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The horrific events of September 11, the discovery of a
transnational network of Islamic extremists, and the US.
bombardment of Afghanistan compel us to think seriously
about the causes of religious terrorism, the broad implications
of violence and militarism, the nature of Islamic fundamen-
talist movements, and the gender dynamics of political vio-
lence. What are the religious, ethnic, political, social, and eco-
nomic factors behind the deployment of terrorism as a
political strategy? Why do Muslim countries produce move
ments that seek religio-political objectives through violent
means? What link, if any, is there between terrorism as a po-
litical strategy and militarism as a state strategy? How might
the violence of political movements and the violence of states
reflect not only dysfunction in domestic and international
relations but also highly problematic concepts of masculinity?
Finally, what are some urgent alternatives to terrorism and
militarism?

These are, I believe, some of the pressing questions that
confront and require serious attention from researchers, pol-
icy-makers, and decision-makers.! 1 cannot begin to provide
answers or explanations to all of the above questions and
issues.? I will, however, address the gender aspects of terror-
ism and violence and describe some feminist alternatives. And
because political Islam has been implicated in the events of
September 11, I will briefly explore the roots, gender dynam-
ics, and some characteristics of Islamist movements.

Fundamentalist Movements: Modernization, Globaliza-
tion, and Gender

The Islamic fundamentalist movements of the 20th
century may be understood first in terms of general historical
and sociological concepts that pertain to similar movements
and then in terms of the specific historical, social, and politi-
cal contexts in which they emerged.? Like the Protestant fun-
damentalist movements of the United States in the early
twentieth century, Islamic fundamentalist movements have
resulted from the contradictions of modernization and social
change, including urbanization, proletarianization, seculariza-
tion, and religious and social marginalization. In a social order
that seems to be turning upside down, certain social groups
experience anxiety that leads them to seek to recuperate the
more familiar values and norms. The (re)turn to religion and
the family are typical responses to rapid social change and to
the disruptions and uncertainties that modernization brings
about. Religious fundamentalists are almost by definition ex-
tremely conservative on moral, cultural, and social issues, and
in almost all cases they are situated on the right wing of the
political spectrum.

In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), Islamic
fundamentalist movements emerged in the 1970s, expanded
during the 1980s, and peaked in the early 1990s. Certainly they

reflected the difficult transition to modernity underway in the
region and the conflict between traditional and modern
norms, relations, and institutions. Moreover, in common with
radical movements elsewhere in the developing world, Isla-
mist movements grew from political and economic dysfunc-
tion, insecurity, and alienation. In particular, we may identify
several factors in their emergence.

National and global economic factors loom large in the
causes of religio-political revolts. These include distorted de-
velopment, the unrealized promise of national development,
and the persistence or growth of domestic and international
inequalities. Some fundamentalist movements (e.g, in Iran,
Egypt, and Algeria) have targeted both their own nation-states
and the world capitalist order as sources of injustice—and
claimed that the solution would be an Islamic order.# Dispati-
ties and inequalities within countries have been associated
with corruption or declining oil revenues or misguided re-
source allocation priorities (such as huge military purchases).
They also resulted from the austerities that accompanied the
adoption of structural adjustment policies. It should be noted
that political Islam emerged as the global political economy
shifted from Keynesian to neoliberal, and it followed the col-
lapse of talks on a new international economic order (NIEO).

Salient political factors include authoritarian rule, the ab-
sence of democratic or participatory political institutions,
limited alternatives for pursuing political reform, and little
trust in government or other institutions. In Middle Eastern
countries, dissidents and opponents have often faced state
repression, even when their methods were entirely nonviolent.
It should be noted, too, that many regimes fostered Islamist
groups as a way of undermining socialist or communist
movements in the region. This occurred in Iran, Egypt, and
Turkey, with rather dire consequences for the regimes. Even
Israel initially encouraged Hamas as a way of subverting the
privileged authority of the PLO among the Palestinians. The
United States encouraged an Islamist rebellion against a left-
wing and modernizing government in Afghanistan and spent
the 1980s supporting the Afghan Mujahideen militarily and
financially. A related political factor in the rise of Islamic fun-
damentalist movements, of course, was the nonresolution of
the Palestinian problem, which many Islamist movements
have explicitly identified as a raison d'étre.

Gender and social change are also behind the emergence
of Islamist movements, and this distinguishes Islamist move
ments from other radical movements (especially left-wing
ones). As is well known, the role, status, comportment, and
converture of women constitute a major preoccupation of Is-
lamist movements, who claim to seck greater independence
from Western hegemony via a return to a more conservative
or “authentic” culture. In fact, fundamentalist movements
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