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An estimated 3,000 of  the 20,000 foreign fighters who 
joined Daesh were women. Whilst focus has primarily 
been on Western cases, women from the WANA region 
were also drawn to the cause.1 

Gender Inequality and Radicalisation Drivers

For both genders, the majority of  radicalisation drivers are 
the result of  stunted development, economic stagnation, 
social disunity, and relative depravation, yet all of  these 
factors are worsened by gender inequality. Improving 
gender equality should be encouraged as part of  CVE.

The extent to which women in the WANA region are 
particularly disadvantaged, is exemplified in the global 
gender gap index; in 2016, the region registered the 
world’s widest gap at 40 per cent. Based on current trends, 
this gap will take 356 years to close.2  

Women’s Recruitment into VEOs

Much of  the early scholarship exhibits gender-laden 
assumptions about women’s recruitment into violent 
extremist organisations (VEOs). It is misguided to 
suggest their participation is always involuntary.3 While 
some are pressured or forced, many women – perhaps a 
majority – join VEOs by choice.4 

VEOs have become experts at adapting their propaganda. 
Initially, Daesh stuck to very conservative methods by 
confining women to private roles as wives, mothers, 
teachers, domestic workers, or sex slaves.5 In recent years, 
these roles have expanded significantly and perhaps due 
to heavy battlefield losses, women are increasingly used 
in militant roles.6
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Women’s Role in P/CVE

The crucial question is whether women’s empowerment 
and gender equality  can prevent radicalisation and violent 
extremist acts, or aid in de-radicalisation, rehabilitation, 
and resilience building. There is strong evidence that 
women’s participation, in the security sector and as pillars 
of  their local community, leads to greater effectiveness in 
violence reduction and conflict prevention.7  

Work in the WANA region has shown women to have 
in-depth insights into community dynamics, ideological 
patterns, and behavioural trends that differ from those 
available to men.8 Women are also trusted confidantes; 
field work has clarified that women preachers are often 
the first point of  contact for women dealing with radical 
male relatives. 

Within families, mothers are often able to recognise 
early signs of  radicalisation including anger, anxiety, 
and withdrawal.9 They are also strategically placed, both 
physically within the home and through their emotional 
influence, to assist their children in navigating challenges. 
For instance, mothers were the main force behind the 
return of  some Jordanian fighters from Syria.10  

Importantly, women are keen to exercise their role 
within CVE; they have a strong and vested interest 
in preventing their children and communities from 
becoming radicalised.11 Women should therefore not only 
be carefully targeted by P/CVE policies but should be 
centrally involved in the the design and implementation 
of  such policies.
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