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Following the terrorist strikes that shook the United States on September 11, 2001, 
the phenomenon of suicide attacks became a topic of particular interest to terrorism 
analysts, psychologists, government officials, and much of the general public in 
various regions of the world. Special attention has turned to the use of women 
as suicide attackers, as it appears to be a broadening trend among Chechen and 
Palestinian groups.1

Yet despite the media sensation that it created, the phenomenon of female 
suicide terror has not earned widespread attention in the academic literature, and 
to date only a handful of scholarly articles have been published on the subject. 
Most studies are oriented towards the issue of suicide terrorism in general and then 
concern themselves with particular interpretations that touch on religious, cultural, 
or psychological dimensions. In addition, the majority of academic approaches are 
derived from theories of collective violence in the field of political science, with 
others emerging from the disciplines of psychology, international relations, religion, 
and economics. Among this plethora of studies, a further methodological question 
can be put forward: What has criminology to offer in the study of terrorism? And 
beyond that, what about female suicide bombers is worth examining?

Criminology and the Study of Suicide Terrorism
Perhaps predictably, the fields of study that until now have dealt with terrorism have 
been largely confined to their own theoretical perspectives: political scientists focus 
particularly on the relationship between terrorism and the state, policy programs, and 
political institutions; international studies scholars investigate the subject in terms of 
the complicated interfaces between nations and other localities; and psychologists 
try to explain the inner world, thinking, and motivation of terrorism’s physical 
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actor. Moreover, suicide missions, like terrorism in general, have been discussed 
and analyzed as a mode of warfare, a method of struggle, a strategy of insurgency, 
and a form of political protest, with all these ever challenged by the same question 
of “terrorism or freedom fighting,” accompanied by the ongoing problem of what 
constitutes terrorism or what defines its absence.2

The semantic and political controversies aside, there is no question that the 
threat or use of murder, injury, or destruction are all crimes, committed to coerce 
the government or other target groups into conceding to the demands of the said 
terrorist(s). In particular, the suicide attack is a bloody and intensely violent act of 
homicide, often resulting in multiple fatalities and numerous injuries. Thus more 
than the source of tremendous horror, it is above all a crime. Yet few scholars3 have 
taken the issue of suicide terrorism to the fore of the criminological debate and they 
are indeed a minority within criminology’s limited contribution to the study of 
the general phenomenon of terrorism.4 This is surprising because the raison d’être 
of criminology is to address criminal behavior; breaking of laws has long been 
the central concern of criminology, and a suicide mission – even if not labeled as 
terrorism – is closely related to legal transgression.

Criminologists relate to the notion of a crime with reference to its legal context, 
that is, as a violation of a law, and eschew the non-technical, frequent usage of “crime” 
to mean any evil act. Here the advantage of criminology over other disciplines is 
that the controversial ethical dimension in terrorism’s ideological construction has 
little meaning whatsoever. A suicide attack as a method of intentional killing of 
others is legitimately researched in depth as homicide, overcoming arguments of a 
“just cause.” While terrorist organizations usually describe themselves as national 
liberation movements, fighters against social, economic, or religious oppression or a 
combination of these,5 the validity of their argument has little to do with their violent 
act.6 Some groups undoubtedly do fight for self-determination or national liberation, 
but not all resort to terrorism. Some groups are both terrorist and liberationist; some 
are either and some are neither. But what is important is whether their missions violate 
international law or the law of the territory where they operate and concentrate their 
activities. In such a case, regardless of any potential virtue or justification, they can 
be more than legitimately considered the object of criminological research.

Suicide bombings, apart from the particular national homicide law they violate 
(depending on where the attacks occur), also fall into the category of crimes against 
humanity. Although the definition of this term might differ slightly from treaty 
to treaty, all treaties condemn the deliberate, widespread, or systematic killing of 
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civilians by an organization or government.7 Unlike war crimes, crimes against 
humanity may be committed in times of peace or in periods of unrest that do not 
rise to the level of an armed conflict.8 The most recent definition of crimes against 
humanity is contained in the Rome Statute of the ICQ, which entered into force on 
July 1, 2002. The statute defines crimes against humanity as the “participation in and 
knowledge of a widespread or systematic attack against a civilian population,” and 
“the multiple commission of [such] acts…against any civilian population, pursuant 
to or in furtherance of a State or organizational policy to commit such attack.” The 
statute’s introduction defines “policy to commit such attack” to mean that the state 
or organization actively promoted or encouraged such attacks against a civilian 
population. The elements of the “crime against humanity of murder” require that: 
(1) “the perpetrator killed one or more persons” (2) “the conduct was committed as 
part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against a civilian population” and 
(3) “the perpetrator knew that the conduct was part of, or intended the conduct to be 
part of, a widespread or systematic attack against a civilian population.”9

The suicide mission, moreover, from a criminal law perspective, is a murder act 
with a particular mens rea: the willingness to kill combined with the willingness to 
die,10 with the latter expressed as the specific operational method to accomplish the 
first objective. We are actually dealing with a combined violent act, one of special 
characteristics. This is why the component element “suicide” may be misleading, 
because the main objective of the mission is not suicide but mass homicide, albeit 
carried out by means of self-destruction designed to inflict lethal harm on others.11 
The suicide terrorist actually becomes a human time bomb in order to hurt others and 
clearly needs to be distinguished from an ordinary person who entertains suicidal 
tendencies.12 For the suicide bomber, it is not the determination to kill him or herself, 
but rather the determination to kill the enemy that is the driving force.13

Female Suicide Terrorism
But what is so special and particular about women suicide bombers? Why should 
any research on suicide terrorism be focused on them? Apart from women’s seeming 
innocence and assumed aversion to violence – which are the key reasons terrorist 
groups use them in order to bypass security measures and easily avoid detection 
– from an operational point of view there doesn’t seem to be any other difference 
between female and male perpetrators. Irrespective of the perpetrator’s gender, the 
definition of a suicide attack remains the same: an “operational method in which the 
very act of the attack is dependent upon the death of the perpetrator. The terrorist is 



94    Maria Alvanou

fully aware that if she/he does not kill her/himself, the planned attack will not be 
implemented.”14

Still, there is an additional “bonus” of female suicide terrorism: many organizations 
deliberately recruit women for strategic purposes, because female suicide bombers 
receive even more media attention than their male equivalents. Women who kill 
or threaten to kill are “hot news.” It is a reaction that knows “no state or religious 
boundaries.”15 Their media shock value is a lot higher than that of men, and as research 
has shown, “public perceptions of the level of terrorism in the world appear to be 
determined not by the level of violence, but rather by the quality of the incidents, the 
location, and the degree of media coverage.”16 While generally with suicide attacks 
the terrorists put together an operational “package that is so spectacular, so violent, 
so compelling, that the [media,] acting as executives, supplying the cameras and the 
audience, cannot refuse the offer,”17 making the suicide bomber the ultimate victim 
of the act while claiming moral high ground,18 there is an additional value when the 
perpetrator is a woman. People around the world try to comprehend the motivations 
of such an act, and the underlying message is that the present environment these 
women lived in must have been so humiliating that death is preferable to life under 
such conditions,19 even for those creatures that are programmed by nature to breed 
and sustain life. The fact that the attacker was willing to cast her own life with those 
of her victims permits a sympathetic audience to balance out and “soften” the crime.20 
This position does indeed earn sympathy:21 suddenly the media finds superficial 
similarities between perpetrator and victim, implying some sort of commonality.22 
If “terrorism is theatre,”23 then the play particularly hits the box office when women 
are starring.

But criminology has more reasons to deal with women suicide terrorists than their 
great echo effect in the media. Criminology is an applied discipline that searches 
for the causes of crime in order to eradicate the problem. What is unique to it and 
indeed is its defining characteristic is the central question about the causes of crime 
and the ultimate focus on the offender, rather than on mechanisms of discipline and 
regulation that go beyond the limits of the field of crime. The actor, the offender, 
the criminal is the key in interpreting, analyzing, and ideally combating the crime. 
Gender and its social implications are an important factor of every person’s activity 
and as a result, also of the illegal actions attributed to a deviant person.

It is an established fact that males and females differ biologically and undergo 
diverse and different sociological influences too, such as gender-specific role 
playing that appears to be rooted within most families and societies. Though 
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quite provocative, the idea that “the enemy is within every woman, but is not her 
reproductive biology, rather it is the habit regarding it into which she has been led 
by centuries of male domination”24  is not that distant from reality.25 The unequal 
position of women in society due to social oppression and economic dependency 
on men and the state, especially in the environments where female suicide terrorism 
occurs, has to be examined. Feminist perspectives over the past thirty years have not 
only added some new topics under the criminological umbrella; they have challenged 
the theories, concepts, methods, and assumptions of most of the people already 
involved in the study of crime. Most theories of criminality have been developed 
from male subjects and validated on male subjects. While there is nothing inherently 
wrong with this methodology, the problem is that these theories have been extended 
generally to include all criminals, defendants, and prisoners. It was assumed that 
the theories would apply to women; yet most do not appear to do so because they 
do not consider the special circumstances of female reality. Social and economic 
conditions, environmental influences, cultural traditions, and physiological factors 
must all be taken into account when dealing with female criminality and female 
suicide terrorism.

The problem of suicide “martyrs” is particularly difficult to understand. The 
perpetrators are willing not merely to risk their lives, but to commit themselves to 
die for their cause. It is this apparent readiness to sacrifice oneself that makes the 
threat of suicide terrorism so large and so incomprehensible, as most of us cannot 
imagine ourselves committing any such act. Suicide bombings seem to epitomize 
the violence of irrationality. They are a form of an extraordinary self-immolation, 
an act that operates against the most basic of all human instincts, self-preservation. 
When women are involved, the issue becomes even more perplexing, especially 
when these women were brought up in a cultural environment that dictates their 
roles as mothers and submissive creatures. We are more used to mad, bad, ruthless, 
male terrorists, though their actions as suicide bombers defy our understanding; 
on the other hand, women exploding themselves totally destroy their traditional 
gender roles of nurturing caregivers.

There is a major question about the interpretation of female criminality, which 
doesn’t extend much beyond the early theories of the experts in delinquency.26 
In fact, we still tend to attribute female deviant behavior to particular biological 
or psychological traits and ignore interactioning and sociological parameters. A 
common image of the deviant woman as “non-woman” – masculine or unfeminine 
– is the most popular when discussing the feminine role in terrorism and political 
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deviance. The female terrorist, engaging in illegal activity, traditionally considered 
the domain of men, purportedly engages in this activity because she is in essence 
masculine and thus often portrayed as unisexed, unattractive, and unnatural. This is 
especially so when she does not engage in sidekick activity, but contributes actively 
and essentially to the terrorist group operations.27 Female terrorists have traditionally 
been described as cruel, crueler in fact than their male comrades.28 Even today, 
women are generally measured as deviant according to attitudes that derive largely 
from classical Greece, Rome, and medieval Europe, be they of pagan mythology or 
Judeo-Christian theology.29 The mega-proportioned violence of suicide attacks is a 
further challenge to break stereotypes and discover how given their boundaries, 
role, and function in society women can indeed commit the same criminal acts as 
men, even the most hideous ones.

Just as women’s roles in societies have customarily been distinguished from 
men’s roles,30 so too their roles in warring have also been clearly delineated with 
unmistakably demarcated boundaries. Society, through its body of rules and its 
numerous institutions, has conventionally dictated the female roles within the 
boundaries of militancy. Though nationalist movements invite women to participate, 
“on the other hand they reaffirm the boundaries of culturally acceptable feminine 
conduct and exert pressure on women to articulate their gender interests within 
the terms of reference set by nationalist discourse.”31 Assisting in subordinate roles 
has always been welcomed and encouraged, but actually active fighting in the war 
has not. Thus women have had to demand to be integrated in all aspects of war, 
including frontline fighting.32 In the context of wars and conflicts, women have 
tended to be classified within the single category “women and children,” as the 
vulnerable victims who suffer under violence with no means of defense. Yet women 
are not necessarily vulnerable and certainly have needs, experiences, and roles in 
war that differ from those of children.33 Furthermore, women have been and are 
actively engaged in many armed conflicts around the world, playing their own part 
in wars throughout history.34

So the question remains, what leads women to support and join violent 
organizations and commit atrocious acts? Paraphrasing Simone de Beauvoir, women 
suicide bombers are not born; they are made. Suicide terrorism is a social fact in the 
Durkheimian sense, and it ought to “be explained not as an individual psychological 
aberration but as the product of specific social conditions.”35 Rather than trying to 
figure out what kind of woman becomes a suicide bomber, it may be more useful 
to consider the factors that attract these people to this horror-spreading activity. 
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One can examine the processes by which a woman might be encouraged to fulfill a 
specific role. It is furthermore essential to link the female presence in terrorist groups 
to social developments of particular interest to women in the societies where the 
terrorist groups recruit and operate. Some groups espouse ideologies that inhibit 
women from joining them while others do not,36 and in some cases female suicide 
terrorism has not been welcomed by terrorist groups themselves.37

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict represents an opportunity and example to study 
female suicide terrorism in the context of an ongoing conflict and within the terms 
of a patriarchal society. Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip launched a 
campaign of suicide attacks as part of their operational tactics since 1993 and 
especially after the start of the al-Aqsa intifada in September 2000. The volume of 
terrorism perpetrated against Israel during the first two years of this intifada was 
unprecedented in the country’s history38 and was a seismic shock to most observers. 
After January 2002 with the self-detonation of Wafa Idris,39 Palestinian women have 
heightened their involvement in the conflict40 by joining the ranks of men who use 
themselves as human bombs and commit acts of suicide bombing. In the framework 
of the second intifada, women have proven to be a valuable and precious weapon 
in the fight against Israel. It is no exaggeration that they have become critical 
components of the new Palestinian human precision bomb41 that operates against 
the undeniable military supremacy of the Israelis. On the Palestinian streets suicide 
bombings carried out by women are deemed as a response weapon to the enemy’s 
structured armed forces: “The Israelis have women in their army. We do not have F-
16s, rockets or tanks. But these girls are our rockets. It’s OK for our girls to fight the 
Jews.”42 Though not necessarily with the conscious goal of breaking down gender 
roles, the female suicide bombers have nonetheless found themselves challenging 
traditional cultural standards of Palestinian society.43 Given the specific traits (social-
cultural-religious) of Palestinian society and the intensity of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, the question is what drives the female involvement in suicide attacks. How 
is it that Palestinian women, brought up and living in a patriarchal society with 
strong and growing Islamic influence and predetermined careers as mothers and 
breeders and who are minimally represented in “common” criminality, engage in 
this type of violent and deadly activity?

Conclusion
Aristotle argued over 2000 years ago that it was legitimate to resist tyranny, yet he 
provided no arguments as to which means were legitimate.44 Until today, although 
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we still cannot agree in defining legally what activity can be characterized as 
“terrorism,” we can all repeat the famous words, “I can’t define it but I know when 
I see it.”45 Most important, we all feel the need to explain it and finally combat it. Yet 
human bombs, this fashionable weapon of today’s terror campaigns, pose an extra 
difficulty, as they are perceived by many as most difficult to prevent and repel: how 
can someone actually stop and deter a person who is not afraid of giving up life? The 
appearance of women in this kind of murder activity has complicated the question, 
as their gender makes it quite difficult to detect let alone understand them, due to 
existing images and perceptions about the female role in society and crime.

Usually security services, policymakers, and analysts have little conceptual 
understanding of how the factors contributing to terrorism, as well as the various 
social parameters, actually affect the individual terrorist. Instead they seem to believe 
strongly that hard-line policies will prevent terrorism because terrorists want to 
avoid high costs. The prescriptions dictated by this approach are quite attractive, 
because they are conventional, compatible with the existing political doctrine, and 
relatively easy to implement. Few efforts have been made thus far to devise an 
analytical framework for understanding the processes and factors that underlie the 
development of the suicide bomber and the execution of suicide bombing attacks, 
and even fewer about the female actors. Yet to date the approach has contributed 
little in combating suicide terrorism, where the perpetrators clearly are oblivious to 
the physical cost of their actions. 

If multiple factors are likely to underlie any one observation,46 this undoubtedly 
applies to suicide terrorism, which is a complex phenomenon not caused by one 
single factor and not to be adequately explained by one overarching motivation. In 
order to understand it there is a need to appreciate the ethnic, religious, political, 
social, and economic context in which it takes place.47 If perceived as a crime, then 
any factor that affects or concerns the perpetrator also has to be analyzed in order to 
break down the pattern of deviance and deter it adequately. 

Gender is one of these crucial factors, so the female participation in suicide 
terrorism merits special research, since the cultural, social, and religious standards 
in the terrorism arenas put women in a very different position than that of men. They 
are “special” deviants, not because the operational method of their self-immolation 
differs from that of men, but because their womanhood plays a key role in the way the 
whole social environment influences them. It is the specific province of criminology, 
which involves studying the manifestations of crime and social control in relation to 
law as well as the conditions, processes, and implications at the societal level, that 
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contributes to identifying and analyzing female suicide attacks. Thus, criminology 
can offer valuable explanations to the formidable goals of counterterrorism, which 
in turn will be better able to try to combat or modify the special characteristics of this 
form of female criminal behavior.
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