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ABSTRACT 

How can we understand sexual violence in electoral conflict? This study probes into this 

question through critically examining, structuring and assessing the status of election-related 

violence literature. Scholars within the interdisciplinary field that explores conflict-related 

sexual violence have given rise to important debates and insights on the dynamics and drivers 

of the prevalence of sexual violence in war, yet, such developments have remained absent in 

understandings of election-related violence. Little is thus known about the dynamics of sexual 

violence in electoral competition. Insofar as sexual violence has been brought into limelight 

within election-related violence literature, it has been accounted for as an element embedded 

in gendered dimensions of violence; either within a narrative of being a gendered ‘Weapon of 

Politics’, or part of a narrative on women being victims. Through questioning the underlying 

distinctions between war and peace within political science research, this study argues that 

election-related sexual violence is co-produced by various actors and motives, on multiple 

dimensions and through interlockings of analytical levels. Highlighting elements such as (1) 

strategy, motivation and intent; (2) the role of gender and men as victims; (3) localised and 

decentralised violence and; (4) sexual violence as altering bargaining powers, transnationality 

and as ‘shameful’ violence; the argument is illustrated in relation to the violence surrounding 

Kenya’s 2007 election.  

 

Keywords: Sexual violence; election-related violence; wartime; peacetime; women; gender 

and politics.  
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1. Introduction 

Kenya has a history of election-related violence (EV), but the chaos surrounding the general 

election held in December 2007 was unprecedented. Abreast the forefront struggle between 

presidential incumbent Mwai Kibaki and opposition candidate Raila Odinga, the violence lead 

to the death of more than 1000 people and caused the internal displacement of more than 

350 000 (Wanyeki, 2008). Sexual violence against women and men was widespread and 

included not only rape, but also gang-rape, molestation, forced circumcisions, and genital 

mutilation. Such manifestations are more commonly associated with periods of war (see e.g. 

Ahlberg and Njoroge, 2013; Kuria et al., 2013; Anastario et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2014; 

Auchter, 2017). Compared across five elections, sexual violence in 2007 stood out as one of 

the most common forms of violence (see Malik, 2018, p. 347). Unconfirmed reports state that 

there were more than fifteen hundred female rape victims within the camps in the Nairobi 

area after the violence (see Ndungu, 2008, p. 117 footnote).  

Before the election, Kenya was seen as Africa’s emerging model of peaceful transition 

from repressive one-party authoritarianism to future possibilities of democracy and 

development. The violence is significant in Kenyan history, because until then, no violent 

articulation of citizen grievances of that magnitude had occurred in the country (Kagwanja, 

2009; Thomas, Masinija and Bere, 2013). The subsequent report by the Commission of 

Inquiry into Post-Election Violence established that perpetrators of sexual violence acted for 

various reasons:   

 

In some areas, sexual violence was a means used to pressure people to leave their homes, 
to retaliate against them for having voted for the wrong candidate, tribe or party and in 
tandem with that to dominate, humiliate and degrade them and their community into a pit 
of powerlessness (…) in other areas, sexual violence was an opportunistic act played out 
against a background of lawlessness and a vacuum of power that created disorder 

bordering on anarchy (…) to coerce and control helpless IDPs who traded sex unwillingly 
for basic needs with the perpetrators being individuals in the camp, individuals from 
surrounding communities (…) security personnel, and humanitarian workers in the camps 
each of whom preyed upon helpless women in different macabre ways (Waki et al., 2008, 
pp. 252–253). 
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Two striking puzzles arise from this extract. First, these heightened levels of sexual violence 

suggest that the phenomena cannot be fully understood outside the context of the election. 

Second, there is a seeming paradoxical intersection between the private and the public sphere 

at work in such situations of electoral conflict. Civilian victims are not simply ‘civilians’: they 

are the electorate; the constituency; women and men from which politicians derive their 

authority. Sexualised election-related violence seems to victimise both women and men in 

various ways and settings that challenges the division between what is to be considered as 

instrumental, political violence and acts of opportunism.  

Studies of countries like Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Nigeria, and Zimbabwe suggests that 

whether elections are held in an ostensibly ‘non-warring’ state or a state at war, sexual 

violence, particularly against women, has functioned as a tool to repress or punish political 

participation. In some cases, perpetrators were members of close family, kin, or the 

community and acts took place beyond the public gaze as a form of private use of violence for 

electoral ends (see case-based examples in Bardall, 2011, 2015). Surrounding the 2015 

electoral crackdown in Burundi, violence against a specific group of women in their ‘private’ 

role as wives, daughters or in other ways associated to members of opposition, the character 

of sexual violence followed patterns consistent with findings of strategic sexual violence in 

conflict (van Baalen, 2017). This variation cannot be properly understood using existing 

theories of election-related violence, which focus almost exclusively on the public, strategic 

and instrumental character of electoral violence. This demands further scrutiny and theoretical 

inquiry: How can we understand sexual violence during electoral conflict?  

Electoral violence (EV) as an interdisciplinary scope and field is yet to reach consensus 

on an established conceptualisation, but most scholars usually highlight the two criteria of 

motive and timing in order to discuss the phenomena at all (Söderberg Kovacs, 2018). The 

strategic element emphasised in the literature refers to the instrumental, violent efforts to 

either influence, corrupt or violate the electoral integrity, process, or outcome of an election 

(see Höglund, 2009; Fjelde and Höglund, 2016b). In the vast majority of research, the focal 

point is placed on the national, macro-dynamics of electoral conflict (see e.g. Flores and 

Nooruddin, 2012; Brancati and Snyder, 2013; Cederman, Gleditsch and Hug, 2013; Daxecker, 

2014; Kuhn, 2015; Salehyan and Linebarger, 2015; Fjelde and Höglund, 2016a; Harish and 

Little, 2017). Such studies leave out interrogations of the micro-dynamics involved in 

electoral violence and the private patterns of violence which more directly victimise the 

individual, especially sexual and gendered manifestations against women and men (see 

Söderberg Kovacs, 2018 for similar critique). Violent elections come at a high cost: even 
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when the human death toll remains low, it may have a critical impact in that it hinders 

individuals from exercising their political rights, undermines the legitimacy of democratic 

institutions, and polarizes intergroup relations (Höglund, 2009; Adolfo et al., 2012; Fjelde and 

Höglund, 2016b).  

More recently, such feminist critique has begun to be applied in election-related 

violence literature. This critique acknowledges the lack of a gendered lens, entertaining the 

idea of borrowing insights from other fields in exploring the linkages between politics, gender 

and violence (e.g. Bardall, 2011; Bjarnegård and Melander, 2011; Bardall, 2015; Bjarnegård, 

2016; Bardall, 2018). Alongside these developments, there is an emerging consensus among 

practitioners, researchers and stakeholders that preventing violence against women in politics 

and elections (VAWP/E) needs adequate monitoring and measurement of its occurrence 

(Ballington, 2018). In this, sexual abuse for electoral ends remains empirically ‘anecdotal and 

unexplored’ (Bardall, 2011, p. 9), especially against men. Yet, these feminist critiques and 

conceptual arguments stay framed around the perception that electoral violence as strategic, 

with surprising theoretical paucity on how the dynamic of sexual violence is ‘strategic’ in 

relation to specific electoral contexts. Further, the occurrence of male victims of sexualised 

violence, as in the case of Kenya, is handled with unease in existing frameworks. Although 

such explanations might not be the primary purpose of the field, they often fall short in 

demonstrating why certain factors would lead to a sexualisation of electoral violence, partially 

neglecting that explanations might be found in neighbouring fields.  

1.1 Aim and contribution 

The aim of this essay is to better understand the dynamics of sexualised election-related 

violence by interrogating analytical frameworks in a critical literature review. Given the focal 

point being ‘the sexual’ and ‘conflict’, this study probes into the relevance of different strands 

and explanations within conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV) literature, elaborating on the 

possibility to apply insights to contexts of electoral conflict. This literature is rooted in 

different ‘waves’ of feminist academic work that offers critique of mainstream approaches to 

understand situations of conflict (see Pankhurst, 2016). Both fields are connected to accounts 

of war and post-war violence (see overview in Gartner and Kennedy, 2018) and frame their 

scope of interest to be different or exceptional from other patters of violence and the overall 

dynamics of a given conflict (see e.g. Fjelde and Höglund, 2016b; Koos, 2017). These rigid 

boundaries separating academic disciplines are unfortunate, given the blurry lines that 
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characterise many situations of electoral conflict. Consequentially, important insights have 

remained absent within the literature, facing the risk of ‘reinventing the wheel’ in developing 

parallel frameworks in isolation. This study is thus both about feminist accounts of violence, 

and a contribution to them. As argued by MacKenzie, “periods of disorder (…) provide a 

unique opportunity to view the intricate and vast mechanisms of social and political order that 

are implicated in a ‘peaceful’ society” (Mackenzie, 2010, p. 217). Further, the study embeds 

these insights offering an illustrative problematisation of sexual violence in 2007 election in 

Kenya.  

The purpose of this study is thus threefold: (1) to critically examine, structure and assess 

the status of election-related violence research to better understand the gaps in accounting for 

sexualised violence; (2) to review the main theorisations on conflict-related sexual violence 

and suggest ways in which the election-related violence literature could potentially borrow 

insights from this by now long-standing and extensively canvassed area of research; and (3) 

based on existing research and data, apply and assess the suitability of the suggested 

framework to the illustrating case of sexual violence in the Kenyan elections.  

This contribution seeks to enter into the conceptual debate surrounding the definition of 

electoral violence in approaching election-related sexual violence as a form of violence that is 

co-produced by various actors and motives, that bridges the distinction between war and 

peace. The study will thus make use of a broad conceptualisation of election violence and 

argue for its benefit: terms such as ‘electoral violence’ and ‘election-related violence’ will be 

used interchangeably. While developing frameworks in the absence of enough empirical cases 

might sound counterintuitive, such a research agenda might help to uncover hidden patterns 

and new agendas for research. As argued elsewhere, the primary focus on sexual violence in 

war and armed conflicts “risks perpetuating the invisibility of violence against women in 

peacetime and within national borders” (True, 2010, p. 40). More precisely, this study makes 

an attempt to broaden our understanding of sexualised violence, highlighting the complexities 

with the dichotomous understanding of such acts to be either motivated by strategy or 

opportunism. In the next chapter, the study will proceed in describing the research design of 

the study.  
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2. Research design, methodology and structure of analysis 

In order to answer the overarching research question on how we can understand sexual 

violence during electoral conflict, this study follows an inductive research design and carries 

out what is commonly referred to as a ‘plausibility probe’, in that it probes the details of 

sexualised election-related violence to shed light on a broader theoretical argument. In this 

approach, case-selection is deeply intertwined with the aim of theory-building. Departing 

from empirical observations of election-related sexual violence, the study attempts to 

illuminate how conflict-related sexual violence literature can inform research on election-

related violence. Kenya serves as an ‘illustrative case’ (see George and Bennett, 2005, p. 75; 

Levy, 2008, pp. 6–7). It is thus not within the scope of this study to conduct a full empirical 

analysis or build a causal explanation for sexual violence in elections; rather, the review of the 

two literatures and the case of Kenya can be read as an invitation to further inquiry into both 

the theoretical and empirical phenomena that sexualised violence in elections comprise. In 

this, future single-cased based studies can make preliminary inquiries of an untested 

theoretical rationale that is devised to identify scope conditions (George and Bennett, 2005, p. 

75). As highlighted elsewhere, breaking the boundaries of previous research is by definition 

exploratory (Gerring, 2004, p. 349). This critical inquiry can be broken down to answer the 

following guiding questions:  

 

§ How might we understand the similarities and differences between contexts of EV and the 

conflict contexts addressed in the CRSV literature?  

§ How is sexual violence conceptualised and understood within EV literature? Which 

explanatory factors emerge? 

§ How is sexual violence conceptualised and understood in the CRSV literature? Which 

explanatory factors emerge? 

§ What are the differences and similarities in which sexual violence is conceptualised and 

addressed in the two fields? In what way do these frameworks interrelate?  

§ How may insights borrowed from the field of CRSV help us understand how and why the 

EV took a sexual manifestation around the 2007 Kenya election? 
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2.1 Material and delimitations 

Material for the literature review was found through the databases Scopus, Web of Science, 

ProQuest, and Google Scholar. Scholars such as Gabrielle Bardall, Mona Lena Krook, Elin 

Bjarnegård and Jennifer Piscopo were identified as contributors of seminal works that apply a 

gendered or critical lens within EV literature. Given the wide influence of the International 

Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) report written by Bardall that introduced sexual 

violence to the field, initial searches were limited to writings that referred to either the IFES 

report or one of these scholars. To make sure that theory-oriented literature touching upon 

sexual election-related violence was more or less exhausted, other open searches included 

terms such as ‘election violence’, ‘sexual violence’ and ‘gender’. In respect to CRSV 

literature, the material was selected based on citations in order to find the most prominent and 

influential work. The search was then compared to previous literature reviews (e.g. Eriksson 

Baaz and Stern, 2014; Wood, 2014; Houge, 2015; Koos, 2017), ensuring that the review 

would provide a general overview of prominent perspectives. This was considered adequate 

as the aim is not to provide a full, systematic review. Further, some texts were included either 

because they have been ground-breaking for the field and are consistently cited, while others 

provide important contributions for the more explorative aim of this study. Other works 

illustrate current debates and issues in research or point to trends and directions that are 

important for the emerging research on gendered dynamics of EV. Combined, the extensive 

literature presented here reflects the overall patterns and development of the respective fields 

(see similar reasoning in e.g. Houge, 2015). In the illustrative case study of Kenya, the 

material was chosen departing from the checklist of source criticism and according to 

standards of relevance, validity and triangulation described by Höglund and Öberg (2011, 

p.188). Election-related sexual violence is currently not a specific topic of any research 

cluster, and the case study had to rely on scholarly articles that reflect discipline of departure. 

Relevant material will be interchangeably referred to as ‘literature’, ‘work’, or ‘publications’, 

as it consists of a mix between scholarly article and monitoring reports.  

2.2 Structure of analysis 

The study is divided into two parts and proceeds as follows. First, it will start by locating 

sexualised violence within the emerging field on EV. This will be followed by a review of the 

main theorisations of CRSV. These sections will emphasise the interrelated dimensions of 
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terminology, conceptualisation, explanatory approach and disciplinary grounding in order to 

facilitate fruitful comparison. Second, the two literatures will be compared in an interrogating 

analysis, and an argument will be derived. Here, it is highlighted that CRSV research can 

inform our understanding of election-related sexual violence through the following elements: 

(1) strategy, motivation and intent; (2) the role of gender and men as victims; (3) localised 

and decentralised violence; and (4) sexual violence as altering bargaining powers, 

transnationality and ‘shameful’ violence. This will be followed by an illustrative empirical 

section discussing the sexual violence which took place in Kenya during the election period in 

2007-2008, which will follow the themes above, in an effort to move beyond theoretical 

elaboration and ground rationales empirically. The final chapter will present a concluding 

discussion on how researching these dynamics can bring academic analysis forward.  
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3. Theorising sexual and gendered violence in elections and 

conflict 

This section first presents an argument for how one can understand electoral conflict through 

approaching the dynamics of violence. Secondly, it presents a review of the current ‘state of 

art’ of election-related violence literature, focusing on how sexual violence has been 

introduced as embedded in gendered dimensions. Further, a review on CRSV literature is 

presented. These reviews highlight how sexual violence has been conceptualised and 

understood in each separate literature, focusing on the central distinctions operating within 

each field and which explanatory factors that emerge.  

3.1 War and peace revisited 

Applying insights from CRSV literature in the endeavour to understand sexualised election-

related violence is not straightforward. However, the two literatures both overlap in terms of 

which cases they explore and derive theory from. EV literature dismantles situations which 

range from ‘full-fledged armed conflict’, to ‘a low intensity conflict’ or ‘a post-war period’ 

(Höglund, 2009, p. 413), assuming that elections create conditions which give them a unique 

and distinct dynamic set apart from the political conflict at large or other forms of violence 

that prevail in society. Further, it departs from an assumption that “violence would not have 

occurred, or at least manifested itself differently, in the absence of an electoral contest” 

(Fjelde and Höglund, 2016b, p. 7). Some have analysed the timing of elections in countries 

recovering from authoritarian rule or civil wars (Flores and Nooruddin, 2012; Brancati and 

Snyder, 2013; Salehyan and Linebarger, 2015); how international attention and elections can 

create political violence-cycles (Daxecker, 2014; Harish and Little, 2017); explorations on the 

impact of the design of electoral systems on levels and prevention of violence (Fjelde and 

Höglund, 2016a); and the effect of ethnic, social and economic compositions on the level of 

violence a state experiences (Cederman, Gleditsch and Hug, 2013; Kuhn, 2015; Fjelde and 

Höglund, 2016a).  

Dividing elections from their context thus legitimises the scope and boundaries of 

scholarly attention. However, elections are often prepared and carried out in a context of ‘civil 

strife’, where the state bureaucracy and legitimacy of political demands remain intact, but the 

monopoly of violence may be absent or in severe decline. Previous research has highlighted 
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that elections might become ‘militarised’ and some political systems may offer diverse niches 

for armed actors to purse different roles or use violence (see e.g. Höglund, 2009; Bjarnegård 

and Melander, 2011; Staniland, 2015, 2017; Matanock and Staniland, 2018). Such analyses 

trouble the division between war and peace; conflict and its absence; and the academic 

separation of electoral dynamics from society at large.  

Research on New Wars has long argued that particularly when authoritarian states are 

weakened as a consequence of opening up to the rest of the world, distinctions between war 

and peace break down (see Kaldor, 2013). A great deal of action within such conflicts is 

simultaneously decentralised and linked to the wider conflict. Violence can be both political 

and private at the same time. Civil conflicts are messy precisely because it transforms into a 

joint process where collective actors’ quest for power and local actors’ quest for local 

advantage (see Kalyvas, 2003). With their less distinct shift from war to ‘not war’, such cases 

perhaps create conditions particularly conductive to lessons of war ‘bleeding into peacetime’ 

(see Gartner and Kennedy, 2018). Arguably, the distinction between war and peace is ‘neither 

obvious nor natural’. Low numbers of dead bodies does not equate political harmony or 

centralised control over violence: “conversely, solely studying periods of unambiguous civil 

war radically truncates, in a biased way, the full universe of observations of group behaviour 

and state-group interaction” (Staniland, 2017, p. 465).  

Respectively, much of the literature on CRSV builds on cases of inter-state war or civil 

war where sexual violence was widespread (see e.g. Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014). Based 

on such accounts, sexual violence, and rape in particular, has long been framed as a ‘Weapon 

of War’, thought to be inherently different from peacetime assaults and which other variables 

driving its occurrence (see e.g. Hoover Green, 2012; Missing Peace Young Scholar Network, 

2014; Davies and True, 2015; True, 2015; Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2018). Within this frame, 

war ‘emerges as a category marked by particular, harmful violence’ and sexual violence as 

the ‘exception within the exceptionality of war’ (see Boesten, 2017;  Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 

2018). Connected to this logic is also the distinction made between sexual violence in 

wartime as collective, and in contrast to sexual violence in peacetime as individual, at least in 

terms of jurisprudence (see Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2018, p. 307). 

Research on sexual violence in peacetime or non-war settings is thus rarely considered, 

albeit such perspectives could be informative (Pankhurst, 2003, p. 182; see McPhail, 2016 for 

review on ‘peacetime’ rape theories). Further, very few study sexual violence outside the 

common frame of ‘war’ or ‘post-war’ (for an exception, see Green, 2006). Unstable states that 

are not currently at war, or have suffered from armed conflict previously, largely remain 
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outside the scope of research: overall, the amount of research is by far greater on violence 

against women during war than afterwards. Among the few that do, they typically focus on 

the embeddedness or pervasiveness of sexual and gendered violence within the social sphere, 

rather than how such violence can play out in the domestic, social and political sphere 

interrelatedly. Similar explanations for these contexts might be offered, but additional 

phenomena is thought to be at play as perpetrators may include men from within the 

community (see Pankhurst, 2016, p. 192).  

Notwithstanding, a wealth of feminist work on global political economy, war, security 

and violence persistently trouble and challenge the war/peace divide with reference to 

empirical cases that transgress the dichotomies of the public and the private; the soldier and 

the civilian; male and female; state and non-state perpetrators (see e.g. True, 2012; Eriksson 

Baaz and Stern, 2014; True, 2015; Davies and True, 2015). By drawing attention to the 

gender bias in key concepts in mainstream research and the ‘everyday’ experiences of 

individuals facing violence and conflict, such approaches have effectively challenged the 

barriers between the public and the private realm of social and political relations (Den Boer 

and Bode, 2018). In recent years, the prevalent use of the term ‘conflict-related’ instead of 

‘war’ might reflect todays complexities of fluid boundaries, battlegrounds in residential areas 

and civilian casualties. Problematically, the field itself still bunks very disparate settings into 

one category, from cases of civil war, to armed conflict and post-conflict settings where state 

institutions are yet to be re-built. In this, ‘conflict’ remains undefined and solely derives its 

meaning in contrast to ‘peace’ (see discussion by Pankhurst, 2003; Koos, 2017).  

Thus, while scholars agree that contextual conditions connected to political instability 

and insecurity drives the occurrence of sexual violence in some way, the literature engages 

little with analysis regarding the extent to which weakened state institutions, or the decline or 

absence of state monopoly of violence, affects the prevalence of sexual violence (see similar 

reasoning in Ossome, 2018, chap. 1) In EV literature, these traits are at the centre of analysis. 

Arguably, observations of sexual violence in electoral conflict, such as the case of Kenya, are 

situated in a disciplinary grey zone created by the division between war and peace. The 

ambivalence towards these acts as electoral, per se, is rooted in the ambiguous character of 

the victim as both civilian and part of constituency. The remaining part of this study focuses 

on the dynamics of violence, moving beyond contextual differences and the distinction 

between war and peace. Again, the question of empirical generalisability of rationales 

proposed will thus be left largely unaddressed. 
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3.2 Sexual violence in election violence literature  

Insofar as sexual violence has been brought into limelight within election-related violence 

literature, it has been accounted for as an element embedded in gendered dimensions of 

violence. This ‘gender lens’ has grown from feminist critique against mainstream electoral 

violence research, which impinges on how the phenomena of sexual violence has been 

viewed, when recognised at all. Scholars who have done so, relate their findings to the 

‘blueprints’ within scholarship, that is, emphasising the ‘strategicness’ of such acts. 

The introduction of the private domain in election-related violence research  
The critique from feminist scholars that emphasise the need for a ‘gender lens’ concerns 

several issues. First, mainstream electoral violence literature is mostly conducted at the 

aggregate level, and by focusing on specific countries or incidents rather than individual 

experiences of violence, it consequentially misses gendered aspects and variation (Bjarnegård, 

2016, 2018). Gendered dimensions and implications of EV have remained on the margin of 

research, largely because “it is situated in a disciplinary grey zone between conflict and 

democracy studies” (Bardall, 2011, p. 3). Second, dominant conceptions and elaborations are 

inherently male-oriented as they focus on the public sphere, ignoring familial and social 

intimidation or pressure that plays out in the private sphere (see Bardall, 2011, 2015, Krook 

and Restrepo Sanín, 2016a, 2016b; Piscopo, 2016; Krook, 2017; Bardall, 2018). Apart from a 

few novel initiatives, data tends to come from electoral management bodies, election 

observers, or secondary sources such as media reports, resulting an inevitable bias towards 

physical acts of violence that are both reported, and take place in the public sphere. Instances 

taking place beyond the public gaze or go unreported, whether being physical, sexual, 

psychological or symbolic, are effectively not included in empirical work (Bjarnegård, 2016, 

pp. 12–13). Efforts to mainstream gender fail, for instance, when scholars symbolically use 

the feminine pronoun when referring to how some incumbents use electoral violence, but 

incumbent sex is neither an independent variable tested, nor directing case selection (e.g. 

Hafner-Burton et al. 2014, 2018, see Bardall, 2015). Gender is thus not included fully as an 

explanatory variable for the prevalence of violence. 

‘Sexual abuse for electoral motives’ was first introduced in a project by IFES, who 

utilised a new framework in an effort to improve empirical data-gathering and capture gender 

differences (Bardall, 2011). The project and empirical report thereof drew heavily on research 

on domestic violence and feminist security studies in order to capture both ‘public and private 
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violence committed by and against women’. For instance, it elaborated on O’Connell’s book 

‘Women and Conflict’, in describing how gendered electoral violence is used to ‘keep women 

in their place’, ‘to limit their opportunities to live, learn, work and care as full human beings’ 

and to ‘hamper their capabilities to organise and claim their rights’. Further, such violence 

was described to be a major obstacle to women’s empowerment and their participation in 

shaping the economic, social and political life of their countries (see Bardall, 2011, p. 11 on 

O’Connell’s work). 

Because the project specifically differentiated and asked about various forms of 

violence and where these instances took place, it revealed a higher level of electoral violence 

against women than what is usually found in public sources. These  insights grew into 

recognition that certain forms of election violence previously overlooked tend to be those 

most experienced by women, supporting an argument in favour of a more comprehensive 

definition of electoral violence covering areas such as social-psychological, economic and 

sexual violence interrelatedly (Bardall, 2011, 2015; Bjarnegård, 2016). Sexual violence was 

conceptualised as “politically motivated rape as a tool of terror and intimidation, marital rape 

as a tool of repression, sexual harassment, assault and abuse with the objective of controlling, 

intimidating, humiliating and disenfranchising the victim” (Bardall, 2011, p. 6). Such violence 

was found to be committed by actors such as the police, military/paramilitary, family and 

community members, and political parties. Several scholars are now working towards 

incorporating ideas and concepts from the IFES framework (see Krook and Restrepo Sanín, 

2016a, 2016b; Piscopo, 2016; Krook, 2017) and shed light on the linkages and intersections 

between gender, politics and violence through including the private domain.  

The introduction of a gendered lens on EV has given rise to a myriad of definitions, 

abbreviations and typologies of violence, depending on the object of interest. The main object 

of study has varied notably, ranging from understanding the broader political context in which 

violence takes place, the differences in experiences of violence of women and men and if they 

mirror traditional gendered patterns or forms of violence within a context, or contributing to 

EV literature in its endeavour to establish causality between elections and violence. Based on 

these considerations, there are competing interpretations within the literature on ‘how gender 

works’ (see e.g. Bardall, 2015, 2016, 2018). Overall, the discourse is dominated by 

monitoring reports, policy papers and programming responses from various actors or 

stakeholders, presenting statistics, qualitative evidence and policy solutions to its occurrence; 

rather than scholarly research published in academic journals (see e.g. references in Bardall, 

2011, 2013, 2015; Bjarnegård, 2016; Bardall, 2018). This could possibly be a reflection of 



 
 

13 
 

mainstream research continuing to not engage fully with feminist analyses and the ongoing 

marginality of ‘gender and politics’ scholars, paired with the focus as such being driven 

predominantly by female researchers; lack of funding; priority given to quantitative 

approaches by publishing journals; as well as fragile research clusters (see Childs and Krook, 

2006, pp. 19–21).1  

The main distinction operating within research is the framing of violence as either a 

violation of personal or electoral integrity, which reflects discipline of departure. The 

differences in feminist accounts of electoral violence do not directly correspond to a division 

between approaching gender as ‘category of analysis’ or as an ‘explanatory variable’ (for 

discussion on how gender informs research, see Steans, 2012, pp. 7–24). Rather, these 

contrasting approaches operate as different ‘modes’ in terms of how scholars orientate their 

research to tell a particular story of electoral violence. In effect, they contribute to different 

layers within the literature. These layers reflect an important theoretical distinction between 

gender-differentiated and gender-motivated violence. Gender-differentiated violence refers to 

the differentiation in the manifestations of violence between the sexes. Gender-motivated 

violence, on the other hand, refers to harm that violates an individual or group’s political 

rights on the basis of their gender identity. In order to support their claims, motivation-

focused studies ‘have been greatly limited by the necessity of citing studies of gender-

differentiated political violence’ (Bardall, 2018). Built on this distinction, two interrelated 

narratives emerge: the one of gendered violence as a ‘Weapon of Politics’ and the one of 

electoral ‘Violence against Women’; separating research into two interrelated clusters of 

scholarship.  

Gendered violence as a ‘Weapon of Politics’  
The ‘Weapon of Politics’ cluster often focuses on democratisation and transitions, connecting 

to the discipline of comparative politics and the sub-field of electoral violence, which 

confines time and space to elections, often analysing African states (e.g. Bardall, 2013). 

Traditionally, this strand of literature has focused on the effect that violence has on the 

electoral process, rather than the individual persons subjected to violence within this process. 

This facilitates research analysing how gender dynamics interacts with traditionally 

patriarchal political processes and institutions, speaking to literature on democratic transition 

rather than peace and conflict research. Oriented more towards political science, explanations 

for variation in motive and manifestations of violence are attributed to gendered scripts that 
                                                
1 Scholars also cooperate with monitoring practitioners to gather data (e.g. Bardall and Ballington).  
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reflect normative role expectations associated with gender, along with unequal power-

relations between men and women within the context of a specific society. Further, these are 

thought to be intimately linked to socioeconomic or cultural practices, rather than misogynist 

ideology. Access to resources, arms, lower levels of literacy or access to technology, 

restriction of movement or duties connected to household, children and family places women 

in certain spaces that shape the risks they face (see Bardall, 2018). The narrative is 

underpinned by the idea that women are subjected to certain forms of violence in the electoral 

quest for power not because they are women, but because of the structural vulnerabilities that 

come with ‘womanhood’ or attributed sex. Approaching violence this way recognises that no 

single factor makes gender-based violence more likely; rather, a combination of factors on the 

individual, inter-personal, community and structural level interact in what is termed an 

‘ecological framework’ (Heise, 1998). 

While often problematised, this cluster favours a state-centred view where ‘politics’ 

triumphs ‘gender’ as an explanation: the effects of harm and exclusion of women is seen as 

‘collateral’ outcomes of actions to control state institutions and resources (see Bardall, 2018). 

As highlighted by Bardall (2018), “connecting [gendered dimensions of electoral violence] to 

its theoretical antecedents is still challenging” (2018, p. 14). For instance, scholars such as 

Bjarnegård (2018) have come to argue for merging insights about violations of electoral 

integrity and gender-based violence. The ongoing project Gender aspects of election violence 

at Uppsala University suggests that election violence does indeed mirror gendered patterns 

from outside the political sphere. Gendered patterns of violence are likely to be accumulated 

in cases of electoral violence: “perpetrators who use violence against individuals in order to 

affect the outcome of an election are likely to choose the most cost-effective form of violence 

to achieve that end [and] the gender of the person targeted may well affect such calculations” 

(Bjarnegård, 2018, p. 2). 

Electoral violence against women 
The second cluster using gender to approach EV literature places women in the centre of 

analysis, focusing on women’s presence, roles, actions, interests, needs, rights or voices, 

mostly in relation and comparison with men. This strand of research fits under a wider 

‘women and politics’ approach, which relies on positivist epistemological positions and treat 

women and men as unitary categories, whose interests, needs and beliefs can be objectively 

identified. There is a tendency to take mainstream political science theories, concepts and 

institutions as a starting point in uncovering the challenges faced by women (Kantola and 



 
 

15 
 

Lombardo, 2017, p. 327). Previously, such challenges were often seen as part of the cost of 

doing politics. The academic focus is driven by the normative view that as a goal in itself, 

having more women in politics results in a wider range of policy issues, inspires women as a 

group to engage in politics, and erodes the historical association between men and politics. 

This is thought to generate a broader transformation in gender roles. Explanations for violence 

are loosely attributed to unconscious or conscious efforts to enforce patriarchal control of 

democratic institutions; misogynist drives to keep women excluded from the public or 

political sphere; or a mechanism that formally institutionalises women’s subordinate position 

in society (see e.g. Boesten, 2012; Hubbard, 2015; Krook, 2018). 

Research is often closely linked to professionalised, issue-based networks formed 

around gender quotas and parity law, evaluating its effect and role in decreasing violence 

against women (Piscopo, 2016). Drawing heavily on gender theory and a geographical focus 

on Latin America (see e.g. Krook and Restrepo Sanín, 2016a; Biroli, 2018), these scholars are 

mainly oriented towards feminist, victim-centred perspectives and have adopted classic 

definitions of gender-based violence (GBV) and violence against women (VAW) to the 

political sphere (e.g. research on VAWP/VAWE). Violence is often framed as a form of 

‘weapon’ against women, similarly to hate-crimes or bias-motivated acts in that it is directed 

both towards a woman as an individual and women as a group. Definitions include acts aimed 

largely or solely at women (gendered targeting/effect), with the goal to deter women’s 

participation in order to preserve traditional gender hierarchies (gendered motive, personal 

violation) and undermine democratic institutions (gendered motive, electoral violation).  

Because they are women, they are subjected to specific forms of violence (gendered 

effects/impacts). The victim’s interpretation of violence is the significant determinant in 

establishing the perpetrator motive: the perpetrator perspective is frequently neglected. The 

distinction between gender-differentiated violence and gender-motivated violence is omitted 

or minimised: violence subjecting women is seen as per definition gendered, which the term 

‘violence against’ intends to highlight. Gendered scripts are thus seen as implicitly tied to the 

occurrence of violence in the first place, rather than simply influencing the form of violence 

one is subjected to. The focus on female political actors has been argued to ‘indirectly – and 

incorrectly – imply that men’s use of violence to maintain their power only appears when 

women enter the political arena’ (Piscopo, 2016, p. 442).  

The exclusive focus on women’s experiences of violence is problematic. First, it does 

not allow us to distinguish between violence where gender is part of the motive, and contexts 

where violence is widespread and affects all political actors equally. If the proportion of 
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women in politics rises in a context where violence is normalised, the number of female 

victims will probably rise as well. Second, framing research as in terms of ‘gender analysis’ 

while leaving violence against men out reverses the mistake of gender bias. Importantly, 

experiences of men are implicitly seen as the norm, as ‘ungendered’, and thus not 

problematised or scrutinised further. While giving voice to female victims’ perspectives, who 

are often excluded from a field dominated by state-centred explanations based on experiences 

of men, violence is also largely traced from its consequences, rather than the actual motives. 

This obscures research to be biased towards including the harms endured by women from acts 

of violence that are not necessarily misogynist in motive (Bjarnegård, 2013; Bardall, 2018). 

From an academic perspective, there are problems with conceptualising any violence against 

women as an electoral crime that violates their political rights. Such a wide conceptualisation 

might be ‘conceptually tidy, but practically messy’ (see Piscopo, 2016).  

In extending the gender lens on electoral violence, some recent arguments have begun 

to emerge for incorporating intersectional theory into research as well (e.g. Biroli, 2018; 

Kuperberg, 2018). Building on early feminist writings on sexual or gendered violence and the 

simultaneous experiences of multiple oppressions (i.e. Brownmiller, 1975; Crenshaw, 1989), 

it is argued that victims of electoral violence are impacted by intersecting structures of 

oppression that are not limited to gender alone. Such perspectives problematise the narrative  

of a gendered ‘Weapon of Politics‘ or ‘women as victims’ further. Feminists have often 

argued that ‘the personal is political’, while postmodern theorists have adopted a notion of 

politics as any instance or manifestation of power relations. Perspectives including 

intersectionality challenges these feminist innovations in that it highlights how multiple facets 

of identity may interact: not only personal interactions but also large-scale political outcomes. 

At large, ‘politics’ is now an even more diffuse entity for researchers to address (Krook & 

Childs, 2010 p. 4).  

Disaggregating data according to gender does, however, not challenge the boundaries of 

electoral violence as a field. Simply put, it separates women and men as fixed and universal 

categories in order to uncover the differences between the sexes empirically. Such an ‘adding 

women and stir’ approach often glosses over variance in experiences among women and there 

is a limitation of what it actually can tell us on how ‘gender’ actually works. Including gender 

as a variable driving electoral violence, on the other hand, commits to a positivist 

epistemology in that it tests the plausibility of victim-sex as a contributor to the outcome, but 

also falls short in that it equates gender with sex, reinforcing the dichotomy of women/men 

(for discussion on how gender informs research, see Steans, 2012, pp. 7–24). 
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The absence of the ‘sexual’ or male victim embedded in ‘gender’   
As described previously, there is even less attention to sexual manifestations in electoral 

violence research, especially against men. This can be assumed to reflect the relative 

occurrence and prevalence empirically compared to other forms of electoral violence, together 

with a research bias towards the viability of data collection and research traditions. To 

summarise, the few explanations for gender-based electoral violence that have been 

forwarded and tested empirically are that it may constitute a ‘backlash’ towards women’s 

increased empowerment and men’s fear thereof (Krook, 2015; Krook and Restrepo Sanín, 

2016a), as a more stable, culturally embedded form of violence (Piscopo, 2016) or is 

dependent on strategic objectives where gender is assumed to be influenced or linked to 

perpetrator cost-effectiveness calculations in reaching a political objective (Bjarnegård, 2016).  

Sexual violence is not fully addressed; rather, it is implicitly assumed to be part of these 

gendered workings of electoral violence, without a separate dynamic of its own. Scholarship 

is yet to engage fully and capture the paradoxical intersection between the private and the 

public sphere at work in such acts, especially when victims are men. The ambivalence 

towards these acts as electoral, per se, is rooted the ambiguity in whether to categorise a 

victim as a civilian or part of constituency; as a political stakeholder or according to gender 

identity. The mutually excluding dichotomy of political or gendered intent is thus not only 

problematic in data gathering, but in itself. It is reasonable to believe that perpetrators might 

have multiple or intersectional motivations that not only includes gender as a factor, but other 

intersectionality of identity as well. Bardall (2018) gives the painting example of homicide in 

political violence: homicide overwhelmingly affects men, yet, few would suggest that it is an 

expression of distinctively masculine violence or a form of gender-motivated violence against 

hegemonic men. Finding a space for theorising sexual manifestations of electoral violence 

exacerbates these problems, as such instances of violence are currently perceived as 

inherently connected to gender and power, not a result of opportunism. Thus, in order to 

understand the sexual dimension of electoral violence, one must turn to literature that 

acknowledges the deeper complexities about the division between ‘strategic’ and 

‘opportunistic’ intent. That is perhaps conflict-related sexual violence literature.  
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3.3 Theorisations on conflict-related sexual violence 

The literature on CRSV is a large body of research involving multiple disciplines. Drawing on 

reviews elsewhere (e.g. Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014; Wood, 2014; Houge, 2015; Koos, 

2017) a genealogy on the literature provides an overview of the main perspectives and current 

debates within research. These perspectives are not mutually exclusive; rather, they convey a 

flavour of the many ways in which CRSV can be understood. Further, it will be shown how 

this strand of research has come further in questioning traditional dichotomies that have failed 

to capture empirical observations of sexual violence in both war and peace.  

Within the literature, definitions on sexual violence vary depending on focus and 

context. Many studies draw on definitions such as the one by the Rome Statute of the 

International Criminal Court, which includes “[r]ape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, 

forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or any other form of sexual violence of comparable 

gravity” (cited in Wood, 2014, p. 459). Many include state and non-state armed organisations 

and exclude civilian perpetrators, while others do not. The components of the term ‘conflict-

related sexual violence’ in itself implies that such instances of violence are different from 

sexual violence in peacetime. As highlighted previously, is important to note that there is an 

ongoing debate on the wider concept of CRSV beyond empirical research, where many apply 

a broader perspective and view the focus on conflict as outdated. Further, some scholars have 

voiced concern that international actors capitalise or even exploit the many 

oversimplifications within the field, neglecting the larger sociocultural context in which such 

violence occurs (see Koos, 2017, p. 1938). The descriptions of the different narratives within 

the literature will make such debates visible.  

The sexed story: biosocial perspectives and (un)civil war  
Historically, rape has often been described as an integral part or tragic by-product of war (see 

Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014). According to this strand of thought, wartime sexual violence 

functions to fulfil the male (hetero)sexual drive and sexual urge, as it was viewed to be 

enacted almost exclusively by men and victimising women. Ranging from more determinist 

explanations, such as the ‘pressure cooker theory’ (where men are said to possess instincts for 

sexually aggressive behaviour that will be triggered in wartime milieu), to popular thoughts 

that it constitutes a form of substitution or gratification when combatants do not have access 

to prostitutes, camp followers or willing civilians, hence, it must be biologically driven (see 

Gottschall, 2004 for biosocial theories; Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014). Culture, norms and 
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the complexities of society normally ‘hinder’ these ‘inner savages’ within men, but military 

service or the context of war itself is thought to recreate men as biological subjects existing 

prior to socialisation. Within these suspensions of ‘normality’, society and its civilising 

processes, all men are ‘potential rapists’. 

Variants of the ‘story about sex’ are criticised to present sexual violence as inevitable, 

deterministic and most importantly, to fail to account for the variation across times, actors and 

conflicts. The emphasis on the genetic and hormonal makeup of men cannot explain female 

perpetrators and male victims. While these biological ideas have no empirical support in 

social science, viewing sexuality, sexual behaviour and norms about appropriateness as 

produced through discourse can help us understand why soldiers and militaries still turn to 

these narratives to explain sexual violence in conflicts (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014, p. 

588; Houge, 2015, p. 82). For instance, empirical studies of soldiers in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo documented that many soldiers who committed rape claimed that lust and 

sexual needs was behind some actions, making distinctions between ‘evil’ rapes and ‘lust’ 

rapes. However, institutional culture, rather than resource pressures or supressed lust, 

inculcated a set of beliefs leading to higher levels of sexual violence (Eriksson Baaz and 

Stern, 2009). While scholars refute the biological story, the literature contains categories such 

as ‘opportunistic’ and ‘recreational’ sexual violence that is ‘carried out for private reasons’ or 

that soldiers somehow need release for their sexual urges. These fluent categories prevail in 

the field, implicitly as a counterpart to accounts that emphasise the strategic character. 

However, the assumptions underlying opportunism remain largely unpacked and un-

theorised, as it quickly risks evoking unpopular biological essentialism (Eriksson Baaz and 

Stern, 2018). Consequently, this category is not filled with any content and the question of 

‘why violence becomes sexual’ is left only partly explained.  

Sexual violence as a ‘weapon’: strategy, rationality and calculation 
Alongside the long political struggle in the 1990’s to recognise sexual violence in conflict 

situations as a war crime, sexual violence is increasingly described and understood as a 

‘weapon’, ‘strategic tool’ or deliberate ‘tactic’ that is used in order to pursue military or 

political objectives. Accounts of the strategic function of sexual violence varies in terms of 

typology and context, but the key emphasis within this perspective overall is the intentionally, 

purpose and rationality behind such actions, which does not necessarily have to be ordered for 

it to be  considered strategic (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014). While the existence of large-

scale wartime sexual violence was fairly common knowledge before international 
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criminalisation (such as in World War II, the Vietnam War, and the war between Pakistan and 

East Pakistan to crush the independence movement for what is now Bangladesh), 

international efforts to prevent such mass violence was stifled. Early legal recognition of 

sexual violence focused on the protection of women and their ‘honour’, and the notions of 

human rights and women’s rights remained separate. Following the atrocities in former 

Yugoslavia, particularly Bosnia, the genocide in Rwanda, and perhaps less essentialised, the 

civil war in Sierra Leone, the international tribunals prosecuted rape as a war crime, a crime 

against humanity and as an act of genocide. This shifted the notion of sexual violence in 

conflict as a ‘women’s issue’ to a ‘security issue’, effectively stipulating international action. 

This new ‘paradigm’ led to the UN Security Council Resolution 1325, which was the first 

broader attempt to address the challenges facing women in war and peace (Crawford, 2013; 

Houge, 2015). Built on SCR 1325 and the other resolutions specifically targeting sexual 

violence (such as the SCR 1820, 1888, 1960 and 2106), the United Nations now applies a six-

pillar test in order to determine when sexual violence is a matter of peace and security (see 

Anderson, 2010; True, 2012). The ‘rape as a weapon’ story in policy “offers a clear image of 

a wartime atrocity perpetrated against civilians, and this clear image allows states and 

organisations to act within the guidelines of international law and UN mandates” (Crawford, 

2013, p. 516). Further, it has been argued that framing the problem of sexual violence in 

conflict as ‘unique to war’ was introduced in line with efforts to strengthen international 

jurisdiction and governance, rather than what is found empirically (Krause, 2015). 

The narrative is underpinned by the idea that sexual violence is used strategically to 

terrorise, control, displace and eliminate the civilian population and generate a slow genocide 

through the spread of HIV/AIDS (Koos, 2017). Further, the ‘strategic’ aspect of the narrative 

also “presupposes intentionality and a purpose larger than the act itself, as in Bosnia and 

Rwanda” (Houge, 2015, p. 85). Some scholars have argued that in conflicts related to 

ethnicity or sociocultural factors, as in these cases, sexual violence as a weapon ensures that 

certain ethnic populations will flee a disputed territory and guarantee that displaced people 

will not return, or ‘sexually contaminate’ women of an opposing ethnicity (see Bloom 1999, 

Farr 2009, Sharlach 2000 in Cohen, 2013, p. 463). However, Cohen finds no cross-national 

evidence of a relationship between sexual violence and ethnic hatred or ethnic cleansing or 

genocide in her study (Cohen, 2013, p. 471), echoing results by Green (2006) which holds 

that presence of ethnic cleavages is not correlated with the prevalence of general SGBV 

outside the scope of armed conflict. Empirical variation thus hinders such mono-causal 

explanations for sexual violence (see Wood, 2014). Moreover, portrayals of sexual violence 
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as a ‘weapon’ continue to be built loosely on of the “commonly accepted academic account as 

written though the Gendered Story” (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014, p. 592), but it is seldom 

explained further which these gendered mechanisms are and how they work, at least in the 

narrative offered by policy.  

There is both logistical and emotional appeal to this narrative. Overall, approaching 

sexual violence from this view makes sense intuitively, “because rape is understood as a 

gendered act, effective precisely because it is gendered” (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2013, p. 

27). Further, if sexualised violence in conflict is strategic, raising costs of perpetration would 

alter the calculations about the costs and benefits of perpetrating this as a deliberative tactic. 

Portraying sexual violence as a ‘rational evil’ allows us to uphold ideas of whom is 

considered the obvious villain and motivates the simple and politically popular idea that 

deterrence as punishment is the only solution (Hoover Green, 2012). Albeit this perspective 

saturates international governance, media and policy, and prevails within humanitarian 

projects, many scholars are critical towards this framing and most importantly, argue that 

criminalisation is not enough in order to prevent sexual violence from occurring (Missing 

Peace Young Scholar Network, 2014). It has also been argued that when sexual violence is 

divorced from the gendered context that produced it, which might explain not merely its 

military or economic function, but also its social reproduction and symbolic significance, 

sexual violence becomes an object of conflicting parties or states rather than subject of human 

relations (Meger, 2016). ‘Widespread’ does not necessarily mean ‘systematic’: widespread, 

with respect to targeting victims, may in fact be unsystematic and random in some contexts 

(Cohen, 2016, p. 198).  

In reaction to the this ‘rational’ description of CRSV, some scholars turned to micro-

sociology and psychology to explain why war would make people act in a certain way. This 

strand of literature can be considered a side-track to the main narratives within research 

(Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014, p. 589), but adds nuance in that it highlights that violence in 

war is less driven by intention than often suggested. Instead, it is emphasised how war creates 

certain conditions where some become more prone to enact violence than others. Humiliation, 

mistreatment or being subject to threat of or direct violence changes human behaviour. Here, 

the escalation, spiral or cycle of violence creates differences in human behaviour that would 

normally not occur. The ‘chaos of war’ narrative is not seldom referred to by perpetrators 

themselves to explain, justify or distance themselves from their actions. Through processes of 

‘Othering’, substance abuse, shifting perceptions of victimhood or the ‘forward panic’ that 

situations of intense fear can create, violence gradually loses its taboo or morally disengages 
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the perpetrator. While these kinds of rationales are important in order to understand the often-

neglected realities of combat, they offer little explanation to the specific sexualisation of 

violence in some contexts, while not in others (see Wood, 2009). However, they often have 

wide support in military contexts and prevailing discourses around male sexuality (see 

Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014, pp. 586–588). In sum, critique is directed towards the 

assumption that perpetrators are always rational, cost-benefit calculating actors or in control 

of their combatants. There is too much ‘order’, in the sense that it explains all cases the same, 

while they vary significantly on a number of factors and many questions remain: not all 

sexual violence in conflict is deployed strategically; and some perpetrators are not state actors 

or rebels or pro-government militias but ordinary civilians. There is little explanation for 

precisely in what way it is strategic: rationality would, in many cases, be to refrain from such 

violence, for instance if the group is aiming to rule or govern the population it victimises in 

the future (see Wood, 2009), or that ‘consorting’ with the population could be considered 

breaking rules of segregation and be an act that befouls the perpetrator.  

Militarised masculinities and motivations  
A significant body of research has grown in relation to and as an adjustment of the ‘Weapon 

of War’ narrative, emphasising militarised masculinities as a mechanism underlying why 

sexual violence becomes an effective weapon. This strand is largely built on ideas around the 

concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (see Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) and the 

connection between militarisation, warring, and the logics of security and identity, arguing 

that the power of gender ideologies informs rationales for the ‘use of’ or occurrence of sexual 

violence. Simply put, even in calculated, pre-meditated acts of sexual violence there are 

unconscious cultural schemas at play. Within this frame, connections between masculinity 

and warring are thought to be “widely cross-cultural, across historical periods” (Alison, 2007, 

p. 76). Further, the ‘masculinities’ frame connects ideas of sexual violence being a form of 

‘communication’ between men as a measure of masculinity and victory, between subordinate 

and hegemonic masculinities (Goldstein, 2006; Seifert in Alison, 2007) but it has also been 

stressed that the relationship between masculinity and violence could be reversed, in that the 

problem may be ‘the state in the hands of men’, rather than ‘male violence in the hands of the 

state’ (Segal in Alison, 2007, p. 76).  

Here, rather than the idea of war or the military being a ‘venue’ where boys ‘achieve 

their natural potential as men’, it is highlighted how the military draws on gendered notions of 

female or masculine behaviour and roles as a rational, to create men that are willing and able 
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to kill and die to protect the nation. These rationales during conflict depend partly on ideal 

types of masculinity, where men are cast as heterosexual masculine citizen-soldiers, and 

femininity, were women are in need of protection, inherently peaceful and life-giving. 

Further, this perspective also highlights how women are sometimes seen as bearers of society 

and the ethno-national identity ‘worthy of protection’ or ‘in need of punishment’ in belonging 

to the enemy or deviating from gendered expectations. Imaginaries of the masculine/feminine 

thus render women especially vulnerable to sexual violence. The masculinity created by 

conflict, and the military particularly, is thought to celebrate violence, order and masculine-

coded obedience and domination in order, and all that is associated with ‘femininity’ becomes 

corrosive. Violence is thus directed both outwards and inwards, as the attempt to live up to the 

myth of militarised manhood includes both being kept in line (the chain of command) and 

keep others in line within the perceived hierarchy (see Yuval-Davis, 1998; Enloe, 2000, 2009; 

Goldstein, 2006; Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2013).  

Simply put, this social constructivist strand largely enacts the narrative of a ‘rotten 

barrel’ in place of a few ‘rotten apples’. Instead of explaining deviant or pathological 

behaviour on an individual level, actors within the ‘barrel’ are thought to be subjected to and 

actively participate in these cultural, social and structural processes that shape the context. 

The barrel produces certain conditions that may ‘contaminate’ its members and construct 

perpetrators, whether the barrel being either the armed group, the military, or society at large” 

(see Houge, 2015, p. 82). As argued elsewhere, while it is likely that “nearly all state 

militaries maintain some basic level of violent masculine culture (…) this does not 

automatically translate into the perpetration of sexual violence against civilians” (Moncrief, 

2017, p. 717).  

The emphasis on militarised masculinity is partly linked to ‘sexual gratification’ and 

‘substitution’ literature in that militarisation of gendered ideologies can lead to perverse 

notions of ‘recreational rape’, where men consider themselves entitled to or need of sexual 

release in order to function as ‘brave fighters’ (see e.g. Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2009). 

Western states and international protection regimes, on the other hand, present their logic of 

protecting women from the same militias and their ideologies, consequently also ‘acting 

upon’ women and instrumentalising rationales about gender. Dominant discursive 

constructions of ‘the nation’ and ‘the enemy’ are thus sometimes (re)produced with reference 

to existing cultural narratives of gender that place the masculine citizen superior to the 

feminized, irrational and barbaric perpetrator of sexual violence (Shepherd, 2006).  
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A ‘Weapon against Women’ or linked to gender inequalities in peacetime? 
Another dominant line of thinking found in the field is that sexual violence in conflict is 

largely a result of men’s domination over women, motivated by the desires of men to exert 

dominance over women in patriarchal societies. Most elaborations on the explanations for 

CRSV in current research begin with, or somehow relate their arguments with reference to 

Brownmiller, who in her seminal work from 1975 wrote that “war provides men with the 

perfect psychologic backdrop to give vent to their contempt for women” (Brownmiller 1975, 

in Cohen, Wood and Hoover Green, 2013, p. 5).  

Drawing on such ideas, some writings on wartime sexual violence hold that it can only 

be conceptualised as a ‘Weapon against Women’, driven by patriarchy and misogyny (see e.g. 

Stiglmayer, in Houge, 2015). Others emphasise how sexual violence does not end with peace 

agreements. Rape in war and peace are thus not all that different: the same gender relations 

that drive sexual violence during peace drive it during periods of war or conflict. It is argued 

that the patterns might differ in ‘degree’, but not in kind (Cockburn 2004). Hence, violence 

can be placed on a ‘continuum’, where the severe cases of sexual violence in war are seen as a 

prolongation of gendered inequalities, hierarchies and ‘patriarchy’ overall. However, the 

continuum thesis does not explain innovations of sexual brutality that have little precedent 

during peacetime, such as gang-rape (Wood, 2014, p. 464), and thus fails to adequately 

explain overall variation empirically. Opportunistic acts are “more easily conceptualised as 

part of a continuum than the strategic adoption of sexual violence by an organisation” (Wood, 

2014, p. 465). It has also been argued that a narrow focus on one identity, such as gender (or 

ethnicity), oversimplifies the ways in which women experience the abuse, the complex social 

context where it takes place and how multiple variables intersect (see Snyder et al., 2006).  

Gender inequality has weak support empirically. In her cross-national study, Cohen 

(2013) argues that greater gender inequality is associated with higher levels of overall rape, 

but once a war has begun, there is no apparent relationship between gender inequality and 

rape during civil war. Further, patriarchal institutions and the levels of conflict-related rape 

seem to have no obvious correlation (Cohen, 2013, p. 471). However, a distinct version of the 

continuum thesis which asserts continuity between patterns of conflict-related violence (in 

general) and patterns of sexual violence in the post-war period appears to have better support 

(Wood, 2014, p. 464). Wartime sexual violence thus relates to other conflict behaviours that 

might carry on into post-conflict situations, both by actors of war and society at large 

(Nordås, 2011). The focus on women’s empowerment is therefore particularly important 

during the post-conflict period, as public rhetoric often builds on ideologies of ‘restoration’ 
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and returning to the pre-war order, re-associating women with cultural and traditional norms, 

motherhood and peace. Sexual violence then, does not necessarily end: root causes are not 

necessarily limited to war dynamics and strategies (see Cockburn 2004: Enloe 2005: Ní 

Aoláin, Haynes and Cahn 2011, in Krause, 2015). It has also been argued that the 

consequence of elevating rule of law formalism in a transitional period is that, in the desire to 

re-establish normality or to enhance the legitimacy of legal transplants, rule of law 

interventions may actually encourage and reify ‘traditional’ cultural practises and structures, 

that are ultimately harmful to women or that re-entrench women’s prior exclusion. Defence-

led legal reform by ‘intervenors’ lends itself to becoming allied with traditional authority 

structures that oppress women. Moreover, and highly problematic for women, international 

actors will frequently cede control of customary law to local entities, which in some contexts 

has a negative impact for women in order to secure agreements with local elites and render 

them vulnerable (Ni Aolain, Haynes and Cahn, 2011, p. 202).  

Intragroup norms, dynamics and military organisation 
A growing strand of research examines the intragroup norms and dynamics, which are 

thought to play a substantial role in explaining the variance in prevalence, extent and brutality 

of sexual violence. Analysing patterns in the Sri Lankan secessionist ethnic conflict, Wood 

(2009) has argued that armed groups driven or motivated by a long-term goal to govern are 

less likely to tolerate or encourage the mass rape of its future constituency, since that greatly 

reduces the possibility of gaining support and legitimacy. Groups motivated mainly by 

resource extraction, on the other hand, would have less interest in controlling violence as they 

are not dependent on support from the civilian population. Armed groups that have a strong 

ideological goal, such as liberation movements, are thought to be less inclined to ‘use’ sexual 

violence, as it undermines the project of new society (see Wood, 2009, 2012, 2014). Further, 

Hoover Green (2016) has argued that such violence and restraint, referred to as the 

‘Commander’s Dilemma’, depends on institutional factors such as recruitment, socialisation, 

discipline, military training, and political education, which all potentially contribute to shape 

behaviour (see Table 1. Hoover Green, 2016, p. 624).  

As highlighted previously, in many instances, the argument of assumed instrumentality 

builds on cases of widespread sexual violence in contexts such as the former Yugoslavia, 

Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The strategic nature of rape by armed 

organisations is often presumed rather than demonstrated (see Wood, 2018, p. 514, footnote 

7), which risks analysing the motives behind actions from the consequences in a circular 
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reasoning. Sexual violence is simply so systematic and ubiquitous that its very pervasiveness 

serves as evidence that it must be part of a conscious policy (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014, 

p. 593), but many cases do not fit the narrative of being a weapon. The latest development 

within this approach comes from Wood (2018), who categorises ‘rape as a strategy’ as a 

subcategory of ‘rape as organisational policy’. Wood emphasises that not only the vertical 

relationships between commander and combatant effects the outcome, but also the horizontal, 

social interactions among combatants influences the behaviour within a group. Sexual 

violence may be adopted as organisational policy for other than military objectives, and 

importantly, when committed as a practice, commanders do not order, authorise or promote it, 

but neither effectively prohibit it from occurring (Wood, 2018, pp. 514–515). Approaching 

sexual violence this way leaves room for both individual, opportunistic motives ‘from below’ 

and more or less strategic calculations ‘from above’ in a mix, explaining variation between 

and among groups. 

Men as victims, frames of violence, and the war/peace divide 
In the last decade, many scholars have come to question some of the basic assumptions that 

holds the research field together, giving rise to multiple debates that prevail in almost every 

article published. These debates concern how to fit men and boys as victims into frameworks 

that are highly focused solely on women; the power and politics in representing sexual 

violence in certain ways; and the prevailing but complex distinctions made between war and 

peace (see Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014). The latter has been addressed previously and will 

influence the analysis later in this study.  

It is increasingly recognised that the scholarship has developed along the lines of the 

political struggle to recognise wartime rape as a gender-specific threat to peace and security in 

urgent need of policy attention and legal action. Consequently, men and boys have remained 

largely outside the scope of research. Reilly (2018) recently argued that in the interrelation of 

UN agendas to protect civilians in armed conflict and the agenda on women, peace and 

security, conflict-related sexual violence emerged as the defining issue of Resolution 1325, 

but the transformative imperative of making women’s participation central to every UN 

endeavour for peace and security got lost. Growing from the limited parameters of the 

civilian-protection paradigm and gender essentialist understandings of women as the passive 

victims of conflict, consequently, Resolution 1325 continuously fails to address the structural, 

gendered and socioeconomic causes and consequences of conflict. Further, it also fails to 

acknowledge the diversity and complexity of experiences and identities therein, including 
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those of men as both perpetrators and victims. Scholars have come to make efforts to address 

this under-theorising and under-noticed topic in multiple ways, ranging from illuminating 

embedded messages in male genital mutilation; medical approaches and men’s narratives on 

sexual violence; problems of heteronormativity; and the silence/silencing of male victims (see 

contributions in Zalewski et al., 2018). For instance, across reports by Amnesty International 

and Human Rights Watch, acts of sexual violence against men are framed as torture rather 

than sexual violence. Acts that can be construed as being sexual or having a sexual element, 

are not described as sexual or gendered, but are positioned alongside other abuses that stress 

positions or beatings and categorised along the broader, non-sexual category of torture (see 

Charman, 2018). Similarly, when different bodies of international jurisprudence have handled 

cases of sexual violence against men, it has not had a defined prosecutorial strategy nor a 

uniform judicial approach, especially in dealing with cases that show other forms of sexual 

violence than rape (Grey, 2014; Sellers and Nwoye, 2018). It has been common to assume 

that when male victims are killed, female victims are raped, and that the number of deaths or 

the lethality of a conflict can be used as a proxy for civilian victimisation. Most researchers 

agree that patriarchy is linked to sexual violence in conflict, while disagreeing on the ‘causal 

versus constitutive’ nature of the relation and offer very different explanations for such 

atrocities. It has been argued that the academic debate, to some extent, reflects the multi-

causality of the phenomenon (see Krause, 2015).  

Scholars also increasingly question their own role. It has been highlighted how the 

problems of adjusting research agendas in order to fit effective policy proposals or simplistic 

solutions prevails, arguing that both policy and research has contributed to the ‘securitisation’, 

‘fetishizing’ and ‘exceptionalisation’ of wartime sexual violations (Meger, 2016; Boesten, 

2017; Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2018). Emphasizing patriarchy obscures and distorts the 

diverse roles that women play in war. It becomes an overly elastic, generalised concept that 

glosses over contextual nuance and variation. Like any structural explanation, it 

depersonalises the crime committed and shifts accountability from the individual perpetrator 

to the collective and overshadows the victim. It also fosters the idea that sexual violence in 

conflict is inevitable and the human agency involved is not fully taken to account (Wood, 

2012; Clark, 2014; Cohen, 2016). Further, scholars themselves possibly contribute to the 

problematic imaginaries through the ‘coloniality of the gaze’ (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2014, 

pp. 598–599; Motlafi, 2018). For instance, it is argued that the securitisation of conflict-

related sexual violence produces its fetishization, contributing to the logic of market dynamics 

which dictates the social and political response in international politics and humanitarianism 
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(Autesserre, 2012; Meger, 2016). Thus, the instrumentality of narrative does not necessarily 

end after conflict. Relatedly, in Kosovo, the image of heroism and sacrifice for the nation has 

prevailed in rhetoric surrounding survivors of wartime sexual violence in the seceding 

countries of former Yugoslavia. Portrayed as ‘heroines’ of the nation, this well-intended 

discourse and memorialisation of (female) civilian victimhood at the same time reinforces 

nationalist, ethnic and gender distinctions from wartime narratives in times of peace, 

consequently, leaving the essentialised role of women in war and peace unquestioned (see 

Gusia, 2014). Here, national politics produces certain perceptions and understandings of 

sexual violence, with problematic effects. Further, research generally focuses on the actions 

of armed groups. In approaching sexual violence this way, violence committed by civilians is 

continuously  “construed as effects and after-effects of militarization (…) understood as 

produced through the dispersal of militarized masculinities, which render civilians more prone 

to violence, including sexual violence” (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2018, p. 308). Here, the 

reversed connection of gendered inequalities in peace and war is considered: the underlying 

thought is that the behaviour and dynamics of actors participating in conflict influences 

society at large. 

In summary, none of the perspectives can offer a full explanation for all cases of sexual 

violence in conflict. Sexual violence is complex, and “any multi-causal, multi-layered 

explanation must therefore include both structure and agency” (Clark, 2014, p. 467) and 

understand the multiple dimensions and interlockings of analytical levels. Some perpetrators 

are likely to suffer pathological conditions, but most do not. Others are likely to act out of lust, 

but many other seem to participate for non-sexual purposes. Some may have distorted 

misogynist worldviews based on institutional or societal conditions which makes sexual 

violence an option, but it is not necessarily a pre-condition for all sexual violence to occur. As 

highlighted elsewhere, “complexity, nuances and variability is key – not the simplicity that 

exclusive theoretical models argue” (Houge, 2015, p. 83). The ‘power, not sex’ assumption 

stemming from Brownmiller’s ideas is slowly becoming opened up for reflection. Most 

research still takes armed organisations as the unit of analysis, and violence committed by 

civilians is often construed as an effect or after-effects of militarisation, that is thought to give 

rise to sexual violence among civilian populations (see Clark, 2014; Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 

2018).   
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4. Towards a framework on election-related sexual violence  

4.1 Elements across analytical frameworks  

Drawing on the two separate literature reviews in the previous part of this study, a number of 

thematic overlaps and distinctions emerge across the literature, which shed light on how to 

integrate additional actors, levels and dynamics of violence into theorisation on sexual 

violence within elections. In approaching four elements, which are: (1) strategy, motivation 

and intent; (2) the role of gender and men as victims; (3) localised and decentralised violence 

and; (4) sexual violence as altering bargaining powers, transnationality and ‘shameful’ 

violence; a new framework emerges. CRSV literature provides useful tools in understanding 

such acts in electoral contexts, not simply as a mode of strategic, political oppression, but as a 

form of violence that is co-produced by various actors and motives. With reference to the 

illustrative case of Kenya, it is shown how integrating these elements enrichens our 

understanding of the dynamics and explanations for sexual violence.  

Strategy, motivation and intent 
As highlighted previously, publications from the last decade within the academic literature on 

CRSV has moved beyond the ‘Weapon of War’ narrative, towards the complexities of intent 

and effects of sexual violence. Scholars increasingly question and critique how such 

storylines become embedded in a limited understanding of gender, that conflates ‘sex’ with 

‘gender’, which reinforces the idea of violence against men and boys as somehow always 

political, and concurrently, ‘un-gendered’, ignoring the many ways in which violence is 

committed against and affects men and boys. Within policy on conflict-related sexual 

violence, the dominant perspective is still that sexual violence is about power, not sex, and 

importantly, a ‘strategy’ rendering woman vulnerable in the battle between men. Researchers, 

on the other hand, acknowledge the empirical variation the difficulties of finding a ‘one-size-

fits-all explanation’. sexual violence seems to vary between and within states or contexts, 

between groups, and within groups. There is, however, a growing recognition that certain 

specifics in norms for or against sexual violence as a practice and individual opportunism 

accounts for some of this variance. As men are increasingly highlighted as victims, gender is 

argued to be ‘at play’ versatile to the logic of specific contexts, rather than some universal 

norm (see e.g. Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2010; Zalewski et al., 2018).  
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To date, EV literature offers narratives very similar to either the ‘strategic’ or 

‘gendered’ story of sexual violence, especially those focusing on the electoral experiences of 

women. Yet to be a core topic of academic research, it is implicitly assumed that sexual 

violence or violence against women is connected to gender ideology of the given context (see 

e.g. Bardall, 2011, 2015). For instance, sexual violence is described in this literature to be a 

“unique type of harm in that it is both physical and psychological in nature, and of an intimate 

and degrading nature specific to the victim’s gender identity, setting it apart from other 

categories of violence” (Bardall, 2015, p. 16, my emphasis). Such descriptions may apply to 

men as well, but in the empirical examples, women are the analytical focus. Inherent in the 

very definitions of ‘electoral violence’, sexual violence during periods of elections is assumed 

to be political, strategic, as well as to be about gendered power; that is, to keep women in the 

private sphere, as a ‘Weapon against Women’. The differences in the ‘gender gaze’ across the 

literatures might partly be connected to rigid disciplinary boundaries, partly to the birth of the 

electoral violence field. Sexual violence in war has often been a topic for conflict-researchers, 

while sexual violence in ‘peace’, has fallen within the scope of gender theorists and 

criminologists. Elections and the violence surrounding it, on the other hand, has been a matter 

for political scientists, who are struggling to establish a new field and yet to fully engage with 

subsequent feminist scholarship.  

Analyses of electoral violence seem to largely follow the path of other disciplines, such 

as conflict research, where the approach to gender and politics is evolving from critique 

against male biases of mainstream research that exclude women from the political sphere, to 

the ‘add women and stir’ stage, to more fundamental questions on ‘mainstreaming gender’ 

and methodology, inherent approaches and conceptualisations of ‘politics’, ‘gender’ and the 

nature of institutions and processes (see e.g. Childs and Krook, 2006, p. 20). Although both 

literatures have produced work that bridges gender, politics and violence, CRSV research is 

by far more substantial and sophisticated in that it has come further in examining which 

mechanisms and dynamics that drive the occurrence of sexual violence, stepping out of the 

‘Weapon of War’ or ‘Weapon against Women’ narrative.  

Taking the argument further, perhaps the absence of sexual violence in EV research 

overall is yet another reflection of policy narrative of rape as a ‘Weapon of War’, as such 

‘non-warring’ contexts do not fit the frame of such discourses. Concurrently, others ask 

whether to conceptualise the violent aspects of gendered workings, or inversely, the gendered 

aspects of violence. The latter understanding in these two simple reductions has often 

prevailed in scholarly accounts of conflict. Arguably, the account of sexual violence as a 
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weapon offers a clear image of a “wartime atrocity perpetrated against civilians, and this clear 

image allows states and organisations to act within the guidelines of international law and UN 

mandates” (Crawford, 2013, p. 516). Some have argued that sexual violence can only ‘reach 

the glory of jus cogens’ if ‘piggybacked’ with other extraordinary crimes, that is, genocide, 

slavery, and torture and the indeterminate ‘peremptory norms’ surrounding them (Sellers in 

Henry, 2014, p. 100). While more systematic and genocidal forms of sexual violence at the 

highest level have been prosecuted, more random, isolated or individual rapes are generally 

not dealt with by international courts, concerning some scholars about the possible effects of 

exceptionalising some violence while not other (see Henry, 2014, p. 100). Similarly, such 

circumstances could explain the scare international attention or means to prosecute sexual 

election-related violence, which normally falls under national jurisdiction, often perpetrated 

by state officials, police and security staff.  

Notwithstanding, merging the study of sexual violence in conflict with electoral 

violence literature is not straightforward. Theoretical distinctions and clear-cut 

conceptualisations between ‘sexual’ and ‘political’ (or electoral) violence are difficult to trace 

empirically, as it requires being able to establish intent. Whether the context is an ongoing 

war or a violent election, explaining ‘the sexual’ meets the same obstacles. The ‘sexual’ or 

‘opportunistic’ within CRSV literature too is far from exhausted, leading some to ask about 

the stakes of the erasure of the sexual in explanations behind its occurrence. For instance, 

Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2018) propose that this erasure reflects the workings of the 

war/peace divide; ‘reinscribesing the normal and the exceptional’ in reproducing a reductive 

notion of a masculine sex in peacetime that is ontologically different from violence in war. 

Even the latest developments within the field which probe into the porous civil-military 

boundaries, civilian micro-conflicts and local score settling, as well as military ideologies and 

military organisations pose no “sustained questions about the potential complex 

interrelationships between the sexual and violence in the act of sexual violence” (Eriksson 

Baaz and Stern, 2018, p. 303). To summarise, none of the perspectives within the literature 

offers a monocausal, general explanation on ‘why violence becomes sexual’. Such an 

explanation can probably not be expected, irrespectively of which field who engage in such a 

question.  

The role of gender and men as victims 
Most scholars agree that group norms for or against the use of sexual violence probably 

influences its occurrence, in line with the arguments made by Wood (see Wood, 2009, 2018; 
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Cohen, Wood and Hoover Green, 2013) and that many acts must be understood in relation to 

contextual perceptions of gender roles and behaviour. Sexual violence need not to be an 

organisational policy to be frequent: some patterns of sexual violence during conflict are 

better understood as a practice, where opportunistic sexual violence for private or individual 

motives paired with the social interactions among combatants drive its manifestation. The 

latest work by Wood emphasises not only the “gendered norms and beliefs of the society from 

which combatants come but also those of combatants and commanders as reshaped by both 

vertical and horizontal socialisation processes within the organisation” (Wood, 2018, p. 515). 

Many scholars stress the variation across countries, actors and individuals and the 

incorporation of perspectives that can capture the fluctuation of intent. For instance, it has 

been argued that “rape can accomplish multiple purposes at different levels (…) it can fulfil, 

at least in part, a sexual purpose for an individual, while simultaneously fulfilling the broader 

strategic/punitive purposes of the group to which he belongs” (Clark, 2014, p. 475). 

Consequently, it is argued that the question for research should perhaps be to highlight why 

sexual violence is considered acceptable in the first place, similarly to the argument to 

reinvigorate theorising ‘the sexual’.  

Such reasoning on intent has slowly begun to emerge within EV literature as well. Here, 

it has been highlighted that “not every act of civil violence during an election cycle may meet 

the strict criteria of electoral violence, in the sense of being consciously motivated by a desire 

to shape an election’s outcome” (Goldsmith, 2015, p. 610). However, here it is argued that a 

clear ’spike’ in violence has high odds of reflecting efforts to affect the election results and 

not only a rise in opportunistic violence. While the author refers to general election violence, 

not specifically sexual forms, such accounts questions how research ought to correctly capture 

motives for violence. Again, insofar as sexual violence has been brought into limelight within 

EV literature, it has been accounted for as an element embedded in gendered dimensions of 

electoral violence, and problematically, a ‘problem’ affecting women, inherently gendered in 

nature, rendering experiences of men ‘ungendered’, whether sexual or political. For instance, 

Bjarnegård and Melander (2011) have argued that semi-democracy signals weak political 

institutions, which, in turn, are more prone to allow for ‘militarised masculinity’ to influence 

the political culture. States that have a military past might allow for a continued military logic 

to permeate politics, thereby excluding other potential political groupings from the arena of 

politics, such as women, sexual or ethnic minorities and political opponents. In such states, 

the military might be officially side-lined, but officials maintain good connections to 

influential generals or appoint key positions in politics from within the military. 
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Consequently, this might increase the risk of political violence and civil war (Bjarnegård and 

Melander, 2011). As highlighted previously, electoral violence research overall is mostly 

conducted at the aggregate level, focusing on specific countries or incidents rather than 

individual experiences of violence. Such a purely political lens on violence consequentially 

struggles to capture gendered or sexual dimensions, both theoretically and empirically, in that 

political intent and the experiences of men are prioritised (Bardall, 2011, 2015, 2016, 

Bjarnegård, 2016, 2018). Relatedly, it has been argued that the boundaries between electoral 

and armed politics is porous: elections can be ‘militarised’ too (Staniland, 2015). Within 

electoral violence research, there is a tendency to focus on how mainstream political actors 

engage with elections and violence, such as opposition and incumbents. Armed actors are 

generally excluded from analysis, given little agency and seen as controlled or manipulated by 

elites. However, armed groups can pursue a diverse array of electoral strategies formed 

through the interaction of armed groups’ power and expectations of popular support with 

governments’ policies of toleration or repression (Staniland, 2017; Matanock and Staniland, 

2018). 

Localised and decentralised violence  
Many scholars within CRSV literature have moved beyond macro- or universalist 

perspectives to explain sexual violence, as such explanations fail to adequately address the 

observed variation. Instead, local cleavages and intracommunity dynamics is emphasised, as a 

great deal of action is simultaneously decentralised and linked to the wider conflict. Violence 

can seldom be reduced to a ‘mere mechanism that opens up the floodgates to random and 

anarchical private violence’, rather, civil war is ‘messy’ precisely because it transforms “into 

a joint process the collective actors’ quest for power and the local actors’ quest for local 

advantage” (Kalyvas, 2003, p. 486) which “straddles the divide between the political and the 

private, the collective and the individual”  (2003, p. 487). In order to detect other motives and 

actors, one needs to analyse different levels in concert and link centre and periphery. Further, 

local actors are not simply proxies: “alliance is for local actors a means rather than a goal” 

(see Kalyvas, 2003, p. 486). 

It has been argued elsewhere that documenting and analysing the full pattern of violence 

is pivotal for understanding its dynamics. Approaching violence as a pattern will allow 

scholars to ask different sets of questions, importantly, to ask comparative questions such as 

whether the pattern of violence by organisations are different or similar, including non-lethal 

elements of an organisation’s repertoire; distinctions between different types of targeting that 
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goes beyond the selective/indiscriminate dichotomy; a clear measure of frequency; and, 

identification of the techniques with which each repertoire element is carried out (Gutiérrez-

Sanín and Wood, 2017). Such research, in turn, opens spaces for integrating the study of 

specific forms of electoral violence, in that dissecting patterns of different actors can reveal 

explanations for sexual abuse. A clear blind spot in electoral violence research is that scholars 

have often treated it as a campaign strategy employed by either incumbents or the opposition, 

ignoring the presence of other actors, such as armed groups, as potential perpetrators (see 

Daxecker, Sais and Jung, 2018). 

While approaches within CRSV literature are based largely on military actors and the 

context of war, there are aspects that are worth to discuss. For instance, while the ‘militarised 

masculinities’ approach focuses on the military as a socialisation venue and hence becomes 

difficult to integrate. However, lack of state monopoly of violence can still give rise to other 

important actors than incumbents and opposition, sometimes having other political roles than 

simply being proxies of national-level politics. Such context may feature dynamic of civil 

war, with militias, local ‘gangs’, state-police and military having diverse roles and agendas. 

According to Pankhurst (2016), “perhaps the most obvious parallel with the fighting group of 

men level of analysis in war, is post-war gangs, where sexual violence can also be part of 

initiation rites and continued status, and which are very common in post-war urban centres” 

(2016, p. 188). Sexual violence committed by assumed ‘proxy’ actors does not necessarily 

have to be rational, logical or strategic in responding to agendas of politicians, let alone 

strategic simply because happening at a large scale, nor ostensibly election-related. Further, 

the intersection of different identities, such as gender, political affiliation, ethnicity, clan, and 

class, among others, might shape the violence one is at risk for from such actors.  

While sexual violence has remained absent within literature connecting to traditional 

election violence theory, the edited collection ‘Violence in African Elections: Between 

Democracy and Big Man Politics’ (2018) by Söderberg Kovacs and Bjaresen (eds.) offers an 

illuminating perspective which potentially adheres to the developments in CRSV literature. 

Drawing on insights from Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2013) the edition highlights how a single 

narrative on electoral strategies risks excluding and silencing additional and equally relevant 

motives, particularly at the micro-level of analysis. The case studies of African contexts 

included within the edition offer a sub-national perspective that links macro-level events and 

processes to micro-level dynamics. While sexual (or gendered) violence is not ransacked in 

either case-study, collectively, the edition contributes to the idea that fixed notions around 

‘strategy’ obscures that the precise motives behind violence may vary between individual 
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actors, shift over time, and importantly, multiple motives can inform agents of electoral 

violence that are not necessarily directly connected to the electoral process. Violence during 

elections ranges from direct and indirect forms; from high-intensity to more subdued and 

subtle acts. Inspired by civil war literature stressing the importance of moving beyond macro-

level analysis to understand the dynamics of violence and expose causal mechanisms, the 

‘everyday’ kinds of electoral violence taking place behind the backs of international election 

observers (which are ‘almost always intimately local in their expression’), are brought into 

limelight. Nevertheless, it is emphasised that many violent acts cannot be understood outside 

the context of instrumentality of election violence for the political elites (see Söderberg 

Kovacs, 2018). Yet, such compelling scholarly approaches towards the ‘everyday politics of 

electoral violence’ might be informative for understanding the nexus of private and political 

intent behind sexual violence within electoral context, making a gesture towards the debate on 

strategy, intent and underlying motivations behind ‘opportunistic’ acts of violence.  

Sexual violence altering bargaining powers, transnationality and ‘shameful’ violence 
The two literatures also somewhat share frames when addressing the impact of external 

actors, international attention and discourses surrounding violence. Both sexual and electoral 

violence as separate forms might possibly alter the dynamics, motives and incentives in both 

warring and electoral contexts. Discourses around ‘shameful’ violence might create incentives 

for actors to delegate such practises to militias and armed groups. Sexual and election 

violence alike can be considered ‘shameful’, in that such forms “violate the laws of war 

(Cohen and Nordås, 2015, p. 878) or that it “defies the very conception of democracy as build 

on nonviolent principles”(Höglund, 2009, p. 414). A majority of militias are, however, not 

reported to commit acts of sexual violence in conflict, but might serve intragroup cohesion 

among fighters that are recruited by abduction or the ‘use of’ sexual violence may in part be a 

result of diffusion, whereby states that use sexual violence disseminate this practice through 

interactions with the militias they train (Cohen and Nordås, 2015). On this note, the majority 

of election violence happens synchronously during armed conflict, Amed actors are 

perpetrators of election violence in around 40 percent of cases, indicating the interrelationship 

with other forms of political violence and the analytical issues in separating violent 

phenomena. This goes against previous assumptions, where electoral violence was thought to 

be primarily a result of incumbent-opposition struggles to win the election. Violence by 

armed groups may be aimed to oppose holding elections overall, rather than influencing the 

outcome in favour of a preferred party or politician (see Daxecker, Sais and Jung, 2018). 
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Several scholars on sexual violence in conflict have argued that international attention 

and securitisation of sexual violence might have the effect of exacerbating the abuse in that it 

raises the status of sexual abuse to an effective bargaining tool for combatants. The effort to 

disproportionately ‘single out’ sexual violence as different and acutely ‘worse’ than other 

manifestations might give the perverse result that increasing violent or ‘shameful’ methods in 

conflict gives the prospect of ‘fame and notoriety’ from the media and international 

community, consequently, increase the negotiating power of these groups, or to provoke the 

government to negotiate in that the international community, states and advocacy groups 

would put pressure on the government to do so and get violent actors a place at the bargaining 

table (see e.g. Autesserre, 2012; Meger, 2016). The prohibition of rape can thus ‘weaponise’ 

sexual violence in that it might “contribute to starting a war or committing more rape in war” 

(Henry, 2014, p. 104).2 Notably, as this study accentuates sexual dynamics of electoral 

violence, it problematically reproduces the familiar ‘essentialising’ of sexual violence, as well 

as the prevailing assumption that it is ‘worse’ than other manifestations. Similarly, it has been 

noted how the presence of international observers increases the likelihood of opposition-

sponsored groups to protest with violence in the post-election period: they may find that 

violence is the most effective communicative tool to catch observers’ attention and to target 

an international audience. If there is major election fraud involved, the incumbent government 

is likely to engage in violent repression under presence of observers (von Borzyskowski, 

2014; Smidt, 2016).  

Further, questions whether violence becomes transnationalised through diffusion and 

escalation has been noted in both literatures. Transnational dynamics of civil war, such as the 

imitation or migration of violent strategies, affect the repertoire of violence that different 

groups use, including sexual manifestations of violence. Here, it is noted that armed groups 

learn from each other during the course of conflict, within a conflict and possibly across 

borders (see Wood, 2013; Gutiérrez-Sanín and Wood, 2017, p. 29). In electoral conflicts, 

similar patterns can arguably emerge. Violence can become transnationalised based on five 

                                                
2  These interpretations stand in sharp contrast to a comment made by Pramila Patten, the UN Special 
Representative on Sexual Violence, who argued that ‘listing motivates armed groups using sexual violence as a 
weapon of war to engage with the office’. This referred to the annual report which summarises actors “credibly 
suspected of committing or being responsible for patterns of rape or other forms of sexual violence in situations 
of armed conflict on the agenda of the Security Council” (UN Security Council, 2018, pp. 55–56). According to 
Patten, such negative international attention influences armed groups to end the use of ‘shameful’ sexual 
violence and spare populations, rather than altering the bargaining power of the group (Comment during the 
event Public Symposium on Preventing Conflict-Related Sexual violence: From Theory to Practice, held in 
Uppsala, Sweden, 13 December 2018).  
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elements: the character of election-related institutions; the willingness to seek support from 

and provide support to similar ethnic or political groups with a history of participation or 

likelihood of participation in electoral violence; the role of external powers backing internal 

rebellion or armed groups; the level of interdependence in the region, especially in terms of 

the political similarities and information sharing that can spread violence in neighbouring 

states; and lastly, economic insecurity, ethnic distrust and weak state capacity to control 

national borders. As an example, Burundi shows potential of such spill-over effects 

(Homolkova, 2017).  

4.2 Sexual violence and the 2007 general election in Kenya   

The arguments proposed in this study are illustrated by the election-related violence in Kenya 

in 2007-2008, starting off with a review of previous research. Based on these accounts, it 

becomes clear that current explanations cannot account for all of the sexual manifestations of 

violence. In addressing this void, as well as in an effort to bring research on sexual 

manifestations of EV forward, the remaining part of the analysis will apply and assess the 

suitability of the suggested framework proposed, that is, it approaches four elements: (1) 

strategy, motivation and intent; (2) the role of gender and men as victims; (3) localised and 

decentralised violence and; (4) sexual violence as altering bargaining powers, transnationality 

and ‘shameful’ violence. Arguably, the four elements suggested in the framework provide 

new insights for understanding the dynamics and explanations of the Kenyan context. Rather 

than finding an explanation accounting for all sexual violence that took place, it opens up new 

paths for future research.  

Previous research on election-related violence in Kenya 
Previous research that falls within the electoral-violence literature has brought a variety of 

explanations for the violence that erupted in 2007 when the president, the National Assembly 

and local councils were to be elected. For clarity, these can easily be sorted according to the 

framework on causes of electoral violence, in which political, electoral and institutional 

causes are divided into enabling conditions and triggering factors (see Table 2, Höglund, 

2009, p. 424). Scholars have found and argued for various conditions or root causes enabling 

the use of violence in 2007: the Kenyan colonial heritage and local socio-economic struggles 

over land (Ndungu, 2008; De Smedt, 2009; Kanyinga, 2009); the tradition of patrimonialism, 

‘Big Man’-politics and culture of impunity (Brown and Sriram, 2012); and the gradual decline 



 
 

38 
 

in the state’s monopoly of violence paired with weak institutions, elite fragmentation and 

centralised power and ethnic clientism (Branch and Cheeseman, 2009; Mueller, 2011). 

Further, others have found explanations in triggering factors closer to the election: that 

historically violent actors participated in the election and incited violence, the ‘close race’ and 

dissatisfaction with the outcome of the presidential election (Anderson and Lochery, 2008); 

state-sanctioned violence, the use of police, the electoral administration and militant groups to 

manipulate the process (Murunga, 2011); as well as the strongly ethicized discourse of 

Kenyan politics and the spreading of hate-speech through media (Bratton and Kimenyi, 2008; 

Somerville, 2011). These contributions are not exclusive in explanatory value, rather, 

electoral contests and instrumental violence are complex and multiple variables can be 

assumed to be at play. While these enabling conditions are linked to the dynamics of the 

wider political conflict, triggering factors are difficult to understand without contextual 

explanations on what facilitates these situations (see Höglund, 2009).  

In these contributions, sexual violence is generally described in passing, perhaps in 

neglect of sexual violence having a political dimension or failure of EV literature in moving 

beyond ‘the national’. In their defence, exploring sexual violence is not their primary purpose. 

It is however problematic that such forms of violence are not recognised to have a dynamic on 

its own or being in need of specific scholarly attention. For instance, when these instances of 

sexual violence are discussed, occurrence in the first ‘wave’ of violence is attributed to 

‘opportunistic motivation’ paired with the ‘general breakdown of law and order’ and the 

upsurge of criminality of all kinds. In the second ‘wave’ of violence, sexual manifestations is 

argued to crosscut three forms: violent, spontaneous protests; response with extraordinary use 

of force by the Kenyan Police Force and the General Service Unit; and organised violence in 

the Rift Valley involving forced displacement and destruction of property (Wanyeki, 2008). 

Some scholars speak of a diffusion of violence. Here, several interfused categories seem to 

overlap: spontaneous violence in ethnically mixed urban areas; organised violence by the 

power elite; more or less organised retaliatory violence by individual, non-state and political 

actors, including private violence such as eviction, robbery, destruction of property and intra-

personal forms and; state violence by security agencies and police forces (Ndungu, 2008; 

Kagwanja, 2009).  

Those who directly address the sexual manifestations of violence persuasively capture 

the rich complexities of the Kenyan case in more depth, however, they have done so without 

reference to EV literature, and importantly, its theoretical frameworks. Their research does 

neither cite, nor put in conversation with or departing from the scholarly debate or perspective 
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of electoral violence. Rather, these scholars have published their work in region-specific 

journals and made in-depth case studies, meant to elaborate with more of an inductive 

approach and from within other disciplines than political science, for instance, public health 

and gender studies (see e.g. Ahlberg and Njoroge, 2013; Kuria et al., 2013; Anastario et al., 

2014; Johnson et al., 2014; Kihato, 2015; Auchter, 2017). 

Strategy, motivation and intent 
Findings from public health studies that directly addresses the sexual manifestations of 

violence surrounding the 2007 election overall supports anecdotal evidence of a relative 

increase. However, these studies have remained careful in drawing conclusions whether this is 

due to political motivations or opportunism. Importantly, their definitions also differ, hence 

the variation in results. For instance, Anastario et al. (2014) argue there was a relative 

increase of sexual violence victims in the three-month period of post-election violence, 

compared to months before and after. This supports findings by Kuria et al. (2013), who 

compared the election year of 2007 with 2006 and 2008, arguing that the crisis “may have 

provided an enabling environment for sexual offenders to perpetuate the crime; on the other 

hand, sexual abuse may have been used as a weapon by the warring ethnic groups to harm 

each other (Kuria et al., 2013, pp. 25–26). Further, there were systematic changes in assault 

characteristics, particularly concerning gang-rape, suggesting that “perpetration patterns 

during the [post-election violence] period (…) is consistent with the documentation of mass 

rape in conflict settings” (Anastario et al., 2014, p. 5).  The study retrospectively analysed 

medical records of patients diagnosed between 2007 and 2011, paired with key informant 

interviews with healthcare workers at the same three healthcare facilities. Here, ‘political 

motivation’ was not defined, but with reference to the report by the Kenyan Commission of 

Inquiry into the Post-Election paired with evidence of how violence has played out in similar 

context, it is argued that their findings speak to political motives underlying these acts. 

Further, the authors argue that “the use of racial epithets used during attacks in which sexual 

assaults took place, a relatively high male victimisation rate, gang rape, and/or the reported 

victimisation of other individuals” (Anastario et al., 2014, p. 5). 

Johnson et al. (2014), on the other hand, argue that both politically motivated and 

opportunistic sexual violence increased during the crisis. However, according to these 

scholars, sexual violence “was more commonly single-person rape, molestation and genital 

mutilation, overwhelmingly perpetrated by men, and to a lesser extent, women affiliated with 

a government or political group(s)” (Johnson et al., 2014, p. 8). Based on this, they did not 
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connect their findings to patterns in wartime. It was however argued that “the increase in 

genital mutilation during the election period supports media reports of ethnically motivated 

forced circumcision of males” (Johnson et al., 2014, p. 8). These findings were based on a 

cross-sectional, national, population-based cluster survey conducted in 2011, and structured 

interview questionnaires. In this study, political acts were defined as “sexual violence 

occurring during a political circumstance, perpetrated by a political figure or state official, or 

in which political messages or ethnic slurs were uttered during an attack” (Johnson et al., 

2014, p. 8). Collectively, these studies have thus not been able to separate opportunism from 

political motivations. Highlighting the element of motivation and intent shows a variation in 

the dynamics and function of election-related sexual violence. Reducing sexual violence to a 

single narrative as ‘strategic’ simply because these instances took place during a period of 

electoral violence obscures and silences additional motives, motives which may also vary and 

shift over time.  

Gender roles and men as victims  
The narratives of sexual violence being ‘strategic’ in the Kenyan election is further 

complicated when disaggregating whether such instances victimised women or men. 

Approaching the element of gender roles and men as victims enriches our perception of the 

complexities with election-related sexual violence. In this, scholars have highlighted how the 

overtly gendered violence is explained by the deadlock between the presidential candidates 

and how they (in)formally mobilised ideals of militaristic masculinities. For instance, in the 

period of election campaigning, the candidates actively sought to make people question the 

incumbent Kibaki’s lack of control over ‘his household and woman’ and see Odinga as a 

failed man due to being uncircumcised. Drawing on perceptions of appropriate and desirable 

gender roles, the aim was to either undermine or support their viability as leaders. Acts of 

rape and forceful circumcision epitomised the ‘historically phallocratic landscape of state 

power’ and public culture in Kenya (see Musila, 2009). Further, perpetration of sexual 

violence by police is said to reflect a “masculinise ethos that dominates the force” (Murunga, 

2011, p. 46). The forced circumcisions that took place arguably reflect the gendered workings 

of the election, but were simultaneously political. When carried out as part of an accepted 

communal ritual, circumcision is considered elevating and masculinizing, but when forced 

upon a victim, it is ‘degrading, feminising and castrative’, implying the contradictory gender 

significations that are involved in circumcision. Such violence is about reinforcing an 

embodied notion of qualified political participation in a community, not raising the masculine 
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status of the victim. Reversing ‘the making of men’ ritual meant to humiliate, inflict lasting 

bodily harm, intimidate and hence emasculate the men in question. Scholars have argued that 

‘people may use the cultural they have’, hence, one cannot understand forced circumcision 

without looking at the wider context of how it has been appropriated for political and 

economic ends (see Ahlberg and Njoroge, 2013; Auchter, 2017).  

In Kenya, “to make public a man’s secret bodily ‘detail’ is to declare the public’s 

authority upon that body” (Lamont, 2018, p. 303). The lines between the private and the 

public become blurred with such acts. It symbolises the ordering of particular victims as ‘less 

of citizens’, in that they can be subjected and invoke action from the public. Forced 

circumcisions can be perceived as different from other forms of sexual violence, as such other 

manifestations focused on lowering the standing of particular bodies, while paradoxically, 

circumcisions represent a higher social and political standing. Simply labelling these incidents 

as inter-ethnic violence obscures reality, missing the “crucial dimension that invokes toxic 

notions of masculinity and its connections to political participation”. As argued elsewhere, 

such acts cannot be attributed to prevailing chaos alone (Auchter, 2017, p. 1350). It has also 

been argued that circumcision has been turned into a language of argument about a supra-

ethnic masculinity, instrumentalised to intimidate or feminise in a rhetorical campaign of 

‘politics of foreskin’ (see Musila, 2009; Lamont, 2018). The use of gendered violence in the 

public sphere in Kenya (such as extra-juridical punishments in the form of forced nudity or 

‘walks of shame’ for cultural offences) can be seen as re-enactments of its colonial past, 

continuities of institutionalised ways to shape civic virtue and gendered conduct (Carotenuto, 

2012). In a context where “manhood is equated with qualified political participation” 

(Auchter, 2017, p. 1354) these notions of ‘hyper-masculine ethnic bigotry’ underpin claims 

that only a circumcised man can lead Kenya (see Lamont, 2018).  

Intuitively, it is hard to object to such prescriptions of meaning to these forced 

circumcisions. It is, however, problematic that when forced upon men, such acts are perceived 

to be purely politically motivated. It is thus described as gendered in form, but not necessarily 

in motive. Female forced circumcision, on the other hand, is described as symbolising a 

broader misogynist motive, that is, to repress women’s sexuality. However, as highlighted 

elsewhere, forced circumcisions of men and women ‘seems more specific’ than simply being 

part of general breakdown of law and order (Wanyeki, 2008, p. 95). Accounts of such general 

breakdown, however, are not always satisfying. A baseline study conducted among women 

who had experienced sexual violence suggests a nexus between women’s political 

participation, their economic location, ethnic identity, and their experience of sexual violence. 
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During the post-election period, women who used their homes as business premise for 

informal trade often experienced looting, both of their private home and shop, when violence 

broke out. These women were also registered, card-carrying members of various political 

parties or openly participated in campaigning for their candidates. Many of these women 

believed that they were targeted due to their party affiliations, loyalties or ethnic identities and 

did not wish to participate in politics again. Further, they all blamed their desperate economic 

situation after the election violence on their political role (see Ossome, 2018, chap. 1).  

Localised and decentralised violence 
Understanding the full dynamic of election-related sexual violence in Kenya also implies the 

analysis of localised and decentralised violence. Patters of violence, including sexual forms, 

often intersected with political interests and is thus hard to understand outside the context of 

electoral conflict. Nevertheless, in order to detect other motives behind these acts, one ought 

to look further into the meso- or micro-dynamics of violence.  

For instance, the conduct of the different police units in Kenya cannot be reduced to the 

simple explanation of a force in the hands of the regime or president. Over time, the police 

had ‘metamorphosed’ into vigilantes, which unlocked the use force not necessarily sanctioned 

by the command structure. Many officers had a private interest in ‘sharing the spoils’ of 

violence and there was often much complicity between the police and criminals, similar to 

instances of ‘war profiteers’. The police often allowed, or even lead, mobs that were looting 

shops in the Kibera slums or entered houses under the pretext of looking for weapons and the 

young men who were barricading roads and the railway line. In these settings, they also 

allowed or participated in the gang-rape of women, either in their homes, while they were 

fleeing from raiders, or later in camps. In the camps, sexual exploitation or transactional sex 

took place in exchange for security, food, clothing and medicine, involving both formal 

security workers and volunteer relief workers (see e.g. Ndungu, 2008; Wanyeki, 2008; 

Murunga, 2011; Ruteere, 2011). State-centred analyses of electoral violence fail to fully grasp 

the fluent and often multiple roles of such ‘pro-government’ actors.  

Further, moving beyond the state-level reveals the emergence of diverse insurgent local 

political groups in Kenya, which do not necessarily correspond or are complicit in the state-

production of exclusionary and violent politics. In the absence or decline of state monopoly of 

violence, local and national struggles both intersected and diverted, in that they provide 

security or resources for certain populations in local areas through patronage and violence 

when the state failed to do so, rather than having the goal to ‘take over the state’ or support a 
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specific political party. Scholarly accounts of these groups vary from labelling them as 

‘vigilantes’, ‘militias’, or ‘gangs’, to describing them as ‘ethnicity-based’, ‘religio-cultural’ 

local manifestations of anti-globalisation forces, with more or less emphasis on their political 

role or intra-rivalry (Anderson, 2002; Anderson and Lochery, 2008; De Smedt, 2009; Dercon 

and Gutié Rrez-Romero, 2012; Kihato, 2015). Groups such as Mungiki, the Sabuat Land 

Defence Force, the Lou Taliban, and the Kalenjin warriors, with various goals and 

embeddings in society, arguably shows the complex point of collusion between criminality, 

locality, and political clientism in the making of Kenyan political order, where these groups 

are more than simply proxies (see Ruteere, 2011; Dercon and Gutié Rrez-Romero, 2012).  

The description of some of these groups as simply “made up of opportunistic, sectarian 

thugs, to terrorise and maim” (Snow, 2009, p. 118) offers little in terms of explaining the 

multiple drivers and dynamic of sexual violence. Mungiki, for instance, is thought to have 

been originally formed during the 1980s as a political group agitating for the rights of poor 

Kenyans and became involved in electoral violence around 2002. Such activities are “a far cry 

from those favoured by the Kikuyu elite, in spite of Mungiki’s evident openness to the politics 

of ethnic mobilisation by elites around elections” (Frederiksen, 2010, p. 1085). The outlawed 

group is considered to be both a rural religious sect and an urban political militia, thus both 

‘hybrid’ and ‘unpredictable’ (Anderson, 2002). Beyond the mass mobilisation for political 

events, there is most likely a division of labour and fractions within the movement that reflect 

variation in why individuals join and participate in violence. The very act of becoming a 

member, including taking an oath, is ‘overtly political’ given the oppressive climate 

surrounding responses the group (Henningsen and Jones, 2013, p. 386). This has led some to 

argue that Mungiki is more of a discourse that is invoked by the police to justify crackdowns 

and executions (e.g. Ruteere, 2008), The subsequent role of Mungiki in the 2007 election is 

widely disputed: while accused of sexual violence against both women and men (see e.g. 

Kihato, 2015; Auchter, 2017), linking such acts to be connected to political parties or 

politicians is not backed by much evidence. The leaders of the organisation met with both 

incumbent and opposition to broker deals on backing politicians before the election, 

cultivating links with several political sides (see Ruteere, 2008).  

Further, a member of one of the ‘gangs’ described how their initial perception of the 

crisis shifted over time. At first, it was interpreted as “the usual violence which follows after 

elections (…) but when we saw they meant business we prepared to fight back” (Kagwanja, 

2009, p. 380). Relatedly, a senior police officer stated in another study that “in Kenyan 

politics, there are no permanent enemies” (Cited in Malik, 2016, p. 49). Such reasoning 
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indicates both that perceptions shifted, but also that violence was adjusted to the behaviour of 

others. Whether participating in violence in the first place is part of a ‘strategy’ or not, ‘using’ 

sexual violence might also be a more or less an ‘opportunistic’ act or driven by individual 

motives. As highlighted previously, the joint production of electoral violence must be taken to 

account in order to grasp acts that straddles the divide between the political and the private. 

Electoral conflict, similarly to civil war, does not simply ‘open up the floodgates to random 

and anarchical private violence’, but demands a perspective where the periphery and centre is 

analysed in concert (see e.g. Kalyvas, 2003; Söderberg Kovacs and Bjarnesen, 2018) 

Altering bargaining power? 
In the case of Kenya, it is also possible that the involvement of external actors, international 

attention and discourses surrounding violence altered the dynamics, motives and incentives in 

the conflict, including the rise in sexual violence. Several researches have highlighted the role 

of pre-election polls, which were by far greater in number and conducted by more firms than 

in any previous pre-election period. However, as political stakeholders could make use of the 

media, the results of these polls could be ignored and campaigning could continue to put the 

presidential candidates as central subjects in the election (Wolf, 2009). Others have 

interrogated the role of the media and digital networking in instigating violence, arguing that 

it was used both to promote ethnic-based hate crimes and global human rights campaigning, 

playing a functional role in escalation and de-escalation of violence (Goldstein and Rotich, 

2008; Ismail and Deane, 2008; Onyebadi and Oyedeji, 2011; Somerville, 2011).  

The international community was ambivalent in its response to the election and 

subsequent violence. Several international observers, such as teams from the European Union, 

the Commonwealth Observer group and the East African Community, had reported major 

flaws in the counting of the presidential votes. Kibaki was declared the winner in 

announcement from a small private room with only state broadcasting present, and later 

inaugurated in a ceremony at his official residence, followed by the banning of all live media 

broadcast. Yet, George Bush was the first foreign leader first to congratulate Kibaki on his 

victory, seeming that the United States intended to endorse the election results. It was not 

until international and domestic observers highlighted electoral malpractice that the US 

adopted a more critical attitude. Further, the newspaper New York Times said to have evidence 

that the US ambassador Micheal E. Ranneberger favoured Kibaki for a second term in office. 

The ambassador allegedly tried to influence the perceptions of Kenya by preferring the 

release of opinion polls that favoured Kibaki and make statements in his favour, as well as 
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downplaying Kenyan corruption (see Cheeseman, 2008; Wanyeki, 2008; Snow, 2009; 

Murunga, 2011, n. 25, on international response). This has led some to argue that “the 

international commitment to promoting free and fair elections has at times been compromised 

for regional stability” (Cheeseman, 2008, p. 171). 

Rival parties in the electoral conflict in Kenya ended up signing a settlement, brokered 

by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and a team appointed by the African Union. A coalition 

government was established, where Kibaki held his position as President, and a new Prime 

Minister position was given to Odinga (Brown and Sriram, 2012, p. 442). Scholars have 

highlighted that in Western governments’ effort to focus on a power-sharing agreement to end 

violence, there was no longer any question of determining who really won the election or 

organise a re-election. In the formation of a grand coalition, both Kibaki and Odinga got to 

win. Such solutions might send the message that an incumbent government or an opposition 

party unwilling to accept defeat can use enough violence to ensure, with the blessing of the 

international community, that it can retain a share of power, with no penalty for any abuses 

committed during the campaign period or for fraudulent practices disturbing the electoral 

process (see Brown, 2009). In line with the argument proposed, further research is needed to 

investigate whether any perpetrators of sexual violence were motivated by raising their 

bargaining power. While the studies cited here address general violence, such analyses offer 

an invitation to future research in investigating the role of media in fuelling sexual violence. 
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5. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

This study has probed the question on how we can understand sexual violence in electoral 

conflict. In this, it has examined the gaps in accounting for sexualised violence within EV 

research. Current theoretical frameworks that perceives such instances of violence as 

embedded in gender; either by being a weapon of politics with gendered workings, or a 

weapon against women; have stayed framed around electoral violence as strategic. Further, it 

fails to properly address male victims of sexual violence. While both literatures have 

produced work that bridges gender, politics and violence, CRSV research is by far more 

substantial and sophisticated in that it has come further in examining which mechanisms and 

dynamics that drive the occurrence of sexual violence, stepping out of the ‘Weapon of War’ 

or ‘Weapon against Women’ narrative. 

Drawing on these developments, this study has brought forward four elements that 

enriches our understanding of EV as co-produced by various actors and motives. Through 

analysing motivations; gender roles and male victims; decentralised and localised violence; as 

well as different factors that alter the bargaining powers of stakeholders; in concert, it is 

shown that sexual violence in elections is multifaceted and complex beyond what can be 

captured by electoral violence literature. The illustrative case of Kenya highlights the 

multifaceted ways in which electoral and sexual violence can intersect. Importantly, it shows 

that strategic intent can motivate some instances of such violence outside the contexts of war. 

Further, such an analysis highlights that violent elections are more than a contest between 

opposition and incumbents. In the case of Kenya, clear theoretical distinctions between 

‘opportunistic’ and ‘strategic’ violence and the private and public sphere do not capture the 

full dynamic of sexual violence. There is thus added value of conceptualising election 

violence more broadly, in that it captures patterns hidden from the public gaze. 

There are important research directions that emerge from this study. First, as the case of 

Kenya suggests, election-related sexual violence is complex. Such complexities can perhaps 

only be captured by in-depth, single case studies that can highlight the meso- and micro-

dynamic of a given context. Second, based on the developments within CRSV literature, 

aiming to explain all cases of sexual violence in electoral contexts might be a dead end. 

Future studies should thus focus on tracing the process through which such events occur, 

perhaps in comparing elections and finding key mechanisms on variables that alter patterns of 
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violence. Why are sexual manifestations of violence different than others? Third, we need to 

eliminate the artificial boundaries between war and peace in the study of conflict-related 

sexual violence, and violence overall. In staying within the frame of war or armed conflict, 

scholars risk reproducing the idea of rape as a ‘Weapon of War’, neglecting the many ways in 

which the dynamics of sexual violence crosscut multiple dimensions and analytical levels. 

Further, there is a clear lack of precision of what constitutes ‘conflict’. If we can find similar 

patterns in non-warring contexts, such as Kenya, then neither the ‘Weapon of War’ narrative, 

nor other theories that emphasise variables unique to war, can account for the prevalence of 

sexual violence. This preliminary inquiry perhaps points to a future disintegration and 

nuancing in the field, where scholars will need to elaborate on the extent to which weakened 

state institutions, or the decline or absence of state monopoly of violence, affects the outcome, 

rather than to rest on the prevailing notion of these as absolute in their erosion. To conclude, 

studying different forms of violence under a shared analytical framework will help us better 

understand the contexts within which they take place, inform effective and preventive policy, 

and end these destructing horrors from shattering lives.  
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