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It is important to note at the outset that there is not one feminist perspective on ter-
rorism, but many. As women are different, feminists are different. As there is variety 
among IR theories, there is variety among IR feminist theories – IR feminist realism, 
liberalism, constructivism, critical theory, postcolonialism and postmodernism.1 

Since this short discussion piece cannot cover comprehensively IR feminisms’ 
various potential contributions to the study of terrorism, I choose to present a collage 
of feminist perspectives on the question of terrorism. Some of these are related or 
complementary, others are divergent and sometimes confl icting. What they share is 
being inspired by various observations of gender subordination in global politics.

The fi rst set of observations in this collage is inspired by one of the oldest questions 
in feminist IR – where are the women?2 Women are underrepresented in the study 
of the perpetration and consequences of the actions that fall within our traditional 
understandings of terrorism.3 Most recent work on terrorism omits women altogether. 
Several recent important books on terrorism, including Bruce Hoffman’s Inside 
Terrorism, Ken Booth and Tim Dunne’s edited Worlds in Collision, and Walter 
Enders and Todd Sandler’s The Political Economy of Terrorism, do not contain a 
listing for ‘women’ in the index or serious discussions about the gender dynamics 
or impacts of terrorism.4 Much work on terrorism treats the ‘terrorist’ as a subject 
gendered male by defi nition.

Both media presentations and scholarly work that do acknowledge women ‘related 
to’ terrorism in some way or another portray them in very gendered terms. Scholars 
are increasingly recognizing, for example, that women participate in terrorism as 
terrorists, a role that is not a new development.5 Still, even work which explicitly 
addresses women’s terrorism frequently characterizes participants as women ter-
rorists rather than as terrorists who happen to be women – placing their gender at 
the forefront of accounts of their motivation. For example, Mia Bloom’s work on 
women suicide terrorists links their motivation almost exclusively to their status as 
rape victims.6 While Robert Pape claims women, like men, are rational actors when 
they commit acts of terrorism, one of his case studies explains that a woman suicide 
terrorist was acting rationally when she blew herself up, because it was the practical 
alternative in her society for woman who was unlikely to marry or have children 
because she had been raped.7

In our recent book, Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Women’s Violence in Global 
Politics,8 Caron Gentry and I argue that women’s agency in their political (or even 
criminal) violence is denied even by those claiming to study women as women 
because women’s incapacity to commit acts of terror is essential to maintaining our 
current idealized notions of women and femininity.
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At the same time as women are being ignored and downplayed as terrorists, the 
question of where the women are also leads us to recognize that ‘terrorist’ organiza-
tions are increasingly incorporating women into their ranks, both in support roles and 
as perpetrators.9 The organizations claim various reasons for increasingly including 
women: their increasing interest, the strategic advantages of women’s participation, 
an interest in gender equality, and the dire emergency of the political cause. Feminist 
perspectives on terrorism would at once interrogate gender relations within terrorist 
organizations and the gender dynamics of terrorist attacks.

If ‘terrorism’ discourse does not pay enough attention to women as terrorists (as 
traditionally defi ned), it also omits women as victims of that terrorism. Another 
feminist approach to terrorism, then, looks for the differential impacts of terrorism 
and counterterrorism on those understood as men and those understood as women. 
Terrorists target civilians as a method. Many suicide bombings claim a disproportion-
ate number of women victims, given the times and places of their attacks. Additionally, 
a recent study I did on criminal prosecutions of those involved with terrorism showed 
that the wives, sisters, and mothers of male terrorists are disproportionately arrested 
for the crimes of their relatives.10 That does not even get into counterterrorism – where 
civilian women are often the ‘collateral damage’ in counterterrorist attacks.

Another piece of the collage, then, may be a feminist approach to the question of 
the perspective from which we study terrorism. As Ann Tickner has noted, feminist 
scholars are interested in starting the study of IR at the level of individual women’s 
lives.11 This commitment means that feminist IR can be seen as a research program 
with a political commitment to studying global politics from the viewpoints of those 
marginalized in the international arena – from the ‘bottom up’, if you will.12

Feminists contend that perspective infl uences both how and what we know about 
global politics generally – that knowledge is both interested and political.13 We know 
what we know about terrorism because we see it from our perspectives – in my case, as 
someone who would never be in a situation where perpetration was a serious option, 
as someone extremely unlikely to experience terrorism fi rst-hand, and as someone 
who is not directly connected to a political cause for which terrorism is frequently 
used. This is true of most (though not all) scholars who write about terrorism.

Feminist scholarship suggests that there are alternative voices out there who see, 
experience and know terrorism differently – women, but not only women. People 
identifi ed as women are, as Alison Jaggar noted, ‘at the vortex of contending social 
forces in the international arena’.14 An individual woman’s voice, then – be she a 
suicide terrorist, a victim of terrorism, a devotee to a cause which terrorism is often 
used to further, or a peace activist arguing against the use of violence for political 
ends – might both debunk our stereotypical understandings about what women are and 
tell us something more about terrorism than our social-scientifi c investigations alone 
can. Additionally, widening our perspective to look not only at those women who 
perpetrate and experience terrorism, but also those people (generally) who do so 
without being noticed, studied or counted, would bring us a different perspective – one 
that focuses on individual narratives rather than a globalized and hyper-securitized 
discourse of good and evil.
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Perhaps another feminist approach to the study of terrorism interrogates and 
critiques current defi nitions of terrorism. The United States Department of Defense 
defi nes terrorism as ‘the calculated use of unlawful violence or the threat of unlawful 
violence to inculcate fear; intended to coerce or intimidate in pursuit of goals that are 
generally religious, political, or ideological’.15 Scholars have also defi ned it as ‘an 
anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed by semi-clandestine 
actors for idiosyncratic, criminal, or political reasons’.16

Several problematic elements of these defi nitions have been illuminated by fem-
inists and other scholars in critical terrorism studies. For example, they often defi ne 
non-state actors as terrorists and states as counterterrorists even for the same or 
similar behavior.17 Feminists in IR have critiqued the assumption that the state can 
be seen as a protector of those inside it – instead, the state’s security is often won at 
the price of the security of its marginalized citizens.18 If that is true, the dichotomy 
between terrorists and counterterrorists is artifi cially stark.

There is potentially more to a feminist critique of what counts as terrorism than 
a critique of the privileging of the state. In fact, there are several behaviors that fi t 
the letter, if not the intent, of those defi nitions of terrorism which are normalized in 
everyday social life within the state. Many feminists in social work and psychology 
have demonstrated the parallels between domestic violence and terrorism.19 These 
scholars point out that victims of domestic violence face violence or the threat of 
violence to inculcate fear and to coerce or intimidate them into compliance with a 
partner’s objectionable demands for control, sex or household labor – a pattern which 
is repeated, anxiety-inspiring and consistently aimed at a certain sector of the popu-
lation (women) specifi cally on the basis of their gender.

Feminist scholars have also identifi ed wartime rape specifi cally and rape more 
generally as tools of terror. Wartime rape (especially, for example, in the case of the 
Bosnian confl ict) can be seen as unlawful violence to inculcate fear and to coerce 
cooperation with the political and cultural goals of the party using rape as a weapon 
of war.20 Others have identifi ed the existence of rape generally as a terrorist tool 
men hold over women – creating in women a low-level but constant fear of victimiza-
tion which alters their behavior (e.g. walking down a dark alley at night) and inscribes 
parts of their identities.21 Feminist scholarship has suggested state complicity with 
domestic violence and rape as gender-subordinating presences in social and political 
life.22 A feminist perspective on terrorism might consider these parallels in widening 
the defi nition of what counts as a ‘terrorist’ attack or method.

Feminist approaches to the question of what counts as terrorism might ‘deepen’ 
the defi nition of terrorism as well. If terrorism is extreme violence against those who 
actually are not the target of the political action (or are, at the very least, a secondary 
target), parallels can be drawn between forms of violence generally understood 
as ‘terrorist’ (e.g. suicide bombing) and forms of violence generally understood as 
outside the realm of terrorism. For example, IR’s sometimes unrefl ective assumption 
that states are not terrorists exempts from ‘terrorism’ state terrorism, such as unlawful 
imprisonment, torture, gender subordination, and other human rights violations. It 
also exempts states and non-state actors that use economic means as the weapons of 
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terror – threatening starvation or death from disease to those who will not cooperate 
with their political aims and interests. Examples may be economic embargos, the 
use of chemical or biological weapons, or the denial of emergency aid. These tactics, 
referring back to the idea of a bottom-up understanding of IR, look much more similar 
to what is traditionally understood as terrorism from the margins of IR.

Yet another feminist approach might look at the manipulation of gender perceptions 
and gender roles in terrorism and counterterrorism. Often, belligerents use gendered 
perceptions and language about terror/terrorism against their enemies. For example, 
the Russian government has dubbed the terrorist organization in Chechnya the ‘black 
widows’ and gained substantial popular support in Russia for the prosecution of the 
confl ict with Chechnya by telling Russians that Chechens sell their women into ter-
rorism, and drug them to force them to carry out their missions (despite little if any 
evidence of such a practice).23

Likewise, the United States’ war in Afghanistan received substantial support from 
the American feminist community after the Bush administration listed as among its 
reasons for the war on terror women’s rights in Afghanistan.24 In media portrayals 
framing Mohammed Atta as a monster, his sexist understandings of who should at-
tend his funeral and who would be waiting for him in heaven were prominently 
featured.25 In the famous ‘axis of evil’ speech, one of the things that separated good 
and evil in President Bush’s parlance was how civilized people treat women – which 
is not to involve them in terror.26

These treatments hark back to Jean Elsthain’s explanation that a man’s ideal role in 
wars is that of the citizen-warrior – protecting the homeland and the pure women who 
inhabit it from the terrors outside, while rescuing the opponent’s women from their 
own men27 – in the war on terror, George W. Bush and the US military play this role. 
A woman’s ideal role, then, remains that of a beautiful soul – she is at once the thing 
that the just warriors fi ght for and uninvolved in the confl ict. The just warrior and the 
beautiful soul fi ght the alienated other – evil, corrupt and perverse – e.g. bin Laden 
and Saddam Hussein. The war on terror shows that these gender-based ideal-types 
do not only exist in state-to-state fi ghting, but also in terror–counterterror confl icts.

The last feminist approach I would like to mention is also the least developed in my 
mind – a feminist approach to the question of why people commit terror (either nar-
rowly, in terms of current defi nitions of terrorism, or broadly). The rational/emotional 
dichotomy dominates current work on why terrorists commit terror – they are, in the 
literature, either rational political actors or emotionally deranged sociopaths. 
There is little middle ground – and the lines between them are often drawn on the 
basis of gender. Feminist work in political theory, psychology, and philosophy has 
problematized the gendered concept of rationality and the unrepresentativeness of 
the rational/emotional dichotomy.28

Feminist approaches to explaining terror might appropriate feminist insights on the 
incompleteness of human autonomy, the unrepresentativeness of rationality, and 
the limited utility of strong analytical distinctions between these categories. Feminist 
theory can present different readings of terrorism. Nancy Hirschmann’s work on re-
lational autonomy29 might be used to argue that the decision to commit terror is part 
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agent, part structure – how much of each is based on questions of relative power. 
Catherine MacKinnon’s work on gender as a derivative difference30 could inspire the 
argument that the agency an actor has in a decision to commit terror is both wholly 
decisional and wholly socially constrained. Christine Sylvester’s work on empathetic 
cooperation31 provides a way to see that it is possible that even the divide between 
terror/counterterror and the west/Islam can be bridged. Katharine Moon’s work on 
individuals as bargaining chips in international security32 can be used to fi nd actors 
other than ‘terrorists’ and state leaders in international terrorism. Elisabeth Prugl’s 
work on the process of constructing gender roles33 could help understand the gen-
dered constitution of terrorist subjects. Amy Allen’s work on defi ning alternative 
strategies of power from the political margins34 might help to understand ‘terror’ as 
a tool of the powerless and the powerful. Anne Fausto-Sterling’s work on the sex/
gender dichotomy35 can be used to analyze the gendered terrorist body as a symbolic 
manifestation.

While each of these ideas needs to be more developed, the potential for alternative 
interpretations of the concepts, acts, motivations and impacts related to terrorism 
inspired by feminist theory is rich, and is just beginning to be explored.

Notes

 1  J. Ann Tickner and Laura Sjoberg, ‘Feminism’, in Tim Dunne, Steve Smith and Milja Kurki, 
International Relations Theories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). These categories are 
expanded from Tickner’s earlier work.

 2  Cynthia Enloe, The Morning After: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold War (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1993).

 3  Laura Sjoberg and Caron Gentry, Mothers, Monsters and Whores: Women’s Violence in Global 
Politics (London: Zed Books, 2007).

 4  Ken Booth and Tim Dunne, Worlds in Collision: Terror and the Future of Global Order (London: 
Macmillan, 2002); Walter Enders and Todd Sandler, The Political Economy of Terrorism: An 
Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).

 5  See Sjoberg and Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores, specifi cally references to women’s participation 
in the activities of the Weathermen in the United States, the Bader-Meinhof gang in Germany, and 
the People’s Liberation Front for Palestine between 40 and 50 years ago.

 6  Mia Bloom, Dying to Kill: The Allure of Suicide Terror (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005).
 7  Robert Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New York: Random House, 

2005), pp. 61, 230.
 8  Sjoberg and Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores. See also Laura Sjoberg, ‘Agency, Militarized Femi-

ninity, and Enemy Others’, International Feminist Journal of Politics, 9(1), 2007, pp. 82–101; Laura 
Sjoberg and Caron Gentry, ‘Reduced to Bad Sex: Narratives of Violent Women from the Bible to the 
War on Terror’, International Relations, 22(1), 2008, pp. 5–23; Laura Sjoberg and Caron Gentry, 
‘Profi ling Terror: Gendering the Strategic Logic of Suicide Terror and Other Narratives’, Austrian 
Journal of Political Science, 2, 2008, pp. 181–96; Laura Sjoberg, ‘The Terror of Sex’, in Stacy Reiter 
Neal and Grace D. Cooke, Women and Al Qaeda (Washington, DC: INSS, forthcoming, 2009).

 9 Karla J. Cunningham, ‘Cross-Regional Trends in Female Terrorism’, Studies in Confl ict and 
Terrorism, 26(3), 2003, pp. 171–95.

10 Sjoberg, ‘The Terror of Sex’.
11 J. Ann Tickner, Gender in International Relations: Feminist Perspectives on Achieving Global 

Security (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992).
12 J. Ann Tickner, ‘Continuing the Conversation’, International Studies Quarterly, 42, 1998, 

pp. 205–10.



74 INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 23(1)

13  Naomi Scheman, Engenderings: Constructions of Knowledge, Authority, and Privilege (New York: 
Routledge, 1993); Mary E. Hawkesworth, ‘Knowers, Knowing, Known: Feminist Theory and Claims 
of Truth’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 14(3), 1989, pp. 533–57.

14 Alison M. Jaggar, ‘Globalizing Feminist Ethics’, Hypatia, 13(2), 2000, pp. 7–21.
15 Department of Defense, Dictionary of Military Terms, 2008 available at: www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/

doddict/data/t/05488.html (accessed 1 July 2008).
16 Stanley D. Brunn, 11 September and its Aftermath: The Geopolitics of Terror (London: Routledge, 

2004).
17 Edward S. Hermann and Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of Mass 

Media (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988).
18  Iris Marion Young, ‘The Logic of Masculinist Protection and Refl ections on the Current Security 

State’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 29(1), 2003, pp. 1–24.
19 Michael P. Johnson, ‘Patriarchal Terrorism and Common Couple Violence: Two Forms of Violence 

against Women’, Journal of Marriage and the Family, 57, 1995, pp. 283–94; Michael P. Johnson and 
Janet M. Leone, ‘The Differential Effects of Intimate Terrorism and Situational Couple Violence’, 
Journal of Family Issues, 26(3), 2005, pp. 322–49.

20 Claudia Card, ‘Rape as a Weapon of War’, Hypatia, 11(4), 1996, 5–18; A. Stiglmayer and M. Faber, 
Mass Rape: The War in Bosnia-Herzegovina (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1994).

21 Catherine McKinnon, Are Women Human? And Other International Dialogues (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006); Andrea Dworkin, ‘Pornography: The New Terrorism’, New York 
University Review of Law and Social Policy, 8, 1978, p. 215.

22 Sherene Razack, ‘Domestic Violence as Gender Persecution: Policing the Borders of Nation, Race, 
and Gender’, Canadian Journal of Women and the Law, 8, 1995, p. 45.

23 Viv Groskop, ‘Chechnya’s Deadly “Black Widows”’, New Statesman, 6 September 2004, available 
at: www.newstatesman.com/200409060023 (accessed 2 July 2008); Sjoberg and Gentry, Mothers, 
Monsters, Whores.

24 Lila Abu-Lughod, ‘Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Refl ections on Cultural 
Relativism and its Others’, American Anthropologist, 104(3), 2002, pp. 783–90.

25 Hilary Charlesworth and Christine Chinkin, ‘Sex, Gender, and September 11’, American Journal 
of International Law, 96, 2002, p. 600.

26 George W. Bush, ‘President Delivers the State of the Union Address’, 29 January 2002, available at: 
www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html (accessed 13 November 2007).

27  Jean B. Elshtain, On Beautiful Souls, Just Warriors, and Feminist Consciousness, in Judith Stiehm 
(ed.), Women and Men’s Wars (London: Pergamon Press, 1983).

28 See Charlotte Hooper, Manly States: Masculinities, International Relations, and Gender (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2001).

29 Nancy Hirschmann, The Subject of Liberty: Towards a Feminist Theory of Freedom (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2003).

30 Catherine MacKinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of the State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1993).

31 Christine Sylvester, Feminist International Relations: An Unfi nished Journey (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002).

32 Katharine Moon, Sex Among Allies: Militarized Prostitution in U.S.–South Korea Relations 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).

33 Elisabeth Prugl, The Global Construction of Gender (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1999).

34 Amy Allen, ‘Rethinking Power’, Hypatia, 13(1), 1998, pp. 21–40.
35 Anne Fausto-Sterling, ‘Bare Bones of Sex: Part I, Sex and Gender’, Signs: A Journal of Women in 

Culture and Society, 20(2), 2005, pp. 1491–1527.


