (in this case 

women) connected to AQAP or AQC. The affiliated groups are more independent and would, 

if the carry out an attack, claimed it themselves. The individuals on the other hand, have a 

direct connection to one of the groups, and so the attacks being carried out by them are 

claimed by the group they are connected to. 

 

With these groups, this study will furthermore limit itself to women’s roles, as this is not as 

explored of a subject as the men’s role, attacks where only men have had roles will therefore 

be excluded from this study. 

 

The roles have furthermore been limited to the traditional role (having a focus on family and 

the social aspect), and the growing role in actively contributing to, or participating in, violent 

attacks. 

 

These two roles, are chosen due to the lack of evidence on other roles within the two groups, 

such as messengers or treasurers, but focusing on these two roles will also give a clearer result 

as they are on each side of the spectra. 

 

The leaders whose statements have been chosen are if not the highest then one of the highest 

leader for the group. The hierarchy is important in this context, which makes these statements 

significant for the organization, its operations and its evolvement.  

 

The statements chosen for this study are published between year 1996 (the first statement on 

women) and 2008. Firstly, they have been chosen by assessing how relevant the authors of the 

statements are in the context (how high up the hierarchy he or she is). Secondly, they have 

been chosen due to their common topic being the opinion on what roles women should (and 

do) have, but also how they are perceived in relation to participating in warfare, giving a clear 

image on how these groups see women. These statements have furthermore been identified by 

earlier research, and then by me found relevant for this study as they bring up women’s 

																																																								
41Cilluffo,	Understanding	the	Threat	to	the	Homeland	from	AQAP,	1.	
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participation and roles within AQC and AQAP on several occasions throughout history. It is 

important to note that these statements are considered key statements and choosing these 

specific ones should therefore be motivated and their circumstances explained. There may in 

other words exist additional statements on similar topics, especially female suicide bombers, 

that have not been included here.  

 

These first statements used in this study are to clarify what traditional Islam has to say on 

female participation, through leaders and clerics. In 2013, Qaradawi clarified the condition for 

”defensive jihad”, probably noting the past years’ development. The extract from ”The 

Distinguished Jurist’s primer” can furthermore be seen as timeless, due to the perceived 

importance of the document. 

 

The first statement used in this study from a group leader is made by Osama bin Laden. Until 

2011, he was AQC’s highest leader, meaning he had very much ideological power over his 

own group and the affiliates. The first one of his statements on women’s role was the fatwa 

“Declaration of Jihad Against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holiest Sites, 

Expel the infidels from the Arab Peninsula”, published in 1996. The message is, as the title 

indicates, to declare war on the United States due to their attacks on Muslims which goes 

back to the United States involvement in the Middle East in the 1990’s. He encourages global 

jihad, instead of the earlier local version. 

 

The second statement is made by Abdallah Azzam who, when he lived, was AQC’s highest 

ideological leader, giving him about the same ranking as bin Laden. His statement explains 

general conditions for when Muslims should go out in “defensive jihad”, and that women in 

this case do not need the permission from the husband to participate. There are different 

opinions on when this statement was issued; Azzam died in 1989, 42 but some mean that it 

was not published until 2002. It is possible that these regulations were used only within the 

group at first, and published later. The uncertainty of the time of publication is however not 

perceived to affect the validity or relevance of this statement.  

 

Bin Laden’s second statement, ”World Islamic Front for Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders” 

in 1998, is yet another statement against the United States; he now mentions how they oppress 

																																																								
42	Lahoud,	”The	Neglected	Sex:	The	Jihadis’	Exclusion	of	Women	From	Jihad”,	782.	
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Muslims in Jerusalem. He finds that the United States consequently has declared war on the 

Muslims, which then calls for jihad as response. The short statement he then makes in 2001, 

where he conveys that women are expected to play their roll is not a fatwa, but a public 

statement on the radio. 

 

In 2008, al-Zawahiri was not the highest leader appointed, but as he became bin Laden’s 

successor in 2011, he is perceived to have had an important role three years earlier, meaning 

that his opinions mattered. “The war on terror” had at this point escalated to a full-scale war, 

which may have been a reason for AQC to explore their resources, which would explain why 

women for the first are mentioned in a warfare context. 

 

AQAP’s first statement is made by Yusuf al-‘Uyayri, the group’s highest leader (until 2003). 

His ranking yet again proves his importance for the group and thus his statement, just like bin 

Laden for AQC, and his statement on women playing a crucial part for the future of AQAP 

can be dated to somewhere between 2000 and 2003. 

 

The statement then made on female participation in 2004 is made in their magazine al-

Khansaa (not to be confused with ISIS al-Khansaa brigade), published by women, for 

women. It is therefore possible that the statement has no lone author, but as the magazine is 

an important tool for the group(s recruiting strategy) and aims to encourage women to 

participate in jihad in one way or another, it is still considered a relevant statement.  

 

The announcements made by the groups are published for the world to see on their media 

channels (in Arabic). This may occur when the group takes a stand on an international conflict 

or likewise and therefore conveys how they perceive it, how they will act on it and how others 

should act on it. Publishing statements may also occur when they, for example, update their 

in-house regulations, when they more generally want to state their opinions on a certain issue 

or encourage action.  

 

3.2 Operationalization 

The time frame for this study will be from January 1996 to March 2017, reflecting the first 

time a statement was made on women from one of the groups (month unknown), to now, with 

a margin for the sources to be reliable.  
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The change will first be measured in theory; the ideological evolvement will be broken down 

into statements, mainly fatwas (legal opinions) from the leaders of the two groups, but also 

public announcements and articles from their own magazines. Women’s role will be 

measured by analyzing how she is mentioned in relation to warfare in these; my operational 

indicators will here be how many statements in which she is encouraged to participate in 

jihad, and furthermore in how many statement she is linked to words warrior and partake (in 

jihad). ”Leader” will be measured with the definition as one of the highest ranked members of 

the group, and in the sections of traditional Islam they will be determined by the sources they 

are mentioned in; what titles they have and their indicated importance (if they would be 

completely irrelevant they would not even be mentioned, one can assume).  

 

To measure cases from reality where women have actively contributed or participated, this 

role will be divided into two, to better be able to measure them. The contributing role’s 

primary tasks are plotting tasks so this role will be measured by to what extent the women 

could be linked to, firstly, documents implying planning; such as but not limited to maps or 

floor plans, and secondly preparations in form of equipment, such as but not limited to gases 

or arms. In addition, training women for battle is considered a contributing role, and will be 

measured by to what extent this can be confirmed by several sources; the more confirming the 

same role, the better. The role as actively participating in warfare will then be measured by to 

what extent women used arms, such as but not limited to knife or gun of any type. It does not 

matter if the attack fails, or did not go as planned, for the case to be used in this study. The 

evolvement of cases with female involvement will then be measured by counting the amount, 

before and after 2001 to then conclude if there has been a change. 

 

The number of cases like this will be determined by a systematic review of news reports on 

attacks perpetrated by al Qaeda, to then establish the involvement of a women, and her 

specific role which then is categorized as contributing or participating. These roles will 

however not be separated in the final analysis, but defined as one.  

 

3.3 Material 
The material for this study has been books and academic articles in Swedish and English, that 

I have found by systematically searching the databases JStor, Uppsala University library and 

the Anna Lindh library, using phrases such as females in al Qaeda, female terrorism and jihad. 
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The news articles used are taken from CNN, The Guardian, New York Times, Washington 

Post, Foreign Policy and The Middle East Media Research Institute. 

 

As media often mentions the perpetrator of an attack to be from “al Qaeda”, it has been 

necessary for the group itself to mention the female perpetrator and her involvement in the 

attack, or having many other sources confirming the relation. In other words, it is necessary to 

confirm to same information from several sources for the attack to be relevant for this study, 

preferably from the group themselves as they are primary source in the matter.  

 

All authors of the academic articles have usually published more than one article on their 

subject, and the articles are furthermore usually published by Routledge. 

 

A beneficial quality within this field of study is being able to read and interpret Arabic, as 

several primary sources are in Arabic. The researchers having this ability therefore gain 

access to more documents and can use primary sources to a further extent than others in their 

research. As for this study, Bloom, Lahoud and Cook are identified as authors having this 

ability, making them very good sources.  

 

As they furthermore are considered to contribute with different perspectives, and include 

different primary sources to their research, they are even more relevant. Bloom contributes 

with a focus on female terrorism, possibly narrowing it down even more with her publication 

on female suicide bombers. Lahoud then contributed with her extensive research on al Qaeda; 

ideology and evolvement, and Cook with a more focus on Islam; currently teaching at 

university level on ”it’s origin and historical development”.  

 

Katarina von Knop’s article ”The Female Jihad: Al Qaeda's Women” is furthermore 

extensively used in this study. She holds a Ph.D. in Political Science with the focus on 

Terrorism and Counterterrorism and is currently an assistant professor in international 

politics, but does not seem to know Arabic, which makes her access to primary sources 

limited. She does however include sources such as the FBI, which is another very good source 

to use to track the actively contributing or participating women within these groups. Despite 

her lack of proficiency in Arabic, she nevertheless choses to refer to al-Khansaa, AQAP’s 

women magazine in Arabic. This makes her one of the few writers referring to the group’s 

own propaganda. In other words, she may not have the ability to read all the primary sources, 
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but instead chose other methods to track the development of the female roles, such as the FBI, 

but also chooses sources in Arabic (automatically becoming secondary sources) the other 

authors don’t, widening the perspective. 

 

The Distinguished Jurist’s Primer, Volume 1 was chosen as source as it was primary, but 

translated. It was considered better to refer directly to this work, instead of making Lahoud’s 

article (where it was found), as a secondary source. 

 

I find it important to mention the blog source, as blogs easily are dismissed as dubious 

information that can be written by anyone. The blog in question has published the post 

”Fifteen Years on, Where Are We in the 'War on Terror’?”, written by Brian Michael Jenkins. 

Behind this blog is RAND Corporation; an American think tank and the author holds the post 

as Senior Advisor to the RAND President. He has furthermore authored publications on al 

Qaeda, jihadism and the war on terror earlier and been a member of the White House 

Commission on Aviation Safety and Security. This is considered to give this blog the 

legitimacy it needs to be included as a source for this study.  

 

3.4 Source criticism  
This study has been limited by not being able to look at and interpret all primary sources such 

as statements from leaders, as these have been in Arabic; a language I do not master. Some 

authors of the used sources do however, as earlier mentioned, master this language which has 

made these sources available as they have translated them into English, even if they then 

become secondary sources. The translation of these statements and documents may of course 

be subject to possible misinterpretation or other unsystematic mistakes, but as these authors 

have used the translations in their own research, it should speak for their credibility. The lack 

of understanding Arabic may furthermore lead to many writers used in this study referring to 

each other, making their research less independent.   

 

It has not been possible to communicate directly with someone in AQC or AQAP, but as this 

type of source has not been available to earlier researchers on the topic either, it is not 

perceived as a very big issue for the study’s reliability. Instead, earlier researchers have used 

primary sources such as the statements, documents and broadcasts from the groups. The 

interview with al-Zawahiri in 2008 is the closest we get in terms of an interview with 

someone in the groups. The source this study has for that interview is a transliteration of a 
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recorded interview where he answers questions that has been sent in a long time in advance, 

which means that he has had time to prepare his answers. 

 

There exists a discrepancy when it comes to statements from the group leaders and actual 

attacks; the statements are theoretical and mentions the roles that are permitted by the leaders, 

while the attacks show more precise roles women held in the attack. This therefore creates a 

difference in material type between theory and practice; in the documented cases women have 

taken on other roles than described in the statements. This may partially be because the roles 

in the statements are broad, such as “warrior”, making room for the women themselves 

elaborating more exact roles and tasks within these parameters, still fitting into the definition 

of actively contributing or participating made for this study. As for the traditional roles, the 

difference between theory and reality is not considered being as big, since there are more 

given examples of tasks for this role, leaving less to the imagination.  
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4. Investigation 
4.1 Background  

 

4.1.1 The al Qaeda organization 
The group started as a group with a clear hierarchy in 1988, wanting to replace (Arab) 

regimes with extreme version of Sharia law.43 Nowadays, al Qaeda has no clear hierarchical 

organization with strict orders from the top (unlike other similar organizations), but is rather 

an unconsolidated system of related groups with an often unclear governing hierarchy (with 

no one having full control).44  

 

This organization can be divided into four layers;45  

The al Qaeda Central (AQC) is found in Pakistan, where Ayman al-Zawahiri rules as Usama 

bin Laden’s successor, surrounded by a group of younger members in charge of planning 

operations, media and religious doctrine.46 Due to security reasons, this group cannot meet, 

which limits their otherwise possibly very influential position, instead they have to focus on 

surviving. They however maintain regular contact with affiliates and give guidance on several 

issues.47 

 

An example of AQC’s importance is when the organization had given big responsibility to the 

AQAP for actions against the United States, because of its own heavy work load. AQAP 

planned the attack but was not granted final approval by AQC.48 

 

The second layer includes affiliated groups from, among other countries, Iraq and Somalia 

where a recent uniting was made with the Somali group al-Shabab. These groups find 

ideological inspiration as well as advice from AQC. 

 

																																																								
43	Jones,	”Think	Again:	Al	Qaeda”,	48-50.		
44	Farral,	How	al	Qaeda	Works	-	What	the	Organizations	Subsidiaries	Say	About	Its	Strength,	133.	
45	Jones,	”Think	Again:	Al	Qaeda”,	48.	
46	I	have	tried	to	be	as	updated	as	possible	in	order	to	use	correct	information,	but	it	is	difficult	to	certainly	know	
whether	they	are	still	alive	or	not	as	few	sources	on	the	matter	are	certain	and	can	therefore	not	be	fully	
trusted.	Strikes	are	often	carried	out	towards	the	group	and	thus	their	members	get	eliminated.	I	have	therefore	
decided	to	not	include	any	names	of	these	members/chiefs.	
47	Jones,	”Think	Again:	Al	Qaeda”,	48.	
48	Farral,	How	al	Qaeda	Works	-	What	the	Organizations	Subsidiaries	Say	About	Its	Strength,	134.	
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The next layer consists of groups collaborating with AQC in activities where they have 

mutual interests. Among these groups are Pakistani Tehrik-i-Taliban, usually active in South 

Asia but became famous for their failed attack in Times Square 2010. 

 

The most peripheral layer consists of groups and individuals sympathizing with AQC, but 

have no direct connection to them. They find mutual incentives such as “the perceived 

oppression of Muslims”, and the most known example from this circle is the U.S. Army major 

Nidal Malik Hasan who killed 13 people and injured 43 in the United States 2009.49  

 

With this said, media’s use of “al Qaeda” and “AQ-affiliates” cover a big number of groups 

and people, and given this definition, ”al Qaeda” operates all over the world, but with a 

somewhat core in Pakistan. 

 

4.1.2 What is ”jihad”? 
“Jihad” is defined as “warfare with divine sanction”, and one rarely finds reason for jihad as a 

military action in the Quran, even though the holy script today often is used to justify this. 

Actions that would possibly be interpreted as what we today know as jihad, are however 

described.50 

 

The classic interpretation of jihad is divided into three parts; “jihad of the hand (or the sword), 

which was military in nature; jihad of the tongue, which involved the reproof of an unjust 

ruler or corrupt society; and jihad of the soul, developed mostly by the Sufis, that involved 

waging an internal struggle against one’s lower soul.”51 

 

The “jihad of the hand (or the sword)” is then divided into two parts. The first one is 

“offensive jihad” (jihad al-talab), that regulates an Islamic state’s war against other states and 

here, one should always be ready to defend part of the people,52 making it a collective duty 

(fard kifaya).53 
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50	Cook,	”Islamism	and	Jihadism:	The	Transformation	of	Classical	Notions	of	Jihad	into	an	Ideology	of	
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51	Ibid.,	178.	
52	Ibid.,	178.	
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“Defensive jihad” (jihad al-daf’) is a set of regulations for when an Islamic state’s territory 

has been violated and there is no leader that can be trusted to solve it.54 This makes the jihad 

an individual duty (fard ‘ayn), meaning one should always be ready to defend the whole 

commonality against others.55 As it is an individual duty, it gives women the right to 

participate in jihad, without having to seek permission from their mahram (husband or other 

male relative).56 Additionally, defensive jihad is justified when Muslims are frightened, or 

when they (the believers) are treated wrongfully.57  

 

The phrase “jihad” has grown excessively from its original meaning, much due to the 

discussion on who is a justifiable target. In the beginning, legitimate warriors to attack were 

non-Muslims, excluding their “women, children, elderly, monks and religious figures”. The 

Sunnis then started to apply jihad to the Muslims that were considered “outside the 

mainstream”; at first Shi‘ites and Kharijites and then others; a development than then has 

escalated,58 and broadened the term.   
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4.2 Islam on female participation in jihad  
From the start, Islamic leaders has been negative towards women’s participation.59 Women 

can possibly be banned from the battlefield due to fear that this would lead to a sexual 

revolution, and would in battle need to be accompanied by a mahram to make their 

participation authorized.60 In The Distinguished Jurist’s Primer; “a magisterial work 

summarizing the various positions and rationalizations classical jurists adopted with respect 

to Islamic legal questions”, the author however states that “The Islamic legal corpus” has laid 

ground for women in jihad,61when affirming that it actually is allowed for women to take part 

in war.62 

 

In 2003 Yusuf al Qaradawi, a “prominent Islamist scholar”63 stated that “When the enemy 

assaults a given Muslim territory, it becomes incumbent upon all its residents to fight against 

them to the extent that a woman should go out even without the consent of her husband”.64 

This made the conditions under which they lived “defensive jihad”.65 In addition to this, at 

least five more fatwas has been issued, stating that women can participate in martyr 

operations,66 also known as suicide bombings. All of these can be found in editions of the (in 

relevant circles) renowned al-‘Amaliyyat al-istishhadiyya fi al-mizan al-fiqhi (“Martyr 

Operations in the Legal Balance”) by Nawaf al-Takruri. 

 

The statement defining offensive jihad and that women need to have their mahram with them 

in battle, should be seen as a general statement, partially as it lacks specific publishing year. 

This furthermore demonstrates that offensive jihad is what Muslims usually live under. In the 

Distinguished Jurist’s Primer, published in 2000, women’s role then is permitted in warfare, 

but as no further details are given, it remains unclear on what roles and tasks are meant by 

this. In 2003, Qaradawi clarifies the conditions for defensive jihad, even emphasizing that 

women should go out. This is certainly a clear stand on the issue, and is made two years after 

the attack of World Trade Center.  
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4.3 Case: al Qaeda Central 
 

4.3.1 Statements on female participation 
In 1996, Usama bin Laden issued the “Declaration of Jihad Against the Americans Occupying 

the Land of the Two Holiest Sites, Expel the infidels from the Arab Peninsula”. Here, he 

states that the women play an important role as “supporters, facilitators, and promoters in 

carrying out the Jihad”, by for example spurring all men in their surroundings to fight.67 AQC 

here starts out with only permitting roles with social tasks such as boosting their men and 

spreading the word of their belief. Two years later, they are also mentioned as victims 

(presumably in parallel with other roles) portraying them as weak and helpless (and thus not 

for the battlefield) in another fatwa issued by bin Laden; “World Islamic Front for Jihad 

Against Jews and Crusaders”.  

 

In 2003, bin Laden then announced that the women are awaited to act their part (in the 

organization).68 With this statement, two years after 9/11, he emphasized the female tasks in 

an unprecedented way. This does not necessarily change the actual roles, but give women a 

new context; they are counted on in a way that hasn’t been seen before. One can presume that 

officially acknowledging them indirectly give them a more recognized role in the 

organization; closing in on the traditional male role (which naturally is the most important and 

recognized role). 

 

Abdallah Azzam, AQC’s highest ideologue, then develops the conditions and permission for 

women by issuing the fatwa “Defense of the Muslim Lands, the First Obligation after 

Faith”.69 In this, he confirms much of what earlier has been mentioned in this study on 

defensive jihad; for the offensive jihad, when the enemy is not on Muslim territory, it is 

necessary to seek permission. But as enemies invade, fighting turns into “an individual 

obligation (fard ‘ayn)”, which doesn’t make it necessary to seek this permission. These rules 

rests until the enemy is no longer in the land or until a sufficient amount of people are 

gathered to fight this, even if it means gathering all the world’s Muslims.70  
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Women are then mentioned in a fighting context in 2008 by al-Zawahiri, the current leader of 

al Qaeda,71 whose texts long have been principles of al Qaeda.72 He made clear that the 

groups had no women in it,73 at the same time as he emphasized that “the women of the 

mujahidin play a heroic role in taking care of their houses and children under the difficult 

circumstances of immigration, travel, and steadfastness and in expecting the strikes of the 

crusaders”.74 He mentions the women’s role as heroic, and important when waiting for the 

enemy (crusaders), which builds on bin Laden’s statement from 2003 in officially 

acknowledging them. He does however take it one step further in implying that they need to 

resort to arms and fight back once the enemies come. Does this mean that Zawahiri slowly 

starts to get accustomed to the idea of women fighting, and may this be because the war on 

terror at this point is well-established, and the group may need every resource they have the 

fight the United States? 

 

His wife then, in addition, call on women to volunteer as martyrs or participate in fighting if 

so needed when she conveys the message of women having the role of serving their (jihadi) 

men; this may include financial and practical demands, and more specifically “partaking in 

fighting or even [volunteering to carry out] a martyrdom operation.”75 Even if this statement 

is as vague as previous statements, it stills leaves the question on when it becomes necessary, 

and it may be interpreted as implying defensive jihad. It is however interesting to note that the 

violent partaking still is phrased in relation to the man; is this an easier step to take for the 

leaders, than fully permitting independent fighting? With these statements, the ideological 

door however opens for change from the traditional female role within AQC.  

 

Women then steadily becomes a reoccurring subject for the group and the same year, Ayman 

al-Zawahiri yet again eagerly emphasizes how grateful the jihadis are for the “non-military 

contributions” the females are contributing with: “the mujahidat (female jihadis 

accompanying their husbands) are doing a heroic job watching over their homes and their 
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children.”76 Does this mean that AQC want to step back in the evolution of women’s role? 

But it this too late? 

 

4.3.2 In practice 

Before 2001 

I have not found any cases of female perpetrators or contributors in AQC before year 2001, to 

the extent necessary for it to be trustworthy enough for this study. 

 

After 2001 

Aafia Siddiqui was charged with several charges, including attempted murder and assault 

after happenings in 2008. First, she was caught with documents on how to attack Statue of 

Liberty amongst other US targets, and with chemicals used to made chemical weapons. When 

she was later to be interrogated, she opened fire towards the FBI police with a gun she a few 

seconds earlier had snatched from one of the officer.77  

 

FBI had been looking for Siddiqui since 2003, when they suspected she had relations with al 

Qaeda. She was married to Ammar al-Baluchi, “financial and travel facilitator” 78 for the 

attack on World Trade Center. To understand to what extent she was active within the group 

and the gravity of her actions, she was the first women to be searched for by FBI, as a 

consequence of the 9/11 hijackings and the “war on terror”.79 

 

There is furthermore the case of Umm Osama. In 2003, she was claimed to be the leader of a 

female suicide squad, according to an internet interview held with her in the newspaper A-

Sharq Al Awsat. The name Umm Osama means “the mother of Usama” and is a reference to 

the AQC leader Usama bin Laden.80 It is however unclear whether this biological relation is 

real, making this squad’s affiliation with AQC not fully confirmed.  

 

Aafia Siddiqui had long been searched for by the FBI, implying that she had been engaged in 

terrorism related activities before the happenings leading to her arrest. As she was caught with 
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both documents and preparations in terms of chemicals, she is furthermore defined as a 

contributor, but also an active participant as she uses a gun in the interrogation room, making 

her check all the boxes. 

 

The case of Umma Osama is, as earlier stated, not fully confirmed, but however transmits that 

female soldiers may be in training by someone, somewhere; this can be perceived as partially 

fulfilling the criteria for a contributor. With time, this group may become more public and 

their role, as well as meaning, analyzed. 
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4.4 Case: al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
 

4.4.1 Statements on female participation 
AQAP’s leader Yusuf al-‘Uyayri, was convinced, before he died in 2003, that women have 

the power to make or break AQ(AP) as they play a crucial role in motivating their sons and 

husbands; what the women are convinced of, the men will follow.81 This is an interesting 

statement, as he neither emphasizes the traditional role nor the more active. If women were to 

be convinced of their right to participate in battle; would men accept this? Having statements 

from both AQC and traditional Islam at the same time starting to give women a more central 

role and mentioning defensive jihad, this is plausible as AQAP take ideological inspiration 

from these. 

 
AQAP then emphasizes women as an educator and warrior in the same statement in al-

Khansaa in 2004, their magazine produced by women,82 having the (now former) leader of 

AQAP as claimed author. It can however be perceived as the focus being on the traditional 

roles when they highlight the female roles as “an educator, propagator, and preacher of 

Islam, and a female jihad warrior”83. The last role can further be explained as not only defend 

physically if necessary, but also the duty to protect her family and society from damaging 

opinions and notions, thus caring to uphold the ideology and the morals that come with it.84 

Does this statement imply defensive jihad as a reason for women participation in battle; for 

what should she otherwise need to physically protect her family from, than invaders? And 

does she suddenly have the ultimate responsibility to protect, and not the man who otherwise 

could be assumed to have this role, while the woman is at home?  

It would in that case mean that this statement give women an unprecedented responsibility. 

 

As AQC the year before had made a statement on defensive jihad, it is not impossible for 

AQAP to have adopted this by 2004, and furthermore having interpreted al-‘Uyayri’s 

statement in this direction. Using words as warrior may however be because of AQAP’s 
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status as (one of) the most dangerous and violent branches of AQ, making them faster want to 

utilize all resources possible to cause more damage, including women. 

 

4.4.2 In practice 
Before 2001 

I have not found any cases of female perpetrators or contributors in AQAP before year 2001, 

to the extent necessary for it to be trustworthy enough for this study. 

 
After 2001 

A few years after the statements made by al-‘Uyayri and in al-Khansaa, attacks are planned 

and carried out in both the US and UK. In 2010, Roshonara Choudhry tried to assassin British 

member of parliament Stephen Timms;85 she fulfilled her duty of jihad when she attacked him  

because he had voted in favor of the Iraqi war.86 In hearings after the deed she conveys that 

one should not let oppressors “get away with it”.87 Choudhry furthermore acted on defensive 

jihad, and could therefore act by herself.88 In hearings after the attack, Choudhry tells the 

police about how she chose to pull out from King’s College as she felt that the school were 

involved in activities against Muslims. The interview shows that she was radicalized by 

watching videos by Anwar al-Awlaki,89 a member of AQAP.90 She was later celebrated for 

this achievement in AQAP’s English magazine Inspire, with them saying that they “are 

waiting to see more people of her caliber”.91  

 

AQAP has furthermore been known for Wafa al-Shihri, the wife to the now deceased AQAP 

leader Sa‘id al-Shihri. She has (among other things) released a statement in 2010 urging 

women to join AQAP.92 Her actions has then resulted in her being on the European Union’s 

list for people against whom certain measures is to be taken.93 Being on this list indicates that 

her actions are active to the extent where she moves outside the house, and that international 

scholars or security agencies has not been able to document her specific activities fully, 
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leaving an uncertainty of what (presumably active) roles she holds. Being on an international 

list of searched women, she shares something with Aafia Siddiqui. 

 

Another similarity between the groups is the (believed in one case) training of female 

soldiers.  

In 2010, Hayla al-Qasir (Umm al-Rabab) who has been identified as trainer of women 

soldiers was arrested. Following this, AQAP second-in-command Abu Sufyan al-Azdi (Sa‘id 

al-Shihri) condemned the capture of her, and requested his jihad associates to accompany him 

in a “raid on behalf of Umm al-Rabab”.94 She was then main subject of an AQAP press 

release regarding Muslim detainees, despite the existence of other more famous captives at 

the time.95 For AQAP to prioritize a woman among all these (more famous cases of) men, 

imply the importance of al-Qasir for the group. With this, they do not only prioritize a 

woman, but also imply that her tasks (in training women) are more important than the tasks of 

the other imprisoned men.  

 

As for attacks in the United States, Asia Siddiqui96 and Noelle Velentzas in 2015 were found 

to have the intention to build a bomb. There was proof that they had discussed advantages and 

disadvantages of different types, and had picked up propane gas. They had prepared an attack 

to the extent where the gas was kept close to one of the defendant’s apartment, and they had 

furthermore bought other bomb components and discussed what type of bomb they would 

make. Inspired by the Boston Marathon attack, the pressure-cooker alternative seemed 

tempting.97  

 

In the complaint and affidavit, Siddiqui is stated to have had regular contact with AQAP, 

sympathized with their ideas and published a poem in their magazine “Jihad Recollections” (a 

predecessor to Inspire), encouraging people to join the fight against the “enemies of Islam”.98 

 

On several occasions, Velentzas emphasized the importance to act carefully to not be paid 

attention to by the government; not speaking to loudly about explosives, looking at YouTube 
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videos to a limited extent and not practice making bombs in the backyard.99 Moreover, she 

had at several occasions voiced curiosity for US domestic terror attacks, having applauded 

9/11, shown to sympathize with “violent jihadist ideology”, as well as pointed out that 

Abdullah Azzam was her hero.100    

 

Last but not least, the most recent documentation of AQAP women participating in active 

battle is during US president Donald Trump’s first raid in Yemen 2017, where one US 

soldiers was fatally shot. It is reported that the US soldiers were met with fire from female 

shooters, in the attack targeting a house by members of AQAP.101 This may be an example of 

how female participation is getting more frequent every day, without making big news unlike 

the other women in international press and organizations such as the European Union. This is 

a landmark we ought to fear.  

 

Choudhry was not caught with document on how she had planned the attack, but did however 

use a knife and has in addition been recognized by AQAP in their magazine, making her fit 

the description of an active participant in warfare. Al-Shihri does not fit into this, or any other 

definition given for assessing her role in violent attacks. Being on an international watch list 

could however be interpreted as her possibly having had several small tasks. 

 

Asia Siddiqui and Noelle Velentzas fits the description perfectly for the role as plotters and 

therefore contributors; having been linked to bomb components such as gas, it is furthermore 

implied that documents were found as well.  

 

The women resorting to arms during Trump’s first raid can be categorized as active 

participants; as they along with Siddiqui & Velentzas furthermore have been recognized by 

AQAP in different ways, one could mean that they are three more cases of women in warfare, 

both contributors and participants.   

 

Both groups have based their inclusion of women on defensive jihad, yet one remark remains. 

Traditional Islam highlights women’s possibly active role to first and foremost be under the 

state of defensive jihad, as this state allow jihad as an individual duty. But as this condition 

																																																								
99Ibid.,	7-8.	
100Complaint	and	Affidavit:	United	States	of	America	Against	Noelle	Velentzas	and	Asia	Siddiqui,	3.	
101	Gibbons-Nerf	and	Ryan,	”In	deadly	Yemen	raid,	a	lesson	for	Trump’s	national	security	team”.	
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still appears as an historical exception for Muslims one must find it interesting how defensive 

jihad has been an official part of jihad for a long time as the only condition under which 

females can participate, yet only now being emphasized and used; hasn’t the Middle East 

historically frequently been subject for what could be categorized as invasion, and thus 

mistreatment of believers?  
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5. Conclusion 
This study has compared ideology and empiricism before and after 2001 to examine how the 

roles of women have changed after 2001, if any change at all. The hypothesis was that 9/11 

worked as a breakpoint for the female participation in the two groups and that their 

participation thereafter should have increased, a hypothesis that now can be accepted to a 

certain extent.  

 

Before 2001, there were no documented cases of female involvement in either AQC or 

AQAP. After 2001, one can however note that there has been a markedly increase with two 

cases from AQC and five from AQAP; almost all women fitting into the definition made for 

actively contributing to, or participating in warfare, which therefore are the specific roles that 

seem to be increasing. There may however have been other factors contributing to this 

evolvement as well. 

 

In the case of ideology, defensive jihad has been used to a great extent since 2001 to permit 

women in battle. Traditional Islam started out being rather negative from the start regarding 

female participation in jihad. But as time passed they first permit women in war in general, to 

then in 2003 clarify the conditions for defensive jihad and embracing that women should go 

out to fight. 

 

AQC began with women’s role as ”supporters, facilitators, and promoters” and later on 

victims. The statements have then evolved and in 2008, women were expected to resort to 

arms if the enemy comes (implying defensive jihad) and mentioned as being able to “partake 

in fighting” if necessary and Zawahiri’s possible try to downplay women’s role in 2008 can 

be considered as failed. As for AQAP, al-‘Uyayri started out with an ambiguous statement. 

Al-Khansaa then only one year later mention women as a female jihad warrior and the 

possible need to physically defend her family; implying the conditions of defensive jihad. 

 

The difference in ideology may to a certain extent be perceived as the same due to AQC’s 

ideological influence over AQAP, but with the obvious difference in activity frequency 

(AQAP being one of the most violent branches) and evident difference in amount of 

documented cases, this study has ascertained that AQC and AQAP are indeed two separate 
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groups, despite often being referred to as the same “al Qaeda” in media, and thereby 

confirming the study’s societal and policy relevance. 

 

It is essential to understand that the development of women’s roles within al Qaeda is not 

what the world had expected, which makes it an even more essential development to note as 

the lack of knowledge equals bigger risks for attacks. Utilizing women to a further extent than 

before means that AQC and AQAP will increase their element of surprise (where Choudhry 

makes a great example), and geographical spread as women usually aren’t considered to be 

potential perpetrators and therefore easier pass borders and get physically closer to targets 

without suspicion.  

  

It is important for national and international security agencies, such as but not limited to 

governments and international organizations and police, to recognize this development and 

thereby widen the perspective on terrorism. If the world does not start to include women in 

the definition of potential perpetrators, the world will soon know a new chapter of modern 

terrorism harming more people and closer to home. In other words, the world will then know, 

a greater evil. 
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6. Suggestions for further research  
To better fight the increasing threat of women in al Qaeda (and other female terrorists), it is 

essential to start conducting terrorism research based on sex. This will help to characterize the 

features of female involvement, making it easier to find methods to fight them. A part of this 

research is, as a suggestion, to explore the reasons for why women take the specific 

contributing or participating roles. 

 

Future researchers are furthermore advised to examine the phenomenon of (female) “home-

grown” terrorists; individuals getting radicalized and carrying out attacks in their own 

countries, without travelling abroad at a certain point of the process that otherwise is 

common.  
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