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The Al-Qaeda core  operating from tribal areas of Pakistan is keen to compete with its splinter, the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS/ISIL) at all levels. To match the magnitude and ferocity of ISIS 

terrorist attacks, Al-Qaeda operatives in Pakistan even attempted to hijack a Pakistan Navy frigate 

PNS Zulfiqar in September 20141. Just one week before that failed incident the then Al-Qaeda Emir 

Ayman al-Zawahiri announced the establishment of Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent, led by 

Asim Umar a veteran jihadi on September 4, 2014 in a 55-minute video2. 

Since Al-Qaeda wants to spread the tentacles of its Pakistani franchise in the Indian Subcontinent, 

the most recent Al-Qaeda endeavour in this regard is the launching of its women wing: Al-Qaeda 

Shaheen (falcon) Force. According to the statement this force would be led by Afinda Bint-e-Ayesha 

under the tutelage of Umaima Hassan Ahmed Muhammad Hassan3, wife of Ayman al-Zawahiri4. Mrs 

Zawahiri has remained instrumental alongside her husband, the chief of Al-Qaeda, in mobilizing 

jihadi women. Time and again she has urged Muslim women to raise children for jihad. While 

addressing jihadi women inspiring them to participate in active jihad at a web-based jihadi forum, 

she said: 

“I advise you to raise your children in the cult of jihad and martyrdom and to instil in them a love for 

religion and death. Each woman would raise her child to be a new Saladin by telling him that it is you 

who will restore the grandeur of the Islamic nation and you will liberate Jerusalem.”5  

The newly created Shaheen Force appears to work under Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) 

and has plans to train 500 female suicide bombers for striking civil and military installations in 

Pakistan6.  

The Shaheen Force seems to be just another Al-Qaeda effort to compete with the growing influence 

of ISIS in Pakistan’s jihadi circles. Scores of jihadi leaders from Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) have 

defected to ISIS. The ISIS has also made Hafiz Saeed Khan as its Emir of Pakistan. The ISIS initially 

considered nominating Muslim Dost Mohammad, an Afghan and former Guantanamo detainee7, as 

its Emir for the Khurasan region (Pakistan, India, Afghanistan, and Central Asia in jihadi terminology). 

Despite the fact that Muslim Dost Mohammad remained its interim Emir, he was eventually replaced 
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by Hafiz Saeed Khan from Orakzai District of the Federally Administrated Tribal Areas (FATA) of 

Pakistan.  

The reason for the creation of Al-Qaeda's women wing in Pakistan appears simple. In December last 

year, a group of female madrassa (seminary) students from Hafsa Madrassa in Islamabad, pledged 

allegiance to ISIS’s Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi8. Umme Hassan, the principal of Hafsa  Madrassa 

and wife of Red Mosque prayer leader and jihadi ideologue Abdul Aziz, published a pamphlet in 

support of ISIS. Umme Hassan wrote in the pamphlet:  

“All the Muslim women of the world should raise their children to love jihad and die in the cause of 

Allah. Besides helping to preserve the Mujahedeen and raise their children in the best way, women 

could go the extra mile and participate themselves in martyrdom missions as suicide bombers”.9 

The Hafsa Madrassa was part of the Red Mosque Complex, where the Pakistan military launched 

Operation Silence in July 2007 to regain the writ of the State over the Red Mosque after a 2-week 

siege from Islamist militants inside the mosque and seminary. The operation resulted in the death of 

102 people including 13 operatives of the Special Services Group of the Pakistan Army10. 

The AQIS has also distributed a pamphlet among the jihadi circles in Pakistan describing important 

role women could play, it states:   

“Al-Qaeda feels that women can perform specialized roles. They need to help the men who are out 

on the battlefield and also gather intelligence. The women will however not indulge in war on the 

battlefield. Using arms is a strict no for the women and the chief of the outfit feels that the women 

will play a secondary but very important role in this long drawn battle. Jihad should be loved and the 

importance of this should be told. If you have children, tell them the importance of jihad”.11 

With the establishment of Shaheen Force, the Al-Qaeda appears to be broadening the scope of AQIS. 

AQIS seems to work independently of Pakistani jihadist groups. It had distanced itself from the 

recent Army Public School (APS) attack which was claimed by the TTP-Fazlullah faction. AQIS even 

condemned the killing of 152 students and staffs of the APS, most of the students were 9th graders12. 

The AQIS has already established its media wing headed by Usama Mehmood, whereas the overall 

organization is headed by Asim Umar, a seasoned and well-connected ideologue within Pakistani 

jihadi circles.  

Conclusion 

Female participation in terrorism is not something new. In recent history women have always 

remained part of many different terrorist movements across the globe. The late 19th century Russian 
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terrorist organization Narodnaya Volya (Peoples' Will) was known for its female cadre13. In the last 

century, Palestinian terrorist groups used women as assassins, kidnappers, hijackers and suicide 

bombers. The Paletinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) and its bête noire Hamas have competed for 

using women for suicide bombings against Israel14. The Hezbollah also used female bombers to strike 

against Israeli targets. The Red Army Faction in Germany, during the 1980s, had a good number of 

women as leaders and as a part of their rank and file. The Kurdish PKK (Kurdistan Workers Party) 

capitalized on female suicide bombers for hitting Turkish civil and military targets. The Sri Lankan 

LTTE during the last two decades was at the forefront of using female suicide bombers.  

The Al-Qaeda has a history of using female suicide bombers and a number of women have managed 

to gain prominence from its  platform including: 

 Dr. Aafia Siddiqui, the Pakistani neuroscientist who was indicted in the New York federal 

district court in September 2008, on charges of assault and attempted murder of a United 

States Army Captain in a police station in Ghazni, Afghanistan. She was tried and convicted 

February 3, 2010 and sentenced later that year to 86 years in prison; 

 Wafa Al-Shihri,  the widow of former Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) leader Saeed 

Al-Shihri 

 Arwa Al-Baghdadi is the wife of another AQAP member, Anis Al-Baghdadi, who is also 

currently believed to be hiding out in Yemen; 

 Haylah Al-Qassir from Saudi Arabia, better known in the media as Sayida Al-Qaeda15; and  

 Hayat Boummeddiene, wife of the terrorist involved in the Paris attack16.  

The ISIS also has women in its ranks though at sideline positions. Scores of Muslim women from 

many different countries decided to join jihadis in Syrian civil war after Fatwa (religious edict) issued 

by Wahabi cleric Mohamad al-Arefe in 2013. In June 2014, the ISIS put up posters in Mosul urging 

people to bring their unmarried girls to participate in “jihad al-nikah” or sex jihad. Reportedly more 

than 150 girls were killed by the ISIS in Fallujah for refusing to participate in sex jihad17. The all-

female al-Khansaa Brigade assists ISIS fighters in promulgating Sharia laws in Raqqa, the capital of 

Islamic State. The ISIS spokesperson is on record having stated to “...raise awareness of our religion 

among women and to punish women who do not abide by the law and to prevent the mixture of 

men and women.”18 

Other Islamist terrorist groups also used female bombers in recent past such as the Boko Haram, the 

Al-Shabab, and the Al-Qaeda. With the emergence of the ISIS on the jihadi scene, the Al-Qaeda 

appears to feel a bit uncomfortable as all media attention is now towards covering havoc caused by 

the ISIS.  
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Terrorist groups across the world, whether Islamist or nationalist/separatist, attempt to seek media 

attention for highlighting their activities, and to communicate messages in terms of ‘propaganda by 

deed’19. The Al-Qaeda core and its franchise AQIS are trying hard to stay on the jihadi throne and 

stay relevant, at least in Pakistan. Since the advent of the ISIS on the jihadi scene, the Al-Qaeda has 

planned and executed several different unsuccessful terrorist plots. The AQIS initiative is another 

way to lure in more jihadi recruits before they join the ISIS in Pakistan and India. The latest AQIS 

effort to create a separate female wing for launching successful terrorist strikes in Pakistan is 

perhaps  another endeavour in this regard. 
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