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The Gendering of 
Women’s Terrorism

caron e. gentry and laura sjoberg

 here are as many myths and sensationalized stories about women insur-
gents and terrorists in history as there are women terrorists and insurgents. 
one such myth grows out of the image of Leila Khaled with her machine 
gun — she is the “sexy” poster girl for terrorism, like Farrah Fawcett for 
Charlie’s Angels. Helena Kennedy says that Bernardine dohrn and Kathy 
Boudin of the Weather Underground and Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun 
ensslin of the Baader-Meinhof gang “have all provoked more interest and 
speculation than their male comrades.” Unfortunately, such attention has little 
if anything to do with their politics and everything to do with “their sexual  

in almost every culture and every period of history, a she-devil 
emerges as an example of all that is rotten in the female sex. 
This Medusa draws together the many forms of female 
perversion: a woman whose sexuality is debauched and foul, 
pornographic and bisexual; a woman who knows none of the 
fine and noble instincts when it comes to men and children;  
a woman who lies and deceives, manipulates and corrupts.  
A woman who is clever and powerful. This is a woman who  
is far deadlier than the male, in fact not a woman at all.

 —  helena kennedy, Eve Was Framed

T
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liberation,” which sparks the interest of “their male voyeur.”1 Another myth 
centers on the cold heartlessness of Marion Coyle, an irish republican Army 
member who, along with eddie Gallagher, held tiede Herrerma, a dutch busi-
nessman, hostage. Unlike Gallagher, Coyle did not form a relationship with 
Herrerma. She shot at the police when they raided, while Gallagher cowered in 
a corner.2 There is also Susanne Albrecht, of the red Army Faction, who was 
involved in the murder of a family friend on his birthday. She is made out to 
be even more ruthless for knowing him, but what is often ignored is the fact 
that she was told he would not be harmed.3 Many researchers — for example, 
H. H. A. Cooper, Luisella de Cataldo Neuburger and tiziana valentini, and 
Catherine taylor — admit that contextualizing the female terrorist’s violence 
is difficult. Thus, instead of trying to understand what can’t be understood 
in relation to societal norms, researchers like Cooper, the anonymous author 
of “The Female terrorist and Her impact on Policing,” and feminist robin 
Morgan condemn and vilify the female terrorist more vehemently than they do  
male terrorists.
 This chapter takes a broader look at women’s violence and its reception, 
putting it in historical perspective and focusing in particular on the stylized 
narratives surrounding women’s terrorism contemporary to it and the preser-
vation of these gender-stereotypical accounts across time, space, and cultures. 
in reading women’s terrorism historically, we seek to acknowledge the features 
of women’s terrorism that have persisted across time as well as the recent evo-
lutions in both women’s relation to “terrorism” and in media, scholarly, and 
artistic responses to women, gender, and terrorism. This essay recounts a few 
stories of women terrorists in modern history and then turns to gendered sto-
ries about women terrorists in the literature on women terrorists. two lessons 
emerge: 1) women were participants in terrorist activities long before it became 
popular to pay attention to them, and 2) gendered images of women in terror-
ism are as old and as timeless as women in terrorism.
 After historically situating women’s terrorism, this chapter provides a brief 
discussion of three twentieth-century cases of women’s involvement in terror-
ism that counter the perception of women terrorists as islamic self- martyrs. 
While it is fashionable now to think of women terrorists as right-wing 
(islamic) religious extremists from outside the West, the women who figure 
in this chapter (who were members of the West German Baader-Meinhof 
gang, the U. S. Weather Underground, and the Peruvian Shining Path) come 
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from countries that we do not usually think have women terrorists engaged 
in militancy on behalf of left-wing, political movements rather than religious 
ones. After discussing these women, we look at the early literature addressing 
these (and other) women terrorists and demonstrate that gendered expecta-
tions about and gendered interpretations of women terrorists do not just domi-
nate research and public perceptions about islamic terrorists but prevail in the 
thinking about women’s participation in terrorism generally.

women And terrorism in HistoriCAl perspeCtive

Women’s terrorism is not a phenomenon exclusive to the twenty-first century. 
Nor is it in any way limited to islamist terrorist groups. Women have been 
involved as terrorists in a large number of insurgencies and movements. it 
has been documented that women were affiliated with the russian nihilist 
organization Narodnaya vola in the late nineteenth century, as well as with 
the Socialist revolutionary Party in the early twentieth century. Women have 
been involved in terrorist attacks carried out by Peru’s Shining Path (Sendero 
luminoso), by republican and loyalist insurgent groups in Northern ireland, 
by al-Qaeda, by the Liberation tamil tigers of eelam (Sri Lanka), by the 
Kurdistan Worker’s Party (turkey), by hamas (Palestine), by the Zapatistas 
(Mexico), by Abu Sayyaf (Philippines), by the Symbionese Liberation Army 
(United States), by the taliban (Afghanistan), by the revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia (farc) (Colombia), and by a number of groups in the 
iraqi insurgency. Women have had leadership roles in the Baader-Meinhof 
gang (Germany), the red Brigades (italy), Front Line (Prima linea) (italy), 
the eta (Basque separatist movement in Spain and France), the Japanese red 
Army, the People’s Liberation Front for Palestine, the Chechen resistance 
movement, and the Weather Underground (United States). A woman assassi-
nated Czar Alexander ii (russia), and another blew up indian Prime Minister 
rajiv Gandhi. in addition to including women, the farc, the Shining Path, 
and the Liberation tamil tigers of eelam have expressed a commitment to 
gender equality as a part of their revolutionary goals. There is not space in this 
chapter (or in this book) to provide a detailed account of all known instances of 
women’s terrorism in history, much less to take account of such instances that 
have fallen out of our history books and dominant accounts, but this chapter 
gives a brief overview of three cases.
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the Baader-meinhof gang

The Baader-Meinhof gang lived a life of violence, rhetoric, fast cars, and styl-
ish clothes. Their well-documented underground lives ended with arrest and 
prison, and their deaths were surrounded by a mystery that inspired conspiracy 
theories for years to come. The members of Baader-Meinhof constituted a rev-
olutionary organization called the red Army Faction (rote Armee Fraktion 
[raf ]) that operated until 1992. The ideology of the Baader-Meinhof gang was 
based on Marxism-Leninism and, much as in many other Marxist-Leninist 
groups of the 1960s and 1970s, there was a high level of female involvement. 
in fact, two of the three people that made up Baader-Meinhof ’s triumvirate 
leadership were women — Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun ensslin.
 Meinhof and ensslin were both involved in the student movement before 
they formed the raf, along with Baader, Horst Mahler, Astrid Proll, irene 
Goergens, and ingrid Schubert. robin Morgan views Meinhof and ensslin as 
“followers” who became revolutionaries merely for the sake of love — “a classic 
feminine behavior.” The only reason Meinhof and ensslin joined, according to 
Morgan, is so they could participate with their “men.”4 This view oversimplifies 
Meinhof ’s and ensslin’s roles in Baader-Meinhof. This section accounts for 
some of the complexities in Morgan’s account.
 After being trained in Jordan, the group returned to West Germany to be-
gin their urban guerrilla struggle.5 The next year and a half was spent robbing 
banks, stealing cars, searching for a support network, and losing members to 
arrest. They were essentially setting up operations. over the course of time, the 
first generation would rob six banks, stealing dm 586,964.50. They broke into 
town halls to steal passports, identity cards, seals, and notepaper.6 They lost a 
substantial portion of their membership to arrest, but their ideology was being 
galvanized. Meinhof was assigned the task of writing “The Urban Guerrilla 
Concept.”7 it was printed in April 1971. Meinhof spoke of the American “paper 
tiger,” which she suggested could be defeated by pushing American military 
forces to overextend themselves. She defined the urban guerrilla as the “logi-
cal consequence of the negation of parliamentary democracy long since per-
petrated by its very own representatives; the only and inevitable response to 
emergency laws and the rule of the hand grenade; the readiness to fight with 
those same means the system has chosen to use in trying to eliminate its op-
ponents. The ‘urban guerrilla’ is based on a recognition of the facts instead of an 
apologia of the facts.” The urban guerrilla would target “the state apparatus of 
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control at certain points and put them out of action, to destroy the myth of the 
system’s omnipresence and invulnerability.” The raf had wanted to combine 
grassroots mobilization along with guerrilla activity; however, “we have learned 
that individuals cannot combine legal and illegal activity.”8

 in december 1971, the police found a draft of a letter to the Labour Party 
of the People’s republic of Korea. Meinhof pleaded for funding, training, and 
weapons.9 When ensslin, Baader, Jan-Carl raspe, and Gerhard Müller heard 
about the American Air Force’s mining of North vietnamese harbors, ensslin 
suggested attacking the American military installations in West Germany. on 
May 11, 1972, three pipe bombs exploded in the officers’ mess of the Fifth U.S. 
Army Corps in Frankfurt am Main. Thirteen people were injured; one was 
killed. May 12 saw two attacks. The first was on the Augsburg police head-
quarters; five were injured. two hours later a car parked at the Munich federal 
criminal police office exploded. Sixty cars were demolished. on May 15, they 
targeted Judge Budenburg’s car; instead of the judge, they severely wounded 
his wife. on May 19, the Springer Building was bombed; seventeen people 
were injured. After the Springer attack, the Second of June Commando (not 
to be confused with the Second of June movement) took responsibility. on 
June 24, two car bombs went off at the barracks block 28 at the european 
headquarters of the U.S. Army in Heidelberg. Three soldiers were killed: Clyde 
Bonner, ronald Woodward, and Charles Peck; five were hurt. The letter claim-
ing responsibility read:

The people of the Federal republic will not support the security forces in the 
hunt for the bombers, because they want nothing to do with the crimes of 
American imperialism and their condonation [sic] by the ruling class here; be-
cause they have not forgotten Auschwitz, dresden and Hamburg; because they 
know that bomb attacks on the mass murderers of vietnam are justified; because 
they have discovered that demonstrations and words are of no use against the 
imperialist criminals.10

By the end of June, the major players were arrested — Meinhof, ensslin, Baader, 
raspe, and Holger Meins.
 The raf members were able to stay in touch through their “info-system,” 
whereby they passed notes and letters through their lawyers. it was devel-
oped by ensslin in order to avoid a “balls-up,” or leak. The info-system was 
used by the members of the gang as a way to engage in criticism and self-
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criticisms (a form of group brainwashing) and as a way to share ideological 
and technological information in the face of poor prison conditions and a  
hunger strike.
 during her trial, Meinhof explained, “terrorism operates amidst the fear of 
the masses. The city guerrilla movement, on the other hand, carries fear to the 
machinery of the state.” The urban guerrillas would never direct their actions 
against the people. According to Meinhof, “They are always directed against 
the imperialist machine. The urban guerrilla fights the terrorism of the state.” 
in mid-January 1976, the defendants admitted to belonging to an urban guer-
rilla group and took responsibility for the bombing attacks. They would not, 
however, take responsibility for the criminal aspect of their actions.11 Bruce 
Hoffman writes that “violence is meant to be equally ‘symbolic.’” The “purpose” 
of the terrorist “is not to destroy property or obliterate tangible assets, but . . . 
call attention to a political cause.”12 
 For the leaders of Baader-Meinhof, the bombings were not criminal; they 
were political by-products of the legitimate war the raf was waging against the 
West German state and the presence of the United States in West Germany. 
The raf leaders tried “to put the trial on a political footing” by calling certain 
people — ex-president Nixon, former U.S. secretary of defense Melvin Laird, 
Willy Brandt, Helmut Schmidt, Ludwig erhard, George Kiesinger, and Walter 
Scheel — to give evidence.13 This happened on Meinhof ’s last day in court but 
only after she was allowed to leave after fighting with ensslin. Meinhof was 
not in court to hear this call, and she was not there to hear ensslin deny re-
sponsibility for the bombing of the Springer building. in refusing to assume 
responsibility, ensslin was in effect rejecting Meinhof ’s leadership, since she 
was the one who had written the letter claiming responsibility. Gerhard Müller 
added insult to injury when he later testified that it was Meinhof who had 
planted the bombs. Meinhof committed suicide four days later.14 on April 28, 
1977, the three remaining defendants were found guilty of forming a criminal 
association and of committing three murders in conjunction with six attempted 
murders, one further murder in conjunction with one attempted murder, and 
twenty-seven other attempted murders in conjunction with bomb attacks. All 
were sentenced to life imprisonment.15 on october 18, 1977, after a failed at-
tempt by the raf to have them released, ensslin, Baader, and raspe killed 
themselves. The extreme commitment of all of the leaders, men and women, 
cost them their lives.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Wed, 21 Aug 2019 13:59:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



the gendering of women’s terrorism 63

 The women’s ideology truly shaped the group’s ideology. Baader did not start 
to read and explore Marxist works until he was in prison for the first time.16 
Baader was a very strong leader, but his style was emotional, which left him 
dependent on ensslin’s people management skills and Meinhof ’s articulation 
of ideological strategizing. together, the women, Meinhof and ensslin, wrote 
the majority of the raf’s published ideological tracts after Horst Mahler was 
expelled from the group. ensslin and Baader turned to Meinhof to write the 
history of the raf, to ask the North Korean government for aid and weapons, 
and to justify their actions.
 if the female revolutionary is simply a “mother” to the rest of the group, 
in accordance with Luisella de Cataldo Neuburger and tiziana valentini’s 
maternal- sacrifice code, then we would see this in analyzing her group inter-
actions.17 if the female revolutionary is a “demon,” whose anger and sexually 
unbalanced personality dominates others, not only would she be devoid of 
ideology but she would not be able to interact with other group members.18 
instead, to a large extent, Meinhof and ensslin were the true leaders of the 
raf. They rallied the members, and they provided the ideology that went into 
shaping raf tactics and strategies.

weather underground

The Weather Underground, another Marxist-Leninist group, had many female 
members. The students sought the overthrow of what they viewed as an out-
dated government. They saw themselves as the vanguard Lenin wrote about; 
they would motivate the working class, the oppressed, to rise up and form a 
truly communist/utopian society or, at the very least, establish a free state for 
African Americans. The emphasis on racial and sexual equality played an im-
portant part in the group’s thinking along with Marxist-Leninist ideology.
 The Students for a democratic Society (sds) had begun as a peaceful 
movement committed to the ideals President John F. Kennedy set forth in his 
1961 inaugural address, but by the mid-1960s this massive student organiza-
tion was facing many challenges, particularly from more radicalized newer 
members. What would become the Weatherman faction (later the Weather 
Underground) began as the “revolutionary youth movement” that took control 
of the sds in June 1969. The Weather Underground’s early leadership laid out 
their ideology in their tract “you don’t Need a Weatherman to Know Which 
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Way the Wind Blows.”19 it took tactics and strategy to a new level of mili-
tancy.20 it proved to be the wedge that split the sds.
 it was the Columbia University takeover that brought many of the future 
leaders, like Mark rudd and ideologue John Jacobs ( J. J.), of the Weatherman 
collective together. The police at the Columbia takeover arrested 712 students. 
The New york chapter of the National Lawyers Guild came to the defense 
of the students. Bernardine dohrn, a recent graduate of the University of 
Chicago’s law school, was among them. Susan Stern, product of a wealthy 
New Jersey childhood, became involved while she was doing her master’s at the 
University of Washington in 1965. Kathy Boudin was the daughter of the well-
known civil rights lawyer Leonard Boudin. The women moved into the organi-
zation the same way the men did. They were all involved in sds activities. yet 
in accounts of the group, the women are made out to be different — less com-
mitted to the group and more committed to their sexuality. This simply was not 
true. They not only embraced the basic ideology of the organization but wrote 
articles further articulating it and defending the Weathermen against their 
critics. Moreover, they were committed to discussing what was known as the 
“women’s question” — where did women belong in the movement as a whole 
and how did they fit into the violent struggle against imperialism?
 The Weathermen tract was thirty-thousand words typewritten by J. J. but 
edited and added onto by the rest of the authors: Bill Ayers, Jim Mellen, 
dohrn, rudd, Jeff Jones, terry robbins, Howie Machtinger, Gerry Long, 
Karin Ashley, and Steve tapis.21 it spoke of their advocacy of the National 
Liberation Front of vietnam and their dislike of American imperialism. it 
barely addressed the women’s question. The authors admitted as much, noting 
that the “sds ha[d] not dealt in any adequate way with [it]” and acknowledging 
their “limited understanding of the tie-up between imperialism and [women].” 
The tract may not have given the “woman question” enough attention; however, 
several of their female supporters did. The “woman question” was thoroughly 
addressed in various articles before the Weather Underground officially ad-
dressed it in Prairie Fire.
 For example, in the Weather Underground, the rejection of monogamy was 
seen as a way to empower and liberate women. The anonymous Weatherwoman 
who wrote the 1970 “inside the Weather Machine” asserted that monogamous 
relationships were “built around weakness and dependency.” She claimed that 
the women in them defined themselves “through their men” and saw such 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Wed, 21 Aug 2019 13:59:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



the gendering of women’s terrorism 65

relationships as the only way to “feel secure and loved.”22 The tension that re-
volved around sexuality is witnessed in the mechanisms of leadership. The men 
were known for sleeping with women in every city and site they visited as they 
traveled to raise support for their revolution. The women used sexuality as well. 
dohrn is described as having dressed sexily, wearing miniskirts and high boots. 
dohrn was not alone in this; Stern mentioned the kick she would get from  
acting sexy.23

 Women’s groups outside the Weathermen took a critical stance to the 
group’s position on women. For example, the Bread and roses collective is-
sued a tract entitled “Weatherman Politics and the Women’s Movement” that 
criticized the way women were treated in the organization.24 Bread and roses 
felt Weatherwomen were doubly oppressed: they were not only “told that 
their oppression . . . [was] less important . . . than the oppression of blacks or 
vietnamese” but that they “must struggle in terms defined by men.” A woman 
in Weatherman became a good revolutionary only when she was “a tougher, 
better fighter than the men.”25

 other material suggests, however, that dohrn was a national leader, if not 
the leader of the Weatherman collective. For example, dohrn encouraged soli-
darity with the black nationalist movement, a position she articulated in an 
article she wrote for New Left Notes in 1969.26 She outlined the history and 
stance of the Black Panther Party and urged cooperation between the sds and 
the Black Panthers. it would be “the best thing we [could be] doing for our-
selves, as well as the struggle.” The black liberation struggle was “instrumental” 
in bringing a “clearer understanding of imperialism, class oppression in the 
U.S. . . . [and] the need for armed struggle as the only road to revolution.” 
dohrn wrote that the repression of the Black Panther Party was aided “by the 
absence of substantial material support — power — by the white movement.” 
She linked the two ideas — the revolutionary youth movement and black lib-
eration — because to mobilize the working class was a way of providing the 
“necessary extension of the support” for the Black Panther Party. Weatherman 
leaders believed that the revolutionary youth Movement, a faction of the sds 
had to fight racism not just because it continued to be an institutionalized 
practice in the South but also because African Americans were engaged in an 
anticolonial struggle within America.27

 toward the end of the summer of 1969, members of the Weather Bureau 
criss-crossed the country trying to drum up all the support they could for “the 
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beginning of the end for the American state.” it was dohrn who rallied those 
who gathered. “A few buckshot wounds, a few pellets, means we’re doing the 
right thing here,” she stated. The fear the women felt then had “to be put up 
against the hunger, fear, death and suffering of black, brown and yellow people 
in this country and all over the world.” Stern described watching dohrn fight 
with the police: “i had seen her fighting with genuine rage. i had watched 
the women about her fighting just as hard. But she was still the high priest-
ess.” When Stern and dohrn were in jail together, dohrn held herself aloof, 
her face expressing her disdain for her surroundings, while she kept herself 
impeccably clothed in a “short black leather jacket, . . . purple blouse [and] 
boots — everything just so.”28

 Women played tactical and strategic roles as well in the Weatherman. 
during the Ave (the Haight-Ashbury of Seattle) riots of mid-August, the 
women emerged as the street-fighting force and destroyed the university’s 
rotc building.29 Similarly, during the Pittsburgh “jailbreak” at South Hills 
High School in September 1969, women formed affinity groups — smaller, 
tactical groups that operated within the larger collective — each of which 
were led by a tactical leader.30 Still, though women were highly visible in the 
Weatherman collective, writing ideological tracts and taking part in riots and 
bombings, it has to be acknowledged that the organization was indeed sexist. 
Stern, Morgan, and dohrn all noted the sexist nature of the collective. even 
Ayers conceded sexism was a problem and gave testimony on it.
 The yearly december sds national conference was renamed the War Council 
and held december 26–31, 1969, in Flint, Michigan. it was the last public meet-
ing of the Weathermen. on the second day, the Weather Bureau announced 
their decision to take the organization underground. during 1970, there were 
approximately five thousand bombings across the United States. The Weather 
Underground claimed responsibility for several major ones. The first was the 
bombing of the New york City police headquarters on June 9, 1970 (which 
was carried out after the organization had sent out a “declaration of a State of 
War” on May 21, 1970). The next day the Associated Press received a handwrit-
ten note signed by the group taking responsibility. There were several bomb-
ings in honor of Castro’s seventeen years of revolutionary activity on July 26 
and July 27. The Presidio army base in San Francisco was bombed the first day 
and the Bank of America on Wall Street in New york City was bombed on 
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the second. on September 12, the organization helped timothy Leary, lsd 
guru, escape from San Luis obispo and smuggled him out of the country. The 
Weathermen began its fall offensive on october 8, by blowing up the police 
statue in Haymarket Square in Chicago to celebrate the one-year anniversary 
of the days of rage. it was coordinated with bomb attacks at the criminal 
courthouse in Long island City in New york and the Hall of Justice in Marin 
County, California.31 The Women’s Brigade of Weather bombed the Center for 
international Affairs at Harvard on october 14 in a gesture of solidarity for 
Angela davis, who had been arrested that day on charges of interstate flight 
and conspiracy to commit murder.32 The communiqué was signed with the 
gender-neutral Weather Underground.33

 The Weather Underground carried out its most destructive bomb attacks in 
the spring of 1971. in reaction to the U.S. invasion of Laos, dohrn and Kathy 
Boudin planted a bomb in the women’s bathroom at the U.S. Capitol on March 
1. There was another bomb placed in the women’s bathroom of the Pentagon 
on May 19 (Ho Chi Minh’s birthday) to protest the mining of Haiphong 
Harbor. it destroyed the plumbing; the first floor flooded causing a computer 
that was a part of a global military communications network to shut down. it 
also ruined a computer tape archive storing highly classified information.34 in 
late August the Weather Underground bombed California prison offices in 
San Francisco, which was followed by the September bombing of the New 
york Commissioner of Corrections offices in Albany and the bombing of 
vietnam War architect McGeorge Bundy’s mit offices in october. in January 
1975, government offices in Washington, d.C., and oakland, California, were 
bombed along with offices of the Agency for international development in 
Washington. in June, the Banco de Ponce in New york was bombed. Weather 
Underground also hit Kennecott Corporation headquarters in Salt Lake City 
in october.
 dohrn and Ayers, who had been together as a couple since the early 1970s, 
surfaced in New york in 1980, where she was a waitress and Ayers was work-
ing in a preschool. They had two sons and were living as Lou douglas and 
Anthony Lee. When they surfaced, they refused to apologize for their past. 
dohrn stated she still believed “in the necessity of underground work.”35 
dohrn flew to Chicago to face her remaining charges (the ones against Ayers 
had already been dropped).36 She received three years’ probation and a $1,500 
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fine. during her sentencing, the judge scolded dohrn, pointing out that “We 
have a system for change that does not involve violence.” She retorted that 
they “had differing views on America.” in 1981, dohrn and Ayers were married. 
dohrn is now a law professor and director of the Children and Family Justice 
Center at Northwestern University’s School of Law. Ayers is a retired professor 
of education at the University of illinois in Chicago. 
 The women who joined the Weatherman collective did not do so owing 
to some underlying problem with their fathers or to a nervous condition or 
simply because they were following their men. They did not join to impress 
someone and make this someone “want” them. The Weatherwomen were, or 
perceived themselves to be, equal partners with the men in their revolution, 
no matter how unsuccessful it was. The problem the Weatherwomen faced is 
the desire, implicit or explicit, on the part of those who have studied them to 
decontextualize their involvement. it’s not just that the women were sexualized 
by their peers; their sexualization is also emphasized and/or remembered in 
historical accounts.
 As more women began to take charge within the Weather Underground 
and as the organization came under more criticism, the group tried to establish 
policies and requirements that would liberate the women. The Pittsburgh “jail-
break,” the collective believed, had truly challenged the chauvinism of both men 
and women. A separatist women’s struggle that refused to work with the other 
half of the human race could not gain any ground. Within the larger Weather 
Underground there was an acknowledgment that women were exploited, and 
the leadership urged them to take initiative and become full members.
 in reading the material about these different women, from the interview 
with Boudin to Stern’s autobiography, it cannot be inferred that these women 
became involved in the revolution by following their men. They make no men-
tion of feeling neglected by their fathers or by society at large. They do not even 
mention being driven by erotic intentions. They do mention being persuaded 
by the ideological views of the organization. dohrn and Boudin continue to be 
advocates for changing the American system. dohrn is a child and family legal 
advocate. Boudin, from her prison cell, is leading a penal reform movement to 
improve the conditions for imprisoned mothers and to educate the prisoners 
about aids. if they had gotten involved in the collective for superficial reasons, 
these women would not still be fighting today but would have given up the 
New Left struggle long ago.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Wed, 21 Aug 2019 13:59:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



the gendering of women’s terrorism 69

the shining path

in 1968, General Juan velasco Alvardo came to power in Peru, leading the 
revolutionary Government of the Armed Forces. it was reformist but top-
down organization, and its changes were incomplete. His successor, Morales 
Bermúdez, continued the reform but with a significant right-wing bent. Several 
leftist groups legally protested the government, but others, particularly the 
Shining Path, became outlaw groups. The Shining Path, grounded in Maoist 
and Marxist-Leninist ideology, was led by Abimael Guzmán. right before the 
1980 elections for a civilian president, the Shining Path burned ballot boxes to 
signify the start of a revolutionary movement. A war between the Shining Path 
and the Peruvian state during the 1980s and 1990s ensued, during which about 
seventy thousand people died. For a short time, the Shining Path controlled 
substantial territory in the center and south of Peru.
 in 1992, Maritza Garrido Lecca, formerly a prima ballerina, was arrested 
with Guzmán and videotaped with “raised fist and a fierce, hardened stare, 
shouting, ‘Communism will take over the world!’”37 Lecca, however, was not 
the only woman in the Shining Path. Nor was she even the only female Shining 
Path leader arrested that night. Nathaniel Nash reports that three other mem-
bers of the Shining Path central committee were also arrested that night, as 
they were in the midst of “planning what was to be the most violent wave of 
killings yet in Lima,” and they were all women.38 Nash estimates that, at the 
time, at least eight of the nineteen members of the central committee were 
women. The Shining Path has claimed that at least 40 percent of its members 
are women. Women certainly made up a significant percentage of the Shining 
Path’s membership in the 1980s, and their visibility was one of the most strik-
ing features of the movement.39

 The 1992 arrests were not the first time women of the Shining Path had 
been in the news. in 1982, edith Lagos, a member of the Shining Path, was 
killed by a police officer. She was mourned by tens of thousands of people, and 
her martyrdom served as an inspiration to Shining Path members.40

 Still, gender dynamics in the Shining Path have been the subject of critique. 
Matilde Ureta de Caplansky has argued that women in the group “become 
almost like robots. . . . [t]hey give back to you ideas they are programmed 
with.”41 People who have visited the prisons where Shining Path women are 
incarcerated note that “despite the ferocity of women leaders, there is a strange 
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stress on feminine qualities, such that they can be quite coquettish at times.”42 
Nash reports that “those who have studied the role of women in the Shining 
Path” claim that statistics showing high numbers of woman in leadership 
positions in the group “do not necessarily mean they are treated better than 
women in the rest of Peruvian society, or that Latin machismo has been su-
perseded by a sexless Shining Path communist society. But they add that there 
are strong reasons why Peruvian women, especially the dark-skinned women 
of the Andes, have sought a new identity in the ranks of the guerilla move-
ment.”43 Still, some suggest that the Shining Path brought Peruvian women 
into the public sphere by giving them leadership roles within the revolution-
ary movement. Guzmán was known to refer to Mao’s statement that women 
are half the world and that class struggle rather than struggle between the 
sexes would solve the problem of women’s inequality. Guzmán established the 
Popular Women’s Movement in 1965, which later became a part of the Shining 
Path and established a theoretical context for women’s participation in Shining 
Path militancy.
 Women have played a number of roles in the Shining Path, including as 
teachers who disseminate Shining Path philosophies and as fighters. Women 
are often leaders of armed guerilla groups. Nash describes one of many attacks 
perpetrated by women, explaining that, in a 1992 “attack outside of Ayacucho, 
11 civilians riding in a bus and a car were killed. Lieutenant Colonel Carlos 
romero Barestagui, operations commander at the army base there, said wit-
nesses reported that a man had been shot in the arm and was crying. A Shining 
Path woman grabbed him by the hair, pulled back his head and cut his throat 
with a knife, Colonel romero said.”44 Nash attributes “women’s ruthlessness to 
group dynamics, where violence is considered an attribute. And in an effort to 
be accepted, women seek to show more ruthlessness, often trying to be ‘more 
macho than macho.’”45

 The Peruvian truth and reconciliation Commission found the Shining 
Path to be guilty of committing violence, though it also highlighted the  
deplorability of the government’s and military’s use of sexual violence toward 
women revolutionaries. Since the 1992 arrest of its leadership, the Shining 
Path has surfaced only rarely and in a limited capacity. Most of the women  
who were identified as in the Shining Path remain imprisoned for their in-
surgent actions.
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gendered AnAlyses oF women terrorists

Much of this book critiques and reconstructs the literature around women 
terrorists in the twenty-first century, but those gendered ideas, expectations, 
and stereotypes did not come from nowhere. They are entrenched in the early 
literature about how and why women participated in terrorism. in fact, the 
“deviant” woman terrorist is clearly vilified in one of the first articles writ-
ten on female terrorists. “The Female terrorist and Her impact on Policing” 
published in 1976, is cited in many works on female terrorists, from those 
immediately following the publication of the article to a chapter in an ed-
ited volume published in 2000.46 The author offers “erotomania” as the “pri-
mary cause of female terrorism,” which arises, according to the author, because 
young women, or “girls,” have been neglected by society in general “and the 
father in particular.”47 This links female “deviancy” with sexual misconduct. The 
author specifically blames the rise in female involvement on “pressure from 
disgruntled females who probably form a large majority of the women’s libera-
tion movement.”48 The author sums up the female terrorist in the following 
terms: “When [one] is dealing with a female terrorist one is usually deal-
ing not with rational, but with emotional motivation. . . . Thus her violence 
will in all probability stem not from dedication to the particular cause which 
she appears to espouse, but from blind obedience to another more personal  
cause.”49

 The women in these groups are likened to women suffering from anorexia, 
because like anorexia, what causes a woman to join an underground organiza-
tion is in effect a nervous condition. Thus, security forces should try to “cure” a 
woman of her involvement in an underground organization just as a medical 
doctor would “cure” a woman of anorexia. The author of this article never devi-
ates from the belief that “girls,” who are “less suited to the stresses and strains 
of an independent life,” join subversive groups because “pop culture” has got its 
claws in them and that the absentee father of today’s society has let them go 
the way of violence.50 The article ends with this thought:

it must never be forgotten that the female terrorist is but one symptom of a 
massive syndrome of female unrest and discontent with the male, whose vitality 
and confidence this minority movement is sapping.
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 one awaits the outcome of this struggle for freedom from (largely mythical) 
male domination — a struggle which the majority of women probably do not 
wish to win.51

in his “Woman as terrorist,” H. H. A. Cooper admits up front that attitudes 
toward female terrorists may well be sexist. He acknowledges that “we are 
handicapped” because so few women are violent or involved in terrorism. 
“terrorism is the ugly side of man and woman alike”; unfortunately, accord-
ing to him, men are “conditioned” to look for physical or spiritual beauty in 
women, and so female terrorists offend this delicate sensibility.52 Cooper claims 
that the horrified reactions to female terrorists is the product of classical pa-
triarchal thought — “terrorism is simply not women’s work.”53 Cooper states 
that “the female terrorist has not been content to just praise the Lord and pass 
the ammunition.” Female terrorists “have consistently proved themselves more 
ferocious and more intractable in these acts than their male counterparts. There 
is a cold rage about some of them that even the most alienated of men seem 
quite incapable of emulating.”54

 Since such a woman is not content with hypothetical women’s work, Cooper 
vilifies the female terrorist. referring to Marion Coyle’s “single-minded, fa-
natically inhuman behavior” toward Herrerma, which is seen as standing in 
contrast to Gallagher’s humanity, Cooper describes it as “typical of the pitiless 
attitude many women terrorists are capable of assuming.” Their attitude is one 
“that men find curiously hard to match.”55 This same sexism was also apparent 
during the 1986 ira Brighton bombing court case. Martina Anderson and ella 
o’dwyer were singled out by the judge from their equally responsible male 
codefendants and chastised for their heartlessness.56 The message is women 
are meant to care, men are not. Gallagher was an acceptable anomaly in his 
fraternal behavior. Female terrorists are characterized as the ultimate traitors 
for being less than compassionate and nurturing.
 Cooper suggests that since the female terrorist has challenged “preconcep-
tions . . . and patterns for response” through her “heinous activities,” she should 
be “dealt with after the fashion of the Gorgon.”57 A female terrorist is no lon-
ger human: she is subhuman in her personality defects and superhuman in her 
strength. Women are “eager” to develop “skills and techniques of the violent 
terrorist.” They “delight in aping” soldiers and in their “childish” motivation 
are “all too [ready to] surpass their masters in both violence and rhetoric.”58 
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Women do not, according to Cooper, engage in terrorism for the same reasons 
as men. They become involved for personal reasons that have “obsessive [and] 
pathological” qualities. Therefore, “it is useless to inquire why women become 
terrorists.”59 Female terrorists, it seems, are not worthy of research, as their rea-
soning is completely unfathomable and therefore “useless” to the understand-
ing of terrorism. This is reflected in Cooper’s acceptance of “erotomania” the 
“primary cause of female terrorism.” it is sexual relationships that lead women 
into terrorism. He cites Jane Alpert and Sam Melville, Gudrun ensslin and 
Andreas Baader, and Carlos the Jackel and his host of women. Cooper ignores 
the fact that Gudrun ensslin was the brains in that couple and that the women 
Carlos was involved with were not terrorists.
 yet this sexual relationship theory is something the feminist robin Morgan 
espouses. Her book is based on Jungian psychology’s hero journey — “the ter-
rorist . . . [,] the ultimate sexual ideal of a male-centered tradition[,] . . . is 
the logical extension of the patriarchal hero.”60 Morgan dismisses the experts 
in the field, like richard Clutterbuck, Anthony Burton, and Paul Wilkinson. 
Morgan writes from a feminist perspective and defines a terrorist as “the logi-
cal incarnation of patriarchal politics in a technological world.”61 only she 
leaves the women out. if “sons” have learned violence from living in a violent 
society, so have the “daughters.” yet Morgan surprisingly refers to women as 
“token terrorists” and as participating in the harem of the demon lover, the 
male terrorist. Morgan finds “biological determinism” to be a “failure of intel-
lectual nerve,” and she does not mean to create a “mirror-image feminist ver-
sion” by suggesting that “women are inherently more peaceable, nurturant, or 
altruistic than men.”62 Nonetheless, Morgan claims that “it is undeniable that 
history is a record of most women acting peaceably, and of most men acting 
belligerently — to a point where the capacity for belligerence is regarded as an 
essential ingredient of manhood and the proclivity for conciliation is thought 
largely a quality of women.”63

 She defines women as subsisting “outside the body politic, except as vic-
tims or tokens.”64 She denies that women are capable of making decisions for 
themselves. The “token terrorist” “is no more a true representative of women 
than the airbrushed Playboy centerfold.”65 A “‘revolutionary’ woman” buys into 
the “male ‘radical’ line” and “diassociate[s] herself from her womanhood[,] . . . 
her reality.” The token terrorist defends her loyalty and her commitment while 
in denial to her true self.66 Thus women who participate in armed struggles 
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have made the wrong choice, forsaking the more humane path of feminism 
for male-dominated political violence. Morgan’s thesis simply perpetuates the 
victimization of women by denying women any cause but feminism. Morgan 
diminishes the role of female terrorists by noting that the women in left-wing 
couples, such as Mara Cagol and renato Curcio, who both started the italian 
red Brigades, only act as they do to secure “male approval and love.”67 Gudrun 
ensslin and Ulrike Meinhof ’s roles in Baader-Meinhof are likewise distorted 
by Morgan, as we have already suggested. to reduce women such as Mara 
Cagol, Gudrun ensslin, and Ulrike Meinhof to simply members of the “ha-
rem” of a male terrorist has the effect of suggesting that women, even terrorists, 
do not possess the ability to act on their own volition.
 The anonymous author of “The Female terrorist and Her impact on 
Policing” and Cooper portray female terrorists as devoid of any emotion 
other than anger, vengeance, and bloodlust, while Morgan simply por-
trays them as empty-headed women gone wrong. This type of research has 
turned female terrorists into monsters, much more so than the males. The 
title of eileen Macdonald’s book Shoot the Women First comes from the West 
German gsg 9’s command, which grew out of the idea that women are sup-
posed to be that much more ruthless and aggressive than men. Macdonald, 
however, admits that the female terrorists she interviewed were “disturb-
ingly normal” and after the first round of interviews she “stopped looking for  
their horns.”68

 Alison Jamieson’s The Heart Attacked, which focuses on the italian red 
Brigade’s kidnapping of Aldo Moro, tries to dismiss the myths surround-
ing female terrorists. “The driving force” behind female participation seemed 
“to conform largely to that of the male,” according to Jamieson. in the red 
Brigades, the sexes were united in their sense of injustice, hatred of an unequal 
society, and their embrace of violent revolution. The female terrorist’s idealism, 
however, “stripped of the elements of fantasy, heroism and the bella morte . . . 
may be rawer, more acute and more passionately felt.” Jamieson concludes that 
the “mythical female terrorist” is “more of a creation of the media” than of 
reality, even though she herself is a journalist.69 one Milanese public prosecu-
tor she interviewed felt that much of what is said about female terrorists is 
exaggerated and rejected the idea that “characteristics and motivations differ 
significantly between the sexes.”70

 Neuburger and valentini’s work also focuses on the italian red Brigade. 
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Their work highlights the high level of commitment on the part of the women 
members. over time, the red Brigade had twelve men and seven women in 
leadership positions. Sixteen percent of the men became penitents, while none 
of the women did.71 They attribute the refusal of the women to recant to a 
heavier ideological investment in the organization.
 Neuburger and valentini refer to the “feminine ‘way’” of living, the defini-
tion of which is that “women tend to develop their experience in accordance 
with an affective model based on sacrifice, on caring for others, on responding 
to others’ needs and on protection.”72 This is what they call the “maternal-
 sacrifice code,” and they use it to suggest that a woman’s involvement in ter-
rorist organizations derives from her desire to belong to something. in the 
interview they conducted with Mara Aldrovandi, she talked about the “collec-
tive aspect” and the wish not to be alone. Aldrovandi was satisfied with being 
“needed . . . and [she] let [her]self be used.” in Aldrovandi’s eyes, the women 
diverted conflict and brought the two sexes together.73 However, her desire to 
belong corresponds to the experiences of other members in clandestine groups. 
Women may be more nurturing, but it is important to understand that they 
can join terror groups for the same reasons as a man: because of their strong 
belief in a cause and a particular organization. Neuburger and valentini over-
look a woman’s desire to get involved in the terrorist organization based on 
her ideological beliefs. Bonnie Cordes, a researcher for rand, concluded that 
both men and women join terrorist organizations to unite with like-minded 
individuals and for the community a group creates.74 This echoes donatella 
della Porta’s contention that friendship and familial ties lead both sexes to join 
revolutionary groups.75

 Leonard Weinburg and William eubank theorize that italian women did 
not seek out participation in terrorist groups but instead followed their hus-
bands or brothers into the movement. They indicate “romantic or affectional 
ties” as a source of motivation. yet one of the founders of the italian red 
Brigades was a woman, and female participation in said organization was close 
to 20 percent. in spite of this, Weinburg and eubank conceptualize the role 
of women in terrorist groups as “housekeepers,” which mirrors the “traditional 
female role in society” of providing support to men.76

 Catherine taylor is caught between the two sides. She tries to fight the 
stereotypical images of the female terrorist as either cold and deviant or suppli-
cant and nurturing. yet the overall tone of her piece puts her in Neuburger and 
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valentini’s camp. She sees a female terrorist as “a living contradiction — she has 
chosen to take life, not to give it.”77 These activities set her apart from society 
and her gender. taylor also combats the reference to female terrorists as “girls.” 
in her mind it serves two purposes: it denies the women political maturity 
and it “desexualises them,” which has the effect of drawing less attention to 
the contradiction between their actions and their gender.78 She sets the female 
terrorist apart by appealing to the stereotype that combines sex and violence 
in a titillatingly erotic mix.
 Ulrike Meinhof served as the ideological leader of Baader-Meinhof with-
out using her sex as a weapon. Nor did many of the other women who were 
members of Baader-Meinhof and the red Army Faction.79 The women in the 
italian red Brigades did not appear to do this at all. in the Palestinian groups, 
it is dangerous for a woman to be sexy, and she would be totally stripped of 
her power as a member of the organization for dressing or acting provocatively. 
taylor does not back up her hypothesis with sufficient examples. She discusses 
the depiction of Maureen o’Hara, an ira terrorist, who used her beauty “to 
lure British soldiers” to their death, but does not show a general trend.
 The terrorist woman is, as Ann Lloyd titled her book, “doubly devi-
ant” — both for breaking the law and the “unwritten code for proper female 
behaviour” — and “doubly damned.”80 The female revolutionary acts contrary to 
the norms that society has established for women and thus she is labeled a slut, 
a demon, a vulgar slap-in-the-face to all that femininity is supposed to be.

ConClusion

Putting women and terrorism in global politics in historical perspective shows 
that women’s involvement in terrorism falls not only outside of gender stereo-
types and expectations about women’s ideal-typical behavior but also outside 
of stereotypes and expectations of what we typify as terrorist behaviors. The 
women in this chapter, and in this book, lead complex lives, both full of agency 
and fraught with constraints on that agency. This brief look into the history of 
women’s terrorism demonstrates both that women were participants in terror-
ist activities long before it became popular to pay attention to them and that 
gendered images of women in terrorism are as old and as timeless as women 
in terrorism, facts that give us the background necessary to understanding 
women’s participation in terrorism in the twenty-first century.
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