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Sexual violence during war varies in extent and takes distinct forms. In some con-
flicts, sexual violence is widespread, yet in other conflicts—including some cases
of ethnic conflict—it is quite limited. In some conflicts, sexual violence takes the
form of sexual slavery; in others, torture in detention. I document this variation,
particularly its absence in some conflicts and on the part of some groups. In the
conclusion, I explore the relationship between strategic choices on the part of
armed group leadership, the norms of combatants, dynamics within small units,
and the effectiveness of military discipline.
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While sexual violence occurs in all wars, it occurs to varying extent and takes
distinct forms. During the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina, the sexual abuse of
Bosnian Muslim women by Bosnian Serb forces was so systematic and wide-
spread that it comprised a crime against humanity under international law. In
Rwanda, the widespread rape of Tutsi women comprised a form of genocide,
according to the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.

Yet sexual violence in some conflicts is remarkably limited, despite wide-
spread violence against civilians. Sexual violence is relatively limited even in
some cases of ethnic conflict that include the forced movement of ethnic popu-
lations; the conflicts in Israel/Palestine and Sri Lanka are examples. Some

307

I am grateful for research support from the Yale Center for International and Area Studies and the
Santa Fe Institute, and for research assistance from Margaret Alexander, Laia Balcells, Karisa
Cloward, Kade Finnoff, Amelia Hoover, Michele Leiby, Amara Levy-Moore, Meghan Lynch, Abbey
Steele, and Tim Taylor. I also thank the many people who commented on earlier versions, particularly
Jeffrey Burds, Christian Davenport, Magali Sarfatti Larson, David Plotke, and Jeremy Weinstein.

POLITICS & SOCIETY, Vol. 34 No. 3, September 2006  307-341
DOI: 10.1177/0032329206290426
© 2006 Sage Publications



armed groups engage in relatively little sexual violence; Sendero Luminoso was
deemed responsible for more than half the deaths and disappearances reported
to the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission but for only a tenth of the
(few) reported cases of rape.

In some conflicts, sexual violence takes the form of sexual slavery, whereby
women are abducted to serve as servants and sexual partners of combatants for
extended periods; in others, it takes the form of torture in detention. In some wars,
women belonging to particular groups are targeted; in others, the violence is indis-
criminate. In some wars, only women and girls are targeted; in others, men are as
well. Some acts of wartime sexual violence are committed by individuals; many
are committed by groups. Some acts occur in private settings; others are public, in
front of family or community members. In some conflicts, the pattern of sexual
violence is symmetric, with all parties to the war engaging in sexual violence to
roughly the same extent; in other conflicts, it is very asymmetric.

Some simple hypotheses do not explain the puzzling variation in the extent
and form of sexual violence in war: sexual violence varies in prevalence and
form across civil wars as well as inter-state wars, across ethnic wars as well as
non-ethnic, and across secessionist conflicts. The variation has not been ade-
quately explained in the literature, much of which focuses on single cases rather
than comparison across cases.1

Focusing on sexual violence against civilians by combatants, I first show that
sexual violence indeed varies in extent and form across several war settings.
I focus in particular on the absence of sexual violence in some conflicts and on
the part of some groups. I then discuss the methodological challenges to advanc-
ing our understanding of this variation and show that, despite these challenges,
the subject merits further comparative analysis because sufficiently large varia-
tion occurs across well-documented cases. Distinguishing between distinct pat-
terns of sexual violence, I then assess the extent to which the arguments
advanced in the literature (often implicitly) explain the variation. In the conclu-
sion, I focus on the relationship between strategic choices on the part of armed
group leadership, the norms of combatants, dynamics within small units, and
the effectiveness of military discipline, and suggest some promising explanatory
hypotheses.

VARIATIONS IN WARTIME SEXUAL VIOLENCE: SELECTED CASES

Following the definition used by recent international war crimes tribunals,2 by
rape I mean the coerced (under physical force or threat of physical force against
the victim or a third person) penetration of the anus or vagina by the penis or
another object, or of the mouth by the penis. Thus rape can occur against men as
well as women. Sexual violence is a broader category that includes rape, coerced
undressing, and non-penetrating sexual assault such as sexual mutilation. The
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sexual humiliation and abuse inflicted on prisoners by U.S. troops at Guantánamo,
Abu Ghraib, and other prisons is thus a form of sexual violence.3

In this section, I describe the pattern of sexual violence in several wars,
including inter-state as well as civil wars, ethnic as well as non-ethnic conflicts,
and wars where sexual violence was very prevalent and where it was not. I begin
by discussing the patterns of sexual violence during World War II.

World War II

As the Soviet army moved westward onto German territory in early 1945,
large numbers of women were raped.4 While the earlier Soviet offensives in
Romania and Hungary had seen widespread rape of civilian women (particu-
larly after the siege of Budapest), the practice intensified as the army moved into
East Prussia and Silesia. Although women of various ethnicities were raped in
the course of looting villages and cities, German women were particularly tar-
geted. In German villages in East Prussia, “it was not untypical for Soviet troops
to rape every female over the age of twelve or thirteen.”5 As the Soviet army
occupied Berlin in late April and early May 1945, thousands of women and girls
were raped, often by several men in sequence, often in front of family or neigh-
borhood, sometimes on more than one occasion. Soldiers sometimes detained a
girl or woman for some days in her home or elsewhere and subjected her to
repeated rape. Even after occupation became more institutionalized, Soviet sol-
diers continued to rape girls and women. Sexual violence gradually subsided as
occupation authorities realized the harm being done to the Soviet postwar polit-
ical project and gradually instituted stronger rules against fraternization in gen-
eral and rape in particular.

The pattern of sexual violence during the Soviet offensive varied in different
settings. Naimark notes the contrast between the “exemplary” behavior of
Soviet troops in Bulgaria and the generally better behavior toward Polish and
other Slavs, with the looting and rape that occurred in Germany and Hungary,
both non-Slavic groups.6 However, sexual violence in Berlin and Budapest sug-
gests as well another pattern: in European history there appears to be a pattern
of rape (and looting) following prolonged sieges as a form of punishment for
holding out rather than surrendering.7 Moreover, throughout the offensive,
frontline troops were less prone to rape than troops that came through later.8

During the occupation, women and girls were more vulnerable in border towns,
naval centers, and transportation centers than elsewhere. Local variations also
emerged as some commanders enforced the regulations and others did not.9

This is a relatively well-documented case: historians draw on a wide range of
sources including Soviet military and secret police reports, military reports,
wartime memoirs and diaries, and German hospital and police records (many
women did report the incidents). Even in this case, however, the frequency of
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rape—even in Berlin itself—is difficult to establish.10 The best estimate appears
to come from the two main Berlin hospitals: staff members estimated the
number of rape victims as between 95,000 and 130,000.11 Taking 100,000 as a
rough estimate of the number of victims and 1,500,000 as the number of women
in Berlin at the time implies a prevalence (victims/female population) of
roughly 6 percent.12

As the Soviet army moved westward toward Germany, propaganda posted
and distributed along the way as well as official military orders encouraged sol-
diers to take revenge on and punish Germans broadly speaking, not just soldiers.
On the eve of the offensive into Poland, the orders to the First Belorussian Front
included, “Woe to the land of the murders. We will get our terrible revenge for
everything.” On the eve of crossing into East Prussia, the orders included,

[O]n German soil there is only one master—the Soviet soldier, that he is both the judge
and the punisher for the torments of his fathers and mothers, for the destroyed cities and
villages . . . remember your friends are not there, there is the next of kin of the killers and
oppressors.13

Soldiers were instructed not to forget the violence wrought by the German mil-
itary against both family and country. Naimark documents the tolerance of sex-
ual violence against civilians on the part of the Soviet command structure, from
field officers to Stalin himself, who responded to complaints from East Prussia
with “We lecture our soldiers too much. Let them have some initiative,” and to
those from German socialists with “In every family there is a black sheep. . . .
I will not allow anyone to drag the reputation of the Red Army in the mud.”14

Did the Soviet troops engage in such widespread sexual violence in retalia-
tion for sexual violence by German troops? The extent of sexual violence by
German troops occupying Eastern Europe is not well documented; it appears to
have been widespread in some areas.15 According to Wendy Jo Gertjejanssen,16

German soldiers raped girls and women of various ethnicities, including Jews,
despite regulations against sexual relations with non-German women.17 Much
sexual violence appears to have taken the form of forced prostitution as many
girls and women were forced to serve in military brothels in cities and field
camps. While some volunteered to serve in the brothels as a way to survive in
the dire circumstances of the occupation, others were forced to serve under
threat of death or internment. Gertjejanssen estimates that at least 50,000
women and girls served in military brothels throughout the Reich.18 German
military authorities also organized brothels in labor and concentration camps,
which were visited by favored prisoners, guards, and occasionally officers.
Some girls and women were forced to serve in these brothels; others, when
offered the choice of internment or service in the brothels, chose the latter. The
scale of sexual violence in the camps (aside from the sexual humiliation of
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forced undressing and the violence against homosexuals, which often took the
form of medical experiments) appears to have been limited, as the number of
women in the brothels appears to be a small fraction of the number interned in
the camps.19

Massive sexual violence also occurred in the Pacific theater. The “rape of
Nanking,” the widespread violence by Japanese soldiers in the environs of the
Chinese city of Nanjing for eight weeks beginning December 13, 1937,
included extensive sexual violence. According to Iris Chang, 20,000 to 80,000
women and girls were raped and then executed, that is, 8 to 32 percent of the
approximately 250,000 female civilians present in the city at the time of the
takeover.20 Among them were pre-pubescent girls, pregnant and elderly women,
and Buddhist nuns; most were summarily executed afterward. Sexual violence
in Nanjing also included various forms of sexual abuse of men, including rape,
the forcing of men to have intercourse with family members or the dead, and the
forcing of celibate men to have intercourse.

One result of the negative international publicity in the wake of the violence
in Nanjing was the widespread implementation of the so-called “comfort women”
system of military-organized brothels that accompanied Japanese forces.21

According to a 1993 study by the Japanese government that included a review
of wartime archives and interviews with both military personnel and former
“comfort women,” more than 200,000 women from across East and Southeast
Asia were recruited by force and deception to serve as on-call prostitutes sub-
ject to immediate violence if they resisted. In establishing the “comfort sta-
tions,” Japanese officials sought

to prevent anti-Japanese sentiments from fermenting [sic] as a result of rapes and other
unlawful acts by Japanese military personnel against local residents in the areas occupied
by the then Japanese military, the need to prevent loss of troop strength by venereal and
other diseases, and the need to prevent espionage.22

Most of the comfort women were between fourteen and eighteen years old, and
most were Korean. According to the Korean Council for the Women Drafted for
Sexual Slavery by Japan,23 perhaps a third of them died in the course of the war.

Bosnia-Herzegovina

Sexual slavery was also a prominent form of sexual violence in the conflict
in the former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. According to a European Union
investigation, approximately 20,000 girls and women suffered rape in 1992 in
Bosnia-Herzegovina alone, many of them while held in detention facilities of
various types.24 According to the UN Commission of Experts to investigate vio-
lence in the former Yugoslavia, the “vast majority of the victims are Bosnian
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Muslims and the great majority of the alleged perpetrators are Bosnian Serbs.”25

The history of violence in the district of Foça illustrates a common pattern in
this conflict.26 Before the conflict began, Muslims comprised 58 percent of the
residents.27 From March to September 1992, Muslim girls and women were sub-
jected to rape in the forests, in their homes, in detention centers, and in private
flats. Of the sixty-three cases of rape and sexual assault in Foça compiled by the
commission, about 55 percent took place in detention centers, including the
local high school, a gym, and the workers’ barracks of a hydroelectric plant
under construction. In such centers, members of the various Bosnian Serb forces
walked in, chose from among the girls and women there, and raped them either
on the premises or in nearby flats. Many of the women and girls endured gang
rapes, repeated over days or weeks.28

The most authoritative investigation of sexual violence in the former
Yugoslavia was carried out by a UN commission.29 The commission drew on
two sources of evidence. The first was their analysis of tens of thousands of alle-
gations contained in documents from a wide variety of sources from which the
commission distilled 1,100 reported cases of rape and sexual assault (elimi-
nating duplicate and unspecific allegations), including 800 identifiable victims,
700 named alleged perpetrators with another 750 identifiable, and 162 deten-
tion sites.30 Representatives of the commission also carried out interviews with
223 people who were victims of or witnesses to sexual violence in Bosnia-
Herzegovina.31

The commission identified several distinct patterns of sexual violence: (1) by
individuals and small groups in conjunction with looting and intimidation of the
targeted group; (2) in conjunction with fighting, often including the public rape of
selected women in front of the assembled population after the takeover of a village;
(3) against some women and girls held in detention or collection centers for
refugees; (4) in sites for the purpose of rape and assault where all women were
assaulted frequently, apparently for the purpose of forced impregnation (women
were told that was the case, and pregnant women were sometimes held past the
point when an abortion was possible); and (5) in detention sites for the purpose of
providing sex. Sexual violence against men of various ethnicities (castration, being
forced to perform fellatio or to have intercourse in front of guards), while much less
frequent than that against women, also occurred in camps and detention centers
(examples given include camps run by Serbs, Muslims, and Croats).

Among the characteristics stressed by the commission were an emphasis on
shame and humiliation (many assaults occurred in front of family or in public),
the targeting of young girls and virgins along with educated and prominent
female community members, and sexual assault with objects. Moreover,

In both custodial and noncustodial settings, many victims report that the alleged perpe-
trators stated that they were ordered to rape and sexually assault the victims, or that they
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were doing it so that the victims and their families would never want to return to the area.
Also, every reported case occurred in conjunction with an effort to displace the civilian
population of a targeted ethnic group from a given region.32

For example, the commission interviewed nineteen women from Kotor Varos, of
whom six had been raped, most gang-raped by guards in a sawmill, which had
served as a temporary collection center. One woman was told by a rapist that he
wanted to try a Muslim woman and that she should be honored; a second
woman was told that he would make “Cetnik babies” in Muslim and Croat
women; a third woman was told by a rapist that he had been ordered to do so.33

The commission concluded that while some cases were the result of the
actions of individuals or small groups acting without orders, “many more cases
seem to be part of an overall pattern. These patterns strongly suggest that a sys-
tematic rape and sexual assault policy exists, but this remains to be proved.”34 In
drawing this conclusion, the commission relied on the fact that a majority of the
cases (600 of the 1,100) occurred against people in detention, that similar pat-
terns of sexual violence occurred in non-contiguous areas, and that sexual vio-
lence was often simultaneous with military action or activity to displace certain
civilian populations.

While not explicitly stated in the report, the inference is clear that the com-
mission believed it probable that a policy of systematic ethnic cleansing includ-
ing rape existed on the part of the Bosnian Serb forces.35 Direct evidence that
Bosnian Serb and possibly Serbian forces planned a campaign of sexual vio-
lence as part of the ethnic cleansing of Serbian areas of the former Yugoslavia
is lacking, but may emerge as the various trials at the International Criminal
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia continue.

Sri Lanka

Like Bosnia-Herzegovina, Sri Lanka is also a case of a secessionist ethnic
conflict, but in Sri Lanka the level of sexual violence appears to be dramatically
less. It has generally been wielded by government forces against women associ-
ated with the insurgency. Police, soldiers, or security forces occasionally subject
displaced Tamil women and girls to various forms of sexual assault, including
gang rape and rape with foreign objects, after their arrest or detention at check-
points on the grounds that they or family members are suspected members of the
Tamil insurgency.36 I could not find estimates of the prevalence of sexual vio-
lence in this case, but it does not appear to be either widespread or systematic.37

Sexual violence against Tamil women by government forces is one reason girls
and women volunteer to fight with the insurgents.38 I am not aware of any alle-
gations of sexual violence by insurgent combatants against civilians, despite their
frequent targeting of civilians with other forms of violence, including their
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deployment of suicide bombers and forcing non-Tamil populations to leave areas
of their control. Despite the frequent recruitment by force of girls as combatants,
the group does not appear to engage in sexual abuse within its own ranks.39

Israel/Palestine

In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, also an ethnic conflict characterized by the
increasing separation of ethnically defined populations, sexual violence appears
to be extremely limited. While the forced movement of Palestinians out of some
areas in 1948 was accompanied by a few documented cases of rape,40 at present
neither Israelis nor Palestinians carry out sexual assaults despite the killing of
Israeli civilians by Palestinian groups and of Palestinian civilians by Israeli
security forces. In December 2003, I asked representatives of three human rights
organizations (two Israeli and one Palestinian) whether they believed sexual
assault was occurring but was not reported, or was not in fact taking place. They
independently and unanimously stated that they received information for almost
no cases of sexual assault and that they believed they would hear of it occurring
as they did receive reports of lesser instances of sexual harassment (for example,
during pat-down searches at checkpoints). It could be the case that the intensive
international monitoring of the conflict deters the practice of sexual violence,
but both sides do not appear much deterred in their other practices by their
frequent condemnation by international actors.

Sierra Leone

Sexual violence during the war in Sierra Leone, in contrast to Bosnia-
Herzegovina, did not involve explicit ethnic targeting.41 According to the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Sierra Leone, sexual violence was carried
out “indiscriminately on women of all ages, of every ethnic group and from all
social classes.”42 Some women suffered rape by members of several armed
groups. The commission noted two particular patterns: armed groups targeted
young women and girls and also those girls and women associated with other
armed groups. Young women and girls were targeted particularly because they
were presumed to be virgins; female rebels occasionally checked the virginity
of detained young women.43 Less frequently, older women also suffered sexual
assault, including post-menopausal women for whom it broke a particular cul-
tural taboo against sexual activity among this group. On occasion, rebels broke
other taboos as well, forcing male family members to rape female family mem-
bers or to watch them dance naked or be raped by others.44

Sexual violence was widespread among those internally displaced by the war,
which comprised approximately a quarter of the population by 2001. According
to a survey of 991 internally displaced women carried out by Physicians for
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Human Rights, 9 percent of the respondents had suffered sexual assault during
the ten years of the war.45 Of the respondents who were sexually assaulted,
89 percent reported being raped and 33 percent reported being gang-raped.46 Of
the human rights abuses suffered by household members, 40 percent were
alleged to have been carried out by the rebel group Revolutionary United Front
(RUF), 34 percent by unknown groups, 16 percent by unspecified rebels, and 4
percent by mixed groups.47

Sexual violence in Sierra Leone was also extremely brutal.48 Gang rapes
often took the form of very young victims enduring gang rapes, with rebel com-
batants lining up to take turns. Many of those who suffered sexual assault did so
on multiple occasions. The extreme violence with which girls and women were
raped often resulted in severe initial bleeding; tears in the vagina, anus, and sur-
rounding tissue; long-term bleeding and incontinence; and sometimes death.49

A particular form of sexual violence in Sierra Leone was the detention of
girls and women, often for long periods of time, as slaves serving and sexually
servicing a rebel camp or a particular rebel.50 In some cases, they underwent
forced marriage with a particular person. Of the internally displaced women
who suffered sexual assault, 33 percent of the respondents were abducted,
15 percent were forced to serve initial as sexual slaves, and 9 percent were
forced to marry a captor.51 Escape was reportedly very difficult, and attempts
were severely punished. At war’s end, some “wives” were not willing or able to
leave their spouses.52

The Commission found

that all of the armed factions, in particular the RUF and the Armed Forces Revolutionary
Council, embarked on a systematic and deliberate strategy to rape women and girls, espe-
cially those between the ages of ten and 18 years of age, with the intention of sowing
terror amongst the population, violating women and girls and breaking down every norm
and custom of traditional society.53

However, the commission did not analyze patterns of sexual violence in detail
and therefore makes a less compelling case for sexual violence as a systematic
strategy than that advanced by the commission on the former Yugoslavia, which
laid out specific patterns not easily accounted for except by such a strategy.

U.S. Troops in Vietnam

In contrast to the absence of ethnic targeting in Sierra Leone, US troops
carried out an unknown number of ethnically targeted acts of sexual violence
during the Vietnam War. The best documented is that which occurred in March
1968, when nine helicopters dropped soldiers of Charlie Company near the
hamlet My Lai.54 By the end of the day, 128 to 500 civilians had been executed.
Approximately twenty girls and women were raped, some by groups of soldiers,
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and then murdered. The orders for the operation, according to the Peers Report,
an internal investigation of the subsequent cover-up, included the destruction of
all infrastructure and food; soldiers claimed they understood the order to include
the elimination of all residents, civilian or not.

To my knowledge there has not been a scholarly study of sexual violence
during the Vietnam War and many documents remain classified. The massacre
at My Lai only became public knowledge because of the insistence of two heli-
copter pilots, one who witnessed the killings and another who flew over the area
a few days later. The publication in Life magazine of photographs of victims
also undermined the feasibility of the initial cover-up efforts. However, it is well
documented that another platoon, the Tiger Force of the 101st Airborne, also
carried out acts of sexual violence, mutilation, and execution of civilians over a
seven-month period in the same province the year before the events at My Lai.
According to an investigative report published in 2003,55 the first incidents were
sexual abuse of both male and female prisoners held by the platoon. The vio-
lence dramatically increased after two members of the Tiger Force were killed
and many wounded in an ambush.

Much of the literature on My Lai attributes the violence against civilians to
poor leadership and morale. Despite their many differences (Charlie Company
was an ordinary “grunt” unit, while the Tiger Force was an elite one), both fac-
tors may have played a role in Tiger Force violence as well. Setting aside the
difficulty of empirically establishing issues of leadership and morale without
tautologically inferring their absence by the presence of violence, whether poor
morale comprises an adequate explanation is difficult to judge in the absence of
studies of other U.S. military units that also engaged in sexual violence and
studies of those that did not.

El Salvador

Sexual violence during the civil war in El Salvador, a non-ethnic conflict pit-
ting a leftist insurgency against an authoritarian government, was one-sided, and
very low in comparison to Bosnia-Herzegovina and Sierra Leone. Government
soldiers and security forces occasionally engaged in sexual violence, including
gang and multiple rapes, against some suspected insurgent supporters (includ-
ing some men) detained in both official and secret detention sites. There are also
isolated reports of government forces carrying out sexual violence while on
operations early in the war. For example, according to Mark Danner, some of
the nearly 1,000 people killed by the Salvadoran military at El Mozote in 1981
were raped.56 And two of the four U.S. churchwomen detained and killed by
National Guardsmen in 1980 were raped. The final report of the UN-sponsored
Truth Commission mentions only one incident of rape, carried out by government
forces in a village in eastern El Salvador in 1981.57 However, the unpublished
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annex to the commission’s report discussed sexual violence in some detail.58

Sexual violence (alone or in conjunction with some other abuse) comprised
4 percent of human rights violations reported to the commission. The majority of
incidents reported took place in the first few years of the war; all were reported
to have been carried out by state forces or agents. Sexual violence appears gen-
erally to have varied over time with other forms of violence against civilians,
steeply decreasing after 1983 in response to the U.S. conditioning its military
aid to the government on improved human rights performance. No incidents of
sexual violence in the annex were attributed to the insurgent force. In the human
rights and ethnographic literature analyzing the conflict, there are very few reports
of sexual violence by insurgent forces.59 Sexual violence in the Salvadoran con-
flict was thus asymmetric, distinctly low compared to other cases, and declined
over the years of the war.

Peru

Sexual violence appears to have been relatively infrequent in the Peruvian
conflict, comprising about 2 percent of the human rights violations reported to
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Aggregate sexual violence against
civilians in Peru’s civil war generally co-varied with other forms of violence
against civilians: the frequency of different forms of violence varies similarly
across time and space, according to the data compiled by the commission.60 As
with other forms of violence, sexual violence was concentrated in the indige-
nous highlands of Peru. However, the pattern of responsibility for sexual vio-
lence diverged sharply from the pattern for other forms of violence, according
to commission data. While Sendero Luminoso, the Maoist insurgent group, was
responsible for more than half of the reported deaths and disappearances, they
were responsible for only 11 percent of the (few) reported cases of reported
rape.61 In contrast, state agents were responsible for about a third of the deaths
and disappearances but about 85 percent of the reported rapes.

Summary of Observed Patterns

Sexual violence in these cases appears to vary substantially in prevalence; in
form; in who is targeted (all women, girls and men as well as women, or par-
ticular persons, perhaps members of an ethnic out-group); in whether it is exer-
cised by combatants from a single party or more generally; whether it is pursued
as a strategy of war; where it occurs (in detention, at home, or in public); in
duration; whether it is carried out by a single perpetrator or by a group; whether
victims are killed afterward; and whether its incidence varies with other forms
of violence against civilians or occurs in a distinct pattern. In some wars, armed
groups “mirror” the use of sexual violence by committing their own; in other
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wars, such tit-for-tat retaliation does not occur. In some conflicts, sexual vio-
lence increases over time; in others, it declines.

The type of war (at the broadest level) does not explain the variation even
among these few cases. Sexual violence varies in prevalence and form among
civil wars as well as inter-state wars, among ethnic wars as well as non-ethnic,
among genocides and ethnic-cleansing cases, and among secessionist conflicts.

CHALLENGES TO DOCUMENTING WARTIME SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Before continuing, however, a preemptive concern must be addressed.
Perhaps the variation described above is merely an artifact of inadequate knowl-
edge about the empirical patterns present in each case. The reported variation
may reflect different intensities of domestic and international monitoring of
conflicts rather than different prevalence rates: violence in some regions appears
to garner more international attention than others.

Even in peacetime and even in countries with well-developed infrastructure
and liberal norms, the methodological challenges to gathering data concerning
sexual violence are serious. For example, what counts legally as “rape” varies
significantly among U.S. states depending on whether it is narrowly defined as
forced penetration of the vagina by a penis or more broadly to include anal pen-
etration and vaginal penetration by other objects, and whether rape requires
forcible compulsion or merely lack of consent.62 The definitional ambiguity is
still greater across societies; for example, societies differ in whether rape is con-
sidered possible between husband and wife. In some cultures, coerced vaginal
penetration may be socially condoned in particular situations, with the result
that an incident that would count as rape in other societies would not be con-
sidered as such.63

Whether persons who have suffered some form of sexual violence are will-
ing to report it, whether to health workers, to police, to ethnographers, or in sur-
veys, also varies substantially across societies. One reason that many do not do
so, even in societies with liberal sexual norms, is that they feel shame and fear
stigmatization. In most societies, male victims of sexual violence appear to be
particularly reluctant to report it. And in societies where abortion is illegal,
female victims of rape who abort may be particularly reluctant to report rape.

These challenges are, of course, compounded during war when surveys are
generally absent, police and health services are disrupted, and families and
social groups are displaced and dispersed. The fear of reprisal for reporting sexual
violence is likely greater in war settings, particularly if the perpetrator or his group
is still present. Increased political polarization may intensify partisan bias in the
reporting of human rights violations—even by non-partisan organizations—as
violence and displacement may isolate some populations from services and inten-
sify the counting of incidents in others. The destruction of rural infrastructure
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may reinforce urban bias. International organizations that document human rights
violations tend to have limited resources and as a result focus their investiga-
tions on particular cases. And because many of the physical injuries sustained
during sexual assault are to soft tissue, sexual violence does not always leave an
observable trace in the long-run forensic record. As a result, the exhumation of
massacre sites may not document sexual violence unless it took the form of
mutilation or dismemberment, or other tissue damage likely to remain evident
for many years.

However, the disruption of war may also increase reporting. Sexual violence
in the context of political conflict may be more likely to be reported as the
stigma felt by its victims may be less, and displacement from home communi-
ties may loosen traditional norms and lessen the likelihood of reprisal. Health
services may be more available, not less, to populations that fled to urban areas
or in some refugee camps, compared to their place of origin.64 Human rights
groups, women’s organizations, and medical service groups may emerge or
command more resources in wartime, enabling the compiling of reports and pat-
terns and facilitating investigation by international commissions and human
rights groups. Perhaps due to the strengthening of international norms against
sexual violence during war, recent truth commissions tend to document sexual
violence more carefully than earlier commissions.

Another challenge to analyzing variation in wartime sexual violence is the
fact that levels of sexual violence vary across countries in peacetime, making
more difficult the interpretation of the wartime variation. Evidence for peace-
time variation comes from studies that draw on two very different methodolo-
gies. The United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute
(UNICRI) uses crime victimization surveys in many countries to compile cross-
national data on rates of sexual assault. In developing country capital cities,
five-year prevalence rates in the mid-1990s for sexual assault varied between
0.83 percent, the average for the three cities at the low end (Manila, Gaborone,
and La Paz), and 6.60 percent for the three cities at the high end (Rio de Janeiro,
Tirana, and Buenos Aires), about eight times as high.65 In industrialized coun-
tries, estimated annual rates of sexual assault also vary, between 0.13 at the low
end (the annual average for Japan, Ireland, and Scotland) and 1.03 at the high
end (for Sweden, Finland, and England), with the high rate again about eight
times as high as the low rates.66

Evidence for cross-cultural differences in the social regulation of sexual
aggression also comes from analysis of ethnographic reports of practices in
band and tribal societies before significant contact with modern societies.67 In
her analysis of a subset of ninety-five societies of a standard sample of such soci-
eties, Peggy Sanday found that the rate of rape of women differed significantly:
in nearly half of the sample rape was rare or absent, while in about a fifth of them,
rape was moderately to highly frequent against women of that or other societies
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or it was an accepted way to punish women or occurred as part of ceremonies.68

(Sanday is not precise about what counts as moderately to highly frequent.) The
significant correlates of rape among these societies were war, inter-personal
violence (excluding rape), and ideologies of male dominance (women exercise
little power or authority and do not participate in political decision making).

Working with a different sample of thirty-five societies (randomly drawn),
Patricia Rozee classified as rape patterns of sexual intercourse in which a
woman would be punished or harmed if she refused to participate, and distin-
guished between normative rape (rape that occurs in circumstances condoned by
that society) and non-normative rape (rape in situations not condoned).69 Based
on her examination of 200 ethnographic sources, Rozee found that non-normative
rape occurred in 63 percent of the societies.70 She also argued that the preva-
lence and form of normative rape varied among societies: marital rape occurred
in 40 percent, exchange rape (in which women or girls are lent or given to guests
or brothers, perhaps in the course of gambling or negotiations) in 71 percent,
punitive rape (generally for transgressing gender norms) in 14 percent, ceremo-
nial rape (such as ritual defloration) in 49 percent, and status rape (such as the
right of chiefs to women) in 29 percent.71

Despite these empirical challenges, the variation in sexual violence is suffi-
ciently well documented across enough wars and armed groups to suggest that it
is real and not solely an artifact of bias in reporting and observation or a reflection
of variation in peacetime levels. The variation in frequency among conflicts and
among groups within a conflict appears to be large, with well-documented cases
at both ends of the frequency spectrum. At the high end of the variation are some
of the best documented cases, for example, Serbian forces in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, for which it is also difficult to imagine a significantly lower rate
given the numerous and mutually corroborating reports from dozens of investi-
gations. And at the low end of the spectrum, it is difficult to imagine a high rate
of sexual violence in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict going unreported, given the
density of non-governmental human rights organizations and the intensity of
international scrutiny of both parties’ behavior. Not only does the prevalence vary
significantly, but the particular pattern of sexual violence does as well, which
gives additional analytical traction. Finally, for some of the cases (World War II
and Bosnia-Herzegovina, for example) it is evident that sexual violence was
much more prevalent during the war than before. And in cases where it is unclear
whether it was more prevalent during peacetime, the form of sexual violence
changed during war, as in the case of sexual slavery in Sierra Leone.

EXPLAINING VARIATION IN WARTIME SEXUAL VIOLENCE

To address the central puzzle—why the frequency and form of sexual vio-
lence vary across conflicts and across groups in a given conflict—it is helpful
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to consider a prior question as well, namely, why sexual violence is often
higher in wartime than in peacetime. The following framework will help orga-
nize potential explanations for variation in wartime sexual violence. First, indi-
viduals in peacetime differ in their interest in sexual violence, with some so
interested in sexual gratification that they use violence to attain it, others asso-
ciating sexual gratification with domination and perhaps violence, others seek-
ing to engage in sexual violence as a form of control and power, and still others
not interested at all in sexual violence. The expression of sexual aggression by
individuals is regulated by a variety of social mechanisms that differ among
countries, and often among within-country groups, with the result that the
peacetime rate of sexual violence differs among countries and groups (as dis-
cussed above). (Societies vary, of course, in the extent to which their regula-
tory mechanisms in fact constrain illegitimate aggression.) Second, these
regulatory mechanisms are often weaker during war, resulting in higher levels
of sexual violence as the opportunity and/or incentive to engage in sexual vio-
lence increases. Third, the extent to which these regulatory mechanisms break
down (and opportunity and incentive increase) varies across conflicts and
groups. In some cases, regulation of sexual violence may be replaced by pro-
motion of sexual violence as a strategy of war. In other cases, armed groups
enforce effective sanctions against their combatants engaging in sexual vio-
lence, potentially even leading to reduced levels of sexual violence compared
to peacetime levels.

Opportunity

War sometimes increases the opportunity for sexual violence. There are sev-
eral possible reasons. Wars tend to be fought by armed young men in groups far
from the normal social controls of their village or neighborhood. In these cir-
cumstances, sexual aggression is less regulated (the costs are lower) with the
result that higher levels of sexual violence occur. Social controls may also be
weaker among displaced civilians, particularly if communities are not displaced
together. The dependence of some armed factions on the looting of civilian
assets for combatant supplies may increase opportunity: entry into individuals’
homes to seize food (and often liquor) is an opportunity for sexual violence.

Data to systematically test the hypothesis that sexual violence increases dur-
ing war is limited. Neil Mitchell and Tali Gluch found that sexual violence was
predicted by the presence of war in a statistical analysis that correlated a mea-
sure of sexual violence and the presence or absence of armed conflict.72

However, their finding was based on data for only one year and relied on a crude
coding of limited human rights sources, principally U.S. State Department
human rights reports. More adequate longitudinal data does not exist except for
particular cases.73 Evidence that rates of sexual violence by U.S. troops in Europe
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increased during World War II comes from a study by Madeline Morris using
data on “founded investigations” (meaning reported crimes that were not dis-
missed as unfounded by investigators) from the FBI and US military services.74

She found that the rates of rape by male U.S. military personnel during war were
three to four times higher than the rate by male civilians of the same age (in con-
trast, military rates during peacetime were significantly lower than civilian
rates). The increase in rape rates occurred as U.S. troops moved quickly through
France in August and September 1944 and Germany in March and April 1945.75

Her interpretation is (in part) based on opportunity: such “breakout” periods are
the relevant period of study, she argues, because it is then that soldiers have
significant contact with civilians, as opposed to periods of intense fighting.

It should be noted that opportunity arguments differ in the implied perpe-
trators of sexual violence. Some versions of the argument appear to assume
that given the opportunity, all men will rape for sexual gratification. For
example, evolutionary psychologists Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer argue
that men inherit a genetically transmitted propensity for rape, which was
selected for because men with poor chances of reproductive success would
have a better chance of reproducing if they raped vulnerable females than if
they did not.76 However, there are several reasons to doubt this claim.77 For at
least for the 100,000 or so years of (biologically modern) human history, it
seems likely that the expected fitness gains to rape were offset by the cost,
including lethal punishment by group members related to the victim. Adultery
is a principal cause of homicide of males in some hunter-gatherer societies;78

the penalty for rape is presumably at least as severe. (However, an inherited
propensity for rape of female outsiders would not be as vulnerable to the
lethal punishment objection.) A universal male propensity for rape based on
reproductive success does not easily account for the raping of girls under
reproductive age (20 to 30 percent of rape victims in the United States)79 and
elderly women, the excessive violence of many rapes, or the prevalence of
gang rape.80 In any case, modern biology views genes as expressed only if
environmental conditions are propitious, so the mapping from genotype to
phenotype is much weaker than this theory presumes. Other versions of the
opportunity argument assume merely that with an increase in opportunity men
with a propensity to rape will do so more frequently or that more men (but not
necessarily all) will rape.81

If sexual violence should vary with opportunity, as this reasoning suggests,
there are two additional implications. The first is that if we assume a narrow
notion of opportunity as access to civilians, such that opportunity for sexual vio-
lence against a civilian is also an opportunity to rob or kill that civilian, then
sexual violence by that group should vary with other forms of violence. Groups
that supply themselves by looting civilian homes have more opportunity for
various forms of violence than groups that do not. The second is that sexual
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violence should not be targeted toward members of particular groups (unless
opportunity varies systematically with groups).

However, these predicted patterns based on opportunity as access to civilians
are not sustained by the cases considered here. Co-variation in forms of violence
sometimes occurs, but is often not the case: some armed factions such as the Sri
Lankan and Peruvian insurgencies appear to strictly limit sexual violence but
carry out other violence against civilians. Opportunity more broadly understood
depends on armed group strategy as well as access to civilians. If an armed
group strongly punishes combatants who engage in sexual violence, the oppor-
tunity to do so is less as the likely costs exceed the benefits. Opportunity broadly
speaking also depends on the norms and practices of small units: if some mem-
bers of a particular small group frequently carry out sexual violence, the social
costs of sexual violence for other members may be lowered by conformity
effects, with the result that individuals not particularly inclined to sexual vio-
lence may participate out of concern for his or her status within the group
(a process similar to sexual violence on the part of some youth gangs).

Moreover, in many conflicts, armed groups do not target all women with
rape, but women (and sometimes men and children) of particular ethnicities or
other social characteristics.82 While some sexual violence seems to be oppor-
tunistic (as in the rape of British and French as well as German women by U.S.
troops in World War II), in other conflicts it is highly targeted, for example, on
women of a particular ethnicity or ideology, as in Bosnia-Herzegovina where
Serbs directed sexual violence exclusively at Bosnian Muslims and Croatians.
It does not seem likely that differences in opportunity narrowly understood
account for such ethnic targeting in societies where populations were very
mixed before the war.

Incentive

A distinct approach is that war leads to an increase of sexual violence
because wartime experience increases the incentive to engage in sexual vio-
lence, not merely the opportunity to do so.

It is sometimes proposed that wartime increase in sexual violence is rooted
in biology: wartime sexual violence is higher because of a putative link between
the aggression necessary for combat and male sex drive (via testosterone). But
the relationship between aggression, testosterone, and sexual drive is complex
and, to the extent that it is understood, what we know gives little support for this
proposal. Research in this area is difficult because testosterone levels in males
vary over the course of the day, some findings in animals do not generalize to
humans, social processes affect testosterone levels as well as vice versa, and the
design of experimental studies is often inadequate.83 The salient findings to date
appear to be the following.
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Testosterone appears to affect aggression in three ways. Before birth, high
testosterone levels in fetuses with both an X and Y chromosome cause fetuses
to become male and also organize the brain in a distinct way. Second, testos-
terone levels vary among males (and also over the lifespan of each) and there is
evidence of a positive but weak relationship between aggression and testos-
terone levels among normal men. (One careful analysis of thirty-five studies
of the relationship found an average correlation of 0.08 between testosterone
levels and observed aggression.)84 Third, the relationship is apparently recipro-
cal: in male (but not female) individuals, testosterone levels increase in antici-
pation of physical competition such as sports and status contests such as chess
games.85 Afterward, the winner’s level tends to remain high but the loser’s
decreases. And the response to challenges to status appears to depend on cul-
ture: male experimental subjects from the U.S. South exhibited increased testos-
terone after being insulted, but males from the North did not.86

Thus an armed group might be particularly aggressive if its members had
high testosterone levels or if combat had effects similar to physical competition
and status contests, particularly among the winners. For aggression to take a
sexual form, it would seem either that members of the armed group must also
feel increased sexual desire or that they hold cultural beliefs rendering sexual
violence a favored form of aggression even in the absence of desire (e.g., sexual
attacks with weapons rather than the penis). Focusing on the former for now, the
relationship between testosterone, sexual desire, and sexual activity appears to
exhibit a threshold effect: if testosterone is below the threshold, an increase in
testosterone has no effect on desire or activity.87 Above the threshold, in normal
men an increase in testosterone increases sexual desire and to some extent sex-
ual activity, which depends on social norms, status, and structure as well as on
desire.88 Among convicted sex offenders, high testosterone levels were associ-
ated with more violent attacks and also with higher rates of recidivism (but only
among those who did not complete an intensive treatment program).89

The fact that armed groups often engage in sexual violence during or after a
successful engagement (for example, after the fall of a besieged city or in the
course of forcing a civilian population to flee) might seem consistent with the
proposed relationship between competition, increased testosterone, and engage-
ment in sexual violence. And given that much sexual violence takes the form of
rape of women by men using erect penises, it seems reasonable to suppose that
sexual desire plays some role in sexual violence. But, not surprisingly, the pro-
posed argument on its own cannot easily explain the observed variation in sex-
ual violence, as it would presume (if it were true) significantly higher levels of
testosterone in male combatants fighting for armed groups that engage exten-
sively in sexual violence for no articulated reason. The burgeoning literature on
the role of social processes in mediating the relationship between testosterone
and aggression suggests that an explanation for the observed variation in sexual
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violence may lie in variation among armed groups in the social processes that
regulate aggression. I return to this below.

A very different explanation for increased incentive for sexual violence in
wartime begins with an understanding of peacetime gender relations as patriar-
chal, in which women’s inferior social status is maintained by the state and other
institutions and by violence, including sexual violence.90 In wartime, the
enforcement of gender relations by the state and other institutions tends to break
down as their presence in war zones is weaker; in their absence, men resort more
frequently to violence to enforce gender roles. The argument is similar to that
often given to the rise in lynching after the Civil War in the U.S. South: with the
outlawing of slavery, violence such as lynching of African Americans increased.
Cynthia Enloe advanced a variation of this argument: sexual violence increases
during war because gender roles become more polarized.91

Arguments based on patriarchal social relations imply that sexual violence
should be more prevalent in wars in which traditional gender norms are more dis-
rupted. In many civil wars, gender roles become less polarized because village
hierarchies break down as the population disperses and women take on tasks nor-
mally carried out by men. It does not appear to be the case that sexual violence
is higher when traditional norms are more disrupted. Contrary to the patriarchal
thesis, in some conflicts patriarchal relations are so disrupted that there are sig-
nificant numbers of female combatants in insurgent factions. Rather than the pre-
dicted high rates of sexual violence, rates appear to have been very low in two
such cases, the insurgencies in El Salvador and Sri Lanka. And women some-
times participate in sexual violence as in Rwanda, where women sometimes
incited men to rape, and in Iraq, Guantánamo, and Afghanistan, where U.S. ser-
vicewomen played key roles in the sexual humiliation of prisoners.

Moreover, neither of these two explanations appears to account for the explicit
targeting of certain people for sexual violence. A victory-driven increase in
testosterone does not explain why enemy women and sometimes men, rather
than women of one’s own group, are often singled out for sexual violence. And
based on the second argument, we would expect that women who broke tradi-
tional gender roles would be particularly targeted, but that does not appear to be
the case.

One reason often advanced for sexual violence based on increased wartime
incentives that does account for targeting of enemy civilians is that of revenge.
During war, combatants target enemy civilians with violence in revenge for the
violence suffered by themselves, their family, or community members.
However, why revenge takes the form of sexual violence rather than other vio-
lence should also be addressed. Sexual violence is sometimes said to occur in
retaliation for sexual violence previously suffered (or rumored to suffer) by
co-ethnics, but as our cases showed, sexual violence is often exercised by only
one party to the war.
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Joshua Goldstein advances an argument for increased sexual violence during
war that also accounts for the targeting of enemy women and men, and with
specifically sexual violence.92 He argues that in order to persuade men to fight
and endure all the terrors and hardships of war, societies need members willing
to stand fast under fire. An extremely common way in which that is accom-
plished relies on the development of sharp distinctions between genders: to
become men, boys must become warriors. Societies’ need for warriors therefore
results in universal rituals of manhood that include tests of physical courage,
endurance, strength, self-control, and obedience. The gendered formation of
soldiers thus rests on particular ideas about manhood: leaders persuade soldiers
that to be a real man is to assert a militaristic masculinity. One result of such
practices is that soldiers then represent domination of the enemy in a gendered
way, leading to the use of specifically sexual violence against enemy women
and, occasionally, against enemy men who are dominated through male rape
and castration.93

Goldstein also argues that it is loyalty to the small unit, not the army or the
nation, that enables men to fight under the terrifying conditions of war; the
bonding among members of the unit is therefore essential and usually takes gen-
dered forms, reinforcing the militaristic masculinity advanced by military train-
ing. In her analysis of violence by the U.S. military, Morris similarly emphasizes
the particular practices of the primary groups to which soldiers belong. A pri-
mary group is a small number of people who share a common ideology and
among whom personal, affective bonding takes place; other bonds are under-
mined through initiation rituals.94 The sexual and gender norms imparted to
recruits in their primary groups are “inadvertently comprised largely of the sort
associated with rape propensity,” such as an understanding of masculinity as
dominance, aggressiveness, and risk taking; adversarial sexual beliefs (both
sexes manipulate and exploit the other); promiscuity; and general hostility
toward women (including erroneous beliefs about rape, such as that women
enjoy it).95 After documenting particular practices in the U.S. military in support
of her argument, she reasons, like Goldstein, that this pattern is shared among
military organizations generally.

This argument emphasizing norms of militarized masculinity that rely on
gendered representations of domination of the enemy accounts both for the tar-
geting of enemy women and men and for the use of specifically sexual violence.
Together with their emphasis on the importance of the bonding between men of
the same unit, this might also account for gang rapes in wartime (as a form of
male bonding among primary groups).

However, if the militarized masculinity argument is to explain variation in
wartime sexual violence, it would have to be the case that armies promote dif-
ferent notions of masculinity, with the armies that emphasize more militaristic
notions of manhood responsible for higher levels of sexual violence. I am not
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aware of systematic comparisons of military training, norms, and practices
across armed groups, but the variation in sexual violence among state militaries
appears significantly greater than the variation in their training, which appears
surprisingly similar; nor does training appear to vary much among insurgent
groups. Moreover, there are obvious exceptions to the claimed relationship: the
Salvadoran insurgency, one of the two most militarily effective guerrilla armies
in Latin America, had little record of sexual violence despite their highly mili-
tarized notion of masculinity.

Perhaps variation in sexual violence is better addressed by variation in mili-
tary discipline than training and socialization. I return to this issue below.

Sexual Violence as Instrumental for the Group

In the previous explanations for sexual violence based on increased opportu-
nity and incentive, sexual violence occurred for reasons of individual gratifica-
tion or as a by-product of necessary training. In contrast, in some conflicts
sexual violence is promoted or tolerated by (at least local) leaders of some
armed groups as an effective means toward its goals. Such instrumental sexual
violence may serve as a reward for participation. Or it may be tolerated as a
form of small-unit solidarity promoting bonding of its members. Or it may be
seen as a form of terror or punishment, as in Berlin and Nanjing, despite its
undermining of military effectiveness. In Rwanda, pre-war propaganda deni-
grating and sexualizing Tutsi women created a climate in which mass sexual
violence appeared to be an appropriate form of retribution for long-standing
grievances.96 Or it may be pursued as a form of torture as in the Latin American
instances discussed above and in detention sites in Iraq, Afghanistan, and
Guantánamo, where US forces use sexual humiliation to “soften up” suspects
for interrogation. In some cases, an armed group engages in sexual violence
against civilian members of its own community, or its own combatants, as when
such targets are suspected of collaborating with the enemy. However, the most
prevalent form of selective violence against collaborators in civil wars is homi-
cide, particularly in certain zones of war in which an army is in control but not
dominant.97 Why some armies deploy sexual violence to control and punish col-
laborators while others do not remains unexplained. The most notorious instru-
mental use of widespread sexual violence against civilians occurs (sometimes)
as part of “ethnic cleansing,” in which violence is used against entire popula-
tions to force their movement from particular regions claimed as the homeland,
and as part of some genocides.

The conditions for such instrumental promotion of sexual violence are not
well specified in the literature. Several authors suggest that sexual violence is an
effective form of wartime violence in particular cultural settings. For example,
sexual violence may be an effective form of ethnic cleansing or genocidal violence,
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destroying the social fabric of a society, when used against groups that understand
sexual violence against a woman as a violation of the family’s honor as well as
hers, and as humiliation of her male relatives.98 Cynthia Enloe suggests a more
refined hypothesis along the same lines:

if military strategists . . . imagine that women provide the backbone of the enemy’s cul-
ture, if they define women chiefly as breeders, if they define women as men’s property
and as the symbols of men’s honor, if they imagine that residential communities rely on
women’s work—if any or all of these beliefs about society’s proper gendered division of
labor are held by war-waging policy makers—they will be tempted to devise an overall
military operation that includes their male soldiers’ sexual assault of women.99

Enloe makes a similar argument concerning sexual torture of suspected insur-
gents. It is especially likely, she reasons, when the regime is preoccupied with
national security, a majority of civilians understand security as military security;
security apparatuses are dominated by masculinist males; the definitions of
honor, loyalty, and treason are derived from misogynous military and police
cultures; men seen as threats are also seen as vulnerable through their roles as
fathers, lovers, and husbands; and some local women are publicly visible as
opposition leaders.100

These proposed conditions for the instrumental promotion of sexual violence
are hypotheses generated by cases in which instrumental sexual violence
occurred and have not been confirmed by careful empirical testing across cases.
They appear to predict more sexual violence than is in fact observed: masculin-
ist notions of honor are present in many societies that do not see massive sexual
violence during conflict, as in El Salvador and Israel/Palestine. In addition, most
instrumentalist accounts do not adequately address two issues important for the
approach. The first is whether sexual violence as a strategy originated at the top
of the command structure or at some lower level (and then may have diffused to
other sites or groups). The second is whether the organization has a command
and control structure sufficient to enforce a strategy of sexual violence if pro-
moted by top leaders. Goals may diverge widely between leaders of an armed
group and individual members,101 resulting in a potential gap between measures
advocated at the top and priorities among small units on the ground.

Sanctions against Sexual Violence

The effectiveness of an armed group’s command and control structure is also
important for the opposite pattern, the effective prohibition of sexual violence
by the group’s leaders. Even if leaders were persuaded of the military effective-
ness of sexual violence against particular groups, they might decide to prohibit
it for normative, strategic, or practical considerations. For example, if an orga-
nization aspires to govern the civilian population, leaders will probably attempt
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to restrain combatants’ engagement in sexual violence against those civilians for
fear of undermining support for the coming revolution. 

Similarly, if an armed group is dependent on civilians, leaders will probably
attempt to restrain sexual violence. Jeremy Weinstein holds that an insurgent army
whose military capacity depends on the voluntary and ongoing provision of intel-
ligence and other services by civilians will only attract highly committed insur-
gents and is likely to limit its use of coercion and violence. In contrast, he asserts,
armies that attract opportunistic not idealistic recruits, as when members have easy
access to resources such as abundant, lootable natural resources, are less likely to
constrain their use of violence against civilians.102 These considerations should
extend to sexual violence: armies that do not depend on civilian populations will
not limit their use of sexual violence. However, the Colombian leftist insurgent
groups appear not to follow this pattern: despite their reliance on revenues from
coca paste and kidnapping, they engage in relatively little sexual violence.103

Reasons for prohibiting sexual violence may reflect normative concerns as
well as practical constraints. Revolutionary groups seeking to carry out a social
revolution see themselves as the disciplined bearers of a new, more just, social
order for all citizens; sexual violence may conflict with their self-image. For
example, the norms and practices of liberation theology informed many of the
practices and values of the Salvadoran insurgency;104 it is difficult to imagine the
organization embracing liberation theology while violating one of Catholicism’s
central norms, the sanctity of womanhood. Similar normative considerations
may account for the restraint of the Colombian insurgents. A norm against sex-
ual violence may take a distinct form: in some conflicts, sexual violence across
ethnic boundaries may be understood by leaders or combatants as polluting the
instigator rather than humiliating the victim and the social group.

New social norms against the use of particular forms of violence and in favor
of others may also be actively cultivated by an armed group as a matter of strat-
egy or principle. The Salvadoran insurgency attempted to shape individual long-
ings for revenge toward a more general aspiration for justice because revenge
seeking by individuals would undermine insurgent discipline and obedience.105

Despite systematic celebration of martyrdom in pursuit of victory, the insur-
gency did not endorse suicide missions and explicitly prohibited sexual vio-
lence. The Sri Lankan insurgents, in contrast, carry out suicide bombing and,
arguably, shape desires for revenge toward that end, yet also do not engage in
sexual violence toward civilians despite their practice of ethnic cleansing.

Dependence on international allies may also constrain sexual violence if
those allies have normative concerns about such violence. Even if neither the
armed group nor its sponsor is itself normatively concerned, it may seek to
avoid criticism by international human rights organizations.

These examples suggest that armed groups may promote selected forms of
violence and form able soldiers without tolerating sexual violence. An army for
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whom females comprise a high fraction of combatants may be particularly con-
strained in its use of sexual violence. This is suggested by the empirical pattern
that female-intensive insurgencies in El Salvador, Sri Lanka, Peru, and
Colombia appear to carry out less sexual violence. However, the mechanism is
not clear, and these insurgencies share other characteristics as well, such as an
unusual degree of internal discipline.

Whether an armed group effectively enforces particular sanctions and norms
decided on by leaders generally depends on the group’s military discipline. In
particular, prohibition of sexual violence based on practical constraints raises
two issues. The first is whether the constraint operates directly on combatants
as well as leaders. If soldiers do not themselves feel the direct causal pinch of
the constraint, whether the constraint in fact constrains then depends on the
degree of discipline within the organization. Many armies probably prohibit
sexual violence yet do not in fact discipline soldiers who commit it. The second
issue is methodological: independent evidence for the existence of constraints
may be difficult to establish beyond the non-observation of the type of violence
supposedly constrained. However, if combatants themselves have individual
internalized norms against sexual violence or if small units share such a norm,
small units may effectively enforce the norm without relying on the hierarchi-
cal discipline of the armed group.

CONCLUSION

The literature on sexual violence during war has yet to provide an adequate
explanation for its variation across wars and armed groups. While many authors
have distinguished between opportunistic and strategic sexual violence, the
empirical pattern of variation is wider, including wars where sexual violence is
remarkably low on the part of one or more parties to the conflict. In the light of
comparative analysis, we do not adequately understand the conditions under
which armed groups provide effective sanctions against their combatants engag-
ing in sexual violence or those under which groups effectively promote its strate-
gic use. In concluding, I identify the contributions of this article, suggest some
possible patterns amid the variation, and outline a broader research agenda. 

Before proceeding, I should note explicitly that I have used a rhetorical device
throughout the paper: I assumed a single, deterministic, causal path to a particu-
lar level or form of sexual violence such that a single instance that contradicted
that path led to its rejection. It is likely that a range of causal mechanisms interact
to create the variation in sexual violence and that a probabilistic rather than deter-
ministic approach is necessary to account for the overall pattern of variation.

The first contribution of the article is its emphasis on the neglected category
of armed groups that do not engage in sexual violence, widening the variation
that needs to be explained.
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A second contribution is the idea that addressing the puzzle of variation in
sexual violence requires three levels of analysis, that of the armed group (an
insurgent group or a national military), the small unit in which combatants have
face-to-face relations, and the individual.106 An initial distinction is whether the
armed group provides effective incentives that promote sexual violence or sanc-
tions that prohibit it. If there are no effective sanctions either promoting or dis-
couraging sexual violence (either because the armed group does not have an
explicit policy or because there is no effective enforcement of that policy), the
degree of sexual violence engaged in by combatants depends on whether the
group has access to civilians (as when it loots kitchens and fields for food) or
not, whether small units have norms prohibiting or endorsing sexual violence,
and whether individuals have such norms. 

Strategic sexual violence appears to occur when an armed group believes it
to be an effective form of terror against or punishment of a targeted group.
While strategic sexual violence may not be explicitly ordered, it is (at least) tol-
erated; if any punishment occurs it is symbolic and limited, clearly for external
consumption rather than deterrence. Such violence appears to take two broad
forms. The first is sexual torture and/or humiliation of persons detained by
an armed group (as in the treatment of persons detained by state agents in
El Salvador and by U.S. forces in Iraq and Guantánamo). The second is wide-
spread sexual violence against a targeted group, which frequently takes the form
of gang (and often public) rape, tends to occur in a variety of settings, and usu-
ally occurs over extended periods of time. The latter form appears during some
but not all ethnic conflicts; many but not all groups engaged in the forced move-
ment of ethnically defined populations perpetuate it.

The extent of opportunistic sexual violence depends on the absence of sanc-
tions and norms (on the part of the armed group, the small unit, or the individ-
ual) that effectively prohibit it and on proximity to potential victims. Where
individual and small-unit norms prohibit sexual violence, perhaps on the
grounds that it is polluting to the perpetrator, sexual violence will not occur even
if a unit has ready access to civilians and even if the armed group does not pun-
ish those who engage in it.

Under what conditions armed groups, small units, and individuals develop
sanctions and norms that effectively endorse or constrain combatants’ engage-
ment in sexual violence is, of course, key to explaining the observed variation.
While an adequate explanation is beyond the scope of this paper, some obser-
vations and hypotheses do arise from the analysis.

Hypothesis 1. Where insurgent groups depend on the provision of support (sup-
plies, intelligence) from civilians and aspire to govern those civilians, they do
not engage in sexual violence against those civilians if they have a reason-
ably effective command structure. Suggestive evidence: Leftist insurgencies
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in Latin America, which typically have intensive socialization processes and
effective command structures, do not engage in sexual violence.

Hypothesis 2. Where the norms (either condemning or approving sexual vio-
lence) held by individual combatants and small units are the same and are
also endorsed by the armed group’s leadership, sexual violence by that group
will be either very low or very high, respectively. Such alignment of norms
may have a complementary rather than a merely additive effect: each norm’s
effect is strengthened by the presence of the same norm at the other levels.
Specifically, where armed groups reinforce cultural taboos against sexual
contact with the potential target populations, sexual violence against that
population will be low. And in the absence of such cultural taboos, where
armed groups promote a policy of sexual violence against a population, vio-
lence will be high. Suggestive evidence: There was relatively little sexual vio-
lence (apart from sexual humiliation) in the labor and concentration camps
of Nazi Germany. And the high marriage rate among ethnic groups before the
conflicts in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Rwanda, according to this hypothesis,
facilitated the widespread sexual violence during the conflicts.

Hypothesis 3. States confronting an armed threat will tolerate (and possibly
promote) a degree of sexual violence against suspected insurgent supporters
during detention, constrained by the degree of accountability of state agents
to civilian authorities and those authorities’ beliefs about the acceptability of
sexual violence. Suggestive evidence: State forces engaged in sexual torture
against detainees suspected of support for insurgent groups in El Salvador,
Peru, and Argentina. And Jennifer Green found that state forces engaged in
collective rape in twenty-three of the thirty cases of widespread sexual vio-
lence that she identified.107

Hypothesis 4. To the extent that military forces in democracies are more
accountable for their practices to civilian authorities, sexual violence will
depend on the norms and tactics of civilian leaders, who may endorse some
types of sexual violence while effectively sanctioning others. Suggestive evi-
dence: Democracies rarely engage in widespread sexual violence and gener-
ally punish rape for personal gratification, but limited sexual violence in the
form of sexual humiliation against persons in detention by U.S. forces is an
ongoing practice reflecting its effective endorsement by civilian leaders.

Hypothesis 5. If an armed group prohibits sexual violence against a particular
population, the less effective the military discipline of the group, the more
likely it is to engage in sexual violence (unless combatants hold particularly
strong norms against it). Thus ill-disciplined militias, ill-trained armies of
conscripts, poorly trained military police, and little supervised service troops
are more likely to engage in sexual violence than elite frontline troops (in the
absence of a policy promoting sexual violence).

Hypotheses 6. Armed groups with a high proportion of female combatants
engage less in sexual violence. I am uncertain why this seems to be the case
in Sri Lanka, El Salvador, Peru, and Colombia, among others. (The excep-
tion is U.S. forces, where women in the military police and military intelligence

332 POLITICS & SOCIETY



participated in sexual violence against detainees.) The presence of female
combatants may disrupt the dynamics of bonding in small units, may dis-
place patriarchal role models that support sexual violence, may constrain
sexual violence for fear that the enemy could target fellow soldiers in kind,
or may put in motion some other mechanism.

However, the documented variation in patterns of sexual violence raises
questions that far exceed these hypotheses. To what extent is sexual violence
accounted for by a breakdown in command-and-control structure and morale
versus a change in norms on the part of combatants? What accounts for the
emergence of an organizational structure strong enough to enforce strategic
decision by the leadership? How and why do small-unit norms evolve that
enable sexual violence by its members? In what conditions do military victory,
on the one hand, and military stalemate, on the other, contribute to sexual vio-
lence? To what extent do international norms and law constrain the practice of
sexual violence? Why are men targeted in some settings but not in others?

In particular, what accounts for the distinct forms of sexual violence? To
what extent does the form of sexual violence reflect the type of war in which it
occurs, with public gang rape tending to occur during ethnic cleansing, sexual
torture in states confronting threats, and so on?

More broadly, the following avenues of research may contribute to address-
ing the overall puzzle of variation in sexual violence.

First, more research is needed to better document variation in the patterns of
sexual violence across conflicts, including those analyzed here, and to assess
whether the hypotheses above make sense in light of more cases. In particular,
because the cases were chosen for their variation in sexual violence, additional
research is needed to estimate the relative frequency of occurrence of different
patterns in the actual universe of cases.108

Second, efforts to gather data on the extent and form of sexual violence
should include cases where it appears to have been relatively infrequent. Such
research on “negative cases” of groups or conflicts where sexual violence does
not occur (or occurs at low levels) should illuminate cases where it does. Of par-
ticular interest are those conflicts where one party does not “mirror” the use of
sexual violence by another party to the war and conflicts where sexual violence
seems anomalously low in the light of high rates in similar conflicts. This arti-
cle suggests a key distinction among such negative cases: whether sexual vio-
lence does not occur due to effective sanctions against it, individual norms
against it, or small-unit norms against it, or because the group has little access
to civilians. In particular, a comparison of the working of ideological and reli-
gious or other cultural mores against sexual violence might shed light on the
character of many insurgencies. However, establishing the operative force of
such mores poses a particular methodological challenge, namely, how to establish
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the causal force of a stated norm or sanction independently of the observed pres-
ence or absence of sexual violence.

Such research requires access to detailed local sources, which is not always
possible during or in the aftermath of war. However, wars differ in the avail-
ability of such records and the possibility of extended local field research.109

Fortunately, it is precisely such negative cases for which local research may be
possible. Colombia may be a case of particular interest, for it appears that sex-
ual violence was fairly frequent during the period of civil violence termed la
Violencia (1948-1958), but has not been a significant element in the repertoire
of violence of the insurgent groups today.110

Third, to explore the force of potential causal processes, within-case contrasts
should be explored as the simplest way to control for many otherwise confound-
ing variables. This approach is already proving very rich for the study of violence
and participation in civil war, including in Greece,111 Rwanda,112 Peru,113 and El
Salvador.114 Ideally, one could compare patterns of sexual (and other) violence not
just between factions and over time, but across subunits of the armed factions,
thereby clarifying the causal force of factors at different levels.115 The extent to
which sexual violence varies with other forms of violence should also be analyzed
as a way to identify particular strategies and norms of violence. A particularly
interesting case would be that of U.S. forces in Vietnam, assuming that documents
exist that report unit behavior and that they are or could be declassified.
Comparing patterns of sexual violence in different colonies of the same empire
would also be an illuminating variation on this research design.

Fourth, the small-group dynamics that lead to unit norms promoting or con-
straining the occurrence of sexual violence appear a promising avenue of
research. Relevant factors include recruitment of individuals who endorse the
group norm and conformity to the norm once the individual is a member of the
group. For example, there may be systematic differences between armed groups
that rely on mercenaries, career professionals, and conscripts. In particular, the
extent to which military training practices differ among armies in the degree of
brutalization of recruits and in the activities to build bonds between members of
the small units could be a fruitful avenue for further exploration. Comparison to
small-group dynamics in other settings where group sexual violence sometimes
occurs, such as fraternities, urban gangs, and sports teams, may prove fruitful.

A fifth, related, issue that would be very illuminating is the study of perpe-
trators of wartime sexual violence. Although such research would be difficult to
carry out, for human subjects concerns as well as practical reasons, it may not
be impossible. Scott Straus was able to interview a particular subset of perpe-
trators of the Rwandan genocide, those who had been convicted, had confessed,
and had been sentenced.116

A sixth avenue of research would focus more explicitly on dynamic interac-
tive mechanisms. For example, patterns of sexual violence might be fruitfully

334 POLITICS & SOCIETY



analyzed with a model based on positive feedback mechanisms that amplify
small initial differences between groups, units, or sites and result in large dif-
ferences in the prevalence and form of sexual violence. Such models may illu-
minate the diffusion of decentralized norms that condone sexual violence, for
example. One such mechanism is escalating revenge: if a member of one party
commits sexual violence against a member of another group, a member of the
other may retaliate in ways leading to a spiral of sexual violence. Or epidemio-
logical models might be productive, in which if some members of a small group
commit sexual violence, other members of that small group may do so as well;
once that small group does, neighboring units may join in, leading to wide-
spread sexual violence by that party to the war. In both cases the dynamic
processes explaining the escalation or dampening of violence will be character-
ized by tipping points such that seemingly small differences in the causes of vio-
lence would account for large differences in the consequences. 

The ongoing brutality in Darfur reminds us that sexual violence remains a
horrifying aspect of war. Understanding the determinants of its variation may
help to define policies better able to curtail this savage form of violence that tar-
gets the most vulnerable civilians, often with the intention to ruin them for life.
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