
How jihadists treat
women varies widely across war theaters. Interviews with women across
Afghanistan, for example, reveal surprising insights. “The Taliban didn’t let
women go to the bazaar or schools, but they didn’t rape the girls,” explained
the head of a civil society organization in northern Balkh.1 In southern
Kandahar Province, women told a similar story: “We couldn’t even think
about going outside, out of fear; but the Taliban never went into our
houses. They were very good in that respect. We could even sleep with the
door open.”2

Senior members of the original Taliban movement were explicit that rape
was un-Islamic.3 Yet, jihadists in other war theaters have come up with very
different interpretations of the law. In Iraq and Syria, the so-called Islamic
State in the Levant (ISIL) was so enthusiastic about rape that in 2015 its leaders
issued an ofªcial pamphlet stating: “It is permissible to have sexual inter-
course with the female captive.”4 In the jungles of northern Nigeria, Boko
Haram insurgents kidnapped and trafªcked schoolgirls in 2014, declaring
their violations legal under religious law. In a seething video, Boko Haram’s
leader announced, “I abducted your girls.”5

For each of these different jihadists, violence—including violence against
women—is subject to the laws of God; yet, each jihadist group champions its
own interpretation of Islamist rules and norms, and therefore many differ-
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ences exist among jihadist groups around the world. Within each group, how-
ever, there must be a common ideational framework for group membership,
which thus constitutes the group’s political and religious identity. For jihadists,
their interpretation of Islamist ideas is the very thing that deªnes them.6

It is surprising, therefore, that in the past decade, several jihadist groups
have overturned their interpretations of the rules, embraced tabooed forms
of violence, and even celebrated abuses that they once considered forbid-
den, and even shameful. This is puzzling because jihadists are an especially
rule- and norm-bound class of insurgents, and their legitimacy depends on
their adherence to their Islamist ideals. They typically take their religious laws
and norms very seriously, particularly those pertaining to gender and sexual
mores. Even more, Islamists often declare that their beliefs and laws are time-
less and immutable; altering them is bid’ah, or “heretical innovation.”7 These
rules and norms are thus especially sticky: in other words, they are commit-
ments that constrain jihadists’ strategic options.8 Jihadists are quick to attack
their rivals for violations of this timeless code and regularly declare other
Muslims—including rival jihadists—apostates for deviating from their inter-
pretations of the writ.9 Dramatically reversing these rules of the game, espe-
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cially the rules pertaining to women, is no easy feat—even when doing so
might be strategically advantageous.10 This prompts the central puzzle ad-
dressed in this article: Why are some jihadists able to successfully shed sticky
religious rules and norms that constrain their violence, while others remain
bound by these constraints?11

The existing scholarly literature on insurgencies provides few clues to ex-
plain changes in jihadist violence. Scholars can explain why some armed
groups use extreme forms of violence while others do not; yet, most of this re-
search overlooks the evolution of violence within insurgent groups over
time.12 Scholars working on wartime sexual violence, for example, ask why
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militant group A engages in rape, while group B does not; however, what is
missing from the existing academic debate is why group B may start to rape in
the middle of a conºict, despite having hitherto refrained.13 Other researchers
examine the parts of the Koran and Hadith (prophetic statements) that
jihadists use to justify their violence.14 Yet, these religious texts have existed for
more than 1,400 years, and thus cannot explain variation over time. Moreover,
jihadists typically offer legalistic religious justiªcations post hoc—well after
they have already embraced new norms of violence, and as a ªnal stage in the
rewriting of their Islamist code.

There are also a number of compelling strategic explanations for ratchet-
ing jihadist violence.15 According to Monica Toft, increased competition
among jihadist groups causes each group to escalate its violence in order to
“outbid” the other for power and legitimacy.16 Mia Bloom contends that com-
petition among terrorist groups escalates conºicts, as these groups ramp up
their use of violence to increase their prestige.17
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The problem with these outbidding explanations, however, is that violating
accepted Islamist rules about violence does not increase legitimacy; on the con-
trary, its risks destroying a jihadist’s religious credentials.18 Suddenly ab-
rogating existing Islamist laws—especially those pertaining to gender or
sexuality—is difªcult and risky. Given that gender and sexual norms are
closely associated with religious piety, violating deeply held conventions can
undermine a jihadist group’s Islamist reputation. These rapid and dramatic
changes cannot simply be dismissed as an ordinary ratchet effect.

My research reveals that changes in jihadist norms of violence do not align
with conventional strategic, economic, or ideological explanations. Fluctua-
tions in battleªeld conditions, material endowments, and even ideological
afªliation have no clear relationship with the adoption of new jihadist norms
of violence. Rather, this article argues that sweeping changes in jihadist
norms of violence occur only when there is an external trigger event that gives
jihadist leaders the opportunity to act as violent norm entrepreneurs. Because
Islamists are self-professed purists, jihadist leaders can push forward dramatic
normative changes only at these critical moments; otherwise, they do not
have free rein to do away with the religious norms that shape and constrain
their behavior.19

Drawing on diagnostic evidence from Pakistan, Nigeria, and Somalia, I ar-
gue that jihadist leaders are only able to act as revisionist norm entrepreneurs
when they have an opportunity to strategically exploit moments of collective
outrage.20 The case evidence shows that such opportunities emerge when the
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jihadists’ main opponent, typically a government, perpetrates an egregious act
that shocks the local population. These trigger events create openings for
jihadist entrepreneurs to take advantage of the scandal, while deºecting atten-
tion away from their mutating violence. By systematically focusing on the trig-
ger event, jihadists capitalize on the outrage and quickly to do away with
restrictive prohibitions.21 The result is the rapid erosion of former taboos, the
adoption of previously proscribed behaviors, and the emergence of radical
new norms.

I contend that jihadist leaders could not have changed their norms of vio-
lence without these necessary trigger events.22 The case evidence in this article
demonstrates that norm-bound jihadists forgo tabooed violence, even when it
might be strategically valuable to embrace it. My inductive study thus sug-
gests that external trigger events are necessary—but perhaps not sufªcient—
for this jihadist revisionism.

In the development of this argument, four terms require brief clariªcation.
First, I deªne as Islamist any substate movement that utilizes Islamic ideas,
identity, symbols, and rhetoric toward the goal of creating political order on
the basis of Islamic laws, ideas, and institutions.23 Second, I deªne jihadist
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groups narrowly as nonstate armed groups that use military force for the pur-
pose of advancing social or political causes that have an Islamist character, mo-
tivation, or mandate.24 Third, while jihadists often ªght on multiple fronts,
including against rival jihadist movements,25 I consider their primary rivals to
be governments.26 Fourth, I consider a trigger event to be an egregious, inten-
tional act perpetrated by the jihadists’ main rivals that violates conventional
norms and shocks the sensibilities of local populations.

My theory also makes two analytical assumptions for the purposes of glean-
ing the independent effects of trigger events on jihadist violence. First, as
noted above, I assume that jihadists have prior strategic interests in expanding
their repertoire of violence. In my theory, trigger events act as enabling mecha-
nisms for norms change that are driven by strategic priors, rather than as
motivations for changing norms per se. Second, my theory focuses on how
trigger events enable jihadist norms change; however, it sets aside certain
aspects of these events—such as the roles of collective anger and shame—for
further study. Of course, there may be other unexplored mechanisms that
can also bring about jihadist norm change. This article presents a ªrst step in
understanding the interactive effects between norms, trigger events, and
jihadist violence.

I lay out my argument in the following ªve sections. First, I present my the-
ory of jihadist normative change and situate it within the existing literatures
on norm cascades and rebel violence. Second, I outline the methodological ap-
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proach, case selection, and scope limitations of my argument. Third, I present
case evidence from Pakistan and Nigeria to glean insights into why jihadist
norms of violence rapidly and suddenly evolved in these theaters. Fourth, I
present a negative case, Somalia, where jihadist norms of violence remained
relatively constant throughout a lengthy war period. In the ªnal section, I of-
fer an agenda for future research and some recommendations to address
jihadist violence.

Theorizing Jihadist Normative Change

Islamists often state that their ideals are timeless and unchangeable. In reality,
these laws and norms have evolved over centuries in response to new technol-
ogies and material conditions.27 Modern jihadists have even managed to erode
well-established and unambiguous religious laws, such as the prohibition on
suicide in battle.28 Yet, making sudden and dramatic changes to these laws and
mores is no easy feat. Even if there is a strategic reason to embrace the tabooed
violence, jihadists cannot easily ignore these constraints.

Under the right conditions, however, jihadist leaders have a unique ability
to radically change norms of violence, without jeopardizing their Islamist cre-
dentials. Speciªcally, I argue that when their rivals commit egregious acts,
jihadist leaders have a window of opportunity to capitalize on public outrage
and quickly erode restrictive rules that constrain their violence. These trigger
events expand the political opportunity space for jihadist leaders to act as
revisionist norm entrepreneurs, allowing them to rapidly redeªne their
Islamist codes of conduct.29 At these critical junctures, jihadist leaders con-
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vince their adherents that previously tabooed behaviors are now permissi-
ble, and even praiseworthy.30 The collective outrage provides essential
cover for jihadist leaders, as critiques of their new violence can be deºected
through whataboutism.31

The international relations literature shows that leaders can exploit crucial
moments to produce norm change.32 Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink
demonstrate that leaders can act as norm entrepreneurs at crucial historical
moments when emerging international norms reach a tipping point, resulting
in a “norm cascade.”33 Diana Panke and Ulrich Petersohn argue that norm en-
trepreneurs can also cause the rapid degeneration of previously held interna-
tional norms, particularly when global authorities lack the ability to enforce or
discipline behavior.34 The civil wars literature also demonstrates that leaders
play a crucial role in shaping and constraining armed group behavior.35
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Currently, the civil war literature points to three possible factors in ex-
plaining jihadist violence: material resources, ideological extremism, and stra-
tegic interests. None of these approaches effectively explains within-group
variation in jihadist violence over time.

First, the war economies literature shows how material factors explain civil
war violence.36 Jeremy Weinstein argues that insurgents with natural resources
are more violent than those who rely on their domestic constituents for
material support.37 Reed Wood contends that rebel groups that lack access to
resources may also engage in violence against civilians, in order to entice sup-
port and compel loyalty.38 Aisha Ahmad shows how local economic support
empowered jihadists in Afghanistan and Somalia.39 Peter Andreas uncovers
how international resources worsened insurgent violence during the siege of
Sarajevo in Bosnia.40

Such research cannot, however, explain variations in jihadist violence over
time when economic factors are held constant. As the evidence in this article
shows, some jihadist groups that have experienced no changes in their mate-
rial conditions have radically transformed their violence. In other cases,
jihadists have gained or lost material resources, but have had no correspond-
ing changes in their norms of violence that govern their conduct.

Second, the literature on ideology seeks to explain variations in insurgent
violence. Kentaro Hirose, Kosuke Imai, and Jason Lyall show how variations
in ideological orientation affected levels of violence of different insurgent
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groups across Afghanistan, including jihadists.41 Reed Wood and Jakana
Thomas explain how different insurgent ideologies about gender result in
variation in how a group engages in violence.42 Barbara Walter argues that
adopting extremist ideologies can also help jihadists overcome other organiza-
tional and practical challenges.43 These studies do not, however, explain
changes in violence within jihadist groups over time.

Third, there are strategic reasons why an expanded repertoire of violence
can be advantageous in an asymmetric conºict.44 Dara Cohen and Elisabeth
Wood both show that militant groups can strategically use gang rape to im-
prove militia cohesion and loyalty.45 Stathis Kalyvas shows how the strategic
utilization of even grotesque violence can serve to “punish and deter civilian
defection.”46 These rational cost calculations even apply to suicide terrorism.47

David Lake contends that the strategic logic behind terrorist attacks is to
drag targeted states into military quagmires.48 Benjamin Acosta argues that
terrorist groups may adopt suicide bombing to gain supporters and maintain
organizational viability.49

Yet, explanations that rely on strategic logic alone do not easily explain vari-
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ations in the use of this tabooed violence over time.50 For example, jihadists in
Afghanistan refrained from using suicide bombings for more than two de-
cades, believing it to be un-Islamic; the ªrst suicide attack in Afghanistan oc-
curred in 2001 and was perpetrated by Arab, not Afghan, ªghters. Similarly,
Somalia has been at war since 1991, yet its ªrst suicide attack occurred in 2006.
Despite the strategic advantage of this tactic, most jihadist groups abandoned
the Islamist prohibition on suicide only fairly recently.

To explain this phenomenon, I put forward a leadership-centered explan-
ation of why some jihadists are able to do away with norms that constrain
their violence. I contend that while jihadist leaders may wish to expand their
repertoire of violence, they cannot easily shed their prior held Islamist con-
straints. However, if their rivals commit an egregious act that shocks the local
population, jihadist leaders can take advantage of the outrage and erode ta-
boos prohibiting them from using strategically valuable but tabooed violence.

As Francisco Sanín and Elisabeth Wood show, ideas and norms can restrain
groups from using even strategically advantageous violence.51 Sebastian
Schmidt also shows that exogenous shocks, such as foreign military interven-
tion, can drive norm entrepreneurs to adopt new frameworks for norm
change, in order to adapt to new challenges.52 Building on these insights, this
article shows how jihadist leaders can take advantage of exogenous shocks to
promote norm erosion and reconstruction within their ranks.53

By applying these concepts to jihadist insurgencies, this article also makes
an important correction to the existing norms literature.54 The current scholar-
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ship focuses heavily on positive or cooperative norms on the world stage, but
provides little insight into destructive norms, especially in the context of civil
war.55 Indeed, while jihadists are particularly norm- and rule-bound insur-
gents, the content of their norms can be exceedingly violent. By investigating
the erosion and formation of these violent norms, this research opens up an
important new area of inquiry into how leaders can promote and normalize
destructive mores within and across state borders.

Case Selection and Methods

Turning to the empirical work, I begin with a detailed, inductive investigation
of jihadist violence in two cases: Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) in Pakistan
from 2007 to 2014, and Boko Haram in Nigeria from 2002 to 2014. These cases
reveal how leaders used critical moments in the conºict to promote unprece-
dented changes in jihadist norms of violence. In contrast, economic, ideologi-
cal, and strategic factors do not neatly align with changes in TTP’s and Boko
Haram’s violence. I then present a short case study showing negative variation
on the dependent variable: al-Shabaab in Somalia from 2007 to 2017. In the
Somali case, no changes in jihadist norms of violence occurred, despite sig-
niªcant ºuctuations in economic endowments, ideological afªliation, and bat-
tleªeld conditions. These three cases suggest that rapid and dramatic norm
change only becomes possible when jihadist leaders are able to take advan-
tage of an exogenous shock, thus allowing them to redeªne their rules and
norms of violence.

To evaluate this argument, I chose an especially hard case of jihadist norm
change: gendered violence. Like many religious communities, in Muslim soci-
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eties, laws and norms pertaining to women are considered sacrosanct.56 Be-
cause Islam places heavy weight on gender and sexual mores, violations of
such norms are typically attributed to moral corruption, or even outright dis-
belief. Of course, this does not mean that Islamist ideas about gender are either
compassionate or virtuous; jihadists are not feminists. These religious gender
norms are, however, deeply held. It is exceedingly difªcult for jihadists to put
forward new legal or moral arguments that violate traditional gender mores,
let alone champion tabooed ideas.

Of course, gendered violence in civil wars is not unique to conºicts involv-
ing jihadist groups.57 Kara Siddharth shows that militant groups of many
types proªt from sex trafªcking.58 Armed groups across the ideological
spectrum, from secular ethnonationalists to Marxist revolutionaries, engage
in wartime rape. This research does not suggest that jihadists engage in ei-
ther more or worse gendered violence than other types of armed groups.
In fact, because of their strict and puritanical gender and sexual mores,
research shows that in some cases Islamists raped far less than other types of
militia groups.59

This research therefore addresses a critical question in security studies. In-
deed, as more than half the population, women constitute the single largest
group that jihadists can target for violence, more than minority sects and for-
eign forces combined. Given the sheer size of this target group, jihadist cam-
paigns against women thus have far-reaching consequences. Targeting women
and girls not only terrorizes civilian populations, but can also trigger mass dis-
placement, demographic change, and sizable shifts in the local balance of
power. In both the Pakistan and Nigeria cases, systematic attacks on women
and girls had wide-ranging security consequences.

To evaluate my argument against the three dominant explanations, I use a
process-tracing method to conduct a focused contemporary historical analysis
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of the TTP, Boko Haram, and al-Shabaab, based on a critical examination of
their primary source materials in multiple languages.60 Drawing from a data-
base of more than 100,000 jihadist primary sources from across the world, my
research team ªrst selected out all jihadist print, audio, and video sources from
relevant theaters in each respective time period.61 Within that set, the team
then short-listed those primary sources that were speciªcally related to the
norms and rules of jihadist violence and the treatment of women. These short-
listed sources were reviewed to create a ªnal selection of 93 primary-source
materials that contained diagnostic pieces of evidence, which were representa-
tive of the overall trends in the qualitative data.62 These key sources were then
reviewed in their entirety, and the selected diagnostic evidence was translated
into English and placed within a timeline of events for each conºict theater.63

For the TTP and al-Shabaab cases, I also draw on and cite my own ªeld
research, including observational research on these jihadist information opera-
tions campaigns.

In my analysis of these primary sources, I paid special attention to both con-
tent and rhetorical tone, especially as these ªt within the broader narrative
constructs of the jihadist information operations campaigns. Importantly,
jihadist primary sources are insurgent propaganda, and are therefore best
used to unpack how jihadists intentionally create and disseminate group nar-
ratives; these sources should not be used to make inferences about sincerity
of beliefs and values.64 Given that this study explicitly examines why and
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how jihadists have propagated new norms within their ranks and to the
broader jihadist community, these primary sources provide excellent data for
this discourse analysis.

To sift through this propagandist material, I reviewed how and why these
messages were crafted for different intended audiences. For example, sources
that included translations or subtitles in multiple languages could be classiªed
as having a broader target audience, whereas sources in local dialects that ad-
dressed supporters in nearby communities had a narrower audience. I also
evaluated the types of information that were conspicuously absent from these
sources, and then cross-checked these narratives against primary and second-
ary sources, including my ªeldwork. Delving into the case evidence, I uncov-
ered critical trigger events that catalyzed rapid transformations in each
respective jihadist normative environment.

Regarding my method of comparison, I used within-case analysis to track
these distinct changes in norms over time, in order to identify the causal pro-
cesses that explained jihadist normative evolution.65 For both Pakistan and
Nigeria, I evaluated the material conditions, ideological orientation, strategic
interests, and normative constraints for each of these respective jihadist
groups, both before and after signiªcant changes in their violent behavior. In
my evaluation of these counterarguments, I relied on both primary and sec-
ondary data, including my prior ªeldwork in Pakistan and Somalia, which
focused intently on political economy, strategic, and organizational factors af-
fecting jihadist insurgencies.

The goal of this comparison is to identify the casual mechanisms that ex-
plain dramatic changes in jihadist violence. To establish clarity on the depend-
ent variable, I examine only organized group-level acts of violence, not
individual incidents by members or supporters.66 Because this research treats
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the nonstate armed group as the unit of analysis, I focus on the organized, pre-
meditated acts perpetrated by jihadist groups, not on the private abuses com-
mitted by either afªliated or unafªliated individuals.

I then present a brief investigation of jihadist violence in Somalia, a case
of negative variation. Drawing on both primary source materials and my ªeld
research in Somalia, I ªnd that al-Shabaab underwent no changes in its
gendered violence, despite signiªcant changes in material, ideological, and
battleªeld conditions between 2007 and 2017. Rather, the evidence suggests
that al-Shabaab has refrained from sanctioning many common forms of strate-
gically valuable but tabooed gendered violence. Collectively, the case evi-
dence from Pakistan, Nigeria, and Somalia thus shows that jihadist leaders can
make dramatic changes only when an external trigger event gives them an op-
portunity to do away with inhibitory taboos on gendered violence.

Pakistan: TTP and Attacks on Girls’ Schools

Between 2007 and 2017, an alarming new type of gendered violence became
commonplace among Pakistani jihadists: the targeting of girls’ schools. De-
spite the fact that the northwest province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) in
Pakistan has been a hotbed of jihadist violence for more than three decades, lo-
cal Islamists—including those participating in jihad—have historically not at-
tacked girls’ schools. Unlike girls in neighboring Afghanistan, Pakistani girls
have attended both public and private schools in KPK safely for decades.
Female education in Pakistan is hardly ubiquitous, but attacks on girls or
schoolchildren have traditionally been utterly taboo.67 Even when the Afghan
Taliban—which had the support of the Pakistani government—banned female
education in the 1990s, girls in Pakistan continued to attend schools without
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impediment. Many Pakistani girls went on to become doctors, teachers,
and politicians.68

In 2007, however, local jihadists suddenly changed course and razed hun-
dreds of girls’ schools across the KPK. These changes were perpetrated by
emerging Pakistani Taliban factions in the region.69 One jihadist leader arose as
a particularly pronounced voice at this time: Mullah Fazlullah of the Swat
Valley. Inspired by the Afghan Taliban, Fazlullah came to prominence in 2006
by launching a daily radio campaign that propagated the idea of Islamist gov-
ernment in Pakistan. Nicknamed the “Radio Mullah,” Fazlullah regularly
ranted against all political and social institutions that he deemed westernized
and secular, including educational institutions.70 Fazlullah’s flare won him a
base, and his followers soon began targeting military, police, and other gov-
ernment bodies.

The Radio Mullah used every rhetorical ºourish to bully his opponents, en-
hance his Islamist legitimacy, and advocate for violence toward symbols of
Islamabad’s reign. In practical terms, however, the remote Swat Valley con-
tains few symbols of government to target beyond the odd police station or
administrative bureau. His followers were swift in engaging in grotesque vio-
lence against local police ofªcers, but these victims were not especially numer-
ous. In fact, the most common government-afªliated institutions in the area
were publicly funded schools.71 In 2006, Fazlullah assailed the moral corrup-
tion of these government-funded schools.

Fazlullah’s jihadists thus found themselves at a strategic impasse: they
wanted to ªght against the government, but attacks on schools were still con-
sidered deeply taboo.72 Instead, in 2006, his followers burned a number of mu-
sic stores, barber shops, and a few educational institutions that they declared

“We Have Captured Your Women” 97

68. Ghulam Mustafa, “Education Policy Analysis Report of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa” (Pakistan:
United Nations Education, Scientiªc, and Cultural Organization, 2012); and “Stress on Girls’ Edu-
cation in NWFP: Minister,” Dawn, April 30, 2005, http://www.dawn.com/news/403246. For up-
dated statistics on female education in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, visit http://www.kpese.gov.pk/
EMIS.html.
69. While on their heels, in 2005, Pakistan’s jihadists tried to win badly needed points from local
communities by providing emergency humanitarian support after the devastating earthquake.
Jawad Hussain Qureshi, “Earthquake Jihad: The Role of Jihadis and Islamist Groups after the
October 2005 Earthquake” (Brussels: International Crisis Group, July 2006).
70. Author observations, Peshawar, Pakistan, 2006.
71. In an interview in Swat Valley in 2009, when Fazlullah was asked why his group was attacking
girls schools, he replied that “when the government attacks us, then what capacity do we have to
retaliate? We will try to harm the government by attacking them.” See “Swat Taliban Leader Mul-
lah Fazlullah Interview,” exclusive with Khyber News, YouTube, January 27, 2009, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v�VjHpTio-srk, 5:55, at 3:16–3:25.
72. Author observations, Peshawar, Pakistan, 2006. Note that during this period, Mullah Fazlullah
made concerted efforts to state that he was actually seeking to advance women’s rights, albeit
from within the context of his purportedly traditional Islamist mores. Khurshid Khan, “Exclusive:



un-Islamic. They also burned a number of schools, but were careful to ensure
they were empty at the time.73

Changes in the strategic environment had no noticeable effect on these
checks on his violence. By the end of 2006, Fazlullah’s group had surged. His
faction established inºuence across the Swat Valley, and the Pakistani gov-
ernment had not yet challenged its power. Rather, in September 2006, the
Pakistani government signed a cease-ªre agreement with a number of emerg-
ing Pakistani Taliban factions.74 By the beginning of 2007, the jihadists ap-
peared to have the strategic advantage; yet, Fazlullah’s group still made no
major escalation against girls.

In July 2007, however, a drastic change occurred in the political landscape as
a result of a key trigger event: the Pakistani government’s siege of Lal Masjid
and Jamia Hafsa. Also known as the “Red Mosque,” Lal Masjid is a historic
mosque in downtown Islamabad, which has a history of militant Islamism.75

However, Lal Masjid also boasts having a large all-girls’ school attached to it
called Jamia Hafsa, which teaches Islamic studies, as well as math and sci-
ences, to hundreds of Pakistani women and girls.76 Students at Lal Masjid and
Jamia Hafsa earned a reputation for hardline Islamism, including moral polic-
ing, community vigilantism, and anti-Pakistan agitation. In response to these
actions, in July 2007 the Pakistani government launched an eight-day-long
military operation against the mosque and school, resulting in hundreds of ca-
sualties.77 Most notably, female students participated in the defense of Jamia
Hafsa, which resulted in a culturally outrageous scene of Pakistani soldiers
ªghting against Muslim schoolgirls.

While the siege had no direct impact on the strategic environment in the
KPK, the incident gave the jihadists an unexpected window of opportunity.
The Lal Masjid incident was particularly scandalous because it was calculated
and orchestrated by the government to target girls in a religious school;
the siege could not be dismissed as a mistake, nor could it be blamed on a
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few bad actors. The government owned the Lal Masjid affair, giving the
Pakistani Taliban the excuse it needed to launch a new military and propa-
ganda campaign.

The jihadist response was strong and organized. Leaders across Swat
and the tribal belt immediately declared that the Pakistani government had
attacked and humiliated “their” girls.78 They collectively ended their ten-
month-long truce deal with the Pakistani government and announced a new
umbrella alliance called Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan.79 Beitullah Mehsud, the
late leader of TTP, stated: “The fact is that this is all [Pakistani President]
Musharraf’s doing. It is all happening because of Musharraf. If he did not en-
gage in cruelty, if he did not unleash cruelty on Jamia Hafsa . . . and did not
martyr children and women in FATA, then the situation would have been dif-
ferent. Musharraf acted so cruelly in Jamia Hafsa and in FATA that these acts
resulted in an organic uprising among the people, and they acted against these
cruel acts, and the worsening security situation is a consequence of these.”80 A
different TTP-afªliated group in the Pakistani tribal areas exaggerated the ca-
sualty reports: “The Pakistani army bombed the Lal Masjid in Islamabad with
heavy arms and turned it into a graveyard for hundreds of female students.”81

Even al-Qaida leader Ayman al-Zawahiri called for revenge attacks against the
Pakistani state.82 In an hour-long broadcast, al-Zawahiri presented a distorted
picture of the incident: “They are even prepared to destroy mosques and ma-
drassas and kill thousands of male and female students just to appease and
please their masters who pay them, the neo-crusaders in the White House.”83

The incident opened up a perfect opportunity for Fazlullah to escalate his
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campaign in Swat Valley. The Radio Mullah used his propaganda machine to
turn public attention toward the siege, while his followers began a massive
and unprecedented campaign against government-funded girls’ schools across
the Swat Valley.84 His campaign was brutal and effective. Fazlullah issued an
edict banning all female education, and between 2007 and 2009, his faction de-
stroyed hundreds of girls’ schools across the Swat Valley.85 Indeed, in her
memoir, Nobel Prize–winning education activist Malala Yousafzai stated that
the Lal Masjid attack was “the start of real trouble.”86 She recalled that, in July
2007, Fazlullah gave a radio speech “quite different from his previous ones” in
which “he declared war on the Pakistani government” to avenge the deaths of
Lal Masjid.87

Eroding the taboo on attacking girls’ schools increased Fazlullah’s ability to
hit symbols of Islamabad’s power. This escalation also provided his groups
with the additional value of intimidating ideological rivals. It made little dif-
ference to Fazlullah that the women and girls his group was targeting were
also Muslims. With a threat now levied against their daughters, families who
opposed Fazlullah’s fanatical band were faced with the choice to submit, run,
or risk injury to their girls.88

In October 2007, the Pakistani military ªnally launched a campaign to oust
Fazlullah’s group.89 On the ground, the balance of power swung rapidly. By
December 2007, the Pakistani government had gained control of most of the
Swat Valley. In 2008, the United States dramatically escalated its drone war
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campaign in a new push to break the TTP. By early 2009, however, Fazlullah’s
faction had recaptured almost all of the Swat region.90 These dramatic changes
in the strategic landscape had no effect on the norms of violence of the
Swat Taliban.

During this period of tumult, Pakistan’s jihadists consistently kept their
focus on the Lal Masjid and Jamia Hafsa. In 2010, an al-Qaida publication
declared: “Those sisters who [were] targeted in Jamia Hafsa and out of which
many are still yet to be found and are trapped . . . this jihad is for all of them.”91

As his group escalated assaults on schools, Fazlullah consistently dodged criti-
cism about attacking girls by referencing the Lal Masjid incident, and then
adding that government-funded schools promote un-Islamic ideas.

As these revisionist norms took root, the nature of Fazlullah’s violence mu-
tated and worsened. In 2012, Fazlullah’s faction attacked a bus carrying
Yousafzai, shooting the teenage girl in the head. The attack prompted wide-
spread public condemnation, both inside Pakistan and across the world. Most
Pakistanis, for whom female education was completely normal, saw the target-
ing of girls’ schools to be shameful and abhorrent; for jihadists, however, this
previously unthinkable behavior was now permissible, even laudable. By
2013, an estimated 400 of the approximately 1,600 schools in Swat Valley had
been destroyed, 70 percent of which were girls’ schools.92

For ten years, these jihadists’ have escalated their school attacks, while con-
sistently deºecting attention to the attacks on Lal Masjid (see ªgure 1). The
most brutal event took place in 2014, when the Pakistani Taliban launched
a devastating assault on the coeducational Army Public School in Peshawar,
killing 134 schoolchildren. Because some of the students were children of
Pakistani army ofªcers, the militants declared it revenge for their own families
who had been killed in operations in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas
(FATA). In a statement, Fazlullah conªrmed that “6 men from Tehrik-i-Taliban
who were willing to sacriªce their lives . . . kill[ed] the children of those army
ofªcers who were about to follow in the footsteps of their fathers and brothers
in the war that is being waged on the whole country including the tribal areas
. . . more than 200 kids who were sons and daughters of individuals involved
in the army were killed.”93 Again, while ordinary Pakistanis declared their
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horror and disgust with this shameful violence, the jihadists were no longer
constrained by these normative restrictions on their behavior.

Neither ideological, economic, nor strategic interests can explain this dra-
matic change in behavior. There were no apparent changes in the economic
conditions of the Pakistani Taliban during this time period. Illicit trade ºows
remained relatively constant, and there is no evidence of a mass increase or de-
crease of foreign funds during this time. Changes in the strategic environment
also had no noticeable effect on jihadist norms. Indeed, even the U.S. drone
war campaign, which started in 2004 and spiked in 2008, does not correspond
with any changes in jihadist norms of violence against girls in KPK. There is no
identiªable pattern or correlation linking changes in the strategic environment
with changes in these norms of violence.

Rather, the evidence from the Pakistan case shows the importance of the Lal
Masjid trigger event in justifying dramatic changes in jihadist norms of vio-
lence, which have had a lasting effect. In 2015, TTP ofªcial Adnan Rashid di-
rectly referenced the Lal Masjid incident, saying: “In the name of war on terror
you gave a blood bath to Red Mosque and whole tribal belt, from Swat to
South Waziristan. A non-stop series of barbaric operations, disappearances,
mutilated bodies, and record number of IDPs [internally displaced per-
sons].”94 In a 2016 broadcast by Fazlullah’s faction, TTP spokesperson Hilal
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Figure 1. Number of Attacks on Pakistani Schools, 2001–15

SOURCE: Global Terrorism Database, 2017, http://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/.

2,500

2,000

1,500

500

0

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

1,000



Ghazi Haªzullah stated: “The Lal Masjid sad moments, atrocity, bloodshed,
and dangerous events, that all the Muslim Umma remembers, caused an up-
rising in the Muslims and give birth to an army of Mujahideen. Praise be to
Allah, this sacriªce of our sisters had a profound effect on Tehrik Taliban
Pakistan and the broader Muslim Umma and young Muslims welcomed the
call of jihad. The martyred sisters of Lal Masjid had only one request from
the government, that this country got its independence in the name of Islam
and that we want an Islamic government in this country.”95

After a decade of this propaganda and resocialization, these Pakistani
jihadists seem undaunted by the fact that their underaged targets are Muslim
children. Not only do these jihadists no longer seem to feel shame about these
attacks, but they also champion these new beliefs. Indeed, a 2017 TTP pam-
phlet stated: “All educational institutions promoting western education are
not to be spared.”96 Traditional mores, which had prohibited attacking women
and children, no longer restrain this jihadist violence; the TTP has adopted re-
visionist new norms of violence. Schoolgirls are now acceptable targets.

Nigeria: Boko Haram and Kidnapping Girls

Although ethnic and sectarian violence in Nigeria has a long history, between
2009 and 2019 the northeastern Borno region has experienced a dramatic trans-
formation in the nature and intensity of its jihadist insurgency. Most notably, in
2013 the militant group calling itself Boko Haram began kidnapping and sexu-
ally trafªcking women and girls, a serious violation of the values and mores
held by the vast majority of Nigerian Muslims. The group claims to have sold
these girls as “wives” both to its ªghters and to slave markets. The few girls
who managed to escape from Boko Haram after being kidnapped reported
rape and sexual violence while they were in captivity. This targeting of women
and girls is unprecedented in Nigeria, even among Boko Haram ªghters.

The Boko Haram insurgency began in 2002 in northeastern Borno State un-
der the leadership of a radical Salaªst preacher named Mohammed Yusuf.
Yusuf opposed Nigeria’s secular education system, claiming that it violated
Islamic law, and began pushing for a stricter Islamist political order for the
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Muslim-dominant northern provinces.97 As the conºict spiralled, the jihadists
clashed with police forces, Christian minorities, and other non-Muslim popu-
lations.98 Retaliatory clashes among Muslim and Christian gangs continued in-
termittently from 2004 onward, which led to church and mosque burnings, the
sacking of villages, and riots that claimed hundreds of lives on both sides.

In 2009, Boko Haram leader Mohammed Yusuf stated that the “Nigerian
government has not been built on justice. [It] was not built to protect Islam or
to protect Muslims. It was built to kill Muslims.”99 These claims reºect the
long-standing political tensions between northern Nigeria’s Hausa-speaking
Muslim communities and the central government.100 As the government
pushed back against Boko Haram’s uprising in the north, Yusuf complained
about the failure of the political process and the presence of armed forces in his
town: “We will not listen to anyone; we will not write letters to anyone any-
more. We already did that before. We will not consult anyone, and so we do
not agree with all this and we shall not forgive this act. And if these mad sol-
diers are not taken out this town, there shall be no peace, and this is not just for
our people, but for the people of this town entirely.”101

By 2009, a series of clashes had broken out between Boko Haram and the
government, which triggered a jihadist uprising in Borno. What followed were
two key events that catalyzed a rapid and radical transformation in the jihadist
environment. To start, the Nigerian government arrested Yusuf and summarily
executed him. Extremist commander Abubakar Shekau succeeded Yusuf and
assumed leadership over Boko Haram, and then escalated attacks on govern-
ment targets and Christian communities. The strategic landscape in northern
Nigeria underwent a series of shocks between 2009 and 2012. Despite these
changes in the strategic environment, the empirical evidence indicates that
Boko Haram did not embark on any systematic campaigns of gendered or sex-
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ual violence in northern Nigeria at this time, either against Muslim or non-
Muslim women.102

This changed after a critical event took place in January 2012. As clashes
between Christian and Muslim communities in the north continued, the gov-
ernment tried to pressure Boko Haram to relent. Hoping to force the group to
back down, the government arrested and detained the wives and children of
several Boko Haram commanders, including the wife of Shekau. Also ar-
rested “were the wife and children of the commander for Kano, Suleiman
Muhammed; the pregnant wife of the commander for Sokoto, Kabiru Sokoto,
who gave birth while in prison; and the wife of [a] suicide bomber.”103

The calculated strategy to capture and hold female family members of the
commanders shocked the Boko Haram leadership. The jihadists’ verbal
response was ªerce. Alleging in a video message that government forces
were sexually abusing their wives, Shekau bewailed:

Previously, our members have been held captive in the prison. They tie them
up and disrespect them, but it’s a pity we never said anything. We were prac-
ticing our religion. Now, it’s not even the men anymore; it is our women that
are being held captive. Right now as I talk this week, there are up to seven
women that are held captive. No one knows where they are and no one knows
what is being done to them. You Muslims know what the nonbelievers who
are against Allah do to women . . . I swear by God . . . some are being stripped
naked, another is used as a sex toy. Allah, Allah, Allah you have seen us, Allah
you have heard us. This is only in one location that seven women are held cap-
tive, in another location there are three women, there are so many locations
like this, only Allah knows how many of our women are being held captive
at different locations. The ones we are aware and know of are even more
than ten. Presently, we do not even know where they are. These are married
Muslim women.104

Shekau then warned the Nigerian government in the same message: “Since it
is our women you are now holding captive [laughs], then you should await
what happens to your women according to Shariah.”105 In the months that fol-
lowed, Boko Haram focused its outrage and threats on the arrest and abuse of
its wives.

The Nigerian government refused to release the wives of the Boko Haram
commanders. One year later, Shekau delivered on his threat. In early 2013, the
jihadists’ launched their ªrst round of kidnappings, targeting the families of
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government ofªcials in the northern region.106 In May 2013, Shekau an-
nounced that his group had kidnapped an undisclosed number of women and
girls, displayed in a hostage video, who would be held as ransom to secure the
release of their wives.107 Boko Haram’s ªrst foray into gendered kidnapping
therefore had a clear strategic rationale; by holding these hostages ransom, the
jihadists hoped to increase their bargaining position and secure the release of
their wives.108

The situation deteriorated further when the Nigerian government refused to
exchange the hostages for the wives. Northern communities that had sympa-
thized with the jihadists were outraged. The fact that the government had in-
stigated this gendered violence shielded Boko Haram from criticism of its own
abuses. Indeed, outrage at the government’s provocation allowed Boko Haram
to set aside Islamist mores that had previously constrained violence against
women and girls. The jihadist leadership used this opportunity not only to de-
nounce the government’s aggression, but also to systematically develop new
normative and legal arguments that they could use to justify their right to re-
taliate in kind.109

By early 2014, Boko Haram had developed an emerging set of Islamist
norms to justify kidnapping girls.110 In April 2014, these jihadists kidnapped
276 schoolgirls from their dormitories in the town of Chibok.111 Shekau put out
a video message, once again demanding the release of their captured women:
“Those girls that you all are bothering yourselves about, those school girls we
captured: I have said I will sell them. I have a market for selling of slaves . . . I
will sell them and I repeat I will sell them, and [I swear] you won’t be able to
get them until the day you release our people whom you are holding captive
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in your prisons and the women whom you are humiliating. There is a woman
whom you held captive, you released her and still held on to her child, we
know about all this.”112

Not only did Shekau present this ultimatum to the Nigerian government,
but he also used the event to announce his group’s new normative justiªca-
tions for the unprecedented violence. In a subsequent video, he mocked the in-
ternational community’s demands for the release of the girls, laughing that the
schoolgirls had been forcibly “converted” to Boko Haram’s version of Islam,
were sold to different men, and were now in their “marital homes”.113 He de-
clared: “I captured your girls, [and] I will sell them (laughs). I swear to God . . .
I have a market for selling people. Allah has instructed me to sell; the owner
himself has directed me to sell.”114

Notably, survivor accounts indicate that some victims were Muslim, and
that for non-Muslim women, conversion to Islam did not spare them from the
cruelty of their captors.115 Similarly, recent research also suggests that Boko
Haram’s victim selection may have had much more to do with ethnic and
communitarian politics than with religion.116 Nonetheless, in the months fol-
lowing the kidnapping of the Chibok girls, Shekau provided a post hoc reli-
gious reinterpretation of Islamic laws to legitimate his new violence: “Even the
Prophet of Allah captured slaves during the battle of Badar,” argued
Shekau.117 Using an obscure passage, ma malakat aymanukum (that which your
right hand possesses), Shekau declared that he was revitalizing slavery as a
valid Islamic practice in war: “I am not the type that only prays and does not
capture slaves. No, I won’t do that. I will follow the entirety of Quran. The
Quran talks about capturing slaves; that is why I have caught them.”118

After two years of these reactive kidnappings and incendiary messages,
Boko Haram failed to secure the release of its wives. Yet, its embrace of previ-
ously tabooed violence provided Boko Haram with a slew of new strategic and
economic beneªts. Not only did kidnapping girls terrorize rival communities,
but this tactic also provided Boko Haram ªghters with a steady supply of
“wives” and slaves. The jihadists could also generate revenue from their sex
trafªcking networks.119
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Moreover, widespread international condemnation of the kidnappings
made Shekau’s previously obscure group known to global jihadists. Boko
Haram had until then enjoyed only nominal relations with the region’s power-
ful and wealthy al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), but had no formal
afªliation.120 With its new sex trafªcking credentials, however, Boko Haram
gained notoriety among even more extreme global jihadists. In 2016, after
years of being snubbed by AQIM, Shekau pledged allegiance to the infamous
Islamic State in the Levant leadership, which had also openly embraced sexual
slavery and trafªcking.121 This shift in ideological afªliation, however, took
place well after the group had embraced its new norms of gendered violence.

Despite these later beneªts, there is no evidence that Boko Haram had any
prior strategic, ideological, or economic interests in gendered kidnapping be-
fore the capture of their wives. Outraged by the arrest of their wives, Boko
Haram’s ªrst retaliatory kidnappings aimed to increase their strategic bargain-
ing position vis-à-vis the government. Their ability to use this tabooed be-
havior for broader strategic purposes, however, was made possible by the
expanded political opportunity space created by the initial trigger. The results
have been dramatic. Within two years of the initial trigger event, Boko Haram
had become sex trafªckers in their own right.

Somalia: Al-Shabaab As Static Jihadists

Not all jihadists have changed their norms of violence against women, de-
spite signiªcant changes in their economic, ideological, and strategic condi-
tions. Al-Shabaab in Somalia from 2007 to 2017 provides a powerful example.

International Security 44:1 108

keeping, and the Neo-Liberal World Order,” Brown Journal of World Affairs, Vol. 10, No. 1
(Summer/Fall 2003), pp. 133–148, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24590599; Jeanne Ward and
Mendy Marsh, “Sexual Violence against Women and Girls in War and Its Aftermath: Realities, Re-
sponses, and Required Resources,” paper prepared for the Symposium on Sexual Violence in
Conºict and Beyond, Brussels, Belgium, June 21–23, 2006, p. 34; Janie L. Leatherman, Sexual Vio-
lence and Armed Conºict (Cambridge: Polity, 2011); and Wood, “Variation in Sexual Violence during
War.”
120. Jacob Zenn, “Nigerian al-Qaedaism,” Current Trends in Islamist Ideology, Vol. 16 (2014), https:/
/www.hudson.org/content/researchattachments/attachment/1392/zenn.pdf; Jacob Zenn, “Boko
Haram’s Conquest for the Caliphate: How Al Qaeda Helped Islamic State Acquire Territory,”
Studies in Conºict & Terrorism, published ahead of print, February 20, 2018, pp. 1–34, doi.org/
10.1080/1057610X.2018.1442141; and Jacob Zenn, “A Biography of Boko Haram and the Bay’a to
al-Baghdadi,” CTC Sentinel, Vol. 8, No. 3 (March 2015), https://ctc.usma.edu/a-biography-of-
boko-haram-and-the-baya-to-al-baghdadi.
121. Hakeem Onapajo, “Has Nigeria Defeated Boko Haram? An Appraisal of the Counter-Terror-
ism Approach under the Buhari Administration,” Strategic Analysis, Vol. 41, No. 1 (January 2017),
pp. 61–73, doi.org/10.1080/09700161.2016.1249177; Daniel Byman, “ISIS Goes Global: Fight the Is-
lamic State by Targeting Its Afªliates,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 95, No. 2 (March/April 2016), pp. 76–85,
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/middle-east/isis-goes-global; and Ely Karmon, “Islamic
State and al-Qaeda Competing for Hearts and Minds,” Perspectives on Terrorism, Vol. 9, No. 2
(2015), pp. 71–79.



While Somalia has been in a state of civil war since 1991, its current jihadist
insurgency began in 2007 in the immediate aftermath of a U.S.-backed
Ethiopian invasion, which overthrew the emerging Islamic Court Union (ICU)
government in Mogadishu.122 As the ICU disbanded, its armed wing reformed
as the militant group called al-Shabaab.123 From 2007 until the time of this
writing, al-Shabaab has maintained an effective jihadist insurgency across
large swaths of southern and central Somalia. These jihadists have also ex-
tended their reach across borders, launching a campaign of terror that has af-
fected neighbouring Uganda and Kenya. During this period, the group earned
a reputation for assassinations, coercive extortion, kidnappings, and suicide
attacks, declaring all of these abuses as justiªed under its Islamist code of con-
duct.124 Never, however, did it change its established Islamist norms to permit
new violence against women. Despite substantial changes in material, strate-
gic, and ideational factors over this decade, al-Shabaab has not experienced
any corresponding group-level variations in its norms of gendered violence.

Nevertheless, al-Shabaab does engage in a wide range of abuses against
Somali women, such as excluding them from some aspects of public life and
enforcing mandatory veiling.125 Using religious norms as a pretext, at times
these jihadists have even required women to buy and wear special al-Shabaab-
approved clothing.126 They also engaged in more grisly gendered violence,
including the corporal punishments of persons—often women—who are
charged with adultery.127 These practices may seem alien to the majority of
moderate Somalis; al-Shabaab, however, espouses this extreme Islamist inter-
pretation of the law.

Yet, al-Shabaab leaders have not sanctioned any new and unprecedented
forms of gendered violence that deviate from their preexisting Islamist concep-
tions. There have been no new group-level campaigns of gendered violence
that violate existing taboos and mores. The group has not issued any legal
edicts allowing rape or sexual exploitation, even though such permissions
might help recruit foot soldiers. At no point have al-Shabaab’s leaders put
forward new edicts that drastically reinterpret Islamic laws to allow for previ-
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ously tabooed gendered violence. Notably, nor have there been any identi-
ªable scandals perpetrated by the government during this time period that
could have served as triggers.

In all civil wars, however, some soldiers commit acts of sexual violence.
Al-Shabaab militants reportedly engage in rape, sometimes using the pretext
of “forced marriage.”128 In other cases, unruly and drugged-up militiamen
have raped without bothering with stipulating religious rules and norms,
much like other armed groups in the Somali theater.129 Al-Shabaab’s leaders
often ignore these abuses, but have not dared sanction or advocate these ta-
booed abuses. There have been no sermons or campaigns championing and
justifying new norms or laws of gendered violence. To the contrary, al-Shabaab
ofªcially applies the death penalty for the crime of rape.130

While there have been no formal changes in al-Shabaab’s norms of gendered
violence to date, the group has experienced signiªcant economic, strategic,
and ideational shocks, including major victories and setbacks. From 2008 to
2012, al-Shabaab enjoyed relative dominance in the southern region, including
control over the lucrative Kismayo Port. This dominance ended in 2012, how-
ever, when al-Shabaab experienced a seismic economic and strategic reversal
after a Kenyan offensive pushed its ªghters out of Kismayo, resulting in a
heavy loss of revenue and territory.131 In the same year, al-Shabaab also made
a formal ideological change, becoming an afªliate of al-Qaida, and swearing
fealty to Osama bin Laden.

These economic, ideological, and strategic changes certainly affected al-
Shabaab’s behavior. When the group was dominant in Kismayo and other re-
gions, it ruled and governed more like a state.132 When it lost money and
power in 2012, al-Shabaab shifted to using cheap and bloody terrorist attacks
against softer targets to maintain its presence while in decline. After al-
Shabaab’s leader Ahmed Godane was killed in a 2014 U.S. drone strike, the
jihadists changed their leadership.133 Yet, even in this period of tumult, there
was no attempt by the jihadist leadership to redeªne the group’s rules and
norms of gendered violence.
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Moreover, between 2015 and 2017, al-Shabaab rebuilt its power and tax base,
covertly re-establishing its coercive inºuence across the southern region. Even
still, despite having regained strategic and economic power, there is no evi-
dence that these factors have provoked any sweeping changes in its gendered
violence. Al-Shabaab has certainly abused women according to its existing
norms of violence; unlike its Pakistani and Nigerian counterparts, however, it
has waged no new and unprecedented campaigns against them.

Notably, there is no identiªable trigger event that could have allowed
al-Shabaab to catalyse sweeping norm changes. Of course, there is a high rate
of wartime rape in Somalia, and even allegations of sexual exploitation by
African Union peacekeepers, which al-Shabaab has decried.134 Yet, each of
these incidents can be blamed on individual actors; the government does not
own responsibility for orchestrating these abuses. As a result, there has
been no pivotal moment in the conºict that al-Shabaab could use to redeªne
its rules and norms. As a result, al-Shabaab’s norms of gendered violence
have remained static for more than ten years, despite signiªcant transforma-
tions in the group’s economic endowments, strategic conditions, and ideologi-
cal afªliation.

Conclusion

There are no jihadist groups in modern history that have championed
women’s rights and freedoms; indeed, jihadists are not feminists. Across time
and space, jihadist groups have targeted women and girls for abuse and
repression, using their purportedly sacrosanct Islamist norms and laws as a
justiªcation. Yet, in some recent cases, jihadist violence against women has
changed dramatically, in ways that deviate from these supposedly immutable
Islamist norms and laws. Long-standing norms that once prohibited certain
wartime violence have been abandoned.

The evidence in this article shows that changes in jihadist violence occurred
when external triggers expanded the political opportunity space for jihadist
leaders to act as norm entrepreneurs, and thus redeªne the rules of war. In
Pakistan, the government’s assault on Lal Masjid and Jamia Hafsa in 2007 gave
local Taliban factions the opportunity to justify targeting girls and schools that
they associated with the government. In Nigeria, the 2012 mass arrest of the
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wives and children of Boko Haram leaders gave these African jihadists the op-
portunity to launch a campaign of kidnapping, rape, and sexual slavery
against women and girls from both Christian and Muslim communities. In
contrast, in the absence of a shocking act perpetrated by the Somali govern-
ment, al-Shabaab has not dramatically changed in the nature and type of its
jihadist violence against women and girls. The evidence from these cases re-
veals that changes in economic, strategic, and ideational factors have no clear
causal connection to jihadist violence against women and girls; such changes
in gendered violence occur only when a signiªcant trigger event allows
jihadist leaders to rewrite their rules and norms.

These cases thus provide a launching point for future research on jihadist vi-
olence in other war theaters. In Iraq, for example, jihadists made dramatic
changes to their norms of violence against women between 2005 and 2018.135

Looking closely at information operations data from the Iraqi theater across
this time period, the data show that al-Qaida in Iraq and the Islamic State of
Iraq obsessively referenced the 2005 Abu Ghraib scandal to justify their
gendered violence and deºect criticism of their abuses.136 In contrast, in Mali,
where there has been a jihadist insurgency since 2012, there were no noticeable
changes in norms of violence against women. From 2012 to 2018, Malian
jihadists gained and lost signiªcant economic resources, experienced astonish-
ing victories and crushing defeats on the battleªeld, and have undergone a
major ideological reorientation by formally becoming an al-Qaida afªliate.137

Yet, despite these signiªcant and measurable changes in economic, strategic,

International Security 44:1 112

135. See Rosanne Marrit Anholt, “Understanding Sexual Violence in Armed Conºict: Cutting
Ourselves with Occam’s Razor,” Journal of International Humanitarian Action, Vol. 1, No. 6 (2016),
p. 6, doi.org/10.1186/s41018-016-0007-7; James P. Farwell and Darby J. Arakelian, “Using Informa-
tion in Contemporary War,” Parameters, Vol. 46, No. 3 (Autumn 2016), pp. 71–86; Nadje Al-Ali and
Nicola Pratt, What Kind of Liberation? Women and the Occupation of Iraq (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2009); and Nadje Al-Ali, “Sexual Violence in Iraq: Challenges for Transnational Femi-
nist Politics,” European Journal of Women’s Studies, Vol. 25, No. 1 (February 1, 2018), pp. 10–27,
doi.org/10.1177/1350506816633723.
136. For discussion on the effects of the Abu Ghraib incident on the rhetoric of the Islamic State of
Iraq and Syria, see Tallha Abdulrazaq and Gareth Stansªeld, “The Enemy Within: ISIS and the
Conquest of Mosul,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 70, No. 4 (Autumn 2016), pp. 525–542, doi.org/
10.3751/70.4.11; Karen J. Greenberg, “Counter-Radicalization via the Internet,” ANNALS of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 668, No. 1 (November 2016), pp. 165–179,
doi.org/10.1177/0002716216672635; Marwan M. Kraidy, “The Projectilic Image: Islamic State’s
Digital Visual Warfare and Global Networked Affect,” Media, Culture & Society, Vol. 39, No. 8 (No-
vember 2017), pp. 1194–1209, doi.org/10.1177/0163443717725575; and John Hagan et al., “The
Militarization of Mass Incapacitation and Torture during the Sunni Insurgency and American
Occupation of Iraq,” Social Sciences, Vol. 5, No. 4 (December 2016), p. 78, doi.org/10.3390/
socsci5040078.
137. Author interviews, Bamako, Mali, February 2017.



and ideational factors, there have been no corresponding changes in jihadist
norms of gendered violence in Mali.138

Although this research is concerned with jihadists, there are also other
types of insurgent groups with norms and rules. For example, the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka developed a strict code prohibiting sexual
violence in response to the Sri Lankan military’s widespread abuse of Tamil
women.139 The National Liberation Army in Colombia, during the early period
of its existence, followed strict doctrines of liberation theology, and thus
prohibited certain behaviors, such as kidnapping, extortion, and drug traf-
ªcking.140 The theory developed in this article may help explain norm endur-
ance, erosion, and change in other insurgencies around the world. Of course,
my research will have less to say about rapacious militias that have no norma-
tive or ideological roots, and thus have no qualms about using gruesome vio-
lence. However, many modern civil wars are fought by insurgents that have
declared fealty to a higher set of principles. This article offers a ªrst step into
exploring why, how, and under what conditions the supposedly immutable
norms and values that militias espouse can be overturned during a ªght.

Future research should also consider the possibility that contagion effects
can spread new norms across borders.141 If a trigger event sparks jihadist norm
change in one war theater, jihadist groups in other parts of the world may be
inspired to follow suit. For example, the fact that suicide bombing was
adopted by jihadists in the Palestinian theater gradually expanded the oppor-
tunity space for jihadists in other theaters to adopt this tactic.142 Once toxic
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norm change has successfully occurred in one jihadist group, it becomes easier
for other jihadists to do away with taboos and constraints on violence in their
local war theaters. Given that global communication and connectivity among
jihadist groups has become increasingly sophisticated, these demonstration
and learning effects across conºict zones may help explain cascading changes
in jihadist norms of violence.143

This analysis is premised on the assumption that jihadist leaders inherently
want to shed constraints on strategically advantageous but tabooed violence.
That is, I have assumed that jihadist leaders are not truly sincere about their
purportedly immutable beliefs, but rather instrumentally abide by Islamist
rules and norms just to maintain their legitimacy. While this rationalist as-
sumption offers valuable analytical utility for this initial inductive work, fu-
ture researchers may wish to question this premise.144 It is indeed possible that
jihadist leaders truly believe in their stated laws and mores; if so, their decision
to make drastic changes to their rules and norms is even more signiªcant, sig-
naling a deep psychological change.

This future research would require a more detailed investigation of the pos-
sible emotional and psychological effects of these key trigger events.145 There
is strong evidence in the literature that feelings of shame, rage, and revenge
are powerful explanations for human behavior,146 and jihadists frequently use
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the language of revenge and justice in their calls for violence.147 The challenge,
of course, is that one cannot psychologically evaluate jihadists without ªrst
putting these hostile actors on the psychiatrist’s couch. That said, research
shows that intense feelings of humiliation and revenge are a powerful trigger
of violence.148 While discussion of these psychological factors are beyond the
scope of this article, there is much potential for fruitful study of these cognitive
processes on jihadist violence.

With respect to the practical implications of this research, governments
should reºect critically on the consequences of controversial counterinsur-
gency strategies. Arresting the pregnant wives of insurgent commanders is
dangerous and unwise. Botched military operations targeting women and
girls can have serious blowback effects. In cases such as Nigeria, Afghanistan,
and Mali, the international community works closely with governments in
their ªght against jihadist insurgencies. Ensuring that these governments con-
duct themselves professionally and ethically would minimize the risk of vio-
lent escalations. Apologies levied after the fact do little to contain jihadist
reactions. Indeed, the safest and smartest strategies for engaging with jihad-
ists is to ensure that intervention against them is conducted according to the
highest legal and moral standards.

Finally, moderate Islamic leaders have withdrawn from the global conversa-
tion about acceptable norms in ªghting wars. Fearing potential reprisals for
engaging in conversations about jihadist ideas, the majority of Islamic scholars
have responded to the surge in extremist violence with empty slogans such as
“Islam means peace.” Because moderate Islamic scholars have withdrawn
from the debate about jihad, extremists have a near monopoly over the narra-
tive. Silencing mainstream conversations about jihadist norms and laws has
not made the world safer. Rather, by completely ceding this intellectual terri-
tory to extremists, this fringe minority has used its unchecked power to under-
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mine hundreds of years of Islamic legal precedent and deeply embedded
cultural mores. The only way to reverse this pernicious trend is for moderate
Muslim intellectuals to engage in these tough conversations about Islamic
laws and norms in war. For the safety of the world, the security community
should encourage them to do so.
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