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Introduction 

I reiterate my calls […] to enhance collective efforts to address 

conflict-related sexual violence. I urge the authorities to grant 

unhindered humanitarian access to conflict-affected areas to 

facilitate the delivery of assistance to survivors of sexual violence.  

 
United Nations Secretary-General about the situation 

in Myanmar, March 2021 (UN Security Council, 

2021, §43, italics added)  

 

 

In testimonies collected by the FIDH delegation, women claimed 

to have been gifted to or bought by ISIL fighters of Saudi, Libyan, 

Tunisian, Lebanese, Jordanian, Palestinian, Yemeni, French, 

German, American, and Chinese origin. […] the sexual 

enslavement, of Yazidi women was intended as a method for 

gratifying ISIL’s foreign fighters. 

 
Non-governmental report based on interviews with 

Yazidi survivors of sexual violence in the Kurdistan 

region of Iraq 2017 (Fédération Internationale des 

Ligues des Droits de I’Homme (FIDH), 2018: 30, 

italics added) 

 

 

All of us have an obligation to speak out. We may come from 

different backgrounds and faiths, but parents the world over love 

their children. We respect our mothers, our sisters and daughters.  
 

First Lady Laura Bush in a radio address about 

violence against women in Afghanistan (Bush, 2001, 

italics added) 

 

 

The quotations above refer to armed conflicts in three countries: Myanmar, 

Iraq, and Afghanistan. A feature common to all of these conflicts is the 

documented practice of conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV) by the 

warring parties. I have selected these quotes because they highlight the 

intersection between CRSV on the domestic level on the one hand, and 
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pledges, actions, and expectations on the international level on the other. 

Numerous international questions are indeed raised in connection both with 

the perpetration of CRSV by domestic warring parties and with various 

restraints that have been put upon it, but few of these questions have been the 

subject of systematic study. This is unexpected, given the impressive growth 

of comparative studies focused on CRSV over the last ten to twenty years. 

The primary focus in the literature on CRSV in recent years has been the 

variation across armed actors. Studies indicate, for example, that CRSV is 

used to bolster social cohesion among the perpetrators, i.e., among members 

of an armed unit (Cohen, 2013). It has also been suggested that the variation 

is better explained by the presence or absence of formal rules, monitoring 

mechanisms, and training within the state military or rebel group in question 

(e.g., Butler, Gluch and Mitchell, 2007; Hoover Green, 2016; Muvumba 

Sellström, 2019). Very few studies, however, have considered influences 

beyond the armed group, let alone beyond the nation-state where the conflict 

takes place. This is surprising, given that practices such as socialisation 

through violence inevitably are influenced by strategic considerations.  

In the larger literature on conflict, strategic considerations on the part of 

both governments and rebel groups are understood to be influenced by a 

number of international factors, including the groups’ sponsors, their 

commitment to alliances, their adherence (or lack thereof) to international law 

and conventions, etc. (Leeds, Long and Mitchell, 2000; e.g., Leeds, 2003; Hill, 

2010; Sawyer, Cunningham and Reed, 2017; Lyall, 2019). Strategic choices 

are also involved in connection with such groups’ aspirations in terms of 

international recognition and reputation (e.g., Tomz, 2007; Jo, 2015; Stanton, 

2016, 2020; Wilén, Birantamije and Ambrosetti, 2018). Furthermore, the 

states and groups in question always need to respond to direct foreign 

involvement in the form of peacekeeping missions or military intervention 

(Wood, Kathman & Gent, 2012; Hultman, Kathman & Shannon, 2013). These 

issues should give scholars a strong motivation to explore the relationship 

between CRSV and international involvement further.  

These matters are also of primary relevance from the standpoint of policy. 

CRSV has emerged as the ‘foremost gender issue in conflict’ (Agerberg & 

Kreft, 2020: 296), and it leaves a clear footprint in aid agreements (Crawford, 

2017), in peacekeeping mandates (Kreft, 2017), in the budgets of individual 

states for foreign affairs,1 in the parliamentary set-up of post-conflict states 

(Agerberg & Kreft, 2020), and in resolutions of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) (Benson & Gizelis, 2019). To be perceived as relevant for 

policy, research must keep up to speed and offer studies with a direct bearing 

on the efforts of governments and institutions in this area. This is a second 

 
1 See, for example, France’s international strategy for gender equality (French 

Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2018), or the Swedish government’s 

framework for democratic cooperation (2016). 
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strong reason to explore the intersection between CRSV by domestic warring 

parties and international involvement further.  

With the help of global statistical studies, this dissertation expands our 

knowledge about larger patterns relating to CRSV and international 

involvement in the post-Cold War era. Four types of involvement are in focus: 

military interventions by foreign states; UN peacekeeping operations; bilateral 

shaming by foreign states; and multilateral shaming by the UN human-rights 

body. Together, these areas cover both political and military involvement, as 

well as efforts initiated by both states and international organisations. Essays 

I, II, and III address the overarching question: how does international 

involvement affect the prevalence of conflict-related sexual violence? Essay 

IV engages with the question: what conditions influence the response of 

foreign states to conflict-related sexual violence? This dissertation speaks 

directly to policy as well as to several research fields, including war studies, 

international institutions, international law, security studies, and indeed 

international relations more generally.  

Each essay makes contributions of its own to the study of CRSV. The 

dissertation as a whole, moreover, contributes in additional ways: (1) By 

highlighting that CRSV – even when perpetrated by state agents or domestic 

rebel groups – does not take place in a domestic vacuum. International politics 

have implications for the prevalence of CRSV, whether intended or not. (2) 

By focusing explicitly on CRSV as a dynamic phenomenon, which responds 

not only to the conflict environment in its entirety but also to specific elements 

found within the progression of a conflict. For example, the dynamics of a 

conflict – ranging from shifts in military power through the emergence of 

domestic protests to the imposition of progressively heavier reputational costs 

– have an impact on the degree to which CRSV is perpetrated. And finally (3) 

By laying out and testing an argument relating to internal control within the 

states and rebel groups that perpetrate CRSV. Thus, this dissertation 

contributes both to research and to policy, for it highlights the importance not 

just of considering the intervention itself when assessing the efficacy of an 

intervention, but also of examining perpetrators and their preparedness to 

make changes. 

This introductory chapter continues as follows. In the following section, I 

cover theoretical concepts that are central to both CRSV and the selected types 

of international involvement. I then describe the research field to which this 

dissertation contributes. Brief presentations of the four essays follow 

thereupon. Before concluding, I reflect on my methodological choices and 

their implications. Finally, I outline possible avenues for future research.         
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Central concepts and theoretical delimitations 

Sexual violence is defined by the Rome Statute of the International Criminal 

Court (ICC) as follows:  

 

[A]n act of a sexual nature committed against one 

or more persons or caused such person or persons to 

engage in an act of a sexual nature by force, or by 

threat of force or coercion, such as that caused by 

fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological 

oppression or abuse of power, against such person 

or persons or another person, or by taking advantage 

of a coercive environment or such person’s or 

persons’ incapacity to give genuine consent. 

(International Criminal Court (ICC), 1998 Rome 

Statute, Elements of Crimes Annex, art. 7 (1) (g))  

 

Sexual violence differs from the broader concept of gender-based violence, in 

that it requires acts of a sexual nature. Gender-based violence denotes any 

violence perpetrated against someone based on that individual’s sex or gender.  

My focus in this thesis is purely on conflict-related sexual violence. By 

conflict, I mean a ‘situation in which a minimum of two actors (parties) strive 

to acquire at the same moment in time an available set of scarce resources’ 

(Wallensteen, 2019: 18). More specifically, I focus on sexual violence which 

is related to civil armed conflict, in which one of the warring parties is a 

government. For sexual violence to qualify as related to conflict, it needs to 

occur in a conflict or post-conflict setting,2 and directly or indirectly to be 

causally linked to the armed conflict itself (UNSG, 2010: 2). While armed 

conflicts often contain an array of different actors – all potentially perpetrators 

of CRSV – I focus on violence perpetrated by uniformed individuals who 

represent either a state or a rebel group. This focus is broad enough to include 

 
2 While a distinction between conflict and post-conflict is often ambiguous on the 

ground, I rely on technical definitions provided by Uppsala Conflict Data Program 

(UCDP) and by the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) Data Project. A 

conflict is considered active if at least 25 battle-related deaths are reported for one 

calendar year (Gleditsch et al., 2002: 618–619). Consecutive years with lower 

intensity are counted as post-conflict up to five years thereafter (Cohen, Nordås & 

Nagel, 2021). 
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perpetrators irrespective of sex and age, but narrow enough to exclude sexual 

violence perpetrated by civilians, local militias, or peacekeepers. Where the 

plausible targets of such violence are concerned, I analyse CRSV that targets 

civilians or members of adversary groups (as opposed to combatants within 

the same military force).  

In line with the approach taken by the ICC and by much existing research, 

I treat sexual violence as an umbrella term covering the following crimes: 

rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced 

sterilisation, sexual torture, and sexual mutilation (International Criminal 

Court (ICC), 1998 Rome Statute, Elements of Crimes Annex, art. 7 (1) (g)-1-

6) ; Wood, 2009: 133). Grouping a range of crimes into one category is not 

unique to the study of CRSV.3 It is, however, a consequential choice that calls 

for a transparent justification.  

My reasons for studying CRSV at an aggregate level stem from both 

empirical and theoretical considerations. Empirically, many types of CRSV 

can and do co-vary, such as rape, sexual slavery, and sexual abuse. It can also 

be difficult to distinguish one type from another – e.g., sexual mutilation from 

torture (Dumaine et al., 2021). Ultimately, however, my choice is a theoretical 

one, reflecting the overarching purpose of this thesis. As I see it, there are 

common denominators in the data-generating process – across the different 

crimes – which make such crimes a meaningful analytical category. Two of 

these denominators are particularly relevant here: (1) All of these crimes 

violate international law. This is key for understanding international responses 

such as verbal shaming and military intervention (including rhetoric 

associated therewith). And (2) they all primarily target civilians. A solid body 

of research has identified and explored how the prevalence of civilian 

targeting is shaped by the strategic environment in which the violence takes 

place (e.g., Downes, 2006; Hultman, 2007; Metelits, 2009; Wood, Kathman 

and Gent, 2012; Salehyan, Siroky and Wood, 2014; DeMeritt, 2015; Stanton, 

2020). To varying degrees, I expect, foreign involvement (whether political or 

military) will impact the full range of behaviour by states and rebel groups 

towards civilians, including different forms of CRSV.  

If this is the case, why then do I (like many other scholars) choose to study 

crimes ‘of a sexual nature’ separately from other types of violence? Eriksson 

Baaz and Stern (2013: 31) warn that highlighting the gendered and sexual 

aspect of sexual violence wrongly portrays other forms of violence as un-

gendered and normalised (see also Crawford, 2013; Meger, 2016). Other 

scholars argue that policy-makers focus too much on the ‘unique’ taboo 

surrounding sexual violence; they are busy ‘breaking the silence’, at the 

expense of actual progress on preventing sexual violence (Cohen & Hoover 

 
3 Consider the research field on deadly (so-called ‘one-sided’) violence against 

civilians, in which for example shootings and bombings are studied together as long 

as both are intentional and direct (Eck & Hultman, 2007). 
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Green, 2012; Ayiera, 2014). Indeed, it could be argued that researchers have 

encouraged this trend by analysing CRSV separately. That said, it is important 

to remember the many valid reasons for studying CRSV as a topic in its own 

right. First, doing so helped put the topic on the international policy agenda in 

the first place. Second, it is very hard to establish the specific determinants of 

CRSV without studying it separately. In the absence of specific studies, CRSV 

is easily presumed (largely without being tested) to follow the same pattern as 

lethal violence (Cohen, 2013: 462). Third and relatedly, the gender-specific 

aspects of CRSV may otherwise be overlooked, since violence in general is 

frequently and wrongly regarded as gender-neutral (Leiby, 2009: 446). In 

sum, while the focus on sexual violence may have contributed to a portrayal 

of other violence as un-gendered and normalised, the solution should not be 

to take off the lens of gender when studying CRSV – but rather to put it on 

when studying other forms of violence.4  

This dissertation does not study the prevalence of CRSV in general; rather, 

it investigates international involvement in conflicts where CRSV is present. 

By many measures, civil wars are becoming increasingly internationalised.5 

Conflicts in which CRSV occurs appear to be particularly likely to draw 

international attention. The Security Council, for example, is more than 50% 

more likely to agree on resolutions targeting conflicts in which large-scale 

sexual violence takes place than it is to agree on resolutions targeting conflicts 

in which no such violence is reported (Benson & Gizelis, 2019: 15–16). The 

finding is reflective of the legal and normative trend in recent decades (e.g., 

Tryggestad, 2015). Since the first UNSC resolution focusing in part on CRSV 

– 1325 (2000) – additional resolutions have followed, addressing various 

aspects of CRSV. This institutionalisation has left a footprint in several areas 

within the international community – not the least in UN peacekeeping, where 

CRSV appears to be a decisive factor with regard to how explicitly gender in 

general is incorporated into mandates (Kreft, 2017). CRSV can also be 

observed as a recurrent theme in country reports on Women, Peace, and 

Security submitted by individual states to the Security Council (Kirby & 

Shepherd, 2016). Overall, there is evidence of norm socialisation (Finnemore 

& Sikkink, 1998) among states, whereby certain norm-promoting 

governments, such as those of Norway and the United Kingdom, strive to 

persuade other governments to take or to join action against CRSV. Norm-

promoters can be driven by a variety of motives, ranging from genuine 

concern to self-serving political interests (Crawford, 2017, ch. 2). Other 

governments may be reluctant to join in, either because they fear that 

intervening (in any way) will hurt the target state, or because they are sceptical 

 
4 See Carpenter (2005; 2006, 2016) for exceptional analyses of the gendered aspects 

of violence and protection. 
5 As with regard to the involvement of foreign troops (Pettersson, Högbladh & Öberg, 

2019; Pettersson & Öberg, 2020). 
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of norm universalism and of far-reaching multilateralism in general 

(McMahon & Ascherio, 2012; Terman & Voeten, 2018).  

While international involvement can take many shapes and forms, this 

dissertation focuses on four distinct categories within it. Illustrated in Figure 

1 below, I broadly divide the types of international involvement which I 

examine along two axes: (1) whether the involvement is primarily political or 

military; and (2) whether it is initiated and pursued by individual states, or 

rather in a concerted effort through an international organisation (IO).  

 

 

Figure 1. Type of international involvement under scrutiny 

 

Let us begin in the top left corner of Figure 1. In Essay I, I examine the effect 

on CRSV of individual states that intervene militarily to support one of the 

parties in a civil conflict. Such biased military interventions have increased in 

frequency since the end of the Cold War. Figure 2 below illustrates that civil 

conflicts where CRSV is present tend to be disproportionally targeted.  

 

 State-driven action Action through IO 

Military means 

 
Biased military  

intervention 
[Essay I] 

 

 
Peacekeeping  

operation 
[Essay II] 

  

Political means 

 
Bilateral shaming  

[Essay IV] 
 

 
Multilateral shaming 

[Essay III] 
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Figure 2. Proportion of conflicts with foreign troops6 over time 

 

An example of this type of involvement can be seen in the military 

intervention by the United States (US) and its allies in Iraq in the 2010s. The 

US and its allies claimed to be supporting the Iraqi government against the 

Islamic State and other rebel groups. While individual states can support 

warring parties in various ways, such as by providing arms or offering safe 

havens, I focus in Essay I on pure troop support, which is a clearly observable 

type of support with an independent and imminent impact on the ground 

(whether large or small). Conceived this way, it bears stressing, military 

intervention need not involve any explicit aim of de-escalation. In other 

words, the intervening state may instead have an interest in escalation and/or 

military victory.  

Now let us turn to the top right corner of Figure 1. In Essay II, I investigate 

the effect of peacekeeping on CRSV. While peacekeeping is a broad term, I 

focus in this thesis on peacekeeping missions mandated by the United Nations 

(UN) to use armed force to maintain international peace and security. In 

relation to the number of ongoing civil conflicts, there has been no 

considerable change in the frequency of such missions since the end of the 

Cold War (see Figure 3 below). Notably, however, there has been an over-

 
6 Data for foreign troops are taken from the UCDP External Support Dataset (Meier 

et al., 2021). 



 

 21 

representation of conflicts with CRSV among the targets of peacekeeping 

since the mid-2000s.  

 

Figure 3. Proportion of conflicts with peacekeeping troops over time7 

 
Peacekeeping resembles biased military interventions in that foreign troops 

enter a conflict environment in both cases, with tangible implications for the 

warring parties. There is a key difference, however, in connection with 

authorisation. In the case of peacekeeping missions, overarching 

accountability and decision-making are lodged in an international 

organisation, in this case the UNSC. While not necessarily neutral vis-á-vis 

the warring parties (Salverda, 2013: 710) blue-helmet troops are expected to 

follow conflict-specific mandates, as well as UN-wide policies on issues such 

as gender equality (United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations 

and Department of Field Support (DPKO/DFS), 2010; United Nations 

Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), 2018). This means for 

example that all peacekeeping missions, regardless of the extent to which 

CRSV is specifically mentioned in their mandate, ‘shall address’ the 

perpetration of sexual violence when the mission is involved in security sector 

7 Data on peacekeeping are taken from the UN and Non-UN Peacekeeping Dataset 

(SIPRI, 2017; Bara & Hultman, 2020) and from the United Nations Peacekeeping 

Personnel Data Project (Kathman, 2013). 
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reform (United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), 

2018, point 39). These distinctions should make for very different 

expectations concerning the impact on CRSV between peacekeeping missions 

on the one hand, and foreign troops unilaterally deployed by an external state 

on the other.   

The bottom row in Figure 1 captures international involvement of a 

political rather than a military nature. Political involvement includes a wide 

range of actions – e.g., initiatives by the Security Council, such as the sending 

of special envoys or the deployment of purely peacebuilding forces (Clayton, 

Dorussen & Böhmelt, 2021). I focus, however, on political initiatives beyond 

the UNSC. More specifically, I investigate the main intergovernmental body 

within the UN which is tasked with addressing human-rights violations around 

the world: the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) and its predecessor the 

Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR). After all, it was as a violation of 

human rights that CRSV gained traction in international politics in the 1990s, 

most prominently at the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna 

(Crawford, 2017, ch. 1). The UNCHR/UNHRC is thus a central institution to 

include when studying international responses to cases of CRSV.  

I investigate two types of initiative within the UNCHR/UNHRC: (1) 

bilateral shaming pursued individually by single states (Essay IV); and (2) 

multilateral shaming formally adopted by the UNCHR/UNHRC itself (Essay 

III). Both phenomena have increased in number over time (see Figure 4 

below), although resolutions of the multilateral kind dropped following the 

organisational transition from the Commission on Human Rights to the 

Human Rights Council in 2006.     
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Figure 4. Sexual violence-related shaming8  

 

In both cases, I understand shaming as criticism aimed at a government in the 

expectation of generating pressure and eventually achieving policy change, in 

this case a decline in CRSV. From here on, I use the terms ‘shaming’ and 

‘condemnation’ interchangeably. The overarching aim of both types of 

shaming is to promote human rights worldwide. They involve, however, two 

distinct processes. Bilateral shaming takes place within a highly structured 

format where every state is exposed to scrutiny, regardless of its human-rights 

record. In this format, each government is invited to ‘shame’ other 

 
8 Private data collections. Presented in Essay III and Essay IV. 
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governments, without having to agree with other states either on formulations 

or on content (e.g., Freedman, 2011). Multilateral shaming, on the other hand, 

is the product of joint workings within the UNCHR/UNHRC. While any state 

can suggest any target for multilateral shaming, there is no guarantee that such 

a shaming will eventually materialise. Almost 80% of the time, multilateral 

shaming is decided upon by consensus (HRC, n.d.a). In the remaining 20% of 

cases, the 47 members of the UNHRC vote on whether or not to proceed. The 

members of the UNHRC are elected by the General Assembly, and they rotate 

every three years (HRC, n.d.b).      

In the case of bilateral shaming, I investigate the effect of CRSV on 

international involvement, in this case: shaming. This type of state-led 

shaming is a rather new phenomenon. Before the Universal Periodic Review 

was instituted as a separate sub-organ under the UNHRC in 2008, there was 

no such forum for highly structured feedback from governments. Before 

looking more closely into the impact of such international involvement, 

scholars ought to have to have a better understanding of the relevant empirical 

patterns, including the processes leading up to shaming. This is why Essay IV 

provides an important starting point for future research on interstate shaming. 

In my other essays, I examine the effect of international involvement on 

CRSV. As stated above, I expect foreign involvement (whether political or 

military) to have some kind of impact on the behaviour of states and rebel 

groups, including the extent to which they perpetrate CRSV. I lay out the 

mechanisms through which I expect such an impact to materialise in each of 

the essays, but a few common assumptions are worth noting here. I assume, 

to begin with, that perpetrating CRSV carries several costs. These include 

operational costs (such as a reduced combat capacity due to the spread of 

sexually transmittable diseases among combatants, or of demoralisation 

among them) (see, e.g., Cohen, 2016) and reputational/political costs 

(provoking outrage among both domestic constituencies and international 

partners) (see, e.g., Benson and Gizelis, 2019; Kreft, 2019). I argue that 

peacekeeping and shaming raise reputational/political costs.9 For higher costs 

to translate into concrete measures to prevent or reduce CRSV, two more 

assumptions are needed: (a) that reputational/political costs matter to the 

leaders of the state or rebel group in question (see Stanton, 2020 for variation 

across rebel groups); and (b) that the state or rebel group has enough 

organisational capacity to carry out reforms should it so aspire (Wood, 2018: 

520–521). The degree to which this assumption holds varies widely across 

actors and over time. For example, I expect states or rebel groups to be less 

likely to have the will or the ability to take measures to reduce CRSV when 

they are facing mounting military challenges. Rather, additional troops on the 

 
9 To the extent their mandate and capacity allow, peacekeeping missions have the 

additional benefit of putting physical distance between combatants and potential 

victims. 
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side of the adversary will tend to increase acceptance by the state or rebel 

group of the costs that CRSV incurs. Thus, as the balance of power changes 

in favour of their adversary, states and rebel groups become more willing to 

accept both the operational and the reputational/political costs in question, and 

less willing and able to make the organisational efforts needed to curb CRSV.10  

 
10 I would also expect the task of curbing CRSV to become more difficult in the face 

of a strengthened adversary, as the altered situation may lend itself to additional 

opportunistic violence. 
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The study of CRSV 

In their pursuit of a more peaceful world, peace researchers tend to investigate 

violence and war. The literature on CRSV is no different. A large part of what we 

know about CRSV is related to its incidence, even though the ultimate purpose 

for most scholars is to find ways of eradicating violence. In this section, therefore, 

I do not limit my review of the literature to studies on either increases or decreases 

in CRSV; rather, I consider scholarship on the prevalence of CRSV more 

generally. In addition, I review the literature on international responses to CRSV.  

Once it was acknowledged that armed conflicts differ in their level of 

CRSV, the research field began to expand in the 1990s. The focus was on why 

CRSV occurs frequently in some conflicts (as in the former Yugoslavia) and 

less so in others (as in Israel/Palestine) (Skjelsbæk, 2001a, b). Since then, the 

field has proceeded to new levels of analysis – mainly lower ones, but to some 

extent higher ones as well.  

By a higher level of analysis, I have in mind a focus on the impact of belief 

systems and norms on the varying incidence of CRSV across societies 

(Sanday, 1986; Davies & True, 2015, 2017a). By a lower level of analysis, I 

mean the approach currently dominant in comparative research, which fastens 

on the variation across armed groups (e.g., Butler, Gluch and Mitchell, 2007; 

Cohen, 2013; Muvumba Sellström, 2015; Sarwari, 2020), as well as the 

approach taken in the small stream of field-based research that focuses on 

individual perpetrators (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2008). As within the wider 

field of peace and conflict studies (Stanton, 2016; Brosché & Höglund, 2017), 

some scholars take a step away from the traditional stress on the incidence of 

CRSV, investigating restraints upon it instead. A relative absence of CRSV is 

understood as reflective of policies at the group level (Wood, 2009; Hoover 

Green, 2016; Muvumba Sellström, 2019), or as the desired outcome of 

international intervention (Kirschner & Miller, 2019, see also Johansson and 

Hultman 2019/Essay II in this dissertation).  

My reading of the CRSV field can be painted in broad strokes, as seen in Table 

1. I place the different explanations for CRSV in different columns according to 

the level on which the authors put their theoretical focus: the individual, the armed 

group, the conflict, the domestic society in which the conflict occurs, and the 

international level. Despite the internationalisation of many wars, and the cross-

border networks and commitments of states and rebel groups themselves, very 

few explanations of CRSV until now have looked beyond the domestic 

society/nation-state in which the violence takes place.  
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Table 1. Explanations for CRSV perpetration and restraint 

 INDIVIDUAL GROUP CONFLICT DOMESTIC SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL 

P
E

R
P

E
T

R
A

T
IO

N
 

Revenge, loot 

(Butler, Gluch 

& Mitchell, 

2007)𝑆 

 

Brutalisation, 

poverty 

(Eriksson 

Baaz & Stern, 

2008, 2009, 

2013)𝑆 

Group pressure, socialisation 

(Cohen, 2013, 2016)S,R 

 

Norms, norm diffusion, military 

culture (Wood, 2006; Cohen & 

Nordås, 2015; Ruffa in Olsson et 

al., 2020)NS,S 

 

Ideology (Baines, 2014; 

Gutiérrez-Sanín & Wood, 2014; 

Ahram, 2015; Sarwari, 2020)NS,R 

Control over territories, 

populations, resources or 

information; revolt 

deterrence (Leiby, 2009; 

Ahram, 2015; Rustad, 

Østby & Nordås, 2016; 

Hinkkainen Elliott, Peak 

& Gacem, 2019; 

Whitaker, Walsh & 

Conrad, 2019; Muvumba 

Sellström in Olsson et 

al., 2020; Asal & Nagel, 

2021)S,R,NS 

 

Honour culture, gender 

inequality, gender norms, 

absence of legislation 

(Sanday, 1986; Card, 

1996; Seifert, 1996; 

Skjelsbæk, 2001a; 

Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 

2008, 2009; Green & 

Ward, 2009; Eriksson 

Baaz & Stern, 2013; 

Ahram, 2015; Davies & 

True, 2015; Anholt, 

2016; Davies & True, 

2017a; Kreft, 2020) S,R,NS 

Foreign fighters 

(Doctor, 2021)R 

R
E

S
T

R
A

IN
T

 Norms (Wood, 

2006) NS 

Unit norms, political education, 

will and capacity to monitor 

subordinates (Wood, 2006; 

Butler, Gluch & Mitchell, 2007; 

Muvumba Sellström, 2015, 2019; 

Hoover Green, 2016, 2018)S,R,NS 

Improved position vis-à-

vis opponent(s), battle-

related dynamics (Leiby, 

2009; Muvumba 

Sellström in Olsson et 

al., 2020)S,R 

Existing and enforced 

legislation (Haglund & 

Richards, 2017, post-

conflict)S 

Peacekeeping, 

mediation (Hultman 

& Muvumba 

Sellström, 2019; 

Kirschner & Miller, 

2019)S,R 

   Subscripted letters denote primary perpetrating group under empirical investigation.  

   S=States, R=Rebel groups, NS=non-specified armed group 
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The individual 

Without individual perpetrators, there can be no CRSV. Yet studies of 

individual motives remain sparse, both in war studies writ large and in the sub-

literature on CRSV. In part this is due to ethical considerations that arise in 

connection with data collection; in part it reflects the assumption that armed 

groups dictate the behaviour of their subordinates, leaving limited agency for 

analysts to explore.  

Notable exceptions include studies by Ericsson Baaz and Stern (2008, 

2009), whose data derive from group interviews with Congolese soldiers 

serving in the integrated forces (into which the state forces and rebel groups 

merged). According to the respondents, certain types of rape (those short of 

killing and excessive torture) can be understood as the outcome of the 

otherwise unsatisfied sexual desire of male combatants – seen as an 

unstoppable biological drive (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2009). More brutal 

forms of rape are explained as resulting from personal frustration, the 

‘craziness of war’, and miserable conditions for the troops in question 

(Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2008: 78). Psychological studies confirm the 

centrality of brutalisation and the tendency of violence to feed violence. 

Previously committed violence, these studies find, is the best predictor of 

appetite aggression: i.e., of an individual’s propensity to commit further 

violence (Weierstall et al., 2012).  

Butler, Cluch, and Mitchell (2007) further problematise the assumption that 

armed groups entirely dictate the behaviour of their individual members. 

Focusing on state security forces, they highlight the empirical variation found 

in the extent to which leaders actually monitor the actions of their subordinates. 

Where monitoring is limited or absent, individuals have more room to carry out 

violence for private gain (that is, opportunistic violence), such as taking revenge 

or seeking enrichment through looting. Butler et al. argue that sexual violence 

is ‘immediately attributable to selfish rather than strategic motivations’ (Butler, 

Gluch & Mitchell, 2007: 671). Crimes of this type, therefore, are particularly 

likely to flourish under unsupervised conditions.  

Research on individual-level constraints on CRSV is sparse – being limited 

to Wood (2006: 330–335), who theorises that individual norms can reduce 

CRSV even in the absence of group sanctions or prohibitions. However, such 

norms are much more likely to have a discernible impact if they are shared by 

the unit in which the individual operates, or by the leadership (or parts thereof) 

of the organisation. The importance of armed groups and their leaders for 

explaining CRSV is explored at length in the next section.  
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The group 

Since the mid-2000s, scholars have increasingly sought explanations for 

CRSV at the level of armed groups (Nordås & Cohen, 2021: 197). Some of 

the scholarship that I label group-oriented also deals with individual-level 

processes (this explains why certain studies appear in more than one column 

in Table 1). What leads me to categorise such research as group-oriented, 

however, is its focus on armed groups or units as the triggers and drivers of 

individual conduct. The main explanatory power of this research derives from 

how it differentiates between groups rather than between individuals. 

According to a typical explanation of this kind, CRSV is a product of hazing 

or of other socialisation practices within military units (Card, 1996; Cohen, 

2013; Ahram, 2015). In settings of this type, sexual violence tends to be 

described as ‘a practice’, as opposed to something purely opportunistic or 

strictly strategic (Wood, 2018). The socialisation argument finds support in a 

cross-national study that finds rape to be most common among state forces 

and rebel groups that rely on coercive recruitment – arguably those groups 

with the greatest need to increase their cohesion (Cohen, 2013).  

Group-level explanations often attribute CRSV to intra-group processes, 

but it has also been suggested that CRSV can spread across groups – through 

joint training, common operations, or just interaction and co-existence (Wood, 

2009). A statistical study on whether or not militias receive state-sponsored 

training supports the idea of a diffusion of CRSV across groups (Cohen & 

Nordås, 2015). Notably, a diffusion across groups does not always lead to an 

increase in CRSV. Referring to the context of peacekeeping, Ruffa (in Olsson 

et al., 2020) makes the theoretical point that intervening missions have a 

potential to encourage more rights-respecting behaviour, for example through 

better control mechanisms within the armed group in question. While the 

suggested diffusion of norms from peacekeepers to domestic actors has not 

been systematically tested, the importance of appropriate institutions – 

including control mechanisms – has been confirmed by both qualitative and 

quantitative evidence.  

Comparing rebel groups in Burundi (one of which eventually formed the 

government), Muvumba Sellström (2015, 2019) provides field-based 

evidence that internal control mechanisms, in combination with outspoken 

prohibition, are crucial for explaining why some rebel groups perpetrate 

CRSV more than others do. This is supported by Hoover Green’s mixed-

methods research, which underscores the importance of political education 

within armed groups for incentivising certain forms of violence while curbing 

unwanted forms, such as CRSV (Hoover Green, 2011, 2016). While the role 

of institutions and of in-group prohibitions has mainly been tested on rebel 

groups, it fits in well with the aforementioned study of the varying levels of 

monitoring carried out by states (Butler, Gluch & Mitchell, 2007).   
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A final group-level explanation fastens on the role of group ideology. The 

influence of ideology has been shown in a number of case studies. Two typical 

ideologies that shaped the type of CRSV committed were Serbian nationalism 

in the Balkan wars (Allen, 1996) and the ethnic/religious ideology of the 

Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda (Baines, 2014). Ideology has also been 

cited to explain restraints imposed on CRSV (Gutiérrez-Sanín & Wood, 

2014). Attempts to study the impact of ideology quantitatively across rebel 

groups suggest that leftist groups are negatively associated with a heavy 

commission of CRSV (Hoover Green, 2016; Sarwari, 2020), and that Islamist 

groups are positively associated with it (Sarwari, 2020).         

Studies of armed groups complement those of individuals by analysing the 

social environment in which combatants live and operate. They also offer 

convincing explanations of why different armed groups within the same 

conflict and society engage in vastly differing conduct when it comes to 

CRSV. A weakness of this strand of research is the limited extent to which it 

addresses variations across time. While temporal variation can be extracted 

from many of these theories, it is typically neither elaborated upon nor tested. 

An exception can be seen in the work of Muvumba Sellström (in Olsson et al., 

2020),11 who explains how the perceived need to enforce prohibitions against 

CRSV can fluctuate over time due to evolving conflict dynamics and 

adjustable political aims. The scholarship reviewed below looks more closely 

at how conflict dynamics influence the behaviour of armed groups. 

The conflict 

Research of the conflict-oriented type fastens on strategic developments 

within an armed conflict, to explain the incidence of CRSV. Pioneers in this 

strand of research used qualitative evidence from Rwanda and the Balkan wars 

to highlight the strategic use of CRSV by warring parties (Skjelsbæk, 2001a: 

213). Depicting CRSV as strategic – that is, a weapon of war – assumes the 

violent acts are ‘part of a systematic political campaign which has strategic 

purposes’ (Skjelsbæk, 2001a: 213). This approach had a great impact within 

policy circles in the early 1990s, and it has shaped the general narrative of 

CRSV within said circles since then (Crawford, 2013).  

In the mid-2000s, however, conflict-centred research lost its primary to 

group-centred research. On the other hand, recent studies indicate that conflict 

dynamics may be returning to the spotlight. In an unpublished subnational 

study of Syria, Hinkkainen Elliott, Peak, and Gacem (2019) find that sexual 

torture in detention is most common in state strongholds, as are other types of 

CRSV. The authors explain this finding by reference to ‘revolt proofing’, 

whereby the state terrorises civilians sexually in order to deter them from 

 
11 Another case-based exception is Cohen (2016). 
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assisting the enemy and thereby threatening the dominance of the state. Azal 

and Nagel (2021), for their part, identify comparable patterns among rebel 

groups. In a global study of such rebel groups over the 1998–2012 period, they 

find that CRSV is more common in years during which such a group holds 

territory. CRSV is used, the authors suggest, to control and exploit civilians 

within the territory for the political purposes of the group.  

However, the robustness of the relationship between territorial control and 

rebel-perpetrated CRSV has been called into question in a study of the extent 

to which rebel groups’ sources of income determine their behaviour towards 

civilians. In a quantitative analysis of rebel groups between 1990 and 2009, 

Whitaker, Walsh, and Conrad (2019) add the question of extortion-versus-

smuggling to the issue of how to explain CRSV by rebels. Once these sources 

of revenue are differentiated and added to the analysis, there is no longer any 

positive association between CRSV and territorial control. Instead, the authors 

find, there is a positive association between the perpetration of CRSV and the 

years during which rebels engage in the extortion of natural resources. 

Smuggling, on the other hand, is associated with lower levels of CRSV. The 

authors’ explanation for this outcome is that the opportunity to extort puts 

rebels in a undependable situation vis-à-vis civilians, whereas smuggling 

involves rebels in close cooperation with them. The potentially high level of 

abuse associated with extortion finds confirmation in a subnational study of 

the DRC (Rustad, Østby & Nordås, 2016). While this study only takes a 

snapshot of the geographical variation in CRSV at one point in time, it shows 

that women are more likely to be targeted by CRSV the nearer that they live 

to artisanal mines. This line of research indicates, then, that armed groups 

allow for more CRSV by their combatants the less dependent that they are on 

civilians at different points in time.  

A qualitative comparison of rebel groups in the aftermath of the Burundian 

war suggests that the logic of civilian dependency is transferrable to other 

contexts than intense warfare (Muvumba Sellström, 2019; Muvumba 

Sellström in Olsson et al., 2020). At the end of the conflict in Burundi, namely, 

when the National Council for the Defence of Democracy-Forces for the 

Defence of Democracy wanted to be perceived as a serious government 

contender in the run-up to elections, it intensified the discipline within its 

ranks, leading to a lower level of CRSV against civilians.   

Lastly, I return to the pattern of state-perpetrated CRSV. In a study of state-

perpetrated CRSV during the civil wars in Guatemala and Peru, Leiby (2009) 

identifies very different patterns of CRSV, which seemingly serve different 

purposes for the two governments. A common denominator across the two 

cases, however, was a co-variation between more CRSV and a tougher 

military challenge on the one hand, and less CRSV and a milder military 

challenge on the other. At face value, this contradicts the finding of 

Hinkkainen Elliott, Peak and Gacem (2019), who identify a correlation 

between state strength and a high level of violence. Importantly, however, the 
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two studies have different units of analysis, as well as different scope 

conditions. While Hinkkainen Elliott, Peak and Gacem (2019) compare levels 

of violence in different governorates during years of intense fighting, Leiby 

(2009: 461–464) presents the variation at an aggregate state level over time, 

including both the initial and the concluding years of an armed conflict.  

A strength of the research I have labelled ‘conflict-centred’ lies in its 

explicit choice to treat CRSV as embedded in a given armed conflict. Indeed, 

the studies reviewed above allow for variation over time through their 

modelling choices. Studies that further trace the processes linking causal 

factors with outcomes would further add to our understanding of how different 

dynamics interact. Lastly, given that ‘conflict dynamics’ is a broad umbrella 

term, referring to a range of heterogeneous processes in a conflict, numerous 

questions remain to be studied. These include the involvement of international 

organisations and of other states.  

The domestic society 

The next category of CRSV scholarship emphasises societal factors as 

enabling or constraining CRSV. Particular stress in this regard is put on gender 

norms and their manifestations in all aspects of society. While it is my 

understanding that all scholars of CRSV agree that the subordination of 

women is a core component of sexual violence, there is a vast variation in the 

extent to which this is considered relevant for a scholarly understanding of 

variations in CRSV.  

Proponents of the integration of gender into research criticise scholars who 

focus solely on conflict dynamics or group pressure; such an approach, they 

contend, ignores the arguably high degree of misogyny necessary for CRSV 

to become a thinkable option at all (Card, 1996: 11; Seifert, 1996; Davies & 

True, 2015). Policy-makers, judging by the formulations in UNSC resolutions, 

largely subscribe to the idea that gender discrimination figures centrally in 

CRSV (see, for example, the preambles of UNSC, 2015, 2019). Other 

researchers, however, find gender equality to be an insufficient explanation – 

and thus a less interesting factor to investigate – on the grounds that 

comparable degrees of gender inequality evidently result in very different 

levels of CRSV across actors and times (e.g., Wood, 2006, pp. 325–327; 

Cohen, 2013; Nordås and Cohen, 2021). This standpoint finds empirical 

support to the extent that quantitative analyses show mixed outcomes when it 

comes to the impact of gender equality on the prevalence of CRSV (Cohen, 

2013, see also Johansson and Sarwari, 2017/Essay I in this dissertation, and 

Johansson and Hultman, 2019/Essay II in this dissertation).12   

 
12 Notably, examinations rarely go beyond interpretations of standard gender 

indicators included as control variables in models designed to test other relationships 
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Qualitative studies have been more illuminating in this regard, particularly 

for identifying causal mechanisms. Based on fieldwork carried out in 

Colombia, Kreft (2020) explains how representatives of civil society see 

CRSV as a continuation or amplification of sexual violence which is unrelated 

to armed conflict. In war, the practice of sexual violence may be exploited for 

instrumental purposes and be enforced at the point of a gun, but it remains 

rooted in patriarchal gender norms. This understanding, it bears stressing, was 

confirmed by Congolese soldiers themselves in interviews conducted by 

Eriksson Baaz and Stern (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2008, 2009). Gendered ideas 

of men embodying sexual desires that must be satisfied, as well as the notion 

of men as the family provider, were crucial elements in how these combatants 

described their situation and their conduct as soldiers. In the authors’ 

interpretation, these soldiers understand rape as a means of satisfying the 

sexual desire which they fear would otherwise distract them from combat. It 

also becomes a way to exert the dominance culturally expected for men to 

exercise over women – a dominance the male soldiers to a great extent feel 

that they fail to live up to, given the conditions of war (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 

2008, 2009).  

Davies and True (2017a) argue that gender norms (manifested as 

discrimination) can be used to explain variations in the level of CRSV. 

Nevertheless, I maintain that the most striking contribution of such research 

until now has been its unique aspiration to explain a demonstrated preference 

for sexual violence, as opposed to other forms of violence. The overarching 

explanation holds that, when state forces or rebel fighters choose out of all the 

options available to engage in CRSV, they do this because of the gendered 

meanings that permeate such acts. The gendered hierarchy in which women 

are subordinate to men is the reason why rape and other forms of CRSV are 

effectual (Card, 1996: 11; Davies & True, 2015) and in some sense normalised 

(Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2009). Sexual violence is a not-to-be-mistaken way 

to exercise dominance and to enforce the subordination of the victim, whether 

male or female (Seifert, 1996; Solangon & Patel, 2012). It is because of the 

gender hierarchies ingrained in the society that we can decipher the signalling 

function of mass rape as an act of dominance in contexts of ethnic cleansing 

(Skjelsbæk, 2001a).  

 

of superior interest. The exception is Davies and True (2017a), who stress the utility 

of comparing scores on the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) with country-

level estimates of large-scale sexual and gender-based violence. Based on difference-

in-means tests, they conclude that restrictions on women’s civil liberties and rights to 

physical integrity are significant predictors of large-scale sexual and gender-based 

violence. Nevertheless, their exclusion of confounding variables and the narrow time 

window of the period they examine (2012 and 2014) leave vast room for future 

research to explore. 
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In addition to offering an indubitable way of exercising dominance over 

others, CRSV carries other benefits to the perpetrator which are peculiar to 

sexual violence. Because of its intimate nature and connection with sexuality, 

CRSV actualises the society’s norms with regard to women’s and men’s 

sexuality. In societies marked by honour culture, the honour of an entire 

family depends on the sexual purity of its female members. By violating a 

woman who lives in this type of culture, the perpetrator simultaneously 

violates a whole group of individuals, by stripping the male family head of his 

honour. Illustrating the power of violence within honour cultures, the family 

killed the raped woman in half of the known cases of rape in Iraq between 

2003 and 2005, according to ministries in that country – the object being to 

restore the family’s honour (Green & Ward, 2009: 616).  

Sex is stigmatised in most societies, particularly for women. For 

perpetrators of CRSV this is an advantage, because it lowers the probability 

that their crime will be reported. The greater the personal risks imposed on 

women who report their victimisation, the fewer the institutions to report to, 

the poorer the record of law enforcement, the more numerous and severe the 

laws discriminating against women, the smaller the risk incurred by leaders 

who incite or tolerate CRSV by their subordinates (Clark in Davies & True, 

2017a: 71, b). The role of discriminatory or absent legislation is specifically 

examined by Haglund and Richards (2017), who compare the level of sexual 

violence in post-conflict countries statistically. They find that appropriate 

legislation does indeed make a discernible difference in a state’s level of 

sexual violence.    

Historically and through today, feminist analyses have offered 

irreplaceable contributions to our understanding of aspects of CRSV that make 

it a distinct form of violence. Indeed, such contributions have been crucial in 

pushing forward efforts at the international level to eradicate this violence. I 

proceed now, therefore, to review the literature on international influences on 

CRSV perpetrated by domestic parties to armed conflict.  

The international  

International involvement is becoming an increasingly common aspect of civil 
wars (Pettersson, Högbladh & Öberg, 2019; Pettersson & Öberg, 2020), 

including those in which CRSV occurs. In fact, considerable evidence 

suggests that CRSV often attracts international attention. Conflicts in which 

CRSV is known to take place are more likely to be targeted by UNSC 

resolutions (Benson & Gizelis, 2019), as well as somewhat more likely to 

attract peacekeepers (Hultman & Johansson, 2017; Kreutz & Cardenas, 2017) 

who, in turn, will be more likely to serve under a gender-mainstreamed 

mandate (Kreft, 2017). The politicisation of CRSV in general, and of wartime 

rape in particular, has become so pronounced internationally that scholars now 
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warn against adverse effects thereof: e.g., an oversimplification of CRSV; a 

neglect of other crimes; biased reporting of CRSV in relation to other crimes; 

and misinformed assumptions to the effect that other types of violence are 

‘normal’ and gender-neutral (Cohen & Hoover Green, 2012; Eriksson Baaz & 

Stern, 2013; Ayiera, 2014; Kirby, 2015; Meger, 2016). 

Beyond the theorised risk of oversimplification (Anholt, 2016), we know 

very little about the potential influence of international involvement on the 

perpetration of CRSV by armed actors. Three exceptions warrant attention. 

First, in a statistical study of African civil wars, Kirshner and Miller (2019) 

call attention to a dampening impact of international peacekeepers (civilian as 

well as military) on the probability of CRSV by states and rebel groups. 

Second, in an unpublished study based on qualitative as well as quantitative 

evidence, Hultman and Muvumba Sellström (2019) explore the conditions 

under which mediation can persuade rebel groups to take action against 

CRSV. Third, drawing on both statistical evidence and case material from 

Iraq, Doctor (2021) demonstrates an increased probability of CRSV by rebel 

groups following an influx of foreign recruits.   

These three studies are intriguing in that they indicate that many internal 

processes in armed groups are by no means exogenous; instead they can be 

influenced by international involvement. In so doing, these studies leave more 

doors open than they close. Doctor’s study (2021) is a reminder that 

international involvement does not necessarily lead to – or even aim at – a 

reduction in violence. This warrants much more exploration, given that the 

presence of foreign fighters is a specific (and arguably narrow) example of 

international involvement. It remains a possibility – but an untested one – that 

the hypothesised link between CRSV and an inflow of resources from abroad 

is relevant to other types of external support too.  

The other two studies are more in line with the expectation among policy-

makers in the Women, Peace, and Security doctrine: to the effect that the 

international community, through careful interventions endowed with 

sufficient resources, must and will mitigate CRSV by parties engaged in 

conflict. Here too, however, many more studies are needed, given limitations 

in terms of both theoretical focus and empirical scope. Theoretically, there are 

evidently many more forms of external intervention than just mediation and 

peacekeeping, and exploring these remains an important avenue for future 

research (Nordås & Cohen, 2021: 206). Examples include political efforts 

such as sanctions, blacklisting, diplomatic condemnation, fact-finding 

operations, peace-and-stabilisation missions by entities other than the UN, etc. 

While the aim of such methods is often the same, a broader theoretical remit 

is important here, inasmuch as pathways to the reduction of violence can be 

expected to differ across the range of efforts. Many of these initiatives are also 

less demanding in terms of resources than peacekeeping or mediation are, 

making them more attractive to foreign states and organisations. Empirically, 

moreover, it is a simple but important point that the focus of current studies is 
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on rebel groups (Hultman & Muvumba Sellström, 2019) and African conflicts 

(Kirschner & Miller, 2019). We will know more about the different 

relationships when they are tested on different and/or wider empirical 

material. 

The dissertation at hand does not close the highlighted gaps; rather, it 

addresses them. Essay I examines the impact of another kind of inflow of 

resources from abroad: that is, state-led foreign military support. This essay 

builds on insights from all levels of previous research, including how foreign 

support affects the power dynamics between the warring parties, and how that 

in turn impacts the opportunities for individuals as well as the internal 

practices of armed groups. Essay II examines the impact of peacekeeping 

missions on CRSV, judging from a global sample. In addition to broadening 

the empirical foundation, this essay takes organisational variation across 

armed groups into account, and offers arguments about its implications for 

peacekeeping success. Essay III shifts the focus to condemnation by the 

human-rights body within the UN, thus responding to the above-mentioned 

need to investigate the efficacy of other forms of intervention than just 

peacekeeping. Essay IV assesses the extent to which the norm against CRSV 

is actually reflected in the reactions of individual states to CRSV perpetrated 

by other states. All four essays are presented in detail below.   
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Presentation of essays 

 

As Table 1 illustrates, most studies on CRSV have focused on the perpetration 

of CRSV rather than on restraint. The explanations offered, moreover, are 

group-centred, conflict-centred, or domestically centred. They have generally 

paid less attention to either individual motivations or international influences, 

despite clear linkages between these elements and those that have been 

explored more extensively. However, while the role and impact of individual-

level factors are important for future research to uncover, they are not 

addressed in this compilation. The focus of this dissertation is instead on 

advancing our understanding of influential factors at the international level. In 

this section, I go into detail about each of the essays, and how they contribute 

to existing research. Table 2, further down, offers a visual overview of the four 

essays. 

Essay I 

Judging from previous research, reason and evidence suggest that the sexual 

conduct of armed groups is shaped at least to some degree by the resources to 

which the groups in question have access (Rustad, Østby & Nordås, 2016; 

Hinkkainen Elliott, Peak & Gacem, 2019; Whitaker, Walsh & Conrad, 2019; 

Asal & Nagel, 2021). Research on coercive behaviour in general, moreover, 

indicates that available resources shape the choices that groups make with 

regard to recruitment strategy and political education (Eck, 2014). To boost 

their resources, states and rebel groups seek support from outsiders, including 

foreign states. While the general level of external support has fluctuated over 

time, there has been a clear increase in troop support by foreign states in recent 

years (Karlén, 2016). Despite this, previous researchers have not inquired into 

whether this phenomenon impacts the behaviour of warring parties with 

regard to CRSV. This shortcoming is addressed in Essay I, wherein Mehwish 

Sarwari and I ask: what is the impact of foreign troop support on combatant-

perpetrated sexual violence against civilians? We argue that external troop 

support to one of the parties both increases the military threat posed to the 

adversary and opens up for opportunist behaviour within the lower ranks of 

the adversary. The party supported, on the other hand, can use its improved 

position to address unwanted conduct within its own ranks, including sexual 
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violence against civilian populations. Our account predicts a different impact 

from the presence of foreign fighters than does the argument presented by 

Doctor (2021), who instead hypothesises that foreign involvement will 

increase CRSV. Notably, the two studies examine very different types of 

external involvement. While we theorise in Essay I about overall levels of 

troop contributions (measured in relative numbers – i.e., compared to the 

support supplied to the adversary), Doctor (2021) examines the effect from 

whether or not foreign fighters are present in a given year. It is therefore 

interesting but scarcely surprising that the two studies discover different 

effects. Sarwari and I find partial support for our expectation that parties will 

commit more CRSV when their adversary receives more external support. 

Given that the evidence is less straightforward than expected, more research 

is needed to examine nuances, to assess robustness, and to consider the 

question of translatability to other types of external support.  
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Table 2. Overview of essays 

 

ESSAY 

 

TITLE PREDICTOR 
OUTCOME 

VARIABLE 
ACTOR MAIN FINDING(S) 

I 

Sexual violence and 

biased military 

interventions in civil 

conflict 

Military support 

from foreign 

state(s) 

Prevalence of CRSV States and  

rebel groups 

Tentative evidence that states and 

rebel groups perpetrate more CRSV 

when their opponent  

receives external support 

II 

UN peacekeeping and 

protection from sexual 

violence 

Number of 

peacekeepers 

deployed 

Prevalence of CRSV States and  

rebel groups  

Peacekeeping reduces CRSV when 

perpetrated by states and  

rebel groups with a strong central 

command structure 

III 

Pressure from above 

and below: The  

effect of domestic and 

international  

outrage on states that 

perpetrate conflict-

related sexual  

violence  

Change in the 

magnitude of  

domestic protests 

and international 

condemnation by 

the UN human-

rights body 

Decline in CRSV States  The effect of domestic protests on 

CRSV depends on states’ degree of 

control over their agents.  

International condemnation shows a 

positive impact on declines in CRSV 

after 2008 but not before.  

IV 

Talk of shame:  

Conflict-related  

sexual violence and 

bilateral criticism 

within the UN 

Prevalence of 

CRSV in the  

preceding two years 

Interstate shaming of 

CRSV 

States Shaming of CRSV is rare and mainly 

conducted by donor states. 

Governments with an interest in the 

WPS agenda are  

overrepresented among shamers.  



 

 40 

Essay II 

Peacekeeping adds to the complexity of conflicts, in several ways. For states 

and rebel groups, the introduction of peacekeeping forces often means more 

fixed positions and less in the way of prospects to acquire additional territory. 

Moreover, while peacekeeping missions are formally speaking often 

impartial, they rely on the approval of the host government. This gives said 

government considerable power to regulate the access of peacekeepers to 

different parts of the country. This in turn grants the government a relative 

power advantage that it can use to divert attention from its own abuses. 

Another consequence of introducing peacekeepers is the fast track that such 

an operation offers both the state and larger rebel groups in terms of 

international recognition and assistance. Arguably, the wider audience also 

entails expanded monitoring by new groups, such as transnational human-

rights networks. A study of civil conflicts in Africa finds that military and 

police peacekeepers are associated with lower levels of CRSV by both states 

and rebel groups (Kirschner & Miller, 2019). In Essay II, Lisa Hultman and I 

explore the relationship between CRSV and peacekeeping further. Our study 

covers all civil conflicts globally between 1989 and 2009. We add theoretical 

depth with our argument that the success of peacekeeping depends on the 

ability of armed groups to control their own ranks. We ask: under what 
conditions is peacekeeping effective in protecting civilians from sexual 

violence? The study deepens our understanding of challenges that relate to the 

characteristics of warring parties. Unlike Kirschner’s and Miller’s study of 

African conflicts (2019), ours finds no average negative correlation between 

CRSV and peacekeeping. Instead, we show that the response of states and 

rebel groups to peacekeeping hinges on their degree of internal control. Only 

actors with a centralised command structure reduce CRSV in the presence of 

peacekeepers. The African subsample plausibly includes a large number of 

such cases, which would explain the divergent findings. It is also possible that 

the selected conflicts in Africa, or the peacekeeping missions in the African 

sample, share some other characteristics that explain why these missions have 

seemingly had a higher success rate than the global average. It is for future 

researchers, however, to disentangle the roots of the different findings in 

greater detail.  

Essay III 

I noted above that peacekeeping demands considerable resources, and that 

other forms of intervention are consequently more attractive to foreign states 

and international organisations. Other types of intervention do occur, but we 

know little about their efficacy in regard to CRSV. Essay III addresses this 

gap by hypothesising about, and testing, the effect of international 

condemnation. In addition, the essay assesses the preparedness of states to 
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change their practices under the pressure of civilian activism. I ask: what is 
the impact of domestic and international outrage on CRSV by states? I carry 

out cross-national analyses of states that perpetrated CRSV between 1989 and 

2017, and demonstrate thereby that the relationship between CRSV and 

domestic protests is a precarious one. In states where the authorities maintain 

a high degree of control over their individual agents, there is a heightened 

probability of a decline in CRSV following protests. However, the majority of 

states perpetrating CRSV in civil war fail to maintain such control. In these 

cases, protests instead risk aggravating the situation when it comes to CRSV. 

On a more optimistic note, my analyses also show an increasing efficacy for 

international condemnation. While I find no discernible effect from such 

condemnation in the 1990s and early 2000s, it has had a measurable impact in 

the desired direction from 2008 onward. I attribute most of this effect to the 

reformed United Nations Human Rights Council, but the impact is also likely 

to have been aided by the greater overall awareness of CRSV among states 

and international organisations. Essay III also contributes to existing research 

by presenting manually collected data on sexual violence-related 

condemnations issued by the human-rights body of the UN between 1987 and 

2014. Conceptually, the paper advances our understanding of state-

perpetrated CRSV by putting the spotlight on its largely episodic nature. 

While this feature is often downplayed, it is a necessary starting point for the 

systematic study of any strategy’s impact on the behaviour of states. 

Essay IV 

CRSV has been described as the ‘foremost gender issue in conflict’ (Agerberg 

& Kreft, 2020: 296). The evidence used to corroborate this statement tend to 

come from international organisations, in particular the UN Security Council 

(e.g., Hultman and Johansson, 2017; Kreft, 2017; Benson and Gizelis, 2019). 

The evidence for this is solid, but it is also narrow. Actions and statements on 

which governments agree within multilateral settings, such as the Security 

Council or the Human Rights Council, do not necessarily reflect what states 

say or do on their own. Public statements and negotiating protocols generally 

reflect protracted procedures in which no state ends up with its originally 

preferred content or wording. A curiosity of states’ unilateral standpoints with 

regards to CRSV probes the following question (addressed in Essay IV): 

under what conditions do states shame other states for conflict-related sexual 

violence? This is not a study of the impact of shaming on CRSV, but instead 

an investigation of the willingness of states to confront other states known to 

perpetrate CRSV. Carrying out statistical analyses of state-with-state 

interactions within the Universal Periodic Review between 2008 and 2019, I 

find that one of the most recurrent patterns in CRSV-shaming involves the 

shaming of aid-receiving states by Western donors. I also find evidence that 

CRSV-shaming is particularly attractive to states with an interest in showing 
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a high profile in relation to the Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda. A 

plausible interpretation of the empirical evidence is that states primarily shame 

CRSV when so doing serves their own political purposes – i.e., when they can 

use it to justify aid packages or to showcase their international commitment to 

the WPS agenda. This study supplies a salutary reminder to researchers on 

CRSV that a narrow focus on multilateral actions and commitments can result 

in misleading and overly optimistic conclusions regarding official multilateral 

pledges to put an end to CRSV.    
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Methodological choices and their implications 

I use global statistical analyses to address the questions raised in each of the 

essays. In this section, I reflect on the pros and cons of using large-n analyses. 

I also discuss the data, the complications that can be expected from the 

underlying data-generating processes, and how I deal with these.  

Benefits and challenges of large-n analysis 

Large-n analyses allow us to study a large number of cases across time and 

space systematically. Temporally, all of my analyses start after the end of the 

Cold War. Spatially, I come close to studying entire populations of warring 

states (essays I through IV) and rebel groups (essays I and II). I am thus able 

to identify larger patterns in the data while controlling for covariates beyond 

the primary interest of each analysis. However, large-n analyses also involve 

challenges and shortcomings. Some of these can be addressed through 

modelling; others require complementary analyses by different means. All are 

important to highlight in order to avoid misleading the reader into hasty 

conclusions. Given the current attention to CRSV in policy circles, it is 

perhaps more important than ever to resist the urge to deliver oversimplified 

or poorly underpinned conclusions just because the demand for information is 

high. I do not mean we should withhold information. Rather, I am underlining 

how important it is that scholars be transparent about the limitations of our 

chosen methods and their implications for drawing conclusions. I begin by 

discussing causality and non-random assignment.  

Large-n analyses alone do not furnish evidence for detailed causal 

accounts. Instead they identify correlations based on a wide range of 

observations, while taking other relevant factors into consideration 

(Lieberman, 2005). If a relationship between two variables has been identified 

through careful case research, then testing the relationship through large-n 

analyses yields information about its generalisability (Lieberman, 2005). For 

example, we know from Leiby’s research on Guatemala and Peru (2009) that 

the intensity of CRSV largely followed shifts in relative power between the 

government and its main adversary. This finding informs both the theory in 

Essay I and the empirical set-up in Essay II. Testing the relationship found in 

Guatemala and Peru in a larger set of cases can reveal a general correlation 

which is important to take into account in any study of CRSV levels. 
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Moreover, large-n studies and case studies can also complement and inspire 

each other in the reversed direction. Once a pattern has been identified in 

large-n analyses, researchers may be prompted to carry out case studies in 

order to advance our knowledge of the causal mechanism involved in greater 

depth (Lieberman, 2005). For example, Essay II finds that peacekeeping is 

considerably more likely to succeed in cases where the state or a rebel group 

have a strong central command structure. This finding is informative in and of 

itself, but case studies will be needed if we are to understand the processes at 

play more fully. The same is true of Essay III, in which I find that international 

condemnation has contributed to declines in CRSV after 2008. While 

interesting in and of itself, this insight must be complemented by differently 

designed studies if we are to understand the processes leading to this outcome 

in more detail.  

The fact that large-n analyses alone never provide evidence of causality in 

a detailed way does not mean they contribute no such evidence. One important 

way to enhance the contribution of large-n analyses to our understanding of 

causal relationships is to give careful consideration to the modelling of 

temporal order. By taking various measures, I seek to ensure that I am 

estimating the effect of the predictor (e.g., peacekeeping) on CRSV, and not 

the other way round. Judging from previous research, CRSV can have an 

impact on peacekeeping; however, that is not the relationship of interest in 

Essay II. One way to avoid being tricked by reversed causality is to ensure 

that the outcome is measured one unit (in this case: one year) after the 

predictor of interest. I do this in all four essays. A related solution is to study 

changes in reported CRSV levels from one year to another. I use this approach 

in Essay III and (in part) in Essay I.  

Using one year as the standard time unit is helpful for avoiding the problem 

of reversed causality. It has the consequence, however, that effects which 

materialise later but in the same year are missed. While this is a concern in all 

of the essays, Sarwari and I explicitly acknowledge it in Essay I, where we 

hypothesise about imminent reactions to the reinforcement of adversaries. For 

this reason, we test the relationship between CRSV and biased military 

interventions both with and without a lag between predictor and outcome. The 

results in the two cases do indeed diverge. Data collections with greater 

precision in terms of time will accordingly be helpful, should they exist in the 

future. The results also underscore the need for in-depth analysis of the causal 

steps between intervention and the commission of CRSV by warring parties.  

Another way of dealing with the problems of reversed causality and non-

random assignment is to adjust the sample deliberately. It is a well-known 

challenge in peacekeeping research that the positive effects of peacekeeping 

may be masked by the tendency to send peacekeepers to places with the 

severest problems (e.g., Fortna, 2008; Melander, 2009). In extended analyses 

in Essay II, Hultman and I address this problem in two ways: (1) we test the 

robustness of our results in a subsample limited to years with a peacekeeping 
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presence; and 2) we run our analyses through a recursive bivariate probit 

model where the usual peacekeeping measure is replaced by one unrelated to 

CRSV: that is, Security Council membership. Both of these measures lend 

additional support to our conclusions.  

A similar problem plagues research on the efficacy of shaming (DeMeritt, 

2012). The practice may appear toothless simply because it targets the states 

which abuse the most (Lebovic & Voeten, 2006). In Essay III, I consider the 

non-random assignment of both international shaming and domestic protests 

by verifying if the results hold in seemingly unrelated biprobit models. Such 

models incorporate the theoretical assumption that omitted factors will impact 

both the predictor and the outcome. However, the analyses I conduct do not 

support this assumption. I remain, therefore, confident in simpler models.  

Data considerations 

Until now I have discussed the benefits and challenges of using large-n 

statistical methods of research. The other side of the coin pertains to the data 

used and the data-generating processes at work. Many of the challenges 

relating to data on CRSV are equally relevant to qualitative research. At times, 

however, they seem more problematic in quantitative research, where nuance 

and uncertainty must often yield to the need for consistency and 

comparability. In this dissertation, I rely on data about levels of CRSV. In 

other words, I do not compare individual crime numbers; rather, I study 

whether CRSV is ‘widespread’ – as opposed to ‘infrequent’, ‘massive’, or 

simply ‘absent’ from the reporting. This information comes from the Sexual 

Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset (Cohen & Nordås, 2014, 2019), 

which is the only available source of data on CRSV levels across all conflicts 

in the post-Cold War period.13 The SVAC dataset draws on information from 

two nongovernmental organisations: Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 

International – as well as on reports from the US State Department. By 

indirectly relying on these sources, I reduce my dependence on the inclination 

of individuals to make formal reports. That said, I remain fully dependent on 

these organisations’ local presence and/or networks and information channels 

(Meernik et al., 2012). An advantage of these sources is that all three are well-

established organisations for which accuracy is indispensable for their 

reputation and credibility (Ron, Ramos, and Rodgers, 2005; Cohen and 

Hoover Green, 2012). The weakness of these organisations in terms of their 

presence on the ground is also to some extent mitigated by the fact that I draw 

information from three sources. It is more likely, namely, that a local outbreak 

of CRSV will be detected if three organisations are scrutinising the actors 

 
13 Cohen (2013, 2016) maintains an additional (but overlapping) data collection on 

wartime rapes by states forces and rebel groups between 1989 and 2009.  
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rather than just one. A disadvantage of these sources is that they are Western-

based and serve mainly Western audiences. This, we can reasonably assume, 

shapes the way that host-country authorities as well as civilians interact with 

them. Their Western orientation is also reflected in which abuses they 

prioritise in their reporting, and in the way in which they frame different 

situations (Cohen & Hoover Green, 2012).  

Attention to CRSV has increased over the last two decades, not least among 

Western donors and policy-makers (Crawford, 2017). This is a point I confirm 

in Essay IV. In essays II and III, I acknowledge that this attention has 

increased over time, by controlling for the number of years since important 

resolutions were passed in the UN Security Council.14 In Essay III, I run a risk 

of mistaking mere shifts in reporting for real declines in CRSV. To counteract 

this, I include a variable which takes into account any yearly shifts (whether 

upward or downward) in domestic media freedom.     

An omnipresent challenge with regard to the underlying data-generating 

process – i.e., the collection of data on CRSV – is the limited extent to which 

such violence is reported. While we will never know the exact magnitude of 

sexual violence in any context, a survey study on gender-based violence in 24 

developing countries offers an indication: of the nearly 300,000 women 

surveyed, only 40% told anyone about their experience, and just 7% reported 

the crime to a formal agency (Palermo, Bleck & Peterman, 2014)15. Another 

study, based on list experiments in Sri Lanka, showed that sexual violence was 

probably ten times more prevalent during the war than previously reported 

(Traunmüller, Kijewski & Freitag, 2019). Regardless of its level, in any case, 

underreporting remains concerning for several reasons, above all for survivors 

who do not receive any assistance even in cases where this is technically 

possible. It also complicates matters for humanitarian personnel, 

peacekeepers, researchers, and policy-makers, who accordingly lack complete 

information when devising and evaluating intervention strategies and 

development programmes.  

Why would an individual choose not to report CRSV? A universal response 

to sexual violence is a feeling of shame and embarrassment, which makes the 

exposed individual less inclined to report their experience (Thompson et al., 

2007; Palermo, Bleck & Peterman, 2014; Ceelen et al., 2019). Threats to 

personal safety pose another obstacle to reporting (CARE, 2014). These 

include a risk of reprisal by the offender (or anyone related to the offender) 

(Davies & True, 2017b) and a risk of ostracism by the family or local 

community. While the former is a concern in any context, the latter is 

 
14 To a degree, this also addresses concerns of overreporting due to the increased 

attention in policy circles. Cohen and Hoover Green (2012), for example, argue that 

nongovernmental organisations’ quest for sensationalism can lead them to exaggerate 

the frequency of CRSV and the degree of its bestiality. 
15 Evidence from South Sudan paints a similar picture (CARE, 2014).  
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specifically relevant in societies characterised by honour culture (e.g., Green 

and Ward, 2009; Tankink, 2013).   

Furthermore, some societies lack adequate institutions to which survivors of 

sexual violence can turn to report their experience, should they be so inclined. 

Many different variants of this obstacle exist, and the extent to which they 

dictate reporting patterns differs across countries. Appropriate laws, for 

instance, may be lacking; or such laws may exist without being enforced. The 

institution to which victims might otherwise report their experience may be 

corrupt; indeed, it may even represent those responsible for the crime. Both 

separately and together, these factors can create an environment where targeted 

individuals conclude there is no point in making a report (CARE, 2014).  

For male victims of CRSV, formal mechanisms for reporting CRSV are 

often even more inaccessible than they are for women. Because of pre-existing 

beliefs about women being the only possible targets of CRSV, some instances 

can be restricted to women only. It is common, for example, for women’s 

organisations to serve as prime entry-points for victims of CRSV, leaving men 

with substantially fewer options for reporting their victimisation (Dolan, 

2015; Anholt, 2016; Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 2018; Schulz, 2018). 

Discrimination on other grounds can also play a role, in that opportunities to 

report may vary within a country along ethnic and/or socio-political lines. 

Ironically, this means CRSV may be most extensive in areas and populations 

from which we are least likely to receive information about it (Davies & True, 

2017b; Smidt et al., 2021). That said, assuming the presence of CRSV without 

direct evidence for it carries its own challenges, including the risk that ‘scarce 

resources [will be] stretched far too thin’ (Nordås & Cohen, 2021: 198). 

The analyses included in this dissertation never use smaller geographical 

units than the territory where the conflict takes place (usually the nation-state). 

Subnational variations, therefore, cannot be detected by my measures. An 

example of underreporting will thus materialise if widespread CRSV is limited 

to one isolated part of the country in question, and none of the sources upon 

which I draw discover the fact and/or care to mention it in their country 

reports. This is possible but the likelihood of this happening, however, shrinks 

the more numerous the sources that I rely on.   

Biased reporting due to varying degrees of discrimination across countries 

is most problematic for essays I and II, where my outcome of interest is the 

prevalence of CRSV. My co-authors and I address this concern by including 

measures of gender equality as control variables. While undoubtedly 

imprecise, the typical measures of gender equality that we employ (the fertility 

rate and the number of women in parliament) score high in terms of reliability. 

Theoretically, varying levels of discrimination across countries also pose a 

problem for Essay III, wherein I run the risk of misinterpreting an increase in 

discrimination as a decrease in CRSV. This would be a major concern if I 

relied on actual numbers of reported cases of CRSV. Instead, however, I use 
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qualitatively derived estimates of CRSV levels, which are less susceptible to 

this mistake. 

In Essay II, Hultman and I highlight the empirical variation in the degree 

of functional central command displayed by different states and organisations. 

We argue that the effect of external pressure (through peacekeeping in this 

case) should vary according to the ability or inability of leaders to tighten 

discipline throughout their organisation. I also make this assumption in Essay 

III with regard to the effect of protests and shaming. To my knowledge, there 

is no perfect or altogether straightforward measure for the ability of states and 

rebel groups to control their ranks.  

In Essay II, Hultman and I rely on a variable for territorial control as a 

proxy for states’ capacity to control their agents. A low degree of territorial 

control, we contend, is likely the result of a weak army. The variable we use 

is dichotomous: it essentially divides all states into whether they have lost less 

or more territory than the median value for states in the sample. This leaves 

us with a ‘generous’ measure adjusted to the sample of warring states. Had we 

opted for a less relative measure, we would have run the risk of only 

registering Western states with professional armies. Another benefit is that the 

measure allows for variation over time. The Bosnian state, for example, is 

coded as having weak control during the war (1992–1995) and in the year 

immediately thereafter (1996). From 1997 on, however, it is coded as having 

relatively ‘strong control’. Similarly, the Peruvian state is coded as having 

weak control when entering the dataset in 1989, whereupon it gains in control 

from 1994 on, only to lose it again in 2007. These examples also illustrate the 

weakness of the measure: namely, the risk that control merely reflects the 

outcome and/or the intensity of the military challenge – a distinct factor we 

claim to control for separately. Not all cases of control, however, reflect 

battlefield intensity to the same degree. The Burundian state, for example, 

maintained its control throughout the civil war in that country. The Ugandan 

state remained in control from 1995 on, despite the continuous intensity of the 

conflict in which it was engaged. Similarly, the Russian state is coded as being 

in control throughout the 2000s. This operationalisation may also give rise, 

however, to another concern: that states fighting separatists are more likely to 

be coded as having weak control. This, however, is not the case. There is no 

statistically significant difference in control between states engaged in conflict 

over government and states engaged in conflict over territory.  

In Essay III, I use a measure for states’ level of internal control which is 

less sensitive to battlefield dynamics. Rather than assessing territorial control, 

I use V-Dem’s corruption ranking (Pemstein et al., 2019; Coppedge et al., 

2020), which indicates how routinely employees within the public service 

engage in corrupt exchanges such as bribes. Using this measure, I assume that 

the room for individual agents to do this is comparable across all sectors 

within the state, including police units, border guards, and armed forces. 

While this variable technically ranges from 0 to 4, in which low values 
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represent weak control (high corruption), the median corruption score is very 

low (‘1’: i.e., corruption is ‘common’ ) among the states I consider in Essay 

III. Revisiting the examples above, Bosnia would be coded as having control 

throughout the time series if I employed the same strategy as in Essay II and 

used the median value as the default line. Interestingly, the degree of control 

falls in later years, unlike the level measured in terms of territorial control 

(which instead rises after 1997). For Burundi and Peru, the rating would be 

rather similar across the different measures. The remaining two states (Russia 

and Uganda) show more country years with weak control when measured in 

terms of corruption than in terms of territorial control. A brief look at case 

studies suggests this may be a more valid codification of control levels, given 

the prevalence of corruption and of inadequate oversight in the armed forces 

of both states (Tangri & Mwenda, 2003; McDermott, 2014; Douglas, 2019). 

In a nutshell, territorial control may be the measure with the highest validity. 

At the same time it carries methodological challenges, since it risks 

introducing bias due to its connection with one of the other covariates (battle 

deaths). Public-sector corruption, on the other hand, is an indicator further 

removed from the battle situation, making it a ‘cleaner’ measure in relation to 

other covariates, at the cost of lower validity in cases where agents’ room for 

manoeuvre differs substantially across sectors. 

The measure for the degree of internal control exercised by rebel groups 

arguably has greater validity than does either of the measures for the degree 

of internal control exercised by states, because it captures whether or not a 

rebel group has a central command structure in a given year. I consider the 

absence of a central command to be an effective indicator of which rebel 

groups have the least favourable conditions for disciplinary enforcement. The 

weakness of the measure instead concerns the positive cases: that is, the fact 

that a rebel group has a central command does not give us information 

concerning the strength of this command. If the measure included such a 

dimension, there would probably be greater variation over time. However, an 

indicator of this kind would run the same risk – of being too close empirically 

to the number of battle deaths – as the one for states based on their degree of 

territorial control.  
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Conclusions 

This dissertation contributes to the growing literature on conflict-related sexual 

violence. More specifically, it contributes to our understanding of CRSV by 

shedding light on the intersection between CRSV perpetrated by states and rebel 

groups engaged in civil war on the one hand, and international involvement by 

fellow states as well as multilateral organisations on the other. Despite the 

increased attention to CRSV among international policy-makers, this 

intersection has been examined only sparsely within the research on CRSV.  

Essays I, II, and III address the overarching question of how international 

involvement influences the level of CRSV. While international involvement 

is a broad umbrella term, I have chosen to focus on two types of military 

involvement (UN peacekeeping and state-led third-party intervention) and one 

type of non-military involvement (multilateral shaming). As the essays show, 

the impact of international involvement is far from straightforward. Essay I 

offers the first cross-national study in the field of the impact of third-party 

military involvement on the level of CRSV. It argues that shifts in the balance 

of power following external involvement tend to aggravate the situation with 

regard to CRSV. Sarwari and I find partial empirical support for this claim. 

Essay II is the first global study that examines the capacity of peacekeeping 

missions to mitigate CRSV. It argues that the degree of internal control 

exercised by states and rebel groups is an essential element to consider when 

we analyse the effectiveness of peacekeeping and the study yields empirical 

support for this notion. Peacekeeping is more likely to succeed when the 

warring parties have a degree of control over their own forces. Essay III adds 

to our understanding of international influences on CRSV by presenting newly 

collected data on condemnations of sexual violence issued by the UN’s 

human-rights body between 1987 and 2014. This essay presents evidence that 

shaming contributed to declines in CRSV after 2008, but that it did not do so 

earlier. While more research is needed, this is a promising indication from a 

policy point of view.  

The impact of international involvement depends in the first place on the 

willingness of states to act. Essay IV examines this propensity, with a focus 

on the readiness of individual states to condemn CRSV verbally when it is 

committed by fellow states. By identifying bilateral condemnations of sexual 

violence issued within the UN Universal Periodic Review between its start in 

2008 and 2019, the study uncovers previously unknown patterns in the 

readiness of states to speak up against CRSV beyond their own borders. 



 

 51 

Condemnations of CRSV by individual states appear, on this evidence, to be 

driven less by purely normative commitments and more by the political 

relationships and interests of the state in question.  

The first contribution made by this dissertation is to highlight the fact that 

CRSV – even when focusing on violence perpetrated by members of the state 

administration or domestic rebel groups – does not take place in a domestic 

vacuum. The four essays detail, in general terms, how international politics 

have implications for the prevalence of CRSV. My findings suggest that, in 

some regards, CRSV follows established logics of civilian targeting (in 

response to biased military intervention, for example). In other respects, the 

results reassert the distinctiveness of CRSV (as in connection with 

peacekeeping effectiveness). I also discuss the reverse relationship: i.e., 

reactions at the international level to CRSV perpetrated by domestic actors. 

Focusing on responses specific to CRSV, I have been able through my 

analyses to establish: (a) that there is a wide variation among state responses 

to CRSV; but (b) that states have on average become increasingly disposed 

over time to condemn CRSV committed by other states; and finally (c) that 

joint condemnations of CRSV appear to have become more efficacious over 

time. These results suggest that the relationship between CRSV and 

international involvement is in flux, and that interventions previously 

discarded on grounds of inefficiency by researchers and/or policy-makers may 

be worth a second look. They also highlight how important it is that analyses 

go beyond multilateral actions and decisions and also focus on the interests 

and politics of individual states.   

The second contribution of this dissertation lies in its overarching approach 

to CRSV as dynamic – as something that responds not only to the conflict 

environment as a whole, but also to specific elements within it. Many studies 

of CRSV examine variations across actors. Even studies that do allow for 

temporal variation empirically tend to focus on variation across actors 

theoretically. This dissertation highlights the episodic nature of CRSV, and 

my findings demonstrate the utility of this approach. Dynamic changes, 

ranging from shifts in military power through the outbreak of domestic 

protests to the imposition of increasing reputational costs, have an impact on 

levels of CRSV. Taking temporal variation seriously – both theoretically and 

empirically – is a necessary starting point for assessing policy interventions 

such as peacekeeping and shaming.   

The third contribution made by this dissertation is to develop an argument 

relating to the level of internal control exercised by states and rebel groups 

that perpetrate CRSV. This argument, which is supported empirically, 

contributes to both research and policy through its stress on how important it 

is, when we assess the efficacy of an intervention, that we consider not only 

the intervention itself but the target/perpetrator as well. This point also has 

relevance for other interventions than those which focus on CRSV. If we fail 

to appreciate the centrality of this dualism, researchers may draw faulty 
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conclusions and policy-makers may fail to understand why a given policy is 

successful vis-à-vis one warring party but not another. This also suggests that 

supporting reforms within organisations with a low level of internal control 

will prove to be money well spent in the long run. This conclusion is 

particularly relevant given my finding, set out in Essay III, that a low level of 

internal control is associated with an escalation of CRSV.    
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Future research  

In addition to offering several conclusions, this dissertation has revealed a 

number of important gaps that remain to be studied. First, through statistical 

analyses based on yearly data, it has identified previously unexplored patterns 

at the intersection between CRSV by domestic states and rebel groups and 

international involvement. Differently designed studies – qualitative ones in 

particular – will be needed to explore the causal chains that shape the patterns 

we observe. For example, such studies should help us understand whether 

state-led military interventions trigger changes at the strategic level, or if 

instead they mainly change the perceived sense of urgency at the operational 

level. They should also help us better grasp the processes through which 

shaming has translated into declines in CRSV since 2008.  

Qualitative studies, or quantitative ones based on more disaggregated data, 

should also enhance our understanding of what type of peacekeeping (beyond 

the crude military/police distinction) is generally most effective for dealing 

with CRSV. They can also be expected to cast light on the interplay between 

different types of interventions and different kinds of actors. As this 

dissertation has shown, states and rebel groups react differently depending on 

their degree of internal control. We may reasonably assume that other aspects 

of these entities also influence how receptive they are to international 

involvement. These aspects include the traits and aspirations of the 

perpetrating groups, as well as the characteristics of (a) the intervenor(s), and 

(b) the society where the conflict takes place.  

Where the characteristics of the ‘intervenor(s)’ are concerned, I discover 

some clear delineations in Essay IV between the states that speak up against 

CRSV and those that do not. It appears likely, although the matter has not yet 

been tested, that the identity and political position of the actors pushing for 

and/or implementing an international intervention have implications for its 

efficacy.16 Given, for example, that the commitment to ending CRSV varies 

considerably between states, researching the extent to which this is reflected 

in peacekeeping actions and outcomes would appear to be called for. 

 
16 Consider, for instance, the results of existing studies on the relationship between the 

composition of peacekeeping groups and outcomes such as trust, communicability 

(Bove, Ruffa & Ruggeri, 2020), and the room available for protests by civilians 

(Belgioioso, Salvatore & Pinckney, 2021).  
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Regarding the society in which a conflict takes place, future research 

should benefit from a systematic study of the influence of domestic norms and 

beliefs. While in theory a state or rebel group may subscribe to the norms held 

by the domestic society at large, this is not necessarily the case. Essay III calls 

attention to civilian activism as an influential and independent force in its own 

right. Quantitative research would be well-advised in the future to take 

insights from feminist scholarship on board, and thus to take a more 

comprehensive look at the conditioning effect resulting from the gender norms 

of a targeted society, including the room available for civilian activism.    

For reasons laid out earlier, this dissertation has studied CRSV as one 

category of violence. Based on the data collections on CRSV-shaming 

presented in essays III and IV, it should be possible to undertake a closer 

examination of the patterns associated with different sub-categories of CRSV. 

This ought to reveal what types of violence policy-makers respond most 

strongly to, and the extent to which this has changed over time. Another 

avenue worth exploring with these data would be to compare, in terms of their 

type and magnitude, reactions to CRSV with reactions to non-sexual violence 

in civil conflicts (such as the intentional killing of civilians).    
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