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Sexual Violence along Ethnic Lines? Revisiting
Rebel-Civilian Ethnic Ties and Wartime Sexual Violence

Herman Wieselgren

Uppsala University

ABSTRACT
Previous research suggests that wartime sexual violence by
rebel groups should generally be committed between rather
than within ethnic groups. Since rebels can mobilize through
and draw support from coethnic civilian networks, they should
be less prone to commit sexual violence against their ethnic
brethren. Moreover, ethnic divisions between groups are
argued to spur inter-ethnic sexual violence as a strategy of
war. Yet, much remains to be tested empirically. A major hin-
drance has been the lack of data on sexual violence that cap-
tures the ethnic identities of victims. This issue is
circumvented by geocoding occurrences of sexual violence
from the SVAC dataset and intersecting these with geographic
patterns of ethnic settlement. Interestingly, the results show
no indication of restraint in coethnic areas. They also indicate
that mixed areas with both coethnic and non-coethnic civil-
ians are more likely to experience sexual violence than entirely
non-coethnic areas.

Investigaciones anteriores sugieren que la violencia sexual en
tiempos de guerra por parte de grupos rebeldes general-
mente deber�ıa cometerse entre grupos �etnicos y no dentro
de ellos. Dado que los rebeldes pueden movilizarse a trav�es
de redes civiles co�etnicas y obtener el apoyo de estas,
deber�ıan ser menos propensos a cometer actos de violencia
sexual contra sus hermanos �etnicos. Adem�as, se argumenta
que las divisiones �etnicas entre grupos estimulan la violencia
sexual inter�etnica como estrategia de guerra. Sin embargo,
a�un queda mucho por comprobar emp�ıricamente. La falta de
datos sobre la violencia sexual que capten las identidades
�etnicas de las v�ıctimas ha sido un obst�aculo importante. Este
problema se evita mediante la geocodificaci�on de los casos de
violencia sexual del conjunto de datos sobre la violencia sex-
ual en los conflictos armados y mediante su intersecci�on con
los patrones geogr�aficos de asentamiento �etnico.
Curiosamente, los resultados no muestran ning�un indicio de
moderaci�on en las zonas co�etnicas. Tambi�en indican que las
zonas mixtas con civiles co�etnicos y no co�etnicos tienen m�as
probabilidades de sufrir violencia sexual que las zonas total-
mente no co�etnicas.
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Une recherche ant�erieure laisse �a penser que les violences
sexuelles perp�etr�ees en temps de guerre par des groupes
rebelles devraient g�en�eralement être commises entre groupes
ethniques plutôt qu’au sein d’un même groupe ethnique. Les
rebelles, pouvant se mobiliser grâce aux r�eseaux civils de leur
ethnie et obtenir le soutien de ces derniers, devraient être
moins enclins �a commettre des violences sexuelles �a l’en-
contre de leurs fr�eres ethniques. De plus, on estime que les
divisions ethniques entre les groupes stimulent les violences
sexuelles entre les ethnies en tant que strat�egie militaire.
Toutefois, beaucoup reste �a tester empiriquement. L’absence
de donn�ees sur les violences sexuelles enregistrant l’identit�e
ethnique des victimes constituait un obstacle majeur. Le
g�eocodage des occurrences de violence sexuelle �emanant de
l’ensemble des donn�ees SVAC et leur recoupage avec les
mod�eles g�eographiques de peuplement ethnique ont permis
de contourner ce probl�eme. Curieusement, les r�esultats ne
montrent aucune indication de retenue dans les zones coeth-
niques. Ils indiquent �egalement que les zones mixtes,
peupl�ees �a la fois de civils de la même ethnie ou non, ont
davantage de probabilit�e de connâıtre des violences sexuelles
que celles qui sont enti�erement peupl�ees d’eth-
nies diff�erentes.

Introduction

There is a wealth of literature on why rebel groups commit sexual violence
against civilians in armed conflict.1 Previous works have discussed how
pre-war gender inequality (Davies and True 2015), hyper-masculine norms
and ideals (Eriksson Baaz and Stern 2009, 2013; Meger 2015), shifts in
power balance (Johansson and Sarwari 2019), forced recruitment (Cohen
2013), non-alignment of combatant and commander preferences (Hoover
Green 2016), and organizational constraints (Eriksson Baaz and Stern 2009;
Meger 2015) affect the risk of sexual violence. Wood (2018) and others
have advanced the typology and moved away from rigidly viewing sexual
violence as strategic or non-strategic. They propose a “policy versus
practice” narrative instead and the resulting discussion has highlighted that
combatant preferences interact with the commander’s stance to shape reb-
els’ propensity for sexual violence.
The role of ethnicity, however, remains understudied, particularly in

terms of large-N empirical analysis (see Nagel 2019). Regardless, ethnicity
is often assumed to influence sexual violence in armed conflict. Two mech-
anisms prevail in the literature: ethnicity as a driver of cooperation between

1This paper is limited to sexual violence committed by rebel actors due to the scope of the
restraint mechanism.
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coethnics and ethnicity as a point of contention between non-coethnics.
Ethnic divisions are argued to motivate extreme violence while coethnicity
incentivizes restraint. I refer to these synchronous mechanisms as the
restraint and division mechanisms, respectively. Both assume the same out-
come, namely that sexual violence is committed across ethnic groups rather
than within. However, the reality is often more complex. First, rebel
commanders may not always be able to enforce restraint. Second, ethnic
heterogeneity might condition both division and restraint. Previous com-
parative large-N studies of ethnicity and sexual violence have been limited
to the actor, country, or conflict level and relied on aggregate measures of
ethnic conflict (e.g. Cohen 2013; Whitaker, Walsh, and Conrad 2019). As
such, these studies have not been able to explicitly connect the ethnic iden-
tities of rebels and civilians to the propensity of sexual violence by the for-
mer against the latter. The lack of proper data has been and remains a
major obstacle. The data on sexual violence that does exist cannot capture
its intersectional nature, particularly not the ethnic dimension (Nagel
2019). The principal data source on sexual violence, the Sexual Violence in
Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset (Wieselgren 2022), is limited to indicating
whether or not sexual violence was motivated primarily by ethnicity
(Cohen and Nordås 2014). This means that seemingly indiscriminate sexual
violence cannot be investigated for an underlying ethnic bias. Moreover,
the ethnic dimension of perpetrator-victim dyads cannot be studied even
when sexual violence is ethnically motivated since SVAC does not code the
ethnicities of victims. Examining these aspects requires disaggregated data
that captures the ethnicity of both perpetrator and victim.
In this paper, I seek to test assumptions about ethnicity and sexual vio-

lence by analyzing spatial patterns. Events of sexual violence from the
SVAC dataset are geocoded and connected to data on rebel ethnic ties and
ethnic group settlement from the Ethnic Power Relations data family (Vogt
et al. 2015). Consequently, I uncover where ethnic groups that have ties to
rebel actors are located, and whether the same rebel groups have commit-
ted sexual violence at that location. Areas are categorized as coethnic,
mixed, or non-coethnic to account for ethnic heterogeneity. Potential issues
of ecological inference are also discussed and addressed. I conduct binomial
logit regression to estimate the probability of sexual violence in coethnic
and mixed areas, compared to non-coethnic areas. Since the influence of
rebel commanders might condition the effect of ethnic ties, I include an
interaction showing that rebel groups with a weak command are more
likely to commit sexual violence in mixed areas compared to in non-coeth-
nic areas. Rebel groups with strong command are not found to discrimin-
ate between coethnic, mixed, and non-coethnic areas. This calls for further
study into how to rebel governance, ethnicity, and sexual violence interact.

INTERNATIONAL INTERACTIONS 3



Future research should investigate how if at all, ethnic identity affects the
risk of sexual violence in rebel-controlled territories. The empirical strategy
demonstrates how spatial data can advance our understanding of ethnicity
and sexual violence but reveals that, ultimately, more granular data on sex-
ual violence will be needed.

Theoretical Mechanisms

Previous research on ethnicity and wartime sexual violence has generally
argued for either of two pathways, both of which assume that sexual vio-
lence is committed along ethnic lines. The restraint mechanism posits that
rebel groups can benefit from intra-ethnic civilian support networks and
that reliance on civilians in turn produces disincentives for committing sex-
ual violence against them. Commanders will not tolerate sexual violence
against civilians that the group relies on for fear of such violence eroding
local support. Therefore, they will enforce restraint among their combatants
(Muvumba Sellstr€om 2015; Wood 2006, 2009). For example, rebels that
rely on smuggling rather than extortion are argued less likely to commit
sexual violence since they rely on civilian cooperation to a greater extent
(Whitaker, Walsh, and Conrad 2019). This logic of restraint is extended to
rebel coethnics (Wood 2018, 14) since rebel actors can draw on ethnic net-
works to enhance their capability for armed struggle (Lilja and Hultman
2011). Ethnic networks lower the transaction costs of a rebellion (Sambanis
2001) and coethnic constituents can be relied upon for the acquisition of
recruits, intelligence, and funds (Cederman et al. 2020; Eck 2009; Fjelde
and Hultman 2014; Ottmann 2017). Since coethnic civilians can constitute
a strong source of support, rebels are assumed less likely to commit sexual
violence against coethnics than against other civilians.
The division mechanism posits that ethnic grievances can motivate the

use of extreme violence. It departs from the understanding of sexual vio-
lence as a weapon of war, a perspective that gained momentum following
events such as the mass rapes in Bosnia in 1992 (see Benard 1994). Ethnic
grievance in the context of armed conflict is argued to lead to a sense of
existential threat, which in turn motivates the use of extreme violence in
response (Fearon 2008; Horowitz 1985). Rape and sexual violence are par-
ticularly rife in these conflicts (Meger 2016), likely because sexual violence
can be an effective method of asserting ethnic dominance over the enemy
(Doja 2019). Rape and degradation of the enemy ethnic group’s women
and men demonstrate victory over the group and assert dominance over
their ethnic identity; rape of the person symbolizes rape of the community
(Alison 2007). Evidence of this mechanism can be found in Kosovo, where
sexual violence was used to forcefully remove the enemy population (Di
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Lellio and Kraja 2021), and Iraq, where ISIS used sexual slavery to humili-
ate and dominate non-Muslim communities (Ahram 2019). Accordingly,
the division mechanism also expects that sexual violence will be more likely
across ethnic groups than within.
Based on these mechanisms, rebel groups should limit sexual violence

against coethnic civilians but might commit sexual violence as a weapon of
war against ethnic enemies. Hence, hypothesis 1 expects that:

H1: Rebel actors are less likely to commit sexual violence in coethnic areas
than in non-coethnic areas.

However, the first hypothesis assumes that commanders are capable of
enforcing restraint. While commanders may strive to enforce restraint, their
ability to do so will be conditional on the influence they have over their
combatants. If prohibition is too costly in terms of status or resources,
commanders may have to tolerate sexual violence, even against coethnics
(Wood 2018). This is the case for rebel groups that rely on forced recruit-
ment and suffer from poor social cohesion as a result. Cohen (2013) argues
that sexual violence, particularly gang rape, can increase trust and
strengthen bonds within these groups. Weak commanders might decide
that the benefits of tolerating such practices, even among rebels’ coethnics,
outweigh the costs. In general, rebel groups where commanders exert a
strong influence over their combatants should be expected to conform to
commander rather than combatant preferences. Having a strong command
structure should therefore lead to a more effective prohibition of violence
against coethnics, given the benefits of restraint. Hence, hypothesis 2a
expects that:

H2a: Rebel actors with a strong command are less likely to commit sexual
violence in coethnic areas compared to rebel actors with a weak command.

The ethnic composition of the civilian population should also condition
the assumed mechanisms. Traditional theory on ethnic grievance posits
that ethnic heterogeneity increases the overall risk of armed conflict (see
Sambanis 2001). Greater heterogeneity is argued to exacerbate the fear of
ethnic rivals that motivates extreme violence. Sexual violence against non-
coethnics should then be more likely in heterogeneous populations, where
coethnics and non-coethnics live in close proximity. From a practical
standpoint, strategic violence such as ethnic cleansing should also dispro-
portionately affect non-coethnics that live near coethnics. As for the
restraint mechanism, it should be weaker in heterogeneous populations.
Meger (2016) discusses the use of sexual violence to enforce submission
and deter collaboration with the enemy. In heterogeneous populations,
there might be a greater need to forcibly exert control over coethnics than
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there are inhomogeneous populations. This follows the reasoning of Asal
and Nagel (2021), who find that ethnically mobilized rebel groups are less
likely to commit sexual violence the longer they have held territory. They
theorize that territories homogenize over time and that incentives for com-
mitting sexual violence are gradually outweighed by the risk of eroding
local support during this process. Ethnically heterogeneous areas should
therefore be at greater risk than others. Hence, hypothesis 2b expects that:

H2b: Rebel actors are more likely to commit sexual violence in mixed
areas than in coethnic or non-coethnic areas.

Research Design

To test the restraint and division mechanisms at an actor-target level, I rely
on spatial patterns of sexual violence and rebels’ coethnic populations.2 The
data is structured around first-order administrative divisions or units (i.e.
states, provinces, regions) as gathered from the Database of Global
Administrative Areas (GADM) version 3.6, corresponding to the adminis-
trative divisions as of 2020. While GADM is public and easily accessed, it
unfortunately does not provide a historical version of the data. Structuring
the data around admin units serves to provide variation across space and is
the first building block of the unit of analysis. First-order admin units con-
stitute the optimal compromise in the trade-off between accuracy and data
availability. A lower level of disaggregation (e.g. counties) would increase
accuracy at the cost of data since reports of sexual violence are often diffi-
cult to situate beyond the regional level. To attain variation across rebel
groups, the next building block of the unit of analysis, each admin unit
appears once for each rebel group that is active in the country. Some
groups are active across multiple countries (such as the Lord’s Resistance
Army), while others are only active in a particular region of their origin
country. Rebel groups like the LRA that have been active across multiple
countries (such as the Lord’s Resistance Army) are only tied to the coun-
try/countries with which they have a state-based incompatibility (in this
case Uganda). While this is a simplification of rebel activity, it lends itself
well to the SVAC data. SVAC only reports locations of sexual violence that
lie within the respective countries with which the rebels have incompatibil-
ities. The authors do not comment on this, but it is likely a consequence of
the source material for SVAC being country reports. In short, all admin
units of a country appear once for each rebel group that has an

2Aggregating individual-level phenomena to geographic areas introduces issues of measurement reliability.
I mitigate these issues through alternative specifications of what constitutes a coethnic area in the
robustness tests.
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incompatibility in the country. Admin units of countries in which multiple
rebel groups have an incompatibility appear multiple times.3 The final build-
ing block is time, where a calendar year is the most fine-grained unit for
both data on ethnic settlement and sexual violence. The scope is limited to
Africa from 1989 to 2009, due to constraints in the data on sexual violence.4

The unit of analysis is rebel group—admin unit—year and the number of
observations is 18,303 rebel-admin-years. The data consists of 449 unique
admin units in twenty-seven countries and 116 rebel groups across 21 years.
To measure sexual violence across rebel actor, time, and space, I rely on

the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset version 1.1 (Cohen
and Nordås 2014). SVAC has an actor-year structure with three ordinal
prevalence measures of sexual violence. I integrate these measures into a
single dichotomous measure. I geocode the prevalence of sexual violence by
using the string variable “location” in SVAC 1.1 which lists keywords of
the location/s at which sexual violence was reported for the actor-year.5

The level of detail in this string variable varies greatly between observa-
tions, with keywords ranging from “in the bush” to “suburb of Monrovia.”
Where rebel groups are reported to have committed sexual violence in
multiple locations in a year, the locations are listed after each other. Each
discernible location is geocoded to an admin unit and year using map tools
and consulting the country reports from which they were originally coded
by the SVAC coders. Now, there are limitations to using SVAC to geocode
sexual violence. For example, the coding of the location variable was not
rigorously standardized across SVAC coders. The authors also highlight the
inconsistency in detail between observations, explaining that it stems from
the original source material being varyingly specific from report to report.
To check the sensitivity of the results to the coding procedure, I drop all
rebel years that report locations of sexual violence that could not be geo-
coded as a robustness test. This eliminates potential systematic bias by
excluding rebel groups that appear as non-perpetrators simply because the
sexual violence they have committed cannot be geocoded.
To measure ethnic ties between rebels and civilian populations, I rely on

data from the Ethnic Power Relations data family (Vogt et al. 2015). I use

3As the entire time-period is set prior to the independence of South Sudan, the collective admin units of Sudan
and South Sudan are treated as one country. Instances of sexual violence in Sudan are therefore geocoded
using all admin units of modern-day Sudan and South Sudan and rebel groups are expanded across all these
units. The same procedure was employed for Eritrea, where all modern-day admin units of Eritrea were treated
as part of Ethiopia 1989–1993, the year of independence. The independence of Namibia from South Africa in
1990 is unproblematic as neither country appears as a location in SVAC.
4The proportion of sexual violence observations that could be geocoded is higher in Africa compared to all
other continents.
5Neither SVAC 2.1 nor Geo-SVAC can be used for the geocoding. The former dropped the location variable from
the update and the latter offers geolocation of conflict events involving actors that use sexual violence, not
actual events of sexual violence.
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the GeoEPR dataset to calculate the overlap of politically relevant ethnic
groups’ settlement patterns and admin units. If the overlap of an ethnic
group polygon and an admin unit is equal to or higher than twenty percent
of the total size of the admin unit, the admin unit is coded as being inhab-
ited by the ethnic group.6 The ethnic groups inhabiting an admin unit are
then checked for ties to rebel groups active in the country. Data on rebel
groups’ ties to ethnic groups are gathered from the ACD2EPR dataset of
the EPR family. If a rebel group has made an exclusive claim to fight for
an ethnic group or there is widespread support among members of an eth-
nic group for the rebels, that admin unit is coded as being inhabited by
coethnics to the rebel group. For admin units that are inhabited by coeth-
nics, a distinction is made between those that are solely inhabited by coeth-
nics and those that house multiple politically relevant ethnic groups. The
resulting independent variable is a categorical variable with the responses
“coethnic,” “mixed,” and “non-coethnic.” Unfortunately, the Geo-EPR data
only covers politically relevant ethnic groups. This means that there may
well be additional ethnic groups in the admin units that are coded as
coethnic, just not groups that are politically represented. For a more
detailed description of the procedure for geocoding sexual violence and
ethnic ties, please see Supplementary Appendix B.
These measures of ethnic ties and sexual violence introduce some issues of

ecological inference. Ideally, one would not have to rely on geographical pat-
terns to examine individual-level phenomena, or at the very least be able to
use a lower-level administrative unit. But since the data on sexual violence
cannot be disaggregated further without losing a significant amount of data,
I have to be content with taking other steps. The alternative thresholds for
coethnic and mixed areas, dropping unclear prevalence years as well as other
robustness tests introduced later reduce the risk of ecological fallacy. But
even with these, there are limits to what this study can achieve given the
data it relies on. The aim cannot be to provide strong empirical evidence on
which a new theory can be built. Instead, this paper strives to broadly outline
patterns of ethnicity and sexual violence in armed conflict, and in doing so
test prevailing assumptions, outline avenues for future research and stress
the need for more disaggregated data. To this end the design is appropriate.
To measure the reinforcing effect of command strength, I rely on the

Non-State Actor (NSA) dataset by Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan
(2013). From it, I draw a dichotomous measure of command strength
based on the three-point ordinal central command strength variable, with a
threshold between “high” and “moderate.” The original three-point ordinal
scale is used in the robustness tests. NSA data only includes active conflict

6The main findings are also robust to alternative thresholds, see the robustness tests.
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years, so the last reported value is imputed to post-conflict years to reduce
missing data. Considering that the NSA data is time-invariant, aside from
when rebel groups undergo a transformation, this is not expected to affect
the main findings. Additionally, I include two variables on ethnic dynamics,
using data from the EPR data family (Vogt et al. 2015). One controls
whether the rebel group is ethnically mobilized and the other for the num-
ber of politically relevant ethnic groups in the admin unit. I also include a
logged measure of the population from the World Development Indicators
(World Bank 2021), since a larger population increases the general risk of
conflict (Fearon and Laitin 2003). I control for the natural log of rebel bat-
tle-related deaths and one-sided violence, using data from the UCDP
Georeferenced Event Dataset version 19.1 (Sundberg and Melander 2013).
Battle-related deaths reflect rebel activity. Intense fighting can motivate reb-
els to resort to alternative strategies, such as sexual violence (e.g. Johansson
and Sarwari 2019), and rebels are likely to be most active near their ethnic
constituents. One-sided violence controls for path dependence in coercive
behavior toward civilians; rebels who have abused civilians in the past may
be more likely to continue to do so (Weinstein 2006). To control for path
dependence in sexual violence specifically, I include the dependent variable
lagged by one year.

Results

Based on the restraint and division mechanisms, the results are expected to
show a lower prevalence of rebel sexual violence in coethnic areas com-
pared to non-coethnic areas. Accounting for ethnic heterogeneity, a higher
prevalence of sexual violence in mixed areas than in non-coethnic areas is
also expected. Table 1 shows that the distribution of both ethnic ties and
sexual violence is quite skewed. Less than 3% of all observations in the data
are coethnic and about twenty percent are mixed. Sexual violence is also
rare, with only about half a percent of all observations taking a value of
one. The overlap of ethnic ties and sexual violence is visually presented in
Figure 1. The highlighted admin units reflect which admin units have expe-
rienced sexual violence by rebels. The shades represent the ties that the
perpetrator had to the admin unit. Admin units that are striped have

Table 1. Distribution of ethnic ties and sexual violence.
Ethnic ties

Sexual violence Non-coethnic Mixed Coethnic Sum

0 14,230 3,501 453 18,184
1 55 54 10 119
Sum 14,285 3,555 463 18,303

INTERNATIONAL INTERACTIONS 9



experienced sexual violence by multiple groups that have different ties to
the area. Western Sahara is not included in the GADM data.
The results from binomial logit regressions are presented in Table 2, where

models 1 and 2 are estimated using the full set. For both model specifications,
coethnic and mixed ties are positively associated with sexual violence, mean-
ing that rebel groups are found more likely to perpetrate sexual violence in
such areas than in areas without coethnics. Furthermore, model 2 shows that
rebels with a strong command are more likely to commit sexual violence in
general, but that the interaction of mixed ties and a strong command is nega-
tive. The magnitude is estimated just slightly greater than the positive coeffi-
cient of command strength’s main effect, meaning that they largely cancel
each other out. These initial findings show no support for H1 or H2a, given
that areas, where rebels have coethnics, are suggested more likely to experi-
ence sexual violence than areas where they do not. Rebel command strength
does not seem to make a significant difference, perhaps not entirely surprising
given the aggregate nature of the variable. The findings do indicate support
for H2b, however, suggesting that mixed areas are more likely to experience
sexual violence than non-coethnic areas. Additionally, all controls behave as
expected apart from the population measure. Typically, larger populations on
the country level are associated with a higher risk of conflict. Given that these

Figure 1. Map of Africa with overlap of ethnic ties and sexual violence.
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findings are based on aggregate spatial measures of ethnicity and sexual vio-
lence, I rerun the first model specification on three subsets where the
hypothesized outcomes should be most likely.7 In the subset Conflict zone,
only active conflict areas are included, i.e. admin units where there has been
at least one conflict-related fatality in the current year. Intense conflict areas
should be more likely to see other forms of violence, including sexual vio-
lence. In the subset Ethnic mobilization, only rebel groups that have ties to an
ethnic group are included. This limits the analysis to contexts where ethnicity
is politicized and a relevant factor. In the subset History of SV, only rebel
groups that have previously committed sexual violence are included. Groups
that do not commit sexual violence may refrain from it for any number of
reasons, so this subset limits the analysis to groups where non-prevalence is a
clearer sign of restraint. These results are also presented in Table 2. The
results are consistent with the findings from the full set.
To further probe the findings, I estimate predicted probabilities of sexual

violence at different values of Ethnic ties and Command strength using the
second model specification on the full set. Figure 2 shows the probability of
sexual violence in coethnic, mixed, and non-coethnic units, respectively. The
categories of rebel command strength are shown on the horizontal axis. All
controls are set at their mean, except ethnic mobilization which is set at its
median value of one. The error bars signify the upper and lower bounds of a

Figure 2. Predicted probabilities.

7Model 1 is chosen in lieu of model 2 to increase model performance. There is not enough variation within the
coethnic category of ethnic ties to include the interaction term with a reduced sample size. Even in the full set,
there is just one event of sexual violence in a coethnic area by a rebel group with a weak command.
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ninety-five percent confidence interval. The figure shows that for rebels with a
weak command, the risk of sexual violence is considerably higher in coethnic
and mixed areas compared to in non-coethnic areas. The difference is signifi-
cant for mixed areas, while the confidence interval is extremely wide for
coethnic areas, due to the limited variation on the ethnic ties variable. For
rebels with a strong command, the risk of sexual violence in coethnic areas is
slightly higher than for the other categories, but the difference is well within
the bounds of the confidence interval. Importantly, the expected probability of
sexual violence is very low, between one and two percent, across all categories
of ethnic ties and command strength. This is partially a result of the data
structure, where each rebel group is assumed equally likely to do commit sex-
ual violence across all admin units in their country. However, the effect is
exceptionally low, calling into question the relevance of ethnicity as a predictor
of sexual violence. Though weak rebel groups are found more likely to com-
mit sexual violence in mixed areas than in non-coethnic areas, ethnic ties may
not be substantively meaningful for the broad patterns of sexual violence.
I run some robustness tests using both model specifications from Table 2.

First, I use a subset in which no locations reported in SVAC were lost as a
result of the geocoding. Dropping these observations reduces the sample
size to 13,961 and 10,566 for the respective models. I also try an alternative
procedure for coding ethnic ties. First, I swap the support indicator from
ACD2EPR for an indicator on rebel recruitment from ethnic groups. Next,
I use alternative thresholds of overlap for an ethnic group to be considered
present in an admin unit. In addition to the twenty percent threshold, I set
the threshold at five, fifty, and ninety-five percent overlap. I add time and
country fixed effects to control for temporal and spatial interdependence.
Finally, I swap the dichotomized command strength variable for its original
three-point ordinal version, with a medium set as the reference category.
The main findings of models 1 and 2 in Table 2 are robust in all tests.8

Conclusion

This paper has sought to test the prevailing assumption that rebels gener-
ally commit sexual violence along ethnic lines, and in doing so it has pro-
duced two main insights. First, the results indicate that to the extent that
ethnicity matters, rebels do not exercise restraint in coethnic areas. Second,
the low substantive effect of ethnic ties provides cause for questioning the
importance of ethnicity as a predictor of sexual violence.
The lack of evidence for a restraint mechanism in coethnic areas is interesting

and quite puzzling. Asal and Nagel (2021) find that ethnically mobilized rebels

8See Supplementary Appendix A for the full results of the robustness tests.

INTERNATIONAL INTERACTIONS 13

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2022.2115037


are less likely to commit sexual violence than other groups and that this effect
becomes stronger the longer they hold territory. The results here do not indicate
such a pattern. But Asal and Nagel (2021) also argue that the forms of sexual
violence vary based on territorial control. When rebels establish control over
territory, they commit sexual violence for the purpose of coercion and cleansing.
Once control is achieved, they violently maintain it through sexual violence;
seeking control over territory through control over bodies. This explanatory
model is compatible with the results of this paper, where occurrences of coeth-
nic sexual violence could be committed by rebels seeking to maintain control. It
might also explain why mixed areas are associated with a high risk of sexual
violence, since these may be areas where rebels seek to establish control.
Unfortunately, SVAC is not granular enough to discern the prevalence of indi-
vidual forms of sexual violence spatially. Qualitative research on sexual violence
in territories of notorious perpetrators such as UNITA or Boko Haram might
shed more light on how ethnicity overlaps with territorial control.
On the substantive effect, it is important to state that the relevance of ethni-

city in specific cases of violence is not disputed. Ethnic divisions were at the
center in cases like Srebrenica in Bosnia and the genocide of Yazidis by the
Islamic State. But the findings suggest that other dynamics are far more
important in shaping the overall patterns of sexual violence. Mixed areas being
found more likely to experience sexual violence is likely, at least in part, driven
by other factors than ethnicity. Ethnic heterogeneity per se should not be the
cause, since there was no effect on the number of ethnic groups in an admin
unit. It is possible that ethnic divisions are exacerbated and acted upon to a
greater extent in heterogeneous populations, as per H2b. It is also possible that
rebels perceive a greater need to assert dominance and control in heteroge-
neous areas, as mentioned previously. But likely, the reason is mainly practical;
sexual violence is more likely where rebels are active because rebels that mobil-
ize through ethnic networks are active where there are ethnic divisions.
Lastly, future research might investigate how different forms of violence

against civilians affect each other. The association between one-sided and
sexual violence in this paper lends some support to the idea that abusive
rebel-civilian relations perpetuate (Weinstein 2006). In pursuit of these
questions, future researchers would make a huge contribution by collecting
individual-level or granular spatial data on sexual violence that accounts
for social identifiers. While this empirical strategy has shown that spatial
data can help to make sense of how ethnicity affects sexual violence, further
research will ultimately demand better data.
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