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Abstract

This paper examines the relationship between the gender demograph-
ics of rebel groups and the human rights abuses they commit. Cohen
(2013a, 2016) conducted research essential to this topic and found that
rebel groups in Sierra Leone that included women in their fighting ranks
committed more acts of sexual violence than groups with fewer female
combatants. This research investigates if Cohen’s findings regarding sex-
ual violence apply on a global scale and when extended to two other human
rights violations: forced displacement and killings. The data demonstrate
that the presence of female fighters in a rebel group has a significant and
positive relationship with property destruction, killings, and sexual vio-
lence. In other words, rebel groups that include female combatants are
more likely to commit human rights violations than those that do not. By
determining which rebels are most abusive, this research can help inform
policies to protect the human rights of civilians.

1 Introduction
[lines=2]The international community has long been concerned with the for-
mation and activities of rebel organizations, These non-state actors exist in
opposition to government authority with a myriad of goals ranging from gain-
ing independence to establishing fundamental religion. Operating outside the
boundaries of an official government, non-state actors engage with government
forces in manners of conflict that may not follow traditional warfare or respect
the human rights of civilians. Some of the tactics used by insurgents include
guerilla warfare, targeting civilians, or terrorist attacks, which often abuse civil-
ians’ rights directly. However, it is clear to the international community that
rebel groups differ in the tactics they employ and engage in different levels of
civilian abuse. Political scientists point to several factors to explain the differ-
entiation of rebel group behavior, such as ideology, resource endowment, and
the goals of the organization. One potential factor that has yet to be considered
at length in the study of rebel organizations is gender. Some insurgent groups
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include women as capable combatants in their organization while other groups
either relegate women to supportive roles or block them from participating in
any capacity. This research will investigate if gender inclusivity in rebel groups
has an effect on the behavior of rebel groups, specifically their human rights
record.

Women in wartime have mainly been considered victims or non-combatants
in supporting roles. If women do engage in combat, women often are expected
to fill a motherly role, restraining the violence of the group (Cohen, 2013b).
Drawing on the work of Cohen (2013b), who provides evidence that female
combatants in Sierra Leone aided and participated in sexual violence against
civilians, this research instead explores the possibility that groups with high
numbers of female combatants may be more likely to abuse civilians. This line of
inquiry should be regarded as research of vital importance within international
politics and human rights advocacy. Protecting civilians should be the primary
concern in times of unrest and revolution. Civilians can be best protected
if rebel organizations are wholly understood with analyses that consider their
motivations, demographics, and propensity to commit human rights violations.
The ability to understand or anticipate the actions of rebel groups could aid
governments, international organizations, and aid groups in recognizing to what
extent civilians could be in danger and how to best protect their rights.

2 Literature Review
Rebel groups vary greatly in their treatment of civilians, and many factors have
been theorized to influence rebel treatment of civilians. This section explores
aspects of the insurgent group such as political goals, military success, material
resources and incentives, internal discipline, ideology, political education, and
abduction. First, the political goals and military strength of the rebel group can
influence how its fighters treat civilians. Stewart (2017) differentiates between
non-secessionist rebels, whose aim is to overthrow the current government and
replace it, and secessionist rebels, who are seeking to break away from the state.
Both secessionist and non-secessionist groups utilize violent and non-violent tac-
tics to achieve their goals (Stewart, 2017, 222). Through their research, Stewart
(2017, 210) finds that secessionist rebels are more likely to provide inclusive ser-
vices in order to demonstrate their superior governance capabilities compared to
state institutions. Stewart (2017) concludes that while secessionism influences
services extended to civilians, it does not prevent violence from being leveled
against non-combatants, Additionally, Wood (2010) finds that the strength of
rebel groups can also influence their behavior towards civilians. Under threat of
government counterinsurgency efforts, weaker groups escalate violence towards
non-combatants more often than strong rebel groups (Wood, 2010, 601). These
two authors demonstrate that the goals and success of rebel groups inform their
treatment of civilians.

The characteristics of a rebel group’s resources also have an effect on rebel
behavior. Mobile resources include natural resources that can be easily trans-
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ported and sold, such as diamonds. Immobile resources include assets that rebel
groups cannot relocate, such as businesses in the industrial or agricultural sec-
tors (Florea, 2020, 1012). Mobile resources can lead to exploitation based on
the expected revenue that rebel groups hope to capture (Florea, 2020, 1022).
These material incentives created by the presence of mobile resources attract
opportunist fighters and have a positive and statistically significant effect on
levels of abuse (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2006, 440).

Whether rebel groups attract activist or opportunist fighters also influences
the treatment of non-combatants. Activist rebellions attract combatants com-
mitted to long-term goals, have leaders that shape the interests of their followers,
and have members with shared ideologies (Weinstein, 2006, 204). Alternatively,
opportunistic rebellions attract members interested in short-term, material gain
and lack discipline (Weinstein, 2006, 204). Weinstein concludes that groups
formed “around economic endowments are predicted to exhibit much higher
levels of indiscriminate violence” while socially based groups tend to show more
restraint (Weinstein, 2006, 210). Here, economic endowment refers to wealth or
resources included in the territory of a rebel group from which the group could
potentially benefit. However, it is important to realize that groups can lose
commitment to social goals over time, leading to violence. One example of this
trend is the group Sendero Luminoso in Peru, which progressed from “highly
selective” assassinations to targeting entire villages (Weinstein, 2006, 243). The
example of Sendero Luminoso leads to another topic of investigation: ideology
and a group’s commitment to their creeds.

Another factor to examine in the treatment of civilians is ideology. Thaler
(2012, 547) defines ideology as a “coherent and relatively stable set of beliefs
or values” through which groups “posit, explain, and justify ends and means of
organized social action, specifically political action”. Thaler studies the effect
of ideology on violence against non-combatants in the context of rebel groups
named The People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and FRE-
LIMO, located in Angola and Mozambique respectively. Both groups led suc-
cessful campaigns for independence against Portuguese forces and created peo-
ple’s movements following Marxist ideology. In general, Marxist-Leninist groups
operating during the Cold War were involved in longer conflicts with more battle
deaths but were more disciplined regarding the use of sexual violence (Thaler,
2012, 551). Florea (2020, 1024) also found that separatist states with Marxist
ideologies construct more governance institutions than those with other ideolo-
gies. Marxist groups are driven by an ideology stressing civilian support, leading
to more respect for non-combatant status.

As a group, FRELIMO stressed discipline, cohesion, and justice, prioritiz-
ing cooperation with civilians and restraint against non-combatants (Thaler,
2012, 552). As fighting continued, the economy of Mozambique began to col-
lapse, and Rhodesian intelligence began to intervene, causing FRELIMO to rely
on conscripted troops instead of volunteers (Thaler, 2012, 555). 90 percent of
FRELIMO’s attacks on civilians occurred after this shift to conscripted troops;
however, FRELIMO was still only responsible for 7 percent of attacks on civil-
ians during the entirety of the conflict in Mozambique (Thaler, 2012, 557). In
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the case of FRELIMO, it is clear that a carefully constructed ideology can be
quickly undermined by changes in membership driven by circumstances of the
conflict.

The internal structures of a rebel organization, or lack thereof, represent
another important factor in the treatment of non-combatants. The presence
of internal discipline mechanisms has a negative and statistically significant
effect on rebel abuse (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2006, 441). Additionally,
Humphreys and Weinstein (2006, 441,443) argue that abusive tendencies origi-
nate most commonly from chaotic or unorganized groups with little discipline.
The authors conclude that “Patterns of abuse [...] are largely explained by char-
acteristics of the fighting groups themselves, rather than by the types of linkages
that exist between combatants and communities or the degree of contestation”
(Humphreys and Weinstein, 2006, 442). In her research, Green (2016) explores
what she calls the commanders’ dilemma to investigate the internal discipline
structures of rebel groups. Commanders must build a violent force but also
be able to maintain control of said force. Green (2016, 619) theorizes that
this control cannot be maintained through rewards and punishments but rather
through the intent of commanders to align their preferences with those of the
combatants.

Diffusing preferences from commanders to combatants occurs through po-
litical education, Political education (PE) is formal instruction about the pur-
poses of a conflict which informs the behavioral norms of combatants (Green,
2016, 624). Commanders may choose to institute political education of restraint
(PER), instructing combatants to use limited violence. The author hypothe-
sizes that communist rebel groups would commit fewer acts of sexual violence
against civilians, because groups guided by Marxist ideology are more dedicated
to PE, have strong incentives to exercise restraint regarding non-combatants,
and attract more ideologically committed recruits (Green, 2016, 626-7). Green
(2016, 627) finds that communist ideology had a negative and statistically signif-
icant effect on rape, while groups forcibly recruiting soldiers had a positive and
significant association with rape. Through this theory and quantitative study,
it is clear that commanders have responsibility for the actions of combatants
through political education.

In their study of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), Op-
penheim and Weintraub (2016, 1130) further explain the importance of political
education. To clarify, the authors explain that right-wing groups such as the
Taliban, Al Qaeda, and the Tigers of Tamil also engage in political education.
However, groups with Marxist ideologies emphasize restraint, concurring with
Hoover Green’s research. FARC formed with the goals of overthrowing the
government and conducting large land redistribution. The political education
activities of the group were extensive; there were daily lessons on FARC ide-
ology, readings and discussions of Colombian history and economics, cultural
hours for dancing and singing, and clear rules for the treatment of civilians
(Oppenheim and Weintraub, 2016, 1132). Through analysis of FARC units, the
authors found that units in which 100 percent of the fighters reported receiving
political education killed an estimated 68 percent fewer civilians (Oppenheim
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and Weintraub, 2016, 1138). This result was found even when controlling for
territorial control, poverty, and civilian support. It can be concluded that com-
mitment to a political education based on restraint can significantly reduce the
level of violence against non-combatants.

Another factor which greatly increases the prevalence of civilian abuse is
forced recruitment. Dara Kay Cohen studies the use of rape among rebel groups
and how membership affects sexual violence. Cohen’s research finds that ab-
duction (committed by insurgents), impressment (instigated by the state), and
lootable resources all have a positive and significant effect on wartime rape (Co-
hen, 2013a, 469, 471). Cohen (2013a, 464) explains that gang rape “create[s] a
coherent force out of a group of frightened strangers who feel no loyalty toward
the group.” In cases of insurgent groups relying on abduction of fighters, victims
of violent kidnappings become perpetrators of sexual violence in order to survive
the social structure of an armed group. It is important to note that women are
also abducted into rebel groups. Through her case study in Sierra Leone, Cohen
(2013a, 475) found that female fighters were active perpetrators of gang rape,
restraining victims or violating them with foreign objects. Abduction leads in-
surgents to bond over shared criminality in the absence of ideological connection
and does not excuse women from their participation on the basis of sex.

3 Theory and Hypothesis
The preceding literature review examined various factors potentially influenc-
ing the actions of combatants. Political goals, resource endowment, ideology,
internal discipline, political education, and abduction all present compelling ex-
planations for violence or restraint against non-combatants. However, one factor
that has not yet been explored is that of gender. First, it is essential to establish
that women can and have participated violently in a variety of conflicts. This
research does not rely on the gender informed stereotype that women act as the
voices of compassion and reason that stay the hand of male driven violence. In
reality, women join rebel groups for many of the same reasons men do.

Women’s participation in rebel groups is also influenced by the character-
istics and goals of the non-state actor, since differing ideologies hold various
stances on the role of women in society. Wood and Thomas (2017) examine
the motivations organizations might have for including women in their recruit-
ment activities. To accomplish this research, the authors created the Women
in Armed Rebellion Dataset (WARD) to measure the prevalence of women as
frontline combatants, suicide bombers, assassins, and trained members of civil
defense groups. The research concludes that leftist rebel groups have an in-
creased presence and prevalence of female fighters, and that Islamist ideology
has a negative effect on the participation of women (Wood and Thomas, 2017,
41). In general, groups motivated by desires of egalitarianism and reforming
traditional society, which are often guided by leftist ideologies, have more op-
portunities for women (Wood and Thomas, 2017, 34). Marxist or leftist groups
also tend to engage in irregular warfare, or guerrilla warfare, and recruit from
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local communities (Wood and Thomas, 2017, 33). In comparison, conservative
or reactionary groups discourage women in combat, often only utilizing women
in suicide attacks (Wood and Thomas, 2017, 33-34). Political ideology of rebel
groups is one of the most crucial factors in determining the prevalence of women
within the organization, with leftist groups having the most opportunities.

Examining female fighters in Latin America is helpful in understanding the
roles of female combatants. Kampwirth (2002, 2) writes that women were active
participants in late twentieth century guerilla movements in Latin America,
representing around 30 percent of all fighters in the Frente Farabundo Marti
para Liberaciân Nacional (FMLN) in El Salvador, the Ejército Zapatista de
Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) in Mexico, and the Frente Sandinista de Liberacikn
Nacional (FSLN) in Nicaragua. Kampwirth (2002) identifies several factors that
motivated women to participate in these political movements. These factors
included neoliberal economic policies, export-oriented agriculture, shortage of
rural jobs, migration to urban areas, changes to Catholic ideology, and more
autonomy for women. Apart from large-scale changes in Latin American society,
individual characteristics such as family traditions of resistance, membership
in preexisting advocacy groups, education, and young age pushed women to
participate in rebel organizations (Kampwirth, 2002, 11-12). In general, the
author found that younger women were motivated to join due to their previous
activism and goals of achieving equality while older, single mothers prioritized
economic concerns (Kampwirth, 2002, 8-9). A combination of external pressures
and internal motivations created a prominent role for women as combatants in
Latin American rebel groups in the late 1900s.

Cohen (2013b) studies wartime rape through the context of female fighters in
rebel organizations and analyzes several theories explaining how the presence of
women influences the prevalence of sexual violence in the context of the Sierra
Leone civil war. The theories follow two lines of argument. The first theory
predicts that having more female fighters will lead to less sexual violence. In
this theory, less sexual violence will occur because women will be dedicated
to malting peace as the more nurturing sex, or because female fighters will
take the place of potential rape victims as the sexual partners of male fighters
(Cohen, 2013b, 389-390). Cohen (2013b, 389) dismisses this theory since sexual
violence in the form of gang rape occurs despite, or often with, the presence
of female fighters. The second line of argument predicts that sexual violence
increases when rebel groups include women, because conflict attracts violent
individuals or because combat socialization encourages all fighters to participate
in gang rape (Cohen, 2013b, 391, 402). However, it is unlikely that women join
rebel groups seeking to rape, because rapists are almost always male during
peacetime (Cohen, 2013b, 403). The combat socialization theory suggests that
the social pressure of a rebel group “can cause individuals to behave in ways
that they would never do on their own” (Cohen, 2013b, 393). Most crucial to
this research, Cohen (2013b, 399) concluded that “the proportion of women in
an armed group is positively associated with the sexual violence committed by
the group.” Contrary to the other theory, the presence of female fighters does
not reduce sexual violence against civilians. Rather, it is associated with more
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instances of sexual violence.
Drawing from the literature review above, this research investigates several

hypotheses. Conventionally, one might expect armed rebel groups with women
to show more restraint or commit fewer human rights abuses. However, the the-
ories of female participation postulated by Cohen (2013b) and the evidence that
female combatants participate in gang rape also presented by Cohen (2013a) in-
dicate that groups with more women commit more acts of sexual violence in the
case of Sierra Leone. The research presents a new line of inquiry in this field, hy-
pothesizing that rebel groups that include women as combatants commit more
human rights abuses than groups that do not include women. This hypothesis is
based on the research conducted by Cohen (2013b) in Sierra Leone, expanding
it to apply to other human rights violations including rape and applying it on
a global scale.

This research predicts that ideology and abduction will have strong effects
on the level of violence rebel groups direct towards civilians, along with the
presence of women combatants. Thaler (2012) and Florea (2020) found that in-
surgencies adhering to Marxist ideology committed fewer human rights abuses
than right-wing, nationalist, or ethnic organizations. Hoover Green (2016) con-
cluded that leftist groups also devote more time to political education, dedicat-
ing fighters to ideology and restraint. Additionally, the abduction of fighters
into service of the rebel group has been proven by Cohen (2013a) to lead to
substantial sexual violence. This research also predicts that the goals of the
organization and the group’s resources will have a secondary effect on violence
against civilians. Organizations with goals of secession or controlling immobile
resources will commit fewer human rights violations against civilians (Stewart,
2017; Weinstein, 2006).

4 Research Design
The data used in this research is drawn from multiple datasets. Conrad, Walsh
and Whitaker (2021) compiled the Rebel Human Rights Violations (RHRV)
dataset to measure “the frequency with which rebel groups engage in specific
types of human rights abuse.” Rebel groups operating from 1990-2018 are in-
cluded in the dataset and the violations measured include detention, forced dis-
placement, property damage, forced recruitment, torture, sexual violence, and
killings. This list constitutes a wider range of human rights violations to explore
than Cohen provides by only considering sexual violence. The authors used re-
ports from the U.S. Department of State and Amnesty International to track
the occurrence and scale of each human rights violation by rebel groups. This
research utilizes the RHRV variables as dependent variables when conducting
analyses. Several human rights abuses are used to represent a range of sever-
ity and situations. The variable Forced Displacement uses misplace s from the
RHRV dataset and represents cases when insurgents deliberately cause civilians
to flee their homes. This variable requires proof that rebel groups prompted
civilians to leave by issuing statements, conducting terrorist attacks, or destroy-
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ing property (Conrad, Walsh and Whitaker, 2021). The variable Killings uses
rkillings_s in the RHRV dataset and measures the murder of civilians outside
of the context of armed conflicts. Examples of this action include politically
motivated killings of civilians, assassinations of civilian leaders, or executions
(Conrad, Walsh and Whitaker, 2021). Another dependent variable used is Sex-
ual Violence, which uses rsexual_s from the RHRV dataset. This variable
measures instances of rape, sexual assault, mutilation of genitals or breasts,
sexual slavery, forced prostitution, and sexual exploitation (Conrad, Walsh and
Whitaker, 2021). All of these variables are ordinal variables and are assigned
values of 0, indicating no evidence, 1, showing the rebel group engaged in the
behavior occasionally, or 2, demonstrating the violations occurred frequently.
For purposes of the analysis below, each of these variables is collapsed into a
dichotomous variable, with 1 indicating that the group committed that abuse
in the given year and 0 that it did not.

In this analysis, several independent variables are used. An essential dataset
in this research is the Women in Armed Rebellion Dataset (WARD) compiled
by Wood and Thomas (2017). This dataset records information related to the
presence and prevalence of female fighters in over 300 rebel groups from 1964-
2014. Female combatants are defined as “all female members who underwent
military training, received combat arms, and directly participated in organized
violence on behalf of the organization” (Wood and Thomas, 2017, 2). The binary
variable Female Combatants, sourced from WARD’s female_combatants_best,
is used as an independent variable in this study and utilizes a stricter definition
of female fighter, relying on direct evidence of combat participation as a member
of a rebel group. To conduct a robustness check, Female Combatants Without
Suicide Bombers, sourced from the WARD variable female_combatants_exs, is
used as an alternative measure to ensure that Islamist groups utilizing female
fighters solely in suicide attacks are not skewing the results.

Additionally, the Foundations of Rebel Group Emergence (FORGE) dataset
provides information on rebel groups including the goals and ideology of rebel
groups. Using Independence (goalindep) and Communism (ideolcom) as inde-
pendent variables allows the analysis to measure the effect of secessionist goals
and communist ideology on rebel human rights violations (Braithwaite and Cun-
ningham, 2019). Another useful dataset for this research is the Rebel Contra-
band Dataset (RCD) by authors Walsh et al. (2018). Since this data measures
natural resources and crimes such as smuggling, the RCD helps identify associa-
tions between mobile resources and human rights abuses. The variable Natural
Resource Funding is drawn from the RCD independent variable nr_anystrategy
and identifies when any strategy is being used to profit from natural resources in
any year. The natural resource strategies the authors coded include smuggling,
theft, extortion, or booty futures, which means that the group promises to seize
certain resources.

Research from Cohen (2016) provides independent variables related to the
recruitment strategies of rebel forces. Cohen (2016, 77) differentiates between
Abduction, which indicat[es] whether specifically abduction by non-state armed
groups was reported” and Force Recruitment, which “indicat[es] whether such
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groups had ever used coercive recruitment generally.” Although this distinction
can seem uncertain, the author conceptualizes Abduction as the more explicit
and restrictive measure while Forced Recruitment may be more gradual and
allow the individual more agency (Cohen, 2016, 78-79). Both of these variables
sourced from Cohen (2016) are used in the analysis. Control variables sourced
from the Quality of Government Standard dataset (QoG) are also included
in this analysis to account for differences on the country level. The analysis
accounts for Population (wdi_pop) and GDP per capita(gle_rgdpc) (Teorell
et al., 2019).

5 Analysis and Discussion
To determine the relationship between gender in rebel organizations and various
human rights violations, I conducted a series of logistic regression analyses, the
results of which are presented in three tables with four models each. The first
table features sexual violence as the dependent variable, followed by killings
and property destruction in the subsequent tables. In addition to variables that
measure the presence of female combatants, independent variables measuring
the approximate percentage of female fighters in a rebel group allow for a more
specific analysis.

Table 1 addresses sexual violence as the dependent variable and includes
four models. Model 1 assesses the relationship between the control variables
only and sexual violence. This model indicates that Natural Resource Funding
and Abduction have a positive and statistically significant relationship with
sexual violence. These data suggest that rebel groups that profit from natural
resources and those that abduct recruits are significantly more likely to commit
acts of sexual violence against civilians than other rebel groups. These findings
are consistent with the research conducted by Florea (2020) and Humphreys and
Weinstein (2006) on resource endowment and by Cohen (2013a) on abduction.
At the country level, GDP per Capita is negative and significant, demonstrating
that rebel groups operating in wealthier countries are less likely to commit sexual
violence. The findings for these control variables remain significant in the other
models in this table.

Model 2 adds the variable Female Combatants to the analysis. This vari-
able has a positive and statistically significant relationship with sexual violence.
This relationship indicates that rebel groups that use female combatants are
more likely than other rebel groups to commit sexual violence. This result con-
firms the research of Cohen (2013a) which found that groups in Sierra Leone
with female fighters committed gang rape at a higher rate than groups with
only male combatants. This research confirms that Cohen’s findings are not
only true for Sierra Leone, but on a global scale. Model 3 tests the influence
of Female Combatant Ex, which excludes female combatants tasked only with
carrying out suicide attacks. This variable has a positive and statistically sig-
nificant relationship with sexual violence, demonstrating that rebel groups that
use female fighters who are not suicide bombers are more likely to commit sex-
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Table 1: Determinants of Sexual Violence
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Female Combatants Best 1.000∗∗

(0.408)

Female Combatants Exs 1.185∗∗∗

(0.447)

Women < 5% 0.902∗∗

(0.381)

Women = 5–10% 1.174
(0.781)

Women = 10–20% 1.239
(0.840)

Independence −0.277 −0.251 −0.354 −0.237
(0.569) (0.550) (0.564) (0.550)

Communism 0.344 −0.094 −0.328 −0.228
(0.473) (0.550) (0.616) (0.751)

Natural Resource Funding 0.987∗∗ 0.861∗ 0.882∗∗ 0.874∗

(0.467) (0.452) (0.433) (0.462)

Abduction 1.247∗∗∗ 1.042∗∗ 0.973∗∗ 1.004∗∗∗

(0.435) (0.408) (0.393) (0.381)

Population −0.179 −0.183 −0.169 −0.184
(0.191) (0.182) (0.185) (0.182)

GDP per Capita −0.431∗∗ −0.377∗∗ −0.318∗ −0.394∗∗

(0.174) (0.174) (0.184) (0.166)

/cut1 −3.444 −2.816 −2.201 −2.980
(3.431) (3.543) (3.685) (3.416)

/cut2 −2.865 −2.224 −1.604 −2.387
(3.411) (3.518) (3.657) (3.398)

Observations 959 913 913 913
pseudo–R2 0.121 0.135 0.141 0.136

Note: Shown are coefficients from ordered logistic regressions; standard errors clustered by rebel group
in parentheses; ∗∗∗ indicates significance at p < 0.01, ∗∗ at p < 0.05, and ∗ at p < 0.10.
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ual violence than rebel groups that do not. This result ensures the robustness of
the data, since Female Combatant Ex maintains and increases the significance
of the relationship between female combatants and acts of sexual violence, con-
firming that reactionary and conservative suicide attacks are not responsible for
the significance of Female Combatants Best.

Model 4 further evaluates the effects of female combatants by considering
the effect of the approximate percentage of female fighters in a rebel group.
Interestingly, Bowen < 5% is the only significant category, suggesting that rebel
group composition has a positive and significant effect on sexual violence when
women constitute less than 5 percent of the fighting force. The other categories
representing intervals of 5-10 percent and 10-20 percent are not statistically
significant. The data in Table 1 suggests that Cohen’s research on Sierra Leone
is applicable to rebel groups across the globe (Cohen, 2013a). However, having
female combatants in a fighting force only leads to higher levels of sexual violence
when women constitute less than 5 percent of the force. Although more research
is needed in this area, socialization could explain these results. If women belong
to such a small minority in the fighting force, they could face more pressure to
participate in acts of sexual violence and commit human rights violations than
women who constitute a larger percentage of other rebel groups.

Table 2, in which the dependent variable is rebel killings of civilians, presents
different but equally intriguing results. In Model 5, which focuses only on the
control variables, Natural Resource Funding is positive and significant, indicat-
ing that rebel groups that profit from natural resources are more likely than
other groups to kill civilians. These results are once again consistent with
Florea (2020)’s and Humphreys and Weinstein (2006)’s research on resource
endowments. Population is negative and significant, but only at a 90 percent
confidence level, suggesting that rebels operating in countries with larger pop-
ulations are somewhat less likely to mill civilians. Model 6 introduces Female
Combatants Best, which is positive and significant. In other words, rebel groups
that use female combatants are significantly more likely than other groups to
kill civilians. This model demonstrates that the presence of female combatants
in rebel groups has a positive effect on killings as well as sexual violence, mean-
ing that rebel groups that include female combatants are more likely to kill
civilians and commit acts of sexual violence against civilians than groups that
do not include women.

When accounting for suicide attacks in Model 7, Female Combatants Exs
is positive and significant. This finding demonstrates that rebel groups that
include female fighters are more likely to kill civilians than groups that do
not allow female combatants, even when suicide attackers are excluded. In
Model 8, Vonten 5%, Women — 5-10%, and Women — 10-20% all have a
positive and significant relationship with civilian killings. Differing from Table
1, which addressed sexual violence, all included percentages of female fighters
were statistically significant in Table 2. This suggests that rebel groups with
female fighters have a more consistent positive effect on killings than on sexual
violence, and that the percentage of women in the group is less important than
their general presence.
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Table 2: Determinants of Killings

Variables Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8
Female Combatants Best 0.941∗∗

(0.309)

Female Combatants Exs 0.885∗∗∗

(0.351)

Women < 5% 0.679∗∗

(0.303)

Women = 5–10% 1.548∗∗∗

(0.451)

Women = 10–20% 1.512∗∗

(0.610)

Independence 0.041 −0.031 0.035 0.090
(0.307) (0.315) (0.317) (0.320)

Communism 0.510 −0.017 −0.091 −0.329
(0.325) (0.392) (0.446) (0.414)

Natural Resource Funding 0.960∗∗∗ 0.948∗∗∗ 0.901∗∗∗ 0.904∗∗∗

(0.271) (0.269) (0.265) (0.260)

Abduction 0.556 0.382 0.365 0.284
(0.365) (0.353) (0.359) (0.339)

Population −0.148∗ −0.117 −0.126 −0.143∗

(0.082) (0.086) (0.088) (0.085)

GDP per Capita 0.102 0.099 0.175 0.072
(0.129) (0.131) (0.148) (0.132)

/cut1 −1.212 −0.473 −0.192 −1.144
(1.825) (2.049) (2.156) (2.061)

/cut2 −0.002 0.776 1.045 0.125
(1.812) (2.046) (2.158) (2.055)

Observations 959 913 913 913
pseudo–R2 0.056 0.072 0.067 0.081

Note: Shown are coefficients from ordered logistic regressions; standard errors clustered by rebel group
in parentheses; ∗∗∗ indicates significance at p < 0.01, ∗∗ at p < 0.05, and ∗ at p < 0.10.
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Table 3: Determinants of Property Violations

Variables Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12
Female Combatants Best 0.756∗∗

(0.328)

Female Combatants Exs 0.774∗∗∗

(0.356)

Women < 5% 0.397
(0.344)

Women = 5–10% 1.309∗∗∗

(0.391)

Women = 10–20% 1.477∗∗∗

(0.542)

Independence 0.078 0.069 0.043 0.192
(0.328) (0.306) (0.309) (0.322)

Communism 1.016∗∗∗ 0.694∗∗ 0.577 0.362
(0.332) (0.351) (0.394) (0.325)

Natural Resource Funding 0.710∗∗ 0.613∗∗ 0.594∗∗ 0.592∗

(0.293) (0.282) (0.280) (0.265)

Abduction 0.841∗∗ 0.694∗∗ 0.674∗∗ 0.567∗

(0.329) (0.329) (0.335) (0.308)

Population −0.324∗∗∗ −0.321∗∗∗ −0.319∗∗∗ −0.353∗∗∗

(0.098) (0.099) (0.101) (0.101)

GDP per Capita −0.116 −0.119 −0.065 −0.172
(0.129) (0.129) (0.139) (0.129)

/cut1 −4.414∗∗ −4.181∗∗ −3.837∗ −5.148∗∗

(1.966) (2.067) (2.144) (2.131)

/cut2 −3.609∗ −3.356 −3.013 −4.306∗∗

(1.951) (2.055) (2.138) (2.122)

Observations 959 913 913 913
pseudo–R2 0.085 0.094 0.093 0.107

Note: Shown are coefficients from ordered logistic regressions; standard errors clustered by rebel group
in parentheses; ∗∗∗ indicates significance at p < 0.01, ∗∗ at p < 0.05, and ∗ at p < 0.10.
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Finally, Table 3 considers the effect of female combatants on property vi-
olations. Without considering gender, Model 9 finds that several independent
variables have a positive and significant relationship with property violations:
Communism, Abduction, Natural Resource Funding, and Population. The pos-
itive effect of communist rebel groups on property violations contradicts Thaler
(2012)’s research in Mozambique which found that groups guided by Marxist
ideology had more respect for noncombatants. Communism is only positive and
significant in Models 9 and 10. This result could potentially be explained by
the propensity of Marxist revolutions to redistribute land or relocate popula-
tions, disrupting property ownership (Model 9), Additionally, excluding suicide
attacks, which often cause extensive property damage, from the analysis could
explain why Communism loses significance in Model 11. Communism presents
a less significant effect on human rights violations than expected, as it was only
significant in two out of the twelve models. Abduction has a positive and sig-
nificant relationship with property violations throughout Table 3, meaning that
rebel groups that abduct people into their fighting force are more likely to vio-
late property than groups that do not abduct combatants. The significance of
Abduction suggests that Cohen (2013a)’s research on abduction may apply to
other human rights violations in addition to sexual violence. Natural Resource
Funding is also positive and significant throughout the table, indicating that
groups profiting from natural resources are more likely to violate property that
do not profit from natural resources. When considering the three tables, Natu-
ral Resource Funding is the only variable that is positive and significant in all
twelve models.

Model 10 includes Female Combatants Best, which has a positive and sig-
nificant relationship with property violations. This datum indicates that rebel
groups with female fighters are more likely to violate property than rebel groups
that do not include female fighters. Model 11 utilizes the Female Combatants
Exs variable to exclude suicide bombers and is also positive and significant. The
results for this variable confirm that rebel groups with female fighters are more
likely to violate property, even when female suicide attackers are removed from
the analysis. Model 12 follows the opposite pattern produced in Table 1 regard-
ing significance. The category of rebel groups in which women constitute less
than 5 percent of combatants, Women < 5%, does not reach statistical signifi-
cance. However, the other categories, Women — 5-10%, and Women — 10-20%,
are positive and significant. Unlike with sexual violence, rebel groups with fe-
male combatants are more likely to violate property when women constitute a
larger percentage of the fighting force.

The three tables used for this analysis all present fascinating implications for
the participation of women in the combat forces of rebel groups. Female Com-
batants Best and Female Combatants Exs produced positive and significant
results for all three human rights violations considered in this research. Female
Combatants Best has the highest level of significance in Table 2, which analyzed
killings. Female Combatants Exs was most significant in when measuring sexual
violence in Table 1. These independent variables retain their significance in all
tables, suggesting that rebel groups that use female combatants are significantly
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more likely to engage in a variety of human rights violations than groups that
do not use female fighters. To gain a more complete understanding of the effect
women in rebel groups have on human right violations, independent variables
that consider the proportion of female fighters were used. In Table 1, the results
show that rebel groups that use female combatants are significantly more likely
to sexually abuse noncombatants when women make up less than five percent
of the combat force. The logic associated with this pattern could suggest that
women feel less pressure to participate in human rights abuses once they consti-
tute a larger proportion of the combatants. However, this explanation does not
extend to the two other violations considered in this research: killings and prop-
erty destruction. All three percentage variables are significant for killings while
Women — 5-10% and Bowen = 10-20% are significant for property destruction.
More research, ideally interviews, are needed to explain these differing patterns.

These results confirm the primary hypothesis of this research, which the-
orized that rebel groups with female combatants would commit more human
rights violations than groups that do not use female fighters. The positive and
statistically significant relationship between Female Combatants Best and Fe-
male Combatants Exs and sexual violence, killings, and property destruction
provide quantitative confirmation for this theory. Another hypothesis in this
research predicted that ideology and abduction would have strong effects on the
level of violence against noncombatants. However, Communism only reached
significance in two of the twelve models, making it much less important to hu-
man rights than anticipated. This lack of significance suggests that the ideology
of a rebel group does not strongly influence its level of violence towards civilians.

The coefficient for Abduction, on the other hand, was positive and signifi-
cant in all models related to sexual violence and property destruction, but none
of the models in the table related to killings. These findings suggest that hav-
ing fighters abducted into service can increase the likelihood of human rights
violations related to looting or humiliation, but not death. The hypothesis that
a group’s goals would influence civilian treatment is not confirmed. Since In-
dependence never reached significance, it seems logical to conclude that having
the goal of independence does not necessarily lead to humanitarian treatment of
civilians. This research predicted that groups that profit from natural resources
would be more likely to commit human rights violations. This hypothesis was
confirmed by Natural Resource Funding, which was statistically significant in
all twelve models. To conclude, Female Combatants Best, Female Combatants
Exs, and Natural Resource Funding were only variables that were significantly
related to all three types of human rights violations.

6 Conclusion
This paper utilizes logistic regression to examine the relationship between female
combatants in rebel groups and violence perpetrated by rebel groups against
civilians. The analysis combined several datasets, including the newly avail-
able Rebel Human Rights Violations (RHRV) and Women in Armed Rebellion
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(WARD) datasets. The principal finding of this analysis was that the presence
of female combatants in rebel groups had a positive and statistically significant
effect on three categories of violence against civilians: sexual violence, killings,
and property destruction. These results confirm the primary hypothesis of this
paper that rebel groups with female combatants would be more likely than other
groups to engage in such behaviors. Additionally, rebel groups that profit from
a strategy involving natural resources were more likely to commit human rights
abuses against civilian populations. Rebel groups that abduct people to serve
in their combat forces were also more likely to commit acts of sexual violence
and property destruction. Contrary to expectations, the ideology and goals of
rebel groups were not significantly related to their behavior towards civilians.

A major finding of this paper is that the research conducted by Cohen
(2013b) holds true for a substantial number of rebel groups beyond Sierra Leone
and a broader array of human rights violations beyond just sexual violence. De-
spite analyzing three different abuses, the data demonstrate that the same types
of rebel groups are likely to engage in the abuses. The variables related to the
percentages of fighters who are women create new questions for this field. If
the positive relationship between female combatants and sexual violence is no
longer significant when they constitute a larger proportion of the fighters, why
are killings more likely to be committed by groups with female combatants at
any level? And why are female fighters only significant to property destruction
once they became a larger proportion of the fighters? Conducting interviews
with women who have held combat roles in rebel groups could potentially pro-
vide insight into these remaining questions.
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