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Abstract: It has long been the assumption that radicalisation and subsequent violent 
activity emanating from a terrorist group was predominantly from the male protagonists. 
Indeed, societal opinion and cultural bias asserts women involved in such activity have 
either been coaxed or hoodwinked by male predators, or that they are mentally or physically 
unwell and thus unable to make intellectual informed decisions; equally their involvement is 
peripheral. In 2015, three London school girls left the UK to join ISIS. Headlines then portrayed 
three innocent girls, lured, groomed and/or brain washed by an insidious organisation. 
The paper will focus on the increase of UK females radicalised by ISIS, who subsequently 
voluntarily travel to the Islamic State, examining the factors which made these women 
become more susceptible. It will offer that ‘some’ women, who are radicalised can pose a 
threat to domestic security, needing greater attention from the UK Government, Security 
Services and Partners Across Government to understand the impact gender has on security 
to ensure preventative strategies and policies are considered through a gendered lens. 
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Introduction

Islamist radicalisation has been at the forefront of the Western security agenda since the 
aftermath of 9th September 2001 (9/11) terrorist attack in the U.S., and the emergence 

of the term ‘radicalisation’ has shaped the actions of governments, practitioners, and 
scholars alike to understand and combat terrorism.1 As such, it has become core policy 
and central to terrorism studies and counter-terrorism policymaking. The consequences 
of radicalisation and the existential threat posed by those who would carry out acts of 
terror is well documented and indeed much of the literature and research discourse 
within terrorism studies focuses on the subject. However, the link between female Islamist 
radicalisation and domestic security is not as apparent as much of the literature is centred 
on violent radicalisation and acts carried out by men rather than women. In addition, 
academic literature, governmental policies and strategies, and government security 
enforcement agencies all focus on preventative measures that have been written largely 
by men for men, and therefore are ‘gender-blind’2 which has serious implications when 
implementing counterterrorism, deradicalisation, and re-integration programs. 

This research project will examine the link by focusing on the rise of UK females radicalised 
by Islamic State (IS) in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the potential implications for UK domestic 
security. The paper has two main objectives: 1) to critically analyse the contributing factors 
why ISIS was able to recruit UK females to its ideology and to highlight the primary reasons 
why these women were more susceptible to radicalisation; 2) to assess the potential impact 
to UK domestic security as women radicalised by ISIS integrate back into society by examining 
the current preventative measures and deradicalisation programs. This paper will begin with 
setting out the parameters of the research by outlining the methodological approaches used 
and the theoretical framework that has formed the foundations of the project. Throughout the
paper the term female radicalisation, radicalisation and Islamist radicalisation will be used 
interchangeably, and IS, ISIS, Da’esh and Caliphate will be used in the same manner and will 
have the same meaning, but the focus will only be on the period 2014-2018 when the group 
was most active and in conflict with Western Forces. However, it must be noted that the group 
remains an active terrorist organisation with an online presence capable of radicalising states’   
citizens across the globe, including those from the UK. 

This paper will only focus on Islamist radicalisation and not violent extremism, and it is 
primarily centred on examining the non-violent political motivations which made up the 
larger percentage of UK females who joined ISIS but acknowledges that a smaller percentage 
did want to bear arms and fight. The final point to note is that when defining UK domestic 
security, due to the classification of this paper, detailed counter-terrorism strategies and 
policies adopted by the security services cannot be included and instead the UK Government 
websites and online definitions in the public domain will be used when citing and referencing 
current preventative and deradicalisation initiatives. For the purposes of this research paper 
both Prevent and Channel will be referenced interchangeably as both are intended to tackle 
radicalisation in all communities, regardless of the ideology behind the radicalisation; however, 
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they are also different because one is only referred to Channel if, and only if, they are identified 
or flagged at various stages during Prevent.

This paper will conclude that the increase of UK females radicalised by ISIS does have 
implications for domestic security, as many of those women who travelled to IS witnessed 
terrorist attacks, potentially helped to plan attacks or condoned atrocities, committed acts 
of violence, or were directly involved in the establishment of the Caliphate by supporting its 
fighters, bearing their children, and lastly promoting the ideology’s narrative and therefore 
hold the same extremist beliefs as the men in the group. Similarly, some women actively 
recruited other women online, promulgated ISIS’ narrative across social media and were 
crucial players in the radicalisation of UK females. Whilst many of these women did not carry 
out a violent act or attack themselves, they did carry out key roles which gave the caliphate 
state-like properties, along with strength and power, and undoubtedly helped the ideology 
grow on a global scale. Further, for the most part these women were not victims or forced 
to travel, and academic research to date highlights that the vast majority voluntarily left to 
join a terrorist organisation who were fighting against Western democracy and international 
rules-based order in the name of religion, and therefore like their male counterparts they pose 
a threat to UK domestic security.

Despite the current measures in place to tackle radicalisation – Prevent and Channel - this paper
will contend that greater focus must be given to the gendered lens of security if the UK 
Security Services and Partners Across Government (PAG) are to adequately support those 
females radicalised by ISIS through the de-radicalised programmes, the judiciary process, and 
subsequent reintegration into society. This latter point is key if the UK Government and security 
agencies hope to prevent further radicalisation in our communities when these women return 
from Iraq, Syria, or refugee camps, or are released from prison. Therefore, the part the UK 
Government, media, and social media plays in its narrative to society by rebranding the ‘them 
vs Islam’ segregation over the past 10 years is crucial to prevent the ‘ISIS effect’ reoccurring 
should another ideology offer young people the same opportunities. Ultimately, the roles 
women play in an ideology, a radical or terrorist group must be reframed in security literature, 
polices and military doctrine to appropriately assess risk through a gendered lens to mitigate 
against any potential threat to UK domestic security. 

Research Framework
Whilst the research approach is qualitative drawing on existing literature from the field of 
terrorism studies, the analysis does include the expert views of two leading scholars who 
have both published work in terrorism and radicalisation, with specific focus on the gendered 
lens. The primary aim of this research is to answer a defined question by exploring if there is 
a potential connection between the rise of female radicalisation in the UK and an increased 
threat to domestic security. By using a methodical framework and theoretical ideas from 
Identity Crisis Theory, Hyper-Masculinity Theory and Hyper-Femininity theory a positive 
research approach will be used to ‘describe, understand and explain the links between 
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empirical phenomena, and the potential relationships between the theoretical concepts and 
the empirical facts’ 3 which are required to test the hypothesis. Further, the research will share 
some of the views of Dr. Katherine Brown and Dr. Joana Cook from the expert interviews 
which will be used to fill gaps in existing International Relations and feminist theory literature 
on the potential connections between gender and security, and the implications for UK 
domestic security. 

To ensure the research has originality and validity, both ontological and epistemological 
views have been considered and balanced by the input from expert interviews to ensure the 
research and information has been interpreted with neutrality.4 The most relevant paradigm 
for this research is constructivism based on the fact there is no single truth or reality as distilled 
by Lincoln and Guba (The constructivist Credo 2008) ‘constructivism is defined in such a general 
way that it can relate to a wider range of sociological theories.’ 5 Indeed, within the academic 
field there is very limited quantitative statistics and research discourse about female Islamist 
radicalisation, specifically in relation to how many UK females joined ISIS and the implications 
for domestic security. Therefore, this paper aims to draw on both the extensive academic 
literature and content from the elite interviews and explore theoretical frameworks to test 
hypothesis whilst acknowledging that there are vast and differing opinions rather 
than truths. 

Section 1
Defining Terms

This section will define the key terms in the research question: Radicalisation and UK 
Domestic Security. 

Radicalisation 
Radicalisation and its concept have gained increased popularity since 2004 after bomb attacks 
in Madrid and London and it has become central to terrorism studies and counter-terrorism 
policy making.6 As U.S. and European governments focused on ‘home-grown’ Islamist political 
violence and coined the term ‘violent radicalisation’ it has featured in much academic literature 
and discussion and become a ‘political shibboleth.’ 7 Kundnani (2012) comments:

‘The introduction of policies designed to ‘counter-radicalise’ has been accompanied 
by the emergence of a government-funded industry of advisers, analysts, scholars, 
entrepreneurs and self-appointed community representatives who claim that their 
knowledge of a theological or psychological radicalisation process enables them to 
propose interventions in Muslim communities to prevent extremism.’ 8 

Sikle et al define the term radicalisation as a process of how people become involved with 
terrorist causes or movements but argue that in the past it was often referred to as ‘becoming’ 
a terrorist, ‘joining’, a terrorist group, or of being ‘recruited’ 9 and that the term has been 
embellished and expanded by politicians and academics due to 9/11 and the shift in focus 
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to Islamist political violence. Schmid supports this notion that the term has been heavily 
politicised by Western governments and often applied one-sided to non-state actors who fall 
to adhere democratic processes and principles, laws and who use violence to achieve political 
ends.10 This view is reinforced by Sedgewick who highlights that the term is linked too freely 
with terrorism by politicians which has created a multitude of obstacles.11 

Horgan and Bradcock offer one of the most recent definitions which is widely cited in modern 
literature and define it as ‘the social and psychological process of incrementally experienced 
commitment to extremist political or religious ideology.’ 12 This latter definition will be used in 
this research paper as the description is befitting to ISIS in that the ideology was able to attract 
followers who were both radicalised in opinion and action. McCauley and Moskalenko argue 
that their two pyramids ‘radicalisation of opinion’ (beliefs, attitudes and feeling) are cognitive 
which is importantly different from ‘radicalisation in action’ (which is physical behaviour) 
however, the principle for both models is that for the vast majority ‘radical ideas do not take 
radical action.’ 13 

UK Domestic Security 

The policy for UK Domestic Security is captured in the National Security Strategy (NSS) which 
outlines how the national capabilities are used to build a prosperous Britain through influence 
in the world and to strengthen our security by using all the instruments of national power to 
prevent conflict and avert threats beyond our shores. Fundamentally, the security of the UK is 
the foundation of our freedom and our prosperity.14 Within this strategy one of the key areas 
is titled ‘Risks to our Security’ captures those threats which have the potential to become an 
existential threat to the state, undermine the core foundations of the society, or endanger the 
lives of our citizens.15 Radicalisation, terrorism and extremism form part of the strategy and 
the policies and formal doctrine for UK Defence and the Security Services also lists Islamist 
Radicalisation as a continued threat to the UK. The National Security Strategy and Strategic 
Defence Review 2015 states: 

‘the increasing threat posed by terrorism, extremism and instability. Whether inspired 
by Islamist extremism, the far right, or the situation in Northern Ireland, the overarching 
goal of individual terrorists and the groups that support them is the same – to inflict 
harm, to inspire fear and, in so doing, look to undermine the very fabric of our society.’ 16 

To mitigate against these threats, the UK Counterterrorism and Security Act received Royal 
Assent on 12 February 2015 and contains powers to help the UK respond to the threat of 
terrorism. The act has the power to do the following: disrupt the ability of people to travel 
abroad to engage in terrorist activity and then return to the UK; enhance the ability of 
operational agencies to monitor and control the actions of those who pose a threat, and 
combat the underlying ideology that feeds, supports and sanctions terrorism.17 Within the 
Act, the UK Government introduced the Prevent strategy as part of the Government’s 
wider counter-terrorism and deradicalisation strategy, known as CONTEST.18 Prevent aims to 
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safeguard and support those vulnerable to radicalisation to stop them engaging in violent 
extremism or supporting terrorism, in all its forms including when it is inspired by Islamist or 
right-wing ideologies. 

The purpose of Prevent is early engagement to encourage individuals and communities to 
challenge radicalisation, violent extremist ideologies and behaviours.19 The strategy is reliant on 
the society, or someone working in schools, colleges, universities, hospitals etc who can raise 
their concerns to the police, or local authority safeguarding teams about a person they know 
who has or is susceptible to being radicalised.20 The Channel programme which is a voluntary 
initiative provides a multi-agency approach to safeguarding, supporting and protecting 
children, young people and vulnerable adults at risk of radicalisation, extremism or terrorist 
related activity, and which delivers this strategic aim of Prevent.21 

Section 2
The Rise of ISIS 

This section will provide a summative overview of ISIS, its history, how it emerged and how 
it exploited the Western Media to create divisions in UK society to further its gains, before 
examining why the group posed a threat to international and domestic peace and security. 

ISIS is a terrorist organisation that emerged only three years after 9/11 from the remnants of 
al-Qaeda in Iraq in 2004.22 After the surge of U.S. troops in Iraq in 2007, the group was on the 
peripheral edges in the area, but not active and it did not pose a threat to the international 
community.23 In 2013 the group changed its name to ISIS and launched an offensive on Mosul 
and Tikrit in June 2014. On June 28, Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, announced the end of ISIS and the 
birth of the IS on the first day of Ramadan; however, the UK and most of the West continued 
to refer to the group as either ISIS or Daesh.24 The declaration of the caliphate was motivated 
by its military momentum, the size of its forces and the takeover of Sunni Iraq at the onset of 
the holy month of Ramadan, and saw Baghdadi call upon all Muslims throughout the world, 
including all existing jihadi groups, to accept IS supreme authority.25 

Following several terrorist attacks by ISIS in the UK and across Europe in 2014, the group was 
assessed by the security services, and governments to pose a significant threat to international 
peace and security and was formally recognised as a ‘terrorist organisation with considerable 
military and territorial and financial resource.’ 26 As such, in August 2014 the U.S. and its allies 
resumed Air Strikes over Iraq. Whilst ISIS started in Iraq in 2004, it was the Syrian civil war in 
2011 that saw the group grow exponentially benefiting from the instability in the country to 
gain territory and enabling it to recruit as many as 30,000 foreign fighters, mainly from the 
region but also from Europe.27 The group seized strategic territory in Syria and Iraq, acquired 
a revenue estimated at $2 billion annually and created Islamic laws, including its own judicial 
system which included courts and a police force enforcing the ‘Islamic Laws’, and it was also 
able to ‘claim the responsibility for over 90 terrorist attacks in more than 21 countries including 
France, Belgium, Turkey, Australia, the UK, and the USA.’ 28
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It was this global reach that presented the greatest threat to international peace and security, 
including the UK, who viewed ISIS emergences as posing an existential threat to their state, 
their citizens, and international order. However, it was also this same factor that attracted 
large numbers of Westerners to join ISIS as it was able to make itself internationally accessible 
irrespective of geographical boundaries. This global reach was also one of the primary 
reasons it could portray the caliphate as an Islamic utopia, and a functioning state ‘where 
sharia (Islamic law) would be implemented according to the principles of al-salaf al-salih (the 
righteous predecessors) or the first three generations of Muslims.’ 29 The Internal Centre for 
Counter-Terrorism – The Hague - estimated in 2016 that between 663 and 883 women and 
young girls, including three London schoolgirls Amira Abase, Shamima Begum and Khadiz 
Sultana all aged between 15 and 16 travelled to join IS.30 Since 2014, ISIS aggressively recruited 
Western women through their propaganda campaigns and narratives of Dabiq which called 
on Western women to perform hijrah to its territories, and in 2016 it released its first English-
language magazine, ‘Rumiyah’ directly targeting UK females.31 

From the outset, the UK media coverage on the British military’s return to Iraq was extensive 
which heightened ISIS’s profile and brought the group’s presence on to the centre stage with 
minimal effort. The extensive literature on ISIS’ propaganda machine highlights its far reaching, 
influential and immensely adaptive capabilities which in turn helped to radicalise, recruit 
and infiltrate Western society.32 From broadcasting the group’s violent, brutal actions such 
as streamed execution videos or armed fighters killing citizens who refuse to covert to the 
caliphate, to including videos and blogs, or celebrating the large number of Western fighters 
that left their homelands to join the fight for an IS, the Western Media unwittingly reinforced 
another dimension which enhanced the group’s ability to recruit members and sympathisers, 
instil fear in its opponents, and promote its legitimacy as an IS.33 This heightened global 
media presence, coupled with the group’s extensive use of online platforms such as YouTube, 
Twitter, Telegram and online magazines in both English and Arabic was disseminated in-real-
time on a scale not previously achieved by other terrorist organisations.34 The media created 
sensationalist spectacles of violence which appealed to those seeking stardom, and popular
culture and this narrative became the spectacle for the news media.35 Hoffman explains, 
‘through the publicity generated by their violence, terrorists seek to obtain the leverage, 
influence, and power they otherwise lack to effect political change on either a local or 
international scale.’ 36 Ultimately ISIS was able to use Western media to advance its political 
agenda, and improve its media strategies with a constant output merging ‘pre-modern 
religious ideology with 21st Century communication management.’ 37 

Using online media, ISIS was able to create a camaraderie and belonging which appealed to
those individuals searching for a meaningful political, religious or personal identity.38 A recent 
study by Cook & Vale found that many of the women who migrated to Iraq and Syria were 
attracted to the caliphate because of the purported sense of belonging and sisterhood 
which they felt lacking from the West, and the sense of unity, purpose and empowerment 
offered by ISIS and its ideology was a powerful recruitment tool.39 Jeffry et al highlight that 
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‘Ideology plays an important role in that it can provide the true believers with a license to 
kill’ 40 and that ideology plays an important and constant factor in the radicalisation process 
towards terrorism. In contrast, Schmid argues that whilst ideology is a major factor for some, 
he cites McCauley and Moskalenko by noting that there are many paths to radicalisation that 
do not involve ideology.41 However, it was ISIS’ ideology that acted as a key pull factor in the 
recruitment of Western women who were drawn to the notion of building utopia, the so-called 
‘Caliphate‘ in the hope to live Islamic lives without the restrictions of Western laws, societal 
pressure, judgement and victimisation; these narratives were important drivers of female 
radicalisation.42 It was ISIS’ ideology and propaganda machine that attracted and empowered 
UK women to join the group.43 

Section 3
Radicalisation: Primary Motivations and Factors

This section will explore the primary reasons for radicalisation and the factors associated with 
the radicalisation process by examining McCauley and Moskalenko’s 12 mechanism model 
and McClauley’s Two Pyramids Model looking at Radicalisation of Opinion and Radicalisation 
of Action. The expansion of theoretical models over the past decade has been fuelled by a 
plethora of theories around what factors and processes drive radicalisation.44 The models all 
provide different perspectives on the issue, but for the purposes of this paper the McCauley 
and Moskalenko’s 12 mechanism model will be used as a framework to understand the 
primary reasons why ISIS was able to radicalise many Western females, specifically UK females, 
to join the caliphate. Published in 2008, the McCauley and Moskalenko’s model argues that 
radicalisation can happen at three levels: individual, group, and mass.45 The primary argument 
in their work is that normal people can be radicalised and move towards criminal and violent 
behaviour, and that radicalisation is not an abnormality or psychopathology. The focus on 
Individual radicalisation features heavily in their works, and six of the twelve mechanisms 

Table 1 above outlines the level of radicalisation and the mechanism. 

Table 1: McCauley and Moskalenkos 12 mechanism model 46

Level of radicalisation Mechanism

Individual 1. Personal victimization
2. Political grievance
3. Joining a radical group—the slippery slope 
4. Joining a radical group—the power of love 
5. Extremity shift in like-minded groups

Group 6. Extreme cohesion under isolation and threat
7. Competition for the same base of support
8. Competition with state power—condensation
9. Within-group competition—fissioning

Mass 10. Jujitsu politics
11. Hate
12. Martyrdom
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are identified by the process of political radicalisation centred around Western culture and 
psychology that behaviour reflects an individual’s beliefs, feelings, and preferences.47 
Within their framework, each level is considered as a pathway leading to radicalisation, 
and the 12 mechanisms within the model describe how the process can happen. 
 
At the Individual level, mechanisms one to four outline grievances, either directly or indirectly 
through affiliation with a group whom the individual identifies with, that leads an individual 
to move from sympathizer to activist which sees radicalisation of opinion (behaviour) develop 
to radicalisation of action (carrying out violent acts). However, in most cases this process is 
normally slow and gradual, and cases of individual radicalisation to political violence, highlights 
that more often than not an individual will act as part of a group, or on behalf of the group, 
rather than on their own.48 Mechanisms three and four are particularly relevant in this paper as 
ISIS was able to successfully attract individuals to embrace the violent ideology in support of 
a political and religious cause which led to some moving through the process from sympathy 
(cognitive radicalisation) to extreme violence in a single giant step. However, Silke and Brown 
argue that radicalisation is complex and dynamic, and there is no single route to an individual 
carrying out a violent act49 and that more than 200 different factors have been identified by 
research that play a role in the radicalisation process.50 

The path that leads an individual to join a radical group is often via personal connections 
through a trusted network of friends, lovers, and family to prevent betrayal to the authorities. 
This was particularly true in the ISIS recruitment campaign as many young UK females were 
contacted online through friendship groups, by other trusted women and through family 
and friends. In the case of the three London School girls, it is alleged they were recruited 
online by an old schoolfriend, Aqsa Mahmood, who had already made the journey to Syria in 
2013 and that she facilitated their journey, which indicates the importance of the ‘sisterhood’ 
to escape the feelings of oppression, isolation, and identity which they believed lacking in 
the West.51

At the Group Level, mechanisms five to nine outline how individuals can be radicalised 
through affiliation with likeminded people, through shared values, beliefs, opinions, and 
feelings which can result in conflict, competition and resentment against other groups, 
political and societal opinions or even state governance and rule of law. These changes in 
behaviour are often referred to as ‘risky shift,’ ‘group extremity shift,’ or ‘group polarization’ 52 and 
outlines the process where strangers with shared political opinion come together and adopt 
two types of behaviour.53 More often, the shift towards increased extremity occurs on the 
balance of which opinion is favoured most by those within the group.54 In the case of ISIS the  
‘group extremity shift’ is particularly relevant as despite the vast array of differing motives that 
shaped individual aspiration and motivations to migrate to the IS, the group was able 
to fuse diversity of opinion of its recruits persuading them to follow its idealistic goals of 
religious duty and to build a utopian ‘Caliphate state’.55 The power of group radicalisation is 
especially evident regarding Western women who joined ISIS with many citing social and 
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cultural isolation within communities being a key push factor in their decision to leave in 
search of a Muslim sisterhood and to find a sense of belonging and identity with individuals 
who shared their opinions, values and beliefs.56 

At the Mass level, mechanisms nine to twelve outline a much larger phenomenon of 
radicalisation which sees exceptionally large numbers (thousands upwards), or multiple 
groups with similar shared characteristics joining forces. These small, combined groups lead to 
increased group cohesion, increased respect for ingroup leaders, the acceptance of established 
structure and idealisation of group norms.57 Mass radicalisation was a concept used by ISIS 
to create a ‘State like’ identity by pushing the extremist narrative that cast the other side (the 
West) as evil, as ‘enemies,’ and that individuals joining the group must fight at all costs in order 
to preserve their way of life. By building the Caliphate, ISIS was able to convince its recruits that 
it was their mandatory religious duty to assist in the process of State-building and its narrative 
was that all Muslims must travel to build IS.58 

Historically, mass radicalisation took time as the outlet for information and dissemination was 
slow through newspapers or political speeches in towns and cities etc. However, that is no 
longer reality with the power of the internet as a radicalising message can be broadcast to 
hundreds of millions of people in a matter of seconds. ISIS effectively embraced the full power 
of this tool by using social media platforms to maximum effect reaching individuals worldwide, 
via their mobile phones or other electronic devices with relative ease.59 The internet, media 
outlets and social media companies set the perfect conditions for mass radicalisation for 
the ideology and between 2014-2017, ISIS was able to recruit over 41,000 citizens from 80 
countries, and a quarter of these were women and minors.60 Further, its use of slick videos, 
online messages, extensive Vlogs and Blogs on YouTube and Twitter, and the creation of an 
app that all aimed to radicalise and create a new generation of cyber jihadists, fighters and 
terrorists suggests that its reach, goals and ideology extended beyond the ‘state’ it had built.61

Cook and Vale argue that these modern-day tools helped ISIS spread their propaganda and 
ideology to thousands of online sympathisers across the world, and despite ISIS’ loss of territory 
many of its supporters are likely to carry on its ideology, mostly online.62 

Whilst the influence of the internet is cited extensively throughout literature on ISIS as being 
a key component in the radicalisation process of its recruits in the most part this is the first 
step which sees an individual’s behaviour, beliefs or values change as described in the model 
above.63 McCauley and Moskalenko refer to this first step as ‘Radicalisation of Opinion’ and 
this process is illustrated by a ‘Radicalisation in Opinion Pyramid’ which demonstrates how 
individuals or groups can move upwards from neutrality to sympathiser, to justifier to personal 
moral obligation to act (violently in most cases). Further, that the pyramid represents the 
front line in the ‘war of ideas’ between terrorist and government.64 This later point is especially 
true for individuals who joined ISIS as many of those radicalised by the group cite political 
motivation directly linked to their treatment by Western governments, and the UK Foreign 
Policy, as their primary factor for deciding to travel to the IS.65 
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Section 4
How ISIS Recruited Western Women?

This section will analyse how ISIS was able to recruit Western women to support its ideology by 
exploring some of the key reasons how the ideology deliberately targeted and directed their 
recruitment campaigns to attract UK/Western women to the Caliphate. 

Although foreign fighters joining an Islamist extremist organisation is not a new issue, the call 
from ISIS resonated with greater numbers of Westerners to travel and join the Caliphate than 
in the past.66 This was especially true in relation to the number of Western females who 
migrated to join ISIS, and Bakker and de Leede argue that the conflict in Iraq and Syria 
introduced a new dimension which saw Western citizens of Muslim origin, or converts to Islam, 
travelling to Iraq and Syria voluntarily to fight against their own society. Indeed, their research 
suggests around 10-12% of the individuals who travelled from Western countries were women, 
of which around 80-90 were from the UK.67 However, this number is disputed as most western 
countries, including the UK, did not track the gender of those that travelled and therefore the 
number could potentially be higher.68 

The ‘International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation’ at King’s College London estimates that 
the women were mainly aged between 16 and 24 years old, and that the women fall into two 
main groups: those that travelled as a family unit, and those that travelled alone.69 One of the 
most important reasons cited in the report prepared by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD) 
is that ISIS was able to recruit greater numbers of women to join because of its state-building 
project.70 Indeed, the call from the leader al-Baggdadi directly calling upon Muslim females 
to travel to help build the new territory, and how they would play an important role in its 
society by assuming the traditional roles as wives and mothers. Offering Western women, the 
opportunity to be part of the fight by adopting jihad off the battlefield by raising mujahid 
children, and by supporting their husbands in the fight to create the foundations for the 
new proclaimed caliphate was a major driver for women who travelled because the narrative 
empowered them to act.71 

The Importance of Western Women to the Ideology, and the Caliphate

Spencer expands on the importance of women in the ideology and highlights that the ISIS 
leadership viewed women, especially Western women, as an ‘untapped resource and it 
was increasingly willing to make concessions in its ideology to fold women into its ranks.’ 72

Peresin and Cervone reinforce this notion and highlight that ISIS recognised that women 
produced sensational international media attention as media outlets became fascinated by 
the roles women filled within the territory, especially those women who were well-educated, 
professional from well-established families and who generally had bright prospects of life in 
the West.73 This enhanced attention, and media coverage saw ISIS actively use women for 
propaganda purposes which generated a new swath of potential recruits who became alerted 
to the ideological cause with minimum effort.74 Further, the promise and hope ISIS portrayed 
online appealed especially to Western women as they were given the opportunity to do more 



115

Female Radicalisation and ISIS: What are the Implications for UK Domestic Security?

than simply play a peripheral role as they were actively encouraged to undertake physical 
action by travelling to join the group in the creation of an ideologically pure state.75 

The traditional role of a woman in most Islamist terrorist groups is to serve her husband and 
previous groups such as al Qaeda clearly emphasized that men and women were not equal 
and therefore women were not permitted to leave their homes unless there were legitimate 
reasons, such as having to wage jihad when no men were available.76 ISIS from the outset 
depicted the importance of women in building the State and whilst women were recruited 
to fulfil traditional roles, they were also recruited to take on active roles such as policing 
official, recruiter, and in armed roles.77 Gan et al state that ISIS used these enhanced roles as a 
form of empowerment which helped in the recruitment of Western women to join its ranks.78 
This was particularly evident when ISIS created an all-female police unit, Al-Khansaa Brigade, 
in 2014 to enforce strict rules and regulations women living in the State.79 Again, these high 
profile armed roles normally preserved for men acted as key recruitment tool as women 
were offered directive roles in the governance of the Caliphate, and thus demonstrated the 
importance of their presence to the group. However, for some women it was the opportunity 
to carry out acts of violence in the name of ISIS which lured them into making the journey,80 
which reinforces that some women want to bear arms and carry out violent attacks like their 
male counterparts, and therefore can pose a threat to domestic security. 

Section 5
Identity Crisis Theory and the Push/ Pull Factors of Radicalisation

This section will analyse the ‘push and pull factors’ 81 that influenced UK citizens to become 
radicalised by ISIS looking at Identity Crisis Theory to critically examine the role of the 
British Governmental decisions, strategies and polices played and that of UK society in the 
radicalisation process. 

Identify Crisis Theory 

The term identity ‘refers to a complex theoretical construct involving elements originating 
at three levels: cultural, social and personal.’ 82 Identity crisis theory played a key part in the 
motivations of UK women who decided to travel, and many cited when interviewed that 
they felt isolated from society (personal), isolated culturally by British norms and way of life 
(societal), and uncertain of their place within a Western culture which made them question 
their identity (cultural).83 Hamid highlights that ‘studies on radicalisation find identity to stand at
the forefront of the radicalisation process’ 84 and Stroink states this is especially true for Muslims 
living in Western democracies where public displays of religiosity go against mainstream views.85 
These feelings of exclusion, and discrimination in some cases, can lead certain individuals 
to draw heavily on their religion in their search for identity because the mainstream society 
threatens their ‘self-identity.’ 86 Liht and Savage argue that European Muslims face ‘self-
definitional uncertainty’ and the solution for many was an intensification of Islamic identity.87 
Certainly, one of the major pull factors for UK women was ISIS’ ideology and the creation of a 
pure-IS where individuals believed they could find a sense of belonging, unity and self-identity. 
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The Push Factors

‘The motivations for women to travel were diverse and generally referred to as drivers 
or ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors – factors in their individual lives that ‘pushed’ them out of their 
society and ‘pulled’ them toward IS.’ 88 

The factors, processes and rate of radicalisation for both men and women is not linear but 
Cragin and Daly argue that there are distinct patterns.89 The ‘Push Factors’ are those that ‘prime 
certain women to be more vulnerable to extremist propaganda’ 90 and from the extensive 
research by the ISD report ‘Till Martyrdom Do Us Part’ highlights that the factors which 
motivated Western women to migrate to ISIS-controlled territory were similar, if not the same, 
as their male counterparts.91 This notion is supported by Bakker and de Leede who argue that 
the motivations of young women and young men who joined ISIS were broadly similar.92 

The major push factors cited during the extensive interviews and research of men and 
women were: ‘feeling isolated socially and/or culturally, including questioning one’s identity 
and uncertainty of belonging within a Western culture; feeling that the international Muslim 
community as a whole is being violently persecuted; and, an anger, sadness and/or frustration 
over a perceived lack of international action in response to this persecution.’ 93 Hoyle et al 
expand the concept by adding that like men, women saw it as their ideological and religious 
duty to support jihad and live their lives by the laws of Alah in a pure IS because Western 
culture did not offer this opportunity or prospect, and for many this was seen as a push factor 
in the search of self-identity.94 

Research suggests that most females radicalised in the UK were second or third generation 
who are shaped by their parents’ views at home, which were often in conflict with their own, 
and who struggled to integrate into British society and be accepted. Many stated they felt 
in conflict between their religion and the cultural norms of society.95 This was further 
exacerbated by the UK Government’s emphasis on ‘political correctness and Muslim cultural 
sensitivity’ which appears to have unintentionally aggravated feelings of difference and 
separation.96 Equally, other societal pressures on identity such as socioeconomic status, higher 
unemployment and low social standing caused individuals to become disenfranchised due to 
a perception of unfair treatment.97 Tahir states that ‘Muslims may fall prey to radicalisation as 
they suffer from economic inequality, social disparity, discrimination and acts of Islamophobia’ 98 
and Roy (2004) supports this notion by arguing that ISIS was able to target individuals in doubt 
of their identity and faith, and that ISIS appealed to an ‘uprooted, disaffected youth in search of 
identity beyond the lost cultures of their parents and beyond the thwarted expectations of a better 
life in the West.’ 99 These individuals strongly believed that ISIS could provide them with a chance 
to build a new and positive identity and be part of a pure IS or a ‘imaginary ummah.’ 100 

Studies in Britain illustrate that personal negative experiences, such as attacks on fellow 
Muslims in Iraq and Afghanistan, the death of loved ones, or close relatives also fostered 
cognitive openings and extremist visions.101 Hasan argues that revenge theory plays a part as 
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individuals are outraged by Western actions, foreign policy and that the oppression of Muslims 
can trigger radicalisation, which links directly to one of the Push Factors outlined above – 
‘feeling that the international Muslim community as a whole is being violently persecuted.’ 102

The feeling of persecution and being under attack from the West was echoed by female 
migrants who talked of the oppression of Muslims internationally as a motivating push factor.103

In addition, anger and frustration over international inaction, on issues such as racism, 
inequality within society etc broadens the divide between Muslims and non-Muslims, and 
the ‘us versus them’ narrative heightens, for some, feelings which justify violence against this 
perceived enemy force. 

Another factor during the early stages saw some Western women migrating in the name of 
humanitarianism and their process of radicalisation was accelerated due to the perception that 
the West was in some way responsible for the atrocities on the ground, and in the suffering of 
innocent Muslims.104 The empathy that women undergoing radicalisation feel for victims of 
violence is a highly influential factor for individuals choosing to leave, and it was seen as a key 
push factor.105 Finally, the rigid patriarchal values in parts of UK Muslim communities was cited 
by female participants as a push factor, with many suffering from low self-esteem, a feeling 
of restriction of opportunity due to their gender, and how they were perceived as being less 
educated, less ‘streetwise’ and less resilient.106 

The Pull Factors 

While the push factors for men and women were broadly similar, the primary ‘Pull Factors’107

for women were more gender specific and predominately shaped by the roles that they could 
fill once inside the IS. Recent academic research identifies that the pull factors were much 
more specific and individualised and shaped by incentives, motivations and goals for each 
woman who left to join the Caliphate.108 However, the most cited by those interviewed in 
existing literature are: Idealistic goals of religious duty and building a utopian ‘caliphate state’; 
belonging to a sisterhood; and romanticisation of the experience, which are all gendered. 
Lahoud reinforces this notion by highlighting that the major pull factors were diverse and 
ranged from ideological motivations, the opportunity for empowerment and adventure, 
seeking a husband or joining one in country, the perceived ‘obligation’ to make hijra and live 
under strict Islamic jurisprudence and governance, and play an active and supportive role in 
the State-building project.109 

Whilst the vast majority of Western women appeared willing and eager to travel, often evading 
their families in the bid to make the journey, there is also evidence to suggest some were 
coerced or forced to travel by their family unit, through marriage.110 Sherwood et al argue that 
given the age of the females that travelled, particularly from the UK (the London school girls 
were 14 and 15 at the time), that they were groomed online and that they made the decision 
to leave because they were too young and naïve to understand the consequences of their 
actions.111 Sjoberg and Gentry highlight that the Western media were quick to victimise these 
girls for travelling by belittling their actions to simply the pursuit of romance, to find husbands 
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and to be wives and mothers. These perceptions were reinforced by UK media outlets, and 
governmental departments to potentially avert the real reasons girls had been radicalised 
by ISIS by removing the issue from the political agenda or preventing questions around 
governmental commitment to ethnic minorities, societal or community divisions or failure 
in radicalisation policies.112 These narratives made the actions of UK women seem irrational 
and non-credible as potential terrorists, and for some, the lack of recognition was a driver that 
shaped their reason for leaving, and for others it was a rebellion or demonstration of defiance 
towards society.113 

The most captivating pull factor for UK women was the prospect of a new world, a utopian 
society and many travelled in search of the opportunity to live freely as a Muslim without 
victimisation, intimidation, threats of violence and Islamophobia they received in their daily 
lives in British communities.114 The ISIS propaganda and official speeches by al-Bagdadi 
reinforced this pull factor as females felt they were an essential part of the State-building 
process, and thus the sense of personal and societal identity relating to the ‘Sisterhood and 
Belonging’ lured women to travel to the caliphate.115 Hoyle et al highlight how the strong 
bond with other ‘sisters’ formed online, especially for those women seeking sanctity, 
acceptance, or a sense of belonging which they felt was missing in the UK/Western culture 
was a key pull factor, and those cited in the ISD report consistently referenced a feeling of 
belonging, of unity and community as their motivation.116 

The final major pull factor which was captured extensively in the media was the romantic 
notion of adventure and finding romance. As most UK females who travelled were aged 
between their late teens and early twenties, the promise of marriage and status after being 
married to a jihadist was their reason.117 In addition, some saw the opportunity as a chance to 
rebel against their family, a way of starting their freedom of expression, and the possibility to 
make the transition from childhood to adulthood on their own terms.118 

Despite the many factors which mirror their male counterparts, the UK media portrayed the
females as ‘Jihadi Brides’ and therefore simply dismissed them as hopeless romantics. 
Schröter warns against this assumption by stating that ‘the women of ISIS may have been 
partly attracted by romantic ideas of finding a soul mate, but like the male jihadists, they 
also see themselves as part of a grand movement that will completely change the world.’ 119

This view is supported by Ingram who argues that the media has portrayed a simplistic 
understanding of female radicalisation and recruitment which does not match reality, and 
the notion of the ‘jihadi bride: the idea that females are motivated to join ISIS solely for 
romantic and sexual motives’ 120 significantly undervalues the importance of women. 
Equally, it miscalculates the potential for women to be regarded as a security threat in the 
future and undermines the principles of CONTEST strategies.121 

Brown reinforces this notion that the consequence of gender and radicalisation is holistically
overlooked and that the ‘policies not only fail to prevent radicalisation and terrorism, but it
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further reinforces the insecurities of women driving them to groups such as ISIS.’ 122 
Further, Brown & Cook agree that the link between gender, radicalisation and security is 
not given the appropriate resource, funding, training or attention by the UK Government or 
the Security Services and therefore Prevent and Channel both overlook the threat radicalised 
women pose to domestic security.123 

Section 6
Gender and Radicalisation

This section will analyse the importance of Gender in the ISIS radicalisation process by 
exploring the similarities and differences between men and women including their roles in 
the Caliphate. Similarly, it will examine the impact and relevance of UK societal gendered 
perceptions and stereotypes. 

Gender describes the socially constructed characteristics and rules that construct masculinity 
and femininity.124 This includes behaviours and roles associated within the social construct 
such as power dynamics, and gender will vary within societies and can change over time. 
As such, it plays a considerable role on daily life for citizens as it defines power relations 
throughout socio-political domains in sometimes rigid and restrictive ways depending on 
regime type, societal and cultural factors.125 Studies of female and male radicalisation often 
consider them in isolation, but Sageman argues that in fact women, like men, join extremist 
groups for both personal and political reasons and that organisational factors, such as ideology, 
motives, aspirations and group unity are strong influences for both.126 However, by linking 
men and women’s motivations as similar, Pearson & Winterbotham argue that the societal 
assumption about ‘women’s “natural” propensity for peace is challenged.’ 127 This was particularly 
relevant in the UK as the Government would not accept that females left freely, and that they 
had the same motivations as men because this narrative would likely cast doubt on their 
deradicalisation strategies, and potentially highlight divisions within society.128 Similarly, the 
shift in the rise of females being radicalised challenged the perceived recognised societal 
behavioural and stereotypical norms depicted of UK women. 

Within societies, gender perceptions will differ depending on the regime type, religion, culture 
etc. but in general terms men are often depicted as adventurous, aggressive and rebellious and 
therefore joining ISIS to fight for a cause befitted this narrative, whereas women are viewed as 
obedient and compliant129 and therefore their decisions to join ISIS was viewed as irrational 
and based on unhappiness, bad relations at home, tension with parents, education, conflict 
with the rise of identity around feminism, or mental health.130 Loken and Zelenz argue that 
the rise of female participation in ISIS challenged Western perceptions on gender norms in 
relation to violence, as women are often seen as victims rather than perpetrators.131 As such, 
their participation in the group has continued to perplex policymakers, government officials 
and researchers, and the Security Services and it is also these gendered norms and perceptions 
within UK society that have shaped deradicalisation programmes resulting in preventative 
strategies which have overlooked understanding security through a gendered lens.132 
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Another push factor cited by UK females who joined ISIS was the Islamophobia they faced 
within their communities, and online.133 The predominant identification of a Muslim woman is a 
visual one as they wear religious symbols (hijab, burqa) which makes them more susceptible to 
victimisation and discrimination within Western society; the same cannot be said for a Muslim 
man as their relationship with religion does not require them to wear external religious attire.134 
Indeed, UK Muslim women are often viewed as oppressed and passive victims of Muslim men 
and this narrative has been fuelled by the ‘War on Terror’,135 and terrorists attacks on home soil 
which have generated a one-dimensional perception within society which has exacerbated 
Muslim women’s feelings of isolation from communities and society. Moreover, these narratives 
were intensified by the international community who responded with abject condemnation as
Western women migrated to join ISIS and governments and media outlets regularly referred to
them as ‘mothers, monsters (and) whores.’ 136 Despite the growing awareness of the varied roles,
and importance, women play within conflict,137 many of the labels and narratives were centred
on gender stereotypes such as victim, mothers, wives and sisters of radical men which denied
these women agency as an individual actor.138 Brown focuses on the narrative of ‘hypersexualized
warriors’ which again reinforces motivation based purely on romance, and highlights how 
women were perceived as being ill, dangerous and potentially mentally unstable.139 

In contrast to these ideas of romance and vulnerability, Yilmaz argues that the great majority 
of Western women joined ISIS to ‘escape the alleged pressure and denigration they have 
encountered living in the West’ 140 and that their motives like men, were more political than 
psychological.141 Likewise, Gan et al argue that many young Western women who voluntarily 
joined ISIS shared the same motivations as men: ‘motivated by ideology; motivated by 
alienation and equality motivated by romance; motivated by peer influence; and motivated 
by sense of security’ 142 and that they were both educated and fully aware of their decisions.143 
Their deep grievances at the treatment of Muslims worldwide, the political and social 
resentment towards the West’s foreign policy, the lack of opportunities in society and the 
isolation from their community were broadly the same motivations shared by men online.144 
Ingram reinforces this notion that some of the major motivators for Western men and women 
were similar and equally as complex: ‘personal experiences, a range of politico-historical and 
psychological factors such as identity crisis, feelings of marginalization, perceived erosion of 
gender roles in society due to emerging feminist movements, and unequal opportunities in 
society in comparison to non-Muslims.’ 145

Bloom challenges the assumption that women are drawn into violence by men, by arguing 
that women are driven by political motivation in the same manner as men, and that ‘some 
women are just as blood thirsty as the male members’, and like a man.146 Although women 
were initially recruited for more domestic roles, ISIS’ Manifesto did not exclude combat roles 
for women, and indeed the Al-Khansaa Brigade was responsible for policing the IS territory 
which often involved undertaking acts of violence for those not abiding to the caliphate 
rules.147 Indeed, Cottee highlights that during interviews with ISIS women they mocked the
Western concept of Jihadi Bride by stating that no women would leave the comfort of their
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home just to marry a man, and that these views were held only by Western men, or Western 
media to belittle their agency and alliance to the caliphate.148 

Women’s Roles in ISIS and Gender Perceptions Around 
Femininity and Masculinity in UK society

As women are generally assessed as less risk to domestic security or viewed as periphery in
the terrorist groups, ISIS was able to exploit this resource with limited scrutiny.149 Brown states
that ISIS Western women were seen with weapons or dressed as a suicide bomber in ISIS 
propaganda videos to signify their support to violent ‘jihad’ and to highlight that women had 
made a ‘political choice’ as much as a personal one to join the group, which was aimed to 
challenge Western values, society and gender norms.150 Whilst the day-to-day roles between 
men and women differed, current research across the field suggests that like men, women’s 
motivations were borne out of a devotion to gendered religious and political ideology to the 
creation of the IS.151 Cook and Vale highlight that the women who were radicalised online were 
made to feel empowered and crucially important to the existence of the caliphate, and even 
though the roles would be predominately domestic, they were also numerous and diverse: 
Wife, Mother, Operational (Al-Khansaa Brigde), Recruiters, State-Building and Skilled Workers 
such as doctors, and teachers. Women joining ISIS viewed these opportunities as meaningful 
employment which many lacked in the West.152 The diversity of these roles undoubtedly 
shaped ISIS’ recruitment campaign, articles and propaganda messaging which led to the 
largest number of Western women to join its ranks than any Islamic group in history.153 

A recent study by Pearson and Winterbotham emphasises that some women joined ISIS 
because of the growth of Western feminism, gender equality and consumerism and that 
their decision to leave was based on the rejection of these Western values.154 Their research 
suggests that many Western women believed a new enhanced status in the State would serve 
as dual functions: it could constitute rejection of traditional family norms which see women 
restricted more than men, and it could offer independence and a new identity which rejected 
Western norms which does not value religion and the role of women to raise the family.155 

Unsurprisingly, the loss of status in their communities in the West and a desire to attain greater 
prominence in a society was strongly linked with female rather than male radicalisation.156 
The sense of worth and value in society was a firm part of ISIS’ narrative to depict women as 
valued supporters with agency within their families, who gain status from their husbands’ 
perceived glory, and this was reflective in a specific policy for women widowed which further 
heights the status the group placed on women within its ranks.157

For some Western women, their exclusion from wider society due to governmental partial 
banning of religious dress left them feeling unable to express their religion how they wished. 
Further, the UK media often associated religious items of clothing, particularly Islamic 
headwear such as the veil with oppression, terrorism, fundamentalism, and victimhood.158 
A consequence of this narrative left some women believing they must choose between
their Muslim identity and their belief in gender equality; one that involved betraying either 
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their faith or their feminist conscientiousness. This was a key pull factor for Western women 
as the group offered them the opportunity to do both.159 These feelings were aggravated by 
the UK Governmental policy to limit religious headdress in the community, places of work and 
educational environments which led to greater segregation and further marginalised Muslim 
women as ‘different’ to the societal culture thus promoting a new wave of Islamophobia both 
within society and actively online.160 

Whilst there were gendered motivations for the men and women who joined ISIS, Topping and 
Gani (2015) argue that men and women were motivated by ‘idealistic reasons’ 161 and this view 
is shared by Pearson who argues that the shock within societies stems from the disbelief that 
women, like men, appear to have an appetite for violence. The fact UK women willingly joined 
a violent and extremist group which violated women shocked society as it did not align with 
gendered norms,162 and Brown argues that these gendered perceptions have wrongly shaped 
the UK Governmental approach to female radicalisation.163 Similarly, that the UK Governmental 
Departments have significantly overlooked the role women played in ISIS, and in most cases 
they were considered peripheral based on the assertion that historically women have carried 
out fewer attacks than men and therefore their participation is viewed as somehow a lesser 
threat to domestic and international security.164 The perception that UK female Muslims who 
joined ISIS had less agency than men demonstrates a lack of understanding of the importance 
gender plays in the radicalisation process, and the significant role women can have in terrorist 
groups, which has led to an inevitable assumption that women pose less of a security risk.165 

Section 7
Female Radicalisation and Threats to UK Domestic Security

This section will analyse the link between gender and security by exploring elements of the UK 
CONTEST Strategies, and to identify the potential risk from women radicalised by ISIS and the 
implications to domestic security. 

Peresin and Cervone aptly summarise why women who join a terrorist organisation 
should be considered as much of a security threat as their male counterparts: 

‘Female suicide bombers may conceal explosives and evade security checks better 
than their male companions and have more chances to hit with precision their targets, 
because they are considered less suspicious than men.’ 166 

Current research shows that the UK Counterterrorism and Deradicalisation programmes 
are gender-blind and that the integration of gender perspectives during the design, 
implementation and review processes is extremely lacking in substance.167 Brown argues that: 

‘there is little explicit consideration of the role of gendered norms and impacts in these 
programs for either men and women, rendering such efforts unreflectively focused on 
men’s security needs and priorities.’ 168 
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The European Radicalisation Awareness Network highlights that while motives into radicalisation 
appear similar for both men and women, the mechanics are influenced by gender but that 
this is often overlooked because the gender norms of society hinder the success of the 
programmes; women are seen as victims and men as aggressors.169 Jacobs reinforces this notion
that empirical evidence of female motivations and the factors in the radicalisation process is 
problematic as it denies women agency and fails to acknowledge their perceived grievances, 
and most importantly that it creates a dangerous gap in the security response.170 Pearson and 
Winterbotham support this view by arguing that ‘if policy-makers ignore the variety of women’s 
motivations in favor of stereotypes, this will limit the reach of any policy designed to counter or 
prevent their involvement ’ 171 and therefore detecting radicalisation in communities will be 
difficult because reality contradicts assumptions and norms about how women should behave. 

Whilst female Islamist radicalisation is not a new phenomenon, the number of young UK 
females who left to join ISIS was unprecedented, and with many unaccounted for possibly still 
living in Iraq, Syria and Turkey, or in refugee camps and yet to return, the threat they pose to 
domestic security remains unclear.172 Furthermore, as the UK did not track the gender of those 
who travelled so the exact numbers who left to support ISIS is unknown, it is very difficult 
for the Security Services and PAG to appropriately assess the potential implications or threat 
to domestic security, and equally to introduce mitigation methods, strategies or policies to 
minimise such threats.173 Similarly, those females that left but who travelled as part of a family 
network remain broadly undetected as their reason for travel at the time could be legitimate 
such as visiting family, and therefore it is unlikely they were stopped from leaving, or returning, 
by boarder control agencies as their activity was not deemed suspicious. 

Brown states that the potential security threat posed by these females is the most difficult 
to assess, but that it is likely to be much lower than those who travelled alone as association 
with a terrorist does not mean an individual will carry out a violent act themselves.174 
However, Cook holds a different view that women who have spent time in conflict zones 
who have been facilitators or supported foreign fighters or terrorists, whilst not directly 
engaged in the fight on the frontline, have been invaluable facilitators and provided essential 
information on Western culture and security practices which can be used by the group, and 
their direct inputs are likely to increase the success of terrorist activity, and therefore these 
women could pose a threat to UK domestic security.175 

Given that several young British women were reportedly active in the support of the Al-Khasaa 
Brigade, concerns have been raised about the level of threat they pose to the UK as they have 
been closely linked to brutal and violent atrocities and punishment of women, and associated 
with, or supported the group in many ways.176 This group is assessed as having the greatest 
potential to carry out a lone attack in the West given their extremist behaviour in the name of 
ISIS.177 Focusing on this group who were predominately young single women it must therefore 
be assumed that the vast majority left voluntarily. As this group made informed decisions 
to leave their home and join a terrorist organisation, Brown and Cook agree that this group 
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could potentially pose the greatest risk to UK domestic security.178 This notion was introduced 
by Briggs and Silverman who argue that there are three type of threats to domestic security 
that originate from individuals involved in terrorist groups: directed plots by individuals acting 
upon group instructions; individuals who carry out lone attacks without direction, but pledge 
alliance to the group; and individuals, or a network, that provide support and infrastructure 
to terrorist plots.179 Indeed, a 2018 RUSI report highlighted that a small portion of those who 
voluntarily travelled are more likely to target the West, especially since ISIS has lost territory 
leaving many resentful to the UK and U.S. Governments for their military intervention in Syria 
and Iraq.180 

Although ISIS may have lost most of the territory it acquired, the MOD Regional Threat 
Outlook: Daesh, Iraq and Syria report reinforces that the group remains a threat to UK domestic 
security.181 The report states that Daesh remains a global ideology driven by a long-term 
objective of re-establishing the caliphate and therefore it will continue to employ violence 
to achieve its objective.182 Further, the report highlights that the group maintains its global 
network of affiliates who are active in employing its Islamic governance to ensure the group 
maintains its leading position within the global Salafi-jihadist movement.183 Brawn agrees that 
UK women living in the Middle East in areas still largely controlled by ISIS are still part of this
active network, and as they have already been exposed to brutal war experiences and 
established contacts, formulated networks and adopted ISIS’ way of life, this makes them a 
particular threat to domestic security if they try to return.184 Hegghammer argues that whilst 
his ‘tentative data’ does not indicate that all foreign fighters return to carry out domestic 
terrorist attacks, there is a small minority who are motivated overseas, who have acquired 
terrorist combat skills and are therefore more effective operatives on their return; this group 
does have implications for domestic security and counterterrorism strategies.185 Therefore, those 
females who travelled from the UK to join ISIS voluntarily, and who have chosen to remain 
living overseas or in refugee camps waiting to return home, like Shamima Begum, should not 
be underestimated as even a small number of returnees with the skills and desire to carry out
terrorist attacks pose a very real threat to domestic security.186 

In the four years of ISIS control, it is highly likely that many UK women will have been further 
radicalised, married to a jihadi fighter, remain living in a war-torn country or a refugee 
camp, and potentially support the group online or regionally. Whilst some women have 
chosen to remain, others are unable to leave having surrendered their passports upon arrival 
as a sign of dedication to the caliphate.187 Further, the lack of support provided by the UK 
Government for those wanting to return could potentially exacerbate feelings of resentment, 
abandonment, and betrayal which are all motivating factors in the radicalisation process. 
Indeed, these feelings are likely to have intensified by the change in 2015 to the UK Counter-
terrorism and Security Act which was amended to introduce new powers to remove British 
citizenship from any individual who travelled to join ISIS who has appealed to return if they are 
assessed as a security threat.188 This was the case for Begum who asked for leave to return to the 
UK from a Syrian refugee camp but her appeal was denied due to her links with ISIS, and the 
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fact that she displayed little remorse for leaving the UK and for her actions. As such she was 
deemed an unacceptable candidate for deradicalisation and not granted permission to return. 

While senior political figures, the Security Services and the Metropolitan Police Commission 
all agreed that Begum, and others like her, do pose a security risk to the UK, the temporary 
measure of citizenship deprivation whilst effective in the short term to reduce the 
immediate threat, is likely to be counterproductive in the longer term as a Counterterrorism 
approach.189 An individual’s sense of betrayal from having citizenship removed, the potential 
disillusionment with the radical cause itself and the psychological scars faced by those who 
have witnessed fighting could pose a greater threat if these disenfranchised, isolated and 
aggrieved individuals chose to seek retaliation.190 Furthermore, their personal identity and 
moral image of the world and belief system could have been altered making them significantly 
more vulnerable, and a target for further radicalisation,191 and whilst the scale of the threat 
posed by those yet to return, or held in refugee camps awaiting return, is not yet known it is 
predicted to be substantial.192 

As the women who joined ISIS are largely viewed by the UK government, its agencies, and 
society as being less of a risk to security than the men who joined the group, those who do 
manage to return (legally or illegally) are likely to pose a threat because they are likely to remain
undetected by the security enforcement agencies.193 Indeed, Brown (2020) agrees with this 
notion that gendered motivations for women’s participation in conflicts, and their underlying 
grievances especially at the political level are ignored and those in charge of programmes 
such as Prevent and Channel are not qualified to interact or advise in relation to gender specific 
requirements. As such, women are not given the appropriate support which often results in 
them being a higher risk as they are left unwatched in society.194 Spalek reinforces Brown’s 
argument that Prevent and counter-terrorism policies ‘affirm and reinforce Islamophobia and 
have created a suspect community’ which has formed a greater divide in society and left UK 
Muslims feeling socially, culturally, and personally isolated from society and thus more likely to 
be radicalised as they search for belonging.195 

A further challenge of UK deradicalisation programmes is that the judiciary system is unable to
prosecute women because there is predominately insufficient evidence they were contributing 
towards an act of terrorism and therefore the link between their behaviour and criminal 
activity is tenuous.196 Women are more likely to be charged with kidnapping, child abuse or 
child neglect rather than terrorism related charges which means they often do not qualify for 
deradicalisation support in the same way their male counterparts do.197 Similarly, many
women find that because the practitioners are men, they cannot build a rapport or trust due 
to cultural boundaries, and their religious beliefs are called into conflict which causes the 
programme to be unsuccessful, and they stop attending.198 

For the UK women who have returned from Iraq and Syria and are arrested, prosecuted and
imprisoned for terrorist related offences, the prison system can be a breeding ground for
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network building or further radicalisation resulting in greater resentment towards the 
government and society on their return to normal life, and thus an increased security threat.199

Moreover, UK women who returned were sentenced differently (often more leniently) than men 
which sends a message to terrorist groups, extremists or radicals that the UK does not treat men 
and women who participate in terrorist activity equally.200 This could see young females and 
women deliberately targeted in future as it could be perceived they can achieve greater success 
in a terrorist attack because they are less likely to be detected, suspected, or tracked by the 
Security Services. Cook and Vale argue that almost all women, and children born in the Caliphate, 
will face social stigma within society, potential rejection from their families and community and 
have far limited opportunities in society because of their time in the IS which makes them a 
greater security threat as they are isolated from society, likely to be easily radicalised and more 
paradoxically a potential motive to strike back at the society they believe has failed them.201 

Whilst the UK has adopted the approach to strip or deny citizenship for those individuals who 
travelled to join ISIS who pose a threat, and to leave them in refugee camps in the Middle East, 
this approach can only be short-term and only temporarily mitigates the risk. It is likely that 
these individuals’ sense of ‘non-belonging and unbelonging’ 202 will magnify and potentially 
manifest into a greater threat to UK domestic security in the form of retaliation, resentment or 
the potential to radicalise others online who might be sympathetic to the cause and prepared 
to carry out violent acts on the group’s behalf.203 This could potentially generate a longer-term 
wave of new young females radicalised, and children born to these women, especially as 
Islamist terrorist groups continue to praise attacks carried out by women that align with their 
goals, which in turn empowers women to join their ranks.204 

Chapter 8
Conclusion

The rise of ISIS highlights the complexity of radicalisation both in relation to how individuals, 
groups and mass levels of people can be radicalised by both opinion and action, but it also 
highlights how motivational factors will differ depending on the societal, cultural, political, 
and personal status. The theoretical model by McCauley and Moskalenko provides a useful 
framework to demonstrate how individuals can move from radicalisation of opinion to 
radicalisation of action, and to understand the importance and power of group radicalisation in 
the process. ISIS was able to use group radicalisation to recruit greater numbers of UK women 
to join its caliphate than any other Islamist group before them by reaching and influencing 
its supporters irrespective of geographical boundaries. They achieved this by using online 
channels to sell its propaganda narrative, social media forums to recruit, and blogs and videos 
to enhance the profile, ISIS captivated those in the UK society who felt excluded whether that 
be personal victimisation, political grievance, disenfranchised with the lack of opportunities, or 
a rejection of families and cultural norms with relative ease. By portraying a sense of belonging 
and camaraderie within the ideology, the promise of a utopian Islamic Caliphate appealed 
to many young women in search for a ‘sisterhood’ of likeminded Muslim women, and an 
opportunity to live a life where their religion and societal values were not in conflict. 
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For these women who joined ISIS, identity crisis theory played a key part in their radicalisation 
process and was the primary push factor for those travelling in search of self-identity, belonging 
and unity which was fuelled by ISIS’ deliberate targeting online via women only forums and 
trusted friendship groups to capture those individuals who displayed feelings of isolation 
both socially and culturally from society, and therefore more vulnerable and susceptible to 
be radicalised. This paper has highlighted that the push factors for both men and women 
radicalised by ISIS were similar and broadly shaped by political motivations, ideology, and a 
sense of unity around religion which led to large numbers making the journey. Equally, that 
some women like men joined ISIS to carry out acts themselves and therefore the perception 
by the Western media and governments that all women who joined ISIS were victims, 
oppressed by Muslim men or mentally unstable fundamentally overlooks the importance 
of understanding gendered motivations in the radicalisation process. Not only did these 
narratives deny these women agency, but it also reinforced gender stereotype within UK 
society that women involved with an extremist group do not pose the same threat to security 
as their male counterparts. 

However, the pull factors were more gendered and for the women who joined ISIS, they 
were centred on the roles they could undertake in the IS, and the importance placed by 
al-Bagdadhi on their value to building the Caliphate, and its future. Critically, this provided UK 
Muslim women with a sense of belonging, purpose and empowerment and an opportunity 
to be more than just a peripheral element to the ideology. The primary pull factor was the 
‘sisterhood’, a sense of belonging and to live freely as a Muslim by overtly following their 
religion without victimisation or subject to the Islamophobia which they faced in the UK, 
and for some a chance to rebel against their family’s cultural way of life. These similarities and 
differences identify why gender should play an important part in future Counterterrorism and 
Deradicalisation programmes, and that understanding security through a gendered lens is 
critical to the effectiveness of UK security strategies and policy in the future. 

This paper has identified that there is a connection between the UK females radicalised by ISIS 
and a threat to UK domestic security, and whilst the firm-hand narrative the government has 
adopted to deal with those returning or wanting to return is understandable as the level of risk 
is undetermined, adopting an aggressive and resolute stance is unlikely to be the answer. 
Neither is arresting our way out of the problem leaving citizens in refugee camps or in Iraq and 
Syria to make their own way home, removing citizenship or detaining in prison as this does 
not stop the risk to UK security, it only delays the threat. Understanding the motives of those 
radicalised by ISIS must be at the forefront of future UK deradicalisation and counter-terrorism 
strategies and policies if the UK Government and the Security Services are to properly assess the 
threat and then implement mitigation measures in the NSS to appropriately monitor, support 
and where necessary detain those radicalised by ISIS who pose a threat to domestic security. 

ISIS was able to implant a message to potential followers unlike any other Islamist group whilst 
gaining territory across Iraq and Syria, revenue and income and introduced state-like attributes
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in just four years. Their global reach and ability to attract large numbers of Western women 
was unprecedented and therefore the UK Government and its Security Services need to 
reevaluate preventative strategies and polices to better understand the link between gender 
and security and to assess the implications with greater numbers of women within society 
either radicalised by ISIS or who are susceptible to being radicalised to ensure the ‘ISIS Effect’ is 
not relived in the future.

Whilst female radicalisation is not new, the number of UK women who joined ISIS between 
2014-2018 was unprecedented, and the ages of those who left voluntarily was also concerning 
but their movements were not tracked by the Security Services, and PAG, the actual threat they 
pose is undetermined, and potentially underestimated. Having been exposed to life within an 
extremist organisation, it is likely these women have been involved in operational and tactical 
level planning, carried out or supported acts of violence, and most likely been involved in 
the group’s recruitment campaign, therefore the skills they have acquired can be dangerous 
if not controlled appropriately. Similarly, these women are likely to be susceptible to further 
radicalisation in future as they are largely undetected by security agencies and displaced 
within society. 

As the exact numbers of women still living in Iraq and Syria or embedded in refugee camps 
either wanting to return or denied access remains unknown, this factor alone is concerning 
as it denudes governmental departments assessing threats and establishing mitigation, or 
preventative measures. Equally, those women who have returned and been processed through 
the judiciary system or Prevent programme have been given very little tailored support to 
integrate back into society which could result in these individuals being further isolated 
from society which is a key driver to radicalisation. With so many unknowns, the UK could be 
potentially at risk in the future from either a lone attack (with or without group instruction), 
or a more collaborated event as we have already seen in London if these women chose to 
provide infrastructure, networks, or safe spaces within our communities for the group to 
launch such attacks. 

As the Prevent and Channel programmes have been designed to tackle extremist radicalisation 
which is primarily aimed towards violence (radicalisation of action) and therefore overlooks 
the risks from cognitive radicalisation (radicalisation of opinion), many women often slip 
through the net, or do not engage with these voluntary programmes as they are not tailored 
in any way to their specific requirements. Moreover, as the programme practitioners are 
predominately men, Muslim women struggle to build rapport due to cultural sensitivities 
and they often drop out of the programmes and are left largely unmonitored. The gendered 
perception that women are victims of violence rather than perpetrators, and that society 
does not view the women radicalised by ISIS with the same metrics as the men could mean 
that new extremist groups, or existing ones, start to actively target and recruit larger numbers 
to their ranks as they are an untapped resource, with the ability to enhance a groups profile 
and influence. 
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As such, this paper has demonstrated that the link between gender and radicalisation needs 
to be better understood in academia and at the UK governmental level as ‘some’ UK women 
radicalised by ISIS can, and do, pose the same threat to domestic security as ‘some’ of their 
male counterparts, noting that radicalisation does not always resort to extremist behaviour. 
Therefore, security preventative measures, the judiciary system and the deradicalisation 
programmes should not be gender blind if they want to mitigate against any future threats to 
UK domestic security. 

An area for further research is to understand the potential risk that children born within the 
Caliphate might pose when they reach adulthood to UK domestic security. Whilst there is 
early academic research by Cook and Vale this is limited due to the vast number of unknowns 
because the UK government, and its PAG, did not accurately track the gender of those who 
joined ISIS. Similarly, whilst revision of UK CONTEST strategies is not the intent of this paper, it 
has demonstrated that Prevent and Channel need to be redesigned through a gendered lens if 
they are to be successful in tackling female radicalisation with greater emphasis placed on the 
role women can play in terrorist groups, and why they should not automatically be discounted 
as posing a threat to security because of societal gendered perceptions. The actions of the 
Security Services and the Government in supporting and facilitating the reintegration of 
ISIS women back into society is critical for them, their community, and potentially future 
generations if the UK hopes to mitigate against radicalisation in our communities. 
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Appendix 1
Elite Interview conduct on Wednesday 3rd March 2021 with Dr. Katherine Brown, Senior 
Lecturer in Islamic Studies University of Birmingham. 

This appendix (appx) is a summative overview of the answers to the four questions posed 
ahead of the interview which was recorded on Teams. Whilst I do not have permission to share 
the entire script, the author has given authority for me to summarise the key points from 
the interview. In addition, some of the author’s professional opinions discussed during this 
interview have been used as primary evidence in the Research paper and these have been 
footnoted accordingly. 

Q1. What role, if any, has gender in the radicalisation of British women supporting ISIS?

Dr. Brown stressed that the general perception, not just in the UK, but in academic literature, 
at the political level and within the security domain is the assumption that women are largely 
insignificant in terms of the radicalisation process as the numbers involved with terrorist 
groups is small in comparison to men. Therefore, why would governmental strategies, 
funding and deradicalisation programmes be shaped around the minority. Further, that UK 
deradicalisation programmes have been designed to tackle Counterterrorism with the primary 
objective to maintain physical security in society and preventing harm to citizens. Dr. Brown 
stated that even though there has been a shift since 9/11 towards tackling radicalisation in the 
UK, the focus has remained on understanding how people (predominately men) behave and 
think which is designed to prevent them undertaking physical acts of violence. In the past, 
most attacks have been carried out by men which has led to the perception that women are 
less violent or likely to be a security risk; women have carried out a small number of physical 
acts, but they remain an outlier.

Q2. If there is a potential link, what part do you think gender perception and stereotypes 
within UK society plays in how men and women were radicalised by ISIS. Do you think 
there are similarities and differences?

Dr. Brown stated that until the emergence of ISIS, British women were largely not carrying 
out acts of violence and therefore they remained unnoticed – Dr. Brown used the example 
that you do not notice that most of the world leaders are predominately men until you see 
women in the photo. ISIS has shone a light on the importance of understanding gender in 
the radicalisation process, and only when the UK Government started to see its female citizens 
engage with ISIS’ ideology and voluntarily willing to travel in support of an extremist terrorist 
organisation did the narrative start to migrate towards understanding ‘why and how’ women 
were radicalised - but this is still very limited. Dr. Brown states that UK domestic security polices, 
programmes and strategies are gender blind. Therefore, British policy has been shaped around 
preventing men from carrying out acts of violence, rather than focusing on radicalisation and 
the part gender plays in this process. 

Lengthy discussion took place on the role of the UK society and the importance of the 
ideological component and what ISIS offered to young females. Dr. Brown stated that the 
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prospect of living in a Muslim state and being part of this new pure-State, which valued religion 
and Muslim culture was for many a key driving factor for why younger females migrated. 
She stated that many felt oppressed and restricted in the West due to the Islamophobia they 
faced daily, and due to societal perceptions about all Muslims. In addition, Dr. Brown stated that 
some young women made the journey in the fight for jihad but that this concept has been 
overlooked almost entirely by the UK government, and the Security Services. 

Q3. What was the role of British society, if it did have one, in driving Islamist radicalisation, 
and what were the primary factors that lead women leaving to join ISIS?

The focus during the meeting was on the role the UK media played, and at the governmental 
level which shaped the narrative that UK females who joined ISIS were motivated by 
romance and were simply termed as ‘Jihadi Brides.’ This oversimplified term, Dr Brown argues 
removes agency from their decisions and somehow makes them less of a risk to security. 
Dr. Brown stated that the general Western perception is that women should ‘not be doing
it anyway’ and therefore by using the narrative that they were coerced or lured reinforces
the UK societal and cultural perception that women are forced into violence by men; violent
behaviour is accepted of men, but not of women. Dr. Brown agreed that there were 
similarities and differences that motivated men and women to join ISIS which are covered 
in the paper. 

Dr. Brown introduced the Shamima Begum case as an example of how women who 
participated are framed as needing psychological help, and that their motivating factors 
are medicalised unlike their male counterparts where its culturally and societally accepted 
that some men will fight for a cause. Dr. Brown stated that this perception has also shaped 
our national security policies as women are viewed as less of a risk to the society as they are 
deemed unlikely to fight or carry out acts of violence. 

Q4. What do you foresee are the primary security implications of potential amounts of 
increased British females radicalised by ISIS, especially those that do return?

Dr. Brown discusses at length the UK CONTEST programmes and stated that Prevent and 
Channel have been designed mostly by men, and that these interventions are delivered 
predominately by male practitioners which not only overlooks gendered factors in the 
radicalisation process but results in women not fully engaging or they are dropping out as it 
does not meet their needs. She uses the term ‘designed by men for men’ – and stated that the 
deradicalisation and Counterterrorism strategies, programmes and governmental policies are 
largely unsuccessful in supporting women involved in terrorist organisation as they do 
not consider the gendered aspect – they are ‘gender blind.’ Further, Dr Brown stated that 
the UK judiciary system is not equipped to deal with women who support a terrorist group 
as often the offences they are charged with are reduced to child abuse/neglect or linked to 
terrorist related offensives but only as a supporter or an affiliate. Due to gender perceptions 
and stereotypes of a woman’s role in a terrorist organisation, Dr. Brown states that the UK 
women radicalised by ISIS are not given the appropriate support, scrutiny, or risk assessment 
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in the same way as their male counterparts, as the role is normally viewed as peripheral or 
supportive – victims rather than perpetrators. 

Dr. Brown’s opinion was that the women who lived in the Islamic State are likely to have been 
trained in defensive measures, and there is evidence of them wearing suicide vests and bearing
arms. Similarly, that they had training in field triage and involved in the planning of operations 
which does give them some battle skills. However, Dr. Brown stated that these extra skills or 
their affiliation to ISIS does not necessarily make them a security threat by association, but she 
did agree that the level of threat posed by women who joined ISIS is undetermined, especially 
for younger women who travelled alone as it is reasonable to expect they made the decision 
based on the facts available online, in the media and globally; these women were aware that 
ISIS were a violent extremist group and yet they still decided to participate. Dr. Brown stated 
that these motives are likely to mirror that of the men who travelled and therefore they could 
potentially pose a similar, if not the same, threat to domestic security. 

Appendix 2
Elite Interview conducted on Friday 26th February 2021 with Dr. Joana Cook, Assistant 
Professor Terrorism and Political Violence, Faculty of Governance and Global Affairs, 
Leiden University.

This appendix (appx) is a summative overview of the answers to the four questions posed 
ahead of the interview which was recorded on Teams. Whilst I do not have permission to share 
the entire script, the author has given authority for me to summarise the key points from 
the interview. In addition, some of the author’s professional opinions discussed during this 
interview have been used as primary evidence in the Research paper and these have been 
footnoted accordingly. 

Q1. What role, if any, has gender in the radicalisation of British women supporting ISIS?

Dr. Cook stated that in her book, A Woman’s Place, and in her recent current research Daesh
to Diaspora with Gina Vale she looks at the role gender plays in the radicalisation process. 
She stated that if you look at the question through the counterterrorism lens, and across 
the full spectrum which includes everything from preventative to direct engagement, 
disengagement, rehabilitation, and reintegration, and you consider each of these different 
groups, gender has a role to play in every aspect. Dr. Cook stated that gender influences 
the trajectory of radicalisation and is present throughout an individual’s entire journey. 
Specifically, gender plays an essential part in how an individual accesses radical ideology, 
what roles are on offer within a group, how that role will be present in the organisation, and 
how the organisation has evolved; these factors are all shaped by gender stereotypes within 
societies and what attracts an individual to a particular terrorist group will be shaped by 
gendered cultural, societal, and personal beliefs. Dr. Cook highlighted that gender plays a part 
in how individuals are targeted, and in the case of ISIS, the propaganda campaigns and online 
recruiting was extremely gender focused. Dr. Cook stated that this gendered targeting in ISIS’ 
Manifesto, during their recruitment campaigns, how it was portrayed online by its followers 
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and from the direct call from its leader all empowered Western women, including those from 
the UK, to travel on a scale not seen by any other Islamist Terrorist group in history. Dr. Cook 
stated that the gender lens offers insight into the lived experience, allows us to understand 
factors or pathways into radicalisation and what accelerator radicalisation is – what are the 
motivating factors that cause men and women to be radicalised. 

Q2. If there is a potential link, what part do you think gender perception and stereotypes 
within UK society plays in how men and women were radicalised by ISIS. Do you think 
there are similarities and differences?

Dr. Cook focuses on a chapter in her recent book and explains how Muslim women in the 
UK tend to face Islamophobic attacks, particularly women who wear religious symbols. 
She explains that a division in society whereby these women are feeling excluded, rejected, 
or increasingly targeted based on gender, compounds their feelings of cultural, societal, and 
personal separation from the society and communities where they live. These factors are key 
drivers for radicalisation as evidence suggests these individuals are likely to seek like-minded 
groups as part of self-identity, and to find a sense of belonging. Dr. Cook raises a key point 
that gender stereotypes and roles within communities shape the way in which individuals 
exist, behave and who they form networks with. 

Dr. Cook touched on her recent research Daesh to Diaspora to explain that in almost all cases 
that she looked at, the motivations for radicalisation have been multifaceted, but the ideology 
and the opportunity to live in a Caliphate was a key factor for women. The opportunity to live 
in a kind of hegemonic organisational structure and ideology where very idealised gender 
roles is supported and facilitated appealed to many young women. In addition, that ISIS 
offered UK women the opportunity to live in a State which valued their belief system and 
rejected the femininity movement growing in the UK. Therefore Dr. Cook argues that the UK 
societal perceptions on roles of men and women, with males being leaders and fighters, and 
women being private, inward facing, and supportive was exploited by ISIS as a key recruitment 
tactic and pull factor as they projected a utopian Muslim State were the traditional roles of 
men and women were firmly accepted and encouraged in their ideology. 

Q3. What was the role of British society, if it had did have one, in driving Islamist 
radicalisation, and what were the primary factors that lead women leaving to join ISIS?

We discussed the impact of recent conflicts in the Middle East, the history of terrorist activity 
from the IRA and more recent terrorist attacks in London and how they have influenced British 
perception that Muslim men are terrorists, and that women are oppressed by men, and the 
general view that they are forced to wear the hijab etc reinforces the notion that they are 
weak, brain-washed, and vulnerable. Dr. Cook stated that for many UK young females, the 
feelings of isolation, disenfranchisement, and lack of opportunity within the society, along 
with day-to-day verbal and in some cases physical attacks were both push and pull factors
in each individualised radicalisation journey. Similarly, that the Shamima Begum case 
demonstrates how the public view Muslims in UK society, as even though she is British 
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born and bred the debate around her citizenship was fuelled by the media coverage that 
she did not deserve this status, and society largely supported this notion. Dr. Cook states 
that the UK society, and Media platforms and UK Government all played a key role in the 
radicalisation process for many UK females who felt that the British state did not care about 
them, or their identity which for many just validated their feelings of isolation from the 
society and reaffirmed their decision to leave. ISIS was able to give these women a sense of 
empowerment to choose the life they want to live, and for some to rebel against society or 
fight back. 

Q4. What do you foresee are the primary security implications of potential amounts of 
increased British females radicalised by ISIS, especially those that do return?

Dr. Cook stated that around 900 UK individuals travelled to the Islamic State (but this number 
could be higher) and that the gender was not accurately tracked. In addition, Dr. Cook stated 
that unlike European countries, the UK was the only country that has not actually differentiated 
the women who have returned, but that they have for the men. She stated a few questions, 
How many women remain in camps in northeast Syria? How many are confirmed dead? 
How many have drifted off to other parts of Iraq and Syria? We discussed these questions but 
the answer to all three question is the statistics are not accurate and the number remains 
unknown. However, Dr. Cook did state that of the women who have returned, no attacks have 
yet been conducted but that does not mean they should not be viewed as potential threats 
and treated as such. Dr. Cook stated that many of these women have been trained by ISIS 
to use guns, accustomed to battle tactics, supported the network, facilitated attacks, part of 
the State building process and indoctrinated children to the ideology’s cause and therefore 
they do have the potential to pose a threat to UK domestic security, and must be given the 
appropriate attention. She did stress that the judiciary system is not the only mechanism to 
support these women but that the social services, and other government departments must 
be involved if the threat is to be appropriately mitigated. 

Dr. Cook stated that the biggest areas of concern for the UK is the deradicalisation programmes 
and disengagement programmes which do not factor gender in their design, delivery, or 
measures of success. She stressed that there must be a strong gendered lens when creating 
programmes or approaches to manage these individuals as they return, and that they must 
be gender sensitive. Lastly, Dr. Cook stated that the UK judiciary system is often more lenient 
on women involved in terrorist groups, and many are not brought to justice for their actions 
which does have consequences as they are not offered deradicalisation or reintegration 
support, therefore potentially making them a greater threat. 
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