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Executive Summery 
• Women inside al-shabaab remain 
entirely excluded from leadership, mili-
tary command, judicial authority, clan 
affairs, and organizational deci-
sion-making structures due to the 
group’s ideological doctrine and internal 
culture.

• Despite this exclusion, women 
play a strategically significant and 
deeply embedded role within the group’s 
operational infrastructure, functioning 
as critical enablers across intelligence, 
logistics, finance, healthcare, recruit-
ment, ideological indoctrination, and 
clandestine support systems.

• Female networks provide 
al-shabaab with low-visibility access to 
households, markets, businesses, trans-
portation systems, healthcare facilities, 
and civilian social environments that are 
often inaccessible to male operatives.

• The group increasingly relies on 
women in intelligence and clandestine 
support activities, particularly inside 

government-controlled areas. 

• al-Shabaab’s leadership has over 
the past two years developed a dedicat-
ed female suicide operational structure 
due to increasing security pressure and 
declining effectiveness of male opera-
tives in urban environments. 

• Women are deeply involved in 
covert financial facilitation and money 
laundering activities, including cash 
transfers, concealment of operational 
funds, mobile money usage, bank 
account registration, business facilita-
tion, and financial concealment mecha-
nisms.

• Clan hierarchy significantly 
shapes women’s status, protection, 
operational access, and vulnerability 
inside the group, women from marginal-
ized clans remain highly vulnerable to 
coercion and exploitation.

• Foreign women inside al-Shabaab 
represent one of the most discriminat-
ed, marginalized and vulnerable catego-
ries within the organization. 
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BACKGROUND 
One of the foundational pillars of 
Al-Shabaab’s ideological doctrine is the 
absolute exclusion of women from leader-
ship, authority, and decision-making 
structures. The group considers female 
participation in governance, religious 
authority, strategic a�airs, or leadership to 
be religiously illegitimate and fundamen-
tally incompatible with its extremist inter-
pretation of Islam. 

From its earliest formation until the pres-
ent, al-Shabaab has never allowed a 
woman, whether local or foreign, to hold 
any formal title, recognised authority, or 
decision-making role within the organisa-
tion. Women remain entirely excluded 
from leadership structures at all levels, 
including the Shura Council, executive 
branches (Maktabs), judiciary apparatus, 
Fatwa structures, and lower administra-
tive bodies. No o�ce, council, or depart-
ment exists within the group speci�cally 
designed to represent women’s interests 
or facilitate female participation in organi-
sational decision-making processes.

This exclusion is deeply ideological and 
reinforced through the organisation’s 
internal culture. Female in�uence over 
male members is considered a sign of 
weakness and a direct threat to authority 
and leadership credibility. 

Women are also systematically prohibited 
from involvement in clan-related matters. 
Clan a�airs are treated as an exclusively 
male domain, and female participation in 
clan discussions, mediation, negotiations, 
or dispute-resolution processes is viewed 
as both religiously forbidden and cultural-
ly unacceptable.

Despite this institutional exclusion, 
women constitute one of the most strate-
gically important yet least understood 
components of the group’s operational 
infrastructure. Contrary to the widespread 
perception that women occupy merely 
passive or domestic roles, female net-
works inside al-Shabaab function as criti-
cal operational enablers supporting the 
organisation’s intelligence, �nancial, logis-
tical, ideological, and clandestine activi-
ties.

Although women hold substantially less 
authority than men within the organisa-
tion’s hierarchy, local Somali women pos-
sess signi�cantly greater operational rele-
vance, mobility, and in�uence than 
foreign women. In contrast, foreign 
women represent one of the most vulner-
able and marginalised categories within 
the organisation. They possess the fewest 
rights, the lowest degree of in�uence, and 
the most restricted operational role.

Despite their extensive involvement in 
covert and support activities, women 
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have never formally participated in open 
frontline combat operations alongside 
male �ghters, either collectively or inde-
pendently. The group’s ideological doc-
trine and internal culture strictly prohibit 
women from serving as conventional com-
batants. 

However, the organisation has repeatedly 
utilised women in suicide operations, par-
ticularly inside urban centres and govern-
ment-controlled areas, where female 
operatives are considered operationally 
valuable due to their lower visibility and 
reduced likelihood of attracting suspicion.

Al-shabaab’s exploitation of women 
demonstrates a sophisticated understand-
ing of clandestine warfare, operational 
concealment, and long-term organisation-
al sustainability. While women remain 
formally excluded from leadership and 
authority, they have become operationally 
indispensable to the organisation’s covert 
survivability, �nancial resilience, intelli-
gence activities, and long-term continuity.

Women’s Life Inside al-Shabaab
Women living under al-Shabaab control 
face severe restrictions on movement, 
business activity, marriage rights, and 
social interaction. Strict dress codes and 
gender segregation policies are aggres-
sively enforced across areas under the 

group’s in�uence. Women are generally 
prohibited from travelling independently 
and are expected to remain under contin-
uous male supervision, whether by hus-
bands, fathers, brothers, or other designat-
ed male guardians.

Freedom of expression and independent 
decision-making in daily life are heavily 
restricted. Within the group’s internal cul-
ture, women are often treated similarly to 
children who are considered incapable of 
making responsible decisions about their 
own lives without male approval or super-
vision. They are systematically excluded 
from in�uence over social, religious, orga-
nizational, or operational matters and are 
expected to demonstrate complete obedi-
ence to male authority �gures. In practice, 
women are not regarded as autonomous 
individuals but as dependents whose 
primary role is to follow instructions and 
support responsibilities assigned by male 
leadership structures.

Although al-Shabaab formally permits 
women to own businesses, and some 
women are involved in the management 
of businesses linked to or owned by the 
organization, the group’s restrictions on 
mobility, interaction with unrelated men, 
and independent movement make genu-
ine economic independence extremely 
limited. Marriage decisions are also heavily 
shaped by family pressure, social coercion, 
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and organizational in�uence mechanisms, 
leaving women with minimal personal 
agency over major life decisions.

According to multiple sources within the 
group, there are notable di�erences 
between the leadership approaches of 
al-Shabaab’s former leader Ahmed Abdi 
Godane and the current one Ahmed Diiri-
ye regarding female members. Sources 
stated that although both leaders shared 
the same ideological foundations, Godane 
was perceived as comparatively more 
attentive and sympathetic toward issues 
a�ecting women inside the organization. 
Former female members reported that 
Godane showed greater concern for the 
protection and welfare of women, particu-
larly in cases involving domestic abuse, 
forced marriages, or sexual violence. 
According to these accounts, husbands 
accused of severely abusing their wives 
were reportedly punished harshly under 
his leadership.

Godane occasionally held limited meet-
ings exclusively with female members, 
reportedly three to four times during his 
leadership, to hear their concerns, discuss 
issues a�ecting women, and encourage 
their support role within the organization. 
While these meetings did not translate 
into institutional representation or deci-
sion-making authority for women, defec-
tors viewed them as symbolic recognition 

of female members within the group. 

In contrast, since Ahmed Diiriye assumed 
leadership, female defectors stated that 
there has not been a single known meet-
ing between the Amir and female mem-
bers of the organization. This is viewed by 
many former female members as further 
evidence of the increasing isolation, mar-
ginalization, and exclusion of women 
under the current leadership structure.

Women inside al-Shabaab possess 
extremely limited personal autonomy, and 
nearly every aspect of their daily life is reg-
ulated through a combination of ideologi-
cal control, social pressure, and security 
oversight. Any form of unauthorized gath-
ering, private social interaction, or meet-
ing outside o�cially sanctioned organiza-
tional activities is prohibited and frequent-
ly interpreted as a potential security 
threat, moral violation, or sign of disloyal-
ty. This environment severely restricts 
freedom of movement, access to informa-
tion, social interaction, and the develop-
ment of external support networks. In 
practice, women inside al-Shabaab oper-
ate under continuous social monitoring by 
husbands, family members, local adminis-
trators, religious enforcers, and the group’s 
broader internal security environment.

Access to “justice, healthcare, and basic 
social services” for female members is also 
highly constrained and structurally 
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unequal. The terrorist group’s administra-
tive, judicial, and welfare systems are over-
whelmingly designed to support the oper-
ational, logistical, and military require-
ments of male �ghters and male leader-
ship networks. Women frequently 
encounter serious barriers when attempt-
ing to report abuse, seek medical treat-
ment, challenge forced decisions, or 
obtain institutional protection. Their 
access to dispute resolution mechanisms 
is often indirect and dependent on male 
intermediaries, including husbands, clan 
elders, commanders, or religious �gures.

In many cases, complaints involving 
domestic abuse, forced marriage, sexual 
exploitation, inheritance disputes, or child 
custody issues are resolved through 
male-dominated clan and religious struc-
tures that prioritize organizational cohe-
sion, family control, and security consider-
ations over the welfare of women them-
selves. Female members living in remote 
rural areas, clandestine safe houses, or 
frontline zones remain particularly vulner-
able due to weak medical infrastructure, 
shortage of trained female healthcare per-
sonnel, movement restrictions, and the 
prioritization of wounded �ghters over 
civilian or female welfare needs. Even 
where healthcare services exist, women’s 
access is often shaped by permission 
requirements, clan in�uence, or the 
approval of male guardians.

Clan hierarchy plays a central role in shap-
ing the lived experiences, protection 
levels, and vulnerabilities of al-Shabaab 
women. Although clan in�uence a�ects 
nearly all internal dynamics within the 
organization, its impact on women is par-
ticularly severe because women possess 
very limited independent protection 
mechanisms and rarely hold positions 
capable of defending their interests 
directly. Women originating from large or 
politically in�uential clans, or those con-
nected to senior �gures, commanders, 
�nanciers, judges, or religious authorities, 
often receive relatively greater protection 
from abuse, forced displacement, arbitrary 
punishment, con�scation of property, and 
economic deprivation. Their clan a�lia-
tions can provide informal leverage, medi-
ation channels, and social guarantees 
capable of reducing exposure to internal 
abuse or exploitation.

By contrast, women from marginalized, 
minority, or politically weak clans remain 
substantially more vulnerable to coercion 
and exploitation. These women are more 
likely to face forced marriages, social 
exclusion, con�scation of assets, denial of 
protection, loss of children to recruitment 
structures, and limited access to dispute 
resolution mechanisms. In some cases, 
women from weaker clans are treated as 
socially expendable due to the absence of 
powerful clan actors capable of interven-
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ing on their behalf. This produces an inter-
nal hierarchy of vulnerability where clan 
status directly in�uences personal security, 
treatment by local administrators, access 
to resources, and overall survival condi-
tions inside the organization.

The disengagement process for women 
often seems di�cult compared to male 
members. Male members frequently disen-
gage alone and may later arrange for their 
wives, children and dependents to relocate 
separately. For women, however, indepen-
dent disengagement is signi�cantly more 
complicated. Female members often 
cannot safely bring children, relatives, or 
other family members with them during 
escape operations. Informing a husband, 
family member, or close associate about 
plans to quit carries extreme personal risk, 
as internal reporting, surveillance, and sus-
picion inside the group create a high prob-
ability of exposure before an escape can 
occur.

Former female members interviewed for 
this report noted that post-disengagment 
opportunities remain heavily unequal. 
Former male members frequently retain 
pathways toward employment, social rein-
tegration, or support roles within govern-
ment security institutions and local admin-
istrations. Women, by contrast, rarely 
receive such kind of employment opportu-
nities, �nancial support, psychological 

care, or sustainable reintegration support. 
Many former female members remain 
socially isolated, economically vulnerable, 
and dependent on relatives or informal 
support networks after leaving the group. 
According to multiple sources, this combi-
nation of security barriers, economic 
dependency, family constraints, and lack of 
institutional support creates a situation in 
which many women feel e�ectively 
trapped inside the organization even when 
they no longer support it ideologically.

Women working with al-Shabaab general-
ly fall into two broad categories. 

1. The �rst category consists of formal 
or semi-formal members attached to spe-
ci�c departments who perform regular 
duties and receive �nancial compensation, 
salaries, allowances, training and ideologi-
cal classes.

2. The second category consists of 
uno�cial or ad-hoc facilitators who sup-
port the organization without formal 
attachment to any department.

Assigning women to sensitive operations is 
treated by the group as a signi�cant opera-
tional security matter. Selection is based 
primarily on secrecy, loyalty, family con-
nections, operational usefulness, and 
�nancial dependency. In many cases, 
women are utilized for operational support 
activities without fully understanding the 
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broader nature, operational context, or 
strategic signi�cance of the activities they 
are facilitating.

In such cases, male guardians, including 
fathers, husbands, brothers, or other close 
relatives a�liated with the organization, 
in�uence or pressure women into facilitat-
ing activities on behalf of the group. These 
activities may include �nancial transfers, 
safe-house management, logistical sup-
port, transportation of materials, or the 
opening of �nancial accounts used for 
covert organizational purposes. Women 
are often chosen for these roles because 
they attract less suspicion from security 
agencies and �nancial institutions.

For example, in mid-2025, a father and his 
two daughters appeared before the 
Banadir Regional Court on accusations 
related to money laundering activities 
connected to al-Shabaab. According to 
the case details, the father allegedly used 
his two daughters to open bank accounts 
intended for al-Shabaab �nancial activities 
without fully informing them of the pur-
pose or obtaining meaningful consent. 
Similar cases involving female facilitators 
regularly emerge in the Banaadir regional 
court, particularly in relation to �nancial 
facilitation, mobile money usage, business 
registration, and the opening of bank or 
mobile money accounts linked to the 

group’s �nancial networks. 

Women Recruitment Process
Al-Shabaab maintains no formal recruit-
ment system speci�cally designed for 
women. In practice, the factors driving 
women into the organization are largely 
identical to those a�ecting male recruits. 
According to sources within the group, 
very few individuals initially join purely 
because of ideological conviction. Recruit-
ment is primarily shaped by a combina-
tion of �nancial hardship, insecurity, 
family obligations, clan pressure, social 
dependency, coercion, and the absence of 
viable alternatives.

Women are particularly vulnerable to 
recruitment through family and kinship 
networks, which remain the organization’s 
most e�ective and sustainable recruit-
ment mechanism. Many women are radi-
calized through husbands, fathers, broth-
ers, sisters, extended relatives, or 
clan-linked social circles already connect-
ed to the organization. In some cases, fam-
ilies actively pressure daughters or female 
relatives to support or cooperate with the 
group as part of broader family loyalty, 
clan alignment, or survival strategies. For 
many women, radicalization process does 
not begin as an individual ideological 
choice but as an extension of existing 
family structures and social obligations.



08

Environmental conditions inside AS-con-
trolled territories play a decisive role in 
long-term recruitment and normalization. 
Women born and raised in areas under 
prolonged terrorist in�uence are often 
exposed exclusively to the group’s harsh 
administrative structures, religious mes-
saging, justice system, and social order 
from childhood. 

In many rural communities where the 
terrorist group control, itfunctions as the 
only visible and functioning de facto 
authority. Entire communities remain eco-
nomically and socially tied to these envi-
ronments through landownership, live-
stock, farming activity, clan presence, and 
family dependency networks. As a result, 
many women living in such areas have 
extremely limited ability to distance 
themselves from the organization without 
risking social isolation, economic collapse, 
retaliation, or displacement.

This vulnerability is particularly acute 
among younger generations born during 
the past two decades of con�ict. Many 
women and girls raised in al-Shabaab con-
trolled territories have never experienced 
an alternative governing system, educa-
tional structure, or social environment 
outside the group’s in�uence. In such set-
tings, the group gradually becomes nor-
malized as part of everyday life instead of 

being viewed solely as an armed extrem-
ist movement. The organization’s ideolo-
gy, restrictions, and authority structures 
become socially embedded and internally 
accepted through long-term exposure 
and repetition.

In government-controlled areas, recruit-
ment and cooperation are often facilitat-
ed through intimidation, extortion, coer-
cion, �nancial dependency, or family pres-
sure. Women connected to business net-
works, government o�ces, transportation 
systems, or �nancially strategic environ-
ments may be pressured into cooperation 
under threat of violence, economic pun-
ishment, or retaliation against relatives.

Although ideology is rarely the primary 
factor during initial recruitment, it 
becomes central after integration into the 
organization. Al-shabaab maintains a 
highly sophisticated and deeply embed-
ded Dacwa structure speci�cally targeting 
women. Through religious lessons, 
domestic study circles, social conditioning 
programs, women-only gatherings, emo-
tional reinforcement, and sustained ideo-
logical exposure, the group systematically 
reshapes personal identity, loyalty, and 
worldview over time. Former female 
members consistently report that pro-
longed exposure to al-Shabaab indoctri-
nation systems often produces women 
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who are more ideologically rigid, uncom-
promising, and emotionally committed 
than many male members.

This ideological hardening is not acciden-
tal but re�ects a deliberate long-term stra-
tegic design by the organization. The 
group leadership understands that con-
trolling women’s beliefs, behavior, and 
social in�uence provides a pathway to 
shaping the broader community and 
future generations. The group views 
women not only as supporters of the 
group but also as critical instruments for 
sustaining ideological continuity inside 
families and society. By in�uencing moth-
ers, wives, sisters, and female educators, 
the group regularly seek to embed its ide-
ology at the household and community 
level, ensuring intergenerational trans-
mission of loyalty, obedience, and extrem-
ist narratives.

Education and Religious Propa-
ganda
The largest concentration of female mem-
bers within the group is found within the 
group’s Dawah  and Education structures. 
This doesn’t accidental but re�ects a delib-
erate long-term strategic design by the 
organization to in�uence, shape, and con-
trol the largest and most socially in�uen-
tial segment of society, particularly 
women and children, both inside and out-

side areas under its control. Within 
al-Shabaab, the dawah and education 
maktabs operate as closely interconnect-
ed structures with overlapping functions 
focused on ideological indoctrination, 
social control, religious in�uence, and 
long-term generational conditioning.

Al-Shabaab maintains a dedicated and 
highly organized network of female oper-
atives responsible for preaching, teaching, 
and ideological mobilization in both 
urban and rural environments. These 
women operate madrasas, communi-
ty-based religious gatherings, domestic 
study groups, seminars, Quranic classes, 
and women-only religious sessions where 
they disseminate ideological narratives 
and religious interpretations. The curricu-
lum taught in these environments com-
bines basic Quranic education and the 
group’s own distorted interpretation of 
religion, and, most importantly loyalty to 
the organization and its leadership.

Female dawah and Education operatives 
primarily target women and children. 
Organizational restrictions prohibit them 
from preaching to or teaching adolescent 
and adult males. Their operational value 
lies in their ability to penetrate house-
holds, in�uence private domestic environ-
ments, and shape family-level socializa-
tion processes that are di�cult for male 

1Religious preaching office in charge of indoctrination and radicalization. 
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operatives to access directly.

One of the most strategically important 
assignments given to female operatives 
across is the management and ideological 
conditioning of young children through 
Quranic madrasas. According to former 
members of the group, children, often 
beginning around the age of seven, are 
gathered from families either through 
coercive pressure, social obligation, reli-
gious in�uence, or voluntary enrollment. 
These children are then subjected to years 
of sustained ideological indoctrination 
under the supervision of female preachers 
and teachers, often remaining within 
these educational environments until 
approximately twelve years of age.

These madrasa systems serve as one of 
the organization’s most e�ective 
long-term indoctrination mechanisms. 
Children raised within these environ-
ments are systematically conditioned to 
internalize absolute loyalty to the group, 
obedience to the leader, hostility toward 
external actors, and acceptance of 
extremist interpretations from an early 
age. Former members repeatedly 
describe graduates of these systems as 
among the most ideologically rigid and 
uncompromising supporters of the orga-
nization due to their prolonged exposure 
during formative developmental years.

The group leadership understands that 
women’s access to households and 
private domestic spaces provides the 
organization with a highly e�ective mech-
anism for embedding ideology within 
families and communities. Female opera-
tives play a critical role in in�uencing 
wives, mothers, daughters, and children 
while reinforcing obedience, conformity, 
and loyalty within family structures. In 
practice, women function as key transmit-
ters of organizational narratives inside 
homes and local communities.

In rural areas, female operatives are heavi-
ly involved in preaching activities target-
ing nomadic populations and isolated 
rural communities through a broad and 
well-coordinated network of female 
preachers. In urban environments, 
women conduct ideological gatherings 
inside homes, women’s groups, madrasas, 
and community centers. Female members 
are also used as internal ideological 
enforcement mechanisms within house-
holds, reinforcing narratives related to 
sacri�ce, obedience, martyrdom, and loy-
alty while discouraging criticism, dissent, 
or defection among relatives and commu-
nity members.

Female operatives within al-Shabab’s 
dawah and Education structures also play 
an important role in identifying, monitor-
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ing, and in�uencing young girls that could 
be seen as  vulnerable potentials. One of 
their key responsibilities is to encourage 
and facilitate marriages between young 
women and al-Shabaab �ghters, particu-
larly frontline combatants. Through reli-
gious gatherings, domestic study circles, 
and women-only ideological sessions, 
female dawah members actively glorify 
marriage to �ghters as a religious obliga-
tion, honorable sacri�ce, and contribution 
to jihad. They portray wives of �ghters as 
spiritually rewarded supporters of the 
struggle and reinforce narratives that 
frame patience, loyalty, and personal 
hardship as acts of religious devotion. 

Female dawah operatives also work to 
ensure that wives of �ghters deployed on 
the frontlines remain emotionally com-
mitted to the organization, discourage 
complaints or dissent related to pro-
longed absence, economic hardship, or 
insecurity, and encourage continued loy-
alty and sacri�ce while their husbands are 
engaged in combat operations.

Despite the central role women play in 
ideological mobilization and indoctrina-
tion activities, the group does not place 
signi�cant institutional value on educated 
women inside the organization. Accord-

ing to former female members, women 
possessing higher education, computer 
literacy, or foreign language skills, includ-
ing Arabic, English, Swahili, or Amharic, 
are not granted meaningful authority or 
leadership positions. Instead, such 
women are primarily utilized for limited 
functional purposes, including teaching, 
translation, media support, propaganda 
dissemination, or administrative assis-
tance, without being integrated into 
broader organizational decision-making 
structures. 

According to former members, the group 
is generally less restrictive regarding 
young girls receiving basic religious or 
elementary education during childhood. 
However, it is highly uncommon for girls 
inside al-Shabab controlled territories to 
complete intermediate or secondary-level 
education. Once girls reach approximate-
ly �fteen years of age, the likelihood of 
early marriage increases signi�cantly. 
Marriage at this stage frequently inter-
rupts educational progression and redi-
rects girls into domestic responsibilities, 
motherhood, or support roles connected 
to the organization and its social struc-
ture.
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3The intelligence apparatus of the group
4The office in charge of public order
5https://goobjoog.com/2022/07/21/maxkamadda-ciidamada-oo-xukun-ku-ridday-haweeney-ka-
tirsan-al-shabaab/

Amniyat3  and Hisba4  Sections
Women play a signi�cant and deeply em-
bedded role within the group’s intelli-
gence, clandestine, and operational sup-
port infrastructure, particularly inside 
government-controlled areas. Although 
women remain mainly excluded from 
formal military leadership and conven-
tional frontline combat roles, the group 
relies on female operatives and facilitators 
to sustain covert activities, intelligence 
collection, urban in�ltration, logistical 
support, and internal surveillance opera-
tions. Their involvement provides it with 
operational �exibility, concealment capa-
bilities, and access to civilian and domes-
tic environments that are often less acces-
sible to male operatives.

Female operatives attached to or support-
ing the Amniyat structure are primarily 
responsible for facilitating covert opera-
tions inside government-controlled terri-
tories. Their activities include renting and 
managing safe houses, transporting and 
concealing weapons and explosives, con-
ducting surveillance, collecting intelli-
gence, facilitating communications, sup-
porting recruitment e�orts, and providing 
operational cover for male intelligence 

operatives, couriers, and assassination 
teams. In many cases, women serve as 
low-visibility logistical enablers whose 
activities are intentionally designed to 
avoid attracting public or security atten-
tion.

On the other hand, women frequently 
accompany intelligence operatives, couri-
ers, and assassination teams during move-
ment in order to reduce suspicion from 
security forces and civilians. Their pres-
ence allows operatives to blend more 
e�ectively into civilian environments, par-
ticularly in densely populated urban cen-
ters such as Mogadishu. Female facilita-
tors are also occasionally involved in kid-
napping-related activities, including 
victim monitoring, movement facilitation, 
safe-house preparation, and logistical 
coordination connected to abduction 
operations.

Female operatives are alos involved in 
safe-house management, which remains 
one of the group’s most important clan-
destine support functions.  Properties 
rented under women’s identities are 
frequently used for covert meetings, oper-
ational planning, temporary accommoda-
tion of operatives, concealment of sleeper 
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6https://www.reuters.com/article/world/somalia-says-blind-female-suicide-
bomber-killed-mogadishu-mayor-idUSKCN1UZ1CN/ 

cells, storage of weapons, explosives, and 
preparation for attacks. Although women 
rarely directly conduct assassinations, 
they play a critical role throughout the 
operational cycle, including target identi-
�cation, surveillance, operational prepa-
ration, movement facilitation, conceal-
ment, and post-operation support activi-
ties.

A signi�cant proportion of women 
involved in Amniyat-linked support activi-
ties are widows of deceased �ghters resid-
ing in government-controlled areas. Many 
of themare pressured into continued 
cooperation with the organization in 
exchange for �nancial assistance, protec-
tion, or continuation of support previous-
ly allocated to their deceased husbands 
and/or children. This creates a dependen-
cy structure that the group exploits to sus-
tain covert operational networks and 
long-term urban support infrastructure.

Despite their extensive involvement in 
clandestine and operational support 
functions, women have never formally 
participated in organized frontline 
combat operations alongside male �ght-
ers, either collectively or independently. 
Al-Shabaab’s ideological doctrine and 
internal culture continue to prohibit 
women from serving as conventional bat-
tle�eld combatants. However, the organi-

zation has repeatedly utilized women in 
suicide operations, particularly inside 
urban environments and govern-
ment-controlled areas through the use of 
concealed explosive devices and suicide 
vests.6 

According to Somali government intelli-
gence sources, one of the most signi�cant 
female suicide operations linked to the 
group was the attack targeting Central 
Hotel on 20 February 2025, as well as the 
attack against the Banadir Regional 
Administration headquarters on 24 July 
2019, targeted the Mayor of Mogadishu. 
Female suicide operatives are considered 
operationally valuable because they gen-
erally attract lower levels of suspicion, can 
move more freely through civilian areas, 
and are often better positioned to bypass 
security screening measures compared to 
male operatives. In such attacks, women 
are primarily utilized as covert delivery 
mechanisms for explosives instead of con-
ventional battle�eld �ghters.

The group leadership has previously 
explored the creation of a dedicated 
female suicide unit due to operational 
necessity and the decline in successful 
suicide operations inside Mogadishu and 
other major urban centers. Sources indi-
cate that the group increasingly views 
female suicide operatives as a mechanism 
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to compensate for operational setbacks, 
security pressure, and reduced freedom of 
movement for male operatives in heavily 
monitored urban environments.

According to former female members, 
many al-shabaab a�liated women receive 
basic operational security and digital con-
cealment training intended to reduce 
detection by security institutions. In some 
cases, these operatives participate in 
targeted online harassment campaigns 
against speci�c individuals, journalists, 
activists, clan �gures, or government insti-
tutions viewed as hostile actors

Women’s participation in Hisba structures 
remains comparatively limited in numbers 
but highly important operationally. 
Female operatives involved in these struc-
tures are typically older women who oper-
ate inside al-shabaab territories are 
regarded by the group as trustworthy, 
disciplined, ideologically committed, and 
loyal to the leadership. Their responsibili-
ties extend beyond the enforcement of 
social restrictions and moral regulations 
into intelligence gathering, ideological 
enforcement, and internal counterintelli-
gence activities.

Women assigned to these functions play a 
direct role in monitoring loyalty and ideo-
logical conformity within communities 

and households. They are responsible for 
identifying behavioral violations, monitor-
ing grievances, detecting signs of dissent, 
and assessing attitudes toward the group. 
According to multiple sources, these 
women function as the “ears and eyes” of 
the organization inside private domestic 
environments where male operatives 
often have limited access.

Female operatives attached to Hisba 
structures also enforce organizational 
social regulations among women inside 
communities. Their activities include 
monitoring compliance with dress codes, 
gender segregation rules, religious obliga-
tions, and restrictions imposed by the 
organization. In some cases, they partici-
pate in the arrest, search, monitoring, and 
interrogation of female suspects accused 
of violating regulations or engaging in 
suspicious activities.

These women operate as informal instru-
ments of surveillance and social control, 
extending al-Shabaab monitoring capa-
bilities deep into households and local 
communities. According to former defec-
tors, women working within its structures 
are considered among the most powerful 
and feared female members inside the 
organization due to their close relation-
ship with the internal security apparatus, 
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intelligence-reporting responsibilities, 
counterintelligence functions, and direct 
access to enforcement mechanisms.

Financial Activities and Money 
Laundering
Women play a signi�cant but often under-
estimated role in the group’s �nancial 
architecture, particularly in covert �nan-
cial facilitation, concealment, and money 
laundering activities. Female operatives 
and facilitators are deeply integrated into 
the organization’s informal �nancial eco-
system and provide the group with critical 
operational advantages in maintaining 
discreet movement of funds inside both 
government-controlled and insur-
gent-controlled areas.

Female operatives are heavily involved in 
the collection, storage, concealment, 
transportation, and laundering of extor-
tion revenue and operational funds. Their 
activities include managing cash trans-
fers, safeguarding temporary �nancial 
reserves, facilitating electronic transac-
tions, and serving as intermediaries 
between �nancial collectors, business 
networks, and operational cells. In many 
cases, women act as low-visibility �nancial 
facilitators whose activities are intention-
ally designed to blend into ordinary civil-
ian and commercial environments.

Women associated with al-shabaab also 

operate, manage, or facilitate businesses 
used for �nancial concealment and laun-
dering purposes. These activities com-
monly involve real estate transactions, 
land acquisitions, gold trading, import-ex-
port businesses, retail shops, informal 
commercial enterprises, and mobile mon-
ey-based operations. Additionally, the 
group relies on women to open bank 
accounts, register SIM cards linked to 
mobile money systems, establish fraudu-
lent �nancial identities, and conduct elec-
tronic fund transfers intended to obscure 
the origin, ownership, and movement of 
organizational funds.

For example, in July 2025, Maryam Mo-
hamed appeared before the Banadir 
Regional Court on allegations related to 
money laundering activities connected to 
AS. According to court proceedings, she 
was accused of facilitating the laundering 
of millions of U.S. dollars through land-re-
lated transactions and allowing AS-linked 
�nancial networks to move funds through 
bank accounts registered under her con-
trol. Similar �nancial facilitation and 
money laundering cases involving female 
suspects continue to emerge regularly 
before courts in the Banaadir region, high-
lighting the growing use of women in 
covert �nancial operations linked to the 
organization.



16

Female operatives involved in extor-
tion-related activities primarily target 
businesses owned or managed by 
women, family-based commercial net-
works, and localized trading environ-
ments where social familiarity and com-
munity access provide operational advan-
tages. Their ability to operate inside 
female social and commercial spaces 
enables them to sustain discreet revenue 
collection mechanisms with reduced 
public visibility and lower levels of imme-
diate suspicion.

At present, there is no credible evidence 
indicating that female members play a 
direct role in the group’s formal Zakat col-
lection system or in large-scale extortion 
activities involving livestock, agricultural 
production, checkpoints, major business-
es, or clan-based �nancial contributions. 
These revenue sectors remain over-
whelmingly controlled by male operatives 
due to the highly public, coercive, and 
clan-sensitive nature of the collection pro-
cess. In rural environments especially, rev-
enue extraction frequently depends on 
armed enforcement, intimidation, clan 
negotiations, and direct interaction with 
male elders and community leaders, func-
tions that remain institutionally dominat-
ed by male members of the group.

Health, Logistics, and Battlefield 
Support.
Women play an increasingly important 
role in the group’s medical, logistical, and 
frontline support infrastructures. Over the 
past several years, sustained battle�eld 
casualties, intensi�ed military pressure, 
and expanding operational demands 
have forced the organization to increase 
the involvement of women in medical 
support and logistical activities. Female 
nurses, medical assistants, and healthcare 
workers now occupy a more visible and 
operationally important role in sustaining 
wounded �ghters, supporting injured 
members, and maintaining basic health-
care services.

Al-Shabaab has signi�cantly expanded 
the recruitment, training, and deploy-
ment of female nurses, �rst-aid workers, 
and emergency medical personnel as a 
direct response to operational necessity 
and rising casualty rates. The organization 
increasingly relies on women to �ll critical 
gaps within its healthcare and frontline 
support systems, particularly in rural areas 
where access to formal medical infrastruc-
ture remains limited. Many of these 
women receive basic �rst aid, trauma-re-
sponse, and emergency treatment train-
ing through insurgent linked medical cen-
ters, improvised �eld clinics, and informal 
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7 The group’s military wing 

medical systems operating inside territo-
ries under the group’s in�uence or control.

Female healthcare workers are commonly 
deployed in al-shabaab controlled towns, 
rural settlements, and areas located near 
active frontline zones, where they provide 
medical assistance to both civilians and 
insurgent �ghters. Their role serves multi-
ple strategic functions for the organiza-
tion.

Women also play an important clandes-
tine support role in facilitating medical 
access for injured or sick terrorist mem-
bers inside government-controlled areas. 
Female operatives frequently assist 
wounded �ghters in reaching hospitals, 
clinics, pharmacies, or private healthcare 
providers while providing civilian cover 
that reduces the likelihood of detection 
by security authorities. In many cases, 
women are viewed as less suspicious 
during travel, procurement, or medical-re-
lated movement, making them operation-
ally valuable for covert logistical support 
and casualty management activities.

Within Jabha7  and frontline support 
structures, women primarily contribute 
through logistical, administrative, and 
sustainment functions. Their responsibili-
ties commonly include food preparation, 
transportation of supplies, management 

of safe houses, movement of medicine 
and equipment, local surveillance, com-
munication support, civilian mobilization, 
and morale support for frontline �ghters. 
In some areas, women also assist with 
concealment and distribution of emer-
gency supplies during military operations 
or periods of displacement.

Women are also deeply involved in the 
organization’s broader logistical and sup-
ply-chain networks. Female members, 
particularly wives of senior �gures or 
women originating from in�uential clans, 
often play an important role in managing 
or facilitating the movement of food sup-
plies, fuel, livestock, medicine, and other 
operational resources. The group 
frequently outsources segments of its 
logistical system to trusted senior mem-
bers, former o�cials, in�uential families, 
and loyal clan networks as a mechanism 
for maintaining internal cohesion, reward-
ing loyalty, and reinforcing dependency 
on the leadership structure and the 
leader.

Some women are additionally involved in 
the commercial and �nancial dimensions 
of the group’s logistics infrastructure, par-
ticularly the handling and sale of livestock 
collected through Zakat taxation systems 
imposed on rural communities. Women 
linked to al-shabaab networks sometimes 
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participate in transporting, facilitating, or 
selling Zakat livestock in major urban 
markets and commercial centers. This 
activity not only generates revenue for 
the group but also helps integrate 
AS-controlled rural taxation systems into 
broader Somali commercial supply 
chains.

Foreign women and women from margin-
alized or politically weak clans have virtu-
ally no access to al-shabaab’s logistical 
subcontracting networks, which are con-
trolled through clan loyalty, family in�u-
ence, and trusted patronage systems 
linked to senior leadership. Foreign 
women are often excluded due to limited 
clan protection, weak integration into 
local commercial systems, and persistent 
security distrust, while women from 
minority clans lack the social leverage and 
protection necessary to access �nancially 
valuable or strategically important roles. 

Foreign Women inside 
al-Shabaab
Foreign women inside al-shabaab repre-
sent one of the most vulnerable, isolated, 
and socially marginalized categories 
within the organization. The majority are 
wives or relatives of foreign �ghters origi-
nating primarily from East African coun-
tries, particularly Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanza-

nia, and Uganda, with only a very small 
number linked to non-African countries.

Foreign women are subjected to severe 
restrictions and live under signi�cantly 
tighter social and security control than 
Somali female members. They are gener-
ally prohibited from traveling inde-
pendently with or without their male 
partners outside designated areas and 
remain under constant monitoring by 
local administrators. Their operational 
role is extremely limited and largely con-
�ned to attending dawah sessions, basic 
religious instruction, domestic responsi-
bilities, and occasional propaganda or 
support activities. Unlike Somali women, 
foreign women possess virtually no clan 
protection, no in�uence within local com-
munities, and almost no access to intelli-
gence, �nancial, administrative, or logisti-
cal structures inside the organization.

Their living conditions are among the 
harshest. Many experience chronic eco-
nomic hardship, social isolation, language 
barriers, and near-total dependency on 
husbands or assigned support networks 
for survival, security, and access to 
resources. Foreign women and their chil-
dren also face deep social exclusion from 
local Somali communities and dominant 
clan structures, limiting integration, mo-
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bility, and long-term stability. Marriage 
opportunities for their children, particu-
larly daughters, remain highly restricted 
due to stigma surrounding foreign �ghter 
families and the absence of strong clan 
a�liation.

According to former group members, 
foreign women experience some of the 
most severe forms of domestic abuse, 
coercion, and social neglect within the 
organization. Abuse frequently originates 
not only from husbands but also from 
other male authority �gures and, in some 
cases, senior female members responsible 
for enforcing discipline and ideological 
compliance within foreign family net-
works. Foreign women possess almost no 
clan-based protection, mediation chan-
nels, or in�uential social networks capable 
of intervening on their behalf, making 
them particularly vulnerable to prolonged 
abuse and exploitation. 

Leadership within the organization gener-
ally shows limited interest in internal 
disputes, welfare concerns, or social prob-
lems a�ecting foreign �ghters unless such 
issues directly threaten operational secu-
rity or organizational cohesion. As a result, 
many complaints involving domestic vio-
lence, forced marriages, �nancial neglect, 
child abuse, or mistreatment inside 

foreign households are ignored, informal-
ly suppressed, or inde�nitely delayed 
within al-shabaab judicial structures. 

Legal cases originating from foreign �ght-
er families reportedly receive lower priori-
ty within al-shabaab courts and media-
tion systems, partly because foreign com-
munities lack the clan leverage and local 
in�uence necessary to pressure judicial 
authorities or commanders for interven-
tion. This institutional neglect reinforces 
the isolation, dependency, and long-term 
vulnerability of foreign women inside the 
group.

Conclusion
The role of women inside al-shabaab is 
systematic, institutionalized, and strategi-
cally indispensable to the organization’s 
long-term survival. Their involvement 
extends far beyond passive domestic or 
auxiliary functions and instead forms an 
integrated component of its ideological, 
intelligence, �nancial, logistical, recruit-
ment, medical, and clandestine opera-
tional architecture. Although women 
remain formally excluded from leader-
ship, decision-making authority, and mili-
tary command structures, the organiza-
tion increasingly depends on female net-
works to sustain operational continuity, 
internal cohesion, and covert support 
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capabilities across both rural and urban 
environments.

Women provide the group with low-visi-
bility access to households, markets, busi-
nesses, transportation systems, health-
care facilities, communication channels, 
and civilian social environments that are 
often less accessible to male operatives. 
Through these spaces, the organization 
maintains covert mobility, �nancial resil-
ience, intelligence collection, logistical 
sustainment, ideological indoctrination, 
concealment of operatives, and long-term 
social penetration within local communi-
ties. Female networks also play an import-
ant role in preserving family structures 
linked to �ghters, facilitating recruitment 
pipelines, supporting clandestine move-
ment, and sustaining morale and surviv-
ability during periods of military pressure. 
The female infrastructure operating inside 
al-shabaab e�ectively functions as a par-
allel support ecosystem underpinning the 
organization’s insurgent durability and 
clandestine warfare model. 

At the same time, the report demon-
strates that women remain deeply vulner-
able to systemic exploitation, coercion, 
social isolation, and structural inequality. 
Clan hierarchy, foreign status, economic 
dependency, and lack of institutional pro-

tection heavily shape women’s experienc-
es inside the organization. Foreign 
women and women from marginalized 
clans remain particularly vulnerable due 
to the absence of clan-based protection, 
restricted mobility, limited access to 
justice, and minimal pathways for safe 
defection or reintegration.

The �ndings of this report highlight that 
women represent a critical and complex 
component of the group’s operational 
ecosystem. Understanding the multidi-
mensional role of women inside the orga-
nization is essential for developing more 
e�ective counterterrorism strategies, 
disengagement frameworks, rehabilita-
tion programs, �nancial disruption e�orts, 
and community-level prevention policies. 
Failure to properly assess the operational 
and social functions performed by female 
networks risks leaving signi�cant portions 
of al-shabaab support infrastructure 
insu�ciently understood and inade-
quately targeted.
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