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Female Fighters and Militants During the Lebanese Civil
War: Individual Profiles, Pathways, and Motivations
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ABSTRACT
This article offers an analysis of women’s profiles, pathways, and
motivations to join the Lebanese civil war (1975 to 1990), with a par-
ticular focus on female fighters militants involved with Harakat Amal,
Kataeb, the Progressive Socialist Party, Lebanese Communist Party,
Fatah and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. The art-
icle contributes to existing debates on women’s motivations to join
nonstate armed groups by examining both militias that included
female fighters and those that did not. It is the first study so far that
analyses the profiles and motivations of female fighters and militants
within all major militias during the Lebanese civil war.
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After several decades of research on the roles and experiences of women in violent con-
flict and war, a substantial body of literature on the topic has developed in both conflict
and terrorism studies.1 Nevertheless, most mainstream publications on political violence
continue to overlook gender.2 Perpetrators of political violence in particular are often
assumed to be male, with women frequently being cast as victims of violence or advo-
cates for peaceful change.3 If the existence of female perpetrators of violence is taken
into account at all, claims on their motivations are often rooted in essentialist gender
stereotypes.4 This is problematic, as it is not possible to fully understand nonstate
armed actors’ behavior without taking all actors involved into account.
Existing literature on female perpetrators of political approaches can be divided into

two theoretical approaches. Some authors examine the topic through a feminist theory/
gender studies lens,5 while others approach the topic focusing on more general theories
of involvement in political violence.6 While the former often aim at identifying women’s
experiences, discourses around female involvement and the meaning ascribed to wom-
en’s actions, the latter tend to focus on causes for women’s involvement. This article has
an empirical interest in gender. It aims to identify the causes for female participation in
the Lebanese civil war and to contribute to theories on involvement in political violence
(rather than feminist theory or gender studies in the narrow sense of the term).
By analyzing the profiles, backgrounds, and motivations of women who joined

the militias during the Lebanese civil war (1975–1990), this article contributes to
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existing debates on female perpetrators of violence.7 To date, only a limited number
of publications analyze the role of female militants in armed groups during the
Lebanese civil war.8 Of these, most focus solely on the role of women in some of
the militias, with a strong focus on the situation in the Christian and Palestinian
militias. Other organizations, such as those of the Lebanese left, are not usually
included in these analyses, despite the fact that the militias of the far left included a
particularly high percentage of female militants and fighters, as will be discussed in
this article.
This article offers a broader analysis of women’s profiles, pathways, and motiva-

tions to join the war in Lebanon, by focusing on women’s motivations9 to join the
Lebanese Communist Party (LCP), the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP), Fatah, the Progressive Socialist Party (PSP), Kataeb, and Harakat Amal
(Amal) as militants and fighters. These are the main militias during the Lebanese
civil war to which access can be gained at the moment.10 The article shows that,
despite claims to the contrary in previous literature,11 the percentage of female fight-
ers in the Christian militias was considerably lower than the percentage in most left-
ist groups—and that even in the highly gender-conservative group Amal, women
assumed combat roles.
In existing literature on female political violence in other contexts, the question of

whether or not women’s participation is self-determined and voluntary is often dis-
cussed.12 This article shows that in the case of female fighters in the Lebanese civil war,
coercion did not play a role. On the contrary, without the women insisting on their
inclusion, it is unlikely that there would have been female fighters in any of the militias
operating during the Lebanese civil war. The vast majority of women (and men) inter-
viewed for the purpose of this study named political reasons as motivational factors for
their involvement. However, personal factors, such as young age and relational net-
works, also played a role, which is why this article also discusses individual back-
grounds. Most existing publications on female involvement in nonstate political
organizations tend to focus on individual factors, which can, in some cases, result in a
narrower understanding of the issue at hand.13 In order to achieve a more comprehen-
sive analysis, the second half of this article is dedicated to the roles of other key factors
that influenced individual motivations, namely: the security context, organizational
aspects and societal factors.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

As the number of studies focusing on the roles and experiences of female perpetrators
of violence during the Lebanese civil war is highly limited,14 this article will draw on a
number of publications on female political violence in other contexts. These include
studies by authors with a background in conflict15 and terrorism studies.16 The aim of
this article is to assess the extent to which these theories can help us understand why
and how women joined the war in Lebanon and what the case of women involved in
the Lebanese civil war can add to our understanding of female political violence in
other contexts.
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Choice Or Coercion?

Whether female involvement with nonstate armed groups is a choice women make is a
recurring theme in existing research into female political violence. Claims of coercion
can be found especially in literature focusing on Africa, and to a lesser degree Asia and
South America.17 There are some conflicts in which it has been claimed that the major-
ity of female fighters were either abducted or born to an abducted mother.18 On the
other hand, it has been contended that the majority of women who join armed groups
worldwide do so voluntarily.19 Henshaw in particular criticizes the focus on the use of
force as a tool for recruitment (and retention) for women. She notes the “difficulty that
many observers have reconciling women as willing participants in violent activity”—
and criticizes what she calls the “dichotomous notion of agency that oversimplifies the
realities of conflict,” by pointing to the cases of women who are coerced to join and
then decide to stay.20 Indeed, the distinction between coercion and choice is not always
as clear-cut as suggested at times.21

A lesser form of the coercion argument is the belief that organizations lure women in
by making false promises or by hiding the true nature of the group’s motives and activ-
ities. This explanation strips women of their agency, reducing them (at best) to vulner-
able, naïve, indoctrinated and (at worst) mentally disturbed individuals. This
assumption is most common in terrorism studies publications,22 which often surmise
that women are being lured in by men.23 This postulation reproduces problematic gen-
der stereotypes, according to which men are active perpetrators and women passive vic-
tims. Moreover, this strong focus on women as the subject of manipulation contradicts
the reality that sees both men and women being used and exploited by mili-
tary groups.24

Attempts to draw the conclusion that female participation in combat comes as a
result of male coercion have been strongly contested by a number of academics, who
instead point to women’s proactive efforts to join nonstate armed groups as fighters.25

Some of these authors question the concept of “recruitment as a top-down process in
which recruiters identify susceptible potentials and coerce them into joining their organ-
ization.”26 Instead, they stress women’s insistence to be included and frame recruitment
as a reactive process.27 Indeed, there are multiple examples of cases where the leader-
ship of an organization was initially reluctant to include female fighters, and where
women were “eventually accepted through their own persistence.”28

Individual Backgrounds

Most experts in conflict and terrorism studies agree that women who become
involved with nonstate armed organizations come from a range of different back-
grounds.29 Despite this diversity, which makes it hard, if not impossible, to come up
with one profile of the “typical” female militant, it is often possible to identify at
least some commonalities. Existing literature stresses that demographic variables and
personal backgrounds of men and women joining armed groups are often very simi-
lar.30 In particular, many militants in nonstate armed groups are said to share: (1)
their young age; (2) family ties and other personal networks that link them to
armed groups; and (3) previous involvement in civic society or political movements
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for the cause. The role of (4) educational background and (5) socioeconomic status
are more contested.
Most conflict and terrorism scholars state that young age is a characteristic shared

by the majority of women involved in nonstate political violence.31 In general, this
seems to be the case for both men and women,32 with only minimal differences.33

In some cases, even children are involved.34 Militants, especially those from an
urban background, are often students,35 and married women are less likely to
be involved.36

Another oft-quoted characteristic is family ties or other personal networks that link
women to other militants or fighters.37 Eager, for example, contended that “most of the
women involved in … various types of political violence and terrorism … were
recruited or became active through personal relational networks.”38 The importance of
personal networks has been linked with the secretive nature of many nonstate armed
organizations that rely heavily on their members’ loyalty and confidentiality.39

Moreover, personal networks are said to offer points of contact with a nonstate armed
groups, their organizational culture and political positioning.40

However, mobilization via personal networks does not necessarily signify a lack of
commitment,41 as claimed by some who conflate this factor with a lack of agency on
the part of the female fighters.42 Moreover, the role of personal networks in individual
mobilization is often emphasized for women but not men—even though there is sub-
stantial evidence that they play an important role for members of both genders.43 Last,
while many women (and men) may be drawn into a violent group through personal
contacts, not all women join via existing relational networks.44

Another factor that is described as a pathway to military roles for women in nonstate
armed groups is previous participation in political organizations or civil society initia-
tives, such as trade unions, political parties, student organizations, or neighborhood ini-
tiatives.45 For example, comparing loyalist and Republican groups in Northern Ireland,
Alison argued that one of the reasons for low numbers of women fighters in loyalist
groups is their comparatively lower involvement in community resistance and political
activity.46 While involvement in nonviolent activism is often described as a pathway
into political violence for women, it seems to be an equally important factor for many
men, too.47

In terms of educational background, most terrorism scholars agree that women
fighters are either as educated as or more educated than their peers outside the
group.48 Once more, this seems to be a characteristic shared by men and women.49

Scholars working within conflict studies often depict a more complex picture,
describing groups with female members with varying levels of education50 where, for
example, educated women from urban areas become involved first, then recruiting
other women, including those from rural areas and women with limited educational
experience.51 This phenomenon is probably to a large extent shaped by the particu-
lar conflict context in question.
As to the role of women’s socioeconomic status, while most terrorism and conflict

studies scholars claim that women (and men) are from poor, working-class or middle-
class backgrounds,52 some contend that more female than male fighters come from a
middle-class background.53
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Gender-Specific Motivations?

A central issue in the debate on individual motivations is the question of whether men
and women share the same motivations. In general, the claim that women’s motivations
differ substantially from men’s motivations tends to be more widespread in the field of
terrorism studies (particularly in psychological terrorism research) than in conflict stud-
ies.54 However, the majority of researchers agree that men and women widely share the
same motivations55—which is not to say that some gender-specific motivations do
not exist.56

One persistent stereotype of women engaged in political violence is that they are
motivated by personal reasons where men are motivated by political reasons. This claim
is most commonly found in terrorism studies57—although some within the field have
criticized it as being inaccurate.58 The fact that “the so-called ‘personal reasons’ con-
sume so much of the public’s and media’s fascination”59 probably reveals more about
the biases and stereotypes of those observing the phenomenon of female fighters than it
does about the women themselves. Indeed, some scholars criticize the tendency to belit-
tle and delegitimize women’s participation in nonstate armed groups by focusing on
their personal grievances.60 Another version of this argument is the claim that female
militants are more idealistic than men.61 Despite this problematic view on female par-
ticipation, the majority of scholars in conflict studies, as well as some within terrorism
studies, contend that women’s mobilization is as motivated by political factors
as men’s.62

Of course, from an analytical point of view, dividing an individual’s motivations into
personal and political factors is problematic, given that personal and political motiva-
tions are often intimately intertwined.63 Indeed, the majority of scholars working on
female political violence believe that men and women are both motivated by a mixture
of personal and political motivations.64

As far as gender-specific motivations for involvement in political violence are con-
cerned, the two most frequently cited gender-specific reasons are (1) personal experi-
ence or fear of sexual violence and (2) participation as a strategy to escape a
predestined life with few prospects for equality and self-determination. There is a rela-
tively strong focus on female participation as an act of liberation or feminism in exist-
ing literature.65 Some contend that liberation can be a motivational factor for men
too,66 but that in many societies, women’s options to find meaning and carve out space
for themselves tend to be more limited than men’s. Nonetheless, there are a number of
scholars who deny the centrality of feminism and liberation as a motivational factor,
highlighting nationalist motivations as more significant pull factors.67 Others criticize
the framing of female political violence as an act of feminism as less guided by the
motivations of the women joining the war and more influenced by the cultural biases of
the scholars studying the topic.68 If liberation and emancipation can be a motivational
factor for some women, it is noteworthy that full gender equality is usually not achieved
in nonstate armed groups and that women are often pushed back into the domestic
sphere once the war has ended.69

While sexual violence is sometimes described as a motivational factor for women to
join armed groups,70 others have claimed that there seems to be variation in the role
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played by (personal experience or fear of) sexual violence in motivating women in dif-
ferent conflicts.71

Other motivational factors, notably pragmatic reasons72 and participation in political
violence as a sort of “adventure”73 are less frequently mentioned. The relative lack of
focus on pragmatic reasons in particular stands in contrast to the general literature on
rebel mobilization and its focus on the question of whether insurgents are motivated by
greed or grievances.74

The Influence of The Security Context and Perceived Injustice on Individual
Motivations

Most research into female political violence stresses that the security context and
perceived notions of injustice play an important role in motivating women to join
nonstate armed groups.75 In such a context, women’s participation in political vio-
lence is framed as “legitimate self-defence” and as a “last resort,” which legitimizes
female involvement in nonstate armed groups, even in highly non-conventional roles
such as fighters or military leaders.76 Security pressures and perceived injustice affect
both men and women, often in very similar ways.77 However, the security context
and experiences of injustice can only partially explain the decision to join an armed
group, as many individuals share similar experiences, but do not become involved in
political violence.78

The Influence of Organizational Characteristics on Individual Motivations

As far as the influence of organizational characteristics on individual motivations is con-
cerned, both conflict and terrorism studies scholars claim that a group’s ideology func-
tions as an important pull factor in the mobilization of women looking to join an
armed organization.79 In conflict studies, in particular, it has been argued that women
are attracted by organizations that have a strong focus on community welfare and fem-
inist aspirations,80 as women (allegedly) see their interests and the interests of their
families and communities best represented by these groups. Related to this argument is
the claim that armed groups with domestic (as opposed to international) aims attract
more women.81 According to this explanation, women perceive organizations with a
domestic agenda as rejecting traditional gender roles more than internationally orien-
tated groups, which focus on fighting an external enemy and less on transforming con-
ventional gender norms.82 Consequently, the “more opportunity for improvement that
they perceive, the more likely women are to mobilize and seek higher positions within
the hierarchy of the domestic … group.”83 Of course, an organization’s aims and its
ideology can be subject to change, especially over time or in reaction to external devel-
opments. Existing literature contends that the change from a relatively idealistic struggle
to a movement dominated by individuals looking for financial benefit or an opportunity
to settle personal scores tends to discourage women from getting (or remain-
ing) involved.84
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The Influence of Societal Aspects on Individual Motivations

Besides the security context and organizational characteristics, existing literature on
women’s motivations points to the role of gender norms and expectations in the society
that an armed group is based or operating in.85 Sociocultural gender norms and expect-
ations can either produce a general atmosphere that is supportive of women joining the
fight or one which disapproves of, and thus discourages, women’s inclusion, as will be
discussed below.
Women’s participation in public life, especially in political and military roles, is said

to open up the possibility of women’s later military involvement. This is said to be the
case as it allows nonstate armed groups to reframe female political violence as an
“extension of their [i.e., women’s] involvement with public organizations such as neigh-
borhood committees” and other nonviolent political initiatives.86 This process has been
described by existing research focusing on a range of different contexts where “women
have participated fully in the early stages of the political resistance at all levels” which
facilitated their inclusion in the armed struggle.87

In this context, the effect of role models is highlighted in existing literature on female
political violence. These studies claim that if women who have joined the fight are
praised as heroes within the community, it encourages other women to follow suit.88

Alison has discussed this with regard to the conflict in Northern Ireland where
“(r)epublicanism has promoted active images of women as ‘freedom fighters’ and female
paramilitary members have been celebrated in a number of republican street murals in
nationalist areas,”89 whereas the Protestant community, which has produced very few
female fighters, did not actively promote images of women in military roles.90 Class is
also described as a salient factor in this context, as a woman’s socioeconomic back-
ground can have an impact on how receptive society is to her inclusion as a fighter.91

Finally, a considerable number of studies on female political violence describe how
an escalating security context or increasing security pressures can help overcome soci-
etal reluctance to accept female political violence, which in turn can affect how likely
women are to become involved in violent acts.92

Civil War(s) in Lebanon

Before moving on to the methodology section of this article, a brief overview of the
causes of the war, its stages and the different roles of women in various militias shall be
provided. This is not intended to be a comprehensive analysis of the war, but rather a
brief overview to give the uninitiated reader the required background information.
Most authors focusing on the causes of the Lebanese civil war highlight the multitude

of reasons that led to war in Lebanon in 1975.93 Indeed, honing in on a single reason
would be simplistic. The Lebanese civil war is often described as religious in nature.94

However, even though the war clearly had a sectarian dimension, most analysts agree
that it was not fundamentally a religious conflict.95 Instead, political factors such as a
contested, inflexible power-sharing agreement and fragile conflict regulation mecha-
nisms played a major role in causing the outbreak of war.96 The political landscape in
Lebanon had been increasingly polarized since the 1970s, along a dichotomy between
those on the left calling for political reforms and their opponents on the right in favor
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of the status quo.97 This left–right dichotomy was closely linked to competing Lebanese
nationalisms and the question of whether Lebanon was (to be) closer to the Arab or
Western world.98 Economic factors were also at the heart of the conflict, with the leftist
opposition questioning the traditional clientelist system that preserved economic inter-
ests of two dominating societal groups, the Christian Maronites, and, to a lesser degree,
Sunni Muslims.99 This volatile political situation was exacerbated by the presence of
Palestinian fighters in Lebanon who were attacking Israel,100 questioning the monopoly
of violence of the Lebanese state101 and who were seen to be threatening the traditional
sectarian makeup of the Lebanese state and society, and thus the Maronite Christian
establishment.102 In most parts of the country, the war consisted of several rounds of
fighting with relatively calm periods in between. It lasted from 1975 to 1990 and
involved numerous regional and international actors who were involved at differ-
ent stages.103

At the beginning of the war, two major camps formed an opposition to one other,
namely the pro-reform, leftist, pro-Palestinian Lebanese National Movement (LNM) and
the pro–status quo, Christian-dominated, anti-Palestinian Lebanese Front (LFr).104 New
actors emerged throughout the course of the war, such as the Shi’a-dominated Harakat
Amal and the Shi’a-Islamist Hezbollah, which was founded in the 1980s.105 Previous
allies often turned against each other during later stages of the war, which resulted in
heavy intra-alliance and even inner-group fighting.

Women’s Roles in The Militias

Women were involved in all of the militias that fought in the Lebanese civil war. In
most cases, their participation was supportive in nature, seeing them take on traditional
gender roles.106 For example, female members cooked for their male counterparts,
washed their clothes, or transported weapons or other military equipment. Women
were also involved in intelligence, communications, and administrative support.107 Only
a small minority of women assumed combat roles. Since the militias’ success and sur-
vival during the war depended on a certain level of secrecy, it is difficult to know the
exact numbers.108 Moreover, especially at the beginning of the war, most militias were
only loosely organized and kept limited (or no) records of who was fighting for
them.109 In addition to that, both during and after the war, some of the archives were
destroyed— purposely or by accident.110 Also, the number of women in the militias was
not always the same in every sub-unit of the militia, and numbers varied from region
to region. Any study on nonstate fighters during the civil war in Lebanon can thus only
rely on estimates, which must always be interpreted with caution.111 The estimated
number of female fighters was relatively low, up to 15 percent in the militias of the far-
left, such as the LCP, PFLP, and the Communist Action Organisation (CAO)112 and 2
to 7.5 percent in the Christian-dominated Kataeb/LF.113 The percentage of female fight-
ers in Fatah was considerably lower than in the PFLP and probably similar to the num-
bers in Kataeb/LF.114 There were no official fighters in the PSP, and only a small
number in Amal after 1978.115 The number of women involved in non-combat roles
was much higher, reaching up to 50 percent in some groups.116
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Methodology

The analysis offered in this article is based on fieldwork in Lebanon in 2015 and 2016 and
the study of four biographies of former militia members.117 In total, sixty-four semi-struc-
tured interviews with sixty-nine individuals were conducted. Since ideology and aims are
often considered to be two explanatory factors for female involvement in political violence,118

the existence of the two camps at the beginning of the war (namely the LNM and the LFr)
was taken into account by including interviewees from both alliances. Thirty-four of the
interviewees were former combatants (twenty-eight men, six women); twenty-six (former)
party members (eleven men, fifteen women); four civil society representatives (two men, two
women), three journalists (two men, one woman) and two researchers (both men). Eleven
interviewees were formerly associated with the LCP, eleven with Kataeb/the LF,119 eleven
with Amal, five with Fatah, five with the PSP, four with the CAO, four with the PFLP, three
with different Palestinian and LNM-affiliated militias,120 two with the National Liberal Party
(NLP), two with the SSNP, and one with Tanzim. Due to the low number of interviews with
former members of the CAO, SSNP, NLP, and Tanzim, this article focuses on Kataeb/LF, the
LCP, PSP, Amal, Fatah, and the PFLP. It thus includes the profiles, motivations, and path-
ways into violence of women involved with four militias that did employ female fighters
(Kataeb/LF, LCP, Fatah, and PFLP), as well as one organization that did not (PSP) and one
that did, but only at a later stage of the conflict, from 1978 onward (Amal).121 Of the four
organizations that did include female fighters, three (the LCP, Fatah and PFLP) were member
of the LNM and one (Kataeb) was part of the LFr. The PSP was also a member of the LNM,
whereas Amal was close to, but not a former ally of, the LNM.122

Gaining access to interviewees is often challenging, especially when researching sensitive
topics such as political violence.123 Hence, for the purpose of this research, a combination of
purposive and snowballing sampling was used. First contact was established through other
researchers, journalists, and nongovernmental organizations working in the field of conflict
transformation. In order to address some of the methodological problems associated with
snowballing sampling,124 the author made attempts to diversify the ways in which interviews
were secured and ensured that access was gained through multiple entry points. While inter-
viewees’ statements were verified through cross-referencing, and in the vast majority of cases
the descriptions of events, attitudes and opinions was consistent throughout the sample
(regardless of association with a given political group), it cannot be assumed that this sample
is formally representative of all militants involved in the civil war. Gaining access to research
participants through multiple entry points and to interviewees from both camps and a num-
ber of different groups (including former fighters and civilians) helped to counterbalance the
possible effects of constructed memories and narratives. Triangulation and cross-checking,
especially through interviewing individuals who have never been involved with any political
or military organization, proved to be particularly helpful in this context.

Results

Choice Or Coercion

Based on the interviews conducted as part of this study, coercion did not play a role in
female involvement in the Lebanese civil war. Instead, a substantial number of
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interviewees (thirty out of sixty-nine) stressed that the main reason women were included
as fighters was their insistence.125 Interviewees stressed the point that “the choice [of
whether or not to join a militia] is with the woman.”126 This was confirmed by both men
and women, and by both members of the militias as well as those with no direct relation
to the different armed groups. Instead, recruitment was described as a bottom-up process.
For example, a former fighter with leftist and Palestinian groups emphasized that “it
wasn’t that … [the Christian militias] hired women, the women came to them. It was the
same for us [members of the LNM]. This is a very important point.”127 Looking back on
her experience, a former female fighter with the LCP, who went on to become one of three
regional female leaders in the party, described a similar process: “When the war started I
was ready. The war started, I was a friend of the Communist Party, so I went there and
said I wanted to enrol.”128 Nearly all of the interviewees stressed how strongly motivated
the women were to join the fight, either referring to their own experience or the experien-
ces of other women they had known.129 Women joining the fight were described as having
a “clear vision”130 of what they wanted, as being “very committed”131 and “serious about
joining.”132 One former military commander commented that “when the young women
came to us, it was not to sit on the phone” but to fight.133 Another described that during
the war, they saw women fighting who “couldn’t even handle a gun” properly, but who
were so determined to contribute to the fight that they wanted to participate anyway.134 In
some cases, this determination went so far that the women participated against the explicit
wish of their families.135 However, female interviewees also recalled accepting the non-
combat roles they were allocated, which they considered to be of equal importance, rather
than insisting to be included as actual fighters.136

Women’s insistence on being included as fighters was only successful in militias that
were either open to female participation anyway (as was the case in the LCP and PFLP)
or in militias that held mixed views on women’s inclusion (such as was the case with
Kataeb and Fatah). The PSP and Amal, where more conservative attitudes prevailed, did
not give in to women’s insistence. In the case of the PSP however, some women found
ways to become combatants even with the organization denying them entry as fighters.
Their strategy was to form their own independent combat unit in the Metn region and
convince individual male PSP members to give them military training,137 which pro-
vides further evidence for the argument that women were strongly motivated to become
fighters. Rather than coercion, it was the women’s desire for involvement, their drive
and insistence on being included that led to their participation in combat. But who
were these women and how can their extremely strong motivations be explained?

Individual Backgrounds

The majority of the fighters and militia members during the Lebanese civil war were
relatively young. While three interviewees claimed that women (and men) of all ages
were involved,138 a much bigger group (sixteen out of sixty-nine interviewees) agreed
that many, if not most, militants were between their mid-teens and mid-twenties.139

Nineteen interviewees (and their comrades) were of the same age as their female peers
in the militias.140 Seventeen interviewees indicated that they (or their comrades) were
underage when they were fighting during the war. This was the case for both men141

10 J. P. EGGERT



and women.142 One male interviewee started to fight when he was twelve.143 Another
female interviewee spoke of receiving military training at the age of thirteen.144 Sixteen
interviewees recounted that many militia members, both male and female, were pupils
or students at the time.145 Women who were with the Christian militias in particular
(but not exclusively by any means) seemed to have been students.146 Many militia
members, including frontline fighters, maintained a double life, in so far as they contin-
ued their studies during the war.147 This double life was facilitated by the nature of the
war, which in many parts of the country, consisted of several rounds of fighting with
relatively calm periods in-between. The majority of female combatants in Lebanon were
unmarried, although a minority had husbands and some also had children, as four
interviewees recounted.148

Access via personal networks constituted a common pathway to involvement with the
militias for many women and men during the Lebanese civil war. Seventeen individuals
mentioned a most commonly male relative (or relatives) who were involved in militancy
before they joined, most frequently a sibling,149 parent,150 spouse,151 cousin,152 or
uncle.153 Only two interviewees described female relatives’ militancy as a key motivating
and facilitating factor, referring to their mother154 or sister.155 Eight interviewees
recounted growing up in political families, where political debate and the preparation of
political action were common features.156 Familial and community-based ties played a
particularly important role for women involved with the Christian militias at the begin-
ning of the war, which saw many families and friends coming together to defend their
neighborhoods.157 Nonviolent political activism was another common pathway into par-
ticipation in the war as part of a militia—this route into militancy was mentioned by
nineteen interviewees and in all four biographies.158 Nonviolent activism was a common
pathway into violence for both women and men.159

As far as socioeconomic and educational backgrounds are concerned, many militia
members, especially at the beginning of the war, were in full-time education. In Beirut
in particular, many militants were educated, especially in the communist and Christian
parties,160 whereas the number of educated militia members in other parts of the coun-
try seem to have been lower.161 There do not seem to have been any significant differ-
ences between women and men’s educational backgrounds. The very long duration of
the war meant that some militia members, especially those who got involved as children
and went on to hold positions of responsibility, did not get any formal education
beyond the level they had reached at the beginning of their involvement with the mil-
itia.162 On the other hand, some militants continued their education even while being
involved with the militia, which was rendered possible by the nature of the war, which
in many parts of the country, was characterized by largely calm periods with intermit-
tent intense fighting.163 The fact that several interviewees left the militia at later stages
of the war, either to complete their studies or upon completion of their studies164 could
be an indicator that at the beginning of the war, more educated people were with the
militias than during the war’s later stages. This could be linked to the shifting compos-
ition and aims of the militias. Indeed, several of the militias turned into organized crime
groups as the war went on, which caused an increasing disillusionment of many of the
fighters of the first generation, as five interviewees remembered.165 As far as class is
concerned, some interviewees stated that while there was a certain degree of diversity,166
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the majority of fighters in Lebanon, men and women alike, came from working class
backgrounds167 or disadvantaged areas.168 Some had recently migrated to Beirut and
were poor but educated, as four interviewees recounted.169 This was particular the case
in the militias associated with the LNM—although these groups also had strong support
from petit bourgeois members of society.170

Gender-specific Motivations?

The research carried out as part of this study supports the findings of those who stress
that men and women generally share the same motivations. The fact that women and
men largely became involved for the same reasons was stressed in interviews with for-
mer members and supporters of all the different militias examined as part of this study.
In total, thirty-one interviewees claimed this to have been the case.171 Nonetheless, cer-
tain gender-specific motivations existed too.
The most commonly cited factor (for both men and women) to join the war was pol-

itical reasons. In the case of militias aligned with the LNM, it was the fight for
Palestinians’ rights and a new political and societal order that motivated both men and
women to participate (as stressed by forty-one interviewees),172 whereas the members of
the Christian militias became involved in order to fight for the survival of the Christian
community and to uphold the sociopolitical status quo (as highlighted by twenty inter-
viewees and two of the four biographies).173 The main motivation of female militants
with Amal was the fight against Israel.174 A small minority of two interviewees con-
tended that women were even more motivated than men.175 Equally, only two inter-
viewees mentioned personal factors such as the wish for revenge for a killed relative or
lack of hope after sexual assault by a family member, and in both cases they were not
speaking about their own experience but about the (suspected) motivations of
another person.176

However, as discussed in the literature review, it is often difficult to categorically div-
ide motivations into personal and political reasons. For instance, defending one’s com-
munity, which was one of the main motivations mentioned by most interviewees
formerly involved with the Christian militias, has both a personal dimension (fighting
to defend oneself, one’s family, neighbors, and friends) and a political dimension (the
fight for the Christian community as a whole and for the preservation of the pre-war,
Christian-dominated political order). Indeed, eight interviewees stressed that it was a
mixture of both personal and political reasons that led women (and men) to join the
militias.177

Apart from personal and political factors, some interviewees also mentioned more
pragmatic reasons for joining the war, such as seeking protection178 or opportunities.179

However, only four out of sixty-nine interviewees mentioned such motivations. Another
motivational factor for some was the sense of adventure promised by participation in
the war, which was mentioned by four interviewees and in two of the biographies.180

For example, one former female LCP militant recalled the happiness, excitement, and
pride she felt when she saw a real weapon for the first time.181 Others believed that for
some women, carrying a weapon was a form of “showing off” and making oneself “look
important.”182 In this context, the time of involvement is also interesting, as many
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young women and men joined training camps or the frontline during the summer
months, when they were off from school or university, with military activities providing
a welcome opportunity to deal with boredom during the holidays.183

Seeking revenge or redemption after experiences of sexual violence or fear of sexual
violence was not seen as a motivating factor for women to join the war by any of the
interviewees. On the contrary, the fear of sexual violence acted as a deterrent.184

A more widespread motivational factor seems to have been women’s aspirations to
free themselves from societal constraints and restrictive gender norms and expectations
in a relatively conservative society. Eight interviewees mentioned women’s liberation as
an important motivational factor for female militants, while this was not the case for
male militants.185 With regard to women’s motivations, the notion of women wanting
to “prove” to other militia members or the wider community that they, too, could be
fighters was mentioned by some interviewees—albeit only in three out of sixty-nine
interviews.186 Women’s emancipation was thus not mentioned nearly as often as polit-
ical reasons, which the vast majority of interviewees agreed was the most important rea-
son for both men and women to join, as discussed above.

The Influence of The Security Context and Perceived Injustice on Individual
Motivations

Political considerations played a major role in motivating women to get involved in the
various militias operating during the Lebanese civil war. The changing security context
and perceived injustice, in particular, were the most often cited push factors for women
(and men) to join the war (mentioned by fifty-seven out of sixty-nine interviewees).187

Extreme external pressures left the women with the impression that everyone, including
nontraditional actors such as women and children, needed to contribute.
In the case of the Christian militias, women were fighting for the survival of their

community, which they saw at stake in the conflict, for the preservation of the pre-war
political status quo188 and against the growing influence of the Palestinian militias and
their Lebanese and international allies.189 The vast majority of interview partners who
used to be involved with Christian militias saw their involvement in the war as a last
resort and legitimate self-defense,190 as one former fighter looking back on their experi-
ence described: “Our parents hadn’t raised us to go to war. It was the war that made us
that way. It was the environment. We were obliged [to go to war].”191

For women involved with the organizations associated with the LNM, it was less so
the survival of their community that they were fighting for,192 and more so the fight
against perceived injustice, for a new sociopolitical order and for the rights of
Palestinians in Lebanon and the region.193 For them, the fight in Lebanon at the start
of the war was “the Revolution” against the order in place, in line with the ideology to
which they subscribed. For example, a former fighter with the PSP recalled: “All we
thought about was that we wanted to damage the regime and make the leadership social
and progressive.”194 In a revolution, the support of all members of society is needed,
hence the strong motivation of many women to fulfill their perceived duty to do their
bit. In the case of Amal, it was the fight against Israel, the “absolute Evil” as several
interviewees called it, which motivated the women to join as fighters.195

STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM 13



In this context, analyzing motivations with space and time in mind becomes particu-
larly illuminating, as it clearly illustrates that women’s involvement did not remain con-
stant throughout the different phases and locations of the war.196 While this was not
exclusively due to women’s motivations, individual motivations and women’s wish to be
included (or not) did play a role in the changing numbers, and figures of female partici-
pation were at least in part influenced by external pressures due to the security context
and perceived injustice. For example, this explains why the number of female fighters in
the LNM groups (excluding the PSP who did not employ any female fighters) increased
at the beginning of the war. At that time, individuals felt that they were contributing to
“the Revolution”—until the security context defused considerably after the first round
of the war.197 When the Syrian army arrived in Lebanon in 1976 after this first phase of
the war, numbers decreased considerably.198 In 1982, when the security context tight-
ened following the invasion of large parts of the country by the Israeli army, the num-
bers of female fighters increased again.199 Another example would be the relatively
higher numbers of women fighters in (and from) south Lebanon200 and the southern
suburbs of Beirut, which are both areas that were particularly deprived at the time of
the war.201 Moreover, the South was also disproportionately subject to attacks by the
Israeli army and its local allies.202 In the case of the Christian militias, a similar obser-
vation can be made; most women were fighting in those parts of East Beirut where the
conflict started and was most intense.203 Amal women also did not start fighting in
military roles until the conflict escalated due to the Israeli invasion of the South, first in
1978 and then again in 1982.204 The members of Amal interviewed as part of this study,
fighters and non-fighters alike, all cited the Israeli occupation as the reason for their
involvement.205

While security pressures and political considerations were the main factor influencing
women’s motivations to join the Lebanese civil war, organizational characteristics and
societal factors have much less explanatory capacity in this context. Nevertheless, they
can explain the varying percentages of female fighters in the different groups (and the
comparatively low numbers of female fighters across all groups), which will be explored
in the following two sections.

The Influence of Organizational Characteristics on Individual Motivations

The relatively high numbers of female fighters in the Lebanese and Palestinian groups
of the left,206 who explicitly subscribed to the concepts of women’s rights and gender
equality, seem to support claims in existing literature that women are more drawn to
militias with gender-progressive ideologies and aims.207 However, women also insisted
to be included in Kataeb, PSP, and smaller Christian groups that had, to say the least, a
much more ambiguous position toward women’s roles in the organization and in wider
society. Moreover, women even demanded to be included in organizations as gender-
conservative as Amal. The female members of Amal interviewed as part of this study
were strongly motivated to fight for the organization’s aims and seemed to stand firmly
behind its ideals of gender segregation and division of labor between the sexes, even if
that meant that their opportunities in the group and wider community were
restricted.208 We have seen above that while feminism was a motivational factor for
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some women, the most-cited motivational factor for women (and men) to join the war
was the wish to defend their communities and fight against an unjust political system.
There is some evidence that organizational aims changing over the course of the war

seem to have had an impact on women’s motivations to join militias.209 This seems to
have been the case in the later stages of the war in particular, when the aims of many
of the militias changed and opportunistic goals started to supersede more idealistic
aims, as discussed above. Four interviewees (two of them women) mentioned that they
or their fellow combatants left their military roles when the intra-sectarian fighting
started and when in many militias the struggle over assets became a priority.210 The
fact that the Mourabitoun, a mostly Beirut-based organization with many members
whose participation, according to several interviewees, was mostly motivated by eco-
nomic gains (it was described as “a gang” by some), did not have any female members
further supports this argument.211

Organizational structure also seems to have influenced women’s decision making. In
the Christian militias, during the first two years of the war, female participation in mili-
tary activities mostly took place in the Christian-dominated neighborhoods where
groups of peers or whole families took up arms to defend their local area and commu-
nity.212 This facilitated women’s inclusion as they were fighting side by side with their
friends or family members in loosely organized groups.
The existence of separate units working on women’s issues in the respective political

parties before the war also seems to have had an impact on women’s motivations and
might have played a role in attracting more women to the militia. In this context, it is
telling that both the LCP and Kataeb, two parties who had had separate women’s units
or unions for a long time before the war started, were joined by female fighters whereas
Amal and PSP, whose women’s units were not founded until much later, were not.213

Not all of the female fighters interviewed had also been involved in the women’s units
of their parties, but the very existence of these groups signaled that women had a place
in the party and were part of the struggle. The same can be said about role models;
women who joined the militia and inspired others to join the fight. It is highly interest-
ing in this context that role models seem to have played a much bigger role in the leftist
Lebanese and Palestinian groups, which also had much higher numbers of female fight-
ers. Many interviewees from these groups mentioned the names of female fighters such
as Leila Khalid, Soha Bechara, Lola Aboud, and Dalal Moughrabi, who joined different
leftist or Palestinian groups and inspired both men and women to take up arms.214

The Influence of Societal Aspects on Individual Motivations

Female participation in the militias was facilitated by societal changes in the years lead-
ing to the civil war. Lebanon in the 1960s and 1970s was a society going through con-
siderable social change.215 New spaces and opportunities were slowly opening up for
women in public life, especially in Beirut, and to a certain degree this was the case in
other bigger cities and even some small towns and rural areas.216 Female participation
in public life, as part of the working force but also in political organizations and initia-
tives, became more widespread and accepted.217 This had an encouraging and empower-
ing effect on many women.218 Several interviewees (eleven in total) mentioned that this
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change in Lebanese society had made people more receptive to the idea of women being
involved in military roles and that this in turn had encouraged women to join
the fight.219

Of course, societal attitudes to women’s involvement are neither static nor mono-
lithic. They do change over time, and there is often considerable variation in different
parts of a country and different factions of society. This is why geographical and tem-
poral variation needs to be taken into account. In this context, it is telling that the
number of female fighters during the Lebanese civil war was higher in the relatively
open and cosmopolitan city Beirut than it was in more conservative cities such as Saida
or in the Mountain.220 The fact that many fighters who were based in Beirut originally
came from the South and other relatively deprived parts of the country is also note-
worthy.221 On the one hand, these women found themselves in a precarious socioeco-
nomic position and therefore had less to lose and more to gain.222 On the other hand,
living away from their extended families who had stayed in their home regions, meant
that they were subject to less societal control.223

As mentioned previously, in the context of this research it is not possible to come to
a definitive conclusion regarding the role of class. On the one hand, one interviewee
thought that women from middle-class families enjoyed more freedoms because they
and their families were more politically aware and believed that personal sacrifices had
to be made for the sake of society’s advancement.224 On the other, seven other inter-
viewees believed that the participation of working-class women was less frowned on as
they had already been working in traditionally male positions, alongside men in fields
or factories for decades.225

Finally, there is a tendency among communities that have experienced prolonged and
protracted conflict and who see their very existence as under threat, to allow female
participation as part of a general mobilization that includes all members of society.226

This was an important factor during the Lebanese civil war—especially for the Christian
and Palestinian groups who perceived the survival of their respective communities in
Lebanon to be at stake, but also for Shi’a groups such as Amal who felt threatened by
the invading Israeli army, as discussed above.
Despite shifting gender norms and expectations in Lebanese society in the 1960s and

1970s and despite an amplification of this process by the war (when security considera-
tions temporarily trumped sociocultural norms), Lebanon was still a relatively conserva-
tive country, and in most areas of life, gender expectations remained clearly defined.227

This was the principal reason for the overall relatively low numbers of female fighters
during the war. The majority of society disapproved of female inclusion in military
operations and most women, as members of this society, either agreed with this view or
were discouraged to join by society’s disapproval.228 There were, of course, exceptions:
some women were so motivated that they placed less value on societal approval and
joined the war regardless. One interviewee for example claimed that “whether [the fam-
ily] accept it or not, when a young woman decides to go [to war], she will not ask her
parents.”229 Another former fighter contended that “the main issue [in deciding whether
or not a woman will join] is not the community but it’s her.”230 However, society’s dis-
approval did discourage other women who might have otherwise been interested in
joining a nonstate armed organization.231
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Discussion

While much of the literature on female political violence focuses on coercion,232 the
findings of this study suggest that the women who participated in the militias in
Lebanon were highly motivated. In fact, the women insisted on their inclusion. In the
case of the PSP, which did not officially allow women to participate as fighters, women
went so far as to form their own combat unit. These findings support previous claims
made by Henshaw who stressed that the extent to which female involvement in nonstate
armed groups can be explained by coercion is highly context-dependent.233 In the case
of the Lebanese civil war, the lack of coercion can be explained by two factors. First,
especially during the first two years, it was a very politicized war,234 so people, regard-
less of gender, were strongly motivated to join militias and there was simply no need
for coercion. Second, the fact that in large parts of the country, the war consisted of
several rounds of intense fighting with longer, quieter periods in between235 meant that
societal structures remained relatively intact. As a result, the relatively high barriers for
female involvement in the comparatively gender-conservative society that Lebanon was
at the time were not as affected by the war as they can be in countries with heavier and
more non-stop fighting.
The findings in this study around militants’ individual backgrounds largely support

claims made in previous literature on women’s profiles and their pathways to becoming
fighters in nonstate armed groups. As far as age, class, education, personal status, and
previous involvement in nonviolent activism is concerned,236 the differences between
men and women were minimal. As to the question of whether more female than male
fighters come from a middle-class background as discussed in relation to other political
conflicts,237 based on the data available as a result of this study, it is not possible to
come to a definite conclusion either way. It is not clear what was more salient, the fact
that many working-class women were less affected by social constraints and gendered
barriers (as they had already been working alongside men on, e.g., the tobacco fields in
the South or in the factories of Beirut238) or the fact that many middle-class women
tended to be more educated about and aware of political processes.239 More extensive
studies into the topic would be required to determine the exact role of class in
this context.
The most important driving factor for both men and women to become involved

with militias in the Lebanese civil war was a perception of the security threat and injust-
ice presented by the war, as discussed above. While this supports findings of previous
literature on female political violence,240 the fact that it was different kinds of security
threats that motivated the members of the various groups to join the fight points to the
necessity of taking into account the specificity of each conflict. Moreover, the fact that
these perceptions of security pressures varied over time and were dependent on location
(as discussed above) stresses the importance of local and spatial variation of threat per-
ception and how these can affect individual motivations.
The claim that women join for personal reasons whereas men are motivated by polit-

ical factors, which can be found in some terrorism studies publications,241 is not sup-
ported by the findings of this study. Instead, perceived injustice and security pressures
were the most important motivational factors for both men and women to join the war
in Lebanon. While it is difficult to draw wider generalizations based on a single conflict,
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at the very least this further supports the claim of those who argue that widespread
assumptions about gender-specific motivations to join war, especially in terrorism stud-
ies, might be misleading.242

This study found that gender-specific motivations did indeed play a role in some
cases. For some women, women’s rights and gender equality were a motivational factor
to join the war. However, only eight out of sixty-nine interviewees mentioned this as
being a motivational factor, as discussed above. This finding is particularly interesting
considering the relatively strong focus on female participation as an act of liberation or
feminism in existing literature.243 It instead supports the claims of those scholars who
deny the centrality of feminism and liberation as a motivational factor and rather see it
trumped by other political motivations such as nationalism.244 This finding therefore
indicates that the prevalence of the idea that female participation in political movements
is a feminist act may instead reveal the cultural biases of those writing on the subject.245

The fact that actual or feared experiences of sexual violence, a common gender-spe-
cific motivation in some other conflicts,246 seem not to have played a large role can be
explained by the fact that large-scale sexual violence was the exception rather than the
norm during the Lebanese civil war.
Seeking protection, a third gender-specific motivation often mentioned with regard to

conflicts in Africa, Asia, or Latin America,247 does not seem to have been a major
motivational factor for women to join the war either. While participants in the inter-
views on which this study is based did not explicitly mention this, it is likely linked to
the nature of the war in Lebanon. Since the war consisted of several rounds with longer,
relatively calm periods in between,248 it is likely that joining a militia was not seen as
the only (or most cost-effective) way of ensuring personal safety. It is possible that this
could have changed if the war had been characterized by longer and more
intense fighting.
As far as organizational characteristics are concerned, this study does not support the

assumption that women are more likely to join organizations that (claim to) fight for
women’s rights and gender equality.249 Women decided to join both organizations that
officially upheld progressive gender norms as well as those where traditional gender
expectations remained part of the party’s practice and discourse. Nationalist convictions
as well as the perceived need to counter security pressures and wider societal injustice
trumped “feminist” considerations.
As to the societal context and its impact on individual motivations, overall the

women living in Lebanon at the time of the civil war were facing a relatively conserva-
tive society with clearly defined gender norms influenced by traditional ideas of men’s
and women’s roles.250 This remained the case despite a slow opening, especially in
Beirut and other bigger cities, in the years leading up to the war—a process that was
amplified by the violent conflict.251 Some individuals did not let these societal barriers
stop them from pursuing their aim to join a militia as a fighter; however, the majority
of women in Lebanon refrained from joining for fear of communal backlash, which
explains the overall low numbers of female participation in combat roles during the civil
war in Lebanon.252 It is possible that longer and more intense periods of fighting would
have contributed to an increased erosion of societal barriers, which is likely to have fur-
ther facilitated female involvement in the militias.

18 J. P. EGGERT



The relatively high diversity of Lebanese society, the high number of different internal
and external conflict parties, the extreme volatility of alliances during the war, and the
overall regional and international context made Lebanon during the 1975–1990 civil
war(s) a very specific context. Moreover, especially in the beginning of the war, it was a
highly politicized conflict.253 This is likely to have affected the dynamics of the conflict
in ways that might not have occurred in the same manner in other civil wars (especially
those in which conflicting ideologies play a less important role). The main aim of this
study is thus an analysis of the motivations of female fighters during the Lebanese civil
war, rather than a theory of female political violence in general. Nevertheless, in many
areas, this study reached similar conclusions to those of other studies of female political
violence, which is an indicator that some of the arguments made in this article also
apply to other conflict contexts beyond the singular case of the Lebanese civil war. At
the very least, it provides further empirical support for several claims in existing litera-
ture—which is not to be underestimated in a field of study that is often characterized
by its lack of empirical studies. In the case of contradictions between the findings of
this study and those of previous publications on female political violence, the differing
results highlight the need for more nuanced accounts, which take into account the spe-
cific contexts in which female participation in violent conflict occurs.
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