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A gender perspective on counter-terrorism: The United Nations as a case study 

 

Leila-Maria Faddoul 

 

ABSTRACT 

Following the September 11 2001 attacks on the United States, terrorism has evolved to 

a point where it became crucial for countries to move from exclusively military counter-

terrorism approaches towards rights-based and gender-inclusive ones. This study sheds 

light on this shift, by providing a qualitative examination of how the pertinent United 

Nations (UN) bodies incorporated a gender perspective into counter-terrorism strategies 

and adopted concrete measures in this regard. To date, 22 UN Security Council (UNSC) 

resolutions, as well as 7 initiatives by UN bodies, address the role of women in 

formulating and implementing counter-terrorism measures. These findings indicate the 

continuous need to keep the issue of gender at the core of all international initiatives in 

the domain of countering terrorism. 

 

Keywords: Terrorism, Counter-Terrorism, Violent Extremism, Countering and 

Preventing Violent Extremism, Women, Peace, Security, Gender, Empowerment, United 

Nations. 
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   Chapter One 

 

Introduction 

After the attacks of 9/11, 2001 on the United States, the world became preoccupied with 

the threats posed by terrorism and therefore intensified its fight against this violent 

phenomenon by formulating counter-terrorism strategies that were either responsive or 

preventive, national or international. According to the Global Terrorism Database, 

170,000 terrorist acts were recorded in the period between 1970 and 2019 (Vision of 

Humanity, 2020). The world has lost hundreds of thousands of lives because of 

terrorism, and that forced many countries to reexamine their counter-terrorism strategies. 

States previously sought towards military approaches in their fight against terrorism; 

however, nowadays concerted and noticeable international efforts were drawn towards 

recognizing and developing rights-based and gender-inclusive approaches.  

1.1 Realizing the importance of gender and women in counter-

terrorism 

It is remarkable that women have always been marginalized in the fight against terrorism 

because their role was restricted to the private sphere as mothers, sisters and wives. 

Nevertheless, due to women’s increased participation in terrorism, there has been an 

acknowledgment that women’s participation in counter-terrorism actions is 

underappreciated and that these strategies lack a focus on women and on the role they 
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can play (Henty & Eggleston, 2018). Countering terrorism is more efficient, significant 

and sustainable if it takes into consideration gender and women’s perspectives and if it 

promotes their full participation in the drafting and implementation phases. Adding a 

gender perspective in counter-terrorism efforts necessitates first, an analysis of the effect 

of these strategies on women’s rights; second, a focus on women as terrorists, victims 

and actors in countering and preventing terrorism; and third, a focus on the role of men 

and gender inequality (United Nations, n.d.). Women play a crucial role in fighting 

terrorism on multiple levels and in different ways; They are effective agents in 

recognizing early signs of radicalization, they participate in the de-radicalization 

processes, play important roles in law-enforcement, security sectors and policymaking, 

can expand and diversify the perceptions and expertise in counter-terrorism efforts, are 

able to involve a bigger range of participants, and lastly, can go into restricted places 

where religious and cultural sensitivities exist (United Nations, n.d.).   

1.2 The United Nations’ recognition of gender and women’s role in 

counter-terrorism 

In this regard, and as of 2000, the United Nations recognized the need to focus on 

gender in counter-terrorism, underscoring the ways women can contribute to the fight. 

Consequently, it created a relation between countering terrorism and the Women, Peace 

and Security agenda. The United Nations is considered the leader in making the world 

more secure and peaceful by ending militarism and militarization that started in 2001 

with the war on terror and subsequently initiated a growing and a non-ending cycle of 

conflicts (UN Women, 2015). The United Nations works towards stopping violence at 

all levels while supporting women peacemakers and peacebuilders and bringing them to 
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the fore, in addition to including women’s empowerment and gender equality as a cross-

cutting issue into all areas of its work (UN Women, 2015). After all, the solidarity of 

women is crucial if we want to live in the world that the United Nations wishes to see; a 

world where dialogue is the ultimate tool to prevent wars, and where nations turn their 

‘swords into plowshares’ (Williamson, 2008, p 139).    

Because the United Nations uses violent extremism as being conductive to terrorism and 

deals with its threats accordingly without attempting to define it, countering terrorism 

and countering violent extremism are considered as similar efforts. In other words, 

when using the term counter violent extremism, it also means countering terrorism 

because violent extremism leads to terrorism. And since no clear distinction can be 

made between countering and preventing violent extremism they are referred to as 

“P/CVE” (Rothermel, 2020).  

1.3 Two research questions 

This study will address two overlapping research questions: First, how has the fight 

against terrorism encouraged the United Nations to incorporate a gender perspective into 

countering terrorism and that focuses in this regard on the role of women? Second, what 

are the measures that have been adopted by the United Nations bodies to include a 

gender perspective into countering terrorism?  

1.4 The purpose of this study 

This study is intended to lend credence to the hypothesis that the greater the evolution of 

terrorism through the years, the greater the necessity to move towards soft counter-
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terrorism responses that acknowledge the centrality of women’s agency and the 

importance of incorporating a gender component. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to recognize that military operations and security 

strategies, alone, cannot end terrorism, to show that it is important to look beyond these 

measures to countering violent extremism, and to pay more attention to the role of 

women in this regard. Women play an important role in ensuring socially cohesive 

communities, influencing policymaking, recognizing and acting at early signs of 

radicalization, preaching about religion and promoting counter narratives on social 

media platforms. 

This study will provide an examination, from a gender perspective, of how the United 

Nations bodies sought to adopt their counter-terrorism strategies and how they are 

operationalizing them. It will focus on the initiatives of the United Nations Security 

Council in adopting resolutions that called for a greater involvement of women in 

peacekeeping and in combating terrorism. Additionally, this study will examine the 

United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN 

Women) and the Counter-Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate (CTED) role in 

developing gender-inclusive policies and encouraging women’s involvement in the 

decision-making procedures, mainly regarding terrorism. These two bodies see societies 

that economically empower women and encourage them to participate in policymaking 

are more peaceful and cohesive.  
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1.5 The United Nations bodies’ attention to gender, women and 

counter-terrorism 

UN Security Council, UN Women and CTED are not the only United Nations bodies 

that look into the issue of gender, women and counter-terrorism. Among these bodies, 

the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). Although its primary focus is not on 

counter-terrorism, its main efforts are to promote human development and improve 

socioeconomic conditions which reduce the drivers and triggering factors of violence 

and terrorism that align with the first pillar of the United Nations counter-terrorism 

strategy. Furthermore, UNDP works on empowering women which contributes to the 

fourth pillar of the strategy.  

In addition, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime comprises a subdivision that 

contributes to preventing terrorism and also works on promoting the adoption of gender-

inclusive approaches in response to terrorism and encourages women’s equality as being 

essential in preventing terrorism in addition to their full participation in national counter-

terrorism agencies.  

Together with UNDP and UNODC, the United Nations Human Rights Council has 

appointed an expert called “The Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism” who is mandated to 

report any violations related to human rights in countering terrorism while incorporating 

a gender perspective into his/her work.  

Similarly, the UN Secretary General in December 2015 issued a “Plan of Action to 

Prevent Violent Extremism” that included calls to fight violent extremism beyond the 
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security-based measures, because its fast spread makes preventative measures that 

address the root causes of violent extremism more necessary and important. The 

Secretary General acknowledging that gender inequality is among the reasons conducive 

to radicalization and terrorism, urged Member States to develop National Action Plans 

that take into consideration gender equality, women’s empowerment, leadership and 

participation through all state institutions, which are critical to sustainable peace. The 

Secretary General suggested in this context, that Member States should include a gender 

perspective in preventing violent extremism efforts, conduct researches on the drivers of 

radicalization and the roles of women in violent extremism, include women in security 

agencies and law enforcement, enhance women’s capacity in the prevention of violent 

extremism and finally make sure that projects empowering women are receiving 

appropriate funding.  

Adding to all of these UN bodies and outside of the UN system, the Global Counter-

terrorism Forum is also a key international actor in developing strategies of counter-

terrorism, in cooperation with interested countries (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum, 

n.d.). Working in this forum, Australia and Indonesia, co-chair the working group that 

aims to develop a gender inclusive P/CVE Toolkit for those working on the design, 

implementation and evaluation of P/CVE efforts (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum, 

n.d.). 

1.6 The United Nations bodies whose work is covered in this study 

Having clarified that, this thesis will not cover all United Nations’ efforts regarding 

gender, women and counter-terrorism but only the main bodies which are: the UN 

Security Council, the first body to develop a formal document that recognized the 
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significance of the participation of women in peace processes and was subsequently 

followed by other similar documents; the UN Women and CTED, that co-chair the 

Working Group number 8 mandated to take into consideration gender while preventing 

and countering terrorism, which falls under pillar 4 of UN’s counter-terrorism strategy. 

This Working Group is among 8 other inter-agency groups that are assembled under the 

four pillars of the UN’s strategy. Through these groups, 43 entities that constitute 

members or observers in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Coordination 

Compact collaborate. The Coordination Compact is part of the United Nations Office of 

Counter-Terrorism established in 2018 to enhance the United Nations’ capability to help 

Member States in the implementation of the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism 

Strategy. Additionally, UN Women and CTED co-chair the “Expert Platform on Gender 

and Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism in North Africa” that gathers 

academics, civil society experts and government representatives who work on 

integrating gender and counter-terrorism agendas in the region. 

1.7 The methodology 

This study uses qualitative analysis conducted on documents from different United 

Nations bodies that address the importance of incorporating gender and women in 

counter-terrorism strategies in addition to the programs that aim to empower women to 

fight terrorism. It covers the UNSC resolutions of the Women, Peace and Security 

agenda and the counter-terrorism resolutions. It also looks into how, in accordance with 

the mentioned UN Security Council resolutions, UN Women and CTED has worked on 

integrating a gender perspective into counter-terrorism and how they look for ways to 

better integrate gender. The study presents and analyzes a guidance note by UN Women 
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entitled “Gender mainstreaming principles, dimensions and priorities for PVE” that 

offers information, resources, guidelines and guidance for the UN system and Member 

States in preventing and countering violent extremism and terrorism with a gender 

perspective; a training manual by UN Women for trainers and staff working with actors 

involved in preventing and countering violent extremism and are working on creating 

gender-sensitive strategies titled “Women in preventing and countering violent 

extremism” and a program that shows the role of women as preventers of violent 

extremism called “Empowered women peaceful communities”. Through it, UN Women 

works with and empower women at the community level as an approach to build social 

cohesion. Additionally, this study analyzes the report of the global digital consultation 

“Voices and perspectives of civil society on the gendered dimensions of violent 

extremism and counter-terrorism responses” that includes the views and 

recommendations of the civil society on the effect that the gendered counter-terrorism 

responses have on their rights; two reports of the “Expert Platform on Gender and 

Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism in North Africa”; a panel discussion on 

advancing women's leadership and participation held by UN Women and UN Office of 

Counter-Terrorism and two open briefings held by the counter-terrorism committee on 

the important role women play in counter-terrorism.  

1.8 Map of the Study 

This study is organized in five chapters. Following this introductory chapter, chapter two 

reviews the literature and debates regarding the concepts of terrorism and counter-

terrorism which became more significant after the attacks of 9/11 in 2001 on the United 

States. It highlights the definitional challenge of terrorism and its conceptualization 
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between terrorist incidents and committers. It also offers insights on the different 

analyses of the causes of terrorism, highlighting how gender inequality leads to its 

proliferation. In addition, this chapter examines the literature on counter-terrorism in 

theory and in practice, i.e. its definition, approaches and measures especially those that 

are gender-inclusive and take into consideration women’s roles. Finally, this chapter 

sheds light on the United Nations’ efforts in promoting the inclusion of gender in its 

counter-terrorism initiatives.  

Chapter three addresses the contribution of UN Security Council to the incorporation of 

gender and women in combating violent extremism by analyzing the main stipulations 

and dates of adoption of UN Security Council resolutions that insist on the role of 

women in combatting terrorism. These UNSCR analyzed in this chapter are those that 

constitute the women, peace and security agenda with a focus on UNSCR 1325 (2000) 

and UNSCR 2242 (2015), and those considered as counter-terrorism resolutions that 

include gender considerations. The chapter also highlights the protection components 

that these resolutions include with a focus on the protection against sexual violence, 

abductions and trafficking. Finally, this chapter evaluates these UNSC resolutions and 

emphasizes on how they have ignored some major issues and have reproduced some 

other ones. To mention a few; women’s victimhood, women’s categorization with 

children, the limitation of women’s work to the grass root level and the sufficiency of 

women’s numerical presence.  

Chapter four presents the measures adopted by the UN bodies (CTED and UN Women) 

to implement gender-sensitive strategies while countering violent extremism. These two 

bodies work together and individually on incorporating a gender perspective into 
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countering and preventing terrorism. Their efforts are divided into two types: first, 

efforts that aim to integrate gender in counter-terrorism such as a 2017 empowerment 

program targeting women in four Asian countries in order to help fight terrorism, a 

gender-inclusive guidance note for people working on implementing PVE measures 

complemented by a training manual. Second, efforts to better integrate gender that 

include discussions, consultations and knowledge exchange with relevant and diverse 

groups of stakeholders. Finally, this chapter will also include some critiques for these 

initiatives.  

The conclusion provides a concluding note and a summary of the main points discussed 

throughout the paper. Moreover, the chapter addresses some remaining points not 

covered in the paper including how women are attracted and recruited to terrorism 

especially by ISIS, the UN’s assessments of the effectiveness of gender-sensitive 

counter-terrorism strategies and the challenges and limitations that they still face. 

Finally, it recommends some ways of making these strategies more effective. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Examining terrorism and counter-terrorism since 

9/11 

2.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an understanding of the prevailing literature and 

debates regarding the concepts of terrorism and counter-terrorism in addition to their 

relationship with gender, and to shed light on the work of the United Nations in 

incorporating gender in its counter-terrorism initiatives and activities.  

Prior to 2001, a small number of academics were genuinely interested in studying 

terrorism and/or counter-terrorism. Accordingly, the number of published work was 

limited. However, a significant increase in publications became visible after the 

infamous attacks of 9/11 in 2001 on the World Trade Centre in the United States.  

This chapter highlights some of these publications in three main parts.  The first reviews 

the literature on terrorism by emphasising the difficulty of defining the term and the 

different conceptualizations of terrorism.  It also sheds light on the differences in the 

root cause analysis of terrorism by stressing on gender inequality that some researchers 

find more significant than religion in explaining the existence of terrorism. The second 

part reviews the literature on the definition of, and approaches to, counter-terrorism and 

examines the work of several authors who acknowledge the importance of having 
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gender-inclusive counter-terrorism measures where women’s roles, perspectives and 

expertise are taken into account. The third part is dedicated to the United Nations’ 

system, the entity whose work in the area of counter-terrorism forms the centre of this 

study. This last part presents the UN’s definition of terrorism, its counter-terrorism 

strategy and UN’s incorporation of gender into its related activities, initiatives and 

efforts. 

2.2 A contested concept 

2.2.1 Defining and conceptualizing Terrorism  

Academics and researchers first started giving attention to the phenomenon of terrorism 

by examining how it interacts with the political world. Oates et al. in their 2010 book 

entitled “Terrorism, Elections, And Democracy: Political Campaigns in The United 

States, Great Britain and Russia” looked at how the fear that terrorism generates affects 

the elections in these three countries and Cox et al. in their 2010 book entitled 

“Terrorism, Instability, And Democracy in Africa and Asia” examined the relation 

between levels of terrorism and levels of poverty, democracy and religious and ethnic 

differences in these two regions.  

Similar to any other concept, terrorism requires a clear single definition to be studied 

appropriately. Nevertheless, there has been multiple definitions of terrorism in usage, 

and not even two definitions are identical (Ganor, 2015). Terrorism is considered a 

disputed concept, meaning that people hardly agree on its definition (Schmid, 2011). 

Even terrorists rarely use it to describe themselves. They depict themselves as 

revolutionaries, freedom fighters, or soldiers (Schmid, 2011). Accordingly, the same 

person considered a terrorist for someone is considered a martyr or a freedom fighter for 
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someone else. In general, these definitions emphasize a number of characteristics of 

terrorism, for example having a symbolic and asymmetric character, being 

indiscriminate, focusing on non-combatants (civilians), disrupting public order, 

endangering public security, spreading fear, and disrespecting the rules of war (Schmid, 

2011). Some other definitions focus on its randomness (Ganor, 2015) or refer to 

terrorism as being a tool in the achievement of a religious and/or political aim (Schmid, 

2011). Nonetheless, listing features of terrorism is not a definition. Other reasons make 

defining terrorism a hard task particularly that some scholars find it meaningless to 

define the term because it is subjective and biased and not worth the time and effort 

spent on trying to define it since it is possible to criminalize any terrorist tactic (Ganor, 

2015).  

In their book, Schmid asks the following questions: Who should define terrorism? 

Terrorists? Victims? Media? National governments? Regional organizations? The 

United Nations? Or religious leaders? And they suggested that an academic definition is 

necessary (2011). The latest is a revised definition resulting from discussions between 

academics and professionals which states that terrorism refers to a method of “fear-

generating coercive political violence” that is direct and without limitation whether 

moral or legal (Schmid, 2011, p 86). It targets non-combatants in a propagandistic way 

that affects psychologically a bigger pool of audiences and parties (Schmid, 2011). In 

the course of trying to define terrorism, scholars also divide it into two types: domestic 

and international terrorism. The former is committed within a country’s borders and the 

latter involves more than one country (Steven & Gunaratna, 2004).  
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Despite all of this, discussions over the best definition of terrorism have reached the 

conclusion that no one will ever find an agreed-upon correct definition, at least not 

anytime soon (Ganor, 2015). As an alternative, scholars started asking the question of 

how to think of terrorism, looking beyond the definition debate and examining how it is 

conceptualized (Asal et al., 2012). A group of academics conceptualized terrorism as a 

violent act and studied each incident/ terrorist attack while others conceptualized 

terrorism as a violent act committed by actors and studied therefore terrorist groups 

(Asal et al., 2012).  

2.2.2 The debate over the causes of terrorism 

Getting involved in terrorism is not the outcome of one decision and cannot happen 

overnight (Botha, 2014). It happens gradually after several incidences, experiences, and 

role-plays that put the individual on the way to violence (Botha, 2014). This is why, 

scholars have looked for causes of terrorism. Some argue that socioeconomic conditions 

are conducive to terrorism such as Hess and Blomberg who claim that meager conditions 

such as poverty increase the risk of terrorism (2008), while other researchers see that 

poverty is not an indicator of terrorism (Pape, 2005), and there is a positive correlation 

between good socioeconomic conditions (literacy and economic development) and 

terrorism (Piazza, 2008). The latter group of scholars argue that what lead to suicide 

terrorism are other factors, for instance regime type, civil liberties and political 

participation (Piazza, 2008). Supporting this claim, Atran argues that not all Hezbollah 

militants did come from poor families or did not finish their secondary education (2003)- 

Hezbollah considered as a hybrid terrorist organization (Azani, 2013).1 Even terrorist 

                                                             
1 See Ganor (2015), especially chapter 5, for the definition of “Hybrid terrorist organization”. 
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organizations, according to Bueno de Mesquita in his article “The Quality of Terror”, 

target the best quality recruits (2005). A UNDP report on “Journey to extremism in 

Africa: Drivers, incentives and the tipping point for recruitment.” considers violations 

of human rights as leading to radicalization and extremism (2017).  

2.1.1. Gender inequality as a potential cause of terrorism 

In addition to the endless studies that have examined the causes of terrorism, some have 

attributed gender inequality as a potential cause of terrorism. Examining the presence of 

a causal relationship between gender inequality and terrorism is not something new. It 

was brought to the fore in the year 1995 by First Lady-at the time-Hillary Clinton, when 

she associated women security with states security and highlighted the causal relation 

between extremism and women being unrecognized and unappreciated (Saiya et al., 

2017). Likewise, authors like Asal et al. highlight the impact of gender exclusivity as 

being more significant in explaining the existence of political violence rather than 

religion (2014). Their findings validate those of Harris and Milton who find a substantial 

link between the lack of political rights of women and domestic terrorism (2016).  

2.2.2.1 How does gender inequality contribute to terrorism? 

Gender discrimination and gender inequality can hinder development across all aspects 

of society, whether political, economic or social by directly affecting at least half of the 

population and leaving long-term effects (Dumas, 2021). Countries that do not allow 

women equal access to public sphere, and deprive them of social autonomy, experience 

rooted coercion, marginalization and exclusion (Dumas, 2021). This means that people 

growing up in these environments, internalize these customs and normalize violence and 
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inequality as tools for achieving political goals instead of resorting to non-violent ones 

(Dumas, 2021). This political violence is expressed through terrorism against a flawed, 

unequal status quo. So here is the causal equation: gender inequality is conducive to 

political violence, which itself conducive to terrorism and paves the way for the creation 

of terrorist organizations.  

Hudson and Hodgson believe that women’s subordination increases the number of men 

in terrorism for several reasons, including that in some societies men grow up believing 

women are inferior and they should violently control them (2020). So this normalization 

of violence in households leads to terrorism (Hudson & Hodgson, 2020). This 

subordination of women in addition to muting their voices against violence, 

unintentionally causes grievances that men experience and terrorist groups take 

advantage of and use it for recruitment (Hudson & Hodgson, 2020). For example, 

polygyny makes poor men who are unable to marry multiple wives, compared to rich 

men, feel like a failure. Bride price2 (muhur) also makes poor men feel like a failure 

because they do not have enough money to pay the father of the bride (Hudson & 

Hodgson, 2020).  

On another note, women in these patriarchal societies are not the only ones who face 

discrimination, but also men (Dumas, 2021). Men might also use violence and 

marginalize other men to obtain and sustain power. In other words, those (men) who use 

violence against women will also use it against men to emphasize their masculinity 

(Dumas, 2021). 

                                                             
2 See Michelle (2020), for the definition of “Bride price” 
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2.2.3 The negative relation between gender equality and terrorism 

On the other hand, gender equality enables women to positively and peacefully influence 

society and to participate in politics and in the workplace (Dumas, 2021). This 

contributes to economic growth, diversifies skills and ideas, stabilizes communities and 

spreads equal norms which lead to peaceful societies (Dumas, 2021). Furthermore, 

women’s empowerment whether economically, politically or educationally is negatively 

associated with terrorism (Salman, 2015).  

In examining how female education affects terrorism, Dumas finds that women’s 

completion of elementary and middle school and their enrollment in middle school and 

college have a reducing effect on terrorism (2021). Why is that? She explains that 

societies who give women the opportunity to get an education view them as equal 

members which weakens gender hierarchy (Dumas, 2021).  

Furthermore, women’s employment decreases terrorism (Robison, 2010), especially 

their employment in salary jobs. High rates of legal and social rights that comprise the 

right to get married again, the right to divorce and right to protection against domestic 

violence also decreases the likelihood of terrorism (Dumas, 2021). This is because 

economic empowerment reduces financial motivations for terrorism, since now women 

contribute to household and state economies which boosts development and does not 

pave the way for terrorist groups to take advantage of meager status quos (Dumas, 

2021).  
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2.3 A less contested concept 

2.3.1 Defining Counter-terrorism  

After the cold war, in an attempt to manage and resolve internal conflicts, the 

international community has gradually sent peacekeeping operations to conflict prone 

countries (Karlsrud, 2019). These operations aimed to achieve liberal peace and build 

inclusive and stable governments (Karlsrud, 2019). Nonetheless, the actual 

implementation of these missions has not realized its ambitions and states started 

looking for other instrumental policies (Karlsrud, 2019). This was called: “Liberal 

interventionism” 3 and has been replaced by counter-terrorism, which received 

considerable amount of funding (Karlsrud, 2019).  

What is clear till now, is that throughout history, researchers have tried to define and 

refine terrorism, and theorize its causes and consequences, however, they did not make 

the same efforts when it came to defining counter-terrorism. Basically, the 

conceptualization of the latter is almost inexistent (Lewis, 2017). The term “counter-

terrorism” is less contested than “terrorism” and self-evident (Lewis, 2017).  

Scholars first have defined counter-terrorism based on the cases in hand, which is 

problematic because these cases are nonetheless not representative (Lewis, 2017). 

Lewis defines counter-terrorism as an action that gives civilians or non-combatants 

psychological, political and social security (2017), while others define it as strategies 

that seek to eliminate terrorist groups and terrorist-conducive environments (Martin, 

                                                             
3 See Karlsrud (2019), for more information on “Liberal interventionism” 
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2017). Wulan simplifies the definition as being a procedure that seeks to eradicate 

terrorism (2015).  

2.3.2 Approaches to counter-terrorism 

After the attacks of 9/11, the world became busy with the debates over the threats it was 

facing, the responses needed, the institutions responsible for the responses, and the 

required timeframe (Crelinsten, 2014). Basically, the debate was over the approaches to 

counter-terrorism which undermined the efforts to fight terrorism. Crelinsten selected 

five approaches to counter-terrorism and argued that although these approaches are 

distinct, they can be used simultaneously as part of an effective counter-terrorism 

strategy (2014). These approaches are:  

The coercive approach which is the use of hard power by the state and includes the 

criminal justice model which considers terrorism as a crime. This model is seen by some 

as favoring the terrorists and not the victims because it stresses on the criminal nature of 

the act committed and not on the ideological and political motive (Crelinsten, 2014). The 

coercive approach also includes the war model which considers terrorism as an act of 

war and because war is usually between states, this model is considering the terrorists as 

being equal to the state (Crelinsten, 2014). The proactive approach aims at preventing 

terrorism before it happens with the efforts of the security forces, the police, the 

intelligence agencies, the military, the border control agencies, the refugee policy 

makers, the humanitarian workers and the diplomats by coordinating between them and 

with foreign policy (Crelinsten, 2014). The persuasive approach consists of 

understanding the ideas that incentivize acts of terrorism and deals with them. This 

approach deals with individual concerns that make them open to recruitment (economic, 
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material and psychological) by creating other incentives to move them away from 

terrorism (Crelinsten, 2014). For example, giving guarantees that exiting these groups is 

possible and whoever cooperates and abandons violence would be welcomed back to 

society (Crelinsten, 2014).  

The defensive approach assumes that terrorism is inevitable and gets ready for it. For 

example, by making potential targets difficult to attack and channeling the acts to less 

destructive ones; controlling money transfers to tighten the grip on terrorist financing; 

reinforcing public health systems to respond to any kind of threats; preparing and 

helping people deal with stress, fear and anxiety that terrorism incites (Crelinsten, 2014). 

Finally, the long-term approach does not assure rapid fixes, but works in the long term. 

It deals with the causes and the facilitating/triggering factors of resorting to violence and 

terrorism such as poverty, discrimination, ideology and personality (Crelinsten, 2014).  

This approach tends to provide aid and development projects, build capacities in weak 

states by training the police and/or reforming the judicial system; insure human security 

and human rights; promote education and empower women and girls which will 

decrease the birth rate and allow them to contribute to the political, social and economic 

life, and resist family pressures and traditions that drive them to terrorism; and finally 

strengthen environmental policies because climate change can affect poverty, education 

and health which leads to terrorism (Crelinsten, 2014). 

2.3.3 Hard and soft counter-terrorism 

There are two categories of counter-terrorism measures: hard and soft. Hard measures 

are repressive and consist of using law enforcement and the security system while soft 

measures, that rely on social reform and diplomacy (Martin, 2017), aim at devaluing 
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terrorist ideology and promoting peaceful resolution of conflicts, human rights, 

economic development, and rule of law. They are driven by the understanding that 

counter-terrorism measures should prevent terrorism and not only respond to it 

(Satterthwaite et al., 2013). Boucek identifies soft measures as “war of ideas” (Boucek, 

2008, p 8).  

Women, as part of the “soft” counter-terrorism measures, are already involved in efforts 

intended to fight terrorism at the community level through feminist organizations that 

aim to educate women to stand up against terrorism (Gasztold, 2020). Through 

promoting women’s rights, security feminism is adopted by the United States’ foreign 

policy as a soft approach to countering terrorism (Nesiah, 2012). Thus, the need to be 

aware of the role women can play in countering violent extremism especially through 

soft measures, is gaining attention (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). 

2.3.4 Women in counter-terrorism 

Enhancing women’s participation in efforts to counter-terrorism is based on two 

arguments: operational and rights-based. The former means that women bring about 

more diverse expertise and perspectives, work with a larger group of stakeholders, 

ameliorate people’s perception of the security forces and limit the excessive use of force; 

while the latter means that involving women in counter-terrorism is a gender equality 

and women’s rights matter (NATO Centre of Excellence Defence Against Terrorism, 

2021).  

Today, there are one hundred and fifty global counter violent extremism programs that 

incorporate women with the vast majority aiming at the empowerment as their main goal 
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(Pearson et al., 2020). These programs work in three areas: First, emphasizing the role of 

mothers and building their capacities to be able to recognize early signs of 

radicalization; Second, empowering women economically and socially; Third, 

empowering women to participate in counter violent extremism efforts (Pearson et al., 

2020).  

2.3.5 Gender perspective to counter-terrorism 

Taking into consideration gender while countering violent extremism is important 

because the latter is extremely gendered, whether regarding the people who commit it or 

its ideology (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). A gender perspective takes into 

consideration the power relationships, the impact of terrorism on men and women, their 

different experiences, priorities and needs, their sociocultural beliefs, their legal rights 

and their expected behavior (Henty & Eggleston, 2018). The gender perspective 

provides an in depth understanding of the regions of operation such as security threats, 

division of labor, access to resources and patronage networks, it increases situational 

awareness and improves data collection, analysis and assessment (Henty & Eggleston, 

2018). A gender perspective provides context-specific solutions and responses to 

terrorism and highlights the persistent and enduring marginalization of women (Henty & 

Eggleston, 2018).  

The gender perspective also suggests a framework of various approaches for designing 

and analyzing counter violent extremism efforts. These approaches can be exploitative, 

accommodating and transformative (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016).  
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The gender exploitative approach stresses on the power imbalance between women and 

men which might lead to stereotyping and securitization of women’s roles (Chowdhury 

Fink et al., 2016). For example, when women are not seen as equally able to have a 

political thought and take actions, people who work on countering violent extremism 

will not consider them in their activities (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). The 

accommodating approach recognizes the inequalities between women and men and 

works on changing them (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). For example, increasing the 

presence of women in community issues and allowing them to share their experiences to 

discourage people from resorting to violence and terrorism (Chowdhury Fink et al., 

2016). The transformative approach attempts to change the inequities between women 

and men in enhance the effectiveness of policies (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). An 

example of this approach could be found in the security sector, where reform initiatives 

include gender perspectives through the presence of female soldiers and female police 

officers. This rendered policing and peacekeeping more effective on all levels 

(Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016).  

2.3.6 Feminist security theory 

This advocacy for formulating gendered counter-terrorism strategies in which women 

have significant agency, echoes the work of feminist security theorists over the years in 

promoting women’s presence in security decision- making processes; criticizing the 

central subjects of International Relations (IR): peace, war, state, violence and security; 

proving their gender bias and recommending their redefinition (Sjoberg, 2009). This is 

because national security dialogues were stereotypically negotiated in a masculine 

environment. Diplomats, statesmen, and the army conducted the state’s business and 
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war, in a women-less atmosphere neglecting anything of women’s concerns (Blanchard, 

2003). To a great extent, the theory of international security was always dominated by 

men and hardly left any high position in international security policy-making for women 

to fill (Sjoberg, 2009).  

Feminist security theory has challenged, lengthened, and developed concepts of security 

by first questioning women’s absence and insignificance in international security politics 

and stimulating the importance of gender in international relations (Blanchard, 2003). 

This involves mentioning the experiences of women and their exclusion from decision 

making. Second, feminist security theory is skeptical about how much women are 

protected by the state in the times of peace and war. Third, this theory challenges the 

idea that women are associated with peace, arguing that this association should be 

balanced by the acknowledgement of women’s role in war (inspiring, supporting, 

participating…etc.). Fourth, and more recently, feminists have rejected the notion that 

only women are addressed in gendered security practices and have begun addressing a 

concept of masculinity to explain security (Blanchard, 2003). Moreover, feminist 

theorists have added to the scholarship of security studies by analyzing and 

reformulating its old content, highlighting women and gender’s role in conflict and 

conflict resolution, and by defining security largely in multilevel or multidimensional 

terms (Sjoberg, 2009). 

2.4 The United Nations as a key player in counter-terrorism 

2.4.1 How does the United Nations define terrorism? 

The discussions on terrorism started in 1972 in the United Nations with a General 

Assembly resolution that put in place some preventative measures and studied the causes 
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of international terrorism that drive people to sacrifice their lives. But then again a 

definition could not be coined until the cold war had ended.  

In 1994 and without giving a definition, the United Nations General Assembly declared 

that all Member States should condemn all acts of terrorism as unjustifiable and criminal 

regardless of who commit them and where, especially if these acts threaten the security, 

integrity and friendly relations between the states and their people. In 2004, the United 

Nations Security Council adopted UNSCR 1566 (2004) that comprised the following 

definition of terrorism: 

“Criminal acts, including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause death or 

serious bodily injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke a state of terror 

in the general public or in a group of persons or particular persons, intimidate a 

population or compel a government or an international organization to do or to abstain 

from doing any act, which constitute offences within the scope of and as defined in the 

international conventions and protocols relating to terrorism, are under no circumstances 

justifiable by considerations of a political, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, 

religious or other similar nature.” (UNSCR 1566, 2004) 

2.4.2 The United Nations’ global counter-terrorism strategy 

In response to terrorism, and in order to enhance the efforts in fighting terrorism, the 

United Nations created a counter-terrorism strategy in the form of a resolution and a 

plan of action (A/RES/60/288) which was adopted by all Member States in 2006. This 

strategy condemns all acts of terrorism and calls for measures to be taken collectively 

and individually. It is reviewed every two years by the UN General Assembly and 



26 
 

consists of four pillars. The first addresses the conditions favorable to terrorism, the 

second puts in place preventative measures to combatting terrorism, the third suggests 

measures to enhance the capacity of the states in combatting and preventing terrorism 

and reinforcing in this regard the United Nations’ role and finally the fourth pillar 

recommends measures to make sure that the rule of law and human rights are mutually 

respected as being the foundation of the battle against terrorism.  

2.4.3 A gender perspective in UN’s strategy 

Including women and adding a gender perspective to counter-terrorism was first 

mentioned in the 2016 review of UN’s global counter-terrorism strategy during which 

the consultation of women was first recommended as part of the efforts to countering 

terrorism. Preventing and countering terrorism through a gender perspective falls under 

pillar IV of the UN’s global counter-terrorism strategy related to the rule of law and 

human rights.   

Gender and women’s participation also gained attention in the UN Security Council, the 

counter-terrorism committee and its executive directorate (CTED). In 2000 the UN 

Security Council approved UNSCR 1325 (2000), UNSCR 2242 (2015) and seven other 

UNSC resolutions that formed altogether the women, peace and security agenda. These 

UN Security Council resolutions have been considered as instruments to help countering 

violent extremism (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). They were followed by programs, 

training manuals and conferences that all United Nations bodies and especially UN 

Women and CTED conducted to implement counter-terrorism measures with a gender 

perspective. 
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For the United Nations’ system, having a gender perspective in counter-terrorism entails 

a focus on women as victims, women as committers, enablers and supporters of 

terrorism, women as preventers in addition to a focus on the impact of counter-terrorism 

policies on women and their rights. The United Nations also shed light on the fact that 

the gender perspective also includes a focus on the role of men. 

2.5 Conclusion 

All things considered, it is clear that the literature on terrorism has experiences 

qualitative and quantitative growth after the attacks of September 11, 2001, which 

represented a threat not only to the United States but also to global security. Many 

scholars have proposed different definitions and conceptualizations of the term 

terrorism, while attributing different causes for its propagation. Among these scholars, a 

considerable number has turned to examine the positive relation between gender 

inequality and terrorism. Taking advantage of this causation, the scholarship on counter-

terrorism has welcomed a new perspective that takes into consideration gender and 

recognizes women’s roles in the fight. Therefore, programs that aim to empower women 

and achieve gender equality became part of the soft counter-terrorism strategies. This 

improvement did not go unnoticed by the UN, the international body mandated to 

sustain international peace and security. Being aware of the seriousness and gravity of 

terrorism, the United Nations have developed Security Council resolutions that promote 

the incorporation of gender in counter-terrorism and implemented them through 

numerous initiatives. 
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Chapter Three 

 

The UNSC resolutions between the WPS agenda and 

counter-terrorism 

3.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to shed light on the efforts of the UN Security Council in 

incorporating gender into security issues, more specifically into counter-terrorism 

measures. It will highlight what each UN Security Council resolution that refers to 

women and gender in counter-terrorism has stipulated. These UN Security Council 

resolutions are divided into two groups; the first group of resolutions constitutes the 

women, peace and security agenda considered as the “Magna Carta” or the “Bill of 

Rights” for women (Miller et al., 2014, p. 15), and the second group consists of counter-

terrorism resolutions. 

The United Nations Security Council is one of the main six bodies of the United Nations 

system. It is responsible for conserving peace and security at an international level. Two 

main reasons have led the UN Security Council to start considering a gender perspective 

in peace and security issues. The first was its constant commitment to include women in 

the policy-making processes and the second were the attacks of 9/11 in 2001 on the 
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United States and the subsequent global war on terror4 that made it urgent to look at 

counter-terrorism from a gendered lens (United State Institute of Peace, n.d.) 

The first UN Security Council resolution in this regard came about 55 years after the 

establishment of the United Nations. UNSCR 1325 was passed in 2000 and initiated the 

“women, peace and security” agenda. It was later followed by nine Security Council 

resolutions that were adopted for the same purpose.  

The first part of this chapter is dedicated to the WPS agenda with a focus on two of the 

UNSC resolutions that constitute it; one of them is the first pertinent Security Council 

resolution, UNSCR 1325 (2000), the one considered as a landmark resolution that 

focused on the impact of conflict on women and their important role in conflict 

prevention; the second is UNSCR 2242 passed 15 years later and restates the importance 

of involving women in counter-terrorism. 

The second part of this chapter examines the UN Security Council’s counter-terrorism 

resolutions that include gender deliberations. Up until 2019, 12 UNSCR related to 

counter-terrorism have included a gender component. These resolutions, starting with 

UNSCR 2129 (2013), promote the empowerment, cooperation with and incorporation of 

women in counter violent extremism strategies address.  

The third part of this chapter will highlight the protection elements that the UN Security 

Council had added to these numerous resolutions in the WPS agenda and in those related 

to counter-terrorism. These resolutions express concerns for the disproportionate impact 

                                                             
4 See Mcnaylor (2005), for more information on “war on terrorism”. 
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of conflict and terrorism activities on women such as sexual violence, abductions and 

trafficking. 

Finally, the last part will evaluate the WPS agenda and the counter-terrorism resolutions 

and underline how unintentionally they have ignored some major issues and have 

reproduced some other ones.  

3.2 The UNSC Resolutions of the WPS agenda 

3.2.1 UNSCR 1325 (2000) as a landmark resolution 

In 2000, Namibia held the presidency of the United Nations Security Council and led a 

session in which the issue of women, peace and security was discussed (United State 

Institute of Peace, n.d.). As the outcome of this session, UN Security Council resolution 

(UNSCR) 1325 was adopted and subsequently initiated the women, peace and security 

agenda. This Security Council resolution came about after the Security Council and 

especially the Council members at that time who were Namibia, Bangladesh, Canada, 

Mali and Jamaica acknowledged that women are still not participating in peace 

processes, and after Member States and civil society organizations have been committed 

in the policy sphere to recognize women’s role in international security, peacebuilding 

and counter-terrorism (UN Women, 2015). It came as an answer to the feminist security 

theorists who were, for many years, calling for the inclusion of women in security 

decision- making (Sjoberg, 2009). 

Among the 2200 or more United Nations Security Council resolutions during its long 

history, UNSCR 1325 has been the most translated and most famous one for its content, 

number and name as it was the result of years of advocacy, activism and calls on the part 
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of women organizations (UN Women, 2015). It is the first Security Council legal and 

formal document that recognizes the effect of war on women, calls for the full 

participation and involvement of women in peace and security efforts and obliges 

conflicting parties to respect women’s rights and to protect them from sexual violence. 

UNSCR 1325 is considered a historic landmark. The resolution is a powerful tool/global 

norm/official policy for the UN Security Council – the UN body mandated to maintain 

international security and peace.  

Before UNSCR 1325, the UN Security Council hardly ever mentioned women except 

when referring to them as vulnerable and in need of protection. Because of it, all United 

Nations agencies and Member States became concerned about the effect that gender 

inequality has on peace and security. Also it encouraged scholars such as Dumas (2021) 

and Hudson and Hodgson (2020) to examine the positive relationship between gender 

inequality and terrorism. Another reason to consider UNSCR 1325 (2000) a momentous 

resolution is that an informal group of UN Member States entitled “The Group of 

Friends of 1325” has been organized by Canada to promote its implementation and to 

pressure the UN system on issues related to women, peace and security (The Group of 

Friends of 1325, n.d.).   

3.2.1.1 The Stipulations of UNSCR 1325 (2000) 

This UNSCR focuses on two matters: first the impact of war and violent conflict on 

women and girls, and second the important role and full participation of women in 

peacebuilding and conflict prevention. UNSCR 1325 calls for the implementation of 18 

actions grouped under the four pillars of the WPS agenda: protection, prevention, 

participation, relief and recovery. It calls for women’s protection against sexual violence 
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in armed conflicts and violence prevention through reinforcing national and international 

laws when it comes to prosecuting violators and promoting women’s rights. It urges the 

representation and participation of women in the decision-making processes at all levels, 

in conflict management, prevention and resolution, in United Nations envoys and in 

peacekeeping operations. UNSCR 1325 also calls for a gender perspective in all training 

efforts, in peace negotiations and in relief and recovery processes such as refugee camps 

designs, disarmament, demobilization and reintegration.  

3.2.1.2 The implementation of UNSCR 1325 

UNSCR 1325 is mostly implemented by the Member States whose governments apply 

the principles of the resolution by developing National Action Plans. The first National 

Action Plan was in 2005 adopted by Denmark (Fritz, 2009) and since September 2021 

the world has recorded ninety-eight countries that have created National Action Plans 

for the implementation of UNSCR 1325 (Women’s International League for Peace and 

Freedom, n.d.) 

The Middle East region has always been the center of insecurity and terrorism as it has 

undergone international and domestic terrorist activities (Lutz & Lutz, 2015). This has 

severely affected women who bear the impact of terrorism. Due to this, it became 

necessary to take actions to protect women (Lutz & Lutz, 2015). Two of the Middle 

Eastern countries that adopted National Action Plans for the implementation of UNSCR 

1325 were Iraq and Lebanon. 

Iraq’s history is replete with armed conflicts including US invasion in 2003, Iran-Iraq 

War that started in 1980 and the Gulf War of 1990 (Women International League for 
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Peace and Freedom, n.d.). This aggravated the instability of the country, affected women 

disproportionately and further deepened the inequalities that hindered their participation 

in the economic, political and social life. Despite this, Iraq was the first country in the 

Middle East region to adopt a National Action Plan in 2014 (Women International 

League for Peace and Freedom, n.d.). It was developed to increase the participation of 

women in the decision making and to spread awareness regarding the WPS agenda. It 

was a result of a cooperation between the government, ministries and civil society 

organizations and included 6 pillars: “participation; protection and prevention; 

promotion; social and economic empowerment; legislation and law enforcement; 

resources mobilization and monitoring and evaluation” (Women International League 

for Peace and Freedom, n.d.). 

Five years later, Lebanon adopted in 2019 its first National Action Plan (National 

Commission for Lebanese Women, 2019). It was developed by a committee led by the 

National Commission for Lebanese Women and was composed of three civil society 

organizations, 6 ministries and 6 UN agencies (National Commission for Lebanese 

Women, 2019). The civil society organizations comprised ABAAD- Resource Center 

for Gender Equality, the Institute for Arab Women at the Lebanese American University 

and Women in Front (National Commission for Lebanese Women, 2019). The National 

Action Plan highlights a whole-of-society and whole-of-government approach and 

focuses on women’s full participation in policymaking in all domains including security 

(National Commission for Lebanese Women, 2019). 
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3.2.1.3 Different ways to monitor the implementation of UNSCR 1325 (2000) 

The UN Secretary General’s annual report on the implementation  

Through its presidential statements (S/PRST/2002/32), (S/PRST/2004/40) and 

(S/PRST/2005/52), the UN Security Council requested the UN Secretary General to 

submit annual reports on the implementation of UNSCR 1325 (2000) and on the 

implementation of the system-wide action plan. This action plan was prepared by the 

Secretary General to also monitor UNSCR 1325 (2000), to help formulate strategies to 

advance women’s role in peace and security matters and to support Member States in 

implementing UNSCR 1325 (2000).  

 UNSCR 1889 (2009) and the development of 26 global indicators 

Nine years after the adoption of UNSCR 1325, UNSCR 1889 (2009) was passed and 

called for the need to monitor the implementation of the former and requested the UN 

Secretary General to develop and submit twenty-six global indicators organized under 

the four pillars of UNSCR 1325 (2000). These indicators are listed in the UN Secretary 

General’s report on the women, peace and security drafted in September 2010 

(S/2010/498) and they consist of- to mention a few- indicators for the number of women 

filling senior positions in the field missions of the United Nations, the number of women 

mediators and negotiators in peace talks, the number of women in parliaments and 

ministries and the number of women candidates and voters.  



35 
 

The “Global Study on the Implementation of United Nations Security Council resolution 

1325”, hereafter “Global Study” 

Ever since UNSCR 1325 (2000) was adopted, the world, the conflicts and the definition 

of peace, security and justice have either changed, became different, evolved or 

transformed (UN Women, 2015). On the 15th anniversary of this UN Security Council 

resolution, a review of its implementation was conducted by the UN Secretary General 

through consultations with various stakeholders from around the world: Member States 

(more than 60), organizations (international, regional and civil society), research 

institutions and academics who provided their inputs and responded to surveys through a 

public website (UN Women, 2015).  

This Global Study comprised UN Women as the secretariat that commissioned special 

research papers in this regard. The study includes a research that shows that women’s 

participation-that has been increasing- as facilitators, signatories, mediators, negotiators, 

witnesses and leaders is an indicator of the effectiveness of peace efforts (UN Women, 

2015). The study researches how supporting and funding women as peacebuilders is 

important in fighting extremism. It informs the UN Security Council on the 

implementation of the WPS agenda with the help of civil society and suggests an 

increase in funding for women and women-led civil society organizations working on 

peace and security (UN Women, 2015).  

Despite the progress and success of UNSCR 1325 (2000), the aforementioned review 

also detected several challenges and gaps that actors involved in the implementation 

have faced or will face in the future. For example, even though the issue of conflict 
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related sexual violence has gained some attention from the international community and 

the UN Secretary General who appointed a special representative on sexual violence in 

conflict along with a local observing and reporting apparatus, very few sexual violence 

committers have been prosecuted (UN Women, 2015). Similarly, although peace 

agreements are increasingly referencing women and assigning them as leaders of UN 

special envoys and peacekeeping missions, the number of women participating in 

conflict related discussions is still negligible, temporary and symbolic (UN Women, 

2015). Finally, it is true that after UNSCR 1325, fragile states5 started receiving aid 

related to gender equality, the funding for programs related to the implementation of the 

WPS agenda remained terribly low (UN Women, 2015). 

In response to that, the Global Study suggested some principles that the world should 

unite around. For instance, the prevention of conflict through early warnings, preemptive 

dialogue, analysis of drivers and root causes of conflicts such as discrimination and 

exclusion should be a priority while the use of force should remain as a last resort (UN 

Women, 2015). UNSCR 1325 should be treated as a human rights obligation that 

promotes women’s rights during conflicts and not an opportunity to use and exploit 

women in military strategies (UN Women, 2015). The participation of women is 

essential in sustaining peace and countering terrorism before the design and formulation 

of related programs (UN Women, 2015). And all actors should have a role to play in 

implementing the women, peace and security agenda whether Member States, media, 

regional organizations, youth and civil society (UN Women, 2015).  

                                                             
5 See Carment, Prest and Samy, 2009, especially chapter 3, for the definition of “fragile states”  
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Finally, this study has advanced some suitable recommendations and expectations for 

the future including allocating more resources to UN Women in including gender in 

counter-terrorism, assigning a gender adviser for each Special Representative of the 

Secretary-General and providing special expertise from UN Women to the gender 

staffing of special peacekeeping missions (UN Women, 2015). 

Undeniably, the significance of UNSCR 1325 lies in its content but it should not be 

forgotten that it also paved the way for nine other Security Council resolutions that 

expanded on the issue of gender and counter-terrorism. 

3.2.2 UNSCR 2242 (2015) as an agenda-setting6resolution 

On the 15th anniversary of UN Security Council resolution 1325, UNSCR 2242 was 

passed. It came about to reiterate the commitment that the latter called for and to call 

attention to the role that women can play in countering violent extremism in addition to 

the effect of these efforts on women’s rights. The attacks of 9/11 urged the international 

community to acknowledge the need to look into counter-terrorism strategies from a 

gender perspective which accelerated the adoption of UNSCR 2242. A year after its 

adoption, an Informal Expert Group- the first official working Group on the WPS 

agenda in the Security Council- was created to affirm the Council’s commitment to 

UNSCR 2242 and to strengthen the coordination and implementation of the agenda 

(Women International League for Peace and Freedom, n.d.). 

                                                             
6 From D. Asante, Y. Chilmeran, L.J. Shepherd, and Z. Tiller, 2021, The impact of UN Security Council 

resolution 2242 in Australia, the UK and Sweden.  
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Even though UNSCR 2242 openly acknowledged that women are actively engaged in 

violence it still viewed them as victims. UNSCR 2242 recognized and emphasized the 

positive effect of achieving gender equality and empowering women socially, politically 

and economically on countering and preventing violent extremism and maintaining 

peace and security. It also reiterated the need to include women in all decision-making 

levels related to conflict resolution, to counter-terrorism and to countering violent 

extremism especially through leadership positions.  

This is why the resolution urged the United Nations system to make sure that women 

are participating in UN peace delegations and encouraged an international collaboration 

and funding of programs that advance and promote women’s empowerment and gender 

equality and train women in negotiation, advocacy and mediation skills. In this regard, 

it urged CTED in partnership with UN Women, to conduct gender-sensitive studies 

and gather data on the causes of women’s radicalization and the effects that counter-

terrorism strategies have on women’s rights with the purpose of developing results-

based responses and guaranteeing the presence of gender expertise in implementing 

P/CVE strategies. 

3.2.3 The women, peace and security agenda from 2008 until 2019. 

In addition to the abovementioned United Nations Security Council Resolution a series 

of other resolutions- UNSCR 1820, 1888,1889, 1960, 2106, 2122, 2467 and 2493- were 

adopted by the UN Security Council that were related to women and security and 

focused on women’s participation in peace processes and conflict resolution discussions 

at all levels including by filling leadership positions, and the deployment of women 

protection advisers, gender experts and women personnel in peacekeeping operations.  
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3.3 The UN Security Council Resolutions related to counter-terrorism 

From 2013, 12 UN Security Council resolutions who are related to counter-terrorism 

have included a gender element. These are: 2178 (2014), 2195 (2014), 2220 (2015), 

2253 (2015), 2331 (2016), 2354 (2017), 2368 (2017), 2388 (2017), 2395 (2017), 2396 

(2017), and 2482 (2019).  

These resolutions mainly encourage Member States to empower women and fully 

include them in a meaningful way in all designing, planning, evaluating, monitoring, and 

implementing the strategies related to countering violent extremism including in prisons 

and in the processes of returning foreign fighters and their relocation. They also promote 

the meaningful role of women in addressing the conditions that lead to violent 

extremism that consequently lead to terrorism and in spreading awareness regarding 

violent extremism and how to counter it effectively. Counter-terrorism resolutions 

support capacity-building programs for women while ensuring they have full access to 

them. Additionally, these resolutions encourage cooperation, consultations and 

partnerships with women and women organizations as being in themselves counter 

measures to terrorism. Finally, the resolutions also call for the development of gender-

sensitive risk assessment, research tools and intervention programs in order to identify 

signs and drivers of radicalizations, including for women, while taking into account the 

impact that these countermeasures have on women.  

3.4 The protection element of the UN Security Council resolutions 

The UN Security Council had included protection elements in the WPS agenda (UN 

Women, 2015) and in counter-terrorism resolutions especially since women are the most 

affected during conflicts and more importantly by sexual and gender based violence. 
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3.4.1 The WPS agenda and the combatting of sexual violence 

Regarding sexual violence, the resolutions of the WPS agenda call for trainings on 

preventing sexual violence which has increased in warfare as a tactic and persisted after 

its end. The agenda notes that sexual violence consists a war crime that should be 

excepted from amnesty provisions in the process of conflict resolution; it insisted on the 

need to end impunity for committers and designate criteria to sanction states and/or 

parties that commit sexual violence. These UNSC resolutions assigned a Special 

Representative of the Secretary General on sexual violence in conflict, affirming the 

necessity to condemn, sanction and end impunity for sexual violence committers and 

requested the establishment of arrangements to monitor, analyze and report sexual 

violence incidents. Additionally, they called all actors to combat sexual violence in 

conflict more efficiently and provided operational guidance on that in addition to 

acknowledging the role that civil society can play in dealing with it. Finally, the UN 

Security Council resolutions stressed on the need to address the roots of sexual violence 

especially gender discrimination and inequality and to support its victims.  

3.4.2 The counter-terrorism resolutions and women’s protection 

The counter-terrorism resolutions, call all actors involved in counter-terrorism whether 

UN bodies, Member States, intergovernmental, regional and sub-regional organizations 

to recognize the disproportionate effect of conflict and terrorism on the mobility, 

security and economic activity of women’s security, that also exacerbate sexual violence 

that these women experience. These resolutions strongly condemn the kidnappings and 

trafficking of women and their abuse and exploitation including rape and forced 

marriage. Additionally, these resolutions emphasize the need to ensure that survivors 



41 
 

benefit from recovery programs that include psychosocial care, health care, safe shelter, 

legal assistance. They encourage gender sensitive assistance programs and evidence 

collection tools. 

3.5 Critiquing the UN Security Council resolutions 

Despite how important is the efforts of the United Nations in calling for women’s 

involvement in international security matters and specifically counter-terrorism 

strategies through their adoption of the abovementioned resolutions, these resolutions 

are still susceptible to criticism. They risk to remain words on papers because they are 

being instrumentalized and are assuming that women are always victims and peaceful, in 

need of protection and empowerment and further sidelining them. Additionally, they do 

not involve women in all aspects and levels of counter-terrorism strategies, tend to call 

for the increase of their presence in terms of numbers and overlook the role of men. 

Finally, UN Security Council resolutions keep including women in the same category of 

children. 

3.5.1 First critique: The WPS agenda overemphasizes the victimhood of women 

The women, peace and security agenda is guided by the idea that women are victims, 

untapped resources, inherently non-violent, peaceful, innately peacebuilders, in need of 

protection and have a positive influence on violent men if they are empowered to do so 

(Shepherd, 2008 and Winterbotham, 2018). In other words, the WPS agenda is criticized 

for its reliance on gender essentialism which assumes this victimization, and 

peacefulness thus ignores the cases where women are violent and men are victims 

(Shepherd, 2008). Also when empowering women, the WPS agenda slides into 

protectiveness. Additionally, the women, peace and security agenda has been confined 
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to deal with humanitarian issues such as sexual violence that women experience in 

terrorism which emphasizes more their victimhood and denies their agency. This means 

that there has been a stronger focus on protecting women, particularly from sexual 

violence, and a less acknowledgment and efficient participation and inclusion in the 

agenda (UN Women, 2015). 

In all ten UN Security Council resolutions that constitute the WPS agenda and have been 

the center of analysis in this paper, it is remarkable that the word “protection” has been 

used fifty-three times, the word “victim” thirteen times and “sexual violence” one 

hundred and eighty-three times.  

Consequently, these stereotypes (men being aggressive and women being peaceful) 

produce weak policies, narrow interventions and no perception into the agency and the 

motivations of women. Final thing is, during conflict, because women are falsely 

considered as innocent victims, vulnerable and weak in need of protection especially 

against sexual abuse, the international community, the national governments and even 

women, find women’s skills irrelevant and hardly ever give them a chance to participate 

in peace negotiations and decision-making. That being said, it would be inefficient if the 

United Nations adopt a gender perspective while ruling out the fact that one of the two 

genders is also violent. 

3.5.2 Second critique: The WPS agenda overemphasizes the role of women in civil 

society 

The WPS agenda overemphasizes the role of women in civil society and on the grass 

root level. Surely this is important, though it also faces the problem of the lack of 
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funding, but it is not enough. Women should be present at all levels and all facets of 

responsibility and ranks, including in the decision-making, law enforcement, judiciary 

and intelligence.  

Reviewing the UN Security Council resolutions, it is quite obvious how the focus has 

been on women’s role in civil society since “civil society” is mentioned thirty-six times, 

“women’s organizations” twenty times, compared to “decision making” being only 

mentioned sixteen times.  

3.5.3 Third critique: The WPS agenda overemphasizes the empowerment of women 

The women, peace and security agenda often focuses on making women the subjects of 

the empowerment programs that aim to equip them with the necessary skills to be able to 

fight terrorism. In other words, these programs aim at educating women to stop violent 

extremism performed by men. It is true that in some places and sometimes women need 

to be empowered but they should be able to decide how. This means that women should 

shape, design, plan and draft counter-terrorism measures and not only implement them 

and become mere subjects of these policies. 

Analyzing the ten UN Security Council resolutions it is noteworthy to mention that the 

word “empowerment” has been used twenty-nine times compared to seven mentions of 

the word “plan”, one mention of the word “design” in a sense that it means the 

participation of women in the planning and designing phases and zero mentions of the 

words “draft” and “shape”. The same case cannot be found in counter-terrorism 

resolutions as they stress on the participation of women in all aspects and levels of these 

measures. 
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3.5.4 Fourth critique: The WPS agenda overemphasizes the numerical presence of 

women 

The WPS agenda doesn’t adequately engage with women and leans towards just adding 

them to the existing measures and increasing their presence in terms of numbers in 

relevant institutions, in other words, “just add women and stir” (Dharmapuri, 2011, p 

65). This is because there is a normative pressure made by women’s organizations and 

supporters. For example, reading the ten UNSCR one can find five mentions of “number 

of women” and zero mentions of “influence of women” or “women’s influence”. 

So it is important to realize that there is a difference between women’s numerical 

presence and women’s influence on counter-terrorism processes (Paffenholz et al., 

2016). Evidence show that women did not inevitably have a strong influence when they 

were present in large numbers during the negotiations. In a report on the “Broadening 

Participation in Political Negotiations and Implementation” done by the Graduate 

Institute of International and Development Studies, a comparison between the two cases 

(quantity of women versus quality of women) have been made (Paffenholz et al., 2016). 

Thirty-three per cent of the members of the Constituent Assembly in Nepal in 2008 were 

women, nevertheless, their influence was weak because they were also divided over 

fundamental issues and informal behind closed doors meetings were common 

(Paffenholz et al., 2016). On the other hand, women were not present in the political 

parties participating in the talks of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 in Northern 

Ireland which led to the formation of a women’s party “Northern Ireland Women’s 

Coalition” who made it to the table and pushed for equality, women’s rights, 

participation and inclusion (Paffenholz et al., 2016).  
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So when including women, it is crucial to think about the influence they bring to the 

discussion and not only their mere presence. This would be a good prescription to an 

effective and sustainable gender-inclusive counter-terrorism initiative.   

3.5.5 Fifth critique: The WPS agenda side lines women’s issues 

The agenda calls for gender mainstreaming and urges the full incorporation of women in 

all aspects of the UN’s work regarding peace and security. However, it also stresses on 

the need to appoint gender advisers to deal with women’s issues which this leads to 

sidelining women who remain outside of the gender mainstreaming (Puechguirbal, 

2010). By limiting women’s issues to gender offices, gender advisers and gender 

staffing, security issues and institutions continue to be male-dominated. For this reason, 

Germany didn’t implement a National Action Plan until 2012 (Miller et al., 2014).  

What also risks further sidelining women is the fact that counter-terrorism initiatives are 

instrumentalizing and exploiting the women, peace and security agenda and putting 

women at risk (Women in terrorism and counter-terrorism, 2019). Governments are 

using women and the agenda to be able to gather information on terrorists. Also, the 

empowerment of women and gender equality are only considered as tools to counter-

terrorism and are not being promoted in their own right, thus subordinating the WPS 

agenda to the counter-terrorism agenda. Women are being added to these discourses for 

certain purposes that undermine the rights of women.  

3.5.6 Sixth critique: The WPS agenda overlooks the role of men 

As not all women are victims, not all men are aggressors and violent. The ten UN 

Security Council resolutions exclusively focus on women and overlooks the 
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peacefulness and the role of men in soft counter-terrorism measures. Instead, they 

should focus on the feminist attitudes and values of men and women whether decision 

makers or civil society actors (Bjarnegård & Melander, 2020). So, it is not about 

biological sex but about people who have feminist attitudes who are more likely to resort 

to peaceful solutions to violence (Bjarnegård & Melander, 2020). Thus, to make peace, 

people with egalitarian attitudes should be included (Bjarnegård & Melander, 2020). 

Additionally, the WPS agenda frames sexual violence as mainly against women and 

rules out the fact that men too suffer from sexual violence related to conflicts. Carpenter 

argues that men should also be protected from sexual violence whenever addressing 

conflict related violence (2017). This is not present in the UN Security Council 

resolutions as they only focus on protecting women from this type of violence. For 

example, UNSCR 1325 (2000) called ‘on all parties to armed conflict to take special 

measures to protect women and girls from gender-based violence’. The word “women” 

is mentioned two hundred times in all ten UN Security Council resolutions comparing to 

one mention of men and boys affected by sexual violence.  

However, UNSCR 2331 (2016), that constitute one of the counter-terrorism resolutions, 

mentions the need to protect “men and boys who may have been victims of sexual 

violence in conflict” (UNSCR 2331, 2016).  

3.5.7 Seventh critique: The UN Security Council resolutions associate women with 

children  

Describing women and children as being one category, having the same innate 

characteristics; vulnerability and innocence, is misleading, wrong and infantilizes 
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women (Blideman, 2019). The reasons for this presumed vulnerability is quite different 

for women and children and assuming they are the same would affect how women are 

perceived in conflicts and how assistance is organized for the two groups (Blideman, 

2019). Furthermore, children are behaviorally and intellectually unformed, cannot 

protect themselves and cannot make their own decisions. Thus by grouping them 

together we assign the lack of ability, agency and rights of the children to women. 

These UNSC resolutions keep considering women and children as one group and 

therefore exacerbating the weakness of women and their need of men’s protection. It is 

clear from analyzing these resolutions that the phrase “women and children” is used 

forty times.  

3.6 Conclusion 

Today, the UN possess some tools to the multifaceted problem of terrorism: the 

women, peace and security agenda with its-to date- ten UN Security Council 

resolutions and a group of 12 counter-terrorism resolutions. With the adoption of these 

UN Security Council resolutions, women’s roles in internationa l security was 

recognized, sexual violence was framed as a tactic and weapon for war, the need to 

train peacekeeping troops on preventing sexual violence was acknowledged and 

cooperation with civil society organizations was highlighted. This facilitated the 

implementation of strategies related to international security problems not based on the 

use of force.  

The UN Security Council resolutions also unintentionally produced several stereotypes 

such as women victims and peaceful and men aggressors. They called for adding women 
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in counter-terrorism measures and increasing their numerical presence without taking 

into consideration their influence on policies in the early stages of drafting and designing 

strategies. They focused on their role on the grass root level and focused too much on 

sexual violence especially the one against women, neglecting by that violence that men 

experience (with the exception of UNSCR 2331 (2016)). Finally, they ignored feminist 

attitudes and values that are found among both genders which are essential to sustainable 

peace are more likely able to be converted into policies, and kept repeating the mistake 

of including women in the same category with children. All of this leads to weak 

policies and interventions.  

To end, the United Nations did more than passing resolutions, it also mandated special 

UN bodies such as Counter-terrorism committee, CTED and UN Women to implement 

the WPS agenda through different ways. 
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Chapter Four 

 

The implementation of UNSC resolutions by UN 

Women and CTED 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will shed light on the efforts of UN Women and the Counter-terrorism 

Committee’s Executive Directorate (CTED) in implementing the previously mentioned 

UN Security Council resolutions. These two bodies work together and individually on 

incorporating a gender perspective into countering and preventing terrorism.  

Their efforts in this regard could be divided into two types: One type of efforts, which is 

covered in the first part of this chapter, aims to integrate gender in counter-terrorism and 

is basically done by UN Women individually through multiple initiatives such as a 

women empowerment program that intends to empower women to help fight terrorism, 

guidance note and a training manual for those who work on the WPS agenda. Another 

type of efforts, which is covered in the second part of the chapter, comprises discussions, 

consultations and knowledge exchange with relevant and diverse groups of stakeholders 

in order to inform future counter-terrorism initiatives on how to better integrate gender 

in their perspectives.  

Before presenting their work and achievements in this regard, it is worth mentioning 

who these two bodies are and what are their tasks. The Counter-terrorism Committee’s 
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Executive Directorate is a UN body that helps the Security Council Counter-Terrorism 

Committee in incorporating both the counter-terrorism and countering violent extremism 

agenda, and the women, peace and security agenda. It monitors the compliance of the 

Member States with the UNSC resolutions of the WPS agenda and focuses on 

integrating gender as a cross-cutting issue into all its tasks. Additionally, CTED assists 

governments and civil society in engaging with women and in acknowledging their role 

in adding different experiences, expertise and insights (United Nations, n.d.).  

UN Women is a UN body committed to achieving gender equality and empowering 

women. It helps Member States in setting their standards for gender equality, and assists 

them in designing policies, laws and programs necessary for implementation. UN 

Women focuses on four priorities among them the need to involve women and girls in 

building resilience and sustainable peace (UN Women, n.d.). This means that UN 

Women is also assigned to work on achieving gender equality and empowering women 

as a mean to peaceful societies and communities and therefore works on implementing 

several PVE programs on different levels. Regionally, along with regional organizations, 

it supports and strengthens gender-sensitive and gender-inclusive approaches to 

countering and preventing terrorism (UN Women, n.d.). Nationally, it supports the 

participation of women in the decision-making procedures related to security issues and 

terrorism (UN Women, n.d.). Globally, UN Women initiated a “Global Program on 

gender-sensitive approaches to preventing violent extremism (PVE Global Program)” 

and runs it with its country offices (UN Women, n.d.). 

This project helps national gender mainstreaming PVE efforts, and offers support for 

civil society organizations especially women-led organizations in their participation in 
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platforms discussing violent extremism. This project informs UN counter-terrorism 

policymaking efforts of the different recommendations and perspectives of women and 

women-led organizations in this regard. Additionally, and on the global level, UN 

Women works with other UN counter-terrorism bodies, mainly CTED, to create gender-

responsive strategies. Last thing worth mentioning is that UN Women also conducts 

locally driven gender sensitive researches and studies. 

4.2 Efforts to integrate gender in counter-terrorism 

Through three initiatives, briefly reviewed in this part of the chapter, UN Women aims 

to integrate a gender perspective into counter-terrorism measures. These initiatives are a 

2017 empowerment program targeting women in four Asian countries, a gender-

inclusive guidance note for people working on implementing PVE measures and a 

training manual serving the same purpose. 

4.2.1 Empowered Women, Peaceful Communities  

UN Women works towards incorporating the P/CVE agenda and the women, peace and 

security agenda. Its Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific has implemented as of 2017 

a program called “Empowered Women, Peaceful Communities”, in Bangladesh, 

Indonesia, Sri Lanka and the Philippines, which are considered communities at high risk 

of radicalization (Brady & Marsden, 2021; UN Women, 2019). The rationale behind this 

program is that advancing gender equality, empowering women economically and 

enhancing their confidence are in themselves counter-measures to radicalization (Brady 

& Marsden, 2021). This program enabled UN Women to do several things. 
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First, to spread knowledge and understandings of the role of women in violent 

extremism as promoters and preventers, to economically empower local women in order 

to build peaceful and social cohesive communities, to influence policy-making and to 

promote regional cooperation, exchange of knowledge and good practices (UN Women, 

2019).  

Second, to provide support to governments and ministries of foreign affairs of the 

countries center to the program, in collaboration with civil society in order to develop 

gender sensitive National Action Plans on women, peace and security and on countering 

and preventing violent extremism (UN Women, 2019). These National Action Plans 

would include requirements to promote women’s participation, contribution and 

leadership in preventing violent extremism and peacebuilding.  

Third, and as part of the program implementation in Bangladesh, UN Women works 

with the Centre for Peace and Justice at BRAC University to enhance the skills and 

knowledge of female students to participate and lead preventing violent extremism 

efforts (UN Women, 2019). These students participate in “business boot camps”, where 

they talk about problems they face in their societies, including violent extremism, learn 

about social entrepreneurship and train on developing their personal businesses (Brady 

& Marsden, 2021). Similarly, in the Philippines, UN Women works on increasing 

women and men’s entrepreneurial skills, trains local women in advocacy and leadership 

and promotes the participation of women’s organizations in peace agreements (UN 

Women, 2019).  
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Fourth, UN Women conducts researches through which it examines and analyzes the 

access to extremist online platforms in South East and South Asia (UN Women, 2019). 

The Study reveals that women made 215 000 related searches over a two-month period 

(32% of all searches). In general women’s searches show that they are looking for 

empowerment which it is usually offered by violent extremist groups. This is why 

counter-terrorism programs should do the same by empowering women economically 

and raising awareness. Additionally, UN Women trains these women on online safety 

and the identification of fake news (UN Women, 2019).  

Fifth, also in the context of the “Empowered Women, Peaceful Communities” program, 

UN Women supports public theatre shows (Brady & Marsden, 2021) and uses comedy 

to empower women and to counter and prevent violent extremism, by helping them 

produce and share comedic videos that address harmful issues they face in their 

communities such as domestic abuse and child marriage and tell stories about powerful 

women (UN Women, 2019).  

To test the program’s success, UN Women in conjunction with Monash University’s 

Gender, Peace and Security Centre conducted a research on how the program has 

affected preventing and countering extremist ideas (UN Women, 2019). It showed that 

women in the program became cognizant of the threat of violent extremism and how to 

report it, confident empowered and aware of their role in preventing and countering it 

(Brady & Marsden, 2021). 
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4.2.2 Gender mainstreaming principles, dimensions and priorities for PVE  

In 2019, UN Women developed a guidance note for the United Nations’ system working 

on helping Member States fight terrorism and violent extremism (P/CVE) entitled 

“Gender mainstreaming principles, dimensions and priorities for PVE” (UN Women, 

2019). It came about after extensive consultations with practitioners and policymakers to 

deliver useful recommendations. This document was not intended to serve as the 

ultimate template to use for PVE efforts but it aims to make sure that gender equality is 

respected through these efforts (UN Women, 2019).  

This guidance note is divided into two parts: The first presents the three constituents of 

gender mainstreaming in PVE. They are the frameworks (legal obligations such as the 

Human Rights Law, UN counter-terrorism activities and Women, peace and security 

agenda), the dimensions which comply with the frameworks (security approach, 

inclusivity, gender responsiveness and gender-sensitive assessment) and the risks of not 

adopting them, and finally the priorities (recruitment and mobilization, returning foreign 

fighters, security sector reform, equality, community resilience and empowerment) 

accompanied with relevant case studies to help programmers and policy makers (UN 

Women, 2019).  

The second part highlights the experiences of these policymakers, programmers and 

practitioners in their gender-mainstreamed PVE efforts. What was new in this document, 

and not found in any previous UN Women initiatives and/or documents is its mentioning 

of the importance of having a gender assessment of PVE activities (UN Women, 2019). 

It stresses on the idea that it is impossible to know if these efforts are deemed successful 
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if the assessments lack gender-sensitivity, therefore it lays out some indicators to assess 

the gender mainstreaming in PVE (UN Women, 2019). These are: gender policies; 

number of gender entities; women managers and staff; women-centered PVE initiatives; 

gender awareness training; cognizance of gender considerations; attitudes concerning 

women’s employment, women’s involvement in civil society, politics and violent 

extremism and finally attitudes concerning gender-based violence (UN Women, 2019).  

Additionally, the guidance note gives practical solutions to actors involved in PVE 

efforts to overcome the barriers that might face their work, whether physical, 

institutional or normative. For example, to facilitate their interactions and trainings with 

local women, it proposes meeting with them in local places, offering them child care, 

giving them the possibility to work at different schedules and delivering the training via 

social media platforms and/or radio (UN Women, 2019). It suggests improving women’s 

education and promoting their leadership skills and finally spreading awareness about 

gender equality and the participation of women in PVE efforts especially among boys 

and men (UN Women, 2019). 

4.2.3 A training manual: women in preventing and countering violent extremism 

To complement its global guidance note, UN Women also developed a training manual 

for people working on and interested in gender-inclusive P/CVE whether NGO 

employees, government officials, imams, community leaders, counsellors, police 

officers, psychologists, teachers and/or prison workers (Speckhard, 2021). This manual 

builds and enhances their capabilities and skills in incorporating gender in P/CVE 

programs and policies, and in creating gender-mainstreamed initiatives (Speckhard, 

2021). 
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The manual aims to fill any gap in P/CVE strategies and to help participants expand 

their knowledge on women’s role in P/CVE without neglecting the role of men in this 

regard (with equal participation being the ideal response). In addition to explaining 

radicalization and signs for identification, how it affects women and how they can 

counter it, the manual defines the concept of violent extremism and presents the reasons 

why a gender perspective is important then gives examples of how incorporating this 

perspective will result in more sustainable and effective responses and long-lasting 

peace (Speckhard, 2021). 

The manual cites a study conducted by UNDP that found out that women are more 

socially cohesive than men are; and are more expected to agree that all people no matter 

what their religion is should be treated in the same way (Speckhard, 2021). It also cites 

P/CVE experts’ findings on the capability of women to be strong peacebuilders because 

of their connections and understandings of their societies and to be powerful actors that 

can recognize early signs of radicalization and intervene at early stages (Speckhard, 

2021). 

This manual notes that not all women contribute to P/CVE in the same way because they 

have different expertise and experiences such as the mothers who have the ability to 

understand their children’s motivations (Speckhard, 2021). 

4.3 Efforts to better integrate gender in counter-terrorism  

Adding to the efforts of UN Women in integrating gender in counter-terrorism measures, 

UN Women, CTED and CTC have been exhaustively looking for ways to better 

integrate gender in future counter-terrorism initiatives. This has been through 

consultations with various stakeholders including civil society and Member States. This 
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part of the chapter describes these efforts that include digital consultations, expert 

platforms, panel discussions and open briefings.  

4.3.1 The global digital consultation initiated by the Gender Working Group 

UN Women and CTED work together on incorporating a gender perspective into 

countering and preventing terrorism by respectively being, Chair and Vice-chair of the 

Gender Working Group that focuses on implementing a gendered approach to 

countering and preventing terrorism, as part of the “United Nations Global Counter-

Terrorism Coordination Compact”.  

This group planned a global digital consultation in 2020 when it gave the opportunity for 

activists and civil society organizations led by women to present their views on the 

gender perspective in counter-terrorism strategies (UN Women, 2020). The global 

digital consultation provided a space for participants from different regions in the world 

to connect, discuss, and share lessons and best practices related to the engagement of 

women and women-led civil society organizations in security and counter-terrorism (UN 

Women, 2020). The recommendations advanced during this consultation would be used 

by the global compact to advise the global and regional counter-terrorism efforts 

previously being developed behind closed doors.  

Participants argued during the consultation, that responses are effective when they are 

locally made and led by women. And because violent extremism and terrorism are 

locally-driven they need local leaders and solutions led by women who are already at the 

forefront, engaging in informal negotiations way before state responses (UN Women, 

2020). Participants said that women-led organizations working on gender equality know 
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better the causes and consequences of terrorism (UN Women, 2020). They also stressed 

on the need to involve women in security issues and in countering and preventing 

terrorism discussions. This involvement faces the obstacle of women’s lower economic 

status and social norms especially conservative values, so it is necessary to promote the 

social, political and economic empowerment of women in order for them to take roles in 

decision-making (UN Women, 2020).  

Participants noted that the need to give women the opportunity to be consulted while 

developing peacebuilding activities, and involving them in the design of counter-

terrorism and preventing violent extremism policies should not only be because of their 

experiences and expertise but also because these policies should be consistent with 

international human rights requirements and should provide sustainable peace (UN 

Women, 2020). And the participation of women is important to building peace.  

4.3.2 Expert Platform on Gender and Preventing and Countering Violent 

Extremism in North Africa 

UN Women and CTED also co-chair the “Expert Platform on Gender and Preventing 

and Countering Violent Extremism in North Africa”, which gathers academics, civil 

society experts and government representatives who work on integrating gender and 

counter-terrorism agendas in Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Egypt and Morocco.  

This platform aims at increasing awareness of the relationship between gender and 

terrorism, encourages gender-sensitive counter-terrorism strategies and policies and 

discusses ways to profit from these gender approaches, exchanges knowledge and 

findings on gender and women’s roles in terrorism and violent extremism, and shares 
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lessons and best practices on gender-inclusive approaches to preventing and countering 

terrorism and violent extremism.  

Based on years of meetings, the platform has developed and advanced a number of 

opportunities and insights which could be used in future initiatives related to countering 

and preventing violent extremism. It is important in facilitating the collaboration 

between academics, researchers, civil society organizations, think tanks and 

governments in this regard (Expert Platform on Gender and Preventing and Countering 

Violent Extremism in North Africa, 2019). The meetings focus on gender, countering 

and preventing violent extremism, on the need to involve women in the design and 

implementation of these programs and strategies, and provide a space for participants to 

share lessons and best practices of their countries’ gendered approaches (Expert 

Platform on Gender and Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism in North Africa, 

2019). Members of the platform acknowledge the effectiveness of the pre-existing UN 

Security Council resolutions that incorporate gender and P/CVE such as UNSCR 2242, 

and express in addition to that a need for more regionally-driven initiatives (Expert 

Platform on Gender and Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism in North Africa, 

2019). They also reaffirm the important role that women play in P/CVE, including as 

early warning.  

Experiences of the five countries, mainly consist of programs that involve women in 

terrorism prevention and promote their leadership such as the “Mourchidat program” 

launched in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia (El Taraboulsi- McCarthy et al., 2020). Some 

people would question the success and effectiveness of this program because of little 

empirical evidence and because it would need years and generations to be able to 
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measure its success and impact on reducing violence. But as said by UN Women in their 

training manual on women in preventing and countering violent extremism, and by Ellie 

Hearne in 2009, the mourchidat- women religious guides (McKenzie, 2020) - program 

has been a success and there has been talks about replicating it. Other programs that aim 

to empower women economically, fund women entrepreneurs and enhance their social 

protection such as the Takaful and Karama cash transfer programs can be found in Egypt 

(El Taraboulsi- McCarthy et al., 2020). 

The members also stressed on the important role of civil society organizations and 

particularly women-led organizations that work on P/CVE and emphasized the need to 

fund them (El Taraboulsi- McCarthy et al., 2020). Participants from Tunisia and 

Morocco shared the work of the Tunisian civil society organizations in training 

policewomen on negotiation skills and the work of Moroccans women-led civil society 

organizations in supporting the government in national level initiatives related to 

P/CVE. 

Furthermore, the participants shared their concerns about the absence of women in the 

efforts to develop counter-terrorism and violent extremism national strategies and 

stressed on the need to counter terrorists’ efforts in empowering women as a way to 

recruit them. They suggested that there is a need to have more female scholars and 

researchers to help developing strategies that include females’ perspectives and a need 

for an inclusive approach that comprises actors considered as marginal in this regard (El 

Taraboulsi- McCarthy et al., 2020). 
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4.3.3 Panel discussion on advancing women's leadership and participation 

In March 2018, UN Women and UN Office of Counter-Terrorism planned a panel 

discussion during which UN Member States, officials, and women civil society 

representatives discussed the progress in their efforts to integrate a gender perspective in 

counter-terrorism and P/CVE and the challenges they are facing (United Nations, 2018). 

The outcome of this meeting will inform the sixth review of the UN Global Counter-

terrorism strategy on how to better advance women’s participation and leadership in this 

regard and will make it more gender sensitive (United Nations, 2018).  

What was mainly discussed during this panel was the multifaceted and complex aspect 

of preventing extremism and countering terrorism that requires a multifaceted, dynamic, 

comprehensive and inclusive approach that incorporates a host of UN agencies and 

entities, civil society organizations and governments (United Nations, 2018). Terrorism 

not only destabilizes sustainable development, claims innocent lives and displaces 

billions of people but also destroys the values of communities by dehumanizing, 

controlling and subjugating women and using gender stereotypes in its recruitment 

processes. Women are the main victims of terrorism that is targeting their rights and 

lives through sexual violence as a weapon and a tactic (United Nations, 2018). To make 

things worse, women even bear the consequences of the radicalization of one of their 

family members. Additionally, there is an undeniable relation between terrorism and 

gender inequality.  

Nevertheless, this does not rule out the fact that women, besides being victims, have a 

lot of roles to play in terrorism, as being perpetrators and supporters (United Nations, 
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2018). A large number of women are supporting and joining terrorist groups because 

they are forced to and because of poverty and the lack of the resources they have and 

end up being dehumanized once they join (United Nations, 2018). This is why the 

international community should start asking questions to understand this dynamic. 

Women participate in the fight against terrorism where they are considered key factors 

in promoting sustainable peace (United Nations, 2018).  

The Under-Secretary-General, Executive Director of the UN Women, framed the 

involvement of women in counter-terrorism as being “a way of life” (United Nations, 

2018). In order to do that, gender equality and women’s empowerment should be 

advanced because they are by themselves counter-terrorism measures (United Nations, 

2018). Empowering women is essential because women shape societies and family 

values, they can intervene at early stages of radicalization and they are able to use media 

platforms to endorse counter-terrorism narratives (United Nations, 2018).  

As laid out by the Assistant Secretary-General and Executive Director of the United 

Nations Counter-Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate, counter-terrorism 

strategies that are gender blind are not only ineffective but also have a negative effect on 

women’s rights (United Nations, 2018). She also asserted that prosecution, rehabilitation 

and re-integration of the returning fighters should also be gender inclusive. Women’s 

involvement in counter-terrorism should take into consideration regional differences and 

should be done in cooperation with regional partners (United Nations, 2018). A point 

was made clear is that women and women organizations should also participate in the 

developing and the drafting of the strategies.  
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During the discussion, partnerships between different actors and entities have been 

highlighted, for example: the partnership between CTED and UN Women in working on 

integrating gender in counter-terrorism strategies especially after UNSCR 2242 and their 

joint country missions, assessments, collection and analysis of gender sensitive data; and 

the partnership between Japan and UN Women in implementing a project in Cameroon 

that aims to integrate gender in humanitarian response and to help women at risk 

specifically those who survived sexual and gender based violence (United Nations, 

2018). During this project and in an effort to economically empower women, each 

women has received training on business management to start a small business (United 

Nations, 2018). Also, Japan has donated 80 million USD to UN Women to ensure the 

protection, empowerment and leadership of women.  

The session was also attended by Ms. Fauziya Abdi Ali, the President of “Women in 

International Security Kenya” who also fills the position of Chair in “Sisters Without 

Borders” and Ms. Yenny Wahid, the Director of “The Wahid Institute” in Indonesia. 

They both gave their insights regarding what should be included in the UN Global 

Counter-terrorism’s 6th review to make sure gender is integrated and women are 

participating, what should be included in national strategies to better promote the gender 

perspective, and finally what can the empowerment of rural women bring to the table 

(United Nations, 2018). Regarding the first issue, Ms. Fauziya said that the counter-

terrorism strategy was “silent” on women. It should stop seeing women as victims 

because they do not see themselves as such. Instead, they consider themselves survivors. 

Women should be adequately engaged and not spoken to (United Nations, 2018). Ms. 

Yenny recommended more collaboration between civil society organizations and 
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governments because some issues cannot be resolved by the governments alone (United 

Nations, 2018). 

Furthermore, awareness should be spread in this regard and women department and 

ministries should present effectively, well-funded and empowered (United Nations, 

2018). Regarding the second issue, Ms. Fauziya insisted that national strategies should 

include a gender pillar, and a holistic engagement of women not only their participation 

in terms of numbers. Women should design these strategies and funding should be 

monitored to make sure it is benefiting relevant areas (United Nations, 2018). Ms. 

Yenny said that national strategies should include initiatives to encourage and empower 

women and give them confidence to be peace agents similarly to what Indonesia is 

doing in its Peace Village Initiatives. Finally, regarding the empowerment of rural 

women, Ms. Fauziya said that the majority of women that are being obliged to join 

terrorist organizations because of the absence of basic needs such as electricity and 

water are from rural areas, and asserted that this empowerment should be adapted to the 

needs of the empowered and not be stereotyped. Ms. Yenny called for the sustainable 

engagement of women in rural areas (United Nations, 2018).  

The session ended with interventions from other attendees such as the representative of 

the “International Funding for Widows” who suggested the need to include widows in 

these efforts because according to their statistics one in three children who join terrorism 

are the children of widows. Another intervention is from the representative of Slovakia 

who highlighted the importance of empowering women as part of “leaving no one 

behind” slogan (United Nations, 2018). 
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4.3.4 Open briefings of the counter-terrorism committee 

Equally importantly, in the course of implementing the UN Security Council resolutions 

1325 (2000) and UNSCR 2242 (2015) the counter-terrorism committee held two open 

briefings; the first in 2015 and the second in 2019 during which the important role of 

women in countering terrorism and violent extremism was highlighted and the 

discussions between representatives of civil society organizations, Member States and 

UN bodies were on their best practices in integrating gender, lessons learned and 

recommendations to find ways to better integrate gender.  

4.3.4.1 Open briefing of the Counter-Terrorism Committee on the Role of Women in 

Countering Terrorism and Violent Extremism.  

The first meeting which took place on September 9, 2015 featured activists from regions 

mostly touched by terrorism (United Nations, 2015). During the meeting, the moderator, 

Professor Jayne Huckerby of Duke University, mentioned that although women are 

always seen as victims, they can also be committers of terrorism and actors in countering 

it (United Nations, 2015).  

An activist from Kenya said that women know about emerging extremism in their 

societies but are afraid to speak up. To address this issue, her organization, “Mandelo Ya 

Wanawake”, trained female police officers to guide women on what they should share 

with the police and she recommended that women should be trained to recognize 

extremism in their community and family, by having confidence to talk about these 

matters in their male-controlled communities (United Nations, 2015). Pastor Eshter 

Ibanga from Nigeria argued that women can play an important role in encouraging 
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tolerance because of their connections with informal networks but they must be 

empowered and involved in security issues (United Nations, 2015).  

A list of recommendations that was advanced during this meeting which resonates with 

UNSCR 1325 (2000), included mainly that women should be involved in all levels of 

decision-making related to counter-terrorism. Also, it included the need to collect 

gender-sensitive data on violent extremism recruitment, the necessity for long-term 

programs that enhance women’s involvement in countering violent extremism and the 

urgency to dedicate funds for women’s organizations (United Nations, 2015).  

4.3.4.2 Open briefing of the Counter-Terrorism Committee on "Integrating gender into 

the work of the Committee and CTED” 

During the second meeting, which took place on the 1st of November 2019, the 

discussions revolved around several issues: First, the importance of integrating women 

in counter-terrorism efforts. The chair opened the meeting with this claim and 

highlighted the important progress in its implementation, the representative of Canada 

stated that women should be included in developing, implementing and evaluating 

counter-terrorism and counter violent extremism efforts, the representative of Rights 

Watch UK, a civil society organization that works on gender in counter-terrorism, 

argued that this is important because strategies are more effective when they work in 

collaboration with impacted communities that include women, and when they take into 

account the experiences of women, and finally the representative of UK, maintained that 

the integration is crucial as a key factor of credibility and efficiency (United Nations, 

2019). 
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Second, the important role played by women civil society organizations in contributing 

to counter-terrorism strategies while engaging women in civic life and enabling their 

capacities which was highlighted by the special rapporteur on the protection of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism (United Nations, 2019). 

Third, the meeting also focused on the problem that terrorists are always the smartest 

ones, by using gender equality as an important component in their agendas, according to 

the executive director of UN Women, by being opportunistic and involuntarily gender 

experts by addressing gender needs in their recruitment processes, by offering women 

roles that are usually male dominated and by promising them identity, agency and 

belonging (United Nations, 2019). This way, according to the director of counter violent 

extremism efforts in the United States Institute for Peace (USIP), terrorists fill the gaps 

in women’s lives. Therefore, this should incite counter-terrorism efforts to provide what 

terrorists promise but fail to deliver (United Nations, 2019). In this regard, both the 

representative of Australia and the representative of Canada reiterated that terrorists 

have skillfully exploited gender stereotypes and bring value by being capable to see 

women.  

Fourth, suggestions were made by the executive director of CTED and the gender 

coordinator of CTED on the need to study the diverse roles of women as victims, 

supporters, perpetrators and agents of change, and to study the drivers of female 

radicalization in order to have more efficient and tailored counter-terrorism strategies 

(United Nations, 2019).  
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Fifth, according to the representative of USA, the need to empower local women 

associates with the resilience to violent extremism. It is important to educate, reach out 

to women and include them in peaceful change through social media, public space and 

direct contact, so they are no longer susceptible to recruitment (United Nations, 2019). 

The representative of Sri Lanka also stressed on the need to empower women especially 

economically in this regard and stated that its country underwent terrorism, understands 

the impact of terrorism on women and has already started integrating gender into its 

national counter-terrorism efforts (United Nations, 2019).   

Finally, an important issue raised by the representatives of Rights Watch UK, Canada 

and Ireland, was the fear of seeing the engagement of women as only a security issue, 

scrutinizing and instrumentalizing them, and placing a weight on them to de-radicalize 

or identify early signs of radicalization which undermines their value on the grass root 

level (United Nations, 2019). The representative of Kazakhstan shared its country’s best 

practices in engaging women in the fight against terrorism through a program that 

consists of listening to women’s voices and experiences in terrorism in Syria to raise 

awareness and prevent terrorism. 

4.4 Critiquing the initiatives of UN Women and CTED 

4.4.1 First critique: The UN’s initiatives Do not provide space for all voices to be 

heard 

These initiatives could not escape criticism especially when it comes to how the United 

Nations’ system in its engagement with civil society, decides whose voices can be heard 

and what. UN bodies would choose the representatives based on whose story is more 

compelling and what story can “touch” the participants in any forum, panel or 
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discussion. Such as people who suffered and rose to become leaders, i.e. survivors. 

These people and stories are chosen and exposed just because they consolidate their 

views and fit into their operations. An example of this is remarkable during the panel 

discussion held by UN Women and UN Office of Counter-terrorism in March 2018 that 

discussed the integration of a gender perspective in counter-terrorism and P/CVE and 

the challenges associated with it. The civil society representatives that were chosen to 

speak were from Indonesia and Kenya.  

However, a participant from Nigeria was given the opportunity to speak at the end of the 

panel in the part where any other participant has something to add or share. She said that 

terrorism has tremendously invaded her country giving examples of a large number of 

women being kidnapped and killed on a daily basis. She asked how the UN is planning 

to address this issue and noted that a voice from Nigeria should have been represented 

alongside the Indonesian and Kenyan speakers. 

4.4.2 Second critique: UN’s initiatives overemphasize the role of mothers and 

women in private spheres 

Counter-terrorism programs overemphasize the role of mothers and assume that they 

would naturally help and agree with the state and have the ability to recognize early 

signs of radicalization (Winterbotham, 2018). Now, it is not clear whether mothers are 

actually able to do all of that as many examples reveal the contrary. The mother of 

Zacarias Moussaoui an Al-Qaida member, who was preparing for the attacks on the 

World Trade Center, is a perfect example of the cases where women could be unhelpful 

in cooperating with the authorities and helping their offsprings de-radicalize 

(Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). Moreover, the mother of Abdul Abdallah Yahia, the 
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leader of the Armed Islamic Group who took over the Air France plane in 1994, 

attempted to convince him to surrender, however it made him more furious and caused 

the death of one of the hostages (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). A third example would, 

the mother and sister of Mohamed Merah, a suspect in the killing of seven Jews, were 

supportive of his terrorist activities. The former refused to help the police and 

proclaimed being proud of her son and the latter who was also proud of her brother 

lately joined her partner in Syria (Chowdhury Fink et al., 2016). So in their participation 

in counter-terrorism efforts, mothers may sometimes be unhelpful or worse 

counterproductive and may prove to be actively and/or passively supportive of the 

radicalization of their male family members. This focus on mothers and mothers’ 

programs also limits their agency and encourages a stereotypical perception of the role 

of women in society. With limiting the role of women to being mothers as part of their 

caregiving responsibilities, comes their role as wives and sisters, seen as only effective 

through their good influence and relation to their male family members. Hence, their 

role is restricted to the domestic environment and not the public sphere like an active 

member of society. Subsequently, women are not perceived as having a status within 

society nor a role in shaping society because they have limited access to money and 

healthcare and less access to education which makes them less literate than men, 

unqualified to participate in these initiatives and intimidated whenever they try to take a 

role in the community.   

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has highlighted the efforts of the two UN bodies mandated to implement 

the UNSC resolutions of the women, peace and security agenda: UN Women and CTED 
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in collaboration with the counter-terrorism committee. They both worked individually 

and together to inform future counter-terrorism efforts through extensive consultations 

and discussions with civil society representatives, activists, academics and Member 

States. The outcome of these talks included recommendations to empower women and 

achieve gender equality, to include women especially those in rural areas in all aspect 

and levels of decision making, to develop regionally and locally driven responses, to 

encourage female scholars, to collect gender sensitive data, to allocate more funds, to 

study female radicalization, and most importantly to provide women what terrorists 

promise and fail to provide.  

In addition to this, UN Women in integrating gender, has implemented an empowerment 

program for women in countries that experience high rates of radicalization to help them 

fight terrorism. It also developed two instructive documents for those working on 

implementing the WPS agenda whether at the government level or at the grassroots 

level.  

The United Nations system, and especially the abovementioned UN bodies, have 

implemented diverse targeted programs to counter-terrorism.  In this regard, they did not 

only work on integrating gender in these initiatives but also worked on finding ways to 

better integrate gender through consultations with all the concerned stakeholders. 

Although, UN’s initiatives have succeeded in targeting communities and countries with 

high risk of extremism they have failed to raise everyone’s voice and exacerbated the 

limits of women’s role in the private sphere. 
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  Chapter Five 

 

Conclusion 

This thesis was written with the aim of shedding light on the importance of integrating 

gender in counter-terrorism responses in general and in particular the importance of 

women in these approaches. It has attempted to do so by focusing on the United Nations 

efforts in this regard. The study combined an examination of the United Nations 

Security Council Resolutions with an analysis of the major initiatives implemented by 

two UN bodies mandated to integrate gender in counter-terrorism efforts.  

The UNSC Resolutions that illustrate this were divided into two groups; 10 resolutions 

constitute the women, peace and security agenda, which was initiated by UNSCR 1325 

adopted in 2000 and commemorated by UNSCR 2242 on its 15th anniversary. These 

resolutions highlight the major role that women play in conflict prevention through their 

participation in peace processes, peacekeeping operations and in counter-terrorism. 

Twelve other resolutions are related to counter-terrorism and have a gender language. 

They aim to empower women, ensure their participation in all aspects and levels of 

counter-terrorism strategies, encourage a meaningful cooperation with women in this 

regard and promote gender-sensitive assessments and intervention programs.  These 

UNSCR also integrate a protection component against conflict related sexual violence 

that women experience, in addition to abductions, trafficking and all types of abuses 

including rape and forced marriage. 
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The United Nations’ initiatives chosen to demonstrate how these UNSCR were 

implemented, were the initiatives of UN Women and CTED in collaboration with the 

counter-terrorism committee (CTC). Their work oscillated between empowerment 

programs for women, instructive documents for whoever is working on implementing 

the WPS agenda and consultations with various involved stakeholders to inform future 

counter-terrorism efforts on how to be gender-inclusive.  

This study has also emphasized first on how unwittingly the United Nations in this 

regard produces stereotypes such as women victims, peaceful, who work on the grass 

root level and private spheres and have the ability to de-radicalize men who are the 

aggressors, and subsequently, totally sidelining men and boys (with the exception of one 

UNSCR that addressed sexual violence that men experience); second this study 

emphasized on how the UN tends to prefer the numerical presence of women instead of 

their influence; third on how it ignores the feminist values that men and women have 

and finally on the fact that women and children are still considered as belonging to the 

same category in comparison with men.  

Although the idea of adopting a gender perspective to counter-terrorism is still new 

compared to the traditional military responses, the field is abundant in information and 

the study has not covered everything. Briefly, this final part of the paper will address 

some remaining points such as how women are being attracted and recruited to terrorist 

organizations especially ISIS, UN’s assessments of the effectiveness of gender-sensitive 

counter-terrorism strategies, the challenges and limitations that they still face and finally 

will recommend some ways of making these strategies more effective. 
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5.1 The targeting of Women by ISIS 

Researchers who study gender had highlighted for years, women’s role in organizations 

such as Al-Qaeda (Pearson, n.d.). But gender considerations were absent when 

formulating counter-terrorism policies and processes (Pearson, n.d.). It was until ISIS 

called women from around the world to join them, and to which thousands answered, 

that proved to policy-makers the essential role of women in terrorism, and the pressing 

need to integrate gender-sensitive processes to counter it (Pearson, n.d.). The work of the 

United Nations came as a response to the terrorist organizations’ recruitment strategies 

that target women who voluntarily join them. In other words, the United Nations system 

has acknowledged the existence of a relationship between violent extremism and gender 

equality and has recognized the interlinkage between the WPS agenda and the P/CVE 

agenda (Lahoud, 2018) because terrorist organizations and especially ISIS are using 

gender equality and women empowerment as a tool for recruitment which led to a large 

number of foreign fighters travelling to join them (Lahoud, 2018). As ISIS uses softer 

approaches to recruit women through their said empowerment- in comparison to the 

violence that men are drawn by- the United Nations uses soft approaches to counter 

ISIS’s activities through the empowerment of women- in comparison to the hard 

military approaches (Lahoud, 2018). 

Up until recently, foreign fighters were only men. However, things have changed and 

ISIS has also been capable to recruit some women to its ranks (Tse, 2016). When 

recruiting, ISIS does not use the same approach for women and men (Tse, 2016). This is 

because women have other reasons to join (Tse, 2016). ISIS’s recruiters promise women 

easy lives, without pressures and discrimination that they might face in secular societies 
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(Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2021). In some European countries for example, women aren’t 

permitted to wear a hijab and are forced to integrate in the society which paves the way 

for ISIS to intervene. Moreover, ISIS’s empowering strategy charms women who live in 

conservative families, where decisions about their future are made for them, by 

encouraging them to finally decide on their own and join ISIS (Speckhard & Ellenberg, 

2021). 

Unfortunately, the reality is that many of these women were fooled, as they did not see 

the real intentions of ISIS towards them (Tse, 2016). In fact, women are not used as 

fighters but as domestic workers needed to feed and run the houses of the male fighters 

(Tse, 2016). A study by UN Women on ISIL’s gendered messaging concludes that 

although ISIL encourages women to decide for themselves and join the group, they 

weren’t offered any empowerment tools and the actual messaging supports their 

subjugation, sex-slavery and the segregation of the sexes (Lahoud, 2018). 

5.2 The UN assessing the effectiveness of the gender-sensitive counter-

terrorism strategies. 

The United Nations has conducted several assessments and evaluations in order to test 

the effectiveness of its gender-inclusive counter-terrorism responses. In May 2018, the 

UNDP has attempted to assess the efforts of preventing violent extremism and has 

realized that there’s a progress in knowledge and research production in multiple areas 

including the analysis of violent extremism through a gendered lens in addition to the 

recognition of the role of women in this regard (UNDP, 2018). The UNDP has also 

noticed that “gender” is often understood as “adding women”, this is why more efforts 
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are needed to make sure that women are actively engaged in PVE efforts especially in 

the designing phases (UNDP, 2018). 

On the 20th anniversary of UNSCR 1325 (2000), CTED has published a Trends Tracker 

to evaluate the work of CTED in integrating gender into counter-terrorism procedures. 

The Trends Tracker shows the number of counter-terrorism resolutions that have a 

gender language and their evolution over the years. The highest number of counter-

terrorism resolutions that have a gender language was in 2017 with 5 UNSCR. What is 

also noticeable is that in 2015 and 2019 half of the adopted resolutions had a gender 

language (figure 1) (CTED, 2020).  

 

Figure 1: Gender language in CT resolutions (CTED, 2020). 

 

The tracker also shows that the gender-related recommendations that CTED has received 

after its country assessment visits, increased by 500% and in 2019, CTED had made 

more than 60 of these recommendations (figures 2 and 3) (CTED, 2020). 
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Figure 2: Number of gender-related recommendations per year (CTED, 2020). 

 

Figure 3: % of CTED recommendations that are gender-related (CTED, 2020). 

 

Additionally, the work of CTED has helped increasing awareness regarding the gender 

aspects of terrorism and counter-terrorism and the importance of having laws, policies 

and programs that take into consideration their impact on both gender, are gender-

sensitive, promote gender-equality and the leadership of women (CTED, 2020). 

Furthermore, similar to UNDP’s findings, the Trends Tracker concludes that there’s a 

substantial increase in research related to the topic (CTED, 2020). In 2019, there has 
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been 120 gender-related publications compared to 18 publications in 2009 (figure 4), 

nearly 7-fold (CTED, 2020).  

 

Figure 4: No. of gender-related CT research publications (CTED, 2020). 

5.3 The challenges and limitations of gender-sensitive counter-

terrorism strategies 

The most important challenge of the counter-terrorism strategies is related to the wide 

definition of radicalization and extremism (Arugay et al., 2021). This leads to some 

people being unjustly considered as terrorists (Arugay et al., 2021). This is noticeable in 

the Philippines and it is causing significant harm (Arugay et al., 2021). People are being 

labeled as such based on their religion, political persuasion and based on what 

educational institutions they study at (Arugay et al., 2021). Consequently, a lot of 

journalists, activists, doctors, lawyers and priests have dealt with death threats and even 

faced execution (Arugay et al., 2021).   
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Another challenge is that the UN Security Council did not legally bind Member States to 

implement the WPS agenda (Griffiths et al., 2020). Consequently, these countries have 

the freedom to decide whether they want to implement the UNSCR or not, and how 

(Griffiths et al., 2020). This led to having barely 42% of Member States adopting 

National Action Plans, and when they adopt one they are usually either ill-advised and 

inadequate or face domestic issues such as attacks on women who participate in the 

political sphere (Griffiths et al., 2020). 

Russia is a fair example of this. Although it voted for the adoption of UNSCR 1325 in 

2000, it hardly moved a finger to support its goals, as it had not created a National 

Action Plan (Griffiths et al., 2020).  Russia has also passed domestic laws that oppose 

UNSCR 1325; and did not support any group that promotes gender equality (Griffiths et 

al., 2020).  

A third challenge is associated with the implementation of the WPS agenda. In a 2020 

article on women in counter-terrorism in Iraq and Syria, Fionnuala Ní Aoláin has 

expressed her concerns about the selection of who amongst the women can be included 

in the WPS agenda (Ni Aolain, 2020). She argues that, it is obvious that only some 

privileged women in Iraq and Syria are “brought into the WPS tent” while others suffer 

outside it (Ni Aolain, 2020, p 10). This selective inclusion weakens the universality of 

the agenda, reveals the categorization of women who are deserving and women who are 

not and additionally marginalizes women who are supposed to be part of the 

international counter-terrorism regulation (Ni Aolain, 2020).  
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Additionally, most of the counter-terrorism strategies are still centered on capacity 

building programs and partnerships with security and military actors (International 

Peace Studies, K. I. 2021). In many cases, some women do not have full access to the 

military and security sectors, which decreases the opportunity of them participating in 

decision-making processes, or to have an influence on strategic decisions that might 

have a different effect on women (International Peace Studies, K. I. (2021) 

Finally, gender and women remain to be used as synonyms (International Peace Studies, 

K. I. (2021) 

5.4 Recommendations  

The most important recommendation is for the UN, in its attempt to achieve peace and 

security on an international level through promoting gender equality, to recognize the 

need to move the WPS agenda under Chapter VII. This is how the United Nations will 

legally bind all Member States to respect and implement these UNSC resolutions. 

Second, the United Nations should recognize more the need to stop considering gender 

as a one-dimensional concept that is synonymous with women. Therefore, the UN 

should focus on women and men and understand and analyze masculinity in addressing 

the root causes of radicalization. This is because terrorist organizations have tapped into 

the grievances of men and their feelings of marginalization, resentment and 

disempowerment.  

The third recommendation is related to technology. It is very clear that terrorist groups 

are using technology such as social media for propaganda. They are also using it as tools 

to recruit, send messages, and plan their events. On the other hand, technology is also 
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being used in counter-terrorism strategies but without a focus on its gendered effect. 

This is why this area should be focused on in order to develop gender-sensitive counter-

terrorism strategies. 

Finally, as known, one of the principals of the UN is impartiality. However, there is a 

difference between impartiality and neutrality. The United Nations cannot act with 

neutrality when it comes to human rights violations and peace processes disruption 

especially if related to the WPS agenda. The United Nations should take actions if the 

implementation of its strategies are affecting civic space, spying on minority groups and 

criminalizing opposition.  

To end, questions should be asked. Could this study be valuable to policymakers and 

academics? As Hudson and Hodgson argue, consider this: If we want to fight violent 

extremism, what would be more effective, spreading democracy or empowering 

women? Limiting arms imports or limiting brideprice costs? Eliminating poverty or 

polygyny? Enforcing automatic weapons bans or domestic violence bans? (2020). 

Definitely, these are by no means either/or questions. Terrorism is multi-faceted, and 

policies to counter it should take into consideration as many of these suggestions as 

possible (Hudson & Hodgson, 2020). But having some counter-terrorism measures that 

are still gender-blind means that some of the abovementioned points are totally invisible 

(Hudson & Hodgson, 2020). 

The most probable reason is that some policymakers and security specialists still don’t 

see why a gender approach might have an impact on geopolitical and security analyses 

for instance the situation in Ukraine, Iran’s nuclear capability or the rise of China (Henty 
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& Eggleston, 2018). Fortunately, not all academics and professionals think this way. 

Some consider a gender inclusive approach is crucial and even go as far as demanding 

that masculinity be taken into account. In this regard, in July 2021, Mexico supported by 

UK, USA, Norway and Estonia (all members of the UNSC) called for an informal 

meeting to discuss the need to have a more inclusive gender approach to preventing and 

countering terrorism. This will be through focusing on several notions most importantly 

masculinity (Olabuenaga, 2021).  

Future study on gender and counter-terrorism might extend to examine how notions of 

masculinities would contribute to adopting a more contemporary and pertinent gender 

perspective to counter-terrorism.  
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