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Sexual violence is a phenomenon that is widely associated with war within 

the literature on conflicts and contentious politics. At the same time, the extent of 

how sexual violence is conceptualized, as well as the explanation of its reasons and 

analysis of its consequences greatly differ depending on the context. In her book 

Rape During Civil War, Dara Kay Cohen successfully answers the question of why 

wartime rape happens. Based on the analysis of a dataset of ninety-one major civil 

wars between 1980 and 2012 as well as on her fieldwork in Sierra Leone, Timor-

Leste and El Salvador , Cohen introduces a new concept to the literature: ‘combat-

ant socialization.’  

 In Cohen’s study, the concept of sexual violence is limited to merely act of 

‘rape.’ In literature, rape is commonly seen as inevitable element of war as it is asso-

ciated with both revenge and victory from the perpetrators’ perspective (Seifert 

1996; Vikman 2005). Thus, the likelihood of rape is expected to increase during 

wartime (Wood 2013). Much of the book is devoted to making readers understand 

why rape is associated with civil war. Cohen claims that wartime rape happens in 
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the form of gang rape during civil wars. Evidence from the regression analysis con-

firms that the armed groups recruit their fighters randomly during civil wars, thus a 

need to establish bonds is inevitable. Her interviews with the perpetrators also re-

veal that, rape during civil wars is more than sexual desire, but a motivation of 

building solidarity and loyalty among the members (p.17). Hence, combatant social-

ization refers to the establishment of intra-group social ties and cohesion among 

combatants by wartime gang rape (p13). Unlike other psychological investigations 

for rape action during wartime in the field, which claim for a correlation between 

weak psychological position and engagement with sexual violence (Horwood 2007; 

Kassimeris 2006; Weiner 2006; Staub 1992), Cohen maintains that the perpetrators 

can be ordinary people with no significant mental problems. Also, psychological 

variables like ethnic hatred and greed are not statistically significant in her analysis. 

As for the book’s structure, Chapter One introduces the logic of wartime 

rape. Drawing on the aforementioned dataset, Chapter Two deals with the perpetra-

tors of rape. Chapter Three, Four, and Five investigate the rape incidents during 

civil war in Sierra Leone (1991-2002), Timor-Leste (1975-1999) and El Salvador 

(1980-1992) utilizing the data gathered by Cohen during her extensive fieldworks, 

including interviews with perpetrators of wartime rape in these countries. And this 

is exactly the peculiar and innovative dimension of the book: providing insights 

from both these two perspectives. In addition, particularly interesting is the differ-

ence between her case-studies: rape was widespread in the civil wars of the Sierra 

Leone and Timor-Leste but was less common during El Salvador’s civil war. Differ-

ently from the cases of Sierra Leone and Timor-Lest, in El Salvador’s civil war the 

National Liberation Front (FMLN) guerilla units engaged in less rape, reportedly 

because they had less need of socialization, since recruitment into FMLN units was 

also voluntary and they did not need to ‘socialize’ to act together.  
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Most of the previous studies in literature investigate the issue of wartime 

rape from the victims’ perspective. In that sense, Cohen fills a gap by providing new 

patterns of perpetrators’ via her interviews with them during her fieldworks (p. 57). 

Among other variables tested, the significance of ‘combatant socialization’ appears 

as the strongest one (p. 85). Also, another important finding of the study is that the 

general perception that massive scale rape is ordered by commanders is false 

(p.195). The strategic selection of the three cases fills another gap in literature by the 

in-depth and enriched analysis of the issue.  

Despite these unique aspects of Cohen’s research, a few methodological 

points can be marked as weaknesses. Selection bias appears to be a common prob-

lem in comparative research and seems to affect Cohen’s work as well. In addition 

to a weak justification for the case selection, the collection of data on the phenome-

non of rape during civil wars has presented a number of criticalities, as Cohen ad-

mits with particular reference the case of El Salvador (p.175). According to the au-

thor, the peak of violence during the initial phases of the civil war in 1980s consti-

tutes a memory problem among the interviewees. Moreover, cultural discomfort of 

interviewees to talk about rape brings in the question of the reliability of the data, 

especially in the case of El Salvador which is presented as an “outlier” case (p.176). 

Furthermore, even if a variance in the peak points of sexual violence in civil wars in 

Sierra Leone, Timor-Leste and El Salvador is analyzed, the explanation for such a 

variance is not univocal.  

Rape During Civil War is a significant contribution to the literature despite 

few small methodological shortcomings. As one of the first systematic cross-

national study on rape during recent civil wars, Cohen’s book is an inspiration for 

future research in academia. The insights of the book about the reasons of rape 

from both victims and perpetrators perspective are also useful to policymakers and 
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human rights organizations seeking to understand, prevent and treat the wartime 

rape. Application of the analysis to other cases and post-2012 time period is very 

promising to understand the wartime rape phenomenon deeper. Middle East and 

North Africa is another context that witnessed civil wars due to religious and ethnic 

conflicts, specifically after 2005. The recent ISIS invasion of the Yezidi land of 

Sinjar in Iraq and their acts of sexual violence towards Yezidi women including 

rape, forced marriage, and slavery would specifically be a significant new contribu-

tion to the literature if considered by future researchers.  
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