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Abstract 

Because women are assumed non-violent, their participation in militant groups can humanize 

organizations and legitimize rebellion. But gender beliefs are deeply engrained and consequently 

women’s involvement can also generate resistance. This article explores how militants navigate 

this tension through their political visuals, specifically analyzing images of ‘armed mothers’ across 

six diverse conflicts. Leveraging life-giving as the ‘natural’ role for women, these images signal 

violent disruption of everyday life and authorize political violence in response. But they also stress 

the temporariness of gender role expansion, promising and preserving a ‘return to normal.’ Militant 

groups contextualize, justify, and humanize violent struggle this way even in cases where women 

rarely participate on the frontlines. 

 

In Hamas’ 2004 poster of suicide bomber Reem al-Riyashi, she poses for the camera holding a 

rifle her in left hand and her son in the other. al-Riyashi killed four Israelis and herself in a joint 

Hamas and al-Aqsa Martyrs' Brigades bombing on the Gaza-Israel border. Hamas circulated the 

ornate image in the magazine Filasteen al-Muslimah. Over twenty years earlier, and nearly 5,000 

miles away, the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) produced a similar 

poster featuring a nearly identically positioned militant with her gun and child. These are markedly 

different organizations, operating nearly three decades apart with disparate audiences and gender 

dynamics. Hamas, an Islamist organization governing much of Gaza in its fight for Palestinian 

statehood, rarely includes women in frontline activities and appeals to a conservative base 

(Margolin 2016). In contrast, women actively fought for the MPLA and the group advocated 

Angolan independence through socialist, guerilla warfare (Ducados 2007). Yet these organizations 

employed the same, gendered, ‘armed mother’ imagery in their visual messaging. What’s more, 

these posters are indicators of a cross-national trend. 

 
1 Meredith Loken is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at the University of Massachusetts, 

Amherst, and a Non-Resident Fellow with the Modern War Institute at West Point 
2 Many thanks to Sarah E. Parkinson, Megan A. Stewart, Elizabeth Kier, Jon Mercer, , Charli Carpenter, Jamie Rowen, 

Barbara Cruikshank, to the participants of University of Massachusetts Amherst’s Conflict, Violence, and Security 

Workshop and the 2018 meeting of the American Political Science Association, and to the editors and anonymous 

reviewers at Security Dialogue for their comments on earlier drafts of this manuscript. I am grateful to Eric Ross and 

Brynne Connerty for their research assistance and to Mennah El-Gammal for translation assistance. 
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Militant groups globally circulate similar images of armed mothers as part of their political 

outreach. This is despite significant variation in time, ideology, audience, overall propaganda 

production, and women’s actual frontline participation. Image reproduction across conflicts is 

therefore notable. Moreover, as militant artifacts these visuals provide a unique window into how 

gender informs organizational strategy. A rich feminist and critical IR scholarship shows how 

external viewers – news media, researchers (Nacos 2006; Sjoberg and Gentry 2007, 2015; Gentry 

2009), photojournalists (Zarzycka 2016), historical works (Sjoberg and Gentry 2015), and popular 

cultural products (Åhäll 2012, 2015)  – mobilize maternal narratives to make sense of women’s 

political violence. Some of this work explicitly engages visual representation (Åhäll 2012, 2015; 

Zarzycka 2016). But while this research explains how observers reconcile violent women, it tells 

us little about how politically violent groups themselves perceive and explain women’s 

participation. What can militant images tell us about gender dynamics in civil conflict? 

In this article, I suggest that militant organizations leverage armed motherhood as a 

‘generic icon’ – a cross-contextual “visual cliché” (Hansen 2015, 269) – that narrativizes women’s 

violence in service of group legitimacy. While external actors may use maternalism to explain 

women’s violence (see: Gentry 2009), militant groups use maternal women’s violence to authorize 

rebellion. Militants are uniquely concerned with legitimizing political violence, and women’s 

involvement offers a fraught but potentially lucrative vehicle for seeking support. Women 

participated on the frontline in over 35 percent of rebel organizations operating since 1960 (Wood 

and Thomas 2017; Loken 2018). Because women are assumed non-violent (Sjoberg and Gentry 

2007), their participation can signal circumstantial exigency and legitimize rebellion. At the same 

time, gender beliefs are deeply engrained. Even in the most permissive environments women’s 

militancy can generate resistance. I show how, and why, militant organizations employ armed 

mother visuals to reconcile the legitimizing and delegitimizing potential of women combatants. 

As MacKenzie and Foster (2017) conclude, insecurity is defined in relation to orderly, 

‘normal’ society and ‘normal’ society is grounded by traditional gender roles. Conflict disrupts 

and reconstitutes gender structures in ways that dislocate nearly universal beliefs in female 

vulnerability and men’s monopoly on violence and protectionism. Accordingly, many “associate 

the ‘return to normal’ after war with a return to particular forms of patriarchal gendered order” 
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(MacKenzie and Foster 2017: 208).3 By juxtaposing motherhood - a ‘natural’ role for women 

mythologized as national survival - with militancy, these visuals highlight the violent disruption 

and transformation of everyday life and, in response, legitimize political violence. But these 

images also stress the temporariness of women’s role expansion during war, reassuring viewers 

that post-conflict promises a return to ‘normal.’ Across conflicts, militants use armed mother 

imagery to contextualize, justify, and humanize violent struggle.  

 This article proceeds as follows. I first examine the complicated landscape that women’s 

participation can create for militant organizations. I then explore the role of maternal narratives in 

contextualizing female violence, extending framework from other contexts to militants’ strategic 

environment. I address the history and utility of gendered wartime images as legitimation tools 

and emphasize the power of icons in visual politics. I discuss 16 militant-produced posters of 

armed mothers in Angola, Lebanon, Nicaragua, Namibia, South Africa, and Palestine and analyze 

six to show how belligerents use this imagery to traverse pliable but ultimately stubborn gender 

norms. I show that even groups hesitant to include women and those with progressive platforms 

depict armed militants as mothers in their visuals. Therefore, I conclude that militants recognize 

the strategic benefits of female participation but may struggle to reconcile women’s actual 

involvement with the consequences of shifting gender order during war. 

 

Women and gender in militant organizations  

Organizational approaches to women militants vary by group structure and ideology. Many groups 

exclude them entirely, but women participate extensively on and off the frontlines in leftist 

organizations (e.g. Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF)); in groups that do not espouse 

particularly ideological platforms (e.g. Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy 

(LURD)); and in conservative and religious insurgencies (e.g. Taliban Movement of Pakistan 

(TTP)). Some organizations include women as part of, and evidence for, an emancipatory agenda 

(Gonzalez-Perez 2008). Others recruit women to strengthen their numbers (Terpstra and Frerks 

2017). Still others capitalize on women’s ability to carry out attacks while arousing comparatively 

less suspicion (Gonzalez-Perez 2008). Women join for ideological reasons, for opportunity, for 

adventure, because of fear, and out of desperation. Many women combatants perceive themselves 

 
3 MacKenzie and Foster (2017) specifically discuss this ‘return to normal’ in relation to Palestinian civilians. I extend 

this conversation to militant organizations 



4 
 

as freedom fighters and revel in comradery (Gonzalez-Perez 2008). Others, like many who 

voluntarily joined Boko Haram, simply view life in the insurgency as better than living under the 

government (Matfess 2017). 

Burgeoning evidence suggests that women can tangibly improve militant outcomes 

(Braithwaite and Ruiz 2018; Loken 2018; Wood 2019). Female militants can also legitimize 

belligerents within the community.4 For example, Viterna (2013) finds that the Farabundo Martí 

National Liberation Front (FMLN) used women as recruiters to empower potential female cadre 

and encourage the families of young prospects. These insurgents would get close to families who 

reported being more comfortable letting their children join when approached by female recruiters. 

They viewed women as less threatening and more trustworthy. Shining Path also sent women 

recruiters to target territories because women militants uniquely fostered comfort among civilians 

(Ortega 2011). 

In Uganda, the National Resistance Army (NRA) similarly mobilized women combatants 

to engender civilian support. The group’s “appeal for popular support included… justification of 

its claim to legitimacy” (Kasfir, 2005: 275). Women’s participation on and off 

the frontlines contributed to these capabilities. Armed women acted as “role models for other 

women” and those engaged in mobilization work were “very instrumental” in “convincing [others] 

to join or support the ‘guerrilla’ forces” (Mugambe 2000: 10). Mugambe (2000: 10) contends of 

the NRA, “[W]omen are community managers. They can organise members in their communities 

to do what they want for their own good.” 

 Cross-national evidence suggests that insurgents capitalize on these gendered dynamics. 

For example, in Nepal Maoists “mobilized women to give the message that the armed conflict was 

a demand on all people; such a noble war that even women would fight, supporting and 

sympathizing with it” (Dahal 2015: 188). Mukherjee (2003: 10) similarly notes of the People’s 

War Group in India, “It is a general notion [among civilians] that there could not be anything 

wrong in those activities, in which women are taking part.” Thus, women’s participation may help 

legitimize militant organizations by humanizing their efforts, making them appear revolutionary 

rather than extremist, and drawing attention to conditions so severe that the most vulnerable are 

taking up arms. 

 
4 I follow Suchman (1995, 574) to define legitimacy in this context as militants working to ensure target populations 

view their actions as “desirable, proper, or appropriate” within their system of “norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” 
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But gender beliefs are deeply rooted and fundamentally order societies. Women’s 

participation can still generate resistance because it appears transgressive. Civilians therefore often 

attribute female involvement to a temporary lapse in gender norms. For example, Schulze (1998) 

concludes that during the Lebanese Civil War, society tolerated women militants because they 

believed them to be temporary. As one researcher with the University of Rwanda Centre for 

Conflict Management notes of female Hutu genocidaires, “I could say that they forgot their role 

as far as the Rwandan culture is, but actually the role, the role of woman we know. A woman is a 

mother. She is somebody who seems to have much more compassion than men, you know. So they 

forgot their role of women” (quoted in Brown 2013: 14). 

Even progressive organizations retreat into traditional gender norms to make female 

fighters more palatable.  In Sri Lanka, where the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 

considered women’s militancy part of its liberation platform, some families reported displeasure 

with their daughters violating conservative expectations. This backlash delegitimized the 

organization among some community members (Terpstra and Frerks 2017). The LTTE recruited 

on the basis of protecting women from state-perpetrated sexual violence (Alison 2003). Viterna 

(2013: 79) similarly writes of the FMLN, “[C]ultural meanings about women, women’s bodies, 

and women’s inherent nature were critical to the FMLN’s ability to narrate themselves as the 

‘good’ guys during the Salvadoran civil war.” They advocated new opportunities for women, but 

the FMLN stressed that the state had so destroyed social order that women had to join the 

insurgency. Thus, the organization “not only secured women’s active participation, but they also 

secured their image as righteous protectors with the surrounding civilian population” (Viterna 

2013: 114). 

Militants must reconcile women’s capacity to build legitimacy with their potential to 

destabilize it. Women may humanize organizations, signal the urgency of struggle, and mobilize 

civilians into support for or participation in political violence. At the same time, frontline women 

violate gender expectations that ground most societies; it can symbolize disorder and insecurity. I 

suggest that militants manipulate and reinforce gender order in their political messaging to 

reconcile these complex dynamics. Specifically, some organizations invoke armed mothers in their 

visuals. This juxtaposition of motherhood and militancy is a uniquely potent rhetorical device 

because, as Åhäll (2012) notes, mothering is a site of meaning-making found everywhere in 

interpretations of political violence. By inferring “women’s perceived natural relational qualities” 
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(Gentry 2009: 237, emphasis in original), maternalism is central to gender order and is a litmus 

test for its disruption. Armed mothers contextualize women’s violence and those narratives can 

legitimize rebellion. 

  

Making (maternal) sense of violent women 

Because “women are not supposed to be violent,” observers often explain female political violence 

as aberration, not agency (Sjoberg and Gentry 2007: 2). This approach relies on stereotypes that 

violent women are psychologically or sexually defective, driven to near insanity by the loss of 

male family members, sexually motivated, or are actually victims (c.f. Sjoberg and Gentry 2007; 

Loken and Zelenz 2018; Bond et. al. 2019). Representations of women’s agency are further 

“disciplined” by what Åhäll (2012: 103) calls a ‘mythology of motherhood:’ womanhood is 

synonymized with the capacity to give life and women’s propensity to take life is therefore 

‘unnatural.’ Its most fundamental form views women as cultural and literal reproducers and thus 

markers of community survival. Sjoberg (2010: 12) contends of this narrative, mothers “at once 

serve as a support for the logistical and moral fighting for the war and as a symbol of the good and 

pure that requires the evil of fighting to save it.” 

 Research in this area focuses on external representations of violent women as deviant or 

incapable mothers. For example, Gentry (2009) interrogates scholarly and media attention to 

female Palestinian suicide bombers. She uncovers a ‘twisted maternalism’ narrative that links 

women’s violence with destruction of their marriage and motherhood goals. Nacos (2005) 

similarly finds news coverage of women terrorists suggests they choose political violence over 

their children. Åhäll (2012) identifies deviant maternal, terrorist discourses in television and news 

media.  In one, childlessness produces a ‘monstrous’ fighter who hides her bomb in a maternity 

suit.5 Politically violent mothers are a highly visible sign of gender disorder, largely because 

“mothers are seen as not legitimately belonging in the public, political sphere at all” (Cohn and 

Jacobson 2012: 107). 

This research provides crucial framework but is constrained in three important ways. First, 

it interrogates how media and other ‘outsiders’ represent militant women but neglects violent 

 
5 Åhäll (2012, 111) similarly suggests in that depictions of captured U.S. servicewomen represent that those who left 

children behind to fight as “less compatible with conventional constructions of female heroism” because they 

abandoned ‘natural roles.’ 
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groups’ own depictions. Militant productions and narratives spun by outside audiences differ in 

purpose, target, and message. Second, and relatedly, the literature focuses on representations of 

actual, individual women’s violence while militant groups usually sell an idealized gender 

narrative in their propaganda. Third, this research appreciates but does not fully situate maternal 

imagery in the history of gendered conflict visuals. As such, it offers an avenue to explore images 

as uniquely compelling and as part of a time-tested visual lineage.  

I use these limitations as an intervention point, arguing that militant groups employ distinct 

armed mother narratives to legitimize violence cross-nationally. This imagery emphasizes state 

violation of gender order as a call to arms; signals the – purported –  extent of social disruption 

and collective resistance to humanize violent response; but stresses circumstantiality by reminding 

viewers that women will return to their ‘natural’ roles. Moreover, these visuals represent militant 

adoption of a long-standing state tradition: mobilizing gender narratives in wartime images. 

 

Visualizing gender during conflict 

Political images occupy an under-sized space in mainstream IR. This is particularly true of conflict 

images, where inter-state wars dominate visual scholarship. The rise of rationalist epistemologies 

and the dominance of positivism sidelined visual interpretation as an unserious and illegitimate 

approach to politics (Williams 2018). Still, critical security studies and feminist IR resist this 

hostility and embrace an ‘aesthetic turn’ (Blieker 2001; see also: Blieker 2018; Campbell and 

Shapiro 2007; Hansen 2011, 2015; Shepherd 2017). Where this research engages conflict, it 

primarily interrogates state and news images related to the ‘war on terror’ (Williams 2003; 

Campbell and Shapiro 2007; Hansen 2011, 2015) and photojournalism (Zarzycka 2016). For 

example, a rich scholarship explores gendered, visual securitization of the U.S. invasion of 

Afghanistan (c.f. Weber 2005).  

 Like warring states, militants in internal conflicts leverage visuals to convey platforms, 

justify militarism, and engender legitimacy. Many groups, including but not limited to the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU), 

Provisional Irish Republican Army (Provos), Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-

EP), and the Maoist insurgency in Nepal operate(d) committees responsible for visual publicity. 

Some insurgencies without professional printing operations publish amateur visuals. Modern 

organizations shift their visual campaigns online. For example, Daesh operates a professional, 
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social media propaganda department (see: Winter 2015). Still, few studies engage militants’ visual 

politics despite the supremacy of civil conflicts and the proliferation of related images in the post-

Cold War period.6 

Images are productive conduits for political messaging. Wartime visuals exploit their 

audience’s existing mentalities appealing to “emotions rather than to intellect” to sell conflict 

narratives (James 2010: 20). James (2010: 30) argues that war posters unite audiences as 

simultaneous viewers, bringing them closer to conflict and forging “imaginary alliances between 

individual bodies and the nation as a whole.” Images are a low-commitment method of transmitting 

information, accessible to observers of many literacy stages. Visuals allow creators to tightly 

control which messages circulate and which audiences they reach. Visuals also evoke emotional 

responses, particularly when they are militarized (Caverley and Krupnikov 2017). Because people 

have emotional responses to perceived threat, visual securitization can shift perspectives, 

legitimizing militarization and violence (Williams 2003; Hansen 2011; Caverley and Krupnikov 

2017). Conflict actors authorize war by casting issues as existential threats calling for 

“extraordinary measures beyond the routines and norms of everyday politics” (Williams 2003: 

514). This is particularly important in irregular conflicts: because militants fight asymmetric 

battles and appeal to emotionally charged audiences, images offer a vehicle for appealing directly 

to ‘hearts and minds.’ 

 Conflict visuals perform what Williams (2018, 3) calls “mythic politics:” mobilizing 

romanticized beliefs, norms, and inclinations to generate “affective intensity” in support of 

violence. Conflict narrators commonly activate idealized gender roles as a method of meaning-

making to this end (see: Shepherd 2017). And while militant images are understudied, 

governments’ securitization in this vein is well documented. Central to wartime images is the 

visual argument that conflict untethers gender order. As Jones (2010: 3, 274-287) writes of World 

War I, 

[War posters] record both traditions and the pressures impinging upon them… Posters 

everywhere insisted that women were both needed and threatened, that they themselves 

constituted the nation whose life was at stake… these idealized female figures did the 

symbolic work of selling the war... Portraits of female vulnerability function to deny and 

displace male vulnerability and to engender a notion of difference (women are victims, 

men are actors and defenders) that the war threatened to make untenable. 

 

 
6 Maasri’s (2009) work on Lebanese Civil War posters is a notable exception. 
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Belligerents regularly invoke such masculinist protectionism as justification for war (Young 

2003). One famous American recruitment poster, H.R. Hopps’ Destroy This Mad Brute—Enlist, 

features a gorilla (representing the Germans) carrying a distraught, scantily clad woman. The 

poster references the 1914 Rape of Belgium, when German soldiers sexually assaulted women 

during occupation, providing the Allies a moral imperative to intervene. Young (2003) and Weber 

(2005) similarly show how Western media images of Afghan women justified U.S. militarization 

by constructing Afghanistan’s polity as a threat to women and, more importantly, to ideals of 

gender cemented in Western states. This strategy situated Afghan women as “needy and willing 

object[s] of U.S. rescue” (Weber 2005: 358), selling the war to targeted audiences. 

Mothers occupy a symbolic, nearly sacred, position in this propaganda. By exploiting 

relevant mythologies, states “appeal to protection” rather than offer an “appeal of aggression” 

(Cohn and Jacobson 2012: 114). As symbols of vulnerability and gender order, mothers provide 

moral justification for war. For example, a 1914 Italian poster depicts a mother holding her child 

while encouraging a soldier to cacciali via! [drive them out]. An American poster, dated 1915 or 

1916, shows a drowning woman clutching her baby after a German U-Boat sunk the RMS 

Lusitania. It reads: Enlist!. As illustrated through much Soviet propaganda, nationalist 

iconography also anthropomorphizes motherhood as the ‘mother nation’ along these protectionist 

lines.  

 But women often participate in politically violent efforts, and some conflict visuals 

represent them this way. During the World Wars, states employed women as recruiters, fund-

raisers, and nurses. The war also required women to take new roles while men fought abroad. 

Depictions of these transitions became cultural icons of women’s empowerment, even feminism. 

One example is J. Howard Miller’s 1943 We Can Do It! poster featuring Rosie the Riveter. Shover 

(1975: 460) calls this visualization strategy “gender role management,” concluding that 

“combatant governments attempted to expand the feminine role to meet the wartime needs of 

public policy. At the same time, governments attempted to preserve the traditionally passive 

feminine role.” She notes that while most embraced Rosie as progressive, these images legitimized 

U.S. militarization by highlighting gender roles under siege. Winning the war meant that U.S. 

gender norms would revert to their traditional state. And, when the war did end, most women lost 

their newfound jobs. 
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I extend this theoretical framework to interrogate how militant organizations manage 

complex gender roles during civil conflict. I conclude that like states, militant groups cast 

reconfigurations to the gender order as a security threat. I interrogate a specific type of visual 

mythology, armed motherhood, and suggest that this narrative legitimizes violence by exploiting 

gender beliefs and linking success with the re-normalization of women’s roles.7 This practice 

dually contextualizes women’s use of violence and justifies rebellion. 

 

Data and method 

This research originates from an on-going project on militant images produced since 1960. I have 

collected nearly 3000 visuals through research in 11 academic and professional archives; 

museums; individual militant publications; and other sources. Wartime images are often 

ephemeral: they disappear, are thrown away, or may be purposefully destroyed. This can pass 

down incomplete – or revised – conflict histories to researchers and memorialists. Consequently, 

I systematically collect militant visuals from all possible archives with such holdings. I include 

images produced by militant organizations in civil conflicts, their political wings, and their 

publicity departments. I include solidarity groups only when they are directly advertising militant 

individuals, meetings, or other events coordinated between the organizations. 

Here, I specifically analyze images that denote armed motherhood: those that show armed 

women; who are carrying or in direct proximity to children or who are referenced in text as 

mothers; and who are depicted in support of the militant organization or its goals. Channeling 

Barthes (1977), Cooper-Cunningham (2019: 391) defines images’ denotative meaning as the 

“explicit, literal meaning” that “captures or depicts embodied acts [and] holds regardless of genre.” 

But militant images complicate this interpretation. The ‘embodied act’ of armed motherhood is 

not always explicit, nor does it hold regardless of context. Barthes (1977) and Cooper-Cunningham 

(2009) view denotation as the fixed counterpart of subjective connotation. Here, I suggest instead 

that a subject’s denotation can also rely on context for explication. Moreover, I show that in this 

case, connotation may be more transportable than literal meaning. 

 
7 These visuals may also goad men into fighting by threatening their masculinity with positive images of combatant 

women (see: Viterna 2013 for a discussion of similar effects in El Salvador) 
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For example, I identify 16 images that show mothers armed with what would be considered 

weapons in every context: guns or grenades (Table 1).8 These images were produced by militant 

groups in Angola, Lebanon, Nicaragua, Namibia, South Africa, and Palestine. I identify another 

seven images that, hypothetically, could depict armed mothers but are contextual. For example, 

two PLO posters show women with their babies throwing stones at Israeli security forces. Stone 

throwing is central to Palestinian resistance but differs from guns or grenades in their signification 

as ‘weapons’ and social suitability as an implement for women. Indeed, “some Palestinians… see 

stone throwing as a symbolic act of resistance, practically nonviolent due to the disparity in force” 

(Hallward 2013: 50). Other images symbolically imply armed motherhood through pregnancy: 

one such South West People’s Organization (SWAPO) poster depicts an armed woman who 

appears ‘pregnant’ with an outline of Namibia. In this article, I am interested in armed mothers’ 

strategic utility and the reproduction of similar imagery across organizational and contextual 

differences. Therefore, I focus on images denoting armed mothers with conventional weapons. I 

analyze six posters representative of the total 16.9 

 

Table 1: Armed mother posters 

Year Organization Conflict Source 

1976 Fatah; Palestinian Liberation 

Organization (PLO) 

Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1959-p) 

Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

1981 Palestinian Liberation Organization 

(PLO) 

Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1959-p) 

Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

1978 Palestinian Liberation Organization 

(PLO) 

Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1964-p) 

Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

1980 Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP) 

Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1967-p) 

Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

1986 Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP) 

Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1967-p) 

Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

1989 Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP) 

Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1967-p) 

Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

 
8 All show women with rifles except the 1989 Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) poster featuring a 

grenade 
9 All 16 images with descriptions are available in the Supplemental Materials. These posters are produced by non-

state, rebel organizations except for those from the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN). I include FSLN 

posters produced during their first few years in power – during the Contra War – following their 1979 victory in the 

Nicaraguan Revolution. The FSLN’s public messaging, particularly concerning women militants, during the Contra 

War is consistent with its messaging during the revolution (see: Kampwirth 2001). Further, while the FSLN technically 

controlled the government in the early 1980s they faced considerable opposition, experienced internal revolt, and did 

not hold post-war elections until 1984. Thus, the FSLN maintained crucial markers of a militant organization vying 

for state control until the mid/late 1980s. 
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2004 Hamas Palestine-Israel conflict 

(1987-p) 

Filasteen al-

Muslimah 

1985 Hizbollah Lebanon-Israel conflict 

(1985-p); Lebanese Civil 

War (1985-1990) 

Signs of Conflict 

Archive 

1970s 

(~1975) 

Popular Movement for the Liberation 

of Angola (MPLA) 

Angolan War of 

Independence (1961-1975) 

Hoover Institution 

Library & 

Archives 

1970s Popular Movement for the Liberation 

of Angola (MPLA) 

Angolan War of 

Independence (1961-1975) 

New York Public 

Library 

1975 Namibia Support Committee in 

conjunction with the South West 

People’s Organization (SWAPO) 

South African Border War 

(1966-1990) 

African Activist 

Archive 

1980 South West People’s Organization 

(SWAPO) 

South African Border War 

(1966-1990) 

Hoover Institution 

Library & 

Archives 

1968 African National Congress (ANC) Anti-apartheid rebellion, 

(1961-1990) 

Miller 2009 

1986 African National Congress (ANC) Anti-apartheid rebellion, 

(1961-1990) 

Miller 2009 

1980s Sandinista National Liberation Front 

(FSLN) 

Nicaraguan Revolution and 

Contra War (1961-1990) 

BBC News 2010 

1985 Sandinista National Liberation Front 

(FSLN) 

Nicaraguan Revolution and 

Contra War (1961-1990) 

Hoover Institution 

Library & 

Archives  

 

Methodologically, I adapt Hansen (2015)’s ‘generic icon’ framework as an approach to 

visual interpretation. Icons are “images… that are widely recognized and remembered, are 

understood to be representations of historically significant events, activate strong emotional 

identification or response, and are reproduced across a range of media, genres, or topics ” (Hairman 

and Lucaites 2007: 27). Hansen (2015: 269) distinguishes ‘generic icons’ as a specific type where 

“certain elements are repeated over and over, from image to image, so that despite varying subjects, 

times, and locations, the basic scene becomes a familiar staple, a visual cliché.”10 I identify armed 

mothers as a generic icon: the gendered myths and connotative, narrative implications of this figure 

are unaltered in transportation, are easily accessible to observers, are unchallenging in their 

familiarity, and can guarantee their own identity without external explanation (see: Zarzycka 

2016’s discussion of gender tropes). ‘Stock photos’ of armed mothers even circulate in different 

conflicts. 

 
10 Quoting Perlmutter (1998, 11).  
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 Summarized, Hansen (2015)’s analytic strategy for researching icons involves: 

interrogating the image itself, including its denotation, reference to other related icons, and reasons 

for its iconic status; the icon’s circulation and interpretations; and how reproductions of the icon 

appropriate its imagery in other contexts. This means interrogating how color is used (Cooper-

Cunningham 2019), how text supplements or explains images to specific audiences, the differences 

in image type (e.g. Barthes (1977) suggests that photography offers a more ‘realistic’ and 

‘objective’ documentation of individuals than illustrations), and how images are co-opted. Hansen 

(2015) deeply engages one icon, the hooded prisoner at Abu Ghraib, in a variety of political and 

media contexts to show how different environments employ and interpret the same image. In 

contrast, I leverage armed mother icons exclusively in the conflict environment to show how 

maternal violence can serve the same legitimacy-building objectives across varied groups. Above, 

I theorize the ‘why’ behind this iconography, and in this article’s conclusion I address its 

application beyond militant publicity. 

 

Armed mothers in militant visuals 

I theorize that armed maternal violence can symbolize profound disruption of social order and 

conflict’s envelopment of everyday society, but also contextualize women’s participation as 

temporary. I analyze militants’ mobilization of the icon along these primary themes. These are not 

mutually exclusive narratives, nor is their depiction. All emphasize the dislocation of gender order 

as evidence of a security threat and justify political violence in response. Militants’ depiction of 

armed women, particularly mothers, generally does not reflect the realities of female participation 

in these organizations. This suggests cross-conflict recognition of the icon as a method for 

legitimizing political violence and reconciling gendered tensions underlying civil wars. Still, 

unique, violent environments mean that these images are not identical and that local dynamics 

color their interpretation. I therefore explore the continuity and differences of armed mothers as 

icons embedded in their contexts. 

 

 

Disruption 

Observers generally perceive women militants as anomalous, despite their frequent participation. 

This is because of women’s assumed passivity and their political exclusion. Consequently, some 
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militants highlight women’s participation as evidence of an enemy so repressive it disrupts gender 

order and so malevolent that in doing so, it targets mothers. This strategy authorizes armed action 

as the legitimate response. Some armed mother posters advance this narrative by presenting 

women as reluctant, or at least defensive participants. Here, I consider two posters depicting 

mothers in this vein. The first is a 1986 PFLP poster; the second was produced by Hizbollah in 

1985. 

 The PFLP and Hizbollah are tangibly different organizations fighting in the same region, 

in some of the same conflicts, and, in the case of Israel, against some of the same states. The PFLP 

is a comparatively leftist Palestinian group that fought in the Lebanese Civil War, is the second-

largest faction in the PLO, and maintains an armed wing in its struggle against Israeli occupation. 

Hizbollah is a conservative, Iran-backed Islamist organization fighting for political power in 

Lebanon and against Israel’s interests. These groups have distinctly different gender dynamics. 

The PFLP incorporates frontline women at relatively modest levels, though debate continues over 

how modest. Peteet (1991) suggests that the PLO trained women in military camps but did not 

regularly incorporate them as fighters. Eggert (2018), in contrast, estimates that women may have 

composed up to 15 percent of fighters between 1975-1990. PFLP posters regularly link women’s 

liberation with national liberation, through Sayigh (1981) argues these arguments are not reflected 

in PFLP praxis. 

 While there is evidence of one female suicide bomber in 1985, women’s participation in 

Hizbollah is limited. They raise funds, educate children, and occasionally smuggle weapons 

(Schulze 1998). Motherhood is touted as the primary contribution. Hizbollah is also much less 

prolific than the PLO in publicity production: in the 1980s they operated a very limited propaganda 

department. In contrast, the PLO runs a United Information Office that publishes thousands of 

posters for PLO groups designed to be posted in refugee camps, in homes, and to be circulated 

abroad (Mansour, n.d). Walsh (2011: 45) concludes that these posters reflect “the PLO’s 

determination to control the narrative – to ‘re-produce’ the culture of Palestinian nationalism.”  

The PFLP circulated several, likely dozens, of posters featuring combatant women. At least 

three include armed mothers. In 1986, they published an evocative image illustrated by Swiss artist 

Marc Rudin (a.k.a. Jihad Mansour) (Figure 1). The poster depicts a mother wearing a keffiyeh, a 

scarf symbolizing Palestinian resistance popular in nationalist imagery and among Palestinian 

protestors and militants. She is clearly defensive, hiding her baby next to her face under the keffiyeh 
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and pointing a rifle towards danger just off to the viewer’s left. Her baby holds out their hand, 

making a ‘stop’ gesture towards the unseen enemy. Their hand placement (her cradling the baby 

to hide them and the baby’s visceral attempt at defense) and the use of the keffiyeh as cover 

emphasize the extent of their vulnerability.  

 

Figure 1: “The Land,” PFLP (Marc Rudin 

a.k.a. Jihad Mansour), 1986; Palestine Poster 

Project Archives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This image also makes unambiguous connections between this mother and her child and 

Palestine’s security. First, by using the keffiyeh this way they are literally enveloped in Palestinian 

national survival. Second, they are set against a dark green background. Mansour, the artist, notes 

that he intentionally chose to color the background green in his art to symbolize Palestine’s 

“fertility” (quoted in CUCPS, nd: 1). Dark green is also a key part of the Palestinian flag, modeled 

on the flag from the 1916 Arab Revolt. Third, the poster reads ‘The Land’ in English and Arabic. 

This text explicitly links the armed mother to Palestine, suggesting that she is both representative 
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of and protecting the nation. The image buoys mythologies of motherhood: she is transgressively 

armed because she is the land under siege.11 Peteet (1991: 152) makes this point eloquently: 

 

[Palestinian] [w]omen toting weapons of war signified the extent to which even the most 

protected members of society embodied the suffering of the community, how this suffering 

and resistance to it had transformed even the most conservative aspects of society, and the 

extent to which the community supported the resistance. 

 

During the Lebanese Civil War in 1985, Hizbollah produced a similarly emotional visual (Figure 

2). The poster commemorates ‘Martyrs’ Day,’ an annual holiday memorializing nationalists killed 

during conflict. Its inclusion of an armed mother is notable because Hizbollah so sparingly includes 

women in frontline activities, but also because it is likely one of the few- and in my current data, 

only - Hizbollah images of armed women. The poster depicts a wife and toddler sitting with the 

body of their husband and father, a fighter apparently just killed in combat. The child cries over 

his father’s body; the woman holds and stares intensely at a rifle, seemingly taken from her dead 

husband. The family wears neutral colors, blending in with the posters’ background but also 

emphasizing blood pooling at the mother’s feet. A large sketch of Iran’s founder and 1979 Iranian 

Revolution leader Ruhollah Khomeini looks out from over them, invoking religious iconography 

of a watchful deity. Khomeini looks stoic, even angry at this killing. He is set against green, a color 

central to Iran’s flag, Hizbollah’s flag, and common among Hizbollah supporters. 

The poster reads, in Arabic, “The blood of martyrs demeans the thrones of tyrants and 

creates the dawn of the nation.”12 This text valorizes the martyr, suggesting that his death catalyzes 

Hizbollah towards ultimate success. But with her husband killed, this responsibility is passed to 

the newly-created armed mother. Unlike ‘The Land,’ this mother is not defensive or cradling her 

child. Instead, she looks to resigned to her new role. But like the PFLP poster, this visual textually 

links the mother and child with the nation and synonymizes their survival with Hizbollah’s. Both 

posters emphasize a forcible shift in gender order incurred by government violence, relying on 

cross-contextual myths of motherhood and protectionist beliefs despite the differences in their 

gender dynamics and the depiction of women in other visuals. 

 
11 Many Palestinian posters, particularly those produced before 1993, include English and Arabic text. Prior to the 

1993 Oslo Peace Accord, Israeli oversight prevented Palestinians from operating many printing presses. Consequently, 

factions often commissioned printers in Europe. For this reason, and their interest in appealing internationally, many 

PLO posters are printed in multiple languages. 
12 The Signs of Conflict archive provided this English translation. 
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Figure 2: “The blood of martyrs…,” 

Hizbollah, 1985; Signs of Conflict Archive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conflict envelopment of society 

Another, and more common, subset of armed mother images shows women not as hesitant 

participants but as contributors with dual mothering and militant roles. These images portray the 

depth of conflict intrusion into everyday society and thus the exigency of circumstances. This 

messaging can humanize the group, making them seem like a well-rounded people’s movement 

rather than fringe extremists (see: Loken 2018) and signal the virtue of rebellion. This depiction 

appears highly transportable across conflicts, with very similar compositions and multiple ‘stock 

images’ reproduced identically by different groups. 

African National Congress (ANC) publicity materials are a foremost example of this visual 

strategy. In 1961, the ANC took up arms in its anti-apartheid struggle. Women’s emancipation was 

a central tenet. Women were permitted to join Umkhonto weSizwe (MK), the ANC’s militant 
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wing, largely in supportive roles. MK restricted female combat participation: the group excluded 

women, but a few high-profile women were publicly trained (Miller 2009). MK women faced 

sexism and other gendered barriers, especially related to motherhood: MK forbade women cadres 

from becoming pregnant and forcibly fitted them with IUDs. In some cases, this caused infertility. 

The ANC exiled pregnant MK women, even sending them abroad (Miller 2009). Still, the ANC 

embraced images of armed MK mothers in public outreach. Miller (2009: 71) concludes that 

“While [ANC images] may have visually transformed conventional notions of motherhood in 

order to serve the political agenda of the ANC, it did not in fact reflect the social and political 

realities at the time.” 

One such example is the 1968 cover of Sechaba, the organization’s official political journal 

(Figure 3). It features an illustrated, determined looking woman who holds a bayonet-ended rifle 

and advances towards the observer while her baby sleeps on her back. She is formidable, a symbol 

of resistance, clearly ready to fight while simultaneously caretaking. The image is black-and-white 

but the cover features ANC colors: black, yellow, and green. The armed mother portrait is bordered 

by a tall green spear and the ANC flag.13 There is no image text, only journal information. 

The Sechaba image highlights this icon’s transportability because it is the ultimate ‘visual 

cliché’ (Hansen, 2015: 269). While most armed-mother visuals reproduce elements – for example, 

guns, positioning – across conflicts, this ANC image features the same image as a 1966 Chinese 

propaganda poster from artist Wu Min (see Figure 3b). That poster reads, in Chinese, ‘American 

imperialism get out of Africa.’ Sechaba claims this armed mother specifically for the ANC and 

South Africa. In comparison, the Sechaba version is muted. The original poster is viscerally 

colorful: the woman wears bright white and is set against a deep red and yellow sky that suggests 

fire. The coloration of her skin and eyes makes her appear more intense than the Sechaba 

reproduction. Regardless, this print suggests not only that some icons acquire a ‘stock image’ 

quality that evidences their narrative transportability, but also that militant invocation of armed 

mothers may in some cases be a learned behavior. This suggests cross-contextual recognition of 

visual securitization as a gendered strategy.14 

 
13 Umkhonto weSizwe translates to ‘spear of the nation.’ 
14 International solidarity organizations also re-produced drawings of this image in ANC-supportive materials. 
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Figure 3: Sechaba, ANC, April 1968; Miller 2009 and “American imperialism get out of 

Africa,” Wu Min 1966; International Institute for Social History 

 

 The ANC’s struggle was part of regional liberation conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Women regularly participated in decolonial organizations and are depicted in militant imagery, 

including that from ZAPU, SWAPO, and the MPLA.  The MPLA produced several armed mother 

posters, and women’s “guerilla army” participation was “substantial” (Ducados 2007: 33). The 

image discussed in the introduction, likely published in the 1970s, gained unique traction as a 

representation of women’s resistance. One of three posters to feature a photograph, this visual 

shows a woman sitting and facing the camera. She is stoic, holding the rifle upright while the baby 

in her lap reaches for it inquisitively (Figure 4). She balances her rifle and child evenly, positioning 

herself in a truly dual role. Unlike the ANC image, this mother does not keep her baby on her back 

away from combat. She lets him touch the rifle, signaling a break in the ‘normal’ order that shields 

women and children from violent politics.  
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Figure 4: “Widespread Popular 

Resistance, MPLA,” MPLA, 1970s; 

Hoover Institution Library & Archives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The photograph is black and white, either because color film was still coming into vogue or 

because the original photograph was altered. As a capture of a real woman the poster is especially 

informative. Militant organizations can, and do, aesthetically exaggerate and contextualize 

women’s involvement, but as Barthes (1977) notes this is more difficult with photography. 

Compared with the women in other posters, she appears young. Empirically, this fits with the 

demographics of most women in Sub-Saharan African anti-colonial wars and may also be a 

particularly humanizing signal. This image explicitly, textually identifies this woman, with her 

gun and baby, as the face of the MPLA. Against the black and white photo, the poster reads in 

bright red Portuguese, “Widespread Popular Resistance,” and, written over her body, “MPLA.”  
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 Like the Sechaba image, this poster experienced significant co-option by other 

organizations.15 In the 1980s Henry Isaacs, the Chief Representative to the United Nations of the 

Pan Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC) went to the U.S. to laud armed resistance to apartheid 

in South Africa. PAC’s advertising poster, titled “Free Azania!” includes a large, darkened 

reproduction of the MPLA image. The background and text are cut away, and thus the poster 

suggests she is South African. This misattribution did not fade with time. In 2019 a popular social 

media post about MK fighter Phila Ndwandwe circulated using the MPLA photograph. These 

reproductions demonstrate the narrative strength underlying armed mothers as icons, but also 

illustrate the utilitarian shallowness of many groups’ commitments to women in their ranks. 

 Few other posters depict actual women, and only one offers a widely identified armed 

mother. This is the above-mentioned, 2004 Hamas martyr poster of Reem al-Riyashi.16 The 

wealthy mother of two young children, al-Riyashi was the first known mother to carry out a suicide 

bombing in Palestine. Before al-Riyashi’s attack, she filmed a propaganda video message and 

posed for photographs with her young son. In the video, al-Riyashi says, “God has given me two 

children. I love them [with] a kind of love that only God knows, but my love to meet God is 

stronger still” (McGreal 2004a: 1). In 2007, al-Riyashi’s children appeared on Hamas’s Al-Aqsa 

TV where her daughter Doha recited a memorial poem, Mama Reem: “Reem, you are a firebomb. 

Your children and submachine gun are your motto.” 

Hamas circulated a highly stylized martyr poster of al-Riyashi holding her son, both 

clutching weapons (Figure 5). She holds a large rifle while her child holds rocket ammunition. 

They both wear green and white Hamas headbands and al-Riyashi wears a Hamas sash, feigning 

pageantry. The photograph is superimposed on a feminine background: green – Hamas’ signature 

color – with grass, leaves, and pink and white flowers. It makes clear that al-Riyashi, who smiles 

mutedly at the camera, is a woman. Positionally, the image resembles the 1970s MPLA poster and 

in both images, children touch weapons. The Hamas poster, however, offers a more ardent embrace 

of maternal violence and conflict’s long shadow. al-Riyashi appears proud, she celebrates her dual 

role and her child’s place in the conflict. 

 

 
15 Some images are also reproduced within organizations. For example, SWAPO’s 1980 poster features a re-print of 

an armed mother drawing from a 1975 poster 
16 Visual memorialization of martyrs is common among Palestinian organizations and civilians. 
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Figure 5: “The Eraz Crossing Operation 

executed on January 14, 2004; Reem the 

Qaasam Martyr,” Hamas, 2004; Filasteen al-

Muslimah 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The poster’s text is informational and lionizing. It reads, in Arabic ‘The Savior of the Erez Crossing 

Operation executed on January 14, 2004 Al-Qassam Martyr Reem Salem AlRiyashi.”17 This text, 

coupled with the dual mothering-militant image of al-Riyashi, suggests motherhood makes her 

martyrdom an ultimate sacrifice. Indeed, after her death Hamas argued that she demonstrated “both 

the depth of despair among Palestinian women and their desire to defeat the occupation” (McGreal 

2004a: 1). Hamas founded a women’s unit, the Izz Al-Din Al-Qassam Brigades, the following 

year. Its leader noted that al-Riyashi is a uniquely inspirational martyr because she was a mother 

(Middle East Media Research Institute 2005). However, not all Palestinians were convinced by 

Hamas’ justification. Indeed, many Palestinians criticized Hamas for employing a young mother 

as a suicide bomber and for circulating the photographs of al-Riyashi and her children (McGreal 

2004b). For any group, but especially a conservative one like Hamas, the friction between 

women’s idealized and real frontline participation can be a difficult and delegitimizing line to 

navigate. 

 
17 A native Arabic speaker provided this translation. 
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This poster is also novel because as a married mother, al-Riyashi was unique. By 2004, at 

least 100 Palestinian women had committed terrorist attacks, many of them suicide bombings (see: 

Margolin 2016). In the abstract, female militants were ascribed the qualities of “married women 

and mothers - morally correct behavior and stoicism in the face of adversity” (Peteet 1991: 154). 

Peteet (1991: 156) concludes, “as militants they carry the moral load of representing the Resistance 

to the community, and thus their behavior must be exemplary to avoid offending and alienating 

their constituency.” But women fighters in the Palestinian resistance movement, across 

organizations, were almost always single (Peteet 1991). This may be one reason why most armed 

mother images feature idealized, illustrated depictions instead of photographs. 

 

Temporary role expansion 

As an icon, armed mothers do more than humanize rebellion and signal the nobleness of struggle. 

They contextualize women’s violence by reinforcing the limited and exigent nature of gender role 

expansion. This is arguably subtext in all armed mother images – the juxtaposition of weaponry 

with babies is a stark symbol of gender dislocation– but it is explicit in some visuals. This is true 

even among groups that consider women’s liberation key to their platforms. A revealing example 

is the Sandinista National Liberation Front’s (FSLN) 1985 poster featuring Miliciana de 

Waswalito, Orlando Valenzuela’s famous 1984 photograph of a Sandinista woman in Matagalpa, 

Nicaragua. The photograph was and is widely circulated as the unrivaled symbol of Sandinista 

women’s empowerment. It is reproduced on postcards and murals, and it was the official FSLN 

poster commemorating the tenth anniversary of the Sandinista revolution (Kampwirth 2004). 

 The photograph purports to capture a representative moment in women’s contributions to 

Sandinista struggle. Women composed an estimated 30 percent of FSLN combatants and many 

more participated in auxiliary roles (Kampwirth 2002). Egalitarianism was key to the FSLN’s 

female recruitment strategy, and women’s liberation was a central tenet in organizational 

messaging (Gonzalez-Perez 2008). Still, the group’s inward ideology was more conservative. As 

Kampwirth (2004, 19) summarizes, “the idealized Sandinista woman was a mother.” While the 

Sandinista revolution extended women’s rights, the war did not successfully challenge underlying 

gender relationships. As one female FSLN guerilla notes, despite periods of gender parity “… a 

machista [chauvinistic masculinity] life began, which is Nicaraguan culture. They returned to what 
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they considered a normal life” (Kampwirth 2002: 100). Indeed, the FSLN did not work towards 

women’s liberation once in power (Heaton 2017). 

 In 1985 the Asociación de Mujeres Nicaraguenes Luisa Amanda Espinoza (AMNLAE) – 

the FSLN women’s organization – published a poster of Miliciana de Waswalito (Figure 6).18 The 

Sandinista woman smiles broadly at the camera, holding her baby and breastfeeding him publicly 

with her rifle slung over her opposite shoulder. She is backed by other Sandinistas, a mixed-gender 

group, most of whose faces are not visible or are blurred by distance. Heaton (2017: 27-28) 

highlights the photograph’s gendered tensions: 

The woman in this picture was held up as an example for her ability to exhibit simultaneous 

loyalty to her country and to her domestic duties. Though the exemplification of a female 

soldier proved public acceptance of female participation, the duality of this popular image 

revealed the continued expectation of women to fill certain familial roles…These 

representations served to politicize the traditional social positions of women but did not 

make an effort to move away from these set roles. 

 

The FSLN’s frequent reproduction of this image suggests endorsement of this idealized 

womanhood and a desire to enshrine that narrative in its publicity. The AMNLAE poster further 

entrenches this message through text. At the bottom of the poster, red text reads in Spanish and 

English, “Nicaragua Must Survive[,] AMNLAE.” Like the PFLP’s ‘The Land,’ this visual 

synonymizes national survival with women’s literal, and cultural, reproductive roles. The 

AMNLAE poster qualifies the breastfeeding Sandinista’s contribution, making clear that while she 

is momentarily tasked with protecting a Sandinista-controlled Nicaragua, she is defined by her 

permanent role as a mother.19  

 

 
18 AMNLAE is named for the first Sandinista woman killed fighting during the revolution. 
19 In the 1980s, the AMNLAE painted a mural reproduction of this image at their headquarters. Armed mothers appear 

in other AMNLAE murals as well (Azuaje 2010). 
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Figure 6: “Nicaragua Must Survive,” 

AMNLAE, 1985; Hoover Institution 

Library & Archives 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus, the AMNLAE poster is notable for its text-image interaction. Miliciana de 

Waswalito humanized the FSLN, symbolized the importance of widespread community resistance, 

and for some likely offered a radical reimagining of gender and motherhood. But the group’s 

mobilization of this image, and the AMNLAE poster’s text specifically, directs the viewer to a 

strategic interpretation guided by organizational interests. This is illustrative of the work visuals 

do during conflict: images have widespread interpretations and, as is likely the case with Miliciana 

de Waswalito and other visuals discussed here, one poster can make meaning in a myriad of ways. 

But the text-image interaction “makes posters uniquely powerful for communicating the politics 

of the body” (Cooper-Cunningham 2019: 388), something that other organizations also capitalize 

on in their visual messaging. 

For example, a 1978 The General Union of Palestinian Women – the PLO women’s wing 

– poster features an illustrated armed woman but does not visually identify her as a mother. Instead, 
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she is made legible by the text which reads, in Arabic, “The woman, Mother and fighter on the 

path to liberation, The General Union of Palestinian Women is a foundation of the revolution 

[sic].”20  The textual ordering makes clear not only that she is an armed mother, but that while 

mother and fighter are women’s two states during conflict, mother is the dominant identity. Like 

the AMNLAE poster, this image contextualizes women militants by retreating into traditional 

gender order. It promises a post-conflict return to ‘normal’ and reminds viewers that even 

apparently transgressive women are still women in the revolutionary project. Indeed, of Palestine 

Sayigh (1998: 180) observes that while women were integrated into armed resistance in 

defeminized ways, “society demanded of them an eventual return to gender norms through 

marriage, a constraint that the Resistance had not attempted to challenge, only to defer.” 

 

Conclusion and ways forward 

In this article, I demonstrate that armed mothers have achieved an ‘iconic’ status in conflict visuals. 

I show how militant groups in diverse environments use this imagery to highlight conflict’s 

dislocation of gender order and, in response, to legitimize political violence. Specifically, I show 

how militants use these visuals to navigate the complex gender dynamics that underlie women’s 

participation. Women may improve outcomes, humanize insurgents, make militants more 

appealing to the community, and signal the depth of conflict intrusion into daily life. At the same 

time, female militants can generate domestic resistance that responds to gender mythologies about 

traditional protection norms. I suggest that armed mother images help militants navigate shifting 

but ultimately obdurate gender dynamics during conflict. Armed mothers emphasize the brutality 

of enemy violence, symbolize the envelopment of conflict in society, and underscore that gender 

role expansion is limited to the war environment. I suggest militants employ images strategically 

to this end. 

 Hansen (2015: 276) highlights the importance of appropriation in analyses of iconic power 

and transportability. She suggests that “appropriations - that is, images that work from an existing 

image to create new ones - can be of ‘critical use’… It is in part through appropriation that an 

iconic image remains in circulation and that its status as part of a collective visual memory is 

reproduced.” Here, Hansen speaks specifically to reproductions and co-options of singular images 

like ‘Iwo Jima’, rather than narrative figures like armed mothers. Still, she suggests appropriations 

 
20 The Palestinian Poster Project Archives provided this English translation 
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are interventions made legible through their text-image interactions that both reference the 

‘original’ icon and forge new readings in new environments. In this article, I suggest that political, 

gendered ideas that take the same elemental shapes in illustration can be icons. Consequently, I 

am interested in what appropriation looks like in the case of armed mothers. 

As discussed, militants across conflicts co-opt images of armed mothers from different 

violent groups and use them to represent their struggle. Here, the icon’s underlying narrative 

remains the same, but it is intended to be read and interpreted by a different audience.  This ‘stock 

photo’ quality of icons extends beyond armed groups themselves and into international solidarity 

and fundraising initiatives. For example, in the 1980s, a Dutch anti-apartheid movement campaign 

printed a drawn version of Wu Min’s 1966 and the ANC’s 1968 armed mother on a poster 

celebrating 25 years of women in South African militant struggle. London-based Poster Collective 

produced a distinct image in support of the Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO). The poster, 

reading “the antidote to cure colonialism is armed revolution,” shows a young, photographed 

fighter holding her gun and crying baby. She smiles broadly under the word “FRELIMO.” 

Similarly, the Pan-African Liberation Committee (PALC) produced a 1970s poster 

opposing Gulf’s exploitation of oil in then-Portuguese Angola during the revolution. The poster 

features a photograph, taken by Boubaker Adjali, of a forlorn, armed Angolan woman holding a 

baby in her arms. It reads, “Boycott Gulf,” and “There are but two sides in a war- she fights on the 

side of African freedom- Gulf finances the other.” The Poster Collective and PALC images are 

intended for international audiences. They raise awareness about the conflicts and, particularly in 

the PALC case, instill a moral position into viewers. Like militant visuals, these capitalize on the 

same cross-contextual myths of motherhood and gendered protection to humanize struggle and 

call attention to state or corporate violence. 

Armed mothers appear concentrated in images related to armed political struggle, though 

not exclusively in war. For example, in the United States, the Black Panther movement regularly 

used these visuals in their political posters. The group advocated armed resistance to institutional, 

systemic racism, and women were central actors. At least three 1960s and 1970s posters, illustrated 

by Emory Douglas, depict black women with rifles and babies. The depiction of armed mothers in 

Black Panther and solidarity images are less appropriations in the traditional sense and more 

extensions of underlying gendered narratives into a variety of violent contexts. They emphasize 

the transportability of armed mothers as icons that make shared meaning about insecurity and 
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political violence. These images offer unexplored avenues for interrogating gender in political 

visuals. 

The global proliferation and power of images as conflict tools demands that traditional 

political science, and security studies in particular, better acquaint itself with visual scholarship. 

As Bleiker (2018: 1) summarizes, “We still know far too little about the precise role visuality plays 

in the realm of politics and international relations. And we know even less about the concrete 

practical implications.” Embracing interpretivist and even descriptive research in this area will 

produce critical knowledge about how militant organizations and other actors use visual messaging 

to gain supporters, legitimize violent action, and otherwise advance their political objectives.  
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