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Abstract

Post-war improvements in gender equality have been attributed to the disruptive effects of war on
society, the ideology of armed groups, as well as gender-inclusive peace agreements. The present
study adds to this literature by examining the effects of intergroup contact: the proportion of female
combatants in rebel groups is assessed as a driver for post-war improvements in women’s rights. The
relationship is analyzed using a dyadic dataset from 1946 to 2015 and a multivariate regression that
is complemented by a series of robustness checks. The statistical analysis shows that there is no
support for the argument put forward. Moreover, the calculation of the cases and the general data
availability constitute a major limitation to the validity of the dataset. Although the findings do not
support the initial hypothesis, this study opens up a new puzzle by questioning previous findings
regarding post-war improvements in women’s rights.
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Introduction

War and revolution have frequently been as-
sumed to be purely male affairs. Today, thanks
to more recent data and research that looks be-
yond a male perspective, it is clear that this
picture does not correspond to reality. We now
know that the role of women in armed conflicts
is much more multifaceted than was assumed
20 years ago. Far from being limited to auxil-
iary positions, women have been active as fight-
ers in over 42% of rebel groups from 1946 to
2015 (Loken & Matfess, 2023). However, to this
day, there are still many unanswered questions
concerning the role of women in conflict and
specifically how they shape social norms. Hence,
this paper focuses on female combatants in rebel
groups and how they influence women’s rights
after conflicts. My approach adds an innovative
link between political psychology and conflict re-
search to the academic discussion and examines
the role of women in security in more depth.

So far, scholars have investigated the role of
women in rebel groups with regard to peace
agreements (Reid, 2021; Thomas, 2023) or the
influence of a group’s ideology on its recruit-
ment of women (Gurses, 2018; R. M. Wood &
Thomas, 2017). However, the direct influence
that women have on their own rights by par-
ticipating in rebel groups has remained uncon-
sidered. This study builds on existing research
and seeks to answer the following question: How

does the proportion of female combatants within

a rebel group influence women’s rights in the

post-conflict period?

I build on intergroup contact theory (All-
port, 1954) by suggesting that with an increas-
ing number of female combatants and therefore
an increased contact with their male counter-
parts, male prejudice and stereotypes towards
women decrease. This effect should be ampli-
fied under certain conditions, such as coopera-
tion, a common goal, and institutional support,
which I argue are present between male and fe-
male combatants in a rebel group. On this basis,
I theorize that this effect will extend to society
at large, driven both by the rebel group’s ac-
tivities in society during the conflict and by the
reintegration of members after the conflict. As

a result, we should be able to observe that an
increased number of female combatants leads to
more positive attitudes towards gender equality
within a rebel group, which is transferred into
broader society.

To test this theoretical argument, I conduct
a quantitative analysis that examines whether
the expected effect materializes in post-conflict
societies. A key challenge in this approach is
to determine at which point in time the effect
is transferred to society. Therefore, I propose
three different models that estimate the effect
after one, three, and five years. Using a mul-
tivariate linear regression analysis with conflict
data from 1946 to 2015 in over 86 countries, this
paper finds no support for the effect under any
of these time specifications. The results hold un-
der different robustness checks.

Although the initial hypothesis is rejected,
this work contributes to our understanding of
how rebel groups work and how they can influ-
ence the societies in which they operate. Despite
the results, this study demonstrates how polit-
ical psychology and the studies of armed con-
flicts and their consequences can be linked and
allows scholars to add a new dimension to the re-
lationship between gender equality and security.
The importance of gender equality for sustain-
able security is now widely recognized, to such
an extent that gender equality and security play
a pivotal role in United Nations Peacekeeping
missions (Kennedy-Pipe & Dingli, 2022). By
delving deeper into open questions within this
field, my research takes an important step in un-
derstanding how conflict and security dynamics
shape gender equality, even if the results decline
the hypothesis.

Women in Conflict: What We Know

Female Participation in Rebel Groups

The literature on the role of women in armed
rebellions has grown significantly in the last two
decades. For example, Thomas and Bond (2015)
show how rebel groups use gender inclusive en-
vironments to recruit women into their group.
They highlight how rebel groups deploy women
in various strategic roles, particularly exploiting
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their social status for tasks such as smuggling,
terrorist attacks, and espionage. Several other
studies show how the ideology of rebel groups
determines the recruitment of women. On the
one hand, groups with a leftist ideology and
the ambition to overthrow prevailing hierarchi-
cal structures tend to have a higher proportion of
female combatants in their ranks (R. M. Wood
& Thomas, 2017). On the other hand, groups
with more traditional views on societal struc-
tures, such as many Islamist groups, tend to have
a lower employment of women in their ranks, es-
pecially in positions that do not conform to the
traditional image of women (Thomas & Wood,
2018; R. M. Wood & Thomas, 2017).

Scholars are still debating the incentives for
women to take up arms and join rebel groups.
Many scholars acknowledge that forced recruit-
ment is an important tactic of rebel groups to re-
cruit female personnel in their group (Henshaw,
2016a, 2016b, 2017; Thomas & Bond, 2015).
However, those scholars also note that in most
armed groups with female personnel, this partic-
ipation is overall voluntary and that forced re-
cruitment is not the main driver of female par-
ticipation (Henshaw, 2016a, 2020). The main
reasons for women to take up arms against a
central government are the general ethnic or so-
cial cleavages in a country that lead to conflicts
in the first place (Alison, 2009; Darden et al.,
2019; Henshaw, 2016b). Therefore, the incen-
tives for female participation are often not strik-
ingly different to those of male members of the
rebel group. Although there are also voices that
point to gender related cleavages as a reason for
female mobilization (Viterna, 2013), this effect
only seems to be relevant in specific cases (Hen-
shaw, 2016b).

Conflict and Women’s Rights

Armed conflicts have negative impacts on so-
ciety, human rights, and the situation of women.
Besides the fatalities caused by the fighting in a
conflict, atrocities against civilians occur on a
large scale during armed conflicts (Cederman &
Vogt, 2017). It also destroys a country’s over-
all human and economic development (Kellen-
berger, 2003). Although the entire population

is affected by conflicts, women and children suf-
fer disproportionately from the consequences of
conflicts. Women are particularly affected by
sexualized and domestic violence, which is exac-
erbated by war (Alison, 2007; Cohen & Nordås,
2014; La Mattina, 2017; E. J. Wood, 2014).
In some cases, sexualized violence is specifically
used as a strategy in conflicts (Daudu & Shulika,
2019). Moreover, conflicts increase the marriage
rate among young girls (DiGiuseppe & Haer,
2023).

While all these consequences rightly paint a
very bleak picture of the effects of armed con-
flicts, an additional perspective has emerged in
recent years. Several scholars argue that un-
der certain conditions, women can, to some de-
gree, benefit from war (Bakken & Buhaug, 2021;
Lake et al., 2016; Yadav, 2021). Berry and Lake
(2021) argue that due to the disruptive nature of
war, more gender-equal structures can emerge,
which brings positive change for women. Dur-
ing war, women can escape their traditional roles
and enter political positions where they are able
to introduce progressive reforms or form groups
that advocate for gender-equality (Berry, 2018;
Hughes & Tripp, 2015). Arostegui (2013) shows
in an analysis of Rwanda, Uganda, and South
Sudan, how the disruptive effects of conflicts can
create opportunities for women to work in pro-
fessions formerly assigned to men and partici-
pate in new ways in society. Similar patterns
were observed in post-war Nepal. Due to the
hardships caused by the conflict, women took up
unorthodox trades and rejected their tradition-
ally subordinate roles (Yadav, 2021). However,
various studies suggest that women’s labor force
participation declines after civil war, reducing
long-term opportunities for women in this di-
mension (Greiner, 2022). In addition, some of
the progress made during or immediately after
the war was short-lived and the revival of patri-
archal values undermined the achievements over
time (Berry, 2017; Yadav, 2021).

Gurses et al. (2020) point in a different direc-
tion, identifying the ideology of a rebel group as
an important factor for the situation of women
in the post-conflict society. According to their
findings, groups that have a leftist ideology can
lead to improvements in women’s social and eco-
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nomic rights. However, to some degree, their
results fail to account for the complexity of in-
trastate conflicts. Gurses et al. (2020) only ana-
lyze the strongest group within a conflict and
disregard the possible impact of other groups
that may also affect women’s rights. Another
line of research examines the interdependence of
women and peace agreements. Thomas (2023),
for example, shows how the proportion of fe-
male fighters in a rebel group can affect peace
agreements. Her findings indicate that female
combatants positively influence gender inclusive-
ness within rebel groups and lead to gender pro-
visions in peace agreements. This is particu-
larly significant since, according to Bakken and
Buhaug (2021) and Reid (2021), the composition
of peace agreements can foster positive develop-
ments in women’s rights. Reid (2021) argues
that such gendered provisions in peace agree-
ments can pave the way for post-conflict struc-
tural change and create a legal basis for gen-
der equality to which signatories can be held ac-
countable.

Although the current state of research pro-
vides several plausible explanations for an im-
provement in women’s rights after a conflict pe-
riod, no direct link has been established between
the proportion of female combatants during the
conflict and the development of women’s rights
after a conflict. My work cuts into the direct as-
sociation of the proportion of women in rebel or-
ganizations and the improvement of post-conflict
women’s rights by utilizing a novel link between
political psychology and gender-related conflict
studies.

Theoretical Framework

After discussing how conflicts shape women’s
rights and how female combatants influence pro-
cesses such as peace agreements, I utilize in-
tergroup contact theory to answer the research
question. My theoretical argument is to some
extent discontinuous to previous research, as
I combine political psychology and conflict re-
search. The intergroup contact theory was de-
veloped by Gordon Allport in 1954 in the con-
text of segregation in the USA (Allport, 1954).
Since Allport laid this groundwork, various re-

searchers have tested, expanded, and established
this theory through numerous studies (Pettigrew
& Tropp, 2006). In essence, intergroup contact
theory states that interaction between different
social groups - under certain conditions - leads
to more positive feelings and less prejudice be-
tween the groups (Allport, 1954; Dovidio et al.,
2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). This theory has
not yet been applied to the gendered aspects and
effects of conflict and opens an interesting new
perspective on intergroup relations in this field
of conflict studies.

I argue that contact between male and fe-
male fighters breaks down existing prejudices
and stereotypes about women, leading to a shift
in societal values among the male combatants.
Those values later diffuse into society and im-
prove women’s rights in the post-conflict envi-
ronment. A necessary enabler of this devel-
opment lies in the inherent character of rebel
groups. Unlike their governmental counterparts,
it can be assumed that rebel groups want to
bring about change. While the idea of this
change can vary in scope and direction, a re-
bellion generally implies to take action against
the status quo and the prevailing system (Sobek
& Payne, 2010). In this article, I focus on rebel
groups to examine how the internal constellation
of those groups, namely the proportion of women
in combat positions, can have a distinct influence
on societal norms. Therefore, I combine the dis-
ruptive effects that rebel groups have on societies
with the internal dynamics of the groups, which,
according to intergroup contact theory, can re-
shape the societal views of their members. In
the following section, I will further discuss the
intergroup contact theory and connect it to the
specific case of female combatants within rebel
groups.

Intergroup Contact Theory

What is a Group?

The definition of a (social) group is key to un-
derstanding how the intergroup contact theory
works and how it relates to female combatants
within a rebel group. In 1954, Allport wrote:
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“It is difficult to define an in-group.
Perhaps the best that can be done is
to say that members of an in-group all
use the term ‘we’ with the same essen-
tial significance.” (Allport, 1954, p. 31)

Since then, the definition of a ‘group’, which
defines itself as a construct with a sense of be-
longing, has been further developed and is now
a more elaborate and anchored concept. Re-
cent literature describes that social and political
groups do not necessarily require the members to
have a sense of affiliation to that group (Brown
& Zagefka, 2005; Huddy, 2013). There are ob-
jective characteristics that determine whether
or not one belongs to a group. Those char-
acteristics can be nationalities, gender, ethnic-
ity, et cetera. Through a process called catego-
rization, people automatically assign themselves
into an in-group with those people that they
share characteristics with (Fiske, 2005; Huddy,
2013; Tajfel, 1981). The counterpart to this in-
group is the out-group, which is the group of
people who do not belong to the in-group. In the
case of gender, the out-group for men would be
women.1 Usually, members of the in-group know
much more about their in-group than about the
out-group. This often leads to a generalization
of the out-group. Members of the in-group as-
sign certain features to the out-group while ig-
noring individuality, leading to stereotypical be-
liefs (Fiske, 2005). To some extent, everyone
inherits those stereotypical beliefs about people
from other groups, such as another gender or a
different social class. However, these prejudices
and stereotypes are not irrevocable.

Intergroup Contact Theory

Through contact between the groups, the in-
group can become more tolerant towards the
out-group and put aside stereotypical beliefs,
which can improve intergroup relations. This
effect is due to three factors that are associated
with intergroup contact. When groups engage
in contact, they get to know each other better.

The knowledge gained from this, usually con-
tradicts prevailing stereotypes associated with
that group (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011; Stephan
& Stephan, 1984). Moreover, intergroup contact
leads to lower levels of anxiety and an improved
ability to empathize with the other group, espe-
cially if they are discriminated against and dis-
advantaged (Islam & Hewstone, 1993; Mallett
et al., 2008; Turner et al., 2007; Voci & Hew-
stone, 2003). In addition to the mechanism of
how contact between the groups works, research
has identified four conditions that lead to an im-
provement in relations between the groups:

First, there has to be equal status in the con-
tact situation between the different groups. Al-
though the groups might have different social po-
sitions in the real world, they must be at least
close to an equal position in the contact situation
for the intergroup contact to work as effectively
as possible (Kenworthy et al., 2005; Pettigrew
& Tropp, 2011). This condition is particularly
relevant in the case of this study, as women are
disadvantaged and have subordinate roles com-
pared to men in many societies (World Economic
Forum, 2022). However, I argue that by occupy-
ing non-stereotypical roles, women can overcome
this unequal status to a certain extent.

A second condition, according to Allport, is
a shared goal or at least mutually compatible
goals between the groups. These goals lead to
an improvement in the perception of the other
group through collaborative activities (Kenwor-
thy et al., 2005). Johnson and Johnson (1985)
show that group interaction with a common goal
leads to a more positive attitude between two
groups.

The third condition is a cooperative interac-
tion between the groups and is therefore closely
related to the second condition. The groups
should not be in a competitive situation in order
to achieve their shared goal, but should instead
be dependent on each other (Pettigrew & Tropp,
2011).

Fourth, the positive effect of the previous con-
ditions enhances when they take place within an
environment that promotes intergroup contact.

1I am aware that the current understanding of gender does not only consist of men and women (Ainsworth, 2015; Lindqvist et al.,
2021). However, with regard to my research question and in order to avoid overloading and overstretching my theory, I will only focus on
women and men for this paper. However, future research should address the diversity of gender as well.
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An institutionally promoted exchange can estab-
lish norms for interaction and thus act as a guide
for members of the groups (Tropp & Molina,
2018). Therefore, people do not just come into
contact by chance, but are institutionally moti-
vated to seek interaction with the other group.

If one of those conditions is not met, this
does not mean that there is no improvement
when groups get into contact. Rather, the con-
ditions should be understood as something that
enhances the already existing effect of contact
between groups (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2006, 2011; Tropp & Molina, 2018).

Intergroup Contact between Female and Male

Combatants

Intergroup contact theory has a considerable
impact on male and female fighters in rebel
groups. Male and female combatants constitute
two distinct groups and get into contact in the
environment of a rebel organization. Therefore,
it can be assumed that the group dynamics de-
scribed above also apply in this setting and im-
prove intergroup relations.

Female Rebel Combatants

Women are an often underestimated force in
rebel groups. Not only do they contribute to
rebellions in support positions, such as the san-
itary sector, supply, and logistics, but they di-
rectly engage in the fighting and therefore con-
tribute to combative success (Darden et al.,
2019; Henshaw, 2017). Henshaw (2017) shows
that women were active as combatants in 31.9%
of armed rebel groups from 1990 to 2008. In
my sample, women constitute at least 20% of
the frontline personnel in 12.6% of the groups.
As a consequence, with an increasing number
of female combatants in a group, contact and
interaction between male and female combat-
ants should become more regular. According to
the intergroup contact theory, this contact leads
to less stereotypical thinking among the male
members of a rebel group. This is especially
pressing since patriarchal values are often very
prevalent in countries where intrastate conflicts
occur and therefore rebel groups exist (World

Economic Forum, 2022). Female combatants of-
ten carry considerable prestige and defy common
gender stereotypes about the ‘weaker sex’ among
male group members, because they work in dan-
gerous and intense positions (Kampwirth, 2004;
Yami, 2006). Contrary to female combatants,
women who worked in supporting positions ex-
perienced much less acknowledgment from the
group (Viterna, 2013). This shows that inter-
action between female and male combatants in
rebel groups contributes to the creation of better
intergroup relations. Looking at the conditions
that enhance the positive effect of contact, we
can see that there is considerable support for
most of them in the case of female and male
combatants.

Equal Status

In theory, female fighters should have the
same status as male fighters. In practice, this
is likely to be different as rebel groups generally
do not have established structures that guaran-
tee equal treatment and tend to follow existing
social structures in this regard (Yami, 2006).
However, Kampwirth argues that the prestige
factor nevertheless has a considerable influence,
and even though equal rights cannot be guaran-
teed, it can be assumed that female fighters re-
ceive considerable respect and almost equal sta-
tus (Kampwirth, 2004). By looking at women
in combat positions, I exclude the lower-prestige
roles of female support staff, which are likely to
receive much less acknowledgement and are un-
likely to fulfill the condition of equal status.

Common Goal and Cooperative Interaction

Members of a rebel group generally share a
similar goal. Whether it is the fight for a com-
mon ideology, the intent to become independent,
or a common aspiration to overthrow the gov-
ernment, in all those cases the group is fight-
ing for the same outcome (Darden et al., 2019;
Henshaw, 2016b). Although there are gender-
related conflicts, the interaction between male
and female combatants is generally cooperative
and positive, as they rely to some degree on their
comrades in the fighting to survive (Darden et
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al., 2019; Gurses, 2018; Yami, 2006).

Institutional Support

The support of the rebel group’s structure
is a more ambivalent factor. The leadership of
certain rebel organizations has an incentive to
maintain a clear gender division, for example, if
this is religiously expected, as in the case of Is-
lamist groups (Thomas & Bond, 2015). How-
ever, according to R. M. Wood and Thomas
(2017), these groups do not tend to employ lots
of female combatants. Groups that try to gain
size and strength through the recruitment of
women however, foster a gender-inclusive envi-
ronment (Thomas & Bond, 2015). In particular,
leftist groups have a distinct interest in encour-
aging female participation and enhancing female
and male interaction, since overcoming old hier-
archical norms is part of their agenda (R. M.
Wood & Thomas, 2017). Additionally, it is not
uncommon that female combat participation is
accompanied to some degree by women in lead-
ership positions, which likely correlates with in-
stitutional support (Henshaw, 2016a; Thomas,
2023).

Many scholars describe how female combat-
ants improve the perception of women among
their male peers through the described mech-
anisms. In different interviews, Gurses (2018)
shows how the contradiction of traditional gen-
der stereotypes, the perception of women as
equals, and the realization that women were cru-
cial to the group’s cause changed the norms of
male combatants. Female combatants were per-
ceived as esteemed and important members of
the rebel group, especially because they did not
work in subordinate or supporting positions, and
were able to improve the general perception of
women within their groups (Kampwirth, 2004;
Viterna, 2013). Durning (1978), shows how the
positive effects of contact between male and fe-
male soldiers are enhanced by an increasing pro-
portion of women. These examples show that
the mechanisms of intergroup contact theory ap-
ply in the environment of an armed group and
that contact increases with a higher proportion
of female fighters. But how can those changed
norms of group members spill over into soci-

ety? I argue that contact between male and
female combatants not only affects male fight-
ers’ perceptions of their female counterparts, but
also has an impact on wider society in the post-
conflict period.

From the Rebel Group to the Society

In the following section, I connect the theo-
retical framework of intergroup contact between
male and female combatants with the mecha-
nism of how its effect can be transferred to so-
ciety after a conflict. I argue that: first, a rebel
group can use its influence on society and the
disruptive effect of conflict on social norms to in-
troduce its own altered values into society. Sec-
ond, when former rebels return to their commu-
nities after a conflict, they can take up influen-
tial positions in which they contribute to the im-
provement of women’s rights in society (Arjona
et al., 2015; Hensell & Gerdes, 2017; Martin et
al., 2021).

During and especially in the aftermath of an
armed conflict, there is a window of opportunity
that is largely associated with the possibility for
marginalized groups to better integrate into so-
ciety (DeMeritt et al., 2014; Gurses et al., 2020;
Martin et al., 2021). This window also opens up
for new societal norms and values. DeMerit et
al. (2014) show that new traditions, realities and
norms can emerge, and that old (patriarchal) so-
cial structures erode while new ones can take
their place. Those opportunities can be used by
the former combatants of rebel groups that have
to reintegrate into society. Former combatants
returning from war can often take on higher posi-
tions within their community. They can become
political leaders, spokespersons of the commu-
nity, or gain economic power (Hensell & Gerdes,
2017; Martin et al., 2021). Additionally, rebels
often have a good network that they build up
during the conflict and that connects them with
different stakeholders and elites in the country
(Martin et al., 2021). In regions where the re-
spective rebel group had a stronghold and gov-
erned during the war, they are particularly likely
to hold political power after the conflict (Arjona,
2015; Mampilly, 2011, 2015).

Due to the destructive nature of conflict that
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creates opportunities to shape society and the
fact that former rebel group members may hold
important social, political, or economic positions
after a conflict, rebel groups have the ability to
influence societies with their own values (Hensell
& Gerdes, 2017; Martin et al., 2021). Former
members can use their direct political influence
to promote women’s rights, but they can also
act as role models and contribute to improving
the position of women through their actions and
more gender-inclusive beliefs. In fact, a rein-
forcing effect can be seen in terms of women’s
rights and more gender-equal values. Vázquez
et al. (2021) found evidence that intergroup
contact between men and women has a major
effect on male mobilization towards advocating
for women’s rights. This effect is further sup-
ported by Wagner and Hewstone (2012), who
found that the effect of contact during a conflict
does not simply vanish, but continues to have an
enduring impact beyond the end of the conflict.
Thus, we can assume that male fighters who had
a lot of contact with female combatants are more
likely to have gender-equitable attitudes and, in
the best case, use their influence after a conflict
to advocate for more gender-equality and try to
implement their new societal norms. Contact
during the conflict period can therefore trigger
a causal chain that leads to an improvement in
women’s rights after conflict.

On the basis of this theory, I derive the fol-
lowing hypothesis for the effect of female fighters
on the development of women’s rights after the
war:

H1: A higher proportion of female combatants

in a rebel group leads to an improvement in

women’s rights in the post-conflict period.

Research Design and Methodology

The expected relationship is tested through
a quantitative analysis, for which I used data
from various sources. The final dataset captures
every conflict action between a rebel group and
the government of a state with at least 25 battle-
related deaths per year over the timespan of the
conflict. As soon as this threshold is no longer

reached, the conflict is considered inactive and
ends in the dataset. A rebel group can be ac-
tive in a country more than once. This is the
case when a conflict has had several periods in
which a rebel group was active, or when there
were different conflicts in a country involving
the same group. Accordingly, the unit of analy-
sis is the conflict activity of a rebel group with
the government of a country during one specific
conflict episode. The dataset includes 502 rebel
group dyads in 84 countries. These cases are dis-
tributed over a timeframe from 1946 to 2015.

Female Combatants: Independent Variable

The explanatory variable in this research is
the proportion of female combatants within a
rebel group. Women in rebel groups can have a
wide variety of forms and functions (Enloe, 2013;
Henshaw, 2017). For this paper, it is important
that the female combatants are engaged in the
fighting to contradict common stereotypes and
to come into contact with male combatants on
an approximately equal basis. Therefore, I will
utilize the Women’s Activities in Armed Rebel-

lion2 dataset (Loken & Matfess, 2023). Loken
and Matfess (2023) rely on a suitable definition
for female combatants that was put forward by
Henshaw (2017). Henshaw defines female par-
ticipation in combat as:

“[. . . ] work in support of one side in
a conflict and work which involves be-
ing exposed with regularity to a ‘front-
line’ environment, one where the in-
dividual engages in or is directly sup-
porting those who engage in close com-
bat.” (Henshaw, 2017, p. 19)

The dataset covers the diverse positions held by
women in rebel groups. For my analysis, I will
use the most likely value of participation in com-
bat, which is provided by the dataset in the form
of a best estimate. The high- and low estimate
variables will be utilized for robustness purposes
later. The best estimate variable indicates the
proportion of female combatants as a percent-
age of the whole group’s combatants in five cate-

2WAAR
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gories. It ranges from no verified participation in
the lowest category (0) to a proportion of at least
20% in the highest category (4). The different
activity periods of rebel groups are determined
by the dyadic version of the Conflict Termina-

tion Dataset that is provided by the Uppsala
Conflict Data Program3 (Kreutz, 2010). This
data indicates the start and end date of the dif-
ferent conflict activity periods of rebel groups,
based on a threshold of 25 battle-related deaths.

Measuring Women’s Rights: Dependent Vari-

able

The dependent variable (DV) in my research
is the development of women’s rights from be-
fore a conflict activity of a group to after its
end. There are different dimensions of women’s
rights e.g. political rights, economic rights, or
the social rights of women. As Gurses et al.
(2020) already pointed out, different aspects of
conflicts, such as the conflict severity and differ-
ent characteristics of active groups, such as the
ideology, affect different dimensions of women’s
rights. My theory implies that the norm change
occurs on a societal level. Therefore, a change in
women’s rights is most likely best measurable in
this dimension. If a society becomes more pos-
itive towards gender equality, the effect of this
norm-change will most likely be visible in aspects
such as the freedoms a society grants women to
determine their own lives. To capture this spe-
cific dimension of women’s rights, I will utilize
the ‘Women civil liberties index’ of the Vari-

eties of Democracy4 dataset (Coppedge et al.,
2022). This index measures the opportunities
for women to make their own decisions within
a society about their life on an index from 0 to
1. It focuses on aspects such as the “[. . . ] free-
dom of domestic movement, the right to private
property, freedom from forced labor, and access
to justice” (Coppedge et al., 2022, p. 302). To
capture the extent to which women’s rights are
affected by a rebel group’s activity, this index
is transformed to indicate the development from

before to after a rebel group’s conflict activity.
The data for the independent variable is only

available from 1946 to 2015. Therefore, I limit
the dataset to this timespan and exclude cases
before 1946 and after 2015. I also remove con-
flict activities in Israel and Palestine, as they
are treated as one entity in the WAAR dataset,
while they are split into four different entities
in the Varieties of Democracy dataset, making a
consistent measurement for the dependent vari-
able unattainable.

Additional Factors

In addition to the independent variable and
the dependent variable, which are meant to cap-
ture the theorized effect, I include a range of
control variables to account for confounding ef-
fects on the expected relationship.

In addition to the effect of female combat-
ants that are active in a rebel group, the ide-
ology of the group is an important factor that
I have to account for. Rebel groups with a left-
ist ideology encourage female participation since
it is part of their ideological outlook (Henshaw,
2016b; R. M. Wood & Thomas, 2017).5 Ad-
ditionally, Gurses et al. (2020) show that left-
ist groups generally challenge existing structures
and hierarchies, while more traditional ideolo-
gies, such as Islamic groups, have a negative im-
pact on women’s rights. Therefore, I account
for the effect of leftist and Islamist groups by in-
cluding a dummy variable for each ideology. The
data for this variable is taken from the Women

in Armed Rebellion Dataset6 (R. M. Wood &
Thomas, 2017).

Furthermore, I include the economic develop-
ment, measured as gross domestic product per
capita before the conflict, as a control variable.
In doing so, I aim to account for the development
level of a country, which has a positive impact
on the extent of women’s rights (Cherif, 2010;
Doepke et al., 2012; Fernández, 2014; Kostenko
et al., 2016). The data for this control variable
is available in the V-Dem dataset, which is also
used for the dependent variable. I include differ-

3UCDP
4V-Dem
5For an in-depth discussion about the ideologies of rebel groups and the according definition, see Wood & Thomas, 2017.
6WARD
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ent measures for the country’s development in
the robustness checks.

Conflict dynamics also have an impact on the
degree of women’s rights. In particular, the in-
tensity of a conflict is related to women’s eco-
nomic rights, while the conflict duration has a
positive impact on political rights (Bakken &
Buhaug, 2021; Gurses et al., 2020). To account
for those effects, I add a measurement for inten-
sity, which differentiates between low and high-
intensity conflicts. I also include the duration of
a conflict period measured in years. Both vari-
ables are taken from the UCDP dataset. An
additional factor that is considered is the gen-
eral level of female combatants in a country at
a given time. Since more than one group can
be active, it is possible for several groups to af-
fect women’s rights with the proportion of fe-
male combatants. I therefore include the aver-
age proportion out of all groups that are active
at the same time in the same country.

When a rebel group achieves a military vic-
tory or is included in the negotiation of a peace
agreement, it has the opportunity to implement
its own ideas and changes (Arjona, 2015; Bakken
& Buhaug, 2021; Martin et al., 2021; Reid,
2021). I create two dummy variables that in-
dicate the respective outcomes. The data for
the conflict outcome is available in the UCDP
dataset.

One important aspect is the extent to which
women were able to participate in society before
the conflict. The ability to participate in a soci-
ety is, as I would argue, a closely related concept
to the extent of general social liberties. Simul-
taneously, this ability to participate in societal
groups can determine the number of women that
participate in a rebel group (Thomas & Wood,
2018). This affects both the outcome variable
and the explanatory variable and can therefore
lead to reversed causality. It is methodologically
difficult to account for reverse causality. I in-
clude the level of women’s ability to participate
in society prior to a conflict period as a control
variable to at least control for the confounding
effect on the explanatory and the outcome vari-
ables. The data for this is taken from the V-Dem
dataset.

Empirical Strategy

To examine the effect of the proportion of
female combatants in a rebel group on the
women’s rights level after the conflict period, I
use a multiple linear regression analysis. I esti-
mate three different regression models that test
temporally different developments in women’s
rights from before to after the rebel groups’ con-
flict activity. The first model estimates the effect
from one year before the conflict activity to one
year after its ending. The second model esti-
mates the effect from one year before the con-
flict activity to the third year after its ending,
and the third model estimates the effect from
one year before the conflict activity to five years
after its ending. I use the constant measure of
one year before the start of conflict participation
to establish a baseline compared to which the
development of women’s rights is determined.
By including three different development spec-
ifications, I can account for the possibility that
the expected effect increases over time or be-
comes apparent only after a certain timespan.
For those specifications, I subtract the level of
women’s rights one year before the conflict ac-
tivity from the value of women’s rights at the
respective point in time after the conflict activ-
ity:

DV = Women civil liberties index(tend+1,3,5−tstart−1)

This time-varying approach is closely related
to the design used by Bakken and Buhaug
(2021), but unlike their study, I add a three-
year model and a five-year model and use only
one measurement of women’s rights. In addi-
tion to the selected control variables, I include
country-fixed effects in each model to account for
country-specific developments that might bias
the analysis. This main analysis is then com-
plemented by different model specifications and
robustness checks to evaluate the validity of my
results.

Findings

In Figure 1, we see the distribution of fe-
male combatants among rebel groups and the
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associated development in women’s rights. I in-
clude a trendline that shows the linear effect of
the proportion of female combatants on the de-
velopment of women’s rights. We can see that
although the effect is positive in every model,
this effect is substantively small. Furthermore,
we can observe that there is a large disper-
sion within most of the categories. In partic-
ular, observations with 0% and 5% to 9% of
female combatants are scattered along the en-
tire range of women’s rights development. Only
cases with a female proportion below 5% seem to
have a rather small variance in the distribution
throughout every model. In all categories, we
can see that there is an especially large cluster
around zero for the dependent variable, which
does not correspond to any change in the de-
velopment of women’s rights. This further in-
dicates that there are only a few cases that are
connected to a change in the level of women’s
rights. Additionally, the number of observations
is very different for those categories. While there
are many observations with a proportion of 0%
and 5% to 9% of female combatants, there are
only few cases with a proportion of 10% to 19%
of female combatants. Although the trendline
indicates an effect of the independent variable
on the dependent variable, both the size of the
effect and the degree of dispersal for the obser-
vations do not allow us to arrive at this finding.
Therefore, the next step is to turn our attention

to the results of the multiple regression analysis
of the three models, which also include the con-
trol variables and the fixed-effects.

Statistical Findings

The statistical results are presented in Ta-

ble 1. With a negative coefficient of -0.001 in
the first model, a coefficient smaller than 0.001
in the second model, and a negative coefficient
of -0.004 in the third model, it appears at first
glance that there is a negative effect of inde-
pendent variable on the dependent variable in
two of the three models. However, the effects
in all three models are only marginally different
from zero. In addition to the small effect size,
none of the coefficients are statistically signif-
icant. Based on our data and the research de-
sign employed, we cannot confirm the hypothesis
that was derived from the theoretical argument.
It is possible to analyze a relatively large part of
the sample. In the first and second model, the
number of observations is 490 and in the third
model it is 489, which is a high proportion, con-
sidering that the total sample size is 502 cases.
The lost cases are due to missing data in the
three versions of the dependent variable. The
adjusted R-squared shows that we can explain
33.1% of the variation in the dependent variable
in the first model, 34.7% in the second model
and 38.6% in the third model.

Figure 1

Distribution of Women’s Rights among the different Female Combatant Categories
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Table 2

Multivariate Linear Regression Analysis Results

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Female Combatants -0.001 0.000 -0.004

(0.008) (0.009) (0.010)

Leftist Ideology 0.019 0.015 0.030

(0.020) (0.022) (0.024)

Islamist Ideology 0.017 0.019 0.015

(0.018) (0.020) (0.022)

Peace Agreement 0.053*** 0.062*** 0.055**

(0.016) (0.017) (0.019)

Victory for Rebel Group 0.000 0.000 -0.002

(0.023) (0.026) (0.028)

Average Female Combatants 0.004 0.005 0.009

(0.012) (0.013) (0.014)

Intensity of the Conflict -0.016 -0.003 0.009

(0.016) (0.018) (0.020)

Conflict Duration 0.002** 0.003* 0.002*

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Pre-Conflict Women’s Societal Participation -0.079+ -0.096+ -0.156**

(0.045) (0.050) (0.054)

GDP per Capita (pre conflict) 0.001 0.002 0.006

(0.003) (0.003) (0.004)

Num. Obs. 490 490 489

R2 Adj. 0.331 0.347 0.386

Country Fixed Effects yes yes yes

+p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. Data from V-Dem, WAAR, UCDP, WARD.

Although it is not possible to find a signifi-
cant effect that supports the hypothesis of this
study, there are still some interesting findings.
Peace agreements, as might have been expected,
were significant and positively related to an im-
provement in women’s rights, following a conflict
period in all three models. Therefore, the results
further highlight the work of previous scholars
(Bakken & Buhaug, 2021; Reid, 2021). Addi-
tionally, the opportunity to participate in society
for women previous to the conflict is significantly

related to a decrease in women’s liberties in the
third model and significantly negative below a
p-value of 0.1 in models one and two. This inter-
esting effect might indicate that countries which
have already had a high level of gender equal-
ity are more affected by the negative impacts of
wars for women’s rights. Conflict duration has
a small positive effect, which is significant and
also consistent with the findings of Reid (2021).
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Robustness Checks

As already stated in the outline of my em-
pirical approach, I include certain tests to check
for the robustness of my results and to rule out
that a weak specification, the measurement of
the variables, or other factors distorted the re-
sults.

First, I include additional control variables,
such as women’s life expectancy, secondary edu-
cation, the proportion of women in the total pop-
ulation, and forced recruitment in rebel groups.
Table 2 (in the Appendix) indicates that the
additional control variables do not change the
insignificance of the theorized effect, but they
decrease the number of observations by a large
margin.

Second, I examine different measurements of
the independent variable by replacing the best
estimate of female combatants with the high and
low estimates from the WAAR dataset. These
alternative measurements do not change the ef-
fect of the explanatory variable (see Table 3 in
the Appendix). Similarly, a binary measure-
ment of the independent variable does not of-
fer any contradicting results (see Table 4 in the
Appendix). In addition, I conduct a logistic re-
gression analysis with a binary measurement of
the dependent variable, once with the original
measure of the independent variable and in a
different analysis with the binary measurement.
However, the results correspond to the original
findings and those from the previous robustness
checks (see Table 5 in the Appendix).

Third, I account for the potential issue of a
non-linear relationship by using a third-degree
polynomial regression. This regression shows a
positive effect of female combatants in the sec-
ond and the third model. The effect, however,
is only significant at p < 0.1 and even then, the
effect is vanishingly small with a coefficient of
0.0014 in both models (see Table 6 in the Ap-
pendix). This small effect is most likely driven
by a small number of observations in the 10% to
19% category of female combatants, with only
26 cases (see Figure 2 in the Appendix). These
26 cases are mostly clustered around zero and
above zero, with only three relevant negative
cases. The other categories, which account for

the remaining 478 cases, are clustered around
zero with a significantly more balanced distribu-
tion.

Finally, I test for regional differences. The re-
sults indicate a significant negative effect in Eu-
rope for model two and three and a significant
positive effect in the Middle East in the first two
models at p < 0.1 and p < 0.05 in model three
(see Table 7, Table 8, Table 9 in the Appendix).
However, Europe and the Middle East are the
regions with the fewest cases (26 and 62), which
is why the explanatory power of the results is
limited. For a comprehensive test of regional
impacts, I also tested for different outcomes us-
ing regional fixed effects - both with and with-
out standard errors, clustered along the country
identifier (see Table 10). None of the models fun-
damentally alter the results of the main analysis.
However, in the models with fixed effects for the
regions, there is a positive and significant effect
of the average number of female combatants in
a country during a conflict period. While this
finding is very interesting, one has to be cau-
tious not to overestimate these results. The cor-
responding variable has major conceptual and
methodological limitations, as it is computed by
aggregating the average countrywide proportion
of female combatants over the whole timespan
of one conflict period, to have one value for each
case in the dataset. Furthermore, while aggre-
gating the countrywide value of female combat
participation, the size of each group in that time
period is not accounted for, therefore the aver-
ages are unweighted. A dedicated study would
be necessary before these results could be inter-
preted credibly. Taken together, these two ad-
ditional analyses do not contradict the results
of the main analysis or the previous robustness
checks.

Taken together, neither the original regres-
sion analysis nor the robustness checks provide
sufficient support for the hypothesis of this pa-
per, warranting its rejection and indicating the
need for alternative explanations.

Discussion

One of the most severe problems in analyz-
ing the effect of female combatants on women’s
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rights is the availability of appropriate data. I
try to use the available data of WAAR, UCDP,
and V-Dem as best as possible without losing too
much reliability or cases. However, one short-
coming of my approach is the generalization of
female participation over different conflict pe-
riods. In the WAAR dataset, which indicates
the proportion of female combatants, there is
only one participation level for each rebel group.
After combining this dataset with the UCDP
data to get the relevant conflict periods, this
single value is taken for all conflict periods of
a group. Due to the qualitative measurement of
that value, it is questionable whether this value
would be the same for every period of conflict ac-
tivity. Data that captures group characteristics
over the different activity periods would be more
appropriate for the method used in this article.
In addition to this, the WAAR dataset relies on
the 25 battle-related death threshold in order
to count the conflicts. Those 25 battle-related
deaths lead to the inclusion of rather small con-
flicts that, contrary to the theory, might not be
able to exhibit any influence on a country and
its society.

Considering the dependent variable, taking
the national level of the social liberties for
women also brings certain problems. Arjona et
al. (2015) show that rebel groups have a large
influence within regions where they were active
during the conflict. However, one might expect
no influence at all in regions that are far away
from an intrastate conflict, especially if the con-
flict is of low intensity and has little impact on
other regions in a country. Additionally, it might
be possible that the stereotypical beliefs indeed
decrease, as the theoretical argument expects,
but these beliefs do not transfer into legislature
and are therefore not captured in the data. A
more nuanced database that also measures the
public perception towards women and reflects
geographical differences would significantly im-
prove the presented research design.

In my theoretical argument, I explain why
I expect the proportion of female combatants
to lead to the described effect based on inter-
group contact theory. Yami (2006) points out
that some male combatants perceive women in
frontline positions as an artificial phenomenon

that has been imposed on the group by its lead-
ership, instead of equal comrades that they could
work with. In such a context, contact between
male and female combatants might not lead to
an improvement in intergroup relations, but fur-
ther consolidate envy, frustration, and stereotyp-
ical beliefs. The socio-psychological processes
in rebel groups are without question multilay-
ered and may not be generalizable in a simplistic
manner. Additionally, rebel groups themselves
vary idiosyncratically. Although I try to account
for differences in rebel group characteristics by
including their ideology and their way of recruit-
ing members as control variables, other unob-
servable characteristics cannot be included in the
analysis. Therefore, while the general assump-
tion of the effects of intergroup contact within
rebel groups most likely holds, future studies
should examine qualitatively, to what extent this
effect exists. Here, once again, I encounter the
limitations of the database discussed above. To
truly understand the psychological mechanisms,
more individual-level data would be needed that
actually captures opinions and the developments
of beliefs within rebel groups.

In the third part of my theory, I describe how
the gender-inclusive beliefs that follow the inter-
group contact theory can translate into broader
society. Although the mechanisms described can
theoretically help to change public norms to-
wards more gender inclusiveness, there are some
limiting factors. It is questionable whether or
not all groups are similarly integrated into so-
ciety and therefore can influence the society in
the same way (Martin et al., 2021). Especially
if there are several groups, perhaps even active
in different regions, the influence on the whole
society may be lower for the individual group. I
account for different effects by including the av-
erage proportion of female combatants in a con-
flict, but this only partly controls for this limi-
tation.

Additionally, not only does the rebel group
influence society, but this effect also works vice
versa (Mampilly, 2011, 2015; Martin et al.,
2021). Consequently, we need to know which
influence is stronger: that of societal values on a
rebel group or the influence of the rebel group’s
values on society. This is particularly important
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when patriarchal values are widespread in a so-
ciety. Considering the rather strong patriarchal
social structure in many countries of the Middle
East (Cherif, 2010; Gurses, 2018), the regional
analysis in my robustness check lends support to
the hypothesis that the effect of the rebel group
might be stronger. However, as stated earlier,
this analysis is only partially reliable and, there-
fore, some uncertainty about the effect of the
society on the rebel group remains. In terms
of post-conflict effects, I argue that the reinte-
grated members of a rebel group can use their
status to influence social norms. However, the
reintegration of former rebels into society is of-
ten far from equal between different conflicts and
also within the same conflict. Female combat-
ants in particular are often not considered at all
in this context, and even for men, reintegration
into society is far from uniform (Humphreys &
Weinstein, 2007; Stenger, 2024).

As we can see, there are many aspects that
affect the intergroup relations within a rebel
group, and there are even more factors that have
an impact on the rebel group’s relation with nor-
mal citizens and the ability to impose its values
on the society. More nuanced data on the at-
titudes within a group, on the relationship be-
tween societies and rebel groups, and on pro-
cesses within a conflict-torn society is needed to
fully understand the relation between a group’s
proportion of female combatants and the effect
on women’s rights. It is difficult to gather this
micro-level data if we want to gather it for past
conflicts as well. Hence, although those aspects
are important to grasp all the difficulties and
limitations in this work, it is highly unlikely that
such suggestions can be realized.

Conclusion

In this article, I examine the effect of fe-
male combatants on women’s rights develop-
ment in the post-conflict period. Although re-
searchers have studied the influence of women
on peace agreements and the impact of certain
rebel groups on women’s rights, they overlooked
the relationship between the female proportion
of combatants in a rebel group and post-conflict
women’s rights. I use a multiple linear regres-

sion analysis to examine the hypothesis that
with a higher proportion of female combatants
in a rebel group, societal women’s rights increase
after a conflict period. The estimations of the
three models show that there is no statistically
significant effect of the explanatory variable on
the outcome. Therefore, my hypothesis is not
supported by the empirical evidence. I apply
various robustness checks to prove that those
results hold under different measures and con-
ditions. None of the robustness checks provides
results that credibly jeopardize the initial find-
ings.

Although the hypothesis of this paper is
not supported, some interesting new questions
emerge. The data show that the level of female
participation in society before a conflict period
is negatively correlated with the level of women’s
rights afterward. Future research could explore
this finding and examine how conflicts influence
countries with higher levels of female societal
participation. Offering an early indication of
that trend, the last robustness test shows an
effect of the average level of female combatants
within a country. Although this specific result
has severe limitations due to the underlying
variable, future research could further investi-
gate this pattern in a detailed study.

In addition, my work has raised some ques-
tions with regard to previous research. Despite
the influence of, for example, women’s propor-
tion on the gender inclusiveness of peace agree-
ments (Thomas, 2023), my results show that no
effects on women’s social liberties can be found.
Future research should consider a heterogeneous
relationship between the proportion of women’s
rights and factors such as ideology and peace
agreements to investigate whether the positive
findings of previous scholars actually lead to a
real improvement in women’s rights.

In conclusion, my initial question can be
answered to the extent that the proportion of
women does not appear to have a notable influ-
ence on women’s rights after a conflict period.
However, it has become evident that the data
coverage is currently too limited to draw a truly
comprehensive, reliable, and definitive conclu-
sion. Future research should apply newer and
more extensive data to examine the question and
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theory presented in my paper. This will even-
tually improve our understanding of conflict dy-
namics, intergroup relations, and the influence
of women in armed groups, as well as their im-

pact on post-conflict societal development, and
by this contribute to a better understanding of
sustainable peace.
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Binary Independent Variable
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Binary Dependent Variable
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Appendix A: Table 6

Polynomial Regression Analysis
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Linear and Non-Linear Relationship - Bivariate
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Appendix A: Table 7

Regional Analysis - Model 1
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Regional Analysis - Model 2
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Regional Analysis - Model 3
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Regional Fixed Effects


