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RICK “OZZIE” NELSON:  We are celebrating a – (inaudible) – in the national security 

space.  You know, throughout my career, prior to CSIS and during my 20 years in the Navy and 

inside the – inside government, I have had an opportunity to witness the role of women in 

national security and counterterrorism.   

 

In fact, one of my mentors, and one of the people that I think was most influential in 

many ways in our counterterrorism activities over the last 15 to 20 years, Fran Townsend, I 

worked for her when I was at the White House.  So – (inaudible) – this isn’t about – even though 

the title is and it’s being hosted by WIIS, this is not about women.  This is about smart security.  

This is about being with the right people in the right jobs for government with respect to the 

policy makers, the most effective leaders.  And again, Fran Townsend, from my perspective, is 

one of those people.  She was extremely effective in her job, and I was honored to work for her. 

 

I was told to keep my remarks short, so I’m probably already in trouble.  So I’m going to 

go ahead and kick this off.  And to begin the discussion, I’m going to introduce Anne 

Witkowsky.  I’ve known Anne for a number of years.  She’s also a former – well, not former yet 

– but she was a CSIS person.  She’s the deputy coordinator for homeland security and 

multilateral affairs – I always asked her about that title, what a unique combination of homeland 

security and multilateral affairs – at the Bureau of Counterterrorism in the State Department.   

 

Prior to joining State Department, Anne was a senior fellow, as I said, here at CSIS 

focusing on governance and homeland security.  (Inaudible) – she led studies on the embassy of 

the future, effectiveness of U.S. overseas diplomatic presence and unity of effort in the 

homeland, among other topics.  And before that she served as director for defense policy and 

arms control on the National Security Council Staff.   

 

Before Anne kicks off the discussion, I believe there are going to be two short videos to 

be shown.  Is that still accurate?  OK.  So I’ll go ahead and do that.  And again, I welcome you 

all and thank you very much and thank you to our panelists.  So over to the videos – wherever 

the video person is.  Thank you. 

 

(Begin video.) 

 

NARRATOR:  This is the only picture showing Mariam Sharipova alive that her parents 

have left. 

 

(Through interpreter.)  She was very determined when she set her mind to something.  

She had a very strong character – something even men would envy. 

 

Her father later identified her body through this television image: 

 

MR. :  (Through interpreter.)  I have many versions of what could have happened.  

Maybe she was kidnapped.  Maybe it was some kind of revenge.  Maybe it was the will of God. 

 



MR.     :  She’d been on a shopping trip with her father here in the busy region of the 

capital – (inaudible) – before disappearing 24 hours before the Moscow metro attacks. 

 

MS. :  (Through interpreter.)  I want to understand, but I can’t find any answers.  I 

wake up in the middle of the night and ask myself why.  I want to see a piece of paper saying, 

sorry, Mom, I did this or I left, Mom.  We were inseparable.   

 

NARRATOR:  The whole family is now under suspicion.  Police think Mariam’s brother 

in Moscow coordinated the killings.  His parents refuse to disclose his whereabouts.  The 

authorities say Mariam was also the widow of a senior al-Qaida fighter, originally – (inaudible).  

Her parents insist she had never been married.   

 

MS. :  (Through interpreter.)  We are not terrorists rebels, as they say, none of us are in 

the force.  We’re not fighting, we’re just teachers. 

 

NARRATOR:  Mariam’s father works in the village school.  Mariam used to each 

computer science here.  She was even the school’s deputy principal.  A teacher remembers her as 

a quiet, withdrawn woman, far from the image of an avenging suicide bomber.  (Inaudible.) 

 

MR. :  She never participated – (inaudible) – she was just busy with her work.  But I 

never noticed anything suspicious. 

 

NARRATOR:  These children now know what happened to their teacher.  Pictures of her 

dead body spread quickly.  But few are old enough to perhaps understand why she may have 

done it.   

 

(Video ends.) 

 

(Video begins.) 

 

NARRATOR:  (SAFE ?) is a special movement that provides women with a platform to 

speak out and stand up against violent extremism.  SAFE builds bridges to create real safe spaces 

at the local grassroots and the international decision-making levels.   

 

MS. :  My name is Robi Damelin, and I’m from the Parents Circle Families Forum in 

Israel and Palestine. 

 

MS. :  I was – (inaudible) – in an organization called – (inaudible).  (Inaudible) – 

means “promise” in our language.   

  

MS. :  (Inaudible) – from Yemen. 

 

MS.     :  I’m – (inaudible) – from India. 

 

MS. :  My name is Ann Power (sp) and I have a (dialogue ?) and storytelling facilitator 

from Northern Ireland. 



 

MS. :  My vision is for SAFE to continue to be a catalyst to bring women together 

from all over the world, of different cultures, different beliefs, different ethnic identities, who can 

actually support one another to get to a situation to prevent further violence.   

 

MS. :  The vision that I have in mind for SAFE is that you would like the concerns, the 

issues of the grassroot-level women in Pakistan to be given a voice at the international forum 

through SAFE.   

 

MS.     :  (Inaudible) – in Yemen would like to work with educated and (ineducated ?) 

women so we could combat and counter terrorism and extremism in – (inaudible) – Yemen.   

 

MS.     :  SAFE is a unique, powerful platform for women all over the world.  It’s 

providing a voice to the women who have never been heard till now.  It is working towards 

conflict resolution and spreading peace all over the world, and how to be partner of SAFE. 

 

(Video ends.) 

 

ANNE WITKOWSKY:  Good morning, everyone.  Before I begin our program today I 

want to take this opportunity to thank CSIS for allowing me to return – and Ozzie, the 

opportunity to return and to participate in this wonderful program this morning.  And I would 

also like to add to the short introduction that Ozzie provided about me, that I was a proud board 

member of WIIS for a number of years.  And I think that WIIS is a terrific institution, and I’m 

delighted to be on the platform for WIIS, participating in a program that is co-sponsored by 

WIIS and CSIS as well as my current home institution. 

 

As these compelling short video clips help to highlight – both of them – women’s 

involvement in terrorism and counterterrorism spans the spectrum from full-fledged participation 

in terrorism organizations and out campaigning against the spread of violent extremism.  Many 

of us as policy makers, members of the military, academics, civil society actors – (audio break) – 

women in terrorism and in counterterrorism.  And in the latter case, perhaps, less attention than 

our adversaries. 

 

Accordingly, I’m particularly grateful that we are able to bring this program together this 

morning – Women in International Security, the Bureau of Counterterrorism and CSIS.  I hope 

that today’s event will serve as part of a larger dialogue and the beginning of a dialogue on how 

we can better integrate gender into our national security policies and programs and the 

importance of doing so. 

 

So for this morning, we will have a panel of experts to address this issue from a range of 

perspectives.  They have unique and valuable insights – all of them – to bring to bear on a range 

of aspects of women in terrorism and counterterrorism.  Our first speaker, Heidi Panetta, is a 

division chief in the Office of Analysis for Terrorism, Narcotics and Crime in the Bureau of 

Intelligence and Research at the Department of State.  And we have the pleasure of working 

together there.  Heidi has covered global counterterrorism trends for 12 years, and her talk this 

morning will be about the evolving role of women in terrorist organizations. 



 

So I’d like to start the panel this morning with Heidi. 

 

HEIDI PANETTA:  Thank you, Anne.  Good morning, everyone.  And it is a nice 

morning, and I’m sorry to have to start it off with such a somber topic, but here we are.  I also, of 

course, have to – you know, the lawyers like me to make a disclaimer that while I work at the 

State Department – (chuckles) – the following remarks are my own and they don’t necessarily 

reflect the views or policies of the U.S. government or the U.S. Department of State. 

 

So women’s participation in terrorism as operatives, propagandists, fundraisers and 

facilitators is not a new phenomenon, yet there continues to be elements of surprise, shock, 

disbelief when we hear about women participating in terrorism or conducting terrorist 

operations.  The evolution of women’s roles in international terrorism is in line with how 

terrorism has evolved over the course of the last few decades.  From the late 1960s and into the 

1980s, much of the terrorism was sociopolitical or nationalist in nature, with suicide attacks less 

prevalent than conventional terrorist attacks. 

 

During the 1980s and 1990s, spectacular religion-driven suicide bombings came onto the 

scene, first from Shia-inspired groups such as Lebanese Hezbollah and the Dawa Party, both 

with close ties to Iran, and later with Sunni-inspired al-Qaida.  During the 1990s, nationalist 

groups such as Palestinians and the Sri Lankan separatist Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, or 

the LTTE, increasingly turned to suicide attacks, as did the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, or the 

PKK, in Turkey. 

 

Historically, women have played prominent roles in terrorist organizations such as the 

German Red Army Faction, the Italian Red Brigades, Irish Republican Army, Basque Homeland 

and Freedom, known by its acronym ETA, Japanese Red Army, Weather Underground, Popular 

Front for the Liberation of Palestine, as well as the aforementioned LTTE and PKK.  But since 

2001, the world has experienced a rapid increase in suicide terrorism.  Terrorism today is more 

globalized, with less reliance on traditional state sponsors. 

 

So given women’s historical participation, it should not be surprising that we are seeing 

women today from geographically diverse areas participating in terrorism, especially suicide 

terrorism, and espousing a Sunni extremist or jihadist ideology.   

 

For instance, in Iraq over 50 suicide attacks between 2005 and 2010 were perpetrated by 

women, representing approximately 10 percent of al-Qaida’s attacks there. 

 

Two major suicide attacks attributed to the terrorist organization al-Shabab in Somalia 

were conducted by women – one in June of last year which killed the Transitional Federal 

Government’s interior minister, and one just two weeks ago that killed two other prominent 

government officials among others.  In February, al-Shabab publicly called for parents to send 

their unmarried girls to fight alongside the male militants. 

 

In South Asia, between June of 2010 and October of 2011, there were four female suicide 

attacks in Afghanistan and three in Pakistan, killing approximately 57 people.  Prior to this and 



continuing today are abundant press reports of the threat of female suicide operatives in both 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, and assertions that these seven women represent a new trend for the 

Taliban.  While not inconsequential, given the large number of suicide attacks and terrorist 

attacks in general that have taken place in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the statistical insignificance 

of seven women does make judgment of a trend difficult. 

 

In other parts of the world, as the first video illuminated for us, women from Russia’s 

North Caucasus have conducted suicide attacks against Russian targets for over a decade.  In 

fact, the first suicide attack by Chechnyan separatists in June of 2000 was conducted by two 

women.  The main Palestinian terrorist organizations – the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, Palestinian 

Islamic Jihad and Hamas – have all dispatched female suicide bombers.  And between 2002 and 

2006, 10 Palestinian women were successful in completing suicide attacks. 

 

A large percent of – percentage of the suicide attacks by the PKK and the LTTE also 

were conducted by women, although in recent years these numbers have fallen significantly.  

And while it does not engage in suicide attacks, the Marxist Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia continues to employ girls and women among their ranks. 

 

While I argue that the participation of women in terrorism today does not represent a new 

phenomenon or a historical shift, one big difference that I do see in the situation today compared 

with decades before is the virtual nonexistence of women in any leadership or decision-making 

roles.  It was common to see women in leadership roles in the secular, nationalist terrorist groups 

of the 1970s and the 1980s.  For instance, the Japanese Red Army was founded by a woman.  

And the German Red Army Faction was co-founded by a woman. 

 

But today there are no known female leaders in al-Qaida or any of its affiliated or allied 

groups.  Women continue to represent a small minority within the male-dominated world of 

international terrorism.  This is not to say that the small minority does not have impact.  Women 

terrorists still kill and wound significant numbers of people, and they also play the vital role of 

keeping terrorist organizations viable through their propaganda, recruitment, fundraising and 

other support activities. 

 

And especially relevant for us today is the role of the Internet and social media.  Al-

Qaida has published two online magazines for women.  One was entitled “Al-Khansaa,” 

published in 2004, and the other one more recently in 2011, “Al-Shamikha.”  Both of these 

publications focus mostly on encouraging women to support male jihadis and raise their children 

to believe in an extremist ideology.  However, there were articles that could be interpreted as 

talking more about participation in operational activities. 

 

In December of 2009, the wife of the current leader of al-Qaida and at the time Osama 

bin Laden’s second-in-command, al-Zawahiri – she published an online, seven-page letter to 

Muslim sisters where she states, “Jihad is an obligation for every man and woman.  But the way 

of fighting is not easy for women.”  She acknowledges that women can participate in martyrdom 

mission – martyrdom missions – what we would call suicide operations – but also says that 

women’s main role is to support male mujahedeen and help raise and develop their children. 

 



There are many other women from around the world who are supporting a violent, Sunni 

extremist ideology via the Internet.  Longtime Belgian – Belgium-based online propagandist 

Malika El Aroud was sentenced in 2010 for recruiting and facilitating travel of al-Qaida 

operatives.  Here in the United States, Colleen LaRose, dubbed in the press as “Jihad Jane,” is a 

Pennsylvania woman who was convicted of using the Internet to solicit funds, as well as 

planning an attack in Sweden against the cartoonist who had depicted the Prophet Muhammad. 

 

Why do women join or support terrorist organizations?  Well, unfortunately for those 

who are working to counter terrorism, there is no one answer and no one profile.  The path to 

radicalization and mobilization of violence is nonlinear and a unique process.  Just as their male 

counterparts, women terrorists raid – range in age, education levels, marital status, religiosity and 

national origin.  They come from both good and troubled childhoods and all kinds of societies – 

wealthy, poor, liberal, conservative and repressive. 

 

In my research, I found lots of hypotheses and theories about how female terrorists differ 

from male terrorists, but very little focus on the similarities between male and female terrorists.  

Often it is stereotypes about women in general – and perhaps women from particular countries or 

from a particular religion – that underline some of the theories about why women are motivated 

to participate in terrorism. 

 

For instance, we commonly hear the speculation of women being duped, forced or 

otherwise coerced into conducting or supporting terrorist attacks.  The stereotype here is that 

women are weaker, under the subjugation of men, and do not hold their own independent 

extremist views.  Now I’m not saying that there are never cases of coercion.  However, I posit 

that it may not be happening on any wider scale for women than for men or boys.  And in my 

research and almost all of my case studies, the women were volunteers.  That is, they chose 

independently to join a terrorist cause based on their own political grievances and extremist 

views. 

 

Why do terrorist organizations, particularly organizations with a patriarchal view of the 

world, want to use women?  Well, if we ascribe to the assumption that terrorist organizations are 

rational actors, then the organizations will choose to use women for strategic and tactical 

reasons.  Women are less suspicious.  They thus have an easier time avoiding detection in 

security and reaching their target.  Women also garner greater shock value and media attention.  

Some organizations have used women as operatives because they found themselves in a 

weakened state, low on male operatives, and perhaps wanting to shame more men into 

participating in the cause. 

 

In the case of female suicide operatives, organizations may view women as less capable 

as front-line fighters and perhaps even as more expendable than men.  In terms of nonoperational 

support activities for terrorist organizations, they likely to continue to employ women in this way 

because it can only help the organization to survive by bringing in needed recruits and money.  

Female participation in terrorist activities, especially as operatives, has generated some debate 

within the Sunni extremist community, with some influential clerics sanctioning females as 

martyrs and others arguing that women sharing the battlefield with men is allowed. 

 



Well, in conclusion, the evolution of women’s participation has been in line with the 

evolution of international terrorism in general – that is, from secular, nationalist terrorism in 

relatively few regions to a diffuse global network largely dominated by anti-Western Sunni 

extremist ideology, connected via the Internet and employing suicide terrorism as the dominant 

tactic.  Although women are minority players in the male-dominated world of international 

terrorism, their participation continues to have deadly consequences. 

 

But despite these deadly consequences, I do want to remind us that terrorism is a fringe 

activity.  And women terrorists represent a very small portion of this fringe.  Comments about 

women as terrorists should not be taken to be representative of over half of the world’s 

population.  Thank you.  (Applause.) 

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Heidi, thank you for that incredibly interesting and rich 

presentation.  And I’m sure a number of you have questions, but I’m going to ask that you hold 

your questions until all of our panelists have presented so that we can get the full array of issues 

on the table. 

 

So now we’re going to shift from the subject of the role that women are playing in 

terrorist organizations to the valuable roles that women can play in assisting their communities 

when terrorist organizations become ubiquitous. 

 

Claire Russo is a Council on Foreign Relations international affairs fellow and a former 

intelligence officer in the U.S. Marine Corps.  She helped to advise both the U.S. Army and the 

International Security Assistance Force on the value of Female Engagement Teams in 

Afghanistan.  And she’s agreed to share with us a brief case study on the value of engaging 

women in the battlefield.  We’re very fortunate to have her with us. 

 

Claire? 

 

CLAIRE RUSSO:  All right.  So perfect – it’s perfect that I’m following the “women in 

terrorism,” because I’m probably going to cross back and forth between both here.  So I’m going 

to give you – run down several, sort of, examples of Female Engagement Teams and then talk 

about some of the lessons learned.  And then I want to sort of shift into where it’s going and 

what it means. 

 

So when I arrived in Afghanistan several years ago – just by the nature of being a 

woman, was asked by the all-male staff of the Army brigade I was working for to go out into the 

field and look at what these teams of women were doing in the commander’s battle space.  So 

you know, really basically my qualification was being female.  (Laughter.)  And I spent – I spent 

really the next year focusing on – or operating with and then sort of doing some work on my own 

with females engaging Afghan men and women, and then doing some of that myself. 

 

So there was a variety of teams operating.  And these were just grown – you know, 

organically grown at sort of battalion and company commands on the ground in Afghanistan.  

This was no directive from anyone saying you must do this.  This was a(n) operational 



commander seeing a need and grabbing females from, you know, various support roles – medics, 

mechanics, logisticians. 

 

So the first team that I visited was in southern Nangarhar and – Province, right on the 

Pakistani border.  Just – you could see Tora Bora from where we were.  And the team was being 

called a female collection team, which is of course incredibly controversial now, as they were 

not authorized collectors nor were they really doing collection.  It was a company of engineers 

who were acting as infantry that were planning on doing some offensive operations in a 

particular town. 

 

And they sent out females – a team of females to speak with the local females.  One, 

about sort of what they understood the threat to be in their area; also, about the fact that offensive 

operations were likely going to be taking place, and what they could do to remain safe:  not 

coming out after – not coming out of their homes after a certain time – you know, just informing 

them as to how they could remain safe. 

 

The response was incredible.  Villages – you know – two and three villages away from 

the village where the females were first employed started asking for the female – the American 

females to come to their village.  Men – asking for the American females to come to their 

village.  And largely, you know, the Afghan – the women in the first village really responded to 

being engaged and being given a voice.   

 

And so as requests grew for the female team to come to other villages, the concern about 

how this team was being used and sort of maybe what the implications were – what are the – 

what are the second- and third-order effects; you know, we’re having conversations with these 

women about their security, but we’re not – we’re not really sort of prepared to deal with them 

beyond just when we’re – you know, when we’re sending out a group of females to go have a 

conversation with them.   

 

So there’s the female collection team model.  And I’ll talk a little bit about some of the 

effects that that these team(s) have in a couple minutes.  There’s a team used in northern Kunar, 

headed up by a female physician’s assistant.  She and her sort of staff of female nurses were 

being used to teach prenatal classes and some like – some basic childcare classes and basic 

health classes to women along stretches of road where there was a – there tended to be a lot of 

violence.  And the infantry unit was having a hard time driving back and forth across these 

particular areas.  And so they were trying to sort of build goodwill with the local population, 

which initially had a great effect and – but it didn’t last particularly long. 

 

And then the other team that was really interesting was the Agribusiness Development 

Team.  So National Guard assembled the ADTs – some of you may be familiar with this concept 

in Afghanistan – National Guard volunteered to come out and help sort of build agribusiness in 

Afghanistan.  And there was – the – a female engagement team formed there, and they were 

using the – and it was a combination of the civil affairs unit operating out of this base with the 

Agricultural Development Team and some of the, sort of, support staff to the infantry.   

 



But the team was being used to explain to local women that development projects were 

not going to take place in villages where the coalition forces were being attacked and that they 

were no longer going to do any sort of projects or put any sort of money into villages where 

attacks were coming from.  And they wanted the women to be aware of why development would 

be stopping in their village also give them an opportunity to, sort of, have stake in that.  If there 

was an attack in your village and you were willing to discuss where the attack came from, who 

was responsible for it, then the coalition was willing to continue doing projects in your area.  But 

you had to be – you – they were requiring villages to just sort of take responsibility for their – for 

their own security, and sort of – I call that kind of controlling the narrative of the conflict in 

some way, really using women as a – as a just phenomenal mechanism for passing information.   

 

And then finally, I focus specifically on – I supported a battalion, after spending some 

time looking at other teams and what they were being used for.  I went to a battalion in southern 

Kunar, and working with the battalion staff, identified an area that was particularly critical, and 

they were having a hard time gaining a foothold and had been for five years.  I mean, American 

forces had – were having trouble.  And they had also never basically laid eyes on a woman in the 

area.  So I spent the better part of six to eight months working with the infantry battalion, trying 

to sort of make my way, earn the trust of the men and figure out who the females were and sort 

of see if we could better illustrate what the issues were within the human terrain in that particular 

area.   

 

So those are just some of the ways in which females are being used.  And no, I didn’t talk 

about the Marine teams.  The Marine teams you can – you can read about on the – in The New 

York Times or on the Marine website, because they’re very sort of officially formed, and they’re 

just – there’s a lot more structure to their organization.  But I’m happy to talk about that if you 

guys have any questions.   

 

So then I’m just going to run through some of the lessons learned, some of the things that 

were sort of surprising maybe to other folks as to how – what we learned about using females in 

this environment.  So women know a lot.  You know, women have – just on a basic level, 

women visit the same pieces of key terrain in an area every day.  They’re collecting water.  

They’re collecting firewood.  They’re – you know, tending to gardens, they’re tending to crops.  

There’s a – there’s a – is especially in rural Afghanistan, there’s a routine; a very, you know, 

documentable routine.  And if you look at sort of the way that the American military attempts to 

sort of identify trends, and maybe – pattern of life – you’ve heard that term before.  You know, if 

the American military could, they would probably send a man – they would send a member of 

the military to those key pieces of terrain every day to sort of understand the pattern of life and 

who’s there and note – you know, document any change from day-to-day, right?   

 

So at a very basic level, not even granting women the capacity for thinking about what’s 

going on around them, just on an observation level, women see a lot on a day-to-day basis in 

Afghanistan.  And so without having to ask them specifically about who the Taliban is or where 

the bad guys are, women were able to sort of illustrate areas that – of the sort of social and 

cultural habits of particular areas very well, without providing us any – without going into 

discussions of who the enemy was.   

 



So American women are not perceived as a threat by the Afghans, on a whole.  You 

know, despite the fact that we were – we were carrying weapons, Afghan men were generally 

like – generally responded to us by sort of, well, you’re here to help us.  You know, the men, 

they’re here to make war, but the women, you know, you have – you have different reasons for 

being here.  So that’s something that can be used to your advantage if you are the American 

military and you are willing to sort of put that assumption by the Afghans to use.   

 

Men were more comfortable in many cases – Afghan men were more comfortable talking 

to women.  You know, the economy of pride, especially in rural Afghanistan where poverty is 

not even the right description of the situation there, men – you’re – the sort of social economy of 

pride is the economy.  And when there is something particularly embarrassing that’s caused a 

man to make a stand – an Afghan man or an elder – against the coalition forces, chances are that, 

like, 25-year-old infantry company commander or platoon commander is never going to get out 

of that man what it is; that potentially, say, he got caught stealing fence post from the American 

base.  And the contractors who provide security for that American base took his motorcycle 

away, and that motorcycle is the only way that his village gets their goods to the market where 

they make the little bit of money that they make each week.   

 

There’s no way that man is ever going to turn to the 25-year-old who’s asking him why is 

that we are no longer able to come into your village; is not – that Afghan man is not comfortable 

– is not going to lose – you know, give up that pride in order to – he can’t afford to – telling this 

25-year-old young man that he got caught stealing fence post by contractors and had his 

motorcycle taken away.  But a group of women?  Five minutes.  Three-star general, no chance.  

Literally wouldn’t share.  But women walk up, and within five minutes, the guy is saying, well, 

if you guys would just give my motorcycle back, everything would be fine and you guys could 

come into the village.  (Laughter.) 

 

So – and I mentioned earlier women controlling the narrative.  This is something that – 

you know, women pass – women pass information; women talk.  You know, I had an ANA 

colonel say to me, you know, it’s no different in your American sitcoms; the women talk over 

the fence in the neighborhood, and it’s no different here.  Women see each other when they’re 

sort of going about their daily lives on a regular basis.  And their sort of feuds – the feuds 

between families aren’t exactly as relevant to those women when they’re walking – you know, 

when they’re walking two kilometers to pick up water every day.  So information is passed very 

effectively through women.   

 

And women make decisions and have opinions and voices.  And, you know – and they 

also play a really critical part in sort of making up the social fabric of Afghan society.  You 

know, we talk about human terrain being critical; it is – it is the key terrain – is the human 

terrain.  But really, you know, all of this – all of these learned learns, all of these types of teams 

are incredibly fascinating, and most often leave audiences wanting more and want to understand 

more about how women react and how men react.  But what’s unfortunate is this is just – this is 

– this is it.  It begins and ends here for the U.S. military.  They have gotten as far as there are –   

 

And I mean, I’m a huge proponent of the military, so I do think this goes beyond the 

military.  But we haven’t gotten past the tactical – just like, yes, there are women and we need to 



talk to them.  We haven’t gotten to the point where we’re looking at national strategies and 

coordinating the tactical employment of females with national strategies like the Afghan peace 

and reconciliation process, or recruitment of the Afghan security forces, or the Afghan Local 

Police program or the Village Stability Operations.  We have not, as a military, looked at 

integrating all of these things that I’ve just talked about into the sort of strategy for employing 

women.  And so that’s kind of where we come up short.   

 

I actually would – after this weekend’s attacks in Kabul, you know, and throughout 

Afghanistan, many, many of the attackers were wearing burkas.  And at a particular base, there 

were four suicide bombers clad in burkas.  And the first suicide bomber wearing a burka 

disobeys all of the commands coming from the guards and is still able to get to the front gate, is 

still able to get into the searching area and detonate.  And as the next three are approaching, the 

American military are still not willing to engage and not willing to shoot.  And I have to say that 

I think that’s because we still do not grant women enough agency to even consider them a threat.  

And so while this is a beginning – and it’s a very, very important beginning; I am not 

undermining the value of what’s happened here – (alarm bell rings) – whoops, time’s up – 

(laughter) – I’m not undermining the value of what Female Engagement Teams provide and of 

the step the military has taken.   

 

But there’s a lot more.  And, you know, the tactical employment of women has to be 

married with strategy.  Tactics without strategy is just the noise before defeat, right?  I mean, 

there’s – tactical victory doesn’t equal strategic victory.  So that’s all, but – (chuckles).  

(Applause.)  

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Claire, thank you so much, and for self-disciplining yourself.  

(Laughter.)  I’m not sure I would have stopped you, because, like your other audiences, I want to 

hear more.  So – but let’s move on.  And I know lots of people have lots of questions; I know I 

do.  And I appreciate your just being so candid in putting some out of these really new, fresh 

insights and issues on the table.   

 

So let’s move now to our next presenter, who’s Miki – Jackevic (sic)? 

 

MIKI JACEVIC:  Close enough. 

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Close enough.  (Laughter.)  He’s support – is supporting women in 

civil society who are actively countering this – encountering the spread of violent extremism 

within their communities in Pakistan.  He is the vice chair for the Institute for Inclusive Security.  

And as such, Miki will share with us a brief case study on the efforts of a delegation of Pakistani 

women from all four provinces as well as the federally-administered tribal areas and Kashmir, 

who are working to moderate extremism and to promote social cohesion in Pakistan. 

 

MR. JACEVIC:  Thank you, Anne.  And I’m sort of – so excited about what Heidi and 

Claire said.  And as Anne heard me, I was nodding and – (inaudible) – and yessing.  And so it’s 

going to be hard to contextualize the Pakistan thing.  I am, unfortunately, a poor substitute, as 

our Pakistani delegation that we mentioned, inshallah, is on their plane coming here tomorrow – 

and so knock on every wood you know, or here, whatever – (laughter).  But it’s part of this effort 



to highlight – so, what was important in both previous notes, that there’s this message about 

agency and seeing and viewing women as agents, either as active agents of terror and, 

particularly, specific roles that are not solely the suicide bomber and cells, but these key parts of 

structure such as carrying messages, cooking, providing care – as well as what Claire was saying, 

really the kind of five key reasons we do this work.  And our institute actually – the reason I was 

so agreeing with Claire, we’ve spent about a decade working in Afghanistan in all these pieces – 

(inaudible).  And we are trying to use these lessons learned now in Pakistan, but we were 

working a number of other conflicts.   

 

And we sort of do it for five reasons – to answer sort of question why women – the first 

and foremost is they do have agency and they’re active participants in conflict and its resolution.  

And most of the time – and now (afflicting ?) not only military or the communities themselves, 

but also international community present in these areas, they don’t view these women as agents, 

and therefore, we don’t see them.  Where we design policies or we go to implement programs, 

it’s impossible to get the key leaders – and the leader of our coalition is this woman Mosarad 

Kadeen (ph), whom you had seen in this short video.  And it took us literally – we started 

working there one year ago.  I’ve been to Pakistan seven times.  It took me last three months to 

get this woman visas.  And the U.S. government does not have better ally in Pakistan than these 

12 women.  And these are the women sitting up there in the FATA region, working in 

Baluchistan.  It took three months to – (inaudible) – and to get their visas to come and just visit.  

And so that’s kind of an example of the view we have, which is these women don’t matter.  And 

if there’s one outcome of today, it’s recognizing their agencies will help us view them through 

the strategic lens that Claire talked about. 

 

The good news, the great news, everybody in this room in Washington, is, we now 

actually have a national (election ?) plan that President Obama announced and Secretary Clinton 

unveiled in December.  It’s called National Plan on Women Peace and Security.  It is now 

actually job of the people in the U.S. government, particularly AID, State and DOD, to make this 

their strategic priority.  We have no more excuses.  We now have a chart course by the women, 

our agents and actors. 

The second reason is, they have information.  They have the pulse on their communities.  

They know what’s happening.  And in particular, what has happened in Pakistan, the conflict had 

come to their doorsteps.  The women are realizing this is not just geopolitical strategic 

conversation that we hear in – on the Hill or in our media, it is really about the fact that Bushus 

Hyder (ph), our other key member, tells me:  Now my children – she’s in Bashair (ph) – now my 

children go in the streets to not play anymore hide and seek or soccer that they used to only three 

or four years ago, they actually play terrorist bombers.  They act out the blasts.  And so that kind 

of change is what really impacts.   

And so that conflict arrival on the doorstep mobilizes these women.  So that’s the third 

element, is they’re actually social mobilizers.  And I want to emphasize – Heidi ended this on a 

sort of kind, let me (save ?) the note here by saying it’s a fringe – terrorism, as a whole, is a 

fringe fraction, and women in it are also a small number.  That parallels the fact that in Pakistan, 

the vast majority of these woman are mobilizing to counter it.  Now that they’ve seen the threat, 

now that they’ve seen the change in their communities and their schools and their families, what 

has happened is there’s this strong revival of civil society in Pakistan of which we unfortunately 



know very little, because again, we view it through the lens of parliamentary hearings and the 

threats of sanctions and the unfortunate, unfortunate drone attacks, whatever you want to view 

that.  But what has happened in Pakistan is, we now formed this coalition about a year ago.  So 

we have 20 women.  And what we did first – and I want acknowledge Kathleen Kuehnast is here 

from USIP.  They graciously supported this effort.  And we spent about six months trying to find 

these coalition members, and we went in the depths of Baluchistan, of KPK, but also southern 

Punjab, which is another area where a lot of mobilization is happening.  And we were stunned to 

what degree there were hundreds and hundreds of initiatives that are happening where women 

particularly are leading.  There’s a lot of young people.  There’s a lot of religious communities 

that are engaging in this.  And so what we maybe cannot access is the reality of this 

counternarrative.  And anything coming from America is viewed as negatively, so they might not 

want even your support.  But that says – it doesn’t mean they’re not doing great work.   

We then essentially grouped them and organized and realized they are everywhere.  

They’re in academia, so you have quite a number of leading, you know, female professors in 

Kadeem (sp) and a couple of other universities, researching and writing on this.  They are in 

media.  And so there’s a great Karachi newspaper, Dawn, that is tracking and doing a series of 

female engagement for these issues.  They are in the government.  So for example, in southern 

Punjab there is an entire women’s caucus in one – (inaudible) – part of that area where they 

actually passed a legislation that requires increase in women’s police forces, because as Claire 

said, until we move from the tactics of realizing women can actually be a threat, we also – to 

deal with that threat effectively, we counter by increasing the number of women in police forces.  

And we train these women, and have the communities also trained.  But mostly, they come from 

civil society. 

 

And so, over the last year we – as I said, we met many times.  And I won’t sort of tell you 

the details of the process.  But what we ended up with is this interesting two concepts.  The first 

is an advocacy platform, because what they realize is they need a change in their government 

policies.  And the first thing they insisted:  It’s the policy of denial.  And this is terrifically 

courageous of them, because within Pakistan, obviously, it’s easy to sort of rally the nationalist 

cause – see the enemy in India, see the enemy in Afghanistan, the U.S. of course, et cetera. 

 

So what the women are saying, we need to create a discourse within Pakistan that 

acknowledges that this is our internal problem, that this rise in extremism has happened because 

of these several reasons.  So the first thing is this introduction and forcing this discourse through 

the media, through the government, through education, that recognizes the change within the 

Pakistani consciousness on this issue. 

 

The second thing is, really, then changing the attitudes and the prevention of their 

government – particularly Ministry of Interior – the home ministry – Ministry of Education – to 

recognize that changes affect not only the current but the next generation.  A decade ago, all 

these women tell us, it was very common in the textbooks to find examples from religious 

teachings from Christianity, Hinduism, et cetera.  Now, not only is not – that not there, but the 

only thing that’s actually being taught is jihad.  And obvious – again, interpretation of jihad 

varies, but the changes are what these women are seeing as a threat for the future, as well. 

 



And then the most important part is the community mobilization.  And this is where we 

see this enormous push for this grass-roots community outreach, as Mosarad (ph) has outlined, 

that really happens on four levels.  The first one is media outreach.  And again, these women go 

and do talk shows in Peshawar after every blast to explain the impact that this is having on the 

communities, to counter the narratives of the Taliban that these are heroes, these are martyrs. 

 

What the women then do – they put a TV show next day where they bring a mother of a 

child that was maimed; that then says, I have no future.  And that impact is way more powerful 

than any countering narrative we can create.  It’s the using of the voices of these women on what 

this is doing to the Pakistani communities themselves.  So again, critically working – important 

working with the media. 

 

The second is working with religious communities.  The prevailing perception, all these 

talibs come from these seven madrassas, and horrible madrassas – and let us talk about the 

madrassas.  When we map the sources of conflict, interestingly enough, over – and then the 

women themselves did a series of focus group discussions that really further, sort of, tried to 

identify the root causes.  You know what, it’s not poverty.  You know what, it’s not the poor, 

poor areas that produce the most.  They’re actually teachers.  They’re actually, by their 

standards, quite well-educated and well-off people. 

 

It is the sense that the government structures are not representing them enough.  It is not 

fulfillment of whatever their identity at that point needs to be, and that includes religious 

identity.  And so what happens is actually – it’s actually the public schools in Pakistan that 

produce the most violence, because simply the teachings and the courses do not offer any 

alternative other than mobilizing around that particular sense of a Muslim identity and the threat 

from the West. 

 

And so what women have done – they’ve started this wonderful series of dialogue with 

the ultraconservative women’s groups called Al-Huda, which is essentially the leading voice of 

moral authority of capturing the consciousness of women in Pakistan.  And they’ve had a series 

of extraordinary – I was privileged to attend two of those; one in Peshawar, one in Islamabad – 

extraordinary dialogue sessions about what is jihad, and when does jihad become violent? 

 

And the beauty and the clarity of interpretation from these conservative women clearly 

needed to be heard and captured – and to understand actually the distortion and the manipulation 

that does not come from these Islamic scholars and teachers themselves, but rather from the 

political manipulators.  So again, madrassa ain’t bad, people; trust me. 

 

The third element of engagement is, really working with the youth.  And what – the key 

efforts are around these deradicalization programs.  In Pakistan, in all of the whole, huge country 

– almost 200 million people; a lot of radicalization – there is literally one center with only 300 

young men who are being deradicalized. 

 

And when we say being deradicalized, they unfortunately – in my opinion; this is – I 

don’t – I don’t have to do a legal – (chuckles) – disclaimer like Heidi, but my personal sort of 

view is, they’re using the examples of Saudi Arabia, where most of that deradicalization frankly 



is a brainwashing.  I grew up in a communist country.  It doesn’t work.  You can’t sort of 

convince people that they should be less religious and not blow themselves by just sort of having 

them pray 10 times a day instead of five or whatever. 

 

So what these women offer is essentially alternative programs for deradicalization that 

happens in the communities and that work through the mothers.  And so what they go, is they 

essentially first – for almost six months – do focus groups and dialogue sessions with the 

mothers of the radicalized youth, who essentially kind of pull them back.  And then these 

wonderful young men come and either stay in Islamabad or Lahore – it depends on the context – 

but they are provided not only with these ideological skills but also with vocational training, with 

the alternatives view.  And for many of them, we actually have – we worked and supported 

Mosarad (ph). 

 

And again, these are miniscule, miniscule efforts.  People sort of say, oh my god, what 

are you talking about?  They worked for two years, then they deradicalized about 68 young men.  

I say to them, that is 68 less suicide bombings that did not happen.  And each of these young men 

actually has come back and now is probably the best spokesperson for deradicalization that you 

can have.  Three of them are actually going to run in the parliamentary elections next year.  And 

so providing them with, again, this sense of alternate future and the vision and ability to 

represent themselves and their cause. 

 

And then the final is really trying to figure out this complexity of, how does our political 

and ethnic identity also merge with the sense that Pakistan is a deeply religious country?  But 

what does Islam mean, and how do we engage Islam not just through the scholars but also 

through the reality of regularly, daily life?  And how people arrange – because what terrorists do 

– their key goal – and again, you know, sort of people talk about this as it’s a big sort of tool and 

a weapon; it’s a tactic.  And the key tactic is spreading fear that destabilizes the sense of stability 

and predictability of life. 

 

What people want – not only in Peshawar or around Pakistan; what people want in 

America and around the world – is sense that we can wake up tomorrow morning, send my 

children to school, walk to that market, go to work and be able to sort of have seven next days 

thought through, if – even if things do change a little.  And so that’s what terrorists’ threat is, is 

disrupting that sense of predictability. 

 

And so these women – what essentially they’re saying is, we need to build the social 

cohesion.  We need to build a sense of community and national unity that would return us back 

to that sense of predictable life.  And they do that, again, daily in these interactions, particularly 

in the most volatile areas, helping particularly with internally displaced people.  And as you 

know, the Swat Valley Operation created 3 million – that’s an entire country – of displaced 

people to which nobody pays attention.  

 

So their last point is this advocacy platform, particularly around creating on the issues of 

reconstruction and rehabilitation.  They, secretly among us, friends, use the word reconciliation 

as well.  But for the public purposes, they particularly to – think – talk about the issues of, how 

do we, A, create a sense of responding to the incidents – where again, we don’t see women as 



agents and so we don’t mobilize them even as first responders, to have the sense of, the blast has 

just happened. 

 

Typically, what happens is you have all these men rushing, there’s a second blast, et 

cetera.  Women are left on the sidelines and/or are targeted again.  So the sense of immediate 

urgency on the disaster relief and crisis management, but then also longer-term reconstruction, 

rehabilitation and reconciliation that happens through these great initiatives such as these 

deradicalization programs. 

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Thank you – thank you very much.  And also, in your presentation 

raised many interesting questions about why we are looking at this set of issues in certain ways 

and not in other ways, and how we can replicate what you’re learning on the ground in other 

places.  So thank you very much. 

 

I’m going to, though, again, hold questions until we hear from our final speaker, who is 

Jayne Huckerby.  She is the author of “Women and Preventing Violent Extremism:  The U.S. 

and U.K. Experiences.”  She’s the co-author of “A Decade Lost:  Locating Gender in U.S. 

Counterterrorism,” and also co-editor of the forthcoming book, “Gender, National Security and 

Counter-Terrorism: Human Rights Perspectives.”  Jayne will make some overarching 

recommendations for how policymakers and practitioners can better consider and incorporate 

women into their terrorism and counterterrorism policies and programs. 

 

Jayne? 

 

JAYNE HUCKERBY:  Thank you very much for that introduction.  I want to talk about 

two things.  First of all, to give a brief overview of the need to mainstream gender in 

counterterrorism, but then to really go on to, much more concretely, the how.   

 

How do we bring gender into counterterrorism?  What are some examples of where that 

has and hasn’t been done?  And what can we take from that? 

 

In each of those two areas, I will be drawing primarily on the findings of a report that I 

co-authored last year with my colleague Lama Fakih, entitled “A Decade Lost:  Locating Gender 

in U.S. Counterterrorism.”  That report – it came out of NYU law school – was based on a series 

of – in consultations – I’ll mention here, because they were very important to the report and its 

findings.   

 

In particular, we spent a lot of time undertaking regional consultations in Asia, Africa, in 

Middle East, North Africa and the United States with women’s groups on the ground.  They – 

the women that we’re talking about when we talk about involving women in counterterrorism, 

when we talk about women as actors. 

 

We talked to these women and asked them, really, about how they saw gender coming up 

in U.S. counterterrorism policies, but also how they were feeling the gender impact of U.S. 

counterterrorism policies, too.  And I think it’s very important that before we have the discussion 



about how to integrate gender and how to integrate women, that we really take stock on the 

situation of women’s groups on the ground and their ability to partake in such exercises. 

 

We also, in doing the report, interviewed scores of U.S. government officials in – 

working in development, working in the military, working (at counterterrorism ?) financing, 

working in communications, and also interviewed scores of U.K. government officials who were 

working in the context of Prevent, the U.K. counterterrorism policy which actually has for many 

years had a very particular focus on including women in its work. 

 

So why do we need to talk about integrating gender into counterterrorism?  A key reason 

we highlight in the report, and I think hasn’t really been talked about yet on the panel, is that 

counterterrorism has had very differential impacts on women and men.  So in particular, if we 

want to talk about integrating gender in counterterrorism, we should be doing it from the 

perspective of ensuring that counterterrorism does not inadvertently undermine women’s 

equality, endanger women on the ground or endanger women in civil society. 

 

To give an example – and we have a lot that we cover in the report – but one word that 

we heard in virtually every workshop that we held was “squeezing,” that women groups on the 

ground felt very much squeezed between terrorism on the one hand and counterterrorism on the 

other hand, which often failed to recognize their experiences and often sometimes made things 

worse. 

 

To give an example of what that actually meant.  For example, cuts in humanitarian aid to 

Somalia out of fear of that funding being diverted to al-Shabab really meant that the burden of 

humanitarian crisis was felt by women and girls in that country – women and girls who, you 

know, by virtue of the (101 ?) humanitarian crisis already bear the burden of crisis, but secondly 

were now made reliant upon al-Shabab for food distribution – again, a very entity with whom the 

U.S. government and other governments have identified as a terrorist organization and one 

antithetical to women’s rights goals.  And so as an example, again, of where a antiterrorism 

financing measure very neutral in its formation, in terms of its impact, had a very adverse gender 

impact. 

 

We heard often, again, from very prominent women’s activists in Yemen, in Pakistan, in 

Afghanistan, in Iraq, that a consequence of counterterrorism efforts that had enhanced 

Islamophobia, that had used narratives about saving women and so forth, had really made their 

work much more dangerous. 

 

It had really set them up to be targets of terrorist violence.  It had emboldened extremist 

narratives and had really meant that women’s advocacy took on a very different hue in these 

moments, making any form of association with the U.S. government incredibly perilous.  And I 

think this is again very important, to bear in mind the backdrop or the footprint, before we talk 

about some of the ways in which we then seek to integrate gender in counterterrorism. 

 

But alongside these very differential impacts of counterterrorism on women and men, we 

also have found a number of examples of where it was very clear that the failure to integrate 

gender into counterterrorism had undermined both human rights and counterterrorism goals.  So 



there was a resolute failure from both a human rights and a strategic perspective, coming from 

that failure. 

 

We’ve heard, like, a lot of examples here already about the sidelining of women as agents 

– and I would echo all of those, both as terrorist activists and as counterterrorism forces, and 

certainly counter-narrative voices and so forth.  One example that really struck for us, that I’ll 

highlight briefly, was really the absence of gender in Development to Combat Violent 

Extremism (sic).  And again, that can seem a little bit funky – (chuckles) – given that, you know, 

the one agency that would expect and hope to integrate gender in CVE work would be USAID 

and its – and its sort of (very ?) partnerships – and also in examples of where the military was 

involved in doing development work, too. 

 

So one example that we were told and talked about was when AFRICOM had been 

constructing wells in Garissa, Kenya as part of a hearts and minds activity – (under ?) the rubric 

of CVE, with CVE funding and so forth – had gone into the particular villages and consulted 

with men, tribal elders and so forth, and hadn’t consulted with women in the community about, 

well, construction.  And again, it’s something – coming from a development perspective – would 

know that, you know, women are very often involved in water collection, water delivery and so 

forth. 

 

In this particular village, the wells ended up being very faulty.  They broke; they weren’t 

used.  And that wasn’t very effective from either a development or from a CVE perspective.  

You know, it didn’t endear the community in question to the U.S. government to have these 

dysfunctioning water wells and so forth.  So that’s a small example, but a very important one, of 

the kinds of fallouts that occur from both a human rights and a CVE perspective when gender 

isn’t taken into account. 

 

Before I go into the recommendations piece, I want to make it really clear here, too, that 

when I talk about gender and gender analysis I’m not talking only about women.  There is a 

resolute need to integrate amounts of masculinity, of men, in understanding both the drivers of 

extremism and how to mitigate its impacts and prevent its occurrence.  And I think, just to kind 

of be careful that we don’t slip in between talking about women and gender in the same breath 

and not think about the normative and other issues that drive radicalization of young men and at-

risk young men. 

 

OK, with that backdrop, how do we actually take a gender approach to counterterrorism 

in this context?  A couple of recommendations.  First and foremost, there needs to be an explicit 

rejection of the bartering of the rights of women to appease terrorist groups.  That is something 

that has occurred – we saw in the Swat Valley, for example, the handing over of control to the 

Taliban, knowing that under their interpretation of Shariah law women were going to bear the 

brunt of that – of that change in leadership.  And they very much did. 

 

That’s bad from a human rights perspective; it’s also really bad from a counterterrorism 

perspective.  That type of bartering, really, makes promises by the U.S. government of women’s 

equality, of women’s empowerment – as embodied in the National Action Plan very strongly – 

seem quite hollow to people on the ground.  It enhances a lot of risks of instrumentalization.  So 



again, very simply, we heard a lot from women’s groups on the ground, a concern about being 

used to counterterrorism – that their empowerment would only be valued to the extent it helped 

terrorism and countering violent – and countering terrorism.  And that’s just not helpful from a 

human rights perspective, of again, from a CT perspective. 

 

These are really key public-private partnerships.  Women are key allies.  But women are 

agents.  Women, you know, want their empowerment to be valued as a goal in and of itself and 

not purely as a CT or a counterterrorism agenda – and, again, bearing in mind here that the risks 

of backlash are incredibly acute when the gender equality agenda is aligned with a 

counterterrorism one.  As many of you know, having worked in these areas and worked on the 

ground, that women’s advocacy – and as we heard it very strong from Miki – that women’s 

advocacy is very often already maligned as foreign, Western, imported and so forth. 

 

Those dangers are amplified when women’s advocacy is purely aligned with a 

counterterrorism agenda. So I think we need to be very careful about how we talk about these 

things – again, from a human rights perspective, because women’s empowerment is a goal in and 

of itself.  But secondly, from a CT perspective, people are not going to buy it.  Women will not 

be involved in these activities if they feel they’re being used or endangered. 

 

Alongside of that is, sort of, to talk about the need to really take stock of and to take 

account of and take responsibility for the ways in which counterterrorism had undermined 

gender equality – very often completely inadvertently.  So I think there hasn’t been sufficient 

attention, and there should be more attention, to the ways in which, for example, gender-based 

violations in counterterrorism are used in terrorist recruitment – Abu Ghraib is a very obvious 

one – or ways in which, for example, the impacts of counterterrorism efforts on female family 

members creates opportunities for further radicalization in those families. 

 

When you have families that are suffering stigma and poverty and marginalization, when 

they lose a male breadwinner – whether it be through a drone strike, whether it be through 

detention and so forth – that’s an issue of – a human rights issue very much and also an issue of 

radicalization, too.  And we really need to kind of grapple with the gender impacts of these 

measures and to address them fully. 

 

A third recommendation, and it really goes to trying to ensure inclusive partnerships, is to 

really look at the ways in which antiterrorism financing laws have impacted women’s civil 

society.  And this is something that we, again, actually heard repeatedly in every workshop – and 

also again from a number of USG officials who were very concerned about this too – is the ways 

in which counterterrorism financing laws have been structured have actually weakened civil 

society and in particular women’s rights.   

 

Why?  That doesn’t sound right; that wouldn’t be the intended outcome of these policies.  

Very often, antiterrorism financing laws are really geared toward recognizing large organizations 

that have a track record, have a very public profile, that have – for example, you can do a Google 

search on and you can get their board of directors.  And you can feel safe that you’re giving 

money into a country where you’re giving it to a really well-known organization that has these 

kinds of things.   



 

Now, again, that profile doesn’t match the profile of women’s rights groups, right?  

Women’s rights groups are often small, they’re often new; they often can’t – by virtue of the 

dangers of their work – they can’t publicize their work.  So their public profile looks very 

different from their private track record, where for decades they’ve been working in the 

communities on these very issues, but can’t put up that on our website, can’t call the training 

human rights training for fear of creating more backlash. 

 

And so it’s a real disconnect between these ATF – antiterrorism financing rules and 

women’s civil society.  So if we want to talk about involving women in counterterrorism, we 

need to think about how some of the policies that we do have enabling that, or maybe 

circumscribing the ability to reach out to these groups.   

 

And so in that vein, you know, a recommendation would be to really think more about 

how to effectively engage women across the spectrum – not to engage women gatekeepers – 

which is again a very – which can – which can be something that can be very tempting when 

you’re working from – a situation from afar and so forth – but to really talk about women at the 

grassroots level, to talk about women who are in the communities and who are experiencing 

these issues on a day-to-day basis, and to really be guided by them as to what constitutes safe 

and meaningful participation. 

 

So one example is, you know, meeting women separately from men.  It’s a very basic 

one.  So if you are going to be talking to women in country about how to, you know, enhance 

counterterrorism efforts, how to prevent extremism, then do so in a way that is safe and 

protective.  Also, thinking more about – just being more strategic and more thoughtful about 

different kinds of contributions and support.  So in-kind assistance or working through third-

party intermediaries – just you know, again, recognizing and again being guided by local women 

as to what makes most sense for them in the particular context in question. 

 

Another thing that we heard a lot about on the – from our consultations was a real 

concern that very often local partnerships for countering violent extremism actually end up 

empowering groups that maybe inimical to the rights of women on the ground.  So put very 

bluntly, a partner on the ground who may be good for CT or CVE may not be good for women’s 

rights enjoyment – particularly in you’re looking at supporting credible voices in the community.  

And that has created a lot of concern on the ground about ways in which those groups are being 

empowered, are given the stamp of U.S. government approval – and in many ways acting 

contrary to women’s rights interests. 

 

So one recommendation that we put forward in the report – and actually, the U.K. 

government has recently implemented upon its Prevent review – is to actually vet partners to 

introduce explicit human rights criteria for vetting partners.  And I’ll give the language from the 

Prevent review in the U.K.:  “It’s been determined that public money will not be provided to 

extremist organizations who do not support the values of democracy, human rights, the rule of 

law and mutual respect and tolerance for different faith groups.”  And that’s a pretty basic 

recommendation, but one that would do a lot to ensure that women’s advocacy on the ground is 

not hindered by CT; is actually supported by it. 



 

I also want to echo a comment that Miki made about – really, in terms of integrating 

gender and counterterrorism.  Ensuring that you have gender-sensitive mechanisms to address 

terrorism, including prosecutorial assistants, women first responders is (sic) very key.  Very 

often, the first response to terrorism incidents are not equipped to address the gender needs of 

women victims of terrorism.  So it’s a very concrete and very important recommendation.   

 

I’ll end by noting one recommendation that, I think, you know, will be really key for 

integrating gender into CT work, is to really integrate gender into measuring.  So we haven’t 

talked a lot about it here in this panel, but that was definitely the recurrent concern of virtually 

every U.S. government official that I interviewed, and also in the U.K. as well, is how to 

measure the outcomes of counterterrorism?  How do we measure the inputs, outcomes and – 

sorry – inputs, outputs and outcomes?  How do we measure a negative?  How do we – you know, 

and so forth.   

 

And it’s a real – it’s a really legitimate concern.  And in – gender can really help with that 

process.  And to give an example.  In the current USAID policy on the role of development in 

countering violent extremism, they recognize that gender is really key in the inputs – you know, 

in understanding radicalization.  And they call for more work to be done on analyzing the very 

complex role that women play in driving radicalization – again, not assuming that women are 

benevolent voices, assuming that women can sometimes, and actually do actively encourage 

terrorism and are terrorists – are terrorists themselves.  And so really, that’s a call right there in 

the USAID document, a very strong and very important call to integrate gender into inputs. 

 

Another thing that we came across in our work was actually the importance of integrating 

gender into outputs of CT programmings – in particular through PACOM in their work in 

Mindanao and so forth in the Philippines.  They explicitly track, for example, gender in terms of 

who comes to their meetings and programs.  They do a role check on how many women turn up 

to these programs that are designed to, you know, sort of change the hearts and minds of the 

local community.   

 

And the reason they do that – and I’m going to quote, because I think it’s a very good 

example and a positive example of how to incorporate gender into CT in ways that are really 

quite simple but actually quite meaningful.  So going to PACOM:  “We track gender 

participation in activities and take notice when males or females attend our sessions out of 

proportion of normal population densities.  Misrepresentation of normal population densities 

indicates there is a level of mistrust with the U.S. or GPH – the government of the Philippines – 

forces.”   

 

So there’s a very strong recognition that gender – you know, if you integrate it into the 

input/output outcomes of CT measurement – can both highlight human rights impacts; but also, 

again, where things are falling on the counterterrorism front.  Thank you.  (Applause.) 

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Jayne, thank you very much.  You’ve certainly given us quite a lot 

to think about.  And as a U.S. government official, I think I have to say that – speaking 

personally or something along those lines.  But we appreciate all of your insights and particularly 



with respect to the unintended outcomes of policies that are designed for a particular purpose but 

may in fact have a – have a different result, or a result in one area that was – that was certainly 

not intended when it was set forward.  And you’ve put forth some very creative ways to think 

about as we go forward, some of these – some of these issues.  So thank you.  And thank you all 

for putting a number of very rich issues on the table.   

 

I – as I’ve moderated panels in the past, frequently will set aside a few questions for 

myself.  But as we’re running a little bit behind schedule and so much has been put on the table, 

I’m going to go right to the audience and ask for your questions in – wait, how much time do I 

have?  Ten – about 10 minutes?  Yeah, about 10 minutes, in that we’re running a little bit behind. 

We want to give you some time for coffee before you hear from our two keynote speakers.   

 

Let’s see, I haven’t been at CSIS in a while, so I’m – the rule are, I believe, identify 

yourself and your organization when you stand up and ask the question.  And we’d like you to 

stand up so we can all hear you.  Let’s start here in the center.  Do we have a microphone? 

 

Q:  Hello.  My name is Veronica (sp).  I’m with DHS.  My question’s mainly targeted to 

Heidi, but if someone else would like to chime in.  You’ve talked about women and sort of their 

reasons for becoming radicalized.  And I was wondering if you could take that a step further and 

maybe address some radicalization of Western women, particularly women who’ve been – 

who’ve converted, sort of what are the drivers behind that maybe.  Thank you.  

 

MS. PANETTA:  Yes, thanks for the question.  There have been a number of women, 

particularly from Europe.  One example I’m thinking of is Muriel Degauque who was a woman 

from Belgium who carried out a suicide attack in Iraq, representing the first Western female 

suicide attacker there.   

 

You’re right in that oftentimes they are – like Muriel began her life as a Christian, and 

then she converted to Islam.  And I think it’s – it may not necessarily be a Western versus non-

Western question or answer in that, you know, how people come radicalized.  They become – 

they – the extremist views, no matter what their religion or what their background is, permeates 

their thinking.  Whether they’re becoming – you know, we talk about a lot of this – self-

radicalization, whether people can become self-radicalized by viewing things on the Internet 

over and over again, you know, violent – scenes of violence or extremist messaging.  So we are 

seeing more of that – I think within in the West.   

 

And then I just – I don’t really think it’s – I mean, while they might have different 

experiences, I think the process of becoming radicalized, I guess, or – and then taking it a step 

further to mobilize to violence may not differ, you know, from someone who’s living in Pakistan 

or living in Sri Lanka.  (Off mic.)  

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  In the back here – in the – over here in the middle.   

 

Q:  Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.  My name is Rosemary Segero.  I’m the 

president for Hope for Tomorrow; I focus on women.  I come from Kenya.  When terrorism 

occurred in – when they bomb – the terrorist bombed the U.S. embassy in Nairobi, I was there; I 



saw what happened.  And if only women were involved that time, they – the embassy would 

have never been bombed.  I think I – (inaudible) – this way involving the women in terrorism 

because women – as he said, women know a lot and they hear a lot and they talk to each other a 

lot.  So if women are involved into fighting terrorism, this would be a better world.   

 

How can we as women – because all these women know and understand, and especially 

the civil society in the rural areas.  Now we are using cellphones for communication; women can 

know a lot and can report what is happening because women are the mothers of those people 

acting as terrorism.  They are the grandmothers, they are their sisters.  So women – the 

government should put more money into fighting terrorism using women like us and working 

with women, especially when it comes to cellphone translation, because they know something, 

they hear something.  If only women – the government was working with women in Kenya, the 

terrorism would have not been done, because women had heard all about what happened.   

 

So thank you so much for this wonderful event.  And how can we work with those that 

are involved to fight terrorism from Africa, from everywhere – terrorism is everywhere – and 

from our homes to the cities?  Thank you.   

 

MR. JACEVIC:  I’ll respond.  Thank you for the great endorsement.  What was a great 

example of Kenya is actually the second referendum that – and this is a problem with violence in 

general; when it doesn’t happen, it’s not news.  As Jayne said, how do we track a negative?   

 

So we had that original wave of horrible Kenyan violence at the rate that it could have 

been a genocide worse than Rwanda, frankly, and the prevention happened.  But the second 

wave, which never made it in the news August two years ago because it turned out peaceful, you 

know how it happened?  The women civil society organization mobilized.  How did they 

mobilize?  Using cellphones, texting.  And anytime in any community there was a sense of 

rioting, they would text each other and coordinate with the police.   

 

So to answer your question, there are three ways to help.  One is literally equipping these 

women’s organizations with as simple technology as cellphones, let alone Internet, computers 

and all that other stuff.  Second is equipping them with the tools and understanding of this 

concept so that the key issue we have – and Jayne alluded to that and certainly Claire has – is 

terminology.  How do we speak with each other?  We can’t be using the words counterviolence 

and counterterrorism when we go to Karachi.  Who is a terrorist?  Who is a freedom fighter?  

Who is blowing us up?  Who are we for?  Who are we against?  So when we speak and have 

these terms that they can only access on the website, and – it’s very hard.  So we need to be very 

cognizant of identifying what speaks to whom and to each other.   

 

The third is accessibility.  People, it takes me with an American password or with a 

Muslim Bosnian name – so maybe that’s my problem, but I can’t get rid of that – but even with 

the American passport, it takes me about two hours every time, even if I’m going to meet with 

the ambassador in the Pakistani embassy – U.S. embassy in Pakistan.  These women never get 

access.  I mean, you know, the women from Baluchistan, they don’t understand what we are 

talking about here.  And so without clarity and our ability to go to them, and that to them means 

just going to a restaurant.  They don’t have to go to (Qatar ?) or Peshawar.  But what we are 



lacking right now is really linking and being able – it is stunning to  me – I adore our USAID 

development colleagues, but even their monitoring and evaluation has to happen in a compound.  

It – I just don’t know how that can work.   

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Right here – gentleman.   

 

Q:  First – oh, sorry – first of all, this is an incredible panel.  I’m glad you all were able to 

pull this together.  One question that came up – and I’m interested particularly in the 

practitioners – is the role of is Islam in countering violent extremism and the role of Islam as an 

empowering force, particularly how you get the idea of Islam as empowering women, religious 

women empowering women for countering violent extremism and getting secular women’s 

groups to work together on countering violent extremism.  How do you deal with that?   

 

I mean, I see with Ms. Huckerby the whole thing on Western democracy, human rights, 

equal rights with – in a lot of these societies, even though they may agree with what Western 

feminists want, the idea of feminism is a – it’s a nasty word, has pejorative with the West.  So I 

guess, just sort of struggling with this, how do you incorporate Islam, religious women who see 

Islam as empowering and secular groups who see them as a threat – how do you get them to 

work together and make Islam a positive factor, which I think it has to be, in dealing with these 

violent extremists?  Thanks. 

 

MS. RUSSO:  I at least would like to respond at a very – like, a basic level.  You know, 

one of the things that became very evident in rural Afghanistan was that women had very little 

access to Quranic education.  Women’s definition of religion was what the men told them.  And 

the mullah in the local village was placed there by the Taliban.  I mean, systematically, like, 

hijacking Islam is something that has really, really enabled the Taliban to maintain its control 

over rural areas.   

 

So that’s one of the first things, I’d say, is that it’s something that needs to be addressed.  

I mean, it’s very – the American military is extremely uncomfortable with engaging Afghans on 

the value systems they purport.  And it’s a huge problem. I mean, the Quran burnings – it is 

absolutely tragic that at this stage in the game we had Americans burning Qurans.  But is – what 

is more tragic to me is that there was no discussion by the Americans of the fact that those 

Qurans were desecrated by Muslims before they were burned.  And so I would just say that we 

have a very hard time engaging Afghans on their own value systems, and that those value 

systems when – specifically when purported or maintained by women are, at least in my 

experience, getting closer into the cities and urban centers were, but much more true to the sort 

of definition of the Quran in terms of what those values were.   

 

The other thing I’d say is in research, it’s sort of come to light that there are some states 

that are starting to use women in issuing fatwas, training females.  And it’s hard to get a whole 

lot of information on these programs.  But Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Syria, I believe, Qatar, even 

potentially Dubai is starting to train females – I think there had been some training in Egypt as 

well – but training women and sort of authorizing women to become more involved in religion. 

And a lot of this is for some of these same reasons that we’re talking about at this table.   

 



And the final thing I’d say is dialogue.  I saw an amazing panel in New York City of 

women from the Muslim Brotherhood and women from totally, totally secular parties having a 

very heated discussion about what acceptance and what tolerance actually means.  And it’s the 

most functional discussion I’ve ever seen of people so diametrically opposed to each other in just 

sort of existence, but it was a functional dialogue about what tolerance meant.  And at the – you 

know, it’s – so it’s – it’s – it sort of spans a large – a large range of kind of action.  But I do think 

that it is critical and it’s something that, in my opinion, the Western world and specifically I can 

speak to the U.S., we are not very good at kind of engaging specifically on the values on this 

particular issue, I guess I would say.   

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  I am – let’s see, Jayne, that was directed to you, so I’m going to 

allow you to respond, and then I’m going to preview that I’m going to have to cut off questions 

at this point.   

 

MS. HUCKERBY:  I’ll be really quick.  I think what’s really telling, Claire, is all the 

examples that you gave where local efforts, they were efforts not directed by the U.S. 

government and I think that’s a really key thing here.  We actually talked to that exact issue in 

our workshops, about essentially the role of the U.S. government in looking at ways in – of 

encouraging women’s rights in the – (inaudible) – Islam.  And the answer was, you know, that 

something – for all the reasons I’ve mentioned already – backlash, endangerment, concern about 

the U.S. government being involved in sanctioning good or bad versions of their religion.  And 

so I think the key outcome from that and from what was heard is local initiatives are really the 

ways in which these questions should be addressed, not being imposed from afar at all.   

 

MS. WITKOWSKY:  Thank you.  And I’m going to ask everyone for a big round of 

applause for our speakers this morning.  (Applause.)  Thank you all.  I think there is some coffee 

waiting for you outside for a short break before our keynote speakers begin.   

 

(END)   

 

 

 


