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Abstract: This paper examines the role of ethnic-based gender norms in explaining
the occurrence and intensity of sexual violence in conflict. We generate a novel dyadic
dataset that contains information on the ethnic identity of the actors involved in 33
ethnic civil conflicts in Africa between 1989 and 2009 and their use of sexual violence.
After exploiting ancestral economic, family, and societal arrangements, we construct and
validate an ethnic-based gender inequality index. We control for a large set of fixed effects
and find empirical support for two interrelated hypotheses. First, gender-unequal armed
actors are more likely to be perpetrators of sexual violence. Second, we consider the
perpetrator’s gender norms relative to the victim’s. Applying a gravity approach, we find
that sexual violence is driven by a specific clash of conceptions on the appropriate role
of men and women in society: sexual violence increases when the perpetrator is more
gender-unequal than the victim. We show that (i) these patterns are specific to sexual
violence and do not explain general violence within a conflict; (ii) differences in other
dimensions of culture unrelated to gender do not explain conflict-related sexual violence.
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1. Introduction

Sexual violence in armed conflict is one of the most brutal forms of violence against
women. It is a widespread crime that encompasses, among others, acts of rape, sexual
slavery, and forced prostitution (International Criminal Court [2002]). At least 500,000
women were raped during the Rwandan genocide (April-July 1994), 50,000 during the
Bosnian war (1992-1995), 250,000 during the Sierra Leonean civil war (1991-2002), and
400,000 in a single year of the ongoing conflict in Eastern Congo (Meger [2016]). This
phenomenon comes with disastrous long-lasting consequences for victims, their families,
and their communities (Ba and Bhopal [2017]). Yet, little is known about what is driving

this form of violence.

Despite being widespread, armed-related sexual violence is not ubiquitous; its preva-
lence and intensity vary considerably both across and within conflicts (Skjelsbaek [2001]).
Why do some actors systematically rape while others never do so? How is this related to
the use of general (not sexual) violence? What are the fundamental drivers of conflict-
related sexual violence? The aim of this paper is to shed light on these issues, and
analyze the role of ethnic-specific gender norms in explaining the occurrence and intensity

of sexual violence in armed conflicts in Africa.!

We propose and test two hypotheses:
(1) gender-unequal ethnic actors are more likely to perpetrate sexual violence, and (2)
conflict-related sexual violence is explained by the cultural distance in gender norms of

the combatants.

To this end, we build on the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset (Cohen
and Nordas [2014]), which comprises all civil conflicts between 1989 and 2009 and includes
an index of the intensity of sexual violence that ranges from 0 (no sexual violence) to 3
(massive and systematic sexual violence). We combine this dataset with other sources
in order to include information on the ethnic identity of both actors involved and their
ancestral socioeconomic characteristics. More precisely, we use the dyadic version of the
SVAC dataset, GEO-SVAC (Bahgat et al. [2016]), to add information on the identity
of both actors involved in the conflict (i.e., government/state military and rebel forces).
We then assign to each actor its ethnic identity using the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR)
dataset (Vogt et al. [2015]). Finally, we use the Murdock Ethnographic Atlas to add

"'We restrict our analysis to Africa for two additional reasons. First, the ethnographic information is
better documented and systematized for this continent. Second, the concordance table that we use to
merge ethnic groups from the EPR dataset to the Murdock Ethnographic Atlas, provided by Michalopou-
los and Papaioannou [2016], covers only African countries. Furthermore, Desmet et al. [2017] show that
ethnic identity is a strong predictor of culture.



information on the ethnic characteristics of each actor. The resulting dataset has a dyadic
and bidirectional structure and contains information on the intensity of sexual violence as
well as on the ethnic characteristics at the actor-conflict-country-year level.? Our dataset
covers 128 actors (106 related pairs of actors) involved in 33 ethnic civil conflicts fought

in 27 different countries spanned over 20 years (1989-2009).

The empirical investigation includes several steps. First, we relate ethnic traits to an-
thropological notions of gender equality to construct a novel measure of gender inequality
at the ethnic-group level. We find that ethnic groups characterized by ancestral arrange-
ments conducive to more gender-unequal norms—e.g., patrilocality and dependence on
male-dominated activities such as animal husbandry and pastoralism—are more likely to
perpetrate sexual violence when involved in a conflict. Conversely, ethnic groups with
ancestral arrangements more conducive to gender equality—e.g., matrilineality and de-
pendence on agriculture, in which women played a prominent role—are less likely to

engage in sexual violence in conflict.

Using principal component analysis (PCA), we group nine relevant ethnic traits—
matrilineality, patrilocality, stem family types, dependence on gathering, hunting, agri-
culture, husbandry, pastoralism, and the use of the plough—into an Africa-wide ethnic
gender inequality index (eGII). The first principal component explains a large fraction of
the variation in the data, suggesting that economic, family, and societal characteristics
across ethnic groups in Africa are intertwined. We show that these interrelated ancestral
traits are powerful in capturing an ethnic group’s gender norms: our eGII tallies well with
contemporary measures of gender inequality such as female employment, gender attitudes,
and attitudes towards intimate partner violence. The eGII is also positively associated
with sexual violence in conflict, and these associations hold when including conflict fixed
effects, year fixed effects, conflict-specific time trends, and victim’s ethnic characteristics.
In line with findings of the previous literature on gender-based violence during peacetime
(Alesina et al. [forthcoming]; Tur-Prats [2019]), this shows that deeply-rooted gender

norms also determine violence against women perpetrated in times of war.

In the second part of our empirical analysis, we test whether sexual violence is explained

by the cultural distance in gender norms between the combatants. We exploit the dyadic

2For example, for the conflict that in 1994 confronted the Government of Chad against the Comité
de Sursaut National pour la Paiz et la Démocratie (CSNPD), we observe the prevalence and intensity of
sexual violence that the Government of Chad exerted against the CSNPD (intensity 2) and the sexual
violence that the CSNPD exerted against the Government of Chad (zero). At the same time, we also
observe the ethnicity of both actors: the rulers of the Government of Chad at that time came from the
Zaghawa and Bideyat ethnic groups, while the CSNPD rebel forces were formed by Sara soldiers. Table
1 illustrates this.



structure of the data, and run a specification in the spirit of a gravity equation, similarly
to recent literature adjusting the canonical trade models to other contexts (Becker et al.
[2018]; Grosjean [2011]; Serafinelli and Tabellini [2017]; Spolaore and Wacziarg [2009]).
By regressing the intensity of sexual violence on the absolute distance in gender norms
between perpetrator and victim, we find that the larger the cultural distance between the

ethnic belligerents, the higher the intensity of sexual violence.

When examining this association further, we uncover that this effect is driven by a
specific cultural clash, one where the perpetrator holds more gender-unequal norms than
the victim. These results remain significant when including conflict fixed effects, year
fixed effects, and conflict-specific time trends. Our results also hold when we separately
include perpetrator and victim fixed effects, i.e., when we isolate the effect of cultural
distance from the combatant’s own characteristics, including gender norms, aggressive
nature, and female vulnerability, among others. Furthermore, our results are robust to
the inclusion of additional sets of fixed effects (conflict-year, country, among others), to
alternative versions of the eGII, and to abstracting from the temporal variation in the
data.

We then discuss different potential explanations for our results and are able to rule out
two of them: (1) that perpetrators strategically use sexual violence to destroy women
in the opponent’s society since they represent a valuable asset, and (2) that women in
some ethnic groups might be more vulnerable and thus more likely to be victimized. We
instead offer a new explanation based on the identity model by Akerlof and Kranton (2000)
which has the advantage of explaining why we only find positive effects of cultural distance
when perpetrators are more gender-unequal than their victims. When confronting a more
gender-equal society, perpetrators might perceive the relatively better position of women
as a threat to their own ideals, and resort to sexual violence to restore the loss of utility

experienced by this encounter.

We show that these patterns are specific to gender-based violence. Cultural distance in
gender norms can be correlated with other dissimilarities between ethnic groups, which
in turn could trigger violence. If this were the case, then sexual violence could be the
byproduct of general violence, and the cultural clash that we are examining would not be
necessarily linked to a gender-based form of violence. To test this, we conduct a placebo
exercise in which we re-run our analysis replacing sexual violence with a measure of general
violence: the number of deaths inflicted by the perpetrator on the victim. Because this
measure is also bidirectional, we can replicate our cultural distance analysis using this

alternative dependent variable. Our results show that cultural distance in gender norms



does not explain general violence within a conflict.

Finally, we analyze other dimensions of cultural differences not directly related to gen-
der. To this end, we exploit two widely-used measures of cultural distances between
populations: linguistic and religious distance. Following Fearon [2003], we first construct
a measure of linguistic distance for each related pair of actors and test whether a clash
of more general cultural conceptions among populations can also explain sexual violence
in conflict. Even though distance in gender norms is positively correlated with linguis-
tic distance, we do not find that linguistic distance is associated with sexual violence.
This finding is robust to alternative specifications in which for instance we isolate the
component of cultural distance that is unexplained by differences on gender norms. Sim-
ilarly, we do not find evidence that religious differences between combatants are powerful
in explaining the use of sexual violence: controlling for religious distance in our pre-
ferred specification leaves the main coefficients unchanged and, if at all, religious distance
between perpetrator and victim is negatively associated with sexual violence. Taken to-
gether, these results suggest that conflict-related sexual violence is not driven by general

cultural differences, and that its understanding requires a gender-based explanation.

This paper is related to several strands of literature. First, we contribute to the in-
terdisciplinary literature on sexual violence in armed conflict—summarized in the next
Section—by advancing and empirically testing a new hypothesis, namely that the preva-
lence and the intensity of war-related sexual violence is explained by a clash of conceptions
on what is the appropriate role of men and women in society. Second, this study adds to
the literature on gender norms and gender inequality by proposing and validating a new
gender inequality index based on ethnic traits, and enriches the growing literature on the
long-run cultural determinants of violence against women (Alesina et al. [forthcoming],
Tur-Prats [2019]) by empirically investigating a so-far overlooked form of gender-based
violence. Third, our paper is related to the vast literature on how ancestral conditions, by

persistently shaping cultural norms, can influence contemporary outcomes and behaviors
(Alesina et al. [2013]; Becker [2018]; Guiso et al. [2016]; Voigtlander and Voth [2012]).

Finally, we contribute to work on ethnic conflict in developing countries (see Blattman
and Miguel [2010] for a summary), and we do so in two ways. First, we construct a
novel dyadic dataset, which includes information on the ethnic identity and ancestral
characteristics of all actors involved in an ethnic civil conflict. Second, while the literature

has mostly focused on understanding whether and how diversity triggers war (see next

3We first regress linguistic distance on distance in gender norms, and use the residuals of this regression
as our main explanatory variable.



Section for a summary), we hypothesize and show that cultural distance between actors

can also explain how violence unfolds once conflict takes place.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the related
literature and advances our hypotheses. Section 3 describes the data and the procedure
used to merge the various sources, and Section 4 presents descriptive statistics. In Section
5 we discuss the empirical strategy for investigating the impact of the perpetrator’s gender
norms on the use of sexual violence, and in Section 6 we report the results of this exercise.
Section 7 describes the ethnic-based gender inequality index and tests the cultural clash

hypothesis, and finally Section 8 concludes.
2. Existing Literature and Hypotheses

The first hypothesis we test is that gender-unequal ethnic actors are more likely to per-
petrate sexual violence during a conflict. The idea that gender norms in a society and
the prevalence of gender-based violence are linked has been advocated by scholars across
various disciplines. Two contributions in the economics literature have empirically shown
that deeply entrenched norms about the role of men and women in society are associated
to intimate partner violence (IPV). In Africa, women belonging to ethnic groups where, in
ancestral times, women had more marginalized roles in the economy and society relative
to men are today more likely to be IPV victims (Alesina et al. [forthcoming]). In Spain,
Tur-Prats [2019] finds that historical family structures—stem versus nuclear—influenced
women’s participation in non-domestic work and persistently shaped gender roles. Areas
where stem families were predominant in the past are characterized by more progressive

gender norms, and women residing in these regions are today less likely to report IPV.

Among scholars investigating the determinants of gender-based violence in the context
of armed conflict, some favored a socio-cultural rationale behind soldiers’ use of sexual
violence. Through the analysis of previous literature, Skjelsbaek’s [2001] noticed a consen-
sus in considering sexual violence a weapon of war, i.e., part of a pre-meditated strategy,
rather than the manifestation of a latent biological need triggered by a state of war.?
In Skjelsbaek’s [2001] conceptualization, perpetrators use sexual violence strategically to
empower (i.e., masculinize) their own identity and to victimize (i.e., feminize) the oppo-

nent’s. According to this view, any attempt to analyze sexual violence in conflict without

“4Inspired by early anthropological work by Symons [1979], a much-discussed contribution by Thornhill
and Palmer [2001] describes rape through the lenses of evolutionary biology. According to the authors,
rape is a biologically-determined behavior: it is either the direct result of an evolutionary adaptation to
increase men’s reproductive success, or a byproduct of other adaptive traits, such as aggressiveness.



considering gender relations is incomplete. Meger [2016] also lists context-specific gender
norms—in turn shaped by political, economic, and social structures—as one of the factors
underlying the occurrence of conflict-related sexual violence. These views, in turn, are in
line with anthropological research on sexual coercion. For example, Sanday [1981b] sug-
gests that rape is an expression of cultural forces operating at the societal level. Through
the analysis of a cross-cultural sample of tribal societies, she shows that rape-prone so-
cieties are characterized, among other things, by a higher degree of male dominance,

compared to non rape-prone ones.

The first empirical analysis of the determinants of sexual violence in armed conflict was
conducted by Cohen [2013], who finds support for the so-called combatant socialization
theory, according to which soldiers recruited by force use rape as a method to socialize and
generate cohesion. Contrary to the conjectures of the aforementioned literature, Cohen
[2013] does not find a relationship between gender inequality and sexual violence in conflict
at the country level. Albeit positive, the correlation between rape and fertility—used as a
proxy for gender inequality—is not statistically significant. We test the gender inequality
hypothesis by moving from the country level to the conflict-actor’s level, and by measuring
gender inequality through ethnic actors’ deeply-rooted cultural norms, in turn shaped by

their ancestral economic, societal, and family arrangements.

After finding empirical support for the first hypothesis, we take a step forward and
investigate whether sexual violence is only explained by the perpetrator’s gender norms,
or whether the interaction between perpetrator’s and victim’s cultures also plays a role.
We advance and test the following additional hypothesis: sexual violence increases with
cultural distance in gender norms between two opposing ethnic belligerents. To the best of
our knowledge, there is no existing theory or empirical evidence on how cultural distance
in gender norms between ethnic groups might influence their decision to perpetrate sexual
violence during a conflict. However, anthropological work by Taylor [1999] emphasizes
the gender component of the violence that unfolded during the Rwandan genocide, which
materialized in systematic acts of sexual violence perpetrated by Hutu men against Tutsi
women. According to Taylor [1999], this was the result of Hutu men disagreeing with

Tutsi women’s prominent role in society:

Hutu extremists aimed at reclaiming the lost ground of patriarchy and re-
asserting a male dominance that had probably never existed in Rwanda’s
actual history. [...] The Rwandan genocide was not simply a battle for political

supremacy between groups of men, it was also about re-configuring gender.



[...] Gender relations were falling into a state of decadence and disorder as
more [Tutsi] women attained positions of prominence in economic and public
life.

Furthermore, our hypothesis is grounded in previous literature that analyzes how cul-
tural distance between two entities can trigger a range of violent manifestations, from
discrimination (see Becker’s [1957] seminal work) to conflict. At the broad macro-cultural
level, Huntington’s [2000] ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis states that cultural and religious
differences are the main determinants of conflict in the post World War II era. Focusing
on interstate wars, Bremer [2000] argues that more ethnically distant societies will be
more likely to fight against each other. Closer to our study, Caselli and Coleman’s [2013]
model of ethnic conflict predicts that ethnic groups are more likely to clash when the
differences between them are more pronounced. Based on these theoretical insights, we
hypothesize that cultural distance between ethnic groups may not only trigger conflict,

but also influence in what ways violence unfolds once conflict takes place.’®

Although our empirical analysis will not allow us to tease out precise mechanisms, the
association between cultural distance and sexual violence can be rationalized as follows:
deep disagreements between groups on the appropriate role of men and women in society
may lead actors to strategically resort to a form of violence that directly targets and
disrupts the object of this cultural disagreement, i.e. the opponent’s views about gender
relations. Since it is reasonable to expect sexual violence to disrupt cultural notions
of gender equality, we conjecture (and find) that sexual violence is driven by a specific
cultural clash between combatants, one where the perpetrator holds more gender-unequal

norms than the victim.

The following section describes in detail the data sources and the unit of analysis we

adopt to test these two hypotheses.
3. Data

We construct a novel dataset, which combines a variety of sources on ethnic conflict,
the actors involved, their use of war-related sexual violence, and their ancestral ethnic

characteristics. This Section provides an overview of the main data sources used for the

5Empirical findings on the relationship between cultural distance and the onset of conflict are mixed,
and suggest that the direction of this association may depend on the nature of conflicts. When looking at
intrastate conflicts, Arbatli et al. [2013] find that genetically diverse countries are more likely to engage in
civil war. Conversely, Spolaore and Wacziarg [2016] show that genetic distance between any two countries
is associated with less international conflict with each other.



analysis. More details on the data sources as well as on the procedure we adopted to

construct the dataset can be found at the Section A-1 in the Appendix.

3.1.  Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict

The source of our dependent variable is the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC)
Dataset (Cohen and Nordas [2014]), which contains information on sexual violence used in
civil conflicts fought between 1989 and 2009. We focus on ethnic civil conflicts, which are
defined as “armed conflicts between the government of a state and one or more internal
opposition group(s) that cause at least 25 battle-related deaths within a year and in which
armed groups (i) explicitly pursue ethno-nationalist aims, motivations, and interests; and
(ii) recruit fighters and forge alliances on the basis of ethnic affiliation” (Gleditsch et al.
[2002]). We exploit the dyadic version of the SVAC dataset, called GEO-SVAC (Bahgat
et al. [2016]), which includes both the identity of the perpetrator of sexual violence and
the identity of the other actor involved in the conflict. Consistently with the definition
of civil conflict, one of these two actors is always the government of a state, and the

opponent is always a rebel group.

Adhering to the International Criminal Court’s rationale, SVAC defines war-related
sexual violence as including acts of rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced preg-
nancy, forced sterilization, and forced abortion (International Criminal Court [2000]). In
addition, following Wood [2009], sexual mutilation and sexual torture are also included.
SVAC draws upon annual reports from three sources (Amnesty International, Human
Rights Watch, and the US State Department) to construct a measure of prevalence of
sexual violence at the conflict-actor-year level. The resulting variable is an index ranging
between 0-3 that reflects the magnitude of the phenomenon. More specifically, it takes
the value 3 if, in a given year of conflict, an actor perpetrated acts of massive, innumer-
able, or systematic sexual violence and if reported incidents or victims of sexual violence
exceeded 1,000; 2 if sexual violence was described as widespread and common, and reports
of victims or incidents ranged between 25 and 999; 1 if reported victims and incidents
were below 25 and the occurrence of sexual violence was only isolated; 0 if no sexual

violence was mentioned in a given year in relation to a specific conflict.%

SFor further details on the methodology of data collection and coding refer to Cohen and Nordas
[2014].



3.2.  Conflict Actors’ Ethnic Identity and Ancestral Characteristics

To assign an ethnic identity to each conflict actor—rebel groups and governments—we
exploit the rich information provided by the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) Dataset Fam-
ily (Vogt et al. [2015]). EPR defines an ethnic group as “an identity group that defines

itself or is defined by others along linguistic, religious, or racial characteristics”.

The EPR dataset family contains information, inter alia, on ethnic groups’ involvement
in civil war as part of a rebel organization and on ethnic groups’ access to executive
government power. We are therefore able to link each rebel force and each government
to one or multiple EPR ethnic groups, depending on whether rebels and governments
are the result of ethnic alliances.” Section A-14. in the Appendix illustrates this merging

procedure with a concrete example of a conflict event in Liberia.

We add information on ethnic groups’ ancestral characteristics using the Ethnographic
Atlas (EA), coded by Murdock [1967] and updated by Nunn and Wantchekon [2011].
The EA is arguably the most compelling source of ethnographic information for 1,265
societies around the world, collected at the end of the 19th century. For Africa, the EA
provides detailed information on groups’ socio-economic conditions, settlement patterns,
and family arrangements prior to European contact. We will describe these variables in

detail in Section 6.

We add the information provided by the EA to the dataset on conflict through the
concordance table provided by Michalopoulos and Papaioannou [2016], which links 196
EPR groups to 593 ethnicities in the EA using a variety of sources. In some cases,
this matching procedure results in a one-to-one mapping between EPR groups and EA
groups. For example, the ethnic group of the rebel force FLEC-FAC in Angola, the
Cabindan Mayombe, is matched with the Yombe group in the EA. However, in other
cases, a conflict actor is associated to multiple EA groups either because (i) an actor is
represented by multiple EPR groups, (ii) an EPR group corresponds to multiple groups
in the EA, or (iii) both.

An example of the latter case is the following: the RFDG rebel group in Guinea is
composed of members belonging to the EPR groups called Malinke and Peul. In turn, the
Michalopoulos and Papaioannou’s [2016] correspondence table matches Malinke to four
EA groups ( Yalunka, Konyanke, Malinke, and Koranko), and the Peul to three EA groups

"We assume that state and rebel military forces mirror the ethnic composition of governments and
rebel groups, respectively. In Section 7.5 we conduct a robustness test in which we assume that state
forces mirror the ethnic composition of the entire country (weighted by the size of each group’s settlement
area) and show that our results are robust to this alternative definition.



(Foutadjalon, Sokoto, Liptako). In these instances, we weight the ethnic characteristics
of each EPR group by the size of the EA groups to which it corresponds. In the just-
mentioned example, Peul’s dependence on pastoralism will be a weighted average between
Foutadjalon’s, Sokoto’s, and Liptako’s dependence on pastoralism, based on the three
ethnic groups’ size, in turn proxied by the land area covered by their settlements. We
will provide estimates using both the weighted and the un-weighted version of the ethnic

characteristics, and show that our results are generally insensitive to this procedure.

The final sample used for the analysis includes 33 ethnic civil conflicts fought between
1989 and 2009 in 27 African countries, involving 128 different actors (106 related pairs of

actors).
4. Descriptive Statistics

Sexual violence was present, in some level of intensity, in 82% of the conflicts included in
our sample. 21% of all ethnic civil conflicts in Africa between 1989 and 2009 experienced
at least one episode of sexual violence at the highest intensity, i.e., involving at least
1,000 victims. State forces perpetrate sexual violence more frequently than rebel groups.
However, when perpetrated by rebel groups, the intensity of sexual violence is on average

higher.

Figure 1 reports the spatial variation of sexual violence at the ethnicity level, condi-
tional on the ethnic group being involved in a conflict. The striking picture that emerges
is that there is considerable within-country variation in whether or not ethnic groups
(and therefore, armed actors) engage in sexual violence. An interesting example is that
of Algeria. In the long civil war between the government and various rebel armed forces,
which began in 1991, rebel groups never made use of sexual violence, while the govern-
ment constantly engaged in it throughout the war. Similarly, in the Oromo conflict in
Ethiopia, the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) did not engage in sexual violence, while the
government armed forces did so repeatedly. In other cases, such as the one of Sudan, the
vast majority of ethnic groups involved in conflict perpetrated sexual violence, but there
was a quite large variation in the intensity of it. Finally, as in the case of Nigeria, the use

of sexual violence was widespread across groups, and its incidence homogeneous.
5. Sexual Violence and Gender Norms: Empirical Strategy

In the first step of our empirical analysis, we test the relationship between the use of

sexual violence in conflict and the perpetrators’ ancestral socio-economic characteristics

10



as proxies for their gender norms. We do so by estimating the following:
SVAC;y = a+ BEthn; +n. + ¢ + w.t + € (1)

where the dependent variable, SV AC;., denotes the intensity of sexual violence perpe-
trated by actor ¢ during conflict ¢ in year t. Ethn; captures the ethnic ancestral character-
istics of the perpetrator. 7. denotes conflict fixed effects, which account for time-invariant
characteristics at the conflict level (e.g., conflict motives, external support, overall con-
flict cruelty, type of warfare, available technology, military tactics). Year fixed effects
(¢¢) allow to control for time-specific shocks in the whole continent (e.g., the recognition
of sexual violence in conflict as a crime, international policies or protocols that might
affect data collection and categorization). A conflict-specific year trend (¢;) accounts for
time-varying factors at the conflict level (e.g., escalation of violence). Standard errors are

clustered at the perpetrator level.

The just-described estimating equation abstracts from the victim’s characteristics, fo-
cusing exclusively on the perpetrator. In order to isolate the perpetrators’ traits from the

victim’s, we also estimate the following:
SV ACijee = o+ BEthn; + BEthn; + ne + ¢ + wet + € (2)

where SV AC;. denotes the intensity of sexual violence perpetrated by actor ¢ against

actor j on conflict ¢ and year ¢, and Ethn; controls for the victim’s ethnic characteristics.
6. Results

An established literature spanning different disciplines has demonstrated that ancestral
economic and societal arrangements have persistently shaped gender relations. In this
section, we test whether ethnic groups with ancestral traits that have been associated with
gender inequality are more likely to be perpetrators of sexual violence in armed conflict.
Our choice of ethnic characteristics that we include in the analysis is informed by what the
literature has highlighted as relevant determinants of gender norms in a society. We focus
on characteristics reflecting descent practices, residence patterns, family arrangements,
subsistence activities, and exposure to the slave trade. Ethnic characteristics on which

the literature is inconclusive are not included in our analysis.®

8For example, it is unclear whether the practice of brideprice increases or decreases gender inequality.
On the one hand, brideprice is a recognition of women’s value, and it is more typical in societies where
women have an important role in agricultural production (Boserup [1970]). On the other hand, the
obligation of women to pay back the brideprice in case of divorce may decrease their bargaining power.

11



6.1. Descent, Residence and Family Arrangements

We first explore the role of descent, residence patterns, and family arrangements in ex-
plaining ethnic groups’ use of sexual violence in conflict. Anthropologists have argued that
societies where these arrangements are centered around women tend to be characterized

by higher gender equality (Martin and Voorhies [1975], Sanday [1981a]).

In matrilineal societies, inheritance is traced through female family members. There-
fore, women are key for determining descent and have constant support from their kin
network (Schneider and Gough [1961]). Lowes [2017] has shown that women belonging to
matrilineal ethnic groups in the Democratic Republic of Congo detain higher bargaining
power within the household compared to their counterparts in patrilineal societies, and
that they are less likely to be victims of intimate partner violence. As shown in Gneezy
et al. [2009], matrilineal women are also more likely to display behavioral traits that are
usually typical of men—such as willingness to compete—ones that have often been advo-
cated as factors explaining economic disparities between men and women. Taken together,
this evidence supports the notion that matrilineal societies, when compared to patrilin-
eal ones, are characterized by more equitable gender norms. Estimates of g in Table 2
show that matrilineal ethnic groups are less likely to engage in sexual violence in armed
conflict as opposed to patrilineal or bilateral groups.” The intensity of sexual violence,
measured on a 0-3 scale, is on average between 0.66 and 0.85 lower when perpetrated by
a matrilineal armed actor. Equivalently, one standard deviation increase in matrilineality
among ethnic groups forming a conflict actor decreases the intensity of perpetrated sexual
violence by 0.22-0.28 standard deviations.!”

Lineage systems and kinship structures in a society are inextricably linked to residence
patterns. Patrilineal societies are also likely to be patrilocal, a system of postmarital
residence where the newly formed couple moves near the husband’s kin group (Murdock

[1967]). In these societies, women may be less protected by their own family, and hus-

The association between polygyny and gender equality is also ambiguous. On the one hand, women’s
status in polygynous unions may be lower, in particular for younger wives due to early marriage and
large age gaps with the husband. Alesina et al. [forthcoming] show that women in polygynous unions
are more likely to suffer from intimate partner violence across Africa, but, at the same time, women and
men in societies that traditionally practice polygamy are less likely to justify intimate partner violence.
Furthermore, as highlighted in Boserup’s [1970], polygyny is more typical in societies where women
constitute an important economic asset.

9Societies practicing bilateral descent attach equivalent importance to the female and male clans.

10A point worth noting: variables that were originally dichotomous in the Ethnographic Atlas, such as
“matrilineal” or “patrilocal”, are continuous in our dataset, since one conflict actor may be formed by
multiple ethnic groups that may not share all ethnic characteristics. Therefore, the interpretation of the
coefficient in terms of standard deviations is meaningful.
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bands may more easily exercise their authority over women. Scholars in anthropology
have hypothesized that patrilocality is a direct consequence of women’s low economic
participation (Korotayev [2003]). Not surprisingly, conflict actors from traditionally pa-
trilocal societies perpetrate violence at higher intensity than their matrilocal or neolocal
counterparts.'! As shown in Table 2, the magnitude of the coefficient is comparable to the
one on matrilineality, but reversed in sign. One standard deviation increase in the degree

of patrilocality in a conflict actor increases sexual violence by 0.21 standard deviations.

Finally, we examine the role of stem families, a family type that a recent contribution
by Tur-Prats [2019] has linked to higher gender equality. The co-residence of the wife with
the mother-in-law frees up women from the burden of domestic work, and allows them
to exercise a productive role in the economy and participate in family subsistence. This
ethnic trait is associated with a lower intensity of sexual violence in conflict. However, the
magnitude of the coefficient is smaller than in the case of matrilineality and patrilocality,

and significant at the 10 percent level only in some specifications.

6.2. Subsistence Activities

Next, we explore the role of subsistence activities. In ancestral societies, the relative
participation of women and men in economic activities has persistently shaped gender
relations (Friedl 1975, Sanday 1972). According to Friedl [1978], in hunter-gatherer soci-
eties men exert control over animal protein, a scarce and hard to acquire resource. Since
hunting activities require a certain amount of physical strength, they are predominantly
a men’s task. As a result, these societies tend to be characterized by high degrees of
male dominance. Across Africa, women in societies that traditionally relied on hunting
activities are today more likely to experience intimate partner violence (Alesina et al.
[forthcoming]). Similarly, our results in Table 3 indicate that armed actors whose eth-
nic groups relied on gathering or hunting are more likely to perpetrate sexual violence
in armed conflict. However, albeit positive in all specifications, these coefficients are

imprecisely estimated.

Conversely, ancestral dependence on agriculture is negatively associated with the use
of sexual violence in conflict, as shown in the last panel of Table 3. An ethnic group’s
full reliance on agriculture for subsistence, compared to no dependence at all, decreases
the intensity of sexual violence by 1.34-1.47 when measured on a 0-3 scale. Differently

stated, one standard deviation increase in an ethnic group’s dependence on agriculture

HTn societies practicing neolocal residence the couple moves to a new physical place, i.e., neither close
to the bride nor to the groom’s family or kin group.
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decreases the intensity of sexual violence by 0.26 standard deviations. In the African
context, where agriculture was characterized by shifting cultivation, female participation
in agricultural activities was traditionally high, as emphasized by Boserup [1970] and
confirmed in the ethnographic data by Murdock [1967]. In contrast, in other regions of
the world where plough agriculture was more common, the traditional division of labor
was reversed, with men taking up the majority of agricultural work and women remaining
confined to the domestic sphere. This agricultural system based on plough agriculture—
and the consequent division of labor—contributed to the evolution of gender-unequal
norms, as empirically demonstrated in Alesina et al. [2013]. In our sample, the coefficient
on plough use is positive in most specifications displayed in Table 4, but not statistically

different from zero.

Finally, conflict actors traditionally relying on animal husbandry or pastoralism for sub-
sistence perpetrate sexual violence at higher intensity. As shown in Table 4, one standard
deviation increase in dependence on animal husbandry or pastoralism increases the inten-
sity of sexual violence by 0.36 standard deviations. Pastoralism is a specific type of animal
husbandry based on herd animals that require natural pasture,and entailed frequent and
extended periods of male absence from the community, resulting in higher paternity un-
certainty. Becker [2018] shows that these byproducts of pastoralism—male absence and
paternity uncertainty—incentivized the adoption of measures to control women’s sexu-
ality and mobility. Women in societies where pastoralism was historically an important
source of subsistence are today more likely to be infibulated, to be restricted in their
mobility, and to hold more gender-unequal attitudes. Consistently with Becker’s [2018]
findings, our results show that pastoralism is also an important determinant of the use of

sexual violence in armed conflict.

6.3. The Slave Trade

Finally, we test whether an ethnic group’s exposure to the transatlantic and Indian Ocean
slave trade is a factor explaining the use of sexual violence in conflict. According to Teso
[2018], exposure to a demographic shock such as the transatlantic slave trade, where
slaves exported were predominantly men, contributed to the evolution of more gender-
equitable norms. In heavily raided ethnic groups, women started taking up typically
men’s tasks, and this resulted in a shift of the traditional gender division of labor. This
shock had persistent effects in the long run: today, women whose ancestors were exposed
to the transatlantic slave trade are more likely to be in the labor force, and to have lower

fertility and higher decision-making power within the household.
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We rely on information on the number of slave shipments provided by Nunn and
Wantchekon [2011] to construct a measure of exposure to the transatlantic and the Indian
Ocean slave trade. As shown in Table 5, ethnic groups exposed to the transatlantic slave
trade are less likely to engage in sexual violence in conflict. Moving from no slave trade
exposure to the highest level of exposure in the sample decreases the intensity of sexual
violence by 0.86-1.56. Equivalently, one standard deviation increase in exposure to the

slave trade reduces sexual violence by 0.09-0.16 standard deviations.

Ethnic groups exposed to the Indian Ocean slave trade, conversely, use sexual violence in
conflict at a higher intensity. The Indian Ocean slave trade did not distort the sex ratio as
the transatlantic trade did, because it did not preferentially export men. The coefficient,

however, loses significance once we control for the victim’s slave trade exposure.

6.4. Robustness Tests

The just-discussed associations between ethnic traits and the use of sexual violence in
conflict are robust to various alternative specifications. Results are reported in Tables
B-1 to B-4 in the Appendix. First, to fully account for the victim’s characteristics, we
include victim fixed effects in the main specification. Columns (1) and (2) in Tables
B-1 to B-4 display coefficients of this—more demanding—specification, for the weighted
and unweighted version of each ethnic characteristic, respectively. The significance of the

estimates tends to fall, although the majority of coefficients maintain the expected sign.

Next, we run our specification replacing conflict fixed effects with country fixed effects.
This specification is less conservative than our preferred one, since one country may
experience multiple conflicts.'?> However, in few instances, one conflict may span across
multiple countries.’® As columns (3) and (4) in Appendix Tables B-1 to B-4 show, the
coefficients are insensitive to the choice of fixed effects, and maintain the same magnitude

and significance as in the main specification.

Finally, in columns (5) and (6) we abstract from the temporal variation present in our
data. Since the independent variables—i.e., ethnic ancestral characteristics—are time-
invariant, we collapse the data and have as unit of observation a dyad (perpetrator-victim

pair) in a specific conflict and country. The outcome variable is the average sexual violence

12Between 1989 and 2009, for example, Niger experienced what UCDP-GED defines as three different
conflicts, i.e., the first, second, and third Tuareg rebellions, respectively, fought by five different rebel
groups against the government.

13For example, the conflict between the government of the Central African Republic and the Forces of
Francoise Bozize took place both in the Central African Republic and in Chad. Similarly, some events in
the conflict between the government of Ethiopia and the Oromo Liberation Front took place in Kenya.
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intensity perpetrated by each actor in all years of a specific conflict. Reassuringly, results

are similar to those obtained with the specification that includes the temporal variation.
7. Testing the Cultural Clash

As shown in the previous section, perpetrators of sexual violence in conflict are charac-
terized by ethnic traits that have been associated with notions of gender inequality. In
the second step of the empirical analysis, we test our second hypothesis: does the cul-
tural distance in gender norms of the combatants help explain the emergence of sexual
violence in ethnic conflicts? Or, differently stated, are armed actors more likely to use
sexual violence when confronted with opponents that hold different cultural norms on the

appropriate role of women and men in society?

So far, we have separately analyzed the role played by each ethnic trait in explaining
sexual violence. To obtain a measure of cultural distance between conflict actors, we
construct a one-dimensional indicator capturing gender norms in a specific ethnic group.
We group all the ethnic traits analyzed in the previous section into an ethnic gender
inequality index (eGII), which increases in the prevalence of ethnic traits associated with
gender inequality. The next section describes the procedure we adopt to construct the

index.

7.1.  Ethnic Gender Inequality Index

Among those ethnic characteristics that have been associated with gender (in)equality in
the literature and based on our results, we choose nine traits included in the Ethnographic
Atlas and construct an Africa-wide index using principal component analysis (PCA). 14
Three of these nine traits—matrilineality, stem family, and dependence on agriculture—
are reconcilable with notions of gender equality and negatively associated with sexual
violence in armed conflict. Therefore, we expect these single traits to be negatively cor-
related with the eGII. The remaining six ethnic characteristics—the use of the plough,
patrilocality, dependence on gathering and hunting, dependence on pastoralism, and ani-
mal husbandry—have been associated with gender inequality and with higher use of sexual
violence in conflict. In turn, we expect these single traits to be positively correlated with
the eGII.

The first principal component alone explains 32% of the common variance of the nine

4We do not include the slave trade in the analysis, due to the fact that it was a geographically
constrained historical shock.
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ethnic characteristics across Africa. Table 6 presents the loadings of each of the nine
traits included, i.e., their correlation with the first principal component. As can be seen,
the sign of the loadings is as expected for the majority of ethnic traits. Matrilineality
and dependence on agriculture are negatively correlated with the first component, while
patrilocality, dependence on pastoralism, the use of the plough, and dependence on ani-
mal husbandry are positively correlated. Instead, the correlation between stem families
and the first component is particularly small, and with an unexpected sign. Similarly,
dependence on hunting and gathering are negatively correlated with the fist principal
component, despite their positive (but not significant) association with sexual violence in

conflict and despite what is argued in the anthropological literature.

Due to the presence of these “ambiguous” ethnic traits, we also provide an alternative
version of the eGIlI, i.e., a restricted one based exclusively on ethnic characteristics that
are unambiguously linked to gender (in)equality and, in addition, are robustly associated
with sexual violence in conflict.!®> Table B-6 in the Appendix reports the corresponding
loadings for these five ethnic traits, which hold the expected sign. We show that our

results are robust to the use of this alternative version of the eGII.

We normalize the predicted score of the PCA to range between 0 and 1, with 0 denoting
highest gender equality and 1 denoting highest gender inequality. Figures 2 and 3 report
the distribution of the eGII across Africa and in our sample, respectively. Ethnic groups
in our sample, i.e. those that were involved in at least one conflict between 1989 and
2009, tend to be characterized by more gender unequal norms on average, compared to

the average of the continent as a whole.

Figure 4 reports the geographical distribution of the eGII across Africa, displaying the
Murdock ethnic map and the corresponding eGII for each group. The highest levels of
gender inequality are prevalent in ethnic groups located in North and East Africa, while
the lowest are concentrated in Central Africa and in some parts of West Africa. The
distribution of the eGII varies considerably across regions, but also within countries. One
of the most extreme cases is Tanzania, where ethnic groups span from the lowest bin of
the eGII (0-0.25) to the highest bin (0.75-1). Figures B-2 and B-1 in the Appendix display
the distribution of the restricted version of the index. The distribution across Africa is

very similar to the one of the main eGII.

As shown in Figure 4, our eGII is correlated with proxies for gender (in)equality today.

Countries with the lowest rates of female labor force participation are also those in which

15We exclude the dependence on gathering and hunting, stem family, and the use of the plough, the
latter one due to lack of statistical significance of the plough coefficients in our analysis.
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ethnic groups are characterized by a high eGII. This correlation is also found at the
ethnicity level. Figures 5 to 12 report the correlation between the eGII and various
indicators of gender (in)equality using micro-data from the Demographic and Health
Survey (DHS) and the Afrobarometer survey. We match individuals to the Murdock
Atlas via latitude and longitude.'® Figure 5 shows that ethnic groups in sub-Saharan
Africa where female employment is lower display higher values of the eGII. The eGII is
also correlated with attitudes towards intimate partner violence (Figure 7): in ethnicities
where the eGII is higher, respondents are more likely to justify violence, and report at

least one reason for which the husband is justified to beat his wife.

Data from the Afrobarometer survey shows a correlation with gender attitudes. Figure
7 shows that ethnic groups with a higher eGII are less likely to agree with the statement
that “women should have equal rights and receive the same treatment as men do”. Along
the same lines, ethnic groups with a high eGII are more likely to hold unequal gender
attitudes, elicited through the agreement with the statements that “men make better
political leaders than women, and should be elected rather than women” (Figure 8) or
“if funds for schooling are limited, a boy should always receive an education in school
before a girl” (Figure 9). Respondents belonging to more gender-unequal ethnic groups
are also more likely to report that women are always or often treated unequally by leaders,
the police, or the employer (see Figures 10-12). These correlations tend to hold also for
the restricted version of the eGII, as shown in Figures B-3 and B-4 in the Appendix.
Taken together, this suggests that the eGIl—which embeds information on ancestral
arrangements that may no longer be in place today—performs fairly well in capturing

contemporary notions of gender inequality.

Finally, Figure 13 compares the distribution of the eGII with the distribution of sexual
violence in armed conflict. We re-run the Equation 1 using the eGII instead and, not sur-
prisingly, find that the eGII is positively and significantly associated with sexual violence
(Table 7). In our preferred specification in column (2), one standard deviation increase in
the eGII increases sexual violence by 0.45 standard deviations (0.36 when controlling for
the victim’s eGII). These results hold when running the same robustness tests proposed
for individual ethnic traits, and when using the restricted version of the eGII (Table B-5

in the Appendix).

6Moscona et al. [2018] show how Murdock boundaries reflect borders of ethnic settlements today.
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7.2.  Sexual Violence and Cultural Distance in Gender Norms

To explore whether the prevalence and intensity of war-related sexual violence are ex-
plained by the cultural distance in gender norms of the combatants, we take advantage
of the dyadic structure of the data.!” For each actor in every year of conflict, we have
information on their ethnic characteristics, on their use of sexual violence and, most impor-
tantly, on their opponents. Two actors fighting against each other in a conflict constitute
a dyad. For instance, the government of Chad (corresponding to the “Zaghawa, Bideyat”
ethnic group) and the Comité de Sursaut National pour la Paiz et la Démocratie (CSNPD)
rebel group (corresponding to the “Sara” ethnic group) form a dyad in our dataset. Since
we have information on sexual violence perpetrated by both actors, our dyadic dataset
is bidirectional. Therefore, every dyad involved in a conflict event appears twice in the
dataset. In one instance, the government of Chad is the perpetrator and the CSNPD is
the victim. The variable SV AC', in this case, captures the intensity of sexual violence
inflicted by the government of Chad to the CSNPD. In a second instance, the govern-
ment of Chad is the victim, and the CSNPD is the perpetrator. In this case, the variable
SV AC' captures the intensity of sexual violence inflicted by the rebel group CSNPD to
the government of Chad.

We first construct a measure of absolute distance between the perpetrator’s gender
inequality index and the victim’s gender inequality index as follows:

eGIID™ = |eGII, — eGIL,|

Next, we estimate the following specification, in the spirit of a gravity approach (see
Grosjean [2011] and Serafinelli and Tabellini [2017] as examples of gravity equations ap-
plied to culture):

SVAC,pet = a + veGHgSt + Q.+ 7 +wet + P, + €pper (3)

The dependent variable is an index capturing the intensity of sexual violence perpetrated
by actor p against actor v during conflict ¢ in year t; ®. and 7, denote conflict and
year fixed effect, respectively, and w.t is a conflict-specific time trend. The inclusion
of perpetrator fixed effect (P,) allows to control for perpetrator-specific time invariant
characteristics such as own gender inequality index, overall aggressiveness, and other
ethnic traits. Standard errors are clustered at the dyadic level. We restrict the sample
to inter-ethnic conflicts only, i.e., to those where we are able to assign distinct ethnic

identities to the perpetrator and the victim.

"Table 1 reports an extract of our dataset.
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To further explore