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1. Introduction 

During the mid-1990’s, political science was spearheaded by the theory of modernization. It 

predicted that development in the social, economic, and technological spheres of society would 

lead to the demise of religion within the political domain (Fox, 2004, p.56). However, when 

religious conflicts increased after the 1950’s, it became evident that religion was not that far 

removed from politics as the modernization theory first proclaimed. In contrast, while religion’s 

role in society changed with modernity, its influence did not diminish. On the contrary, many 

posits that modernization contributed to the resurgence of religion by, for instance, allowing 

religious groups and organizations to increase their influence and more easily spread their 

religious sentiments through modern communications (Ibid, p.57). This resurgence of religion 

has led to an increase of religiously motivated violence (Toft, 2007, p.98). Consequently, during 

the last decade, interest in religion’s role in armed conflict has increased, both within news 

media and scholarly research.  

In this last decade, research within the domain of religion and conflict have been able to cover 

much ground with regards to how religion can affect the different phases of conflict. It has, for 

example, been established that conflicts with a religious dimension are more violent and intense 

than other conflicts (Pearce, 2005; Toft, 2006), last for longer periods of time (Horowitz, 2009), 

and are harder to solve through negotiated settlements (Svensson, 2007a). However, less 

scholarly attention has been given to the ways in which religion can affect the process of 

recruitment at the outset of conflict and rebellion. While some qualitative studies have shown 

that religion can be used for recruitment purposes (see Scorgie-Porter, 2015; Sheikh, 2012), 

most research on rebel recruitment has focused on the effects of grievances and cost-benefit 

analyses. Therefore, further inquiry is still needed to establish in what way ideological factors, 

such as religious frames of warfare, affect rebel recruitment. This should be regarded as 

especially important in today’s contemporary political climate where one can observe people 

leaving their civilian lives to join religious fundamentalist groups, some even crossing borders 

to pledge allegiance to rebel organizations such as Daesch, Boko Haram and Al-Qaida.  

To try and contribute to filling this gap, this thesis will explore the following question:  

In what way can religious motivations for conflict affect rebel recruitment? 

Building on theories from previous research, I claim that religiously motivated rebel groups 

will be able to recruit larger fighting forces relative to rebel organizations that are not religiously 

motivated. This because religiously motivated rebels can utilize religion in recruitment, making 
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it easier to overcome collective action problems by lowering the costs of participation through 

promises of functional rewards such as eternal life in paradise and the fulfillment of God’s 

wishes. Moreover, I challenge an argument made by Ragnhild Nordås and Scott Gates (2014), 

who contend that religion will only be a viable tool in recruitment when the rebel group does 

not share religious identity with the government. Instead, I argue that religiously motivated 

rebel groups that share a religious identity with the government will still be able to recruit more 

troops than non-religious rebel organizations that share a sacred identity with the government. 

The reason for this being that the pool of possible recruits will expand when the rebel group 

and the government share a religious identity, making religion an even more viable recruitment 

mechanism.  

To answer the research question and test these theoretical arguments, a quantitative analysis of 

217 rebel organizations is performed. The results indicate that religious motivations for conflict 

affect rebel recruitment by increasing the probability that the group will be able to recruit more 

troops relative to rebel organizations that are not religiously motivated. However, this is 

dependent on the presence of grievances and opportunity costs. Moreover, when only observing 

rebel groups that share religious identity with the government, findings show that having made 

religious motivations will likewise increase the probability of the rebel group being able to 

recruit more fighters than non-religiously motivated rebels, though grievances/opportunity 

costs are also suggested to play a relevant role in this.  

The remainder of this study will proceed as follows. First, previous research on rebel 

recruitment will be discussed followed by definitions of central concepts and a presentation of 

the theoretical argument based on previous research. Second, the research design will be 

presented along with a discussion of reliability and validity and the sources used. Third, the 

results of the regression analyses will be shown followed by an analysis of their implications. 

Fourth, the study is completed with a summary and concluding remarks.  
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2. Theoretical Framework  

2.1 Previous Research  

The domain of research focusing on rebel recruitment and mobilization in conflict is vast and 

encompasses a wide range of both quantitative and qualitative works.  Within this field, scholars 

have focused primarily on the greed and grievance debate of how groups can attract people to 

participate in rebellious activity and why individuals choose to join armed movements.  

Proponents of the grievance side of the debate generally argue that individuals and groups will 

have incentives to engage in political action and/or rebellion when they: experience inequalities 

or disadvantages relative to other people or groups, have lost political autonomy, or are 

experiencing repression and discrimination (Gurr, 2000, pp.71–72 & 105). In contrast, the greed 

explanation emphasizes self-interested behavior and opportunity costs, contending that 

individuals will engage in rebellion when monetary payments can be offered or when they have 

low opportunity costs as a result of lack of schooling or income (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004, 

p.564; Regan and Norton, 2005, p.319; Richards, 2014, p.307). However, these explanations 

are seldom treated as entirely separate. For instance, Regan and Norton (2005, p.322) posits 

“that grievance forms the backbone of protest and rebellious movements”, but opportunity to 

loot and reap resources are needed to provide rebel soldiers with selective benefits to keep them 

from defecting. Others have likewise professed that the rivalry between the greed and grievance 

explanations might be unwarranted. Humphreys and Weinstein (2008, p.436) find support for 

both of the competing theories in determining participation in rebellious movements and 

similarly, Oyefusi (2008, p.541) argues that grievance can motivate collective action while 

prospects for financial revenue is required to keep the rebellion going. Hence, both grievance 

and greed might be needed upon entry in rebellious movements in order to overcome collective 

action problems.  

In connection with the aforementioned arguments, research has discussed the various ways in 

which rebel movements can overcome the collective action problem. Collective action is here 

understood as people working together to achieve a common interest (Oliver, 1993, p.272). In 

his seminal study on the logic of collective action, Mancur Olson (1971, p.2) theorized that 

unless coercion or selective benefits are present, individuals will “free-ride” on others instead 

of collectively working towards a common goal. If those who choose not to participate cannot 

be excluded from the benefits generated by the collective good, it will be less costly for 

individuals to not participate than to contribute. Thus, from a rational choice perspective, unless 



F r i d a  K n u t a s  | 4 

 

the benefits of participation outweigh the costs, rational individuals will choose not to 

participate in collective action (Muller and Opp, 1986). The theory of collective action is often 

applied to the context of recruitment in civil war – to foster mobilization and recruit fighters, 

rebel groups need to overcome the collective action problem. Olson (1971, p.51) suggests that 

this can be accomplished by offering selective incentives. Selective incentives usually consist 

of private, personal benefits, typically in the form of monetary payments or profits gained from 

looting (Regan and Norton, 2005, pp.319–320). Research concentrating on rebel mobilization 

and recruitment has come to different conclusions regarding the viability of selective benefits 

in rebel groups. On the one hand, it is argued that selective benefits are essential to overcome 

the free-rider problem and to avoid defection (Regan and Norton, 2005; Humphreys and 

Weinstein, 2008). On the other hand, material selective benefits have been shown to be of less 

importance and to possibly cause problems for rebel groups. Focusing on the Israel-Palestinian 

context, Ginges and Atran (2009) argue that participation in violent collective action is, for the 

most part, not motivated by possible private gains, but instead by moral commitments to a cause 

and collective interests. On a similar note, Weinstein (2005, p.599) contends that rebel groups 

that offer material selective benefits are more likely to attract opportunistic and low-

commitment individuals that join for the short-term rewards but are not devoted to the long-

term goals of the group.  

While the effectiveness of selective incentives has been at the center of the debate on how to 

overcome collective action problems, in recent years, scholars have directed their attention to 

social endowments, such as religious and ethnic affiliations, and how these can be utilized by 

rebel groups in mobilization and recruitment. Kristine Eck (2009, pp.373–374) argues that 

mobilizing people along ethnic lines can make recruitment less complicated for rebel groups. 

Ethnicity makes it easier to identify potential fighters and allow rebel leaders to make credible 

promises of future benefits based on ethnic affinities instead of material payoffs. Thus, to 

overcome the collective action problem, rebel groups can use social capital to motivate soldiers 

and attract fighters that, in Weinstein’s (2005, p.603) words, are high-commitment individuals. 

This corresponds with Oyefusi’s (2008, p.548) findings which shows that belonging to a 

dominant ethnic group increases the likelihood of participation in a rebellious movement. 

Moreover, comparing how religion and ethnicity are used for mobilization, Frances Stewart 

(2009, p.44) finds that shared identities are tools of great importance for “unifying and 

motivating people and /.../ creating trust among participants”. Using religion, rebel groups can 

mobilize people by indicating that the struggle is in accordance with the will of God. Stewart 



F r i d a  K n u t a s  | 5 

 

(2009, p.17) gives an example of a statement by the spokespeople for Hizbollah: “The resistance 

is not led by commanders. It is directed by the tenets of Islam”. Consequently, giving the 

conflict a “divine sanction”, people will trust that they are conforming to God’s will, ridding 

the world of evil (Ibid, p.20).  

Others scholars have also shown through qualitative studies how religion is used to recruit 

fighters. Examining the recruitment practices of the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) in the 

borderland of Congo and Uganda, Scorgie-Porter (2015, pp.7 & 13) shows how militant Islamic 

sentiments were preached in different mosques in order to interest and motivate possible 

recruits. Sharia was portrayed as the supreme law of society and promises of eternal life in 

paradise was conveyed as the ultimate price for dying during battle. Similarly, focusing on the 

Pakistani Taliban, Mona Kanwal Sheikh (2012, p.440) found that by, for instance, presenting 

religion as “the purpose of armed struggle” and “an object to be defended”, it could be used to 

justify armed conflict and violence. By portraying Islam as under attack and in need of defense, 

violent and militant jihad is legitimized and so, striving for e.g. the implementation of sharia, 

becomes the religious duty for all Muslims (Sheikh, 2012, p.445-447).  

Furthermore, a few quantitative studies have theorized about the ability of religion to facilitate 

mobilization and recruitment. Basedau et al. (2016, pp.6–10) contends that certain religious 

demographic structures, for example religious polarization, religious dominance, and calls for 

violence by religious elites in connection with grievances, can make it easier to overcome 

collective action problems because the costs of rebellion will be low, there will be strong 

religious identities and motives, and the cause will be framed as if it were of sacramental 

importance. The authors also suggest that if a theological goal is part of the incompatibility at 

the onset of conflict, that will ensure “/.../ the widespread mobilization of believers /…/” (Ibid, 

p.10). In accordance, De Juan (2015, p.775) finds that religious elites play a prominent role 

when it comes to mobilizing and recruiting supporters to an armed struggle. By construing 

conflicts through religion and disseminating religious sentiments to believers, religious elites 

can gain credibility and use that to recruit and mobilize individuals for violent political action. 

Additionally, it has been shown that the adoption of religious rhetoric by groups can be a 

strategic tool in order to access resources in the form of, for instance, social networks (Isaacs, 

2016, p.222).  

As is evident, research has focused both on the greed and grievance explanations as well as the 

social aspects of why individuals join rebellious movements. However, to the best of my 
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knowledge, it is only recently that scholars have directed more attention to social endowments 

– especially religion – and how these can be used for recruitment. One reason for this might be 

that the field of recruitment and mobilization has centered around the debate regarding 

collective action which is built upon a rational actor model. J.P. Larsson (2004, pp.86–89) 

asserts that political scientists have generally perceived religion as inherently irrational and 

therefore an undesired actor within international politics. However, Larsson (Ibid.) contends 

that the main divergence between secular and religious rationality is that secular rational actors 

are driven by the goal of protecting individual human needs, while the religious rationalists see 

rationality as acting in accordance with one’s own morals, which are usually determined by 

religious belief. Furthermore, social scientists often see individual survival as one of the basic 

determinants of rationality whereas religion generally sees the individual life as subordinate to 

the survival of the faith and belief in God and community (Larsson, 2004, p.89). As such, 

Larsson (Ibid, 106-107) argues that “the perceived danger of allowing religious laws of war to 

take precedence” has led some to contend that individuals cannot be made to fight merely by 

religious language, theology or faith. This is not to say that every academic scholar regards 

religion as irrational, however, it is possible to assume that this could be an underlying reason 

for why research connecting religion and recruitment in conflict contexts is scarce.  

As previously stated, scholars such as Basedau et al. (2016) and Isaacs (2016) have focused on 

recruitment in connection to the onset of armed conflict and use of violence, whereas others, 

for example, De Juan (2015) and Scorgie-Porter (2015) have paid attention to the use of religion 

in recruitment. However, while previous research – generally qualitative – have been able to 

develop our understanding on how religion can be used for recruitment in civil war, further 

inquiry is still warranted to show what this means for rebel groups specifically. If it holds true 

that religion can provide rebel groups with easier access to resources and sustain high 

motivation amongst recruits – what implications does this have for rebel groups in general? 

More research is needed to establish that there is in fact a correlation between religion and rebel 

recruitment and to show in what ways religious frames of warfare can affect rebel recruitment 

over the course of an entire conflict.  

In what follows I will provide some definitions of central concepts and outline my argument 

regarding how religion affects rebel recruitment in armed conflict, by utilizing some of the 

research presented in this section in combination with a new study that have developed a model 

of recruitment in specifically rebel groups. By doing so, this thesis will expand the knowledge 
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regarding religion and recruitment in civil wars and hopefully shed some more light on this 

relatively unexplored area.  

2.2 Theoretical Concepts and Definitions 

2.2.1 Religious Conflicts 

With regards to religion and armed conflict, there is a divergence in the literature regarding 

when a conflict should be considered religious. While some scholars have characterized 

conflicts as religious when the warring parties have different religious identities (e.g. Fox 2004; 

Pearce 2005), others have chosen to only understand the conflict as religious when the 

incompatibility concerns a religious motivation, e.g. the demand for a state governed by 

religious laws (e.g. Svensson, 2007; Toft, 2007). These conceptualizations have both positive 

and negative implications. The identity-oriented definition will increase the population of cases 

that can be used for analysis because it entails very few criteria that the conflict will need to 

fulfill to be considered religious. However, this is also one of its limitations. By disregarding 

religious relevance, the identity-oriented definition will perceive religion as equally relevant in 

all conflicts even though the relevance of religion often varies considerably between conflicts 

(Pearce, 2005, p.931). In contrast, the issue-oriented definition will make the population of 

available cases more narrow because it requires that the incompatibility of a conflict involves 

some form of a religious demand (Svensson, 2007, p.936). Pearce (2005, p.930) contends that 

a primary problem with this definition is the difficulty in determining which motivation of the 

group is the defining one, since rebel group’s often have a plethora of underlying interests and 

goals. However, the issue-oriented definition encompasses the significance of religion, 

something that I argue is of great importance to fully understand in what ways religious 

sentiments can affect the different phases of armed conflict.  

Hence, this thesis will employ the issue-oriented definition of religious conflicts presented by 

Svensson (2007), with a special focus on rebel groups that have made such religious 

motivations for conflict. If rebel groups have explicit religious justifications for conflict, it is 

plausible to assume that the majority of those groups will have utilized religion in the 

recruitment process as oppose to rebel groups that merely differ in religious affiliation with the 

government. If religion is not significantly relevant to the conflict, that may impact the viability 

of religion as a recruitment mechanism. However, the question of religious identity will also be 

incorporated in the analysis, this is further discussed in the theory section 2.3.  



F r i d a  K n u t a s  | 8 

 

2.2.2 Recruitment 

Studies focusing on recruitment often take for granted that the meaning of the word is 

universally understood. In peace and conflict research, recruitment is most often perceived as 

the process in which civilians temporarily – or indefinitely – leave their everyday lives to join 

an armed group (Guichaoua, 2011; Weinstein, 2005). Hence, the reasons for individuals to join 

rebellions have often, to some degree, been kept analytically separate from the mechanisms and 

tools rebel groups use to recruit these individuals. However, in this thesis recruitment is 

primarily understood as the process in which rebel groups recruit their fighters. Religion is 

perceived as a tool which can be used by rebel groups and as the reason for why people join. 

Here, the reasons for joining and the tools used to get people to join is both perceived as 

recruitment which ultimately reflects the number of troops that the rebel group has been able to 

obtain. Some might find this problematic, since the way in which one is recruited is seldom the 

same as the reason for joining. Nevertheless, because the aim of this thesis is to investigate the 

effect of religious motivations on rebel recruitment, the reasons for joining and the tools of 

recruitment overlap to some extent, making it difficult and unnecessary to keep them 

analytically separate.  

2.3 Theory 

The theoretical argument that will follow in this section is in large part based on Ragnhild 

Nordås and Scott Gates (2014) working paper in which they, using principal-agent analysis, 

develops a formal model of recruitment and retention in rebellious movements. It should be 

acknowledged that their theoretical argument has, to the best of my knowledge, up till now 

never been tested through empirical analysis.  

2.3.1 Functional Rewards and Time Horizon  

With the use of religion, rebel groups can promise and provide recruits with what Nordås and 

Gates (2014, pp.6–7) term functional rewards – individuals will join the movement “because 

they perceive a positive utility from fighting for a just cause”. Religious rebel groups can use 

functional rewards to recruit members by mobilizing along vertical and horizontal lines. On the 

one hand, rebel groups can build communities around faith, instilling a sense of belonging with 

individuals which can facilitate recruitment along horizontal ties. On the other hand, the group 

can utilize vertical ties for recruitment by appealing to the relationship between the individual 

and God, accentuating the individual’s obligation to the higher principle of the religious 

doctrine (Nordås and Gates, 2014, p.6). By making individuals feel secure within the 

community of their faith or framing the fighting as the fulfillment of God’s wishes, rebel groups 
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can exploit either horizontal or vertical ties to encourage participation.  While these are two 

separate ways of utilizing religion for recruitment, they are often used interchangeably in order 

to gain willing members (Ibid.).  

As stated in section 2.1, if the costs of participation outweigh the benefits, individuals will 

generally choose not to partake in rebellious activities. Therefore, rebel groups must be able to 

offer incentives to possible recruits to gain members, and most often these incentives are private 

material rewards that can be provided to the individual. In contrast to non-religious rebellions, 

religiously motivated rebel groups can extend the time horizon by offering non-pecuniary 

rewards, for example promises of eternal life in paradise/the afterlife, thus exploiting the 

vertical ties between individuals and the will of God (Nordås and Gates, 2014, p.8). If people 

are indoctrinated to believe that the reward for participating in violent actions is divine salvation 

and direct passage to paradise in case of death, such beliefs can eliminate risk-averse behavior, 

reduce fear of death, and make self-sacrifice rational for the greater good (Horowitz, 2009, 

p.168). Hence, monetary rewards might not be essential in religiously motivated rebellions. The 

costs of participation could be subjectively perceived as low because the struggle is regarded 

as the fulfillment of a religious obligation, something that may transcend greedy motivations 

for joining a rebel movement. Additionally, if individuals believe that they are fulfilling God’s 

wishes, defection is likely to come at a high cost if the members have been persuaded to believe 

that the punishment for leaving will be decided by God (Nordås and Gates, 2014, p.12). 

However, this is not to say that all individuals will perceive the costs of participation as low 

solely because they share a religious view with the rebel group. The cost might, in some 

instances, be incredibly high. Individuals may choose to join solely because their life might be 

in more danger should they decide not to partake in the rebellion. This can be attributed to 

religion’s ability of framing an armed struggle as a war between good and evil. People that do 

not share the group’s sentiments will be labeled as sinful and therefore be subject to violence 

(Sheikh, 2012, p.450). Nonetheless, the theory presented here is probabilistic in the sense that 

I only project this to be true in general, not in all instances.  

The preceding reasoning is why I believe that religiously motivated rebel groups have a higher 

probability of overcoming collective action problems more easily. Expanding the time horizon 

by promising functional rewards can be argued to come at a low cost for the rebel group. More 

specifically, it will cost the rebel group practically nothing (in a material sense) to offer such 

promises. In contrast, rebel groups that use promises of pecuniary rewards to recruit people will 

bare more costs, in the sense that these monetary rewards must be accumulated from looting or 
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reaping of resources, and this may come with a certain level of risk because the group might 

lose members in the process. Thus, I will test the following hypothesis: 

H1: Religiously motivated rebel groups will, in general, be able to recruit a larger 

fighting force relative to non-religiously motivated rebel groups.  

It is vital to ascertain here that all individuals will not participate in rebellion willingly. As 

stated previously, some may join out of safety reasons, coercion or even abduction. Hence, I do 

not assume that all members of religious rebel groups have made the decision to willingly 

partake because of religious reasons. However, it is beyond the scope of this thesis and existing 

data to account for all possible recruitment techniques. As such, these other avenues of 

recruitment will not be discussed further.  

Moreover, though religion can facilitate recruitment and make it easier to obtain large fighting 

forces, there may be a contextual restraint to this effect. According to Nordås and Gates (2014, 

p.18), the difference in doctrinal policy between the rebel group and the government is a critical 

aspect for religion’s viability in recruitment. If the rebel group and the government are similarly 

mixed in terms of faith, the utility of religion in recruitment will be less effective, all else being 

equal. Hence, it is in the interest of the rebel group to distance itself from the government, either 

by religious affinity or by invoking extremist principles. While reasonable, I am inclined to 

disagree with this argument. Religious rebel groups1 that share religious identity with the 

government will still benefit from utilizing religion in the recruitment process. For instance, if 

the government espouses a predominantly Muslim identity, it is possible that the majority of 

the population also adheres to that identity. This will enlarge the pool of possible recruits and 

make it easier for the rebel group to recruit in different geographical areas of the country. This 

argument is in large part based on the previous and current state of contemporary religious 

conflicts. Most religious rebel groups involved in armed conflicts share the same religious 

identity as the government2 and I believe that they are still able to use religion in recruitment. 

An example is the Pakistani Taliban3 (TTP), a religiously motivated rebel group that share the 

same religious identity as the government and employs religion as a way of recruiting 

individuals (Sheikh, 2012; UCDP, 2016c; Landguiden, 2016). The TTP were, during the first 

year of the struggle (2007), estimated to have 5000 troops, a number that during the following 

                                                 
1 Religious rebel groups and rebel groups that have made religious motivations for armed conflict are used 

interchangeably in this thesis.  
2 This is based on the composition of Svensson’s (2007) dataset.  
3 The Pakistani Taliban is not included in the dataset employed in this study.  
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years increased up to 15 000 troops (UCDP, 2016a). While the TTP certainly is not 

representative of all religiously motivated rebellions, I believe that the group illustrates the 

contention that when rebel groups share religious identity with the government, groups with 

religious motivations can still benefit from using religion as a recruitment tool to acquire large 

fighting forces. Consequently, I will test the following hypothesis:  

H2: Religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity with the 

government will, in general, be able to recruit a larger fighting force than non-

religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity with the government.  

Lastly, it should be noted that just because the rebel group is religiously motivated does not 

mean that it will utilize religion in recruitment. However, it is assumed here that most religious 

rebel organizations do because of religion’s ability to facilitate recruitment, lower costs, make 

it easier to identify possible recruits and keep fighters motivated.  

To epitomize this thesis theoretical argument; I argue that religiously motivated rebel groups 

will be able to overcome collective action problems more easily because they can provide 

functional rewards that will make the costs of participation low for individuals. This will in turn 

increase the group’s probability of recruiting a larger fighting force, as oppose to non-

religiously motivated rebellions. What is more, I challenge Nordås and Gates (2014) argument 

that religion is not an effective recruitment mechanism when the warring parties share religious 

identity and contend that religious rebel groups that share religious affiliation with the 

government will likewise be able to utilize religion for recruitment and thus sustain a larger 

fighting force relative to non-religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity 

with the government.  

3. Research Design  

This section will elaborate upon the chosen method, operationalization of the independent and 

dependent variables, control variables and lastly a discussion regarding reliability and validity 

and source criticism.  

3.1 Method and Data 

The aim of this analysis is to examine in what way religious motivations for conflict can affect 

rebel recruitment by testing two hypotheses based primarily on theoretical arguments by Nordås 

and Gates (2014). For this purpose, I have constructed a dataset using previous data from 

Svensson’s (2007) study “Fighting With Faith: Religion and Conflict Resolution in Civil War” 
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along with additional data from the UCDP and the World Bank. The dataset contains 

information on all active rebel groups in intrastate armed conflicts between 1989-2004, 

accumulating to 217 rebel organizations in 73 countries. Armed intrastate conflict refers to a 

struggle between a non-governmental organization and the government of a state that results in 

at least 25 battle-related deaths a year (UCDP, 2016b). The level of analysis is the group level 

and the unit of analysis is the rebel organization. A rebel organization is per the UCDP’s (Ibid.) 

definition of an opposition organization a “non-governmental formally organized group of 

people having announced a name for their group and using armed force to influence the 

outcome of the stated incompatibility”. The time-period 1989-2004 was chosen in order to 

match additional data with the original data from Svensson’s study which is coded within that 

time-frame. The cases under loupe can be said to be representative of all rebel groups involved 

in intrastate conflict since the dataset encompasses a full population (within the given time-

frame), and the results can thus hopefully be generalizable to rebel organizations engaged in 

conflict after 2004 as well. Due to the inherent difficulty of confirming correlative relationships 

in qualitative research, using a quantitative method will make it possible to either confirm or 

refute the relationship between the two main variables by systematically controlling for 

alternative explanations (Johnson and Reynolds, 2012, p.490). 

3.2 Operationalization of Variables  

3.2.1 Independent Variable  

The independent variable religious motivations for conflict have been operationalized as 

religious incompatibility, using the theoretical and operational definitions provided by 

Svensson (2007, p.936). According to Svensson (Ibid.), the incompatibility of the conflict is 

the “issue that the belligerents themselves have expressed, indicating the aspirations and 

motivation of why they fight”. The incompatibility is perceived to be religious when one of the 

warring parties have demanded that the state or a territory of the state should be ruled in 

accordance with religious laws or that one religion should be given precedence over others. 

Likewise, the incompatibility will be regarded as religious if the rebel group have made 

demands of secular governance in cases where religious tradition is part of the government. 

However, because the unit of analysis in this thesis is the rebel group, instances where the 

government have made religious demands, but not the rebel group, have been recoded as not 

religious.4 This variable has been coded as a dummy variable that takes the value of one (1) if 

                                                 
4 This decreased the amount of religious conflicts from 48 to 40.  
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the rebel group has religious motivations and zero (0) if group has no religious motivations. 

The variable has been coded at the year of conflict onset and is assumed to remain constant 

during the struggle (Svensson, 2007, p.935).  

Moreover, to test my second hypothesis, the variable religious identity has been incorporated 

from Svensson’s (2007) dataset. This variable indicates whether the rebel group share religious 

identity with the government or not. In accordance with Svensson’s (2007, p.936) theoretical 

definition “it is the religious tradition of the majority of the state that determines the [religious] 

identity of the government and the majority of the group the rebels represents that is used to 

determine that side’s religious identity”. Religious identity refers to any world religion 

(Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Shintoism) or the subgroups of such 

religions (Orthodox Christianity, Roman Catholic, Sunni or Shia Islam, Protestant). Hence, 

religious identity is coded as one (1) if the rebel group have a different religious identity than 

the government and zero (0) if the rebel group and the government share religious identity. 

Furthermore, religious identity will also work as a control variable to control for the possibility 

that religious identity affects rebel recruitment.  

3.2.2 Dependent Variable  

The dependent variable rebel recruitment is proxied as rebel troop size measured in thousands. 

Scholars have previously used rebel troop size as an indicator of recruitment and participation 

in rebellions which is why it has been chosen as a proxy in this thesis (Eck, 2010, p.24). 

Moreover, the difficulty in gathering legitimate information on the inner-workings of rebel 

groups renders troop size the most logical choice as an indicator of rebel recruitment, especially 

since it can be observed by others outside of the organization.  

This variable is operationalized in two ways with the purpose of capturing the average size of 

rebel troops during armed conflicts. The two operationalizations of rebel recruitment is 

reb_mean_low and reb_mean_high. These indicators capture the mean value of rebel troop size 

from the onset of conflict, or at earliest in 1989, to its termination, or at latest 2004, for each 

rebel group. I have coded two indicators measuring both high and low mean values of troop 

size because troop sizes are often presented as estimates within a range for each year of the 

conflict (e.g. 5000-8000). Therefore, if the estimate of a rebel organization’s troop size is 

presented within a range, the variable reb_mean_low measures a mean value of troop size for 

the conflict using only the low numbers of such estimates. In contrast, reb_mean_high measures 

a mean value using the high numbers given within a range. However, the main dependent 
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variable that will be used is reb_mean_low. This is because of the ambiguity of the high 

estimates, which are often just guesses or estimations given directly by the rebel group (UCDP, 

2016b). Reb_mean_high is therefore only incorporated to see if there are any significant 

differences between the results depending on if one chooses to use low or high numbers.  

If there were no estimate of troop size for the conflict it is coded as not available (NA). If 

information for a certain year during the conflict period is missing, I have chosen not to 

extrapolate it from previous or coming years in order for the mean values to more precisely 

reflect the reality of rebel troop sizes. Troop sizes have been coded as mean values for entire 

conflict periods instead of yearly estimates because the information on the size of rebel forces 

are often scarce. Using time-series data would then have resulted in numerous missing values 

in contrast to cross-sectional data with mean values which have generated information on most 

rebel groups included in the dataset. 

3.2.3 Control Variables 

From the discussion of previous research in section 2.1 it is evident that there are several 

explanations as to why individuals join rebel groups and how rebellious movements can use 

different tactics in recruitment to gain members. These alternative explanations for rebel 

recruitment needs to be controlled for in order to isolate the relationship between the two main 

variables religious motivations for conflict and rebel recruitment. Previous research has brought 

to light the prevalence of explanations pertaining to the greed and grievance debate that 

emphasize the need for collective grievances and self-interested behavior in the form of, for 

instance, poverty and inequality, private economic profits and opportunity (Gurr, 2000; Collier 

and Hoeffler, 2004). These two explanations have previously been kept separate but ever since 

the focus within the greed debate expanded from rebel organizations ability to provide 

pecuniary incentives to also encapsulate the opportunity costs of participation, the greed and 

grievance explanations have become increasingly overlapping (Richards, 2014, p.307). 

Consequently, it can be difficult in quantitative analyses to discern greed from grievance. 

However, I have to the best of my ability and with the help of previous research chosen proxies 

for the two that I believe are adequate. Although grievance will act as a control variable in this 

thesis, this does not mean that religious rebel groups do not have any grievances – the majority 

of all groups do. On the contrary, I contend that religious motivations for armed conflict (which 

is essentially a grievance) will have a more significant effect on rebel recruitment than just 

ordinary grievances because as previous research has shown (Oyefusi, 2008, p.551), collective 
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grievances are seldom enough for individuals to partake in rebellious activities. However, it 

may still affect the dependent variable, and it is therefore included as a control variable here.  

As shown above, the greed explanation contends that rebel groups can promise private 

monetary payments to appeal to individuals self-interested behavior and pursued them to join. 

These pecuniary rewards are often accumulated by looting or reaping natural resources (Regan 

and Norton, 2005, p.320). Due to the difficulty in gathering exact data on how rebels accrue 

revenue, I have chosen to proxy greed as the availability of natural resources in the conflicting 

country. The variable ntrlresource_rent measures annual information on total natural resource 

rents as percent of gross domestic product. The estimates represent the totality of all natural 

resource rents (oil, gas, coal, minerals etc.) and shows the surplus of extraction as a share of 

GDP (World Bank, 2016). The totality of natural resource rents is coded as percent of GDP the 

year before conflict onset or at earliest in 1988 if the conflict started prior to 1989. Missing data 

is extrapolated from the closest possible year going back in time. All information is gathered 

from the World Bank (2016). This variable is meant to account for the existence and availability 

of natural resources in a country. It is assumed here that if a country’s GDP is largely constituted 

of revenue from natural resources, the country will probably have quite a large quantity of 

natural resources that can be harvested and possibly exploited by rebel groups for them to gather 

income.  

Moreover, to account for the grievance explanation and, to some extent, the opportunity cost 

part of the greed explanation, three additional variables is incorporated to proxy these. The 

variables GDP/Capita, education, and regime type can all be said to work as indicators of 

grievance and opportunity costs. Low GDP/Capita, low levels of education and democracy is 

assumed to result in feelings of deprivation since it may reflect poor living standards, difficulty 

in attaining a job and restricted civil liberties. While this can result in collective grievances, it 

could likewise give individuals low opportunity costs which might entice people to join 

rebellious movements because they have little to lose and everything to gain. The first variable, 

GDP/Capita, measures gross domestic product per capita on a country level the year before 

conflict onset, or at earliest in 1988. If the values for the year before conflict outbreak is missing, 

the data is extrapolated from the closest possible year going back in time. GDP/Capita is coded 

in current US dollars using data from the World Bank (2016b). The second variable, education, 

is proxied as educational attainment. It measures the average years of completed primary 

education among people over the age of 15 on a country level. The data is originally from Barro 

and Jong-Wha’s article “A New Data Set of Educational Attainment in the World, 1950-2010” 
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(2013), but presented by the World Bank in their databank (World Bank, 2016a). The variable 

is measured the year before conflict onset or at earliest in 1988, missing data has been 

extrapolated from the closest possible year going back in time. This variable will reflect the 

general educational attainment per person in each country, something that here is assumed to 

affect feelings of grievance and opportunity costs for individuals. 

The third variable, regimetype, codes the degree of democracy in a country. Data is collected 

from Svensson’s (2007b) dataset and measures the level of democracy during the year of onset, 

or at earliest in 1989, using combined polity scores from the Polity IV project. Missing 

information was extrapolated by Svensson from the closest year possible. One weakness of this 

variable is that it has been coded for onset year while all other control variables have been coded 

for the year prior to onset to ensure the time-order. However, it is assumed here that the level 

of democracy probably did not change dramatically from one year to the other and the coding 

should therefore not be viewed as problematic in this sense. 

Lastly, scholars such as Kristine Eck (2009) have argued that ethnicity can also facilitate 

recruitment by making it easier for rebel groups to identify possible recruits and make promises 

of future rewards based on ethnic affiliations. Therefore, the variable ethnic will also work as a 

control variable in case it is ethnicity rather than religion that affects rebel recruitment. This 

variable is a dummy variable that has also been taken from Svensson’s (2007b) dataset and it 

takes the value of one (1) if the rebel group and the government have different ethnic identities 

and zero (0) if the rebel group and the government share ethnic identities.  

3.3 Validity and Reliability  

The independent variable, religious motivations for conflict, is perceived to meet the 

requirements of validity because it measures the existence of a religious motivation by looking 

at whether the incompatibility involves any type of religious demand. I contend that the demand 

for e.g. a state governed by religious laws could also be understood as a primary motivator for 

armed conflict. As such, the theoretical definition of the concept can be said to correspond with 

the operational definition of religious incompatibility that have been used by Svensson (2007), 

making the face validity of the independent variable high (Johnson and Reynolds, 2012, p.136). 

However, while face validity can be regarded as high, there is still a slight problem of content 

validity. For content validity to be perceived as high the operationalization of religious 

motivations for conflict would have to involve all possible meanings and measures of the 

concept, which the chosen operationalization does not (Ibid.). Religious motivations may still 
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be pertinent even though they are not expressed as a demand for e.g. religious state or the like. 

It could be that, for instance, the discrimination of a certain religious group might lead to a 

demand for regime change or autonomy but the motivation behind such a demand could still be 

religious even though it is not stated as such by the rebel group. The operationalization of the 

independent variable in this thesis cannot account for such instances and the content validity 

should therefore be regarded as somewhat faulty.  

Moreover, the reliability of the independent variable is somewhat maintained. While I believe 

that using the operationalization given by Svensson (2007) would produce almost the same 

results should it be repeated, there is still a problem of determining the primary motivation 

and/or goal of the organization and account for changes over time. The independent variable 

used here merely indicates that the incompatibility involves a religious issue, as such, the 

difficulty of ascertaining that this is the primary motivator for the rebel group remain. Several 

motives probably drive most rebel groups, thus, determining that religion is the primary one 

could prove difficult. Moreover, religious motivations for conflict is treated as static throughout 

the conflict in this study, something that may not be consistent with the reality of rebel 

organizations. Religion may be the primary motivator at the onset of armed struggle, however, 

this may change as circumstances of armed conflict change. Nonetheless, to achieve perfect 

reliability one would have to examine the motivations of rebel groups each year they were 

active which would ultimately be very time consuming and outside the scope of this thesis. 

Therefore, since the independent variable only measures the existence of a religious 

demand/motivation within the incompatibility – regardless of other demands being present – at 

the onset of conflict, I contend that the reliability is still somewhat high because repeated trails 

would most likely yield similar results if the definition provided by Svensson (2007) is used.  

Regarding the dependent variable, rebel recruitment, its validity is likely to be a topic of 

discussion. Rebel recruitment is often thought of as the process in which civilians join rebel 

movements and the way rebel groups acquire the human resources necessary to initiate an 

armed conflict with the government (Guichaoua, 2011). There may be several indicators of 

rebel recruitment, however, the difficulty in gathering legitimate information on recruitment in 

rebel groups makes it hard to identify the perfect proxy in quantitative studies. Consequently, 

scholars focusing on recruitment processes have used information on rebel troop sizes as a 

proxy for recruitment. While this may not perfectly correspond with the concept of rebel 

recruitment, the measure is still able to show the extent of recruitment, which is of vital 

importance in this study in order to test my hypotheses. As such, I argue that troop size is a 
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germane measure of recruitment, making the variable’s face validity high. However, like with 

the independent variable, the measure of rebel recruitment suffers from low content validity. 

This thesis is not able to incorporate other possible meanings and measures of rebel recruitment 

and therefore, the content validity of the variable will be low. Nevertheless, this should not be 

regarded as a serious weakness since it would be next to impossible to account for all other 

possible measures of the concept. Lastly, even though the information on rebel troop sizes have 

been collected from a reliable source, the numbers given can sometimes be under- or 

overestimated – which is why they are often presented within a range – due to information 

scarcity. This can in turn influence the validity of the measurements. As was explained in 

section 3.2.2, I have tried to account for this by calculating a mean value of rebel group’s armed 

forces using both the high and low estimates.  

Furthermore, the reliability of the dependent variable is maintained because it does not involve 

any subjective interpretations, increasing the likelihood of obtaining the same results in 

repeated measures. By incorporating mean values for both high and low estimates of troop size, 

this study can clarify if there are any differences in results depending on which estimates are 

used. Moreover, the estimates of the size of rebel armies that are provided by the UCDP (2016) 

are unlikely to change within the time-period investigated here since new information regarding 

the size of rebel troops is unlikely to surface. Therefore, if the numbers provided by the UCDP 

are used, repeated measures would likely yield the same results.  

3.4 Scope Conditions 

This study is limited to examining the effect of religious motivations on rebel recruitment within 

the time-period 1989-2004. The theoretical explanation put forth is perceived to only be 

applicable to rebel movements that have made explicit religious motivations for armed conflict. 

However, by utilizing the common definition of armed conflict presented by the Uppsala 

Conflict Data Program and examining a full population, the results derived from the analysis in 

this thesis are expected to be generalizable to other religiously motivated rebel organizations 

involved in conflict during other time-periods as well. As stated previously, the intention of this 

study is to determine the relationship between religion and rebel recruitment and investigate the 

effect that religious motivations for conflict might have on rebel recruitment during conflict. 

Since religion will, theoretically, make recruitment less costly and complicated, I believe that 

the use of religion will make it easier for rebel organizations to recruit and accumulate larger 

fighting forces relative to rebel groups without religious motivations. I have chosen to limit the 

scope by only focusing on rebel groups because I assume that it is generally rebel movements 
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that make religious aspirations in the context of armed conflict and benefit the most from 

utilizing religion in the recruitment phase to increase their military standing.  

3.5 Data Collection Source Criticism  

The data on religious motivations, religious identity, ethnicity, and regime type have all been 

collected from Isak Svensson’s (2007) study. While Svensson’s study is widely cited by other 

scholars and his measurements are based on commonly used definitions, there is almost always 

a risk of subjectivity and error when converting reality into numerical measurements, especially 

concerning religious motivations. The data behind the coding of religious motivations/demands 

have been collected by Svensson (2007, p.946) from the UCDP which may have eliminated 

some subjectivity, though since some statements from groups are missing there is a risk that the 

coding might not always reflect the true motivations of the rebel group.  

All the data for the dependent variables were collected from the UCDP which should be 

regarded as a trustworthy source. Moreover, UCDP is, to the best of my knowledge, the only 

database with open access that consistently collect information on the sizes of rebel armies. 

This could also be a drawback for this study since there is no possibility of confirming troop 

estimates with other sources to provide as accurate numbers as possible. The information on 

the sizes of rebel troops is often hard to attain and even harder to confirm, which is probably 

why estimates of troop sizes are sometimes presented within a range. These ranges can often 

be quite large (e.g. 5000-20 000) and as such, regardless of whether one chooses to use the low 

or high estimates, there is always a possibility that the numbers will not adequately reflect the 

reality. Furthermore, while the UCDP provides troop estimates for almost every rebel 

organization included in my dataset, there is still a lack of data. This is most likely due to a 

systematic lack of reports coming out of countries where rebel organizations are active and the 

difficulty in collecting the information, something that should be acknowledged but cannot be 

attributed to faults within the UCDP database. The problem of missing estimates is also why a 

decision was made to calculate mean values of troop sizes for entire conflict periods per rebel 

group instead of using time-series data with yearly estimations.  

With regards to the remaining variables education, natural resource rents and GDP/Capita, these 

were collected from the World Bank, a source that is generally perceived as highly reputable. 

However, as with most datasets, these also suffer from missing information, which is why 

missing data has been extrapolated from the closest possible year going back in time. This may 

also cause problems when it comes to accuracy and depicting reality because data on 
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GDP/Capita from 1991, for example, might not accurately reflect the GDP/Capita for a country 

in 2001. Lastly, the majority of scholarly articles used have been peer-reviewed and published 

in journals. Nevertheless, the article that the theory for this study is based on comes from a 

working paper by Nordås and Gates (2014) that has not previously been tested on empirical 

material. Therefore, a new version of this article may surface in the future where changes might 

have been made to their theoretical argumentation. However, this should not affect the overall 

argumentation made in this thesis.  

4. Results and Analysis 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics  

This section will provide descriptive statistics of the main variables followed by the results of 

the regression analyses and concluded with an analysis and discussion of the main findings, 

connecting back to the research question and hypotheses. 

Descriptive statistics can help provide a brief overview of the main variables. Table 1 provides 

some indicators of the distribution within my sample. With regards to the dependent variables 

reb_mean_low and reb_mean_high, some indicators may suggest that the dataset contains one 

or more outliers. Observing the mean of both variables it is evident that the mean is relatively 

high and this might be an indication of one or more outliers within the dataset. High mean 

values could consequently generate large standard deviations for both dependent variables, 

which might further suggest that there is an outlier present within the sample (Teorell and 

Svensson, 2007, p.120). 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of IDV and DV:s 

 
Reb_Mean_Low 

(DV1) 

Reb_Mean_High 

(DV2) 

Relincomp 

(IDV) 

N 168 168 217 

Mean 8891 11 594 0,2 

Standard Deviation 15 769 17 933 0,4 

2nd Quartile/Median 3000 4375 0 

Min 30 50 0 

Max 116 000 116 000 1 

NA 55 55 6 
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Because the median is often unaffected by extreme values and shows a rather low value 

compared to the mean in my sample, I believe this could also indicate the presence of one or 

more outliers (SCB, 2017). To illustrate the possibility of outliers visually, I have constructed 

two histograms of both dependent variables shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 indicates that there are two outliers imbedded in the dataset – one rebel group with 

over 80 000 troops and one with more than 100 000 troops. Upon further examination of the 

dataset, it is evident that I have not been able to generate a mean value for these two rebel 

organizations as information was only available for one year of the conflicts. 

Figure 1. Histograms of the dependent variables 

 

Hence, the mean values for these rebel armies have only been coded for the available year, 

generating numbers of 85 000 and 116 000 troops respectively. However, because this was not 

a consequence of measurement error, there is no argument for the exclusion of the outliers. 

Nevertheless, to provide a more nuanced picture, the regression analyses will be presented both 

with and without the outliers. Furthermore, figure 1 likewise shows that the majority of all rebel 

groups have on average less than 20 000 troops, which is why presenting the results both with 

and without the outliers is essential as they will most likely affect the accuracy of the regression 

model.  

Moreover, focusing on the main independent variable relincomp, the descriptive statistics 

cannot provide much useful information since relincomp is a dummy variable. However, the 

mean value, which is 0,2, tells us that out of the 217 observations approximately 20 percent are 

rebel groups that have made religious demands for armed conflict. This is important to 
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acknowledge because it shows that religiously motivated rebel groups only constitute a fraction 

of the dataset.  

In what follows I will present and examine the results of the regression analyses to see in what 

way religious motivations for conflict affect rebel recruitment during conflict. I will start by 

reviewing the results from the regressions that used the dependent variable reb_mean_low and 

after that compare those to the regressions that used the dependent variable reb_mean_high. 

4.2 Testing Hypothesis 1 

Table 2 and 2.1 shows the regression made against the first dependent variable reb_mean_low. 

In Table 2.1 the outlier has been excluded. Model 1 in Table 2 shows a bivariate regression 

with the main independent variable relincomp. The variable has the expected positive slope, 

meaning that religiously motivated rebel organizations have on average 4200 more troops than 

non-religiously motivated rebel groups. Since relincomp is a dummy variable, the intercept 

within Model 1 also indicates that non-religiously motivated rebel groups on average have 8100 

troops. However, the coefficient for relincomp in Model 1 is not significant and the observed 

relationship could therefore be a product of coincidence. Examining the same bivariate 

regression in Table 2.1 where the outlier is excluded, the results are likewise insignificant and 

the coefficient has decreased considerably. In this model, religiously motivated rebel groups 

only have marginally more troops than non-religiously motivated organizations.  

In Model 2 where the first control variable, education, is introduced, the independent variable 

relincomp increases and becomes significant at 95% confidence level, while education is 

insignificant with a negative slope. This could indicate that the control variable education works 

as a suppressor variable for the main predictor relincomp, increasing the variance explained by 

it (Teorell and Svensson, 2007, p.194). Observing the multiple and adjusted R2 of Model 2 it is 

evident that the added variable education has increased the portion of explained variance by 

more than 1 percentage points from the previous model, which could be a further suggestion of 

suppression. Model 2 in Table 2.1 shows the same regression without the outlier and here the 

results are different. Relincomp increases but remains insignificant and education is also 

insignificant, though the negative slope is now positive in this model. Here the adjusted R2 is 

very low and has not changed considerably, suggesting that the model fits my data very poorly. 

The differing results of Model 2 between Table 2 and 2.1 are probably a consequence of the 

outlier present in Table 2 but excluded in Table 2.1, which shows just how much impact outliers 

can have on the accuracy of the regression model.  
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The results of Model 3 in both tables where the second control variable is added have similar 

outcomes, only difference being that Table 2.1 have lower figures and slightly less significant 

coefficients for relincomp and GDP/Capita. An interesting observation for both models is that 

the significance of relincomp and education has increased from previous models and all 

included variables now show significance. However, GDP/Capita has a positive slope, 

indicating that higher GDP/Capita will increase the number of rebel troops, this contradicts 

expectations built from previous studies that claim grievance affects rebel recruitment 

(Humphreys and Weinstein, 2008). Nonetheless, this is probably because GDP/Capita is not a 

perfect proxy for grievance.  

Focusing on Table 2.1, relincomp and education have both become significant in Model 3 even 

though both were insignificant in Model 2. This could be an indication of several things. There 

is a possibility of suppression effect here as well, which would mean that multicollinearity is 

present among the predictor variables – meaning that independent variables might be correlated 

with each other, and when both included in the multiple regression this may affect the results 

(Johnson and Reynolds, 2012, p.567). To test whether multicollinearity is present among the 

predictors I perform a variance inflation factors (VIF) calculation of all predictors using R 

Commander. The results of the VIF-test are shown in Table 4. It is generally argued that a VIF 

result of 1 indicates a total absence of multicollinearity and figures between 1-5 shows a 

moderate correlation while numbers between 5-10 should be considered as high correlation, 

which could be problematic (Minitab, 2017; beckmw, 2013). 

Table 4. VIF Test 

Relincomp Relid GDP/Capita NtrlRes_Rent Regimetype Ethnic Education 

1.37 2.02 2.17 1.26 1.50 1.20 2.53 

Note: R Commander was used to generate the statistical results.  

 

Table 4 shows relatively low figures for all predictor variables included in all models. However, 

relid, GDP/Capita and education all have numbers >2, indicating that there might be some 

moderate correlation present. This could similarly be suggestive of suppression, especially if 

GDP/Capita and education are moderately correlated. Moreover, the adjusted R2 have in Model 

3 in both Table 2 and 2.1 increased substantially to 15,6 and 11,7 percent respectively, which 

could add to the indication of suppression. However, it is hard to discern from other possible 

explanations such as that the added variable GDP/Capita may have enhanced the power of the 

other variables by absorbing residual variability (Stackexchange, 2012; Johnson and Reynolds, 
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2012, p.542). Regardless, I believe that this does not necessarily affect the accuracy and 

predictability of the model. Instead, the results could mean that the probability of religiously 

motivated rebel groups to be able to recruit a larger fighting force relative to non-religiously 

motivated rebel organizations increases when grievances/low opportunity costs are present.  

Moving on to Model 4 in both Table 2 and 2.1, the third control, ntrlres_rent, is added. Nothing 

drastically happens when natural resource rents are controlled for, the results remain relatively 

the same as previous models. Hence, natural resource rents can be said to not significantly affect 

rebel recruitment. This could be the reason for why the adjusted R2 has decreased slightly in 

both tables, indicating that Model 4 can cause less variation in rebel recruitment compared to 

the previous model. The insignificance of natural resource rents somewhat contradicts previous 

research that have argued in favor of the (monetary) greed explanation. However, it should be 

acknowledged that his could be a consequence of natural resource rent not being an adequate 

proxy for greed.  

Examining the last three models of Table 2 and 2.1 there are some interesting differences 

between the two. Model 5 in Table 2 shows that the statistical significance of both relincomp 

and education decreases slightly when regime type is added, while GDP/Capita remains 

significant and regime type becomes significant. Natural resource rents decrease considerably 

and turn negative, although remaining insignificant, adding to the preceding contention that the 

greed explanation is not empirically supported. Especially since the slope is negative, 

suggesting that more natural resources rents will lead to a decrease in the number of rebel 

troops. The results of Model 5 in Table 2, I believe, could add to the previous argument made 

that, for religiously motivated rebel groups to benefit from using religion in the recruitment 

phase to gain larger fighting forces relative to other rebel groups, grievances and low 

opportunity costs must be present. Moreover, observing the adjusted R2, the proportion of 

variance explained has increased with 2,5 percentage points, showing that Model 5 in Table 2 

fits the data better than the previous model. 

However, looking at Model 5 in Table 2.1 the results are no longer consistent with the previous 

argument. Relincomp decreases with approximately 1500 troops and turns insignificant. 

Similarly, the significance of education drops, holding a significance at a 95 % confidence level, 

the same as the added control variable regime type. The decreased significance of relincomp 

could, for example, indicate that religious motivations for conflict has very little effect given 

regimetype. 
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Between the last two models, not much has changed from Model 5 to 6 in Table 2 when the 

control variable ethnic is added, which could mean that it does not affect rebel recruitment in 

any considerable way. This goes in line, to some degree, with the findings of Eck (2010, p.13) 

that ethnic mobilization does not increase the number of rebel troops. Moreover, the same can 

be said for Model 6 in Table 2.1 which also shows no significant changes from the preceding 

model. The adjusted R2 value of both models have decreased slightly, confirming the trivial 

effect of the ethnic variable. Furthermore, Model 7 in Table 2 similarly shows no signs of 

imperative changes, the only thing being that relincomp has decreased slightly in significance 

when the variable relid is included in the model. One interesting observation from this model 

is that religious identity has a positive slope, contrary to expectations. This is most likely due 

to the presence of the outlier since the slope is negative in Table 2.1. Looking at Model 7 in 

Table 2.1 on the other hand, one can see that relincomp has increased and now holds a 

significance at a 95% confidence level when relid is included. Religious identity has a negative 

slope, suggesting that rebel groups that share religious identity with the government have a 

higher probability of acquiring more troops than those that do not. With the previous two 

models in mind, it could be that given a non-democratic regime, the ability of religiously 

motivated rebel groups to attain more fighters relative to other rebel organizations is dependent 

on whether they share religious identity with the government or not. Lastly, the R2 value for 

both models in Table 2 and 2.1 have decreased and increased respectively, meaning that Model 

7 in Table 2.1 fits the data better than the same model in Table 2.  

Finally, even though the main dependent variable used is reb_mean_low, it is still valuable to 

shortly review the same regressions using reb_mean_high to see if there are any significant 

differences. The results are shown in table 3 and 3.1. While one should be wary of comparing 

regressions made with different dependent variables, the main intention here is just to see 

whether the use of higher figures could have generated considerably different results or not. 

Starting with the regressions where the outlier is included, one can see from Table 3 that the 

results are very similar to those of Table 2. One small, but expected, difference being that the 

models in Table 3 generally have higher coefficient numbers. However, one interesting 

observation from both Table 3 and 3.1 is that natural resource rents holds a positive slope in all 

models, indicating that the more revenue a country collects from natural resources, the more 

troops rebel groups will have. Focusing on Table 3.1, the results are likewise very similar to 

those in Table 2.1, the main differences being that relincomp continues to be significant when 

regime type is introduced in Model 5 and that GDP/Capita loses its significance when the 

variable ethnic is introduced. Albeit these small differences, whether one choses to use the low 
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or high figures will not matter considerably when all variables are included because the 

outcomes will be similar for both dependent variables with respect to hypothesis one. 

The results of the regressions made in both Tables 2 and 2.1 (and Table 3 and 3.1) suggests that 

the hypothesis: religiously motivated rebel groups will, in general, be able to recruit a larger 

fighting force relative to non-religiously motivated rebel groups, needs to be revised. This is 

further discussed in section 4.4 on page 30.  

4.3 Testing Hypothesis 2 

When testing the hypothesis: Religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity 

with the government will, in general, be able to recruit a larger fighting force than non-

religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity with the government, I had to 

create a subset dataset that only consisted of rebel groups that share religious identity with the 

government and this was done using R Commander as well. The results are shown in Table 5.  
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Starting with Model 1, one can see that relincomp is significant at a 99% confidence level. This 

confirms hypothesis two – religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity with 

the government on average have 8980 more troops than non-religiously motivated 

organizations that share religious identity with the government. However, observing the 

multiple and adjusted R2, it is not very high –  6,6 and 5,7 percent respectively – which could 

indicate that there are other variables that also influence rebel recruitment. Moreover, 

examining the remaining models, it is evident that relincomp and education is the only variables 

that are significant throughout the multiple regressions. This, however, shows that hypothesis 

two, like the previous hypothesis, may need to be slightly revised as to account for possible 

grievances/low opportunity costs generated by low educational attainment.  

An important observation is that the adjusted R2 has increased considerably – by 18 percentage 

points – from Model 1 to Model 2 where education is introduced. As mentioned previously, 

this could indicate a suppression effect, increasing the significance of relincomp. Furthermore, 

the fact that relincomp and education are the only significant variables throughout all models 

could suggest that when religiously motivated rebel groups share religious identity with the 

government, grievance, in the form of low educational attainment, is a crucial factor for rebel 

organizations to be able to recruit a larger fighting force relative to non-religiously motivated 

groups that share a sacred identity with the government. However, it is vital to keep the number 

of observations in mind. Model 2-6 have quite few observations, less than 39 percent of the 

total number of rebel groups that are included in this subset dataset. It is not certain that this 

has affected the results, but it could be a possibility that is worth considering.  

4.4 Analysis  

The main findings of the regression analyses that were performed to test the hypotheses indicate 

that both have found somewhat support, but are in need of revision. With regards to hypothesis 

one, the findings do suggest that religiously motivated rebel organizations will be able to use 

religion to recruit a larger fighting force relative to non-religiously motivated rebel groups. 

However, this may be contingent on that grievances against the state and/or low opportunity 

costs are already present among the possible recruits. This may sound counterintuitive because 

all conflicts can be said to start based on the existence of some form of grievances. Nevertheless, 

since religious motivations for conflict indicate that religious grievances are present, and the 

variable relincomp is not a significant predictor of rebel recruitment in a bivariate regression, 

my analysis point towards that religious motivations (and thus religious grievances) are not 

likely to exert an independent effect on rebel recruitment in any considerable way. For 

religiously motivated rebel groups to be able to effectively use religion in the recruitment 
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process to overcome the collective action problem and gain a larger fighting force relative to 

other groups, the presence of other “non-religious” grievances and low opportunity costs must 

be present. Hence, I suggest that it is the interaction among these factors that will give 

religiously motivated rebel organizations the ability to recruit larger armies than rebel groups 

that are not motivated by religious enticements. These results conform, to some degree, with 

the argument made by Regan and Norton (2005, p.322) that “grievances form the backbone of 

protests and rebellious movements”, something that Basedau et al. (2016, p.6-10) also point to. 

While the above argument could certainly hold, it is likewise vital to ascertain that it is not 

possible from Table 2 and 2.1 to determine which of the variables that affect rebel recruitment 

the most, all one can see is that together, they may explain more of the variation in rebel 

recruitment than independently. Furthermore, the findings of Table 2 and 2.1 conform, to some 

degree, with the argument made by Scorgie-Porter (2015) which states that focusing solely on 

the religious aspects of the rebel groups is not enough, domestic dynamics are equally important 

to consider in order to provide a more comprehensive view of rebel recruitment. The 

significance of grievances and/or opportunity costs I believe is an indication of this, suggesting 

that several factors impact rebel recruitment.  

As for the implications of theory with regards to hypothesis one, no argument can be made for 

dismissing it completely. While the quantitative analysis performed in this thesis cannot 

confirm that religiously motivated rebel groups can recruit larger fighting forces specifically 

because of religion’s ability to provide the group with functional rewards that lower the costs 

of participation and make it easier to overcome collective action problems, it is still possible 

that this is a contributing factor. Previous research has emphasized that grievances are not often 

enough for individuals to join rebellious movements (Oyefusi, 2008, p.551), and therefore, the 

use of selective incentives in the form of monetary payments have been widely considered 

fruitful (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004). However, since the proxy for the greed explanation found 

no support, it might be that this is no longer as viable an explanation as before. Instead, the 

findings above could suggest that while grievances and low opportunity costs are needed, 

functional rewards may also be what provides religiously motivated rebel organizations with 

the ability to recruit larger fighting forces than non-religious rebel groups. Scholar such as 

Sheikh (2012), De Juan (2015) and Scorgie-Porter (2015) have all been able to show, through 

qualitative work, that religion is commonly used by rebel groups to recruit and mobilize fighters 

and local support. As such, I contend that the provision of functional rewards through religion 

could certainly be a factor that increases the probability of religiously motivated organizations 

to recruit larger forces. However, future studies focusing on religion and rebel recruitment 
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should elaborate on the theory presented in this thesis in order to incorporate other grievances 

and opportunity costs as well.  

With regards to hypothesis two, the results show that religiously motivated rebel organizations 

that share religious identity with the government on average have more troops than non-

religious rebel groups that share religious identity with the government. As stated in the theory 

section, this was expected since the majority identity of the population determines the religious 

identity of the government. If, then, the rebel organization shares the same religious identity as 

the government, this would increase the number of possible recruits, making it easier for the 

rebel group to appeal to peoples’ religion and use it as a recruitment tool. A rebel group that do 

not share a sacred identity with the government would then probably constitute a minority 

within the country, which in turn could indicate that the pool of possible recruits is relatively 

small, making recruitment more difficult. Although hypothesis two finds support in a bivariate 

regression, it is still needs to be revised since the variable education is also significant 

throughout the multiple regressions. While education might be a suppressor variable, at least in 

Model 2 of Table 5, I believe that this does not have to affect the overall results of the 

regressions. Connecting back to section 4.3, this could instead indicate that 

grievances/opportunity costs (in the form of low educational attainment) are critical 

components for religious rebel groups that have the same religious identity as the government 

to effectively use religion as a way of acquiring more troops than non-religious groups that 

share a sacred identity with the government. Thus, low educational attainment can be said to 

increase the probability that religiously motivated rebel groups that share religious identity with 

the government will be able to recruit more troops relative to other groups. However, it is worth 

acknowledging the difficulty in determining whether low educational attainment should be 

regarded as solely a grievance, indication of low opportunity costs or both.  

The findings from Table 5 shows that the argument by Nordås and Gates (2014) stating that 

religious rebel groups will not benefit from using religion in recruitment when they share 

religious identity with the government, may need adjustment. When rebel groups share a 

religious identity with the government, there is a higher probability that religiously motivated 

rebel groups will be able to recruit more troops relative to rebel organizations that are not 

religiously motivated. This is arguably an important finding, especially since it indicates that 

countries with pre-existing grievances, that predominantly adhere to one religious tradition may 

experience rebellions with large fighting capacities, should religion motivate the rebel group.  
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Lastly, it is worth considering some limitations of the study. Some of the key limitations of this 

thesis is the difficulty in determining causal relationships, time order and confirming the 

theoretical arguments put forth. In Table 5 for example, one can see that both education and 

relincomp have positive correlations with rebel recruitment. However, it is hard to determine 

which one of these variables is the best predictor of rebel recruitment, and the same can be said 

of the regressions in Table 2 and 2.1. Like stated previously, one can also only assume that 

rebel groups that are religiously motivated have used religion to recruit and gain a large 

following. There is no telling whether such groups might have employed other forms of 

recruitment techniques such as kidnapping and coercion or if the group merely appealed to 

widespread grievances of the population. Hence, there is still a need for future research to 

establish more firmly to what extent religion influences rebel recruitment.  

Furthermore, the narrow definition of religious motivations that is used here has resulted in a 

significantly low number of rebel groups that one can consider religious (there are only 40 out 

of 217). This could have impacted the results derived from the analysis. While the other 

commonly used definition (religious identity) is included and found to be insignificant, there 

might be other ways of defining religious motivations that could yield different results. One 

example is Matthew Isaacs (2016) study that measures the relevance of religion as the 

organizations use of religious rhetoric.  

Finally, the fact that grievances and/or opportunity costs seem to affect rebel recruitment and 

that religious identity could be an important factor for religious rebel groups may indicate that 

demographic and domestic factors have an important impact on rebel recruitment. As such, 

there might be numerous other factors that affect rebel recruitment that have not been included 

in this thesis. An example could be level of repression which Kristine Eck (Eck, 2010, pp.14–

15) finds to be a highly significant explanation for why individuals choose to join rebellious 

movements. Alternatively, the viability of religion in recruitment might be dependent on 

support from renowned religious elites as De Juan (2015) and Basedau et al. (2016) point to.  

Hence, there are plenty of avenues for future research to further explore what may impact rebel 

recruitment the most.  
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5. Summary and Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis is to establish in what way religious motivations for conflict can impact 

rebel recruitment. Religiously motivated rebel groups are thought to be able to recruit larger 

fighting forces relative to non-religious groups by utilizing religion in the recruitment process. 

The use of religion is theorized to make participation in rebellion less costly for both the rebel 

group and individuals, because the rebel organization can provide possible recruits with the 

promise of functional rewards in the form of e.g. eternal life in paradise and the fulfillment of 

God’s wishes. Furthermore, Nordås and Gates (2014) contention that rebel organizations that 

share religious identity with the government will not be able to use religion in recruitment as 

effectively as those that differ in religious identity with the government, is challenged and 

tested.  

The results of the multiple regression analyses yield two important implications. Firstly, 

religious motivations for conflict do not independently affect rebel recruitment. The results 

indicate that other grievances and/or opportunity costs increases the probability that religiously 

motivated rebel organization will be able to recruit more troops than non-religiously motivated 

groups. As such, alternative explanations emphasizing grievances and opportunity costs in 

connection to recruitment cannot be entirely contested. Instead, it shows that the separation of 

explanatory factors is not fruitful since there seem to be an interaction of multiple aspects that 

affect rebel recruitment. Secondly, when looking at rebel groups that share religious identity 

with the government, religiously motivated rebel organizations are found to have a higher 

probability of recruiting larger fighting forces relative to rebel groups that are not religiously 

motivated. However, grievances/opportunity costs similarly show a positive correlation with 

rebel recruitment when only looking at rebel groups that share religious identity with the 

government. This could also be an indication that the presence of grievances/opportunity costs 

play a crucial role when it comes to religiously motivated rebel groups ability to recruit more 

troops than rebel groups without religious motivations. The results from testing hypothesis two 

thus contradicts the argument made by Nordås and Gates (2014), suggesting that it may need 

revision.  

With regards to the research question: In what way, can religious motivations for conflict affect 

rebel recruitment? This thesis can establish that religious motivations for conflict affects rebel 

recruitment by increasing the ability of rebel organizations to recruit more troops relative to 

rebel groups that are not religiously motivated, however, this is conditional on there being 

“other” grievances and/or low opportunity costs present. While the theoretical explanation put 

forth cannot be conclusively confirmed by the quantitative analysis, it is possible to assume that 



F r i d a  K n u t a s  | 34 

 

religion’s ability to lower costs of participation and make it easier to overcome collective action 

problems is a contributing factor that perhaps could explain why religiously motivated rebel 

groups can recruit more troops. However, the theory may need to be slightly adjusted as to also 

encompass factors that may interact with the use of religion during the recruitment process.  

To conclude, while this thesis has been able to establish that religious motivations affect rebel 

recruitment – though not independently – by enabling rebel groups to recruit more fighters 

relative to non-religious rebel organizations, future research should extend the focus of religious 

motivations effect on rebel recruitment to also encompass more precisely the extent to which 

religion can make it easier to overcome collective action problems and encourage people to join 

rebel movements. If rebel groups are religiously motivated, to what extent is religion actively 

used to recruit members? Moreover, the theory of this thesis treats the use of religion in 

recruitment as static, studies examining more types of recruitment tactics simultaneously are 

needed to explore which one is the most viable and to see whether recruitment techniques vary 

during conflict and in what way this affects rebel recruitment in general. This would require a 

combined qualitative and quantitative analysis to establish correlation and causation more 

firmly.  

While the effect of religious factors on conflict dynamics are becoming more of a topical 

discussion within peace and conflict studies, additional research is needed in areas such as 

recruitment to specifically establish how religious rebel groups can attract often vast amounts 

of fighters and supporters and sustain protracted rebellions. This thesis may have made a small 

contribution towards such a goal, but further inquiry is required.  

 

*** 
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