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ABSTRACT
Female suicide bombing has been and still is a growing phenomenon in the entire world since the 1980s, shaping itself to be one of the most studied terrorist threats of our time. Suicide bombing, on its own, provokes paranoia and fear, in line with the overall goal of terrorism, which aims to have far-reaching, psychological repercussions beyond the immediate target. The fact that someone is willing to take their life in the process of killing others creates a sense of lack of safety, as the suicide bomber can attack at any given moment, anywhere. The widespread societal conception of women as the gentler sex, as nurturers and givers of life makes the phenomenon of female suicide bombing, of women perpetrating terror acts, much more shocking and dramatic than a suicide attack carried by a man: it is those who give life the ones that end up taking it away. The reasons why women choose to become involved in terror operations has been a topic of discussion among academics, some defending personal reasons and psychological problems as the main drivers of such acts. However, the circumstances in which women get coerced into getting involved in terrorist organizations and finally, carrying out suicide operations are not as widely explored and studied. This study takes a close look at the paradox of women being victims and perpetrators, focusing on the structural grievances and societal norms that bring women to regard becoming a member of a suicide a terrorist organization and finally, a suicide bomber as their one and only choice. 
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RESUMEN
Los atentados suicidas perpetrados por mujeres han sido, y siguen siendo, un fenómeno creciente en todo el mundo desde la década de 1980, y se han convertido en una de las amenazas terroristas más estudiadas de nuestro tiempo. Los atentados suicidas, por sí solos provocan paranoia y miedo de manera acorde con el objetivo general del terrorismo, que pretende tener repercusiones psicológicas de largo alcance más allá del objetivo inmediato. El hecho de que alguien esté dispuesto a quitarse la vida en el proceso de matar a otros crea una sensación de falta de seguridad, ya que el terrorista suicida puede atacar en cualquier momento y en cualquier lugar. La concepción social generalizada de las mujeres como el sexo “débil”, como las que cuidan y dan la vida, hace que el fenómeno de los atentados suicidas femeninos, de las mujeres que perpetran actos de terror, sea mucho más impactante y dramático que un atentado suicida perpetrado por un hombre: son las que dan la vida las que acaban quitándola. Las razones por las que las mujeres deciden involucrarse en operaciones terroristas suicidas ha sido un tema de debate entre académicos, algunos defendiendo que las razones personales y los problemas psicológicos son los principales impulsores de tales actos. Sin embargo, las circunstancias en las que las mujeres se ven obligadas a involucrarse en organizaciones terroristas y, finalmente, a llevar a cabo operaciones suicidas, no han sido tan ampliamente exploradas y estudiadas. Este estudio analiza la paradoja de que las mujeres sean tanto víctimas como autoras, centrándose en los agravios estructurales y las normas sociales que llevan a las mujeres a considerar que convertirse en miembro de una organización terrorista y, finalmente, en terrorista suicida, es su única opción.
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[bookmark: _Toc57626349][bookmark: _Toc70771013]1.1 State of the question  
Female suicide bombing or female suicide terrorism, hereinafter “FSB”, references a strategy in terrorism which introduces women of varying ages carrying out suicide attacks. A suicide attack is “a violent, politically motivated action intended consciously and with prior intent by one or more individuals who kills him/herself in the course of the operation together with his/her chosen target. The death of the perpetrator is a prerequisite for the operations success” (Schweitzer, 2006). The fact that women perpetrate these attacks increases the fear and paranoia terrorism seeks to provoke, given the nurturing gender roles traditionally attributed to women, which is one of the reasons why this phenomenon has been attracting attention in the academic field for the past years. 

The recent academic focus on FSB makes the historical involvement of women in political violence seem less important or less significant (Bloom, 2007), but women have been active in violent and non-violent political activism for decades. Historically, women’s involvement in political violence was limited to auxiliary or support roles, for instance, giving birth to fighters. While “giving birth to the revolution” should be considered as a key task in political activism, women’s roles and involvement have always been regarded as secondary or less important than men’s. In what concerns violent political activism, women have been participants since the 19th century, but have been especially important in the modern era of terrorism since the 1960s. Some key female representatives of this active involvement in political activism include the Italian Red Brigade’s leader Margherita Cagol, Baader-Meinhof’s co-founder Ulrike Marie Meinhof, the founder of the Japanese Red Army, Fusako Shigenobu and one of the leaders of Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA), Dolores “Yoyes” González Katarain. 

Whether it was because of the tactical needs of the moment, or just a matter of time, the active involvement of women in political activism did not stop growing ever since the 1960s. We can find the reasons for this more active involvement in the importance given to the liberation of women in the third or “new left” wave of terrorism, as characterized by David Rapoport. While in the second wave women had been left out to take on secondary roles such as messengers and scouts, in the third or “new left” wave of terrorism, that went on from the Vietnam War until it started ebbing in the 1980s, women became leaders and fighters (Rapoport, 2004). This incremental tendency can be found in suicide bombing too, because as suicide terrorism started to grow, FSB did so too. We could say that the birth of modern FSB was in 1985, when the Syrian Socialist National Party deployed the first ever female suicide bomber, 17-year-old Sana’a Mehaydali, who successfully blew herself up against an Israeli convoy in Lebanon (Bloom, 2005). Mehaydali remains one of the youngest female suicide bombers in history. While she was not devoutly Muslim, she was “passionately nationalistic and adored the then Syrian President Hafez al-Assad” (United States Transport Security Administration, n.d.). While revolutionary politics have traditionally and historically been regarded as a male affair, there are not many historical explanations on the reasons why men have chosen to engage in political activism (Mullaney, 1984). Given that not many studies go into greater detail on the why of men’s engagement, there are even fewer studies available on the same issue regarding women, as men’s experiences are many times established as the basis for further study. The common societal conceptions of giving birth as the sole imaginable life purposes that women should have, along with the lack of explanations on why people, not even just women, choose to engage in revolutionary politics, ended up with the labelling of instances of female violent political activism, such as female suicide bombing, as unnatural. 

This ascribed unnatural-ness to FSB seems to arouse a morbid fascination for the phenomenon, mainly because of the enormous amount of news coverage that suicide attacks perpetrated by women have received, even more than those perpetrated by men. To carry this unnatural-ness even further, normally groups of female militants receive heroic, mystic, and even sexualized nicknames, such as the Palestinian “Army of Roses”, or the LTTE “armed virgins” or “birds of paradise”, which only serve to make women’s engagement in violent political activism or armed conflict seem completely exceptional. This also ends up stripping the actions carried by female combatants of all political agency and meaning (Balansingham, 2001, as cited in Banner, 2008). This mystification of women and how FSB is seen to be completely against traditional female gender roles have only served to delegitimize and to make generalizations about this complex phenomenon. It is of paramount importance to highlight how FSB should be carefully studied case by case, as there is a great risk of rendering the struggles faced by these women invisible. Indeed, studies and assumptions about his topic must also be treated with caution, as the exclusive focus on how female suicide bombers dynamite oppressive gender roles when carrying out suicide operations leave us at risk of justifying and softening the terrible consequences of FSB. Female suicide terrorists may be victims of their own circumstances, but they are too perpetrators of death operations that seek to harm and kill innocent people. 

In line with the previously mentioned mystification and glorification of female suicide bombers, the victimization of women is at times overlooked, because they are equated to symbols of gender equality and feminism. This position is criticized to give away a lack of understanding of the depth of the phenomenon by part of its advocates, as “fanaticism and death cults generally do not lead to liberation politics for women. Women may exhibit courage and steely resolve as terrorists, but if they are part of a system that affords them unequal status, then feminism doesn’t apply” (Foden, 2003). According to certain academics, female suicide bombers are not feminist icons or portents of gender equality, and its arguable that they engage in FSB as a way to dynamite gender roles, stereotypes, and the patriarchy. As Mia Bloom defends, the message FSB sends is that these women seem to be more valuable to their societies dead than alive (Bloom, 2007).

The other part of the twofold that this victimization of women is presented by some to be is the instrumentalization of the vulnerability of women by terrorist groups. This vulnerability exists but is not exclusive to women, because suicide terrorism tends to start with traumatized individuals who have suffered terrible losses and are attracted to radical groups for their ideology, that acts as a first aid to their survival guilt or their desire for revenge (Speckhard & Akhmedova, 2006). Despite this vulnerability not being exclusive to them, “women who participate in suicide bombing are usually among the most socially vulnerable: widows and rape victims” (Bloom, 2007). Women are among the most affected collectives by violent conflict, and it is key to bear in mind that women and girls are affected in different ways by conflict than men and boys.

Focusing exclusively on the victimization of female suicide bombers result on an overly simplistic and Westernized view of FSB. Thus, any analysis on the topic should be carried out with extreme caution, to prevent racist and simplistic generalizations from arising. Among Western feminist academics, there is a tendency of reducing Third World Women to a single group of “universal dependents” (Mohanty, 1988) meaning that these women are established to be oppressed, powerless and uneducated victims even before any type of analysis or study is carried out about them. This tendency makes Western academics studying cases of female violence, such as FSB, deprive the agents of this terror of agency, characterizing these women exclusively as victims of patriarchal manipulation (Hao, 2016). Hence, we can conclude this section by highlighting how the victim-perpetrator duality that female suicide bombers display is indisputably a sensitive issue, and any analysis on this topic must be proceeded with utmost caution, because both extremes are equally as harmful. On the one hand, branding female suicide bombers as merely violent perpetrators leaves us at risk of ignoring the depth of the phenomenon and its many faces and factors. On the other hand, “quasi-feminist” and paternalistic approaches where female suicide bombers are no more than powerless victims takes all possible agency away from these women, and can result in an excessively mystic, glorified, or romanticized approach to this phenomenon.  

This study aims to dig deeper in the phenomenon of FSB, to try and study its complexity and different angles from an informed, critical perspective, always trying to give the priority to the authors from the places this study will talk about, namely Palestine and Sri Lanka. As we have already expounded, an overly Western approach to the phenomenon is normally used to study FSB. In the opinion of the researcher, the “primacy” of Western sources over local ones may act as a “Chinese whispers” game: the information from the primary source gets gradually more and more distorted as it passes through people (as people analyze the information from the primary source), ending up not having anything to do with the primary source itself. This is because new analysis may be being carried out on the basis of other Western analysis, that at the same time, have been based off other Western analysis. At some point, we must strive to come back to the primary source, to get rid of the prejudices and biases the information has taken up along the way. Hence, this study was motivated by a desire to learn more about the phenomenon of suicide bombing, and about FSB, by trying to give a primary place to local sources, which was nevertheless not always possible.


[bookmark: _Toc70771014][bookmark: _Toc57626351]1.2. FSB paradigms
Taking into account that FSB has been going on since the 1980s, there is currently no consensus on the field on a sole paradigm that explains why women choose to engage in FSB. Among the many interlinked but at the same time opposing opinions on the topic, we could affirm that there are two main umbrella positions, where the different theories and suppositions could be grouped: on the one hand, there is what we could call the “personal reasons paradigm” and on the other hand, the “complex sociocultural patriarchal phenomenon paradigm”. 

The personal reasons paradigm has been criticized to be Western-centric and ignorant of the complexity of FSB. This paradigm is structured around Victor’s Army of Roses, an account on Palestinian female martyrs and their personal reasons to become one. According to her, the phenomenon of the shahida (female martyr) takes place as a consequence of the pressure Palestinian women experience due to living under occupation, the exploitation they face by their male counterparts and the culture of death entrenched in the Palestinian society (Victor, 2004). In addition to this, she argues that Palestinian women choose to become martyrs to escape the tight constraints of traditional societal and gender roles and to become, even in the short-term, equal to men, a position shared with Beyler in Messengers of Death: Female Suicide Bombers. Other key authors of the personal reasons paradigm include O’Rourke and her text What’s Special About Female Suicide Terrorism, which defends that the primary motivations for women to commit a suicide attack reside in the loyalty to their community and the desire to restore lost honor (O’Rourke, 2009).

On the other hand, we have a much less structured paradigm, that we have named the “complex sociocultural patriarchal phenomenon paradigm”. This paradigm has no single important author, but many academics that defend that FSB is socio-culturally complex, and the motivations of female suicide bombers cannot be simplified to include only personal reasons. In this umbrella paradigm, a number of authors acknowledge the fact that personal reasons may play a part, but they are not the sole motivator for women to engage in FSB. For instance, Bloom argues that it is personal reasons coupled with nationalism as well as social and political motivations what drives female suicide bombers (Bloom, 2007). Furthermore, Schweitzer also follows this path to assert that it is “Palestinian women’s inferior social status, the reluctance of their traditional societies to include them in the struggle, coupled with their own personal motives are the primary factors of their desire to become martyrs.” (Schweitzer, 2006). We could say that there is a consensus on this umbrella paradigm that rather than focusing exclusively on the individual motivations of each female suicide bomber, we must take into account the nature of the society, the conflict, and the role of the terrorist organization, among others.
[bookmark: _Toc70771015][bookmark: _Toc57626356]1.3. Research question and objectives
The following pages and sections of this thesis will dive into the phenomenon of female suicide bombing in Palestine under Fatah and Sri Lanka under the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, in so compare both cases and assess whether the victimization of female suicide bombers is an essential factor in their path to their deaths or not. Hence, the main research question that the following pages will try to clarify is:

Is the victimization of women in Palestine and Sri Lanka, as brought by their own societies and terrorist organizations, an essential factor for these women to become suicide bombers?

If the answer to this question is affirmative, the validity of using the victimization of women as a variable to study their engagement in suicide attacks could be proven, even if further and more in-depth research would be needed. The academic study of terrorism and more specifically, the academia about FSB is in dire need of more models and studies, in so as to shed light over the generalizations wrongly made and the Western-centric tendencies present in the field. To better answer the previously presented research question and to guide this study, which aims at studying the validity of the victimization of women as a variable for their engagement in FSB, a series of objectives will be put forth. The research objectives will thus be:
I. Study the phenomenon of female suicide bombing in Sri Lanka and Palestine.
II. Study whether women live in situations of vulnerability in Palestine and Sri Lanka, and how these hypothetical vulnerable situations may affect their hypothetical victimization.
III. Analyze whether oppressive societal molds are imposed over women in Sri Lanka and Palestine, and what happens when women do not fit in them.
IV. Analyze the role of terrorist organizations in the phenomenon of female suicide bombing, how women are “used” and what role these organizations play in the hypothetical victimization of women. 



[bookmark: _Toc57626353][bookmark: _Toc70771016]1.4. Hypothesis
The initial hypothesis of this study is that victimization of women does play out an essential part in the phenomenon of FSB in Palestine, due to the vulnerable situation of women in this war-torn society living in occupation, as well as the societal restrictions and molds imposed to them, and the inability of these women to escape them. The massive amount of research carried out on the phenomenon of the shahida in Palestine gives us sufficient data to try and prove this hypothesis on the part of Palestine. Nevertheless, the issue at hand and the validity of the victimization of women as an essential variable for their engagement in FSB is less clear in the case of Sri Lanka and the LTTE. There is a necessity and also, a difficulty to study the Sri Lankan case, as fewer primary sources are available for study, given the nature and structure of the LTTE as a violent political organization. The phenomenon of FSB in the case of Sri Lanka and the LTTE fits almost perfectly in our umbrella paradigm, the so-called for the purpose of this study the “complex sociocultural patriarchal phenomenon paradigm”. Sri Lankan female suicide bombers are treated in a different manner than Palestinian suicide bombers, and there are not many accounts of women themselves like in the Palestinian case, where many failed suicide bombers have been interviewed by researcher and the media. In addition to this, the LTTE seems to be guided by a “dual liberation strategy” for women, that will be further studied in the following sections of this study, but that only seems to obscure the actual motives of the organization in using women for suicide attacks, and the motives of the female suicide bombers themselves, making the study of the victimization of female suicide bombers in Sri Lanka much more complex and multi-level. 


[bookmark: _Toc57626354][bookmark: _Toc70771017]1.5. Time & geographical framework  
This study will focus on analyzing FSB in Palestine and in Sri Lanka. Both cases are completely different, so they each need a distinct time scope for the purpose of carrying out a concrete analysis that can help us advance some kind of conclusion about our research question. First, we will dive into the Palestinian case, and the time scope for this region will be the 2000s, with special attention to 2002 when the first-ever Palestinian shahida, Wafa Idris, blew herself up in the shopping district of Jerusalem. Regarding Sri Lanka, our time scope will start in the 1980s with the beginning of the civil war, but will take special consideration to 1991, and will end in 2009. 1991 was the year when the first ever successful suicide LTTE operation including female combatants took place: a LTTE combatant, nicknamed “Dhanu”, assassinated prime minister Rajiv Gandhi. 2009, on the other hand, marks the year when the LTTE’s charismatic leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran, was allegedly killed in combat by the Sri Lankan army (BBC News, 2009). In addition to this, it was in 2009 when the Sri Lankan government declared military victory over the LTTE, after 26 years of civil war. 


[bookmark: _Toc70771018][bookmark: _Toc57626350]1.6. Theoretical framework 
There is until this day no clear general paradigm on the motives that push women to engage in FSB. However, this study will choose to align more with the second paradigm previously mentioned, the “complex sociocultural patriarchal phenomenon paradigm”, as this study will aim at all times to leave Western-centrism, simplification, and generalizations of FSB behind. Furthermore, we will try to take the victimization of female suicide bombers as a variable, to study its viability to help us understand more about the phenomenon of FSB, always being mindful and extremely careful of not “over-victimizing” or “under-condemning” female suicide bombers, to avoid falling into stereotypes. This theoretical framework is composed of four distinct sections. First, the theoretical basis in the form of important concepts for study will be laid out, followed by what the feminist school of International Relations (IR) can teach us about war, conflict and gender. The last section of theory will focus on characterizing victimization and presenting a self-made framework made of five sub-variables for a better, more comprehensive study. 

Arguably, the most important terms for this study are terrorism, suicide terrorism and female suicide terrorism. Terrorism can be described as “criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a state of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular persons for political purposes” (Perera, 1994). However, an emphasis must be made on the fact that the international community has not yet reached a consensus on a common definition of terrorism, which makes its study and the fight against it particularly complicated. Moving on to the next term, suicide terrorism is “the readiness to sacrifice one’s life in the process of destroying or attempting to destroy a target to advance a political goal. The aim of the psychologically and physically war-trained terrorist is to die while destroying the enemy target” (Gunaratna, 2000). Logically, our next term, female suicide terrorism, or female suicide bombing (FSB) is the same as suicide terrorism, but it has to be carried out by a woman. As it has been mentioned, FSB creates a sort of scandalization and fascination among academics and society alike, given its unnatural-ness, and because the woman that commits a suicide attack is seen as being flawed in her humanity (Sjoberg & Gentry, 2007) as this phenomenon goes against all our societal conceptions and expectations on femininity. 

Finally, and to close off this first section on theoretical and conceptual clarifications, we must define what conflict is. Conflict, while carrying a wide array of negative connotations, should not necessarily be regarded as inherently bad or destructive, as a certain level of conflict is needed for there to be change. In the case of this study, it would be better to use concepts such as war or violent conflict, even if they are still very complex notions, and constitute “a reflection of today’s complexities, with violence characterized by stops and starts, fluid boundaries, battlegrounds in residential areas and civilian casualties” (Pankhurst, 2003). Given the enormous complexity in defining what conflict is, which could be a matter for another study, we could take Galtung’s teachings as an inspiration and simply describe violent conflict as the absence of peace, as he defines peace as the absence of conflict. For this study, we should take into account one type of conflict specially, which is intrastate conflict. According to the Uppsala University Conflict Data Program (UCDP), intrastate conflict is “an armed conflict between a government and a non-government party where the government side, the opposing side, or both sides, receive troop support from other governments that actively participate in the conflict” (Uppsala University Department of Peace and Conflict Research, n.d.). In addition to this, the Council on Foreign Relations defines several types of intrastate conflict, such as civil war, violence waged by terrorist organizations, state-sanctioned violence and resource driven conflicts. Civil wars can take the form of a war of secession, in which a group of people fight to establish an independent country, or wars of succession, when groups of people seek to overthrow and replace a government (Council on Foreign Relations, n.d.)

Furthermore, our study will be based on the teachings of the feminist school of IR and the notion that a gender perspective needs to be used to approach conflict analysis, as women are affected by conflict differently than men. Feminist scholars generally take a bottom-up approach when analyzing conflict, focusing on the micro level and how conflicts impact specifically women (Tickner, 2006). This special focus implies that the fact that they are included in the general “civilian” category renders their struggle invisible, without due attention paid to the hardships they face because of their gender. Women take on additional burdens during times of violent conflict, because along with taking care of and assuring the survival of their families, which is normally known as “reproductive work”, many times they also need to take an active role in conflict (Eade, 2004). 

Victimization, our main variable, is a complex concept. Victimization comes from the verb “to victimize”, which can be described as “to treat someone in an intentionally unfair way, especially because of their race, sex, beliefs, etc.” (Cambridge English Dictionary, n.d.). Victimization, for this study, will be the phenomenon by which women are forced and interpreted to be solely victims of their own circumstances. The problem with victimization is that, when studied, it often stripes women of agency, as the concept of victim is related to passiveness, powerlessness, and inaction. To try to study victimization as the complex, multifaceted phenomenon it is, and given the fact that no actual framework exists nowadays to measure victimization, this study will try to present several sub-variables to gauge the victimization of potential or actual female suicide bombers. 
Sub-variable 1 – Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV): Were these women victims of SGBV prior to their engagement?
Sub-variable 2 – Patriarchy: Were these women subject to societal molds, gender roles and rules common in traditional patriarchal societies? 
Sub-variable 3 – Status in war-torn societies: Were these women subject to harsh conditions as a result of a previous or ongoing conflict? 
Sub-variable 4 – Instrumentalization by terrorist groups: Had these women suffered an instrumentalization of their vulnerability by the terrorist organizations of which they were part at the time of the attack? 
Sub-variable 5 – Willingness to participate: Were these women forced to take part in the attack / become part of the organization, or was it a voluntary choice?

Some clarification may be needed on the first sub-variable, sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), which is a “form of gender-based violence and encompasses any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act […] directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting” (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2014). SGBV is especially important for our study because studies point to the fact that women that are victims of SGBV are more likely to join terrorist and political extremist groups, given the trauma and the shame that come from being victims of such an attack (Howard, 2012).


[bookmark: _Toc70771019]1.7. Methodology
To determine whether victimization as a variable and the presented sub-variables can be used to carry out a better study of FSB and gain further and deeper understanding of the phenomenon, this study will use a comparative methodology. Comparative analysis is carried out, according to Pickvance, to “explain and gain a better understanding of the causal processes involved in the creation of an event, feature or relationship usually by bringing together variations in the explanatory variable or variables” (Pickvance, 2001).
Hence, two cases will be analyzed in the following sections of this study. While more cases could have been chosen in so as to gain more proof of the hypothetical applicability of victimization as variable for the study of the engagement of women in FSB, this work focuses solely on FSB in Sri Lanka and Palestine given the enormous differences between both cases, but also the interesting figures that these two territories have when referring to FSB. As Salem defends. “After Wafa Idris’ mission on 27 January 2002, almost 30% of Palestinian suicide operatives have been women […] after May 1991, roughly 20% of LTTE female suicide attacks were perpetrated against high rank officials, compared to 4% of male suicide attacks which targeted public figures” (Salem, 2015). Thus, we can establish that even if both territories are different, and what the women in both countries fight for is different, FSB seems to be important and worthy of study in both Palestine and Sri Lanka. Both cases will be individually studied, giving a full account on the historical basis of both terrorist movements in both countries, and seemingly pushes women to engage in FSB. Victimization and the five sub-variables proposed will be used to assess whether they apply on the chosen case studies, and whether victimization can be proposed to be an applicable variable for further study and understanding of the phenomenon of FSB globally. 
1

[bookmark: _Toc57626357][bookmark: _Toc70771020]2. ANALYSIS OF SELECTED CASES
[bookmark: _Toc57626358][bookmark: _Toc70771021]2.1. PALESTINE AND FATAH
Difficult as it may be to describe in a few lines the history of Palestine, given the space constraints of this study, a brief introduction must be nevertheless made, in so as to gain some understanding on the area we are about to study. Palestine is a de jure sovereign state, recognized by 138 UN States to be a non-member observer state, but with the majority of the territory it claims sovereignty of being under de facto occupation by Israel (Giridhar, 2006). Currently, Palestine controls the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. As it is known, Palestine and Israel have been plunged into a state of intermittent conflict ever since the publication of Resolution 181 (II) by the UN General Assembly in November 1947, which put an end to the British Mandate of Palestine (1918-1948) and created two independent States in the area: one Independent Arab State (Palestine) and another Independent Jewish State (Israel) while also putting the heart of the three monotheistic religions, Jerusalem, under a Special International Regime (United Nations General Assembly, 1947). This arrangement, deemed to be a one-time-offer by one side, and an insult to the other, has been one of the reasons for the never-ending Israeli-Palestinian conflict ever since 1947. 

The division of land and the consequent struggle by both sides to take control over what both consider to be their own historical land, as well as the international pressure and support for one side or the other have made of this conflict a complex one, impossible to understand or explain in just a few lines. Nevertheless, the presented succinct historical basis can help us better understand the scenario for the First (1987-1993) and the Second (2000-2005) Intifadas, Palestinian uprisings against Israeli control and occupation, which are of paramount importance to the phenomenon of FSB in Palestine.

[bookmark: _Toc57626359][bookmark: _Toc70771022]2.1.1 The origins of FSB: the Al-Aqsa Intifada, Wafa Idris and Fatah
The phenomenon of FSB in Palestine is said to have started brewing with the societal and gender-oriented changes introduced in the period between the end of the First Intifada and the beginning of the Second or Al-Aqsa Intifada (Tzoreff, 2006), and it is believed to have actually started with the deployment of the first ever Palestinian suicide bomber, Wafa Idris, in January 2002. 
The Second or Al-Aqsa Intifada, was initiated first, because of the failure of the Camp David summit in July 2000, which was a US attempt to bring a peaceful end to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The second motivator was the visit of Israeli PM Ariel Sharon to Temple Mount in Jerusalem in September 2000, which provoked a riot led by Palestinian Jerusalemites (BBC News, 2004) given the holiness of the site and the already existing tensions. The Al-Aqsa Intifada ended in February 2005, after 4 years of fighting and rioting and more than 4,000 casualties between both sides (B’Tselem, 2010). The first instance of FSB in Palestine may have come as a surprise to some, but as we have established, a change of paradigm had already been looming by, brought by the societal and gender-oriented changes that Palestinian women had started to push for. These changes started to be advocated for since the end of the first Intifada (1993) where women’s roles were limited to them being “military wombs” (Jad, 1999; Tzoreff, 2006), in other words, the mothers of male martyrs and soldiers. Women’s advocacy, in this case, was based on the belief that the Palestinian national struggle and path to democracy was doomed to fail unless the social struggle of women was addressed and promoted, and their representation, granted (Jamal, 2001). 

In this context, and as K. J. Cunningham establishes, “women’s roles were increasing among secular and Islamist Palestinian organizations before 2002, suggesting a warning sign of the impending escalation of Palestinian violence against Israeli targets” (Cunningham, 2010). Seemingly, this increase of the involvement of women started with their training by their male counterparts. Then, it continued with women handling and planting IEDs, but not actually detonating them, and this evolution ended when women were tasked to carry out suicide attacks on their own (Ibid.). For the success of their operations, it is said that female terrorists tried to Westernize their appearance through non-conservative clothing, such as short skirts and modern haircuts (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2003). 

Two years into the Al-Aqsa intifada, Wafa Idris became the first-ever Palestinian female suicide bomber. Her martyrdom was glorified and celebrated, creating a legend. Idris’ action kicked off the phenomenon of the shahidat in Palestine, dynamiting the roles of Palestinian women in the revolution and changing them forever. Idris was twenty-eight years old at the time of her suicide attack, a paramedic at the Palestinian Red Crescent, and divorced by her husband, who allegedly was also her cousin, with whom she had been unable to conceive (Bennet, 2002). The objective facts of her life and death get easily blurred with the glorification and mysticism that surround her actions. In addition to this, Western narratives tend to rely too heavily on the personal reasons paradigm, distorting the story. 

Mira Tzoreff writes that Idris “was non-normative in Palestinian society, and her chances of building a new life for herself were close to zero. Wafa Idris’ only way of redeeming herself from the inferior status ordained by her surroundings was by choosing to become a shahida for the sake of her nation” (Tzoreff, 2006). Whether this account may or may not be true is unknown, as the subject of speculations does not walk this world anymore. However, what we can affirm is that Tzoreff’s affirmations strip Idris’ attack of all nationalistic agency, branding her as a victim of her own circumstances, most likely committing the mistake of over-victimizing Palestine’s first shahida, by branding her as a powerless barren woman. On the other hand, we also see accounts where Idris’ attack is under-condemned, as the ones given by Idris’ relatives to Western media. When interviewed, her mother stated “maybe it was because of all the wounded people she saw in the ambulances. She wanted to help her people. She was a daughter of Palestine” (BBC News, 2002). In the same piece of news, another relative of Idris, Manal Shaheen, declared that "she [Idris] was happy when martyrdom attacks were carried out against the Israelis and told me she wished she would one day carry out such an attack" (Ibid.). Other accounts, where Idris is victimized, can be found for instance in a local Palestinian newspaper, called Kol Hazman, which wrote that “her father died when she was eight years old. Her brother served then years in an Israeli prison […] Her husband divorced hereafter she had a miscarriage in the seventh month of pregnancy, and two months ago, she refused to remarry. Is it possible that Wafa Idris, a paramedic in the Red Crescent, committed suicide this week on Jaffa Street mostly because her life was so miserable?” (Kol Hazman, 2002, as cited in Issacharoff, 2006)

Was Wafa Idris a feminist icon, a powerless, suffering divorced and barren woman, a nationalist fighter, or an ordinary woman living under occupation? We will never know, which is one of the factors that terribly complicates the study of FSB, as accounts of successful female suicide bombers are primarily given by family members or comrades, which tend to not be objective. Furthermore, we may even ask ourselves, was Wafa Idris even a suicide bomber? Up to this day, whether Idris’ attack was planned or whether the IED (Improvised Explosive Device) she carried in her handbag detonated by accident is still an unknown factor (Bennet, 2002; Schweitzer, 2006). Nonetheless, what seems to be clear among all the half-truths and mysteries surrounding the life and death of Wafa Idris is that she was part of the armed wing of Fatah, called the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade. 

When studying the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the divisions among Palestinians do not normally get due coverage, but an actual conflict exists between the two most important organizations in Palestine: Fatah, and Hamas. On the one hand, Hamas has a fundamentalist Islamic focus (Schanzer, 2008). On the other hand, Fatah, or Hakarat al Tahrir al Falastini (Palestinian Liberation Movement) is a national secularist Palestinian organization, which promotes resistance tactics against Israeli occupation, aims at establishing an independent Palestinian state, and was founded by Yasser Arafat in 1957 (Kurz, 2005). This study has chosen to put the focus in the armed military wing of Fatah, the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, which was created shortly after the beginning of the Al-Aqsa Intifada in 2000, and quickly adopted Islamic symbols and slogans, with a clear influence of Islamic tradition (Schanzer, 2008). Why did a wing of Fatah, an organization whose main goal was the establishment of a secular state of Palestine, suddenly changed its ideology, adopting Islamic symbols? According to some authors, an advantage of Fatah is that it has been very flexible on its ideology, thanks to “its strong focus on nationalism and lack of ideological rigidity” (Løvlie, 2014). The sudden adoption of Islamic symbols happened at the same time as the “increasingly important role of religion in Palestinian politics and identity formation in the 1980s, […] Fatah simply aligned its rhetoric with changing public sentiment to avoid alienating the increasingly religious population in the occupied territories” (Ibid.). Thus, we can see that even if Fatah aimed for the establishment of a secular Palestinian State, it is in this particular case impossible to separate the Islamic tradition from the nationalist efforts. Some of the female suicide bombers deployed by the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade were Dareen Abu Aisha (February 2002), Ayat al-Akhras (March 2002), Andaleeb Takafka (April 2002) and Zeinab Abu Saleem (August 2004), among many others (Deja, 2007). 

Fatah, through this Brigade, can be considered as one of the most “prolific” organizations in using FSB to carry out organizational objectives, as Schweitzer observes: “Between Wafa Idris’s action in January 2002 and the end of May 2006, sixty-seven Palestinian women were counted as planning to carry out suicide attacks. Eight of the women blew themselves up; of these, five of the women were sent by the Fatah organization.” (Schweitzer, 2006). Why were only 12% of these women effective in their attacks? Not much information is available about this specific fact, as many accounts only point to the fact that women are more effective in their suicide attacks than men, for reasons that will be presented further in this study. Nevertheless, we could venture to hypothesize that many women fail because their missions are thwarted because of the efficiency of the Israeli Intelligence Community, or because they were discovered at checkpoints. In addition to this, interviewers Berko and Erez, who studied a group of failed shahidat in Israeli prisons, also found cases of malfunction of the explosives, or of the women changing their minds at the last minute (Berko & Erez, 2008). This case is similar to that of Boko Haram, where there are many instances (19.6% failure rate) of female suicide bombers they “failed to detonate at all, either because of technical failure of the bomb itself; the bomber’s decision to surrender to authorities; or the bomber’s arrest by police, military, or vigilantes” (Warner & Matfess, 2017)


[bookmark: _Toc70771023][bookmark: _Toc57626360]2.1.2. Why did women become female suicide bombers in Palestine?
As it was presented in the state of the question section of this study, in her 2011 text, Yaregal presents a threefold framework to try and elucidate what may be pushing Palestinian women to engage in FSB. According to her, what pushes women to act in such a manner is (i) a profound sense of victimization, (ii) revenge, and (iii) the legitimization of FSB by the Palestinian society and prestigious Islamic religious authorities (Yaregal, 2011). The first mobilizer, a profound sense of victimization, is related to the humiliation and mistreatment faced by Palestinian women on a daily basis at the hands of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) and how engaging in FSB seems to be the only way to escape the hopelessness that the Israeli occupation of Palestine creates in the population. Along with this sense of victimization, the desire to become a shahida can also be interpreted in the Palestinian case as a religious duty stemming from Palestinian culture, greatly based on Islamic traditions and the teachings of the Qur’an. The second mobilizer the author proposes is revenge, and it can be studied in an interrelated manner with the former factor given the extreme situation of occupation these women live in. The loss of family members in the war creates a sentiment of survival guilt, “a type of self-guilt that sometimes takes place after a traumatic event. People may feel guilty for surviving or avoiding some type of harm when others did not” (Cherry, 2021). Finally, the third factor as presented by the author is the legitimization of FSB by the authorities and the Palestinian society, who glorify and celebrate each shahida, creating a culture of death around them. In this framework we can see how the reasons for involvement of women in the resistance are not essentially gender-based and may be very similar to those of male counterparts, at least at first sight. 

On the other hand, Schweitzer presents a framework which may be of interest to study FSB in Palestine and the potential mobilizers behind it. Schweitzer makes an emphasis on first, the instrumentalization of Palestinian women’s vulnerability by terrorist organizations, by stating that “women who participated in these acts both had few social or personal prospects and were taken advantage of by the militant organizations that preyed on their vulnerability” (Schweitzer, 2006) This vulnerability was caused by the conditions of poverty in which these women lived as a result of Israeli occupation, and in some cases, the deep personal trauma that some of these women carried with them. In addition to this, Schweitzer contends that the main motivations behind FSB are a desire to harm Israelis, deep nationalistic motivations, and religious roots, as well as a great sense of altruism. In some cases, the aforementioned deep personal trauma may be a motivator, but it is not present in the majority of women (Ibid). We can see that with his study and the presentation of what he thinks are the main motivators, leaving aside the deep personal trauma that may or may not be present in all cases, Schweitzer goes against the personal reasons paradigm of FSB, as raised by authors like Victor. 

In his research, Schweitzer talks about two well-known Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade female suicide bombers that have been previously studied by authors like Victor, namely Dareen Abu Aisha and Ayat al-Akhras. The author, who talked with Aisha’s dispatcher, affirms that prior to her deployment, the twenty-one-year-old resident in Beit Wazan in Samaria may have been feeling social pressure due to her being unmarried at her age, which may have pushed her to restore her honor. Nevertheless, for Schweitzer this fact was not the main mobilizer in the case of Aisha, as her dispatcher stated she was a “normative, educated and intelligent young woman who decided to carry out an attack due to the difficult personal circumstances of her life and her nationalist grievances” (Schweitzer, 2008). Other accounts of Aisha point to the fact that she was determined to die by harming Israel, as she was previously rejected by both Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad to become a shahida (Deja, 2017). In the case of al-Akhras, she is presented in Victor’s Army of Roses as a young girl who sacrificed herself for her family, as they were being accused of treason and collaboration with Israelis (Victor, 2004). Nonetheless, in Schweitzer’s view, backed by her cell’s leader and the driver, al-Akhras did not signal at any point that she wanted to restore her family’s honor by becoming a shahida. However, their testimonies do reveal that as Aisha, al-Akhras was also insistent on her wish to become a shahida and threatened to carry out the attack by herself when denied the opportunity (Schweitzer, 2008). In Schweitzer’s research, thus, we can see how personal reasons may play a part in the process of FSB, but while they need to be taken into account, they should not be used to strip the shahidat of all possible agency. 

Using a series of interviews with seven Palestinian women who were meant to be suicide bombers but failed, Berko and Erez present a framework of paramount importance to study the mobilizers behind FSB. When including the accounts of failed female suicide bombers, the researchers are dodging the mystification and the inaccuracies that the accounts by family members or dispatchers can carry after the suicide bomber dies. Berko and Erez present a good example of the complex sociocultural patriarchal phenomenon paradigm of FSB, as they include personal reasons as one of the mobilizers, but do not limit their study to them. According to the authors, some of the most popular mobilizers among those who engage in FSB include helping the Palestinian national struggle and war efforts against Israel, as well as fighting subjugation and occupation, the need to be loyal to the Qur’an’s call for jihad, the wish to become a martyr and thus enjoy the exclusive pleasures of paradise, avenging or retaliating for the loss of a loved one, and finally, resisting gender oppression (Berko & Erez, 2008). In relation to the last possible mobilizer, Berko and Erez talk about FSB as a “way to resist patriarchal subservience, erase stains due to violations of sexual behavior or restore a tarnished family or personal reputation” (Ibid). 

We can see how Berko and Erez’s framework include personal reasons, as well as religious duties and nationalistic agency, which makes for a more complete and, while possibly biased at some point, more exact approach. While we must suppose each particular case to be different to some extent, this framework lets us see how the decision to be a shahida is triggered by an array of different factors that share some similarities from case to case. Other important points from Berko and Erez’s research include the affirmation that the selection of women was not at all random. The researchers affirm that “the activists who contacted them had knowledge about events in the women’s biographies that were likely to render them willing recruits” (Ibid.). In contrast with this instrumentalization of the vulnerable situations of women, the authors also state how “most of the women reported being elated about their decision to perpetrate suicide bombings. They felt they were doing a service to both themselves and their communities” (Ibid.). All in all, we may conclude by stating how Berko and Erez’s framework may be one of the most useful ones, given its adequate balance between the factors presented, without over-victimizing nor under-condemning the hypothetical actions by these women, had they been successful in their efforts.


[bookmark: _Toc57626361][bookmark: _Toc70771024]2.1.3 FSB in Palestine through different lenses 
This last section on FSB in Palestine will focus on the portrayals of the shahidat by studying the glorification and mystification of female suicide bombers by local media, proceeding afterwards to focus on why terrorist organizations in Palestine, namely Fatah, choose to “use” women for suicide missions.  According to Hafez, three conditions must be present in a society for it to accept and honor suicide bombing. First, there must be prevailing cultural norms and belief systems that serve as a justification and celebration of suicide attacks. Second, the authorities must promote or at least accept this type of violence and finally, the society or groups within it must feel deeply victimized by an external enemy (Hafez, 2006). It is not difficult to see how these three conditions exist in the Palestinian case. For instance, regarding the first condition, Speckhard and Akhmedova state in their study of FSB in different parts of the world that “a cult of martyrdom that generated posters, videos, songs and societal glorification grew up in Palestine in support of suicide terrorism” (Speckhard & Akhmedova, 2006). This can be seen in the case of Wafa Idris, as some authors state that the same day in which her bombing took place, posters appeared around Palestine with pictures of Idris, combining national symbols like the kufya (Palestinian scarf) and religious references, such as verses from the Qur’an and the Dome of the Rock, thus idolizing Idris both a “national heroine and a saintly defender of Jerusalem” (Pannewick, 2007, as cited in Schankweiler & Straub, 2016) (See Annex 2). Regarding the second condition, the approval of authorities, one example is brought to us by Yasser Arafat, who was president of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) from 1994-2004. During the same time as Wafa Idris blew herself up, Arafat gave a speech in which he invited women to join armed resistance against Israel, calling these women his “army of roses” (Herschinger, 2014).  Arafat also called for their participation in suicide operations, saying “shahida all the way to Jerusalem” (Victor, 2004, as cited in Ness, 2008). With reference to the third condition, the sense of deep victimization, it is well known that the Palestinian population feels deeply victimized by Israel and its occupation of what Palestine regards to be their historic territories. 

Local media plays an important role in this glorification and cult of martyrdom that surrounds FSB. As Naaman expounds, “in Arab media, the female suicide bombers take on a special role as the symbolic brides of Palestine” (Naaman, 2007). In these publications, the gender of female suicide bombers and the fact that they are women is made especial emphasis on. After Wafa Idris’ martyrdom, Egypt’s weekly publication Al-Sha’ab wrote: “It is a woman who teaches you today a lesson in heroism, who teaches you the meaning of Jihad. It is a woman who has shocked the enemy with her thin meager and weak body. It is a woman who blew herself up, and with her exploded all the myths about women's weakness, submissiveness, and enslavement” (Al-Sha’ab, 2002 as cited in MEMRI, 2002) It is words like these where the differentiation and the emphasis on gender can be better appreciated. The glorification of FSB seems to be made on the grounds that these women broke the tender, nurturing stereotypes society had given them, by committing a suicide attack for the sake of their nation. Many examples of the glorification or mystification of FSB are centered around Idris, because her martyrdom was greatly celebrated, being the first one: she was called the Palestinian Joan of Arc and was compared with the Mona Lisa and the Virgin Mary. Metaphors, allegories and other poetic compositions relating motherhood, marriage and femineity with revolution and martyrdom have been written with regards to Palestinian shahidat, such as “she bore in her belly the fetus of rare heroism and gave birth by blowing herself up!” (Bennet, 2002) or, referring to Al-Akhras, “[m]arriage was before you; you were a girl engaged and looking forward to finishing your studies in order to wed – except you chose Allah, Paradise, and martyrdom” (Al-Sa’adat, as cited in Hasso, 2005). In addition to this, there were also some gendered, vaguely sexualized accounts of the newfound mystic shahidat, as one account described Al-Akhras as “a girl tender and as beautiful as a rose [who] rings her thin waist with dynamites and blows herself up in the midst of Israeli groups in occupied Jerusalem…” (Atwan, as cited in Hasso, 2005).

The power of FSB and the strategic and tactical advantages that come with using women is not cast aside by terrorist groups. Okowita presents an interesting framework for the purpose of this study, as she affirms that when being faced with the decision of letting female participants be active members of a terrorist organizations, the organizations may go through three stages of analysis, or answer three questions: “1) Is there a need for additional members to fill combat positions 2) Are women capable of filling those positions and 3) Is allowing women into those positions worth the costs the group will face?” (Okowita, 2017). While it is difficult to answer to these questions in the name of the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, given the fact that the organization allegedly was the first one to decide to use female suicide bombers, we could venture to affirm the answer to these questions was affirmative. The need to find new tools to fight the Israeli-Palestinian conflict on the Israeli side brought terrorist groups, in this case Fatah, to the decision that a new tool for the struggle was needed, and this was FSB: “We can understand the tactical use of Palestinian suicide bombers because they are hopelessly outmatched by Israel’s conventional military superiority, and Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade […] was losing popularity and support vis-à-vis Hamas. Hence, the need for Al-Aqsa to take it up to another level by being the first to deploy a female suicide bomber” (Eager, 2008)

Moreover, using Palestinian women as shahidat brings many other advantages. First of all, we may analyze the tactical advantages, such as “stealthier attack, an element of surprise, hesitancy to search women and the stereotype of females as being non-violent” (Von Knop, 2007). Being regarded as the gentle and nurturing sex makes the fact that a woman chooses to kill herself for a national cause extremely more dramatic and thus, news-worthy, so it not a mistake to affirm that women are used by terrorist groups for suicide missions to gain greater mediatic impact, as FSB draws much more media attention than male suicide terrorists, even globally (Bowers, 2011). To sum up, the advantages that FSB brings to Palestinian terrorist groups seem to be bigger or at least more attractive than the disadvantages, which is why the phenomenon of FSB started in the first place. Shahidat provide the terrorist organizations with a strategic advantage, a bigger number of recruits and more publicity, as terrorist groups are known to use the media attention an attack carried out by a shahida brings to advance their political motives (Ibid.).

To sum up and close off this first section of the analysis on the Palestinian case of FSB, a mention is needed to the difficulty to carry out a serious, academic analysis on the phenomenon of FSB, without falling into well-known stereotypes, over-victimizing the attackers or stripping them of all agency, leaving them to be the sacrificial lambs and pawns of ruthless male terrorists. This is why, discussion on this topic has to be carefully carried out according to the previously expounded sub-variables. This discussion can be found in chapter 3 of this study, after the analysis of the Sri Lankan case. 


[bookmark: _Toc57626362][bookmark: _Toc70771025]2.2. SRI LANKA AND THE LIBERATION TIGERS OF TAMIL EELAM 
Sri Lanka (Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka) is an island country located in the Indian Ocean, which has a history of ethnic strife that will act as our background. Given the length constraints of this study, this introduction will aim to pinpoint and focus on different points in the history of Sri Lanka, which are important for us to then be able to understand the inner workings of the LTTE and FSB.

Sri Lanka was a British colony from 1815 to 1948, a victim to the colonial “divide and rule” system which meant to divide the native population for the maintenance and efficiency of the colonial system. This policy choice had long-term effects for the country, as “the Sinhalese, the majority ethnic group, felt marginalized by certain policies adopted by the British. It was a commonly known fact that the British favored the minority Tamils when it came to awarding prestigious state jobs...” (Eliatamby, 2012). In the last data available, the majority Sinhalese made up for 82% of the population, while the minority Tamils were a 7.4% (Department of Census and Statistics, 2001). It is not difficult to phantom how frustrated the Sinhalese must have felt, and how this frustration must have been passed over multiple generations: we must also point out how “the emergence of the Sinhalese and Tamil national identities was borne out of a reaction to colonialism and the need to provide a basis for statehood” (Herath, 2007). Sri Lanka was granted its independence in 1948, amongst tensions between Sinhalese and Tamils. Post-colonial Sri Lanka seemed to be the perfect scenario for the Sinhalese masses to turn the tables on the disadvantage they had inherited from the British colonial administration and somehow get their “revenge” against the Tamils, as “the Sinhalese […] created a historical narrative of being marginalized and mistreated, while the Tamils were given preferential treatment” (Eliatamby, 2012). Some years after independence was granted, the government, ruled by the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) and led by S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike created the Sinhala Only Act of 1956, which took away the official language status of Tamil, making Sinhalese the only official language of Sri Lanka (Wickrematunge, 2016). This radical rule may be understood in the ideology of the SLFP’s leader, Bandaranaike, who “campaigned as the ‘defender of a besieged Sinhalese culture’ and demanded radical changes in the system (Ross & Savada, 1988). The minority Tamil representation in parliament, a reflection of the reality of the country, was unable to influence the voting, and the act ended up passing, the first of many acts of structural violence against ethnic Tamils. 
The Sinhalese-Tamil tensions did not stop growing in the 1970s. The economy of the country had worsened, and the “economic depression, along with the Sinhalese nation State’s anger, was focused on Tamil nationals as the ‘nominated enemy’.” (Herath, 2007). Among Tamils, the youths, were the most disappointed ones with the moderate political style of Tamil representatives: they asked for a radicalization of politics, and their demands for the elimination of the Sinhala Only Act ended up transforming on demands for independence for the state of Tamil Eelam, the Tamil homeland in the North and the East of the country (Ibid.). In this frustrating situation for Tamils, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) were established under the leadership of Velupillai Prabhakaran on 5 May 1976 and became the option to counter the government of Sri Lanka by defeating other Tamil rebel groups during the 80s (Wang, 2011). As the years passed, ethnic strife increased with a series of anti-Tamil riots that took place between 1977 and 1981: these riots afforded more support to the Tamil Eelam cause, and not just from the youth, but from the entire Tamil community, who became more fiery supporters of the cause after several cases of detention and torture during this period, carried out by the government (Eleanor, 2008) 

The Sinhalese-Tamil riots of 1983 were the peak of years of bottled-up feelings of discrimination, tension, and exacerbated ethnic fervor from both parts. The riots began on July 23, 1983 with the “outbreak of massive anti-Tamil riots in the capital Colombo […] Also known as Black July, the riots were triggered by the arrival in Colombo of the bodies of 12 soldiers and one officer, all Sinhalese […] The soldiers had been killed by Tamil rebels” (Eleanor, 2008) These Tamils rebels were none other than the LTTE, and these riots against Tamils only served to worsen the tensions and polarization between Sinhalese-Tamils, further firing up the youths and “driving thousands of previously uncommitted young Tamils into armed struggle” (Bose, 1994, as cited in Herath, 2007). The ethnic tensions soon turned into a full-blown civil war between the Sinhalese government and the Tamil resistance, soon gathered around the LTTE, which lasted from days after the riots in 1983 to 2009, when the Sri Lankan government won the civil war after allegedly killing the charismatic LTTE leader, Prabhakaran. 


[bookmark: _Toc57626364][bookmark: _Toc70771026]2.2.1. LTTE: Prabhakaran, Tamil culture and martyrdom
Before diving into the matter of our study (FSB), we must first try to understand the inner workings of this insurgent organization, and what its keys for success were. The LTTE functioned as a centralized organization, following a top-down command structure. In the 90s, after having defeated other Tamil groups in the 80s, the group established a way of organization akin to a state in the northern part of Sri Lanka, creating structures to rule over the Tamils, that dealt with central government functions, administration of justice, economic development and social services (Wilson & Chandrakanthan, 1998). Furthermore, the LTTE also showed a great level of internal organization: the leadership of the organization was divided between a military and a secondary political wing. Prabhakaran led the organization by a central governing committee, and thanks to it, he oversaw all the LTTE’s activities (military and political). The military wing of the LTTE was divided into the Sea Tigers (naval force), the Air Tigers (air force), the Black Tigers (elite suicide unit) and an intelligence unit, each with a different leader. On the other hand, the political wing was led by Balasingham Nadesan, one of Prabhakaran’s political advisors (Center for International Security and Cooperation, n.d.) In addition to this, some texts talk about the “lucky five”: five seems to be a lucky number in Tamil Hindu mythology, and seemingly, because of this, Prabhakaran had the LTTE divided into five regional command structures (Jaffna, Mannar, Vavuniya, Trincomalee, and Batticaloa) each led by a regional commander who reported to Prabhakaran and sat in the central governing committee, and each of the five regions further subdivided into smaller local areas, led by local commanders (WikiLeaks Public Library of US Diplomacy, 1987)

All of these structures that made the LTTE successful must be understood to be created in a cult-like manner around a charismatic leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran. Born on 26th November 1954, Prabhakaran identified with the disappointed Tamil youths (Herath, 2007). This disappointment, and the wishes for a radicalization of the Tamil methods that ran among the youths, was mainly what pushed Prabhakaran to create the LTTE in 1976. He became known as “God become man” (O’Duffy, 2007) or as “a highly charismatic genius, a brutal, manipulative and melomaniac revolutionary” (Van de Voorde, 2005). Before his alleged assassination in May 2009 by the Sri Lankan Army, Prabhakaran was known on the one hand, for his strict, fierce and relentless leadership. He was a master on the combination of military and terrorist strategies, and the key to his success, along with the victory over other Tamil groups, was the suppression of all dissent among the Tamils: “Those who did survive now live under protection, in and outside Sri Lanka, praying that he would not find them or hoping he would have forgiven them” (Swamy, 2006) 

It is not far off to affirm that in the building of the LTTE, indoctrination around the figure of Prabhakaran was also key: before a suicide mission, it is said that Black Tigers were offered the privilege of a last meal with the leader, most likely, to “further ignite passion for the ‘cause’ as well as to assess the determination of the candidates before they embarked on their final mission; thus, ensuring absolute success of the suicide mission” (Bhatia & Knight, 2011). On the other hand, Prabhakaran was also known for his speeches and his use of rhetoric instruments. On an interview, he affirmed: “Thousands of my boys have laid down their lives for Eelam. Their death cannot be in vain. They have given their life for this cause; how can I betray them by opting for anything less than Eelam?” (Prabhakaran, interviewed in Pratap, 2005). Interestingly enough, Prabhakaran was also well-known by his speeches on the need for equality and liberation of Tamil women: “The ideology of women liberation is a child born out of the womb of our liberation struggle” (Prabhakaran 1993, as cited in Bhatia & Knight, 2011). Women in the LTTE were given a sense of belonging and loyalty to the LTTE as a family unit, and “especially to its patriarchal head of family, Prabhakaran” (Herath, 2007).  

In the organizations’ proposals for an Interim Self-Governing Authority in the Northeast region of Sri Lanka of 2003, the organization made a case for the justification of their use of violence as self-defense, and as a last resort after decades of governmental discrimination: “Bearing in mind that the Tamil armed struggle as a measure of self-defense and as a means for the realization of the Tamil rights to self-determination arose only after more than four decades of non-violent and peaceful constitutional struggle proved to be futile and due to the absence of means to resolve the conflict peacefully” (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, 2003). While the rest of the world thought the LTTE was a terrorist group terrorizing Sri Lanka, the insurgent group justified the use of violence and their terrorist actions by invoking justifications such as the last resort.

For the purpose of our study of FSB in Sri Lanka, it is of paramount importance to briefly expound how the LTTE tapped into Tamil militarist culture and traditions to become successful. The mixture for the success of the LTTE came from its centralized, cult-like organization, but also the decades of Sinhala discrimination, which had created a sense of desperation in the Tamil youth, who lacked a meaningful life and opportunities outside of the all-consuming armed struggle. This hopeless youth became inspired by militaristic traditional Tamil films and songs and was not ignorant to the privilege and special status that combatants, cadres, and suicide bombers enjoyed in the Tamil society (De Mel, 2004). The attractiveness of fighting for the motherland was intensified by the benefits it brought, but as de Mel establishes in her text, the reasons for the clamor to join the elite cadres of the LTTE “may also have explanations in a Tamil society that once fostered fierce competitiveness in its youth geared towards excellence in education, which is now channeled into militancy” (Ibid.).

We may hypothesize on the fact that the LTTE and Palestine’s Fatah share some similarities: while they are both meant to be secular nationalist organizations, both organizations seem to be aware of how the roots of their societies are established on religious traditions, namely Hinduism and Islam. The LTTE “venerates, upholds and exploits existing institutions, such as the Hindu faith” (Dearing, 2010). Religion helped the organization convince the Tamil society of the, we could say, cosmic importance of the populace’s participation on fight against the Sinhalese government, given how Tamils are devout in Hinduism. Nevertheless, and even if the LTTE understood the importance of religion and tradition to sway the Tamil population their way and become successful, the LTTE still presented itself as a secular organization: this can be seen in the reasons Tamil martyrs (maveerar) had to sacrifice themselves. These reasons were never moral religious, but national, with no mention of karma, rebirth or paradise, and the only reward for a Black Tiger was the idea of liberating the homeland (Hellmann-Rajanayagam, 2008). 

Hence, martyrdom seemed to be a very important part of the Tamil nationalistic struggle, as the LTTE firmly believed that the title of maveerar or martyr was for every cadre who died in a battle, not just Black Tigers. Moreover, the celebration of Maveerar Naal, (27th November), a day when “Eelam Tamils around the world and supporters of the Tamil struggle collectively stop to commemorate the unimaginable sacrifices made by our freedom fighters, our martyr-heroes, our Maveerar” (Vinayagamoorthy, 2020) shows the extent to which any type of martyrdom for the motherland was important for this nationalistic struggle. Nonetheless, for the purpose of our study, it is important to briefly explore martyrdom in relation to suicide bombing, to then dive into FSB. 

On 1987, India launched a peacekeeping operation in Sri Lanka, after the failure of the LTTE to comply with the terms of the Indo-Sri Lanka peace accord, to end the civil war. The intervention by India has been described as inevitable, as the civil war seemingly threatened the Indian “national interest and territorial integrity" (Laskar, 2014). This is because, on the one hand, the LTTE was open about their dream of Tamil Eelam comprising all Tamil areas, some of them in India (i.e., Tamil Nadu). On the other hand, external military powers could use the civil war in Sri Lanka to establish a base in Sri Lanka, becoming a threat to India (Ibid). This same year, 1987, the LTTE launched a new tactic, of great interest for our study: suicide terrorism, by the elite Black Tigers, who would be volunteers from the LTTE, highly motivated cadres selected during training or new LTTE members selected for a specific mission (Stack-O’Connor, 2007). The justification for the decision to start using suicide terrorism as a tactic was very simple: Prabhakaran affirmed that suicide bombing was the fastest route towards achieving Eelam (freedom) for Tamils, thus succeeding in creating Tamil Eelam as a separate entity from Sri Lanka. He affirmed that “[w]ith perseverance and sacrifice, Tamil Eelam can be achieved in 100 years. But if I conduct Black Tigers operations, I can shorten the suffering of the people and achieve Tamil Eelam in shorter period of time” (Prabhakaran, as cited in Gunaratna, 2000). 

Suicide and martyrdom, though not religious, were nationalistically spiritual experiences for Black Tigers, who were seemingly indoctrinated on their conviction to die for Tamil Eelam, without fear. For instance, Black Tigers were the first LTTE sub-group “educated” to carry a cyanide capsule around their neck to swallow and die if they were compromised or captured by the enemy, a practice that soon extended to every LTTE member. In this way, the group’s secrets were protected, but the practice also showed a commitment to the nationalistic cause, as drawn in Prabhakaran’s words: “carrying cyanide on our person is a symbolic expression of our determination, our commitment, our courage. It gives our fighters extra measure of belief in our cause, a special edge; the cyanide has instilled in us a determination to sacrifice our lives and everything for our cause” (Prabhakaran, as cited in Bose, 1994). 


[bookmark: _Toc70771027][bookmark: _Toc57626365]2.2.2. LTTE female cadres and suicide bombers: problems and strategies
In this section, we will focus on the LTTE and their female cadres, to answer the following questions: why did the LTTE start including women in their national struggle, and how did they justify this action, first to themselves and then, to the Tamil society. While this debate could be applicable to all LTTE female combatants, given our focus on FSB, we will aim to narrow our analysis to female Black Tigers. The LTTE is an interesting case for study on all matters, but in our case, in the matter of FSB, given their organization, effectiveness, and the appearance of replicas of their tactics by terrorist groups in other parts of the world. This insurgent group is said to have used female cadres in 30-40% of their attacks, a very high figure if we compare it to other terrorist groups (Zedalis, 2004). Furthermore, the story of the LTTE seems to reveal an intersection of political and sociocultural norms and goals of liberation that favors the use of women as suicide bombers and idealizes their sacrifice for Tamil Eelam (Cunningham, 2010) 

As we have already expounded, one of the main reasons behind the inclusion of women in any struggle may be the tactical and strategic advantages that it brings. In the case of the LTTE, the fact that it was more difficult for security forces to discern a female suicide bomber than a male counterpart was one of the advantages cited. Traditional attire, conservative values and taboos that prevented men from looking, less even touching women, as well as the LTTE’s ability to hide bombs in clothing or in a fake pregnancy (Dearing, 2010) were some of the reasons for and ways in which women could go unnoticed in security controls, thus being of great use for the LTTE’s struggle. 

Notwithstanding these tactical advantages, the active involvement of female combatants, who had been occupying supporting roles, was not widespread until the mid-1980s. The violence of the clashes against the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF), which started its mission in Sri Lanka in 1987, and the fact that many Tamil families preferred exile to the horrors of the civil war reduced the number of male combatants and of prospective male conscriptions. This scarcity created a need to include female fighters to be able to continue with the national struggle: this first reason for the inclusion of women in the LTTE can be seen in Wang’s analysis, which cites three reasons: a need for more fighters, the tactical advantages of women against the government of Sri Lanka and the need to respond to intra-Tamil competition (Wang, 2011). The need to include women in the struggle given the low numbers of available male cadres is cited as a “demographic” reason in Stack-O’Connor’s analysis of the LTTE and its Freedom Birds. Her explanations are parallel to those offered by Wang, with the additional mention to the propaganda value that the inclusion of women as fighters and suicide bombers may have brought the LTTE (Stack-O’Connor, 2007). The need to respond to intra-Tamil competition came from the fact that seemingly, at least thirty different Tamil guerrilla groups existed in the 80s, of which the most important were: the LTTE, the Eelam People's Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF), which later transformed into a Political party, the Tamil Eelam Liberation Organization (TELO) who campaigned for the establishment of Tamil Eelam, the Eelam Revolutionary Organization of Students (EROS) formed by Marxist-influenced Tamil students in London, and the People's Liberation Organization of Tamil Eelam (PLOTE), which was part of the LTTE but broke away after a series of clashes (Ross & Savada, 1988). While very different, these groups tried to collaborate at the beginning, bridging their many differences in strategy and ideology. Nevertheless, the LTTE ended up decimating almost every other Tamil group and fighting the PLOTE until the end of the civil war on 2009. The LTTE has their views put on leadership of the whole Tamil collective and proceeded to “devour” them at the end of the 1980s, after refusing to comply with the conditions of the Indo-Sri Lanka Peace Accord.

It is important to note how the propaganda value of FSB and suicide bombing in general is somewhat of a complex and obscure topic in the study of the LTTE. Attacks by female suicide bombers had the potential for garnering massive amounts of media attention that the LTTE could have benefitted from, as it could be observed in the case of the first LTTE female suicide bomber “Dhanu”, who assassinated Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in May 1991 (Zedalis, 2004). Nonetheless and despite this propaganda value, the group largely did not claim Black Tiger attacks or celebrated individual Black Tigers, but preferred to celebrate all maveerar, those who died on the battlefield, those who chose to swallow the cyanide pill and those who engaged in suicide attacks, with no distinction. Why the LTTE chose not to claim, celebrate, mystify and place a specific gender distinction on Black Tiger attacks is a matter for another lengthy and complex study, given the minimal information that actually exists on the topic, which for the most part comes from Western academics and not LTTE or Sri Lankan official sources. 

How did the LTTE justify, first to themselves and then to the Tamil society, the active inclusion of women in the insurgent organization? Given its revolutionary nature, the LTTE had been propagating equal rights and treatment for women since its beginnings as an organization, at least in paper. Even so at the beginning it may all have been part of a propagandistic effort (better representation of the Tamil society, superiority over other Tamil groups, etc.) more that an actual compromise to help Tamil women based on an understanding of their struggle: “it seems to have been a slogan rather than a program that was part of the propaganda of a credible militant movement, particularly, since all other militant organizations spouted the same phrases” (Hellmann-Rajanayagam, 2008). Be as it may, the LTTE was the first militant group to include women in the national struggle, actively calling and recruiting them as members and fighters from the mid-1980s onwards. To do this and to stray away just the solely propagandistic value that the inclusion of women brought, the LTTE had to develop some type of justification and an overarching ideology of their own, which was carried out by borrowing leftist and feminist thought and theory to create the basis for Tamil women’s inclusion in the LTTE: the dual liberation of women strategy. 

The dual liberation strategy was the cornerstone of the LTTE’s ideology regarding women, and it may have also functioned as the main ideology behind FSB. The idea behind the dual liberation of women was simple: the organization defended that by joining the struggle, women were not only helping their homeland to achieve liberation but also, they were liberating themselves in the process (Bhatia & Knight, 2011). This idea can be observed in texts by Adele Balasingham, the Australian-born former leader of the women’s wing of the LTTE. She remains a chief figure when trying to understand the role of women in the LTTE, given her political role in the struggle, her philosophic and political texts, and the fact that she was married to Anton Balasingham, who was the LTTE’s chief political strategist and later peace negotiator. In the aforementioned text, Balasingham defends that the main reasons why women were enlisted by the LTTE was first a response to the oppression suffered by the majoritarian Sinhala government, and second, for these women to be less vulnerable during the conflict (Balasingham, 1993). Here, we can observe the underlying logic of the dual liberation strategy: female LTTE cadres were liberating Tamil Eelam, but they were also liberating and empowering themselves. As we have already mentioned, at first, women were only given supportive roles, but over time, the desperation of the struggle, the need for more cadres and the nationalistic fervor created by the escalating governmental discrimination made the restrictions loosen, and women were actively included in the struggle, celebrated when they did (Dearing, 2010). 

Taking into account how the Tamil society was rooted in Hinduism and understanding how Tamil societal traditions relegated women to the domestic sphere, a question may arise: how did the LTTE manage to include women in the struggle, without upsetting the population? Most likely, the dual liberation strategy did not actually provide sufficient grounds for the conservative Tamil society to accept women in roles so diametrically opposed to Tamil traditions, so it is important to briefly analyze how the LTTE navigated the pre-existent conservative Tamil narrative in so as to include women in the struggle. 

First of all, and according to LTTE theorists, the merit for the inclusion of women in the LTTE went to the Prabhakaran, whose persuasive rhetoric and charismatic figure went a long way in convincing Tamils of the need for Tamil women to fight for Tamil Eelam: “[t]he credit for providing and creating the facilities and opportunities for women to complete a comprehensive military training programme has to be given to the leader of the Liberation Tigers Mr. Velupillai Prabhakaran” (Balasingham, 1993). Despite Prabhakaran’s charisma and persuasiveness, the LTTE still needed a way to dodge Tamil conservative thought and traditions, balancing the advantages of including women in the group without upsetting and losing the support of the Tamil society. For this, “the group [used] a variety of methods, including separation of the sexes, explicit policies on sexual conduct, emphasis on chastity for all members, dress policies…” (Stack-O’Connor, 2007). These measures sought to replicate the way in which Tamil society worked and eased the minds of conservative Tamils who believed women to be simply a distraction for the loyal male fighters, but also, ended up creating a, some may believe, harmful stereotypes of female LTTE fighters who turned into “armed virgins”: pure, chaste, unstained, untarnished women, deprived of their sexuality, willing to swallow a cyanide pill if they saw their virtue threatened by the enemy. 

This emphasis on the untarnished sexual purity of female LTTE fighters and even more, Black Tigers, may take us back to the gendered, sexualized and overly feminine representations of Palestinian shahidat referred to as “brides”. In contrast, this emphasis on “purity” seems to be contradictory in the present case, given the accusations of alleged rape of Tamil women by the IPKF: “In late 1987 there were increasing allegations that members of the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) deployed in the north and east as part of the July peace accord were responsible for rape and other acts of brutality against Tamil civilians” (Amnesty International, 1988). Women that had been victims of sexual violence seemed to then join the LTTE to “redeem” themselves through violence and get revenge (Jordan & Denov, 2007; Dearing, 2010), and this leaves way for many questions: Was the LTTE the only way to restore their previously lost, tarnished, stolen virtues? Was the LTTE the only possible salvation for these women? Reportedly, even women who were not survivors of rape, but wanted to protect themselves also were motivated to join the LTTE. An interviewed female LTTE member stated “instead of being raped by the enemy soldiers and dying screaming, I can now defend myself with this weapon. For me, this is freedom” (Ramachandran, 2005) This could have further fed the notion of LTTE as a protective family and Prabhakaran as the protective patriarchal figure. 


[bookmark: _Toc70771028]2.2.3. Why did women become female suicide bombers in Sri Lanka?
This last section of our chapter on analysis will explore the reasons Tamil women may have had to join the LTTE, as expounded by different authors. It is wise to point out, however, how actual accounts of female suicide bombers, whether successful or failed, do not exist in the present case. An explanation for this may be found in the inner workings of the LTTE and how the organization kept the identity of suicide bombers a secret up until the attack, and afterwards, the successful bombers were not celebrated or glorified as distinct from general maveerar. In addition to this, the custom for suicide bombers to leave a video or written testimony behind them before the attack was seemingly non-existent in the Tamil case. Hence, the study of the reasons that may have pushed Tamil women to join the LTTE is not based on accounts by female suicide bombers themselves but has been almost entirely carried out by “western educated (and westernized) Sri Lankan female academics” (Herath, 2007). Thus, these accounts run at risk of being biased, or relying excessively on the personal reasons paradigm, as these academics, as these women were never part or the conflict themselves. As De Mel presents in her analysis, given the “it is the representation of these women in literature, in public discourse and in the praxis of national security that mediates our understanding of their personal lives and politics” (De Mel, 2004). Nonetheless and given the difficulties to access primary data, it is valuable to present some sort of academic perspective on the issue at hand, and thus, three theories on what may have pushed Tamil women to engage in FSB will be presented in this section. 

The first analysis on the motivations of women to become suicide bombers in Sri Lanka is the one carried out by Bhatia and Knight, who present three enabling conditions for FSB: (i) individual motivations, (ii) a tormented society, and (iii) a terrorist organization who is able to effectively indoctrinate its members (Bhatia & Knight, 2011) The first enabling condition, individual motivations, may include aspects such as personal grievances, revenge, or the liberation of the homeland (Ibid.). When presenting these frameworks for study, it is important to be critical about them, and the fact a nationalist motivation is considered personal and not political can be argued to be prejudicial for Tamil women, as it may strip them of their political agency, and thus falling into the mistake of over-victimizing these women. Other authors also present revenge as one of the most powerful mobilizers behind Tamil women who engaged in political violence, such as Hellman-Rajanayagam, who blames these desires for revenge on the violent attacks by the Sri Lankan Army, which resulted on the injury or death of relatives and friends (Hellmann-Rajanayagam, 2008). The second enabling condition as presented by Bhatia and Knight is the fact that Sri Lanka could be considered a tormented society, a “conflict-prone society in which individuals can be vulnerable to indoctrination by extremist individuals or groups” (Bhatia & Knight, 2011). As it has already been mentioned, the Tamil society lived an extreme situation in the years of the civil war, suffering from ethnic and sectarian violence and discrimination by the Sinhalese government: “[t]he [Sinhalese] government has committed organized violence against the Tamils through a systematic campaign of disappearances, rape, checkpoint searches, and torture as well as the elimination of whole villages in remote areas” (Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2002 as cited in Bloom, 2007). The fact that the Tamil society was tormented, made the third enabling condition, the indoctrination of potential combatants by terrorist groups (in this case the LTTE) easier, given the already cited exhaustion, frustration and lack of opportunities that the vulnerable Tamil youth faced. 

The second framework to study why women became part of the LTTE and the Black Tigers is the one presented by Cunningham, who presents three overarching themes as justifications: (i) personal motives, (ii) freedom and liberation, and (iii) sacrifice as an ideal (Cunningham, 2010). The first theme, personal motives of female suicide bombers is in this case related to the threat of, or the actual instances of sexual violence against Tamil women. In the case of the most notorious female suicide bomber in the LTTE, Dhanu, it is reported that rape was the reason behind her decision to join the LTTE: “[r]eportedly prompted to join the LTTE because she was gang-raped by Indian peace-keeping forces who also killed her brothers, Dhanu has become an important mythical force utilized for further recruitment as rape has been identified as one of the primary reasons motivating young women to join the LTTE” (Cutter, 1998; Jansz, 1998, as cited in Cunningham, 2010). While this may be an invention to (grossly) mystify the figure of Dhanu or to further the Hindu belief of immolation as a way for women who were raped to redeem themselves from collective dishonor at the eyes of the conservative Tamil society, it is well-known that when the IPKF were deployed in Sri Lanka, they were accused of allegedly “inflicting high civilian casualties, rapes, murders and tortures” (Dearing, 2010). On 2014, ex-LTTE leader and deputy minister in the Mahinda Rajpaksa government, Vinayagamurthi Muralitharan (“Karuna”), told the parliament of Sri Lanka that there was evidence that the IPKF had raped several Tamil women between 1987 and 1990, when they were conducting peacekeeping operations in the country, but he did not give any quantitative data on the matter (Press Trust of India, 2014). The second theme, freedom and liberation, are explored in Cunningham’s account to be mobilizers at both the collective (liberation of Tamil Eelam) and individualistic (liberation of women from their shackles) levels, obeying the logic of the dual liberation strategy. The third and last theme explores the ideal of sacrifice, which leaves us at a complex crossroads of what womanhood means for Tamils: there sacrifices a woman must make, for instance when she becomes a mother, and the sacrifices specifically Tamil women must make, such as blowing themselves up for the liberation of the motherland: “[f]emale sacrifice for her family […] is seen as a generalized cultural norm that is usefully extended to female self-sacrifice for her community and family, particularly if she is unable (e.g., because of rape), to undertake her role as a wife and mother within the society” (Cunningham, 2010). The idea of sacrifice for Tamil Eelam and redemption is also present in Dhanu’s case, as Herath writes in her Ph.D. thesis: “the symbolic nature of Dhanu using her socio-culturally viewed polluted body by engulfing it in fire feed into her cultural upbringing that views immolation as purifying. Dhanu’s subsequent suicide mission can be interpreted as an act of redemption for the trauma and the culturally perceived shame she suffered” (Herath, 2007) which inevitably takes as back to the logic of the dual liberation. 

To conclude our section on the motivations behind Tamil female suicide bombers, and the overall analysis of Sri Lanka, it is prudent to highlight again how highly difficult it is, to make generalizations about the Sri Lankan case, as it is “impossible to tell why a particular woman joined the movement, and general explanations cannot be given” (Hellmann-Rajanayagam, 2008) given how suicide attackers remain anonymous. As a way to close off the analysis, and as some “food for thought” for the discussion, the author also affirms that joining the LTTE and fighting for Tamil Eelam is, in many cases and for many women, the first autonomous choice about their destinies that they make. Even if it is the last, this is an important fact that we should take into account
[bookmark: _Toc57626366][bookmark: _Toc70771029]3. DISCUSSION
In this discussion, we will debate whether the victimization of women is an essential factor for them to engage in FSB and whether victimization could be used as a variable in the study of FSB. This will be done by studying the sub-variables presented in the theoretical framework, and by analyzing the date and information presented.


[bookmark: _Toc57626367][bookmark: _Toc70771030]3.1. Study of the sub-variables
Sub-variable 1 – Sexual and gender-based violence: Were these women victims of SGBV prior to their engagement?
In the case of Palestine, we could not find generalized proof of the fact that being subject to sexual and gender-based violence pushed Palestinian women to become shahidat. Nonetheless, it is valuable to mention how the framework presented by Berko and Erez presented resisting gender oppression and “erase stains due to violations of sexual behavior” (Berko & Erez, 2008) as a hypothetical mobilizer. The fact that this study did not find enough evidence to make a generalization on the existence of sexual and gender-based violence in Palestine as a determining factor for women to engage in FSB by no means implies that this type of violence against women does not exist on Palestine or is not important. It merely points to how this sub-variable does not seem to be a mobilizer behind Palestinian shahidat.  In the case of Sri Lanka, we may be able to hypothesize how the existence of sexual and gender-based violence may have actually played a part in the decision to engage in armed resistance and ultimately FSB in the case of Tamil women. The IPKF and the government of Sri Lanka were accused of allegedly using rape as a tool for war, thus pushing Tamil women to join the LTTE because of the threat or the actual act of being sexually assaulted (Cutter, 1998; Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2002). In addition to this, this study has too briefly explored the Hindu belief on immolation and self-sacrifice. This belief is rooted in Hindu tradition and scriptures where “all reality is in the form of sacrifice” (Lévi, as cited in Lecomte-Tilouine, 2012), and self-sacrifice through immolation “seems to reconfigure political struggles in religious terms and to mobilize an ancient religious heritage” (Ibid.). Self-sacrifice seems to be, in the Sri Lankan case, a way for women who were raped to redeem themselves from the shame of the crimes committed against them and their virtues. The belief has its Thus, and even with the lack of primary sources and with the obvious need for further study, we could venture to hypothesize that sub-variable 1 may apply to the Sri Lankan case. 
Sub-variable 2 – Patriarchy: Were these women subject to societal molds, gender roles and rules common in traditional patriarchal societies? 
In both the cases of Palestine and Sri Lanka, gender oppression, roles and patriarchal rules seemed to exist. Given the length constraints of this study, it was impossible to extensively dive into how the patriarchy impacted women in both societies, but at least, it is valuable to affirm how oppressive patriarchal structures seemingly existed in both cases. Berko and Erez established how “Palestinian society is decidedly patriarchal: males occupy the highest stratum of the social hierarchy” (Berko & Erez, 2008). Regarding Sri Lanka, we may conclude by saying oppressive patriarchal structures and gender roles surely existed in the Tamil society, as Tamil societal traditions relegated women to the domestic sphere and the conservative population was wary of women distracting male cadres fighting for Tamil Eelam. This is why the LTTE had to make a big effort to justify the inclusion of women in the nationalist struggle. Were these patriarchal structures under which potential female suicide bombers lived under a determining factor for them to engage in FSB, and where female suicide bombers affected by them? While it is difficult and potentially damaging to make generalizations, we may hypothesize, given the omnipresence of the patriarchy, that these structures actually played a part in the journey towards FSB.  As Salem concludes in his study of the attitudes towards FSB in Palestine and Sri Lanka, “women are often compelled to forsake their lives once they deviate away from patriarchal norms” (Salem, 2015)

Sub-variable 3 – Status in war-torn societies: Were these women subject to harsh conditions as a result of a previous or ongoing conflict?
Given Palestine’s difficult political situation with Israel and occupation still to this day, and the fact that the LTTE was fighting a civil war against the government of Sri Lanka in the selected time frame for this study, it may not be difficult to guess how it its very likely women in both societies were subject to harsh conditions common in war-torn societies. While it is difficult to affirm if it was a determining factor in the journey towards FSB, this may be the less damaging sub-variable to make a generalization in. In the frameworks used to inquire on the motivations of female suicide bombers in both territories, both revenge and nationalistic drive or political motivations were cited. These conditions would have never existed if both territories hadn’t been war-torn. 

Sub-variable 4 – Instrumentalization by terrorist groups: Had these women suffered an instrumentalization of their vulnerability by the terrorist organizations of which they were part at the time of the attack? 
It is easy to suppose the vulnerability of women was instrumentalized by terrorist groups. Even if a higher cause was used, and not meaning to strip female combatants of their agency, with extreme care not to paint these women as passive or powerless and fall into well-known Western and neo-colonial stereotypes, which seems to be the norm in Western feminist theory, we may suppose prospective female suicide bombers were vulnerable. This vulnerability was known by terrorist groups, and was instrumentalized for the terrorist group, or the defended cause’s benefit. In the case of Palestine, “women who participated in these acts both had few social or personal prospects and were taken advantage of by the militant organizations that preyed on their vulnerability” (Schweitzer, 2006) and “the activists who contacted them had knowledge about events in the women’s biographies that were likely to render them willing recruits” (Berko & Erez, 2008). In the case of Sri Lanka, we have already cited how the LTTE had a powerful indoctrination strategy (Bhatia & Knight, 2011) which quickly convinced the Tamil population of the need to collaborate in the struggle for Tamil Eelam. In addition to this, Cunningham stated how female sacrifice was seen as an ideal and a cultural norm in Tamil society, particularly if “she is unable (e.g., because of rape), to undertake her role as a wife and mother within the society” (Cunningham, 2010).

Sub-variable 5 – Willingness to participate: Were these women forced to take part in the attack / become part of the organization, or was it a voluntary choice?
Many facts may impact our response to this sub-variable: first, there was an impossibility to use primary source and interview Palestinian or Tamil women, who had been prospective or failed female suicide bombers. Second, the secrecy surrounding prospective female suicide bombers in Sri Lanka during the time of most activity of the LTTE has left academia with a lack of testimonies from prospective female suicide bombers. Third, it is impossible to interview successful female suicide bombers, and accounts after their deaths tend to be exaggerated, mystified or overall false. Thus, it is difficult to make a generalization in this point, but it is known that the main Palestinian shahidat (Idris, Aisha and al-Akhras) were all volunteers to carry suicide attacks. In the case of Sri Lanka, less information is available, but given our knowledge on the inner workings of the LTTE, suicide bombers ended up being the elite Black Tigers, which were all the most motivated, best soldiers of the group. Thus, even if no conclusion can be extracted given the lack of information available, it may be well possible that female Black Tigers were also volunteers. It is complex to study this sub-variable, but we included it in our study to give at least some thought to the agency women who engage in FSB may have: if we only focus on the fact that they were powerless victims of their own circumstances as sometimes non-normative women in war-torn, patriarchal societies, it is very difficult for us not to fall into the “agent-victim dichotomy”. In his dichotomy “agents are those women who oppose patriarchal beliefs. The women who do not conform to this idea are immediately deemed as non-agents” (Tervooren, 2016). 


[bookmark: _Toc57626368][bookmark: _Toc70771031]3.2. Does victimization play a part? Can we use victimization as a variable?
What conclusions may we extract from the study of the proposed sub-variables? Victimization is a delicate topic, plagued with Western stereotypes and the tendency to strip women in the Global South of their agency in conflict, given the well-known stereotypes of the female gender being nurturing and caring. This makes the affirmation of victimization actually playing a part in the journey towards FSB of Palestinian and Tamil women very difficult, as it is almost impossible to make generalized affirmations without falling into stereotypes or stripping female combatants of their agency among other mistakes. The five sub-variables this study created to analyze the existence of victimization may well be imperfect and reflect the biases of the researcher, as one thing that the study of FSB teaches us is the fact that FSB is a multicausal, multifaceted phenomenon. In addition to this, the focus of this study on the victimization variable may push us to forget that while these women may or may not be victims in the way this study has analyzed them to be, this does not redeem them from being criminals, which is a common mistake to fall into when enshrining female suicide bombers as feminist icons or heroines. 

As difficult as affirming that victimization plays a part in all cases of FSB may be, the study of the victimization of female suicide bombers may have helped us to see how tough the living conditions of potential female combatants and suicide bombers actually are. War-torn, patriarchal societies tend to overburden women with multiple tasks: those who are expected from them in their traditional settings, such as being mothers, caregivers and housewives, as well as those which war impose on them, such as sustaining the family on their own on the case of the death of the men of the house or fighting in the national struggle: “conflicts may be both simultaneously empowering and disempowering. They erode gender barriers but burden women with greater responsibilities, which are not easily translated into power” (Afshar, 2004). To further worsen women’s situation in war-torn societies, the fact that women bend gender rules and take on more active roles in society because men are absent and fighting the war does not bring these women more equality or freedom when violent conflict dies down, as “these changes in gender roles are generally contingent and context specific, and as such fail to take root within a broader project of social transformation” (Eade, 2004)

Then, does victimization play a part? Can we use victimization as a sub-variable? Yes and no. Yes, because we may study how the victimization of women in war-torn societies such as Palestine and Sri Lanka plays a part in their journey towards FSB, given the difficulties they face because of their gender, the fact that some of them are non-normative (barren, not sexually pure…) and because of their own particular context. No, because victimization is not the only factor that plays a part in the journey towards FSB. As Naaman affirms, “That is, as with other third-world feminist issues, a comprehensive approach to the Palestinian female suicide bomber cannot reduce or even prioritize gender oppression over other (national, economic) circumstances but rather needs to be accounted for in the complex web of power and social relations in Palestinian society and in the particular political predicament of that society” (Naaman, 2007). As the author expresses, this regard for the multicausality and multifactorial nature of the phenomenon of FSB must be always taken into account. In the case of Sri Lanka, Herath states about texts in which generalizations are carried out, and a Western lens is used to study this phenomenon: “These writings run at risk of western bias being imposed on non-Western cultural patterns and of overlooking the unique ways in which women negotiate their gender roles within the context of their own cultural confinements. The combatant women of the LTTE have actively negotiated a kind of gender role that is different to their historical social roles” (Herath, 2007) Thus, we may conclude by saying it is impossible to study FSB with only one variable, only one focus, and with an intention to generalize. 
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[bookmark: _Toc57626369][bookmark: _Toc70771032]4. CONCLUSION
At the beginning of this study, the proposed research question was: “Is the victimization of women in Palestine and Sri Lanka, as brought by their own societies and terrorist organizations, an essential factor for these women to become suicide bombers?”. The initial hypothesis defended that victimization did play out an essential part in FSB in Palestine, but the validity of victimization as a variable in the study of Sri Lanka would be more difficult to prove. This was because of the scarcity of primary sources and the nature of the LTTE as an organization and the ideology of the “dual liberation”. Thus, at the beginning of this study, there was a conviction by the part of the researcher that victimization could actually apply as a variety for study, and the only possible path was to try to prove that it existed, and it could be used to study FSB as an overall phenomenon.

Nevertheless, diving into the cases of FSB in Palestine and Sri Lanka, the ideology of the LTTE, and the research on positions such as that of Hao and Mohanty made this study change paths soon enough. Not only was victimization very difficult to delimit but proving its existence in all cases was incredibly hard to do without access to primary and local sources, and given that many times, the objects of study do not walk this world anymore. Midway through this study, the researcher understood that trying to study a “Global South” phenomenon through a Western feminism lenses would be first difficult and then, problematic. There was thus a need to deconstruct the internalized notion of women from the “Global South” as universal dependents, as powerless victims. If not, this study ran at risk of once again, stripping potential or actual female suicide bombers of their agency. Hence, this study shall in a similar manner as it began, by affirming that FSB is a complex sociocultural phenomenon, in which generalizations on the motives or mobilizers behind it are extremely hard to come by, and if found, they are most likely the result of biases or prejudices which pass from author to author when studying the phenomenon. As FSB is a complex, multi-level phenomenon, it is important for us to conclude this study by highlighting how female suicide bombers cannot be just be described as only victims or victimized individuals, or only perpetrators. To give a truthful image of this phenomenon and the women who have conformed it, it is important to highlight how female suicide bombers are both victims and perpetrators, and this is one of the reasons why this study concludes victimization cannot be used as a variable for the study of FSB, at least in the present case and without access to primary sources and interviews with failed female suicide bombers. Victimization per se is a polarizing and biased term, and no matter how we try to delimit it or describe it using variables or sub-variables, it will always carry with it the notions of powerlessness, passiveness, and inaction. Hence, by using the term victimization, we seem to be automatically taking some blame out of female suicide terrorists, while also stripping them from their agency. 

This is why, at the risk of essentializing, generalizing or minimizing the experiences of female suicide bombers, using an overly Western feminist perspective to try to study the phenomena of FSB, and given the lack of opportunities to carry out field work in Palestine and Sri Lanka and thus give these women a voice, letting them explain themselves their experiences, their struggles and how they engage in FSB, the author sees herself as unable to come to a conclusion without patronizing these women and without giving an overly paternalistic and Western view on the issue: hence, this study will end by concluding that victimization of female suicide bombers cannot be use as the only variable to study the phenomenon of FSB, and if used, it must be approached with extreme caution and in combination with other variables that allow for a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, without oversimplifying it or over-victimizing or under-condemning the women that engage in it. 

After having carried out this study, there are some proposals for further study that can be extracted from the experience of the researcher in studying FSB in Palestine and Sri Lanka. First of all, any work on an issue as sensitive as FSB should be carried out by giving a preeminence to local sources over Western ones: this is the only way not to bring prejudices and biases to the research. Secondly, any researcher should strive to give a voice to women who were close to the experience of FSB, such as failed female suicide bombers or dropouts, as the failed suicide bombers in Israeli prisons in Berko and Erez’s studies. Theirs are the only wholly trustworthy and exact accounts, because as we have seen, representations in media, and statements given by families or the terrorist organizations that deployed the suicide bombers tend to be tendentious, exaggerated and tend to aggregate to the mystification of female suicide bombers. Finally, other places in the world where FSB has taken place could be studied, such as Chechnya or Nigeria, by always aiming for a middle ground between the over-victimization or the under-condemnation of female suicide bombers. 
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