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Abstract 

 

‘Revenge of the Virtuous Women’: Framing of Gender and Violence by 

Palestinian Militant Organizations 

 

Amina Riad Zarrugh, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Michael P. Young 

 

From 2002 to 2006, ten Palestinian women committed suicide attacks against Israeli 

civilians and military personnel, resulting in more fatalities and wounded noncombatants 

on average than attacks by male perpetrators. Rather than examining individual women’s 

motivations to become a suicide bomber, this research endeavor seeks to shift focus from 

this prevailing analytical approach to a sociological analysis of how militant 

organizations frame female participation to the public. Social movement perspectives and 

an extension of Erving Goffman’s work on frame analysis theoretically inform an 

examination of media produced by the two non-secular militant organizations of Hamas 

and Palestine Islamic Jihad. Organizations attempt to mitigate the “broken frame” 

introduced by female incorporation into an overwhelmingly male enterprise by 

strategically creating new frames that exalt and reinterpret extant social norms. 

Organizations frame female perpetrators as un-feminine individuals prior to their actions 

but, through the act of martyrdom, frame them as feminized symbols of the threat posed 
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to Palestinian society, and its gender order, by Israeli military presence in the occupied 

territories. Martyrdom is framed, physically and symbolically, as a transformative 

experience. An application of frame analysis to violent social movements offers 

researchers the opportunity to understand how groups attempt to garner support and 

advance their interests within their populations and abroad. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Literature Review 

The popular uprisings for social and political rights across the Middle East and 

North Africa in 2011 inaugurated a discourse of women’s presence in the revolutions as 

novel and revolutionary in and of itself, as if their inclusion in nationalist movements 

within Arab societies was unprecedented (Khan 2011; Wolf 2011). Female involvement 

in Algeria’s revolution against French colonization is a well-cited and notorious example 

of the multivalent roles and manners in which women mobilized, both peacefully and 

violently, for a nationalist cause within independence movements (Lazreg 1994; Charrad 

2001; Slyomovics 1995). It is particularly women’s mobilization around violence that, 

even relative to problematically under-historicized discussions of their participation in 

peaceful demonstrations, has received especially problematic and inadequate attention 

despite women’s integral involvement in militant activities since roughly the 1970s. 

Historically, several organizations have publically and forthrightly incorporated 

women into their violent activities, among them organizations in South America such as 

the Revolutionary Armed forces of Colombia (FARC), Sandinista National Liberation 

Front (FSLN) in Nicaragua, and the Shining Path Communist Party in Peru; 

organizations in Asia including Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka 

and Russia’s Chechen separatist groups; and organizations in the Middle East that include 

the Kurdish Worker’s Party (PKK) in Turkey, numerous organizations in the Palestinian 

territories of the West Bank and Gaza, Hezbollah in southern Lebanon, and, most 
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recently, Al-Qaeda-affiliated organizations in Iraq, among others (Cunningham 2003; 

2007).  

Notions that men still unilaterally assume the combative, violent roles during 

these conflicts continues to pervade contemporary scholarship, discourse, and 

international legal understanding of conflict. Since the 1980s, however, women’s 

historical service to organizations as auxiliaries in non-combative roles has also been 

accompanied by women’s active involvement in militant activity, particularly as suicide 

bombers in the Middle Eastern and Asian context (Bloom 2005). From the period 1980 to 

2003, women represented approximately 5 percent of suicide bombers sponsored by 

Palestinian organizations, 16 percent by Lebanese organizations, 20 percent by Sri 

Lanka’s LTTE, 60 percent by Chechen rebels,1 and 71 percent by Turkey’s PKK. 

Demographically, female bombers tended to be older than their male counterparts, in 

their mid to late twenties, and possess above average educational attainment, often having 

acquired baccalaureate degrees (Pape 2005). . Prevailing examinations of female 

militancy overwhelmingly emphasize individual motivations and women’s vulnerability 

to manipulation rather than organizational features that mediate their participation.  

To address the paucity of sociological investigations into the complexities of 

female suicide bombing and to explore alternative conceptual frameworks by which to 

understand the precedence of female involvement in suicide bombing, the purpose of this 

examination is twofold. First, this investigation briefly reviews prior work on female 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 Figures regarding the extent of female participation in this case may be slightly inflated as the armed take 
over of the Dubrovka Theater by Chechen rebels, several of whom were women, in 2002 may not have 
been an intentional suicide operation. 
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suicide bombing and critically surveys social movement theoretical perspectives to 

ascertain what each might offer a study of female suicide bombing. Secondly, this 

research endeavor applies theories of social movement framing to primary sources from 

two organizations, Hamas and Palestine Islamic Jihad, which have sponsored half of the 

female perpetrators in the Palestinian context. In doing so, this examination seeks to 

answer the question: “How do organizations frame male and female suicide bombers and 

what discourses do they draw on to do so?” This analysis thus seeks to fundamentally 

shift the perspective from individual female suicide bombers to an organizational-level 

analysis of the ways in which militant groups relay female participation to their 

respective publics.  

 

Review of Approaches to the Study of Female Suicide Bombers 

 

 Studies of female suicide bombing have primarily assumed two perspectives: a 

form of strategic-rationality operating at the organizational level and a form of 

psychological predisposition or vulnerability operating at the individual level, neither of 

which fully illuminate the role of militant organizations in their sponsorship of female 

bombers or grant autonomy to the individual female bombers themselves. 

 
Rational Choice Perspective 

 

Rational choice theory understands society as composed of individuals motivated 

to make choices in order to maximize personal utility (Coleman 1990). Benevolence and 

sacrifice, be it for the aspirations of a new state or to garner the graces of the divine, fail 
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to constitute legitimate sources of action for individual behavior based on individual cost-

benefit calculations. As there exists little logic in martyrdom by the individual, scholars 

examining suicide bombing from a rational choice perspective generally confine analyses 

to the organizational level (Bloom 2005; Pape 2005). As subordinates of an extremely 

hierarchical group, suicide bombers submit to the control of the organization and are 

deployed according to the needs of the sponsoring group (Pedahzur 2005). In keeping 

with the cunning, flexible character of militant organizations, women are presumably 

enlisted to gain entry to extremely restrictive environments. Locations inaccessible to 

males who may arouse suspicion are penetrated by women who assume “innocent” 

appearances, often disguised as expecting mothers (Cragin 2009; Skaine 2006).2 In 1991, 

Dhanu, a female militant of Liberation Tamil Tigers Eelam, managed to approach one of 

India’s most prominent political figures and, in close proximity, successfully detonated 

explosives concealed under her dress (De Mel 2004).  

From this perspective, so long as female bombers constitute tactical utility and 

advance the destructive goals of the larger militant organizations, their recruitment and 

deployment are bound to increase. What a rational choice understanding of organizational 

incentives overlooks, however, is the possibility that female involvement in militant 

organizations may constitute tactical utility in ways aside from access to secure 

environments.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 An interesting example of women gaining access to restricted, carefully monitored check points is 
featured in the 1967 Italian film, “La battaglia di Algeri” (“The Battle of Algiers”) in which women 
participating in the Algerian resistance assume European dress to access French quarters and detonate 
explosives. Note that these were not suicide bombings but acts of terrorism against French settlers in 
French-occupied Algeria. 
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Social Psychological Perspectives 

At the micro-level, what are here termed “social psychological perspectives” 

understand female suicide bombing through the personal life histories of individual 

female bombers. Female motivations to participate in clandestine militant operations are 

predicated on the premise that female motivations differ fundamentally from those of 

male bombers (Jacques and Taylor 2008). These investigations frequently attribute 

female violent behavior to manipulation by male family members (Victor 2003; Rubin 

2009). While male militants are compelled by desires to attain goals of national liberation 

through violent tactics, female militants are motivated by gendered desires to avenge 

family losses (typically deaths of male relatives) or are psychologically intimidated by 

male kin to sacrifice themselves (Alvanou 2008; Skaine 2006). 

This perspective has been most demonstrably employed by Victor (2003), who 

constructs an argument based on in-depth interviews with relatives and friends of the 

deceased that implicates male relatives as coercive, conniving recruiters. Male kin 

presumably exploit and convince vulnerable and marginalized women, who wouldn’t 

otherwise engage in violence, to become suicide bombers. As a consequence, women are 

characterized as unable to be killers of their own volition, but must undergo an 

unspecified metamorphosis, facilitated by men, that distance them from their natural 

female inclinations towards nonviolence.  

Information provided to researchers by relatives and friends, as well as the 

resulting character of the suicide bomber constructed from such narratives, cannot be 

understood to truly represent the individual him or herself. The finite nature of suicide 
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bombing affords researchers little opportunity to investigate the intimate details of the 

lives of the individual bombers from their own perspectives and, as a result, leads to 

overgeneralized conjectures regarding bomber intent, motivation, and incentive to 

commit an act of suicide on behalf of a militant organization. 

One exception to this limitation is interviews conducted with imprisoned would-be 

bombers who did not complete their missions. Berko and Erez (2007) interviewed 

women detained in Israeli prisons regarding their recruitment, motivations, and, in the 

case of some women, their suspensions of the mission. The varied pathways to 

involvement in militant activity that women cite, among them revenge for deaths of 

family and friends killed by Israeli Defense Forces, opportunities to interact with men 

(over the internet), reclamation of lost reputation, and responses to personal 

circumstances, highlight the limitations of prevailing biographies constructed in the 

absence of women’s perspectives.  

It is important to note, however, that such in-depth interviews only represent the 

attitudes and experiences of women who did not commit suicide and accomplish their 

destructive operations. Their stories may not be representative of those women who do 

detonate their explosive devices and, therefore, whose words are inaccessible aside from 

organizationally mediated martyr videos that surface following attacks. The existing 

evidence from interviews does suggest that the primacy accorded to male-initiated 

recruitment of vulnerable women as emphasized by socio-psychological perspectives is 

far too simplified and by risks endorsing fatalistic views of female self-determination and 

agency (Brunner 2007; Yadlin 2006). 
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This approach overlooks the potential that, though biography and personal 

circumstance may be germane, such details may be more fundamental and integral to 

understanding how the media, as examined by several scholars, and militant 

organizations, to be examined here, frame female suicide bombers in their respective 

publics.  

Media Discourse and Sensationalism 

The actions of female suicide bombers, in comparison to behavior of other social 

actors, disproportionately garner journalistic attention. Investigations of media discourse 

regarding female incorporation into suicide missions constitute a third avenue of research 

on female suicide bombers. Issachroff (2006) compares Arab and Israeli news reports of 

female suicide missions and finds that Israeli media appears more sympathetic to female 

bombers than their male counterparts and emphasizes personal circumstances that 

purportedly drive them to kill. In contrast, Arab media marginalizes personal 

circumstances to emphasize the way in which Palestinian national interests coincide with 

female involvement in suicide bombing (Issacharoff 2006). 

According to Patkin (2004), Western media, most appropriately understood as 

media disseminated from the Untied States and Europe, predicate their coverage on a 

notion that female motivation must differ substantially from that of males. Consequently, 

journalistic accounts overwhelmingly focus on emotional and domestic concerns 

expressed by women prior to their deaths rather than ideological expressions of 

nationalistic pride deemed characteristic of male suicide bombers (Patkin 2004).    
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Brunner (2005) refers to media representations of female suicide bombers as a 

form of  “discoursive instrumentalisation of feminine corporeality” or “gendered 

representation.” Her findings suggest that media reports by Western authors frequently 

seek to generate rationality in a woman’s biographical details or social environment to 

offer an explanation for her choice to commit suicide. In the process, journalists often 

refer to a woman’s virginity, pregnancy, or motherhood such that a binary gender 

hierarchy is maintained even whilst women destroy their bodies. The presentation of the 

female virgin is occupied with the attributes of youth, innocence, or purity, which 

confirms the victim status of the women in the context of the national liberation 

movement and within Palestinian society (Brunner 2005). Naaman (2007) likewise 

suggests that European and American media, including popular film, characterize female 

suicide bombers as the victims of a pernicious patriarchal system. In an analysis of 

English publications from 2000-2005, Mantcheva Sternadori (2007) finds that female 

bombers are portrayed as unskilled bombers, “attack bitches” who seek revenge, failed 

mothers, indoctrinated victims, and sexy figures influenced by personal circumstances to 

become violent. 

In contrast to journalistic accounts of victimhood identities among female suicide 

bombers presented by Western media, Brunner (2005) finds that publications in the Arab 

world primarily assume a “poetic storytelling” language that emphasizes community over 

the individual (and her biography). Naaman (2007) finds that Arab media frequently 

attribute mythical statuses to female suicide bombers who are often referred to as the 

“brides of Palestine” and emphasize public gatherings and organized mock-weddings to 
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celebrate female martyrdom. Themes of matrimony also surfaced in Hasso’s (2005) 

analysis of photographs and narrative representations of female suicide bombers on 

television and in newspapers. Saudi male columnists commenting on the Al-Fatah and 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-sponsored operation of Ayat Al-Akhras 

suggested that instead of pursuing an earthly marriage, she “chose to marry Allah, 

Paradise, and martyrdom” (Hasso 2005).3 Both Western and Arab media engage in 

debates regarding the how religious figures articulate the propriety of female involvement 

in bombing, the role of female bombers in nationalist movements, and whether the 

actions of female suicide bombers advance a feminist agenda (Brunner 2005). 

 

Naffine (1989) argues that scholars generally continue to promote a problematic 

dichotomy, often psychological, between women and deviance. Talbot (2001) likewise 

suggests that researchers continue to conceptually divide the identities of female militants 

“into two mutually exclusive halves; either the ‘woman’ or the ‘terrorist’ is emphasized, 

but never together” (Talbot 2001). Talbot contends that the nature of the movement has 

implications the manner in which women become involved in the movement, and, this 

analysis will contend, the presentation of violent women to broader publics. Limitations 

of these dichotomies result in a failure to treat women as autonomous political actors. It is 

the purpose of this research endeavor, given the omissions of rational choice, social 

psychological perspectives and media studies, to explore the analytical value that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Hasso (2005) incorporates into her analysis messages women left behind (in the form of martyr videos) to 
illustrate the tension between media discourses and the mixed endorsement and resistance of gender-sexual 
norms by female bombers themselves. Scholars have not yet systematically examined martyr videos; this 
would be an excellent avenue for future research, especially to elucidate how women reconcile social 
identities as women and militants. 
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sociological theories of social movements have to offer the study of female involvement 

in violence. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Background 

The study of collective behavior has been influenced by a series of paradigmatic 

shifts, each of which has attempted to address a feature or aspect of social behavior 

neglected by prior endeavors. Violent social movements, including those of militant 

organizations, benefit from social movement analyses and have recently been utilized by 

sociologists (della Porta 2008; Snow and Byrd 2007). The fundamental and most 

influential perspectives on the study of social movements that have some bearing on 

violent social movements include collective behaviorism, resource mobilization, political 

opportunity structure, and framing processes.4 These theoretical orientations each 

generate beneficial questions and lines of inquiry to the study of suicide bombing. 

Framing perspectives, however, address the most neglected dimensions of female 

participation and sponsorship in suicide operations. 

Collective Behaviorism 

Early social movement theorists primarily constrained their analyses to protests 

and disruptive politics, concluding that upon joining a crowd, rational individuals lose 

any sense of self-restraint, ultimately succumbing to the contagious behavior of the group 

(Blumer 1939). Within this unique environment of affective emotion, unrest, and 

excitement, individuals become irrational, impulsive, and irresponsible (Freud 1959; Le 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Omitted from this survey is a discussion of new social movements. New social movement theory has 
traditionally been concentrated in a Western context though its reach has extended recently to the analysis 
of many movements in South America. A far more nuanced treatment of the intersection between new 
social movement theory and violent organizations than can be addressed here would benefit the study of 
terrorist organizations and the connections between ideology and identity that certainly surface in terrorist 
group relationships to the publics in which they operate. See Cohen (1985), Melucci (1996), and Touraine 
(1985). 
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Bon 1960). This perspective has been criticized by subsequent social movement scholars 

for its problematic assumption that individuals are unequivocally intellectually impaired 

in the presence of others and for its neglect of collective action appeals to audiences 

(McAdam 1982; McCarthy and Zald 1987). Nevertheless, this perspective has relevance 

for the study of suicide bombing. Drawing from Émile Durkheim’s (1897) classifications 

of suicide, suicide bombing may be considered a form of altruistic suicide, in which an 

individual’s death is the product of excessive social integration and collective influence 

from his or her surrounding group. The secretive nature of militant organizations and the 

necessarily insular environment in which members operate is conducive to collective 

behaviorist descriptions of an enveloping and intoxicating member-generated collective 

solidarity. However, female participation in militant activities complicates this dynamic, 

as many women have often been omitted or segregated from the primary activities of 

these organizations (Cunningham 2003). 

Resource Mobilization 

 In the late 1970s and early 1980s, social movement theorists shifted their 

analyses and extended their units of observation, conceptualizing social movements as 

organized, rational collective entities embedded in a larger environment of other 

organizational interests; success of a movement was conceptualized as contingent upon 

how potentially hostile or accommodating its surrounding environment appeared 

(McCarthy and Zald 1977). Recognition of multiple, rather disparate, audiences to social 

movement activity constitutes one of the principal contributions of resource mobilization 

theory. In extreme cases, social movement organizations may even reconstitute their 
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ideological orientations or pragmatic aspirations in order to seek much needed funding 

opportunities from sources that may be unsympathetic to their social agendas (McCarthy 

and Zald 1977). With regard to female suicide bombers, a multiplication of audiences to 

which militant organizations are answerable increases the need to be particularly nuanced 

and conscientious of group sponsorship of their organizational representatives, i.e. 

suicide bombers. Militant groups are highly organized and strategic; their messaging 

strategies are likely to be equally, if not more, strategically designed (Alexander 2004; 

Tilly 2004). 

Political Opportunity Structure 

Political opportunity perspectives, though similar to those of resource 

mobilization, concentrate on elites and how their activities influence social movement 

opportunities to influence the state apparatus (McAdam 1982). More specifically, 

scholars suggest that fortuitous political “openings” oscillate between enhancement and 

constraint of social movement activity in the following ways: by impacting the settings in 

which types of normative and informational resources are available to a given social 

movement, by determining access to realms of political participation and the public 

sphere, and by influencing the distribution of other social movements and contenders for 

power (Kitschelt 1986).  

Goodwin (2006) posits a theory of “categorical terrorism” by which organizations 

strategically use violence to address several audiences and, rather than perpetrate 

indiscriminate aggression against civilians, target “complicitous civilians” who are 

believed to benefit from the actions of the organization’s enemy or have the capacity to 
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influence the enemy (such as civilians exercising electoral rights in a democracy). The 

weakness of the political alliance between revolutionaries and complicitous civilians 

informs the extent to which violence will be used against civilians (Goodwin 2006). By 

directing violence in this way, organizations seek to open political opportunities and 

maximize strategic objectives such as recovering territory, boosting revolutionary morale 

to inflict greater damage, or provoking an overreaction from the enemy that benefits the 

organization and legitimizes its grievances. An emphasis on an environment of social 

movement actors, and the proliferation of organizations that exist in the West Bank and 

Gaza, accentuates the competitive reality that likely informs the solicitation, recruitment, 

and deployment of male and female suicide bombers and the selection of sites to be 

targeted. 

Framing Processes 

The foregoing survey of social movement theories demonstrates that each 

possesses a unique contribution to the study of violent social movements. It is, however, 

most appropriate to invoke framing theories to understand precisely how organizations 

present male and female suicide bombers to the societies they claim to represent.  

Framing theory is a product of attempts to incorporate a much-neglected sense of culture 

to the analysis of social movements. Scholars draw on Erving Goffman’s (1974) seminal 

study of the way in which individuals come to comprehend their reality and assess for 

themselves what constitutes meaning in a given situation (Goffman 1974; Goffman 

1997). In an extension of these principles of organization, sociologists have endeavored 

to elucidate the struggles of social movements to garner support and mobilize 
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constituencies (Snow, Rochford Jr., Worden, and Benford 1986). Framing processes are 

invoked to unite social psychological factors operating at the individual level, as 

endorsed by collective behaviorists, with the bureaucratic and pragmatic factors operating 

at the organizational level of collective participation, issues raised by resource 

mobilization theorists. This process entails the articulation, through framing, of the 

connection between individual and social movement organization understandings of the 

environment.  

The process by which individuals utilize frames to acquaint themselves with 

complex and contradictory features of social life is known as “frame alignment.” Snow & 

Benford (1988) state that the purpose of framing for organizational leaders is to engage in 

a “maintenance of meaning for constituents, antagonists, and bystanders or 

observers...‘the politics of signification’” (emphasis added). In the context of radical 

social movements in the United States, for example, Berbrier (1998) argues that white 

supremacists re-frame racist beliefs toward other groups under a cultural pluralist 

framework, termed the creation of “Kultural Pluralism.” Supremacists argue that whites 

should have the right, as does any another group, to express a love of their race and a 

desire to preserve it. This framing activity is designed to appeal to more moderate and 

mainstream whites than generally serve as the loyal constituency of such groups (Berbrier 

1998).  

According to Goffman (1974), there are moments in social life during which “the 

unmanageable” might occur such that a prevailing frame cannot be applied to new 

conditions. Circumstances in which the applicability of a frame is compromised are 
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referred to as “breaking frame.” The notion of “breaking” implies that frames have limits 

and must evolve to accommodate fluctuating social environments. To resolve a broken 

frame, “re-keying” of the situation must occur, which is the process of slightly 

transforming the meaning of an activity. This delicate transformation “utterly changes 

what it is a participant would say is going on” (Goffman 1974). Re-keying essentially 

articulates anew the meaning of a given activity such that an individual asks questions 

and creates meanings in a way that wasn’t available in the context of another frame. 

In the following analysis, the incorporation of women into suicide operations, an 

activity overwhelmingly and traditionally undertaken by men, will be treated as an 

instance of “the unmanageable” that results in a broken frame and a subsequent necessity 

that the activity of suicide bombing be re-keyed in ways that encourage the Palestinian 

public to embrace other understandings of suicide operations. “Breaking frame” demands 

that drastic measures be taken to create a new, more suitable frame for a given activity, 

including an invocation of new values and/or the suppression or rejection of old 

meanings. According to Snow et al. (1986), organizations engage in drastic modifications 

to frame when “the programs, causes and values that some SMOs [social movement 

organizations] promote may not resonate with, and on occasion may even appear 

antithetical to, conventional lifestyles or rituals and extant interpretive frames” (emphasis 

added). As will be discussed, organizations sponsoring female bombers often allude to 

traditionally exalted and expected life stages, such as marriage, and reconstitute them in 

terms of female martyrdom. 



 17!

The following questions, inspired by the theoretical background provided by 

framing theory, guide the methodology of this endeavor and constitute the foundation for 

the inquiry: How do organizations frame male and female participation in suicide 

missions and what discourse(s) do they draw on to do so? What are the implications of 

framing suicide bombers in these ways? 
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Chapter 3: Historical Overview: Palestinian Organizational 

Environment 

During the post-1948 environment in which Israel became an independent state, a 

proliferation of organizations were created to contend with the multivalent social changes 

that confronted Palestinians. Among the issues of paramount concern were rights of 

representation and statehood vis-à-vis Israel and the broader international community, the 

status of Palestinian refugees, most of whom took residence in neighboring Jordan and 

Syria, and access to the city of Jerusalem, where several sites revered by adherents of 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are located (Gelvin 2005). Of significance to many 

Palestinian Muslims is the ability to worship at the Dome of the Rock or al-Aqsa mosque, 

which is buttressed by the Western Wall, or “Wailing Wall,” visited by members of the 

Jewish community who regard it as remains of the ancient wall of the Temple Mount 

courtyard. 

 Among the organizations historically accorded the most, albeit tenuous, 

legitimacy as political actors in the territories is the Palestine Liberation Organization 

(PLO), founded in 1964 from the collective gathering of Arab leaders at the first Arab 

summit in Cairo. Though hundreds of countries have recognized the PLO as “the sole 

representative of the Palestinian people,” until 1991, the organization, under the 

leadership of the late Yasser Arafat, was regarded as a militant organization by both the 

United States and Israel (Gelvin 2005). Fatah, a socialist-nationalist movement developed 

alongside the PLO and, in 1967, joined the organization as the largest wing in the PLO’s 

multiparty confederation. Likewise, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 
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(PFLP), a Marxist national liberation movement, joined the PLO. Fraught with fragility 

and disagreement regarding the merits of a single-state or two-state solution, the 

relationship between the PFLP and the PLO has remained weaker than that of Fatah. 

In the aftermath of the 1967 war between Arab states and Israel, sectors of the 

Palestinian population grew increasingly skeptical of the efficacy of pan-Arabism 

inspired development of a Palestinian sovereignty, which was predicated on the notion 

that regional actors ought to collectively articulate and schematize how Palestinians 

should negotiate with Israel and the international community (Mishal and Sela 2000). 

Some Palestinians instead came to embrace a territorial-nationalist conception of 

statehood that emphasized localized struggle among Palestinians, not Arabs more 

broadly, for the re-acquisition of property at borders legislated by the United Nations 

prior to 1967. Several organizations developed within the context of this post-war social 

environment in relative contention with the hegemonic power previously exercised by the 

PLO and Fatah. Both Hamas and Palestine Islamic Jihad, whose movement generated 

documents constitute the data for the following analysis, as well as Al-Aqsa Martyr’s 

Brigade surfaced during this period. Each of these organizations branded themselves as 

alternatives to the types of policies previously advocated by the PLO and Fatah. The 

types of Palestinian nationalism imagined by these organizations were indisputably 

colored by overtures of and aspirations for a future Islamic state of Palestine (Hatina 

2001). As did their PLO and Fatah counterparts, these organizations and social 

movements endorsed violence as a means to achieve Palestinian statehood and engaged 

in violent operations against Israeli military personnel and civilians. 
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All of the organizations thus mentioned have sponsored suicide operations and 

several organizations have developed military wings of the movement for this purpose. 

Based on data collected by the Chicago Project on Security and Terrorism (CPOST), 

from 2002-2006, the period here examined, Fatah sponsored twenty-eight suicide 

operations, 17.2% by women; PFLP sponsored nine suicide operations, 11.1% by 

women; Al-Aqsa Martyr’s Brigade sponsored eight suicide operations, none by women5; 

Hamas sponsored thirty-four suicide operations, 5.4% by women; Palestine Islamic Jihad 

sponsored twenty-four suicide operations, 10.7% by women. Women invariably 

constitute a minority of the suicide operations sponsored by Palestinian militant 

organizations; ten women have committed suicide operations during this period, five of 

which were sponsored by Hamas or Palestine Islamic Jihad. Though the distinctive 

histories of the organizations cannot be treated in full, features of each organization 

inform their sponsorship of suicide operations and that of women more specifically.  

Hamas 

 Hamas is an abbreviation of !arakat al-Muq"wamat al-Isl"miyyah, which means 

“Islamic Resistance Movement” in Arabic and was founded in 1987 following the first 

Palestinian uprising or “intifada.” According to Mishal and Sela (2000), Hamas is 

“essentially a social movement” advocating on behalf of economically disadvantaged and 

marginalized Palestinians in Gaza. Hamas organizes and manages numerous educational 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Though the Chicago Project of Security and Terrorism database does not indicate that Al-Aqsa Martyr’s 

Brigade sponsored any female bombers for this time period, the organization is renown for co-sponsoring 

operations. Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade has achieved a certain degree of autonomy from Fatah in recent years 

though it originally served as the military wing of Fatah movement. The first female suicide bomber, Wafa 

Idris, was sponsored by Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade in January of 2002 (Skaine, Rosemarie. 2006. Female 

Suicide Bombers. London: McFarland and Company, Inc. Publishers. 
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and medical institutions, the breadth of which have considerably expanded following the 

blockade instituted by Israel on the Gaza strip in 2001 and, more recently and severely, in 

2007. 

Initially founded as part of Muslim Brotherhood movements burgeoning in the 

region in the mid-1950s, organizers ultimately created Hamas to serve as a bridge 

between Islamism and nationalism. Additionally, Hamas arose in opposition to the 

prevailing secular PLO and what it viewed as Palestinian elite neglect of poverty in the 

territories (Mishal and Sela 2000). In 1993, Hamas unofficially sought representation as a 

political party in the recently created Palestinian Authority (PA) following the Oslo 

Accords. Hamas participated in municipal elections in 2006, ascending to political 

control through popular elections in Gaza and displacing Fatah as the ruling party of the 

strip (Zuhur 2008). In consideration of Hamas attempts to integrate into the political 

system, some scholars suggest that Hamas has exhibited considerable movement 

flexibility uncharacteristic of many fundamentalist organizations whose rigidity prevent 

them from adapting to changing political landscapes. The organization carefully balances 

and tempers its rhetoric with respect to a tripartite relationship between itself and the 

PLO/PA, Israel, and the Palestinian people. Given an environment of organizational 

competition, Hamas must “maintain its public image as a standard bearer of Palestinian 

national values” (Mishal and Sela 2000). The Hamas Charter, written in 1988, represents 

how the organization has evolved, particularly with regard to its stances on gender and 

the role of women in projects of Palestinian nationalism. 
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The Hamas Charter contains thirty-six articles, two of which explicitly address 

women’s participation in the movement. Excerpts from the Qur’an follow every article, 

serving to contextualize the organizational perspective on a given subject and offering 

divine legitimacy for Hamas positions on social issues. In Article 12 entitled “Nation and 

Nationalism from the point of view of the Islamic Resistance Movement,” nationalism is 

considered to be intimately connected to religious ideology. Though this article does not 

overtly concern gender, the article explicitly states, drawing from Qur’anic script, that “a 

woman may go fight without her husband’s permission and a slave without his master’s 

permission” (Hroub 2000). In this sense, nationalism and state development is a 

preeminently a religious and gender-inclusive affair.  

Both Articles 17 and 18 are entitled “The Role of Muslim Women” and suggest 

that female roles in the liberation struggle are comparable to that of their male 

counterparts. Hamas conservatively confines the jurisdiction of women’s involvement in 

the movement as “caring for the home and raising children with the ethical character and 

understanding that comes from Islam.” A woman’s role in the Islamic Resistance 

Movement is situated primarily in her biological ability to be a “maker of men” and a 

source of guidance for future generations (Hroub 2000). This understanding of women’s 

domestic roles informs the organization’s dedication to improving female education and 

access to resources which, Hamas contends, are crucial to the well being of future 

generations and the management of household income under the financial duress of the 

occupation. Hamas concludes Article 18 with an excerpt from Surah 33 of the Qur’an in 

which both men and women are expected to demonstrate piety, humility, charity, and 
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chastity (Mishal and Sela 2000). These features, rather than gender, purportedly 

distinguish them as recipients of God’s praise. 

 In its official charter and documents as well as in the materials to be examined 

here, Hamas demonstrates awareness that gender is a feature of the Palestinian social 

landscape that it must address.  Palestine Islamic Jihad, an organization that has 

sponsored more female suicide bombers than Hamas, also addresses female participation 

in the context of its nationalist project. 

Palestine Islamic Jihad 

 Palestine Islamic Jihad Movement (Harakat al-Jih!d al-Isl!mi fi Filast"n) was 

founded in the 1970s and represents the aspirations of a much younger constituency than 

its counterpart Hamas. Fathi al-Shiqaqi, a Palestinian who studied in Egypt and attracted 

students and followers to his revolutionary and critical ideas about Islamic movements, is 

regarded as one of the founders of the Palestine Islamic Jihad (PIJ) movement (Hatina 

2001). A smaller organization than other Palestinian nationalist groups, PIJ sought in the 

early 1980s to disseminate its vision for the future of Palestine in mosque sermons, at 

religious conferences, within the university student movement, and through Israeli 

prisons among Palestinian men detained for crimes associated with militant activity.  

 PIJ promotes a relationship between Israelis and Palestinians from an ideological 

framework that understands a historically and religiously rooted enmity between Muslims 

and Jews such that a two-state solution and peaceful coexistence is rendered both 

inconceivable and untenable (Zuhur 2008). Inspired by the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 

the late 1970s which constitutes, for the PIJ, a model of Islamic governance, the 
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organization openly advocates for the establishment of an Islamic state in the 

geographical territory that now constitutes Israel (Hatina 2001). PIJ’s admiration for the 

Iranian revolution and the inspiration provided by its erection of an Islamic caliphate in 

the Middle East distinguishes PIJ from other Palestinian organizations. Its relationship 

with Iran continues to mediate its activities in the territories and influences its 

relationship with Lebanon’s Hezbollah, a Shia organization that was, until January 2011, 

represented as a political party in Lebanon’s parliament (Samii 2008). 

Common to both Hamas and Palestine Islamic Jihad is the affirmation of 

revolutionary armed struggle as a means to advance the possibility of Palestinian 

statehood and political sovereignty. Palestine Islamic Jihad has openly sponsored suicide 

attacks in Israel by both men and women. According to Hatina (2001), the PIJ has 

incorporated women into political and social struggles of the movement as 

representatives of “an axis of liberation from the values of jahiliyya [considered a period 

of barbarism before the revelation of the Qur’an].” Women are assigned to various roles 

within institutions and charities managed by the movement however their behavior and 

dress are purportedly expected to accord with Islamic norms of modesty, typically 

symbolized by the donning of the head veil.  

Both Hamas and PIJ represent organizations that openly situate their actions and 

aspirations within an Islamic framework and have sponsored female suicide bombers. In 

the context of a changing Palestinian political environment in which women have been 

incorporated into suicide operations, this research endeavor posits a question regarding 

organizations in a similar vein to that posed by Mishal and Sela (2000) of Hamas. The 
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prevailing question is “not how closely [Hamas] adheres to its official dogma, but how 

and to what extent Hamas is able to justify political conduct that sometimes deviates from 

its declared doctrine without running the risk of discontent or internal dispute among its 

followers.” The purpose of the following analysis is to elucidate the ways in which 

organizations like Hamas and PIJ are attempting to reconcile any perceived 

inconsistencies between their doctrine and their actions through their organizational 

materials and media. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

As examined in the foregoing discussion of previous studies of female suicide 

bombing, several scholars have conceptualized female participation as a product of 

organizational strategy, assessed by the devastation of the attack (number of wounded 

and killed), and psychological manipulation by family members, assessed through 

interviews regarding the mental vulnerability of the deceased.  Neither approach has 

systematically studied how organizations, through their rhetoric, media, and materials, 

frame female participation in their suicide operations to their publics. Only occasionally 

are references made to militant media or websites; Cook (2005) illuminates the manner in 

which jihad and the rewards of martyrdom have been reconceptualized for women 

through a series of fatwas, or religious edicts, that are often spread through militant 

multimedia in direct response to inquiries from supporters. One of the few studies that 

seeks to methodically examine trends of internet militant media in chatrooms is Prentice 

et al.'s (2010) analysis of texts produced before and after the Gaza conflict. 

The absence of studies that directly examine militant produced and disseminated 

media is primarily an issue of accessibility (Mintz and Beule 2009). Researchers 

geographically distant from the conflict under examination may not collect locally 

produced and distributed printed documents. In addition, website addresses frequently 

change as a result of counterterrorism measures to circumscribe and block militant media 

(Weimann 2006). Cognizant of these challenges, this research endeavor draws from 

organizational materials collected from official militant websites of Hamas and Palestine 

Islamic Jihad, the web addresses of which were located through chatrooms maintained by 
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sympathizers who often disseminate new site links, and from newspapers in which 

organizations claim responsibility for attacks.6 Data from newspapers was gathered from 

sources substantiating attacks as collected by the Chicago Project on Security and 

Terrorism (CPOST) and primarily represent media of Israeli, Arab, and European news 

networks.  

This endeavor forthrightly acknowledges that all militant organizations currently 

operating in Palestinian society are not here addressed. The organizations Hamas and 

Palestine Islamic Jihad were carefully chosen for being responsible for half of the attacks 

perpetrated by female suicide bombers and for overtly endorsing religious rather than 

secular agendas in their nationalist projects (NCTC 2009). This analysis seeks to outline 

the theoretical components to a more systematic inquiry into the framing strategies of 

groups operating in different political and social contexts and in contrasting time periods, 

as well over time. The analysis of groups operating exclusively in the Palestinian 

territories permits comparative analysis of framing strategies emanating from several 

types of organizations operating in the same environment as a mechanism of 

methodological control. Materials from militant websites were translated from the 

original Arabic in full by the researcher with the assistance of Anthony Salmoné’s An 

Advanced Learner’s Arabic-English Dictionary, which specifies diction and forms of 

speech characteristic of the Levant region of the Arabic-speaking community. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 I have consciously chosen not to publish the organizational website addresses. Firstly, at the time of any 
subsequent publication, the addresses will likely be disabled and new websites will serve in an official 
capacity for the organizations. Secondly, I will not bear any responsibility for the promotion or 
dissemination of materials and resources that could be used in a destructive, violent, or prejudicial manner. 
Where relevant, materials are carefully cited and I welcome inquiries to personally furnish sections, in their 
original form, to those interested in secondary data analysis.  
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To outline the discourses propagated by militant organizations, this endeavor 

utilizes Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method of grounded theory 

(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Merriam 2009). Following detailed translation, open, axial, and 

selective coding were undertaken to elucidate connections between different discourses 

and frames. Master categories were developed and constitute the findings that follow 

(Strauss and Corbin 1990). The research questions posed prior to this section are thus 

informed by the theoretical framework of social movement framing as well as grounded 

theory as a method of inquiry. 

The following analysis represents the framing techniques utilized by both Hamas 

and Palestine Islamic Jihad in their presentation of male and female suicide bombers. 

Each website featured general sections such as “About,” “News,” “Documents,” and a 

specific section entitled “Martyrs.” The latter section featured photos and biographies of 

martyrs sponsored by organizations in various missions. The martyrs represent both 

perpetrators of suicide operations as well as members of the movement who were 

assassinated or otherwise killed in combat operations.  

The Hamas website features a separate section, under the header “Martyrs” 

entitled “Female Martyrs” and includes biographies of four women, two of whom 

perpetrated suicide attacks. Materials for suicide bombers Reem Al-Riyashi and Fatima 

Omar Al-Najar are analyzed here. The website provided demographic and biographic 

details for each bomber, photos taken before martyrdom, and, for Reem Al-Riyashi, a 

poem written in her honor as well as a video featuring an articulation of her will filmed 
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prior to her attack. This analysis incorporates materials for twenty-one of thirty-four 

Hamas male bombers as information was not furnished for all of the bombers. 

The Palestine Islamic Jihad website, in contrast, does not feature materials for 

female martyrs in the designated section for martyrs but in another section entitled “Jihad 

Operations.” No female suicide bombers appear in the section maintaining a list of 

martyrs of the organization. Each of the individual web pages for male and female 

perpetrators features biographical details and several direct citations of statements from 

family, friends, and neighbors. The women sponsored by Palestine Islamic Jihad are Hiba 

Daraghmeh, Hanadi Jaradat, and Mervat Massoud. The wills of the latter two women are 

featured on the website as well though the accompanying videos that were disseminated 

by the organizations following their attacks are not featured on the website.7 This analysis 

incorporates materials for eight of twenty-four, or roughly one-third, of PIJ male 

bombers. Biographical information maintained by PIJ was less organized and complete 

than that of Hamas and information on male bombers during this period, particularly in 

years aside from 2002, is more limited in scope. 

This treatment will primarily present findings from organizational websites rather 

than newspapers to examine what frames are directed toward internet users, an audience 

that is arguably broad and worldwide in scope.!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Final wills and testaments of both men and women, as well as videos featuring their recitation, are not 
examined here. The purpose of this investigation is to examine rhetoric emanating directly from the 
organizations. While wills and videos are filtered through the organization, they are best understood in the 
absence of information regarding their authenticity as independent from the organization and a 
representation of the individual women themselves. A corollary to this investigation will be to examine 
how female suicide bombers construct their identities in their videotaped testaments. The Chicago Project 
on Security and Terrorism (CPOST) is currently collecting and translating martyr videos to be available to 
researchers and the general public online.  
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Chapter 5: Findings for Male Suicide Bombers 

Organizations frame male suicide bombers in several ways that are distinctively 

less applicable descriptions of female participation in this type of operation. Firstly, men 

are framed as trained and experienced fighters who have been incorporated into the 

organization well in advance of their terminal commitments as suicide bombers. 

Secondly, male suicide bombers are framed as seeking revenge for assassinated 

organizational elites and renowned religious figures. Thirdly, organizations describe in 

grisly detail the ways in which male bodies, upon martyrdom, become ammunition and 

shrapnel to destroy the enemy. Lastly, men are framed as sacrificing their lives to protect 

and guard the sanctity and purity of a feminized homeland. Each frame implicates male 

suicide bombers in masculine roles as simultaneously violent and aggressive as well as 

protective. 

Organizational Investment: Men as Trained Fighters 

 

 Political scientists often suggest that suicide bombers are dispensable members of 

an organization and reflect an organizational prerogative to sponsor as suicide bombers 

those who do not require substantial investment of resources and will not be incorporated 

into the organizational fold (Pedahzur 2005). Organizations, in contrast, frame male 

suicide bombers as well-trained fighters and members of the organization who possess a 

literacy of the mechanics of conflict and violence. Both Hamas and PIJ emphasize the 

presence of male suicide bombers in the ranks of the organization and their prowess as 

skilled operatives of guns and explosives. This framing manifests itself in two ways: in 
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elaborate descriptions of the forms and types of violence with which men demonstrate an 

expertise and their explicitly expressed desire to use these skills.  

In an account of the operation of Safwat Khalil who perpetrated a suicide mission 

against Israeli pedestrians in Tel Aviv in January of 2002, wounding roughly two dozen 

people, PIJ describes him as a member of an organization composed of individuals well 

prepared to fight: 

So they are trained martyrs deeply and consciously choosing, with ability, to 
implement operations. [emphasis added] [“The Birth of a Knight,” PIJ website] 

 
In several instances, male martyr biographies feature section titles such as “In the Ranks” 

to indicate that individuals contributed to the body of the organization in ways outside of 

their final roles in the organizations as suicide bombers. Hamas indicates that attacks on 

an Israeli navy patrol boat in January of 2003 by twenty-four year old Muhammad Yassin 

Daoud al-Jamasi were preceded by his extensive involvement in Hamas as a student: 

He joined the ranks of the Islamic Resistant Movement Hamas in the preparatory 
phase of activity in a mosque in al-Sabra neighborhood…[he] worked in field 
events and with his abilities and potential he worked within the ranks of the 
Islamic student bloc arm of Hamas [“Birth and Upbringing” and “Spiritual 
Martyrdom,” Hamas website] 

 
As purportedly long term members of the sponsoring organizations, male suicide 

bombers have acquired knowledge and skills that include a extensive familiarity with 

weaponry, a proficiency in creating improvised explosive devices, and experience in 

launching rocket fire from Palestinian territories toward Israel. Despite his young age of 

twenty-three, PIJ sponsored Tareq Dhiyab Abd Hamid had experience launching rockets 
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prior to his suicide mission in late April of 2004 that injured four Israeli Defense Force 

soldiers: 

[He] worked in full swing with his brothers in Shijaiya where he joined the al-
Qassam Brigades [Hamas’ military wing] and worked in many of the heroic 
jihadist missions that participated, with Almighty God’s mercy, in the launching 
of dozens of Qassam rockets…[taking] part in the bombing of Zionist 
settlements…  [“Champion in the Ranks of al-Qassam” PIJ website] 

 
In this way, organizations frame male participants as contributing substantial military 

expertise to their groups, specifically to the organization’s most violent and brutal 

activities. Male perpetrators are simultaneously cast as “resistance fighters” rather than 

simply as suicide bombers (“Media War—Specifics” section for Ashraf Salah Ahmad al-

Asmar and Muhammad Fwzi Sa’adi, Hamas website). 

 As a corollary, male bombers, who possess the military experience that accord 

them membership outside of their culminating organizational role as suicide bombers, are 

framed as expressing explicit emotional desires to utilize their skills in an operation. 

Organizations intermittently indicate that individuals articulate the desire to conduct a 

martyrdom mission prior to their demise and, in some cases, emphasize eye witness 

accounts of the suicide mission to indicate the pleasure male bombers take in the exercise 

of their destructive capabilities: 

[From a witness account]: ‘We approached the young man [Lutfi Amin Abu 
Sami] who smiled at us with a long wry smile that did not suggest death. We 
found ourselves reassured by this smile and then he moved to put pressure on the 
detonation button.’ [“He Waited Until Zionists Approached Him, Smiled, and 
Then Blew Himself Up” PIJ website] 

 
The personal biographies of individual male bombers most resemble accounts of military 

operations rather than memorials to an individual’s private life. In these ways, male 
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suicide bombers are framed as proficient, well-trained fighters who take pleasure in both 

their violent activities and their contribution to the organization. This protracted 

organizational allegiance is further exemplified in the framing of men as seeking revenge 

less often for lost family, friends, or community members, but for organizational elites 

assassinated by the Israeli government. 

 
Revenge for Political Elites and Religious Leaders 

Organizations often describe the environment within which Palestinian citizens 

live as a terrorizing atmosphere constantly threatened by Israeli military presence and 

state control apparatuses, which compromise the safety of Palestinian families. Nearly all 

missions are characterized as a form of revenge and retaliation. However male bombers 

are rarely framed as motivated to avenge familial imprisonments or deaths caused by 

Israeli military intervention with the exception of a few: 

[The reality of the] death of his [Marytr Safwat Khalil] sister’s fiancé…left a 
significant impact and he decided on revenge [“The Birth of a Knight,” PIJ 
website] 
 

Rather, male bombers are frequently framed as seeking revenge for political executions 

of prominent organizational elites and members of the leadership. In an official Hamas 

military statement indicating responsibility for an attack, the joint operation perpetrated 

against civilians of eighteen-year olds Muhammad Zahil Salem and Nabil Massoud, in 

the Ha Darom Province of Israel in March of 2004, is described as: 

[a] response to the policy of killing, destruction, and siege carried out by the 
government of the Zionist enemy…in revenge for the assassination of leaders, 
heroes, the martyr leader Hani Abu Sakhila, the martyr commander Majdi al-
Kahtib, and the martyr leader Mahmoud Juda. [Hamas website]   
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Among the figures for whom male bombers seek revenge are military commanders, elite 

organizational leadership, and religious representatives associated with the movement.  

An August 2002 martyrdom operation of Jihad Khaled against civilians on a 

public bus in Haûafon Province in Israel is framed by the organization as retaliation for 

the Israeli assassination of a Palestinian sheikh: 

The heroic process on 08/04/2002 was in retaliation for the assassination of leader 
Sheikh Salah Shehadeh and for martyrs of the massacres in neighborhoods. 
[“Statement Issued by the Islamic Resistance Movement, Hamas” Hamas website] 

 
The retributions sought by organizations for deliberate deaths of sheikhs and imams are 

paired with an emphasis on male bomber religiosity. Most men are described as 

distinctively devout through their relationships with family and by their worship in the 

institutionalized space of a mosque rather than in their homes. Through these operations, 

male bombers are thus defending both Palestinian organizations (and their elites) and the 

Islamic faith from erosion and dishonor by circumstances of the occupation. This defense 

represents an exaltation of the prevailing social order by which religion is understood to 

govern the lives of the Palestinian citizenry. Retaliation on behalf of organizational 

leadership is deemed a “practical” or “natural” response by Hamas to the circumstances 

in which Palestinians find themselves. Such purportedly appropriate responses manifest 

themselves in suicide bombing operations by which an individual self-destructs, the 

grisly features of which constitute another frame used to disseminate meanings of male 

suicide operations. 

Militarization of Male Body as Corporeal Ammunition 
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 In the course of a suicide operation, a bomber destroys his/her body to carryout 

the destruction upon the target carefully chosen by the organization. Organizations frame 

the destruction of the male body and the bodies of casualties with explicit, gruesome 

detail, ultimately understanding the disfigured body to constitute the ammunition of the 

movement itself. In nearly every martyr biography, organizations depict the carnage 

created in the course of a suicide mission as skulls, blood, flesh, and body parts that are 

transformed in the course of the operation into lethal projectiles. In their analysis of the 

abolitionist movement and antiabortion movement, Halfmann and Young (2010) suggest 

that social movement actors strategically use grotesque imagery to invoke simultaneously 

intense emotional and ambivalent responses that may benefit organizational opportunities 

to mobilize new constituencies.   

In a description of the operation of nineteen-year old Muhammad Kazeid Feisal 

Bustami in 2002, the organization rhetorically poses the following questions: 

Handsome young man, what inspired you to this in the flower of your life and the 
most beautiful of days, successful in study and loved by his colleagues, family, 
and neighbors? What made you decide to testify and storm the defenses of the 
enemy to make every drop of blood a flame to burn the soldiers and their officers? 
[emphasis added] [“Qassam Particular” Hamas website] 

 
Marytr blood becomes the vehicle by which the lives of Israeli Defense Forces are 

threatened.   Martyrdom posters distributed in neighborhoods and erected in public 

spaces frequently display images that include among the photo of the martyr, images of 

blood, destruction, or even the photos of the operation itself.8 The catastrophic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

8 The author can provide examples of movement produced photos, posters, and multimedia upon request. 
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destruction of the male suicide bomber evinces the impending deaths of their enemies, 

whose destroyed bodies are likewise described with the force of ghastly detail: 

[Eyewitness account of Palestinian fisherman]: …everyone saw the marine boat 
as Zionist pieces were scattered in the waters of the sea, having been destroyed 
almost completely and drowned in the depths of the sea [emphasis added] 
[“Eyewitness Account” for operation of Jemal Ali Yussuf Ismail and Muhammad 
Samih Ibrahim al-Masri, 11/22/2002, PIJ website] 
 
Swear not that the world will forget the blood of the martyr Abu Mujahid Tariq 
who knocks on the doors of Paradise with not but the skulls of Jews, the 
rapists…here is a martyrdom operation of quality that shattered the security of the 
Zionist’s mightiest strongholds and chose his target carefully to blow his 
explosive and makes of his body bomb a fragmentation of the bodies of the 

Zionists, usurpers of our land. [emphasis added] [“Qassam Particular” for 
operation of Muhammad Kazeid Feisal Bustami, 10/27/2002, Hamas website] 
 

 In a similar way, the destructive power of male bombers is analogized to natural 

disasters such as volcanoes, earthquakes, and thunder. In an operation in March of 2002, 

male suicide bomber Shadi Zakariya Ridha Tubasi, who attacked Matza Restaurant in 

Haifa killing over a dozen civilians, was described as follows: 

…after just a few minutes of entering the struggle, Qassam Shadi, the volcano, the 
sound of a violent explosion on the sea of Haifa scattered the remains of dozens 
of Zionists. [“Special Report” for operation of Shadi Zakariya Ridha Tubasi, 
3/31/2002, Hamas website] 
 

This imagery endowed with scenes from nature is also invoked in the posters designed 

and distributed to exalt martyrdom operations following their implementation. For 

example, in a Hamas poster, suicide bomber Muhammad ‘Umran Salim Qawasmeh is 

surrounded by images of lightening and, in another, a photo of PIJ suicide bomber Murad 

Muhammad Abd al-Fatah Abu Assal, rests on a background of fire and smoke. 
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It is through the blood and corporeal fragments of male suicide bombers, whose 

bodily fluids are described as “dignified” and “pure,” that the Palestinian territories are 

defended and purged of what is understood as Israeli state incursion into Palestinian 

spaces. Male suicide bombers are framed as militarily trained soldiers who utilize their 

own blood and bodies to likewise spill the blood and mutilate the bodies of their enemies 

for the paradoxical purpose of purifying Palestine. PIJ threatens to “create a balance of 

terror and a balance of blood…blood for blood and tooth for tooth” while Hamas 

suggests that a Palestinian state will be erected “on a pool of Palestinian blood” 

[“Military Communiqué Issued by the Al-Quds Brigades” 10/21/2001 PIJ website; 

“Israeli Occupation Bears the Responsibility” 8/31/2004 Hamas website]. This grisly 

method by which male bombers violently self-annihilate inaugurate them into roles as 

defenders of a feminized-sexualized homeland. 

Guardians of a Feminized Homeland as Martyrs 

Frames of male suicide bombers as trained fighters operating with their own 

blood in revenge for deceased organizational leadership are closely paired with a frame 

of bombers in defense of a feminized homeland that they violently protect, praise, and 

purify. Simultaneously positing male bombers as aggressors and protectors parallels a 

tension within the conflict itself as organizations must tenuously balance appearances as 

legitimate threats and equal opponents to the enemy while also emphasizing their 

vulnerability as representatives of a marginalized community. In several instances, male 

bodies are regarded as pure mediums by which dignity may be restored to the Palestinian 
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nation. The operation of Hamas sponsored Iyad Na’im Subhi Radad in September of 

2002 exemplifies this frame:!

In fact, the people of Palestine, who God created, are a nation of young people 
from such as Iyad Radad who takes by pure blood a brilliant victory towards the 
restoration of the purity of our blessed land. [emphasis added] [“Quassam 
Particular” Hamas website]!

!

Male suicide bombers are framed as individuals shedding their blood in order to purify 

what they regard as their homeland, “the land of prophets, the land of pride and the 

Promised Land of the martyrs” [“Media War—Particular” 3/20/2002, PIJ website]. !

 The preservation of the nation’s dignity is further exemplified by the feminization 

of the land and nation. Israeli soldiers and government are described as ravaging 

Palestinian territory and raping the nation, robbing it of its purity and honor:!

On the path, the architects of martyrdom operations…[are those] who have sown 
terror in every corner raped by Zionists…enemies of God are those who stole the 
land and built their wall…it is upon themselves to disrupt the sleep of the Zionist 
children until the end of the pure land of Palestine. [emphasis added] [“Military 
Statement Issued by Brigades of the Martyr Izz el-Deen al-Qassam” 9/19/2002, 
Hamas website]!

!

In several instances, features of Israeli society, such as its military force or its settler 

population, are described as “rapists” whose violence and aggression warrant comparable 

violence in return. In one case, the United States is likewise described in sexualized terms 

as a “prostitute” to Israel’s interests, exemplifying the creation by organizations of 

sexualized relationships between the nation states (“The Palestinian People Struggling” 

10/10/2002, Hamas website).!

 It is often alongside discourse regarding male protection of a feminized nation 

state that pernicious anti-Semitic characterizations of Israelis surface. Organizations 
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purportedly seek to “teach the Jews a lesson they will never forget” in response to 

“Jewish arrogance” (“A Military Statement Issued by Brigades of the Martyr Izz el-Deen 

al-Qassam” 3/5/2003; “Statement issued by the Islamic Resistance Movement, Hamas” 

8/4/2002, Hamas website). Organizational appeals to tropes regarding Jewish 

communities, Jewish men in particular, reflect an intersection of gender in the 

relationship between nationalism and race. In the protracted period of discrimination and 

prejudice against German Jews prior to World War II, Hitler claimed that the Jewish man 

“systematically ruins women” as a wily seducer and savage rapist (Fredrickson 2002). 

The vulnerability of women, and the necessity of protecting them, was framed to 

mobilize individuals against a supposedly predatory “Other.”  

In this case, less an expression of racial impurity or miscegenation, national purity 

is understood to be imperiled and may only be defended by a male cadre of fighters and 

bombers. The notion that traits of dignity, purity, and virtue, frequently associated with 

femininity, become symbolic of the threat posed to a nation accords with masculine roles 

as guardians of female chastity and security. The formidability of this frame of male 

suicide bombers, however, among others associated with militancy, reprisal for elites, 

and gruesome imagery, becomes questionable when the gender of the perpetrator 

changes. 

 

 

 

!
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Chapter 6: Findings for Female Suicide Bombers 

Organizations frame women in four ways that distinguish them from their male 

counterparts. Firstly, women are framed prior to their maryrdom by their lack of 

traditional feminity as exemplified, for example, by expressing to their peers a disinterest 

in activities generally undertaken by women. Secondly, female motivation is framed as 

revenge for the loss of male relatives, which constitutes an inversion of a social order in 

which men are generally understood as embodied defenders of women. Thirdly, 

organizations deflect responsibility for female martyrdom to the circumstances of the 

occupation, simultaneously sponsoring and disowning the acts themselves. Lastly, in the 

course of their martyrdom, female suicide bombers are framed as re-feminized women. 

The nominalization of operations and analogies to marriage and motherhood in the 

execution of their operations consitute evidence of the latter frame. Examples are drawn 

heavily from the case of Palestine Islamic Jihad as this organization sponsored more 

female bombers than Hamas. Central to each frame is the notion of transformation, the 

implications of which will be addressed in detail in the discussion section.  

De-Feminization of Women as Individuals 

 

 Each organization provides biographical details of the female perpetrators, often 

constructed from interviews with family members, generally parents and siblings of the 

deceased. In a series of “sections,” the educational backgrounds and accomplishments of 

the women, as well as their piety, are heavily emphasized. Throughout this series of 

descriptors, organizations frame female participation as undertaken by “girls” who are 

exceptional to other women in a variety of ways. 
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 Hanadi Jaradat, a twenty-nine year old Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) suicide 

bomber, committed an attack against Israeli civilians in Haifa in 2003. Her biography 

features interview excerpts from her father, mother, sister, and a cousin. Through an 

interview with her sister, the organization suggests that Jaradat was: 

…characterized by courage unusual for a girl and [her sister] indicated that she 
was ‘not afraid of anything and that her personality had the necessary strength and 
no one could change her decisions.’ [emphasis added] [“Media War—Specifics,” 
PIJ website] 

 
The last martyr sponsored by Hamas, Fatima Al-Najar, was described as similarly 

exhibiting a distinctive sense of independence: 

She was already an avenger [a rebel], she also said in her will ‘I am an avenger 
[rebel],’ involved in the activities of the intifada and she helped the combatants 
and provided for them food and drink and gave to them accommodations 
[dwelling]. [“Track Record of Jihad and Sacrifice,” Hamas website] 

 
Through the materials furnished by family members and individuals close to the 

deceased, the organizations construct a figure of the female suicide bomber prior to her 

operation as an atypical woman with distinctive strength and intrepidity. Jaradat, in 

addition to being characterized as stubborn and strong-willed, is set apart by her 

disinterest in marriage. The organization suggests that “her age and behavior were 

distinct from other girls her age” and in a section of her biography entitled “Rejection of 

the Reception of Mourners,” her father indicates that she was: 

a loyal, affectionate, faithful, brave, and patient girl who sacrificed her life for us 
and refused all proposals of marriage. [emphasis added] [“Rejection of the 
Reception of Mourners,” PIJ website] 

 
Similarly, Mervat Massoud, an eighteen-year old Palestine Islamic Jihad suicide bomber 

who perpetrated an attack against Israeli Defense Forces patrol in 2006, is depicted as 
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detached, “an ascetic” who has no interest in purchasing clothes like her sisters or 

engaging in activities enjoyed by fellow women: 

Mervat did not, confirmed Naima [her sister], care about this world and its 
pleasures: ‘I wished to see her watching and following a TV series [soap opera] 
and talking girl talk.’ [“Waiting for her Return,” PIJ website] 

 
Mervat’s mother describes her physical appearance as beautiful, like that of a “bride,” 

though she admonished her disinterest in engaging in activities with her sisters. All 

women are framed as fervently pious, constantly engaged in prayer and fasting. Many are 

described as being in a state of fasting on the day of their martyrdom mission. Their 

apathy for other activities is attributed not only to their religiosity but also to the dire 

circumstances that surround them as a result of Israeli military presence in the territories. 

Nineteen-year old Hiba Daraghmeh, the first female sponsored by Palestine 

Islamic Jihad, is characterized by the organization through interviews with her sister and 

father as committed and successful in her academic efforts, religious and pious in her 

prayer and worship, and close to her family. As the youngest of seven children, her sister 

indicates that she was the only remaining unmarried female. The organization ascribes to 

Daraghmeh attributes of her hometown: “quiet, calm, and beautiful.” However, in her 

interactions with guards at checkpoints she is described in pointedly unfeminine ways: 

Hiba had been wearing the veil ‘khimar’ since she was in seventh grade and was 
stopped by soldiers who prevented her from finishing her submission to school 
until she lifted the veil from her face…she threatened the soldiers that if the 
[other] students had not cried, they would not have dreamed of her taking off her 
khimar and she started to ‘spit’ on them. [“Burning Courage and Intelligence, PIJ 
website] 
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In her interactions with Israeli Defense Forces, Daraghmeh becomes boisterous, 

aggressive, and violent. In this way, Palestine Islamic Jihad implicates the circumstances 

of Israeli military presence as compelling individuals to act in ways that do not accord to 

their “natural” tendencies. 

Inversion of the Social Order: Revenge for the Loss of Male Blood 

 

 Nearly all of the female suicide bombers examined here have a family history of 

involvement in militant activity, often with their organization or other Palestinian 

organizations that have sponsored women, such as Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade. The details 

of the precedent set by male relatives, and the loss experienced as a result of their 

detentions or deaths, is often framed as a motivating factor for female involvement as 

suicide bombers. In a section of the biography of Daraghmeh entitled “Hiba: The Second 

Martyr in the Home” Palestine Islamic Jihad describes the attempted martyrdom of her 

brother, who unsuccessfully attacked Israeli Defense Forces and is currently imprisoned. 

To describe her attack, Palestine Islamic Jihad entitles this section “Hiba, The Female 

Martyr, Realizes the Dream of Her Brother.”  

 Likewise, Jaradat as an individual is framed as having been transformed by the 

deaths of her brother Fadi and her cousin (son of her uncle on her father’s side) Salah. 

Her sister says that: 

From the day of my brother’s martyrdom her attitude changed completely and she 
began to sit by herself often, she loved isolation, she listened to religious tapes 
and read the Qur’an. [“Media War—Specifics,” PIJ website] 

 
Her father, who is also described as an avid participant in Palestinian militant 

movements, boasts a history of arrest and incarceration for his clandestine activities. 
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Jaradat is celebrated as heroic for acting in a way to ensure that the blood of her male 

relatives was not shed in vain, as exemplified by her father’s statement to his wife:  

Thank God for the news that says she went to avenge the blood of Fadi and Salah, 
your daughter is a hero. [“Interview with the Father of the Female Martyr,” PIJ 
website] 

 
The biography of Fadi, who left school and joined the labor force to provide a 

livable wage for the family following his father’s debilitation due to cirrhosis of the liver, 

is entitled “Fadi Bears the Responsibility.” Palestine Islamic Jihad parallels the title of his 

section to describe the martyrdom of Jaradat as “Hanadi Bears the Responsibility.” In this 

way, the organization clearly highlights a male precedent of martyrdom in the Jaradat 

lineage while simultaneously providing evidence to allude to a motivation for her 

martyrdom. This construction is explicitly emphasized in the preface to the description of 

her martyrdom entitled “In Revenge for her Brother and Her Cousin and the Martyrs of 

the Camp.”  

Hamas’ Al-Najar is said to have “had a record of jihad and sacrifice in the first 

intifada in the 80s and bore men who also have a record of jihad” (emphasis added). One 

of her sons was arrested and subsequently imprisoned for his suspected involvement with 

militant organizations. The organization describes this incarceration as affecting her 

involvement in the resistance, including her provision of shelter and food for combatants 

and ultimately culminating in her own martyrdom.  

Palestine Islamic Jihad’s Massoud is not explicitly framed as motivated to avenge 

the deaths of family members but is presented as protecting and fighting for Palestinian 

children. In addition, she is framed as following “in the path of her cousin, the martyr 
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Nabil Massoud of Al-Quds Brigades.” The organization asks readers to make a 

connection between Massoud’s martyrdom and the precedent set by her cousin: 

Remember that the female martyr Mervat’s cousin [son of her uncle, father’s side] 
was the martyr Nabil Massoud from Al-Quds Brigades and was one of the 
perpetrators the operation on the port of Ashdod on the fourteenth of March 2004, 
in conjunction with ‘Izzedeen Al-Qassam Martyr’s Brigade,’ the military wing of 
the Hamas movement. [“Celebrating Grandmother,” PIJ website] 

 
In these ways, organizations frame female martyrdom as actions of revenge to 

reclaim the sanctity of male blood. Organizations furnish male involvement as a 

precedent as well as a motivation for female martyrdom. A frame of revenge and 

precedent serves to encourage individuals to imagine female participation in a male 

enterprise through the tangible, and documented, loss of family. Additionally, female 

incorporation into violent activities, particularly those of a self-destructive variety, is the 

fundamental inversion of the Palestinian social order—women, rather than men, defend 

the homeland and engage in activities that are understood to constitute a very subversion 

of traditional expectations that women nurture future martyrs, as Hamas emphasizes Al-

Najar did prior to her death. 

Onus of Responsibility: The Occupation 

 

The symbolic value of female suicide bombers is exemplified by the repetitive 

deflection of responsibility between the organization and the family. The site for 

responsibility is ultimately projected onto what the organization terms “the occupation” 

and its supporters. Although the organizations must claim responsibility for the attack, 

they carefully indicate that they were not integral to any recruitment processes: 
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The mother stressed that her daughter [Daraghmeh] joined the Islamic Jihad 
Movement which was prominently active in the Islamic University framework of 
the student movement where she participated in public events and festivals held 
by student blocs within Islamic... [emphasis added] [“Waiting for Her Return,” 
PIJ website] 

 
Palestine Islamic Jihad appears to distances itself from liability in the recruitment process 

of its female combatants. It is important to note that in several interviews conducted by 

Berko and Erez (2007) with female bombers who did not complete their missions, 

women report that organizational members attempted to “seduce” them in internet chat 

rooms to commit operations. Organizations have since devised “consent forms” and other 

mechanisms to evade criticism from families for conduct that could be considered 

inappropriate given prevailing gender relations in Palestinian society. These contracts 

constitute an example of the tenuous balance of libidinal propriety navigated by social 

movement organizations that incorporate women into their movements and underscores 

the present analysis of deflected responsibility (Goodwin 1986).  

Apart from the organizations, the next party accountable for a woman’s behavior 

is likely to be her parents or siblings. In this analysis, parents also seek to distance 

themselves from culpability in the actions of their female relatives. Jaradat’s father is 

willing to accept “ a wedding’s worth congratulations” for the martyrdom of his daughter 

but emphasizes that ultimate responsibility lies not in his guardianship: “Congratulate me 

on her martyrdom and the occupier carries the responsibility.” Similarly, the mother of 

Daraghmeh directly admonishes “Zionists” for her daughter’s action and reiterates 

revenge for male blood as a motive for her actions: 
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The mother considered that the Zionists were the ones that pushed her daughter to 

do this operation for her brother was wounded and shot in the intestines two years 
ago and remained for six months in intensive care in the hospital and was 
transferred thereafter to prison where he is still detained even today for charges of 
belonging to the Fatah movement. [emphasis added] [“Hiba Daraghmeh to her 
Father Before her Martyrdom,” PIJ website] 

 
The occupying forces, and Israel by extension, are ultimately framed as accountable for 

the un-normative and socially inverted behavior of Palestinian women. Female violence 

is thus constructed as yet another symptom of occupation and a threat to Palestinian 

lifestyles as a consequence. 

Re-Feminization of Women as Martyrs 

 

 Hamas-sponsored female suicide bomber Al-Najar was the last and oldest female 

suicide bomber to date, in her sixties, and was termed the “Grandmother of the 

Sacrificers.”9 In both her biography and in the official statement released by the 

organization following her attack, she is described as shedding “pure blood” for the sake 

of her country: 

…the Palestinian female martyr, at the age of more than sixty-seven, has written 
in her pure, virtuous blood loyalty to the resistance, the martyrs, the prisoners, the 
wounded, and constant commitment to rights…Fatima Al-Najar overtook her 
blood and her body with pride and dignity. [emphasis added] [“The Birth and 
Upbringing,” Hamas website] 

 
Themes of purity surface in the framing of both male and female bombers; themes 

closely associated with virtue and honor surface distinctively in the nominalization of 

female operations. In the most recently Palestine Islamic Jihad sponsored female 

martyrdom operation, the organization terms the operation “Revenge of the Virtuous 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9 Organizational photos of Al-Najar are available upon request. 
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Women” in reference to the female-led mission and the objective of retaliation for the 

deaths of two women killed during a march organized by the group. Massoud’s operation 

is contextualized in terms of marriage and her martyrdom framed as her own form of 

marriage: 

Like any Palestinian girl dreams to be wed someday as a bride, her excitement 
living happily in every corner of her soul as the world bears a face of sadness, 
nineteen springs-old Mervat Massoud did not lend herself to a normal wedding… 
[“Revenge of the Virtuous Women,” PIJ website] 

 
The purported passion that young Palestinian women have for marriage is used as an 

analogy to describe the passion with which Massoud undertook her operation. Her death 

is framed in terms of a traditionally celebrated occasion for women, marriage, but 

ultimately also as an event to be experienced only in heaven. Martyrdom, framed as a 

“wedding in the world of this life,” constitutes the only form of happiness possible under 

the burdens, borne by women and men, of the occupation. An invocation of marriage was 

not unique to female suicide bombers and surfaced in the examination of documents 

concerning male suicide bomber biographies as well. However, references to marriage 

among men were often featured in martyr wills, not examined here, and generally 

appealed to divine sexual rewards purportedly accorded martyrs for their sacrifice.10 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

10 Male martyrs occasionally make reference to “houris,” a popularly cited but scripturally unsubstantiated, 
reward for martyrs of seventy-two virgins as companions in heaven. “Houris” are commonly understood as 
beings that will be the partners of righteous believers in heaven. Depending on the source of the 
commentary, “houris” are considered female or are gender-neutral. In Arabic, the term “houri” does not 
command the same structure that would indicate a feminine form, generally, the presence of h!’ at the end 
of the term. However, investigation into the precise meaning or even authenticity of the term itself 
linguistically requires broader attention than can be provided here and might constitute another inquiry that 
has received little attention Luxenberg, Christoph. 2007. The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran: A 

Contribution to the Decoding of the Language of the Koran. Berlin: H. Schiler..  
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In addition to the above efforts to reconcile discourses of traditional femininity in 

the course of otherwise unfeminine violent activities, organizational statements about 

missions further demonstrate the salience of the research questions, which are predicated 

on the notion that organizations must justify and legitimize female participation to their 

publics. The Palestine Islamic Jihad movement justifies its first female suicide bomber 

Daraghmeh’s participation with canons of Islamic law: 

Hiba was the fourth Palestinian girl to carry out an operation of female 
martyrdom and the first female martyr to belong to the Islamic movement based 
on this kind of operation. The Islamic Jihad movement announced on Friday that 
Islamic Sharia law does not differentiate between women and men in the defense 
of the homeland and that it is the duty of every Muslim man and Muslim woman, 
and considers that Islam does not prevent the participation of women in the work 
of jihad. [emphasis added] [“Hiba Daraghmeh to her Father Before her 
Martyrdom,” PIJ website] 
 

Though the organization attempts to frame female participation as an example of abiding 

duty, incumbent upon individuals and sanctioned by religious authorities, the 

organizations concede that the population remains skeptical. The organization indicated 

that Sheikh Bassal Al-Saadi responded to a question inquiring why the jihad movement 

had chosen a woman as the perpetrator of the attack by citing that details needed to be 

confined to the military wing of the movement.  

 In another instance, Palestine Islamic Jihad, again demonstrating the need to 

illustrate Palestinian support for female incorporation into its activities, cites a Palestinian 

opinion poll: 

An opinion poll indicates that 75% of Palestinians support the actions of the 
female martyrdom operation in Haifa that was carried out by the female martyr 
lawyer Hanadi Jaradat, daughter of Al-Quds Brigades. [“The Sixth Female 
Martyr,” PIJ website] 
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The framing of female martyrdom through an appellation to feminine qualities of virtue 

and dignity as well as celebrated events such as marriage serves to reconstitute the 

meaning of violence for women and may, in subtle ways, appeal to the Palestinian 

population in ways that produce the sort of acceptance that such organizations are 

demonstrably attempting to garner.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion: Occupation and Martyrdom as Transformative 

The frames explored here for female martyrdom, de-feminization prior to 

martyrdom, revenge motive as purpose of martyrdom, deflection of responsibility, and re-

feminization through martyrdom together serve a common function: to reconstitute the 

meaning of the occupation, and the process of martyrdom against it, for the Palestinian 

population in light of a “broken frame.” Male bombers framed as militarized fighters 

seeking revenge for elites, constituting bodily ammunition, and defending a feminized 

homeland are not accorded legitimacy when applied to Palestinian women.  

Through re-keying and constituting afresh the notion of suicide bombing for 

women, organizations reconstitute the meaning of martyrdom itself as transformative 

physically (life to death, body to blood), spiritually (earthly servant to heavenly resident), 

and symbolically (degraded by the occupation to redeemed by participation in Palestinian 

and Islamic activities). Framing processes transform women into symbolic capital against 

the occupation and, ultimately, against the state of Israel and its broader political projects. 

Palestinian women, under the occupation, are transformed into women that cannot 

engage or rejoice in what organizations define as pinnacle moments of a traditional Arab 

woman’s life such as marriage or motherhood. In a similar vein, women cannot live in 

their own bodies as they please—they must unveil (strip) at checkpoints. Anomalous 

women are a unique product of the occupation, a force that transforms women and 

ultimately threatens a Palestinian lifestyle. It is only through involvement in uniquely 

Palestinian projects that a woman so transformed by the occupation can be transformed 
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again into a true “virtuous” woman who attempts to remedy through violence the 

circumstances that threaten her survival. 

Sheikh Ahmed Ismail Hassan Yassin, founder and leader of Hamas who was 

assassinated in 2004 by Israeli Defense Forces, frankly characterized women as “a 

strategic stockpile of the resistance,” in the preface to Hamas female bomber Al-

Riyashi’s biography (Hamas website). All suicide bombers, to a certain extent, constitute 

dispensable entities of militant organizations as they occupy no position of prestige or 

substantial decision-making in the organizational hierarchy. As political scientists 

maintain, any tactical advantage, therefore, that organizations could accrue against a 

significantly more powerful and capable enemy would rationally be monopolized. 

However, the frames explored here demonstrate the leadership’s active redefinition of 

“activities, events, and biographies that are already meaningful from the standpoint of 

some primary framework such that they are now seen by the participants to be something 

quite else” (Benford and Snow 2000).  

Female participation cannot, thus, be understood purely in terms of strategic 

destructive value as has previously been advocated. PIJ and Hamas organizational threats 

that “female bombers are not a transient phenomenon” and their admission that they are 

capitalizing on what they term the “surprise” and “crazy” aspects of this sponsorship 

should be, in light of the foregoing analysis, interpreted as threats on two fronts: as a 

physical threat and a symbolic threat (“Official Announcement of Al-Qassem Brigades,” 

Hamas website). The solution to the physical and symbolic threats posed by the 
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sponsorship of female militants, according to the organizations, is an end to the 

occupation. 

These framing strategies serve multiple functions such as lending enhanced 

potency to organizational operations, expanding potential bases of recruitment, appealing 

to audiences geographically distant from and potentially financially influential to the 

conflict, and, perhaps most importantly, justifying female participation in a male-

dominated, violent domain of activity. Framing is essential to incorporating women into 

militant organizations. It is important to note that though militant organizations may be 

considered undemocratic and fringe groups in the main, they still constitute, for many of 

the societies in which they operate, political actors who rely on public support for social 

legitimacy. In so far as these groups constitute a form of representation within their 

societies, there will remain incentives to frame participation that may be controversial or 

problematic, such as female suicide bombing, in innovative ways.!
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

As the field of terrorism studies grows, scholars must contend with new 

challenges of militant group flexibility and malleability and move beyond problematic 

analyses of individual motivation or narrowly conceived understandings of organizational 

strategy. The foregoing examination demonstrates the saliency of framing to social 

movement tactics, resiliency, and sensitivity to its environment and constituencies. The 

numerous analytical advantages furnished by such an approach are exemplified by 

constantly evolving organizations like Al-Qaeda, which has no explicit geographical base 

constituency or loyalty, and its ability to mobilize participants and sympathizers. 

Although Al-Qaeda has not historically sponsored female suicide bombers, 

several female suicide bombers have conducted suicide missions more recently in Iraq, 

under the auspices of Al-Qaeda sponsorship. The historical lack of female suicide 

bombers sponsored by Al-Qaeda has been attributed to their rigid, extremely patriarchal 

attitudes toward women’s presence in the public space (Von Knop 2007). In seeking to 

understand the possible explanations for fewer female suicide bombing missions 

sponsored by Al-Qaeda, it might be beneficial to investigate whether a lack of 

sponsorship may be partly a product of Al-Qaeda’s inability to frame and create a space 

for women’s participation. This failure might be exacerbated by, if not attributable to, the 

nature of their movement; Al-Qaeda’s lack of explicit territorial boundaries or even a 

clearly defined enemy compromises and undermines its framing opportunities. The 

challenge faced by the organization’s leadership to locate or even identify its 

constituency prevents the organization from priming its loyalists to accept women as 
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suicide bombers under any context, as part of a segregated female cadre or as single 

sponsored martyrs. Recent attempts by Al-Qaeda-affiliated organizations to appeal to 

women and outline their role in the “jihad movement” constitute a fruitful avenue for 

future inquiry.11 

The framing processes examined here outline necessary components to a more 

systematic study of specific organizations, such as Al Qaeda, in different environmental 

contexts and are united by a common emphasis on the significance of relationships 

between actors and audiences to the study of suicide bombing. This analysis indicates 

that militant organizational framing may create a rhetorical space that ultimately informs 

and profoundly shapes the contours of future female participation in militant social 

movement organizations. A reorientation of analysis also advances the possibility that 

militant organizations actually have legitimate incentives, aside from accessibility to 

secure locations, to sponsor female bombers to further denigrate their enemies as a force 

that threatens all aspects of their societies, including the gender order. The preceding 

analysis also illustrates how social norms and values are exalted, reinterpreted, and 

subverted within society, demonstrating the ongoing construction and persistent saliency 

of norms to accomplish a variety of social work.!

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

11 As recently as August 19, 2004, a magazine addressed to women supportive Al-Qaeda’s ideology was 
published and entitled “Al-Khansa.” This publication explores the roles that women are permitted to 
occupy in the “jihad movement” and calls upon them to explore this role in a variety of capacities (Von 
Knop 2007). The reference to “Al Khansa” remains unclear but most likely refers to the well-known 
seventh century female poet of elegies who converted to Islam, joined her sons in battle, and celebrated the 
deaths of her four sons, considering them “martyrs.” The creation of such a publication, which is widely 
distributed via electronic mediums, is of particular significance to the future of suicide terrorism as it 
reiterates the significance of organizational framing.  
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