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In security studies as well as in actual practices of countries and international organizations, “gender” 
is often equated with “woman.”  In Gender, Religion, Extremism: Finding Women in Anti-Radicalization, 
Katherine E. Brown seeks to demonstrate how this misunderstanding of gender contributes to ineffective 
policies for countering violent extremism (CVE) while also affecting deradicalization programs regardless 
of the recipient’s gender.  

Brown’s description of CVE and deradicalization policies and programs sponsored by the United Nations 
(UN), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the European Union (EU), the United States, the 
United Kingdom (UK), Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands, Pakistan, and Indonesia show how concepts of 
masculinity and femininity can serve to reinforce existing power relationships between men and women.  
Her use of feminist theory to assess these programs identifies assumptions underpinning existing policies 
that most other evaluations have failed to note.

Most contemporary deradicalization programs that target Muslims focus on Jihadist ideology as princi-
pal motivator for terrorism.  They tend to offer participants the hard choice to be with the government or 
against it.   Throughout Gender, Religion, Extremism, Brown shows that government and international-
ly-sponsored programs share an approach that tends to:  equates women and youth; sees women and youth 
as at-risk for, or victims of, radicalization; excludes boys and men when discussing gender; does not con-
sider gender differences as a factor in the radicalization process; and views women’s role mainly as serving 
to “…. minimize and mitigate the violence of ‘their men’” (p. 33).

In each chapter, Brown presents her analysis of deradicalization programs thematically, with observations 
on the them based on country case studies.  In the five countries she examines (UK, Netherlands, Saudi 
Arabia, Pakistan, and Indonesia), all the programs use education for women as means of “empowerment”, 
with some of them assuming that if women understand Islam and the values of modernity in the same way 
their governments do, women will be a moderating influence on militant Muslim men.  The Saudi pro-
gram is the most explicit in its expectations for proper male and female behavior as part of deradicalizing 
efforts.  Its state-run facility, the Mohammed bin Naif Counselling Center, only serves men while the wom-
en’s program is run in-home by families.  In both the male and female programs, proper husband-wife 
relationships are encouraged to keep men in their role as father and head of household (p. 136).  The other 
countries’ programs also tend to assume that proper gender roles and a closer connection to the communi-
ty will support stable social relationships and assure loyalty to the government. The other countries’ pro-
grams, however, do not explicitly state that gender roles and relationships are tools for deradicalization.

The key theme Brown exposes in many government-sponsored deradicalization programs is “chivalric 
masculinity,” that is, the state sees itself as exhibiting “generosity, justice, sacrifice, and courage” (p. 172) to 
protect the community.  Governments tend to act paternalistically, using traditional, binary gender stereo-
types which reinforce the status quo.  Brown finds that government programs tend to see female terrorist 
in one of four ways:  1) suicide terrorist; 2) white widow; 3) jihadi bride; and 4) female foreign terrorist 
fighter.  These four types assume the woman was seduced or groomed for her role and did not make a 
considered choice of her own to engage in political violence.  Since this view explains away many militant 
women’s actions, government programs tend not to study women’s motivations to join violent groups or 
outline how to intervene in the recruitment process.  Brown’s section examining how programs view men’s 
radicalization is especially strong, noting that the programs she analyzed tend to look at men as being “… 
hypersexual, working class, and foreign” (p. 108).  

Brown’s examination of deradicalization programs’ approach to women is well developed.  Her review of 
the programs highlights how governments tend to view the home as a “site of tranquility” in which women 
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rule.  Further, they assume that women will take an “… active stance toward world preservation and pro-
tection” that benefits the state (p.115).  When governments create deradicalization programs for women, 
they equate “woman” and “mother”, being unable to envision a radical mother (p.118).  Fatherhood also 
has a role to play in some of the programs; however, the deradicalization programs demonstrated more 
diversity in men’s than women’s roles.  Counter-extremism programs, especially those in the West, or those 
funded by Western governments, assume that women are the beneficiaries of secularism and modernity.  
They do not acknowledge that some women could by themselves choose to live differently, nor do these 
programs acknowledge that modernity brings with it a dual burden on women to be in the public sphere 
as well as being responsible for the home.  These same programs see men as making informed, if misguid-
ed, choices when it comes to extremism and radicalism, viewing these as “… avenues for men to fulfill 
their identities as men” (p. 76).  A number of programs tend to view male rebelliousness as a part of the 
male maturation process that can be addressed by rational discussion and by presenting men with other 
choices while female militancy tends to be viewed as an aberration in some of the countries studied.  

Such observations about radicalization lead logically to Brown’s prescription for change.  She offers con-
ceptual-level alternatives including: promoting alternative peaceful masculinities (p. 208); acknowledging 
that radicalization affects women and men differently and tailoring prevention measures accordingly; 
protecting without instrumentalizing the rights of women and children; and providing gender-sensitive 
services such as safehouses for women. These alternatives provide a vague vision of a proposed better pro-
grammatic outcome, stating that the feminist theory seeks “peace rather than stability” with peace being 
defined by inclusivity, human security, and by dismantling “neoliberal economics” (p. 202).  This vision 
asks governments to upend their current policies for better ones, but it is vague about how to get there.  

Alternative policies could have questioned the expectations of women and men, asking what programs 
could do to open space for people who do not comfortably identify as only one gender or want to recon-
sider gender roles.  In the history of insurgency, terrorism, and imprisonment, we see repeated examples of 
individuals who take on gender roles that do not coincide with their physical sex assigned at birth.  Gen-
der, Religion, Extremism shows how women who commit violence are seen as weak-minded, faulty in their 
femininity, out of place – in a word “queer.”  It is because of such observations that this reviewer found, in 
the end, the tools of feminist theory to be insufficient to understand gender in CVE and deradicalization. 
Perhaps using Queer Theory would have offered a wider range of options and observations.  

Gender, Religion, Extremism is a valuable book for understanding CVE as part of the post-September 11 
counterterrorism environment. However, the book’s policy recommendations stop short of offering a con-
crete alternative vision for CVE or providing practical steps for policymakers.  For recommendations of 
alternative approaches, feminist theory seems to be too limiting. For academics and researchers, the book 
offers ideas for further exploration, including how historical lessons could be incorporated into today’s 
CVE policies and how best practices from local-level criminal gang intervention programs could inform 
future deradicalization efforts.  Gender, Religion, Extremism opens space to question binary gender ap-
proaches and the intersections of race, gender, and economic class (and more) in deradicalization program 
development and implementation.  It is to be hoped that Brown and other scholars will take the volume’s 
findings and continue the work to expand our understandings of gender and terrorism, separately and 
together.
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