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Abstract 

This bachelor thesis is a qualitative, small-n, empirically driven comparative study that 

examines the relationship between rebel group ideology and targeted violence against the 

LGBTIQ+ community. Two rebel groups in the Syrian Arab Republic, with different 

ideological beliefs, are examined and compared in relation to their level of violence against 

LGBTIQ+ individuals. Findings in this study suggest that religious groups are keener to use 

extreme violence against sexual minorities, and to target them explicitly, but further studies are 

needed to fully understand this targeting of sexual minorities in armed conflicts.  
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1.Introduction 
The current situation for individuals that identify as LGBTIQ+ in the world today is filled with 

violence and threats of it in a unique way. Stigmatised and followed by their gender identity 

and/or sexuality, this group is put through a particular type of victimisation (Sloan, Berke and 

Zeichner, 2015, pp.141, 148). According to the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and 

Intersex association, criminalisation of this community exist in 72 states, and eight still have 

the death penalty for same-sex acts (ILGA, 2017). Individuals that identify as LGBTIQ+ have 

been targeted because of their sexuality and/or gender identity during the conflict in Colombia, 

which shows that this type of violence are not only perpetrated by states, but also by non-

governmental forces (Barrett, 2017). What explains this type of targeted violence by rebel 

groups against the LGBTIQ+ community? This thesis examines ideology as an explanation for 

targeted violence against sexual minorities. 

 

In this thesis LGBTIQ+ stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Intersex and Queer, and the 

+ signify other identities and sexualities that does not fit into these categories. The reason that 

this is used rather than the more standard LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans), or LGBTQ 

(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer) is to include individuals who are perceived to be outside 

of the standard gender-and sexuality norms. This term will be used interchangeably with the 

term sexual minorities in this thesis, as this term include individuals that both identify outside 

of the standard sexuality and gender norms (Cochat Costa Rodrigues, Leite and Queirós, 2017). 

Hence, these two concepts are used to capture everyone who are marginalised and targeted 

because of their identity, gender expression or sexuality, not just those that identify as LGBTQ.  

There has recently been a shift in the attention given to discrimination and violence against 

LGBTIQ+ individuals. In 2015 the UN security council for the first time listened to a gay man, 

as Subhi Nahas told his story of how gay men are treated in a conflict situation, with his 

experience being from the civil war in the Syrian Arab Republic (Nichols, 2015). This shows 

that this type of violence is taken seriously, and that organisations who work in countries that 

experience armed conflict, or in refugee camps in neighbouring countries, see this as an 

important issue that needs to be addressed. A lot of different sources have concluded that 

LGBTIQ+ individuals face unique struggles in conflict-situations, not just by being targeted by 

armed groups or the regime, but they also face a unique form of danger from their own family 

(Chynoweth, 2017; Gentile, 2016; Hawley, 2015; Reid, 2014). This also causes LGBTIQ+ 
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refugees to stay in hiding even after they have escaped their country, as they often keep 

receiving threats from family members or members of armed groups (Gentile, 2016; Hawley, 

2015; McDougall, 2015; Reid, 2014).  

 

A brief overview of previous research is presented in the next section. It begins with looking at 

how ideology has been used as an explanation for violence perpetrated by rebel groups and 

continues with looking at what the existing literature have concluded on the topic of violence 

against sexual minorities. This is followed by a theory section, which presents and explains the 

theory used in this thesis. The next part concern the research design, and sources used in this 

thesis. Lastly, the following analysis addresses the two rebel groups, the Islamic State of Iraq 

and the Levant, and the Free Syrian Army. The paper concludes with a discussion on 

limitations, and how future research should proceed. 

 

2. Previous Research 
2.1 The importance of Ideology 
This thesis examines the relationship between rebel group ideology and violence against sexual 

minorities. Ideology is missing from important works that have been published in the 2000s 

(Sanín and Wood, 2014, p.215). Despite the increase of literature in the last five years that take 

ideology into account when examining variations in both the structure and the tactics of rebel 

groups, there is still a research gap when it comes to how ideology affects violence against 

civilians and so far, there does not exist a study that fully address this relationship. The existing 

literature which emphasise the importance of rebel group ideology, conclude that ideology 

gives a group a cause, and works as a unification tool. In short, instrumentally ideology is used 

as a means to an end, as a map that shows the group where to focus (Sanín and Wood, 2014, 

p.222). Furthermore, (Drake, 1998, p.56) finds that rebel groups’ ideology affect their victim 

selection, in that it controls who are viewed as enemies and which targets the rebel groups 

should focus on. In addition to this, (Wood and Thomas, 2017, p.44) identifies a pattern 

between rebel group ideology and the prevalence of female combatants. They conclude that 

rebel group ideology has an impact on the formation of the group, in that it affects the grade to 

which females are included as combatants. Groups with a Marxist ideology are more likely to 

include female combatants, and groups with an Islamist ideology are more likely to exclude 
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women from combat roles. Recent studies have managed to find a connection between rebel 

group ideology and violence against civilians. (Thaler, 2012, p.546) discovered how leftist 

ideology shape variations of violence against civilians found in rebel groups. Leftist groups 

with Marxists or Leninist ideologies tends to have combatants in the lower levels of the 

organisation perpetrating more violence against civilians when the elites in the group became 

more estranged from their ideology as the conflict went on. This shows that groups with this 

type of ideology are more likely to not use violence against civilians, at least in the beginning 

of an armed conflict. It also shows that seeing groups as unitary actors in connection to their 

ideology is difficult. Thaler uses the cases of Frelimo in Mozambique and Azawad Peoples 

Movement (MPLA) in Angola to find empirical evidence, but there is a lack of a quantitative 

study that focuses on this connection. Additionally, ideology is an important component in the 

literature of terrorism and political violence. Hoffman (2006, p.229) argue that the tactics, 

targets, and weapons a group prefer are all linked and shaped by the groups ideology. Religious 

ideology used by terrorists often use more violent tactics than groups with other ideologies, and 

often perceive their attacks differently than secular terrorists. Religious groups often have the 

enemy defined in broader terms, and the use of violence is considered a sacramental duty carried 

out in connection to a theological demand. This allows religious terrorism to perform 

indiscriminate murder while justifying it on religious grounds, whereas groups that identify 

with a secular ideology are less likely to commit attacks that causes a lot of causalities, as it 

often goes against the core values in their ideology (Hoffman, 2006, pp.88–89, 229–230). 

Piazza (2009, pp.65, 74, 76) finds that there are two types of Islamist terrorism that can explain 

the difference in the number of dead victims in terrorist attacks in these groups; strategic groups 

have a more limited aim, with a specific goal, while abstract groups are more driven by a higher, 

more abstract, goal.  However, despite these advances regarding ideology as an explanation for 

victim and tactic selection, there exists a research gap when it comes to armed conflict and 

sexual minorities.  

 

2.2 Violence Against Sexual Minorities 
 
The research on violence against the LGBTIQ+ community in armed conflicts have not been 

explicitly studied so far. The existing research in the field of peace and conflict studies concern 

the broader category of violence against civilians, but no studies have been dedicated to show 

the unique vulnerability that sexual minorities may face in conflict situations. Wood (2010, 
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p.601) has found a connection between the strength of rebel groups and the level of violence 

against civilians. He discovers that the weaker the rebel group is, the higher levels of violence 

against civilians is used. Rebels that have problems with collecting and mobilising the 

necessary resources engage more in violence against civilians to solve this problem and prevent 

civilians from collaborating with others. On the other hand, Fjelde and Hultman (2014, 

pp.1249–1250) discovers that in Africa at least, this pattern does not hold.  Rather, they find 

that relatively strong groups are more likely to engage in violence against civilians as they have 

the capacity to reach outside of their immediate territory, and mostly use it as a strategy to 

further weaken the enemy. Interestingly, they also find that actors in territorial conflicts are less 

likely to use violence against civilians. Wood (2014, p.996) also finds that rebel groups are 

more likely to target civilians after they have suffered consequential material losses. 

Furthermore, both rebel groups and governments can show restraint in their use of violence 

against civilians to appear more favourable to third party actors.  

 

In the literature that concerns violence in non-conflict situations against individuals in the 

LGBTIQ+ community, there exists some findings in the field of criminology that explains why 

this group is targeted in civil societies. Fisher and Salfati (2014, p.130) concludes that there are 

two different type of hate crimes when it comes to the targeting of individuals that identify as 

LGBT. The homicide can either be motivated by individuals that seek power, or want to restore 

honour by erasing this group of people. Further, previous studies conclude that the perpetrators 

of homicides in the US are most likely to be young white males, and most of the homicides take 

place in the private space. Tomsen (2017, pp.816–817), in his analysis of LGBT homicides in 

Australia, discovers that there are two types of homicides; one type that takes place in the public 

where the perpetrator displays outrage at the victim’s identity, and another that take place in 

the private sphere. Sohrabizadeh, Jahangiri and Jazani (2018, p.814) shows a theoretical 

contribution with the ”Acts of God Belief” as an explanation for discrimination, exclusion and 

violence against the LGBTQ community. This belief insists that when negative events happen, 

they take place because of God’s will, as a punishment to societies that have gone against His 

beliefs. In religious rebel groups, this belief plays a huge role in how the perpetrators put their 

own violence towards LGBTIQ+ people in a context and give it a religious purpose. Despite 

these recent findings in the field of violence against LGBTIQ+, there exists a huge research gap 

when it comes to armed conflict and sexual minorities, both empirically and theoretically.  
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3. Theory 
 

3.1 Concepts 
There are many important concepts and acronyms that will be used in this study, and the 

definition of some of these concepts can vary a lot. Therefore, in this section I will define what 

they mean in this thesis, and how they will be used. Firstly, Hegemonic Masculinity, is a 

definition of manhood towards which all other masculinities are measured. It is the image of 

the masculinity of the men in power and it is the standard to which all other masculinities are 

measured. It is a flexible concept, in that it is always connected to the current context. In 

practice, this means that men which either adopts other masculinities or have "such 

masculinities thrust on them by the bearers of hegemonic masculinity are likely to be 

disciplined and punished for their failure to fulfil hegemonic demands and expectations” (Jones, 

2006, p.453). Secondly, Ideology is defined as a systematic set of ideas, including the 

identification of a referent group, and the identification of objectives and actions taken on behalf 

of this group, often as a response or a reaction to perceived grievances and challenges (Sanín 

and Wood, 2014, p.214). Thirdly, Heterosexism is defined as an “… ideological system that 

denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any non-heterosexual forms of behaviour, identity, 

relationship, or community.” (Herek, 1990, p. 317 in Gruenewald, 2012, p. 3604). 

3.2 Background 
This thesis examines the relationship between rebel group ideology and violence against sexual 

minorities. As written above, there is a lack of research on these topics as few theories explain 

why targeted violence against LGBTIQ+ people exists, and those that do are mostly created 

and applied in a peaceful context. One of the most prominent theories is from the literature of 

biased crime in criminology. Sloan, Berke and Zeichner argue that homosexuality is linked to 

femininity, and that the traditional masculine role is the opposite of feminine traits, which 

develop into the perceived threat homosexuals pose; they upset the gender hierarchy (Sloan, 

Berke and Zeichner, 2015). Wood and Thomas (2017, p.32) adds to this, as they theorise that 

ideology is a set of ideas, about how the world is, or should be, especially when it comes to 

gender hierarchies. Sanín and Wood (2014) gives ideology as the answer to why some actors’ 

targets civilians, and why different groups in the same context and similar situations can have 

a huge variation in strategies and targets. But most important is Drakes theory (1998, pp. 56-

57) that ideology is the explanation for how rebel groups choose their victims, by defining the 
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enemy and then justifying violence against the enemy. Ideology then, chooses the victims of 

the groups violent acts. Based on these theories, ideology should be the explanation for the 

variation of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals in conflict situations. Therefore, the theory 

that will be tested and examined in this paper will have rebel group ideology as the independent 

variable and targeted violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals as the dependent variable. 

 

3.3 Causal Mechanism  

 

 

The first step in this causal mechanism following the independent variable is that the ideology 

defines the masculine norm inside the rebel group. Wood and Thomas (2017) conclude that the 

groups ideology affect the gender roles inside the groups, and therefore ideology should also 

affect the hegemonic masculinity in the group, i.e. the expected role that the ideal men should 

fit into. This step is built on theories on how ideology affect socialisation. The theory of 

socialisation argues that individuals are socialised into a set of shared norms, values and 

behaviours (Giddens and Sutton, 2017, pp.132–134). Because ideology is a set of ideas, they 

influence the shared norms, values and behaviour inside the rebel group. Furthermore, Sanín 

and Wood (2014) argue that ideology work as a socialisation tool that unite groups through 

punishments and discipline, but also aligns combatants’ aims and goals with those of the group, 
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even if they might have joined the group for different reasons. Based on these theories, the 

masculine and feminine norms in the group are shaped by the group’s ideology.  

 

The next step is built on a combination of two theories; Drakes (1999, pp. 56-57) theory about 

how ideology define who the enemy is, and a theory by Gruenewald, which explains that when 

young males need to prove and cement their own masculinity, they reject other types of 

masculinities, and show a commitment to heterosexuality. The enemy is viewed as a threat, and 

as an obstacle to the group’s aim that needs to be addressed. When LGBTIQ+ individuals are 

perceived as the enemy by the rebel group, their identities and sexualities are regarded as threats 

and something unnatural, that should not be allowed to exist. According to Gruenewald (2012, 

p.3604), particularly homosexuality is viewed as a threat to masculinity, and this leads to fear, 

anger and anxiety among groups of men. Thus, I argue, that in a rebel group that is highly 

influenced by ideology, it should not only be homosexuality that is viewed as a threat, but 

everything that the ideology of the group say is unnatural and different when it comes to gender 

roles. This then leads to the next step in the causal chain; there is a violent response to those 

that are perceived as other, in this study the LGBTIQ+ community. This targeted aggression 

and discourse that exists in the group, that homosexuality is wrong, unnatural, or just different, 

is built on the perceived threat these ideas, identities, and sexualities pose for the group, and for 

the society they want to create or recreate. Drake (1998, pp.56–58) argue that when groups 

define the enemy, they also legitimise violence against them, because an enemy obviously 

deserves to be punished for their actions. He also argues that a lot of the time individuals from 

the groups of the perceived enemy can be dehumanised and seen as symbols for the enemy, 

which means that violent actions against them are considered the right thing to pursue. This 

makes the group target the LGBTIQ+ community, and therefore raise the level of violence 

against them. The rebel group’s ideology then affects to which degree this targeted violence 

exists, and if it exists explicitly in the group at all.  

 

3.4 Hypothesis  
The hypothesis is that rebel groups ideology has an impact on the extent to which the group 

target individuals because of their perceived sexuality and gender identity. Therefore, the null 

hypothesis is that rebel groups ideology does not influence the extent to which the LGBTQ+ 

community is targeted by them.  
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4. Research Design 
This thesis examines the relationship between rebel group ideology and violence against sexual 

minorities. The research design for this study will be a comparative qualitative small-n study.  

qualitative studies, allows the researcher to focus more on proximate causes, and do case studies 

that test theories, and gives a deep understanding of why some factors are important in a certain 

contexts (Powner, 2015, p.98). Qualitative studies are better than quantitative studies in that 

they can often capture, and measure concepts with a higher level of validity. A valid 

measurement measures the concept in a representative way (Kellstedt and Whitten, 2018, 

p.114). This is a design that gives a deep look at the independent and dependent variables, 

which gives a comprehensive understanding of the variables, then it is possible to get with a 

quantitative study. This design also allows the researcher to focus on a few number of cases, 

which strengthens their understanding of the context, and of other potential explanations for the 

relationship. Because this is a case study, with only 2 cases, on a topic that has been barely 

researched before, it offers new in-depth insights on how this violence happen that is impossible 

to get in a large-n quantitative study. Case studies are often considered the first line of evidence, 

and hopefully this thesis will fulfil that role (Gerring, 2006, p.40). However, the most important 

factor is that it is extremely difficult to collect data, and therefore it was not possible to do a 

quantitative study, given the time limit for this assignment.  

 

4.1 Limitations and case selection 
Researching this type of violence is problematic, as it is seldom documented, and therefore 

there is a lack of available data on violent incidents against LGBTIQ+ individuals (United 

Nations, 2015; Hagen, 2014). Also, a lot of the time victims are not alive to report the violence 

and abuse they suffer themselves, and it is difficult to know, especially in a conflict situations, 

if individuals are targeted because of their sexuality or gender identity, or due to any other issue. 

To look at why someone is attacked in a conflict situation is always very difficult, and in the 

end, it is only the perpetrator that can tell with a 100% certainty why someone was attacked, 

but even they might have incentives to not always tell the truth. Aside from this, it is often 

dangerous for individuals to report this type of violence, even as refugees, as they may face 

backlash from former friends and family in the case that this is discovered. A lot of individuals 

that have been outed have faced rejection from their families and friends, and some have 

received death threats or had their partners murdered by family members (Gentile, 2016; Reid, 

2014). Due to this threat, it is also possible that people that have not been outed, but are still 
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subjected to violence, choose to keep silent due to fear. Therefore, there is going to be a 

measurement bias present in this study.  

 

The cases studied in this thesis were chosen with Mill’s method of difference (Powner, 2015, 

p.124). By choosing groups that are active in the same conflict and country, a lot of factors are 

the same, and it is easier to try to isolate other factors that can be potential alternative 

explanations for the relationship between ideology and targeted violence against LGBTIQ+ 

individuals. These groups are as similar as possible, except on their ideology; however, the 

situation in the Syrian Arab Republic is difficult with a lot of different groups and the available 

data is unreliable. Before the start of this thesis, I had read one article that briefly mentioned 

the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (IS) use of violence against gay men in the Syrian Arab 

Republic, which is why the country was a candidate as a case (Gilbey, 2017). Another, more 

important factor that made the Syrian Arab Republic an ideal case is that it is an ongoing 

conflict. Considering the nature of these issues and limitations mentioned above, information 

about violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals have not been recorded until recent years and is 

still rarely recorded despite the increased interest. Hence, the case need to be close to the 

present, but at the same time enough time need to have passed since the beginning of the 

conflict, so that organisations and news outlets etc, have had time to gather and record 

information about these abuses. Since the war in the Syrian Arab Republic has been ongoing 

since 2011, there has been enough time since the start of the conflict, and it is recent enough 

that organisations have started to gather empirical information, so there should be information 

available. Thirdly, why the Syrian Arab Republic was deemed to be an ideal case is because it 

is a very well-known case that has gained a lot of media attention, and therefore, there should 

be a lot of information available, as more people have taken an interest in it. The decision on 

which rebel groups to study was difficult because there have been over 1000 rebel groups active 

in the conflict (UCDP, 2017a). Therefore, it is difficult to make distinctions between the groups. 

Hence, one criteria for choosing suitable groups, was that the group should be present in the 

Uppsala Conflict Database Program (UCDP). Then the group should at least have separated 

themselves enough from other rebel groups so that it would be possible to connect them to uses 

of violence, and there should also be more information available on them elsewhere. And lastly 

and most importantly: the groups where chosen because of their different ideologies. The aim 

of this paper is to look at how ideology affect the level of violence against LGBTIQ+ 

individuals, so the chosen groups are the Islamic State and the Free Syrian Army (FSA). FSA 
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is a separatist, nationalistic group while IS is identified as a religious group with Salafi-Jihadism 

as its ideology. The studied time period is from the beginning of the conflict, in 2011, till the 

end of 2018.  

 

Dependent 

Variable 

Independent variable Country Group Exists in 

UCDP 

? Religious - 

Salafism/Salafi-

Jihadism  

The Syrian 

Arab 

Republic 

Islamic State Yes 

? Separatist  The Syrian 

Arab 

Republic 

Free Syrian 

Army 

Yes 

 

4.2 Method, Operationalisation and Sources 
The operationalisation of these variables will be through the method of structured focused 

comparison. Structured focused comparison is a method that was pioneered by Alexander 

George and examines the independent, dependent and control variables through a set of 

questions (Powner, 2015, p.129). This is a method that focuses on the independent and 

dependent variables, and gives the researcher systematic data that are comparable across cases.  

This is good, as it is a transparent way to ensure the replicability of the thesis. This allows for 

a deeper examination of the variables from different perspectives, and gives a thorough 

understanding of these concepts, rather than just investigating them shortly and give them a 

number on a scale, or sort them into one single category, which is very common in quantitative 

studies (Powner, 2015, pp.98, 129). The independent variable is defined, as written above, as 

the systematic ideas, beliefs and aim of the group. Therefore, the questions asked the 

independent variable concern these themes, so they can capture the concept in a valid way. The 

groups ideologies are written in the table above, as this was used as criteria for case selection, 

and should be looked at as a category that will be more closely examined in the questions asked. 

The control questions regard the control variables education and controlled territories, and how 

the situation was like for LGBTIQ+ individuals in the country before and during the conflict. 

These are all things that can influence the groups level of violence against LGBTIQ+ 

individuals, and will therefore be looked at to eliminate alternative explanations (Powner, 2015, 

p.112). The questions are listed on the next page. The causal process will not be observed in 
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this thesis, due to the lack of data and the limitations given to this assignment. The empirical 

data used is collected from reports that are mostly based on testimonies and interviews from 

refugees, different indexes and databases, and on data that the rebel groups have published 

themselves on the internet. As far as the sources and victims themselves can tell, the violent 

events that are included in this study, were events in which individuals were attacked because 

of their gender expression, or their sexuality. Another source limitation is that most of the data 

concerns gay men who are perceived by the groups to have had intercourse with someone of 

the same gender, for example lesbians are more difficult to find in the Syrian Arab Republic’s 

closeted culture (Reid, 2014). That appears to be the case for both the perpetrators and aid-

workers.  

 

Questions asked: 

Independent Variable: Dependent Variable: Control Variables: 

1. Which ideology does 

researchers generally 

identify the group with, 

and what does it 

concern?  

1. Does the group explicitly 

state that they target the 

LGBTIQ+ community in any 

way and if they do, is this a 

frequently used tactic? 

1. What is the situation like for 

sexual minorities in the Syrian 

Arab Republic besides the 

violence they face from armed 

groups? 

 

2. What does the group 

themselves state about 

their ideology? 

2. Does the targeted violence 

include murder of LGBTIQ+ 

individuals? 

 

2. What was the situation like 

for the LGBTIQ+ community 

in the Syrian Arab Republic 

before the conflict? 

3. What is the aim of 

the group? 

3. Does the targeted violence 

include torture, sexual 

violence or stoning?  

 

3. What is the secondary 

school education enrolment 

situation like in the country? 

4. What are the gender 

roles according to the 

groups ideology? 

4. Is the targeted violence 

linked to ideology in 

statements made by the 

group? 

4. Have the groups controlled 

their own territories? 
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5. Results and Analysis  
5.1 Background Information 
This thesis examines the relationship between rebel group ideology and violence against sexual 

minorities, by looking at two different rebel groups in the Syrian Arab Republic. The conflict 

in the Syrian Arab Republic has been ongoing since 2011. The conflict started as a part of the 

Arab spring, with civilian protests and demonstrations which the regime met with a violent 

response, including mass-arrests and torture of protestors. The Syrian army shot into crowds of 

demonstrators and refused medical care to civilians that were injured. Because most low-

ranking soldiers and the protestors belonged to the same ethnic group, the Sunnis, defectors 

from the army were common. Many of the soldiers that defected from the army became part of 

different militias, including the Free Syrian Army (FSA) (UCDP, 2017a). The situation has 

been chaotic since the beginning of the conflict, with many different rebel groups with different 

aims. At the beginning of the conflict there was around 1000 different active rebel groups in 

the Syrian Arab Republic (UCDP, 2017a). The FSA was one of the most important groups in 

the beginning of the conflict, but became weaker as the conflict went on and IS entered from 

Iraq. Many foreign third party actors, like the US and Russia have been involved, supported 

different actors at different times in the conflict (Landguiden, 2018). IS first emerged in Iraq, 

as an affiliate to Al-Qaida, but entered the conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic in 2013, after 

they broke away from Al-Qaida. There has been a lot of reports about human rights abuses by 

the group, including murder, sexual violence and torture (UCDP, 2017b). Aside from the 

Islamistic, secular and separatist groups, there is also an independent movement for the Kurdish 

people engaged in the conflict (UCDP, 2017a). Since 2017 IS have lost power of most of the 

areas they control, and the fighting has gone back to mainly be between the Government of the 

Syrian Arab Republic, and rebels that want the government to step down (BBC, 2018b).  

 

5.2 Control questions 
Most of the control questions refer to the background conditions of the conflict, i.e. how the 

situation for sexual minorities in the Syrian Arab Republic was before the conflict started and 

how the secondary education situation is in the Syrian Arab Republic. Thence, the control 

questions will be answered in this section o give a more in-depth knowledge of the situation 

before moving on to the result from the other questions.  
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Understanding the context in which the rebel groups violence happen will give a deeper 

understanding of the violence. The situation for LGBTIQ+ individuals in the Syrian Arab 

Republic before the invasion appears to be a bit debated; some called it a haven, while others 

deem it to be a homophobic state (Harkin, 2016; Williams, 2014). However, everyone agree 

that the conflict has made the situation for LGBTIQ+ individuals worse. It is illegal to be gay 

in the country with a punishment of imprisonment up to 3 years, but it is unclear how it was 

enforced before the conflict (Reid, 2014; ACCORD, 2009; Williams, 2014). It is legal for 

individuals to change their gender which shows that there could be at least some legal, if not 

social acceptance of individuals that identify as trans. There does not exists any laws that protect 

LGBTIQ+ individuals from discrimination (Equaldex, 2018). 

 

Lee and Ostergard has put together a discrimination scale that measures countries 

discrimination against sexual minorities. The Syrian Arab Republic has a score of 19 on the 

scale (lowest score is 0 and highest 26) which shows that the country has a high level of 

discrimination against sexual minorities, and therefore is not an LGBTIQ+ friendly country 

(Lee and Ostergard, 2017, p.59). According to Smith (2013), who conducted interviews with 

gay refugees from the Syrian Arab Republic in Beirut, a lot of them lived lives where they were 

able to work and have a same-sex partner, as long as it was not out in the open. Smith also 

writes about the presence of gay support networks before the conflict, which now has ceased to 

exist because of the war. This is one of the reasons why LGBTIQ+ refugees do not think they 

can return safely to the Syrian Arab Republic even after the war. Another interview, this time 

with gay individuals residing in Damascus after the conflict started confirms the picture that, at 

least in Damascus, there existed a silent tolerance of at least homosexuals, where certain bars 

allowed them, as long as they did not express themselves too much (Harkin, 2016). This show 

that there was at least a silent acceptance from the state’s side. However, right before the 

conflict broke out, there were reports that the government raided homes of suspected LGBTIQ+ 

individuals (Williams, 2014). Further, in light of the brutal violence against LGBTIQ+ that has 

happened during the conflict, the public appears not to be opposed but to encourage violence 

against LGBTIQ+ individuals (Tharoor, 2016). 

 

During the conflict, the LGBTIQ+ community has not only faced violence from different armed 

rebel groups, but also from the regime and civilians, not at least their own families. According 

to testimonies by refugees, not only armed groups, but also the regime, is responsible for 
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torturing and targeting LGBTIQ+ individuals, including electrocution. One transwoman reports 

that she was sexually abused and raped by Syrian soldiers during her escape from Syria. One 

gay couple recalled events of being forced to have sex in front of soldiers from the army, while 

being beaten and called slurs, for ten nights in a row. Many also experience threats of murder 

by their own family, as for example being gay or trans, is viewed as an abomination, and as 

degrading the family honour (McDougall, 2015; Reid, 2014). According to the Human rights 

Watch, many of these refugees, faced rejection by their families, and in at least five cases they 

received death threats. One gay individual reported that his family had not only rejected him, 

but also that his brother had killed his partner, and joined an armed group to look for and kill 

him (Reid, 2014). This is the context in which the rebel groups violence against LGBTIQ+ 

individuals take place.  

 

Before the conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic broke out, the country’s secondary school 

enrolment rate was at 75%. Two years later it had gone down to 49%, which shows that the 

conflict has made the situation worse. The expected years of schooling has been almost the 

same for boys and girls during the same measurement (Human Development Index, 2017).  

 

Both rebel groups have controlled territories of varying sizes during the length of the conflict 

(BBC, 2018a; Counter Extremism Project, 2017; Cole, 2012; Jeffery et al., 2016; Tharoor, 

2016; UCDP, 2017b). They have also controlled the same territory at different times of the 

conflict, as both of them has controlled the city of Raqqa (UCDP, 2017b). This is one factor 

that may impact how much influence and how much violence the groups had the chance of 

perpetrating against LGBTIQ+ individuals. If rebel groups control a territory, then it is much 

easier for them to perpetrate violence against sexual minorities, as they then can enter and look 

for them without being interrupted by other groups. It can also have the consequence of trapping 

individuals in these territories, so that they cannot escape the coming violence, and allows the 

groups to search more in-depth for them. Due to the status and non-existent protection from the 

state, as well as a fear of backlash from their family and friends, most individuals that identify 

as sexual minorities stay closeted. Both rebel groups and the regime find closeted individuals 

by looking through victims social media and mobile phones, and this process is a lot easier if 

they can move freely in their controlled territory and look for them (Hawley, 2015; McDougall, 

2015) . If a group controls their own territory, this probably also increases their interaction with 
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civilians, which makes it easier for them to perpetrate violence against civilians, and therefore, 

sexual minorities.  

 

5.3 The Free Syrian Army 
  

5.3.1 Ideology  
Researchers have labelled the Free Syrian Army’s ideology as Revolutionary-regime changing, 

Separatist, Left-wing and ethnic nationalistic (Free Syrian Army, 2015; TRAC, 2018; Lister, 

2016). They seem to advocate a democratic and pluralistic government in the Syrian Arab 

Republic. However, because the FSA is a very fragmented and decentralised group, since the 

leaders have failed to establish a central form of command, it is possible that groups and 

commanders within the FSA does not have these leftist, democratic values (France 24, 2012; 

Holliday, 2012, p.35; Lister, 2016, p.3). Nevertheless, when one look at their statements in the 

beginning of the struggle, their ideology as a separatist group shine through. In a statement 

made by the creator of the FSA, Hussein Harmoush stated the groups position as a group whose 

aim is for the Syrian Arab Republic to become a free and democratic state. In his speech, he 

clearly states his aims as defensive, as he wants the group to protect civilians, particularly the 

civilians who protested against the regime (freedomforeveryone20, 2011). Another leader has 

also expressed the same sentiment, later in 2011 (Sherlock, 2011). One source that categorised 

them as a separatist, new regime nationalism and ethnic nationalistic group, defined this 

ideology as existing when “a group of people who believe they are being repressed, abused, 

disenfranchised, or discriminated against, attempt to disassociate themselves from the system 

that governs them.” (TRAC, 2018). When FSA was first created, it was mostly made up of 

Sunni soldiers that defected from the army because they did not want to shoot at the 

demonstrating people that mostly consisted of the same folk group as the soldiers themselves. 

Hence, the interpretation that they are a separatist group appears to be valid. FSA seems to fit 

into this category, as they themselves have stated that they have a separatist group stance, and 

that they were created with three aims; protecting protesters from the regime’s violent response 

in the beginning of the conflict, promote more defections from the Syrian army, and overthrow 

the Assad regime (Free Syrian Army, 2015; UCDP, 2017a). Wood and Thomas (2017, p.34) 

argues that organisations that adopts leftist ideologies often want to drastically reshape the 

social hierarchy and order. As the FSA’s aim is democracy, that would be a huge change, as 

the Syrian Arab Republic so far has had a dictatorship in place since it gained its independence 
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after being a colony (UCDP, 2017a). In the first statement made by Harmoush one of his reason 

for fighting was to protect the women, children and elderly that from the regime which shows 

that at least in the beginning the group had a view that it was worse to kill a woman than a man, 

as in that they view women as less able to protect themselves than men, or that they deserved 

protection more than men (freedomforeveryone20, 2011). However, the group has female 

fighters among them, and has fought beside an all-female battalion, which gives the impression 

that they have no problem with women taking the position as fighters (Watson, 2013). 

Furthermore, the FSA has had at least one all-female brigade, which further support this 

analysis of their behaviour (Al Muqdad, 2016; Asher, 2013). However, it is important to note 

that FSA has lost a lot of members to another group, Al-Nusra, which is a Salafist-Jihadist 

group, so it is possible that many individuals share IS ideas about gender roles, but this has not 

been the groups stance, at least on the outside. The leftist-separatist ideology that FSA have, 

does not state anything specific about gender roles, or about sexuality and not appear to have 

any intrinsic heterosexism. Aside from this, FSA signed a deed of commitment with the Geneva 

call in 2015, that states that they are fighting against gender discrimination, which can be 

viewed as if the group is trying to change the inequality that has existed in the Syrian Arab 

Republic in many years. This action supports Wood and Thomas’s theoretical finding, that 

groups which are trying to change the social hierarchy, also tries to change the status quo 

between genders, and want a more gender equal society, and it is possible that this fits into what 

the FSA are trying to do.  

 

5.3.2 Violence Against LGBTIQ+ Individuals 
There has been at least one reported incident where the FSA targeted sexual minorities for their 

deviation from the norm. According to a report from UNHCR, the FSA targeted and raped an 

LGBTIQ+ individual because he looked soft and did make-up, i.e. did not confirm to the 

hegemonic masculinity (Chynoweth, 2017, p.28). This shows that the FSA do not actively 

murder LGBTIQ+ individuals, but they do use excessive violence in the form of sexual 

violence. Furthermore, during negotiations with IS over territories, they were given a list of 

people that IS wanted them to hand over, and that list included people that they perceived to be 

LGBTIQ+ (Mroue, 2015). At least one individual managed to flee before being delivered, but 

this shows that even if FSA might not actively kill individuals for being outside of the norm, 

they may not hesitate to give them over to parties that will. In another incident, where three 

men were targeted because of their perceived sexuality, the unidentified rebels talked of taking 
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the victims into FSA’s territory (Smith, 2013). One of the victims guessed that the rebels 

belonged to another rebel group, Jabhat Al-Nusra, but as they wanted to take their victims into 

the FSA’s territory, they might have belonged to an allied group of FSA’s, or at least have 

believed themselves to be protected enough in FSA’s territory to go there rather than stay in 

Damascus, which at the time were controlled by governmental forces. This also gives the 

impression that FSA does not care about other groups violent acts against sexual minorities, or 

rather, support it by ignoring it. These incidents show that the group do violent acts against 

sexual minorities, but this is probably not a tactic that is used frequently. If the group did 

frequently targeted sexual minorities there should be more reports of it, as there exist reports of 

other human rights abuses that the group has perpetrated (Human Rights Watch, 2012). 

Furthermore, there exists no evidence that the group actively target sexual minorities, so it does 

not appear to be something they are actively and frequently perpetrating. The level of violence 

against the LGBTIQ+ community perpetrated by the group is not that high, but still present in 

the conflict. With only one documented violent incident it is impossible to see a pattern, but it 

seems that this is not something that the organisation itself pursue, in that the leadership have 

not stated that they see sexual minorities as enemies. Furthermore, leaders for different brigades 

in the FSA signed a Geneva’s Call’s Deed of Commitment, which has the aim of protecting 

children in armed conflict from recruitment, and prohibited sexual violence and gender 

discrimination (Geneva Call, 2017). One could argue that this is an indication that the leaders 

in the FSA at least are against sexual violence, and as this has been used against LGBTIQ+ 

individuals by all sides in the conflict, it could mean that they are also not actively perpetrating 

this type of violence against sexual minorities. In sum, based on this evidence, the Free Syrian 

Army perpetrates violence against the LGBTIQ+ community at a low level.   

 

5.4 The Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant 
 

5.4.1 Ideology  
The ideology that the Islamic State has been linked to on multiple occasions by researchers is  

Jihadi-Salafism, which is a form of a religious ideology that is based on old Islamic political 

thought (Bunzel, 2015). Salafism is an philosophical outlook that the first, second and third 

generations of Islamic thought had and IS believe that this old antique tradition is the right one, 

and should be strived for by violent means (French, 2016). This ideology belongs to the Sunni 

part of Islam (Bunzel, 2015). According to multiple researchers, Salafism include an 
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interpretation that is closely linked to the written word in the Quran and other holy texts, and 

take what is written there literally. God is viewed as the only lawmaker, which is also stated by 

IS themselves in their own magazine (French, 2016; Islamic State, 2016c, p.6; Ranstorp et al., 

2018). This is only one of  many pieces of evidence that points to this interpretation being 

correct, as IS in its first issue of their magazine Dabiq go through and scrutinises the holy texts 

and offers an interpretation that depends on the written words (Islamic State, 2014a). IS also 

emphasise that the Quran should be viewed as a book on governance, with enforcements and 

legislations that should be followed (Islamic State, 2014a, p.24). This encourages the reader to 

believe that the horrendous acts that they carry out, they do in connection to their ideology. 

However, IS has not stated themselves that they belong to a certain ideology, but they call 

themselves jihadists, which further support the researchers results. IS aim is to construct an 

Islamic caliphate, or Khilafah as it is spelled in the magazine, and in their controlled territory 

they declare that they have created their Khilafah which will give back Muslims power, 

“…which will return your dignity, might, rights, and leadership.” (Islamic State, 2014b, p.7). 

This is an aim that multiple researchers agree that IS have, so it seems they are transparent in 

the way they are saying what they are after. IS also appear to have an anti-western aim, as the 

group have a list where they explain why they hate and fight the Western societies. They present 

three distinct reasons. First, they deem everyone that does not follow their specific form of 

Islam to be disbelievers and they have been commanded to fight disbelievers; here they 

particularly point out Christianity as this is the biggest religion in the West. IS also address 

atheists who believe in explanations that science provide, that concerns randomness, random 

selection and mock those that believe in God. Secondly, IS fight the Western societies because 

of the secular liberalism in these societies, where the state is separated from religion, and 

therefore, has the power to make laws rather than follow Gods words, as well as support things 

such as gay rights, alcohol and drug consumption etc. They fight the West to stop these ideas 

from spreading to the rest of the world, as they deem them to be the opposite of Islam. Lastly, 

IS hate and fight for the disrespect the West has shown their form of religion, the Muslim people 

that have been killed and imprisoned in wars the West has waged against them, and for the 

territory that the West have invaded in countries in the middle-east (Islamic State, 2016f). These 

reasons are relevant to the groups aim, as it explains why they deem the bigger goal of a global 

Islamic caliphate to be so important. It also clears what they expect this caliphate to bring them; 

justice and punishment for the way the West has treated them, but also a way to explain to 

potential supporters why it is important to join IS; to follow God’s words and laws. In short, 
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they do not only hate the West because of the difference in worldview, but also because of the 

US’s invasions of Muslim countries like Iraq and Afghanistan, and they aim to get revenge. 

However, they themselves state that this reason is secondary, and that the main reason is 

because of the West’s disbelief and because they want to save the disbelievers by killing them, 

and therefore bring them salvation and true freedom (Islamic State, 2016f).  

 

IS appear to view gender roles as two separate categories that women and men should fit into, 

and these roles are very strict. In their propaganda, they state that the West has mixed up the 

role of the woman and the man, by convincing the Western women that they do not need to be 

mothers, maidens or wives, but rather “…work like [a] man, rule like [a] man, and have 

intercourse like an animal, without being conscious of her Lord watching both her and her 

heinous partner in crime.”(Islamic State, 2016e, p.20). In their second online magazine, 

Rumiyah, they further present the fault among Western females, and describes the ideal female 

by putting forward a woman called Asma Bint Abi Bakr, who they claim, despite her poverty 

gave away what little she had to charity. They also state that even though women miss out on 

“…much goodness in waging jihad with the sword, due to Allah’s favouring men therein….”  

(Islamic State, 2016d, pp.19–20) they have an important role in giving and that their duty is to 

give their wealth away to others instead of focusing on material things. Based on these 

statements, they have clearly separated the roles of men and women, and show that they deem 

them to have different responsibilities and roles.  

 

Based on the type of male role model presented in the 9th issue of the Dabiq magazine, the 

hegemonic masculinity in IS seems to be a wealthy man, who turned away from his wealth and 

sacrificed his well standing position to fight for IS and for the brotherhood. He is a brave 

warrior, who is prepared to fight for the right cause, and to sacrifice himself for the cause, and 

he is also a wise man, who knows the Quran in the right way. The most important part is that 

he is a believer of the Quran and is willing to do difficult things, if he believes that it is the right 

choice. He is heterosexual, and of Arabic heritage (Islamic State, 2015a). A similar image is 

presented in the 8th issue of the magazine, which shows that this is an image they are repeatedly 

presenting (Islamic State, 2015b). In the 15th issue this image is further supported, where IS list 

their recent claimed operations, and write about the sacrifice and bravery of the men that have 

been killed in these actions (Islamic State, 2016a, pp. 40–45).  
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5.4.2 Violence Against LGBTIQ+ Individuals 
The Islamic state is guilty of both murder and excessive violence. OutRight International (2016) 

have collected 28 incidents of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals in form of public 

executions by the Islamic State. 14 of these events took place in The Syrian Arab Republic, 

with the murder of 16 individuals. The public executions included throwing perceived gay men 

off roofs, and stoning them once they hit the ground, and other through beheadings and stoning. 

These incidents have been posted by IS themselves on social media and the real number is 

probably a lot higher, since the UN in 2015 already suspected that at least 30 executions of gay 

individuals had taken place in territories the group controlled (Jordan, 2016), a monitoring 

group based in the UK calculated the number to be at least 25 individuals in 2016 (Cowburn, 

2016). Therefore, this is probably only a few of the executions that have taken place. Aside 

from the reports made by the group themselves, UNHCR reports that it is a common practice 

for IS to rape individuals before they kill them (Chynoweth, 2017, pp.25, 28) and there have 

also been reports of torture devices being used against gay men (McDougall, 2015; Gentile, 

2016). So, IS uses these forms of excessive violence against individuals that are perceived to 

be sexual minorities. The executions also appear to have been a frequently used tactic by the 

group, because in 2015 when the group controlled large areas in the Syrian Arab Republic and 

Iraq, it installed their own courts that sentenced individuals to death, news about executions of 

sexual minorities where published semi-frequently through the groups multiple channels. These 

court’s also put the violence into a system, which normalises the violence, and legitimates the 

killings, as if they were ordered by God. Another factor that indicates that this is a frequent 

tactic used by the group, is that they pursued sexual minorities by looking through the victims’ 

social media and text messages, to find other LGBTIQ+ individuals (Hawley, 2015; 

McDougall, 2015).  

 

IS uses violence against sexual minorities in connection to their religious ideology, and they 

explicitly state when they publish the violent incidents, that these individuals are executed 

because they are perceived to be guilty of sodomy (same-sex intercourse) (Islamic State, 2016a, 

p.79; OutRight, 2016). One incident, was published by IS on the 23rd of October 2015, and 

praised God in direct connection to the executions. In this incident, the victims were stoned to 

death. As the report carried on, they also connected the punishment further to religion, by 

posting two photos that read “God’s ruling on a person who committed the acts of the people 

of [Prophet] Lot” (OutRight, 2016). Similar language, where they connected the executions to 
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their ideology was used in at least 10 of the published events that took place in the Syrian Arab 

Republic. The use of the courts that were mentioned above, also connects the sentences to their 

ideology, as the sentences in the courts are viewed as God’s judgement. Therefore, IS through 

their language and statements link their violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals with their 

religion and their ideology, as it is their belief that they are giving these individuals what they 

deserve by punishing them in God’s name. The reason why especially gay sex is viewed as a 

sin that deserves such a harsh punishment, is because of IS’s extreme interpretation of the Quran 

and other Islamic sources (Counter Extremism Project, 2017). They link homosexuals, 

especially men, to the people of the Lot, who were accused for the destruction of the city of 

Sodom, and, according to the Quran were guilty of same-sex intercourse. “Do ye commit 

lewdness such as no people in creation (ever) committed before you? For ye practice your lusts 

on men in preference to women” (Quran 7:80 in Counter Extremism Project, 2017, p.4).  

The way the perceived gay men are being killed, is also closely connected to the religious 

ideology of the group, as it is based on words from the Prophet Muhammed, which commands 

that gays “should be thrown from tremendous height then stoned” (Mroue, 2015). This is seen 

in the way the executions take place, where IS throw the victims off high buildings, and then 

stone them to death. Other way that they link their ideology to the use of violence against the 

LGBTIQ+ community is through their magazine Dabiq. In the fifteenth issue of Dabiq, IS states 

that one of the reasons they hate the West is because they have allowed gay rights, and shows 

a picture of a young girl who appears to be at a pride parade, with a sign that says: “An example 

of the perversion the West seeks to spread” (Islamic State, 2016a, p.32). This links to IS 

transnational aim, since they want their Islamic caliphate to control territories outside of the 

Syrian Arab Republic (UCDP, 2017b). In the same issue, they also write about the shooting at 

a gay club in Orlando, where they state that at least homosexuals deserve to be killed, and 

criticises the Pope’s statements regarding the incident (Islamic State, 2016a, p.76). They also 

condemn homosexuality, and cite one holy text: “If a man lies with a male as with a woman, 

both of them have committed an abomination; they shall surely be put to death; their blood is 

upon them” (Leviticus 24:13 in Islamic State, 2016, p. 79), which shows how they justify their 

use of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals. In sum, the Islamic state perpetrates violence 

against the LGBTIQ+ community at a high level.  
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5. 5. Comparisons and Findings  
Ideology appears to have an impact on how much violence rebel groups perpetrate against 

LGBTIQ+ individuals. In the cases researched here, both groups were active in the same 

context and one of them actively targets sexual minorities, while the other does not. 

Furthermore, the ideology that researchers have attributed to IS, Salafist-Jihadism, is extremely 

heterosexists and homophobic, as it strongly prohibits same-sex intercourse and view it as 

something individuals should be punished for. This shows that IS religious ideology is closely 

connected to their treatment of perceived sexual minorities, as when they are perpetrating the 

violence, they actively present their beliefs as reasons. This behaviour is not found in FSA. As 

mentioned above, I have only managed to find one documented incident where the group has 

targeted an LGBTIQ+ individual because of the individuals perceived sexual minority status. 

Hence, this does not appear to be something the leadership in the group is actively pursuing. 

FSA has a different approach, and perhaps meaning, with their violence against the LGBTIQ+ 

community, as they do not publish their deeds as propaganda systematically like IS does. 

Furthermore, FSA’s victim was targeted because of his deviation from the norm and hegemonic 

masculinity, rather than because of his sexuality. In contrast, IS appears to be more against 

homosexuality than other gender expressions, as the individuals they have executed are 

presumed by the group to be homosexual men, i.e. so called sodomites. IS seem to primarily be 

focused on men as their victims, as none of their published executions have had female victims, 

that have been punished with the motivation of same-sex intercourse. However, like FSA, IS 

use of violence appear to be connected to ideas about masculinity. In one case IS deemed 

someone who had engaged in same-sex intercourse to be less guilty, as they instead of throwing 

him to his death, sent him to their forces in Iraq. This, one could argue was at least partly due 

to his seniority and rang inside of the rebel group, but I would argue that his lighter punishment 

is also due to the fact that he was the inserter, and not the receiving one in intercourse incident. 

In an interview, Subhi Nahas, who spoke to the UN’s security council in 2015 about the 

situation for gay individuals in Syria, said about this incident that “They don’t call this 

relationship or [these] men ‘gay… If a man has sex with another man, the two parties are the 

‘receptive’ and the ‘inserter.’ If you’re the receptive part, you’re doomed. You’re seen as 

sodomized, someone has done this to you, you’re the abomination. If you’re the inserter, you 

are in control, you’re functional, you can reproduce.”(Teeman, 2016). Because of these ideas 

of sexuality and gender roles, the IS soldier was perceived to have kept his masculinity, in 
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contrast to the boy who was on the receiving end. This might partly explain why he did not 

receive the same punishment, despite that the local court sentenced both individuals to death.  

 

Parts of the theory that Drake presents can be seen in how IS addresses sexual minorities in 

Dabiq. They are often addressed when IS are pointing out the West as an enemy to Islam values; 

one could argue that they are a symbol for everything they think are wrong with the West; 

Liberalism, freedom and acceptance. This can be viewed in the examples presented earlier, how 

IS describes the LGBTIQ+ community in their magazine and in their court rulings, where they 

present them as the enemy, and as individuals that deserves to be punished for their actions, 

since those actions goes against IS beliefs. This anti-western stance connected to LGBTIQ+ 

does not exists in the Free Syrian Army at all, and they have even received support from 

Western countries like the US.  

 

FSA’s ideology does not offer a clear distinction between the gender roles, while IS portrays 

the ideal man versus the ideal woman very differently. This might also have an impact on the 

groups treatment of violence against the LGBTIQ+ community. Therefore, another finding 

might be that groups whose ideology clearly separates women and men into separate roles, 

might also perpetrate more violence against sexual minorities. However, further studies are 

needed to see if this is truly the case.  

 

The control questions show that the neither school enrolment rates or territories controlled by 

the group can explain this difference in result. Neither can the situation for LGBTIQ+ 

individuals in the country, as these conditions has been the same for both groups, and the groups 

show different levels of violence against sexual minorities.  

 

The main finding from this study, appears to be that ideology matters when it comes to levels 

of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals in conflict situations. IS, which has an ideology that 

condemns homosexuality, perpetrates high levels of violence against sexual minorities, while 

FSA, whose ideology does not mention homosexuality at all, showed low levels of violence. 

The most plausible explanation for this difference in behaviour is explained by ideology, as this 

is the one big, noticeable difference between the groups that can explain the variation in 

behaviour against LGBTIQ+ individuals. These findings obviously do not mean that FSA is a 

LGBTIQ+ friendly group, it just points out them being less hostile towards sexual minorities 
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than IS. As IS also links their targeted violence to their ideology in every case that is recorded, 

this leans towards ideology being the explanation behind the violence, and the brutality of the 

violence.  

 

6. Alternative Explanations and Limitations 
This thesis has examined the relationship between rebel group ideology and violence against 

sexual minorities. Due to the nature of the studied subject, a lot of limitations and alternative 

explanations has existed when it comes to the paper. First, as many sources have pointed out 

that every party of the conflict is guilty of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals, and since 

this type of violence is rarely reported, it is likely that the reasons there are not any more reports 

about this from FSA is not because it is not happening, but rather because they do not report on 

it on either social media, propaganda magazines, or through other channels in the same way 

that IS reports and glorifies the violence. Second, the chaotic situation that has existed in the 

Syrian Arab Republic with a huge number of rebel groups, has made it difficult identifying 

perpetrators of violence. A lot of the time the victim – if they survive – can only guess which 

group the attackers belong too, as the perpetrators do not always tell the victims which group 

they belong to (McDougall, 2015; Reid, 2014; Smith, 2013). It is possible that FSA do conduct 

high levels of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals, but if that is the case, they are doing it 

without identifying themselves. This however, seems unlikely, as the Syrian Arab Republic is 

a very homophobic country, where the majority appears to not be against the violence 

perpetrated against sexual minorities (Hawley, 2015; ORAM, 2015; Reid, 2014; Smith, 2013). 

Therefore, it is improbable that they would appear less attractive to the Syrian population by 

conducting and reporting on their use of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals. However, one 

explanation for why FSA would not report on their violence of LGBTIQ+ individuals, could 

be because they do not want to lose support from international third party actors like the US. 

Thence they may carry out violent acts disguised, or just by not telling any of their victims 

which group they are affiliated with. However, this seems a bit farfetched, because many other 

human rights abuses perpetrated by the group has come to light (France 24, 2012). Therefore, 

despite the problems with data collection, it is unlikely that only one documented attack on 

sexual minorities by FSA during the length of the conflict has come to light when other human 

rights abuses like sexual violence have if this is something the group is using a tactic frequently. 

Thus, these alternative explanations appear to be extremely unlikely.   
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Another factor that might have affected the result, is the fact that the FSA is a very fragmented 

group. The group has a decentralised construction, and the leadership does not have full control 

over all the units. There are units that have called themselves the Free Syrian Army, despite 

that they do not have any affiliation with the group (France 24, 2012; Holliday, 2012, p.35; 

Lister, 2016, p.3). This might have had consequences for the data collection; however, as there 

are only one recorded event of violence against sexual minorities by the group, this does not 

appear to be a big problem. A lot of FSA’s units have their own leaders who lead according to 

their own philosophy, and the groups ideology depend a lot on how it is interpreted by the 

leaders. This made researching the group extremely difficult, as there is a risk that the only 

incident of violence against sexual minorities was made by one renegade part of the group, or 

by another group that were only loosely attached to the FSA. However, despite this and the data 

collection problems, the fact that there is only one reported incident is very striking, as more 

incidents should have been reported if the group more actively pursued sexual minorities.  

 

One limitation, is that a lot of the documented violence is primarily against individuals that are 

perceived to be gay men, and not against other individuals that are perceived to be LGBTIQ+. 

This is due to the problem with collecting and recording violence against sexual minorities, and 

organisations like the Human Rights Watch justify their limited scope, with that it is simply 

more difficult to find other LGBTIQ+ individuals than gay men (Reid, 2014). Another reason 

for the lack of data collected, is of course the danger it can bring to those that take an active 

part in reporting violence against them, and LGBTIQ+ refugees continue to face abuses in other 

countries (McDougall, 2015; Tharoor, 2016). This makes the data collection extremely difficult 

from an ethical point of view. There exist testimonies of transwomen being raped and sexually 

abused by civilians and other groups, but so far there has not been a lot of recorded violent 

incidents against other individuals. This is likely due to the lack of reporting and collecting 

information about incidents of violence against sexual minorities. Most of the violence are 

directed towards, in IS case, what they perceive to be homosexual men, and this might include 

targeting of individuals whose gender expression deviates from the masculine norm (Hawley, 

2015).   

 

Another limitation is that this thesis only look at rebel groups that are against the government 

of Syria. However, according to the result from the control questions, this should not have an 
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impact, as the government is not an LGBTIQ+ friendly government. Therefore, one could argue 

that this is not a limitation that is noticeable and affect the result.  

 

There does not exists a perfect research design, and therefore evidently even the one used in 

this thesis has some weaknesses. As it is a case study, this thesis is not ideal for testing a 

hypothesis (Gerring, 2006, p.39). Despite that hypothesis in this thesis held, more studies are 

needed to prove that it holds under other circumstances than between these two rebel groups.  

As the studied sample size are only two cases in the same country, there is problems with both 

external validity and generalisability. This creates problems with the representativeness as it is 

difficult to say in this case, if IS are representative for all groups that have the Salafist-jihadism 

ideology, and if FSA can be viewed as representative for all separatist group. Even more so, if 

the context of the conflict in Syria can be generalised from to other contexts. These are some 

problems that are built into and are unavoidable when doing a qualitative case study (Gerring, 

2006, p.43).  

 

The method used in this thesis, structured focused comparison is evidently not a method without 

fault. One weakness is that it only gives the answer to the questions that are used in the 

operationalisation. However, this is also the strength of the method, as it provides data that are 

comparable, and is focused on the research question. It is a method that is highly dependent on 

the questions and therefore on the authors choice of questions to include. Therefore, as the 

researcher is one thinking individual, there is a risk a measurement bias, as there might be other 

questions that can explain the relationship, or that can better explain the relationship than those 

researched. Hence, there is some problem with validity in this approach, as it depends on how 

well the questions capture the measured concepts. However, despite these weaknesses it is a 

transparent method, in that it is clear what the researcher has looked for in the analysis, and 

therefore it is also reliable study.  

7. Conclusion 
This thesis has examined the relationship between rebel group ideology and violence against 

sexual minorities, and conclude that there is a co-variation between the two variables. The result 

also suggests that there exists evidence for parts of the theory presented. The result show that 

IS is a group that perpetrates high levels of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals, and they 

identify with an ideology that directly state and define sexual minorities as the enemy. FSA, on 
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the other hand, perpetrates low levels of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals, and their 

ideology does not specify anything about sexual minorities. The research gap presented in the 

beginning of the paper showed that this is an issue that needs to be further addressed, as violence 

against sexual minorities is something that has been neglected from the literature in peace and 

conflict studies. This study’s main contribution is that it highlights violence against the 

LGBTIQ+ community, and show the special vulnerabilities that this group may face in conflict 

situations. This is important knowledge for policy makers and aid organisations to have, so that 

this group can be provided with the protection and security from armed groups both in conflict 

situations, and as refugees. As more organisations give attention to, and collect information on 

violence against sexual minorities, it is now possible to study this type of violence even in 

conflict situations, and its consequences. If it is possible to fully connect rebel groups ideology 

with their violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals, then it is also possible to predict which 

groups will use more violence and target sexual minorities, and take measure that protects these 

individuals. Therefore, future studies should concentrate on data collection, and on quantitative 

analysis to further prove if ideology is what explains this type of targeted violence. Even if it is 

difficult to grasp and use thick concepts in a way that fully capture them in a quantitative study, 

there is a need for one to show how this violence relate to other violence used in armed conflicts. 

It is also needed, to completely see and understand the connection between rebel group ideology 

and targeted violence against the LGBTIQ+ community, and examine the extent of this type of 

violence in conflict situations. 
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