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Chapter Four 

Gendered Violence as a Weapon of Mass Destruction 
        

“When they were killing and 

raping older women, they were 

raping and killing the history. 

When they were raping young 

women, they were destroying 

future generations. Destroying a 

woman is destroying the essence 

of a nation.”
1

 

 
 

Bosnian Muslim Rape Survivor 
                                                                                                     Calling the Ghosts                                                                                                   

 

          In warfare, as well as in peacetime, women have long been, and still are, 

targeted for and subjected to different forms of visible and invisible violence, as 

well as gender-based persecution.
2 

During both civil and international armed 

                                                 
      

1
 Calling the Ghosts. Produced by Maury Solomon and Anita Saewitz. Directed by Mandy 

Jacobson and Karmen Jelinčić. Running Time 01:00:00. Women Make Movies, 1996. 

(Videocassette). [hereinafter Calling the Ghosts].                 

 

      
2
 In a study on wars in world history from 1496 B.C. to 1861 A.D., that is, a period of 3,357 

years, it was concluded that there have been only 227 years of peace as opposed to 3,310 years 

of war: that is to say, one year of peace to 13 years of war. In a more recent study, it was found, 

furthermore, that in the course of 5,566 years, from the beginning of known human history until 

2001, a total of 14,551 wars have been fought. Since the end of World War II, the world has 

witnessed 290 wars, some lasting for no more than a few weeks or even months, but some for 

much longer. This means that humanity faces a new war every four months or so. It is worth 

mentioning that ninety percent of the victims of these wars, which have claimed the lives of 

millions of people, were civilians, mainly minor children, elderly men, and helpless women. 

Many of these women have been drafted for several different patterns of military sexual 

violence and gender-based assaults, including genocidal and systematic mass rape, forced 

prostitution and sexual slavery, sterilization and castration, forced impregnation and forced 

maternity, and sexual mutilation and torture. This gender-based violence, based on religious, 
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conflicts, women have been victimized at home, in public, and in refugee camps 

with reference to their ethnic, national, and religious backgrounds.
3
 However, 

                                                 

 
racial or political motives, has been utilized as a physical and psychological weapon to destroy 

the entire culture and the fabric of the opponent’s society. See C. Williams, “Balkan War Rape 

Traumatized and Ignored,” Los Angeles Times (30 November 1992) A1; E. Kohn, “Rape as a 

Weapon of War: Women’s Human Rights during the Dissolution of Yugoslavia,” (1994) 24:1-3 

Golden Gate University Law Review 206 [hereinafter Kohn]; H. Tillema, International Armed 

conflict since 1945: A Bibliographic Handbook of Wars and Military Interventions (London: 

Westview Press, 1991) 276-286; H., Zawati, The Inhuman Treatment of Women in International 

Humanitarian Law: Systematic Mass Rape Crimes as a Weapon of War in the Former 

Yugoslavia. Professor I. Cotler’s Seminar on Equality, Discrimination and the Law, Faculty of 

Law, McGill University, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, January 25, 1996, p. 10 [hereinafter 

Zawati]; I. Filice & C. Vincent, “Women Refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina: Developing a 

Culturally Sensitive Counselling Framework,” (1994) 6:2 International Journal of Refugee Law 

213; J. Gardam, Non-Combatant Immunity as a Norm of International Humanitarian Law 

(Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1993) 1 [hereinafter Gardam]; J. 

Laber, “Bosnia: Questions about Rape,” The New York Review of Books 40:5 (25 March 1993) 

3; K. Askin, War Crimes against Women: Prosecution in International War Crimes Tribunals 

(The Hague, The Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1997) 12 [hereinafter Askin]; M. C. 

Bassiouni & P. Manikas, The Law of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia (Irvington-on-Hudson, N.Y.: Transnational Publishers, Inc., 1996) 556 [hereinafter 

Bassiouni]; R. Rummel, “Power, Genocide and Mass Murder,” (1994) 31:1 Journal of Peace 

Research 1; S. Brownmiller, “Making Female Bodies the Battlefield,” Newsweek 121:1 (4 

January 1993) 37[hereinafter Brownmiller]; T. Lewin, “The Balkans Rapes: A Legal Test for 

the Outraged,” The New York Times (15 January 1993) B8 [hereinafter Lewin].  

 

      
3
 Rape, whether in peace or in times of war, is an integral part of human history, and 

constitutes a persistent and pervasive element in women’s and mens’ lives. In the United States 

alone, which has the highest sexual assault rate among countries that report such crimes, more 

than 65 percent of women do not feel safe in their own homes at night, as a woman is raped 

every 2-5 minutes. In fact, approximately 350,000 rapes are reported to American law 

enforcement officials every year. See A. Cahill, Rethinking Rape (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 

University Press, 2001) 1 [hereinafter Cahill]; Amnesty International, News Release, AI-Index: 

EUR 72/001/2003, “Slovakia: Illegal Sterilization of Romani Women,” (22 July 2003); 

Bahrain: Women and Children Subject to Increasing Abuse, Amnesty International, July 1996, 

AI-Index: MDE 11/18/96, at p. 2; D. Dripps, “Panel Discussion: Men, Women, and Rape,” 

(1994) 63 Fordham Law Review 134 [hereinafter Dripps]; The Final Report of the First African 

Regional Consultation on Violence against Women (Montreal, Quebec: Rights & Democracy 

and Geneva Institute for Human Rights, 2005) 84 [hereinafter the Final Report]; L. Gold & T. 

Hofheinz, Sexual Assault (Austin, Tex.: Texas Commission on Law Enforcement and the 

University of Texas at Austin, 2000) 10 [hereinafter Gold]; R. Carrillo, “Violence against 

Women: An Obstacle to Development,” in C. Bunch & R. Carrillo, eds., Gender Violence: A 

Development and Human Rights Issue (Rutgers, N.J.: Center for Women’s Global Leadership, 

1991) 21 [hereinafter Carrillo]; UN  Commission on Human Rights, Report of the Special 

Rapporteur on Violence against Women, its Causes and Consequences, Ms. Radhika 

Coomaraswamy, Submitted in Accordance with Commission on Human Rights Resolution 

1995/85, UN Doc. E/CN.4/1996/53 (6 February 1996) 15 [hereinafter Causes and 

Consequences]; UN Commission on Human Rights, Report of the Special Rapporteur on 
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the systematic wartime rape of women in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, 

which took on an organized form and was adopted on a massive scale as a 

strategic weapon of war, leaving tens of thousands of physically and 

psychologically devastated women, brought this grievous crime into the 

international legal arena.
 4

 

          In times of war, rapists have different motivations for assaulting the 

opponent’s female population. In WWII, Russian soldiers raped German women 

motivated by revenge and, after the break up of the former Soviet Union, raped 

Chechnyan women and girls in order to humiliate them and desecrate one of the 

most highly regarded values in Muslim society: women’s chastity and honour.
5
 

                                                 

 
Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences, Ms. Radhika Coomaraswamy, UN 

Doc. E/CN.4/1997/47 (12 February 1997) 13 [hereinafter Violence against Women]. 

 

      
4
 C. Lindsey, “Women and War: An Overview,” (2000) 839 International Review of the Red 

Cross 565 [hereinafter Lindsey]; Conflict in the Former Yugoslavia: An Encyclopedia, 1
st
 ed., 

“Rape,” by J. Allcock, at 233; L. Gilbert, “Rights, Refugee Women and Reproductive Health,” 

(1995) 44:4 American University Law Review 1224; R. Coomaraswamy & L. Kois, “Violence 

against Women”, in K. Askin & D. Koenig, eds., Women’s International Human Rights Law, 

vol.1 (Ardsley, N.Y.: Transnational Publishers, Inc., 1999) 215 [hereinafter Coomaraswamy]; 

UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Sexual Violence against Refugees: Guidelines on 

Prevention and Response (Geneva: UNHCR Publications, 1995) 7 [hereinafter refugees]; V. 

Nikolić-Ristanović,  “Definitions of Violence in War and the Experience of Women: The 

Subject of Research,” in V. Nikolić-Ristanović, ed., Women, Violence and War: Wartime 

Victimization of Refugees in the Balkans (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2000) 

21 [hereinafter Nikolić-Ristanović]; V. Nikolić-Ristanović, “Refugee Women in Serbia - 

Invisible Victims of War in the Former Yugoslavia,” (2003) 73 Feminist Review 109 

[hereinafter Invisible Victims]; V. Nikolić-Ristanović, et al., eds., Zene Krajine: rat, egzodus i 

izbeglistvo [Women from Krajina: War, Exodus and Exile] (Belgrade: IKSI, 1996) 21 

[hereinafter Women from Krajina] Serbo-Croat.  

 

      
5
 In Muslim societies, including Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo, women are valued for 

their sexual purity. Sexual intercourse is forbidden outside marriage, and if a woman has 

engaged in unlawful sexual acts, even against her will, she will be blamed and judged by her 

family and society for this victimization. Of course, this attitude is due to customary and 

traditional values, not to Islamic teachings and rules. See A. Beevor, Berlin: The Downfall 1945 

(London: Penguin Books, Ltd., 2002) 29 [hereinafter Beevor]; A. Grossmann, “A Question of 

Silence: The Rape of German Women by Occupation Soldiers,” (1995) 72 October 49 

[hereinafter Grossmann]; E. Bumiller, “Deny Rape or be Hated: Kosovo Victims Choice,” The 

New York Times (22 June 1999) A1 & A13 [hereinafter Bumiller]; Endless Brutality: Ongoing 

Human Rights Violations in Chechnya (Boston, Mass.: Physicians for Human Rights, 2001) 11; 

H-M. Teo, “The Continuum of Sexual Violence in Occupied Germany, 1945-1949,” (1996) 5:2 

Women’s History Review 191[hereinafter Teo]; G. Mezey, “Rape in War,” (1994) 5:3 The 
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Frustration and hatred motivated U.S. soldiers to rape Vietnamese and Iraqi 

women. And it was ethnic cleansing that inspired the use of rape as a strategic 

weapon of war by Serbs, who carried out this policy to humiliate Bosnian and 

Kosovar Muslims and terrorize them into fleeing their homes, never to return. 

Moreover, most Serbian rapists were directed by their leaders to enforce this 

policy on a mass scale and to impregnate Muslim women by force as part of 

their ethnic cleansing strategy.
6
 

                                                 

 
Journal of Forensic Psychology 589  [hereinafter Mezey]; M. Rauch, “Rape from a Woman’s 

Perspective,” (1994) 82 Illinois Bar Journal 614 [hereinafter Rauch]; M. Stewart, et al., “‘Real 

Rapes’ and ‘Real Victims’: The Shared Reliance on Common Cultural Definitions of Rape,” 

(1996) 4 Feminist Legal Studies 160 [hereinafter Stewart]; Old Weapon, New Crimes: Wartime 

Rape of Kosovar Women as a Crime against Humanity. A Public Lecture by Hilmi M. Zawati. 

Produced by The Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University. Directed by Üner Turgay. 

Running Time 01:55:00. The Institute of Islamic Studies Lecture Series, McGill University, 15 

March 2000. (Videocassette); P. Donat & J. D’Emillio, “A Feminist Redefinition of Rape and 

Sexual Assault: Historical Foundations and Change,” (1992) 48:1 Journal of Social Issues 9, 

reprinted in L. O’Toole & J. Schiffman, eds., Gender Violence: Interdisciplinary Perspectives 

(New York, N.Y.: New York University Press, 1997) 189 [hereinafter Donat]. 

 

      
6
 In the former Yugoslavia, as well as in Rwanda, rape and other forms of sexual violence, 

as ethnically motivated crimes, were considered an extension of war to demonstrate the victors’ 

power and dominance, and to inflict a systematic campaign of terror and intimidation on the 

victims and their societies in order to force them from their homes. See A. de Zayas, “The Right 

to One’s Homeland, Ethnic Cleansing and the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia,” (1995) 6:2 Criminal Law Forum 294 [hereinafter de Zayas]; B. Moshan, “Women, 

War and Words: The Gender Component in the Permanent International Criminal Court’s 

Definition of Crimes against Humanity,” (1998) 22 Fordham International Law Journal 158 

[hereinafter Moshan]; C. Hardy,  “An Act of Force: Male Rape Victims,” (2002) 12:1 Torture 

Journal 19 [hereinafter Hardy]; D. Roberts, “Rape, Violence and Women’s Autonomy,” (1993) 

69 Chicago Kent Law Review 360 [hereinafter Roberts]; F. Aolain, “Radical Rules: The Effects 

of Evidential and Procedural Rules on the Regulation of Sexual Violence in War,” (1997) 60:3 

Albany Law Review 883 [hereinafter Aolain]; G. Carlton, “Equalized Tragedy: Prosecuting 

Rape in The Bosnian Conflict under the International Tribunal to Adjudicate War Crimes 

Committed in the Former Yugoslavia,” (1997) 6:1 Journal of International Law and Practice102 

[hereinafter Carlton]; J. Corr, “Rape, Sex, and the U.S. Military: Questioning the Conclusions 

and Methodology of Madeline Morris by Force of Arms,” (2000) 10 Transnational Law & 

Contemporary Problems 195 [hereinafter Corr]; J. Falvey, Jr., “Criminal Sexual Conduct as a 

Violation of International Humanitarian Law,” (1997) 12:2 St. John’s Journal of Legal 

Commentary 385-386 [hereinafter Falvey]; K. Compton & D. Chechile, “Sexual Violence, 

Rape, and War,” in E. Kramer, et al., eds., Immigrant Women’s Health: Problems and Solutions 

(San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1999) 191; K. Stuhldreher, “State Rape: 

Representations of Rape in Viet Nam,” Online: Nobody Gets Off the Bus: The Viet Nam 

Generation Big Book (1994)  5:1-4  <http://lists.village.virginia.edu/sixties/HTML_docs/Texts/ 

Scholarly/Stuldreher_Rape.html> (Accessed on: 5 July 1998); M. Epp, “The Memory of 

Violence: Soviet and East European Mennonite Refugees and Rape in the Second World War,” 
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          Wartime rape must be regarded as one of the most grievous crimes 

against humanity. This act of aggression, motivated by hatred, contempt, 

oppression, and intimidation, is seldom driven by the perpetrator’s sexual 

desire, since the rapist’s sexuality is used simply as a mechanical weapon of war 

to execute a violent act that humiliates and inflicts a spiritual injury upon both 

the victim and her society. In most cases, wartime rape stems from the 

traditional belief that women are the property of men and that, by ravishing 

them, the perpetrators will gain an upper hand over their male opponents.
7
 This 

chapter establishes a framework for understanding the nature and contours of 

sexual violence through case-studies of systematic rape as an integral element of 

ethnic conflict and genocide in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. It provides 

a critical view of the ideology of wartime sexual violence, wartime rape 

motivations, and the historical invisibility of this crime of which women were, 

and still are, the primary targets and defenceless victims. Moreover, it argues 

that the wartime rape of mainly Bosnian Muslim and Rwandan Tutsi women 

emerged as a powerful instrument of annihilation, whether as a deliberate policy 

of ethnic cleansing or as the inspiration of a moment, driven by deep ethnic 

hatred. Finally, it demonstrates how such victimization shaped the Serb and 

Hutu rapists’ ethno-national agenda. 

                                                 

 
(1997) 9:1 Journal of Women’s History 59 [hereinafter Epp]; Rwanda: Death, Despair and 

Defiance (London: African Rights, 1995) 748 [hereinafter Despair and Defiance]; UN 

Commission on Human Rights, Report on the Situation of Human Rights in the Territory of the 

Former Yugoslavia Submitted by Mr. Tadeusz Mazowiecki, UN Doc. E/CN.4/ 1993/50 (10 

February 1993) 19-20. 

 

      
7
 A. Medea & K. Thompson, Against Rape (New York, N.Y.: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 

1974) 11 [hereinafter Medea]; Bassiouni, supra note 2, at 362-363; C. Roberts, Women and 

Rape (New York, N.Y.: New York University Press, 1989) 25 [hereinafter Roberts]; E. Levin, 

Sex and Society in the World of the Orthodox Slavs, 900 -1700 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 

Press, 1989) 212 [hereinafter Levin]; M. Koss, The Rape Victim: Clinical and Community 

Interventions, 2
nd

 ed. (Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 1991) 1 [hereinafter Koss]; M. 

Sanchez, War, Rape Tragically Linked, Online: Centre Daily Times, 8 July 2006 <http://www. 

centredaily.com/mld/centredaily/news/opinion/14983314.htm> (Accessed on: 8 July 2006); V. 

Wiehe & A. Richards, Intimate Betrayal: Understanding and Responding to the Trauma of 

Acquaintance Rape (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE Publications, 1995) 3 [hereinafter Wiehe]. 
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I. Women, Armed Conflict, and the Ideology of Sexual Violence  

 

    1. Militarism and Sexual Violence 

 

 

          Wartime rape, as this study demonstrates, is a persistent and brutal aspect 

of conflict, whether during or in the aftermath of hostilities. Terrible stories of 

sexual slavery and other forms of sexual assault, often systematic and 

widespread, are among the most abhorrent features of ethnic conflict. Women 

have been regularly targeted by the enemy, who see them as the property of 

their opponents, and by police officials and peacekeepers who take advantage 

of their powerlessness and displaced status. Thousands of women and girls in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Rwanda, Chechnya, Afghanistan, and 

Iraq have been gang-raped, mutilated, sexually enslaved, and often killed. 

Recently, the issue of food and protection from killing in exchange for sex has 

become a well known feature of the UN peacekeeping industry in Congo, 

Somalia, Sierra Leone, and other war-torn countries.
8
 

                                                 
      

8
 After ignoring sexual exploitation and other sexual assaults by its peacekeepers and other 

field staff for decades, the United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations (UNDPKO) 

is currently investigating a suspected child prostitution ring involving its soldiers in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Moreover, in East Timor, peacekeepers were accused of 

rape and prostitution, but no one was charged although they abandoned at least 20 babies 

fathered there. In 2005 alone, there were 340 complaints of sexual exploitation by peacekeeping 

personnel, with 209 of them in the DRC, which has the largest UN peacekeeping mission. See 

A. Naik, Protecting Children from the Protectors: Lessons from West Africa, Online: 

Humanitarian Accountability Partnership-International (2002) <http://www.hapinternational. 

org/hapgeneva/pdf/fmr15.7.pdf> (Accessed on: 5 February 2007); B. Finley, The Destruction of 

a Society: A Qualitative Examination of the Use of Rape as a Military Tool (M.A., University of 

North Texas, 2004) 8 [hereinafter Finley]; D. Thomas & R. Ralph, “Rape in War: Challenging 

the Tradition of Impunity,” (1994) 14 SAIS Review 81 [hereinafter Thomas]; J. Dohnal, 

“Situation of Human Rights in the Territory of the Former Yugoslavia,” (Commission on 

Human Rights, Forty-Ninth Session, 10 February 1993). [Unpublished]; K. Layton, Book 

Review of Women, Violence and War: Wartime Victimization of Refugees in the Balkans by V. 

Nikolić-Ristanović, ed., (2000) 15 Balkan Academic Book Review, Online: <http://www.seep. 

ceu.hu/balkans/> (Accessed on: 14 July 2006); M. Korac, The Power of Gender in the 

Transition from State Socialism to Ethnic Nationalism Militarization, and War: The Case of 

Post-Yugoslav States (Ph.D., York University, 1998) 221 [hereinafter Korac]; N. Heyzer, 

“Frameworks for Responding to sexual Violence in Conflict, Recovery and Reconstruction,” in 

International Symposium on Sexual Violence in conflict and Beyond. A Conference sponsored 

by UNFPA, European Union and Belgian Development cooperation, Brussels, Belgium, 21-23 

June 2006 [unpublished]; Selections from UNHCR: “Sexual Violence against Refugees,” (New 

York, N.Y.: Human Rights Watch, 2000) 5; Sierra Leone: Rape and Other Forms of Sexual 

Violence against Girls and Women, Amnesty International, June 2000, AI-Index: AFR. 
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          Throughout the history of armed conflict, rape and other sexual assaults 

had been regarded as a natural outcome and standard operating procedure of 

warfare. It has been, and will continue to be, one of the most important 

components of the male war strategy. As an expression of hatred, it joins a long 

list of weapons and tactics used to dominate, humiliate, conquer, and destroy 

the enemy male.
9
 

          The chronicle of wartime rape is a long and painful one. In the last 

century alone, since WWI, widespread rape of women and girls has been 

conducted as a political weapon of war and gender-based persecution in several 

internal and international conflicts. The systematic mass rape and sexual 

enslavement of Chinese and Korean women by Japanese soldiers formed part of 

this outrageous pattern. As well, thousands of women were drafted for rape and 

sexual slavery in the 1970s and 80s in Kashmir, Bangladesh, and Central 

America. In the early 1990s, rape was used as a tool of war in Bosnia-

Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Chechnya, Rwanda, Congo, and Sierra Leone.
10

 

                                                 

 
51/35/00, at p.1 [hereinafter Sierra Leone]; “UN Congo Peacekeepers Accused in Child Sex 

Abuse,” Reuters, New York, 17 August 2006. 

 

      
9
 Askin, supra note 2, at 13; C. Ball, Women, Rape and War: Patriarchal Functions and 

Ideologies,” (1986) 12:1 Atlantis 83 [hereinafter Ball]; J. Nagel, Race, Ethnicity, and Sexuality: 

Intimate Intersections, Forbidden Frontiers (New York, N. Y.: Oxford University Press, 2003) 

185 [hereinafter Nagel]; M. Morokvasić, “The Logics of Exclusion: Nationalism, Sexism and 

the Yugoslav War”, in N. Charles & H. Hintjens, eds., Gender, Ethnicity and Political 

Ideologies (New York, N.Y.: Routledge, 1998) 79 [hereinafter Morokvasić]; M. Morris, “By 

Force of Arms: Rape, War, and Military Culture,” (1996) 45:4 Duke Law Journal 652 

[hereinafter Morris]; M. Stetz, “Wartime Sexual Violence against Women: A Feminist 

Response”, in M. Stetz & B. Oh, eds., Legacies of the Comfort Women of World War II 

(Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2001) 91 [hereinafter Stetz]; Violence against Women in Armed 

Conflict: A Fact Sheet, Amnesty International, 2006. 

 

      
10

  During the twentieth century, wartime rape took on a new function. It was used as an 

effective strategy of war in an efficient way to destroy and terrorize women and their 

communities. Tracing the history of wartime rape since WWI, researchers have found 

staggering and awful numbers of victimized women: Belgian and French women were 

massively raped by German troops in 1914; more than 20,000 Chinese women and girls were 

sexually enslaved during the first month of the Japanese occupation of the city of Nanking, 

known today as the “Rape of Nanking”; during WWII, Russian troops raped approximately 

2,000,000 German women, 900,000 of them in the greater Berlin area, as a payback for the Nazi 
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          Women are always the most vulnerable victims of war, either directly as 

casualties or spoils of war, or indirectly through the breakdown of their 

communities for which they serve as guardians of the culture.
11

 In the former 

Yugoslavia and Rwanda,
 12

 women’s bodies became an extension of the 

                                                 

 
soldiers’ rape of Russian women; simultaneously, Japanese troops invented the phenomenon of 

“comfort women” by drafting more than 200,000 Korean women for systematic rape and sexual 

slavery; not long ago, in 1971, Pakistani soldiers allegedly raped between 200,000 and 400,000 

Bengali women, resulting in 25,000 pregnancies; and in addition to rape patterns in the former 

Yugoslavia and Rwanda in early 1990s, thousands of women were also brutally raped and 

sexually tortured during armed conflicts in Kuwait, Central America, Chechnya, Sierra Leone; 

Congo, Burundi, Somalia, Afghanistan, Kashmir, East Timor, and Iraq. See A. Jones, “Gender 

and Ethnic Conflict in Ex-Yugoslavia,” (1994) 17:1 Ethnic and Racial Studies 115 [hereinafter 

Jones]; D. Nebesar, “Gender-Based Violence as a Weapon of War,” (1998) 4 University of 

California Davis Journal of International Law and Policy 149-150 [hereinafter Nebesar]; G. 

Mezey, “Rape in War,” (1994) 5:3 The Journal of Forensic Psychology 585 & 588-593 

[hereinafter Mezey]; J. Morrison, Ravensbück: Everyday Life in a Women’s Concentration 

Camp, 1939-1945 (Princeton, N.J.: Wiener, 2000) 177 [hereinafter Morrison]; Kohn, supra note 

2, at 205; L. Fletcher, et al., “Human Rights Violations against Women,” (1994) 15 Whittier 

Law Review 319 [hereinafter Fletcher]; L. Morrow, “Unspeakable: Is Rape an Inevitable and 

Marginal-Part of War?,” Time 141:8 (22 February 1993) 28 [hereinafter Morrow]; N. Gullace, 

“Sexual Violence and Family Honor: British Propaganda and International Law during the First 

World War,” (1997) 102:3 American Historical Review 718 [hereinafter Gullace]; P. 

Summerfield, “Gender and War in the Twentieth Century,” (1997) 19:1 The International 

History Review 6 [hereinafter Summerfield]; R. Harris, “The Child of the Barbarian: Rape, 

Race and Nationalism in France during the First World War,” (1993) 141 Past & Present 170 

[hereinafter Harris]; R. Schott, “Gender and ‘Postmodern War’,” (1996) 11:4 Haypatia 24 

[hereinafter Schott]; R. Seifert, “The Second Front: The Logic of Sexual Violence in Wars,” 

(1996) 19:1-2 Women’s Studies International Forum 37 [hereinafter Seifert]; S. Brownmiller, 

Against our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New York, N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1975) 97 

[hereinafter Brownmiller]; S. Brownmiller, “Making Female Bodies the Battlefield,” Newsweek 

121:1 (4 January 1993) 37  [hereinafter Female Bodies]; S. Grayzel, Women’s Identities at War: 

Gender, Motherhood and Politics in Britain and France during the First World War (Chapel 

Hill, N.C.: North Carolina Press, 1990) 31 [hereinafter Grayzel]; S. Pryke, “Nationalism and 

Sexuality, What are the Issues?,” (1998) 4:4 Nations and Nationalism 538 [hereinafter Pryke]. 

 

      
11

 A. El Jack, Gender and Armed Conflict: Overview Report, Online: Institute of 

Development Studies (August 2003) <http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/reports/CEPConflict-

Report.pdf> (Accessed on: 13 Apri1 2006); K. Bennoune, “The Impact of Armed Conflict on 

Women,” (2003) 24 Women’s Rights Law Reporter 173 [hereinafter Bennoune]; S. Swiss, 

“Rape and Sexual Abuse in Armed Conflict and Political Violence,” in Gender, Armed Conflict 

and Political Violence. A Conference Held in Washington, D. C., 10-11 June 1999 (Washington, 

D.C.: The World Bank, 1999), Online: World Bank <http://www.Worlbank.org/gender/events/ 

armedconflict.htm> (Accessed on: 28 November 2004) [hereinafter Swiss]. 

 

      
12

 Besides being a traumatic experience for victimized women and girls, rape has been used 

as a strategic weapon to demoralize and break down the social structure of the victims’ 

societies. The impact of this strategy was clear in the huge number of Bosnian and Kosovar 
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battlefield, while rape was utilized as a deliberate strategy of war to annihilate 

the victims’ entire ethnic group and subdue the enemy on every possible level. 

          Dominance and destruction of the other are central values in patriarchal 

and militarized societies. The populations of such societies, particularly women, 

accept the notion of the dominant-submissive relationship between men and 

women; indeed, the latter form part of the military institution, and acknowledge 

the use of force and violence to control the society and ensure its social 

stability. This ideology, which is based on power and oppression, creates and 

justifies institutionalized marginalization, discrimination and organized 

violence against women. Moreover, even in non-militarized societies, the 

concepts of manhood, masculinity, and the superiority of maleness in the social 

order are affected by the ideological structure of patriarchy and military values. 

Accordingly, feminists find an explicit relationship between militarism and 

violence against women; they view women’s oppression and wartime rape as a 

fundamental part of the warrior’s ideology, and consider it as a sexual 

expression of aggression rather than an aggressive expression of sexuality. In 

this sense, wartime rape of the enemy’s women became an acceptable means of 

exercising male power and domination.
13

 

                                                 

 
victimized women who committed suicide and in the increased number of women who were 

rejected by their families and ethnic groups. See A. Bhimji, Rape and War, Online: (1996) 

<http:www.wco. com/~altaf/rapewar.html> (Accessed on: 25 April 1996); Bumiller, supra note 

5, at A1 & A13; M. Hewitt, “Women as Victims of War,” Online: TWATCH-L (1998) 

<TWATCH-L@LISTSERV.ACSU. BUFFALO.EDU> (Received on: 18 February 1998); M. 

Wilbers, “Sexual Abuse in Times of Armed Conflict,” (1994) 7:2 Leiden Journal of 

International Law 43 [hereinafter Wilbers]; Nebesar, supra note 10, at 148; P. Albanese, 

“Nationalism, War, and Archaization of Gender Relations in the Balkans,” (2001) 7:9 Violence 

against Women 999 [hereinafter Albanese]; S. Mežnarić, “The Rapists’ Progress: Ethnicity, 

Gender and Violence,” (1993) 24:3-4 Revija za Sociologiju 119 [hereinafter Mežnarić].   

 

      
13

 A. Hauk, Revealing Ideology: A Linguistic Analysis of the Raping of Women in the 
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     2. Wartime Rape Motivations 

          In both ancient and modern times, men have frightened, humiliated, and 

intimidated women in times of both peace and war. During armed conflict, men 

are motivated by anger, hatred, and dominance to inflict their ultimate 

masculine humiliation on their male opponents by destroying women, their 

most valuable property. The brutal rape of a two-year-old Tutsi child by Hutu 

militants, the systematic mass rape of Bosnian Muslim and Croatian women 

and girls from six to eighty-four years old by Serb forces and paramilitaries, 

and the gang-rape of a seventy-six-year-old Serbian woman by Bosnian Muslim 

forces, demonstrate the fact that the primary goal of wartime rape of women in 

the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda was to exercise power, not to have sex, and 

that it was utilized as a strategic weapon of war.
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          Whether individual and isolated or systematic and widespread, wartime 

rape has been committed by soldiers of all ranks in different wars, regardless of 

their religious or racial backgrounds. Assaulting women in wartime arises from 

different motivations; revenge and retaliation, frustration, and as cold-blooded 

strategy of war designed to humiliate the enemy’s male pride and inflict terror 

and destruction on opponents.
15

 To confront and prevent the wartime rape 
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phenomenon, it is vital that the factors and circumstances that favour it be 

specified and analyzed. Indeed, perusal of a considerable number of various 

legal works and official reports on the topic reveals that the above motivations 

could be categorized under three main headings: non-political, political, and 

strategic. 

          The non-political hypothesis maintains that wartime rape is a gender-

motivated crime and a part of gender discrimination policy against women, 

manifested in many cultures and societies as a result of domestic patriarchal 

misogyny and commonly assumed to be a natural product of the war itself. In 

many cases, combatants are challenged by their societies to prove their 

masculinity by engaging in aggressive actions, including wartime rape and 

other forms of sexual assault. Feminists in particular believe that soldiers who 

assault women at war are responding to a social pressure and demonstrating 

their superiority over the victims. Accordingly, women are raped in wartime 

because of their gender and vulnerability or because soldiers desire to express 

their dominance over them, or because of their relationship to the enemy.
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          Furthermore, under this theory, a number of scholars have argued that 

wartime rape of women is associated with cultural pathology and socio-cultural 

factors. In other words, they attribute the commission of this crime to the 

perpetrator’s national-psycho-historical factors, which influence him to carry 

out hostile actions against women, including rape. A case in point was the 

sexual crimes committed by Japanese soldiers before and during WWII as a 

result of Japanese society’s “sado-masochistic tendencies” brought on by 

collective trauma.
17

 

          Other scholars have argued that the availability of explicit pornography 

prior to war operations increases soldiers’ aggressiveness and encourages them 

to dehumanize women. Reports from the Gulf War indicated that U.S. pilots 

had been watching pornographic movies before bombing Iraqi targets. 

Similarly, British soldiers who participated in the Falklands War had watched 

pornographic films before engaging in battle. Another example was the 1991 

Serb government’s decision to allow the broadcast of sex films by public TV 

stations in Belgrade accompanied with graphic war pictures of widespread 

killings.
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          In this connection, however, one may add that the sexual deprivation of 

military personnel for long periods, particularly those at war or on ships at sea, 

may increase the occurrence of wartime rape and sexual slavery.
19

 

          The political hypothesis is that wartime rape is a tactic of war motivated 

by the desire to express superiority and domination over the enemy, rather than 

concupiscence. From the beginning of the known history of mankind, rape in 

armed conflict had been considered a reward for victorious soldiers, and seen as 

an effective mechanism for consolidating victory. Wartime rape is, by this 

measure, a political weapon of war, rather than a soldier’s proof of virility and 

accomplishments. According to this theory,
 
it has been used in threefold 
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measure; as expressing the totality of victory over the enemy, as a means of 

retaliation and vengeance, and as an effective propaganda tool.
 20

 

          The strategic rape theory is constructed on the notion that wartime rape of 

women by their enemy is the ultimate humiliation that can be inflicted on a 

human being and an absolute expression of victory. It is a straightforward 

message to the defeated men and a direct attack on their masculinity and honour 

for having failed to protect their women. Notwithstanding the psychological 

effects and demoralization of both the targeted women and their society, 

systematic mass rape in times of war symbolizes the destruction of the victim’s 

culture and is regarded as an attack on the whole community. Accordingly, 

perpetrators used rape as a weapon of mass destruction to terrorize opponent 

civilians and force them to flee their homes, once and for ever. It is an 

instrument of forced exile.
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          This theory, which is considered the most influential wartime rape theory, 

has flourished in socio-legal literature since the mass rape atrocities in the 

former Yugoslavia and Rwanda were brought to light in the early 1990s. 

Notwithstanding this fact, the weapon had been used on a large scale for many 

years before this date: rape was inflicted on thousands of women in the Pakistan 

civil war of 1971; on Kashmiri women by Indian soldiers in early and late 

1990s; on Korean and Chinese women and girls before and during WWII;
22

 and 

on countless women in the Congo, Chechnya, Iraq, Sierra Leone, Sudan, and 

other war-torn places throughout the world. 

 

 

    3. Women as Primary Targets and the Most Vulnerable of Victims 
 

 

          As stated above, women are the primary victims in any warfare, although 

they are not normally involved on the battlefield. They suffer as mothers, wives, 

and daughters, supporting their combatant men, and sustaining grievous 

experiences as spoils of war, exposed to horrific sexual assaults by their 

enemies. For many years, the wartime rape and sexual slavery of women 

became a cross-culturally tolerated practice, although it did result in the tragic 

death and destruction of hundreds of thousands of women victims, whose 

suffering remains hidden in most cases, while atrocities continued to go 

unreported, whether committed by friend, foe or peacekeeper.
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          In ancient and modern conflicts, as well as in local and supranational 

wars, sexual violence has emerged as the rule rather than an exception.
24

 

Horrible atrocities committed against women in the former Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda were preceded and followed by severe sexual assaults perpetrated 

against women and girls in various other war-torn areas, including 

Afghanistan,
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 Congo,
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vagina and the anus; spraying women with chemicals; and hanging them by the 

legs or hair for long periods. 

          Rape is meeting death without dying. Psychologically, women survivors 

of wartime rape live shattered lives. They die in silence several times a day, 

particularly those traumatized women who have been unable to speak out or 

receive psychological counselling. A woman victim feels that she has lost her 

self-esteem, integrity, and control over her own body’s reproductive life. The 

rapist has made her feel that she has lost her sexual autonomy by invading her 

body and occupying her womb. 

          Many of those assaulted women were forced to strip completely in front 

of strangers or their children, while others were brutally raped by their 

neighbours, teachers, and physicians in public or in front of family members, 

particularly husbands and children. Consequently, many of them were severely 

traumatized, while others committed suicide, being unable to bear the stigma 

and shame.
47
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          Socially speaking, wartime rape usually sends two destructive messages: 

one to the victim who was touched by the enemy, declaring her no longer 

acceptable as a wife or candidate for marriage; and the other to her society that 

their blood and race are polluted by the fact of their women giving birth to the 

children of their enemy. The main aim of these two messages is to damage the 

fabric of the enemy society, since many women victims suffer a backlash from 

their peers, being rejected by husbands and fathers. In many cases, they are 

killed by relatives because they have allegedly brought shame to their family, 

even though they had been raped against their will. This was due to the fact that 

the concepts of honour and shame, particularly in most Eastern societies, see no 

difference in whether or not a woman victim consents to sexual intercourse.
48

 

Tragically, the most dangerous part of the problem, particularly in Muslim 

societies, is that the women victims blame themselves. In most cases,
 49
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them believe that they should be punished to wash away the shame, while 

others even ask the men in their families to kill them.  

    

II. Wartime Rape and Ethno-Religious Nationalism 
 

    1. Shaping the Rapists’ Ethno-National Agenda 
 

 

          Nothing in recent decades has fired the Serbs’ militant nationalism more 

than the alleged Albanian rape of Serbian women in Kosovo in the 1980s. At 

that time, it was believed that no Kosovar Serb was safe from rape or sexual 

assault, and that every Kosovar Albanian was a potential or actual rapist.
50

 This 

highly aggravated socio-political incident became a central issue in the Serb 

national question, drew a dramatic link between masculinity and nationalism, 

and awakened Serbs’ national feelings, contributing to the bloody break-up of 

Yugoslavia in the early 1990s and leading to the rape and sexual torture of 

Bosnian, Croatian, and Kosovar Albanian women; a national victimization 

designed and carried out according to the Serb nationalists’ rape agenda. 

Accordingly, sexuality has shaped
51

 the model of Serb soldiers and 
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paramilitaries,
 52

 who used rape as an effective strategy to destroy non-Serb 

ethnic groups in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, and Kosovo to establish a 

“Greater Serbia.” 

          Gendered nationalism and masculine rhetoric have, in fact, long been 

organically associated with the Serbs’ national identity and are deeply rooted in 

the Serbian tradition. The connection between masculinity and Serb militant 

nationalism was clearly reflected and illustrated in Čas anatomije, a polemical 

novel published in 1978 by the famous Serbian writer Danilo Kiš. In his words: 

“Testicles are a national symbol and a trademark of the race: other nations have 

fortune, tradition, history and reason, but we alone have balls.”
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          Although Serbian legislators partially amended the Serbian criminal code 

to punish “ethnic rape” in the late 1980s, Serb forces waged a systematic ethnic 

rape campaign between 1991-1995 in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia, as a 

policy of ethnic cleansing, under the slogan of Rodit ces Četnika 
54

 (you will 

give birth to a Četnik). However, rape accounts have revealed that Serbian 

women were also raped on reciprocal bases by Croatian and Bosnian Muslim 

forces. Molested Serbian women, who provided a number of horrific 

testimonies, claimed that they were brutally raped and told by their rapists that 

they should “give birth to little Ustašas” or “must bear Muslim children.” This 

behaviour was in turn perceived by its perpetrators as transgenerational revenge 

and punishment inflicted on Serbian women for mass rape crimes committed 

against Bosnian Muslim and Croatian women by Serb combatants.
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          Historically, wartime rape has been considered an unfortunate by- product 

of war and collateral damage inflicted by victorious warriors to humiliate the 

victim and reward the troops.
56

 Throughout the history of ethnic conflicts, 

whether fought across national borders or within the same state boundaries, rape 

and sexual exploitation of the enemy’s women were among its most destructive 

weapons and techniques of terror and warfare. Sexual conquering and forced 

impregnation of women, particularly young girls in ethnic conflicts in Bosnia-

Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo and Rwanda, were utilized as a strategic weapon 

of war and physical invasion by the enemy to pollute the victims’ race and 

destroy their national identity.
57
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          Nothing has changed in the interval. Recent and current armed conflicts 

have shown that both women and men have experienced all forms of gender-

based sexual violence and torture. In the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, 

Chechnya, Congo, Sierra Leone, and occupied Iraq, women and adolescent girls 

have been targeted for and subjected to all forms of sexual violence, including 

systematic mass rape, sexual mutilation, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, 

forced impregnation, sterilization or abortion, and sexual torture.
58

 Similarly, 

men and adolescent boys were raped, castrated, and sexually tortured both 

physically and psychologically. Wartime male rape of enemy civilians tends to 

convey a two-fold message: to destroy the victims’ sense of masculinity or 

manhood on the one hand, and to confirm their failure to protect their women 

and motherland on the other. Nevertheless, the Yugoslav and Rwandan 

nationalism-driven wars provided unprecedented cases of gendered violence, 

hitherto unknown in the course of the history of mankind.
59

 

          As this analysis reveals, systematic mass rape was employed in the 

former Yugoslavia and Rwanda as a weapon of war for different purposes, 

including humiliation, extracting information, political terror, intimidation, 

ethnic cleansing, and breaking down the morale of the opponent’s civilian 

population by inflicting physical and psychological injuries on the victims and 

stigmatizing them and their families.
60

 The pervasive rape in Bosnia-
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Herzegovina and Rwanda inflicted deep spiritual injury upon Muslim and Tutsi 

women victims, who were attacked on the basis of their racial, ethnic, or 

religious identity. This ethnically motivated sexual assault had a political 

agenda linked to the ethnic and cultural roots of both the perpetrator and the 

victim.
61

 Moreover, it was used as a weapon of mass destruction, shattering the 

lives of the victims and their families, as well as their national identity. Women 

and girls who were raped and impregnated inevitably suffered from post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a psychological disorder resulting from 

extreme situations of stress. Victims shared the same sense of profound shame 

and self blame, while their fathers, brothers, sons and husbands felt deeply 

humiliated over their failure to protect them.
62

 The abhorrent forms of sexual 

violence and torture inflicted mainly on Bosnian and Tutsi women can be seen 
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as vicious psychological warfare. Sons and fathers who were forced to rape their 

mothers or daughters or to hold them to be raped by Serb and Hutu militants 

now bear lifetime scars in their minds and souls.
63

 Indeed, besides destroying 

the physical and psychological entity of the victims, the systematic rape and 

forced impregnation of Muslim and Rwandan women extended its 

consequences to devastate the victims’ entire social group and to defile their 

national identity. It can also be seen, therefore, as a conspiracy against national 

honour and manhood.
64
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          The traditions of Muslim peoples, who comprised the majority of Bosnian 

and Kosovar societies, prize girls’ and women’s chastity, virginity, and fidelity 

as these represent the honour, purity, and integrity of their societies. 

Accordingly, women will face divorce or abandonment if they are raped, even if 

inflicted against their will. The Bosnian and Kosovar women who were 

victimized often couldn’t stand the stigma and shame associated with the 

attacks. Many of them committed suicide as they preferred to die rather than 

live with their ordeal. Based on this stigma, it has proven extremely difficult to 

determine the exact number of women who were abused in the war. Rarely has 

a victimized Muslim woman admitted that she was raped. Women who 

conceded or were impregnated were ostracized by their families and 

communities.
65

 Knowing that assaulting a Muslim woman meant ravishing one 

of the most sacred values of the Muslim society, Serb militants conducted 

systematic mass rape, as a strategic mass destruction weapon, to undermine the 

Bosnian and Kosovar Muslim societies. The forceful impregnation of Muslim 

women was used to demolish their reproductive capacity in many ways: they 

were forced to bear the enemy’s child; they were shunned by their husbands as 

wives and their families as unmarried; and they lost possible chances to get 

married and raise families, since their societies required their sexuality to be 

controlled and limited to marriage.
66

 

          Similarly, Hutu extremists committed rape and sexual torture on an 

astronomical scale and utilized them as political weapons to demoralize and 
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humiliate Tutsi women and to undermine the social context of their families and 

communities. Women were raped en masse and tortured constantly in ways that 

defy human imagination. In Rwanda too, sexual violence was aimed at 

destroying the social structure of the enemy. As was made clear earlier, the 

European colonial system heightened the differences between Rwandan ethnic 

groups by favouring the Tutsi minority over the Hutu majority. This 

discrimination created racial stereotypes that represented the Tutsi women as 

arrogant and more attractive than Hutu women, encouraging them to refrain 

from marrying Hutu men. First-hand accounts acquired from Rwandan 

survivors of rape detected the impacts of these stereotypes on the Hutu 

perpetrators, who told their victims: “If there were peace, you would never 

accept me!”
67

 Rwandan genocidal rape survivors have been faced with a cluster 

of overwhelming problems, including but not limited to: social isolation and 

stigma; sexual health complications, particularly from sexual torture and vaginal 

                                                 
      

67
 Hatred, gender and ethnicity were the themes of what Interahamwe said to their Tutsi 

women victims before or during rape campaigns. Ms. Nowrojee, of Human Rights Watch, has 

reported a number of similar statements collected from Tutsi women in response to her 

interview question: “What was said during the rape?” Here are some examples: 

 

      -  “They said that they were raping me to see if Tutsi women were like Hutu women”; 

      - “Before he raped me, he said that he wanted to check if Tutsi women were like other  

women”; 

      -  “He told me that I was forbidden to cry because Tutsi had no rights at that moment”;  

      - “One Interahamwe said, “You Tutsi women are very sweet, so we have to kill the men and 

take you”; and 

      - “They said that they had to take Tutsi women because before the war they were not able to 

take them”. 

 

      These statements and more confirm what Jean-Paul Akayesu apparently said to his 

Interahamwe militants when encouraging them to rape Tutsi women: “Never ask me again what 

a Tutsi woman tastes like.” For more statements, see E. Baines, “Body Politics and the Rwandan 

Crisis,” (2003) 24:3 Third World Quarterly 488 [hereinafter Baines]; E. Neuffer, The Key to My 

Neighbors House: Seeking Justice in Bosnia and Rwanda (New York, N.Y.: Picador, 2001) 271 

[hereinafter Neuffer]; Despair and Defiance, supra note 6, at 410; Milne, supra note 55, at 111; 

Nduwimana, infra note 106, at 16; Prosecutor v. Jean-Paul Akayesu, (1998) Judgement, 2 

September 1998, ICTR-96-4-T, at paragraph 422  [hereinafter Akayesu Judgement]; S. Logan, 

“Remembering the Women in Rwanda: When Humans Rely on the Old Concepts of War to 

Resolve Conflict,” (2006) 21 Affilia 235 [hereinafter Logan]; Shattered Lives, supra note 47, at 

43-55. 

 



 174 

mutilation, which resulted in permanent reproductive damages; and economic 

problems, specifically the lack of resources to sustain themselves and to raise 

their children of wartime rape.
68

 

          During the Rwandan genocide, educated Tutsi women and girls were 

primarily targeted for systematic rape by armed Hutu men, including soldiers, 

gendarmes, militiamen and paramilitaries who considered these women as 

spoils of war, and brutally tortured and raped them with the aim of humiliating 

and degrading them.
69

 The perpetrators sought thereby to destroy the 

interpersonal relations of the Tutsi national group by shattering the relationships 

of raped women with their families and community, particularly, those who 

were impregnated as a result of rape.
70

 

 

 
 

    2. Gender as a Double- Edged, Powerful Weapon 

          Ethno-national conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda exploited 

gender as an instrument in destroying opposing ethnic groups by attacking the 
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grassroots of their national culture and racial purity;
71

 the women. An 

appreciation of the controversial relationship between nationalism, ethnicity, 

and gendered violence would provide a better explanation of the nature of those 

conflicts.
72

 In the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, wartime rape emphasized the 

interrelationship between ethnicity and gender. National and racial motives 

were the central elements in the dehumanization process of Bosnian, Kosovar,
 73

  

and Tutsi women by making their bodies the battlefield where warriors 

displayed their hatred systemically and systematically.  

          To understand the reproduction strategy and the politics of gendered 

nationalism during wars and ethno-national armed conflicts, one should take 

into consideration the status of women within the framework of the socio-

national process. In the situations under study, Bosnian, Kosovar, and Tutsi 

women, particularly young girls, were sexually targeted as biological 

reproducers of their group members. They were intentionally enslaved, gang 

raped,
 
and forcibly impregnated to bear the children of the enemy of another 

national or social group. Some women, particularly those who failed to bear the 

enemy’s offspring, were sterilized or sexually tortured in a way that they would 

never again have children who might defend their national cause in the future, 
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or knifed to death starting from their genitals.
74

 One of the most shocking 

accounts in this respect was the story of Jana, a young Croatian woman, who 

was captured by Serb forces when she was in her eighth month of pregnancy. 

The Četniks ripped open her womb with a broken knife,
 75

  removed the foetus, 

placed two small cats in her uterus, and stitched it up. She mercifully expired 

right away.  

          On the other hand, women were attacked as guardians of the national 

culture and as the ones responsible for perpetuating the ideology of their social 

group. In the Bosnian and Rwandan societies, women were, and still are, the 

primary socializers of their children as mothers and educators. They usually 

structure and shape their children’s behaviours and beliefs, and determine their 

views and loyalties. Moreover, in addition to the fact that these women served 

as biological and social reproducers, they also played a central role in shaping 

their societies’ national and political identities. The activities of many women 

extended beyond the boundaries of motherhood. Many of them shared the same 
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responsibilities as men, serving as politicians, decision makers, and even 

combatants on the front line.
76

 

          For Hutu and Serb perpetrators, masculinity and national identity were 

closely linked. In the systematic mass rape of Bosnian and Croatian women, 

there was a national mechanism reinforcing Serb rapists’ masculine ideals when 

it came to dominating and humiliating the females of their male opponents on 

the other side of the front line. The feminist analyses in the works of L. Arcel 

and E. Hague reveal that Serb combatants and paramilitaries proved the notion 

of their national superiority and powerful masculine identity by raping or 

watching the rape of Bosnian Muslim and Croatian Catholic women and men in 

Serb rape camps. The same national and racial feelings were behind the sexual 

torture of Tutsi women and girls who, having descended from a different race, 

were treated and negatively labelled by their perpetrators as inferior human 

beings, or inyenzi.
77

 

             In the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, women’s reproductive 

capabilities were utilized by Serb and Hutu leaders as a double-edged weapon in 

both constructive and destructive ways, but always in keeping with traditional 

patriarchal notions of male domination, and female subordination.
78

 Although 
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there is unanimous agreement on the fact that rape and sexual violence were 

conducted by all factions involved, the most extensive and well-planned sexual 

assault campaign was mainly executed against Bosnian and Kosovar Muslim 

women by Serbs, and against Tutsi women by Hutus.
79

 For Serbians, the 

constructive part of the equation was presented to politicians and the Orthodox 

Church as a way of maximizing Serbs reproductive capacities. The objectives of 

Serbian nationalism would be met by producing more children to increase the 

Serbian population.
80

 

          To achieve this goal, Serb advocates of the new vision of nationalist 

womanhood knew how to employ historical and religious myths so as to 

encourage Serbian women to produce combatants and eventually sacrifice them 

in the cause of creating “Greater Serbia,” their “mother-homeland.” When war 

had spread throughout Yugoslavia towards the end of 1992, Serbian politicians, 

academics, and Orthodox Church leaders sounded alarm bells in the form of a 
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document entitled “Warning,” in which they brought to light alleged 

demographic dangers encompassing the Serbian nation. Concentrating on the 

imbalanced demographic growth among Yugoslav ethnic groups as a result of 

high reproduction rates among Kosovar Albanians and Bosnian Muslims as 

opposed to low birth rates among Serbians, Serb leaders adopted the strategy of 

encouraging Serbian women to bear children to preserve Serbia’s national 

identity and encouraged controlling birth rates in non-Serb areas, “which went 

beyond national and human reproduction,” as they claimed. They warned that 

high reproduction rates among non-Serbs would mean the Serbian nation would 

be outnumbered and if it were to continue,
 81

 Serbs would become an ethnic 

minority, a development that would put the persistence of the Serbian nation in 

risk. 

          Accordingly, Serb nationalists envisaged a threefold role for Serbian 

women in maintaining the Serbs’ national identity: (a) serving as biological 

producers of future generations, to which purpose they passed laws that denied 

women the right to abortion and granted them maternity leaves and rewards to 

encourage them to stay home and raise Serbian children; (b) serving as family 

caretakers and cultural transmitters from one generation to another, as historical, 

national and religious myths play a prominent role in constructing and shaping a 

Serb’s national identity; and (c) becoming the symbol of the Serbian nation as a 
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mother who sacrifices her children for the cause of the mother-homeland.
82

 This 

state-sponsored nationalism placed severe restrictions on Serbian women, 

limiting them to their reproductive and nurturing capabilities; indeed, any 

woman who refused to carry out this policy would be shunned by society and 

sanctioned by the church.
83

 

          The other phase of the Serbs’ gender war was the destruction of non-Serb 

women’s and men’s sexuality and reproductive capacities by utilizing 

systematic rape and sexual torture as a strategic weapon of war and by 

physically dominating the Bosnian and Kosovar Muslim female body to 

demoralize and dehumanize her and her entire community. The rapists used 

women’s bodies to convey a strong historical message: that the man who cannot 

protect his woman in time of war will not be able to protect his homeland or 

even fight anymore.
84

 Serbs used several methods to implement this policy,
 85
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including sterilization and forcibly impregnating non-Serb women and girls to 

bear Serbian children. Such crimes had a twofold impact on the victims and 

their societies in that they undermined the social foundations of the community 

and severed familial relations: if the raped woman were married, her husband 

would, at best, refuse even to touch her and might even treat her as no longer his 

wife. And if she were single, she would lose the opportunity to get married 

since she had lost her virginity before marriage. Serb perpetrators believed,
 
and 

rightly so, that Muslim woman’s virginity and chastity are highly cherished in 

the Bosnian and Kosovar Muslim cultures.
 86

 

          Both Serb and Hutu decision-makers used racist stereotypes, negative 

labelling, and national propaganda to incite and justify sexual violence and 

torture against non-Serb and Tutsi women, respectively. Bosnian Muslim 

women, particularly girls who were taken to concentration camps,
 87

 were often 

filmed to be used as a form of pornographic entertainment for other Serb 
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soldiers. Moreover, the Radio Televizija Republika Srpska (RTRS) aired 

fabricated documentaries showing Serbian women being raped by Bosnian 

Muslims and Croats. Similarly, Pravoslavlje, a religious Serbian newspaper, 

published information about Serbian women and girls aged 17-40 years old who 

were singled out and drafted for rape and sexual violence on the orders of 

Bosnian and Kosovar fundamentalist leaders.
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          Although the rape of Tutsi women was not organized like that of Bosnian 

and Kosovar women, it was deliberately used to demoralize and break down 

Tutsi women and their community. Due to the short period of the genocidal war, 

Hutu perpetrators did not have enough time to set up rape camps. They did, 

however, adopt a policy of raping, mutilating and killing whenever possible. 

Like the Serbian media, Hutu-operated Radio télévision libre des mille collines 

(RTLM) and Kangura, a bimonthly magazine, were leading disseminators of 

ethnic hate messages and regularly incited listeners to the mass killing and rape 

of Tutsi women.
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    3. A Deliberate Policy of Ethnic Cleansing and a Brutal 

        Act of Execution 

 

          There was a specific political agenda behind wartime rape atrocities and 

sexual torture in the Balkans. In carrying out their violent national campaign of 

ethnic cleansing and mass expulsion of non-Serb populations from Serb-claimed 

territories in Croatia and Bosnia, the Republika Srpska (RS) and the Republika 
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Srpska Krajina (RSK), and as a practical step to create an ethnically and 

nationally pure “Great Serbia,” the Jugoslavenska narodna armija (JNA) and 

Bosnian Serb paramilitaries utilized a well planned policy of systematic mass 

rape and forced impregnation of Croatian and Bosnian Muslim women. 

Wartime rape became a gruesome means of implementing the Serbs’ national 

policy of ethnic cleansing.
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          The large scale and wide prevalence of wartime rape in Bosnia-

Herzegovina took the whole world by surprise. Special rape camps and 

detention centres were set up for this purpose. Serbs held Muslim women for 

months in Foča’s indoor sports arena, and made them into sexual slaves with the 

aim of impregnating them to give birth to Četniks. Many women were 

systematically and repeatedly raped in concentration rape camps throughout 

Bosnia-Herzegovina and North-eastern Croatia, impregnated and detained until 

it was too late for them to obtain an abortion.
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          The UN Commission of Experts (UNCE), established pursuant to 

Security Council Resolution 780 (1992) and chaired by M. Cherif Bassiouni, 

identified 162 detention centres where women were kept and raped. Of those 

centres, 88 were controlled by Bosnian Serbs, 17 were run by Croats, 8 by 

Muslims, 14 jointly directed by Croats and Muslims, and the rest operated 

anonymously. This means that all warring factions in the former Yugoslavia 

committed grave war crimes, including rape and sexual violence. 

Overwhelming evidence suggests that there were hundreds of Serb women
92

 

subjected to rape and sexual violence by Croatian and Muslim troops in the 

Posavina region, the commune of Odžak, and some villages close to Sarajevo. 

          Although all war parties were guilty of rape and sexual violence, 

investigations have confirmed that most victims were Muslim females and that 

the major perpetrators were Serb military and paramilitary force members. For 

the first time in the history of ethnic armed conflicts, Bosnian Serbs had 

introduced wartime rape and forced impregnation of Bosnian Muslim women 

and girls as a deliberate weapon of war and as an instrument of ethnic cleansing 

and torture designed to humiliate the victims and drive them and their families 

out of their homes. The forcible impregnation of Muslim women was used by 
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perpetrators as a means of mass torture that extended to victims’ relatives and 

that, until today, remains as a haunting reminder of the atrocities.
93

 

          Wartime rape in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina was aimed at the 

demoralization of the victim’s family and society, and in the process destroyed 

the victim’s community as well. Bosnian Serb leaders used rape as a strategic 

weapon of war against Muslim women to humiliate them and demoralize 

Bosnian Muslims in such a way that they would either surrender or flee their 

homes. It was used as a deliberate strategy of ethnic cleansing since these 

women were targeted and abused on religious and ethnic grounds.
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          As a strategic tool of ethnic cleansing, the rape of Bosnian and Croatian 

women by Serb forces exceeded all traditional limits. It involved more than 

holding victims in detention centres and assaulting them sexually, even in a 

systematic way. Before being raped, for instance, victims were often forced to 

watch the slaughter of their children or family members, or following the act, 

the killing of their husbands or fathers who were forced to watch the rape of 

their women beforehand. These women were then forced to flee their looted and 

burnt houses under heavy fire and were loaded, in most cases naked, into cattle 

trucks and sent to rape camps. The genocidal gang-rape of Bosnian and Croatian 

young women and girls, with the aim of impregnating and forcing them to give 

birth to “little Četniks,” destroyed
95

 the social fabric of their societies by 
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damaging parent-child and spousal relationships and by rendering the rape 

survivors unmarriageable or unable to bear children. It destabilized the social 

and cultural infrastructure of the victims’ communities and the entire nation.
 
 

          Inter-ethnic wartime rape of Bosnian and Croatian women obliged them 

to produce the children of the enemy, which caused them several kinds of pain: 

physical, psychological, and social. Many of those victims were very young and 

were forced to bear their enemies’ children rather than seek abortion on 

religious or medical grounds. Many other victims died in horrific conditions 

because they didn’t receive adequate medical care. Those women who survived 

and gave birth were psychologically devastated. They were torn between the 

natural desire to keep the innocent child, who would bear the physical 

countenance of its rapist father, and the terrible memories of rape. This 

emotional conflict caused them horrible pain and trauma. Socially, victimized 

women were rejected by their husbands or fathers, and lost the ability to have 

peace of mind. Wartime rape, as a tool of ethnic cleansing, is a severe 

aggression on the victims’ reproductive rights and is comprised in fact of two 

crimes; the crime of rape and the crime of forced impregnation.
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          Serb sources argued that Western media reports on the systematic mass 

rape of Bosnian Muslim women as a conscious policy and a deliberate strategy 

sponsored by the Bosnian Serb leadership were not authentic. Pro-Serb writers 

maintained that the Western media hadn’t examined the sources on this issue, 

including governmental, non-governmental, regional, and international reports, 

and had used rape propaganda to accelerate Western military intervention and 

stimulate blind hatred against Serbs. Serb writers tried to play on the 

contradictory nature of the reports as to the numbers of alleged rapes of Muslim 

women and girls, which ranged between twenty and one-hundred thousand 

cases according to the United Nations reports. In support of their claims, they 

cited Jerome Bony, a French television reporter commenting on this issue: 

“When I was fifty kilometres from Tuzla, I was told: ‘Go to Tuzla high school 

grounds. There are four thousand raped women.’ At twenty kilometres this 

figure dropped to four hundred. At ten kilometres only forty were left. Once at 

the site, I found only four women willing to testify.”
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          Although the above report casts some doubt on the numbers, its author 

didn’t deny the existence of rape victims at the site. Moreover, having only four 

victims willing to testify does not mean that other women were not victimised. 

The issue of the number of Bosnian Muslim rape victims may be an object of 
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controversy, but this by no means minimizes the dreadful fact that there were 

such victims.
98

 

          Indeed, it is extremely difficult to figure out the real numbers of rape 

victims for the following facts: (a) it was not easy to acquire first-hand 

testimonies, since those women who were strong enough to break the wall of 

silence and tell the world about their ordeals became symbolic speakers for 

thousands of others who preferred to keep silent; (b) the majority of the 

assaulted women, regardless of their ethnic or religious backgrounds, found it 

very hard to report their sufferings, while many of them had been killed after 

having been raped or during the gang-rape process; and (c) in collecting 

information, organizations depended on sample testimonies given by victims 

who voluntarily testified or whose horrific conditions obliged them to speak out. 

It was impossible for any organization or fact-finding mission to reach every 

victim. Consequently, it becomes evident from the foregoing
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 that it is not a 
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wise idea to focus on numbers of rapes and forget the horrific part of the issue: 

rape as a crime of war and a crime against humanity. 

          During the war in Kosovo, the main aim of the mass rape of Albanian 

women and girls was not only to inflict huge physical and psychological pain on 

the individual victims but to undermine the identity of the Kosovar Albanian 

communities in order to terrorize them and force them from their homes. 

Although a number of human rights organizations and fact-finding missions 

succeeded in interviewing a very limited number of victims, it was extremely 

difficult to obtain first-hand information on wartime rape and other sexual 

assaults during the Kosovar Albanians’ ethnic cleansing campaign of 1998-

1999. These crimes were under-reported due to the conservative nature of 

Albanian society, the tremendous shame and stigma associated with those 

inhuman and degrading offences, and the lack of enough training and 

professionalism in getting individual or collective testimonies.
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          The rape of ethnic Albanian women by Serb officers, JNA regulars and 

paramilitaries fell within the broader concept of sexual violence defined by the 

UN Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of 

Minorities (UNSCPDPM). The offences took different forms and fell into 
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various time frames: before the escalation of March 1999; during the period of 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) forces’ air strikes; and at the time 

of mass displacement and exodus.
101

 

          Albanian women, particularly young girls, were targeted and sexually 

assaulted at their homes in front of family members, relatives, and neighbours. 

Many of them were abducted and gang-raped during Serb attacks on the 

Albanians’ villages. Furthermore, they were singled out from convoys fleeing 

Kosovo, robbed and taken to detention centres for sexual slavery. Many victims 

were tortured to death or killed immediately after they were raped, or thrown 

into wells alive.
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          Ethnic Albanian women were not the only ones subjected to sexual 

violence in Kosovo. Albanian men were also sexually assaulted. The 

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe–Kosovo Verification 

Mission (OSCE-KVM), which documented a number of those accounts, 

believed that most cases of such assaults took place in detention and Serb police 

stations. Sexual violence against Kosovar Albanian men was used as a 

deliberate tactic to damage their social identity. Cases of sexual assaults 

reported by the OSCE-KVM on Kosovar men ranged from being forced to strip 

naked in public for the purpose of humiliating them to actually being raped by 

Serb interrogators. The OSCE-KVM found out that the assaulted men had as 

much difficulty as women to speak out about such atrocities.
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          Wartime rape in Rwanda was also a weapon of war. Although the 

architects of genocide had time to draw up plans and prepare death lists, they 

happily improvised when it came to those women and girls whom they would 

rape. As part of their campaign to exterminate the Tutsi or force them to leave 

the country, the Forces armées rwandaises (FAR) soldiers, gendarmes, and 

other paramilitary groups sexually assaulted Tutsi women and girls, some as 

young as two years old, in extraordinary brutal ways. During the genocide, Tutsi 

women were systematically raped, tortured to death, and, in most cases, 

mutilated before they were executed.
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          Sexual violence took different forms during the 1994 Rwandan genocide 

and was not restricted to women. Besides raping Tutsi women and girls, soldiers 

of the Rwandese government forces (RGF) and members of the Interahamwe 

militia emasculated many Tutsi men, including young boys, in an attempt to 

reduce their capacity to reproduce. Hutu extremists employed techniques of 

brutality and intimidation similar to those used by Četniks in Bosnia-

Herzegovina to humiliate their victims. Tutsi adults were forced, at gun-point, 

to have incestuous intercourse with their sons, daughters and other family 

members before they were killed. Moreover, rape was extended to religious 

institutions. Though “untouchable” according to Rwandan custom, “nuns” were 

not spared, while some Hutu priests of the Catholic Church were also involved 

in the systematic rape of Tutsi young girls.
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          There are neither reliable statistics nor accurate numbers for those women 

who were subjected to unimaginable forms of rape and sexual degradation. This 

was due to the fact that rape was conducted on such a large scale and to the 

socio-religious values of the Rwandan peoples, who were unwilling to accept 

unmarried mothers. Consequently, many women, particularly young girls, were 

ashamed to ask for medical assistance, and sought illegal and unsafe abortions. 

Although the Ministry for the Family and the Promotion of Women has 

recorded 15,700 women raped during the Rwandan genocide, it should be 

pointed out that this disputed number underestimates the actual cases of rape for 

the following reasons: (a) this number covered only atrocities committed during 
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genocide and excluded cases of rape that took place in refugee camps where 

thousands of Tutsi women were abducted by Hutu extremists and considered as 

spoils of war and sexual slaves; (b) there were thousands of women who were 

killed during or after the rape process, while many other women and girls were 

too ashamed to report their cases,  preferring to take the secret with them to the 

grave; and (c) according to the records of the Ministry of Health, there were two 

to five thousand pregnancies. If we agree to consider that of every one-hundred 

rape cases there may have resulted one case of pregnancy, based on medical 

statistics and physicians’ assumptions, the actual number of rape cases would be 

between 200,000 and 500,000.
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          As has been explained in this analysis, wartime rape was an instrument of 

genocide in Rwanda. Victimized Tutsi women in addition to suffering 

psychologically trauma were often socially rejected by their families and 

communities. Like Bosnian Muslim and Kosovar Albanian women, Tutsi 

women met with a double jeopardy when they received a backlash from their 

families and communities. Those women who failed to obtain an abortion and 

were able to carry their pregnancies to term had another kind of suffering; 

delivering “children of shame” or “little Interahamwe.” Besides the mutilation 

and torture suffered by sexually assaulted women, perpetrators also used the 

Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) as a bio-terror and strategic weapon of 

war by letting infected Hutu militia members conduct rape on a large scale. 
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 Employing rape as a weapon of war in armed conflicts could be viewed as a form of 

gender genocide and a virtual death sentence, particularly for women victims who had been 

deliberately infected with the HIV disease. An actual study reveals that approximately seven 

percent of the Rwandan people in general, and 67 percent of the Rwandan women wartime rape 

survivors in particular, were infected. Recently, the Sudani government accused the African 

Union (AU) peacekeeping troops in Darfur of raping and sexually assaulting many Sudani 

women and girls who have been infected as a direct result of this crime. A more recent study 

claims that the HIV infection rate among African military personnel and informal militias is 50 
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Concluding Remarks 

          As already noted, Yugoslav and Rwandan national and religious 

extremists, particularly Bosnian Serbs and Rwandan Hutu, successfully used 

nationalism, racism and ancient hatred to motivate mass killings and genocidal 

rape—both effective instruments of ethnic cleansing and mass destruction. The 

myths of land and blood, as well as ethnic hatred, governed the minds of the 

warlords in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda when they decided to apply 

wartime rape to the task of devastating the fabric of their opponents’ ethnic 

societies.  

          This chapter argued that wartime rape and other forms of sexual violence 

were used to shape the national and political identities of warring factions in the 

former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. During armed conflicts, rapists usually have 

different motives for assaulting the opponent’s female population, including 

revenge, hatred and frustration. But Bosnian Serbs and Rwandan Hutu 

extremists utilized wartime rape instead as a strategic and political weapon of 

war, systematically and on a massive scale, to demoralise and terrorize victims 

and hound them from their homes. It demonstrated that the wartime rape of 

mainly Bosnian Muslim and Rwandan Tutsi women emerged as a powerful 

instrument of annihilation and a deliberate policy of ethnic cleansing.  
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          Drawing a dynamic link between masculinity and nationalism, Bosnian 

Serb nationalists successfully used sexuality as a double edged weapon. They 

explored the use of gender as a weapon of mass destruction against Bosnian 

Muslim and Kosovar Albanian ethnic and religious groups by attacking women 

as guardians of their national ideology and culture. On the other hand, they 

knew how to employ historical and religious myths to awaken Serbian women’s 

national feelings and encourage them to produce combatants, and how to 

sacrifice them in the cause of creating “Greater Serbia,” their national “mother-

homeland.”  

          Similarly, Hutu extremist leaders stirred up racial stereotypes created as a 

result of the European colonial system that heightened the differences between 

Rwandan’s two major ethnic groups. These stereotypes, which represented Tutsi 

women as arrogant and more attractive than Hutu women, were reflected in the 

Akayesu’s provocative statement, inciting his Interahamwe associates: “never 

ask me again what a Tutsi woman tastes like!” These words inspired the Hutu 

militiamen and gendarmes to utilize rape and other forms of sexual violence as a 

political weapon of war to dehumanize Tutsi women and undermine the social 

foundations of their families and communities.  

          Towards this end, it is worthwhile to mention here that this heinous crime 

and other forms of gender-based atrocities were committed in the face of an 

international conspiracy of silence and the abject failure of the international 

community to prevent or stop the war—a point that will be critically discussed 

in chapter five of this analysis. 

 
 


