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During the Bosnian War (1992–1995) 
and the Kosovo War (1998–1999), 
following the dissolution of 
Yugoslavia, gender-related sexual 

violence gained significant attention from 
the international community. These conflicts 
each resulted in over 20,000 rape victims 
(Amnesty International, 2017a; Amnesty 
International, 2017b), demonstrating the 
large-scale and systematic nature of these 
crimes. Despite international intervention and 
post-war reconstruction efforts mediated by 
the United Nations and the European Union 
(Redwood, Morina, and Rexha, 2024, p.246), 
sexual violence has remained marginalised 
within international legal accountability 
and post-conflict political recognition. For 
many survivors, justice continues to be a 
long-term endeavour and is often limited 
by impunity, social stigma, and selective 
acknowledgement. 

While the crimes in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
have been documented and integrated into 
international legal processes (Jarvis and 
Brammertz, 2016), the atrocities committed 
during the Kosovo conflict have received 
comparatively less attention in both 
academic and legal discourse. Male survivors, 
in particular, remain largely invisible, with 
their experiences often excluded from post-
war narratives and recognition frameworks. 
Ultimately, this underrepresentation raises 
broader questions regarding the structural 
and cultural dynamics that shape wartime 
violence and post-war silencing. While the 
primary analysis of conflict related sexual 
violence (CRSV) during the Kosovo War, the 
cases of CRSV during the Bosnian War will 
also be examined as a comparative point of 
reference. Throughout the Yugoslav Wars, 
sexual violence against both women and 
men was shaped by the same patriarchal 
structures and norms of hegemonic 
masculinity, aimed at humiliating and 
dominating the enemy. Nonetheless, while 
the Bosnian case has been well documented 
and extensively explored by feminist 

scholars such as Hansen (2000) and Snyder 
and colleagues (2006), sexual violence 
during the Kosovo War remains significantly 
underexplored in both academic literature 
and post-war narratives, particularly 
regarding the sexual violence directed at 
men. Building on the Bosnian precedent, 
examining the Kosovo case is critical to 
understanding how hegemonic masculinity 
structured wartime sexual violence and how 
this gendered logic continues to shape post-
war silencing and selective recognition. 
Kosovo’s position within debates on conflict-
related sexual violence is particularly 
significant as it reveals the persistent failure 
to fully acknowledge survivors and, more 
specifically, the continued neglect of male 
victimhood.
 
Through an analysis of the wartime sexual 
violence during the Yugoslav Wars, this 
article argues that sexual violence was 
not a by-product of war but was used as 
a deliberate tool of warfare, structured 
through norms of hegemonic masculinity. 
This kind of violence was directed at both 
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women and men—humiliating women as 
bearers of national identity and emasculating 
men as a nation’s supposed protectors—as a 
means of dismantling the enemy’s collective 
identity and honour. Furthermore, through 
a post-war analytical lens, the article 
highlights how these gendered dynamics 
persist and continue to shape the selective 
recognition of survivors. Importantly, 
foregrounding men’s experiences alongside 
those of women, challenges the assumption 
that wartime sexual violence is exclusively 
experienced by women and offers a more 
comprehensive account of gendered 
violence in conflict. 

SEXUAL VIOLENCE AS AN 
INSTRUMENT OF WARFARE

In situating the mass rapes and widespread 
sexual violence committed during the 
Yugoslav War, the Bosnian case provides 
empirical precedent demonstrating 
that sexual violence was systematically 
organised and deliberately deployed as a 
strategy of ethnic cleansing (United Nations 
Security Council, 1993). These practices 
reveal that Serb warfare was not merely 
driven by territorial or political objectives 
but was a calculated instrument of warfare 
produced by embedded gendered norms. 
The recognition of rape as a crime against 
humanity and as a tool of ethnic cleansing 
by the International Criminal Tribunal for 
the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) marked 
a significant legal and international 
acknowledgment (United Nations, 2008). 
By holding perpetrators accountable for 
rape as an instrument of warfare, the 
tribunal rejected the narrative that reduces 
sexual violence and rape to an unavoidable 
by-product of war. Importantly, this legal 
recognition also marked a turning point in 
how gender norms and practices came to be 
understood within conflict analysis and the 
power structures in which sexual violence 
occurs (Hansen, 2000, p.69). 

It is precisely unequal gender dynamics that 
shape and normalise ideas of militarised 
masculinity and legitimise violence as a 
masculine expression of power (Henry, 2016, 
p.44). In the Balkans, particularly in Kosovo, 
patriarchal social structures have historically 
reinforced rigid gender roles such that ideals 
of masculinity and femininity remained 
deeply entrenched throughout the conflict 
(Munn, 2006, p.289). Importantly, feminist 
scholars such as Enloe and Cohn (2003, 
pp.1191, 1198) argue that patriarchal power 
systems actively construct the expectations 
of masculinity and femininity that become 
central to military practices. Within this 
framework, ‘militarised masculinity’, 
defined by Sjoberg (2015, p.445) as 
the association of dominance, violence, 
aggression, and war-making with masculine 
identity, operates as a legitimising force for 
violence. In the Yugoslav context, the Serb 
forces relied strongly on this logic through 
military propaganda’s operationalisation 
of gender, equating masculinity with 
‘manliness, national honour and militarism’ 
(Bracewell, 2000, pp.578–579). Nationalist 
discourse celebrated soldiers as heroes 

and the embodiment of national duty and 
patriotic masculinity, while simultaneously 
casting the enemy as weak and feminised 
(Bracewell, 2000, p.567). 

This gendered logic positioned women as 
symbolic bearers of national identity and 
biological producers of an ethnic group 
(Alison, 2007, p.81). Therefore, violence 
against women—through rape, enforced 
impregnation, or killing—symbolised an 
attack on the Bosniak community as a whole 
(Bos, 2006, p.995). The use of sexual violence 
was thus deliberately aimed at ethnically 
cleansing a nation (Snyder et al., 2006, 
pp.189–190), transforming women’s bodies 
into sites of political contestation. Violence 

against women simultaneously functioned 
to humiliate the male opponent, whose 
masculinity and pride were undermined by 
his perceived failure to protect the women 
of his community (Seifert, 1994, p.59). 
Nevertheless, the gendered norms that 
fuelled these practices extended beyond 
women. Bosniak men, too, were targets of 
sexual violence, revealing that rape served 
multiple strategic purposes (Stiglmayer, 
1994). As Brownmiller (1975, p.17) argues, 
rape is therefore not only a crime against 
the female victim, but also a crime ‘against 
the male estate’, aimed at emasculating and 
degrading men. 
 
Overall, these dynamics demonstrate 
that sexual violence during the Yugoslav 
wars can be understood as an instrument 
through which ethnic, gendered, and 
political hierarchies were simultaneously 
constructed and enforced. These practices 
illustrate how militarised masculinity 
operated as a core principle of organising 
violence, enabling Serb forces to assert a 
dominant, aggressive masculine identity 
over the Bosniak community, constructed as 
subordinated and emasculated. In doing so, 
sexual violence functioned not merely as a 

tactic of intimidation but as a mechanism of 
social restructuring. Therefore, the violence 
was embedded within a broader ideological 
project that combined militarism, patriarchy, 
and ethnic nationalism. Within this 
framework, individual bodies became 
instruments through which collective 
domination was enacted. Militarised 
masculinity, in effect, structured the very 
logic of the violence. 
 
MALE-TARGETED SEXUAL VIOLENCE 

During the Kosovo War, men detained 
in prisons and detention centres such as 
Lipjan and Dubrave were subjected to rape, 
genital mutilation, and other forms of sexual 
violence, explicitly aimed at destabilising 
and destroying Kosovar Albanian masculine 
identity (Shala and Halili, 2022). In a 
patriarchal society where masculinity is 
closely associated with strength, dominance, 
and power, sexual violence against men 
carries a particular symbolic weight. Through 
the sexual violation of men, perpetrators 
sought to ‘feminise and homosexualise’ 
Kosovar Albanian men, positioning them 
as weak and emasculated (Zarkov, 2014, 
p.337). The motive behind these acts of 
sexual violence stemmed from the desire 
of Serb forces to assert a superior and 
hegemonic masculinity grounded in ideals 
of patriotism and male dominance (Alison, 
2007, p.86). Importantly, this masculinity 
was exclusively a Serbian nationalist one. 
Serbian nationalist discourse had long 
feminised and subordinated Kosovar 
Albanian men as the inferior ‘Other’, against 
which Serbian masculine dominance was 
defined (Salecl, 1994, p.34). Krasniqi (2024) 
argues that an attack on a man through 
sexual violence signifies a victory for the 
perpetrator, as it demonstrates the power 
to assert his dominance over the victim by 
stripping him of his masculine and ethnic 
identity. In Kosovar Albanian society, men 
were constructed as the defenders of the 
nation’s collective honour. Therefore, their 
sexual violation, similarly to that of women, 
symbolically occurred as an attack on the 
community’s capacity for resistance (Luci, 
2002, p.75). Ultimately, beyond physical 
harm, male rape during the Kosovo War 
functioned as a symbolic attack, in which 
Serb forces attempted to assert dominance 
over the collective identity of the Kosovar 
Albanian community. 

SILENCING, STIGMA & HEGEMONIC 
MASCULINITY IN POST-WAR 
KOSOVO 

Importantly, the gendered logic that drove 
sexual violence against men during the 
Kosovo War did not disappear with the end 
of the conflict. Twenty-seven years later, the 
same patriarchal norms shaped by ideas of 
militarised masculinities continue to shape 
post-war narratives through the systematic 
silencing of rape survivors. The patriarchal 
and traditional gender roles determine 
whose voices are acknowledged and whose 
remain silenced and excluded (Krasniqi, 
2024). As Henry (2016, p.45) argues, rape 
survivors are burdened with ‘shame and 

Ultimately, the same 
gendered dynamics that 
enabled sexual violence 

during the conflict 
continue to persist 
in the post-conflict 
context, reinforcing 
male authority and 
the hierarchies that 
structure wartime 
violence in the first 

place.
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stigma’, dynamics that remain particularly 
entrenched in Kosovo and further constrain 
survivors’ ability to speak openly about 
their experiences. The consequences of this 
silencing are evident in the limited justice the 
survivors of conflict-related sexual violence 
have received. The Kosova Rehabilitation 
Centre for Traumatised Victims (KRCT) has 
registered 1,300 cases of CRSV, yet only 4 
percent of these cases have been presented 
to justice institutions (KRCT, 2025), with 
only one case resulting in the prosecution 
of the perpetrator (KRCT, 2024, p.14). 
These statistics highlight the limitations 
of the post-war justice mechanisms and 
demonstrate how gender norms impede 
survivors’ access recognition. 
 
This post-war silencing is essentially rooted 
in the same gendered norms that structured 
wartime sexual violence. In both cases of 
male and female rape, sexual violence is 
framed as a failure of masculine protection 
(Olujic, 1998, p.39). Within Balkan societies, 
where sexual violence remains a deeply 
entrenched taboo, silence is often more 
honourable than acknowledging the ‘shame’ 
associated with rape (Jahjaga et al., 2019, 
p.180). For women, this shame is deeply 
rooted and produced through gender 
norms that frame sexual violation as a 
transgression against femininity and honour 
(Amnesty International, 2017b, p.46). The 
silencing operates as an extension of the 
wartime logic of hegemonic masculinities in 
which women’s experiences and voices are 
constrained. Ultimately, the same gendered 
dynamics that enabled sexual violence 
during the conflict continue to persist in 
the post-conflict context, reinforcing male 
authority and the hierarchies that structure 
wartime violence in the first place. 

For men, however, acknowledging sexual 
violence directly challenges the dominant 
constructions of masculinity, which 
are rooted in strength, heterosexuality, 
and authority. As a result, resistance to 
recognising male victimhood becomes a 
defence of hegemonic identity itself. Munn 
(2006, p.299) further argues that such 
resistance reflects the protection of a specific 
gendered, sexualised conception of identity; 
namely, an Albanian, male, heterosexual 
ideal of masculinity laden with social 
rewards and symbolic power. Consequently, 
post-war silencing is not merely a social 
phenomenon, but a continuation of the 
wartime logic of hegemonic masculinity. 
The marginalisation of male survivors is thus 
a broader reflection of an ongoing struggle 
to preserve dominant constructions of 
masculinity, which are tied to nationalism, 
honour, and patriarchal authority. Taken 
together, the selective recognition of female 
survivors and the exclusion of male ones 
reveal that hegemonic masculinity continues 
to structure social and political recognition, 
demonstrating the enduring link between 
wartime strategy and post-war inequalities. 

CONCLUSION

Analysing conflict-related sexual violence in 
Bosnia and the more understudied case of 

Kosovo reveals that rape and sexual violence 
were used as a weapon of war in the 
Yugoslav Wars. Drawing on these two case 
studies, it is evident that sexual violence 
was systematically deployed by Serb forces 
to humiliate and emasculate the enemy’s 
collective identity and honour. Crucially, this 
violence was structured through patriarchal 
gender norms shaped by militarised 
masculinity and vulnerable femininity and 
was employed to humiliate both women 
and men. The systematic mass rape of 
Bosniak women and forced impregnation 
in different rape camps targeted them as 
symbolic bearers of national identity. Men 
were also victimised not only physically, 
but symbolically, as the violence was also 
aimed at destroying their pride, honour, and 
masculinity.
 
Although conflict-related sexual violence 
in the Balkans is widely discussed in 
academia, the cases of sexual violence – in 
particular male cases – in Kosovo remain 
underexplored and marginalised in legal 
accountability and post-war narratives. 
This phenomenon further demonstrates 
how the gendered norms that shaped 
sexual violence in the first place continue 
to persist almost three decades after the 
war. The marginalisation of male survivors 
is a product of the hegemonic militarised 
masculinity norms and further reflects 
males’ continuous struggle to preserve their 
dominant masculine identity. 
 
Ultimately, the inclusion of both women’s 
and men’s experiences challenges the 
common assumption that conflict-related 
sexual violence solely affects women and 
opens the path towards more inclusive post-
war reconstruction and legal frameworks. 
Initiatives should expand the legal 
recognition around conflict-related sexual 
violence and extend justice to male survivors, 
ensuring that no experiences are excluded 
or silenced. Acknowledging the experiences 
of both genders is essential to disrupt the 
conventional gendered patriarchal norms 
that facilitate such violence in the first place. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Alison, M. (2007) ‘Wartime Sexual Violence: Women’s Human 
Rights and Questions of Masculinity’, Review of International 
Studies, 33(1), pp.75–90. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0260210507007310 

Amnesty International (2017a) ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina: Last 
Chance for justice for over 20,000 wartime sexual violence 
survivors’, 12 September. Available at: https://www.amnesty.
org/en/latest/news/2017/09/bosnia-and-herzegovina-
last-chance-for-justice-for-over-20000-wartime-sexual-
violence-survivors-2/ (Accessed: 4 February 2026) 

Amnesty International (2017b) ‘“Wounds that burn our souls”: 
Compensation for Kosovo’s wartime rape survivors, but still no 
justice’,13 December. Available at: https://www.amnesty.org/
en/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EUR7075582017ENGLISH.
pdf (Accessed: 10 March 2026)

Bos, P. (2006) ‘Feminists Interpreting the Politics of Wartime 
Rape: Berlin, 1945; Yugoslavia, 1992–1993’, Signs, 31(4), 
pp.995–1025. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1086/505230 

Bracewell, W. (2000) ‘Rape in Kosovo: masculinity and 
Serbian nationalism’, Nations and Nationalism, 6(4), 
pp.563–590. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1354-
5078.2000.00563.x 

Brownmiller, S. (1975) Against our will: Men, Women and 
Rape. Ballantine Books. 

Cohn, C. and Enloe, C. (2003) ‘A Conversation with Cynthia 
Enloe: Feminists Look at Masculinity and the Men Who Wage 
War’, Signs, 28(4), pp.1187–1207. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1086/368326 

Hansen, L. (2000) ‘Gender, Nation, Rape: Bosnia and 
the Construction of Security’, International Feminist 
Journal of Politics, 3(1), pp.55–75. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1080/14616740010019848 

Henry, N. (2016) ‘Theorizing Wartime Rape: 
Deconstructing Gender, Sexuality, and Violence’, Gender 
and Society, 30(1), pp.44–56. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1177/0891243215608780 

Jahjaga, A., Hinch, O., and Shrock, J. (2019) ‘Gender Based 
Violence in the Kosovo War’, The Brown Journal of World 
Affairs, 26(1), pp.179–186. Available at: https://bjwa.brown.
edu/26-1/gender-based-violence-in-the-kosovo-war/ 
(Accessed: 31 July 2026)

Kosovo Rehabilitation Center for Torture Victims (2024) 
Rrugët Drejt Drejtësisë: Perspektiva e Një të Mbijetuare dhe 
Përpjeket për të Adresuar Dhunën Seksuale Gjatë Konfliktit 
në Kosovë.  Available at: https://krct.org/wp-content/
uploads/2025/02/Case-study.pdf 
(Accessed: 14 June 2026)
 
Kosovo Rehabilitation Center for Torture 
Victims (2025) Dokumentimi i Krimeve të 
Dhunës Seksuale Gjatë Luftës në Kosovë. 
Available at: https://krct.org/wp-content/
u p l o a d s / 2 0 2 5 /0 2 / D o k u m e n t i m i - s t a t i s t i k a t . p d f  
(Accessed: 2 June 2026)

Krasniqi, K. (2024) Unheard Voices: Men’s narratives of 
overcoming the trauma of wartime sexual violence. Forum 
Civil Peace Service. Available at: https://krct.org/wp-content/
uploads/2024/06/Unheard-Voices-Mens-narratives-of-
overcoming-the-trauma-of-wartime-sexual-violence-1.pdf 
(Accessed: 11 March 2026)

Luci, N. (2002) ‘Endangering Masculinities in Kosova: Can 
Albanian Women Say No?’ Anthropology of East Europe 
Review, 20(2). Available at: https://scholarworks.iu.edu/
journals/index.php/aeer/article/view/458/564 (Accessed: 14 
June 2026)

Munn, J. (2006) ‘Gendered realities of life in post-conflict 
Kosovo: Addressing the hegemonic man’, Nationalities Papers: 
The Journal of Nationalism and Ethnicity, 34(3), pp.289–304. 
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/00905990600766552 

Olujic, M. (1998) ‘Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in 
Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina’, 
Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 12(1), pp.31–50. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1525/maq.1998.12.1.3 

Redwood, H., Morina, E., and Rexha, J. (2024) ‘Towards 
Emancipatory Statebuilding in Kosovo? Spatial and Aesthetic 
Community Building After war’, Journal of Intervention and 
Statebuilding, 18(3), pp.244–265. Available at: https://doi.org
/10.1080/17502977.2023.2291918 

Salecl, R. (1994) The Spoils of Freedom: Psychoanalysis, 
Feminism and Ideology after the Fall of Socialism. Routledge.

Seifert, R. (1994) ‘War and Rape: A Preliminary Analysis’ in 
A. Stiglmayer (ed.) Mass Rape: The War against Women in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. University of Nebraska Press, pp.54–72. 

Shala, B. and Halili, D. (2022) ‘“I never imagined this could 
be done also to men”’, Kosovotwopointzero, 27 October. 
Available at: https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/i-never-
imagined-this-could-be-done-also-to-men/ (Accessed: 23 
November 2025)

Sjoberg, L. (2015) ‘Seeing sex, gender, and sexuality in 
international security’, International Journal, 70(3), pp.434–
453. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0020702015584590 

Snyder, C., Gabbard, W., May, J., and Zulcic, N. (2006) 
‘On the Battleground of Women’s Bodies: Mass Rape 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina’, Affilia: Journal of Women and 
Social Work, 21(2), pp.184–195. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1177/0886109905286017 

Stiglmayer, A. (1994) Mass Rape: The War against Women 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina. First edition University of Nebraska 
Press.

United Nations Security Council (1993) Resolution 827. 
S/RES/827. Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/
record/166567?ln=en&v=pdf (Accessed: 11 March 2026) 

United Nations Security Council (2008) Resolution 
1820. S/RES/1820. Available at: https://www.un.org/
shestandsforpeace/sites/www.un.org.shestandsforpeace/
files/unscr_1820_2008_on_wps_english.pdf (Accessed: 11 
March 2026) \

Zarkov, D. (2014) ‘The Body of the Other Man’ in R. Jamieson 
(ed.) The Criminology of War. Routledge, pp.327–344.

This article was edited by Eliza Goca and 
Khanak Gupta (Senior Content Editor), copy 
edited by Laken Evans, Zoya Bajwa, Rosie 
Ritchie, and Macy Johns (Chief Copy Editor), 
peer reviewed by Vinton Omaleki and Jackie 
Liang, checked and approved by Lucy 
Barrett (Deputy Editor-in-Chief) and Grace 
Hitchcock (Editor-in-Chief).


