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ABSTRACT

Women have long played pivotal roles in insurgent movements across the globe, yet mainstream narratives and policy discourses continue to marginalize
their contributions, framing them primarily as victims, auxiliaries, or anomalies. This study interrogates how gender intersects with insurgent
mobilization, organizational structures, and post-conflict reintegration, foregrounding the strategic, operational, and symbolic deployment of female
fighters. By synthesizing global theoretical frameworks with close analysis of two Indian case studies—ULFA in Assam and the CPl (Maoist) insurgency
in central-eastern India—the paper explores ideological motivations, personal trajectories, and intra-organizational dynamics that shape women’s
participation. It further examines how rebel ideology influences gender inclusion, how female agency emerges under constraint, and how state
rehabilitation efforts reproduce or challenge patriarchal norms. Findings reveal persistent policy gaps in disarmament and reintegration, particularly the
absence of gender-responsive programming and psychosocial support. The study calls for a feminist security lens to inform peacebuilding, one that
recognizes women not as marginal figures but as central actors in both conflict and its aftermath.

Keywords:Women in conflict; Female combatants; Armed rebellion; Insurgency; ULFA; Maoist insurgency; Gender and war; post-conflict
reintegration; India; Rebel ideology; Disarmament, demobilization, reintegration (DDR); Gender-responsive peacebuilding.

Introduction

The archetype of the rebel as a male guerrilla obscures a persistent historical reality: women have planned operations, commanded units, and sustained
insurgent infrastructures across regions and eras. From Sri Lanka’s LTTE and Colombia’s FARC to India’s ULFA in Assam and CPI (Maoist) in central-
eastern India, women have served as fighters, logisticians, intelligence operatives, medics, recruiters, and political educators (Alison, 2003; Maheshwari,
2018; Herrera & Porch, 2008). Yet policy and scholarship too often reduce them to victims, auxiliaries, or anomalies, flattening the complexity of their
motivations and the breadth of their contributions (Coulter, 2008; Parashar, 2014).

This paper challenges that narrowing lens by synthesizing global research with detailed Indian case studies to demonstrate that women’s participation is
both operationally consequential and politically constitutive of armed rebellion. It maps the spectrum of women’s roles, analyses organizational dynamics
that enable inclusion or reproduce exclusion, and examines the strategic deployment of female fighters for legitimacy, propaganda, and diplomacy
(Herrera & Porch, 2008; Mataya, 2018). It further interrogates how ideology shapes recruitment and leadership pathways, how agency and coercion
intersect in women’s trajectories into and out of insurgency, and how state responses—from criminalization to rehabilitation—structure post-conflict
outcomes (UNIDIR, 2024).

By integrating comparative findings with close analysis of ULFA and CPI (Maoist), the study advances three contributions: it moves beyond the victim—
agent binary by foregrounding women’s strategic labour; it links internal gender orders to insurgent cohesion and external perceptions; and it derives
policy implications for gender-responsive disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (UNIDIR, 2024). Reframing women as central actors rather
than peripheral figures clarifies both the micro-politics of rebel organization and the macro-politics of conflict, legitimacy, and peace.

Rebel Ideology and Women’s Inclusion

The ideological orientation of insurgent movements plays a decisive role in shaping the nature and extent of women’s participation. Groups grounded in
Marxist, socialist, or broadly leftist frameworks often articulate gender equality as a core tenet of their revolutionary ethos. This ideological commitment
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frequently translates into the active recruitment of women into combat, leadership, and political education roles. Wood and Thomas (2017) demonstrate
that leftist rebel organizations are significantly more likely to deploy women in substantive operational capacities, viewing their inclusion as both
ideologically consistent and strategically advantageous.

In the Indian context, the Communist Party of India (Maoist) exemplifies this pattern, having opened its ranks to women from marginalized caste and
tribal communities who seek redress from entrenched socio-economic and gender-based oppression (Maheshwari, 2018; Das, 2020). Within CPI (Maoist),
women have served not only as fighters but also as political educators, medics, and cultural mobilizers, reflecting a relatively inclusive—though not
egalitarian—organizational culture.

In contrast, insurgent groups with Islamist or ultranationalist ideologies tend to restrict women’s roles to symbolic or supportive functions. These
organizations often reproduce conservative gender norms, relegating women to tasks such as caregiving, propaganda dissemination, or logistical support,
while excluding them from front-line combat and strategic decision-making (Margolin, 2023; Abu Rumman, 2022). The ideological framing of such
movements frequently invokes traditionalist narratives that vaporize male heroism and female purity, thereby limiting the scope of women’s agency
within the rebellion. This exclusion is not merely tactical but reflects deeper normative commitments to patriarchal social orders, which persist even in the
face of operational necessity.

Recent scholarship also suggests that the presence of women in rebel ranks can serve as a legitimacy-enhancing strategy, particularly for leftist groups
seeking international support (Stallman & Hadi, 2024; Thomas, 2024). However, the durability of women’s inclusion often depends on whether
ideological commitments are institutionalized through organizational structures—such as women’s wings, codes of conduct, and leadership quotas—or
remain rhetorical devices subject to reversal under pressure.

Drivers of Female Participation

Women’s entry into armed movements is shaped by a complex interplay of ideological conviction, personal trauma, structural inequality, and coercion.
Henshaw (2016) identifies four primary motivations: political commitment, retributive impulses following traumatic experiences, aspirations for social
mobility, and forced recruitment. These drivers are not mutually exclusive and often intersect in ways that reflect broader socio-political contexts.

Political conviction remains a powerful motivator, particularly in movements that articulate emancipatory ideologies. Women may join rebel groups out of
genuine belief in the cause, viewing armed struggle as a pathway to collective liberation and personal agency. This is especially evident in leftist
insurgencies, where women from marginalized communities perceive participation as a means to challenge caste hierarchies, land dispossession, and
gendered violence (Manekin& Wood, 2020; Henshaw, 2016). In such cases, rebellion becomes both a political act and a form of self-assertion.
Trauma-induced participation is another significant pathway. Women who have experienced domestic abuse, sexual violence, or state repression may
view insurgency as a form of justice or escape. Armed movements can offer a sense of protection, solidarity, and purpose that is absent in their civilian
lives. However, this pathway also renders women vulnerable to further exploitation within rebel ranks, especially in groups lacking internal accountability
mechanisms (Braithwaite & Ruiz, 2018).

Socio-economic deprivation—particularly in contexts of rural poverty, landlessness, and gendered labour exclusion—can push women toward insurgency
as a survival strategy. The promise of food, shelter, and a semblance of autonomy may outweigh the risks associated with rebellion. Yet, as Braithwaite
and Ruiz (2018) caution, forced or coerced recruitment undermines organizational cohesion and erodes the moral legitimacy of the movement. Women
conscripted under duress are less likely to exhibit long-term commitment and may suffer profound psychological harm, complicating post-conflict
reintegration.

Ultimately, understanding the drivers of female participation requires a gender-sensitive lens that accounts for both agency and constraint. WWomen are not
passive recipients of insurgent ideology but active navigators of structural violence, personal histories, and political aspirations. Their motivations are
embedded in specific cultural, economic, and familial contexts, which must be interrogated to develop effective reintegration and peacebuilding strategies.

Strategic Deployment of Female Fighters

Insurgent movements have long recognized that the symbolic and strategic deployment of female combatants serves multiple objectives beyond battlefield
utility. While women contribute substantively to operational effectiveness, their visible presence in armed ranks also functions as a political signal and a
tool of narrative construction. As Manekin and Wood (2020) argue, showcasing female fighters can be a calculated effort to frame insurgencies as
modern, egalitarian, and socially progressive—attributes that tend to resonate with international observers and transnational advocacy networks. In many
cases, visual representations of women bearing arms have been deliberately circulated to counter portrayals of rebels as purely violent actors, thereby
enhancing the movement’s legitimacy in diplomatic arenas (Viterna, 2013; Bayard de Volo, 2001).

The affective power of female combatants lies partly in their disruption of gender norms. Images of armed women invoke complex emotional responses—
combining empathy, curiosity, and moral endorsement—which are often stronger than reactions elicited by male fighters. This symbolic capital can
translate into material support, including fundraising, lobbying, and asylum channels, especially when diasporic communities or foreign NGOs interpret
female participation as evidence of grassroots inclusivity and ideological clarity (Manekin& Wood, 2020; Karim, 2019).

However, this strategy carries significant risks. Wood and Allemang (2022) caution that state actors may interpret the mobilization of women not merely
as tactical diversification but as a sign of mass mobilization and community entrenchment. Female participation, especially when publicized, may signal to
the state that the insurgency has penetrated family and kinship structures, thereby implying broad-based social support. Such perceptions often trigger
more aggressive counterinsurgency measures, including intensified surveillance, militarized repression, and erosion of civil liberties in affected regions
(Terpstra &Frerks, 2017).
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Moreover, the instrumentalization of female fighters raises normative questions about agency and representation. When women are deployed primarily for
external optics rather than internal empowerment, the risk of tokenization and exploitation increases. Even within movements that claim ideological
commitments to gender equity, the performative use of women in propaganda often coexists with exclusion from decision-making, discipline structures,
and long-term organizational authority (Henshaw, 2020).

Thus, while the strategic inclusion of women in insurgent frontlines can offer tactical and reputational dividends, its effects are neither uniform nor
unequivocally empowering. The deployment of female fighters must be understood as part of a broader repertoire of symbolic action that interacts
dynamically with state response, media representation, and internal organizational culture.

Operational Roles and Organizational Dynamics
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Indian case studies: ULFA and Maoist women cadres

Women’s participation in Indian insurgencies unsettles easy binaries of victim and perpetrator. In both Assam’s ULFA movement and the Maoist
insurgency across central-eastern India, women entered as messengers, logisticians, political workers, and fighters—and then re-entered society through
surrender or quiet exit into lives marked by stigma, surveillance, and a search for belonging (Deka, 2020; North East Network [NEN], 2014; Shah, 2018).
Looking closely at these two cases shows how ideology, social base, terrain, and state response shape women’s choices, roles, and post-conflict
trajectories (Sundar, 2016; Shah, 2018).
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ULFA women cadres in Assam

ULFA’s rise from the late 1970s drew on Assamese ethno-nationalism and the social networks of student mobilization. Women’s entry ramp followed
those same networks: classmates, cousins, neighbourhood peers, and campus activists who were already embedded in protest circuits (Deka, 2018; Deka,
2020). Inside ULFA’s clandestine structure, women took on intelligence gathering, courier work, fundraising, safe-house management, and political
outreach (NEN, 2014; Deka, 2020). During intense counter-insurgency phases, especially the early 1990s, women’s ability to move with less suspicion
made them critical for maintaining links between dispersed cells, transporting messages, medicines, and small arms, and sustaining food and shelter chains
when camps shifted rapidly (Deka, 2018; NEN, 2014).

Operational roles did not guarantee parity. Patriarchal norms persisted inside the organization, with leadership and combat decisions dominated by men
and women’s advancement often bottlenecked at middle tiers (NEN, 2014; Kalita Moral, 2021). Yet participation also provided some women with
mobility, training, and a political vocabulary that their pre-insurgency lives had constrained. The contradiction was stark: empowerment in the service of a
movement that still reproduced gendered hierarchies (Deka, 2020; Kalita Moral, 2021).

Surrender and reintegration exposed those contradictions even more sharply. Women who exited ULFA encountered layered suspicion—from the state,
from communities wary of “SULFA” tag-bearers, and sometimes from families navigating honour and fear (NEN, 2014). Rehabilitation offers designed
around male ex-combatants often missed women’s realities: asset grants mismatched to context, vocational trainings disconnected from local markets, and
near-absent psychosocial support (NEN, 2014). Where programs existed, documentation hurdles, UAPA-linked stigma, and weak case management meant
many women slid into informal work or dependency; a small subset leveraged educational catch-up, microenterprise, or NGO networks to rebuild lives,
contingent on local allies and social capital rather than systematic, gender-responsive policy (NEN, 2014).

The emotional landscape matters here. Former women cadres describe a double exile—estranged from insurgent networks that once gave them purpose,
and only partially welcomed by communities that prefer forgetting to reckoning. Without sustained counselling, community dialogues, and pathways to
dignified livelihoods, reintegration becomes a quiet endurance rather than a social contract renewed (Deka, 2020; NEN, 2014).

Maoist women cadres across central-eastern India

The Maoist insurgency recruits from different soils—Adivasi, Dalit, and land-poor communities in forested belts where the state’s presence feels
extractive and distant. Women’s participation here is broad and, in some regions, numerically high, ranging from armed fighters and tactical scouts to
political educators, health workers, and cultural troupe members who translate ideology into song, theatre, and pedagogy (Shah, 2018; Sundar, 2016). In
dispersed guerrilla zones, women’s logistical labour—provisioning, route knowledge, medical care—keeps columns mobile, while their political labour
sustains village-level legitimacy (Shah, 2018).

Agency and coercion coexist. Some women join for justice claims—Iland rights, police brutality, sexual violence, wage theft, displacement—while others
are pulled by kinship ties or pressured by organizational demands that blur consent (Shah, 2018; Bhatia, 2010). Inside Maoist ranks, promotion to
command is possible and has occurred, but gendered vulnerabilities persist: pregnancies and abortions under duress, relationships shaped by power
asymmetries, and discipline structures that can both protect and punish women in ways men do not experience (Shah, 2018; Human Rights Watch, 2012).
State response has mixed welfare gestures with hard security. In several states, surrender packages combine monetary incentives with housing, basic
livelihood inputs, or short-course skilling, and some districts have experimented with community-facing roles for former cadres, presenting them as
exemplars of “return to mainstream” (Sundar, 2016). Yet these initiatives often remain piecemeal, time-bound, and thin on the supports women need most:
long-horizon income security, trauma-informed healthcare (including reproductive services), legal aid for pending cases, and safe reinsertion into
communities where past allegiances can trigger retribution or surveillance (Shah, 2018; Human Rights Watch, 2012).

Health is a fault line across this case. Years of forest living, chronic undernutrition, untreated infections, and reproductive health complications meet
public systems that are understaffed, mistrusted, or physically distant (Sundar, 2016). When women surrender, the bureaucratic choreography—
verifications, case closures, identity linkages, bank account openings—can stall access to even basic entitlements; where it works, it is because specific
officials take ownership, not because the system is designed around women’s reintegration journeys (Shah, 2018).

Politically, women who built capacity inside Maoist structures—organizing village meetings, negotiating with contractors, articulating rights—rarely find
channels to convert that experience into legitimate civic roles. Exclusion from panchayat leadership pipelines, party structures, and formal consultation
spaces means their political agency is often reset to zero upon exit, a wasted dividend for both the individual and the polity (Sundar, 2016; Shah, 2018).

Comparative insights and implications

The ULFA and Maoist cases diverge in ideology and social base—ethno-national versus class-redistributive; Assamese-majority towns and tea belts
versus Adivasi Forest interiors—but converge on a core truth: women’s insurgent participation is both a critique of the status quo and a wager on dignity
(Deka, 2020; Shah, 2018). In ULFA, women leveraged student networks and urban-rural circuits; in Maoist belts, they mobilized through kinship, village
committees, and survival economies—testimony to women’s capacity to organize under risk and sustain movements beyond the visible theatre of armed
action (NEN, 2014; Sundar, 2016).

Reintegration failures likewise rhyme. Across both contexts, policy frameworks have not consistently translated into gender-responsive practice. Where
packages exist, they emphasize one-time material assistance over sequenced support that matches women’s life courses: bridging education,
apprenticeships tied to real employers, land or tenancy security where relevant, and multi-year health coverage that includes mental health and
reproductive care (NEN, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 2012). Community reconciliation is the other missing piece. Without facilitated dialogues that allow
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returnees and residents to name harms and renegotiate belonging, stigma calcifies and women’s public roles shrink to invisibility (Deka, 2020; Sundar,
2016).

There are bright spots to learn from. When local administrations coordinate police, social welfare, health, and rural development around individualized
reintegration plans; when NGOs and self-help group federations mentor ex-cadres into collective enterprises; when education departments fast-track
school re-entry or open distance learning for older returnees; when panchayats and women’s commissions create advisory seats for returnees—recidivism
drops, social acceptance rises, and communities access the leadership women already proved they can exercise (NEN, 2014; Shah, 2018). The lesson is
simple: treat women not as problems to be managed but as political and economic actors whose skills, if legitimized, can strengthen local governance
(Sundar, 2016).

For scholarship and policy, these case studies argue against gender-neutral counterinsurgency and for a gender-intelligent peace. That means mapping
women’s roles beyond headcounts, investing in longitudinal reintegration rather than symbolic surrenders, and opening civic on-ramps that convert
clandestine organizing into democratic participation (Shah, 2018; Deka, 2020). Otherwise, the state wins operations but loses the deeper contest for
trust—and women who risked everything for a say in their destinies are left with silence where a social contract should be (NEN, 2014; Sundar, 2016).

Table 1. Notable Women Cadres in ULFA and Maoist Insurgencies

Name Group Role Notes
Kaberi Kachari|| ULFA Senior Leader Political negotiator; wife of chairman Arabinda Rajkhowa
Pranati Deka || ULFA || Cultural Wing Leader Headed propaganda; later arrested but released
Rekha Deori || ULFA Combatant Surrendered; received unhelpful rehab support; lives in hardship
Deepali Saikia|| ULFA Courier/Logistics Surrendered; faced stigma and limited reintegration
Ruby Bhuyan || ULFA || Intelligence Agent Operated covertly; post-conflict anonymity
Tulsi Maoist ||Bodyguard/Combatant|| Now part of women’s commando unit Danteshwari Fighters
Sundari Maoist ||Bodyguard/Combatant Protected top leaders; later joined state forces
Soni Sori  |[Maoistt|| Activist/Educator Alleged Maoist; turned rights campaigner after torture
Madhavi Maoist || Guerrilla Member Led ambushes in Telangana; killed in encounter
Malati Maoist || PLGA Commander (|Commanded in Odisha; surrendered in 2021 to join rehab program

Government Response to Women Cadres in Armed Rebellions

State responses to female combatants in India’s insurgencies reveal a complex interplay between security frameworks, gendered marginalization, and
policy inertia. Women who have been part of rebel movements such as ULFA in Assam and Maoist insurgencies in central and eastern India often find
themselves sidelined in post-conflict rehabilitation, their unique experiences largely unrecognized by existing policy frameworks (Ahmed, 2022; SPRF,
2021).

In Assam, the government’s rehabilitation efforts for ULFA cadres have historically lacked gender sensitivity. Surrendered male combatants were
integrated through relatively structured packages comprising vocational training, financial assistance, and housing support. By contrast, female cadres,
despite their strategic and operational roles within the organization, received inadequate and sometimes impractical resources. Cases such as Rekha
Deoriand Deepali Saikia—who were provided photocopiers and sewing machines unsuited to their environments—exemplify this disconnect between
rehabilitation provisions and actual needs (Ahmed, 2022). Compounding this issue is the persistent stigmatization of surrendered ULFA women, often
referred to derogatorily as “SULFA,” a label that carries social and political baggage. Their classification under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
continues to inhibit reintegration, limiting access to public sector jobs, educational opportunities, and welfare programs (INFLIBNET, 2024).

Despite the presence of progressive frameworks like the National Policy for Women (2016), which emphasizes intersectionality, economic empowerment,
and institutional support for vulnerable groups, these principles remain absent from the lived realities of conflict-affected women in Assam. There has
been little effort to adapt this policy to the specific vulnerabilities of women returning from insurgent ranks—particularly in terms of mental health, social
reacceptance, and economic stability (SPRF, 2021; Ahmed, 2022).

In contrast, state responses to female Maoist cadres have reflected a more dynamic, albeit uneven, policy evolution. Women comprise nearly sixty percent
of Maoist ranks, and their surrender has prompted diverse responses across states like Chhattisgarh, Odisha, and Jharkhand. Programs such as housing
assistance under the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana and inclusion in community policing units like the Danteshwari Fighters indicate some attempt to
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integrate women back into civic life (InsightslAS, 2023; SPRF, 2021). Yet, these interventions remain isolated and rarely address deeper structural issues.
The security-centric narrative still dominates policy imagination, and welfare provisions for female cadres are often ad hoc and exclusionary. For example,
the Ministry of Labour and Employment’s 2023 advisory contains gender-forward provisions—such as maternity entitlements and anti-harassment
mechanisms—but these fail to account for the informal status of surrendered insurgents and thus remain inaccessible (Ministry of Labour & Employment,
2023).

The lived experiences of female Maoists often involve multiple layers of trauma: sexual violence within rebel hierarchies and from state forces, forced
abortions, and systemic health neglect. Public health systems have yet to respond meaningfully to these realities. Moreover, organizations such as the
Krantikari Adivasi Mahila Sangathan (KAMS)—which boasts more than ninety thousand members—remain excluded from formal dialogues, despite
being critical sites of grassroots mobilization and political education (SPRF, 2021). Their omission signals a broader reluctance to recognize female
insurgents as political actors with legitimate grievances rather than passive victims or lawbreakers.

Policy scholars increasingly argue that counter-insurgency frameworks must integrate gender justice as a foundational principle. Doing so requires the
expansion of disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) programs that account for women’s differentiated experiences, the provisioning of
reproductive and mental health services, and the creation of channels for women’s participation in peacebuilding (SPRF, 2021; InsightslAS, 2023). The
absence of such efforts continues to stall meaningful reintegration and risks perpetuating cycles of marginalization. Female cadres who return from
insurgency without institutional support are often reabsorbed into the same socio-economic conditions that initially motivated rebellion, rendering post-
conflict interventions superficial and unsustainable (Ahmed, 2022; INFLIBNET, 2024).

Conclusion

Women’s involvement in insurgent movements is neither peripheral nor incidental. Their roles—spanning combat, logistics, recruitment, and political
education—are often foundational to both the ideological coherence and operational longevity of rebel organizations (Loken, Thomas, & Wood, 2023;
Shah, 2018). Case studies from ULFA in Assam and the Maoist insurgency in central-eastern India reveal a recurring contradiction: while some
movements provide women with platforms for leadership and agency, post-conflict state responses consistently fail to recognize or sustain these gains
(Ahmed, 2022; Deka, 2020; SPRF, 2021). The sharp disjuncture between wartime inclusion and peacetime exclusion underscores a persistent gender-
blindness in rehabilitation policies (INFLIBNET, 2024; Human Rights Watch, 2012).

To build durable peace, disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) frameworks must move beyond uniform packages and adopt gender-
responsive strategies that address the specific vulnerabilities and aspirations of female ex-combatants (SPRF, 2021; Ministry of Labour & Employment,
2023). This includes trauma-informed care, reproductive health services, educational bridging, livelihood security, and community-based reconciliation
mechanisms that go beyond material reintegration to restore dignity and social belonging (Sundar, 2016; Shah, 2018). Women must also be included as
decision-makers—not just subjects—in peacebuilding and governance processes (NEN, 2014; Shah, 2018).

Future research should centre women’s own narratives, tracing their insurgent trajectories, post-conflict negotiations, and evolving political identities
(Deka, 2020; Shah, 2018). Without such accounts, policy risks reinforcing reductive tropes of women as victims or anomalies, rather than acknowledging
their roles as insurgent strategists, community organizers, and civic actors. Recognizing and institutionalizing their agency is not only a matter of justice—
it is a strategic imperative for sustainable peace (SPRF, 2021; Ahmed, 2022).
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