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ABSTRACT

The involvement of women in terrorist activities in Kenya has increased despite intensified soft and hard counterterrorism interventions. Across groups such as Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, women have emerged as frontline combatants in roles previously dominated by men. This challenges the traditional perception of women solely as peacebuilders, victims, or homemakers. Kenya’s counterterrorism strategies and policies, developed at national, county, and grassroots levels, have largely focused on masculine understandings of violent extremism, neglecting women’s agency and active participation. While numerous reports exist on women and terrorism in Kenya, little research has examined the agency of Kenyan Muslim women, particularly in Mandera County. This study critically analyses the drivers of Muslim women’s involvement in Al-Shabaab, their agency, and the pathways through which they are recruited and engaged in violent extremism. Using a Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research (MMPR) design, the study was conducted in Mandera County with 64 participants, including civil society leaders, victims of terror, policymakers, security agents, and female returnees. Data was collected through key informant interviews and focus group discussions, analysed thematically using MAXQDA software, and interpreted through an intersectional lens. The findings revealed that women’s participation stems from personal aspirations, grievances, and rational choices, emphasizing the need to integrate gender perspectives into counterterrorism frameworks. Women play both combatant and non-combatant roles, ranging from suicide bombing, smuggling, and combat support to recruitment, fundraising, intelligence gathering, and domestic tasks. The study recommends adopting a whole-of-society and whole-of-government approach that includes women in peace and security decision-making and recognizes them as key assets in prevention, rehabilitation, and reintegration programs. Ultimately, this research contributes to new knowledge on female agency in terrorism and informs more inclusive counterterrorism policies in Kenya.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the Study

     According to Neria et al. (2006), the issue of terrorism is multidimensional and has plagued the world for centuries. The repercussions of the challenge can be seen in all facets of our life – whether we look at the psychological, physical, or mental impact of terrorism. Terrorist activities have been disrupting the economic, social, and political progress across the globe. As per Cochrane and Smith (2021), women’s participation in terrorist activities and politics has existed since ancient times in groups including the anarchists of the 1800s, left-wing extremists of the 1970s, the Provisional Irish Republican Army, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, and the Kurdish Workers Party. According to Kaplan (2016), from the report provided by the Global Extremism Monitor in 2018, some terror activities or political terrorism wherein women became a major factor are as follows.
In the 1960s and 1970s, two people who have become well-known terrorist figures are Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof. As mentioned by Sundlöf (2017), Meinhof and Baader played a crucial role in the creation of the Baader-Meinhof Gang, also known as Red Army Faction in West Germany. The primary objective of such factions was to oppose the participation of the USA in the Vietnam War. Leila Khalid was another significant figure, who represented Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine from Israeli oppression. There is proof showing that Leila Khalid managed to hijack a plane from Tel Aviv to Rome. Unfortunately, her second hijacking was unsuccessful since she was caught in London.

One of the recent female terrorists was called the "White Widow." Here it refers to Samantha Lewthwaite, who was the widow of Germaine Maurice Lindasay (Abdullah Shaheed Jamal), who was associated with the 7/7 London bombers. She had created an organized network in Kenya. According to Auer et al. (2019), Samantha Lewthwaite was among the Interpol's most wanted individuals after the attack on Westgate Mall in Nairobi, Kenya, due to her possible role in a number of terrorist attacks committed in Kenya between 2011 and 2013.
It is clear that the world’s most notorious terrorist organizations, such as al-Qaida, Somalia-based Al-Shabaab, Boko Haram, and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), were predominantly male-oriented movements. However, according to Bloom (2022), in analysing the current war between Russia and Ukraine, she states that women are being trained militarily to engage in warfare and defend their country from the invading forces. According to reports, women fighters represent between 15% and 17% of the total number of Ukrainian fighters. Women have been reported to leave their elderly parents and kids at the Polish border and return to their countries to join other male fighters and participate in the battle against the enemy. Other Ukrainian women fighters are those who are not directly involved in the conflict but support the soldiers by providing them with food, clothes, protection, and medication. Moreover, there are some Ukrainian women who have initiated a campaign of feeding soldiers on the battlefield through cooking dumplings for them.
Calderwood (2015) notes that the other notable characters include the sisters Zahra and Salma Halane, who can be seen through the activities and awareness they have been undertaking through different forms of social media networks. The girls came out as very inspiring women, especially for those young ladies contemplating joining ISIS and any other form of terrorist groups. The girls aged 16 at the time ran away from their families from Manchester. In addition, they got married to Jihadists in Raqqa, Syria; unfortunately, their husbands died during the fight, leaving them as widows in Raqqa. According to The Guardian (2018), up until today, the youngest member of a woman's terrorist cell in Britain was jailed for life and a minimum of 13 years of prison term for attempting conspiracy attacks in London with the aid of her sister and mother. It is based on police reports that Safaa Boular aged 18 years started planning for a terrorist attack in Britain after failing to join an IS fighter in Syria (The Guardian, 2018). For instance, the older sister Rizlaine Boular, 22 years, received a life imprisonment sentence with a minimum term of 16 years in the Old Bailey. The older woman, Mina Dich, 44 years, received her sentence for an extensive period of 11 years and nine months (Guardian, 2018).

In Africa, most of the suicide bombers used by Boko Haram include kidnapped and abducted young girls who represent a hidden weapon of the organization. Kriel (2017) discovered that the recruitment of female suicide bombers escalated greatly after the abduction of 276 Chibok schoolgirls aged between 16 and 18 years in April 2014 from their dormitory. Pearson (2016) notes that Boko Haram had abducted more than a thousand children between 2013 and 2015 in Northeastern Nigeria.  On January 11, 2015, four individuals were killed in Potiskum, north-eastern Nigeria, when two suicide bombers who had strapped themselves with explosives bombed a mobile phone market. Only a few months later, on June 22, 2015, one woman bomber used a vehicle as a bomb, which killed twenty-two people in an explosion targeting a bus stop near a fish market. Additionally, during the same year in July, a used taxi tricycle bombed a market place, Gomboru, in Maiduguri Market killing eight people. On March 15, 2017, during yet another suicide bombing, four ladies exploded the bombs tied to their body, resulting in two other deaths at a bus station located in Maiduguri. According to Galehan (2019), the terror organization Boko Haram has more female members compared to any other terror organization in the world with at least 160 bomb attacks carried out by women representing 50 percent of the bombers within the terror group. As per Galehan (2019), although some of the reasons why females could join an organization include respect, economic gain, and escape from domination to achieve status, the majority have been abducted and kidnapped into the organization.

As noted by Badurdeen (2023), a large number of women and girls have been identified in Al-Shabaab and ISIS in the Kenyan media especially when it comes to reporting their travel to foreign countries and acting as financiers, spies, planners, traffickers of arms, and facilitators of logistical support. In addition, women in Kenya have been known to be effective recruiters for both female and male recruits such as Rukia Faraj Kufugwa and Hania Said Sagar who according to the government were responsible for financing and planning terrorist activities. Other than those stated by Milimo (2017), examples of women associated with terrorist organizations in the United States that are used to finance the terror organization of Al-Shabaab in Kenya and Somalia include Muna Osman Jama and Hindia Osman Dhirane.

Ali (2018), in his research paper concerning the recruitment of university girls in Kenya, talks about one particular case in which there were three women suspects arrested after carrying out an attack in the Mombasa Central Police Station. The three women suspects included Ms. Maimuna Abdirahman, Ms. Rahma Abdirahman, and Tasnim Yakub Abdullahi. It was the country's first terror attack of its kind. They pretended to be ordinary people visiting the police station to make their complaints. The policeman manning the complaint desk then ordered the women to unmask their faces so that he could see who they were. This woman refused and jumped across the counter with a dagger which she had hidden under her buibui (It is the name of a veil worn by some Muslim women meant to cover most parts of their bodies). She fought the policeman and later poured herself petrol and set herself alight; the three ladies died in the process of shooting (Ali, 2018).

According to Mukuna in 2019, youth inclusion in prevention and countering of violent extremism was mentioned where the attack on DusitD2 hotel and office complex on 15th January 2019 in Westlands, Riverside Lane, Nairobi was mentioned as an example of how the female youth play the role in violent acts. Ms Violet Kemunto and Miriam Abdi are the two female suspects. It is believed that Miriam played a central role in the delivery of the deadly weapons that were used in the attack. Whereby Kemunto is a suspect by association with her husband, whom the authorities say was the leader of the killer team (East African Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, 2022).

Sambaiga (2020) notes that in July 2015, a woman was detained in Mombasa and charged with trying to recruit five youths into the terror group Al-Shabaab. Also, in August 2015, the Kenyan government labelled Rukia Faraj Kufungwa as a female Al-Shabaab recruiter and a suspect in grenades and assassinations in Mombasa. The authorities offered a 2 million Kenyan shillings ($19,000) bounty for any information leading to her successful detention. In a recent study by Salifu et al. (2017) on female terrorists in Kenya, it is noted that women have started becoming active in acts of violence, and even some involve a woman known as Hania Said Sagar, the widow of murdered Muslim cleric Sheikh Aboud Rogo, who had connections with a terrorist network not only in Kenya but internationally. She is alleged to be transmitting information and handling financial transactions, as well as planning terrorist activities within the borders of Kenya. Another example cited by Cachalia et al. (2016) is that of May 2016 when two Kenyan female students enrolled in medical courses in Kampala International University in Uganda were apprehended for establishing a terrorist cell among other students
As argued by Zitzmann in 2023, much focus has recently been directed towards the recruitment of Kenyan Muslim women into Al-Shabaab following the occurrence of several high-profile events. For example, in April 2015, three girls were arrested while allegedly traveling to Somalia to join Al-Shabaab. There has been controversy regarding the reasons behind their actions, with some sources stating that they had intended to become suicide bombers and jihadis, while other sources argue that the girls had been recruited through promises that they would be made concubines, otherwise referred to as Jihadi Brides. One of the issues raised in the case of terrorism in Kenya is that women are some of the most vulnerable people who can be easily radicalized. According to UNDP, this group includes educated females who are at marriageable age. 

The reason behind terrorism, according to Marranci (2006), lies on the misperception about the term of jihad which has been used by terrorist organizations such as Al-Shabaab and means, in their definition, holy war. They say this war aims to target those who oppose the religion of Islam and consider themselves followers of this religion. The sources from which all the information of the Muslims comes are two: the Qur’an and Hadiths, i.e., sayings and actions of Muhammad, the prophet of Allah. Both include the word of Jihad. This word is extracted from the root word in Arabic ‘jhd’ which means ‘to strive’ and not holy war because in Arabic, holy war would be called ‘harb-al-muqaddas’ and not Jihad since it has never been mentioned either in the Qur’an or in Hadiths as holy war. According to Marranci (2006), there are 28 verses which talk about Jihad, and the word of Jihad has been mentioned 41 times. However, among these verses, there are some that preach peace and harmony. For instance, according to the Quran (5:32), “Whoever killed a human being not as punishment for murder or for spreading corruption on earth, it shall be as if he killed all mankind; and whoever saved a human being alive, it shall be as if he saved all mankind alive.” Quran, Surah Al-Ma'idah (5:32).

According to Seran (2018), there are two forms of Jihad. The first one is known as the inner Jihad, and it is believed to be a greater Jihad because it requires an individual to be useful and submit himself to God in every aspect of his or her life. As stated by the Prophet in the quote, “We came back from the lesser Jihad to the bigger Jihad” following his return from the war. Secondly, External Jihad is a lesser Jihad, and this involves the attack on brutality through words and deeds. When it comes to the latter, there are some clear means of engaging the external Jihad that restrict the killing of any civilian lives, attacking old people, killing any child, poisoning any well, damaging any animal, cutting down trees. Muslims can fight their external Jihad only defensively in order to save themselves following being attacked. People such as al-Shabaab, who claim to be doing this in the name of God, bomb and kill innocent civilians who have nothing to do with the conflict. Back then, the wars were fought by two rival factions equipped with arms.

Qazi (2011) argues that according to the literature on classical Islamic period, there is no clear-cut position on what roles women should play in jihad. As seen from early Islamic wars, women back then played an important role in looking after the injured soldiers, bringing water and food to the battlegrounds, and encouraging men to join the fight. Examples of women fighters found in classical literature include Umamah Umara who defended the prophet in the Battle of Uhud. Some other famous warriors mentioned in the literature include the wife of the prophet who led the Battle of Camel known as Aisha bint Abu Bakr and Sumayyah who fought against the killer of her husband Ammar. Seran (2018) argues that the prophet never ordered these women to engage in fighting but he praised their bravery. The manner in which the women were involved in the battles even prior to the Prophet is similar to the Prophet’s era in that they were cheerleaders and nurses instead of fighters. These women performed duties that involved offering emergency assistance to the injured fighters.

Gender neutrality is one of the main characteristics of most international, regional, and national policies related to terrorist activity. As pointed out by Amusan et al. (2019), "in the aftermath of the year 2000, the UNSC as an international organization has passed a range of resolutions on WPS". This set of decisions is associated with the consequences of armed conflict for women and children, namely, "the fact that rape and other forms of sexual assault had become tactics used in wars" (Amusan et al., 2019). Apart from that, it was stressed that the roles of women "in preventing and resolving conflicts as well as in peacebuilding should be acknowledged, and their involvement in making decisions on conflict prevention and resolution was required" (UNSCR 1325, 2000). Apart from that, it was recommended that Member States should encourage women to take part in decision-making in peace and security matters and be aware of implications of conflicts for women (Amusan et al., 2019). The reason behind this recommendation is the fact that women are not victims of violence any longer but peace-builders and decision-makers.
According to Salifu et al. (2017), after the enactment of UNSC resolutions 1325, there were additional resolutions enacted by the United Nations Security Council to strengthen the Women, Peace, and Security agenda, and these resolutions included Resolution 2122 in 2013 and Resolution 2242 in 2015. Resolution 2122 reaffirmed the commitment of the United Nations towards the implementation of the agenda of the women, peace, and security agenda, while emphasizing the importance of increasing women's involvement and participation. Resolution 2242 called for the continuation of work in terms of integration of the programs on women, peace, and security, counter-terrorism, and countering violent extremism.

Porret (2020) notes that one of the significant achievements of the fight against terrorism includes the adoption of the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy in September 2006. This initiative was meant to bring together the global, regional, and national efforts in the process of fighting against terrorism. This policy included a resolution together with its annex Plan of Action (A/RES/60/288), which called for cooperation between the state and non-state stakeholders to counteract terrorists. Nevertheless, the involvement of women or women NGOs in combating terrorism as active participants was not openly emphasized in the strategy. This goes against the UNSCR 1325, which empowers women in peace and conflict. In addition, it neglects the capability of women as active participants in terrorist actions and represents them through victims’ perspectives. The negative approaches adopted by multilateral organizations during the design of counter terrorism policies that do not take into consideration the gender perspective continue to overshadow the various roles that women’s agency can play in terrorism and combating terrorist actions. Moreover, such an approach reinforces the denial of women’s ability to engage in terrorism actively.

First, the Inter-Governmental Authority Development (IGAD) and UN Women mentioned that there was a major breakthrough at the regional level in July 2016, when IGAD, comprising Djibouti, Kenya, South Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, Sudan, and Uganda, signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) with UN Women in June 2016 on Women, Peace and Security. First, the MoU emphasizes the importance of prioritizing women in countering violent extremism processes. Second, IGAD created the Centre of Excellence for Prevention and Countering Violent Extremism and the Regional Strategy for the Prevention and Countering Violent Extremism in the Horn and Eastern Africa Region (ICEPCVE, 2017) to provide a dedicated support, training, and research on prevention and countering violent extremism and counter-messaging.

Idriss (2020) highlighted that the national policy of Kenya includes a variety of measures that aim to prevent terrorism. The legal instrument used by Kenya to combat terrorism includes the National Strategy to Counter Violent Extremism (NSCVE). This strategy comprises several pillars that operate in tandem to counter violent extremism. They include the Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA, 2012), the Proceeds of Crime and Anti-Money Laundering Act (POCAMLA, 2009), Prevention of Organized Crime Act (POCA, 2010), and National Counter Terrorism Centre (NCTC). This is the strategy development wing of the state that is able to envision the integration of counterterrorism efforts with key players, including the ATPU, along with other community members like the KEMYA, KEMWA, and KECOSCE. Sharamo and Mohamed (2020) reported that the NCTC, in collaboration with UNDP, organized dialogues between Muslim and Christian communities.

The Kenya Transition Initiative (KTI) program was developed by the USAID’s office of transition initiatives in June 2008 following the controversial national results resulting in inter-ethnic strife. Its objective was to promote peace, harmony, and tolerance among various ethnic groups, in addition to improving the reputation of the nation regarding political exclusion, disputes, and ambiguity. According to Hansen et al. (2019), after its initial success, the KTI was later implemented as a pilot project during the years 2011-2013 to introduce law and order within such places like Eastleigh and certain regions in the Kenyan coast, where illegal immigrants were targeted by the “Operation Usalama.” Several arrests took place, which according to estimates were about 4000 people; some of them were charged, some were deported while others were relocated to the refugee camps. In 2014, however, the Human Rights Watch reported an excessive use of force as well as human right violations, whereby a number of individuals were held for over a week without ever being presented before a judge, as corruption and bribery became common practice within the police ranks.
Even at the county level, various counties have developed their County Action Plans (CAPs) in an effort to combat terrorism, and these include Kwale, Mombasa, and Lamu, which are the initial counties that formulated such CAPs. The Mombasa County Action Plan, Lamu County Strategy to Counter Violent Extremism, and the Action Plan for CVE in Kilifi County are among the CVE initiatives in the counties that have adopted gender mainstreaming. Various counties like Mandera, Nairobi, Isiolo, Wajir, Nakuru, Baringo, Marsabit, Garissa, and several other counties established their own action plans in preventing and countering violent extremism since there is always a unique process of radicalization, push and pull factors, and recruitment processes within each county. The “Nyumba kumi” community security initiative sought to promote accountability within ten households by interacting with each other and getting to know one another. The strategy ensured that the communities would be aware of each other and cooperate in case of any suspicious activities.
  According to Sommers (2019), there is a remarkable achievement that has been realized in Kenya regarding the grassroots activities in CVE initiatives. The non-state actors have been playing a crucial role in the development of the CVE programs. There exist different civil society groups that are handling the CVE issues, both formally and informally organized. Some of the CSOs are: Building Resilience Against Violent Extremism (BRAVE); Integrated Initiative for Community Development (IICEP); Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS); Council of Imams and Preachers of Kenya (CIPK). Together with the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), the Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS) established a research hub that provides an opportunity for researchers, policymakers, practitioners, and grassroots activists in community-based organizations to interact in Kenya.
 According to Korir (2016), at the community level, it is through women organizations and informal networks where the fight against radicalization and violent extremism takes place despite not having official recognition. Examples include the Maendeleo ya Wanawake organizations where the women are actively engaged as partners in peace-building initiatives and other community-based organizations located in the hotspot area such as Eastleigh Wood Youth Forum, Amani Kibera, Arts and Talent Kenya, New Image, Kamukunji Women Peace Builders, and more. In addition, according to Sambaiga (2020), these women-led organizations do not give priority to issues concerning VERLT but instead intolerance, racism, discrimination, street and organized crimes, and social service issues, which can actually be considered some of the factors that contribute to radicalization. Organizations, such as Northern Advocacy, Young Africans for Peace and Development, Mandera East CVE Working Group, and Save Mandera Network are some of the main partners in dealing with radicalization and terror-related activities, according to the Mandera County Action Plan to Prevent and Counter Violent Extremism 2019/2024.
The inclusion of Muslim women in Kenya into violent extremism activities, particularly in Mandera County, calls for an understanding of their motivations, recruitment methods, and roles in organizations such as Al-Shabaab. Current literature indicates that the reasons behind the participation of women are based on several aspects, such as socioeconomic, ideological, and social gender-related influences that affect both voluntary and coerced engagement in violent extremism activities (Ndung’u et al., 2017; Noor Zitzmann, 2023). Despite the emerging literature on gendered recruitment processes, significant knowledge gaps remain due to limited data availability and analysis of their relationships in local contexts. Thus, the present research seeks to examine the motivation and agency of radicalized Muslim women in their participation and recruitment into violent extremism conducted by Al-Shabaab in Mandera County.
1.2 Statement of the Problem

 Despite increased counterterrorism efforts within Kenya, both 'hard' and 'soft' interventions, women's engagement in Violent Extremist Groups (VEGs), particularly Al-Shabaab, continues to increase. Global and Kenyan counterterrorism efforts have operated for decades according to an impaired, gender-insensitive, or inherently masculine model, which has been inclined towards simplifying women into passive victims, family influencers, or peacebuilders. Such a strategy led to policies that strongly biased the response to male radicalization and recruitment and neglected the possibilities of female agency and active participation. The resulting policy trends at the national, county, and local levels therefore have an underlying conceptual defect: they neglect and fail to understand the distinct motivations, decision-making, combatant and non-combatant roles that radicalized women assume.

As significant as there has been in gender and Violent Extremism scholarship in Kenya, there is still a major gap in understanding how Kenyan Muslim women engage in violent extremism. This gap is clear in Mandera County, which is near the Somalia border. The area's socioeconomic challenges and history of extremist activity create a distinct setting for examining how gender affects radicalization. Consequently, current Disengagement, Rehabilitation, and Reintegration (DRR) initiatives and counter-radicalization measures are necessarily inefficient. This research therefore sought to fill the knowledge gap on the agency, drivers, and active roles of radicalized Muslim women in the violent extremism of Al-Shabaab in Mandera County and provides the necessary evidence base to support more inclusive and effective counterterrorism policy in Kenya. 

1.3 General Objective

The main objective of this study is to examine the involvement of radicalized Muslim women in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya, with a focus on understanding their motivations, roles, and agency within the processes of recruitment and participation.

1.3.1 Specific Objectives

The following are the specific objectives of this study:
i. To analyse the drivers of the involvement of Muslim women in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya.
ii. To assess the agency of Muslim women in their involvement in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya

iii. To delineate the various recruitment and engagement pathways through which Muslim women become involved with Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya.
iv. To examine the roles played by Muslim Women in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya.
1.4 Research Questions

The research sought to answer the following research questions:

i. What are the primary drivers of Muslim women's involvement in Al-Shabaab's violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya?

ii. How do Muslim women exercise agency in their decision to participate in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya?

iii. What are the strategies and engagement pathways through which radicalized Muslim women become involved in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremist activities in Mandera County, Kenya?

iv. What roles do radicalized Muslim women play in Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya? 

1.5 Justification of the Study

 Kenya has experienced more terror attacks from Al-Shabaab than any neighbouring country except Somalia. Al-Shabaab has radicalised hundreds of youths in the region. Despite notable progress through military operations and teamwork between government and community groups, there is still a major gap in understanding how Kenyan Muslim women engage in violent extremism. By focusing on women’s roles in terrorism, the research provides a crucial gender perspective on violent extremism in Kenya. It offers a new understanding of how women participate in and impact these movements. Insights will be obtained by policymakers to make informed decisions concerning counter-terrorism strategies and plans that will consider gender issues. There will be an enhanced understanding by security organs of the various roles that women have in relation to violent extremism. Community leaders and NGOs will be guided on how to develop intervention programs through empowerment to prevent and rehabilitate women who may have been victims of terrorist groups. Research scholars can use the study as a foundation to conduct further research. Lastly, the community at large in Mandera will be helped by the intervention programs.
1.6 Scope and Limitations of the Study

The research was conducted in Mandera County, north eastern part of Kenya, specifically in three settlements located in Mandera Town namely Bulla Mpya, Bulla Township and Bulla Power. These are cosmopolitan areas that accommodate people from all the tribes from Mandera County more so by few tribes from Somalia such as Marehan, Leisan, Gababweyn and Warabeye. These tribes from Somalia are mainly involved in Al shabaab according to the testimonies of the majority local residents. These areas also experience high incidences of Al-Shabaab activities as a result of proximity to Somalia border. The research period considered runs from the 1998 U.S. Embassy Bombing in Nairobi to 2023. This study sought to examine the roles and agency of Muslim women in violent extremism; sociocultural determinants of violent radicalization; and community reactions to terrorism. 64 individuals participated in the study. These included Muslim women from the selected settlements; community leaders; security agencies' members; and civil society actors. The views expressed by the interviewees provided a very clear picture regarding the gender dynamics in violence.

Several challenges emerged during the research process. Cultural and religious beliefs were restrictive as far as women sharing their experiences with regard to extremism was concerned. In addition, there were fears about possible victimization by the security organs and the militant organization - Al-Shabaab. The researcher was therefore required to seek permission from the head of the families and cooperate with civil society organizations and religious groups. Trauma among victims required careful handling, so counsellors were involved to help facilitate their participation. Security concerns were a priority, with the researcher coordinating with the government officials and often changing meeting locations to reduce risks from both state and extremist actors.

There were limitations, including logistical challenges such as extreme heat that affected participant availability, especially for women who had domestic duties in the mornings. Despite these issues, the study was flexible enough to accommodate the participants’ schedules, no matter the number of reschedules. The researcher also encountered surveillance from both the government and the terror group Al-Shabaab’s informants; the researcher briefed the relevant government authorities on the purpose and the process of the research, and had to constantly change the location of the meeting to tackle the surveillance from the violent group.

The study takes cognizance of terrorism in general and female jihadists as fluid and dynamic. Its objectives and end products will be made known to all state security officials and devolved government units in the chosen field site and other relevant security agencies stakeholders to support better, context-specific counter-terrorism efforts.

1.7 Definition of Terms
Agency:       The socio-historically mediated capacity of individuals to act, make choices, and self-regulate within a given set of cultural, political, and social constraints. In the context of this study, women's agency refers to their capacity to make calculated, intentional decisions to join, participate in, and exert influence within a Violent Extremist Organization (VEO), rather than being solely passive recipients of force or manipulation.
Al-Shabaab: A Salafi-jihadist violent extremist organization and foreign terrorist organization operating primarily in East Africa, with its origins in Somalia

Buibui: The full veil that covers the whole body except the eyes and hands, worn by Muslim women in public places.

Burqa: This is a dress-like veil that covers the whole body, worn by some Muslim women in public places in some countries.

Fatwas: These are Islamic legal rulings on a new matter that arises in the Muslim community and that has never been witnessed in the previous generations of Muslims since the Prophet’s time.

Jihad: An Arabic term literally meaning 'struggle' or 'striving.' In an ideological context, extremist groups like Al-Shabaab use it to justify their actions as a violent, offensive holy war against those they deem enemies of Islam (e.g., the government, non-Muslims, or Muslims who oppose their interpretation).

Jihadi brides: These are young Muslim girls, recruited to travel to a foreign country to get married to a male fighter and support the violent extremist groups’ ideology.

Jihadists: (Single Jihadi) These are both the active and passive participants of violent extremist groups that engage in violence to achieve their mission. 

Niqab: This is a face veil worn by some Muslim women in public places.

Pull factor: These are factors that draw individuals towards the acceptance of violent extremism with positive rewards. 

Push factor: These are situations that drive individuals away from mainstream society and makes them vulnerable to recruitment by violent extremist groups.

Radicalization: The process of causing someone to turn to violent extremism.

Returnees: according to the thesis these are individual who have travelled to a foreign country in order to join a terror group, Ala Shabaab in this case.

Terrorism: It involves the use of violence and intimidation, often against civilians for political or ideological purposes. 

Terrorist returnees: For this study, the term refers to individuals who have denounced any affiliation with the previously designated violent extremist group, Al-Shabaab, and have subsequently deserted and returned to the country.

Violent extremism: Refers to the beliefs and conduct of people who back or utilize ideologically driven violence to accomplish entrenched ideological, spiritual, and political ends.

CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORITICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews previous literature on terrorism, violent extremism, and gender, including studies predating the rise and fall of ISIS, as well as classic works on Al-Shabaab, Boko Haram, Al Qaeda Core, as well as Daesh. Despite extensive research in these areas, a significant gap remains concerning women’s involvement in violent extremism. Analysis of the vital role played by women in radicalism and terrorist activities in international, regional, and national arenas is fundamental in understanding their involvement in violent extremism in Kenya.
The chapter also applies Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality to explore how gender, along with women’s social and political identities, intersect to shape distinct experiences of discrimination and privilege. The Analysis was blended with Anthony Giddens' Structuration Theory. Intersectionality helps to map the constraints and privileges (the structure), while Structuration Theory illustrates the dialectic tension between Kenyan Muslim women's individual agency and social/structural factors facilitating and constraining their choices... Ultimately, the chapter identifies key knowledge gaps aligned with the objectives of this study. 

2.2 Gender and Violent Extremism
Traditionally, gender was disregarded in studies of terrorism and political violence, resulting in a large knowledge gap concerning the multifaceted roles of women in extremist milieus. While men are most probably the primary perpetrators, the gender stereotype of women as pacific or solely victims underplay their active and diverse roles in violent extremist networks, which can even include recruitment, logistics, finance, intelligence, and combat (Johnston & True, 2019). This includes their direct involvement in extremist activities, such as suicide bombings, and their essential roles in de-radicalization, counter-narrative, and peace building efforts at the civil society and community levels. 

Al-khansaa magazine (2004), cites Umm Badr who argues that “women’s non-combat roles are as good as the practical jihad. Every woman is a fighter in her own way and at every time and everywhere through their fundraising, as mothers who bring up their children in the path of Allah, when they propagate jihad and call for jihad in words, action, faith, and prayers”. According to Von knop (2008), there exists a feminine jihad, which is practiced by the jihadi women globally in order to enhance their visibility among the women terrorists. Women are not supposed to strive to be like men in terms of comparing their level of sacrifice for the sake of the group but rather accept the unique place of their involvement. According to Von knop (2007), Western feminists versus the feminine jihad, Western feminists have achieved gradual progress towards gender equality in the following ways. At first, they fought by copying what the men were doing, and in the second phase, they embraced the diversity of the two genders. On the contrary, the feminine jihad is intended to create an identity framework in the light of achieving gender equality. Gender notions are highly contextual, while according to Ali (2018), he agrees with other writers like Margaret Randall and Mia Bloom (2022) that the feminist approach to terror does not hold true universally; that the feminist paradigm of terrorism is not absolute, it depends on specific cultures, societies, and times. In times of war and conflict, women carry out specific assigned roles that have connections to violent extremism. Feminist analysis may be a necessary lens in understanding the involvement of women in violent extremism but it does not give a complete explanation hence feminist theories of terrorism are based on context, time and societies. It therefore calls for more inclusive lens that is capable of explaining the complex, ambivalent motivations behind extremist violence.it varies across particular societies and times. At times of war and conflict, women are assigned various specific roles, which link them to violent extremism.
Davis (2013) states that three circles influence the involvement and the prominence of women in violent extremist groups, and whenever there is a variation, movement, expansion, or contraction of any of these circles, it is bound to affect the extension of women’s involvement. These circles are the organizational influence that explains the intention of recruiting women in the organization, the environmental influence that gives both the organization and the women a conducive platform to thrive, and finally, the circle of women’s influence that provides them with the personal choice and the motivation of joining the group and the task they want to perform.  
Also, according to Smith (2018), Western feminist theories are tested with regard to the motivations of women who join violent extremist organizations, and they also go against gender stereotypes of women as peace ambassadors. At the same time, Deeb (2006) mentions that there are varied opinions among Western scholars on how jihad is connected to women's involvement. One group of scholars describes the participation of women as an issue of the degree of modernity and civilization within the state they hail from whereby the women experience empowerment as well as equal opportunities as the men do. On the other hand, the second category considers jihad as a traditional and outdated process since it goes against modernity.

Through the feminist perspective, women in conflict situations are viewed as having an auxiliary role in that they suffer more as victims rather than initiators. Bonnet (2015) mentions that the conventional perspective where male individuals act in violent extremist activities creates loopholes whereby terrorist organizations can exploit their structures to engage women in violent extremism. Gendered presumptions of feminism are interconnected, and women are highly implicated in the radicalization process to ensure the agenda of the men.
According to Khelghat (2016), women assume supportive roles to aid the male members of the group accomplish their duty of promoting and protecting the ideology of their group. They sustain the male ideology by acting as mothers and raising their offspring according to the guidance and instructions of their husbands. As indicated by Spencer (2016), women engage in acts of violence and perpetrate it by assuming supplementary roles of homemakers, caretakers, and nurturers. The fundamental assumption concerning the role of women in the radicalization process rests on the belief that women are non-violent and immutable. Under this category, women's implication in violence is justified on account of the secondary roles they undertake. According to Ann-Kathrin (2020), religious extremist violence relies on ideological strategy whereby women play an integral part in conveying the message of the group within the local network whereby mothers who spend considerable time with the children have great influence on their adult lives.
It can therefore be argued that due to the nature of the societies in both Kenya and Somalia, which is male-dominated, it becomes difficult for the women in both countries to get an external recognition other than the domestic one. The nature of such societies therefore does not allow women to have an agency for themselves to engage in violent extremism as they are seen solely as agents of peace, nurtures, and homemakers. As stated by Ali (2018), in Kenya, women have become prominent and active since 2016, engaging in violent extremism.

Despite Kenya and Somalia being patriarchal societies, there have been instances whereby women have been seen to be taking part in the execution of terrorist activities. Furthermore, Badurdeen (2018) states that the recruitment of women to the Al-Shabaab Network was done through deceptive means. For example, young girls were promised a happy and peaceful life as a couple but instead get a life full of cruelty, manipulation, and selfishness.
According to Nagarajan (2016), earlier literature regarding gender and violent radicalization viewed women as victims, who were always the ones on the receiving end, with women being used as pawns in war. Early involvement of women in violent groups could be marked by their status as victims and maternal instincts. However, the current research has shifted in its scope, in which educated women, who have chosen to pursue careers, are involved in the activities in a particular motive; hence, there is a need to widen the scope to better understand them. According to Bloom (2007), women are perceived as easy targets who can be swayed to violence and cannot make their choices about engaging in violent acts rationally. These perceptions are held by earlier scholars. These scholars face the problem in that their issues may never be solved due to the fact that no one will listen to their problems. Onuoha (2022) indicated that the 276 schoolgirls from Chibok, the Zamfara 300 schoolgirls, and 300 boys from Kankara who were abducted by Boko Haram are typical victims of violence. From the UNICEF report published in 2018, it has been found that there are over a thousand children held captive by the Boko Haram insurgents. Hence, the government, security agencies, and policymakers must be aware of the significant contributions of women, beyond the narrow lens of being either victims or perpetrators.

In his article, Carter (2013) asserts that the present socioeconomic setting affects the role played by women in terrorist acts and organizations. According to the Global Terrorism Index 2023, a new landscape exists in the context of terrorist actions. The new terrorist threat is characterized by violent conflicts and weak legal systems around the globe. For example, the Sahel region emerges as the main centre of terrorism, outranking the combined regions of South Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa when considering deaths resulting from terrorist attacks. According to the Institute of Economics and Peace (2020), female involvement in terrorist networks such as Al-Shabaab is a new phenomenon in Coastal, Nairobi, and North Eastern counties. Women and girls serve as recruiters, logistics coordinators, finance brokers, and spies for terrorist operations.
According to the Crisis Group Africa Briefing (2019), some extremist organizations have mastered the art of using gender stereotypes and cultural nuances to their advantage. For instance, the deliberate exploitation of women and children forms part of the gendered narrative through which such organizations can take advantage of security vulnerabilities and undermine the scrutiny of security operatives, as witnessed in the case of Al-Shabaab. In addition, especially in Somalia, the group is perceived as a source of hope and alternative means of bringing law and order, economic and social justice to the community. However, counter-terrorism measures by the Kenya government, Somalia, and others have undermined this strategy. Therefore, it is now limited to women who interact closely with radicalized men. Cultural and religious traditions determine the level of willingness of women to engage outsiders concerning the radicalization of women. Previous studies (Crisis Group Africa, 2019, Korir, 2016 & Ruteere, 2018) have found that women in Muslim societies refrain from making public statements, preferring to let their male partners do so. Similarly, the likelihood of female terrorists keeping quiet on their participation forms part of the strategies that such organizations use to protect themselves.
Third, in 2014, described causes of women terrorism to be politically driven, as well as that women involvement in radicalization is based on a political ideology in which there exists political domination and religious beliefs. According to Smith (2015), women’s involvement means that a radical Islamist ideology exists in which such women become involved in terrorist activities for deceptive reasons. Such deceptive reasons may include political, religious, or social ideologies with the motive of promoting their ideologies through terrorist acts. Radical groups try to establish an Islamic State in Somalia by using Islamic laws and practices of the Quran and Prophet Muhammad but it is far from reality.

2.2.1 The Involvement of Muslim Women in Violent Extremism

The concepts of push and pull factors assist one in comprehending the reason why one decides to join violent extremist groups either by force or of their own free will. As defined by Jacobsen (2017), the push factors refer to measures that encourage an individual to be involved in the violent groups while pull factors refer to measures that lure individuals into violent extremist groups.

In a study on the gender differences regarding the radicalization process conducted by Spencer (2016), he looked into the issue of female involvement in North and East Africa through secondary researches and interviews. It was found out that emotional factors such as grief, loss, and revenge, among others, were the major reasons for joining and then reconstructed using religious or political ideologies. The researcher found out that many women engaged in extremism organizations had personal problems with their husband, such as imprisonment or death. One major limitation in the research is that the author failed to conduct any research from the frontlines, especially in places where the women lived such as Mandera.
In her work, which is centred on the interviewing of forty women who had belonged to extremism groups, Campus (2015) utilized life history reconstruction through permitting the respondents to speak about themselves. The major findings revealed that social alienation, identity issues, and the gender-based interpretation of Islam are the main factors that drive individuals into radicalism. In some cases, the female respondents saw that belonging to such groups provided rare opportunities for recognition and empowerment. Nonetheless, these interviews took place in areas with relatively stable environments and the presence of NGOs, something that might not represent the case with the unstable socio-political environment of Mandera. Thus, while being useful in terms of providing personal perspectives, the paper by Campus reveals the lack of research from high-risk, highly marginalized areas, including Mandera.

The imperative role that women's induction into violent acts plays within the terrorist organization has been overemphasized. According to Lauren (2019), one of the recent papers on the issue, the role played by women in terrorism relates to the implications of violence that their participation would bring. The usage of women as suicide bombers in any violent extremist groups acts as a prototype that terror groups adopt in an attempt to recruit other women and vulnerable people into their organizations. According to Carter (2013), female suicide bombers instil a lot of fear and get a lot of media attention which helps the terrorists accomplish their mission in Somalia, Yemen, Nigeria, Syria, Kenya, and many other places where terrorist groups have developed their ideology. The female suicide bombers are usually seen wearing burqa while conducting the suicidal bombing exercise in relative ease. Terror groups capitalize on the availability of women and make them shaming their husbands as being the culprits for dropping off the responsibility of protecting their spouses hence making them participate in violent Jihad which leads to radicalization. The researcher Nzovu (2024) in her study entitled, "What Women Know: The Epistemology of Mothers on Violent Extremism in Kenya," uses the African feminism research methodology involving semi-structured interviews with 20 mothers of radicalized sons from coastal and urban areas of Kenya. While it centres on women’s epistemic authority, the focus on mothers of male recruits omits direct engagement with radicalized or at-risk women themselves. Although the study successfully highlights the influence of emotional trauma, it also underscores the need for further studies based on the actual experiences of women in rural Muslim societies such as those in Mandera County.

As stated by Cochrane & Smith (2021), there are various motivations behind women joining terrorist groups such as discrimination and isolation from societal integration. Specifically, Western Muslim women have experienced hostile attacks, physical abuse, psychological attack, and verbal abuse while participating in religious ceremonies. The second motive is the need to understand one's own identity using western feminist theory and traditional gender role theory. Women who do not identify with the feminist theory developed by Western feminists will probably seek solace with extremist ideologies promoted by ISIS, where they will be perceived as homemakers. According to the worldwide study conducted on female suicide bombers, O'Rourke (2009) suggested that female terrorists may want to participate in violence in order to achieve superiority above what is required by women in society. There are certain standards set for women in society, and when they are not adhering to the standards, they become outcasts or strayed outsiders. For these women, however, this can be viewed as empowerment and awareness of their capabilities in doing what men do. As per Leah (2020), women who are considered abnormal because they violate the norms are joining these groups to redeem themselves and attain a better social status. 
Similarly, Harmon & Holmes-Eber (2014) indicate that in conservative societies, women tend to indulge in violent extremism as a means to escape the shame linked to violence and redeem themselves. This is informed by their findings after researching on female suicide offenders. According to Bloom (2011), in Iraq, rape and other types of sexual abuse were employed as instruments of war for the purpose of recruiting women and offering them no means of escape. There are certain societal norms and expectations of women in the community. Women who fail to live up to these norms are viewed as outcasts. However, for some of the women who go against the grain, this deviation may seem empowering and conscious on their part, where the women realize that they can perform actions that are supposed to be done by the males. As pointed out by Leah (2020), women who are termed abnormal because of their deviating behaviours become members of such groups with an intention to gain salvation and become important people in the society. Besides, according to Harmon and Holmes-Eber (2014), in some conservative communities, females participate in violent extremism as a means of escaping the shame associated with violence and gaining their redemption. The authors noted this through their study on female suicide attackers. As noted by Bloom (2011), in Iraq, women were often recruited by rape and sexual assault, which eliminated the likelihood of fleeing such acts.
The push factors can be summarized as the four Rs by Bloom (2011). These include Revenge, Redemption, Respect, and Relationship. Bloom (2011) further goes on to state that women join such groups as a result of the need to take revenge on account of the killing of their beloved ones, which may include a child, a parent, a spouse, or even a relative. Women join such groups as a means of redemption for the evil acts that they have performed, whereby they find themselves joining through being told by members that they will have all their sins forgiven. Respect is the third R, whereby women prove their abilities through involving themselves in activities that should otherwise be carried out by men like violence. This helps them feel important amongst other members. The last R is the relationship. Women join the group because of the presence of relatives in such groups.
As per Jacques and Tailor (2013), the most common qualities of women that join terrorist organizations include widows, divorced women, and unemployed women. Single parenting in some way is one of the features of these women and the motivation factor lies in economics. As per the study conducted by Jacques and Tailor (2013), one-third of the female terrorists interviewed had at least one family member involved. From this sample of 222 female terrorists selected from different conflict zones, it is evident that women tend to join these organizations when there is someone from their families already part of such an organization. In addition to the importance of the kinship network factor, other non-secure financial status women also become victims of recruitment because of hopes of a better life and societal prosperity.

According to Salifu et al. (2017), although many women can be exploited into becoming members of violent extremism for reasons of a better life, it would be inappropriate to completely ignore agency. With respect to this, Sjoberg (2017) cautions against stereotyping the participation of women in violence extremism.
This is what is also evident in the case of Kenya; you will see educated young women who abandon their comfortable homes to join terrorist groups. The various observations made by actors reveal that there is a general assumption that women and peace are synonymous. This is the kind of information gap that the current study wants to address. Women play significant roles in the perpetration of violence that may be seen as posing a security challenge in a nation or particular region. According to Autcher (2012), the general assumption is that when women engage in terrorism, it is not because of a rational decision made by them but due to manipulations from men. This is another aspect of gender relations in terrorism that clearly shows victimhood and passivity of women. According to Sjoberg and Gentry (2007), women also actively participate in violence for any given reason. With regard to this, women were not involved in any decision-making process; if any, it was limited to their womanhood and motherhood. In this respect, the women have never been involved in making decisions. If anything, the process has been confined to their female status and roles as mothers. Hence, such an approach impedes one’s capability to recognize violent women as a real threat to security. It takes away the responsibility from the shoulders of the females and dumps it on their male counterparts. Women have never been perceived as a security threat; thus, they will never be engaged in addressing the problem.

Krueger (2008) observes that male participation in terrorism is justified through the goals and aspirations they have within the group, organization, or state, while the women’s participation in terrorism is based on gender issues. The portrayal of women as selfish in nature who are only driven by their revenge motives instead of the actual causes implies that they are not able to make logical decisions. According to Skaine, (2006); Sjoberg and Gentry (2007), women will always be viewed as victims of terrorism instead of being active participants. This situation will impair policymakers’ and security officers’ capacity to comprehend the active role played by the women.
According to Sjoberg and Gentry (2007), active participation of women in violence has been subject to a number of research works and media coverage. In the media, violent women are portrayed as violently co-opted partners of men, whose acts of violence can be solely blamed on men. In addition, the jihadist organizations are taking advantage of gender stereotypes by portraying women as perpetrators of violence. Therefore, this explains the high usage of women and young girls as suicide bombers. According to Randall (1993), violence is gendered where women and children are victims of violence, while those who run the state (men) are the victims of the state and thus, the state becomes the perpetrator against its female citizens. It is argued that the institutions of violence belong to men and that they are epiphenomena of their agency, and as a result, women always become victims. Military occupation is considered the same as men, meaning that any form of violence is associated with men. Zine (2006, p.31) demonstrates that violence is not a men's institution alone because women have their place within the institution of violence and are active recipients. In situations where women are engaged in violence, it is automatically taken that the men had enticed the women into such action.

According to the Mandera County Action Plan (MCAP) 2019/2024, the factors that drive the youth into joining al-Shabaab include location near the Somalia border, lack of employment, availability of local recruiters, sympathizers, clan politics and conflicts. The factors that drive the women of Mandera into engaging in VE activities are cultural and religious aspects.
2.2.2 Women’s Agency in Violent Extremism

The research on women's roles in violent extremism has similarly changed significantly, moving from stereotypical portrayals of women solely as victims to embracing their complex agency (Carter, 2013). In the Kenyan situation in particular, women's agency in violent extremism is even more complicated, encompassing both their vulnerabilities to radicalization and their active prevention and peace building roles. Increasing academic and media attention now highlights that women are not merely passive victims of violence; they are also active actors participating in, promoting, and preventing violent extremism, which highlights their agency in violent extremism (Carter, 2013; Giscard d'Estaing.). For example, a study of 38 national action plans showed that representations tend to fix women in subordinate and passive subject positions where men are seen as inherently violent and extreme, hence limiting the extent of policies and practices (Asante & Shepherd, 2020). A more subtle conception of these concepts will be necessary for understanding the complex ways through which women interact with and reconstruct the security spaces (Mesok, 2022).

According to Mesok (2023) in her research paper titled “Beyond Instrumentalization: Gender and Agency in the Prevention of Extreme Violence in Kenya” that involved over 80 semi-structured interviews with civil society actors, female CVE practitioners, and former extremists in Kenya, gender and agency of women in CVE contexts in Kenya have been understated. That is, women’s agency has always been limited to their role as victims, mothers, informants, and peacebuilders. Contrary to the above belief, Mesok (2023) found out that women in violent extremism contexts in Kenya display complex agency as ideologues, recruiters, fundraisers, and combatants.  This kind of agency is often born out of circumstances involving exclusion for some period of time in order to regain one’s identity, status, and/or spiritual pride. Unfortunately, due to the national nature of this research, there was not much emphasis placed on high-risk counties like Mandera. It is an important empirical vacuum that you have set out to fill.
Autcher (2012) further stated that the notion that terrorism is a male domain is merely another example of gendered stereotyping of terrorism, which takes away agency from women. The theory builds up the perception that women terrorists are portrayed as outsiders in the macho world of militancy. This builds up the myth of a woman terrorist as an entity as well. This is because, besides being active recruiters and mobilizers, they are also frontline fighters. The phenomenon of terrorism is not just the domain of men anymore; however, women do belong to it. Margolin (2016) stated that marking women's autonomy through their subjectivity will make them autonomous women who cannot be used by men as pawns to join the ranks of terrorism. In this regard, the role of women in society is to provide proper upbringing to the coming generations based on proper community values. The women's role to change the face of society for the greater benefit of everyone is crucial. Women perpetrate terrorism to change the future for them, and for their off-spring. Oando (2022), in “Space for African Women in Tackling Violent Extremism,” used community-focused feminist methodology in Garissa, Nairobi, and Kisumu to explore how African women conceptualize their roles in conflict and extremism. The study employed 30 key informant interviews and focus groups involving women from Muslim and non-Muslim backgrounds. Oando found that women’s exclusion from religious authority and community leadership fosters alternative assertions of agency, including through radical groups. Some women took up extreme roles, not through coercion, but as acts of defiance towards the colonial-modern system that renders African women mute. The lack of field research among non-Muslims in Kisumu and lack of research in Mandera restricts the significance of this study to the agency practices of pastoralist Muslim women in northeastern Kenya.

In his paper titled “What Women Know,” Nzovu (2024) placed mothers at the forefront as epistemic agents, who can generate security-related knowledge. Through 20 narrative interviews, Nzovu found that mothers knew how to approach their children's path to radicalization and frequently functioned as informal peacemakers. This alternative conceptualization of knowledge undermines existing CVE policy frameworks that see women as nothing more than tools for prevention or passive victims. Nonetheless, the research continues to view agency in terms of motherhood or family responsibilities, ignoring women’s independent role as recruiters, ideologues, or operatives.
In his article "Women's Agency in Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism in Kenya and Tanzania," Sambaiga (2020) relied on comparative case studies and interviews with 50 women from border regions. According to his findings, women not only take part in CVE efforts but can also be seen as strategic actors within violent extremist organizations by employing religious rhetoric or grievance against communities to legitimize their involvement in such activities. By virtue of being caregivers, women could help transport intelligence, weapons, and even engage in the process of radicalization. Nevertheless, this paper focused mainly on the role of women as preventative agents, rather than actors within violent extremism.
Asal et al. 2020) state that the involvement of women in violent extremist groups depends on the existence of the group; the longer the group has stayed in existence, the likelihood of the women’s incorporation. This may not be true because women were in the service of Al-Shabaab and violent groups right from the beginning, giving supportive and non-violent roles. Aguilera-Carnerero (2022) noted that women in violent extremist groups help to achieve the groups’ strategic objectives in their different capacities as supporters, fighters, and mothers/sisters/wives. The supporters are regarded as the authentic Muslim women who have sacrificed their lives for the sake of their religion by doing Hijrah to the ISIS region. The mothers/sisters/wives are a group of women who are the backbone of the next generation of fighters by rearing and nurturing youngsters according to the ideology of the group. Aguilera-Carnerero further states that the militarization of the maternal features of women and the utilization of their ability to bring forth a population to achieve the group’s objectives is a typical characteristic of insurgencies throughout history. The mother/sister/wife dichotomy was a strategic spectrum in encouraging, accrediting women’s role to a level similar to the men in the group, the role of the jihad without fighting.
Khelghat (2016) reported that the incorporation of women in violent groups is a smart move by these groups to gain a win-win situation for both parties. The organizations will get the traditional and domestic chores from women while they are in the comfort of their home as expected. There has been mixed empirical evidence on the correlation between social, political, and economic factors for women’s involvement. Spencer (2016) concluded that women provide a vital social role of ensuring the continuity of the group’s ideology as mothers. Children born under the regime of these groups are nurtured and brought up according to the teachings of the group. Even though Spencer stated that men are quite many fighters in the terrorist groups, the role of women is also crucial. Nevertheless, the role of women is based on the rationale of the strategy of approaching closer to achieving the objectives of the terrorist organizations. According to the results of Badurdeen (2018), the indicators that characterized the gender-based aspect of the violence were highly correlated. Nevertheless, the study did not identify the key indicator responsible for the challenges experienced by women when involved in terrorist activities.

In another research on the agency of women in terrorism (Sambaiga, 2020), it was noted that according to the evidence collected from various sources in Kenya, women tend to take up more passive roles in terrorist activities including being enablers, facilitators, and supporters. The involvement of women is attributed to various contexts including socio-economic, personal, cultural, and political. It should be highlighted that, according to Salifu et al. (2017), there are other roles played by women in Kenyan jihadist groups apart from those mentioned. The Kenyan government and policymakers have not thought of women being active participants in the terrorist activities. Therefore, there is a need for giving the female members a seat at the table but also around the table during the decision making and peacebuilding. Women involvement in the violent extremisms should be viewed seriously because the decision-making process postwar will help find solutions to the problem and grievances that will arise in the post-war period.

The mainstream media continue to give gendered foundations to the involvement of women in the terrorism acts. Based on the feminine trait, according to Spencer (2016), women join violent extremist groups due to the personal motivations of revenge for the actions carried out to her family members. Personal and physical motivations become key determinants of the roles of women in the radicalization process. According to Campus (2015), there are various factors that influence the radicalization process of women, namely political and personal factors. There are some of the leading factors which are involved in the radicalization process of women, including belonging, identity, internet usage, status of youths and inaccurate religious interpretations. As seen from the case studies in groups such as Al-Qaeda, Boko Haram, and Al-Shabaab, among others, in Somalia (Iffat, 2020; Morgades-Bamba, 2020; Davis, 2013; David, 2015), there is
2.2.3 Gendered Pathways to Radicalization 

Knowing the recruitment and involvement channels of Muslim women in violent extremism (VE) is central for formulating effective counter-radicalization interventions tailored to specific contexts. A combination of multiple and interrelated factors determines such channels, namely vulnerability, gender discrimination, socioeconomic underdevelopment, ideology-based influences, and social media. This part of the literature analysis highlights a few of the critical research works on the topic and provides a comprehensive discussion on its flaws, challenges, and possible applications, specifically regarding Al-Shabaab's strategy of recruitment in Mandera County.

In her qualitative research study involving 35 female Muslim university students from five universities in Kenya, Ali (2018) examined the gender-specific pathways of women's radicalization through an ethnographic feminist approach. The findings of the work revealed that young Muslim females became involved in extremism by being manipulated emotionally, engaged in romantic relationships, and persuaded by influential charismatic preachers. Moreover, identity crisis, university marginalization, and rigid interpretations of religion were found to be among the strategies used by extremists to radicalize women. Unfortunately, the research was limited to university settings and urban regions, not including women from marginalized areas such as Mandera County.
In another case study of 20 female returnees and religious leaders in Isiolo county, Aga (2022) analysed the processes of recruitment and de-radicalization among the women. This analysis involved semi-structured interviews and a thematic analysis of the factors contributing to female radicalization in Isiolo County. It turned out that some women joined terrorist organizations to feel safe, have ideological affiliation, or get rid of the poverty they experience. Some of them were forced to join by marriage or livelihood opportunities provided. Though the methodology of this study is strong, it does not reflect the specifics of Mandera which is located closer to Somalia where the influence of Al-Shabaab is more direct, requiring local investigation.

The literature review by Sahgal and Zeuthen (2018) focused on violent extremism in Kenya from a gender perspective. The authors discovered that there were stereotypical images associated with female participation in terrorist activities—these images were created by messages sent to women during recruitment. They were addressed as moral custodians and patriotic martyrs; they were promised communal honour and revenge for injustice. Despite being an interesting work, the review provided general information, which might be less applicable to Mandera considering its clan-specific characteristics.
Spencer (2016) stated that existing literature observes that the gendered pathways to radicalization and violent extremism are hinged on women actors as hidden threats and forgotten partners. In a recent study of women and online radicalization (Mohamed, 2023) pointed out that the focus is less on the women from the Global South who, in the real sense, make up the highest population in the modern violent groups. The question of who and where these radicalized women are is as important as finding the motives behind their recruitment and ways to curb them. The women from the global south who join these violent extremist groups are often termed as confused or persuaded into partaking in violence by their male counterparts, and that they are regarded as uncivilized and not driven by their individual motives for joining and understand ways of navigating the male-dominated militancy. The prevailing discourse usually characterizes women from the Global South who get recruited into such violent extremist organizations as being confused or merely convinced to become violent by their counterparts Kenya is finding it challenging to understand the process of online recruitment based on the local context since individuals have diverse motives for joining these groups and these groups are quick in changing their strategies to suit the immediate needs of their targets. 
Cochrane and Smith (2021) state that historically, women have been regarded as victims of violence instead of culprits, a perception that stands even in cases of terrorism. However, in the recent past, increased incidences of female participants in acts of terrorism, both directly and indirectly, are challenging the earlier notion. Jacques et al. (2013) noted that it is becoming increasingly clear that women can no longer be regarded just as victims of terrorism but also as voluntary actors in planning and launching terror-related acts. In the discourse of women in terrorism and violent extremism, Jacques et al. (2013) discussed, in a publication titled, Myths and Realities of Female Perpetuated Terrorism, the varying social characteristics, experiences, and context of women who follow this path. The study examined the demographic characteristics of women who have directly or indirectly participated in terrorism related activities. Previous data shows that common characteristics of women who joined terrorist groups were mainly widows, divorcees, and the unemployed. However, this trend is shifting as the number and frequency of younger, single, educated, and employed women continue to join terrorist groups. There are external forces such as relationships, revenge, and redemption that have been cited as motivating factors that drive women to partake in terrorist activities. Bloom (2012) argues in her book the “Bombshell: Women and terrorism” that terrorism is a weapon that is utilized by vulnerable groups who resort to using unconventional methods while advancing a certain cause. Jaques (2014) claims that among the young female populations, martyrdom is documented as a strong inspiration for those who choose to engage in terrorism related activities. In this light, terrorism is regarded as a weak tool that women exploit to achieve different motives. In other words, the involvement of women in terrorist activities is extensive and varied. 

Talbot (2000) argues that the involvement of women in terrorist activities takes different forms. These include engagement by women as spies, recruiters, mobilizers, financiers, supporters, and suppliers of basic items such as food and medicines to terrorists. Amusan et al. (2019) found that women are also trained on handling weapons, planning, and executing attacks as suicide bombers. Women have also been lured or made decisions to follow their husbands and partners who are terrorists, and in such instances, they assume the role of taking care of their locations of operations as well as other wife duties, including marital obligations and moral support. Galvin (1983) claims that some female terrorists are stirred by their maternal instinct, in which their desire to provide a better future for their family members pushes them to join terror links. 

Steered by the concept of feminist perspective, this study appreciates the role of women as change agents and actors whose contribution is experienced in all spheres of social human aspects. In exploring the changing face of terrorism and the rising involvement of women, the perceptibly should be accompanied by the appreciation that women as agents of change are not mere instruments of male terrorists. In a recent study of international terrorism and violent extremism in Africa (Nzomo, 2018) claimed that women have agency and men cannot be used to understand their involvement. This posture will help deconstruct misconceptions that females’ engagement in terrorism is from a place of mere vulnerability and coercion by their male counterparts. In exploring the women’s agency in terrorism, it is crucial to appreciate the gender equality and human capacities of both men and women to be compassionate and empathetic as well as being violent and unkind. In this regard, not all women are naturally victims of terrorism, but some are perpetrators and terrorists too.

Morgades-Bamba (2020) states that women and girls have long played strategic roles as facilitators, recruiters, and fundraisers for violent extremist groups, regardless of their relatively less representation in the ranks of terrorists’ fighters. This mindset is influenced by patriarchal culture that promotes the dominance of men over women, and this has traditionally limited the agency of women. History provides in-depth cases of women's involvement in political radicalization and violence, but a certain fascination continues to surround the gendered involvement in violent extremism. In societies such as Somalia, Yemen, Jordan, Palestine, Indonesia, and Pakistan, communities that are largely impacted by violent extremism, women partake the roles of homemakers, mothers, and agents of peace. Gordon (2019) reported that in Indonesia’s context, women involved in terrorist activities as combatants, suicide bombers, and leaders have increasingly caught the attention of the security agents and policy makers. The country has witnessed an increased involvement of women in terror activities between the year 2016 and 2021 prompting the country to formulate a comprehensive strategy to counter violent extremism that is in line with the roles they play in the group. These women are not only given supportive roles but also are active participants in significant roles, and an example is the pot bomb attack in 2016 that involved three women in Indonesia. 

In reference to Basit (2023), women suicide bombers in the Baloch insurgency have awakened the country to a new trajectory of violence where vulnerable women are playing domestic roles, but a situation where young educated women are taking up arms in the fight for separatism for Balochistan province. Shari Bolach and Sumaiya Bolach were the first women suicide bombers; Shari a mother of two, with a Master’s degree education, and a teacher at a public school in Balochistan, bombarded the Confucius centre in Karachi University, killing four people. In 2023, Sumaiya, a computer science student, blew herself up at a convoy of the Pakistani military in Balochistan’s Turbat district. These girls wanted to set the stage and become role models and an inspiration for more men to participate and for other women to follow suit and prepare for more than just the traditional roles that they usually play.

Ali (2016) argues that the principal role that women play in society and the territorial ambitions of ISIS create the pathways for an independent infrastructure where they become targets for a multiplicity of roles. These tasks include mediators, mothers, sex slaves’ wives of terrorists, and investigators for an intensified focus on enhancing the goals and interests in violent extremism. These are women who participate for the sake of their loved ones; for instance, mothers and wives who follow the footsteps of their husbands so as to continue to get the basic needs. The logic by Spencer (2016) correlates the principle that women make up 20 per cent of the contingents in ISIS-held territories. This number is likely to increase because of the fact that women are given more important roles as combatants and ringleaders. 
Extremist groups rely on women to gain strategic advantages because women are considered to be faithful, obedient, and submissive in nature. The traditional roles that women in Al-Shabaab and ISIS do are as vital as the combatant roles, considering the unavailability of social amenities and health care services to the group members and their families while in their hideout. Badurdeen (2018) associates this key strategic advantage with recruiting women as martyrs and facilitators of terrorists’ activities while at the same time benefiting from their subjugation. The participation of women in these violent extremist groups violent extremist groups, whether active or passive, is considered to be a source of resilience for the group. According to Crisis Group Africa Briefing, 2019, in Somalia, women in Al-Shabaab are heavily relied on for their fundraising and intelligence gathering, and less in combatant positions due to the Somali norms and the Islamic religion that ascribe the fighting role to men. 

Evidence from Badurdeen (2018) outlines the dynamics whereby policy makers and the security agents fail to understand the complexity of women’s involvement. This is because while violent extremist groups take advantage of the gender stereotypes, they also expose them to the eyes of the security agents who no longer see women as people who need security assistance but as security threats. There is an increased awareness of the dangers of women’s involvement in violence among the policy makers and the practitioners, but there is a challenge in counter terrorism efforts that is characterized by biases. It is therefore proper for the security agents and the policy makers to consider the violent women and put an effort into understanding the push and pull factors. Banks (2008) claims that the existing research shows that understanding the pathways to radicalization and the role the women undertake in violent extremism is critical in monitoring the abilities of terrorist groups to engage, employ, and misuse women. Indeed, whereas there are those who participate voluntarily, there are others who are actually victims. For instance, in Nigeria, Boko Haram abducts children from their schools and uses them as suicide bombers and wives of the jihad fighters. Ruteere and Mutahi (2018) indicate that Muslim widows in ISIS are denied the chance to mourn their departed husbands as dictated by the Quran and the Sunnah of the Prophet, where women are allowed to mourn for a period of 130 days during which they are not permitted to remarry. These widows get married immediately after their spouses perish in battle without observing the required mourning period. According to Spencer (2016), although the female gender is not considered as active members of violence, the level of participation by women in the current insurgent army is relatively high at 60 percent for the last few decades as compared to their past roles in support. In his view, Ali (2018) indicates that the violent organizations instil the mentality that women are inferior to men through a conservative interpretation of family values. The growing pedestal of cultural subjugation allows terrorist groups to offer financial and strategic benefits to women through their discrimination. 

According to Alexander (2018), the gendered assumption concerning the femininity and masculinity, recruitment, and motivation was used in advancing the strategic interests of the violent extremist organizations. If women are active in recruiting into an organization, there is evidence of increased numbers of male recruits, and at the same time achievement of the objective by such organizations. In addition, Bloom (2016) shows that women are being increasingly involved in various roles, hence increasing the number of male recruits due to feeling of neglecting their God-given responsibility of protection and fight on behalf of the religious beliefs. The sociological approach shows that the involvement of women in violent extremism can be described using the domestic and cultural aspects. Ndungú and Shadung (2017) reveal that women play dual role in recruiting and spying on the other side, but also cleaning and cooking, tasks which are considered less important than those of the combatants. The domestic role is equally important since women can recruit men and women, whereas men cannot do the same because women can easily get along with others, while financial resources help the organization operate, and mothers produce the next wave of fighters.
The findings of Morgades-Bamba (2020) suggest that the passive role is predominant and ties the women into the ideological aspect of the terrorist groups. The immutable generalizations of the role which women play in the broader perspective of violent extremism are grounded in the aspect of recruitment and achievements. They account for the reasons why they join the terrorist organization, their roles within the group, the manner in which they fulfil their duties, and how they cope with their involvement in the militant movement. Reports from the Kenya Counter Terrorism agency have revealed that women are responsible for coordinating terrorist attacks, organizing terror cells, and funding terrorist organizations. Nonetheless, previous research indicates that the active engagement of women in radicalism is not military or passive. According to Botha & Abdile (2014), the presence of women in Al-Shabaab has helped to sustain them because they provide numerous roles both inside and outside the group.
Hearne (2009) discussed the drivers of women in radicalization as political and economic grievance, religious ideology, and emotional connections. Muslim women are encouraged to marry religious men who will keep them well and give them their rights, so the recruiters, both men and women, use this to lure young female Muslims to be recruited and later be married by them. Going to the ground, many young girls find themselves in a horrifying situation contrary to their expectations. Davydov (2015) supports this logic in underscoring the need for policy makers to prioritize women within the context of radicalization, although there is a growing body of knowledge on the participation of gender in radicalization, terrorism, and counter terrorism, there is little knowledge on the scope and dimensions of this involvement. Empirical data indicates that understanding the interface of women in radicalization and terror activities takes divergent characteristics. Some emerge as enablers, sympathizers, and perpetrators of terrorism within the groups.

Saltman and Smith (2015) discovered that the present violent extremist organizations in the world have employed both active and passive female involvement as logistics, recruitment agents, political protectors, operation leaders, suicide bombers, and fighters. According to Saltman and Smith (2015), the recent trend of recruiting women into violent extremist organizations, including Al-Shabaab, ISIS among others has triggered numerous studies on the topic, which has become a subject of intense focus. Unfortunately, the trend is associated with an erroneous notion concerning the nature of the involvement of women in such violent organizations as passive participants. In line with Carter (2013), women join Al-Shabaab and other terrorist organizations with a similar motive like the men. Even though it goes contrary to the conventional role of women in the society, it is evident that women participate actively in violent activities, making it difficult for policy makers and security officials to craft counter-terrorism measures that are all-inclusive. Disengagement and reintegration initiatives should aim at female terrorist members, and security officials should not target the women but use the data collected from them.
According to Korir (2016), the difficulty of knowing the motivation and role played by women in these contemporary violent extremist organizations comes from the societal and religious norm. This is mainly because the patriarchy that exists within the family environment may affect their ability to express themselves regarding the matter of their involvement in the radicalization process as well as the violent extremities since they may be afraid to talk about anything about it. In other cases, they are not able to voice out their sentiments in public forums and, instead, it could be possible for the men to speak out on their behalf which will make it difficult for any piece of information to be gathered regarding their involvement in terrorism. The reason for their inability to express themselves may emanate from their fear of reprisals and being victimized by the state actors as well as the terrorist group members including returnees from overseas operations and, thus, they could become stigmatized by the community.
According to Fink (2010), women become terrorists either because of political, social, or economic injustice, religion, and loss of loved ones or family members. The above is among the factors which compel women to get into terrorism. However, it should be noted that what applies in one case cannot apply in another as it all depends on their location and the situation they are facing at that point in time. Regardless of the motivating factors, the question remains; what roles do these women play? Do they only serve in nurturing and caring roles, or do they take part in Terrorism? According to Bloom (2011), the main motivators of women becoming members of an extremist group are social relations which suggest that they are highly likely to be affected by relatives who are members of an extremist group.

2.2.4 Women’s Role in Violent Extremism

Agara (2017) argues that women have been taking part in violence in several countries, including Germany, Italy, Sri Lanka, Russia, Peru, Jordan, Pakistan, Syria, Chechnya, Uzbekistan, Turkey, Japan, Tajikistan, Palestine, Lebanon, Nigeria, West Africa, and Algeria Faber et al. (2021) found that women’s existence in both terrorism and political violence movements throughout history was clearly evident; their presence was seen and has been there. According to Banks (2019), feminist methodologies take advantage of the insignificance of the presence of women in male-dominated organizations to comprehend their complicated gender structures. This is an intended strategy by such organizations to ensure that there is no emphasis on the role played by the women who serve both as combatants and non-combatants. Women are employed as suicide bombers and also as a means to shield male combatants; however, women play a variety of non-combatant roles ranging from being messengers, recruiters, financiers, and assistants. According to OSCE (2020), terrorism and gender issues have nothing formally in common, and the call for holistic analysis of security concerns should be encouraged without considering gender specifics. This is so because generalizations cannot be made in regards to gender, and rather an individual approach depending on the age and motivation is required. Sageman (2014) observes that gender-based research will make a difference in revolutionizing radicalization theory at a period when it is not changing anymore.
Scholars such as (d’Estaing 2017; Sambaiga, 2020) suggest that the central cause as to why the agency of women and their role within violent extremist groups is often ignored is the belief that women are naturally peaceful and that they possess the capacity to de-radicalize. Women are largely understood as either ‘assets’ or ‘allies’ in countering the threat of violent extremism, partly because of the role that they are perceived to have as inside mediators in families and communities. The Quilliam Foundation 2015, cited in d’Estaing 2017, suggests that the policy makers and the programmers need to utilize and see women as assets in countering violent extremism, because of the position they hold in society. Hampel (2019) claims that the radicalized and gender positions of the Muslim women as mothers tend to be undermined by CVE programming bodies. Within this conceptualization, they are termed as homemakers and caregivers, and that the maternal instincts cannot allow them to radicalize and encourage their children to join the violent extremism path. Due to the connection and the time, they have with their children, it gives them the capacity to detect the early signs of radicalization.

To counter the stereotypes surrounding the involvement of Muslim women in violent extremism, Sjoberg (2017) recommended incorporating the gender dynamic in terrorism and initiating their role in counter terrorism programming. In 2011, a USAID report on the development response to violent extremism and insurgency claimed that the acceptance that there is a gender-based difference in the exercise of power between men and women itself helps in understanding how the gender norms influence the roles that women play in violent extremism. It also enhances a better understanding of how women are affected by violent extremism in their lives. Sjoberg (2017) suggests a gendered perspective in defining women’s position and status within violent extremist groups, to understand broadly what women do and how they do what they do, and probably how they navigate this male-dominated militancy.

Fink (2016) and d’Estaing, (2017) found that the agency of women as perpetrators and supporters of violence should not be undermined, although they are also affected by violent extremism and their immense contribution to peace building process. Within the East Africa region, similar trends have been observed, cases of women as suicide bombers, first-line combatants, fighters, supporters, and messengers of violent extremism.  

2.2.5 Al-Shabaab and Development of Jihadi Ideology in North-eastern Kenya

Ndzovu (2017) conducted a qualitative study examining Al-Shabaab’s use of religious reinterpretation to redefine its enemies and expand its jihadist influence in Northeastern Kenya. Using document analysis and interviews with 25 religious leaders and affected families in Garissa and Mandera, the study found that Al-Shabaab strategically employed takfir (accusations of apostasy) to justify attacks on both non-Muslims and Muslims. Such an ideological framework ensured that violence was seen as God’s will, thus legitimizing attacks on those viewed as enemies of Islam. While this research project succeeded in establishing the spread of extremist ideologies through preaching and other community channels, it had no direct contact with radicalized women. This means that this research has not provided any insights on gender ideologies in jihadist groups in Mandera County.

Speckhard and Shajkovci (2019) used a trauma-informed qualitative method to conduct field interviews of 45 defectors from Al-Shabaab in Northeastern Kenya, including 11 females. The primary aim of their research was to establish the recruitment tactics of this organization using ideological and psychological strategies. In their findings, it emerged that the terrorists perceived the violence as redeeming and spiritually rewarding, particularly for socially disadvantaged women who enrolled in the group. While this research provides vital information about the process of ideological grooming and female engagement, it lacks further research to evaluate the sustainability of such ideologies over time. Moreover, the research fails to include any geographical information concerning the problem; thus, the effects of the ideology of Al-Shabaab in Mandera remain understudied.
Bwire (2019) conducted documentary research to trace the origin and development of the religious ideology of Al-Shabaab. It was discovered with the help of policy documents, news articles, and legal documentation that this terrorist organization made use of politics and religion to create its particular type of jihadism. With the help of its religious doctrines, it creates radical mentality among the young individuals and forms what can be called "Kenyan jihadist identity." Although this study used highly reliable methodology, it lacked field observation and did not consider gender factor. Such an omission makes it irrelevant to understand the influence of this terrorist group on Muslim females in places like Mandera.

Rotich (2020) conducted mixed method research on the threats posed by the Al-Shabaab ideology to the security of Horn of Africa by interviewing 60 participants including community leaders, returnees and 10 women associated with extremist networks operating in Wajir and Mandera counties. In addition to this, this research involved policy analysis. It was concluded from the research that religious ideology plays an important role in the participation of women in extremist networks. Moreover, government actions that proved to be counterproductive made people perceive the concept of jihad as a means of defending their religion. Nonetheless, this particular study did not contain youth participants; therefore, it cannot account for generational differences within the ideology's appeal to the younger generation in Mandera County.

In this regard, it can be mentioned that Githigaro and Kabia (2022) implemented a phenomenological framework to examine the phenomenon of youth radicalization in Majengo, Mombasa, using 30 interviews and six of which had females among participants. According to the results, one of the major facilitators of being recruited was the Salafi-jihadist ideology that could be seen as the religious path to righteousness and upliftment of the community. Specifically, it was found that for radical women, joining radical communities could be regarded as a spiritually right decision since it could help women gain strength and make sacrifices. However, the findings are rather localized since the urban coastal setting differs greatly from the pastoral area in Mandera populated by Somalis.
Sande (2020) conducted the theoretical and qualitative study in order to analyse the emergence of the group Al-Shabaab in Kenya. In order to do so, the author has relied on the information gathered through conducting stakeholder interviews (40). It became evident that Al-Shabaab used the lack of religious literacy among women to frame its ideas under the umbrella of Islam. As a result, members of the group thought that logistics work, fights, and even marriage to the militants was encouraged by religion. This study is of great importance for revealing the role of manipulations with regard to ideologies; nevertheless, the paper did not provide any information regarding radicalized women. Moreover, there was not enough research about the religious framework in Mandera.
In his work, Kutlu (2025) employed critical theory to analyse the relationship between Kenya’s counter-terrorism framework and global jihadist ideology. With a combination of document review and expert interviews, Kutlu explained how the securitization of Islam by the government unintentionally increased the legitimacy of Al-Shabaab ideology to the marginalized Muslims within the country. In particular, the study pointed out that because of the lack of state control and under-developed religious infrastructure in Mandera, Al-Shabaab clerics are treated almost like quasi-religious leaders, especially women. However, the study lacked empirical evidence from Mandera women and a thorough study of Al-Shabaab’s narratives within various demographics.
According to Ekanem (2022), a thematic analysis of interview responses from 28 former Al-Shabaab militants in Nairobi and Garissa, in addition to a study of jihadist literature, was employed. The researcher concluded that women are recruited through religious themes like martyrdom, divine justice, and redemption. Religious themes have been communicated through eschatology and moralistic gender relations. Despite the remarkable contribution by Ekanem by adding the element of women, it fails to focus on the way jihadists operate in Mandera due to the influence of kinship and the clan system in the area in shaping jihadists' ideologies. Consequently, more research should be conducted in Mandera.

Narrative discourse analysis was used by Cannon and Pkalya (2019) in analysing the ideological motivations behind attacks in Kenya by Al-Shabaab. In the study employing data from 20 elite interviews and political violence in East Africa, it is claimed that the religious motivations of Al-Shabaab's violence are often misconstrued as being purely religious, when they are actually socioeconomic and political grievances related to identity. Though not necessarily a focus of the study, it has been noted that religion-based propaganda tends to target women who seek redemption and dignity in case of personal catastrophes. However, because the study lacks disaggregated data by gender and location, an accurate assessment on the ideologies of the Muslim women of Mandera is unattainable from this study.

Qualitative research was conducted by Lind, Mutahi, and Oosterom (2017) in the northern parts of Kenya and coastal areas by interviewing religious leaders and youth who were victims of attacks from the group known as Al-Shabaab. According to these authors, it emerged that the jihadi group uses feelings of injustices towards marginalization of the Muslim community using religious themes that portray the government of Kenya as opposed to their religion. Women get radicalized through family relations in the religious context. However, this study does not look at ideologies of women and their perception of themselves despite the contributions made. Consequently, from the review of the selected articles, it can be concluded that the Al-Shabaab group has adopted an ideology of jihadism that taps into local grievances, ignorance about religion, and disenfranchisement in politics. In terms of northeastern Kenya, specifically the area of Mandera, the strength of the Al-Shabaab religious ideology has been fuelled by bad governance in terms of religion, lack of state legitimacy, and porous borders. However, from the context of the selected studies, it can be observed that there has been no consideration of the ideological experiences of women. 

2.2.6 Violent Extremist Ideology and Religiosity among Muslim Women 

Understanding the influence of violent extremism on the religious lives of Muslim women is key to comprehending how spirituality plays a role in their spiritual agency, religious identity transformation, and religious revival during radicalization and post-radicalization periods. In the case of religion, it acts both as a recruiting narrative and as an ideology battleground. This part examines various scholarly studies and their perspectives on the issue of religion and violent extremism in Kenya with regard to Muslim women and its impact on such regions as Mandera.

This was evident from the works of Von Knop (2007) and Davis (2013), where certain fatwas are issued by the extremist Islamic faction that encourage participation of women in violent activities, particularly jihad and suicide attacks. Justification of such fatwas has been drawn from classical sources, as in those days, women joined hands with Prophet Muhammad in participating in the battle for jihad, both during his life and after his death.
According to Bloom (2007), there is a fatwa that has been written by the famous Islamic scholar, Al Qaradawi. This fatwa stresses the importance of involving women in violent attacks, especially committing suicide attacks. He further adds that both men and women have equal rights to participate in the act of jihad. The only factor that prevents this from happening is their mobility within the Muslim society. On the other hand, Marway (2011) argues that some fatwas are designed to encourage women to participate in suicide attacks. Such fatwas were written by the academics at the University of Azhar in Egypt.
 Fatwas guide on the circumstances under which the woman will fight, including the need to defend the Muslim state from any aggression from the enemy, a jihad directive by Muslim leaders to all Muslims, and assignment of specific duties to a woman by the Muslim leaders. Cook (2005) cited such information and talked about a case where a woman was killed during the war when Abu Sufyan attacked the area and the Prophet prayed for her soul. According to her latest book about the possibility of women fighting alongside men, Alsudairy (2022). The theory of the existence of both males and females with common motives towards joining violent terrorist organizations is becoming more popular since it implies that women can also commit acts of violence just like men do. 
Bloom (2007) observes that women belonging to violent extremist groups are increasingly emerging as an ordinary phenomenon within the Sunni and Shiite ideologies where men and women have similar motives but different roles in accomplishing their objectives. It is also observed by Salifu et al. (2017) that since the beginning of the new millennium, there is increasing global interest in examining the role played by women in violent extremism and terrorism, and efforts to prevent and counter violent extremism that have raised several questions about the activities carried out by women in violent extremist organizations. This is because the role played by women who have participated in violent extremist activities that led to the continuous survival of the groups as women frontline fighters in terrorism has been gaining much attention. In the international environment, women are viewed as victims of terrorism and violence under the perception that they are always on the receiving end, thus making them passive in CVE processes.
Despite the fact that many radical fatwas have been formed to encourage and support the participation of Muslim women in Jihad and violent extremism, Islam as a religion disconnects itself from any forms of violence especially to innocent and non-participating population. Even in terms of war Islam prohibits the killing of innocent civilians that include children, women, elderly and unarmed people. The guidelines in the holy wars that are known as jihad do not permit the destruction of vegetations, trees and even water sources, this is considered to be a collective punishment. Yahya (2003) claims that Islam is a religion that is associated with peace and security and that a true Muslim cannot engage in terrorism such that a true Muslim cannot be a terrorist. This is evident in the daily greetings of Muslims to those they know and to those they don’t know “As-salaamu-Aleykum” Arabic version of the Islamic greetings which means peace unto you. Islam upholds the greetings and wishing of peace and wellbeing to others as the best deeds a Muslim can do. Therefore, the purpose of a Muslim on earth is to worship his/her creator through seeking pleasure and blessing of Allah and terrorism has no place in Islam. 

In a recent study of Terrorism and Islam (Mestika, 2023) states that there are a lot of misunderstanding and brainwashing that results in the belief that Islam encourages and permits terrorism. A religion that teaches its followers to spread peace to humanity can never allow the contrary since Muslim believe that Allah is God for all humanity and specific to Muslims only. Those Muslims who involve in violence in the name of religion, do not understand the religion too well or misinterpreted the religion for a reason best known to them and they do not represent the two Billion Muslims. According to narrations found in Sahih al-Bukhari 5578 and sahih al-Muslim 57, the prophet said that a person’s faith is not complete and therefore are not in a state of perfect belief when committing major sins. This means that when a Muslim is fornicating, stealing, killing, robbing and drinking Alcohol he/she is not a believer at that moment. The prophet is a role model for Muslims and they are required to emulate his teachings and actions, an incident that during happened during the prophet’s time is a good example on how Muslims should behave and live. There was a lady who used to throw trash at the prophet’s path and on one day there was nothing and the prophet got worried about her whereabouts and when he discovered that she was sick, he paid her a visit and wish her well, this gesture completely changed her attitude towards the prophet and she embraced Islam.

Conrad and Milto (2013) found that Muslim states does not systematically produce more terrorism than non-Muslim states. Islam does not believe in the killing of a fellow human and therefore one cannot attain Islamic objectives through terror and violence to other human beings. Allah commands in the Quran chapter five verse thirty-two that “whoever kills a soul unless for a soul-corruption in the land -it is as if he had slain mankind entirely and verse continues to say “And whoever saves one-it is as if he had saved mankind entirely”.  Islam warns those who unjustly and deliberately kills people that they will get an eternal life in hell and heaven will never be abode to those who kill others. 

Islam and terrorism became synonyms since the September 11 2001 attack on America as a result of western media framing. The mass media as distributors of created ideology, are very powerful in distributing information through framing. Powell (2011) claims that Islam in the western news cycle was basically connected to the control of oil resources, war and terrorism hence deficiency of knowledge on Islam. Through media frames of terrorism and common themes in labelling it was easy to associate Islam with terrorisms and thus any terrorist agent was suspected or labelled as a Muslim. According to Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) 2002 poll on Muslim Americans, majority around 67% confirmed that the media was being biased towards Muslim since the September 11. Luyendijk (2010) gives an explanation to that shift in the media bias to the control of journalists in their organization and presentation of information regarding the oriental cultures of Muslims that are nurtured into.  Thus, Islam as a religion is as an orientalist where America as occident is trying to dominate, reconstruct and exert authority over the orient Islam and the struggle continues.
In this context, Ndung’u and Salifu (2017) conducted a qualitative study within the Institute for Security Studies framework on 40 female returnees and at-risk women who reside in Nairobi, Mombasa, and Garissa. Life histories and focus group discussions have been employed in evaluating the impact of violent extremism on women's spirituality and religion. Women were seen to join violent extremist groups not because of their theology but rather due to religious discourses that were hijacked by them. Once radicalized, their worldviews became rigid as they adopted Salafi-jihadi doctrines. However, having been radicalized, women expressed disenchantment, or an interest in moderates Islam. Although offering an extensive analysis of the problem, the study is limited to urban and peri-urban regions and did not evaluate regions with no well-developed religious infrastructure such as Mandera. The inability to investigate marginalized regions means that the study fails to offer any insight into assessing cross-border radical ideologies.

Shauri (2018) examined the experiences and lives of widows who have lost husbands engaged in violent acts of terrorism in her research work. Semi-structured interviews were used in 25 case studies of the widows to explore the impact of widowhood on religious practices and involvement in terrorist activities.  Widowhood was one factor that brought about religious behaviour and spirituality in the lives of the studied population, whereas social stigma associated with radical groups resulted in the separation of the subjects from the mosque congregation and other Muslim groups. One significant problem with this research is that it mainly focused on the effects of widowhood on religion, ignoring the impacts of violence against unmarried and radicalized women, which could have provided more insights into disruptions in the religious lives of women. Moreover, the researchers did not take geographical differences into consideration, as the coastal region may have better Islamic learning centres than Mandera.

Badurdeen et al. (2023) carried out qualitative research on how local communities in Mombasa and Isiolo perceive and respond to violent extremism. Specifically, the researchers explored how women were involved in violent extremism through focus group discussions and key informant interviews involving 60 respondents. The findings suggest that women tended to reinterpret their religion in light of issues of fear, control, and surveillance when they were introduced to radical concepts among their people. At times, women found themselves reluctant to involve themselves in certain religious activities such as donning hijab and attending madrasa. The other dimension brought out by the study is that extremism had contributed to the reconsideration of previous beliefs, and as such, there is need for further evaluation of Islamic concepts. As good as the research is in terms of bringing out insightful information about religion, its coverage is limited in terms of adopting a longitudinal approach. Secondly, there is no consideration of frontier counties such as Mandera, where religious activities are influenced by Somali culture and non-domestic clerical intervention.
Nzovu (2024), employing “What Women Know,” conducted research to assess the intersection between faith and violence from the perspective of African feminist epistemology. Using semi-structured interviews involving 20 mothers from Nairobi, she uncovered insights into the relationship between maternal grief and religious trauma and its effects on women’s perspective on Islam and extremist ideology. The mothers revealed how the radicalization of their sons had led to an improper understanding of religion, often spread through unreliable online sources or rogue clerics. In reaction, they took steps to gain spiritual agency in religious discussion groups, dialogues within mosques, or Islamic literacy programs. The main limitation of the study is the secondary nature of the data collection, since mothers speak about their sons without engaging directly with the women that have been radicalized. Additionally, the urban sample selected by the researcher fails to capture experiences from areas like Mandera, where maternal empowerment and women’s literacy are inhibited by economic challenges, cultural stereotypes, and travel constraints.

In her study titled “Islam, Violent Extremism, and Religious Literacy,” Ng’ayo (2023) used critical Islamic feminist theory in order to find out if Islamic feminism could be an effective strategy against violent extremism targeting Muslim women in Kenya. Using content analysis and in-depth interviews with 20 authors of Islamic feminist texts and 15 scholars and activists of the same background, the researcher found that there was an opportunity to adopt an alternative ideology in order to provide a non-violent counternarrative to extremist views. According to many participants of the interview, male-dominated religious institutions did not help women, resulting in the gap being occupied by extremist discourses. Although Ng’ayo (2023) offered an interesting alternative, her study is limited to theory and fails to engage with grass-root women, especially those residing in the periphery of Mandera.
According to Ali (2018), qualitative fieldwork was carried out among 35 female Muslim students in five Kenyan universities to determine the connection between religious identity and gender within the context of radicalization. Among the findings was the observation that a number of the subjects were attracted to extremism by informal groups and charismatic religious personalities who provided authentic Islamic teachings. The study subjects indicated that religious institutions had ignored their spiritual and emotional needs hence making them open to misinterpretations of religion, which assured them spiritual satisfaction, female camaraderie, and moral supremacy. Nevertheless, this study was based on highly educated individuals while ignoring the religious lives of illiterate women in pastoralist areas such as Mandera. Also, this study paid more attention to radicalization rather than post-engagement.

Through feminist narrative analysis, Mwakimako (2018) investigated the narratives of 17 women who were associated with jihadism and lived around the coastal areas. It was noted that, at times, doctrine was used as a tool for manipulating the activities of the ladies, causing violence and silencing voices. While some of the women stated that taking part in a radical religion made them become outcasts from the ordinary Islamic society, others developed a different outlook towards Islam due to their experiences, practicing spiritual introspection through women's religious assemblies. The key weakness with this research is the coastal nature of the area, which may be irrelevant in relation to the religious climate of Mandera, which involves a conservative Somali Islam. In addition, small sample sizes and non-rural samples make it impossible to understand regional religion after violent extremism.

In another study, Idress (2020) conducted a policy-oriented systematic review on the significance of gender in fostering violent extremism in Kenya and Mozambique. Through this computerized study, which involved 50 CVE actors such as clerics, women leaders, and returnees, it became clear that women have an understated role when it comes to religious practices. Therefore, extremist ideologies resonate with women in terms of their “divine mission” and spirituality. As found in the review, reintegration programs ignore spiritual dimensions among women, making them spiritually lost. Although the geographical dimension provides information to the policymakers regarding the gender perspective, there were no findings related to Mandera County.

In addition, Sahgal and Zeuthen (2018) conducted a review of the literature aimed at analysing the role of gender and religious narratives in violence extremism. According to their analysis, most literature focuses on radicalization, and Muslim women are mostly described as victims of such processes without any discussion about the possibility that these people might develop alternative views on religion after experiencing radicalization. Furthermore, men-focused approaches prevailed in studies considering religion in terms of motivation. Such research does not provide empirical evidence, which is understandable, but even without it, it ignores the framework that could be developed for women from Kenya with regards to Mandera.
From the findings, one gets the impression that violent extremism causes significant disturbance within the religious life of Kenyan Muslim women. Some feel a sense of spiritual awakening while others develop into alienation, confusion about their beliefs, or stigmatization from other people. Whereas all the sources have emphasized the issue of ideological manipulation, lack of institutional religious guidance, and low Islamic knowledge among the women, in general, the analysis is done using the patriarchal approach, mainly by male authors. However, what can be noted is that most of the research is conducted in urban or coastal areas while ignoring the spirituality of the women residing in other regions such as Mandera. The area, characterized by cross-border religions, ethnicities, and state marginalization, needs research emphasizing the spiritual voice, agency, and resilience of Muslim women. Therefore, the future work should focus on the socioreligious environment of the region and its impact on Muslim women spiritually.
2.2.7 Profiling and Pathways of Returnees 

Entenmann et al. (2015) found that there is no universal profiling of Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTFs), each country, region, and community has its own way to define who a foreign fighter is, depending on their unique characteristics. These individuals are estimated to be between the ages of 16 and 29, and their radicalization time is relatively short during this period, where the long-experienced recruiters take advantage of their naivety and psychological trauma. They also have different motivations and radicalization periods, while others are in the infancy stage, others are fully radicalized, and some are psychologically traumatized both before and after travelling.

Mukuna (2019) claims that the primary concerns of the National Strategy for Countering Violent Extremism (NSCVE) are ‘Rehabilitation and Returnees’. There is the National Counter Terrorism Centre that is mandated to provide counselling and training in critical reasoning and knowledge that will help the returnees to become better citizens. Downie (2018) claims that the Amnesty and Reintegration policy, which was formulated by the government in 2016, lacks a clear formula for supporting the returnees and that those rehabilitation and reintegration programs that are currently in place have not been carefully studied for effective and inclusive findings. The government ordered its citizens to come back home and report to the County Commissioners, and those who deserved amnesty will benefit from the rehabilitation and reintegration programmes in the country. There is no official repatriation of Citizens by the government and no official statistics of the number of returnees from either Al-Shabaab or ISIS. Mkutu and Opondo (2019) found that most of the Kenyans who left from counties such as Mombasa, Garissa, Mandera, and Kwale have returned, and they are not in prisons or in rehabilitation centres, because they reintegrated into their communities without notifying the government for fear of death and discrimination. According to a report by the Supreme Council of Kenya Muslims (SUPKEM) and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) on the socioeconomic and demographic survey of Kenyan returnees done in 2015, the number of returnees in Kwale County was estimated to vary from 300 to 1000 and 1500 in the whole country.

 Badurdeen (2023) states that the ambiguity of the profiling of the returnees is still a challenge to both the state and the community, such that there is no clear definition of who the returnees are? What degree of radicalization should they have? What qualities do they possess to be characterized as returnees? Ruteere and Mutahi (2018) mentioned that the government has yet to clearly define the term returnee, although according to a joint assessment done by IOM and SUPKEM, the word was used to describe those defecting from Al-Shabaab in Somalia and also those who want to separate their region from the larger group. The return journey for Al-Shabaab defectors from Somalia can be either those that present themselves to the authorities or those who return secretly without notifying the government. The returnees are categorized as ‘youth at risk’ and ‘vulnerable youth’ without proper procedural guidelines. Ruteere and Mutahi (2018) further found that returnees are marginalized and traumatized individuals who are susceptible to radicalization and violent extremism if not carefully managed with nuance. The management of Foreign Terrorist Fighters is a challenging task not only in Kenya but globally, where their presence can create a security concern in the country. 

In addition, there is a lot of secrecy surrounding the strategies of dealing with the returnees in Kenya, especially the absence of a legal framework expounding on the procedure of handling the process of rehabilitation. Mukuna 2019) in reference to the National Counter Terrorism Centre (NCTC), there is no knowledge of other stakeholders working with them in the process of rehabilitating the terrorist returnees apart from the IOM. Lack of a clear channel for the management of the returnees by the government has led to uncertainty among the returnees as to whether this will necessitate their profiling by the security actors once they leave Al-Shabaab or they will be given a blanket cover. The youth feel they are targets of both Al-Shabaab and the security agents who wish to eliminate them. An example is the killing of ex-Al-Shabaab soldiers from Mombasa, Mandera, Nairobi, and Isiolo who were killed by the police after they surrendered (Human Rights Watch, 2016).
Stern (2019; 2020) found that women who joined Al-Shabaab violent extremist group either voluntarily or involuntarily could decide to leave due to a couple of reasons which comprise of the unpleasant situations in the camps; discontentment with the group’s ideology and practice; to escape abusive husbands/avoid wife inheritance; fear for their children’s safety; pressure from their families. The whole process of returning comes with a lot of complications, from how they return, what happens when they return, the rehabilitation and the reintegration, and amnesty. According to Stern (2019), ‘Leaving’ can entail different things depending on the women’s situation: for those living in Al-Shabaab camps, it will often mean physical escaping; it can mean leaving their husbands or moving into non-Al-Shabaab territory; but for those supporting the group from their homes, it can just mean ending that support.

The journey of female returnees from violent extremist groups, radicalization, and terrorist activities is skewed depending on the regions. Studies have focused on the different programs, such as assisted voluntary return and reintegration of the international organization. Ali (2013) provides an overarching dynamic on developing stronger, coherent, and gender responsive policies that female returnees need to reintegrate into society after their involvement in radicalization and violent extremism. While there is a wider chasm between women and children in the journey to reintegration and rehabilitation, global practices have relied on the United Nations special programs. 

According to the UNDP (2017) report, the existing literature does not provide data on the journey of female returns where economic factors form the greatest driver in female involvement in terror activities. In addition to this, religious ideology and corruption contribute immensely to the spread and growth of high levels of terrorism. The literature gap makes it challenging to obtain information and scholarship on how terrorists’ fighters, masterminds, sympathizers, and accomplices structure their return journeys. Idris (2020) states that the gendered analysis provides the lens of understanding the extent to which many women involved in violent extremist’ groups continue to co-opt the message of discrete return. The implication of this direction counts on the pedestal that these women are guided by the socioeconomic dynamics and tap into the identity and ideology frame to seek a sense of purpose, belonging, and meaning. Therefore, little research emphasizes the return journeys of women, and the rehabilitation and reintegration programs are not gender mainstreamed.

According to Davis (2013), the United Nations has established different typologies for the returnees; a key element is the differentiation of intentions of the episode of voluntary, discrete, or policy governed. The findings from joint research by the International Civil Society Action Network (ICAN) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2019) on the invisibility of women revealed the gender dynamics of returnees, reintegration/reunification, and resettlement. 
Spencer (2016) suggests that there is an urgency for a compatible strategy as well as a legal framework targeting female returnees from violent extremist groups. In the case of women and children, the Kenyan approach lacks a clear program from the government. Although the ratio of men to women returning from terrorist activities and radicalization is uneven and varies, in most cases, Ali (2013) argues that women return on the basis that they have served their roles, they have children born in times of their involvement, and require distinct economic, psychological, and social needs. Many of these women are widows and are exposed to the stigma even as they become breadwinners in the first place. Programming is critical in helping them be accepted in society and earn a living that can avoid the pressures of re-joining radicalization groups.
Disengagement from Al-Shabaab can happen through formal and informal pathways in Somalia. Individuals communicate with the government to start the process of disengaging formally and those who engage informally do not involve the Somali authorities and the government. The defectors who engage formally are classified as high-risk or low-risk defectors based on their level of risks and they are provided with some training based on their specific needs. According to Parrin (2016), there are very few individuals engaging in formal pathways despite the fact that there were many people involved in Al-Shabaab at one time or another. The formal pathways and rehabilitation efforts are only available in certain cities like Mogadishu, Kismayo, and Baidoa among others; statistics and figures are missing.

The EU Agency for Asylum report on Disengagement, Desertion, and Defection from Al-Shabaab (2023) indicates that most of the people engaged with Al-Shabaab have disengaged using informal pathways and reintegration efforts are made with no statistics and figures. This is because the process is localized and due to the difficulty in doing research, especially in Al-Shabaab-controlled areas, where accessibility and fieldwork are a challenge; hence, no qualitative research is available. These individuals, in turn, fail to benefit from the rehabilitation and reintegration programs for fear of being targeted by the government or Al-Shabaab, while others are not aware of these programs. Stern and Peterson (2022) agree with this report that not all individuals who defect from Al-Shabaab notify the government and undergo the formal process; rather, they just sneak into their community and continue with their lives.
Internationally, countries such as the United Kingdom, Denmark, France, Canada, the United States, the Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Luxembourg, Chechnya, Kosovo, Russia, Bosnia, Albania, Macedonia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, Sudan, Morocco, and Iraq have started repatriating their citizens back into the country. Ingram (2023) claims that the Australian government has repatriated 20 women and 40 children from camps in Syria. The United States has repatriated 29 both adults and minors while France brought back 51 women and children from camps in Syria, two Canadian women and their children have come home among them is Kimberly Polman who was featured in the documentary “The Return: Life After ISIS,” Denmark repatriated 3 women and 14 children while Germany brought home 8 women and 23 children and Netherlands repatriated 12 Dutch women and their 29 children. Although a nation has to respect the rule of law and protect its citizens, there are security concerns about the repatriation of women who have in one way or the other participated in violence. For example, the British ‘jihadi Bride’ Shamima Begum, who left her home country in 2015, when she was just 15 years old, to join ISIS, now wants to come back and face trial. She was at one time stripped of her citizenship and was never allowed to come back, but she is now waiting to go back to the UK and face charges that she is currently denying, (BBC News, August 6, 2024). RAN (2021 reports that France has repatriated 28 children, while in Bosnia and Kosovo, 25 and 110 mainly women and children were brought back home, respectively. In Albania, 5 women were repatriated while in North Macedonia, 3 were brought home, as well.

Mehra et al. (2023) found that in the United States, over 300 Americans are believed to have joined the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq between 2013 and 2019. These individuals who have travelled from third countries with the intention of promoting and propagating the activities of a terrorist group are referred to as Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTF). The profiling of these FTF in the United States is not confined to fighting alone but rather any support given to a foreign terrorist organization (FTO). These fighters might have travelled alone, others with their families, and some formed their families in the Caliphate. In 2019, when this Caliphate collapsed, it resulted in the death, detention, and relocation to other areas. Men and boys have been put in prisons while women and children are held in detention camps in either Iraq or Syria. Out of the repatriated 29 individuals, comprising thirteen adults and sixteen children, twelve adults were charged with terrorism related crimes.

Furthermore, Mehra et al. (2023) note that these travellers return to their country in three different pathways, one is by the US bringing back their citizens themselves through the repatriation process, second is through deportation into the US from a third country after or before they were put on trial and lastly is where the US is taking the initiative to bring citizens from third countries and non-US citizens into US for trial. These returnees can be charged for different offences and including terrorist offenses, criminal charges, and international crimes. According to the US policy of accountability and criminal prosecution, a person is charged with terrorist offences when they are found engaging in fighting and participating in terrorist activity, providing or receiving training, providing financial support, and supporting foreign terrorist organization recruitment efforts.

RAN (2021) claims that returnees are classified into three categories. However, different nations have their own ways of dealing with returnees depending on the existing programme and the legal framework that was put in place for curbing radicalization and terrorism, these clusters include: one those who return on their own without the knowledge of the authorities, secondly are those who have been repatriated by their governments including children and lastly are those whose return is facilitated from Turkey.  As far as the later type of returnees are concerned, for example if the persons who are in the detention ready for deportation are coming to Germany, the Turkish authority reach out to the Germany embassy and they are put in a plane accompanied by German authorities as for Belgium FTFs returning from Turkey the process is taken up by Belgian Federal Public Service of foreign affairs to a proper risk assessment of the returnees. There are three extensive steps for adult returnees after coming back home. First is the risk assessment stage by the intelligence service assisted by the police, secondly is the phase of prosecution, incarceration, rehabilitation, and lastly, the reintegration process, which begins with coordination of all the stakeholders for an effective and inclusive outcome.

2.2.7.1 Policies and Approaches to the Prosecution, Rehabilitation, and Reintegration of Returnees
Entenmann (2015) explained that the new phenomenon of the Foreign Terrorist Fighter (FTF) has become so challenging for governments, policy makers, security apparatus, and the local communities, especially due to the security threats they might bring into their home country. These are individuals who have been hardened by the war, who also acquired combat training and were exposed to psychological traumas before and after traveling to the war zone areas, and violence has become an easy and only way they know to solve a problem. There are instances globally where violent attacks were associated with FTFs, for example, the Jewish Museum attack in Brussels, the Charlie Hebdo magazine attack, and the Paris attack. Badurdeen (2023) noted that most of the recruitment and attacks that happened in Kenya were spearheaded by informal returnees, who came back into the country on their own, without the knowledge of the government and the security agents. These individuals later on created terror cells in the country by radicalizing, recruiting, and facilitating the travel of other youths into Somalia. Hence, managing these returnees has been the most challenging issue for most policy-makers and practitioners in the 100-plus UN member states that were victims of these FTFs.

Lamallari (2016) mentioned that to manage the FTFs, the UN adopted the Security Council Resolution 2178 in 2014, where member states are required to design and implement a programme that caters to the prosecution, rehabilitation, and reintegration of Foreign Terrorist Fighters. Entenmann (2015) added that the Resolution also advocated for the involvement of local stakeholders such as the family, religious leaders, and civil society organizations to curb violent extremism. There was also the need for the member states to criminalize terrorist-related acts in their legislation to fit the local context. For instance, the 2178 Security Council resolution criminalized acts such as receiving training for terrorism, funding, traveling, and facilitating traveling abroad with the intention of participation in terrorism. Member states either adopted new legislation, or harnessed the existing ones to criminalize the terrorist acts outlined in the Resolution 2178.  

Mehra et al. (2023) mentioned that the FTFs are individuals who have travelled with the intention of perpetrating, planning, preparing, or participating in terror-related activities in a country, who are neither residents nor citizens. The same way as their going was a problem, their returning journey is also an issue, not only to their immediate surrounding but to the global security as a whole, hence there is a need to critically manage the whole process, from their pathway to return, rehabilitation, screening, prosecution, and reintegration. Hoffman and Furlan (2020) found that Foreign Fighters pose a lot of challenges which includes security, ethical, legal, political and social and countries have a number of options in tackling these challenges and they include: one to leave the foreign fighters and their families where they are to be prosecuted by the local authorities, secondly is to deny them from coming back completely, thirdly to acknowledge their rights and allow them to return on their own without facilitation their repatriation and lastly the option of repatriating them and setting a screening, rehabilitating and reintegrating programme for them. 

Among these are active foreign fighters, women, children, and those who accompanied them, including family members who created themselves within the caliphate. According to Grossman and Barolsky (2019), the European Union (EU) requested that risk assessment measures, rehabilitation and reintegration programs were created especially due to the unique cases of the families of the active foreign fighters as they can become the perpetrator or victim or even both. In the same vein, Jawaid (2017) argues that the total number of Foreign Terrorists from 120 countries since the creation of the caliphate in 2014 amounts to 40,000 people. These people have come back to their countries or are on their way after the fall of the caliphate, hence the need to monitor and analyse their activities so as not to become radicalized or attack their home nations, and in some cases rehabilitate and integrate potential reformers. RAN (2016) notes that the rehabilitation and reintegration of women, children, and family members of foreign fighters constitute another phase.

This is due to the fact that their involvement in violent extremism is very complicated since some may be victims, some may be perpetrators, and some might even be both, which creates difficulties when trying to prosecute them. The deconstruction of the reintegration program’s perspectives involves looking at how good practices can be applied and how the intake and risk assessment tools can be developed through collaboration between the stakeholders involved. As noted by Campus (2015), rehabilitation helps in the application of correction strategies aimed at supporting violent extremist offenders and reducing the radicalization ideology within prisons, communities, and terrorism. Most of the women violent extremism offenders who are effectively reintegrated are those that are arrested due to their involvement in violent extremism. Spencer (2016) further develops this perspective and provides strategies to overcome ostracism within the community and integrate back into the family setting.
Different definitions, understandings, and scopes have been given regarding reintegration by scholars. Ali (2013) states that reintegration refers to the process where the former violent extremists achieve status of acceptance and civilians that make it possible to earn money and become productive members of the economy. Reintegration is thus an economic and social process and it is open to timelines while taking place locally. According to OSCE (2020), the gender dimension of the returnees, rehabilitation, and reintegration of violent extremists poses a number of challenges to civil society organizations as well as community willingness to engage in the process of reintegration. The challenges posed by policies and gaps prevent the process of women reintegration and their returnees to the community.

Hedayah (2020) shows that there have been international efforts such as the Rome Memorandum of Good Practices for the rehabilitation and reintegration of violent extremist offenders adopted under the Global Counter Terrorism Forum (GCTF). The rehabilitation program could be incorporated into the criminal investigation process where there is an entitlement to the rehabilitation program within the process regardless of whether it occurs at the pre-trial stage, trial stage, post-trial stage, and non-prison stages. In the case of pre-trial stages, the rehabilitation program is done on a voluntary basis and applies to child returnees and individuals who have just started on their path of radicalization. The process of rehabilitation also takes place during the period of the court process until the verdict, where in this case, rehabilitation may be done compulsorily as part of the prison sentence imposed by the court.

In 2015, when the Kenyan government offered amnesty to ex-combatants of Al-Shabaab and ISIS, there was an agreement signed by the government with the International Organization of Migration. Ruteere & Mutahi (2018) noted that only IOM is the sole organization that engages in rehabilitation programs. They have successfully organized a rehabilitation program in Kwale County where they graduated 48 returnees in the year 2016. In the rehabilitation program, the participants were taught counselling, critical reasoning and knowledge that will help them change their attitude while the reintegration program is supposed to help the rehabilitated individuals to get social, psychological, and economic assistance. These programs are well-meaning but they lack the legal and policy framework that can guide them on how to proceed with the implementation process of the programs. As per Downie (2018), the amnesty programs conducted by the government with the assistance of IOM was one of the ways through which RRR was achieved. The livelihood program became one of the main factors that influenced the denouncement and rehabilitation of those who wished to become reintegrated back into the society. After screening, the individuals were counselled and given an income generating project such as boda boda, tuk tuk, and rickshaw business among others.
According to Ruteere and Mutahi (2018), a 2016 study by the Development Alternative Initiatives (DAI) Europe noted that the existing programme was shrouded in secrecy, had poor transparency, and lacked independent evaluation of the previously used programmes. As an example, the IOM conducted self-evaluation and monitoring of their programme that has not been released to the public yet, and very little is known about its effectiveness. According to Badurdeen (2023), the National Strategy to Counter Violent Extremism (NSCVE) was established in 2016 with the view to integrating the national-level strategies into the county-level initiatives in regard to deradicalization, rehabilitation, and reintegration programmes for returnees. The NSCVE purportedly worked to complement the conventional approach to countering extremism, which consisted in policing, intelligence gathering, and prosecution. Accordingly, it became necessary for all the counties to develop their own County Action Plans (CAPs), and 47 of 47 counties have developed such plans, with Kwale and Mombasa being the pioneers.
Shauri (2017) explained that in Kwale the CVE plan focused on prevention and restoration efforts while in Mombasa CVE plan was programmed through the nine pillars of the NSCVE which are training and capacity building, education, psycho social, security, media and online, arts and culture, faith based and ideological, legal and policy and political and others such as pillars on women and economy. Downie (2018) found that there are no genuine statistics on the number of returnees in the county, although the government estimates the figures to be 1500 as of February 2016, who mostly came from the coastal Counties of Mombasa, Kwale, Kilifi, Lamu, and the rest from Nairobi and the Central Kenya Region. A report by the Centre of Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS) that was done between the years of 2017 and 2023 indicates that the government arrested more than six hundred suspects, the majority being men.

The Somali government has also announced amnesty programs for Al-Shabaab defectors who need to undergo a thoroughly scrutinized and securely structured rehabilitation process. Felbab-Brown (2018) stated that the Amnesty law in Somalia is unclear and is not well articulated within the policy and the legal framework. Those who have the following qualities are eligible to benefit from the program which includes: recognition of former offenses, denouncing conflict, and disconnecting from Al-Shabaab and encouraging harmonious intention rather than violence. The National Programme for the treatment and handling of Disengaged combatants and the Defector Rehabilitation Programme, including screening procedures, was launched by the federal government of Somalia in 2012. Parrin (2016) confirmed that Somalia was able to rehabilitate low-risk combatants with the help of the United Nations and the International Community. The high-risk terrorist returnees are prosecuted in the military courts to stand trial. 
Parrin (2016) further says that when a former terrorist fighter defects or is captured, he/she goes through a forty-eight-hour reception phase where screening, disarmament, and acquisition of personal details takes place, this process is overseen by the Ministry of Defense, the Somali National Army (SNA), and the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM). The men, women, and children’s defectors are then taken for screening at the National Intelligence and Security Agency, to profile them as high-risk or low-risk defectors, whereby the low-risk combatants will be taken to any of the three rehabilitation centres, while the high-risk individuals have to face trial at the military court. The high-risk combatants, according to Felbab-Brown (2018), are those who have killed someone, engaged in making explosives, preached jihad, or have held the position of commanders, who in most cases will receive a death penalty at the military courts. On the other hand, the low-risk combatants are those who are supposed to be taken into Disengagement, Disarmament and Reintegration facilities for a period of not more than one year and are later allowed back into their communities. The profiling happens with the help of the Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) that are different for men, women, and children. For men and women, they are examined in terms of their involvement in Al-Shabaab, and as for the children, their level of radicalization is assessed.

Stern and Peterson (2022) found that the screening of women is different compared to that of men and children; all women who have returned from Al-Shabaab-held areas and report to the Somali authorities are registered. Just like the men defectors, the women defectors are also received directly by the National Security Intelligence Agency (NISA), Somali National Army (SNA), Somali Police Force (SPF), or the African Transition Mission in Somalia (ATMIS). After registration then the authorities will know who to screen and who not to screen, depending on their participation in the group. The classification procedure and mechanism are unclear, while the screening process can take a long for instance, a month or much longer. Active women participants in Al-Shabaab are screened, while wives and non-participant ones are not screened. According to Stern and Peterson (2022), no woman has been screened as a high-risk defector as reported by NISA. Children are screened and profiled as either high risk or low risk defectors, the high-risk ones are according NISA those who still believe that supporting the group is the right thing to do and they don’t regret to be part of them, those whose parents are still with Al-Shabaab while the low-risk ones are those who disagree and denounce the teachings, the activities and the ideologies of Al-Shabaab.

A recent report by the European Union Agency for Asylum on Defection, desertion, and disengagement from Al-Shabaab (2023) found that there are currently five rehabilitation centres that are operating in Somalia for low-risk returnees, accommodating men, women, and children, which are located in Mogadishu, Kismayo, and Baidoa. Three facilities are for men while two are for women; these centres are managed by IOM and are unable to maintain some of the centres due to a lack of funds, for instance, as in 2024, the Hiil Walaal facility in Beletweyne is no longer operating. These facilities are by law referred to as disengagement centres and are supposed to be under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Interior and National Administration. Men, women, and children who are considered low-risk defectors undergo reintegration programmes in their respective centres, which include education and vocational training, and the high-risk defectors do not qualify for rehabilitation.

According to the Crisis Group Report (2021) on the exit from Boko Haram, the Nigerian government created a safe corridor in 2016 after realising that the hard measures alone were not enough to dismantle Boko Haram. This program is run by the military and partly by the donor, whereby the main targets are the low-risk defectors, both combatants and non-combatants. The facility is at Mallam Sidi in Gombe State, the returnees stay in this centre for a period of six months where they are given psychological support, education, and vocational training. Mallam Sidi’s camp commander says that the centre is missing its target of rehabilitating and disengaging the two main factions of Boko Haram, which are one of the Jama'atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda ‘a wati wal-jihad (People committed to the propagation of the Prophet’s teachings and Jihad and the Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP). These target groups make up a handful of the currently 920 defectors that are undergoing this program in the facility, which thus questions the credibility and the purpose of the program. Yakubu (2021) put down that this program has not met its objectives so far, because the targeted group has proven to be hard to find, those who have undergone the program or are still in the program are not the desired population. Some donors have expressed scepticism about the program’s achievements, noting that resources are not being directed toward the right target group. They have also provided recommendations for improving the program’s future management. 
Omotuyi (2022) terms this facility a refugee and exit ramp for innocent citizens who are running away from Boko Haram held areas, where they are subjected to endless imprisonment and forced labour. These prisoners are well known by the locals in Boko Haram controlled locations, and they refer to them as awam, an Arabic word that means “commoners”. Some of these a-mma (Plural of awam) are passive participants of the Boko Haram’s rule to survive, these people, who are mostly men, do some non-combatant roles such as providing critical services, for instance, welding, others are opportunistic businessmen, while some are sympathizers.

According to the Crisis Group Africa Briefing (2021) it is not easy for the safe corridor graduates to integrate into society, and the Nigerian government has done more sensitization to provide a smooth transition back into the community. Some were taken to camps for displaced persons in Borno. There were some hostilities from the communities to the first group of graduates, but the government formed a strategy to help ensure the safe landing of the graduates. This group of graduates received some money from the safe corridor after completing the program at Mallam Sidi and of the Borno state government to resume civilian life. The IOM has been helping the graduates to integrate into the community by providing some business kits for a small investment, and as an incentive for the host community, the IOM is planning to give two kits to the residents for every graduate who gets a resident in the location.

Horgan and Altier (2012) found that Saudi Arabia established their rehabilitation and reintegration programmes in 2003/4 whereby those who defect from violent extremist groups are put through a firm and organized program with the main aim of re-educating, rehabilitating, and reintegrating them. These programs are meant to support and benefit the returnees both in prison and outside the prison, whereby they are equipped with social and psychological tools for seamless reintegration into society. Elsewhere in Europe, for example in Denmark (RAN 2016) mentioned that there is a collaboration between the police and the local community in rehabilitating and reintegrating FTF. A good example is the Aarhus programme that is jointly managed by the East Jutland police and Aarhus municipality’s social service, which provides medical, psychological, and family support. This creates trust and openness between the defectors and the authorities. This program aims at providing psychological, medical, educational, and work assistance to the returnees while upholding the values of tolerance, peace, and democracy within the multicultural society.

Grossman and Barodsky (2019) state that Australians have a history of participating in international wars as Foreign Fighters, for instance, in Afghanistan, Lebanon, and Bosnia, although it was not as remarkable as the recruitment and mobilization efforts seen during the ISIS period. In reference to Zammit (2015) Australian nationals who travelled to join ISIS after the creation of the Caliphate in 2014 have been estimated to be between 100 to 120, these numbers represent the active Foreign Fighter and does not include the women, children and relative that travelled with them or joined them later or the families that were created inside the ISIS controlled territories. 
In Australia, a policy and a programme were formed to understand the experience, involvement, and influence of the children, spouses, and relatives of the active Foreign Fighters. This is because this group of people is complicated and has multiple identities, while others have been coerced into joining the terror group, others could be perpetrators, and some could be both. Furthermore, Zammit (2015) added that the Australian government formed the Counter Terrorism Amendment (Foreign Fighters) Act 2014, which was to focus on the citizens who have been involved and are returning from conflicts in foreign countries. 
Based on RAN (2021), the EU, there are several mechanisms for coordinating FTFs return journey, one is the returnee coordinator at the regional level that employs a whole-state and whole-society approach by involving all the actors in the reintegration and deradicalization process. There are also specific coordinators at the national level through various institutions, for instance, the coordination centre for countering violent extremism in Albania. This is a centre that brings together practitioners and stakeholders who deal with CVE for exchanging experience and coming up with empirical measures. There is also the National counterterrorism coordinator office in North Macedonia, this office coordinates the works of several ministerial groups that help returning individuals whose repatriation has been accepted by the government with the necessary support and treatment. Lastly, there is the National Action Plan that includes an emergency action plan for 72 hours that entails everything from the entry of the returnees to the health and referral to hospitals.

According to the Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN, 2021), Bosnia and Herzegovina developed a national action plan that entails pre-arrival and reception phases. The pre-arrival phase entails bringing together all stakeholders from the different institutions, families, and society in preparing for the repatriation and reintegration of the returnees while the reception phase entails the collection of personal information and health and psychological assessment. Most countries decided to develop their programs by expanding on what was already present. In other words, most opted not to develop new programs but rather expand the current ones according to the requirements and experiences of the returnees. As one such example, Denmark adopted the program Back on Track, which had been initially used by inmates and remanded prisoners. The returnees are seen as radicalised and put into de-radicalization programs in the judiciary process in case the returnees face prosecution, while those that are not prosecuted voluntarily contact the relevant agencies and follow the procedure. Some methods were made for children repatriation by several EU member states and Western Balkans, such as in the Netherlands where there is previous preparation when they come back, including complete information about all contacts, who is responsible for receiving them and caring for the children and the type of assistance needed.

In its 2018 National Security Council decision, Belgium adopted the repatriation of minors below the age of 10 and those over 10 years old to be handled on a case-to-case basis. In France, the major emphasis is on assessment and management, beginning with three months of medical and psychological assessment conducted at hospitals. After that, the children below 18 years old will have a juvenile judge to protect and assist in arranging care services for them, including psychological treatment through social service. If necessary, the children will be transferred to an emergency centre or foster family. After that, the children are admitted to a school where they stay, and the psychologist from the school will follow up with the treatment. The western Balkan states also opted for a similar strategy, which involves normalizing the lives of the children by admitting them to school, where the children returning home are allowed to integrate into the school system at home and even attend more classes so that they can be on par with their peers. This has been quite successful, considering that child returnees are still young and can readily adjust to their new surroundings; however, difficulties arise when it comes to graduation, particularly for those children who lack citizenship.
2.2.7.2 Rehabilitation and Reintegration Challenges

Juma and Githigaro (2021) found that in Kenya, there are three issues that led to the failure an effective and inclusive rehabilitation and integration programmes for returnees, and they include a lack of trust, community position, and a lack of a clear legal and policy framework. Juma et.al. (2021) found that the mistrust problem arises at various levels; for instance, mistrust between the returnees and the community members where the community is sceptical about these people being part of the community. Secondly, there is the mistrust between the returnees and the security agencies, where the security agencies feel uncertain about these individuals being sincere in renouncing their previous terrorist activities and if they have other intentions like radicalizing others or conducting terrorist activities in the country, among others. This leads to informal returnees integrating into the community covertly without alerting the government authorities about these individuals or even participating in the rehabilitation and reintegration process. The community can also have a trust problem regarding the government in the process of integrating the returnees. The main reason is that there are still many instances of human rights violations and poor conduct by the government in dealing with this matter. As a result, the community will not co-operate and alert the government concerning anyone coming from Somalia or elsewhere.
Moreover, Juma and Githigaro (2021) further argue that the second challenging issue in the Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Returnees (RRR) is the community position.  The government fails to recognize the crucial role of the community in RRR and therefore leaves a gap between the returnees and the government. This is because these individuals are part and parcel of the community before and after their return. Another issue is the community’s perception, acceptance, and the stigma surrounding the returnees; in some instances, the returnees feel discriminated against and lack support from the community members. Juma (2020) agrees that the lack of community involvement in Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Returnees Programmes (RRRP) has been a missed opportunity, as heightened participation by the community would have greatly benefited the local community (through acceptance) as well as the security agents (through better intelligence and surveillance)She further argues that because of the lack of a clear legal and policy framework in the profiling and screening of returnees, the RRRP is seen as a cash cow where the material support in terms of money and motorcycles was abused. The RRRP was geared towards economic empowerment and emphasized the economic drivers of terrorism, and failed to acknowledge the existence of other drivers and the need to focus on mental health, psychosocial support, and trauma management counselling.

Juma and Githigaro (2021) argue that the third issue in the RRR is the lack of a clear legal and policy framework. They argue that governments need to be more transparent in the RRR. There is no clear picture on the whole process of RRR in practice, where the profiling, screening, and prosecution, no clarity on who a returnee is, who deserves the amnesty program, and for those who have been convicted and sentenced, what is the legal criteria for their conviction? What evidence was necessary, accessible, and available to support their conviction of terrorism crimes? Since these returnees pose a lot of challenges, such as legal, security, political, and social and therefore there is a need to carefully deal with the challenges without jeopardizing the human rights of the individuals. 
Additionally, Spencer (2016) stated that the challenge to reintegration in Kenya establishes the existence of key problems in the security sector. Notable issues relating to police brutality and sexual violence force returnees to avoid the government programs and sneak into their communities or further engage in radicalization. Spencer (2016) further explains that the negligence of the state organs in the security sector to share data with key stakeholders brings about an important setback in understanding the phenomenon of returnees for designing an effective reintegration program. There is need for the establishment of protocol along with appropriate safety training. 

According to Badurdeen (2023), the Kenyan Government does not embrace gender mainstreaming in its policy framework regarding RRR because it treats all returnees as being the same despite the numerous academic works done on gendered factors in recruitment and radicalization of women and girls. In addition, she asserts that this will affect negatively the reintegration process, screening and rehabilitation and prosecution processes of women returnees. The approach of the government towards helping with the reintegration of female defectors has been tough due to lack of a well-structured program that assists and gives the needed care. It becomes hard for the Kenya National Counterterrorism Agency to maintain regular contacts that could help improve reintegration efforts. On the contrary, the United Nations closely interacts with the female returnees and others who are involved in order to strengthen structures that support female violent extremist. According to Chowdhury et al. (2013), the gendered perspective continues to be lacking despite the huge experience in the past that makes it easier to obtain information.  The measures aimed at fighting radicalization and violent extremism are founded on international cooperation and understanding of human rights for the sake of protecting fundamental rights, safety, and security. In spite of the numerous guidelines and policies on gendered disarmament, there is no emphasis on rehabilitation and reintegration programs for returning terrorists.

According to Shtuni (2021), there is little attention paid to demobilization, disarmament, rehabilitation, and reintegration programs for youths, women, and children. They form a complex community of returnees, some being victims while others offenders. The lack of adequate legal and policy framework in their rehabilitation and reintegration makes it more difficult. The introduction of an amnesty program in Kenya was a crucial step taken by the government to give both men and women a chance to return. This initiative faced several challenges due to legal and policy issues that prevented the evaluation of its effectiveness, the involvement of stakeholders, security concerns for defectors, and gender blindness.
According to Altier et al. (2014), the Rehabilitation and Reintegration of female returnees need to be conducted in accordance with the processes and motivations of the return as well as gender-sensitive case by case approach in RRR. Women defectors are more likely to become integrated in the community because of the support given by their family, relatives, and other members of the community. Gender stereotypes make people think that female fighters were victims and manipulative, such that they could not have chosen violence rationally. Therefore, there is little doubt about the sincerity of women who choose to leave and renounce their membership in the terror group, whereas the male fighters are never believed.

According to Ali (2013), sustainable reintegration in Kenya has not succeeded because of stigmatization by the public and lack of structures of accepting the returnees and taking care of those dissatisfied and angry about their past actions. The particular experience of women leaving violent extremism has revealed cases of abuse by the security forces. While most of the women returnees feel sympathetic towards the organizations, rebuilding the social fabric and trust within the community remains problematic. At the same time, Carter (2013) stated that the studies show that the stigma associated with violent extremists' activities is based on the rage of the locals who have suffered terrorist attacks in Europe, Asia, and Africa. The issue threatens the motivation of women who want to leave Violent Extremist Organizations.

From the perspective of gender roles, the phenomenon generally had dual complexity for male fighters. According to the ideological framework that is promoted by the Violent Extremist Organizations, the male returnees are usually presented as honourable and dignified men because of their participation in Jihad. In such a manner, the ideological framework grants high status to men because of their role in marriage, parenthood, and religious dissemination. However, it seems that the Violent Extremist Organization's romanticized perception of returnees disregards the actual situation. In line with other contexts, including Kenya, men who leave Violent Extremist Organizations can expect distrust and stigma both from locals and law enforcement (Juma, 2020). Thus, the image of a male returnee lies somewhere between Violent Extremist Organizations' romanticized ideation and locals' pragmatic suspicion.
The problems of female returnees revolve around abuses and discriminations from the security sectors owing to the existence of ambiguities in the laws and policies. It is the obligation of the government of Kenya to ensure that the protection of the rights of its citizens is taken care of. As per Ruteere and Mutahi (2018), in the case of Kenya, there have been many instances when security personnel cross their limits in the country because of the conflict between demands of security and human rights in the reintegration process. The entire process of reintegration has been jeopardized by the security sector personnel since they have violated all human rights laws for securing national security.

According to Campus (2015), it seems like the state has taken a holistic approach since the security agencies have resorted to violence and abusive methods against the people. Idris (2020) posits that AWAPSA plays a crucial role in facilitating the relationship among returnees, local police, and other security personnel to create a trusting environment. As a National entity, AWAPSA champions the empowerment of women in terms of economy, politics, and society in their respective countries, where leadership roles are taken up by women so that they can solve the new challenges that may come up in society like the security challenge. It also collaborates with the NCTC in drafting the strategy and the CVE for women that introduces gender dynamics in formulating and implementing the programs. They managed to harmonize stakeholders from both national and local levels by identifying, gaining their trust, and meeting the needs of the returnees. They have also spearheaded the rehabilitation and integration of the returnees among women and girls since 2016. This move is consistent with the programs aimed at eliminating violent extremism.

The network held a gathering of some stakeholders in 2022 to push the government to allocate finances to help in the functioning of the women peace builders in Kenya. It was during the launch of the She Builds Peace campaign of the AWAPSA, which attracted 50 women, including security actors, provincial administrators, and religious leaders. The objective was to create an effective relationship and communication link between the police and the community in providing the required support to those who were victims of violence. Civil society engagement provides the most successful means to engage women and youth that are influenced by radicalization with support services ranging from support groups, educational and livelihood assistance as well as mentoring. The police canteen initiative in the coastal part of Kenya has worked effectively in developing confidence among women returnees, women community leaders, and the police in order to aid in reintegration of the returnees and reduce the incidence of future radicalization.

According to Elhawa and Hussain (2016), there have been effective efforts put forth by the government and its key partners in ensuring the implementation of measures that help prevent the escalation of terrorism. These include measures such as controlling the factors leading to prolonged conflicts, uncertainties regarding the ruling laws as well as violations of ethnic and other human rights. Furthermore, making sure that the community plays a critical role in the RRR initiatives. In addition, they recognized the collaborative role of the government with INGOs like the UN to ensure that effective measures to deal with religious discrimination, political exclusion, and socioeconomic exclusion are taken because they have been used as major reasons for the justification of extremist and terrorist movements. Civil society organizations and CBOs as neutral partners are important and will help in tackling the challenges of RRR within the community. The government should create an environment where the returnees can be accepted in the community through trust building, peace building, risk management, and community policing.

According to RAN (2021), there is no universal policy/law regarding the treatment of terrorist/extremist returnees globally. Due to the uncertain nature of the RRR process of terrorist returnees, female terrorists remain at risk of re-radicalization and recruitment by terrorist movements. Strict measures have resulted in violation of rights and victimization of the returnees. Therefore, it is also a tool for expressing grievances that trigger the next phase of radicalization into violence. The current policies and strategies do not consider the presence of women and girls in the violent extremist groups or simplify their concerns. Women are perceived to be either the victims or the perpetrators of the violence while their involvement in the VE groups is a complicated one. They could be a result of several variables like coercion, co-option, enslavement, abduction, or subordination within their community and their desire to belong somewhere, find meaning, pursue adventure, and empower themselves. For the program to be effective for the female terrorist returnees, the concerned parties should identify the underlying reasons for their involvement with the violent extremist groups in the first place. The ease with which women and girls could be controlled has resulted in the assumption that they do not have grievances that must be addressed.
2.2.8 Gaps Identified from the Literature Reviewed

A close examination of existing academic and policy literature indicates there is a broad conceptual-empirical disconnect on women's participation in Violent Extremist Organizations (VEOs) in Kenya. Though the body of literature has managed to turn the discourse about women as passive victims on its head by accounting for women's agency in such contexts, there is still an essential theoretical gap in the research since it has failed to simulate the interaction between the systemic forces of politics and oppression and the rational decision by a woman to join the VEOs. Consequently, it results in gender-blind counter-extremist strategies or focusing on women as victims or peace-builders and ignoring their potential as operatives.

Such a theoretical gap is grounded in an evident empirical and geographical gap in the existing literature. Indeed, much of the empirical research on radicalized women in Kenya has taken place in cities and on the Kenyan coast but ignored the unique situation in the northern parts of the country. Namely, the body of literature fails to address an essential issue – the need to have empirical research about why, how, and in what roles women in Mandera County have joined the radicalized groups. As a vital logistics centre neighbouring Somalia, it requires analysis from the perspective of local women. The research, consequently, must fill these lacunae by including localized and evidence-based knowledge concerning the structural agency relationship that informs the role played by women in al-Shabaab's extremist activities within this important border area.
2.3 Theoretical Framework

The study uses intersectionality theory and Structuration Theory as its theoretical framework.
2.3.1 Intersectionality Theory 
Intersectionality serves as the key theory in the paper. This term represents one of the most crucial ideas presented by Kimberlé Crenshaw in her landmark article "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics" (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis, 2015). Firstly, this theory arose in legal studies with the intention of describing a special form of discrimination experienced by Black women. People's identity was shaped by their racial identity and gender identity. Therefore, there was a unique intersection between two identities that could not be explained without analysing both dimensions. According to Crenshaw (2013), Black women face different forms of racial discrimination from Black men and different kinds of gender discrimination from White women. As such, this theory should take into account multiple facets of individuals' identity rather than one feature. However, the theory contradicts previous feminist theories as they mostly reflected the experiences of privileged and White women.
Moreover, as intersectionality progresses to develop into something greater than the original theory in a legal context, it now serves as an approach and a framework for sociologists, political scientists, and even scholars in the discipline of gender studies (Dhamoon, 2011; Hancock, 2016). As explained by researchers like Rein (2014), “intersectionality can be viewed as a theory that enables us to gain insight theoretically about how social and political attributes of an individual such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, sexual preference, age and disability work in concert to create discrimination.” The application of intersectionality is extremely important in analysing social problems due to overlap between different structures of power.

In the case of this paper, for example, intersectionality offers a perspective to analyse the roles of Muslim women’s multiple identities in violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya. Intersectionality helps explain how multiple identities of these women play a significant part in extreme organizations where their freedom is overlooked and they end up portrayed as passive actors who participate in acts of terror for various reasons, both socio-political or socio-economic (Apleni et al., 2020). In particular, Brunner (2007) mentions some theories of women's terrorism participation that highlight patriarchal oppression, abnormality of women, and maternal nature of women. However, those theories focus excessively on sexual characteristics of women but do not recognize their influence on decision making process.

Furthermore, intersectionality, which represents multi-level analysis approach according to Bradley and Healy (2008), involves theoretical and activist research into gender issues related to equality of genders. Intersectionality focuses on the importance of representation and local context of gender inequality studies. As for the issue under discussion, the concept of intersectionality is crucial when it comes to the study of terrorism since it considers several aspects of oppression and empowerment of Muslim women that lead them to engage in terrorist activities. Gender-agency relationship between Kenyan Muslim women can be discussed in regard to the roots of terrorism, its evolution, and effective reintegration methods (Laster & Erez, 2015).
It is crucial for intersectionality to account for diversity, which includes recognition of various ways that different women could be subjected to oppression, discrimination, and privilege during their life path. As noted by Clarke and McCall (2013), any form of intersectional thinking should take account of particularities of marginalized identity constructions that cannot be left out when doing a generalized analysis. For instance, considering such cases as that of Samantha Lewthwaite, otherwise known as the "white widow," reveals how privilege and marginality might coexist due to the specifics of being white, thus contradicting one-sided classifications of terrorist women (Auer et al., 2019). Media and scholarly publications generally depict terrorists in an exaggerated way based on their age, gender, ethnicity, and other traits while paying no attention to the true reasons behind and the actions performed by these people.

Another factor that should not be forgotten about when analysing the position and role of Muslim women in the context of extremism is that of a complex interaction of multiple characteristics leading these people to enter extremism and perform actions associated with it.  However, it is important that an intersectional approach can be employed in formulating international legal mechanisms regarding human rights and humanitarian law that are becoming increasingly focused on the importance of accounting for the diversity of identities when it comes to their protection and representation (Davis, 2015).

The utilization of intersectionality in the current research will make it possible to conduct a comprehensive examination of different drivers that motivate women to engage in violent extremism among the Muslim community in Mandera County. Such determinants may include political (e.g., marginalization, poor governance, and heavy securitization), ideological (e.g., propaganda and recruiters), psychological and social (e.g., trauma, identity crisis, and alienation), and channels through which women are recruited (e.g., social networks and kinship relations). Moreover, intersectionality will help reveal how the agency of women is exercised by means of radicalization, strategic involvement, negotiating roles, and recruiting others. Another advantage of employing intersectionality is that it will help assess participation of women in terrorist groups in various ways (military activities, information-gathering, logistics, propaganda, care-giving, etc.).
Rather than treating women as an undifferentiated group, intersectionality involves studying how diverse structures of oppression, including patriarchy, islamophobia, poverty, lack of state protection, and militarization of counter-terrorism efforts, shape the vulnerabilities, choices, and opportunities available to women in Mandera County. Recognizing that Muslim women belong to a marginalized group of individuals because of their gender, ethnicity, and status as possible security threats, one can use intersectionality to understand their radicalization not as a consequence of submission but as an effect of different structures of inequality, discrimination, and identity politics (Hancock, 2016). Another strength of this theoretical approach is its ability to challenge a typical perception of female extremists as either victims or monsters, which usually appears in counter-terrorism discussions and initiatives (Sjoberg & Gentry, 2007). Using an intersectional perspective helps one see the complexities of women's behaviour and recognize the reasons behind it. Women may join extremist movements as a response to problems like gender-based violence, economic insecurity, exclusion from society, and lack of political representation depending on the particular situation.
Indeed, the use of an intersectional approach is important as it provides a useful framework for analysing the phenomenon of involvement of Muslim women in terrorist activities through a more complex approach compared to the adoption of binary categories of thought. This approach looks at the various systems of oppression and privilege that may have influenced the lives of women. The framework is not only useful in academia but also in policy formulation.
2.3.2 Structuration Theory 

Another related concept which is analogous to intersectionality is the Structuration Theory introduced by Anthony Giddens, a British sociologist, in his famous book, "The Constitution of Society," published in 1984. The theory presents a theoretical framework which can help in understanding the complex relationship between agency and social structures. As per Giddens' concept of "duality of structure," social practice is determined because of the interrelationship between agents and the social structures which limit their actions but also offer some avenues for action. The theory goes beyond simplistic explanations that present one-dimensional accounts based on either determinism or voluntarism (Giddens, 1984; Stones, 2005). This theory also acknowledges the fact that social structures have no significance in the absence of agents who produce them.

In case of violent extremism and the participation of Kenyan Muslim women in it, Structuration Theory can help understand the influence of the social, political, and cultural context on the behaviour of women. This approach will help examine the agency of women considering the constraints imposed upon them, which include a lack of educational opportunities, governmental influence, rigid clan hierarchy, and rigid gender role norms. On the other hand, family, religious, and communal rules and resources, which impose constraints on the active involvement of women, may also be empowering. However, it should be pointed out that negotiation and appropriation of those same rules in order to use them in one’s own favour may also constitute agency. The paradox of the described phenomenon lies in its importance for determining why and under what circumstances the inhabitants of controlled and marginalized border areas such as Mandera are inclined to engage in terrorism despite the level of structural constraints imposed upon them from the outside. For example, women who transgress patriarchal boundaries in the process of fighting adopt violence ideology.

To conclude, developments like the notion of strong structuration suggested by Stones (2005) improve the theoretical model under examination, as they highlight the importance of context and the actual engagement of agents within structures. This becomes even more crucial in research on the topic of violent extremism because the involvement of women in such a research project can be affected by various overlapping factors, including gender, religion, ethnicity, and security factors, alongside with the respective strategies employed. The present research will focus on how women engage in active seeking of opportunities, strategic engagement within their communities, and negotiation of roles within the framework of violent extremist organizations, either leading to perpetuation of the status quo, such as propagation of extremist ideologies through child rearing practices, or resulting in changes in terms of challenging the assigned gender roles. The "routinization of practice" theory proposed by Giddens sheds light on the phenomenon of normalization of extremist ideas and actions in families and communities due to pressures from peers and family members. Thus, one can see that it is exactly such interactions that promote the growth and survival of extremist ideologies and structures. Therefore, the present research project aims to analyse the relationship between restrictive and enabling structures existing in Mandera and limited agency of Muslim women.
By analysing these two theoretical approaches together, it is possible to achieve a comprehensive and multi-faceted investigation of what motivates the membership of Muslim women in extremist organizations. In particular, the first approach will focus on the implications of the intersectionality in relation to oppression in affecting the vulnerabilities of Muslim women that contribute to their decision to join extremist organizations, while the second one will help to understand how they behave within structures. By combining the two approaches, it will be possible for the study to reach the final goal of devising gender-sensitive counter-violent extremism strategies based on sound evidence. With an understanding of the structural and identity-based reasons motivating the radicalization of Muslim women, policymakers can cease being too narrow-minded.
2.4 Conceptual Framework

The theoretical framework of the research is the researcher's theory, which attempts to establish the theoretical assumptions about the non-linear relationships leading up to Women's Involvement in Violent Extremism in Mandera County (Dependent Variable). The model is significant because it departs from victim analysis and includes considerations of female agency and strategic thinking in order to meet the goals of the research.

There are four major Independent Variables (IVs) that serve as the major driving factors in the theory, Socio-economic Factors (high unemployment and poverty levels, for example), Religious Ideology (a radical notion of jihad, for example), Gender Roles (patriarchal roles and discrimination), and Political Marginalization (past and present lack of representation in governance). The combination of these drivers makes it more likely that women in Mandera County would look for other opportunities for upward social mobility and inclusion. The effect of the aforementioned structural drivers is further moderated by Intervening Variables (INVs). The three INVs include Recruitment Methods (the specific recruitment techniques employed by Al-Shabaab through the use of familial ties, romantic entanglements, or online networks), Community Influence (norms, pressures, or connections within the community that may enable or hinder VEO membership), and Identity Factors (personal quest for status, significance, or belonging).

The relationship between the mentioned factors is crucial. For example, the intersection of education restrictions implied by patriarchal Gender Roles (IV) and Socioeconomic Factors (IV) produces significant social exclusion. By manipulating such social dynamics, Al-Shabaab offers radicalized Religious Ideology (IV) alongside with the Recruitment Methods (INV) which provide status, protection, and sense of belonging (as INVs of Identity Factors). It is through such active mediation that structural drivers are transformed into active participation. The last step in this causal chain is Dependent Variable, which reflects the outcome in terms of various roles taken by the women (as combatants or non-combatants) and their decision-making process (agency) within Al-Shabaab activities. Thus, the proposed theoretical model represents the foundation for investigating how structural factors result in active agency within the activities of Al-Shabaab in Mandera County.
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Figure 2.1: Conceptual Framework
CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction

In identifying the methodology of research, this chapter provides information on the instrumentation involved, the method used for collecting data, as well as sample size, target population, and research tools adopted in the process. The focus is on the various tools and approaches used in implementing the research, ranging from the design, population, sample, data collection methods. All the above elements serve to provide an indication of how the research was implemented. This chapter indicates how the findings were obtained through the qualitative approach used, with a discussion on how the research objectives were tested. The chapter further describes the key aspects of the methodology, particularly focusing on the philosophy of the research, sampling technique, population, and the instruments used in collecting data.
3.2 Research Design

In the present study, Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research Design (MMPR) is employed. It is the combination of the phenomenological research design together with other designs, aimed at addressing the complicated issue of gender-specific factors of radicalization in Kenyan Muslim women of Mandera County (Høffding & Martiny, 2016). First of all, the MMPR includes the conducting of phenomenological interviews with Muslim women, as victims of terror and returnees, allowing the researcher to get a closer look at what happened in those women's lives. Hence, the researcher will obtain qualitative information. In doing so, the researcher will learn more about the experiences and process of radicalization, victimization, and reintegration in regard to Kenyan Muslim women. Phenomenology-based MMPR will concentrate on subjective realities of the research participants, such as perceptions, motivations, and vulnerabilities, among other aspects.
The MMPR framework considers the complexity of human nature by incorporating subjective experience together with objective facts since both elements are interrelated in the social sphere (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2008). In its sequence, the MMPR design implies exploratory analysis at the first stage. The empirical investigation will begin with the execution of in-depth interviews according to phenomenology, such as micro-phenomenology, among victimized Muslim women and terrorist women who return from their international engagements.

In this regard, the process of integrating the findings will be done using explanatory and correlational approaches where people's experiences will be correlated with system dynamics, policy framework, and operational dynamics. Hence, the proposed method will provide an integrative overview of the processes of radicalization and rehabilitation. It should also be noted that the ethical aspects of the current project will include confidentiality, cultural sensitivity, and psychosocial support to participants. Overall, this MMPR design responds to the modern demand for research models that go beyond traditional divisions between qualitative and quantitative research methodologies (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2008; Høffding & Martiny, 2016; Martiny, 2017).
Scope of research provides a foundation upon which the researcher is able to perform various tasks involved in conducting the research. Research Design framework is an area where systematic processes for collecting data are employed from such entities as security organs, policy makers, women who have withdrawn themselves from the terrorist group known as Al-Shabaab, civil society leaders fighting against terrorism, as well as the victims of violence caused by women.

It must be recognized that the application of MMPT technique was essential in comprehending various perceptions, narrations, and opinion associated with issues like violent extremisms, the role of the Muslim women, terror activities, reintegration of the Muslim women, rehabilitation and the effects of radicalism. Interpretivism theory has been applied to understand the roles played by agency in the involvement of Kenyan Muslim women in terrorism, as well as how they use their multiple identities. Fundamentally, these women are agents who are capable and able to make their own choices and know the reason for their association with the terroristic acts. Secondly, their inclusion in terroristic activities is a result of a number of complaints that need to be taken into account. Otherwise, the women will be neglected in post-conflict rehabilitation policies for they will not be viewed as agents and therefore will not be taken to account for their complaints. 

The research design proved to be very effective in gaining insights about the institution and also the involvement of the Kenyan Muslim women in terror. The research design was appropriate since the researcher was able to get enough information about the activities of the individual through interviews. The researcher also blended well with the respondents socially and culturally in order to win their trust particularly the terrorists and victims of terrorism. This research will guide policymakers and security officials on the need to review current methods of counter-terrorism to incorporate the new trend of terrorism.
3.3 The Location of the Study

The study was conducted in the centre of Mandera Town, located in Mandera County, a place that is located geographically in the northern part of the country, sharing a border with Ethiopia in the North and Somalia in the East and to the South. The total population in the region is 867,457 people, covering an estimated area of 25, 939km², according to the most recent data from the 2019 Census by the Kenyan National Bureau of Statistics. The selected area can be used to represent other parts of Northern Kenya that comprise of counties such as wajir and Garissa which has more or less features of the effect of terrorism. 
Mandera County is bordering Southern Somalia, as a result, the area becomes more susceptible to the attacks of terrorism. Several terror acts have taken place in Mandera County, such as ambushes on public service vehicles, deployment of improvised explosive devices in the road network, attacks on teachers, non-locals working at quarries, as well as targeting government vehicles. Due to the researcher’s knowledge of the civil society organizations and women of Mandera, the research was done without much difficulty.
It should be noted that the borders between the two areas are rather porous, and as a result, people were able to travel freely between Somalia and Kenya. Moreover, the locals from Mandera share quite a number of characteristics with the locals from the neighbouring nation including language, culture, religion and familial relations. This feature allows individuals to travel easily from one country to another. In addition, the individuals from the two nations perform some activities together. Specifically, the local people from Mandera import some counterfeit products like milk powder, wheat flour, cooking oil, sugar and clothing from their neighbouring country, Meanwhile, the rest have access to educational institutions and health facilities. For instance, the kids in Somalia attend classes in Mandera during daytime hours but come back in the evening after school hours. Some of the other factors causing violence extremism in this area may be attributed to the historical grievances of the people because of discrimination by successive regimes and the consequences of security forces tackling terrorism.

Mandera has recently emerged as a site for terrorist attacks. Consequently, there has been an increase in the number of civil society actors working towards CVE initiatives in this region and sympathizers, recruiters, financiers, and returning members of Al-Shabaab. No official figures have been made available concerning this, and the reason behind this is the lack of proper data collection and dissemination by the regime. However, all this information is widely available to the locals residing there. The location of the study is illustrated in Figures 3.1 and 3.2.
 [image: image5.png]MAP OF KENYA SHOWING MANDERA COUNTY

35°0'0"E
1

40°0'0"E
1

5°0'0"N
1

S.Sudan

5°0'0"S

- Lakes
I:l Country Boundary
|:| Mandera County

Ethiopia

oy |

Mandera County

Somalia

280 Kilometers

T
35°00"L:

T
40°0'0"12

5°0'0"N

0°0'0"

5°0'0"S





Figure 3.1: The map of Kenya showing Mandera County
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Figure 3.2: The Map of Mandera County
The map of Mandera County showing the highlighted study site, the town centre, neighbouring counties and countries. 

3.4 Target Population

All the collection of participants and respondents who satisfied the required criteria in this study consisted of leaders in community organizations involved in programs tackling violent extremism, women who have been victimized by the actions of terrorism in Mandera, and women who were once terrorists in Al-Shabaab but later returned. The other group consisted of respondents who were security organizations and policy makers operating either directly or indirectly within the Mandera County region. The makeup of the target population in this research involved all adults of sound mind who had agreed to participate in the research. All the targeted population was included so that various viewpoints would be offered on the topic being studied.

3.5 Sample Size and Sampling Procedure

Sampling involves the technique of selecting a sub-set from the population as a representative of the whole population. The aim of such selection is to acquire data about the subject of the influence of Muslim women's participation in radicalization and terrorism. Sample selection entails informing a sub-set of the population, selected by the researcher, to take part in the research process using non-probability sampling.
In the selection of respondents in this study, the researcher used Purposive sampling and snowball sampling techniques. The researcher identified the sources through the existing social networks, and this source identified the next respondents, followed by recruiting the next respondents. According to Vehovar et al. (2016), purposive sampling technique is one of the types of non-probability sampling, and the researcher decided to adopt purposive sampling as this approach helps the researcher in determining the criteria for selecting and identifying information from the respondents. According to Morse and Niehaus (2009), sampling techniques have been developed with efficiency and validity in mind so as to be efficient when choosing the members of a population especially the hard-to-reach groups such as female terrorist returnees from Al-Shabaab and to better understand the issues involved. As claimed by Streubert and Carpenter (2011), there is a specific kind of purposive sampling, known as snowball sampling. In this research, the researcher adopted the snowball sampling, using one informant to find another one and continuing in this manner.
According to Morse (1994), qualitative research calls for the involvement of 30 to 50 research participants. It also corroborates with the finding by Guest et al. (2006) that exhaustion of qualitative research will be experienced in qualitative research where the researcher uses up to 12 research participants, mainly those that belong to homogeneous groups. According to Crouch and McKenzie (2006), it is important to understand that the use of less than 20 research participants makes it possible for the researcher to prevent any problems of validity and biases of the researcher. For this reason, it is important to state that the sample size of qualitative research is 15-20 homogeneous interview participants. On the other hand, heterogeneous research will require at least 12-16 of each type to achieve saturation. It is therefore essential to indicate that owing to the fact that the research and the subjects involved were heterogeneous, the sample size adopted was a maximum of 16 for each type, making a total of 64 respondents. Sample Selection The sample selection included Muslim women (who had been victims of terror), returnees who had been terrorists (Al-Shabaab), policy makers, security personnel, and civil society leaders in CVE programs. The choice of the four categories of respondents by the researcher is based on the objectives of the research, which are tied to the research topic. This means that each of the selected respondent groups includes individuals, actions, events, and other items linked to the research. The expected data collection from all these categories will be holistic.
Table 3.1: Distribution of the sample across the target population in the county

	Target groups
	Mandera

	Muslim women (victims of terror)
	16

	Female terrorist returnees (from Al-Shabaab)
	16

	Policymakers and security agents
	16

	Civil society Organization leaders on CVE programs
	16

	Total:
	64


Source: Author
Qualitative data saturation can be easily achieved in 20-40 interviews in many studies. It applies especially to studies searching for commonalities of themes from different contexts or studies that aim for meaning saturation rather than code saturation. For instance, Hagaman and Wutich (2017) reported that 20-40 interviews suffice to saturate meta-themes in cross-national qualitative studies. However, a larger sample size (e.g., 60 or 70 respondents) may be required for highly diverse populations or cross-country studies, and also where there is a need for extensive comparison of cases and subgroup analysis. It has been demonstrated that saturation of qualitative research was achieved in 91%-100% of planned interviews in studies that involved samples between 30 and 67 respondents. In ethnographic and case study research, samples ranging from 30 to 50 respondents are common. Bigger samples may be required in case of more than one case or stakeholder group (Hagaman & Wutich, 2017; Namey et al., 2020). In the current study, the Sample size was adequate.
3.6 Research Instruments

Primary sources include the key informants' interviews as well as focus group discussions carried out in the field. Key informants' interviews' questionnaires were distributed to community-based organization leaders involved in CVE initiatives, female Al-Shabaab terrorists returning from Somalia, and the policy-makers as well as the security agents through interviews. Somali language versions of the questionnaires were conducted on female Al-Shabaab terrorists returning from Somalia. The researcher employed an assistant who acted as a note-taker in the process, participating in the discussion to assist with questioning. A guide to conducting focus group interviews was employed in conducting the two peer group discussions with the female victims of terror. The duration of the interviews lasted 90 minutes, and the participants comprised of females of varying age groups and socio-economic status.
Secondary literature was critically analysed and included in the process of this study to support primary literature. Secondary literature included any relevant report related to Terrorism, Gender Radicalization, Countering Violent Extremism, Returnees, and Reintegration from the international to the national level, from 1998 to 2022. This study did a thorough literature review to understand the gaps in existing knowledge and to obtain background information about the topic being researched. Due to the limitations of this desk research methodology, secondary literature included all findings which were later analysed based on data in government and news aggregated articles, online journals, and other reports.

3.6.1 Validation of Instruments

Validity as defined by Kothari (2004) is the accuracy of the inferences made, as well as the reliability of the outcomes of the conclusion drawn from the inferences. In order to attain some level of soundness in the research work, the researcher had the research tool piloted at the research site. This was done with the intention of increasing the validity of the research tool, and in the process, having the research tool assessed by two experts from Egerton University and the USIU-Africa respectively. This enhanced the correctness of the tool while that from the research associate enhanced the validity of the study.
This study, it was made to establish the connection between the questions and the aims of the study through a method called content face validity. Content and face validity of the instrument was improved by carrying out piloting in Bulla Mpya, Mandera County. In research, the unit of analysis refers to the phenomenon that is studied; these can be variables or actors involved. This is a logic of social sciences where actors involved in this study can be described as the participants subjected to acts of radicalization and terror.

Considering the aim of this study which is to look into the agency of Kenyan Muslim women in violent extremism and how the Kenyan Government is using state policies on violent extremism in recognizing agency of the women as active participants in radicalization and terror related activities, the unit of analysis in this study will be the hypothesized relationships between variables concerning Muslim women participation in radicalization and terror related activities. This is because it is going to help answer the general question on why Muslim women are dominant in cases of radicalization and terror related activities in Kenya particularly in Mandera County.
3.6.2 Reliability of Instrument
Reliability can be defined as the consistency of the findings from the same person during the two times he or she takes the test. In ensuring reliability, the researcher had strict adherence to the methods, and in this case, the use of the evaluation instrument yielded consistent results. This proves Krosnick (2018)'s viewpoint that reliability is measured based on yields in achieving the same result despite differences in various situations. It is likely that reliability would be higher in this case since the researcher interviewed people following similar procedures.
3.7 Data Collection Procedure

Data collection forms an integral part of research studies. Through data collection, the researcher can acquire first-hand information and unique insights regarding the research gap. There are various types of data collection methods depending on the aim of the study. However, there are general principles that govern the process of data collection. In this case, the primary data for the research was obtained through interviews and non-participatory observation, which were then used in the evaluation of the objectives. The importance of data collection in research studies cannot be overstated.
To ensure that accurate and relevant data is collected, the researcher considered the problem statement, the research objectives, and research questions in determining the design of the tools used to collect data. After establishing the problem, the researcher then moved on to operationalize the concept, which means converting theoretical abstractions to observational variables. In order to collect data systematically, the researcher employed purposive and snowball sampling techniques where data was collected from a target population that existed within a social network. In selecting the sampling method, the researcher considered the sample size, availability of the sample, and duration of data collection.
A data management plan was created by the researcher to guide him on how he would collect the data in addition to addressing ethical considerations in the process. Interviews were conducted in two languages including English and Somali according to the respondents' language preferences. The researcher started off the interview by giving the respondents an introduction about the objectives of the research followed by filling in the consent form and assuring them of their anonymity and confidentiality. After doing so, the researcher proceeded with the interviews through the English language involving 16 policy makers and security agents, 16 female returnees from Al-Shabaab, and 16 heads of CSOs dealing with CVE programs in Mandera County. On the other hand, 8 victims of terror and 8 youth were interviewed in two different peer groups in the Somali language for a duration of 90 minutes per session. Each group selected the place, time, and participants in the interview. Moreover, the researcher interviewed 16 female terrorist returnees in Somali language.
3.8 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations, which include legality and morality, are the ethics governing research conduct to distinguish what is acceptable or unacceptable behaviour during research. From the start, the researcher was issued with ethical approval by the Egerton University Research Ethics Committee (EUREC), while also getting a permit by NACOSTI. On a county basis, the researcher got permission from the County Commissioner and Mandera County Education CEC's office.

There were several aspects of ethics considered by the researcher in order to conduct successful research. It was made clear to the respondents that their involvement in the research was on a voluntary basis, and therefore, they had an option of stopping their participation whenever they pleased to do so. As such, it was expected of them to sign the consent form to either show consent or otherwise to partake in the research. Anonymity and confidentiality of the respondents' information were guaranteed through strict adherence to certain standards. The use of recording devices was not allowed in the process as it posed a great risk to the respondents, especially in case the recordings got to the hands of the authority or the violent extremists.
This research was for academic purposes only, and there were no rewards offered to the respondents as a form of incentive in order to encourage participation in the research. The necessary authorization was sought from the research wing of the university as well as the governmental official in charge. In order to ensure that the respondents were met, particularly the difficult and vulnerable ones, namely the female terrorists who returned home, the interview sessions were held at an area convenient for the subjects, thereby preserving their anonymity. If there was any refusal to meet, then, out of fear of uncertainty, the researcher approached people trusted by the subject/respondent.
To ensure the safety of both the respondents and the researcher, steps were taken to conduct the interviews and group discussions at a more secure venue, and not in a public area. In view of the nature of the study and considering that there is likely to be surveillance by the violent extremist group, the researcher ensured that there was a security back-up provided by the local police in case any eventuality arises. At the same time, a counselling expert was on standby for the victims of terrorism, who would likely undergo a traumatizing experience during the discussion and therefore required assistance. The researcher took extra care and precaution, especially when dealing with victims of terrorism. In this regard, the researcher appreciated that these were traumatized people, and hence sought to relate more with them in an effort to make them comfortable with their presence. In such a manner, the researcher was in a much better position to understand the victims due to the familiar environment and consequently build their trust.
Once the thesis has been submitted, the research data and documents related to the research will be lodged with the concerned school research institute or centre, and information concerning their whereabouts will be made available to the supervisor to allow for proper management. The research data will be accessible through open access as per the regulations of the university.
3.8.1 Positionality

Positionality was seen by the researcher as an important issue in relation to undertaking the research involving the radicalized Muslim women in Mandera County. The researcher took the position as that of being an insider and an outsider at the same time based on the fact that he is a Kenyan national. As an insider, the researcher used the fact that there might be some common culture between him and the respondents, and this created an opportunity for rapport building and trust. Trust was seen as an important factor since it would help the subjects to provide information freely and make the data more comprehensive. On the other hand, it was also realized that the researcher held the position as an outsider based on the fact that he was a scholar. Being a scholar created some distance between the researcher and the respondents, and it helped in limiting the chances of personal bias in the research process.

3.9 Data Analysis and Presentation

Data Collection Process Open ended interviews with individuals as well as two focus group discussions were carried out in Mandera county. Data Analysis Process The method used in analysing data collected in this study was the use of Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research (MMPR). Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research (MMPR) design is a method of analysis which combines thematic analysis with interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA). The purpose of using this method was to understand the lived experience of Kenyan Muslim women who are victims of violent extremism within the larger context of the policymakers, security, and civil society actors (Høffding & Martiny, 2016; Martiny, 2017).

Transcription was carried out on all the data gathered. Raw data was then transcribed into text form. Classification of the data was done whereby unnecessary information was excluded. In this case, the study used thematic analysis where by AQDAS software called MAXQDA was used. This was followed by classification of the data in order to obtain only the necessary information. The aim of obtaining the necessary information was to attain the objectives of the study. The coding was done in MAXQDA following the research objectives in order to interpret the data gathered from the field study. Then, the researcher further analysed the themes that she identified in order to interpret the data.

IPA was used for analysing data obtained from in-depth interviews. The IPA helped to reveal the core experiential structures, meanings, and dynamic micro-processes related to the phenomenon of radicalization, victimization, and reintegration (Petitmengin, 2006; Petitmengin et al., 2019). However, when it comes to data analysis from key informant interviews and focussed group discussions, then a thematic analysis would be used.

The consequence of this resulted in the combination of first-person data and third-person institutional data to get the whole picture of the phenomenon under discussion (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2008; Venkatesh et al., 2013). It emphasized that the iterative multi-perspective analysis showed respect to the phenomenological concept of being subjective but within the context of real-life experiences. Also, the ethical side of the research process was not be overlooked. Finally, the researcher used verbatim quotations to infer the results that were reported in tables. In this regard, the researcher made an effort to justify the logical connection between the analysed data and the purpose of the study.
CHAPTER FOUR

RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
4.1 Introduction

    The chapter begins by addressing the research questions and testing the study objectives using MAXQDA analysis. It presents an in-depth thematic analysis of the primary data from the four groups of respondents; national security agents and policymakers, female terrorist returnees from Al-Shabaab, female victims of jihadist violence, and civil society organization leaders involved in countering violent extremism (CVE) programs. 

The analysis establishes the foundation for examining the agency of Kenyan Muslim women in violent extremism, the role they play, and the strategies employed by the Kenyan government to recognize women’s agency within national and county-level counter-terrorism policies. The coding and analysis focus on how policies on violent extremism acknowledge Muslim women’s agency, identify effective practices and strategies for inclusive counter-terrorism, and propose mechanisms to better address and prevent women’s participation in terrorist activities.

4.2 Demographic Analysis

All the 64 respondents targeted by the researcher for the study, participated, in producing a 100% response rate. The demographic analysis is presented below:

4.2.1 Age

Most of the security agents were between 28 and 37 years old, while those aged between 18 to 27 formed the minority. This is illustrated in the Figure 4.1.
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Figure 4.1: Security Agents and Actors’ Age Distribution
Most of the female victims of terrorist activities were between 38 and 47 years old, while those aged 18 and 27 constituted the minority. This is illustrated in the figure 4.2:
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Figure 4. 2: Female Victims and Actors' Age Distribution
Most of the terrorist returnees were between 18 and 27 years old, while those aged between 28 and 37 constituted the minority. This is illustrated in the figure 4.3:
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Figure 4.3: Female Terrorist Returnees' Age Distribution
Most of the civil society actors were between 38 and 47 years old, while those aged between 28 and 37 constituted the minority. This is illustrated in the figure 4.4:
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Figure 4.4: Civil Society Actors' Age Distribution
4.2.2 Education Level

Most of the security agents had a degree. Some also had a master's degree as their highest education level. However, a few had a diploma as illustrate in figure 4.5.
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Figure 4.5:  Distribution of Security Agents/ Policy Actors by Education Level
Most of the terror victims had O-level and below. Some also had a certificate as their highest educational level. A few were pursuing their diploma and degrees, as depicted in the figure 4.6:
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Figure 4.6: Distribution of Female Victims of Terror Activities by Education Level
Most of the returnees had O-level and below. Some also had a degree as their highest educational level. A few with certificate and the lowest number of them had diploma as shown in figure 4.7.
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Figure 4.7: Distribution of Female Terrorist Returnees by Education Level
The majority of the civil society actors had a degree. Some also had a master's degree as their highest education level. A few had a diploma as illustrated in figure 4.8.
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Figure 4.8: Distribution of Civil Actors by Education Level
4.3 Analysis conducted using MAXQDA
The coding process was done using the MAXQDA data analysis tool by developing a coding structure that led to the production of the code book. The modifications and the computation of the frequencies of codes within the main data showed the quantitative aspects of the data. The examination of the variables associated with violent extremism and the success of the government’s policy in tackling it played a vital role in achieving the research objectives. The coding structure showed the classes of the participants and their responses, thus providing the instances and relationships between them. The analysis of the coding matrix between the problem locks demonstrates the similarity between violent extremism and the attempts made by the government to tackle it.
4.3.1 The Drivers of Violent Extremism 

The researcher encouraged the participants to mention the forces that encourage or discourage women in joining terrorism. It aroused a heated debate among the respondents, who mentioned grievance, socio-economic pressure, retribution for their dear ones, and manipulation ideologies as some of the most important. The section below examines the drivers and motivations of Muslim women in violent activities
4.3.1.1 Grievance-Based Motivations: Revenge and Perceived Injustice

A wide range of factors that contribute to the attraction of Muslim women to violence during conflicts and oppression in Mandera County is shown through qualitative analysis of data. In all interviews, a recurring theme was political aspects contributing to women joining extremist groups. A feeling of marginalization and alienation in terms of politics has been experienced by most interviewees. The majority of participants have felt neglected and politically marginalized, making any promise of extremist groups look alluring to them. Apart from marginalization and neglect, problems with governance were common among the interviewees. A feeling of mistrust for the legitimacy of the government because of corruption and other governance-related problems was observed. Another critical and sensitive aspect included security measures that have sometimes resulted in gross human rights violations against the people. These actions led to anger towards the government, further supporting extremism ideologies.
This is related to another motivating factor among women that can be very powerful, which is revenge, characterized by a deep feeling of anger, loss, and injustice following a terrible experience such as seeing their loved ones murdered or injured by the security forces. The data reveals a vicious cycle whereby the murder or harm done to family members by security agents causes emotional scars that unfortunately compel women to seek revenge by even joining terrorist organizations such as Al-Shabaab. Additionally, historical grievances have an equally significant influence on Mandera. In the interviews, participants cited long-standing grievances and injustice, which can easily be exploited by extremists. However, it is important to mention that although feelings of injustice and emotional pain caused by a violent act are very strong, it should be remembered that a more accurate picture is obtained when other motivating factors that do not arise out of anger are considered.
“Some women are grieving. They might have witnessed things, suffered at the hands of security forces, or lost a loved one. That anger, that sense of injustice, drives some of them to extreme actions, revenge.” (Victim 3, FGD, Bulla Mpya)

 “It's a vicious circle. I know of cases of women being recruited by Al-Shabaab with the precise purpose of taking revenge for their husbands, their sons, or their brothers being killed. When security officers injure their kin, it is a very deep wound, and certain women feel that the only thing they can do is revenge.” (Returnees 2, FGD,_Bulla Power)
 "Although revenge is a very powerful feeling, I think that it's too easy to assume that it's the single most powerful motivation. There are quite a lot of women who are just badly informed or otherwise have no choice but to play this role, not solely motivated by a need for revenge. We have to think about more than just anger." (Returnees1, FGD_Bulla Power)

This conclusion is consistent with the four Rs model formulated by Bloom (2011), which recognizes the notion of Revenge for the killing of loved ones as the major driving factor for women's participation in violent extremist activities. The data demonstrates that when a woman suffers from either injury or killing of her relatives or family members at the hands of the security forces, she tries to take revenge on behalf of her kin by participating in organizations such as Al-Shabaab.
The qualitative insights also provide an important response to the reductionist assumption that revenge is the only motive. According to the insights, it is not correct to assume that revenge is the only dominant motive, since many of these women have been misled or feel that they have no other option except to join the fray. These insights challenge previous assumptions that women are easily manipulated or coerced, thereby making them less rational in their decisions. The qualitative insight focuses on the need to consider vulnerability, fewer choices, and manipulation, together with emotions. The holistic perspective matches the approach recommended by scholars like Nzomo (2018), where he contends that women have agency, and their participation cannot be analysed using only the influence of men, but requires a more holistic approach to understand the full human capacity for both compassion and aggression.
4.3.1.2 Socio-Economic Pressures and Survival Pragmatism

It seems that most of the women who participated in extremism did not have a positive social network. Women had been socially isolated in their society, or perhaps they felt that way, due to such issues as being stigmatized, divorced, or displaced. The terrorist group was quite skilled at recognizing that sense of isolation and alienation and used this to their advantage. They portrayed themselves to be 'brotherhood' or 'sisterhood,' wherein they would make an individual feel accepted and become part of a new family unit. This also served as another reason why they seemed like a sanctuary to women experiencing loneliness. Lastly, peer pressure served as another contributory factor that pushed women into extremism. Based on the interviews conducted and discussions held, it became evident that persuasion did not involve forceful or overt approaches but rather happened gradually through relationship influence.
Among other factors that are quite frightening in terms of contributing to women becoming radicalized, there is the effect of the extremist family members. It has been proven that husbands, fathers, brothers, or sisters already being engaged in violent activities were the main sources from which these women received the information and were persuaded to join the movement. The family connection played a very important role since there were much more trust and emotion in relations with one's own people. Thus, it was very difficult to oppose the ideology that had already become an integral part of one's life. The situation becomes even more shocking when considering that the family turns out to be one of the sources of recruitment since being a member of an extremist group is seen as a chance to unify the whole family. Apart from the above-mentioned, among the reasons why women become participants in violent activities, it is necessary to pay attention to economic vulnerability.
"Those others see it as an issue of survival, where the wives have no other choice than to go if their husbands do, and at the very least prepare themselves, since otherwise the family cannot survive. That's one of the facts of life when poverty makes you do it."

"It's not the belly that's hungry but the ideology. In the event that her husband is missing, she will stay put, simply because who else will raise the kids? It's not a doctrine but necessity." (Civil society leaders, Male KII)

The qualitative data clearly demonstrates that the prospect of mere subsistence and security can become a powerful motive for women, especially when they have husbands who are part of an extremist group. This corresponds with the findings of Jacques & Tailor (2013), who observed that economic motives were one of the prominent characteristics associated with women participating in terrorist organizations, especially those who are single mothers or unemployed. Thus, the qualitative data eliminates purely reductionist approaches that focus on ideology as the sole motive for participation.
The significance of economic motives above purely ideological ones is also illustrated by the fact that some women stay in extremist organizations simply because their husbands supply via the organization, and thus, it becomes an economic necessity to feed their children rather than a purely ideological choice. In this regard, this finding is consistent with the argument presented by Ali (2013), who maintains that many women leave the path of violence due to the fact that they have children and economic necessities; therefore, they become providers within their families. Finally, this finding is consistent with the findings of the United Nations Development Program (2017), which emphasized the importance of economic motives in the participation of women in terrorist activities.
4.3.1.3 Ideological Manipulation and Exploited Vulnerabilities

In addition to the social and political problems, the seductive nature of the extremist ideology was another key factor among women in Mandera. In-depth interviews with female returnees and fieldwork among civil society actors demonstrated that the ideologies, though detrimental, were perceived as being legitimate and having the power to provide a vision. Promises of a holy war, purification, or an ideal world devoid of corruption appealed to individuals who felt dissatisfied with their lives. Misunderstanding of religion contributed significantly to this danger as well because these individuals managed to abuse the core principles of religion for the purposes of recruiting people and supporting their radical ideologies. These issues offered the women who were playing key roles in the religious sphere in their communities with false sense of legitimacy and righteousness of their actions.

Charisma of recruiters was also another aspect worth considering. Individuals possessing such qualities could be found both online and in person. Regardless of which channel of recruiting was used, charisma was crucial here since it allowed for establishing a direct connection with these vulnerable women, understanding their concerns and wishes, and using this information for associating the ideology of this group with their personal situation, offering them necessary guidance. Generally speaking, one can say that the appeal of the communities was determined by the ability of individuals to offer these women a certain sense of belongingness and importance within society. Under difficult social circumstances and with economic and educational problems being common phenomena, these women were given the opportunity to become an inseparable part of the community. The fact is that this notion appealed to young ladies and those who were suffering from the difficulties of life. The extremist community provides an avenue whereby the individual feels important; therefore, this made such individuals more attracted to terrorism.

One must realize that extremist groups, for example, the Al-Shabaab group, excel at making use of the religious teachings like Jihad. They excel especially in instances where there is no understanding about the religions just as in other situations concerning females and minors. The belief that one will be rewarded for carrying out religious acts or living according to the real teachings of Islam is very motivating to someone seeking purpose and importance in life. In addition, in relation to teenage girls, homes marked by abuse or neglect create extreme vulnerability. The terrorists capitalize on the emotional vacuum, giving the feeling of belonging or even having formed a new family.
"Actually, it is their ability to corrupt the message that poses a big threat; they tell women, especially the youth, that what they are doing is jihad; that is, that they are fighting their holy Islamic war. This is not a total distortion of the meaning of Islam's message regarding peace and justice; they simply distort the message to the uninformed." (Female KII)

"What amazing ways of misusing the name 'jihad'. They misuse the name in a manner such that it seems to be a fight for the will of Allah that gives you access to heaven, but actually all it brings about is violence and chaos. The people's lack of knowledge has allowed them to fall victim to these false teachings." (Male KII, Bulla Township)

"There are girls from troubled backgrounds; they quarrel with their families and feel that there is no one to turn to because there is no home for them to go. That is why they become allies with the Al-Shabaab gang." (Male KII)
"The girl feels unwanted or unloved by her family members; she perceives the world as polluted. In that case, she becomes an invitation. These groups capitalize on this invitation and offer her another safe place or another family where she will feel valued, but under a false threat of danger." (Victim, 6, FGD, Bulla Mpya)

Misinterpretation of religious ideologies through misuse of quotations from the Quran and Hadith is a common factor that drives women to violent behaviour. Terrorist groups are very skilled at misinterpreting religious concepts like "Jihad" to drive members and recruit others into violent actions. The misuse of ideology becomes highly convincing when those who use it lack adequate information about their religion and have never been exposed to any other ideology. The lure of getting a religious reward or leading an authentic Islamic lifestyle makes women susceptible to terrorist ideologies, thus corroborating Smith’s assertion that women may commit violent acts due to deceptive religious ideologies.
In addition, the qualitative findings indicate how the extremist recruiters take advantage of the vulnerabilities faced by the vulnerable young female population that hails from dysfunctional homes with abuse or negligence problems. It is understood from insights garnered through the interviews that young girls having problems at their homes with feelings of rejection or lack of love might fall prey to extremists who promise them membership into a group that will serve as a new home for them. This aspect correlates with the "Relationship" aspect of the "Four Rs" by Bloom (2011), where joining of the organization takes place if there is any relative within the group already. This exploitation of the vulnerability and offering them an opportunity to belong serves to correlate with the views of Campus (2015), whereby a sense of belonging and identity serves as a significant factor for women’s radicalization because of their vulnerability and wrong beliefs about religion.
In light of the existing research, the findings drawn from the data analysis indicate that female engagement in violent extremism does not arise from one source but is, rather, based on multiple sources including motives driven by grievances, socio-economic factors, and ideological influences. Despite the clear connection between motives of vengeance and the feeling of injustice related to violence inflicted upon the community by security forces, it is essential to take into consideration additional issues, such as lack of alternatives and manipulation of the victims. Also, practical necessity of ensuring one's own safety and that of one's relatives is a significant reason for their involvement in acts of terrorism. Finally, an attempt to misinterpret religious texts, along with targeted manipulation of people who suffered from family dysfunction and were looking for purpose in life, demonstrates how dangerous manipulations can be.
 
These insights, therefore, indicate a variety of interrelated issues that lead women to violent extremism, particularly concerning the terrorist organization Al-Shabaab. Among the most common reasons are the existence of personal issues and the need for vengeance against any form of injustice and victimization by the authorities, as well as the death of male relatives, such as husbands, brothers, and sons. Issues related to socio-economic and familial contexts are also prevalent. In cases where the wife is involved in the struggle because her husband is actively involved in violent activities, or she wants to get out of an unpleasant family situation, including forced marriage, the woman will become associated with Al-Shabaab.
4.3.2 Women's Agency in Violent Extremism 

These findings include the findings on the involvement of Muslim women in violence extremism, such as the motive behind their involvement and the contribution they have made to the situation, as well as their relationship with them. These findings disprove the theory that Muslim women play the part of being passive or forced to take the role of being involved in violence extremism. It is because there is a strong narrative in the findings that show the involvement of Muslim women in seeking radicalization, being part of it, and even helping shape the phenomenon. Unlike the theory of passive involvement of Muslim women, the findings reveal multiple instances where Muslim women have sought radicalization.
4.3.2.1 Exercising Choice and Influence within Constrained Environments

In contrast to those 'push factors' highlighted in section 4.3.1 above, namely revenge, survival, or escape from hostile environments at home, these motivations are not 'push factors' but rather decisions made by women that are intended to address their grievances or needs. Even though they may sometimes coincide with recruitment into extremism, they can be considered a proactive way of responding to one’s surroundings instead of succumbing to the situation. Revenge, for example, might be considered a crude but still affirmative attempt to exert power to restore the loss of control or honour. Instead of simply trying to obtain what they need, the results suggest a more calculated approach by women towards extremist content and organizations. Some interviewees have noted women using their contact with extremist material or groups not just because of conviction but also for material gains. Once they were involved, women used their agency in terms of negotiating the kind of role they could play in the extremist group, albeit less frequently. Instead of simply carrying out whatever tasks were assigned to them, some actually had the ability to sway the kind of tasks they were going to undertake, drawing on the strengths of whatever they had to offer to secure the right kinds of tasks for themselves. Tactical decisions such as choosing to be part of the radicals to improve personal economic circumstances and escaping unfavourable situations at home point to the practicality of agency where women choose from the lesser of evils.
"You see, strangers, they watch us and they shake their heads at us because they feel we are defenseless, we are just victims. But when the going gets tough and you have nothing else, or your own house becomes a war zone, you will find yourself looking for an avenue to save yourself and your children, and even just having some power over your life. And sometimes, in order to protect yourself, your children, and even to feel that there is power in your life, you are forced to make decisions that may be difficult for others to comprehend. It is not always by choice, it is simply survival, no matter how hard the decision is." (Returnee, 5, FGD, Bulla township)

"Once you realize that your loved ones are being victimized, and you have no control over anything, an inner fire ignites within you. This isn't rage or fury, but rather a desire to restore order and regain lost dignity. In circumstances such as ours, sometimes the only way to assert oneself or protect those who matter most is by taking a tough stance. It could be in pursuit of survival for one's offspring or, in worse cases, finding shelter amidst destruction. We aren't simpletons; we weigh our options. We decide on actions that will take us places nobody wishes to go." (Victim 4, FGD, _Bulla Power)

"Let me tell you right now, do not think that we simply submit to whatever happens. There is a great amount of misery, suffering, pain in this world. Either you bend to the pressures, or you will find a way to fight against those pressures, and live. Sometimes this comes in the form of being opportunistic in ways others would not think of doing. If an opportunity comes in which will help you provide for your family, or treat you as a decent human being and give you some sort of hope or respect, especially when you come from a lot of suffering at home or elsewhere, then you take it. We are not victims; we are human beings trying to make our lives work. And sometimes that means making some very tough decisions."
The decision by women to join radical movements either because of the potential benefits associated with such a move or simply as a means of escaping harsh family backgrounds constitutes an expression of agency, where women make choices based on what they consider to be the most feasible course of action under limited choices. Furthermore, the contradictory views of individuals’ agency presented in the findings challenge the prevalent assumption regarding women as mere victims or unwilling participants in violent conduct. This statement is aligned with the view expressed by Sjoberg and Gentry (2007) that women commit violence due to their personal motives, albeit in very restricted circumstances.

Understanding the impact of manipulation involved, one can observe that the decision of the female respondents was strategic since it was motivated by their willingness to improve their situation or even to survive. Contrary to the common portrayal of women in terrorist organizations, portrayed by Autcher (2012) as the “gendered stereotyping of terrorism,” which often ignores women’s ability to make rational choices and instead portrays them as “intruders in the male-dominated militancy,” the analysis shows that females have the potential to choose violence deliberately. Moreover, their motives of doing so may relate to the desire for recognition or personal vendetta, which is also consistent with Krueger's (2008) conclusions.
4.3.2.2 Active Contribution to Recruitment and Intelligence Activities

From the responses gathered, it is evident that the role played by women here was the recruitment of new members, particularly the young girls. The way in which women recruit new people is through brainwashing, where they use religion as a means of making a good impression of what can be termed as a better life. This makes it easy for them to carry out the propaganda of extremism, indicating the extent at which women are able to influence the radicalization process. Women have also been known to exploit weaknesses more than their counterparts do. For example, women are involved in intelligence gathering, which they make use of for the benefit of carrying out extremist activities. This is due to their ability to infiltrate neighbourhoods without raising suspicion.
"Their recruitment techniques are very effective, especially when dealing with young girls. They persuade them that they must engage in the struggle in the name of religion and Allah, and they promise them paradise with all the rewards. The reason is that they may lose their way in life." (Returnee, FGD, Bulla township)

"Such females are able to brainwash young girls and tell them that when marrying mujahidin, they will live according to Islam in a family with children and an Islamic husband who will serve them and protect them. That is almost like brainwashing; they promise a totally different kind of life from what there is." (Civil society leaders, Female KII)

"These women offer great support to terrorists. First of all, they provide funding, which is very useful in financing themselves. Besides, they are quite skilful in gathering information about particular targets or even individuals. They unite where humans cannot unite." (Policy maker, Male KII)
"Women are the ones responsible for intelligence gathering. Whether the terrorists are moving, whether the terrorists will attack some place or somebody, the women are the ones who are collecting information for them. Because they can go anywhere, anywhere and get information."

"I believe that women are not really good at recruiting than men. Though they try their best, mostly the recruitment is done through male recruiting agents and imams. One can safely assume that the myth about women being the main indoctrinators is just that – a myth."
Apart from merely being recruited, the qualitative data also proves active participation of women in the process of formation and functioning of terrorist groups, thereby suggesting a high level of independence in their actions. Respondents of the survey noted that women were actively participating in the process of recruiting people into terrorist groups, mainly targeting young girls and using their capabilities to attract them to the group based on the promise of a better future as well as religious ideologies. This clearly proves the abilities of women to use propaganda based on their ideological views, which are much easier to accomplish than those used by men. Being an integral part of the process of radicalization, women become an essential participant in this activity.
Furthermore, the participation of women in activities such as intelligence gathering reveals the significance of women’s involvement and the power they hold in the conduct of business by terrorist groups. Being able to fit into society without arousing any suspicion as compared to men, women can be involved in intelligence gathering in order to use it in carrying out attacks. It is evident that being invisible and engaging in intelligence gathering are key factors that enable such women to conduct recruitment drives effectively, especially among women and youths (Dearden, 2021). Therefore, this reflects the level of trust women have earned in such terror organizations and their involvement in the fulfilment of organizational goals, which was not apparent in the past. Women have usually been depicted as passive actors or victims in most literature and media studies according to Sjoberg and Gentry (2007).

It is also important to note that although participation in recruitment and intelligence drives by women might prove to be effective and depict an individual’s initiative, it is generally carried out in the name of a patriarchal system prevalent in most extremist groups (UNODC, 2022). At times, when women occupy important operational positions, have great influence and powers, high-level leadership and decision-making powers are retained for men. This can indicate that the agency of the women engaged in terrorist organizations, which has been proven on account of their roles and influence, does not imply the equality of powers and the deconstruction of the gender hierarchy in the organization. According to Scott (2019), the strategic advantage of extremist organizations in terms of empowering women is that they are capable of utilizing women for some specific roles on account of their position in society while still retaining the position of leaders for men. As such, taking into consideration the fact that the participation of women in terrorism has been proved as well as their great contribution to key organizational spheres, it can be stated that the agency of these women is used instrumentally.
4.3.2.3 Displays of Resilience and Community Coping

Nevertheless, there are numerous instances showing the involvement of women in the recruitment of new members into the organization. Indeed, women have been known to use their connections among relatives and friends to join the cause. The process of detachment also shows evidence of women's agency. Women candidly talk about tough choices that had to be made in order to distance themselves from extremism because of disillusionment or the need to keep their families and children safe. In this case, women showed much thoughtfulness and strength since they could control their lives even in such tough times. "Picking up the pieces" and managing families in the face of all sorts of pressure can thus be considered one of the inner agencies of women. Despite the psychological pressures and the fact that they become sole caretakers of their families due to the arrest or disappearance of their husbands or fathers, women are considered to engage themselves in sustaining life and educating children.
"Women are exceptionally resilient when confronted with terrorist attacks. Regardless of everything that happens, women think that life must continue normally. They are the ones who will rebuild and ensure that their children eat and go to school. The resilience of women is exceptional." (Security Agent, Male KII)

In the case of involvement with extremists, women show exceptional agency through their exceptional resilience. Despite being mentally burdened or having to fend for themselves due to the arrest or abduction of their husbands, women are seen as guardians of life, teachers of their children, and survivors themselves. When comparing resilience to extremism, it can be seen that women have exceptional capacity to resist and cope with extreme situations.
Thus, it can be said that the capacity of women to demonstrate remarkable resilience in reducing the negative consequences of terrorist acts can be viewed as one of the critical but underrated types of agencies possessed by women. Indeed, the aforementioned idea has been repeatedly emphasized by current studies on the role of women in promoting stability in their communities in cases of conflict. In other words, the ability of women to adapt, nurture, and constantly preserve normative conditions amidst chaos is an indispensable form of agency as they not only manage to survive but also seek to restore order, maintain proper family function, and enhance the mental well-being of their relatives/community members (Eriksson & Sida, 2020). The aforementioned actions taken by women in their attempts to ensure stability and improve their living conditions are usually disregarded entirely when women choose violent means to solve their disagreements. Hence, it is crucial to consider the agency of women as a constant process and a multi-dimensional concept in the analysis of conflicts and their resolution.
However, it should be noted that the resilience that defines the individuals under study could be regarded as one of the reasons why these individuals have not been radicalized. Indeed, it is evident that individuals who have stability and optimism in their communities will not find it easy to accept extremist ideologies. The point here is that extremism is fuelled by hopelessness. It is necessary to state that one of the most important nuances offered by the research is that resilience is not unlimited, as it could be undermined by prolonged exposure to suffering and negative effects of counterterrorism policies.

In the words of Paliwal (2022), securitizing actions that fail to distinguish between vulnerable individuals and terrorists may result in the alienation of women who seek to preserve the unity of their community and families. From this perspective, such actions could make women members of other social groups, including terrorist organizations, which would offer them a sense of protection, inclusivity, or even vengeance for the perceived injustice. In this regard, it becomes essential to understand women's resilience in various aspects for humanitarian and strategic reasons.

The role of women’s agency in the activities of Muslim extremists raises issues that are often paradoxical in nature. Contrary to the common belief that these women act merely as passive subjects whose actions can be attributed to a range of influences, such as socio-economic, psychological, political, and ideological factors, these women demonstrate high levels of agency as they make rational decisions and choose different courses of action because of personal grievances, socio-economic reasons, and even survival motives. Women play a very important role in terrorist organizations’ recruitment and intelligence gathering initiatives. This finding challenges the stereotypical views regarding women’s passiveness in terrorist organizations. It appears that while women’s involvement in terrorist acts is a reflection of their strategic value and agency, which can be manipulated for certain goals in a male-dominated society, they also play vital roles in assisting their societies in coping with and stabilizing amid conflicts. Based on this observation, it is necessary to redefine women’s agency and reject dichotomies that do not reflect their diverse roles and contributions.

4.3.3 Recruitment and Engagement Pathways

The discussants had no difficulty explaining how women took part in terrorism. Some of the major ways in which women took part in terrorism included: supplying information to the terrorist groups, smuggling of weapons to the terrorist groups, funding of the terror groups, recruitment of both girls and boys into these terror organizations, transporting of the recruited persons to Somalia, among others. The results of this study gave evidence of how the Muslim women took part in joining the terrorist groups. The paths leading to recruitment and engagement in these groups seemed to be very clear. Among the key ways that women were recruited was through their social networks. Peer groups were very important because recruiters would exploit relationships in order to recruit people through social networks by introducing extremism during normal talks in parties or social settings. Besides using social and familial relationships in recruiting people into violence, personal contact also became a successful method in recruitment. Personal recruiters used customized approaches through discussion to engage and recruit individuals. An important aspect in recruitment was the offering of some tangible benefits to the targeted person. These benefits included providing financial aid, security, marriage, among others.
4.3.3.1 Leverage from Relational Forces: Family, Marriage, and Peer Pressure

The main channel of recruitment and enrolment of females is via pre-existing social networks, especially familial ties, marital relations, and friendship circles. Involvement of these social networks by extremist organizations capitalizes on the existing trust and familiarity, hence making it almost impossible for the person in question to turn down approaches made by his or her relatives and close friends. It is, therefore, a form of insider recruitment that uses affective networks and social coercion, reversing the social network from being a source of personal connection to a source of radicalism. The use of such social networks is not restricted to females only because relatives and friends act as channels into the world of extremism using social networks. Social networks beyond immediate friends were also instrumental, such as community groups in which women engaged. They provided the legitimacy of being in trusted social circles through certain individuals who connected the troubled women to the recruiters, identifying them through their problems. Below are some quotes from the respondents:
"They usually involve people known to one another, people whom one can trust. Either related to one through marriage, like brothers and sisters, or blood relations. In instances where one's spouse is involved, then it becomes difficult for one to escape getting involved as well. Even people who aren't close relatives but close friends or colleagues also slowly begin to influence one." (Returnee 3, FGD, Bulla Mpya)         

"Very often, this begins at home. In situations of strained relationships within the family and the girl feels alienated and somebody in your circle gives her a sense of purpose or belonging. This isn't necessarily coercion, but an emotional pull coming from within your circle of trust." (Returnee 2, FGD, Bulla Power)

"The problem isn't necessarily that it's people from outside. It could be that it's their close associates, their classmates who turn them to the faith, convincing them to fight for their beliefs. And when they've turned them, they use them to turn more, and it goes on like this." (Policy maker, Male KII)

"For others, the relatives who are already part of the group reach out to them. It's very difficult for anyone to say no to their sister, their cousin, or their respected relatives." (Security Agent, Male KII)

It is clear from the results of the research that the notion that radicalization is basically a social process, where the existing social networks based on bonds of trust and intimacy are the key vectors that allow for radicalization of people into joining extremist groups (Speckhard & Yayla, 2016) corresponds with the trend that is currently dominating the field of counterterrorism studies according to which radicalization should be regarded more as a socialization process than a sudden ideological change (Doosje et al., 2016). This is particularly difficult because of the fact that dissemination and acceptance of ideas of extremism and violence are facilitated by existing family and kinship ties and peer group associations. As a result, any external attempts at influencing the minds of those who are already being radicalized in terms of social ties become increasingly hard since anything said by someone else seems less plausible in an environment where social influence plays such an important role (Hegghammer, 2013).
This model of relations further suggests that outside interventions and messages, no matter how effective in bringing awareness of extremist ideas to people, will not be sufficient on its own to challenge deeply held views. The effectiveness of a message is seriously diminished when the source of the message is considered untrustworthy or when it goes against the very same social network from which the person derives his/her sense of self. Prevention initiatives have thus to be redirected towards efforts aimed at encouraging healthy social relations within communities to generate indigenous resistance to internal extremist recruiting. This would be consistent with current thinking about the need for grassroots or bottom-up CVE initiatives that work to enhance social cohesion in communities, promote trust in community institutions, and empower community leaders and local influencers as alternatives (NCTC Kenya, 2016). However, if there is sufficient strength in the social interactions among the people of the community that they develop a sense of belonging and purpose through the healthy pro-social interaction among themselves, then it may be possible for communities to be immune to the influence of the ideologies which depend on alienation.
4.3.3.2 'Jihadi Brides' as an Engagement Approach

The other source of extremism included marriage, which was one of the ways through which people could find themselves being members of extremist groups. Marriage to an extremist male would automatically make someone become a member of the group. However, a particular way has gained traction, particularly in cases involving young girls. This strategy involves marriage together with the ideology behind the extremist movement, thus creating the idea of being in a safe family having a cause. This can also work as an alternative to the socio-economic issues or the family problems that they had come from, making them be part of the whole movement.
"Most girls are basically abducted as 'jihadi brides.' They marry them [the militants], bear their kids, and thereafter live their entire lives as wives within this extremist group. That is how they build and ensure the survival of their organization." (Victim 2, FGD, Bulla Mpya)

"The fantasy of 'jihadi bride' has great appeal. The idea of being safe, having a family, and a status within an extreme movement tends to attract women who lack much else to look forward to. That’s what the movement needs to rebuild itself." (Civil society leaders, Female KII)

The Jihadi Brides phenomenon can be seen as a highly effective gendered form of recruitment that skilfully manipulates conventional social beliefs about family, marriage, and self-realization in order to draw young women into its destructive orbit, often by coercion. Such an observation is consistent with considerable scholarly work on the way in which such extremist organizations like ISIS craft an ideal of adventure, purposefulness, and a glorious Islamic marital fantasy to draw vulnerable young women into the terrorist ranks (Malthaner & O'Grady, 2020). Indeed, such fantasies are increasingly distributed via highly skilled online grooming techniques aimed at using emotional vulnerabilities, feelings of isolation, and desires for inclusion and purity (Klausen, 2017). For some young women, there may be little ideological motivation involved, but rather a combination of romantic fantasies, a need to discover something deeper than their own existence, and perverted views of tradition with a religious dimension.
Moreover, such marriages can have far-reaching negative implications on the transgenerational propagation of extremism due to the possibility that children resulting from these unions are bound to grow up with extremist views from an early age (Al-Siddiq, 2017). In other words, children who are sometimes called "cubs of the caliphate" grow up in an environment of violence, extremism, and even an altered reality, raising serious concerns about the future of these youths (Barrett, 2017). In that respect, the study argues that there is an urgent need for Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) strategies to take into consideration the misleading nature of this marriage vow by disapproving and refuting its false premises of happiness, peace, and purity presented in its ideology. In order to counteract and mitigate the risks posed by this form of marriage oath, CVE measures should present realistic alternatives, such as access to education, livelihood, mental health counselling, and safe reintegration programs, among others (UN Women, 2021). Prevention strategies need to develop counter-narratives that will clearly point out the harsh realities of being subjected to extremism, with an emphasis on the exploitation and mistreatment that characterizes such relationships. There should also be alternative models of womanhood and family that are free from violence and deception.
4.3.3.3 Sequential Ideological Indoctrination and Brainwashing

After the first contact, ideological brainwashing is another form of engagement. Terrorist organizations usually use manipulated religious ideologies and extremism to shape a person's ideology and loyalty. Brainwashing uses any existing grievances and weaknesses to make them deep-seated beliefs where women will feel obligated to act because they believe it is their sacred duty to God. This is normally achieved using trusted relationships through which ideology messages are conveyed through familiar people, making them difficult to refute. It shows that becoming fully engaged with terrorists is a process of mind manipulation and persuasion, making a person increasingly more immersed in terrorist ideology.
"When we met, they never mentioned any form of violence. All they did is complain about what was happening to us, about what the government wasn't doing to help us. And gradually, they introduced me to their videos, telling me about injustices happening elsewhere, how we need to fight for our community, religion, etc. Not instantly."(Victim 4, FGD, Bulla Power)

"It was through my cousin where I signed up. She was really convincing. She would recite the verses from the Quran to me but twisted a bit. She said we needed to join if not we weren't considered Muslims. It worked on me because it was her, someone I knew. Otherwise, I wouldn't have given it a second thought." (Victim, FGD, Bulla township) 

"Things begin with the little things, such as prayer meeting and discussions. However, gradually they introduce extremist ideas, stage by stage. It made it look like a divine message that we were special and chosen ones. Eventually, it gets to the point where you accept it, everything else looks wrong." (Victim 2, FGD, Bulla Power)

The importance of such a path lies in its ability to show how continuous ideological propaganda leads to a gradual weakening of critical thinking, as well as the implantation of an extremist worldview. The particular efficiency of such propaganda can be seen through its ability to take advantage of the social environment and the lack of automatic distrust that an individual feels towards recruiters from within the trusted network. As was proven by the studies on psychological manipulation and radicalization, an important aspect of this process is that the ideology not only serves as an inducer but continues being an instrument for the justification of violence (Victoroff, 2005). Such an effect can be explained through significance quest theory proposed by Kruglanski et al. (2018), according to which individuals are seeking significance and receive it from extremist groups, seeing their actions as both heroic and holy. Indoctrination becomes even more efficient if intermediaries are used who are seen as trustworthy and therefore provide reliable channels for communicating that particular message, which, without their help, would immediately evoke suspicion.

And that is exactly how the nature of continuous ideological brainwashing works where critical thinking skills are weakened and the dogmatism of extremist ideology is imposed. In fact, such an approach becomes even more effective when carried out within social networks of trust because it avoids the natural suspicion of any external influences that the recipient would normally feel. Consequently, this approach turns out to be very close to the abundant literature on manipulation and radicalization practices, as it becomes apparent that ideology in the context of extremism does not become a tool for recruiting individuals only, but also continues to function along the same lines to legitimize violence (Victoroff, 2005). The staircase to terrorism approach introduced by McCauley and Moskalenko (2017) outlines such a step-by-step plan for committing oneself to violence which includes ideological indoctrination into extremism among other steps. For women specifically, the process may become highly effective when based on the manipulation of gender roles and providing women with a high-status mission that has religious legitimacy. Or, in other words, confronting the strong emotional and intellectual belief in such an ideology requires effective strategies that not only make sense on an intellectual level but culturally as well and, above all, are presented by the people themselves. For this to happen, it is crucial to restore critical thinking skills, find importance in another way, satisfy socio-psychological needs of people that were fulfilled by the ideology of extremism, and, finally, use social networks utilized in the process of radicalization for the purpose of de-radicalization (Cherney, 2020).
4.3.4 Muslim Women's Roles in Violent Extremism 

In response to the question regarding the roles played by women in these extremist groups, the participants indicated that the role of women is not confined only to the supportive role but can include more strategic or even operational roles, thus debunking any misconceptions of their participation. Even though the participation was not as common as others, there were instances where women played some roles. This goes against the commonly held belief that women played active roles in these extremist groups for certain reasons. The more common role played by women was that of providing intelligence.
4.3.4.1 Strategic Support: Intelligence Collection and Mobilization of Resources
The role of the women was seen to be very important in collecting intelligence and resource mobilization for the terrorist organizations. Ability to move around unnoticed by the women as opposed to men made them ideal for carrying out information gathering related to the target, people, or any logistical operation. Further, the women were involved in the scouting missions. Using the cover of anonymity, they could collect relevant information such as weaknesses, logistics information, and scouting locations for planned operations without drawing attention. Therefore, the women could be able to silently assist in the process of planning. Also, the women were useful in logistical and movement operations. They were used as messengers to pass on funds, information, and even small arms through harsh terrains and border areas. This demonstrates how physically crucial the women are in increasing the operational capacity of the terrorists. Finally, the women are significant in maintaining the financial viability of the terrorist acts. A good number of women are utilized as the channel for passing funds that ensure financing of terrorist acts.
"This group is really helpful to the terrorist. They help the terrorists raise finances by enabling them to get finances. They are also useful in terms of collecting information since they collect information on the particular place or persons they want to attack. It is easy for them because men cannot do it." (Policy Maker, Male KII)

"The women collect information. In the event that the terrorist travels to some place or attacks some particular place or particular person, it is the women who provide information to the terrorist. This is because the women do not raise any suspicion and therefore collect any information from any place." (Security Agent, Female KII)
It goes without saying that the position of women has been emphasized with regard to the strategic value of women in gathering intelligence and organizing resources for terrorists’ groups. As compared to men, women are more mobile in public space and therefore can be very helpful for gaining information about any target person or target activity. Moreover, women also become an essential part of the financial assistance provided to the activities of the terrorists, as women are involved in financing terrorists’ groups in numerous cases. All these secret operations show how strategically important is the role of women in helping the terrorists carry on their activities successfully.

From this perspective, the above discussion becomes a convincing counterargument against the traditional and somewhat simplistic approach to the position of women in terrorist movements. In particular, the analysis of findings presented in this paper proves the strategic value of women in these organizations. Furthermore, the role of women in terrorist organizations is proved to be more complex than in the framework of the traditional perception of the problem. This conclusion is well-supported by a number of academic sources devoted to the topic (Bloom, 2011; Saltman & Smith, 2015). According to the recent literature such as Alison and Lemon (2020) and Pearson (2018), there are no distinct patterns for women’s involvement because they participate in many processes ranging from direct combat actions and suicide attacks to advanced online propaganda and fundraising activities. It seems like there is a clear strategy on the part of the extremist organizations to understand the importance of the roles played by women in the process of reaching goals.

One of the benefits of using female agents according to the research is the possibility of relying on the image of innocence or non-threatening nature associated with them. The benefit lies in the ability of the women to access closed regions, collect valuable information, and conduct operations that will not arouse suspicion on behalf of the men engaged in them. For instance, women can cross the borders and checkpoints freely, create connections between the groups (particularly, women and children), and receive the necessary information without attracting attention (Tophkhaneh & Khan, 2021). Furthermore, the women have the power to manage the funds of the organization and do other financial operations without any doubts about their motives, acting as the main economic actors of the organization. In this regard, the application of gender expectations by terrorist groups reveals an element of strength since society becomes a source of power. It is necessary to appreciate the significance of playing such roles by females and terrorists in general to develop new counterterrorism approaches that do not rely on stereotypes of male and female involvement in terrorism.
4.3.4.2 Direct Roles of Operation: Suicide Bombing

The employment of women as suicide bombers was especially significant. While they may not have been as widespread as the male suicide bombers, their presence as suicide bombers, along with other participants in the testimonies of the returned individuals, indicates the capability of women to participate in terrorist acts that lead to death. There were also instances where women played a greater role in organizing training sessions and indoctrinating new recruits. The process of training involved both ideological education as well as skills acquisition by the recruits. Since the extremist beliefs had already been ingrained into the women through indoctrination, women could be employed to serve as ideological ambassadors for the movement, which would help in its growth and strengthening. This serves as evidence against the myths concerning the non-militarization or non-violence of women within violent extremist organizations. The engagement of women in activities like suicide bombing can be seen as having symbolic and strategic importance because it challenges the prevailing norms and, therefore, generates a lot of interest.
"Yes, we have heard this before. They might be suicide bombers too. It is a terrible thought indeed. But then again, it happens sometimes. It means that they will go out of their way, just like the males, provided they are desperate or certain enough." (Victim 1, FGD, Bulla Township)

"However hard it is for us to accept the reality, we tend to consider the terrorists as males only, and here come the women who serve the terrorists and even become suicide bombers, proving thereby their direct impact on terrorism activities." (Victim 5, FGD, Bulla Power)

The established role of women as suicide bombers, as emphasized by these results, shakes very significantly the stereotypical beliefs about their participation in terrorist activities, which are a very important component of the new understanding of the practical participation of women in extremism and terrorism. Firstly, the use of female suicide bombers is quite consistent with the current trend of using the potential of women bombers in organizations like Boko Haram, Tamil Tigers, and Islamic State organization currently among many others (Bacon, 2018; Bloom, 2011). Female bombers are especially efficient in the activity due to two factors. Firstly, the assumed lack of threat enables female terrorists to penetrate into the targeted territory without being detected by security organizations, thus becoming more dangerous than males. Secondly, the inclusion of women in activities which are usually associated with men provides huge media attention and psychological impact. Finally, for terrorist organizations, women can become proof of a greater degree of commitment, using gender-related grievances, or inclusiveness of an organization.

The evident participation of women in the most devastating form of terrorism necessitates a change in paradigm in counter-terrorism. Indeed, the traditional approach that either ignores the role of gender or focuses on the male population will surely fail to respond effectively to the new, increasingly diverse role of women in extremism. As suggested by GCTF (2019) and UN Women (2020), a gender-sensitive approach to counterterrorism is necessary. This is because women’s motivation, entry point, and role within terror organizations have to be known in order to effectively intervene and prevent future occurrences. What is needed here is intelligence gathering about their involvement in terror activities, prevention measures against their recruitment, and reintegration programs for female detainees. Neglecting their diverse and multifaceted role – right from their involvement in suicide missions – will make counter-terrorism initiatives ineffective.
4.3.4.3 Logistical Facilitation and Domestic Cover

Other than the actual work done in operations, it was realized that the roles played by women in the extremist organizations were logistical roles founded in deep-seated cultural and social traditions associated with family life. Women in the extremist organizations were very instrumental in the provision of logistical support as well as other functions that helped sustain these extremist groups. As far as logistical support is concerned, it is essential to highlight the fact that the roles played by women were primarily focused on acquiring goods. The women had been able to acquire basic supplies such as food, water, and medicine without being easily noticed through their activities in the marketplaces.

One other key area where the involvement of women was essential included administrative activities. Women were charged with the responsibility of managing and overseeing communication in the organization. In some cases, it is observed that the women also took up the responsibility of managing the finances. This was through the management and raising of funds in addition to managing the money obtained through criminal acts. In addition to administration, the women also played an ideological role in the organization. Propaganda and messaging were some of the activities carried out by women since they were able to communicate and convince other women and youth through their message.
Furthermore, the women played an integral part in offering spiritual and moral support to the fighters and others who were part of the organization. This was key in motivating the ideology of the organization, which in turn was critical in sustaining the morale and ensuring there was no attrition within the organization. This was often determined by societal expectations. As spouses of the fighters, they were instrumental in assisting with domestic chores, treating the wounded, and caring for the children.
Moreover, the women also made sure that the network stayed active through maintaining lines of communication among the members without the knowledge of the authorities. The most evident example was in the process of collecting money for the terrorist acts both openly and in secret ways, by using their high status in society to help raise money for the extremist activities. As such, they served as wives, mothers, sisters, or daughters of the terrorists and offered significant support such as food, lodging, and care to the agents. Most importantly, they served as safe havens where meetings were conducted regularly, making it difficult for the intelligence community to find them.
"They make up the backbone. They are the wives, sisters, daughters, and mothers of the terrorists. Therefore, it is obvious that they take care of them, feed them, and shelter them. (Returnee 5, FGD, Bulla Mpya)

"This makes it possible for them to sustain their network. The women offer them the house, food, warmth, and protection. They always make sure that their members remain engaged in their activities and are almost impossible for the security operatives to locate. (Returnee 2, FGD, Bulla Power)"

The article points out the way the extreme organization manipulates social norms and family relations to achieve the desired outcomes, using the social roles that women play as a means of creating cover for operations and supplying essential resources. The typical social roles of the women, which include housework and childcare, can be used to the advantage of the group through a subtle and effective change of these roles. The home environment, in other words, becomes not only the place where the organization's personnel can receive the necessary assistance, but also the place that helps the group conduct secret activities in a manner that would hardly be noticed by other people. The current research is in line with recent studies that emphasize the importance of social and family networks for the maintenance of the organization (Renner and Erez, 2020; Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007). Under such conditions, the domestic roles of women are used for the benefit of the terrorist organization through coercion and the necessity of survival.
Subverting the norm regarding gender is one of the most advanced methods employed by terrorist groups in taking advantage of long-held social traditions and stereotypes in order to operate without interference from security forces. When it comes to women being messengers, providing hideouts and conducting money transactions, their ability to go unnoticed is high as there is an inherent bias against women being involved in acts of terrorism on account of their inability and lack of interest in doing so (UN Women, 2023). In recent times, the role of women as terrorists has been further explored by scholars at the Global Centre on Cooperative Security (2019), who argue that women, being perceived as less menacing than men, can help transport materials and people across borders, gather information locally, and radicalize children and recruit them within the safety of their own houses. The use of the female stereotype as a tool by terrorist groups is a testament to their adaptive nature, which means that policies formulated to counter terrorism will have to be revised completely. Intelligence gathering in this regard will require a different approach that considers women and their traditional roles within families and households.
It is absolutely clear from the results of these studies that the involvement of Muslim women in acts of violent extremism is much more complicated and dynamic than previously recognized. Recruiting occurs mainly based on already existing interpersonal connections, familial relations, marriage, and peer groups, employing trust and social pressure to radicalize people. The concept of “Jihadi Brides” is especially deceitful since it involves the combination of marriage and ideology, leading some impressionable and susceptible individuals into believing in their importance and security, while also serving as a means of intergenerational transmission of an extremist worldview.
Importantly, women’s roles go far beyond being mere support to include intelligence gathering, resource mobilization, and even participation in operations through acts such as suicide bombing. Women have the advantage of being able to take advantage of their perceived innocence by society, and use it to conduct secret operations without any suspicion being raised against them. Besides, terrorist organizations effectively utilize the domestic roles of women and use their homes as essential bases from which they conduct their operations. It is important to have an extensive knowledge of the various roles played by women, to ensure that an appropriate shift in the paradigm of counter-terrorism is achieved.
Women can contribute to operational support through providing vital intelligence on attacks and manoeuvres. They can also contribute towards financial support through community schemes such as the “merry-go-round.” In addition, women also have an important role in recruiting new members as well as disseminating their ideological messages. This is particularly true when it comes to the recruitment of young girls. The girls’ religious interpretations are manipulated in order to encourage them to join the ranks as they will be assured that they will enjoy marital rights similar to local boys.
4.3.5. Broader Context: Experiences and Impacts of Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism

These individuals also helped to explain some other pertinent issues that would provide an important context regarding the widespread effects of terrorism and anti-terrorism actions in Mandera County. It is clear that such pressures from society at large do help push the women into situations that would make them vulnerable to extremist actions.
4.3.5.1 The Pervasiveness of Terrorism: Generalized Insecurity and Manifest Attacks
Terrorism in everyday life was portrayed as being quite gloomy in the sense that people were afraid of insecurity, which is more than just being attacked. The fear of IEDs along highways and especially targeting the government and security convoys became commonplace in the area, leading to fear even from those who have never experienced it. That general fear makes daily travels seem like risky ventures for the inhabitants. In addition to the general fear, specific cases such as the kidnapping of quarry workers and Cuban medics caused long-lasting effects on the population. The specific acts of terror, which were ascribed only to Al-Shabaab, are evidence of the tangible effect of terrorism in terms of impacting economies and other important issues.
"You see, it's something I haven't personally seen, but the rumour is everywhere. Every single person knows that it's Al-Shabaab who is putting these make-shift bombs in the road and it always happens when there's police or any official vehicle passing through. There's no denying the sense of danger in every trip you take." (Female KII – Civil society leaders)

"Indeed, we hear a lot of these stories as well. The roads have become a minefield in terms of these machines. Even if you aren't targeted personally, the fear is ever-present in your mind, especially if you happen to be traveling in an official car."  (Female KII – Security Agent)

"To tell the truth, indeed the fear at times is overstated. Yes, things occur, but talking about IEDs at every highway out there is nothing but a fuel that adds to this terror already being experienced. We have to distinguish reality from fear, which is a problem in itself." (Returnee 5, FGD, Bulla Mpya)

"Of course, we know about those difficult days. The assault by the quarry workers was terrible. They really made life hell for many families around here. The Cuban doctors? Well, that made us realize that nobody is ever truly safe. It serves as a reminder that Al-Shabaab is very much alive in our own community." (Civil Society Leaders, Female KII)

"The assaults still live in our memories. The attack on the quarry, where our fellow countrymen lost their lives, served as a reminder of how fragile our economic strength is. Then there were the doctors. This had an impact on our healthcare system, and everyone realized the consequences of this form of terrorism." (Victim 3, FGD, Bulla Power)

The fear and terror experienced in Mandera due to the frequent acts of terror attack is not only confined to the area but is common amongst people living in conflict areas, where the probability of an attack is commonplace. The direct mentioning of bombs and abductions of celebrities is a testament to the strategies adopted by terrorist organizations such as Al-Shabaab and their disastrous effects on civilians and infrastructure (Hoffman, 2006).

The above statement correlates with studies that state that apart from the deaths incurred in terror attacks, there is always psychological damage inflicted upon the community members. The view that does not promote fear emphasizes the psychological ramifications of hypervigilance, which implies that constant thinking about imminent dangers can lead to trauma among individuals (Slone, 2008). The viewpoint that does not recommend fear of terror attack correlates with studies that emphasize the need for identifying actual danger from the fear created around it (Post, 2005).
4.3.5.2 Socio-Economic Implications in the Community as a Result of Terrorism

The perpetual presence of terrorism has brought horrific and multifaceted destruction to communities in Mandera, transcending naked violence to undermine social cohesion and economic well-being. A fundamental impact has been mass suspicion and disintegration, which is driven by the presence of informants that instil fear of wrongful arrest and erode intra-community trust. This erosion of social cohesion makes communities ever more vulnerable to external pressure and internal conflict. Concurrently, terrorism resulted directly in a catastrophic economic downturn, most visibly through the closure of borders that immobilized local economies and the devastation of major industries like quarrying. The resultant mass loss of employment and economic deprivation propel communities further into despair, escalating existing vulnerabilities that are easily exploited by extremist forces. This economic hardship, coupled with a battered image of the community, deep-seated fear, and underdevelopment, spawns’ stagnation and despair, causing serious detriment to the general well-being and future of the citizens.

"Yes, the area is completely divided. There's so much distrust today. You don't know who to trust. There are some men and women, right here in our neighbourhood, who provide false information, and innocent people get arrested or just disappear. It's horrible." (Returnee 1, FGD, Bulla Power)          
"It has brought nothing but negatives to our economy. Our commercial lifeblood, the border with Somalia, is closed now. Our businessmen can't ship goods through, and everything suffers. It's a huge blow to our way of life." (Civil society leaders, Male KII)

"Look at the quarries. The workers lost their jobs, and everything came apart. The entire building sector is in ruins. Individuals have no way of earning a living, and it puts families into desperation. This terrorism destroyed our economy from ground zero." (Civil society leaders, Male KII)

"As much as the economy has been impacted, I think highlighting terrorism in isolation is overlooking other contributing factors. Government policy, issues of regional trade, and even climatic changes all play a similar role in our economic losses, not Al-Shabaab." (Policy maker, Male KII)

"It has done nothing but bring fear, fear always. And development? There is no development here. People don't trust each other too much. The name of our community is ruined. We are denied the right to thrive and improve, constantly thwarted by this shadow." (Victim 6, FGD, Bulla Mpya)    

These data firmly reinforce the extensive socio-economic and interpersonal consequences of long-term conflict, vividly depicting how sustained terrorism steadily drains social capital, promotes pervasive distrust, and undermines local economies (Collier, 2000). This conforms to substantial recent evidence measuring the adverse long-term impact of instability on development. For instance, Abubakar and Muhammed (2019) identify how long-term terrorist activity disrupts supply chains, discourages investment, and leads businesses to close, resulting in widespread unemployment and poverty, particularly in regions reliant on tourism, trade, or agriculture. Beyond quantifiable economic losses, terrorism's insidious nature also shatters communities by instigating fear and mistrust, thereby eroding the very social cohesion needed for community resilience and recovery. The dissolution of social cohesion, as Kalyvas (2015) demonstrates, can even be a deliberate objective for some violent extremist groups, as it challenges state authority and enhances the power of non-state actors by disintegrating public trust in any form of authority. Such a deterioration in social capital renders communities more vulnerable to exploitation and makes the recovery process significantly more arduous.

However, one of the crucial points arising from the study is the dysfunctional dynamic of informant networks, which, while intended for counter-insurgency operations, often produce internal cleavages and destroy community cohesion. This generates a significant trust deficit between citizens and security agencies, as citizens distrust neighbours and even relatives perceived to be informers or collaborators (Schreier, 2017). The unintended consequence is that measures meant to provide more security ironically foster more resentment and fragmentation within the very societies they aim to protect, potentially pushing disgruntled citizens towards extremist movements that position themselves as authentic defenders of local interests (Pape & Feldman, 2010). Yet, it is also necessary to observe the opposing view, as highlighted by some respondents, in order not to oversimplify the aetiology of economic downturn. While terrorism is undeniably a major aggravating factor, attributing all economic downturn solely to it may overlook an intricate blend of broader macro-economic realities, such as persistent governmental policies, international trade processes, and natural challenges like climate change and resource depletion (World Bank, 2023). A refined view recognizes terrorism as a significant contributor to economic suffering, but as part of a larger context of socio-economic vulnerabilities requiring multi-sector, holistic approaches rather than unilateral security solutions.

4.3.5.3 Gendered Psychological and Social Impacts of Terrorism

The psychological and emotional toll of terrorism to the Mandera society is profound and often disproportionately borne by women. Respondents described a deep sense of pain among survivors and family members of victims, as well as the unique pain suffered by terror suspect families. Women particularly find themselves at the receiving end of managing the home, coping with traumatized loved ones, as well as battling their own personal demons, making the home a sphere of long-term suffering. Besides, a very alarming by-product has been the dissemination of generalized mistrust and hostility against the Muslim population, especially Somali citizens. Such ethnic profiling and Islamophobia contribute to huge psychosocial suffering and alienation and induce an atmosphere of alienation in which individuals feel constantly suspected by their fellow citizens, further eroding social cohesion.

"It has haunted the Kenyan minds, especially Muslims here, because we are targeted in perpetuity by the security officers. The survivors whose loved ones don't exist suffer for so long. And the relatives of such terror suspects? They suffer for the loss of their loved ones, and the agony of knowing their activity, of killing innocent citizens in the name of 'jihad.' It's an ongoing agony." (Civil society leaders, Female KII)

"Sleep is a luxury for few. Memories of attacks, fear of arrest, lost loved ones – all annoy. Women, especially, take the biggest hit, attempting to hold families together and battle their own demons. The wounds are not just physical; they cut deep psychologically." (Security Agent, Male KII)

"It has been negative, yes. It has resulted in so much loss of lives and property. But worse still, Kenyans now believe that all Muslims are terrorists, especially Somalis. This has resulted in so much hatred and suspicion against us for just being Muslim and being from Somalia." (Policy maker, Female KII)

"The bias is everywhere now. To be Muslim, or to be of Somali origin, is to be suspect. It's very painful to have this ongoing suspicion and this feeling that you're suspected by your people. This polarizes us even more." (Returnee, FGD, Bulla Mpya)         

The evidence presented in this study clearly describes the notable gendered consequences of war and conflict, with a special focus placed on the immense psychological and emotional burdens borne by women, who often serve as sole caregivers and managers of household welfare in emergencies. This outcome is strongly corroborated by a considerable body of research that has confirmed women's increased vulnerability to trauma, anxiety, depression, and other forms of mental illness in conflict settings (Physicians for Human Rights, 2005). As men in households are often absent due to combat, displacement, detention, or death, women bear the responsibility for daily living conditions, scarcity of resources, and the protection of families in extreme distress (UN Women, 2021). This constant stress, combined with direct confrontation with violence, loss, and insecurity, results in significant and unremitting psychological trauma. These are compounded by societal expectations for women to remain resilient and maintain family stability even when they themselves are depleted. The unique and unequal trauma inflicted on women in conflict-affected zones must receive specific attention in post-conflict reintegration and recovery efforts, yet it is often neglected in masculinist security and humanitarian interventions.
Furthermore, the findings confirm a significant and far-reaching effect of terrorism: the alarming increase in Islamophobia and ethnic profiling, particularly in ethnically and religiously diverse societies like Kenya. This creates broader societal stigmatization to which marginalized sections, primarily Muslim communities and those of Somali or Arab descent, are exposed. Such profiling generates deep social exclusion, extending a culture of collective punishment and blaming the wrongdoing of a few extremist elements on entire communities (Kundnani, 2012). This discrimination and feeling of "otherness" also alienate these communities from the state, destroying trust in security agencies and public institutions. Recent studies, for instance, by Mohamed and Omar (2020) in the context of Eastern Africa, point to how such policies unwittingly push vulnerable individuals toward discourses that promise security or justice as a counter to perceived state injustice. Alienation is, therefore, a critical aspect to consider when formulating Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) policies. When communities feel targeted and excluded by the very state meant to safeguard them, radicalizing narratives that position themselves as protectors against tyrannical state actions become more appealing, inadvertently fuelling the vicious cycle of radicalization rather than preventing it. Effective CVE must therefore prioritize rebuilding trust, encouraging non-discriminatory law enforcement, and actively countering xenophobic narratives to foster inclusivity and reinforce social cohesion

4.3.5.4 Counter-Terrorism Measures' Nuances: Varied Outcomes and Unintended Consequences
The counter-terrorism (CT) measure experience within communities is a complex one of varied outcomes and significant unintended consequences. When asked about the impact of counter-terrorism efforts, there were mixed reactions, with some positing that the efforts had a great impact while others said the efforts had little impact. More significantly, CT efforts have inadvertently produced extreme social cleavages. These responses were quantified and presented in Figure 4.9.
[image: image15.png]Impact of Counter Terrorism

e et | I
vorsee [
Efomemefrmen ||
e vy s [

0% 1% 0% 0% 40% 0%




Figure 4.9: Impact of Counter Terrorism
The recurring pattern of male suspect arrests and disappearances has caused extensive breakdown of family relationships, leading to high divorce rates and abandonment, heavily weighing on women as single breadwinners with minimal remedy. This breakdown of families, along with pervasive distrust in law enforcement due to false arrests and the violence of informants, encouraged by repressive use of informants against political activists and citizens associated with dissenting groups, leaves the community caught between fear of terrorists and suspicion of security agents. This lack of transparency and lack of protection engender a perilous standoff, critically hindering intelligence collection and cooperation at the community level and thus ironically undermining collective security efforts. In spite of these deep-seated challenges, some respondents did report perceptible advantages in the form of enhanced physical security presence and enhanced border controls.

"One good thing is that it has made people aware. People are aware of the ill effects of terrorism and radicalization. And above all, we all now know that it's our job, everyone's job, to fight against it, because it affects us all indiscriminately." (Victim 2, FGD, Bulla Power)          
"Actually, I don't think there is such a big difference. I keep hearing that attacks happen somewhere or another throughout the country, from time to time. It's as if, regardless of how many speeches are made and how many attempts are being made, the problem persists and the attacks continue." (Victim 6, FGD, _Bulla Mpya)        
"I believe that we're witnessing progress, but incremental. That the large attacks occur less frequently or are being thwarted secretly shows that CT is finally beginning to yield dividends, although the public does not always get the benefit instantly. It's a matter of keeping the threat under wraps." (Security Agent, Male KII)
"It's destroying our families. There are just massive divorces and abandonment because the families are breaking up. When the men get arrested as suspects, or they just disappear and they're gone, they leave the children and wives behind with no one to look after them. So, the wives must get divorced, just so they can look after their children alone. It interrupts the whole family." (Victim 1, FGD,Bulla township)     
"Women are hardest hit. When their husbands are abducted, even illegally, they have nothing. They become mother and father, and many times, without legal means or support, divorce is the only way of fleeing and trying to start over for the children. It is a quiet tragedy orchestrated by these operations." (Returnee 2, FGD, Bulla Mpya)         
"Indeed, there cannot be any form of trust between the general public and the security forces. Individuals are not brave enough to provide information on issues, in case they have it, since they think that they too might become victims without any protection. Hence, citizens are placed in a very tricky position, where they are being victimized by both the terrorists and the security forces, who are supposed to be protecting us." (Returnee 3, FGD,_Bulla township)    

"This is because having the security forces armed has really gone to contribute towards giving people a sense of security. In addition to this, putting up this fence along the two borders has made sure that the movement of individuals, in and out of the Mandera town, has been made possible." (Victim 1, FGD,Bulla Mpya) 

"It has led to hatred among these individuals because many suspects who get arrested end up being innocent. It creates hatred among the community members."  (Victim 5, FGD,_Bulla Power)          

The implementation of CT operations among the populace has been far from easy and straightforward, featuring many contradictions and unforeseen effects. While a few of those interviewed expressed an improvement in their awareness regarding terrorism and shared a sense of common duty against this threat, the efficiency of CT operations in terms of strengthening the general security condition was doubted, given the continued terrorist attacks taking place in the area. Much more troubling, however, is the emergence of strong social rifts caused unintentionally by the very CT measures taken. As male suspects are frequently rounded up and vanish without leaving a trace, families break down dramatically due to the high divorce rates and abandonments, creating additional hardship for the wives who become single mothers and primary providers with virtually no other options. Combined with the prevailing distrust towards the police officers owing to arbitrary arrests and the violent behaviour displayed by informers encouraged by the oppressive employment of such individuals against dissident politicians and their supporters, this situation causes the community to be torn between the threat from the side of the terrorists and suspicions concerning security agents. Notwithstanding such challenges, a few respondents noted some tangible benefits in terms of greater physical security and improved border controls.

The results provide insight into the paradoxical nature of CT blowback, whereby efforts aimed at enhancing security end up creating further vulnerabilities and distancing certain groups from law enforcement agencies (Jackson, 2007). The uneven burden placed on women, exemplified by rising divorces and single parenthood resulting from male arrests or abduction, underscores the need for gender-responsive CT measures that take into consideration spill-over impacts. The erosion of trust between citizens and law enforcement officers, compounded by abusive arrests and intimidation of informers, is especially troubling since trust is essential for intelligence gathering and security maintenance. It aligns with scholarly critiques of the effectiveness of coercive security versus community-based security approaches (Chowdhury & Singh, 2011). The concept of forced abandonment and its implications for women reflect research on the feminization of poverty in conflict settings, where women bear heavy responsibilities due to men's incapacitation or absence (Meagher, 2016).
Additionally, this information highlights the problem of security dilemma, whereby actions that are taken to ensure security can actually create more problems for the security system. In this regard, the injustice and victimization experienced through such practices as mass arrest and use of informants leads to grievances that might result into further radicalization – a factor that is supported by studies carried out by Chenoweth (2010). The feeling of being trapped between terrorists and security forces suggests a failure in building legitimacy and collaboration in the community. Although there were some positive results like better border control measures, the general attitude towards the current situation implies that there should be better methods to fight terrorism, which should not sacrifice community cooperation for security purposes. Therefore, these conclusions seem to support the concept of human security, in which security and justice are seen as interdependent elements (UNDP, 2014).

4.3.5.5 Community Coping Mechanisms Amidst Adversity

Amidst all the destruction and wide-ranging effects, the participants also recounted the various forms of coping that were employed by the community, especially the women, against the harsh realities of terrorism. Spiritual solace through prayer and group togetherness were the most prevalent coping mechanisms, underscoring the pivotal role religion and social solidarity play in times of crisis. Philanthropic actions and ethical encouragement towards the victims also acted as a valuable input, as it created a feeling of shared responsibility and hope. For individuals who were directly touched by trauma or loss, reaching out through hard work in terms of acceptance and guidance was considered necessary to move forward. Critically, women were always the target for exemplary resilience, often being the source of family continuity, making sure everyday life goes on amidst the ever-present adversities. Although government security policies were cautiously acknowledged, they were often proven insufficient, lending strength to the community's dependence on intrinsic coping mechanisms.

"As a Muslim society, all we can do is pray. We pray that we have peace, that justice prevails. It's our armour best, our comfort during these difficult times." (Victim 4, FGD,Bulla township)     
"Through prayers and unity of our people, we are made stronger. We bank on each other because who else is there for us?" (Returnee 2, FGD,_Bulla Power)          
"It's necessary to do charity, to donate to the victims, to make them realize that they are not alone. And never stop giving them hope, because if we don't have hope, then we've got nothing left." (Civil society leaders, Male KII)

"We try to accept the fact through counselling. The suffering is there, but you have to accept what happened to find a way of moving ahead, no matter how tough it is." (Victim 1, FGD,Bulla Mpya)         

"Women are incredibly resilient to terrorism. No matter what atrocities happen, they think that life must continue. They're the ones who pick up the pieces, who ensure their children continue to eat, learn. Their spirit is truly unstoppable." (Security Agent, Female KII)olicy maker, F actually want."


































































































"The government has done its little bit in the way of providing security, yes. But it's just not sufficient. The danger is just too great, and we require more, so much more, to actually feel safe." (Security Agent, Male KII)

Amidst the wide destructions and impacts of terrorism that have been mentioned, the interviewees also provided insights on the different coping strategies used by the community in Mandera especially the women in responding to the harsh reality brought about by terrorism. The most common coping mechanism is spiritual consolation through prayers and social cohesion. This is an indication of the key importance of religious and social solidarity in times of crisis. Another coping mechanism involved charitable behaviours and moral encouragement towards the victims which provided hope. For those who had experienced trauma and losses, working hard to accept and find guidance is important. It is worth noting that the women were recognized as very resilient since they played a key role in ensuring the continuity of the family despite the prevailing adversities. Though the government security measures were recognized, they are not viewed as adequate, hence reinforcing the need for coping strategies within the community.
The various coping mechanisms used by members of the Mandera community, especially the emphasis on the use of communal and religious strengths, show how essential the internal resources of the community are when it comes to overcoming the impact of conflict (Mampilly, 2011). The role played by women as the pillar of community and family stability is also continuously emphasized and is in line with their roles in conflict and after conflict resolution. This capacity of collective coping through social relationships and religious faith supports the findings regarding the importance of informal systems in trauma healing and resilience among conflict-affected communities (Napier & Ssewakiryanga, 2018). The fact that the state security measures "are not sufficient" points out the inefficiencies of government-led efforts and highlights the need for comprehensive approaches that would enable the community to develop its resilience. In this context, it is crucial for any external assistance to support the local coping mechanisms rather than to undermine them.
The intricate findings from the larger perspective on terrorism within Mandera demonstrate how much of an insecure society is defined by the threats, attacks, and socio-economic and psycho-social consequences. The fear of the IEDs as well as the unforgettable abductions demonstrate a state of generalized insecurity that makes the lives of the people difficult. There is also the issue of the socio-economic decline in the form of the closure of the borders, destruction of industries and loss of employment, not forgetting the undermining of trust due to informants. The worst part about the consequences, though, is the psychological and socio-cultural impact, which are gender-based with the female population taking up the greater portion of this.
Moreover, an analysis of counter-terrorism strategies presents a picture where there have been different results, including many unintended consequences. Although there have been some security improvements, the persistent problems of family disintegration owing to arrests of men, the increasing rate of divorces, and the prevailing mistrust for security organs indicate that interventions aimed at improving security may cause social disintegration and thus create new grievances. However, despite these negative effects, the remarkable level of resilience and the diverse coping strategies exhibited by communities in Mandera, especially among women who are at the centre of continuity of life within families and in society, provide the much-needed way forward. This general background calls for a complete transformation of approaches to counter-terrorism and peace building. More specifically, approaches to countering terrorism should transcend security considerations by incorporating socio-economic recovery, addressing psychosocial consequences, restoring state-society relations, but most importantly recognizing the inherent resilience of communities, especially women, and empowering them toward sustainable peace.

4.4 Integrated Discussion

This detailed analysis of Muslim women's role in violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya, offers a complex view that challenges the simple labels of victim or perpetrator. The study's strength lies in its thorough exploration of the various reasons women may become involved. It looks at feelings of grievance, especially revenge for perceived injustices from security forces. It also considers socio-economic pressures that lead women to join groups to provide for their families or escape difficult domestic situations, as well as how distorted religious messages exploit their vulnerabilities. The research clearly shows that women actively make choices and have influence, even in tough conditions, instead of merely being passive recipients of influence. The most remarkable finding is the indication of women's participation in the process of recruitment and gathering intelligence, which is achieved through their social status. These findings challenge previous assumptions that underestimate the importance of women's contributions. Furthermore, the study clearly emphasizes the exceptional resilience of women and their important role in assisting their communities in coping with and stabilizing conflict situations, an important dimension of their agency overlooked by narratives focusing on acts of violence.

Nevertheless, one possible limitation is the tendency to oversimplify the idea that revenge is the sole motive for committing violence. This approach overlooks the issues of vulnerability, few options, and manipulation. Although the study provides information regarding religious distortion and exploitation of emotional gaps in order to manipulate women, it fails to provide any specific information concerning manipulation tactics. Moreover, although the study reveals how extremist groups manipulate women's agency under patriarchal systems, it fails to address its implications for disengagement and reintegration processes, including leaving extremist groups or their experiences after returning from those groups. Another aspect of the research gap is the lack of specific examples or further investigation of the "Other" categories provided above. These examples or analysis could reveal some of the lesser-known motivations and roles of women involved in terrorism. According to the findings, the long-term suffering of people and negative anti-terrorism strategies may negatively affect women's resilience and make them vulnerable. In this regard, a broader approach to security issues is required.

One of the major strengths of this research paper is the clear evidence presented by the author. In particular, it shows that women's participation in terrorist activities involves a more complex mechanism of action, thus eliminating the concept of female victimization. Specifically, the identification of existing family and other social relationships as one of the most common forms of recruitment has been highlighted. An additional strength in the research is the detailed examination of the phenomenon of "Jihadi brides," which is a highly manipulative form of gender-based radicalization tactics that integrate religion with familial ties. Importantly, the research offers substantial evidence for women's deliberate and active participation in the activities of terrorist organizations, shifting from auxiliary activities to conducting intelligence, raising resources, and even becoming suicide bombers, which is an important but often neglected aspect. The research emphasizes how extremist organizations take advantage of women's "innocence" and their traditionally assigned roles (e.g., offering sanctuary) for covert operations.

Whereas the research comprehensively discusses the various recruitment channels, it lacks a detailed discussion of the particular resilience mechanisms embedded within these social circles that hinder radicalization among women. The mention of "mobilize and empower positive social relations" is a policy suggestion, but the data does not explicitly detail current community-led efforts or why some women within these networks resist. Another potential gap is the extent to which the "Jihadi Brides" phenomenon is driven purely by manipulation versus perceived genuine choice (albeit within constrained circumstances), as the text oscillates between "forcibly recruiting" and "alluring counter-narrative." A more granular look at the socio-economic and psychological profiles of women susceptible to the "Jihadi Brides" narrative could offer deeper insights. Furthermore, while roles are well-delineated, there's a gap in understanding the experiences of women who attempt to disengage from these roles or the challenges they face in reintegration, which could inform exit strategies.

The findings present significant opportunities for policy and programmatic intervention in Kenya. The emphasis on relational forces for recruitment creates an opportunity to develop community-driven, peer-to-peer counter-radicalization strategies that leverage trusted local voices, including women, to disseminate positive counter-narratives. The identified manipulation tactics, especially regarding religious misinterpretation and the "Jihadi Brides" narrative, offer an opportunity to develop targeted, gender-sensitive counter-messaging campaigns that debunk these false promises and highlight the realities of life within extremist groups. Recognizing women's strategic roles in intelligence and logistics presents an opportunity to adjust security policies and intelligence gathering to be more gender-sensitive, avoiding outdated stereotypes and developing methods that can detect women's clandestine activities without alienating communities. Finally, the exploitation of traditional domestic roles for operational cover underscores an opportunity to empower women economically and socially outside of extremist frameworks, making them less susceptible to such exploitation.

In light of these findings, several policy options emerge for Kenya. Counter-terrorism strategies must shift from harmful, security-focused responses to gender-sensitive, community-centred approaches that tackle the root causes of grievances and injustices. This includes ensuring accountability for security forces and making use of trusted local voices and existing social networks to strengthen resilience from within. One way to do this is by empowering and funding community-led initiatives. There is an urgent need to create credible counter-narratives based on genuine religious scholarship to combat ideological manipulation. This effort should specifically target women and youth by debunking false promises, such as those surrounding "Jihadi Brides," and addressing their vulnerabilities. 

Additionally, policies should improve economic opportunities and support systems for women in vulnerable communities. This means providing access to education, vocational training, livelihood support, and psychological counselling. These measures will help break the cycle of poverty that makes extremist groups attractive. It is also crucial to ensure gender-sensitive legal and social support for families impacted by male arrests, disappearances, or deaths. Moreover, strategies must connect security with broader development goals. This includes linking counter-terrorism efforts with socio-economic development, humanitarian assistance, and climate resilience programs in Mandera County. Psychosocial support and trauma-informed interventions need to be developed and expanded, particularly for women and families affected by terrorism and counter-terrorism actions. Policies should also actively combat Islamophobia and ethnic profiling through targeted public awareness campaigns and community engagement. Promoting inclusivity and fair law enforcement is essential. Simultaneously, security sector reform and accountability must be pursued to improve transparency, address wrongful arrests and informant abuse, and rebuild trust.

Government efforts to reduce violent extremism (VE) in Kenya have used various approaches. These include changes to laws, community involvement, and socio-economic support. The passing of the Anti-Terrorism Act and the broader counter-terrorism strategies show the government’s commitment to fighting terrorism through both forceful and supportive measures. These measures incorporate de-radicalization and community policing programs (Koech, 2020; Menkhaus, 2014). Community-focused initiatives like the Nyumba Kumi program have played a key role in enhancing local awareness and spotting vulnerable individuals. This highlights the need for local involvement in CVE efforts (Mwaura, 2017). Nonetheless, scholars often criticize these government initiatives for not including a gender perspective. They point out that CVE policies frequently ignore the specific roles and needs of women, which limits their overall effectiveness (Huckerby, 2016; Khalil & Zeuthen, 2016). The United Nations has set out programs that could help the radicalized Muslim women to be reintegrated into society and work on preventing them from re-joining the radicalization and terrorism groups. Gunaratna (2015) argues that the findings from the joint United Nations Development Programs (UNDP) as well as the International Civil Society Action Network (ICAN) report about the invisible women reveal the gendered dimensions of returnees, reintegration, and rehabilitation. Botha (2014) claims that evidence from this report suggests the need for consistent policies as well as a legal framework about the treatment of female returnees associated with violent extremist groups and terrorists.

In the case of women and children, the Kenyan approach lacks a clear program from the government. Although the ratio of men to women returning from terrorist activities and radicalization is uneven and varies, in most cases, Botha (2014) argues that women return on the basis that they have served their roles, they have children born in times of their involvement, and require distinct economic, psychological, and social needs. Many of these women are widows and are exposed to the stigma even as they become breadwinners in the first place. Programming is critical in helping them be accepted and integrated into the society and earn a livelihood, which can prevent them from the pressures and vulnerabilities of joining radicalization groups. 
There is a lot of discrimination and stigmatization that is experienced by female returnees; during my non-participant observation, I discovered that the level of stigmatization is very high, especially female returnees. For example, I attended a wedding ceremony of one of my participants’ daughters who was a victim of terrorism because her son has gone missing and is suspected that he has joined Al-Shabaab. She narrated to me that all her relatives that she invited to the wedding never showed up because they are afraid to associate with them, and even circulated some rumours that her daughter was being married by an Al-Shabaab militant and she will join her brother after the wedding. Another incident I witnessed was one of a participant in the peer group discussion who told me that her cousin brother, who is a Kenyan military, cannot stand her and told the family members that if he finds her, he will shoot her between her eyes. So, whenever there is a family meeting or celebration, and the cousin brother will be present, the girl can never dare present herself. And if she is present, then her cousin will avoid attending the family function for fear of doing the unthinkable. This participant’s younger sisters and cousins are all married, and she is not married yet and has no hope of it. She is lonely most of the time, and most of the people do not want to relate with her. Therefore, there is a need for familial support for effective reintegration of returnees.

Existing literature does not provide data on the journey of female returnees. The indication makes it challenging to obtain information and scholarship on how terrorists, masterminds, sympathizers, and accomplices structure their return journeys. The gendered analysis provides the lenses of understanding the extent to which many women involved in violent extremist groups continue to co-opt the message of discrete return. The implication of this approach rests on the pedestal that these women are guided by the social-economic dynamics and tap into identity and ideology frames to seek a sense of purpose, belonging, and means. Therefore, the findings emphasize the return journeys of women instead of focusing on the need for governments to address the injustices, misogyny, and deficiency in dignity that women returnees’ experiences in their own communities. 

Women’s participation in CVE programs remains limited and often superficial. They are frequently excluded from key policy-making roles, relegating them to implementation or support tasks (Bloom & Matfess, 2016; Peters, 2017.). This marginalization often stems from patriarchal views that underestimate women’s abilities and decision-making skills. Such views reinforce gender stereotypes that prevent genuine female participation (Sjoberg & Gentry, 2011). Research shows that excluding women from policy-making and security leadership harms the development of CVE strategies that are sensitive to women’s experiences, particularly regarding the drivers of female radicalization (Cockburn, 2010; Gentry, 2014).
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) are important actors in mitigating deficiencies within government policies. Such organizations prioritize bottom-up approaches and take into consideration issues of gender. CSOs have been instrumental in locating women and young girls who could be at risk, including those from the most vulnerable categories like divorcees, widows, and inactive youth who will possibly be recruited into terrorist groups (Koehler, 2017; Zenn, 2019). Many such projects have been aimed at providing economic empowerment, providing vocational training in sectors like tailoring or small-scale entrepreneurship, which is a great way of preventing radicalization (Bloom 2011; UN Women, 2015). However, despite success stories, there are several problems CSOs face, including insufficient funding and resources, as well as cultural barriers related to conservative perceptions of gender roles and patriarchy which limit women's ability to engage in civic activities (Nussio, 2017; Schuurman & Zahar, 2018).

Reintegrating female terrorists back into communities poses another problem in the realm of CVE because currently there is no framework that can assist in dealing with female returnees as it applies to males (Speckhard & Shajkovci, 2018). This is so due to the absence of recognition of female terrorists because of the perception that society holds about women's non-violence. As such, it is hard to interact with them (Huckerby, 2016). Moreover, there is mutual distrust among the community and the security sector that has intensified because of the allegations of harassment (Schmid, 2013). Scholars have recommended policy initiatives that acknowledge the involvement of women in CVE and peacebuilding activities rather than treating them as victims only (Puechguirbal, 2010; UNSCR 1325). Economic empowerment, education, and livelihood skills training are critical components of an effective reintegration process (Bloom and Matfess, 2016; Koehler, 2017).

The proposed rehabilitation model is aimed at developing effective rehabilitation programs for women violent extremist offenders. The program will include capacity building training programs for radicalism. The merit of this strategy is that it is very efficient in facilitating collaboration with international agencies in counterterrorism operations. However, this approach is bureaucratic and cumbersome when making decisions hence slowing the progress towards attaining the rehabilitation objectives. Secondly, the government should create an integrated rehabilitation program where psychological, religious, vocational, and creative rehabilitation techniques are employed. Additionally, online engagement can be considered another way of achieving the rehabilitation objectives. This includes carrying out group counselling sessions and engaging detainees in discussing the rationale behind their joining religious extremism groups.
Considering the many contributions and functions played by women, it is crucial to facilitate resilience through holistic peace building and community stabilization. It should be ensured that counterterrorism efforts will not have a negative effect on their strategies and make women feel discriminated against and stigmatized. This can be done by developing intelligence approaches and reintegration programs for women returning from foreign territories. Taking a holistic approach will involve looking at women as multifaceted people with a variety of needs and capabilities, moving away from one-dimensional and oversimplified depictions to promote greater effectiveness of peace building initiatives. Conclusion The reviewed sources illustrate an evident disconnect between the acknowledgment of women's contribution to CVE and practical implementation of strategies taking into account the specific gender considerations and needs of women. Although initiatives launched by governments are creating a necessary foundation for action, they remain ineffective due to a failure to consider gender aspects and underrepresentation of women in decision-making. Civil society organizations are engaged in much-needed grassroots interventions but encounter various structural barriers. These problems can only be overcome through policy reforms involving trust building and promoting female participation.
4.4.1 Proposed Solutions 

The suggested solution is adopting the holistic rehabilitation method through the application of psychological, religious, vocational, and creative approaches. As observed by Botha, (2014), such strategies will play an important role in the mobilization of the multidisciplinary team for rehabilitation purposes. In addition, these strategies will involve the application of counter-terrorism approaches which include cooperation among the states for effective gathering of information and dismantling the operations of the terrorists.

The most successful experience in rehabilitation was the strategy which entailed the process of rehabilitation and reintegration of the violent extremists in the prison environment. Such rehabilitation process involved the reintroduction of the violent extremist into the community through post-release interventions. To do so, the country worked together with UNICRI and other ministries to classify the extremists, train the prison staff on counter-rehabilitation of the violent extremists as well as community engagement, counselling and promoting Islamic principles of peaceful coexistence among people. Gunaratna (2015) argues that community engagement programs facilitated the development of correctional programs in Morocco.
These rehabilitation programs operated under the assumption that it is impossible to counter the spread of religious extremism because terrorist groups use propaganda and misinformation. Furthermore, the radicalization of people through the utilization of online resources such as social media sites and internet use has introduced new challenges to CT policies. By adopting a conventional strategy for rehabilitation and reintegration, the government of Morocco increased its capacity to implement disengagement strategies to address the different issues related to radicalization inside the prison. In the words of Gunaratna, (2015), the program also involved the families of the prisoners to help them meet their financial, educational, and marriage needs. This policy not only helped keep them away from religious extremism but also allowed them to take part in fighting religious terrorism. The government of a state can implement a rehabilitation and reintegration policy considering the challenges of religious extremism.

According to Gunaratna (2015), the example of the rehabilitation policy in Morocco highlighted the necessity of further efforts in fields such as identification, risk assessment, intelligence, and capacity development. In his opinion, in case Morocco would have used the counter-terrorism policy through legality, the success would not be achieved. Morocco would have stopped their activities by raiding them and taking their leaders to the prison. The next step is that of rehabilitation and reintegration of the offenders to the society using the legal approach which considers their problems in day-to-day life. This must be done in light of the struggle against the ideology of violent extremism which is responsible for the behaviour of the extremists. One cannot overlook religious extremism, which has become rampant in the present world.

Although extremist groups continue practicing religious terrorism, they bear important political implications. It should be noted that the fear generated by such terrorism is still extremely influential. Terrorism has been an important danger in today's world. As a result, religion becomes an important factor of political violence for ideological purposes. The success of the programs will obviously be dependent on the after-care process of tackling the psychological, social, religious, and economic issues of the radicalized people. Peace and tolerance become an intrinsic part of religion again and redefining the significance of peace and tolerance. Consequently, the rehabilitation program becomes crucial for integrating the previously extremist people into the society through tolerance.
CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Introduction
This chapter summarizes the key findings, conclusions and recommendations of the study conducted on the involvement of Muslim women in violent extremism, and the impact of counter-terrorism efforts on such communities in Mandera County of Kenya. In particular, the study had the following objectives; To identify the motivations of involvement of Muslim women in violent extremism. To identify and analyse the nature of Muslim women's agency within extremist groups. To examine the pathway into extremism through recruitment and engagement processes. To examine the role played by women in violent extremist organizations. To examine the impact of terrorism and counter-terrorism in Mandera community. The use of MMPR inquiry allowed the researcher to capture the views of women and other members of the community in the Mandera region. It is evident that women in the Mandera region are active participants, strategists and survivors in the broader conflict system within the region. There are multiple motivations for participation, and diverse roles played in violent extremist organizations in which there is high levels of covert and overt participation by the female group members. However, counter-terrorism efforts have led to a variety of unanticipated consequences for the female population of Mandera community.
5.2 Summary of the Findings
The following is a summary of findings of the study that was set to examine Gendered Drivers, Agency, Recruitment, and Evolving Roles of Muslim Women in Violent Extremism:

i. The initial research objective for this study was to determine the factors leading to the involvement of Muslim women in violent extremism, which will be done by using the case study of Mandera County, Kenya. The following question was posed to the researchers, 'What are the factors that drive the involvement of Muslim women in violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya?' It was discovered that the involvement of Muslim women in violent extremism within Mandera County, Kenya, is influenced by several personal, emotional, social, and economic reasons. In other instances, the desire for revenge against those responsible for killing their close relatives or friends led many women into violent extremism. The majority of women that were affected in one way or another by the impact of conflict and state violence found themselves emotionally motivated to become extremists because of their quest to find justice for the wrongs done against them. The lack of alternative means to earn a living, which worsened following the closure of the quarry and the border with Somalia, left most women and their families in poverty. In such a situation, getting into violent extremist organizations that would benefit them financially and provide them with their basic needs became a realistic yet risky venture. Some of the women joined violent extremist organizations in search of identity and purpose, particularly the ones who had either been socially alienated or subjected to violence in the household. Not only did these organizations promise them tangible gains, but they also promised them something intangible; namely, an opportunity to prove to themselves that their suffering is worthwhile to serve a greater cause.
ii. The second objective of the current study is to analyse the agency of Muslim women in their participation in violent extremism – a case study of Mandera County Kenya. In this context, the research questions were framed as; what agency do Muslim women exhibit in their decision to get involved in violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya? From the results, the researcher found out that Muslim women of Mandera County have considerable agency in their engagement in violent extremism. Unlike in most narratives where they are portrayed as mere victims or followers, it was revealed that the women took an active role to be associated with such extremist groups for reasons including but not limited to survival and escaping abuse in their environment. In Mandera County, there are two specific categories of women who become targets of the group – namely the educated career women as well as those who may be divorced or widowed. These women consider themselves advantaged since the terror group relies on them for various things ranging from intelligence gathering to recruiting, hosting of the terrorists, fund raising and facilitating the recruits into Somalia. The link between these women and the group is quite evident and each party benefits from the connection; as a result, these women have everything they need to ensure they stay connected to the group. Besides acting as participants, the women in these groups have been involved in recruiting, influencing ideologies and strategic decision-making. The use of emotional appeals, religious language, and shared experience of marginalization was effective in winning over other members to their cause. Their ability to move around in the public domain undetected gave them an edge in terms of intelligence gathering and resource mobilization. Women also used religion as a tool for justifying their deeds in order to prove their self-awareness and ideological manipulation. The findings dispel the perception that women join the ranks of extremists through coercion or brainwashing and that they lack the ability to make decisions. They reveal that women are empowered enough to undertake certain activities within the framework of extremist organizations.
iii. The third objective of the study was to identify the different recruitment and engagement strategies through which Muslim women get engaged in acts of violence-a case study of Mandera County, Kenya. The research question asked for the methods and engagement strategies through which Muslim women join violent extremist organizations in Mandera County, Kenya. The study revealed that recruitment and engagement of Muslim women in violent extremist acts in Mandera take place through well-established social networks. These include kinship, marital, and peer relations based on mutual trust. Most women were recruited into the world of extremism through people they trusted and knew well; they could be their husbands, brothers, neighbours, or friends. This type of relational recruitment strategy is highly effective and gradual because it is usually wrapped up in love and loyalty. One of the main themes noted was the use of marriage as a means of recruitment. The term "jihadi brides" refers to a situation where young women are recruited through marriage and lured to joining militant groups as a promise of safety, religious gratification, or a way out of their poor living conditions. As such, using marriage for recruiting serves to disguise underlying ideological influence used to lure women to join the terrorist network. In some cases, social mimicry was evident among some younger women who sought inclusion into the militant group. The discovery here is that personal relations can play a crucial role in radicalizing someone, which makes it difficult to detect and prevent radicalization. Radicalization occurs in a protected environment making intervention extremely difficult since it requires a relational approach. Simple awareness does not do much in terms of prevention because radicalization occurs among families and peers who introduce the ideology.
iv. The fourth objective was aimed at identifying the role played by Muslim Women in violent extremism; a case study of Mandera County, Kenya. The key question was, "what roles do Muslim women play in violent extremism in Mandera County, Kenya?" It was established that Muslim women have multifarious roles within the violent extremist groups which extend way beyond being the usual supporters. Women in these terrorist groups can be classified into two types that are supposed to undertake different roles, which are very crucial in the organizations. For instance, young, educated women who are career women are supposed to bridge the gap in professions such as nurses, engineers, and information technology professionals. The second category of women, widowed and divorced businesswomen, is very crucial to these terrorist groups in terms of funding, recruitment, spying, migration, and resource mobilization. This category of women acts as the backbone of this group that is under the control of women, giving them empowerment and prestige. In trying to get their willingness to leave this line of duty if there is another one, many of them declined because of the many privileges attached to this occupation. It was also evident that women in Al-Shabaab perform different duties ranging from housework to combat roles. Recruiting capabilities of women are much higher than those of men because they only recruit other men. Among the other roles played by women in this terrorist group are operational, strategic, and logistical roles. Intelligence collection was one of the most notable roles of women in Al-Shabaab. Women were able to use their gender as operational camouflage to conduct surveillance on potential targets and follow movements as well as monitor governmental or security activities. Financial facilitation was another strategic role that was performed by the women in Al-Shabaab. This meant that the women facilitated transfer of money and helped secure financial resources for terrorist activities within the group. Among the revelations that stand out is that women have acted as suicide bombers on certain occasions. While rare, cases like these were listed by interviewees as proof of how extremists were prepared to employ all citizens in the execution of their plans. The second revelation is that women were seen to act as facilitators and enablers for logistics in addition to giving their home as cover. By providing militants with shelter and food, as well as the moral support required, they ensured that the extremists' activities thrived through such acts. In most cases, being the mother, sister, or wife of the terrorists ensured that these individuals remained under the radar.
5.3 Conclusions of the Study
The findings suggest that women’s involvement in violent extremism is influenced by a mix of personal motivations, social relationships, structural inequalities, and the broader environment they live in. While women are shaped by these surrounding conditions, they are not simply passive actors—they still make decisions and exercise agency within their specific realities. Recruitment is often rooted in close social and family networks, which points to the importance of addressing prevention at the community level rather than focusing only on individuals.

In Mandera County, the situation is shaped by insecurity, limited economic opportunities, social divisions, and a weak state presence. Together, these conditions create an environment where extremist groups can easily find recruits. Women are especially affected because of their central roles in families and community life, particularly during periods of conflict and counterterrorism activity. Even so, many women continue to show strength and adaptability, coping through emotional, social, and spiritual support systems.

The study also shows that although counterterrorism efforts are necessary, some of the approaches used can have unintended side effects. These include growing mistrust toward authorities, disruption of family structures, and, in some cases, increased vulnerability to radicalization. Rather than reducing the problem, such outcomes may sometimes unintentionally feed into recruitment pathways.
Overall, the findings point to the need for counterterrorism strategies that are more sensitive to gender and local context, and that reflect the everyday realities and experiences of women in conflict-affected communities.
5.4 Recommendations of the Study
Several key steps are required to address the phenomenon of violent extremism committed by Muslim women in Mandera County:
Firstly, addressing the economic factors that push women in Mandera toward violent extremism requires targeted, locally grounded solutions rather than broad poverty reduction programs. The Mandera County Government, working with the Ministry of Mining, should formalize and regulate the artisanal quarry mining sector in Mandera East and Lafey sub-counties. This would ensure that women are safely integrated into organized and fair supply chains. In addition, financial empowerment initiatives should be delivered through existing local structures such as the Women Enterprise Fund (WEF), but adapted to the realities of cross-border petty trade (Biashara ya Mpaka) at points like Mandera–Belet Hawa. Such approaches can help create stable livelihood alternatives for young Somali-Kenyan women who are often targeted by Al-Shabaab recruiters using financial incentives framed as family support.

Secondly, counter-extremism efforts need to go beyond general awareness campaigns and instead focus on structured, community-based theological engagement. Institutions such as the Supreme Council of Kenya Muslims (SUPKEM) Mandera Chapter and the Council of Imams and Preachers of Kenya (CIPK) should take the lead in strengthening madrasa and darsa review systems and promoting peer-learning among religious educators. This includes training female religious scholars (Maalimats) and Imams to directly challenge and correct distorted narratives promoted by Al-Shabaab, especially those related to gender roles. These initiatives should be delivered in local languages, including Somali and Borana, to ensure accessibility and relevance in remote areas such as El Wak and Kutulo, where extremist messaging often spreads through informal networks.

Thirdly, prevention strategies should build on Mandera’s existing social structures, which play a key role in recruitment dynamics through kinship and clan ties. National Government Administration Officers (NGAO), including Chiefs and Assistant Chiefs, should work closely with traditional elders (Ugas) and Women Peace Committees to strengthen the Nyumba Kumi framework with gender-sensitive indicators. At the same time, intergenerational mentorship programs and safe spaces within women-led civil society organizations should be expanded. These platforms would help rebuild strained social relationships and empower women, especially mothers and sisters, to identify early signs of radicalization and report them safely, without fear of retaliation or stigma.

Fourthly, reintegration programs must recognize the different experiences of women returning from Al-Shabaab-controlled areas. The National Counter Terrorism Centre (NCTC), through the Mandera County CVE Directorate, should establish a dedicated, gender-sensitive reintegration or psychosocial support center in Mandera town. This facility should provide trauma-informed counseling, legal assistance, and protection services for female returnees. It should also create non-stigmatizing pathways for those who were coerced into involvement, often referred to as “Jihadi brides.” Reintegration processes must also engage local clan leadership to support community acceptance and reduce the risk of social exclusion.

Building trust between communities and security agencies is essential for long-term prevention. Agencies such as the Kenya Defence Forces (KDF), operating under Operation Amani Boni, and the National Police Service (NPS) should adopt more community-centered and rights-based approaches in their operations. This includes moving away from practices such as arbitrary arrests and intimidation of informants, which often deepen mistrust and alienation. Security personnel deployed along the Mandera–Somalia border should also receive training in gender-sensitive intelligence gathering and human rights standards, with oversight supported through Sub-County Security Committees to enhance transparency and accountability.

The government can also offer greater protection is needed for families affected by counter-terrorism actions, particularly women and children left behind when male family members are detained, missing, or killed. Institutions such as the Kenya National Commission on Human Rights (KNCHR) and the Mandera County Assembly should work together to strengthen social protection systems for these households. This includes establishing a county-level welfare fund to provide emergency financial assistance and education support for female-headed households in vulnerable areas such as Arabia and Fino. Such measures can reduce economic desperation, which extremist groups may exploit for recruitment and influence.

Lastly, preventing violent extremism among women in Mandera requires coordinated action across security, governance, justice, and gender sectors. The Mandera County Engagement Forum (CEF) on CVE should serve as the main platform for aligning efforts by government agencies, civil society organizations, and religious institutions. This framework should ensure consistent funding and meaningful inclusion of women peacebuilders in Local Peace Committees (LPCs). Strengthening these structures will help build long-term social cohesion and improve resilience against cross-border extremist influence.
5.5 Areas for Further Research
However, despite the numerous contributions made by this study concerning the participation of Muslim women in terrorism and the effects of counter-terrorism strategies in Mandera County, there are several aspects that require further exploration for better comprehension of the issues under discussion.

Firstly, it would be beneficial to conduct an extended study aimed at analysing the long-term effects of counter-terrorism programs on the welfare of women socially, psychologically, and economically. This study revealed several adverse effects, such as divorces, traumas, and economic deprivation; however, it might be helpful to examine how these factors affect the development of children growing up in one-parent families.

Secondly, there is a need to conduct quantitative analyses in order to substantiate and elaborate on the outcomes obtained during the qualitative study.
Thirdly, there needs to be increased attention paid to the impact religious organizations and religious leaders have on whether radicalization is facilitated or hindered within women. Although the significance of genuine religious doctrine was pointed out, there still needs to be increased study on the success of current religious efforts aimed at deradicalization.

Fourthly, further research can explore the way that gender interacts with other social categories such as ethnicity, economic status, and educational background in shaping susceptibility to or rejection of extremism.

Lastly, future research needs to be directed towards the lives of women who have already gone through rehabilitation, and have previously belonged to an extremist group. This is crucial for developing policy frameworks on counter-extremism amongst women.
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18 February 2026 The prominence of women in terrorist activities has increased despite heightened
softand hard interventions in Kenya. The ideal normalised perception has been that

women are peace champions, victims, and homemakers, which has even influcnced
Kenya's counter-terrorism  strategies, laws, and policies. There are several
published reports, surveys, and other lterature on women and terrorism in Kenya,
Radicalised Muslim but most fail to comprehensively interrogate the recruitment and pathways of
women,  Kenyan Muslim women in terrorism. The core purpose of his study was to examine
Al-Shabaah the various recruitment and engagement pathways through which radicaliscd
Muslim women become involved with Al-Shabaab’s violent extremism and inform

policymakers on appropriate and inclusive counter-terrorism strategies. This study.
conducted an in-depth analysis of female agency and participation in violent
extremist groups.  This qualitative rescarch used @ Mixed Methods
Phenomenological Research (MMPR) design to understand the agency of Muslim
women in terrorist activities in Kenya. The study was carried out in Mandera
County. The study's participants included leaders of community-based counter-
violent extremism programs, female victims of terror, and female terrorist returnces
from Al-Shabaab in Mandera County. The sample comprised 16 respondents under
each category, Muslim female terrorist returnces from Al-Shabaab, security agents
and policymakers, leaders of civil society organisations on CVE programs and
female victims of terror activities, totalling 64 respondents. The respondents were
sclected using purposive and snowball sampling techniques. The guiding
theoretical framework used was the intersectionality theory. Key informant
interviews and focus group discussions were used as data collection instruments.
The data was analysed qualitatively through Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis and thematic analysis with the help of MAXQDA software. The results
show that women can build, maintain, and choose rationally to participate in both
combatant and non-combatant roles, including suicide bombing, smuggling of
explosives ahead of an atiack, and even fighting when necessary. The
recommendations are to adopt a society and government approach that inicgrates
all government and non-governmental stakeholders, to involve women in the
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Abstract
The role of women in terrorist activities has grown even with increased effots to
counter terrorism in Kenya. The common view of women as peacekeepers, vitims,
and homemakers has shaped Kenya's counter-terrorism strategies, which often
overlook women as active participants. Although research on vomen and terrorism
i Kenya s expanding, most studies do not fully explore the reasons why Muslim
women join Al-Shabaab. The main goal of this study was to examine the reasons
Muslim women engage in Al-Shabaab's violent extremism and thus guide
policymakers on suitable and inclusive counter-terrorism, Thi research was quided
by intersectionality theory which was according to Davis (2015). This qualtative
research employed a Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research (MMPR) design to
analyse female agency and other factors related to their rectutment. The research
took place in Mandera County and included 64 particpants from four groups, with
16 respondents in each and they include: Musim female returnees rom Al-Shabaab,
secuity agents and policymakers, civil society Organization leaders dealing with
countering violent extremism programs, and female teror victims. Participants were
chosen using specific and snowball sampling methods. Data was gathered through
key informant interviews and focus group discussions. Interpretative
phenomenological analysis /and Thematic analysis, supported by MAXQDA softviar
was used to analyze the data qualtatively. The findings show that women's
involvement is not caused by a singl factor. Instead, it results from grievances such
as revenge and perceived injustice, along with socio-econormic pressures and
deological manipulation. The results emphasize the importance of viewing women
as individuals vith personal agency and motivations, rather than just s vitims The
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study suggests a comprehensive approach that nvalves all segments of society and
government, including women and youth, in peace, security, and prevention of
violent extremism effort. This study adds new insights into the reasons behind
Muslim women's involvement in violent extzemism and aims to help policymakers
create more effective and inclusive counter-terrorsm strategies
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Hafsa Ali Ibrahim.

APPENDIX H: Consent Form

Please read through this information carefully before deciding whether to participate in this research or not

Purpose of the research: To understand the agency and the active involvement of Kenyan Muslim women in radicalization and terror-related activities.

What you will do in this research: If you decide to volunteer, you will be asked to participate in one interview. You will be asked several questions.  Some of them will be about your experiences on terrorism as victims. Others will be about your knowledge of female terrorism. With your permission, I will tape record the interviews so I don't have to make so many notes. You will not be asked to state your name on the recording.

Time required: The interview will take approximately an hour.

Risks: Some of the questions may cause discomfort or embarrassment or no risks are anticipated.

Benefits: This is a chance for you to tell your story about your experiences concerning female terrorists and maybe as a victim of it.

Confidentiality: Your responses to interview questions will be kept confidential. At no time will your actual identity be revealed. You will be assigned a random numerical code. Anyone who helps me transcribe responses will only know you by this code. The recording will be destroyed as soon as it has been transcribed and my dissertation has been accepted. The transcript, without your name, will be kept until the research is complete.The key code linking your name with your number will be kept in a locked file cabinet in a locked office, and no one else will have access to it. It will be destroyed after the final work. I won’t use your name or information that would identify you in any publications or presentations.

Participation and withdrawal: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you may refuse to participate or withdraw from the study without penalty or loss of benefits to which you may otherwise be entitled. You may skip any question during the interview, but continue to participate in the rest of the study

The nature and purpose of this research have been sufficiently explained and I agree to participate in this study.  I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time 

Signature: _____________________________________
Date: __________________

Name ________________________________________________

APPENDIX I: Key Informant Interview Schedule for Civil Society Organization Leaders Dealing with CVE Programs

Date of interview:
Level of Education:
Age of respondent:
Language of interview:
Was the informed consent procedure completed: Yes/No 

Questions: 

1. How are your organizations currently contributing to preventing and responding to violent extremism in Kenya? 

2. What interventions are specifically focused on (1) matters relating to gender, or (2) focused on women and girls specifically? 

3. How do your programs specifically identify the agency of women in violent extremism and terrorism? 

4. Do you think that the active roles that women and girls may play are fully addressed? 

5. What are the current general strengths and weaknesses of the programs of your organization relating to preventing and responding to the threat of female terrorism? 

6. In what ways do donors and CVE organizations work to supplement government efforts in addressing radicalization and terrorism that involves women in Kenya? Is this sufficient, and what else should be done? 

7. In your view, are the current counterterrorism efforts targeting women as victims or active participant of violent extremism? 

8. What are your recommendations for future actions and appropriate policies to address women and girls, and violent extremism in Kenya? 

APPENDIX J: Key Informant Interview Schedule for the Security Agents and Policy Makers

Date of interview:

Age of respondent:

Language of interview:

Was the informed consent procedure completed: Yes/No 

Questions

1. How does female terrorism manifest in Kenya? 

2. Do you feel women can pose a threat to the security of this country in terms of their active involvement in terrorism?

3. In your view, how prominent are Muslim women and girls in violent extremism in Kenya in general? 

4. In your views, what are the different active roles that women and girls play in the context of terrorism in Kenya? How do you know this? 

5. Which regions and communities have been directly and most significantly affected by female terrorist activity? 

6. From your knowledge, what are the current government initiatives to respond to female terrorism in Kenya and affected communities? 

a. Are these CT strategies working? 

b. Are current CT strategies gendered? 

c. Are you working with women in your CT efforts? 

7. Are women involved in formulating, drafting, or implementing government programmes or initiatives to respond to terrorism in Kenya? 

8. What are the strengths and weaknesses of current CVE policies and programmes? 

9. Do current policies and programmes adequately address the agency of women and girls in terrorism and violent extremism? If no what more, in your view, should be done in countering violent extremism among the Kenyan Muslim women and young girls from the affected communities?

a. Who should do this?

b. What kind of support do women need to respond to terrorism? 

c. What kind of support does the government need to respond to?

d. Female terrorism? 

APPENDIX K: Key Informant Interview Schedule for Female Terrorist Returnees from Al-Shabaab

Date of interview:

Level of Education:
Age of respondent:
Language of interview:
Was the informed consent procedure completed: Yes/No 

Questions 

1. At what age did you get involved in this terrorist organization?

2. Can you describe the circumstance and thought processes that led you to be part of this organization?

3. Was anyone in your family aware of your involvement? If yes who? Did they support you? If No what was their reaction when they found out? 

4. Did you join with anyone else or you were alone?

5. In the period that you were involved, did you ever recruit anyone to join you?

6. Were you given any sort of training? If so what were the specific training that was given to you? 

7. What tasks were you given?

8. Can you explain why and how you left this organization?

9. What was the reaction of your family members and the community when you returned?

10. Did you surrender yourself to the government? If yes, what have they done for you? If no, why?

11. Can you describe what your life has been since you returned?

12. Do you know of any program that has been set by the government to cater to terrorist returnees in Kenya?

13. What is your perception of the organization now that you are back?

14. Would you ever consider returning? If yes, why? And If no why?

APPENDIX L: Focus Group Discussion for Female Victims of Terror Activities

Date of the focus group:
Level of Education: 
Language of interview:
Was the informed consent procedure completed: Yes/No 

Questions: 

1. Have you encountered terrorism in your community? (Note: prompt about the possible spread of harmful narrative as well) (Context)

– Can you describe the nature of the experience? 

2. Through what processes, in your experience, do people become involved in terrorist activity and why? 

– Through what processes do women become involved in terrorist activity? 

3. In your experience, has terrorism brought about any changes in your 

community? 

· –  How has this benefited or damaged your community? (Note the physical, psychological, and economic impact) 

· –  If it has caused damage, how do you cope? 

· –  In your experience, how do other women in your community cope with problems caused by terrorism? 

4. In what ways are women participating in terrorism in your community? 

5. In your view, how are girls involved or impacted by terrorism? 

6. In your view, what impact, if any, have counterterrorism efforts had in your community? 

7. What do you think needs to be done to address the problems experienced? 

· –  What are women doing to address the situation? Are these activities working? 

· –  What kind of support do you need to improve the situation in your community?     
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