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Introduction
In recent years, policymakers and practitioners have recognized that “hard” counterterrorism
measures alone cannot address terrorism, a threat that is increasingly diffuse and
unpredictable. Furthermore, these approaches ineffectively address the enabling
environment for violent extremism, such as the conditions, grievances, and ideologies that
may contribute to the violent radicalization and mobilization of individuals and groups. As a
result, the international community has moved from a reactive to a more proactive and
preventive approach that focuses on countering violent extremism (CVE). Unlike traditional
counterterrorism measures, which focus largely on law enforcement and military responses,
CVE programming spans a broad cross-section of policy domains and has increased the
range of actors involved to include those in development, conflict prevention and mitigation,
education, culture, and diplomacy. Moreover, unlike traditional security-centric responses,
practitioners have fostered a more bottom-up approach with a focus on the communities and
actors most directly affected by or engaged with extremist activities.
Consequently, there has been an increase in efforts to explore the roles of women in
terrorism and counterterrorism. Civil society organizations that work with women are often
an important source of resilience against violence and extremism. Although such civil
society organizations may not be working on counterterrorism issues, many of their
objectives and achievements, especially in the realms of development, education, civic
rights, and political activism, are being threatened by extremists. As a result, efforts to
continue fostering progress on these issues, although not labeled as CVE activities, can play
an important role in challenging, delegitimizing, and reducing support for extremist groups.
This multidimensional approach to terrorism is reflected in the UN General Assembly’s
2006 adoption of the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy, which urges
member states to address “conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism” through the
promotion of good governance, rule of law, and respect for human rights. Even traditionally
security-centric bodies such as the UN Security Council and the more recently established
Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF) have recognized the importance of human rights
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and the role of civil society in countering terrorism.1 The roles of women in addressing
conflict, violence, and extremism have been highlighted in a number of GCTF meetings and
workshops,2 and the European Union has considered women as a target audience and as
potential partners in its CVE and deradicalization efforts.3 Additionally, the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe has proposed a number of recommendations for states
and civil society to adopt in their efforts to address the roles of women in terrorism and
violent extremism.4
Within the United Nations, the roles of women in peace and conflict resolution have been
underscored through a number of tools and mechanisms, most notably through UN Security
Council Resolution 1325 and subsequent resolutions on women, peace, and security. This
gender dimension has been less visible in counterterrorism discussions to date, and there
have been few opportunities for counterterrorism practitioners and policymakers to directly
interact with civil society actors who are confronting these issues.5 Nevertheless, the recent
UN Secretary-General’s report on women and peace and security provides a specific “call
for action” on this front, stating that the Security Council should “include women, peace and
security issues in all thematic debates, such as those relating to terrorism, counter-terrorism
measures, transnational organized crime and conflict prevention and natural resources.”6
This point was further underscored by Resolution 2122, in which the council expressed its
intention to “increase its attention to women, peace and security issues in all relevant
thematic areas [including] threats to international peace and security caused by terrorist
acts.”7
To further explore the gender dimensions of CVE engagement, the Center on Global
Counterterrorism Cooperation (CGCC) and the Institute of South Asian Studies (ISAS) at
the National University of Singapore cohosted the workshop “Strengthening Community
Resilience Against Violent Extremism in South Asia: What Role for Women and Civil
Society?” in early fall 2013. The workshop, hosted with generous support from the
government of Norway, provided a platform for regional experts and practitioners from a
range of professional and national backgrounds to explore the gender dimension of the
drivers of violence and extremism in the region and the lessons from experiences in
addressing them. The workshop was part of a series undertaken by CGCC and ISAS to
explore the roles of experts and practitioners in strengthening regional security cooperation
in South Asia. The series complemented training for regional law enforcement officials,
1
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prosecutors, and judges in South Asia organized by CGCC and the UN Security Council
Counter-Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate.
Participants in the CGCC-ISAS workshop offered perspectives from the realms of
development, education, the rule of law, and conflict resolution and considered the
contribution of women’s roles in these areas to challenging violent extremist activities and
narratives. The discussions addressed the role that women sometimes play in supporting and
facilitating radicalization and violence and the programs that have reached out to them. The
notable achievements of women and civil society in South Asia were highlighted and
offered valuable lessons that may inform responses to violence and extremism in other parts
of the world confronting similar challenges. These lessons are particularly relevant as South
Asia has seen women occupy the highest political offices, such as the late Pakistani
politician Benazir Bhutto; former Indian prime minister Indira Ghandi; the current prime
minister and the opposition leader in Bangladesh, Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda Zia,
respectively; and former Sri Lankan president Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga,
whose mother, Sirimavo Bandarnaike, was the first elected female prime minister in 1960.
The discussions at the workshop were conducted with a view to considering the application
of the international framework for countering violent extremism and generated
recommendations and insights
for how the development of
policy and practice might be
informed by some of the
particular regional challenges in
South Asia as well as the
opportunities for engagement in
their own communities and
countries. This policy brief is
reflective of the discussions in
Singapore, as well as research
and discussions conducted by
Singapore workshop participants, September 2013
the authors.

Women, Conflict, and Terrorism
The detrimental impact of violence and conflict on development was underscored by the
World Bank’s World Development Report 2011 and in the post-2015 development agenda.8
According to the World Bank report, 1.5 billion people live in conflict-affected areas; it is
estimated that, by 2015, more than 50 percent of those in extreme poverty will reside in
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places affected by conflict and chronic violence.9 Furthermore, UN Security Council
Resolution 1325 noted that women and children account for the “vast majority” of those
adversely affected by armed conflict and are increasingly “targeted” by combatants and
armed elements.10 Within this conflict environment, women and girls are predominantly
affected by sexual violence.11 Women also suffer from other forms of violence during armed
conflict, including murder, sexual slavery, forced pregnancy, and forced sterilization.12 Yet,
women are not only victims of violence and conflict; they also play important roles in
international peace and security efforts, including conflict resolution and peace-building.
These roles have been underscored by the adoption of Resolution 1325 and subsequent
thematic resolutions on women, peace, and security. Nevertheless, the roles of women in
relation to terrorism and violent extremism have remained less explored by policymakers
and practitioners. This dearth of understanding is particularly notable as the impact of armed
conflict on women may be further exacerbated by terrorist and violent extremist groups
operating in conflict-affected areas, and vice versa.13
A closer understanding of the roles women play in relation to violence and conflict is critical
to the development of tailored strategies to strengthen resilience against violence and
extremism and support victims and survivors of terrorist attacks. As noted in the Strategy,
prolonged and unresolved conflict can be one of the conditions conducive to terrorism.
Moreover, grievances regarding weak governance, sociopolitical inequality, a lack of access
to justice, or the suppression of human rights can be drivers of political violence and create
an enabling environment for extremist and terrorist groups to drum up support and recruits
and impose their ideologies. Not only are they often victims of violence and extremism, but
women may also be active sympathizers and supporters of terrorist causes and violent
extremist ideologies or powerful preventers and agents of change.14 Studies suggest that
women are generally driven by many of the same factors that prompt men to become
terrorists.15 In many instances, however, women may be more vulnerable than men to being
coerced into supporting or perpetrating violence through physical and psychological
manipulation and intimidation, particularly in societies where they may have little recourse
to alternative mechanisms of empowerment or independence.16
Women’s participation in terrorism and violent extremism may be a deliberate choice
shaped by their personal convictions and experiences. Rather than preventing family
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members from engaging in
violence, they may push children
and family members to aspire to
martyrdom and support terrorist
organizations
through
such
activities
as
propaganda,
recruitment, and fundraising and
other forms of support. Like their
male counterparts, women can
also be drawn to participate in
terrorism to avenge a sense of
personal or familial dishonor.17
Singapore workshop participant, September 2013

Alternatively, women can be powerful preventers and participate in innovative efforts to
inform, shape, and implement policies and programs to reduce the appeal of violence and
extremism and mitigate the effects of terrorism on communities.18 In many communities,
women are traditionally well placed to shape familial and social norms and to promote
increased tolerance and nonviolent political and civic engagement. Groups such as Sisters
Against Violent Extremism (SAVE) are working closely with mothers and families to
empower them as parents and help in identifying early signs of grievances, anger, and
behaviors that might lead to radicalization.19
Women’s voices may be especially compelling when they speak out, either on their own
behalf or for family members and friends who are victims or survivors of terrorist attacks20
or as partners and family members of terrorists and fighters, by dispelling the notion that
fighting is “cool” and expressing the hardships such a life can impose on families and
communities. In several countries, such as Indonesia, Jordan, Spain, and the United States,
survivors and family members of victims have been speaking out to humanize the impact of
terrorism on families and communities. Of course, this role is not confined to female family
members. There have been also powerful appeals by men affected by terrorism, such as
Tahir Wadood Malik in Pakistan or Max Boon in Indonesia.21
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Violent Extremism in South Asia
South Asia is no stranger to the challenges of terrorism and violent extremism. Four out of
seven countries in the region rank within the top 10 in terms of the impact of terrorism; six
out of seven countries in the region rank within the top 40. Groups have been perpetrating
violence under the banner of a range of ideological, religious, or ethno-nationalist causes,
such as the Maoists in Nepal and India, the Taliban in Pakistan and Afghanistan, the
Khalistan movement in India, and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri
Lanka. Islamist groups in Bangladesh have fostered violence and extremism, and Buddhist
extremism in Myanmar has surged, which is affecting the Rohingya Muslim population on
the region’s borders.22 Additionally, the region confronts a complex host of developmental
challenges, including poverty, inequality, and gender-based violence, and countries lie on a
spectrum of political stability ranging from postconflict zones to established democracies.
Moreover, the endeavor of state-building continues in the region, with many countries and
communities still grappling with the sociopolitical repercussions of colonialism and
governments struggling to meet the increasing expectations of their citizens with limited
resources. Such grievances and conditions, in combination with the incidence of
confrontational and violent politics and proxy wars in many countries, may create an
enabling environment for extremist groups.
Despite this difficult environment, the region boasts a vibrant civil society; and women in
South Asia have made notable progress in a number of areas, including education, poverty
eradication, social and political mobilization, and maternal health, with support from civil
society and international donors and organizations such as the United Nations and World
Bank.23 In Bangladesh, for example, infant mortality rates have been more than halved due
primarily to adult female schooling and delayed childbearing among women.24 The growth
of the textile industry and introduction of microcredit has expanded economic opportunities
for many women in the country.25 Underscoring the linkages among women, education, and
development, research has shown that a mother’s education is critical to child survival and
that women are more likely than men to invest in family well-being.26
Yet, these gains and any further improvement in the lives of women may be at risk due to
extremist groups in South Asia. These effects could be seen with attacks on girls’

22
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education,27 a problem powerfully highlighted by Malala Yousafzai in her speech at the
United Nations calling for universal access to education.28 Extremists have perpetrated acts
of violence and disseminated threats to the personal security of women in an effort to limit
their participation in the public sphere.29 Moreover, there are concerns that religious groups
favoring more-rigid cultural and religious practices will roll back gains made by women,
especially with regard to health and education.30

The Security‐Development Challenge
A serious chasm between development and security practitioners remains that inhibits the
exchange of knowledge and an integrated approach to the development of policies and
programs. This wariness stems largely from political sensitivities regarding the definition of
and legal response to terrorism, persistent organizational cultures in which the two remain
wary of one another, and limited opportunities to bridge the divide, as well as concerns
regarding the safety of personnel identified as counterterrorism practitioners. Many law
enforcement and security officials continue to view counterterrorism through the lens of
interdiction, with a focus on intelligence, interrogation, and kinetic operations, many of
which have constrained the space for civil society and threatened their operations. Anti–
money laundering regimes and cumbersome regulations to counter the financing of
terrorism have posed an administrative burden on civil society groups, many of which may
be small, informal organizations without the technical capacity to meet such legislative
demands, and forced them to limit or close operations.31 In South Asia in particular, the
wariness of the practice by colonial powers of applying the label of terrorism to proindependence actors is reflected in skepticism regarding the application of the term,
especially by Western powers, a dynamic underscored by the “global war on terror”
terminology. Moreover, there are concerns that association with counterterrorism activities
will endanger field staff and operations and relationships with key stakeholders.32
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The division between security and development practitioners poses a challenge for many
governments and international organizations, whose practitioners and policymakers are
frequently divided on these issues. Bureaucratic silos and lack of a shared understanding of
these concepts inhibits opportunities to develop more-integrated and -responsive
programming.
Moreover, the divide reflects variances in the prioritization of countering violent extremism
by local, regional, and international partners. The considerable development challenges have
led to clear policy priorities focusing on development, and grievances about violence are
framed more often by experiences of political, communal, or sectarian tensions. Ongoing
conflicts such as those between India and Pakistan over Kashmir, in Afghanistan, and within
Sri Lanka, for example, have placed a much heavier emphasis on security or insecurity
derived from relationships with the state or regional powers than on the actions of terrorist
groups. At the same time, violent extremism has exacerbated or compounded these
dynamics, and the increase in sectarian and intercommunal violence has been greatly
attributed to the ideologies and campaigns of extremist groups.
The complex and diffuse nature of evolving security challenges such as terrorism, organized
crime, and illicit trafficking means that CVE policies and programming present new
opportunities for engagement on such issues. Violent extremism need not be associated only
with terrorism but can and has often contributed to drivers of political violence, sectarian
tensions, and insecurity and inhibited or constrained development efforts. Although the
terms “countering violent extremism” and “terrorism prevention” are often used
interchangeably, the former can be more closely associated with efforts to prevent and
resolve conflict, mitigate drivers of instability and insecurity, and foster intercommunal
dialogue. Given the CVE focus on the prevention of violent extremism, challenging
extremist narratives and addressing underlying grievances, there is much scope for overlap
with development, education, and human rights programming without any of these
necessarily being undertaken for specific CVE objectives.

Women and Perpetrators and Supporters
There is a tendency in policy circles to presume an exclusively preventive role for women
with regard to violent extremism. In South Asia, however, as in other regions, women have
supported and perpetrated acts of violence and terrorism. In Sri Lanka, the all-female branch
of the LTTE, known as the Freedom Birds, was involved in the assassination of former
Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in 1991. The assassination attempt was plotted by a
female deputy head, Akhila (aliases Somasekaram Satyadevi, Sakthi, and Akilakka), of the
LTTE intelligence wing and executed by a young woman called Dhanu of the Black Tigers,
an elite all-female commando unit within the LTTE.33 The Black Tigers also planned and
33

Margaret Gonzalez-Perez, “From Freedom Birds to Water Buffaloes: Women Terrorists in Asia,” in Female
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carried out assassination plots against a number of public figures from 1991 to 2004.34 Yet,
women were not initially accepted into the LTTE; they had to prove their capabilities by
committing ferocious attacks to gain prominence within the organization and achieve similar
ranking as their male counterparts.35
Even in conservative, religiously inspired groups such as those associated with al-Qaida,
women have been gaining increasing attention in most cases as ideologues and supporters
rather than as combatants, although that may change. Recognizing these roles and the
prospect of recruiting educated and politically engaged young women, al-Qaida has
appealed directly to women through online magazines that call on women to support male
jihadists and to raise their children to believe in an extremist ideology.36 More recently,
reports alleged that Samantha Lewthwaite, the wife of one of the attackers in the 7 July 2007
London bombings and known as the “White Widow,” was been involved in a number of
attacks sanctioned by al-Qaida.37
The prospect of escaping societal and cultural restrictions, particularly in South Asia, is
among the motivators that lead women to join or support terrorist organizations and
paramilitary groups. For example, the LTTE promised “radical transformation of women’s
lives and social attitudes towards
women”;38 the Indian Naxalites,
owing to their egalitarian ideology,
offered a way of escaping caste
and gender divisions; and the
People’s Liberation Army of
Nepal was notable for being
composed of nearly 30–50 percent
women and espousing equal rights
for women as one of its goals.39
Material and financial burdens
associated with tradition, such as
dowry payments, which were
suspended for female members of
some terrorist groups, offered
Singapore workshop participants, September 2013
powerful incentives for women to

183–200. A Singapore workshop participant noted that titles were given to LTTE members not based on training or
qualifications, but as rewards for violent acts and that the higher-profile attacks were rewarded with higher titles.
For these reasons, it was argued that using the titles given by the organization—in the case of Akhila, “Lieutenant
Colonel”—was a means of legitimizing their actions and risked increasing their appeal to others. Singapore
workshop participant, September 2013.
34
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join such groups and were powerful disincentives for demobilization and reintegration in
some instances.40 As a workshop participant noted, such groups were not truly egalitarian
but rather utilitarian, realizing that the inclusion of women was more of a tactical move than
a strategy aimed at truly mainstreaming any kind of equality.
In some cases, militant groups are able to recruit and retain women in their organizations or
at least garner support and sympathy because they are embedded within a particular
community. For example, the Naxalites are largely concentrated in extremely poor areas and
have created a Compact Revolutionary Zone (CRZ) where they provide public services,
such as roads, schools, and clinics, to the local population.41 Women in the CRZ are
particularly supportive because these programs ease their social burdens and ensure safety
for themselves and their families. For some children in Sri Lanka, the LTTE was so
embedded within certain communities that the only exit strategy was suicide.42 In some
instances, women would pressure their children and family members to join or stay in the
organization, which may be a result of their commitment to the cause or out of fear of being
ostracized by the other supporters in the community.43 In other instances, a “culture of
violence” may be supported, implicitly or explicitly, by a “culture of silence,” whereby
people and communities not inherently violent may hold very deep convictions that allow
violent groups to find inroads and flourish within those societies.44

Mitigating Violence and Extremism
The experiences of women in addressing violence in South Asia offer CVE practitioners and
policymakers a valuable body of knowledge and expertise in the prevention of conflict and
extremism. Numerous programs and projects have been established by a variety of different
actors across the development and security spectrum to address the development, economic,
and sociopolitical challenges facing the region. Some of these have been developed to
address CVE concerns specifically; others are relevant to CVE efforts in that they are
focused on mitigating potential drivers of violent extremism, which can include one or more
of the following: (1) denial of basic political rights and civil liberties, (2) gross violations of
human rights and government repression, (3) widespread corruption and perceived impunity
for elites, (4) poorly governed areas, (5) protracted violent conflicts, (6) perceptions of
governments as illegitimate, and (7) previous support to violent extremist groups to serve
national strategic interests.45
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Community Engagement

Women’s organizations are usually at the forefront of efforts to mitigate conflict and
violence and are potentially able to achieve great success owing to their direct engagement
with local communities. For example, noting that mothers are often in a unique position to
identify early signs of violent behavior and intervene but in many countries do not feel
empowered to do so, a number of initiatives focusing on the roles of mothers have been
established by SAVE in countries as far apart as India, Ireland, Nigeria, Pakistan, and
Yemen. These include Mothers MOVE! (Mothers Opposed to Violent Extremism) and
Mothers Schools.46 Through Mothers Schools, which arose following community
consultations in Tajikistan and drew on research and activities across the globe, SAVE
encourages family members, especially mothers, to safeguard their families against violent
extremism. SAVE provides the training and materials for local partners to run home-based
workshops in communities at risk and help mothers through sensitization and skills training
for a period of six months.47 These provide a space for mothers to discuss common issues,
particularly regarding radicalization and violent extremism, and offer opportunities for
income generation.
Community radio stations also provide a valuable conduit for community engagement. For
example, in India, Radio Mewat was created in a socially and educationally underdeveloped
community with the aim of providing a platform for marginalized voices in the community
and a space where sensitive and community-relevant issues can be discussed.48 The radio
station utilizes all sections of society in developing its content, and three-quarters of its
fulltime reporters are from the local community. Not only has the radio station been
successful in improving the relationship between the local community and the
administration, it was instrumental in reviving lost cultural and oral traditions common to
the area.49 These local initiatives contribute to CVE efforts because they provide positive
outlets for people to voice concerns rather than turn to violence and offer a chance for
communities to engage with local and provincial governments to address underlying
grievances.
Other community engagement programs in South Asia focus on women’s empowerment,
which is an important aspect of CVE initiatives as it provides traditionally marginalized
women with the agency to create positive change within their communities. In Nepal,
DidiBahini works at the grassroots level to ensure gender mainstreaming in the development
process and enhance women’s problem-solving skills, through arbitration and different
forms of dispute settlements, for example.50 Other skills-building or income-generating
programs help to empower women by providing them with direct financial assistance,
microcredit loans, and vocational skills training. For example, Women for Women

increases a country’s propensity to produce terrorism.” It adds that if low-, middle-, and high-income countries are
considered together, per capita income does not correlate with terrorism, “but if low-income countries are examined
by themselves … increases in per capita income diminish vulnerability to terrorism.” Consequently, in the long run,
economic development can contribute to reducing the appeal of terrorism.
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International developed a one-year, needs-specific vocational training program in
Afghanistan that included courses in gem-cutting and managing poultry and vegetable
greenhouses.51

Strategic Communication and Media Campaigns

The vibrant media throughout South Asia offers a number of important channels through
which to challenge and counter the messages4 of extremist groups and reduce their appeal,
although these also could be used to incite and support violence. For example, shows
offering powerful female role models, such as “Burqa Avenger” in Pakistan, promote the
role of education and highlight the negative impact of extremism on national development
efforts.52 “Meena,” a nine-year-old South Asian cartoon character, was created by the UN
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) to raise awareness about education, health, and gender
equality.53 Other media campaigns that contribute to challenging extremist ideas and groups
include call-in radio programs and events with cultural, religious, and local authorities who
provide powerful counternarratives to extremist groups. The media can also be used to
highlight the devastating impact of terrorism and violent extremism on families, women, and
children in the very communities or countries terrorist groups purport to be defending. Other
initiatives include training women and youth in rural areas to become community reporters,
with the goal of developing their professional skills and empowering them and contributing
to more-balanced reporting that shies away from incitement or sensationalization.
In remote areas less accessible for development programs and practitioners, the media could
fulfill a number of roles involving education, entertainment, advocacy, and the promotion of
cultural identity. In rural Afghanistan, radio programming is one of the most effective ways
of reaching isolated populations, and many radio shows feature a range of problem-solving
and conflict-resolution skills. A popular radio drama, which reaches almost 40 percent of
Afghan adults, covers topics such as women’s rights, civic education, and conflict
mitigation. The show had such a powerful impact that a Taliban leader “released a decree
giving widows more rights after an episode of the program was aired,” suggesting a causal
relationship between the two events.54
The professional media community plays a critical role in shaping perceptions through its
reporting or programming. Just as it is a valuable tool for countering violent extremism, the
media could provide the space for and even promote incitement and inflammatory
narratives. This has led to initiatives that work with the media to develop enhanced reporting
standards and voluntary codes of conduct. In instances where traditional media may be
censored, alternative forms of messaging has flourished. For example, Sri Lanka has
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witnessed an increase in the use of social media, text messages, community radio, citizen
journalism, and blogs as an alternative to mainstream media.55

Rehabilitation and Peace-Building

Supporting rehabilitation and peace-building initiatives are particularly important because
women are able to bring a unique perspective to the table and could offer valuable insights
on reintegrating male and female fighters into society. Rehabilitation centers in Sri Lanka
developed interschool harmony projects to increase cultural learning and critical thinking
skills. Art and cultural shows, such as fusion dancing and dramas, were used to highlight the
impact of violent extremism on all aspects of society.56 In reintegrating women fighters, the
rehabilitation center tries to reestablish family and cultural connections, as these were cut off
during their indoctrination into the LTTE. Other organizations in South Asia focus
specifically on including women in peace initiatives and integrating a gender perspective in
peace processes. Such organizations include, in Sri Lanka, the Women and Media
Collective;57 the Afghanistan Justice Organization;58 and in India, Women in Security,
Conflict Management and Peace.59

Recommendations
As international actors continue to bridge the divide between development and security,
particularly in light of the post-2015 development agenda that formally recognizes that
conflict creates significant impediments to development, the creation of tailored and
effective CVE programming will need to focus on bringing together practitioners from
across the spectrum and on enhancing existing programs and developing new initiatives
where necessary. The ideas below, many of which were drawn from the discussions in
Singapore, suggest ways in which local, national, regional, and international partners could
support governments, civil society, and other stakeholders in empowering and supporting
women in their efforts to address violent extremism and develop tailored prevention
strategies that address the roles of women as perpetrators.
Increase regional collaboration and consistent platforms for cooperation on CVE
issues

To build capacities of civil society organizations to deal with emerging transnational threats,
there is a need for an increase in the number and variety of platforms for cooperating and
sharing experiences, knowledge, and good practices from different countries and regions. It
would be helpful for civil society organizations, particularly those that work primarily with
55
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women and focus on development, rule of law, conflict resolution, and peace-building
issues, to learn about and from each other’s work and develop ideas on how their efforts
could play a role in countering violent extremism. In this regard, the creation of an annual
conference or yearly publication that gathers and highlights best practices might allow for
greater coordination and promotion of CVE efforts with a gender perspective.
Develop CVE training and awareness programs

The CVE concept remains little understood and often misunderstood by many within civil
society, due in part to the wariness around hard counterterrorism measures such as the use of
intelligence, law enforcement, and defense forces. Nevertheless, raising awareness about
countering violent extremism could create support from communities and civil society
organizations that have been hesitant to cooperate with counterterrorism bodies in the past.
This is particularly important because narrowly conceptualized counterterrorism policies
may lead to negative and unintended consequences for women and women’s groups.
Developing a series of forums through live call-in radio or television programs, for example,
could provide awareness around CVE-related issues. These programs could give a voice to
the marginalized and provide a platform for them to raise concerns regarding violence and
extremism within their homes or communities.
Support and facilitate female education opportunities

Education plays a powerful role in preventing violence and extremism. Governments and
donors could ensure a gender dimension in the development of curricula and facilitate
opportunities for dialogue and exchanges among women and girls from different countries
in the region so that they can share experiences and build relationships. These exchanges
could offer young women positive role models and encourage them to become role models
for other girls in their communities. Unduly focusing on female education, however, may
cause boys’ education to suffer and could risk them becoming even more vulnerable to
recruitment into violent extremist groups, so it is important to ensure that families and
communities are part of the discussions regarding education and countering violent
extremism.
Deepen gender perspectives in law enforcement and peace-building efforts and
facilitate female practitioner networks

Integrating a gender perspective in law enforcement and peace-building efforts can
contribute to the recruitment, training, and retention of female officers and women
peacekeepers.60 This has proven to be important not only from a rights-based perspective but
from an operational standpoint, with many practitioners underscoring the positive
operational effects of having more women in frontline law enforcement roles.61 Further
efforts should be made to offer gender training to law enforcement officials, including
60
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military, police, and, particularly in the case of South Asia, which hosts the top UN troopcontributing countries, peacekeepers. Additionally, training efforts could be directed at
female practitioners following a needs assessment to explore whether particular capacitydevelopment programs may be helpful to them.
The role of women as preventers of violence and extremism could be inhibited if they are
not sufficiently educated and trained on CVE issues. Facilitating female practitioner
networks would help them to develop the skills necessary to recognize early-warning signs
of radicalization and respond effectively to violence and extremism. Connecting civil
society organizations that work with women who are involved in preventing conflict and
violence, such as women in peace-building or law enforcement, could enhance their
capacities and provide a valuable platform for the exchange of ideas, experiences, and
knowledge. Additionally, media outlets could foster diversity in the workplace to ensure
multiple perspectives are available in the development of content, ensuring that women have
opportunities to have their voices heard.

Support initiatives that empower women and develop networks to assist in social,
personal, and professional development

Donors and relevant stakeholders could support the many ongoing programs that serve to
empower women across South Asia. For example, the Mothers Schools initiative would be a
valuable project to replicate in other countries and regions, and the content could be targeted
to specific audiences. Other programs include community-based CVE initiatives that work
to build linkages and networks among women’s groups and female religious leaders.
Supporting these and similar initiatives could encourage women to take leadership roles
within their communities and enable them to be effective preventers of violence and
extremism.

Include families and communities in CVE efforts

Although the role of mothers was highlighted as unique, efforts focusing on mothers risk
marginalizing fathers and siblings who can also play a powerful role in radicalizing youth or
countering violent extremism. It was therefore suggested that programs be developed to
include fathers and community members who are important actors in creating enabling
environments for CVE efforts and shaping values and opportunities for youths who may
otherwise be vulnerable to recruitment by extremist groups.

Conclusion
Violence and extremism pose a significant threat to the hard-won achievements of women in
South Asia. These threats could be further exacerbated by a lack of progress in areas such as
education, health care, economic well-being, and social and political mobilization, as these
conditions are conducive to violent extremism and could create opportunities for extremist
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groups to increase recruitment. Efforts to prevent and respond to violent extremism and
terrorism must be informed by these dynamics and help to empower youths, families, and
communities to strengthen resilience against violence. There is no shortage of women’s
activism in South Asia, be it in development, conflict mitigation, or peace-building, and
these efforts could be further strengthened to challenge violent extremists and their
narratives. These efforts may not and should not carry the “CVE” label, but they
demonstrate the valuable roles women can play in CVE efforts.

Singapore workshop participants, September 2013

16

CGCC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan policy institute dedicated to strengthening international
counterterrorism cooperation.

It works to improve counterterrorism cooperation and

capacity through collaborative research and policy analysis and by providing practical
advice. CGCC is working to improve intergovernmental cooperation at the global, regional,
and subregional levels; support community-led efforts to counter violent extremism;
ensure respect for human rights and the rule of law; and empower civil society and victims
of terrorism to speak out.
To learn more about our work and access our publications, visit www.globalct.org

CGCC is a project of the
Fourth Freedom Forum.

www.globalct.org
www.fourthfreedomforum.org

