
Figure 1 – Rise in female suicide bombers (Davis, 2017:146) 
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Women’s roles and motivations within 
political violence 

WHEN THEY LOOK AT HER…
How can the mobilisation of women in political violence 
be understood, with reference to terrorism? 

Political violence and terrorism have been equated with the male identity, whereby 
men were considered the drivers of political violence due to their ‘masculine’ abilities. 
However, while, “violence has been critical for the constructions of masculinity, [they] 
have not been essential in affirming or reproducing female identity” (Hasso, 2005:29). 
Particularly, the rhetoric is seemingly justified because women’s  “physique [and 
femininity] does not allow her to execute tasks that requires force” (Germain 
N’Guessan, 2011:185). More explicitly, because women are the only gender capable of 
giving life, it renders them unable to ‘naturally’ take life, “as killing is the most 
‘unnatural’ feminine behaviour”, and therefore women can only willingly take part in 
non-combatant roles (Ahall, 2012:10). For this reason, women’s activism within 
political violence is only accepted when it reflects normalised discursive ideologies of 
femininity.  

Contextual Information

Problematise and scrutinize essentialist and 
normalised ideologies of femininity by mapping 
out existing literature’s willing or unwilling inability 
to address the complex intersections between 
gender, political violence and agency.

Elucidate the nuanced reality where women have 
constantly re-iterated, challenged and negotiated 
gender constructs through the examination of 
terrorist organisations that has both enabled and 
justified women’s mobilisation in the group’s 
political violence.

Expose how women’s engagement in political 
violence is complex and multifaceted.

The Beautiful Soul:
Women are inherently 
peaceful and innocent 
beings, and so “there is 

no room for women 
fighting” (Sjoberg, 

2010:56). 

Mother, Monster and Whore:
A woman’s sex is the primary 
lens through which any of her 
actions are digested”  and so 
the narrative assumes that 
women’s participation in 

political violence outside of 
feminine domains as both a 
disruption and an excess of 

femininity (Sjoberg and 
Gentry, 2007:36).

“The woman in the family is a 
mother, wife, sister, and 

daughter. In society she is an 
educator, propagator and 

preacher of Islam, and a female 
Jihad warrior” (Al-Khanssa

Brigade).

Thenmuli Rajaratnam, an LTTE 
female suicide bomber 

conducted an attack on the 
former Indian Prime Minister, 
Rajiv Gandhi, by detonating 
her bomb that was hidden 

underneath her sari.  
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