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Abstract 
 

During the Bosnian War (1992-1995), between 20,000 and 50,000 women, and 

an unknown number of men, were victims of systematic and strategic sexual violence, 

leading to the rapid evolution of international law and jurisprudence around sexual vio-

lence in war.  The lines of conflict in the former Yugoslavia were drawn across ethno-

religious lines, leading to the use of religiously imbued rhetoric, symbols, and violence.  

Religious and sexual elements of violence can be mapped using mass graves, rape 

camps, destroyed religious buildings, and the bodies of the dead.  Despite repeated dis-

courses, witness statements, and images that illustrate elements of both religious vio-

lence and sexual violence, there is very little literature about the Bosnian War that dis-

cusses the impact religion has on sexual violence.  This dissertation analyzes court rec-

ords, archived oral history interviews, and the stories of survivors recorded by journal-

ists, activists, and scholars to locate incidents where religious violence and sexual vio-

lence intersected and impacted one another.  I argue that, while religious violence and 

sexual violence are separate phenomena, they can operate together with a ‘miscible’ 

quality that compounds the suffering of victims.  By analyzing the perpetration of such 

crimes in the 1990s, my research illustrates that religious markers worked within acts of 

sexual violence, producing important short-term and long-term impacts.  Short-term im-

pacts occurred within the incident of violence and included framing, identifying, (self) 

policing, and intensifying.  Long-term impacts were consequences that went beyond the 

incident of violence and included normalizing sexualised violence, justifying sexual vio-

lence, claiming bodies and territories through forced conversions and branding, and de-
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terring the return of refugees after the conflict.  Exploring the relationship between reli-

gious violence and sexual violence gives new insights to these highly intimate and inten-

tional forms of violence, but also indicates the way parts of violence are remembered or 

buried, and the on-going limitations of local justice and international law. 
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Letter Pronunciation 
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Đ   ð “j” (jam) 
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Š   š “sh” (sugar) 

Ž   ž “s” (treasure) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*from Ronelle Alexander and Ellen Elias-Bursac, Bosnian, Croatian, Serbian, a Text-
book: With Exercises and Basic Grammar (University of Wisconsin Pres, 2010). 
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Come and See What God has Done 

 
 
 
 

Ходите и видите дела Божија, чудеса која је поставио на земљи.  Ништећи ратов 
до крајева земље, лук ће скршити и оружје ће сломити, и штитове ће сажећи 

огњем. 
 

 
 

Doðite, gledajte djela Jahvina, strahote koje on na zemlji uèini. Do nakraj zemlje on ra-
tove prekida, lukove krši i lomi koplja, štitove ognjem sažiže. 

 
 
 

 أَ قْصَى إلَِى الْحُرُوبِ  مُسَك₎نُ  .الأرَْضِ فِي خِرَباً جعََلَ كَيْفَ اللهِ أعَْمَالَ انْظُرُوا هَلُم₌وا

 .بِالن₋ارِ  يُحْرقُِهَا الْمَرْكَبَاتِ .الر₌مْحَ وَيَقْطَعُ الْقَوْسَ يَكْسِرُ  .الأرَْضِ 
 

 
  בָּאָרֶץ: שַׁמּוֹת שָׂם אֲשֶׁר יְהֹוָה מִפְעֲלוֹת חֲזוּ לְכוּ

  שׁ:בָּאֵ  יִשְׂרֹף עֲגָלוֹת חֲנִית וְקִצֵּץ יְשַׁבֵּר קֶשֶׁת הָאָרֶץ קְצֵה עַד מִלְחָמוֹת מַשְׁבִּית
 
 
 

Aven, dikhen e butji le Bare Devleski, le phařaimata kai kerdias pe e phuv! Vo kerdias 
t'ašen le marimata ži ka o gor la phuviako; Vo phaglias e sulitsa, ai vo phaglias e xanřo, 

Vo biladias katar e jag le vurdona le marimaske. 
 
 
 

Come and see the works of the LORD, who has done fearsome deeds on earth; Who 
stops wars to the ends of the earth, breaks the bow, splinters the spear, and burns the 

shields with fire.  
 
 

Psalm 46: 9-10 
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Introduction 
 

Religiously imbued violence and religious markers played an important role in 

the widespread sexual violence perpetrated during the Bosnian War of 1992-1995.  Ex-

amples include women who were raped and told they were being impregnated to make 

Christian babies who would grow up to kill Muslims,1 a woman being sexually assaulted 

by soldiers who told her she could not be a Muslim because her pubic hair was unshaven 

(when they tried to make her deny that she was a Muslim, she refused and they shaved 

her in order to make her a “real Muslim.”),2 and a woman forced to urinate on the 

Qur’an after being sexually assaulted with broken bottles and guns.3   

The Bosnian War, in addition to the mass violence of the Rwandan Genocide, 

was instrumental in bringing increased recognition, by international courts, to sexual vi-

olence as a war crime and a rapid evolution in international law.  However, scholars are 

still working to more fully understand the role sexual violence played in this conflict, 

from the motivations and methods of the perpetrators, to the devastating effects on the 

female and male victims. Likewise, we still lack a firm understanding of the place of or-

ganized religion in the Bosnian Wars, one more nuanced than the clichéd labels of “reli-

gious wars” and “ethnic strife in the Balkans” that are often used to describe the violence 

                                                 
1 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 

(1992) S/1994/674” (United Nations, May 27, 1994), 59. 

2 Maria Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Medical Anthropology Quarterly 12, no. 1 (1998): 42. 

3 Alexandra Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” in Mass Rape: The War Against Women in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, ed. Alexandra Stiglmayer, trans. Marion Faber (Lincoln: University of Ne-
braska Press, 1994), 118. 
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of the break-up of the former Yugoslavia after 1989. This dissertation brings together re-

ligious and sexual violence to say something new about how these two phenomena could 

operate in together.  I created the term “miscible violence” to describe the relationship 

between religious violence and sexual violence; their ability to dissolve into one another, 

and the significance of this relationship within a variety of ratios (more or less religious 

or sexual elements). The dissertation then provides a new analytical framework with 

which to study the miscible qualities of religious and sexual forms of violence. 

I argue that when religious markers were present in acts of sexual violence, they 

produced both short-term and long-term goals and results, hereafter referred to as im-

pacts.  Short-term impacts included framing, intensifying, identifying, and (self-) polic-

ing.  Long-term impacts included justifications, normalizing, staking claims, and deter-

ring the return of refugees.   

Framing includes the symbolism in the violence and the structure the act takes, 

such as sexually assaulting someone while forcing them to pray or sexually assaulting in 

a religious building.  Religious violence intensifies sexual violence by compounding the 

anguish and the intimacy of the violence for the victim, and elaborating the victory of 

the perpetrator to a symbolic family, community, and generations.  Religious markers 

helped identify targets and populations in both short instances of violence, and longer re-

lationships of violence such as rape camps.  While religious markers helped to identify 

“the other”, they also simultaneously identify and police the borders of “us”, particularly 

through group complicity, destabilising prior relationships with neighbours, and soldier 

initiation.  I call this (self-) policing.   

Long-term impacts of mixing religious violence and sexual violence go beyond 

the instance of violence.  Justification is where imbuing religious violence into acts of 
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sexual violence helped justify assaults by reproducing history and mythologies of enmity 

and violence and anxieties about reproduction.  Normalizing is where religious and sex-

ual violence contribute to a culture where sexual violence in conflict is normalised and 

where religion can influence the shape it takes.  Religious markers are also a way to 

claim territories and when mixed with sexual violence become a way to stake claim to 

people through forced baptisms and branding.  Religious and sexual markers in an in-

stance of violence contribute to ethnocide and continue it by disrupting the return of ref-

ugees to home communities.  

The title for this dissertation comes in part from Psalm 46:9-10, which reads: 

“Come and see the works of the Lord, who has done fearsome deeds on earth; Who 

stops wars to the ends of the earth, breaks the bow, splinters the spear, and burns the 

shields with fire.”4  I chose this passage because while it is supposed to be about God 

ending war and conflict, it contains words related to violence and destruction. The pas-

sage reflects the complicated and multi-faceted relationship between religion, peace, and 

conflict.  On page x, which provides translations in Old Church Slavonic, Bosnian/Croa-

tian/Serbian, Arabic, Hebrew, and Romani, the words also become political.  Each reli-

gious tradition and community has a traditional claim to this passage, although it carries 

a different level of importance in each.  This page is meant to reflect both the diversity 

and the shared heritage of this region and the stories shared in this project. 

The scope of this research is the former Yugoslavia, specifically present-day 

Bosnia-Herzegovina and bordering parts of Serbia and Croatia, from 1992-1995.  At the 

                                                 
4 Some English translations write this as “Come and see what God has done…” and other variations in 

wording. 
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end of World War I, in 1918, after Europe’s major powers met in Versailles, most of the 

Balkan countries were conglomerated, into one larger country: Yugoslavia.5  After 

World War II, Yugoslavia became a communist state under Tito, lasting past his death in 

1980.6  After Tito’s death and the end of the Cold War, Croatia and Slovenia became in-

dependent states, sparking violent resistance from Serbia.  This was the prelude to the 

conflict in Bosnia.7  In 1991, Bosnia also declared independence, setting off the violence 

in the Bosnian War.8   

While Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia are presently three separate coun-

tries, there are different ethnonational groups within them.  Bosnia-Herzegovina has a 

diverse distribution of “Serbs,” “Croats,” and “Bosniaks,” (and others, including Jewish 

and Roma populations that have a long history in the region) as identified and aligned by 

their religious leanings (Serbian Orthodox, Roman Catholics and Muslims).  These reli-

gious identities are conflated with ethnic identities and will be explored further in Chap-

ter 3.  “Sides” in the conflict were discursively considered to be competing factions of 

these three nations, although the reality is a little more complex and there are competing 

narratives.9  There were examples of atrocities on all sides in the Bosnian War.  Depend-

ing on the instance, they range from individual/small group to systematic.  Due to the 

                                                 
5 Susan Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution After the Cold War (Washington, D.C.: The 

Brookings Institutions, 1995), 22–23. 

6 Woodward, 21. 

7 Woodward, 1–2. 

8 Woodward, 181,193. 

9 Some scholars see Bosnian factions resisting annexation into Croatia and Serbia as Bosniaks (Muslims), 
while others describe the Bosnian factions as diverse and representative of a multicultural Bosnia-
Herzegovina. Scholars like Dubravka Žarkov points out the gaps in nationalist narratives that erase 
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control of the Yugoslav National Army, holding the majority of weapons, and consistent 

military success, the Serbian forces, Bosnian-Serb forces, and para-militaries are held re-

sponsible for most of the violence, but especially large scale systematic atrocities such 

as committing systematic mass murder and operating rape camps.  In Bosnia-Herze-

govina, violence and mass atrocity were carried out largely by soldiers from the Yugo-

slav National Army, military personnel from outside Bosnia-Herzegovina (this is still 

denied in some places), and paramilitary groups from within Bosnia-Herzegovina and 

other districts.  Only the violence in Srebrenica (see Map 1) has thus far been officially 

declared a genocide by the international courts,10 although some activists and parts of 

the international community argue that other sites also qualify.11 

The war ended officially on December 15, 1995 with the Dayton Accord.12  The 

Bosnian Book of the Dead, a compilation of the dead and missing during the conflict 

                                                 
mixed families, mismatching religious identities, and (because nationalist narratives are highly gen-
dered) queer or gender non-conforming folk. Dubravka Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnic-
ity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2007). 

10 In the international courts, prosecutors demonstrated that the events at Srebrenica met the very specific 
definition of ‘genocide’ and an attempt to not only eradicate but exterminate the local Muslim pop-
ulation. Srebrenica was the site of a United Nations Safe Area. When captured by Bosnian Serb 
forces and abandoned by United Nations Peacekeepers, the male civilian population that had gath-
ered within the Safe Area under UN protection were mass exterminated (approximately 8000 men 
and boys). There is a claim that the dead in Srebrenica were military personnel, but DNA identifi-
cation proves they were not enemy combatants. Wire handcuffs found on the dead prove that even 
if they were combatants, people were not killed in combat. Chapter 1 will elaborate on the legal 
and theoretical definitions of genocide. Marija Tausan, “Srebrenica: How to Prove a Genocide,” 
Balkan Investigative Reporting Network, July 6, 2015, http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/arti-
cle/srebrenica-how-to-prove-a-genocide. 

11 Hasan Nuhanović, Under the UN Flag: The International Community and the Srebrenica Genocide (Sa-
rajevo: DES d.o.o. Sarajevo, 2007), 27. 

12 The Dayton Accords are the peace agreement negotiated in Dayton, Ohio that ended the Bosnian War.  
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compiled by the non-partisan Research and Documentation Center in Sarajevo, indicates 

that there was a minimum of 97,207 people killed or missing during the Bosnian War in 

addition to 5,100 people where there was insufficient evidence to confirm how or where 

they had died.  Of these numbers, 38% (38,239) victims were listed as civilians.13  38% 

is considered to be a conservative estimate: the 5,100 people of insufficient evidence 

might be civilians, given that military personnel had more documentation, military status 

was over reported by families who received veteran’s benefits, civilians who had no liv-

ing family would not be able to be identified, and military members were more likely to 

have written records.14 And (as will be explored chapter 4 and 5, the line between com-

batant and non-combatant was often blurred by paramilitary organizations, and the 

forced conscription of civilians.  

The Dayton Accord was, and continues to be, enforced by the United Nations 

Protection Force.15  In 1993, the United Nations set up the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), meant to try war criminals responsible for 

war crimes.16  To date, the ICTY has indicted 161 people (83 sentenced, 19 acquitted, 13 

                                                 
13 Marie-Janine Calic, “Ethnic Cleansing and War Crimes, 1991-1995,” in Confronting the Yugoslav Con-

troversies: A Scholars’ Initiative (Indiana: Purdue University Press, 2013), 140. 

14 Jay D. Aronson, “The Politics of Civilian Casualty Counts,” in Counting Civilian Casualties: An Intro-
duction to Recording and Estimating Nonmilitary Deaths in Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 33–34. 

15 Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace After Civil Conflict (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 97–100. 

16 “About the ICTY,” United Nations Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, July 18, 2010, 
http://www.icty.org/sections/AbouttheICTY. 
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transferred to local courts, 37 indictments withdrawn, and 7 ongoing proceedings).17 The 

ICTY and the United Nations recognised the use of sexual violence in the Bosnian War 

as a method of ethnocide (often euphemistically referred to as ethnic cleansing).  Forced 

migration and mass killings were also tools of ethnocide in this conflict.  This project re-

lies in part on ICTY and local court documents to highlight the impact that religious vio-

lence and sexual violence together have on these processes of ethnocide and other forms 

of atrocity. 

 

Literature Review 
 

 The interdisciplinary nature of this project requires me to draw from several 

scholarly disciplines, including gender studies, religious studies, history, political stud-

ies, and human rights. There are many books written about the history of the Balkans, 

and much of it is based around the conflict in the 1990’s, demonstrating a trajectory to 

its fall.18  There are also many important first-hand accounts of living and existing 

through the conflict, and ethnic tensions around that time.  Many of these accounts are 

written by survivors of the conflict, journalists, and peacekeepers.19 The scholarship on 

                                                 
17 “Infographic: ICTY Facts & Figures | International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia,” In-

ternational Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, accessed June 21, 2017, 
http://www.icty.org/en/content/infographic-icty-facts-figures. 

18 Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution After the Cold War; Misha Glenny, The Fall of Yu-
goslavia: The Third Balkan War (New York: Penguin Books Ltd, 1996). 

19 Nuhanović, Under the UN Flag: The International Community and the Srebrenica Genocide; Ed Vul-
liamy, Seasons in Hell: Understanding Bosnia’s War (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994); Chuck 
Sudetic, Blood and Vengeance: One Family’s Story of the War in Bosnia (New York and London: 
W W Norton and Company, 1998); Joe Sacco, Safe Area Goražde (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 
2001); Nina Bunjevac, Fatherland: A Family History, 1 edition (New York: Liveright, 2015); 
Lewis Mackenzie, Peacekeeper: The Road to Sarajevo (Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre, 1993). 
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particular aspects of the conflict, such as sexual and religious violence is extensive and 

scattered across disciplines, including studies and reports from the United Nations, polit-

ical studies, and sociology.   

 Early prominent theories of sexual violence in conflict included Susan Brown-

miller’s Against Our Will: Men Women and Rape (1975)20 that linked sexual violence to 

power and gender.  Additionally, her book branches into discussions about rape in con-

flict zones.  Her work shaped the discourses and research on sexual violence in North 

America.  Framing an analysis of sexual violence as power and control continues to be a 

helpful starting place, even though sexual violence theory has evolved beyond “a con-

scious process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear.”21 

 This important text, while dated, continues to shape the foundation of most femi-

nist scholarship on sexual violence in peacetime or in conflict zones.  Additionally, her 

work is included in Mass Rape: The War Against Women in Bosnia-Herzegovina, one of 

the most well-known anthologies on sexual violence in the Bosnian War.22  This text is 

heavily grounded in interviews.  Catherine McKinnon, Paul Parin, Ruth Seifert, and 

Rhonda Copelon also contributed to this text.   

 Other American feminists have also added significant contributions to sexual vi-

olence that challenge some of the assumptions of Brownmiller’s focus on power, partic-

                                                 
20 Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New York: Ballantine Books, 1975). 

21 Brownmiller, 15. 

22 Alexandra Stiglmayer, ed., Mass Rape: The War Against Women in Bosnia-Herzegovina, trans. Marion 
Faber (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994). 

 



9 

ularly in the face of conflict and genocide.  Ann Cahill, weaving together highly theoret-

ical feminist concepts and Cindy Snyder’s focus on discourses around the Bosnian War 

are both broadening of Brownmiller’s scope and add nuances and push back against this 

cut and dry understanding of the foundations of sexual violence.23 Nuancing ideas about 

gender and power provide the space to investigate thoroughly the effect of sexual vio-

lence on social or community bonds.24 Scholars like Christine Helliwell, Miranda Alli-

son, and Maria Olujic resist the notion that sexual violence is done by all men in an at-

tempt to control all women, recognising instead that while sexual violence is highly gen-

dered, a gender essentialist perspective is both inaccurate and actively erases sexual vio-

lence against men.25 Intersectional and transnational feminists like Andrea Smith and 

Lene Hansen have also addressed sexual violence theory to include an analysis of race, 

class, and political lines in discussions of sexual violence in genocide and conflict.26 

There is an ongoing debate on whether sexual violence in the Bosnian War (or 

any other conflict) is merely a reflection or an exacerbation of how women are treated in 

                                                 
23 Ann Cahill, Rethinking Rape (London: Cornell University Press, 2001); Cindy Snyder et al., “On the 

Battleground of Women’s Bodies: Mass Rape in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Affilia 21, no. 2 (2006): 
184–95. 

24 Todd A. Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing: Religious, Cultural, and Ethical Re-
sponses to Rape Victims in the Former Yugoslavia,” Human Rights Quarterly 20, no. 2 (May 
1998): 348–78; Shana Swiss and Joan Giller, “Rape as a Crime of War: A Medical Perspective,” 
Journal of the American Medical Association 270, no. 5 (n.d.): 612–15. 

25 Christine Helliwell, “It’s Only a Penis: Rape, Feminism and Difference,” Signs 25, no. 3 (2000): 789–
816; Maria Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croa-
tia and Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Medical Anthropology Quarterly 12, no. 1 (1998): 31–50; Miranda 
Alison, “Wartime Sexual Violence: Women’s Human Rights and Questions of Masculinities,” Re-
view of International Studies 33 (2007): 75–90. 

26 Andrea Smith, Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide (Cambridge, MA: South End 
Press, 2005); Lene Hansen, “Gender, Nation, and Rape: Bosnia and the Construction of Security,” 
International Feminist Journal of Politics 3, no. 1 (April 2001): 55–75. 
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peacetime27; or whether the systemic use of sexualised violence is a tool of genocide or 

warfare.28  An excellent synopsis of this debate makes up part of Karen Engle’s 2005 ar-

ticle, “Feminism and Its (Dis)contents: Criminalizing Wartime Rape in Bosnian and 

Herzegovina”.29 

 The importance of intersectionality and experience points us to the prolific and 

tremendously important (if less well known) body of research on sexual violence by Bal-

kan feminists themselves.  More culturally literate, the works of Balkan feminists com-

plicate the narrative through a focus on patriarchal conditions of sexual violence and 

challenge discourses of identity that neglect other populations in Bosnia (like Roma and 

Jewish communities). Additionally, Balkan feminists have conducted and documented 

their own interviews with survivors of sexual violence in and outside of academia.30   

Balkan feminists continue the discussion of peacetime versus wartime sexual violence.31  

In contrast to North American feminists, their work is more aware of the way ethnicity 

                                                 
27 Susan Brownmiller, “Making Female Bodies the Battlefield,” in Mass Rape: The War Against Women 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina, trans. Marion Faber (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994); 
Rhonda Copelon, “Surfacing Gender: Reconceptualizing Cries Against Women in a Time of War,” 
in Mass Rape: The War Against Women in Bosnia-Herzegovina, trans. Marion Faber (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1994). 

28 Smith, Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide; Catherine A. MacKinnon, “Turning 
Rape into Pornography: Postmodern Genocide,” in Mass Rape: The War Against Women in Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, trans. Marion Faber (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994); Catherine A. 
MacKinnon, “Rape, Genocide, and Women’s Human Rights,” in Mass Rape: The War Against 
Women in Bosnia-Herzegovina, trans. Marion Faber (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994). 

29 Karen Engle, “Feminism and Its (Dis)Contents: Criminalizing Wartime Rape in Bosnia and Herze-
govina,” The American Journal of International Law 99, no. 4 (October 2005): 778–816. 

30 Seada Vranić, Breaking the Wall of Silence - The Voices of Raped Bosnia (Zagreb, Hr: Antibarbarus 
Press, 1996). 

31 Martina Belic, “The Biggest Victims of the War,” WarReport: Bulletin for the Institute of War and 
Peace, October 9, 1995; Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and 
Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 1998. 
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gets written across the body in order to enable and frame an act of sexual violence.  Ex-

amples include the creation of gender in nationalist rhetoric32, mythology33, propa-

ganda34, and media35. A distinct but parallel discourse shows a commitment to the docu-

mentation, proliferation, and activist scholarship of women’s political organizing across 

the Balkans.36   

The study of religious violence is a small but rapidly growing area of interest for 

both religious and political studies.  These disciplines are highly relevant to one another 

but are also rarely in conversation.  Before the attacks on the World Trade Center on 

                                                 
32 Žarana Papić, “How to Become a ‘Real’ Serbian Woman?,” WarReport: Bulletin for the Institute of War 

and Peace, no. 36 (September 1995): 41. 

33 Linda Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural 
Memory,” Signs 28, no. 1 (Autumn 2002): 71–96 I’m including Boose here, because she relies so 
heavily on Balkan feminist perspectives and credits them with helping with the sophistication of 
the manuscript. 

34 Jovanka Stojsavljevic, “Women, Conflict, and Culture in Former Yugoslavia,” Gender and Develop-
ment 3, no. 1 (February 1995): 36–41; Duska Andrić-Ružičić, “War Rape and the Political Manipu-
lation of Survivors,” in Feminists Under Fire: Exchanges Across War Zones (Toronto: Between 
the Lines, 2003). 

35 Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia; Djurdja 
Knežević, “Gender and Nationalism in the Croatian Media War,” in Feminists Under Fire: Ex-
changes Across War Zones (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2003). Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, 
Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia; Knežević, “Gender and Nationalism in the 
Croatian Media War.” Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of 
Yugoslavia; Knežević, “Gender and Nationalism in the Croatian Media War.” Žarkov, The Body of 
War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia; Knežević, “Gender and Nation-
alism in the Croatian Media War.” 

36 Žarana Papić, “Kosovo War, Feminist Politics and Fascism in Serbia,” Women Living Under Muslim 
Law Dossier 23/24 (2000): 144–52; Vesna Terselic, “Women Dominant in Antiwar Campaign,” 
WarReport: Bulletin for the Institute of War and Peace, no. 36 (September 1995): 41; Lepa 
Mladjenović, “Women in Black Against War (Belgrade),” in Feminists Under Fire: Exchanges 
Across War Zones (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2003); Žarana Papić, “‘Bosnian, Albanian, and 
Roma Women Are Our Sisters’: Feminist Politics in Serbia,” in Feminists Under Fire: Exchanges 
Across War Zones (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2003). 
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September 11, 2001, the study of religion and politics was more common in the disci-

plines of religious studies and theology, or sociology.  Discourses were often centered 

on the role of religion in communities and its ability to connect the person with the 

world around them and classify it.  Over a century old, Emile Durkheim’s work on reli-

gion, community, rites, and a classification of sacred and profane, continues to be a 

foundational touchstone that contemporary discussions for religion and politics build 

on.37 More contemporary research includes Robert Bellah’s work examining American 

civil structures38, and René Girard’s work explaining the role of religious violence in the 

maintenance of civil society.39  

The attacks on the World Trade Center sparked a renewed interest in the study of 

religion and politics in the political studies disciplines.  In addition to the flurry of topics 

that came out of this renewed interest, the very absence and sudden presence of the in-

terest in religion was itself an important topic.  Here, scholars point out that religion had 

previously been overlooked or, as Eva Bellin suggested, undertheorised.  Several articles 

track the interest of religion in political studies through time. 40  Bellin rightly suggests 

                                                 
37 Emile Durkheim, “Definition of Religious Phenomena and of Religion,” in The Elementary Forms of 

Religious Life (New York: The Free Press, 1912), 37–63. 

38 Robert Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” in Beyond Belief: Essays of Religion in a Post-Traditional 
World (New York: Harper & Row, 1991), 168–89. 

39 René Girard, “Mimesis and Violence: Perspectives in Cultural Criticism,” in The Girard Reader (New 
York: Herder & Herder, 2004), 9–19. 

40 Johnathan Fox, “Religion as an Overlooked Element of International Relations,” International Studies 
Review 3, no. 3 (Autumn 2001): 53–73; Daniel Philpott, “Has the Study of Global Politics Found 
Religion?,” The Annual Review of Political Science 12 (2009): 183–202; Eva Bellin, “Faith in Poli-
tics: New Trends in the Study of Religion and Politics,” World Politics 60, no. 2 (January 2008): 
315–47; Kenneth D. Wald and Clyde Wilcox, “Getting Religion: Has Political Science Rediscov-
ered the Faith Factor?,” American Political Science Review 100, no. 4 (November 2006): 523–29; 
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that the question is not whether religion was studied, but rather when and how.41  These 

articles, with distinct approaches, suggestions, and nuances, share remarkable con-

sistency in many themes.  They identify early modernist thinking in the social sciences 

as key to the disinterest in and distrust of religion, citing Weber and Marx.  This was fol-

lowed by a brief resurgence in the 1960’s due to the Second Vatican Council and more 

importantly, liberation theology and its distinct impact on politics and revolutions in 

South America.  Another significant peak in research activity began with the events in 

Iran in the 1970’s and related Islamic political movements.   

The next spike in scholarly interest in religion in political disciplines was fol-

lowed by the popularity and fallout of Samuel Huntington’s highly problematic and rac-

ist Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order.42  September 11, 2001 

or what many of the scholars writing on this phenomenon dubbed “current events” 

                                                 
Nukhet Sandal and Patrick James, “Religion and International Relations Theory,” European Jour-
nal of International Relations 17, no. 1 (July 2010): 3–25. 

41 Bellin, “Faith in Politics: New Trends in the Study of Religion and Politics.” 

42 Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order is is highly problematic 
and racist. It gained popularity inside and outside academia. Despite being heavily critiqued by 
many scholars, it remains an unfortunate part of the discussion. Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash 
of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2011); The fol-
lowing citations are a back and forth discussion between critiques of Huntington and his responses: 
Pierre Hassner, “Morally Objectionable, Politically Dangerous",” National Interest, no. 46 (Winter  
/97 1996): 63–69; Samuel P. Huntington, “Hassner’s Bad Bad Review,” National Interest, no. 47 
(Spring 1997): 97–102; Bruce M. Russett, John R. Oneal, and Michaelene Cox, “Clash of Civiliza-
tions, or Realism and Liberalism Deja Vu? Some Evidence,” Journal of Peace Research 37, no. 5 
(September 2000): 583–608; Huntington, Samuel P., “Try Again: A Reply to Russett, Oneal & 
Cox,” Journal of Peace Research 37, no. 5 (2000): 609–10. 
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sparked many conversations around violence religion with respect to Islam, and particu-

larly interested in: holy wars43, martyrdom44 and suicide terrorism.45 

With this enthusiastic interest in religion and violence in the American imagination, crit-

ical theorizing emerged that interrogated the nature of the relationship between religion 

and violence.46  Other scholars reflected on and named assumptions and challenged defi-

nitions in which this new research was grounded.47 Much of this work, though rarely in 

conversation with scholars in international relations and political science, has been well 

researched by scholars who take the lived experience of religion seriously.  Main con-

tributors are theologians and religious studies scholars.  Their analyses are often quite 

                                                 
43 Roland H. Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War and Peace (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1960); Just 

War and Jihad: Historical and Theoretical Perspectives on War and Peace in Western and Islamic 
Traditions, 1st edition (New York: Praeger, 1991); Cross, Crescent, and Sword: The Justification 
and Limitation of War in Western and Islamic Tradition (New York: Praeger, 1990). 

44 Azam Tamimi, “The Islamic Debate over Self-Inflicted Martyrdom,” in Dying for Faith: Religiously 
Motivated Violence in the Contemporary World, ed. Madawi al-Rasheed and Marat Shterin (Lon-
don: I.B. Tauris, 2009), 91–104; Assaf Moghadam, “Motives for Martyrdom: Al-Qaida, Salafi Ji-
had, and the Spread of Suicide Attacks,” International Security 33, no. 3 (Winter  /2009 2008): 46–
78; Ivan Strenski, “Sacrifice, Gift and the Social Logic of Muslim Human Bombers,” Terrorism 
and Political Violence 15, no. 3 (2003): 1–34; Shireen Khan Burki, “Haram or Halal: Islamists’ 
Use of Suicide Attacks as ‘Jihad,’” Terrorism and Political Violence 23, no. 4 (2001): 582–601. 

45 Stephen Holmes, “Al Qaeda, September 11, 2001,” in Making Sense  of Suicide Missions, ed. Diego 
Gambetta (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 131–72; Robert Pape, “The Strategic Logic of 
Suicide Terrorism,” American Political Science Review 97, no. 3 (2003): 343–61; Martha Cren-
shaw, “Explaining Suicide Terrorism: A Review Essay,” Security Studies 16, no. 1 (2003): 133–62; 
Peter Henne, “The Ancient Fire: Religion and Suicide Terrorism,” Terrorism and Political Vio-
lence 24, no. 1 (2011): 38–60. 

46 Bruce Lincoln, “The Study of Religion in the Current Political Moment,” in Holy Terrors: Thinking 
about Religion after September 11 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003); Ron E. Hassner, 
“Religion and International Affairs: The State of the Art,” in Religion, Identity, and Global Gov-
ernance: Ideas, Evidence, and Practice, ed. Patrick James (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2011), 37–56. Lincoln, “The Study of Religion in the Current Political Moment”; Hassner, “Reli-
gion and International Affairs: The State of the Art.” 

47 William T. Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern 
Conflict (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Robert Bosco, “Persistent Oriental-
isms: The Concept of Religion in International Relations,” Journal of International Relations 12 
(March 2009): 90–111. 
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deep and detailed, and locked to a particular time, place, or tradition.  Areas of interest 

often include: religious texts48, trauma and healing49, just war theory50, and reconcilia-

tion and peacebuilding.51 The focus on the role of reconciliation and peacebuilding is 

also found in the literature around religion and the former Yugoslavia.52  Todd Salzmann 

is one of the few scholars who work on both religion and sexual violence in the Bosnian 

                                                 
48 John Jillions, “The Language of Enemies,” Logos 40, no. 3–4 (2009): 271–367; D. Andrew Kille, ed., 

“Chapter 4: ‘The Bible Made Me Do It’: Text, Interpretation, and Violence,” in Sacred Scriptures, 
Ideology, and Violence, vol. 1, 4 vols. (London: Praeger, 2003); J. Harold Ellens, “Religious Meta-
phors Can Kill,” in Sacred Scriptures, Ideology, and Violence, vol. 1, 4 vols. (Westport, CT: Prae-
ger, 2004); J. Harold Ellens, ed., Sacred Scriptures, Ideology, and Violence, vol. 1, 4 vols., The De-
structive Power of Religion: Violence in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
2004); Erik Eynikel, “Judges 19-21, An ‘Appendix’: Rape Murder, War and Abduction,” n.d.; 
Phyllis Trible, “Loves Lyrics Redeemed,” in God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1978), 144–65. 

49 Flora Keshgegian, Redeeming Memories: A Theology of Healing and Transformation (Nashville: Ab-
ingdon Press, 2000); Keshgegian; Rita Nakashima Brock, “Ending Innocence and Nurturing Will-
fulness,” in Violence Against Women and Children: A Christian Theological Sourcebook, ed. Carol 
J. Adams and Marie M. Fortune (New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 1995); 
Wendy Farley, Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion: A Contemporary Theodicy (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990); Noel E Phillips, “The Healing Touch: An Intentional Caring 
Ministry Among Persons with AIDS and Their Families” (San Francisco Theological Seminary, 
1994). 

50 Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War and Peace; Alexander F. C. Webster and Darrell Cole, The 
Virtue of War (Salisbury, MA: Regina Orthodox Press, 2004); John Carlson, “Is There a Christian 
Realist Theory of War and Peace? Reinhold Neibuhr and Just War Thought,” Journal of the Society 
of Christian Ethics 28, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2008): 133–61. 

51 Martha Minow, Between Vengeance and Forgiveness: Facing History after Genocide and Mass Vio-
lence (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998); Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness (New York: 
Doubleday, 1999); Simon Wiesenthal, The Sunflower: On the Possibilities and Limits of For-
giveness (New York: Schocken Books, 1976); Hildo Bos and Jim Forest, For the Peace from 
Above: An Orthodox Resource Book on War, Peace and Nationalism (New Hampshire: Orthodox 
Research Institute, 2011). 

52 Ina Merdjanova and Patrice Brodeur, Religion as a Conversation Starter: Interreligious Dialogue for 
Peacebuilding in the Balkans (New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2009); Tania 
Wettach, “Religion and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina,” in Religion in the Balkans 
(Slovakia: Bratislava, 2007), 78–92; Michael Ipgrave, ed., Building a Better Bridge (Washington, 
D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2008). 
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War, and is especially interested in the actions of particular traditions post-conflict, or at 

least post-instance of violence.53 

 Ethnic conflict is attached to both religiously limned identities, and religiously 

identified territories.  Some research has demonstrated that religiously framed claims to 

identity or land intensify demands and stakes54 and render the claimed land far less di-

visible.55  This makes negotiations more likely to fail.56 With respect to the former Yu-

goslavia, a great deal of research has explored the relationship between Serb violence, 

identity57, and territory.58  Lene Hensen, in her book Security as Practice: Discourse 

Analysis and the Bosnian War, lays out, highlights, and analyses the major discourses 

repeated by the media and international community.59 

                                                 
53 Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing.” 

54 Susanna Pearce, “Religious Rage: A Quantitative Analysis of the Intensity of Religious Conflicts,” Ter-
rorism and Political Violence 17, no. 3 (October 1, 2005): 333–52; Jessica Stern, Terror in the 
Name of God: Why Religious Militants Kill (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2003). 

55 Ron Hassner, War on Sacred Grounds (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009); Ron E. Hassner, “‘To 
Halve and to Hold’: Conflicts over Sacred Space and the Problem of Indivisibility,” Security Stud-
ies 12, no. 4 (January 1, 2003): 1–33; Richard Sosis, “Why Sacred Lands Are Not Indivisible: The 
Cognitive Foundations of Sacralising Land,” Journal of Terrorism Research 2, no. 1 (February 
2011). 

56 Isak Svensson, “Fighting with Faith Religion and Conflict Resolution in Civil Wars,” Journal of Con-
flict Resolution 51, no. 6 (December 1, 2007): 930–49. 

57 Michael Sells, The Bridge Betrayed: Religion and Genocide in Bosnia (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1998); Tim Judah, The Serbs: History, Myth and the Destruction of Yugoslavia 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997); Branimir Anzulovic, Heavenly Serbia: From Myth to 
Genocide (New York and London: New York University Press, 1999). 

58 Michael Sells, “Crosses of Blood: Sacred Space, Religion, and Violence in Bosnia-Hercegovina,” Soci-
ology of Religion 64, no. 3 (October 1, 2003): 309–31; Ismail Kadare, Elegy for Kosovo: Stories 
(New York: Arcade Publishing, 2011). 

59 Lene Hansen, Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War (New York: Routledge, 
2006). 
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Theoretical Framework & Methodology  
Defining Sexual and Religious Violence 

In this dissertation, I define sexual violence broadly as any form of violence that 

targets sexual, reproductive, or genital aspects of a person or persons (perpetrator or vic-

tim), physically or discursively.  An act of violence is sexual when it includes sexual ele-

ments such as a) sexual or reproductive discourses, b) gendered hierarchy and sexual re-

lationships, c) sexual images, symbols, paraphernalia, d) sexual acts or acts related to 

sex, or rituals associated with sex, e) beliefs about sex, reproduction, genitals, (and gen-

der and sexuality) regardless of their factual or scientific backing. 

I adopt a similarly broad definition of religious violence.  Religious violence en-

compasses violent acts that targeted the theology, hierarchy, iconography, rituals, or be-

liefs of a person or persons (perpetrator or victim), physically or discursively.  Acts of 

violence will be considered religious when they include elements of a) theology or reli-

gious teaching and preaching, b) religious leaders and power systems, c) religious im-

ages, symbols, and objects, d) religious rituals, and e) religious beliefs (regardless of 

whether they are validated by official authorities).60  

Given the religiously informed nature of the Bosnian War, there has been a great 

deal of research done on religious history and politics of the Balkans with respect to the 

conflict.  Likewise, as one of the major conflicts responsible for the rapid evolution of 

international law on sexual violence as a war crime, a great deal of research has been 

conducted on the use of sexual violence in the Bosnian War.  However, despite repeated 

discourses, witness statements, and images that have elements of religious violence and 

                                                 
60 Hassner, “Religion and International Affairs: The State of the Art.” Hassner. 
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sexual violence, there is very little literature that discusses both topics in tandem.  Re-

search that mentions both elements is usually concentrating on one, and mentions the 

other tangentially.  I argue that analysing religious violence and sexual violence together 

lets us understand violence more fully.  In order to effectively investigate two seemingly 

disparate, but innately connected phenomena, I employ several interdisciplinary method-

ologies, including discourse analysis and grounded theory. 

 

Discourse Analysis 

This project interrogates and analyses texts, narratives, and imagery to demon-

strate the connection between religious violence and sexual violence.  Discourse is the 

“particular set of linguistic categories relating to an object and the ways of depicting it 

frame the way people comprehend that object.”61  All of this is discourse.  “Discourse is 

much more than language: it is constitutive of the social world that is a focus of interest 

or concern.”62 This means that discourse also includes texts, rituals, body language, and 

interpretations.  These are particularly rich resources for studying phenomena that are as 

embodied and as experiential as religious violence and sexual violence.  Discourse anal-

ysis is “‘anti-realist’ in that it denies there is an external reality awaiting a definitive por-

trayal by the researcher.”63  Yasmin Jiwani describes discursive fields as investigating 

                                                 
61 Alan Bryman and James Teevan, Social Research Methods: Canadian Edition (Toronto: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 2005), 344. 

62 Bryman and Teevan, 344. 

63 Bryman and Teevan, 344. 
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“the parameters defining a particular subject matter in terms of how it is thought of and 

talked about.”64 

There are four key elements of discourse that are reflected in this dissertation. 

First, discourse is a focus in and of itself.  Discourse is not just a place where data is lo-

cated, discourse is data itself.  Second, language is constructive.  It shapes our percep-

tion of reality, and we make assumptions and concrete decisions based on this percep-

tion.  Third, because language is constructive, it is active (rather than a passive vessel 

that contains data).  It is active in that it accomplishes acts.  Fourth, discourse is persua-

sive.  It is concerned with establishing one version of events in the face of competing 

versions, persuading others when they present a version of events. 65 Discourse analysis 

tries to get to the underlying logic and assumptions that make up a discourse, which as 

Sherene Razack argues, can be incredibly powerful: “If we can name the organizing 

frames, the conceptual formulas, the rhetorical devices that disguise and sustain elites, 

we can begin to develop responses that bring us closer to social justice.”66  

 Discourse analysis is constructionist in that it is interested in the different ver-

sions of reality presented.  This lends itself to resesarch that is dependent on and inter-

ested in narratives and experiences; and that recognises that something is being pro-

duced or reflected in discourse even when there are conflicting testimonies.  When we 

extrapolate discourse to include symbols, rituals, images, and actions, then discourse 

                                                 
64 Yasmin Jiwani, Discourses of Denial: Mediations of Race, Gender, and Violence (Vancouver: UBC 

Press, 2006), xii. 

65 Bryman and Teevan, Social Research Methods, 345. 

66 Sherene Razack, Looking White People In the Eye (Toronto: University of Toronto Incorporated, 2001), 
16. 
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analysis attempts to determine what the discourse does, how it is constructed to have that 

impact, and how it works to create this effect.   

      

Grounded Theory 

This work additionally draws on Grounded Theory (GT).  GT is data driven 

theory.  GT is ideal for sifting through what can be the very sticky, interdisciplinary, 

sometimes semi-tangible topics of religious violence and sexual violence.  In grounded 

theory “there is no one “reality” waiting to be discovered, but there are external things to 

us.  Concepts and ideas are invented or imagined, but that does not mean they do not 

correspond to something outside ourselves.  What we know evolves as we get more in-

formation, or introduce the ideas and experiences or others into the collection of ideas 

we have already acquired.”67 Complementary to Discourse Analysis, GT places people’s 

experiences instead of “Truth” at the center of investigation, recognising they make up 

the body of what we know about something.  This is especially important in the context 

of conflict where there are competing lived realities.  Rather than attempting to discern 

between them to find the real data, the stories themselves are a site of data.  It remains 

important, however, to locate these experiences within a context, also acknowledging 

and considering that the context and its meanings shifts and changes through time.68 

I chose to use Grounded Theory as a foundation because it is a model that is in-

terested in complexity, human action, and generating theory.  Grounded theory utilises 

                                                 
67 Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for De-

veloping Grounded Theory, 3rd edition (Los Angeles, Calif: SAGE Publications, Inc, 2007), 10. 

68 Corbin and Strauss, 17. 
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“theoretical sampling” where instead of seeking to capture an entire population, it relies 

on seeking as many facets or perspectives on a problem as possible: anything “that can 

best explicitly address specific theoretically interesting facets of the emergent analy-

sis.”69 This research also attempts to build upon or nuance existing ideas.70   Religious 

violence and sexual violence do not exist outside of human action.  Grounded theory 

aids me in teasing out the structural elements necessary for making religious violence a 

useful component in the use of sexual violence in Bosnia. 71  “In GT precisely what is to 

be studied emerges from the analytic process over time, rather than being designated a 

priori.”72  Using a structure that attempts to generate theory based on the data is a better 

fit for the topics of religious violence and sexual violence, rather than forcing them into 

pre-made categories.   

Grounded theory is a way of generating theory and moving “from a conception 

of something to a different, possibly more developed or deeper conception of it.” 73  “In-

creasingly, historical, visual, narrative and other discourse materials and non-human ma-

terial cultural objects of all kinds must be included as elements of our research and sub-

                                                 
69 Outhwaite and Turner, 425. 

70 Outhwaite and Turner, 424. 

71 Outhwaite and Turner, “Grounded Theory: Critiques, Debates, and Situational Analysis,” 432. 

72 Outhwaite and Turner, 425. 

73 Outhwaite and Turner, 424. 
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jected to analysis because they are increasingly understood/interpreted as both constitu-

tive of and consequential for the phenomena we study.”74 This means that analysis is 

meant to begin as soon as there is data.   

 

 

 

Relational Violence 

 In accounts that involve religious or sexual violence, and particularly where an 

event includes both elements, I have observed two extremes.  The first extreme is where 

the sexual violence or the religious violence is named briefly as an adjacent incident 

with little or no details, subsumed under another kind of violence that is being examined 

by the court or the researcher.  The second extreme is where elaborate testimonies are 

highly detailed.  These highlight the experience of almost theatrical, often public, and 

highly symbolic elements of violence.  While the latter testimonies are more explicit and 

contain more details with which to understand religious and sexual violence, the former 

are particularly striking because of the symbolism that leaks through even when it is not 

looked for or officially acknowledged.   

Eliza von Joden-Forgey’s theory of relational violence is important for address-

ing religious and sexual violence and helps make connections with less explicit refer-

ences.  In her article “The Devil in the Details: ‘Life Force Atrocities’ and the Assault on 

the Family in Times of Conflict” von Joeden-Forgey writes that “Rape in genocide is 

                                                 
74 Outhwaite and Turner, 433. 
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frequently part of an elaborate and sustained ritual on the part of perpetrators in which 

they focus not only on killing, raping, and expelling living members of a group but also 

on the intensive targeting of symbols of the group’s life force”.75   These instances of 

sexualised violence and attacks on life force atrocities make up clear examples of what 

she calls “relational violence”. 

   

a) Highlighting 

Relational violence provides a broad category for multifaceted incidents of atrocity 

that avoids having to chop or push them into legal or theoretical parameters that were 

not designed to encompass them.  International law on genocide and sexual violence has 

greatly evolved since the Nuremburg trials after World War II but continues to produce 

a system that excludes and misses certain phenomena.  These nevertheless bleed through 

the boundaries.  The concept of relational violence sidesteps the legal discourses and is 

key to accessing community, religion, family, and relationships as important sites of in-

vestigation that not only impact the experience of sexual violence, but are a key compo-

nent. 

b) Life Force Atrocities 

Life force atrocities can be defined as “a ritualized pattern of violence that targets 

the life force of a group by destroying both the physical symbols of its life force as well 

                                                 
75 Elisa von Joeden-Forgey, “Gender and Genocide,” in The Oxford Handbook of Genocide Studies, ed. 

Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Moses, 1 edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 72. 
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as its most basic institutions of reproduction, especially the family unit.”76  Relational 

violence’s recognition of life force atrocities provides a name to a phenomenon that has 

preoccupied competing discourses and theories about atrocities in the Bosnian war, par-

ticularly around sexual violence.  This includes debates about sexual violence as an ex-

tension of peace-time sexual violence77 or about male violence against women78 or 

whether sexual violence is part of genocide or ethnocide79, the use of sexual violence as 

revenge for historical or pseudo-historical grievances80, and sexual violence against 

women as a way to attack men.81  All of this research touches on life force atrocities and 

together adds a deep and rich understanding of the war in Bosnia.  Not only do all of 

these examples fit under “life force atrocities” but the category demonstrates the rela-

tionship between these otherwise seemingly unrelated incidents of violence. 

Sexual violence in conflict is one of von Joeden-Forgey’s examples of life force 

atrocities, but there are other ways to attack someone’s life force and commit intimate 

forms of violence.  Religious violence is often an attack on a group’s life force: their 

sense of self, their community, and their spirituality.  This dissertation looks specifically 

                                                 
76 Elisa von Joeden-Forgey, “The Devil in the Details: ‘Life Force Atrocities’ and the Assault on the Fam-

ily in Times of Conflict,” Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal 5, no. 1: Ar-
ticle 2 (2010): 2. 

77 Copelon, “Surfacing Gender: Reconceptualizing Cries Against Women in a Time of War.” 

78 Brownmiller, “Making Female Bodies the Battlefield”; MacKinnon, “Turning Rape into Pornography: 
Postmodern Genocide.” 

79 MacKinnon, “Rape, Genocide, and Women’s Human Rights.” 

80 Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural 
Memory.” 

81 Inger Skjelsbæk, “Victim and Survivor: Narrated Social Identities of Women Who Experienced Rape 
During the War in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Feminism & Psychology 16, no. 4 (November 1, 2006): 
386. 
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at the intersection of religious violence and sexual violence, exploring the impact of 

mixing these two forms of relational violence.  

c) Personal 

Relational violence tends to include highly intimate or personal forms of vio-

lence.  There is ongoing debate about perpetrators of atrocities.  Some scholars argue 

that atrocities are done by normal everyday citizens caught in a system, rather than ab-

normal individuals.  Other scholars, including von Joeden-Fogey make a distinction 

which demonstrates that most participants in the genocide made decisions based on a 

combination of fear, social pressure, and personal enrichment.  The killing performed by 

these perpetrators was described as “relatively mechanical”.  She contrasts this with “the 

significant but smaller group of perpetrators who are highly creative in their cruelties, 

and who show a deep commitment to their task.”82  Within the organizational structure 

of the group committing the atrocities, these perpetrators exist at the planning and imple-

mentation levels.  This includes ideologues (Milošević, Karadžić)83, members of militias 

who are trained for genocidal killings (Red Berets), or volunteer, paramilitary, and pri-

vate militias (Arkan’s Tigers, White Eagles).84  This specific group of perpetrators is es-

sential for bringing genocidal fantasies into reality.85  I will make a hybrid argument and 

                                                 
82 Elisa von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” in New Directions in Genocide Research, ed. Adam 

Jones (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 77. 

83 This text will default to Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian spellings.  See Pronunciation Guide (pg ix) 

84 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 77. von Joeden-Forgey, 77. 

85 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 77. 
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demonstrate in chapter 4 how this select group of perpetrators uses the religious violence 

and sexual violence.  

 

Research, Sources, and Methods 
 

 Many scholars have detailed the challenges of locating, and working with, 

sources containing graphic accounts of sexual violence: including Jane Doe,86 Catherine 

Niarchios,87 Iris Chang,88 and Selma Leydesdoff.89 Likewise, religious studies scholars 

have identified the complexity of working with religion, and the way it seems to sub-

sume categories within it, including Ron Hassner90 and William Cavanaugh.91  These 

challenges become especially acute when studying multiple episodes of wartime sexual 

and religious violence.   

Legal sources form an important part of the sources for this research, and in par-

ticular I have heavily utilized transcripts and testimonies from the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), and testimonies from local Court of Bosnia-

Herzegovina.  As indicated above, the ICTY was established in 1993 and mandated to 

                                                 
86 Jane Doe, The Story of Jane Doe: A Book About Rape (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2004). 

87 Catherine Niarchios, “Women, War, and Rape: Challenges in the International Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia,” Human Rights Quarterly 17, no. 4 (November 1995): 649–90. 

88 Iris Chang, The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II (New York: BasicBooks, 
1997). 

89 Selma Leydesdorff, “Distortions in Survivors Narratives from Srebrenica: The Impossibility of Convey-
ing the Truth,” in Genocide and Gender in the Twentieth Century: A Comparative Survey (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), 258–73. 

90 Hassner, “Religion and International Affairs: The State of the Art”; Ron E. Hassner, Religion on the 
Battlefield, 1 edition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2016). 

91 Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict. 
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deal with war crimes in the Balkan conflicts that occurred in the 1990’s.  Out of 161 

people indicted, the ICTY has convicted 83 people of war crimes including: genocide, 

crimes against humanity, violations of the laws or customs of war, and grave breaches of 

the Geneva Convention.  Since its inception, the ICTY has interviewed over 4650 wit-

nesses and produced over 2.5 million pages of transcripts.  These transcripts and testi-

monies from the ICTY are digitized and publicly accessible as full texts in many lan-

guages including English.  These documents include evidence, witness testimonies, and 

published research from the United Nations.  With Ratko Mladić and Radovan Karadžić 

in custody, relevant additions continue to be added to this collection even as the work of 

the ICTY is winding down in 2017.   

The work of bringing war criminals to justice continues within the domestic 

courts.  These local courts are under supervision and training of the international com-

munity and are responsible for trying war criminals in their country of origin.  These tri-

als have been less high profile than those conducted by the ICTY, and have garnered 

less academic and media interest.  Testimonies from local war crimes tribunals in Sara-

jevo are less accessible than the ICTY, but I have been able to utilize a partial collection 

of digitized verdicts and media statements.  Fewer scholars have had the opportunity to 

work with these documents because they are more recent.  These documents are also 

more readily accessible in Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian than in English and court tran-

scripts are not publicly accessible.   

This study is also based on dozens of published oral and written interviews, con-

ducted with survivors of atrocity in the Former Yugoslavia, by academics and commu-

nity activists. Collections of testimonies have been published by both American and Bal-

kan scholars, and include Saeda Vranić’s Breaking the Wall of Silence: The Voices of 
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Raped Bosnia92¸ Alexandra Stiglmayer’s anthology Mass Rape: The War Against 

Women in Bosnia-Herzegovina93, Selma Leyesdorff’s Surviving the Bosnian Genocide: 

The Women of Srebrenica Speak94, and Beverly Allen’s Rape Warfare: The Hidden 

Genocide in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia95.  These publications include testimonies, 

in part or in whole, or recount stories in a narrative style.  Most of these texts focus on 

sexual violence but are not actively looking for religious signifiers.  This is mediated in 

part by the authors’ own questions and the authors’ final text.  While this is secondary 

data and available due to the careful work and interviews conducted by other feminist 

scholars, the questions that I am asking of these testimonies are different from those of 

the original authors and interviewers.  Analysing the religious elements of these testimo-

nies are a new contribution and a way that I build on the important work of these schol-

ars.   

Balkan activists and feminist groups such as Women in Black, the Post-Conflict 

Research Center (a Sarajevo based NGO working towards interreligious and interethnic 

sustainable peace), and the “Post Yugoslav Voices (Aka Balkan Voices) Oral Histories 

from Former Yugoslavia” have also collected crucial testimonies and stories.  The 

Women in Black are a Serbian feminist anti-war organization of activists advocating and 

demonstrating since the conflict began.  They continue to publish reports, testimonies, 

                                                 
92 Vranić, Breaking the Wall of Silence - The Voices of Raped Bosnia. 

93 Stiglmayer, Mass Rape. 

94 Selma Leydesdorff, Surviving the Bosnian Genocide: The Women of Srebrenica Speak (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2011). 

95 Beverly Allen, Rape Warfare: The Hidden Genocide in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia, 1 edition 
(Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
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and updates about the conflict and place emphasis on crossing ethnic lines and holding 

Serbian criminals accountable.  The Post-Conflict Research Center is a Sarajevo-based 

NGO working towards interreligious and interethnic sustainable peace in the region.  

The oral history archive is located at Erasmus University in Rotterdam and includes the 

large digitized collection ‘Oral History in Bosnia and Herzegovina: Unveiling Personal 

Memories on War and Detention.’ While the interviews are not in English, they have 

translated English subtitles.  

This dissertation covers the period 1992-1995, and includes incidents which oc-

curred within what is present day Bosnia-Herzegovina and bordering communities.  

While much of my data features primarily Bosnian Serb violence against Bosnian Mus-

lims (Bosniaks), the scope of my investigation includes violence by and against other 

populations in the region.  That most of the cases feature Bosnian Serb violence against 

Bosniaks is in part due to the majority of the violence being attributed to Bosnian Serb 

forces.  As is explored in Chapter 2, stories about sexual violence against Serb women 

are particularly difficult to find, not because they do not exist, but because in addition to 

Bosnian Serb media using fake stories of sexual violence as propaganda, Bosnian Serbs 

were identified as perpetrators by the international community.  These two factors came 

together to make media uninterested in talking to Bosnian Serb women.  In addition, 

Bosnian Serb survivors accessed different resources, in places where media and re-

searchers were not necessarily looking for testimonies.  For example, women who fled 

to Serbia were not the subject of media attention. 

This data was coded for accounts that contain markers for both religious violence 

and sexual violence.  These markers included: rape, sexual violence, penis, breast, urine; 
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and religious markers such as: conversion, baptism, church, cross, mosque, prayer, Bi-

ble, Qur’an; and words that pertain to both: circumcision, marriage. These markers were 

analysed to explore the relationship between the religious nature of the violence and the 

sexual nature, with particular attention to how an act of sexual violence is impacted 

(both intentionally and unintentionally) by the inclusion of religious violence.  

I used Grounded Theory to help me put together the stories and testimonies of 

people from different backgrounds, at different times, and telling their stories through 

different mediums.  Grounded theory provided a way to see patterns and make connec-

tions between stories and groups, while still holding on to the context from which they 

come.  A method that allowed me to work with the messiness of people’s experiences 

was crucial, particularly in a project that relied on testimonies and transcripts where the 

trial or the researcher was not asking the same questions I would want to. 

I used discourse analysis to sift for patterns and think critically about word 

choice, meanings, and symbolism.  The case studies that I explore in chapters 4 and 5 

are written in my words rather than those of the survivor.  This was a deliberate choice 

to mediate which details are part of the analysis and exclude details that are distressing 

but not necessary for the analysis.  While many of the accounts shared are shocking, the 

details that remain are not for “shock value”.  The details that I have retained are neces-

sary for the analysis.  It is important to remember that these testimonies are the stories of 

real people.  For this reason, I have also chosen to not conduct new interviews, finding 

that there was more than sufficient evidence in the testimonies and stories that people 

have already shared and made public.  For the scope of this research, conducting poten-

tially traumatic interviews about very intimate forms of violence is both unnecessary and 
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unethical.  As detailed above, my data was publicly accessible and available on the inter-

net.  Almost all of it was available in official translations into English.  Pieces that were 

not available in English or had unofficial translations were retranslated and verified my-

self.   

Each of my case studies identified people by the names given in the original 

texts.  Depending on the personal preference of the person providing testimony and the 

source of the data, these included first names, first and last names, pseudonyms, and 

codes.  In chapters 4 and 5, I utilised more than 40 stories of violence and conflict where 

religion and sexual violence intersect.  Of these case studies, approximately 20 are legal 

(coming from the ICTY and the Court of Bosnia-Herzegovina) and 20 are non-legal 

(narratives of survivors that have been complied by other researchers and journalists, 

and collections of survivor’s stories compiled by activists, both written and part of oral 

history archives).  While there are many additional data sources, I found that these testi-

monies were enough to provide a saturation of evidence.   This number does not include 

testimonies and narratives in earlier chapters where only religious violence or sexual vi-

olence was highlighted.  

 I made two research trips to Bosnia-Herzegovina, the first in 2015 and the sec-

ond in 2016.  In 2015, I participated in the Marš Mira (Peace March): a 3-day procession 

through the mountains of Bosnia-Herzegovina from Tuzla to Srebrenica (see Map 1).  

The Marš Mira memorialises the genocide at Srebrenica where over 8000 Muslim men 

and boys were methodically murdered at what had been a UN Safe Zone, and the 

women and small children were bused to the edge what is now Republika Srpska.  The 

march is a symbolic return along the path that those who fled the massacre originally 
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took.  The Marš Mira ends on the fourth day, the anniversary of the genocide, with a me-

morial service at which the dead who have been identified in the last year from mass 

graves and bones in the forest are laid to rest.  Many of the marchers were those who 

survived the original flight through the woods.  The Figure 1 is an art peace on display at 

the battery factory that served as the UN base in the Safe Zone, and Figure 2 comes from 

the walls of the building.  My understanding is that this section of wall has since been 

demolished.   

 At that time, I also participated in the Summer University Srebrenica Program, 

dedicated to giving opportunities to young scholars to study the genocide in Srebrenica.  

As part of this program, I met scholars (such as Dragana Vucetic, senior forensic anthro-

pologist at the International Commission for Missing Persons), activists (such as Youth 

Initiative for Human Rights), and representatives from various organizations involved in 

post-war reconstruction (such as the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Eu-

rope and the Council of Europe, and the UNDP).  

In 2016, I spent time in Sarajevo (see Map 1) where I met representatives from 

the ICTY, the Post-Conflict Research Center, and the Sarajevo Open Center, a women 

and queer persons centre for activism, resources and education.  On this trip, I also spent 

time investigating religious sites (including the Orthodox Church of the Holy Archan-

gels Michael and Gabriel, the Orthodox Cathedral Church of the Nativity of the Theoto-

kos, the Roman Catholic Sacred Heart Cathedral, Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque, Baščaršija 

Mosque, the Sarajevo Synagogue, the Emperor’s Mosque, Saint Anthony Roman Catho-

lic Church, and the Bosnian Pyramids.  On both trips, I spent time at several war memo-

rials and sites of many mass graves in the country side, the Srebrenica Memorial Ceme-

tery, the Srebrenica Genocide Museum, the Sarajevo Tunnel Museum, the “Sarajevo 
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Roses” (which mark fatal shelling sites around the town), and the bombed out Olympic 

bobsled tracks that were destroyed in the siege of Sarajevo.   Before conducting these re-

search trips, I studied Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian language for 2 years at the University of 

California, Berkeley. 

I am not from the Balkans but I have made it a priority to highlight the research 

and work of Balkan scholars and activists.  This project is an extension of my MA work 

in Women’s Studies at the University of Ottawa.  My MA thesis was titled Unholy Co-

ercion: The Complicity of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Use of Rape as a War 

Tactic.96  This work draws from a similar field of reading and required piecing together 

the work of disciplines to illuminate an otherwise tricky relationship between the entity 

of the Serbian Orthodox Church and incidents of sexual violence.  My current project 

differs from this work by broadening the scope.  I am not looking at complicity, nor par-

ticularly at the Serbian Orthodox Church, but instead am focusing on the way religious 

violence impacts, shifts, and intensifies sexual violence as a phenomenon in the Bosnian 

War. 

This dissertation demonstrates the multi-faceted impact of religious markers on 

sexually violent acts committed during the Bosnian War. Chapter One lays out models 

and legal parameters around identifying and categorising forms of mass violence in con-

flict.  The chapter concludes by interrogating these models in light of relational violence 

and gender analysis, and highlighting the limitations of these models. 
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plicity of the Serbian Orthodox Church in the Use of Rape as a War Tactic” (University of Ottawa, 
2010). 



34 

Chapter Two examines sexual violence in conflict zones.  This chapter contextu-

alises theories of sexual violence in the evolution of international law.  The conflict in 

the former Yugoslavia and its attendant violence were an important site of change and 

progression in both legal theory and court practices.  This chapter lays out patterns of 

sexual violence as they occurred in the Bosnian War, and aims to bring attention to man-

ifestations of sexual violence that are discursively obscured by assumptions and easy 

stories, including sexual violence against men, sexual violence against Serbian and 

Roma women, and sexual violence perpetrated by the international community. 

The third chapter provides an introduction to religions in Bosnia-Herzegovina.  

This begins with a brief overview of the religious history of the region and provides a 

context for the atrocities explored in Chapter 4 and 5.  This account of religious history 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina in meant to: a) demonstrate historical intersections of religious 

and political activity, b) establish the gradual cultural conflation of religion and ethnic-

ity, c) pushing back on recurring discourses that suggest either that different religious or 

ethnic communities in the region of Bosnia-Herzegovina have always been in conflict 

with one another or that there were no religious tensions before the conflict.  The chapter 

then examines the relationship between religious violence and sexual violence, identify-

ing them as ‘miscible’ forms of violence that share key attributes.   

The fourth and fifth chapters introduce eight impacts of religious violence on 

sexual violence in the Bosnian War.  These impacts are divided into four short-term and 

four long-term; short-term impacts occur within the instance of violence, while long-

term impacts go beyond the instance of violence.  The short-term impacts include fram-

ing, intensifying, identifying, and (self-) policing. Long-term impacts were conse-

quences that went beyond the incident of violence and included normalizing sexualised 
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violence, justifying sexual violence, claiming bodies and territories through forced con-

versions and branding, and deterring the return of refugees after the conflict.  These 

chapters showcase each impact through a case study that illustrates the relationship be-

tween religious and sexual violence.  The work of chapter 4 and 5 is dependent on the 

pillars I lay out in the first three chapters, beginning with an examination of international 

law and theories of atrocity and mass violence.  
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Chapter One 
 -  

Genocide, Ethnocide, and the Implications of Mass Violence 
 

This thesis examines the impact of religiously violent acts which were perpetu-

ated in the context of sexual violence by combatants in the Bosnian War.  Accounts of 

these atrocities are rich case studies from which I tease out this relationship between re-

ligious violence and sexual violence.  In order to examine the relationship between reli-

gious and sexual violence, it is necessary to define the nature of these extreme and inti-

mate forms of violence and how they fit into other forms of violence or conflict more 

broadly.  This thesis relies on the legal definitions and political theories established and 

utilised in the international community, particularly the concepts of genocide and ethno-

cide.  Tomislav Dulić’s model examines atrocity according to intent, magnitude, and 

systematic quality.  It is especially helpful for bridging two key gaps: a) between theory 

and legal definitions, and b) between categories such as genocide, ethnocide, and other 

forms of mass violence. In addition to considering forms of war time violence, it is nec-

essary to situate these forms of violence within contemporary political and legal dis-

courses that not only influence how we perceive and understand these forms of violence 

but also obscure or render invisible these forms of violence. 

Religious and sexual violence in conflict, particularly when they occur together, 

fall into a category defined by Elisa von Joeden-Forgey as Relational Violence.97  This 

chapter elaborates on this category and situates this understanding of relational violence 

into the broader political and legal definitions of genocide, ethnocide, and other forms of 
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atrocity.  Relational violence relies on particular understandings of words and concepts 

that have specific definitions, historical baggage, and are highly charged terms, includ-

ing genocide, ethnocide, and mass killings.  Since they make up parts of the data and the 

theories we will be using, defining their theoretical and legal qualities is imperative.  

Although this project is not about defining genocide, ethnocide and massacres, these 

phenomena are integrated into the case studies that I examine in Chapters 4 and 5 and 

these concepts are important for better understanding the sources of data.  The way that 

the political and legal aspects of atrocity forms my data sources makes a discussion of 

genocide, ethnocide, crimes against humanity, and other forms of atrocity important.  

These terms are highly charged with a complex history, differing interpretations, con-

tested legal definitions, emotional stakes and political manifestations.   Defining these 

terms will also highlight the limitations of international law and demonstrate those theo-

retical underpinnings of international law that can render some forms of relational vio-

lence invisible.  The chapter then shows the important contributions that gender analyses 

provide and their importance for making certain forms of violence (including relational 

violence) more visible, and encouraging the evolution of theory and practice, both in the 

legal and other spheres. 
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Genocide 
 

 Genocide is a social98, political99 and legal100 phenomenon.  The term genocide is 

attributed to Raphael Lemkin, who used it to describe atrocity in the aftermath of World 

War II.101  Until World War II, international crimes and international law were not cen-

tered on human rights but rather on matters that crossed jurisdictional or territorial 

boundaries (eg. piracy).  Mingling human rights and international law was a new and 

significant shift.102  Lemkin was a Polish lawyer, grounded his work in group rights, re-

flections on colonialism, and the history of human destruction, his contributions are of-

ten highlighted even if authors rely on internationally ratified documents for analysis 

over his own writings.103 

 Many scholars (including Mann104, Arendt105) see genocide and other atrocities 

that target civilians as a product of modernity.  They name a combination of technology, 

                                                 
98 For an overview of genocide studies within the field of sociology, see Martin Shaw, “Sociology and 

Genocide,” in The Oxford Handbook of Genocide Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
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100 For an overview of the evolution of genocide as a legal concept, see William A. Schabas, “The Law 
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nations states, governance and other features of modernity as potential contributing fac-

tors to the existence (instead of merely the methods) of violence against civilians.  This 

contrasts with other scholars (Lemkin106, Moses107) who see genocide and similar atroci-

ties as a continuation of violence through the ages.108 

The widely accepted definition of genocide in international law comes from the 

1948 Convention for the Prevention of Genocide.109  Though generally accepted, there 

continues to be space for variation, interpretation, and controversy related to this docu-

ment which was largely based on Lemkin’s work.  Today, the definition is included in 

Article 6 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.  It reads: 

 
For the purpose of this Statute, ‘genocide’ means any of the following 
acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, 
ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:  
(a) Killing members of the group;  
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to 
bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;  
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.110 

 

                                                 
and Modernity,” in The Historiography of Genocide, ed. Dan Stone (Houndmills: Palgrave MacMillan, 
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see: Moses, “Genocide and Modernity.” 
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110 UN General Assembly, “Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Last Amended 2010),” Ar-
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One of the key sites of ambiguity in the Convention for the Prevention of Geno-

cide is the wording of “intent to destroy’.  Schabas explains that it is broad and includes 

physical, biological destruction.111  It also includes some cultural acts, such as removing 

children, but the international community voted to exclude cultural genocide from the 

Convention itself. The exclusion of cultural genocide was intentional, rather than acci-

dental.  Lemkin’s original definitions included a much broader understanding of geno-

cide.112  The inclusion of the removal of children from home communities was an excep-

tion to the dismissal of cultural genocide, rather than a potential opening for its recogni-

tion.113  Phenomena that might fall under cultural genocide include attacks on language, 

spirituality, vulnerability to physical or sexual violence, and disproportionate incarcera-

tion or criminalisation.  These phenomena lead to a direct but slow death of individuals 

as well as community. The international community also rejected an amendment pro-

posed by Syria to include forced population relocation and exodus, often called ‘ethnic 

cleansing’ (or ethnocide in this thesis).  Lemkin’s original conception of genocide also 

included population removals and other non-lethal acts that nonetheless destroyed the 

fabric of the community under attack.114  The exclusion of cultural aspects or ethnic 

cleansing prioritises and centers death as the defining feature of genocide. 
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In addition to defining genocide, the convention also imposed obligations for 

countries that ratify the document, including a requirement to punish genocide, a re-

quirement to cooperate with extradition, not treating genocide as a political crime (which 

interferes with extradition), and the agreement that disputes between states about geno-

cide are automatically the jurisdiction of the International Court of Justice.115  

The document further clarifies that our obligations extend past national borders, 

by holding countries accountable for their impact upon genocide that occurs within other 

countries.  In 2007, the International Court of Justice determined that Serbia had 

breached the Convention for the Prevention of Genocide with respect to the massacre of 

July 1995 in Srebrenica-Potočari.  The ICTY had ruled that this massacre constituted a 

genocide committed by Bosnian Serbs.  Because Serbia had ‘undeniable influence’ over 

Bosnian Serbs, the not guaranteed but highly possible potential for genocide meant that 

Serbia should have ‘made the best efforts within their power to try and prevent the tragic 

events then taking shape, whose scale, though it could not have been foreseen with cer-

tainty, might at least have been surmised.’116   

This example demonstrates that culpability does not always follow territorial 

boundaries and directly links Serbia to what was happening across the border.  It also 

demonstrates that accountability and complicity are not dependent on official, explicit, 

or active participation.  A refusal to act can not be defined as neutrality.  This also ex-

plains the political resistance to acknowledging a genocide, particularly while a conflict 

is ongoing. 
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International law pertaining to genocide could have been modernised and up-

dated at the creation of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court with other 

definitions (including crimes against humanity and war crimes).  Given the evolution in 

knowledge and theorising of genocide and mass atrocity since 1948, there is much that 

could be added or clarified, but in the end the Rome Statue did not develop any new or 

updated materials on genocide.117  

 

Ethnocide 
 

I will use ethnocide as an alternative to the euphemistic term “ethnic cleansing”.  

The term “ethnic cleansing” is problematic because it sanitizes the traumatic and often 

deadly destruction of communities.  It suggests sterility and orderliness. “Ethnic cleans-

ing” is also perpetrator terminology.  Not only was ‘ethnic cleansing’ used by Serb mili-

tary forces and political leaders in the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia, but the term 

itself was also attributed to them.118  “Ethnic cleansing” as a term relies on the assump-

tions that a) ethnic purity exists and that it is attainable, b) ethnic homogeneity is not 

only achievable but desirable, and c) that this process is orderly and normative, instead 

of bloody and chaotic.  Benjamin Lieberman describes it clearly as the “forced remaking 

of the human landscape.”119   

It is especially important to define ethnocide term within this project because 

while it (and ‘ethnic cleansing’) are popularly used, the term does not have the same 
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strict legal definitions and therefore there is more variation in the way that scholars use 

the term.  Michael Mann for instance, in his book Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining 

Ethnic Cleansing uses ethnocide to describe the accidental wiping out of an ethnic 

group.120  In “Annex IV: The Policy of Ethnic Cleansing” in the Final Report of the 

Commission of Experts, which analysed the Bosnian conflict in its historical and politi-

cal context, ethnocide (called ethnic cleansing in the report) is defined as “rendering an 

area ethnically homogenous by using force or intimidation to remove from a given area 

persons from another ethnic or religious group.”121    Scholars like Lieberman suggest 

that the different roles geography (and forced removal) plays when talking about geno-

cide or ethnocide are a possible way to distinguish between these two specific types of 

atrocity. 122   Officially sanctioned “population transfers” between states, even when they 

do not rely on force or intimidation, still rely on coercion and removal as a condition of 

their identity.  People still lose their homes, their communities, and their ties to land, 

making these “population transfers” far more traumatic then they appear on paper, and 

are another form of ethnocide.123   

Ethnocide and genocide overlap a great deal in both theory and in practice.  Inter-

national law has a limited capacity to define the relationship between ethnocide and gen-
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ocide as ethnocide lacks its own legal framework such as the Convention for the Preven-

tion and Punishment of Genocide and instead it fits under other categories rather than as 

a category on its own.124  Ethnocide is criminalised under both “crimes against human-

ity” (which looks particularly at civilian populations) and “war crimes” (which can in-

clude civilian and combatant groups), although ethnocide is not the term that is used.  

Crimes Against Humanities includes the forced deportation or transfer of a population.  

It also includes several other crimes that accompany ethnocide, even though they can 

happen separately (torture, sexual violence, extermination, enslavement etc.).  The Rome 

Statute is also very careful to include wording that leaves the international community 

with the tools to prosecute new kinds of atrocity, particularly with respect to sexual vio-

lence and “inhumane acts”.125 

“War crimes” is a far more detailed category but less open ended.  This section is 

largely derived from the 1949 Geneva Convention and failure to comply with it.  It also 

includes acts such as removing populations, sexual violence, and degrading treatment, 

but provides qualifications (i.e. international conflict vs internal conflict) and more de-

tailed parameters.126  It is important that within the Rome Statute, although acts of eth-

nocide are described and widely used in ICTY cases, neither the term ‘ethnocide’ nor the 

more common term ethnic cleansing, are used within the document.127   
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Today, genocide and crimes against humanity are their own separate legal cate-

gories, but when this new terminology started to be used in the Nuremburg trials, the 

terms genocide and ‘crimes against humanity’ were used synonymously in trial docu-

ments and within the trials.  Despite its usage in the trials, the fluidity of the definitions 

meant that the “Charter of the International Military Tribunal” did not use the word gen-

ocide, not even in the verdicts.   

The inclusion of civilians was also a new shift.  Schabas demonstrates that Allied 

countries did not want to use the term, lest prosecuting countries were also held account-

able for their own acts.128  The international laws around genocide and crimes against 

humanity developed alongside one another, and therefore impacted one another’s devel-

opment.129  It is important to remember, as Dirk Moses and Martin Shaw remind us, that 

theorising atrocity should not be limited to the legal field. 

 Dulić also explores the category of ‘massacre’.  Massacres hold some of but not 

all the same elements necessary to constitute a genocide.  He defines massacres as an 

“incidental mass killing of members of a religious or ethnic group in a local community 

that may or may not be organised by a central political actor.”130  While massacres might 

have the magnitude and the intent to destroy, they are not necessarily systematic.  Mas-

sacre is not a legal term, but may be classified as a crime against humanity under both 
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murder and extermination, or as a war crime under willful killing, attacking civilians, 

killing surrendered combatants or “killing or wounding treacherously”.131 

Given the differing legal status of different kinds of atrocities and the varied pop-

ular use of terms, laying out clear definitions are important.  These are not enough, how-

ever, to make them comparable.  Being able to compare data across atrocities is espe-

cially important for unravelling concepts given this convoluted history, particularly 

when atrocities are, or are at least presented as, gradations of one another.  Torture, sex-

ual violence, and mass killings can all occur on their own, but ethnocide frequently in-

cludes these elements as well.  This relationship between forms of atrocity is highlighted 

in the Final Report of the Commission of Experts which specifically includes sexual vio-

lence, torture, and mistreatment as part of the process of ethnocide in the Bosnian 

War.132  Ethnocide is more readily recognised both legally and politically than genocide, 

but genocides often include some form of ethnocide and ethnocide can be seen as a gen-

ocidal policy.133  Furthermore, these atrocities often appear to be along a continuum or a 

spectrum of violence.134  Tomislav Dulić provides us with a model that allows us to ana-

lyse different atrocities according to key criteria: a) intention, b) systematic nature of the 

violence, and c) the magnitude of the destruction.  Dulić lays out three main assumptions 
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upon which his argument rests.  First, he assumes that genocide is a political process that 

goes through three phases: conceptualization, implementation, and realization.  This is 

important because they correspond to his three indicators (intentionality, systematic and 

magnitude) respectively.  Second, each indicator has its own specific motives and me-

chanics.  Third, he recognises that genocide can be attempted but not achieved, which 

impacts the magnitude of the destruction.135   

Unpacking Dulić’s three indicators (intention, the magnitude of the destruction, 

and the systematic nature of the violence) are important for understanding the manifesta-

tions of religious violence and sexual violence that occurred in the Bosnian War because 

they did occur within different kinds of atrocity.  Understanding these indicators helps 

us analyse across these different settings.  Where Srebrenica (see Map 1) is the only le-

gally acknowledged genocide in the conflict, understanding how that is different or simi-

lar to the religious violence or sexual violence in other parts of the conflict is important. 

 

Intention 

Discussions of the fault element commonly make up definitions and theorising 

about genocide (including in Shabas136, Mann137, Lieberman138, and others).  Within the 
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legal documents of genocide, intent is not well defined, but instead meant to be implied, 

relying on context and jurisprudence.139  

There is ongoing debate about whether states themselves can commit a crime, 

but there is no mechanism for accountability that is just or meaningful.140  The wording 

of the UNGC is meant to apply to individuals, but states also have obligations to prevent 

(and punish) a genocide.141 Serbia’s breach of the UNGC is not the same as recognising 

or judging that Serbia as a country committed a crime.    As we saw in the ruling that 

Serbia breached the Convention for the Prevention of Genocide, accountability and cul-

pability are attached to “reasonable” or “foreseeable” consequences.  Leaders are re-

sponsible for the acts of their associates, this includes paramilitaries, allies, and unoffi-

cial subordinates, to the extent that genocide was reasonably foreseeable.  Genocides 

cannot happen ‘by accident’, but intention is also broader than the explicitly stated de-

sire to eradicate a group.  Organizers and instigators of atrocity bear the responsibility 

(and have the intent) even when the people on the ground who conduct the killing might 

not have intent to commit genocide in their thoughts.142   

Like so many other forms of identity in this project, ethnic identity in the context 

of mass atrocity are perpetrator defined.  The perpetrator’s intention is the focus regard-

less of whether the perpetrator was correct in their projections of a victim’s identity. 143  
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The complexity of ethnicity as a concept and as a lived reality within the former Yugo-

slavia is a common theme in following chapters.  I argue that these identities are socially 

constructed, often grounded in theological and popular anthropologies and assumptions.  

There are many reasons why a victim might not identify with the identity imposed by the 

perpetrator, but recognising that it is the perpetrator who defines the victim’s identity 

highlights a common thread between victims that can be obscured otherwise.  Highlight-

ing that a victim’s identities are perpetrator defined creates space to account for differen-

tiation and discrepancies.  Accounting for these discrepancies, rather than the hiding 

them, gives more nuance and detail to how we understand the past and the present.  

Some of examples of these discrepancies could include the children of mixed families 

and people whose religious identity does not match the presumed one.  These discrepan-

cies push back on easy narratives that discursively consolidate people into homogenous 

groups and stereotypes.  The complicating of simple stories does not make the stories 

meaningless, but instead richer and inclusive of the experiences that otherwise get left 

out for the sake of consistency.  

For Dulić, intent is also what distinguishes attempted vs non-genocides.  Geno-

cide is not merely defined by its end body count.  There is a difference between at-

tempted genocide and accidents, something which was never intended, or even other 

forms of atrocity.  Intent is also a crucial component of defining ethnic cleansing.  With 

respect to ethnocide, intent can highlight different ends or goals of ethnocide, including 

repopulation, colonization or conquest, protecting or securing borders, or establishing 

homogeneity of a population.144 
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Genocides and murderous ethnocides do not need to be part of an initial or pre-

meditated plan to have intent.  These kinds of atrocities can be a “Plan C” when initial 

plans to deal with a minority fail (like Mann145 suggests), or an attempt at a permanent 

security solution (like Moses146 suggests).  Intent is an important indicator for consider-

ing religious violence and sexual violence in the Bosnian War because it allows us to 

think critically about the actors involved, the complicated discourses around fault and 

complicity. 

 

Numbers and Magnitude: How to Measure Destruction 

Another source of ambiguity in the definition of genocide is the description “in 

whole or in part”.   This is ambiguous because it fails to define clearly the numerical pa-

rameters either by numbers or percentages, required to name a genocide.  Dulić main-

tains that quantitative data is important and can tell us many important things about gen-

ocide, ethnocide, and mass killing and how these atrocities works, but is explicit that 

numbers are not helpful in defining “what counts”.147  While the level of destruction is 

important and clear numerical guidelines are convenient, Dulić maintains that it is im-

possible to quantify human misery and that any attempt to do so sterilises the atrocity.  

In addition, it is impossible to come to a consensus of a number, an amount or even a 
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method of calculation.148  It does not matter how many perish in terms of “worse” but it 

does make an event “different”.  The suffering of individuals as individuals must be kept 

in tension with the understanding of mass atrocity.  This is rendered impossible when we 

restrict our understanding of magnitude to defining by numbers.  This ambiguity is in-

tentional and was left up to judges to determine on a contextual basis.149  

Genocide theorists (Schabas, Dulić) maintain that “in part” means a substantial 

part.  Dulić sidesteps the methodological problems of both consistency and counting the 

same way he did with identity: “in part”, like identity, is “perpetrator defined”.  As with 

identity, “perpetrator defined” becomes the shared factor that is adaptable to context, 

and acts as the common variable to ensure a quality of consistency across different con-

texts.  For example, the ICTY used a subsection of a population (male) and the defined 

parameters to define the magnitude and name the massacre at Srebrenica a genocide. 150  

In this instance, the destruction of the male population at Srebrenica constituted the “in 

part”.  While what happened decimated almost half of the general population living 

within the UN safe zone of Srebrenica-Potočari, it was an almost total destruction of the 

male part of the population.   

 “Perpetrator defined” also opens “capability” as a factor whereby the ability of a 

group to cause destruction comes into play.  Even if Group A couldn’t have killed all 

group B, attacking as many of B as possible is enough indicates genocidal activities.151  
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This flexibility also allows the international community to recognise attempted geno-

cide, and it is still a crime with genocidal intent.  However, genocide frequently includes 

“cultural genocide” but it was left out of the international definitions of genocide.  Cul-

tural genocide is a series of supposedly non-lethal forms of violence but cannot count as 

a genocide on its own.152  Magnitude is measured by a body count, rather than the de-

struction of the group.  Often, the after effects of cultural destruction do have a body 

count and therefore the continued exclusion of cultural genocide demonstrates that mag-

nitude is not only a matter of lethality, but lethality within a narrow space of time.  

“Substantial numbers” are specifically counting deaths, rather than people “af-

fected.”  Non-lethal actions alone are not enough to render the amount of destruction as 

“substantial.”  This means that an attempt to eradicate without a substantial number of 

deaths is either an attempted genocide (failed attempt) or an ethnocide (moved rather 

than/in addition to, murdered).153  According to Dulić, ethnocide is the intentional and 

systematic forced removal of a religious or ethnic group.  He is clear, however, that eth-

nocide and the methods used to create it almost always include death, often via organ-

ised massacres.  For Dulić, the difference between genocide and ethnocide is that geno-

cide is irreversible.154  This is supported by the international courts which determined 
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that evidence of ethnocide is not considered an element of genocide unless it is accom-

panied by evidence of attempting to “physically destroy” a group, meaning death.155 

Forced population removal is not so easy to reverse, even if its victims survive, 

demonstrating that his model, like the law, is ultimately centralised on death. As I will 

elaborate in chapter 5, the methods of ethnocide, especially as they include religious and 

sexual violence, put into place barriers, strategies and policies to prevent people from re-

turning.  The after-effects of conflict continue long after the war is over.  In Bosnia-Her-

zegovina, the tragedy of ethnocide was that it was successful, and its success is in part 

cemented and in part resisted in the Dayton Accords.  The Dayton Accords solidified an 

ethnic, rather than civic citizenship that defined which populations belonged to the na-

tion and in which territories.   

The Dayton Accords also included a “right to return” allowing refugees to return 

to their homes.156  While this seems to help push back against the ethnocide, on the 

ground, the “right to return” serves to highlight the long-term effects of ethnic cleansing 

as people were often unable to return in practice.  If they did, they could not necessarily 

participate in certain levels of government if they were in the wrong space, it cemented 

an ethnic rather than civic understanding of citizenship157 and right to return on paper 

did not reflect a reality, or safe practice.  When Croatia declared independence, Croatian 
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citizenship was extended to anyone who could prove Croat descent, even if they did not 

speak Croatian or live in Croatia.  At the same time, Non-Croats within Croatia were 

only extended citizenship in they could prove more than 5 years of continuous resi-

dency.  This means that many Serbs who fled the violence during the war lost their citi-

zenship.158  Even today there are ongoing campaigns to prevent refugee return using 

spite churches159, ongoing antagonism over language rights160, and disputes over victim-

hood and the vocabulary of genocide.161  In Vukovar, Croatia (see Map 1), signs that in-

clude both latin and Cyrillic lettering (an accommodation to the local Serbian-Croat pop-

ulation are received with hostility and smashed.162  In Višegrad (see Map 1), the Bosnian 

Serb population removed the word “genocide” from the Bosniak memorial monu-

ment.163   

These stories of the permanency of ethnocide push back on Dulić’s understand-

ing of the reversibility of ethnocide and how he understands magnitude.  He rightly 

indicates that death makes reversibility impossible while live people are theoretically or 
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potentially able to return to their homes and territories post conflict.  This is much more 

difficult in practice however, where the potential for physical return might never be real-

ised and even where there is return, there is ongoing damage.  Discussions about cultural 

genocide and ethnocide also highlight the assumption that conflicts have clear ending 

points, where death occurs over long periods of time or when non-lethal tactics to deter 

refugees from returning signify an ongoing if unofficial conflict.   

As we will see in chapter 2 and chapter 3, religious violence and sexual violence, 

like ethnocide and cultural genocide, do not easily fall within Dulić’s theory’s depend-

ence on death in order to measure the magnitude of destruction.  Relational violence, 

particularly using religious violence and sexual violence, is an attempt to change the fu-

ture.  The harms that perpetrators are causing are intended to affect more than a great 

number of people, but also people in the future and people (or at least the relationship 

with them) in the past.  The magnitude of people affected by the violence explored in 

this project is significant, but centralising death erases the significance of the harm done 

to those that survive, the torture that the dead experience before they perished, and the 

meaning of trying to build a new future through sexual torture and religious violence.   

 

Systematic 

For Dulić the distinction between systematic killings and non-systematic or unin-

tentional death is a key determinant in differentiating between different forms of atroci-

ties.  Dulić understanding of systematic is not about technology, which is often linked 
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with modernity and tragedies like the Holocaust.  Instead it is about using every means 

possible to destroy and undermine the other group.164  

The systematic nature of an act of violence resides in identifying a “coordinated 

plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations of life of na-

tional groups.”165  This is an interesting inclusion on his part as it includes those ‘life 

force atrocities’ that are only partially included or recognised in international law con-

cerning genocide.  This includes non-lethal actions, even though non-lethal actions alone 

are insufficient to identify a genocide.  Mass killings possibly have the factors of magni-

tude and intent, but they do not meet the criteria of Dulić’s “systematic” category.  Like-

wise, ethnocide often includes the “life force atrocities” that demonstrate the systematic 

nature of the crime, but do not meet the same threshold of death that a crime like geno-

cide would.  This is contrary to Mann who instead of seeing massacres as missing differ-

ent elements of genocide, positions them as a “partial cleansing”, thus reinforcing a hier-

archical but a continuum of violence.166  Andrea Smith’s post-colonial work on the mul-

tifaceted aspects of sexual violence as it relates to genocide against indigenous people in 

North America is an example that lays out very clearly the systematic nature of her case 

studies.  She clearly demonstrates the systematic nature of sexual violence against indig-

enous peoples of North America in official policy.  Smith also provides a far more nu-

anced analysis required for demonstrating the systematic nature of the violence in her 
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case studies for times when “policy” does not have a paper trail.167  Dulić’s understand-

ing of the systematic nature of genocidal violence and Smith’s work provides an im-

portant bridge that connects von Joden-Forgey’s concept of relational violence in my 

analysis of atrocity.  Understanding the systematic nature of violence as using every 

means to harm and destroy speaks to: a) the combination of simultaneously physical and 

psychological aspects of religious violence and sexual violence, and b) how seemingly 

unrelated or very different looking manifestations of violence are related.   

Dulić has placed these categories and distinctions of violence all together under 

one 3-dimensional model across the axes of magnitude, intent, and systematic nature.168 

Having a method that creates a consistency to highly charged terms and concepts with 

profoundly differing histories and developments within law and differing political pres-

sures is essential for building a foundation in which to examine the equally sticky con-

cepts of religious violence and sexual violence.   

 

Legal shortcomings 
 

Dulić’s model and the indicators he focuses on are an incredibly important con-

tribution and provide a way to frame and analyse accounts of violence that are often 

overwhelming.  There remain several kinds of atrocity that are purposely excluded from 

certain theories and incorporated into others.  There are also phenomena that were not 
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considered during the development of these documents in the years immediately after 

Wold War II. 

The UNGC was created within a specific political and social context, rather than 

being inherent or objective.  For example, the UNGC’s definition of “protected groups” 

applies to “national, ethnic, religious, and racial groups, analogous to “national minori-

ties’169 This limited list is tempered by political interests of countries involved in the cre-

ation of the UNGC.  Originally, there was also debate over including political groups, 

but it was eventually excluded.  Instead it remained included under crimes against hu-

manity in Nuremberg, rather than under the definition of genocide.170  Understanding 

how the UNGC is influenced by that political and social context helps us to think criti-

cally about its exclusions.  The UNGC is also limited by the interests and experiences of 

those involved in the drafting.  Gender, for example, is not on the list but was also not 

under discussion from previous drafts.  The treatment of sexual violence in the Bosnian 

War and the Rwandan Genocide by the ICTY and the ICTR have demonstrated the gen-

dered nature of wartime experiences and the need for a gender analysis that was missing 

from the UNGC. 

The legal definitions, and by extension many of the theoretical models, look to 

death tolls as central defining factors for defining, recognising, and distinguishing be-

tween types of violence in conflict, particularly against civilians.  Von Joeden-Forgey 
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demonstrates that adding a gender analysis reveals key swatches of data and experi-

ences, but a gender analysis also helps us question what factors prioritise in our defini-

tions and theories. 

The legal framework is a response to the political and social phenomena of these 

mass atrocities.  In negotiating with political entities competing needs, this struggle cre-

ates exceptions to their own parameters.  Events, crises and atrocities in the real world 

demand a political and legal response.  This response comes in the form of definitions, 

parameters, documents to be ratified and dictates what is included and by extension what 

is not.  From these inclusions and exclusions, prosecutions are built.  The legal frame-

work with which we respond to atrocity shapes how lived experiences are (or are not) 

received.  Because these laws come to us from specific moments and places within his-

tory, they are limited.  Some atrocities stretch our definitions and others are not included 

or do not (yet) resonate with the language and tools already at our disposable.  Aspects 

of mass atrocities are less visible when they do not include death of individuals.   

 

Gender and Atrocity 
 

Atrocity experienced in wartime is gendered and experienced in gendered ways.  

The gendered nature of violence and our need for an analysis that includes gender is par-

ticularly easy to highlight in the context of sexual violence in conflict.  Elisa von 

Joeden-Forgey describes gender as “both a biological marker of sex and as a set of cul-

tural practices and beliefs aimed at organizing relations of power between sexes,” and 

she uses gender “as a ‘constitutive element of social difference based on perceived dif-

ferences between the sexes,’ and a ‘primary way of signifying relationships of 
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power’.”171  Her definition is important because it lays out the often dichotomous per-

ceptions of perpetrators that includes but is not limited to biological essentialism, em-

phasizing experience and power dynamics instead. 

Gender has only fairly recently been included in mainstream research about gen-

ocide or the Holocaust.  For example, despite the lack of historical research on women in 

the Holocaust until the 1980’s and the low ratio of women’s survival in concentration 

camps, women who survived wrote most of the memoirs.  Joan Ringelheim’s work on 

women and the Holocaust highlights many of the assumptions we make about women in 

conflict and clearly explains why these assumptions deserve proper investigation and re-

search and what is at stake they are not.172  Scholarship that has included gender has pro-

vided a wealth of data and insight as well as access to and a space for experiences that 

might otherwise remain hidden.173  This is contrary to early fears and misplaced con-

cerns of mainstream scholars who worried a focus on gender would hierchicalize vic-

tim’s experiences, lessen their importance, or distract from the significance of anti-Semi-

tism.174  Today the significance of gender is more widely accepted both in Holocaust 

studies and research on genocide and atrocity more broadly. 
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A gender analysis makes five significant (although the list is not exhaustive) in-

roads into research on genocide and atrocity: a) how different bodies or different genders 

experience atrocity differently; b) complicating and nuancing narratives; c) provides 

new insights into genocidal strategies and processes, d) shedding new light onto post-

genocidal/atrocity issues, and e) providing a way to analyse and reconsider assumptions 

that social, political or legal understandings of mass violence are based upon.   

a) Different bodies and different genders 

Different genders can experience atrocities very differently, both biologically 

and socially.  Amy Randall writes that “scholarship on genocide and gender underscores 

the lack of fixity to gender; it shows how genocide like other historically and culturally 

specific phenomena, can destabilise and redefine gender norms and identities.”175  So-

cially, particular forms of violence against women, including sexual violence are consid-

ered almost normal.  Even when men are victims of sexualised violence, women and 

children are more likely to experience long-term forms of sexual exploitation, including 

“wives” given to child soldiers,176 “comfort women” given to Japanese soldiers in 

WWII,177 and American military contractors trafficking and purchasing under age sex 

and sex slaves in Bosnia.178  The physical bodies of victims can also change the shape 
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that certain kinds of violence takes.  For example, in the Bosnian War, victims presumed 

capable of pregnancy were at times sexually assaulted to forcibly make them pregnant, 

and kept imprisoned past the point where they could legally terminate the pregnancy.179  

This phenomenon relied on particular ideas of gender, and ethnicity that I will elaborate 

on in chapter 2, but also particular biology.  Understanding this also makes the experi-

ences of those whose presumed gender does not match the perpetrator’s expectations of 

biology an important potential site of investigation. 

b) Complicating and nuancing narratives 

Gender analysis complicates the narratives we hear about war and reveals data 

that is otherwise obscured or trickier to sift through.  In Bosnia, this is especially im-

portant with respect to propaganda; the gendered constructions of concepts like national-

ism; and the way gender assumptions hide gendered lives.  Including gender and 

women’s stories gives us the space to show that not only were women present but also 

that their stories are more complex than the narratives we consistently hear about women 

and sexual violence and passivity.180  The narratives about the very real and present sex-

ual violence become more complex and more nuanced.  This nuance is imperative when 

grappling with the aftermath of propaganda, media, and misinformation that was 

weaponised by nationalists.  This is especially important in light of the way stories about 
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birthrates181 and sexual violence182 were used as propaganda in Bosnia.  Complicating 

these stories also allows us to recognise sexual violence against men for what it is, in-

stead of dividing the world in women as passive victims, and men as active aggressors.  

Questioning these simple stories and untangling the assumptions they are grounded in is 

important to be able to interrogate how violent hatred and atrocity come to be. 

Without a gender analysis, certain concepts seem gender neutral, including na-

tionalism and the state.  Nationalism often relies heavily on key constructs and policing 

of gender, particularly violent masculinities, and by extension heterosexism. Including 

gender makes visible frequently hidden stories about queer, trans, and gender non-con-

forming people and their absence, and by extension, their experiences of conflict.  Mak-

ing these visible would, in turn, provide additional insight into the social constructions 

of gender that underlie atrocity.  An example in the context of the post-war Balkans in-

cludes the response to queer activism in Serbia.  Serbian nationalists before, during, and 

after the conflict constructed the citizen as male and straight.  This continued beyond the 

Bosnian War and manifested in the violent reaction of a thousand Serbian nationalists 

during the 2003 Belgrade Pride parade who beat the small group of participants while 

shouting “Serbia”.183  This invisibility is not an accident and the marginalization of these 

populations is not only built into but also buttresses nationalism rhetoric and purposes.  
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Considering these events in light of an analysis that takes gender and sexuality seriously 

makes sense of the seeming disconnect between violence against queer activists and the 

shouting of “Serbia”.  The 2003 Belgrade Pride Parade also harkens back to the national-

ist discourses from during the Bosnian War.  This example is important for understand-

ing the need for a gender analysis, and is also helpful in understanding some of the reli-

gious and sexual aspects of violence and nationalism in this project.  While the incident 

at the 2003 Belgrade Pride came almost 10 years after the Bosnian War, the nationalism 

and its ties to the Serbian Orthodox Church are a continuation of the nationalism found 

in the conflict. 

Gender analysis does not limit the discussion to women in conflict zones.  Men 

also have a gender.184   Men’s lives are not gender-neutral and not performing a gender 

analysis, or not including them in a gender analysis reinforces the belief otherwise.185  

Young male civilians are the biggest group of victims in conflict zones.186  This is 

caused by gender selective mass killings or disappearances of “battle age males” (civil-

ian men).  This is a common phenomenon in contemporary conflicts, which genocide 

scholar Adam Jones argues is rooted in patriarchy’s internal logic.187  

Jones highlights that the boundaries between combatant and non-combatants are 

blurred both in the imagination and in practice.  Patriarchal logic sees all men as future 
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or at least potential soldiers.  This makes civilians indistinguishable from soldiers and 

their elimination a logical method of “minimising resistance now and in the future.”188  

In practice, prisoners of war are frequently murdered or put into conditions they cannot 

survive189, and new recruits, seen as expendable, are used as minesweepers or put into 

precarious positions to protect more experienced soldiers.190   

Jones highlights that this is also the case in the context of the former Yugoslavia.  

He cites the police chief of Serb controlled Banja Luka (see Map 1): “In ethnic warfare 

the enemy doesn’t wear a uniform or carry a gun. Everyone is the enemy.”191 This not 

only provides the internal logic for the justification of ethnocide, but also the forms that 

it takes.  In Srebrenica, most of the women and children were bussed to the edge of the 

territory and the 8000 men who had not fled through the forest were slaughtered. The 

mass killings of women and children tend to be a part of the murder of an entire commu-

nity.  While men it is common for men to be murdered and women and children to be 

left alive, it is very rare for men to be left alive as a surviving group.192    

Often this violence against male civilians goes unrecognised, because patriarchal 

logic (which expands beyond the perpetrators) normalises violence against men in con-

flict.  It is a shared assumption, across cultures, that civilian men are by default potential 

soldiers.  The draft in the United States is an extension of this assumption. People who 
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are identified as men by the state are not only potential draftees but must actively sign 

up for the draft or be penalised.  There may be health reasons or other exceptions, but 

the shared understanding is that men are soldiers by default while women and children 

are true civilians.  Where murdering males, even civilians, seems normal, murdering 

women and children can cause revulsion.193 

c) Genocidal strategies and processes 

Examining gendered experiences gives new information about genocidal strate-

gies and processes. This includes the use of sexual violence and the taken for granted de-

struction of male civilians discussed previously.  Together, this information gives addi-

tional data and insight into perpetrators which contributes to the body of knowledge re-

garding genocide prevention and early warning factors.194  Gender analysis tells us that 

men are often the biggest population and the first victims of genocide.  This means that 

sex selective attacks on men also act as an early warning system for ethnocide, genocide, 

and other atrocities. 195  Men are often killed first “to radicalise the killers and habituate 

them to attacks on women and children” and are a “means of ‘decapitating’ the family 

basis of the religious and social structure.”196  Tactics of “emasculating,” controlling, or 

disarming men is a first step in genocide and ethnocide and should be recognised as an 
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early warning sign. 197  As Jones writes, “It is the physical act of separating men from 

women as a prelude to consigning men to death.”198 

d) Post-genocidal issues 

Events after an atrocity are also highly gendered and an important point of inves-

tigation.  Amy Randall highlights that “Scholarship suggests that gendered norms and 

beliefs—as well as the interconnectedness of gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, reli-

gion, and sexuality—can inform perceptions of, and responses to, post-genocidal is-

sues.”199  Post-genocidal issues include memory, commemoration, re-building and 

scholarship.  Resources during and after conflict, and access to them, are also highly 

gendered.  For example, men might have more access to economic resources as a poten-

tial military force.  Women in Bosnia have more dedicated services around sexualised 

violence than men.  Most men’s access to services for survivors of sexual violence 

comes out of organizations or programs that are dedicated to “women’s” services.200  Pa-

triarchal thinking excludes male victims from humanitarian aid and names them as com-

batants and perpetrators over and above being civilians.  Likewise, sexual violence sur-

vivors are presumed to be women.  These assumptions have a direct impact not only on 

the social and political actions of non-governmental organisations, also on scholar-

ship.201 Scholarship, even feminist scholarship, is grounded in distinct understandings of 
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gender and academic language and interests around the Bosnian War have evolved 

alongside feminist perspectives as our understandings of sexual violence and gender be-

come more sophisticated.  The writing and research that was coming out of the 1990’s202 

has different language and emphases than more contemporary articles.203 

e) Rethinking Assumptions 

The legal definitions of genocide (and by extension ethnocide and massacres) are 

grounded in the prioritisation of death as the main component of identifying and distin-

guishing between types of violence.  Elisa von Joeden-Forgey extends the importance of 

gender analysis in genocide a step further by instead grounding her arguments about re-

lational violence and life force atrocities in the intimate connection that genocide shares 

with reproduction.  Her ability to rethink the assumptions underlying definitions and the-

ories about atrocity in this way are made possible because reproduction is an inherently 

gendered phenomenon.   

Understanding genocide as being about destroying group reproduction, is not 

only a push back on mainstream analyses that exclude women’s experiences, but is also 

redefining these atrocities in a radical way that positions reproductive destruction as the 

center, and mass killing as an important but not the only or even foremost component of 

genocide.204  Mass killing is not merely positioned as the murder of people, but as a 

clear guarantee of reproductive destruction.  This is a major pushback on mainstream 
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genocide scholars who are hesitant to include non-fatal destruction in their definitions 

and understandings of genocide.  Expanding our understanding of atrocity not only al-

lows us to see a more complete picture of atrocity and how they function, but also see 

what gets left out of legal and theoretical definitions, and name why that happen.  An 

understanding of genocide that centralises reproduction makes sense out of violence 

which is incredibly intimate, intentional, and inconvenient or requires extra effort to per-

form.  Von Joeden-Forgey writes: 

“Genocides are therefore characterised by highly symbolic 
and ritualized framatizations of the perpetrator’s obsession 
with demonstrating his or her destructive power over the 
target group’s life force.  As part of the killing, then, one 
finds in all genocides a shared set of tortures involving gen-
erative symbols and institutions (reproductive organs, in-
fants, small children and the bonds that promote family co-
herence).  In many cases, these symbols can be destroyed in 
ways that do not require the whole sale physical killing of 
all members of a group.”205  

  While Dulić’s model originally also centralised death and body counts, it is 

adaptable and remains a useful model that I will continue to utilise in the coming chap-

ters.  Excluding gender has tremendous consequences, both in the lives of individuals, 

and systemic theoretical ones, even taking away from the very definitions of genocide. 

Relational violence can attack all aspects of a person’s life whether real or imag-

ined by the perpetrator. Relational violence is often implicit in investigations, rather than 

explict due to parameters and scope of law.  Von Joeden-Forgey adds that this gap is 

also present in our theorizing of atrocity; she writes: “Few scholars have recognised the 

central importance of relational violence to genocide, or its terrifying efficacy, even 
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though it is a consistent characteristic of survivor testimony.”206  Much of my data 

comes from court documents and the crimes are classified as rape, or torture, with the 

relationship between the crimes rarely analysed.  The centering of death rather than re-

production actively obscures this relationship. Many times, these aspects do not fit 

within the legal parameters do it telling when these aspects are visible anyway when 

they are squished in or leak through.  Parts of life force atrocities can be pushed into le-

gal testimonies because life force atrocities are framed as elements of a crime, such as 

sexual violence, rather than sexual violence being interpreted as a component of a large 

phenomenon of physical, cultural, and social destruction of a group to be described as 

relational violence. An example of this compartmentalization are the testimonies of 

women at the ICTY which were heavily altered in order to be useful in a legal context. 

Their testimonies had details cut out entirely, and other details emphasized or reframed 

in such a way that was factually accurate but no longer reflected the experiences of the 

women who owned them. 

 When testimonies of life force atrocities leak through, it is because the details of 

these otherwise irrelevant cases continue to resonate despite being exterior to the official 

parameters of the law.  An example of this can be found in the case of Zijad Kurtović, 

who imprisoned and tortured 20 people for about month in a Catholic church near Mo-

star.207 Within the judgement, which does not include whole testimonies, are snippets of 

testimonies of many witnesses describing the impact of his crimes on their religious 

lives. The inclusion of the testimony excerpts in the verdict is striking not only because 
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it is unusual in such documents, but also because the details of the long-term impact on 

religious lives are tangential to the scope of the law.   

While sometimes courts allow extraneous details to come through in testimonies 

as part of the story (called res gestae) this document is not the witnesses’ testimonies, 

but a summary of the evidence and the verdicts.  The inclusion of vignettes from witness 

statements is unusual when compared to other verdict documents from the same court.  

The fact that they repeatedly focus on a group of witness describing something tangen-

tial indicates that something more is going on.  The testimonies about what happened to 

the survivors would likely have been curated and amended by a lawyer to be relevant to 

the court’s needs, and again by the court in assessing what details are relevant evidence, 

and again in the crafting of the final document.  That these details appear when the final 

document is so removed from the initial telling suggests that something is resonating 

with the court and the authors of the final document.  Specifically, “Focusing on rela-

tional violence and life force atrocities draws in many other instances of gross violations 

of human rights that do not easily conform to the common understanding of genocide”208 

This does not only apply to the limitations of international law.  This is also found in re-

search, for example, where the scope of the research might also exclude these details. 

The inclusion of these particular kinds of violence is striking and all the more interesting 

because they continue to come through, but what details are lost entirely because they do 
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not resonate?  Our words or our legal definitions are not always big enough to encom-

pass the realities that survivors are trying to describe. 209   The significance of these de-

tails is lost when we centralise death, rather than reproduction in our understandings of 

genocide and ethnocide and other atrocities.   

Investigating the relationship between these cases of sexual violence that are im-

pacted by this broader violence will give us new insights into atrocity and require extra 

investigation into the themes proposed by Dulić, particularly intent.210  Often this level 

of violence is thought of as “meaningless excesses” instead of examining what Alex 

Hinton calls the “meaning making potential of genocidal killings.”211  The phenomenon 

of relational violence demonstrates that while the act of murder or many murders may be 

the “end product” of genocidal violence or other atrocities, it is not the whole of it.  This 

violence is not accidental or even convenient.  It is intentional, imbued with meaning, 

and comprehensive; relational violence research generates new insights which are com-

patible with Dulić's model if tweaked to centralise reproduction instead of death.  “Gen-

ocide targets not only civilians but a specific aspect of civilian life – the institutions of 

generative power that provide identity, continuity, and cohesion to the group’s historical 

                                                 
209 von Joeden-Forgey, 74. 

210 von Joeden-Forgey, 75. 

211 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 88 citing; Alexander Laban Hinton and Robert Jay 
Lifton, Why Did They Kill?: Cambodia in the Shadow of Genocide, 1St Edition edition (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004). 

 



73 

development.”212  Civilians and the civilian world are attacked in order to attack the re-

productive arena.  Dulić’s understanding of the irreversibility of genocide is better 

served by refocusing from death to reproduction. 

In her theory of relational violence, von Joeden-Forgey identifies two types of 

ritualised violence: inversion rituals and rituals of desecration. Inversion rituals are vio-

lence that turn important, normal, and healthy social rules and relationships upside 

down. This includes families forced to sexually assault our murder their children and 

partners. Rituals of desecration include mutilation of genitals, or the use of religious 

symbols in other acts of violence. 

These long and drawn out ritual cruelties are just as (if not more) important to the perpe-

trators.  When the goal is comprehensive destruction, the means must be likewise com-

prehensive, encompassing the material, the symbolic and the metaphysical. 213   Both re-

ligious violence and sexual violence make up key components of atrocity, but as I will 

argue are intimately related themselves. Understanding relational violence is key to un-

derstanding the relationship between religious violence and sexual violence, especially 

the ways which religious violence impacts sexual violence.  Religious violence is incor-

porated to attack the reproductive and sexual components of a group in a comprehensive 

way.  Sexual violence and other life force crimes are tried only as they fit under other 

recognised forms of genocidal violence “but to do so is to artificially tear apart phenom-
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ena that belong together. Taken as a whole, these particular crimes demonstrate a pat-

terned obsession with the destruction of the life force of a group and are aimed at the 

most sacred aspects of communal life.”214  Bringing out the parts that are ‘hidden’ and 

bringing phenomena together “restores the internal logic of the original crime”215  

 

Conclusion 

 Relational violence is a key intervention that creates the space to work with testi-

monies and research that is inherently shaped by and in conversation with the legal pa-

rameters of genocide and other atrocities that otherwise hinder our ability to theorise 

about life force atrocities.  This project is not about shifting or altering international law 

but nonetheless is in conversation with it.  Dulić’s three-dimensional model (intention, 

magnitude, and systematic nature of the violence) provides a way of thinking about 

atrocity that is comparative but not reductive. Because the model is designed to work 

with legal models and definitions, as well as beyond it, we can both recognise the limita-

tions of international law, and look at atrocities that might fall inside or outside the legal 

scope.  

Gender analyses have made important contributions to our understanding of atroc-

ity and conflict.  Looking at atrocity with a gendered lens has helped us to acknowledge 

how different genders and different bodies can have different experiences in conflict or 

experience different atrocities.  Thinking critically about gender has also helped compli-
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cate and nuance narratives and stories about a conflict, providing details, stories, and as-

pect of conflict that would otherwise be lost.  These stories also provide better insight 

into genocidal strategies and processes, which are essential to preventing and responding 

to atrocity.  Looking at gender in conflict has also evolved our understanding of post-

genocidal issues and consequences.  Finally, gendered analyses have enabled us to re-

think the assumptions we might otherwise make about atrocity.   

Further examination of the relationship between legal and theoretical understand-

ings and life force atrocities will continue in Chapter 2. Looking at the impact that reli-

gious violence has on sexual violence necessitates an exploration of both as separate 

phenomenon.  Chapter 2 will lay out a theoretical and contextual foundation for under-

standing sexual violence in the Bosnian war.  Chapter 3 will explore religious violence 

in the Bosnian war by contextualizing the political history of religion in the region and 

how it manifested in the Bosnian War.   
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Chapter Two 
 -  

Sexual Violence in the Bosnian War 
 

Advancing technology makes it increasingly easy to create distance between per-

petrators and victims.  In the Holocaust, the atrocities committed and methods of killing 

were often industrialised, hierarchicalised, and bureaucratised, evolving to use technol-

ogy and strictly defined roles, to create an emotional or psychological distance between 

perpetrators and victims.216 Technology that allows for mass destruction from afar, such 

as the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings, is an extreme example of how distant we can 

be from the people who experience our violence.  Over the last 70 years, this technology 

has increased to include drones, militarised play, and in the North American context, 

conflicts that are fought abroad, where unless we are soldiers, or the families of soldiers, 

conflicts are fought on behalf of people who are not impacted by the conflict.  Despite 

this “efficiency” that comes with the distancing, conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda, show a pattern of increased intimacy between the perpetrators and their vic-

tims.  Aggressors involve themselves and their own bodies: machetes and knives, sexual 

violence and sexualised torture, carving religious images on bodies.  With religious vio-

lence and sexual violence, the perpetrator is not only up close and touching a victim, but 

also bringing personal parts of themselves into the process: their own genitalia (or other 

body parts), their own religious symbols, and their own beliefs in what is valuable or 

                                                 
216 For a brief overview of the psychological impact of distance on wartime violence, see: Dave Grossman, 
On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society, 2 edition (New York: Back 
Bay Books, 2009), 97–137. 
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meaningful.  These forms of violence are intentional and deliberate choices that go out-

side military needs and are therefore “inefficient.” 217  This indicates that there is a pur-

pose in choosing to incorporate systematic sexual violence in official and unofficial mil-

itary strategies and that there is more to conflict than the conquering or the ownership of 

territory. 

The proliferation of extremely intimate forms of violence against civilians is a 

phenomenon that requires attention to the aspects of people’s lives that make up identity.  

This includes gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, religious identity, and others.  The pre-

vious chapter laid an important foundation for analysing these highly intimate forms of 

violence, which Elisa von Joeden-Forgey calls “life force atrocities.”  This project ex-

plores two angles of relational violence: sexual violence and religious violence, and in 

particular the way that religious violence impacts sexual violence.  This chapter begins 

the necessary process of unpacking the relationship between religious violence and sex-

ual violence by further exploring sexual violence.  This is followed by examining reli-

gious violence in Chapter 3.   

This thesis relies on an understanding of sexual violence that includes contact 

with and penetration of or by sexual organs; the use of objects to touch, penetrate, or 

harm sexual or reproductive organs; damage or removal of sexual organs; damage or re-

moval of reproductive organs; violence that is sexualised through words or positioning; 

urination, defecation, and ejaculation.218  The sexual nature of violence is determined by 

                                                 
217 Inger Skljelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War: A New Challenge for Peace Operations,” in 

Women and International Peacekeeping (London: Frank Cass Publishers, 2001), 79. 

218 This list is not exhaustive, but touches particularly on cases relevant to this project and the Bosnian 
War. 
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the interpretation of the perpetrator or the victim, and includes post-mortem abuse.  Be-

ing forced to sexually assault another person is also a form of sexual violence.  Sexual 

violence also includes forced prostitution and sexual slavery.219  Catherine Narchios de-

fines sexual violence as “an act of aggression with a sexual manifestation”.220  The sex-

ual manifestation of violence is not incidental or accidental but deliberate, intentional, 

and serves a purpose.  Sexual violence (as we will see with religious violence in the fol-

lowing chapter, and other life force atrocities more broadly) is different from many other 

forms of violence in that it is highly intimate and embedded with symbolic power.221 

This chapter provides an overview of sexual violence in the Bosnian War, begin-

ning with a brief overview of how it manifested in the conflict.  Sexual violence in the 

context of the Bosnian War took many forms that run counter to assumptions and dis-

courses that have historically worked together to gloss over forms of violence.  It is, 

therefore, important to have a clear understanding of sexual violence, feminist theories 

of sexual violence, and the evolution of sexual violence in international law.  This un-

derstanding of sexual violence in conflict will be supplemented by an understanding of 

the history and evolution of sexual violence in international law, and bolstered by con-

temporary critiques and limitations of international law. 

 

                                                 
219 Skljelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War: A New Challenge for Peace Operations,” 70. 

220 Niarchios, “Women, War, and Rape: Challenges in the International Tribunal for the Former Yugosla-
via,” 649. 

221 Skljelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War: A New Challenge for Peace Operations,” 71. 
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Concepts of Sexual Violence in Conflict 
 

Feminist and legal theory are constantly learning, evolving, and adapting: ex-

panding our knowledge, shifting our theories, and changing to respond to new or previ-

ously difficult to address realities.  Feminist and legal theory about sexual violence 

demonstrates a clear and rapid evolution through the last 60 years.  This evolution re-

flects the ongoing learning and tireless activism of feminist scholars, service providers, 

and community members. 

 Contemporary feminist theory has pushed beyond gender essentialism that was 

important for naming realities of gendered violence in second wave and feminist “sex 

wars”.  The two most prominent theories of sexual violence in this time came from Su-

san Brownmiller, who holds that rape is a violent experience based in power, and Cathe-

rine MacKinnon, who argues that rape is a sexual experience and intimately connected 

to social understandings of normative gender roles and sexual relations.  Their argu-

ments are very similar, but with different foci.  For Brownmiller, rape is never about sex, 

but rather about violence and control.  Critiquing the historical notion that rape derives 

from biological urges that must be sated, she maintains that rape is a political action 

meant to enforce domination through degradation and power.  Rape is a systematic and 

conscious way to control all women through fear and to induce the need to be “pro-

tected” by men.222 

For MacKinnon, rape is a part of normal heterosexual interactions.  Her argu-

ment for this is mainly that heterosexual encounters are always portrayed and policed as 

                                                 
222 Cahill, Rethinking Rape, 16–17; Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape. 
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normative, with consequences for leaving this boundary, defined in terms of non-hetero-

sexual encounters.  Under these conditions, women are not truly at liberty to “consent” 

to heterosexual sex; when one is forced to be heterosexual, one cannot choose heterosex-

uality because there are no alternative options from which to choose.223    This argument 

recognises that because consent is not integral to heterosexual interactions, women have 

little space in which to consent.  Alternately, domination and coercion are quite com-

mon.224 

 Contemporary work on sexual violence builds on these important interventions, 

but also critiques and nuances some of their shortcomings, particularly around issues of 

agency and experience (Henson225, Cahill); gender essentialism226 (Helliwell, von 

Joeden-Forgey, Žarkov); and intersectionality227 (Razack, Smith). 

Ann Cahill’s Rethinking Rape228 offers a fresh examination of rape and its con-

nection to power, sex, and feminist theory more broadly. Cahill argues that rape must be 

                                                 
223 Catharine A. MacKinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of the State, Reprint edition (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1991). 

224 Cahill, Rethinking Rape, 39. 

225 Cahill, Rethinking Rape; Hansen, “Gender, Nation, and Rape: Bosnia and the Construction of Secu-
rity”; Latoya Peterson, “The Not-Rape Epidemic,” in Yes Means Yes: Visions of Female Sexual 
Power & A World Without Rape, ed. Jaclyn Friedman and Jessica Valenti (Berkeley, CA: Seal 
Press, 2008), 209–19; Chang, The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II; 
Doe, The Story of Jane Doe: A Book About Rape; Vranić, Breaking the Wall of Silence - The 
Voices of Raped Bosnia. 

226 Helliwell, “It’s Only a Penis: Rape, Feminism and Difference”; von Joeden-Forgey, “Gender and Gen-
ocide”; Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia. 

227 Mary Louise Fellows and Sherene Razack, “The Race to Innocence: Confronting Hierarchical Rela-
tions among Women,” Journal for Gender, Race and Justice 1, no. 2 (1997): 335–52; Smith, Con-
quest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide. 

228 Cahill, Rethinking Rape. 
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understood as both a sexual experience and a violent experience, together.  Both theories 

are too simple on their own, and each miss one essential component that would distin-

guish rape from other forms of violence or sex: embodiment.  Both Brownmiller’s and 

MacKinnon’s theories leave out questions of how the body is socially constructed and 

the manner in which the body both experiences and is configured by rape.229  Instead 

Cahill lays out a theory grounded in concepts of embodiment (the lived experience of vi-

olence), intersubjectivity (social connectivity between people), sexual difference (an al-

ternative to gender essentialism), and discontinuity (the way selves and bodies are con-

stantly changing and incorporating experiences into them).  Her work critiques post-

structural tendencies or discussions of sex vs. gender in an effort to emphasize embodi-

ment and the reality that others can impose meanings and identities on our bodies, while 

she simultaneously pushes back against gender essentialism.   

Christine Helliwell adds a further important contribution to this shift in rape the-

ory by examining Western assumptions about rape, its meanings, and its harms.  She 

demonstrates the role of misogyny and socially constructed gender roles, rather than 

gender essentialism and physiology, in producing a context where rape makes sense.230  

Her work focuses on the village of Gerai in Indonesia, where rape is not something the 

community understands or fears the way that North Americans and Europeans might.  

The author relates an incident in a village where she was living where a man climbed 

through a window at night and attempted to have sex with the woman who was sleeping 

there; when the woman woke, she beat him off her. Helliwell is horrified to hear of this 

                                                 
229 Cahill, 48. 

230 Helliwell, “It’s Only a Penis: Rape, Feminism and Difference.” 
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but when she attempts to check up on her neighbour, the villagers are puzzled by her 

concern and to her confusion explain: “It’s only a penis.”  Puzzled by her own extreme 

discomfort with the situation and by their very different reactions, Helliwell investigates 

further and creates a highly nuanced argument that demonstrates how the socially con-

structed meanings of sex, gender, and intercourse are very different in Gerai, suggesting 

that this accounts for the community’s understanding and experience of rape.231  With 

different social constructions to make up concepts of gender, with little or no shared his-

torical context, sex can have very different meanings (and so can sexual assault).   

Andrea Smith, in her book Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Gen-

ocide, analyses rape as a tactic of war and genocide as it has been used against aborigi-

nal peoples in Canada, the United States, and Mexico. 232  Andrea Smith complement’s 

Cahill’s work, bringing rape theory into broader conversations of race, class, post-colo-

nialism and genocide.  Out of her case study of sexual violence against Indigenous peo-

ples, we can draw out the theoretical framework she uses and see how mass rape has 

been employed as a form of genocide and ethnocide.  Her theoretical framework of rape 

in war is similar to Cahill’s, but Smith’s intersectional lens adapts it in a way that is ap-

plicable for understanding life force atrocities better both generally (sexual violence in 

war or genocide) and in other specific contexts (sexual violence in war and genocide of 

                                                 
231 Helliwell. 

232 Smith, Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide. 
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Native Americans or any other group).  Her work also models the importance of includ-

ing forms of violence (environmental, religious, reproductive) whose sexual markers are 

more indirect or are made invisible when our imagination is focused on ‘rape’. 

Because sexual violence is used as a tactic against indigenous233 peoples in North 

and South America, the consequences (rape, racism, erasure) are calculated, systematic, 

and intentional, not mere unplanned side effects.  While her work focuses on Native 

American genocide, these ideas are key to understanding conflict rape in general and can 

be used to address the specific context of the Bosnian Conflict (i.e., the construction of 

certain bodies as rapable, the demonization of Bosniak women and the control of Ser-

bian women via the rape of Bosniak women).  Smith provides us with a language and a 

context for discussing conflict rape; we can draw parallels and discover or name differ-

ence. 

Smith also demonstrates how an examination of historical injustice can lead to a 

thoughtful examination of perpetrators of violence. The genocide of Native American 

peoples through sexual assault has been played out through the history of colonialism 

and, as Smith demonstrates, persists today.  The history of the Balkans is likewise com-

plicated and important in the creation of rape policies, ideas about gender and gender 

roles, disproportionate applications of power and enemy divisions (whether drawn 

across ethnic, religious or political lines).  Any nuanced and useful study of rape should 

include recognition of a particular history, responsible in part for shaping the world of 

victims, survivors and perpetrators alike. 

                                                 
233 Not capitalised here due to a multitude or nations and tribes in North and South America 
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Research on sexual violence in conflict zones shows that this violence is perpe-

trated not by “aberrant” individuals but “normal people who find themselves in abnor-

mal situations where common norms of behaviour no longer apply.” 234 While mani-

fested in the actions of normal people, additional research shows that those who orches-

trate life force atrocities, particularly when the instances of violence are highly sym-

bolic, ritualised, or theatrical, are initiated by particular individuals who put themselves 

in positions to plan or carry out this kind of violence.235  These atrocities  are built in 

part from a discursive normalisation of sexual violence (rape culture) between men and 

women (rendering invisible violence against men).236  The normalisation of sexual vio-

lence in general also contributes to the understanding of sexual violence as a normal 

(and therefore inevitable) part of conflict.237  Gendered violence is grounded in and built 

around gender norms and in particular genocidal masculinities.238  Gender norms that are 

exploited to increase the trauma of sexual violence include: concepts of purity (where 

the value of a person, usually women, decreases with the number of sexual encounters or 

partners), heteronormativity (where male/female binaries are important to the person, the 

community, or the culture), and valuing men as protectors (where women are supposed 

                                                 
234 Skljelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War: A New Challenge for Peace Operations,” 79. 

235 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 77. 

236 Hurley, “We Have Always Fought: Challenging the ‘Women, Cattle, and Slaves’ Narrative.” 

237 Hansen, “Gender, Nation, and Rape: Bosnia and the Construction of Security,” 56–57. 

238 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity”; Alison, “Wartime Sexual Violence: Women’s Human 
Rights and Questions of Masculinities.” 
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to be protected by men, and failure to protect women or men experiencing sexual vio-

lence is emasculating).  The complicity of social and cultural factors points to the sys-

tematic nature of sexual violence in conflict and its usefulness as an attack on identity. 

 

Patterns of Sexual Violence in the Bosnian War 
 

At the beginning of the conflict (and continuing at the federal level) no statistics 

were recorded about sexual violence.  The United Nations estimates anywhere from     

20 000 up to 50 000 women experienced sexual violence.239  These estimates do not in-

clude men.  Known ages of victims of sexual violence range from ages 7 to 81.240  Many 

of the testimonies detail highly intimate and orchestrated life force atrocities.  These at-

tacks targeted people’s identities, intercommunal relationships and sense of self.  There 

are accounts of prisoners forced to participate in sexual assaults of friends and family 

members.241  Other researchers have recounted a repeated pattern of perpetrators filming 

and recording the rapes and sexual abuse.242  Attitudes of perpetrators range from enti-

tlement,243 to duty,244 to (needing to) use drugs and alcohol to participate245 and to 

                                                 
239 United Nations Secretary-General’s Campaign, “Unite to End Violence Against Women” (United Na-

tions Department of Public Information, February 2008). 

240 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 
(1992) S/1994/674,” 56. 

241 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 105, 121. 

242 MacKinnon, “Turning Rape into Pornography: Postmodern Genocide.” 

243 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 106. 

244 Stiglmayer, 122. 

245 Stiglmayer, 108, 117, 121. 
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cope.246  The patterns of sexual violence and the ways it was used led the ICTY to 

acknowledge rape as torture and as an “instrument of terror”. 247  Even the highly sexual-

ised, ethnicised, and religious curses that were said to victims of sexual violence came to 

be recognised as an attack on identity and eventually recognised as both gendered and 

evidence of gender violence. 248 

 At the international level of war crime prosecution, the International Criminal 

Tribunal has indicted 78 individuals for crimes that include sexual violence.  This makes 

up 48% of the cases before the tribunal and does not include cases that are before the na-

tional or local courts that are trying the cases of people in less authoritative positions or 

smaller scale crimes.   

On October 6, 1992, through Resolution 780 of the UN Security Council, the 

United Nations established the Commission of Experts to investigate allegations of 

crimes against humanity and other breaches of international humanitarian law in ongo-

ing conflict throughout the former Yugoslavia.  Five experts were appointed to the com-

mittee, but they severely lacked resources to complete their task.  Only the chairman of 

the commission was appointed and funded to work full time, and in lieu of investigators 

and human resources assigned to data collection, the commission was given three clerks 

                                                 
246 Mirko Pincelli, Uspomene 677, Documentary (The Orchard / The Post-Conflict Research Center, 

2013), http://balkans.aljazeera.net/vijesti/dokumentarni-film-uspomene-677 This video details the 
story of someone who was conscripted and does not detail whether he participated in atrocity, but 
rather it is enough that the conscription itself was traumatic enough to lead to addiction as a form of 
coping with the trauma. 

247 Valerie Oosterveld, “Prosecution of Gender-Based Crimes in International Law,” in Gender, Conflict, 
and Peacekeeping, ed. Dyan Mazurana, Angela Raven-Roberts, and Jane Parpart (Oxford: Row-
man & Littlefield Publishers, 2005), 68. 

248 Kelly D. Askin, “Sexual Violence in Decisions and Indictments of the Yugoslav and Rwandan Tribu-
nals: Current Status,” The American Journal of International Law 93, no. 1 (1999): 97–123. 
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and three legal experts.  The Commission of Experts was not provided facilities or even 

equipment to conduct data collection.  These limited resources meant that the Commis-

sion of Experts relied heavily on voluntary government contributions, voluntary staffing, 

and non-governmental organizations providing support and doing much of the ground-

work, particularly liaising with victims.  The investigation concluded after 18 months, 

closing a few months earlier than originally expected and even before the conflict was 

over.  Even more surprising, there were still people waiting to give their testimonies and 

the international community had not yet assigned a Prosecutor to the recommended and 

upcoming International Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia or developed anything to re-

place the Commission to take these testimonies.249 

Originally focusing on ethnocide, the Commission of Experts quickly came to re-

alise the role that sexual violence played as a tool to drive away unwanted civilians in 

the conflict, and adapted to analyse patterns of sexual violence.  The patterns of sexual 

violence they gleaned from the data were important for indicting war criminals and as 

evidence in court procedures.  The Commission interviewed over 700 refugees abroad 

(Austria, Germany, Sweden), who gave highly detailed testimonies of sexual violence as 

part of their testimonies, and conducted 266 more interviews in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

Out of these 1100 well documented and detailed cases, over half of them took place in 

custody or detention camps. Altogether, the Commission took in over 4500 accounts of 

                                                 
249 M. Cherif Bassiouni and McCormick, Sexual Violence: An Invisible Weapon of War in the Former Yu-

goslavia (Chicago: International Human Rights Law Institute, DePaul University, 1996), 7–8. 
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rape and sexual violence, most with multiple assaults done by multiple perpetrators.  Ap-

proximately 800 individual victims were identified by name (or code name for protec-

tion purposes) and 700 perpetrators identified by name or nick name.250 

 From the data, the Commission identified five main patterns of sexual violence 

in the Bosnian War: a) sexual violence with looting and intimidation, b) sexual violence 

during fighting, c) sexual violence in detention camps, d) sexual violence in rape camps, 

and e) sexual violence in ‘bordello’ camps.  The first pattern was the use of sexual vio-

lence as a means of intimidation and harassment of a particular group.  This often took 

place before fighting broke out.  The assaults were usually carried out against women by 

two or more men.  All of the men participated in the assault in some way, even if they 

did not all commit the sexual assault.  Access to police services was technically availa-

ble but their refusal to cooperate with the victim’s ethnic group is indicative of the pre-

violence atmosphere.251  The terrorising and harassment of civilians by non-military 

groups as well as the refusal of police to help along ethnic lines could be suggestive of 

an early warning sign. 

 The second pattern of sexual violence took place amidst fighting and violence.  

These assaults could be done by individuals or small groups, might be performed in 

front of the community, and often contained semi-ritualised dividing of people into 

                                                 
250 Bassiouni and McCormick, 7–11. 

251 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 
(1992) S/1994/674,” 58. 
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groups by gender and age.252  Sexualised torture of men or penetration with objects fol-

lows this pattern, but penetrative sex of male victims with a penis was more likely to 

happen in seclusion.253  

The following third, fourth, and fifth patterns of sexual violence took place in 

some form of custody or detention.  The Final Report of the Commission of Experts esti-

mated that about 80% of the reported sexual assaults occurred in camp settings or some 

form of custody.254  The majority of (Serbian camps) were located in Eastern Bosnia 

along the Drina and the Sava rivers.255  The third pattern, sexual violence in detention 

camps, often involved torture and beatings.  The report associates these assaults with ac-

cess.  Assaults were performed by both soldiers and civilians, who often removed pris-

oners from the camp although the report includes accounts of people being assaulted in 

front of other prisoners and camp commanders.  These victims were often removed from 

the camp and either murdered or returned after the assault.  Sexual violence against men 

in detainment camps was highly symbolic and often involved mutilation and castration.  

This report also includes one of the only assaults by a woman, who removed the penis of 

a prisoner.256  Castrations and removal of the penis often culminated in the murder of the 

                                                 
252 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 

(1992) S/1994/674,” 58. 
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(1992) S/1994/674,” 56. 

255 Bassiouni and McCormick, Sexual Violence, 16. 
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victim.257 The Serbian internment camp in Omarska, located in Northwestern Bosnia-

Herzegovina (See Map 2) could fit under this category.258 

 The fourth pattern of sexual violence differed from the third because they oc-

curred in camps built around the sexual assault of prisoners.  These camps used sexual 

violence as a form of torture and humiliation but were also used to further projects of 

ethnocide.  Sexual assaults that fit this pattern were primarily against women, particu-

larly because of the focus on reproduction and forced impregnations.259  Prisoners report 

perpetrators intentionally trying to make them pregnant, beating them for using (or being 

suspected of using) birth control, an increase in quality of living (more food, fewer beat-

ings) if they became pregnant, and being detained until their pregnancy was too far 

along to obtain an abortion.260  These camps were largely informal and easily dissolva-

ble.261  Testimonies from camps like the Croatian camp in Odžak262 (Northeastern 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, see Map 4) and a Serbian camp in Doboj263 (Northeastern Bosnia-

Herzegovina, see Map 4) fit this model. 
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 The fifth pattern of sexual violence involved detention centers developed to re-

ward and satisfy soldiers returning from the front lines, rather than to torture enemy pris-

oners.  These inmates were primarily women and had a higher chance of being murdered 

and disposed of than the victims of other forms of detention camps.264  Camps like the 

Croatian internment camp in Slavonski Brod265 (Croatia, on northeastern border of Bos-

nia-Herzegovina, see Map 1) fits this model. 

Not all victim groups received the same attention in media or by researchers and 

many remain understudied, including men, Serbian women, and Roma women who ex-

perienced sexual violence.  The first case of sexual violence to be tried at the ICTY was 

Prosecutor v. Tadić in which the perpetrator was found guilty of ordering a male pris-

oner to bite off the testicles of another fellow prisoner.266  The report of the Commission 

of Experts also included important testimonies regarding sexual violence against men.  It 

concluded that men also suffered sexual violence.  Sexual violence against men was in 

smaller numbers than against women and often manifested in different ways, including 

castration, circumcision and other forms of genital mutilation.  Like women, men who 

experienced sexual violence were often forced to participate in sexual acts with their 
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266 “Opinion and Judgment Prosecutor v. Tadić Case No. IT-94-1-T” (International Criminal Tribunal for 
the Former Yugoslavia, May 7, 1997), 70–73. 

 



92 

captors.  Unlike women, they were also more likely to be forced to participate in sexual 

violence against other prisoners, both men and women.267 

While men are less likely to experience sexual violence, men as civilians are less 

protected by humanitarian law.268  As a result of this gap between humanitarian law and 

gendered expectations and assumptions about sexual violence, men are far less likely to 

have the violence they experience recognised, whether because researchers are not look-

ing for it or because of the theoretical assumptions we make about sexual violence.  

Over the past 25 years, there have been many non-governmental organizations, both in-

ternational, national, and local, that are devoted to women and particularly sexual vio-

lence in conflict.  By contrast, there are no agencies that were set up for men or started 

out as gender neutral.  Men who are survivors of sexual violence are only able to access 

services through select women’s organizations that have made space for them.  Given 

how heavily the Commission of Experts relied on NGOs to access witnesses and testi-

monies, there are many more stories (and therefore patterns) that might have been 

missed.  This has ongoing consequences where male victims of sexual violence are not 

even part of our statistics about sexual violence in the Bosnian War. 269  The conse-
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268 Oosterveld, “Prosecution of Gender-Based Crimes in International Law,” 71; Carpenter, “‘Women and 
Children First’: Gender, Norms, and Humanitarian Evacuation in the Balkans 1991-95.” 

269 Skljelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War: A New Challenge for Peace Operations,” 78. 

 



93 

quences of sexual violence against men were (and continue to be) exacerbated by a cul-

ture of silence and homophobia.270  Some men report feeling like they can never get 

married or be with partners again.  Sexual violence is underreported among male survi-

vors because it is an attack on their social identity, and they experience a “social 

death”.271 

In one of the only studies that has looked at sexual violence against men during 

the dissolution of Yugoslavia, four patterns of violence emerged: a) injuries to genitals 

with blunt objects (44%), b) castration or semi-castrations (24%), c) rape (20%) and d) 

perverse sexual acts (12%).272  “Perverse sexual acts” refers to fathers being forced to 

sexually assault their children and other forms of what we have called “life force atroci-

ties”.  The Zagreb Medical Centre for Human Rights estimates that as many as 4000 

Croatian men experienced sexual violence while interned in Serbian camps and esti-

mates that of these survivors, 11% were castrated or partially castrated.273 

The stories of Serbian women’s experiences of sexual violence are also under-

studied.  Their absence from the literature tells us something about the conflict and its 

perception in Western media and by researchers.  Looking at sexual violence in Bosnia 

as a security issue, Lene Hansen’s article “Gender, Nation, and Rape: Bosnia and the 
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Construction of Security” examines three prominent discourses about sexual violence in 

Bosnia among the international community: a) arguing that rape is a normal part of Bal-

kan warfare to discourage intervention, b) arguing that rape is exceptional or particularly 

Serbian as a reason for intervention, and c), arguing that rape is a war against women.274  

The Commission of Experts’ report identified the biggest group of victims of sexual vio-

lence to be Bosniaks, followed by ‘unidentified’, and despite lack of data coming from 

Serbian and Bosnian Serb sources, the third is Bosnian Serbs, followed by Bosnian Cro-

ats.275  While the Commission of Experts identified Bosnian Serbs as a larger group of 

victims, testimonies of Bosnian Croats are far easier to find and do not carry the same 

political tensions that hearing or rejecting the stories of Bosnian Serbs does.  This dis-

course, as identified by Hansen, was politically useful for engaging the international 

community, but in practice held negative consequences for recording the stories of Ser-

bian and Bosnian Serb women.   

 The United Nations and Amnesty International found all sides guilty of partici-

pating in sexual violence, but the number of Bosniak victims of sexual violence is signif-

icantly higher than the numbers of Serbian or Bosnian Serb women.  In addition to being 

smaller in number, Serbian women victims accessed different support structures and 

were not in the same places as other victims of sexual violence.  These factors came to-

gether to make them far less interesting to journalists, who in addition to recognising the 

Serbian and Bosnian Serb forces as aggressors and winners, did not want to add weight 
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to early and ongoing Serbian propaganda about sexual violence. 276  Like Serbian women 

who are understudied because they were often perceived as part of the perpetrator group, 

Roma women are understudied, albeit because they are not perceived as participants in 

the conflict.277 

 Serbia continues to fail to provide any research to the Commission of Experts 

and other United Nations governing bodies.278  The photo and art activism project “My 

Body a War Zone” displayed photography and testimonies from sexual violence survi-

vors from all across Bosnia and took care to include the stories of Bosnian Serb experi-

ences of sexual violence.  This project travelled to Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Brčko, Mostar, 

and Zenica to help launch the “International Protocol on the Documentation and Investi-

gation of Sexual Violence in Conflict” and pressure the Republika Srpska to change its 

policies regarding victims of sexual violence from the war.279  Republika Srpska cur-

rently offers reparations and recognition of people as victims of war if at least 60% of 

their body was injured.  It does not take psychological effects into account.  This ex-

cludes most victims of sexual violence unless they experienced additional forms of tor-

ture.  Survivors who did experience that kind of damage to their bodies often have no 

record of medical treatment due to destruction of documents.  Few survivors who are 

able to meet all of the requirements and provide adequate documentation go through the 
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process due to intense social stigma.280  These ongoing gaps in policy across Bosnia-

Herzegovina highlight the importance of the work of Balkan feminists and grassroots ac-

tivists who are working on the ground.281 

 

Acts of Sexual Violence Perpetrated by the International Community 

The fact that these are cases where sexual violence was perpetrated by members 

of the international community (including NGO workers, United Nations employees and 

United Nations Peacekeepers) demonstrates that this phenomenon is grounded in more 

than hatred of one group against another. Sexual violence relies on a patriarchal and mis-

ogynistic world view that extends beyond the physical and temporal borders of a con-

flict.  Sexual violence in conflict, relational violence, and the ways in which it was mani-

fested relied on ideas about gender, ethnicity, and normative relationships.  These con-

cepts of gender, ethnicity, and normative relationships were related but independent of 

the conflict that was happening.  Conflict zones increase violence against women by en-

emy perpetrators, but there is also an increase in intragroup and domestic violence 

against women.   Gendered violence – sexual violence, violence against women, the 

erasure (or appropriation) of women and queer people – is not a deviation but a “strate-

gic manipulation” of patriarchal systems that already exist.282  Patriarchal systems that 

make people vulnerable in peacetime continue to work and make people vulnerable in 
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conflict settings.  This increases vulnerability to parties involved in the conflict.  The in-

tegration of peacetime inequalities and vulnerabilities, and sexist (heterosexist and cis-

sexist) assumptions or attitudes also makes some wartime abuses more difficult to pre-

vent, recognise, or prosecute when they are perpetrated by people practically or legally 

separate from the conflict. 

Figure 1 is an image by Bosnian artist Šejla Kamerić.  It depicts graffiti by a 

Dutch peacekeeper stationed at Srebrenica’s UNPROFOR Safe Zone (see Map 1) super-

imposed over the image of a Bosniak woman.  The text reads: “NO TEETH…? A 

MUSTACHE…? [SMEL] LIKE SHIT…? BOSNIAN GIRL!”  The comments are 

highly degrading and dehumanising, implying that local women are unfeminine and 

dirty, and by extension that women’s value is grounded in their appeal to men.  There is 

a great deal of highly sexualised graffiti to be found within the old battery factory that 

served as headquarters for the UNPROFOR and this is just one example.283   

Figure 2 is a photograph of some of the graffiti depicted on the walls of the UN-

PROFOR base attributed to Dutch Peacekeepers.  The large text in the center says “war 

desires that are really achievable” (Ratne želje koje se stvarno ostvariv).  It depicts a 

tank called “Bitch 01246” (Prasica), where the main gun is depicted as a giant erect pe-

nis aimed at a woman’s backside.  In case there was an ambiguity, the artist also drew an 

additional arrow.  Under the woman it says “Somewhere in Bratunac” (negdje u 

Bratuncu) and “Paradise Beach” (Rajska Plača).  The tank here is literally presented as a 

penis seeking to penetrate.  If dehumanisation and misogyny are ingrained in those who 
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are peacekeeping and there to prevent atrocity, and are understood to be socially norma-

tive by the people who create them, it is not surprising when they make up the violence 

that is perpetrated against enemies. 

Kathryn Bolkovac was a former American police officer who took a position as a 

UN International Police Force monitor with the British and American military contractor 

DynCorp International, who was subcontracted by the United Nations.  During her time 

working with gender affairs she uncovered evidence of the United Nations, Dyn Corp 

and other international organizations participating in human trafficking and other forms 

of gendered violence the United Nations was supposedly working to prevent.  Her case 

files implicating employees of the military contractors, UN workers and other interna-

tional workers routinely disappeared or were taken by Internal Affairs.  When she at-

tempted to report the abuses to superiors in the United Nations, she was demoted and 

eventually had to flee.  She brought out copies of her files and released them to the me-

dia.  She eventually won an unlawful dismissal suit, but Dyn Corp International, the in-

ternational community, and people who participated in human trafficking or helped to 

cover it up never faced consequences.284  This account demonstrates corruption and a se-

verely problematic gap in accountability within the international community.  It also 

demonstrates an understanding of violence against women as “normal”, so much so that 

international organizations saw it as somehow apart from their goals in Bosnia-

Herzegovina. 
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Sexual Violence and the Evolution of International Law 
 

Much like feminist theory, international law around sexual violence has also 

greatly evolved and is greatly influenced by feminist theory (but slower to develop).  

Sexual violence evolved from something that was made invisible when perceived as a 

by-product of chaos and disintegrated society (rather than a product of war) to a normal 

part of conflict.  Perception of sexual violence changed again to a perception of an inevi-

table part of conflict and eventually to an impermissible by-product of conflict that 

should be prevented.  New conflicts and stories that slowly come forward demonstrated 

that sexual violence was not only common and inevitable but also systematic.  The con-

flicts in Eastern Europe and Rwanda in the 1990s demonstrate that sexual violence is not 

only present and systematic, but strategic and political.  Along with these shifts in under-

standing came changes in terminology (such as the shift from rape to sexual violence) 

and what was interpreted as sexual violence (genital penetration to enforced slavery, re-

productive destruction, genital mutilation, and sexual violence against men).  The evolu-

tions of procedures and documents from, and the work of feminist activists and survi-

vors within, ongoing tribunals and cases in international courts have also demonstrated 

the need for a holistic, gender-sensitive approach, knowledgeable staff, well thought-out 

court procedures that ensure the safety of the victims, and victim/witness protection that 

are also gender sensitive.285 
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Prosecuting sexual violence in international law (and gender-based crimes in 

general) is a relatively recent phenomenon. 286  International law and jurisprudence 

around sexual violence experienced a rapid development between the ICTY (1993) and 

ICTR (1994), until the 1998 development of the Rome Statute of the ICC.  These new 

tribunals and statutes would expand on earlier laws to include gender based persecution, 

rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, enforced sterilization, and others (both 

crimes against humanity and war crimes), that take place during both international and 

internal conflict.287 

One of the first cases of international law dealing with sexual violence was the 

International Military Tribunal for the Far East WWII (1945), which found several peo-

ple guilty of rape on the basis of command responsibility.  While some people were 

tried, Iris Chang’s ground-breaking book The Rape of Nanking argues that many more 

people could have been tried for the atrocities in Nanking, but justice was set aside for 

many perpetrators for political reasons, primarily the political stabilisation of Japan.288 

Rape was also listed as a crime against humanity in the Allied Control Council Law289 in 

the Nuremberg Trials, but there were no prosecutions that followed from it.290   
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After the trials of World War II, the document of the Fourth Geneva Convention 

(1949) and the Additional Protocols I and II (1970) recognised the gendered nature of 

crimes against civilians and codified the “protection of victims in international and non-

international armed conflict”.  Article 27 of the Fourth Geneva Convention states that 

“women shall be especially protected against any attack on their honour in particular 

against rape, enforced prostitution and any form of indecent assault.” 291 Article 76 of the 

Additional Protocols I states that “Women shall be the object of special respect and shall 

be protected in particular against rape, forced prostitution and any other form of indecent 

assault” 292  Oosterveld points out that these two documents do not protect men. 293 

Article 4 under ‘Humane Treatment’ of the Additional Protocols II, which applies to in-

ternal armed conflicts, is different from the previous two documents in that it is gender 

neutral.  Instead, it prohibits “outrages on personal dignity, in particular humiliating and 

degrading treatment, rape, enforced prostitution and any form of indecent assault”294  

Oosterveld problematizes these three documents for focusing on “dignity”, “honour” and 

“respect”, arguing that these terms shift focus away from a victim’s bodily autonomy.295  
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Fascinatingly, the 1974 Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in Emer-

gency and Armed Conflict does not mention gender based crimes and instead calls on 

states to take necessary steps to “spare women and children from the ravages of war” 

and prohibit cruel treatment.296 

In the conflicts of the 1990s, peacekeepers generally failed to protect civilian 

women from rape and sexual violence.  At the time, sexual violence was not considered 

a political act.  Part of the fallout of the Bosnian War is a shift in understanding, and the 

ICTY was therefore mandated to investigate sexual violence.297 In the conflicts of the 

1990s, international law started to recognise and work with patterns and categories of 

sexual violence, instead of considering sexual violence as an inevitable and apolitical 

side effect of conflict.298  This is in part due to the work of transnational advocacy net-

works that both created political pressure and also assisted in the groundwork that was 

involved in successfully working towards accountability for gender-based violence in 

conflict.299  Examples of this shift can be found in the reports categorising sexual vio-

lence in Kuwait and the former Yugoslavia.  The International Criminal Tribunal for 

Rwanda tried the first case of sexual violence as a constituent part of genocide in the 
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case Prosecutor v. Ayakesu.300  The ICTR defined rape as a “physical invasion of a sex-

ual nature, committed on a person under circumstances which are coercive.”  Despite 

this seemingly narrow definition, it was also expanded to include “acts which involve 

the insertion of objects and/or use of bodily orifices not considered to be intrinsically 

sexual”. This was a major improvement over previous laws which limited sexual vio-

lence to penetration with a penis.  In addition to including oral sex, for the first time, ob-

jects were included in the understanding of how sexual violence crimes could be perpe-

trated.  In highlighting the coercive nature of armed conflict, the ICTR made it clear for 

the first time that the power relations between armed forces and civilians precluded at-

taining legally valid consent.  

The cases before the ICTY have made great strides and set important precedents 

for addressing sexual and gender-based violence in international courts.  As of 1998, 

more than half of the public indictments before the ICTY included gender-based vio-

lence.301  Three important cases at the ICTY that set important precedents include Tadić, 

Celebići case, Furundžija.  In addition, the report on sexual violence in the former Yugo-

slavia recognised sexual violence against men, and expanded sexual violence beyond 

species of rape (sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, etc.) to other forms of sexual vio-

lence (castration, circumcision, and mutilation).302  The International Criminal Tribunal 

for the Former Yugoslavia’s Prosecutor v. Tadić concluded in the first conviction of 
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charges of sexual violence since WWII.  This case was also ground breaking because it 

pursued charges in a case of sexual violence against male victims (forcing a male pris-

oner to bite off the testicles of another male prisoner).303   Tadić was found guilty as a 

commander even though it was not proven that he himself committed sexual violence 

because it was proven he knew about it and condoned it.304 

The case Prosecutor v. Delalić, Mucić, Delic and Landžo (also known as the 

Celebići case) reaffirmed the ICTR’s approach and found that rape is a form of torture.  

This case also stands out because it again convicted people who did not directly commit 

the sexual violence themselves, finding them guilty and responsible as commanders.305  

Kelly Askin, a scholar in international law and crimes against women, points out the 

shortcomings of the sentencing in the Čelebići case.  While defendants were charged 

with multiple crimes, the sentences for the charges are served concurrently, rather than 

consecutively, subsuming the punishment.  Askin writes: 

Thus, while Mucić, for instance, was found guilty of eleven 
crimes and given a seven-year sentence for each one, in-
stead of serving seventy-seven years, he will have to serve 
only seven years' total detention time. Similarly, even 
though Delic was found guilty of various heinous crimes-
indeed, the chamber noted that he showed no remorse and 
took "sadistic pleasure" in causing pain and suffering (para. 
1254)-the fifteen-year sentence for rape as torture is some-
what gratuitous, as it is subsumed within the longest, the 
twenty-year, sentences, for willful killing and murder.306 
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Serving sentences concurrently rather than consecutively is routine, rather than 

unusual, and often the sentence is designed takes that into consideration.  While Askin is 

not necessarily arguing that these kinds of cases require a departure from this norm, she 

does demonstrate how the sentences given for sexual violence are both symbolically in-

flated, but also emptied of meaningfulness when they are subsumed within other equal 

or greater sentences.   

The third important case was the ICTY’s Prosecutor v. Furundžija.  It took a dif-

ferent approach by defining constituent elements of rape:  

1. sexual penetration, however slight: 
 

a. of the vagina or anus of the victim by the penis of the perpetrator or 
any other object used by the perpetrator; or 

  b. of the mouth of the victim by the penis of the perpetrator; 
 
 2. By coercion or force or threat of force against the victim or a third person307 

 
These advancements in international law around sexual and gender-based violence 

are also integrated into the work of the local tribunals, as indicated in Prosecutor v. Ku-

rundžić308 where the rights of victim’s confidentiality and the dismissal of discrimina-

tory stereotypes are being thrown out.  All of this has come together to influence the In-

ternational Criminal Court’s definition of sexual violence, which describes rape as:  

1. The perpetrator invaded the body of a person by conduct resulting in penetration, 
however slight, of any body part of the body of the victim or of the perpetrator 
with a sexual organ, or of the anal or genital opening of the victim with any ob-
ject or any other part of the body. 
 

2. The invasion was committed by force, or by threat of force or coercion, such as 
that caused by fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological oppression or 
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abuse of power against such person or another person or by taking advantage of a 
coercive environment, or the invasion was committed against a person incapable 
of giving genuine consent309 

 

This looks more like Furundžija than the Čelebići or the Awakesu cases, but dif-

fers in two key ways.  First, the ICC’s definition is gender neutral and does not assume 

the gender of either the victim or the perpetrator.  Second, Oosterveld explains that the 

wording of invasion was preferable to penetration, because it was then adapted from the 

perspective of the victim, rather than that of the perpetrator.310  Missing from this defini-

tion is the inclusion of consent or lack of consent. The ability to consent, as well as 

whether someone gave consent was important in Prosecutor v. Kunarac, which was the 

first case to convict perpetrators of rape and enslavement as crimes against humanity, 

and amended the definition from Furundžija to include it.311 

 Within the ICTY, better understandings of gendered violence and sexual vio-

lence contributed to the development of gender-sensitive court procedures.  Evolution of 

sexual and gender based violence awareness and theory is not only demonstrated in the 

wording of the law but is also modelled in the practices of the courts.  With respect to 

the former Yugoslavia, this has manifested in protection and treatment of witnesses, 

rights of witnesses, and staffing decisions.  Transnational advocacy organizations that 
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are based around gendered and sexual violence in conflict help contribute recommenda-

tions and best practices, write amicus briefs, conduct interviews, and collect evidence.312  

Invested in feminist principles, these organizations helped to better integrate best prac-

tices into the conduct of the tribunal beyond legislation. 

Unlike many previous war crime trials, the ICTY relies heavily on witness state-

ments instead of documentation, prioritizing the experiences and testimonies of survi-

vors in a new way.313 The protection and treatment of victims was particularly important 

to developing successful prosecutions, particularly for crimes of a sexual or a torturous 

nature, as documenting evidence is often limited.  Success in this context is measured 

both in terms of fair and accurate trials, but also in terms of community acceptance, i.e. 

that the communities affected feel that justice has been served.  Gender-based crimes 

usually include taboos and extra social pressure for victims not to disclose the details of 

what happened to them.  Both the ICTY and the local courts offer protection for wit-

nesses, but in practice the local courts are unable or unwilling to supply witnesses with 

the protections that are promised.  Survivors of sexual violence report being required to 

share a waiting room with the perpetrator, and arriving to testify and finding the court 

enabling journalists to publish names and photograph the people testifying.314  All as-

pects from rules of evidence, from court procedures to treatment of witnesses must work 

to make the process as comfortable and untraumatising as possible for people who 
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choose to come forward.  To this effect, the ICTY adopted procedural rules to protect 

victims and witnesses of gender based violence.  Protective measures include pseudo-

nyms, protective screens, image-altering devices, closed sessions, and video-link testi-

mony.315 Today, many of these lessons learned and best practices are included in the 

laws and rules of procedure at the International Criminal Court.  Gender-sensitive court 

staffing is important to creating a more just system, particularly when looking at gen-

dered violence.  Aiming for gender parity in staffing, women were included at multiple 

levels and in meaningful roles within the ICTY and their procedures.316 The courts also 

hired legal experts who specialised in gender-based violence and trauma.317  

Like in domestic trials involving sexual violence, the ICTY also had to struggle 

with the competing rights of victims and accused persons.  Prosecutor v. Furundžija was 

a difficult case where parties, interveners, and the tribunal struggled with the rights of 

survivors to privacy, to ensure that their prior sexual histories and confidentiality of 

treatment records could not be used as evidence, particularly to evaluate the credibility 

of the witness.  The trial included testimony from Witness A, who had been sexually as-

saulted by another soldier as part of an interrogation by the accused (Furundžija).  After 

the conflict, Witness A, like many survivors of sexual violence, accessed therapy and 

counselling services back in Bosnia-Herzegovina.  The defence attempted to argue that 

the witness’ testimony was unreliable due to the trauma she experienced and its impact 

on her memory.  After the trial closed, the defence learned that the Prosecutors had 
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failed to disclose therapeutic records for Witness A.  The defence argued that Witness 

A’s testimony should be removed from the record or the accused offered a new 

trial.  The Trial Chamber reprimanded the Prosecution and ordered that all documents 

related to Witness A’s medical, psychological and psychiatric treatment be made availa-

ble to the defence, and the trial was reopened.318    

While the trial chamber’s decision was problematic, this case also highlights the 

advocacy being done on behalf of survivors of sexual violence, especially women, who 

were giving testimony at the ICTY.  Troubled by the breadth of the motion and the pri-

vacy problems associated with it, a feminist legal scholars’ and women’s organization 

put forward an Amicus Brief and argued that:  

(1) gender discrimination fundamentally informs requests 
for disclosure of confidential records in cases of sexual vi-
olence; (2) requests for disclosure are most often founded 
upon irrelevant and prejudicial rape myths and discrimina-
tory attitudes toward women who are victims of sexual as-
sault; (3) the cross-examination of survivors of sexual vio-
lence risks unwarranted and severe intimidation and revic-
timization of these witnesses, thus jeopardizing both their 
mental and physical integrity; and (4) the disclosure of 
counselling records profoundly affects (a) women’s equal 
rights to access to justice; and (b)  the goal of bringing per-
petrators of sexual violence in armed conflict before the two 
International Criminal Tribunals.319 
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             Unfortunately, the brief was filed too late and the case was re-

opened.  Despite this, the Prosecution obtained a conviction, and the Trial Chamber 

made clear in its verdict that PTSD does not necessarily make a witness’ testimony unre-

liable.320 

The advancement of law and procedural best practice is part of a long-term evo-

lution and grounded in the realisation that existing practices are inadequate.  Under-

standing that the developing law and theory are based on an analysis of where we miss 

the mark gives us the space to keep learning and developing, and also allows us to rec-

ognize that there are still improvements to be made and that legal structures are designed 

for specific purposes.  Women’s testimonies (and the testimonies of other people) con-

tinue to be suppressed or cut up into pieces that are useful within the legal system, which 

can leave out or devalue significant parts of the experiences of survivors.   

 

Limitations of International Law Regarding Sexual Violence 
 
Although constantly evolving and working to improve, international law has its 

limitations and blind spots when dealing with sexual violence.  This includes being una-

ble to recognise some individuals as victims either because they are on the wrong “side” 

or not easily identifiable as part of a “side”.  Two examples of this include individuals 

who are tortured by their own perpetrator group, and people like Roma or the interna-

tional community, who do not make up part of the three ethnic groups that the overarch-

ing discourse described as part of the conflict. 

                                                 
320 Askin, “Sexual Violence in Decisions and Indictments of the Yugoslav and Rwandan Tribunals,” 113. 
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In Alexandra Stiglmayer’s article “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina”321, which 

highlights several survivor narratives, she includes a section on “male perpetrators” and 

their stories.  Oddly, two of the interviews of male perpetrators (there are three) are the 

stories of men whose towns were invaded by paramilitaries.  Their stories highlight the 

problem of oversimplifying who is recognised as a victim.  Because they shared an eth-

nic identity, these individuals, instead of being put in concentration camps, were forcibly 

conscripted and ordered, on fear of death, to participate in the torture, murder and sexual 

violence of their neighbours.  At the first opportunity, both individuals fled, turned 

themselves over to other forces, and disclosed their role in the atrocities that took place.  

This is not meant to dismiss complicity and culpability of most perpetrators or insinuate 

that they are the same as their victims, or justified. While many perpetrators are also vic-

tims themselves or fear violence, these two specific stories are different, where until they 

proved themselves as proper “Serbs” they were unofficially still prisoners.  Forcing 

community members to participate in the destruction of their neighbours is an inten-

tional tactic with specific deliverables.  This tactic and these two testimonies will be 

elaborated upon in Chapter 4.   

In mainstream discourses about morality in conflict, we recognise that when other 

prisoners are forced to sexually assault one another, we do not label one a perpetrator.  

Legal systems are different from moral judgements, however, and many legal systems 

do not recognise duress as a defense with respect to sexual violence.  Under the law, 

prisoners forced to participate in the abuse of fellow prisoners are still culpable, even 

when it is unlikely anyone would ever bring that case forward.  In the case of prisoners 

                                                 
321 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 61. 
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that do not fit the dominant narrative of ethnic groups imprisoning one group and not 

harming their own “side”, this disconnect is more challenging to perceive and the trauma 

they experience is harder to recognise.  While the men who escaped from the paramili-

taries had a certain amount of privilege in their situation (which enabled their escape), 

Stiglmayer’s understanding of sexual violence and ethnicity makes it impossible to rec-

ognise these men as victims.322  Identifying them as perpetrators without qualification 

unhelpfully erases the sexual trauma they experienced.  They were not recognised as 

victims in Stiglmayer’s analysis and there will not be a trial at the ICTY or the local 

courts that recognises them as victims except perhaps under duress.  Instead, we perpetu-

ate a simpler story of what it means to be a victim, and who experiences trauma. 

Rosalind Dixon argues that courts have historically been limited in their frame-

work and unable to engage intersectional analysis.  They recognise gendered crimes as 

either gendered or instead merely an attack on an ethnic group and an individual.  She 

writes that “the tribunal thus oscillates between essentialisms of gender and race, neither 

of which are adequate to capture the actually lived experiences of victims of war crimes 

in Bosnia.”323 Analyses of sexual violence are often limited to recognising the phenome-

non as an attack on other men’s property, rather than an attack on women.324  We need 

                                                 
322 This is not meant to be generalised but is specifically about to these two accounts or others like them. 

323 Rosalind Dixon, “Rape as a Crime in International Humanitarian Law: Where to from Here?,” Euro-
pean Journal of International Law 13, no. 3 (April 1, 2002): 701. 

324 Dixon, 701–2. 
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to recognise sexual violence and enslavement as crimes against women, not just crimes 

against honour – protecting women’s sexual autonomy, rather than their purity.325  

The Final Report of the Commission of Experts, the result of a United Nations 

investigation into alleged war crimes throughout the former Yugoslavia lays out its 

scope of addressing sexual violence as a part of the conflict.  To qualify, the perpetrator 

“must be a person who is linked to one of the parties to the conflict and the victim must 

be linked to another party to the conflict or be a citizen of a neutral State.”326  This 

means that sexual violence that is performed by members of one’s own “group” (regard-

less of whether the victim wants to be associated with them) is not counted in the analy-

sis of sexual violence in the context of war.  This dismisses data that could provide pos-

sible early warning signs (like the understanding that domestic violence increases as na-

tionalism and conflict escalates).327  Recognising the phenomenon of soldiers coercing 

violently conscripted civilians to participate in sexual assault as a form of sexual vio-

lence teaches more about violence against civilians.328  What Selma Leyesdorff calls 

“genocidal trauma” (which includes sexual violence) “destroys social bonds and human 

                                                 
325 Dixon, 702. 

326 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 
(1992) S/1994/674,” 28. 

327 Skjelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War,” 81. 

328 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 158. 
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relations and demolishes one’s self-image.”329  Forcing civilians to conduct sexual vio-

lence creates distinctions and often permanent fractures where there might have been no 

previous division. 

The limitations laid out by the Commission of Experts render violence invisible 

against Roma women and other minorities who do not fit the mainstream discourses of 

who is a part of Bosnia-Herzegovina, who was fighting, and who had a side.  Roma 

women in the dissolution of Yugoslavia also experienced sexual violence including rape 

and sexual slavery, and their communities continue to feel the after-effects.  Some 

women disappeared altogether.  Many Roma women who experienced sexual violence 

are rejected by their communities.  Systemic racism and discrimination against Roma 

means that they are ignored by authorities too.330  Their exclusion from popular dis-

courses is cemented in their exclusion from the Dayton Accords, shutting out the oppor-

tunity to speak out against the violence that happened to them, as well as ongoing dis-

crimination.  Humanitarian aid also distributed assistance along ethnic lines.  Some 

Roma could get assistance sometimes but it was insufficient and inconsistent.  This in-

tersection of violence and discrimination eventually led to the founding of Sarajevo-

based Romani organisation Braća Romi in 1994.331 

This mandate also neglects important data concerning mercenary fighters from 

“neutral” States, international peacekeepers, and the international community who were 

                                                 
329 Leydesdorff, “Distortions in Survivors Narratives from Srebrenica: The Impossibility of Conveying the 

Truth,” 258. 

330 “The Non-Constituents: Rights Deprivation of Roma in Post-Genocide Bosnia and Herzegovina,” 
Country Report Series (Budapest, Hungary: European Roma Rights Center, February 2004), 42. 

331 “The Non-Constituents: Rights Deprivation of Roma in Post-Genocide Bosnia and Herzegovina,” 48. 
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complicit in sexual violence and related crimes. Survivors’ testimonies in the context of 

a court or international law are not always acknowledged or heard when it is not conven-

ient to a body.  Attempts to hold the United Nations and the Dutchbat forces accountable 

for their role in the genocide at Srebrenica have led to legal battles both in The Hague 

and in the Netherlands on behalf of the Mothers of Srebrenica332 and Hasan Nuhanović, 

who worked for the UN as a translator but was forced to remove his family from the 

base, resulting in their deaths.333  

Even during the Commission of Experts, before the ICTY began its work and the 

conflict had ended, survivors had already been heavily interviewed and interviewers 

found it difficult to convince these survivors to repeat the process or persuade them that 

it would help.334  On the other side, the United Nations and other international bodies 

                                                 
332 Women survivors of Srebrenica demanded in 2007 that the UN and the Netherlands be recognised as 

failing to fulfill their obligations to the UN Genocide Convention. These demands were turned 
down, and The District Court at The Hague ruled that the UN is immune from prosecution, and by 
extension so were the Dutch forces acting as UN peacekeepers. Leydesdorff, “Distortions in Survi-
vors Narratives from Srebrenica: The Impossibility of Conveying the Truth,” 266–67; However, 
this was appealed in 2014. On June 27, 2017, The Hague Court of Appeals ruled the Dutch govern-
ment is partially responsible (30%) for the deaths of 300 men who died at Srebrenica. The court 
rejected the claims that the Dutch government should be held liable for other people outside the 
compound (but in the safe area, but were refused entry into the compound) and acquitted the Dutch 
government of the deaths of 8000 others murdered in the area. The court’s decision, while falling 
short of the expectations and arguments of the surviving families, is historic. Lizzie Dearden, “Sre-
brenica Massacre: Dutch Government ‘Partially Liable’ for Murder of 300 Muslim Men, Court 
Finds,” The Independent, June 27, 2017, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/sre-
brenica-massacre-dutch-peacekeepers-murder-300-muslim-men-serbia-bosnia-war-1995-appeals-
court-a7809806.html. 

333 Hasan Nuhanović is a survivor of the Srebrenica Genocide and served as a UN translator during the 
conflict. When the Dutchbat forces removed everyone from the base, he was ordered to send his 
family as well. As an employee, he was able to stay with his family. Having only recently recov-
ered the bones of his family, Nuhanović fought a suit in the Netherlands against the Dutch forces. 
The Netherlands determined that since the soldiers were acting on behalf of the United Nations, he 
would have to take the United Nations to court. This is detailed in his book: Nuhanović, Under the 
UN Flag: The International Community and the Srebrenica Genocide. 

334 Bassiouni and McCormick, Sexual Violence, 12. 
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also commissioned official reports that failed to include the voices of women altogether. 

335  Additional reasons that women did not want to testify include: not trusting the legal 

process, wanting to focus on memorialisation and burying family, wanting to improve 

their present realities and move on, and security concerns after testifying.336  Currently, 

no one has come before the courts for crimes against Roma people in the Bosnian War.  

There are cases, but the ICTY has relegated them to be settled in local courts.337 

In the war crimes courts, people’s stories are used as testimony.  In the case of 

Srebrenica, where most of the men had been murdered, women were there to pursue 

truth and justice.  Selma Leyesdorff’s article “Distortions in Survivors’ Narratives: The 

Impossibility of Conveying the Truth” explains the disconnect between the goals of the 

survivors and the goals of the court, and the survivors at time clashed with the judges.  

She writes that “the answers they wanted and the truth they sought, however, were not 

always the same answers and truth that the court pursued.”338  In the case of Prosecutor 

v. Orić, a witness named Kada Hotić wanted to talk about refugees from Bratunac (see 

Map 4) to Srebrenica in 1992.  The judge however, only wanted to hear about events 

from 1993-1994 concerning raids from around the area.  The effort to cut up and com-

partmentalise Hotić’s story led to a disconnected testimony that Leydesdorff describes as 

                                                 
335 Leydesdorff, “Distortions in Survivors Narratives from Srebrenica: The Impossibility of Conveying the 

Truth,” 259. 

336 Leydesdorff, 267–68. 

337 “The Non-Constituents: Rights Deprivation of Roma in Post-Genocide Bosnia and Herzegovina,” 49–
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“chaotic”.  These complex and chaotic stories of trauma, to be useful to the courts, 

needed to be cut up or molded into a particular form.339  

Leydesdorff writes: “At the courts and in the writ of summons, women’s stories 

of sadness and pain were transformed by juridical language into stories of denunciation 

and self-defence.  This new language of Accusation became the master narrative, pre-

venting freedom of expression.”340  The open interviews contain much more content 

than the court documents and official testimonies that come later.  Legal language and 

testimonies miss or erase the extent of the disruption of people’s lives.341 Legal proce-

dures are perhaps not the best forum for these testimonies, but socially the outcomes of 

legal trials are often what give official and recognisable validation of the experiences of 

survivors.  She writes: 

We erase the fragmentations, silences, and dislocations. By 
not allowing the full truth of the stories in all their layered 
and unfinished forms, and dismissing them as emotional 
outburst, we deny their mediated authenticity and how they 
might reconfigure (or even remake) the world for those who 
have lost their place in it.  In turn, we dislocate the meaning 
and place assigned to the event.342 

 Survivors need to be recognised; lack of recognition or misrecognition harms 

survivors further by interfering with their ability to reconnect with the world through 

their story.  Diminishing the possible ways to tell a story in legal settings also impacts 

                                                 
339 Leydesdorff, 268. 

340 Leydesdorff, 268. 

341 Leydesdorff, 268. 
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survivors’ demands and desires for monetary compensation, interfering with return to a 

normal life.343 

 

Conclusion 

 Sexual violence in war is a multifaceted problem that takes many forms and at-

tacks many aspects of identity.  As we continue to investigate sexual violence and our 

understanding evolves, so does our ability to address sexual violence in international law 

and on the ground.  The tension between politics, the goals of the legal system, and the 

needs of survivors pushes our understanding forward.  Even an examination of patterns 

and trends within the context of the Bosnian War shows countless testimonies that defy 

or outright contradict simple stories and easy discourses. 

The use of rape camps, the sexual violence against men who are silent victims, the 

absent stories of Serbian and Roma women, and the complicity of the international com-

munity are often erased.  This demonstrates the need for survivor-centred research, par-

ticularly when we continue to focus on other aspects of identity that were under attack.  

Some of these atrocities are responsible for stretching the boundaries and limitations of 

international law, setting new precedents and breaking barriers.  We have better stand-

ards, definitions, procedures, and research with respect to sexual violence today because 

that which was missing resonated enough to be recognised.  This work is incomplete as 

some experiences of sexual violence continue to fall outside the boundaries and limita-

tions of international law. 

                                                 
343 Leydesdorff, 269–70. 
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Sexual violence and other forms of relational violence stand out in part for their 

intimate nature, where with technology one could be more distant or desensitised.  This 

demonstrates that intimate forms of violence are a deliberate choice and that they serve a 

purpose.  Sexual violence attacks invisible and visible parts of a person.  It causes dam-

age that other forms of violence cannot, or cannot as efficiently.  Sexual violence is able 

to extend trauma from an individual to a community, and by extension attack the invisi-

ble ties that hold a community together and to the land.  Although these can be different 

among different contexts, sexual violence relies on specific forms of masculinity, and 

concepts of gender identity and gender roles.  Sexual violence, including against men, is 

rooted in patriarchal understandings of gender and misogyny.  Sexual violence, includ-

ing by the people not involved in the conflict, both depends on dehumanisation of the 

other, and actively dehumanises further.  

The next chapter will draw out the similarly complex and multifaceted aspects of 

religious violence and its manifestations in the Bosnian War, demonstrating that reli-

gious violence is similarly productive.  This second pillar will act as a foundation for the 

analysis of atrocities that contain markers of both religious violence and sexual violence 

in the Bosnian War.  Sexual violence and religious violence are their own distinct phe-

nomena, but also share many attributes: they are intimate, they are deliberate, and they 

are meant to produce certain outcomes.  This analysis will go on to demonstrate in 

Chapters 4 and 5 that by sharing an atrocity, religious violence alters or adds to the con-

sequences of sexual violence in conflict. 
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Chapter Three 
 -  

Religious Violence in the Bosnian War 
 

A common discourse or description about Bosnia-Herzegovina is that it is a 

country comprising three distinct ethnic groups (Bosnian-Serbs, Bosnian-Croats and 

Bosniaks) with three distinct religions (Orthodox Christianity, Roman Catholicism, and 

Islam).  This discourse was so pervasive both during and after the war that in February 

2015, Balkan Insight featured an article about Bosnia’s first “Bosnian” baby, due to an 

ethnically divided registration system that forced parents to ethnically define their chil-

dren as “Bosniak”, “Serb”, “Croat”, or “other” resulting in a victorious legal battle and 

the “first Bosnian born 22 years after independence.”344
 The complex cultural and re-

gional differences among people in the region are artificially cemented by conflict, na-

tionalism, political rhetoric and transnational influences, and discursively fused with re-

ligious identities.  While religious identity overlaps and encompasses other forms of 

identity, this process can appear typical, when manifestations are grounded in a particu-

lar time and space.  Often the discourses about religion and identity in Bosnia-Herze-

govina obscures the mosaic of history, cultures, and traditions within a group, as well as 

those practices that fall outside the mainstream and recognised religions. 

Like many wars, Bosnia was not a “religious war” or a war fought over “reli-

gious ideals”.  Despite this, according to James V. Spickard, “at this place, at this time, 

‘ethnic’ and ‘religious’ divisions were available as tools that regional and national elites 

                                                 
344 Elvis M. Jukic, “Bosnian Baby Beats Ethnically-Divided System,” Balkan Insight, February 16, 2015, 

http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/bosnian-baby-beats-ethnically-divided-system. 

 



121 

could use to expand their political power.”345  During the dissolution of Yugoslavia, reli-

gion became the marker along which borders were drawn and peoples were defined.  Re-

ligion became imbued in the violence wreaked, defined targets for attack, and stood 

proxy for ‘the enemy.’ Religious violence was carved on bodies, and scrawled across 

evening newsfeeds.  Such headlines included: “The Bosnia Crisis: Serbs, Croats and 

Muslims: who hates who and why: Tony Barber in Zagreb traces the ancient roots of a 

culture clash that has shattered what was Yugoslavia into warring pieces”346; “Multi-eth-

nic families fear fate under divided war-torn Bosnia; Women fret Islamic state laws 

would set them back 100 years”347; “Deep-rooted hatred; Religion, language differences 

date back hundreds of years”348; “In Sarajevo, suffering knows no boundaries of religion 

or ethnicity”349; “Haggard-looking pope tells Croatians religion not to blame for region's 
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ills”350; and “Cultural Genocide; Art, icons, churches take heavy toll; Focus on the Bal-

kans”.351   This section seeks to provide a broad overview of religious traditions in Bos-

nia-Herzegovina, and situate them in their historical and political contexts.  Religion is 

integrated in the changes of the region through the centuries and whether to create vio-

lence or peace, religion has had important political impact.  Understanding religion’s 

changing roles, meanings, and impacts in the region pushes back on discourses that reli-

gious peoples were always at war in the region or always peaceful before the conflict of 

the 1990’s, and instead provides a more solid foundation to think meaningfully about re-

ligious violence, its dependence on historical mythologies and pseud-histories, and its 

role in imagining the future, even where the future was dependent on atrocity.   

 This chapter will provide an understanding for what is meant by religious vio-

lence within this project, the historical and contemporary religious landscape of Bosnia-

Herzegovina, and an overview of manifestations of religious violence in the Bosnian 

War.  This chapter begins with an introduction to religious violence to frame the histori-

cal context that follows.  Focused on the intersections of religious and political life, the 

chapter then looks at the chronological arrival of the region’s major religions (Ortho-

doxy, Catholicism, Islam, and Judaism) to the area, through the Ottoman period, looking 

at the integration of religion into political life and social structures.  This is followed by 
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an overview of modern history where the major religions course through history to-

gether, focusing especially on World War II. Relationships between the religious com-

munities moved between cooperative and contentious at different times and combina-

tions.  From this period emerges the fusion of religious identity with ethnic identity that 

would continue into the Bosnian War.   After World War II, the religious landscape in-

cludes atheism and a separation of religion from political life followed by the religion 

under Josip Broz Tito in the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.  This is followed 

by the very brief introduction of religion during the dissolution of Yugoslavia, and in-

trareligious and transnational religious and political activities.   

The overview ends with a brief outline of religion in Bosnia today, and the inclu-

sion of New Age movements, constituent peoples, and the impact of minority religious 

lives.  An overview of religion in historical and contemporary Bosnia-Herzegovina aims 

to provide a foundational introduction to religion in the area, and highlight where some 

of the complex or messy areas of identity are left out.  Particularly striking to me are in-

stances that disrupt sanitized discourses about identity and populations in Bosnia, in-

cluding religious and ethnic communities that are left out, intrareligious conflicts, inter-

religious interactions, and intrareligious relationships that cross boundaries and borders.  

The disappearance of these nuances from discourses of religion and identity has had ma-

jor political repercussions, in the form of propaganda to the shape of peace plans during 

the conflict, to the consequences of post-war political and economic life.  Recalling the 

conclusions of the previous chapter, this chapter concludes by starting to tease out the 

relationship between religious violence and sexual violence.   
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Religious Violence in the Bosnian War 
 

Ron Hassner, in his 2011 article “Religion and International Affairs: The State of 

the Art,” forges a way to work with intricate details of religion and violence on the mi-

cro level. Hassner demonstrates that research around religion and international politics 

often includes either: a) deep religion, the research around religion is detailed but fails to 

bring the work into a broader international or political context, or b) a broad understand-

ing of religion which is shallow and makes unhelpful generalizations but a solid under-

standing of political and international repercussions.  He offers instead an approach he 

calls Thick Religion.  Thick Religion requires an attention to detail and the particulari-

ties of a context while pulling the work into broader and international applications.352  

Religious violence is a global phenomenon requiring more than just shallow interpreta-

tions to grasp its roots.  Likewise, scholars with an intimate knowledge of a particular 

context are hesitant or unable to make the connection between religion and its practition-

ers to acts of religious violence where they appear.  Thick Religion takes religion seri-

ously, examining religion’s theology (texts and tenets), hierarchy (organizational and 

power structures), iconography (images, words and symbols), ceremony (ritual, prac-

tices, commemorations), and belief (personal experience) as potential sites of investiga-

tion.  Hassner puts this methodology into practice in his own research, including his 

book War on Sacred Grounds.353  Hassner’s Thick Religion model provides a helpful 

                                                 
352 Hassner, “Religion and International Affairs: The State of the Art,” 47–50. 

353 Hassner, War on Sacred Grounds. 



125 

structure for analysing religious violence in the Bosnian War.  The following is a sum-

mary of religious violence in the Bosnian War, using Thick Religion to pull together in-

stances of violence that might otherwise seem unrelated.  Thick Religion provides a way 

to think concretely about the connections between bombing buildings, weapons bless-

ings, the actions or religious authority figures, and beating people with Bibles.  I further 

elaborate on each of Hassner’s categories (Theology, Hierarchy, Iconography, Cere-

mony, and Knowledge), by pairing them with  examples from the Bosnian War. 

 

Theology 

 The category of theology includes texts (scriptures and holy writings), tenets, 

doctrine, and dogma (religious principles, rules and rulings), protocols, and behaviour 

rules (such as dietary restrictions).  Examples of theology markers and religious violence 

include a) reference to explicitly named passages about violence, enemies, or hatred; b) 

indirect theologies that provide a foundation for violence; and c) imposing religious doc-

trines and practices. 

Sometimes religious texts contain explicit language and wording around vio-

lence, enemies, and hatred.  These passages are permanent parts of the religion or reli-

gious practice, meaning that they exist even outside the context of conflict.  These texts 

and codified tenets are interpreted differently by different believers, and are informed by 

their socio-political context and community.  These texts can be interpreted as condon-

ing violence or hatred, or as merely metaphorical.  There are conflicting and inconsistent 

religious texts, particularly about violence and enemies, and there is no consensus 
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amongst believers about the meaning of these texts or who the “enemy” is.354  Unfortu-

nately, this is often used as a way to shut down conversations about religious complicity, 

derailing into conversations about “real believers” and denouncing practitioners rather 

than negotiating with tricky topics.  For example, in some Orthodox Churches, the Book 

of Needs includes a service for the blessing of weapons.  Interestingly, in 1995 the Or-

thodox Peace Fellowship submitted a letter to Patriarch Pavle, at the time the head of the 

Orthodox Church, asking him to make a policy against using the service.  They argued 

that use of the service in the context of the former Yugoslavia could “only be regarded 

as sanctioning the use of weapons in a fratricidal war.”355 

The intimate and personal nature of religious identity makes imposing religious 

rules and obligations on both religious practitioners and non-practitioners alike.  It is a 

form of violence, albeit different from the physical trauma of the conflict.  Offering reli-

gious education is not necessarily traumatic, but in the context of the Bosnian War and 

since the conflict, imposing religious education became a way to extend the battle of 

identity and ethnic difference to the schoolyard.  In mid-1994, during the war, the Bos-

nian Minister of Education tried to mandate Islamic religious education in schools.356  

This initiative was entirely one sided, creating barriers and impositions on non-religious 

and differently religious children.  Similar initiatives by politicians or heads of school 
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districts are often be equally one-sided leading to either ostracised youth,357 mono-ethnic 

schools, or the segregated “two-schools-under-one-roof”358 system.  Youth who do not 

wish to participate in religious education may have to sit outside the classroom or often 

kept away from other children of other ethnicities entirely.  The “two-schools ‘under-

one-roof” systems are designed so that children from different ethnic groups cannot 

meet each other on breaks or between classes.  They intend to isolate different popula-

tions of youth from one another.  Furthermore, religious education in Bosnia-Herze-

govina is given entirely to the direction of religious leaders rather than standardised by 

the state.359  This initiative kicked off what will be an ongoing fight against segregated 

schools and discriminatory school practices more than 20 years after the war and contin-

ues at the time of writing.  International pressure is being put on schools throughout the 

whole of Bosnia-Herzegovina to eliminate segregated schools.360    

 By comparison to some of the other forms of violence that are dealt with in this 

project, segregation or attending religion class might appear bland by comparison.  I feel 

that this is important to include because not all violence is sensational, and discrimina-

                                                 
357 Youth are either forced to attend class, sent home from school early, or made to wait outside the class 

during religion class. 

358 A practice where youth from different ethnicities share a building but are given schedules where it is 
impossible to interact with one another in class or recreationally. 

359 This article details the very intersting peacework and attempt and interreligious cooperation by ena-
bling religious leaders to comment on how they are portrayed within one another’s religious text-
books. Aid Smajić, “Images of Religious Others in Textbooks of Religious Education for the Pub-
lic Primary Schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina,” Islamic Studies 47, no. 1 (2008): 39–63. 

360 Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, “Resolu-
tion CM/ResCMN(2015)5 on the Implementation of the Framework Convention for the Protection 
of National Minorities by Bosnia and Herzegovina” (Strasbourg: Council of Europe, May 12, 
2015). 
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tion often seems bland by comparison.  This bland ‘not violent’ form of violence is eas-

ier to justify and like the earlier discussion on theological teachings, works to build a 

foundation for religious delineations and exclusion.  Being able to justify discrimination 

makes it easier to condone and to learn more extreme forms of violence.  This initiative, 

while not part of the military battling, started during the war and was a part of the con-

flict.  These initiatives have also had important implications for peace processes and re-

building after the war and it is important to consider their impact of causing or prevent-

ing discrimination and intensified forms of violence. 

 

Hierarchy 

Hassner’s second category, hierarchy, refers to power dynamics and leadership 

roles within a religion’s formalised institution.  For the purposes of this project, I also 

include political and military figures who also make religious statements.  Examples of 

religious violence that include hierarchy markers include a) religious leaders who use 

their religious role to actively participate in the conflict, b) religious leaders who use 

their religious authority to make political statements, and c) political actors who use reli-

gion or religious identity for political use.  While these are all ways that religious vio-

lence can manifest, the intersection of religion and politics is not inherently a form of re-

ligious violence and can also take these forms.  Religious leaders actively participate in 

military actions as chaplains.  Religious persons and traditions are political without caus-

ing violence, particularly around issues of social justice.  Political actors can use religion 

and religious identity in political initiatives in non-violent ways.  However, when reli-

gious violence is connected to hierarchy, these are ways that it can manifest. 



129 

Religious leaders and clerics from all sides used their religious roles to partici-

pate in actively in the conflict.  Figure 3 shows a Serbian Orthodox bishop, Vasilije 

Kačavenda, blessing armed paramilitaries called the Scorpions shortly after they com-

mitted atrocities in Srebrenica (see Map 1).  Given that the people being blessed are ac-

tively armed, this is not an act of merely the apolitical ministering to soldiers and fight-

ers, but is instead a military service. 

Religious leaders have also used the social currency that comes with their role to 

lend credibility and authority to both political figures and ideas.  Bishop Filaret (Figure 

4) was a Serbian Orthodox priest during the war and was promoted to bishop after the 

conflict was over despite his highly visual and inflammatory media stunts. The Institute 

for War and Peace Reporting wrote that: 

In the early nineties, Filaret was something of a media star 
pushing his extreme Serbian nationalist views.  On one oc-
casion he appeared on television holding a skull in his 
hands, which he claimed belonged to the Serbian child 
killed by Croats.  He also liked to pose for photographers in 
his priestly attire, but sporting a rifle.361 

In addition, Filaret personally supports war criminals, including Slobodan Mi-

losevic and Vojislav Šešelj resulting in his being banned from the EU.  His opinions and 

ministering cannot be understood as limited to his private life.  His social role as priest 

and his explicit use of religious and military symbols lend Filaret (though he does not 

speak for the Serbian Orthodox Church) a certain social authority among Orthodox 

Serbs.  He actively uses this social role to espouse propaganda and actively participate in 

parts of the conflict through his religious role. 

                                                 
361 Vlado Mares, “Rift In The Serbian Orthodox Church,” Institute for War and Peace Reporting, Decem-

ber 10, 1999, http://www.iwpr.net/?p=bcr&s=f&o=245732&apc_state=henibcr199912. 
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While this is outside the scope of this project, it is important to highlight also in-

stances of resistance.  Quite the opposite of Bishop Filaret is the case of Bishop Ata-

nasije (Jeftic).  Though he officially abdicated his office for medical reasons, he is be-

lieved to have been pressured to resign due to his criticism of Milošević’s 

government.362  The promotion of one bishop (Filaret) and the dismissal of another (Ata-

nasije) could be coincidental, but the disparity also suggests tacit support of ultranation-

alist politics on behalf of the Serbian Orthodox Church.  Another instance of resistance 

includes Cardinal Franjo Kuharić, who spoke out against crimes against Muslims by the 

HVO, warned about political sanctions, and condemned Herzegovinian political leader-

ship.363 

The category of hierarchy, includes political leaders who make religious state-

ments.  An example of this is footage of Ratko Mladić entering Srebrenica (see Map 1) 

on July 11.  He said “Here we are on July 11, 1995 in Serb Srebrenica.  On the eve of 

yet another great Serb holiday we give this town to the Serb people as a gift.”364  He 

mentions a Serb holiday, literally, holy day, referring to the Serbian Orthodox ob-

servance of St. Peter’s Day on July 12.  This proclamation actively works to tie Serbian 

identity and Serbian projects of conquest with religion and religious identity.  This 

makes the conquering of Srebrenica feel both auspicious and by extension not only 

meant to be but righteous.  In a similar trend, Croatia declared its independence on the 

                                                 
362 (Witnesses: Witness F & Mr Stevan Gligorevic) Delalić & others Case n° IT-96-21-T 27 March 1997, 

accessed October 6, 2016. 

363 Stephen Schwartz, “In Defense of the Bosnian Republic,” World Affairs 156, no. 2 (1993): 84. 

364 “Footage of Mladic Entering Srebrenica Played at Trial,” BBC, May 17, 2012, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18102216. 
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tenth anniversary since the visions of the Virgin Mary at Međugorje (see Map 1) began.  

Spickard argues that this was a deliberate attempt to fuse political action and the creation 

of an independent Croatia with supernatural license, grounded in religious identity. 365 

 

Iconography 

 Iconography is a category that addresses highly symbolic forms of violence.  

Three important trends that fall under iconography include: a) building (and consecrat-

ing) religious spaces; b) iconoclasm and the destruction of religious space, and c) dese-

crating religious space.   

a) Claiming Space 

 Belligerents and communities after conflict use religious identity to visually and 

emotively claim territory.  Building religious spaces is a way to claim territory.  Using 

religion to claim space is more than physical buildings and structures, this process de-

pends on shared symbols and meanings.  These symbols are often grounded in narratives 

history.  The act of claiming space often attempts to mirror perceived historical (and 

pseudo-historical) injustices, turning the narrative into a reclamation, rather than an in-

vasion.  Other attempts to claim space are also projects of erasure, removing other 

groups from history (by destroying evidence of another group’s presences) and from the 

future (by acting as refugee deterrents). 

The building of larger religious structures points to a larger trend of using reli-

gious symbols structures to claim space, sometimes called “spite churches”.  Spite 

churches are churches built on lands that used to belong to other groups, near mass 

                                                 
365 Spickard, “Accepting the Post-Colonial Challenge,” 170. 
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graves, or at the entrances of towns.  Most of the examples I have discovered are by 

Bosnian Serb communities, but there are also a few examples of Roman Catholic 

churches or of Roman Catholic authorities expressing a desire to build them.  The build-

ing of these churches is possibly meant and is certainly interpreted as a provocation, par-

ticularly when they are in areas that are not the most convenient or close to the intended 

community, such as a church being built in Budak near Srebrenica.366  Other examples 

include a church in Konjević Polje (built without permission on the land of a Muslim 

woman named Fata Orlović) and another in Milići (overtop the ruins of a mosque de-

stroyed in the war).367 

   In Zvornik (see Map 4), mosques and Muslim owned buildings were torn down 

during the war and the property appropriated.  With the original buildings removed, 

some of the secular property was built over with apartment complexes.  Over the site of 

the destroyed mosque, the community built a church in 1996.  This was a campaign to 

remove all traces of the Bosniak “minority” in the town, their historical presence, 

thereby creating barriers, practical, social, and legal to returning to the community.  The 

mayor of Zvornik (Branko) at the time, not only “cleansed” the community, but justified 

the building of the church over the site of the mosque as “mythic symmetry” saying 

                                                 
366 Jukic, “Church Accused of ‘Senseless Provocation’ in Srebrenica.” 

367 David Pettigrew, “Obstacles to Reconciliation: Witnessing Genocide at Srebrenica (Photo Essay),” 
Ethical Responses to Genocide, accessed October 24, 2016, http://pettigrewd1.southernct.edu/Sre-
brenicaslides/index.htm. 
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there had once been a church destroyed by the Turks on that land, and that by building 

the church there, the land was reclaimed “forever and ever.”368 

 A church is a very large and expensive form of “spite” for a community to take 

on.  Similarly, symbolic reclamations of land include the symbolic renaming of geo-

graphical space, and using smaller but still highly visible symbols.  An example of re-

naming a geographical space includes what was the small town of Divić.  Divić was a 

small settlement near Zvornik and was reportedly 98% Bosniak before the ethnocide that 

took place in the town in 1992.  The residents were replaced with Bosnian Serb residents 

and the settlement was renamed Sveti Stephan (St. Stephen).  Despite the influx of refu-

gee returnees to the settlement, which made the area a Bosniak majority once more, the 

municipality has kept the name change. 369  Similarly, the municipality of Jajce, which 

was initially conquered by Serb forces, was eventually taken over by Croat forces, used 

religious symbolism to attempt to deter both Bosnian Serb and Bosniak residents from 

returning.  Instead of renaming the town, the Croat forces attempted to make the town 

appear more “Croatian”.  In this case, a “Croatian” appearance was manifested by add-

ing a massive and distinctly Catholic cross above the town.370 

 Buildings, name changes, and landmarks are the work of a community and the 

changes are at least partially institutionalised.  Individuals and non-institutionalised 

community actions that use religious symbols to reclaim land and work to deter refugees 

                                                 
368 Carl Dahlman and Gearóid Ó. Tuathail (Gerard Toal), “Broken Bosnia: The Localized Geopolitics of 

Displacement and Return in Two Bosnian Places,” Annals of the Association of American Geogra-
phers 95, no. 3 (2005): 648–49. 

369 Dahlman and Toal), 652. 

370 Dahlman and Toal), 656. 
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are on a smaller scale, are far less costly (to the offending party), and much more infor-

mal.  In towns such as Srebrenica, which have a mixed population, and which continue 

to have tensions and disputed histories of the war time atrocities that took place, graffiti 

depicting Orthodox crosses is a common sight in the town.  These graffiti are not meant 

to be artistic; they are highly rudimentary stick drawings.  In this case images of dis-

tinctly Serbian Orthodox crosses are spray painted in parts of the town, particularly 

abandoned (presumably owned by refugees or people who are deceased) buildings.  An-

other report found that graffiti depicting anti-Muslim or Serbian nationalist messaging is 

also commonly found on the ruins of destroyed mosques (including the Market Mosque 

in Prijedor (see Map 2) and the Vrbanja Mosque in Banja Luka (see Map 1).371 

The cross is a simple equilateral single-barred cross with four Cyrillic “S” (C)’s 

in each corner.  This cross is distinct from general Christian or Catholic single-barred 

crosses and from the more general Orthodox three-barred cross.   This depiction is the 

seal of the Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate and its design is attributed to St. Lazar.  The 

four C’s in Cyrillic are supposed to stand for “Samo Sloga Srbina Spasava” which 

means “Only unity saves the Serbs”.372 

The use of religion in this way is a form of separation.  This space cannot be 

claimed, because you cannot belong if you do not share this religious symbol.  This be-

comes particularly clear in examples not between Muslims and Christians, but between 

                                                 
371 András J Riedlmayer, “Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1992-1996: A Post-

War Survey of Selected Municipalities” (Cambridge, MA: Expert Report commissioned by the In-
ternational Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, 2002), 13. 

372 Daniel Rogich, Great-Martyr Tsar Lazar of Serbia: His Life and Service (Platina, CA: St. Herman of 
Alaska Brotherhood, 2001), 11. 
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groups of Christians, where the symbols change from being “Christian” symbols to be-

ing explicitly denominational that cannot be mistaken for something shared.  In the rural 

north of Bosnia near the town of Lužani Bosanski is an area that is highly mixed not 

only between two populations but with three: Orthodox, Muslim, and Catholic.  Along 

the highway between Derventa and Slavonski Brod stands an abandoned house on a plot 

of land covered with rudimentary very religious symbols spray painted across the whole 

of it.  In the center, painted extremely large in the same wobbly lines is portrayed a mas-

sive hand.  The hand has the thumb touching the fourth and fifth fingers, with the index 

and middle fingers together directed skyward.  This is a distinctly Orthodox hand sign, 

used for crossing oneself.  The three finger tips together stand for the Trinity (Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit) and the two extended fingers together stand for the two natures of 

Christ (human and divine).  I would suggest than this choice of symbol is meant to an-

nounce particularly Orthodox Christianity as distinct from both Islam and other forms of 

Christianity. 

 

b) Iconoclasm and the Destruction of Religious Symbols and Spaces 

 During the Bosnian War, religious sites and monuments were deliberately at-

tacked and destroyed.  This includes vandalism and deliberate destruction but not collat-

eral damage.373  Their destruction can be attributed to an erasure of shared history374,   

For the purposes of this project, I borrow my definition of religious sites from András 

                                                 
373 Reckless destruction could be included, particularly if it were possible to establish a pattern of destroy-

ing religious spaces.   

374 Sells, The Bridge Betrayed. 
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Reidlmayer.  He writes that: “the term "site" is used to describe a particular building or 

institution devoted to religious worship (such as a mosque, church, or shrine) of the 

specified communities, or related cultural or educational uses (archive, library, religious 

school, monastic establishment, or dervish lodge).”375 

The Bosnian War Crimes Atlas is an initiative by the Research and Documenta-

tion Center that maps mass graves, sites or atrocity, and destroyed or damaged religious 

sites.  The atlas represents damage and sites of atrocity from all sides of the conflict and 

includes the destruction of Orthodox, Catholic, Islamic and Jewish religious sites, in-

cluding churches, mosques, religious schools, chapels, synagogues, and monasteries.376  

It provides details about the damage, destruction, demolition, and post-war reconstruc-

tion of numerous sites including: 400 mosques, 44 other Islamic religious sites, 2 Jewish 

sites, 27 Orthodox Churches, 5 other Orthodox Christian religious sites, 92 Roman Cath-

olic Churches, and 14 other Roman Catholic religious sites. 

 Another important investigation into the destruction of religious sites in Bosnia-

Herzegovina was conducted by András Riedlmayer for the Office of the Prosecutor at 

the ICTY. In his report titled “Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

                                                 
375 Riedlmayer, “Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1992-1996: A Post-War Survey 

of Selected Municipalities,” 6. 

376 The Bosnian War Crimes Atlas is an initiative by the Research and Documentation Center that maps 
mass graves, sites or atrocity and destroyed or damaged religious sites.  The Research and Docu-
mentation Center is now defunded, but the software, which pairs with Google Earth, can still be 
accessed and downloaded using Wayback Internet Archives. 
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1992-1996: A Post-War Survey of Selected Municipalities”377, he was specifically in-

vestigating the destruction of the cultural heritage of Bosniak and Bosnian-Croats during 

the war.  His survey documented over 277 mosques in 19 municipalities.  Less than 8% 

of the surveyed mosques were “lightly damaged”, the rest were heavily damaged or de-

stroyed.”378  His report also provides evidence, including statements from Bosnian Serb 

officials that the destruction of religious sites was part of a planned project of ethnocide 

to eradicate non-Serbs from their communities.379  The survey looked at far fewer Cath-

olic sites, but also found that they had a lower (but still severe) rate of destruction: 

75.6% of the surveyed sites were found to have heavy damage or be destroyed.  

 A report summarised the damage to key Islamic structures in the country, includ-

ing mosques: 

Among the more notable mosques that have been deliber-
ately ruined are the Ustikolina mosque from the pre-Otto-
man period; Aladza in Foca, a masterpiece of Ottoman ar-
chitecture from 1550; the Ali-Pasa and Slatina mosques, 
also in the Foca area; as well as the Foca Emperor's mosque 
from 1500, set alight and burnt to the ground. Almost all of 
Mostar's mosques have been seriously damaged, among 
which the Karadjozbeg mosque (1557) and Mehmed-Pasa 
mosque (1618) were renowned for their beauty and the har-
mony of architectural elements.380 

 And dervish houses:  

The first dervish house for meditation or tekija (from the 
Turkish tekke) is thought to have been founded even before 

                                                 
377 Riedlmayer, “Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1992-1996: A Post-War Survey 

of Selected Municipalities.” 

378 Riedlmayer, 9. 

379 Riedlmayer, 12. 

380 Smail Balić, “Destruction of the Bosnian Architectural Heritage: An Interim Report,” Journal of Is-
lamic Studies 5, no. 2 (1994): 269–70. 
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the medieval Bosnian kingdom fell under Turkish rule in 
1463. Of the fiveremaining old tekijas, in Sarajevo, Fojnica, 
Blagaj near Mostar, Zvornik, and Foca, the latter three have 
been extensively damaged. The Blagaj tekija was excep-
tionally beautiful, erected on a great cliff overlooking the 
source of the Buna river. Alongside it was the mausoleum 
or turbe of the founder of the tekija.381 

Places of worship that were still under construction were more likely to be van-

dalised and looted, rather than destroyed.  The disparity between the destruction of fin-

ished religious sites and unfinished religious sites suggests “advance organization and 

planning (explosives, equipment, personnel), may have been working from prepared 

lists, which would not have included religious buildings that were under construction 

and not yet in active use.”382  Other indicators of advanced planning include the partici-

pation of “educated elite” as advisors to those causing the destruction, including art his-

torians and professors.  This happened in Stolac, where the disparity in level of destruc-

tion between non-Catholic sites and Catholic buildings and shrines was severe.  Destruc-

tion included the Emperor’s mosque (one of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s oldest mosques) and 

Holy Assumption Orthodox Church and many numerous ethnic neighbourhoods, cul-

tural treasures, art galleries and sites of worship.383  

 

c) Desecrating Religious Space 

 One of the most poignant examples of desecration of religious space and its obvi-

ous psychic and relational violence, is the desecration of the dead.  The dead are highly 

                                                 
381 Balić, 270. 

382 Riedlmayer, “Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1992-1996: A Post-War Survey 
of Selected Municipalities,” 9–10. 

383 Sells, “Crosses of Blood,” 317–18. 
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symbolic and subject to different religious perceptions, but that they are symbolic 

crosses cultural boundaries. In the former Yugoslavia, political and military persons 

used the dead as instruments for their symbolism.  As icons, the dead are both lying in a 

religious space (and are religious space) and are intrinsically connected to the persons 

being attacked through this desecration.  Three key ways that the dead, graveyards, and 

memorials are used as a form of religious violence include: a) inciting nationalism and 

hatred, b) attacking enemies through their dead, and c) attacking enemies psychically 

when a religion is not known.    The three ways that the dead can be used as a form of 

religious violence are illustrated in the three examples that follow. 

 First, when discussing how the dead are used to incite nationalism or hatred, it is 

important to remember that not all political use of the dead is desecration; bodies, 

gravesites, and memorials can be used “positively” to bolster a community.  An act of 

memorialisation by the state is a political act and grounded in political ideas.  When 

these ideas are grounded in nationalism, the dead can be used to promote nationalism, 

define a community, and even incite hatred or violence.  Before the start of the war, Ser-

bian initiatives throughout Yugoslavia began digging up and reburying the victims of 

atrocities in WWII.384   Ancestors and the dead hold incredible discursive power, mean-

ing that politicians’ timely uncovering and exhumation of historical mass graves “led to 

a drastic re-evaluation of notions of ancestry and territory and the increasing escalation 

of previously suppressed ethnonational tensions in the former Yugoslavia.”385 

                                                 
384 Kurspahić, “Serbia Manufacturing Enemies,” 53. 

385 Michaela Schäuble, “How History Takes Place: Sacralized Landscapes in the Croatian-Bosnian Border 
Region,” History and Memory 23, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2011): 24. 
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While not necessarily a form of ‘violence’ at first, the political use of religiously 

sacred bodies stirs a particular sense of community identity and lays down territorial 

stakes.  Michaela Schäuble cites Vuk Drašković, a Serbian nationalist who would go on 

to become the Serbian foreign minister as saying in 1989: “It is not only the Serbs, how-

ever, who believe that Serbia is “wherever there are Serbian execution pits and graves.” 

386 She explains that:  

“The graves of the ancestors are an important factor in the 
politics of territory and likewise generate a sense of belong-
ing to a particular nacija (nation, people) or region through-
out the whole of the former Yugoslavia. Above all, places 
and landscapes of war, conflict and violence—such as an-
cient battlefields, front lines, vestiges of military construc-
tions and memorials to commemorate them—are signifi-
cant historical markers that constitute ‘fundamental parts of 
the national iconography of modern states.’”387 

The burial and reburial of WWII victims imbue the land with “new symbolic 

meaning as a nation's righteous and historical place.” 388 This use of the dead to connect 

the community to the land works to create a new “nation” in the face of a crumbling Yu-

goslavia, providing a new story (often disguised as an old story) to replace the dis-

courses that held Yugoslavia together. “To establish new successor nation-states means 

to mark territories as ``ours'' by discovering ‘our sons’ in mass graves and giving them 

proper burial in ‘our soil,’ thus consecrating the respective space as ‘ours’.”389 

                                                 
386 Schäuble, 23–24 Original citation: Speech at the Extraordinary Meeting of the Serbian Writers’ Union, 

Književne novine, March 15, 1989, quoted in Ivan Čolović, The Politics of Symbol in Serbia: Es-
says in Political Anthropology (London: Hurst and Company, 2002), 36. 

387 Schäuble, 23–24. 

388 Denisa Kostovicova, “Republika Srpska and Its Boundaries in Bosnian Serb Geographical Narratives 
in the Post-Dayton Period,” Space and Polity 8, no. 3 (December 2004): 271. 

389 Kostovicova, 271. 
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 Graves are not only a way of building community, but through their destruction 

can also destroy or harm communities.  In the second way, when the dead are desecrated 

they are used to attack enemies by harming them psychically; perpetrators are desecrat-

ing and harming the enemy by using the dead (their bodies, gravesites, or memorials) to 

stand as proxy.  During the war, graveyards were desecrated or destroyed, but they were 

also often made to disappear entirely.  For example, Muslim graveyards in Bosanska 

Krupa (see Map 2) are reported to have disappeared over night and were instead trans-

formed into public parking spaces.390  Not only is this a form of desecration, and an at-

tempt to de-sanctify a sacred space, but also an attempt to erase the Muslim population 

from the history and memory of the town.  The same ties to the land that helped build a 

sense of community or nationhood are under attack when perpetrators attempt to erase a 

community through destroying graveyards. 

 In the third way, which is an extension of attacking enemies through the dead, 

the dead are also used to fill a gap in knowledge or understanding of an enemy; using the 

dead makes something religious, and can cause psychic harm, even when we do not 

have a clear or easy discourse or mythology to carry the symbol for us.   Desecration of 

graves and cemeteries is a way of causing religious violence in absence of a clear dis-

course or catalogue of religious symbols.  Unlike other ethnic groups in the Bosnia-Her-

zegovina, Roma identity is not discursively tied to any individual religious identity.  The 

lack of religious imagery tied to discourses about Roma identity make attacks on the 

dead one of the only ways to use religious symbols to cause this kind of psychic harm.  

Incidents of desecration for Roma burial sites include Biberovići in Tuzla Canton and 

                                                 
390 Balić, “Destruction of the Bosnian Architectural Heritage: An Interim Report,” 270. 
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the Veseli Brijeg Romani settlement in Banja Luka (see Map 1).  Both cemeteries were 

turned into municipal waste disposal sites, destroying many of the graves and grave-

stones.  Although Roma experiences during the war are often neglected, this was a “fre-

quently occurring expression of resentment and disrespect for Roma in Bosnia and Her-

zegovina.”391 

 

Ceremony 

Although there is much overlap between many of the categories, where iconogra-

phy was interested in religious space, ceremony encompasses religious action.  The cate-

gory of ceremony includes rituals, components of rituals, music, prayers, celebrations or 

poses.  This also includes pseudo versions of these actions that are forced upon the vic-

tim or inverted from their original purpose.  For example, forcing someone to “pray” 

does not rely on the authenticity of the victim’s prayers.  Asking about childhood pray-

ers is highlighted by Sells as one way that Bosnian Serb and Bosnian Croat militias iden-

tified potential victims.392  In a more explicit connection to violence, one testimony de-

scribes the assault of a Mr. Dimać, saying “: “They cursed Mr. Dimač, and said, ‘Let the 

Catholic Jesus help him now.’  They made Mr. Dimač pray according to Catholic ritual 

and made fun of him.  They hit him with a Bible and made him take his clothes off down 

                                                 
391 “The Non-Constituents: Rights Deprivation of Roma in Post-Genocide Bosnia and Herzegovina,” 153–
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392 Sells, “Crosses of Blood,” 310. 
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to his underwear.”393 Stevan Gligorevic, a Bosnian-Serb reported that after being beaten 

and abused, that:  

“some of the young men that were there were shouting loudly something 
like: "Praise the Lord!","Merhaba, Selam Aleikam!" Then we had to re-
peat it in unison. Then they were saying -- they were asking which reli-
gion was the best in the world. We all had to say that it was the Muslim 
one. Then they were saying prayers from the Koran and we had to repeat 
them.” 394   

 Other instances of “ceremonial” religious violence include the use of liturgical or 

otherwise religious music.  This phenomenon echoes through history with accounts from 

WWII, for example, Roma captured by Ustaše forces who reported being forced to sing 

“Croatian” wedding songs.395  Because of the highly religious and symbolic nature or 

marriage rituals, I would posit that the “Croatian” wedding songs are likely “Catholic” 

wedding songs.  The symbols of new life, love, and relationships that accompany wed-

dings as rituals take on new meanings, in light of Joeden-Forgey’s “inversion rituals” 

which profane and turn upside down positive and normal life experiences or relation-

ships into a form of torture.  In the Bosnian War, this manifested as a) survivors or vic-

tims having to sing “ethnic songs”, which were sometime ethnic nationalist songs and at 

other times explicitly religious songs (survivors report being forced to sing “Serbian 

songs” in testimonies written about by Alexandra Stiglmayer396); and b) survivors or 

                                                 
393 United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, “Ivo Atlija,” United Nations 

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, July 20, 2010, 
http://secnet069.un.org/sid/190. 

394 (Witnesses: Witness F & Mr Stevan Gligorevic) Delalić & others Case n° IT-96-21-T 27 March 1997. 

395 Wall text, The Nazi Genocide of Sinti and Roma: Yugoslavia, Auschwitz-Birkenau, Poland, Sinti and 
Roma - Block 13 (Memorial and Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau), Auschwitz-Birkenau, Poland. 

396 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 119. 
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victims being forced to sing hymns and other liturgical music, particularly in liturgical 

settings.397 

 

Knowledge 

 The category of knowledge encompasses religious or spiritual, concepts, ideas, 

and sometimes actions that fall outside the other categories or even the established struc-

ture of the religion.  This category looks at ‘belief’, which provides a crucial theoretical 

space to analyse instances of violence that might otherwise contradict official practices 

an institutionalised beliefs or rules.  This category prevents the conversation ending with 

establishment of an act of violence as outside of religious norms.  By continuing the 

conversation, not only can we analyse the religious nature of an act of violence but we 

can also investigate the ‘social logic’, which Shaw argues is an integral component of 

violence against civilians.398   

The investigation of ‘social logic’ and belief helps clarify how people justify an 

act of violence, and understand moments when they cannot.  For example, some perpe-

trators, who themselves have experienced varying levels of coercion to participate in 

atrocity, sometimes flee or come forward to disclose their own roles in the atrocities.  

One Bosnian Serb civilian explained why he came forward about his role in the use of 

sexual violence and murders that he both coercively participated in and fled by saying: 

“I believe in God, and I had to tell about it.”399  

                                                 
397 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad paragraph 2. 

398 Shaw, “Sociology and Genocide,” 146. 

399 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 158. 
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Belief also provides a space for discourses and ideas that are not necessarily de-

pendent on history.  A poignant example of this are the justifications of violence 

grounded in myths or pseudo-historical beliefs about janissaries. 400  The Janissaries 

were many things over a period of time, but at one point were a military division made 

up of Christian children from rural communities within the Empire, from families with 

more than one son.  These children would grow up to hold elite positions in the military, 

court, of governing administration posts. 401   

Orthodox Christian communities’ discourses on the other hand, see the Janissar-

ies as groups of children kidnapped by Ottoman forces and raised to be set upon and 

slaughter their families and villages of origin. 

 This category includes not only one’s own beliefs, but also beliefs about the reli-

gious other or the religious other’s beliefs.  For example, in 1994 genetic biologist 

Biljana Plavšić, who was also the former director of The Academy of Natural Sciences 

in Sarajevo, stated that Muslims were genetically deficient and genetically deformed.  

She argued that it was genetic deficiency causes historical Muslims to embrace Islam, 

and that through time and continued mixing, the deficiency was condensed into who the 

Muslims were in the 1990’s.402 

 

                                                 
400 For further reading on Janissaries, see: Antonina Zheliazkova, “The Penetration and Adaptation of Is-

lam in Bosnia from the Fifteenth to the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of Islamic Studies 5, no. 2 
(1994): 197. 

401 Alexander Lopasic, “Islamization of the Balkans with Special Reference to Bosnia,” Journal of Islamic 
Studies 5, no. 2 (July 1, 1994): 171–72. 

402 Michael Sells, “The Construction of Islam in Serbian Orthodox Mythology and Its Consequences,” in 
Islam and Bosnia: Conflict Resolution and Foreign Policy in Multi-Ethnic States (Montreal & 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press, 2002), 58. 
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Theories of Religious Violence 
 

 Religious violence does not explicitly fall within international law around war 

and war crimes except when it addresses certain targets such as people (“religious iden-

tity”), or places (“cultural heritage”).  Despite these constrictions, examples of religious 

violence do make their way into war time courts when the religious violence makes up a 

component of another crime, or, because the law is created and used by people, when 

something about the religious nature of the crime resonates with the people involved.   

Much like gender, religion is an intrinsically interdisciplinary topic.  Unlike 

many other topics, religion can be described as “omnipresent” in that it can touch on all 

aspects of people’s lives.403  Religion defines or at the very least has opinions on who we 

are, where we come from, how we interact, how we eat, how we sleep, and otherwise 

encounter the world around us.  Religion does not have an ‘end’ or a boundary in the 

way many topics do.  It does not fit in a box, but rather encompasses the box.   

Religious violence has intersected with war and genocide in many conflicts, in-

cluding conflicts where religion is an explicit part of the conflict (such as the conflict in 

Northern Ireland)404, conflicts where the religious violence is more ambiguous (such as 

                                                 
403 Meerten B. ter Borg and Jan Willem van Henten, eds., “Introduction,” in Powers: Religion as a Social 

and Spiritual Force, 1 edition (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), 4–7. 

404 Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, Third Edition 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 36–44. 
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the Rwandan Genocide)405, and unofficial conflicts such as domestic terrorism (for ex-

ample violence against abortion clinics, providers, and staff).406   

Religious violence is a term that carries a lot of baggage, being used widely in 

everyday discourses, particularly about contemporary conflicts, including in discussions 

of Islam and terrorism.  A nuanced understanding of religious violence and an awareness 

of the assumptions we make about religion are crucial to avoiding a reductive and shal-

low interpretation or essentialist caricatures that are built on stereotypes and easy stories.  

407   This is important in light of the high dramatic currency held by terms like “religious 

violence” .  “Religious violence” is widely used in popular discourses and media without 

the users necessarily sharing the same definition “religious violence”.   

The term “religious violence” can mean many things to different people, there-

fore a discussion of what is meant by religious violence and what is meant by “religion” 

is important.408  The disconnect between people’s meanings has important political im-

pacts including the justification of military action or discriminatory policies to save 

                                                 
405 Timothy Longman, “Church Politics and the Genocide in Rwanda,” Journal of Religion in Africa 31, 

no. 2 (2001): 163–66. 

406 Mark Juergensmeyer, “Symbolic Violence: Religion and Empowerment,” in Powers: Religion as a So-
cial and Spiritual Force (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), 89–91. 

407 Although he is not speaking specifically about religious violence, Timothy Stanley’s article “Why I 
killed Canadian History: Towards an Anti-Racist History in Canada” lays out the political stakes 
and what is lost when relying on meta-narratives and discourses that leave out complexity. It also 
shows the richness that is gained through nuance. Timothy Stanley, “Why I Killed Canadian His-
tory: Towards an Anti-Racist History in Canada,” Histoire Sociale/Social History XXXIII, no. 65 
(May 2000): 79–103. 

408 Mack P. Holt, “Putting Religion Back into the Wars of Religion,” ed. Denis Crouzet et al., French His-
torical Studies 18, no. 2 (1993): 524–51; Joshua Mitchell, “Religion Is Not a Preference,” Journal 
of Politics 69, no. 2 (May 1, 2007): 351–62; Monica Duffy Toft, “Getting Religion?: The Puzzling 
Case of Islam and Civil War,” International Security 31, no. 4 (2007): 97–131. 
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women from Muslim men (or Sharia Law)409, increased violence against Muslims and 

people perceived to be Muslim410, and the growing interest in how white terrorists are 

treated differently by media and government responses than terrorists who are brown or 

presumed to be Muslim.411   

Bill Cavanaugh’s crucial work The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology 

and the Roots of Modern Conflict412 provides an important intervention on discourses of 

religious violence.  His book thinks critically about the term “religious violence” rather 

than explaining that “there’s no such thing as religious violence”.  He instead sheds light 

on what assumptions are made when terms like “religious violence” go undefined by the 

users and the limitations of these discourses.  Cavanaugh takes apart the underlying and 

often unquestioned assumptions made about religion and religious violence in main-

stream discourses, but gives us little to replace it.  Alternative models for thinking about 

religion, violence, and identity can be found in innovative research such as Cymene 

Howe et al.’s article “Devotional Crossings: Transgender Sex Workers, Santisima 

Muerte and Spiritual Solidarity in Guadalajara and San Francisco” which models a way 

to analyse highly intimate political and gendered realities that come out of investigating 

                                                 
409 Sherene Razack, Casting Out: The Eviction of Muslims From Western Law and Politics (Toronto: Uni-

versity of Toronto Press, 2008). 

410 Check out the amazing activism that highlights the horrific increase of hate crimes against Muslims and 
people perceived to be Muslims in this project: Anida Yoeu Ali and Masahiro Sugano, 1700% Pro-
ject: Mistaken for Muslim (1700% Project, 2010), http://1700percentproject.wordpress.com/video/. 

411 Tariq Amin-Khan, “New Orientalism, Securitisation and the Western Media’s Incendiary Racism,” 
Third World Quarterly 33, no. 9 (October 1, 2012): 1595–1610. 

412 Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict. 
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lived religious lives and practices with the nuance that yields really rich data and im-

portant insights.  The way their work demonstrates the inseparable quality of religion as 

intrinsically impactful to their political, gendered, and social realities, makes their work 

a particularly poignant model.413  Recognising the importance of people’s real religious 

lives has led to important work such as Todd Salzman’s article “Rape Camps as a Means 

of Ethnic Cleansing: Religious, Cultural, and Ethical Responses to Rape Victims in the 

Former Yugoslavia” which puts some of the atrocities of the Bosnian War into their 

religio-political contexts.414 

Particularly useful is the ability to ask questions about identities and institutions 

that are otherwise taken for granted or otherwise fixed.  These questions have led to im-

portant works and analyses such as Dubravka Žarkov’s The Body of War: Media, Eth-

nicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia which examines the way gender and 

ethnicity were constructed through different media during the Bosnian War and the dis-

connect between these discourses and the lived reality and complexities on the 

ground.415  Discourses about the war often leave out the sizable group of people (usually 

counting them under “Muslim” or “Bosniak”) who pushed for a multi-ethnic society, in-

cluding people from mixed families, Bosnian Serbs, and Jewish citizens fighting for a 

                                                 
413 Cymene Howe, Susanna Zaraysky, and Lois Ann Lorentzen, “Devotional Crossings: Transgender Sex 

Workers, Santisima Muerte and Spiritual Solidarity in Guadalajara and San Francisco,” in Religion 
at the Corner of Bliss and Nirvana (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2009), 3–38. 

414 Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing.” 

415 Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia. 
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multi-ethnic society.416  Religion is not only an identity marker but an active and politi-

cal phenomenon, something that impacts others.  Religion is a source of empowerment 

and power.417  Religion cause human actions that effect and shapes how conflict and 

people within it act.418   

Another tool that helps produce fruitful investigation into religion are insider per-

spectives and particularly research and writings that come from scholars who are also in-

siders.  Insider perspectives are an important site of investigation.  They also provide op-

portunities for accountability, authentic change, and hard work.  Insider perspectives 

provide different insights to the data and give the opportunity to ask different questions 

altogether.  When discussing instances of religious violence, insider perspectives include 

research or insights from people within the traditions in question, and especially individ-

uals from the region in question.  While this project is not written from an insider per-

spective, I have made it a priority to privilege insider voices and research. 

Insider/outsider perspectives are also one of the disciplinary lines between theol-

ogy and religious studies.  Theology as a discipline is designed to work from the inside 

and highlights the importance of insider perspectives, where religious studies are pre-

sumed to be further removed, at least in methodology if not by the researcher.  The priv-

ileging of insider research and insider knowledge is also an important priority in most 

feminist research.  By extension, feminist theology is conscientious of the value of in-

                                                 
416 Schwartz, “In Defense of the Bosnian Republic,” 82. 

417 Juergensmeyer, “Symbolic Violence: Religion and Empowerment.” 

418 Hassner, Religion on the Battlefield, 9–10. 
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sider experiences and the importance of different experiences.  Feminist theory and fem-

inist theology recognise the value of insider perspectives but also use them to contest 

dominant narratives and dominant theological perspectives.  Important works on religion 

and politics from an insider perspective include Kyriaki Karidoyanes Fitzgeralds’ an-

thology Orthodox Women Speak: Discerning the Signs of the Times419 and Sarah Hu-

sain’s anthology Voices of Resistance: Muslim Women on War, Faith & Sexuality.420  

Relevant to the Bosnian War this work has led to crucial work such as John Jillion’s 

“The Language of Enemies”421 and Zarana Papić’s article “How to Be a Real Serbian 

Woman.422  

 Before expanding on how religious violence manifested during the war, it is im-

portant to situate the active empowering, and political nature of religion in Bosnia-Her-

zegovina in its historical and contemporary contexts.  This account of religious history 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina in meant to: a) demonstrate historical intersections of religious 

and political activity, b) establish the gradual cultural conflation of religion and ethnic-

ity, c) pushing back on both the discourse that suggests that different religious or ethnic 

communities in the region of Bosnia-Herzegovina have always been in conflict with one 

another and discourse that suggest that there were no religious tensions before the con-

flict.  This historical overview looks first at the entrance of Serbian Orthodoxy, Roman 

                                                 
419 Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, ed., Orthodox Women Speak: Discerning the ‘Signs of the Times’. 

(Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1999). 

420 Halimah Abdullah, “And Ain’t I a Muslima?,” in Voices of Resistance: Muslim Women on War, Faith 
& Sexuality, ed. Sarah Husain (Emeryville: Seal Press, 2006). 

421 Jillions, “The Language of Enemies.” 
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Catholicism, Islam, and Judaism into the region and how they worked under the Otto-

man empire.  When the region came under the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 

religious politics and pressures shifted and we see a growing conflation of religious 

identity and ethnic identity.  The arrival of WWII brought terrible religiously and ethni-

cally based persecutions that would influence nationalist rhetoric in the Bosnian War.  

After the war, there was another major shift in religious and political life where Atheism 

became the state religion under Tito’s socialist Yugoslavia, where religious oppression 

and tolerance ebbed and flowed, particularly in relation to the conflation of religious and 

ethnic identity.  Soon after Tito’s death, ethnic and religious tensions rose and Yugosla-

via collapsed into war.  This conflation of ethnic and religious identity was not only used 

in instances of violence, but also political fundraising (particularly in the diaspora) and 

as a site of resistance to violence during the conflict.  Religion in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

today is deeply impacted by the conflict, not only the trauma and violence of the war but 

also ongoing engagement with the international community: economic re-building and 

the development of religious based tourist industries. 

 

The Religious Landscape of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
The Arrival of Orthodoxy, Catholicism, Islam and Judaism 

The Serbian Orthodox Church 

The Serbian Orthodox Church is a vibrant tradition that traces its roots and dis-

tinct identity from Byzantine Orthodox Christian traditions and its arrival to the region is 

attributed on a political level to the Emperor Vasilios I (867-886 AD), on a practical 

level with the missionary work and translations of scripture and liturgical texts into Sla-

vonic attributed to St. Cyril and St. Methodius.  The area around Bosnia-Herzegovina 
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had encountered Christianity long before it took a hold in the region.  Even St Paul in his 

epistle to the Romans reports visiting the area.423  The completion of Christianisation is 

attributed to St. Sava who is credited for connecting the religious identity with state 

identity and for making the church an autocephalous424 church in 1219.425   

The early Christian Church had 5 Patriarchates (Rome, Constantinople, Alexan-

dria, Antioch, and Jerusalem) all of whom were considered equal, including the Patri-

arch of Rome, who held the seat of Peter, who was considered “first among equals”.426  

Over the centuries, divisions between the Eastern and Western Church (as divided across 

the Roman Empire) developed due to the decline of the Roman Empire and the lack of 

communication, trade, and infrastructure that followed it.  The Western Church and the 

Eastern Orthodox Churches fell out of communion with one another in 1054 with the 

mutual excommunications and solidified in 1204 with the sacking of Constantinople by 

Western crusaders.427 

The Eastern Orthodox Churches428 (and the Eastern Catholic Churches in com-

munion with Rome) stretch across the world ranging from the Syro-Malankara Church 

                                                 
423 Romans 15:19 The New American Bible (Kansas: Catholic Bible Publishers, 1988). 

424 Autocephalous means that the church is under its own authority with its own leadership, rather than be-
ing under the authority of an external bishop or patriarch.  This is where the Orthodox communities 
stop being under the authority of other Byzantine Churches and become their own distinct ‘Ser-
bian’ Orthodox Church. 

425 Christos Mylonas, Serbian Orthodox Fundamentals: The Quest for an Eternal Identity (New York: 
Central European University Share Company, 2003), 50–51. 

426 Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church: Second Edition, 2 edition (London, England; New York, N.Y: 
Penguin Books, 1993), 26–28. 

427 Ware, 53–60. 

428 For further reading on Eastern Christianity and and introduction to theology, doctrine, and structures, 
see: Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995); Peter 
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of India or the Chaldean Church of Iraq, to the Slavic Orthodox Churches of Eastern Eu-

rope (Bulgarian, Russian, Serbian, Ruthenian and many others)429.  The movement of 

different Eastern Christian communities, particularly in Eastern Europe led to the recog-

nition of extreme nationalism as a heresy (called phyletism).  Phyletism was condemned 

by the synod of Constantinople in 1872 as a heresy.430 

The Serbian Orthodox Church follows the Julian calendar (used by many Eastern 

Churches), celebrates feast days unique to its own tradition and others shared with the 

Eastern Churches at large, and its own liturgical practices and language.  The area 

around Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, and Kosovo is decorated with a plethora of monas-

teries, churches, and icons that span centuries and are a testimony of religious life in the 

area. 

 Key political and religious understandings of nationhood, religious identity, and 

territory in contemporary contexts draw heavily from the imagery and mythology of the 

Serbian Orthodox Church and actions attributed to St. Lazar.  The life of St. Lazar is 

commemorated within the Serbian Orthodox Church annually on June 15th.431  Saint 

Lazar (Stephen Lazar Hrebeljanovic), was born in 1329, in Prilepac in Southern Serbia 

and grew from nobleman to prince to military leader.  Hagiographies describe Lazar as 

                                                 
Bouteneff, Sweeter Than Honey: Orthodox Thinking on Dogma and Truth (New York: St Vladi-
mir’s Seminary Press, 2006). 

429 There are many more variations and sub-divisions of Eastern Churches whose identities are only fur-
ther complex in the context of a globalised world and national politics. 

430 “Eastern Orthodoxy,” Encyclopædia Britannica Online, 2010, 
http://search.eb.com.proxy.bib.uottawa.ca/eb/article-60470. 

431 Rogich, Great-Martyr Tsar Lazar of Serbia: His Life and Service. 
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having grown up in the faith.  He was reportedly influenced by the stories of the saints 

and their commitment to Christ.  He was particularly interested in how Orthodox states 

wove their faith into government practices and services and is revered (like other key 

medieval political figures across religious traditions in Bosnia) for building churches, 

monasteries and schools, most famously the monasteries at Lazarica, Ravanica, and 

Ljubostina.432   

As a political leader, his hagiography reports that he was conscientious about 

mixing religious symbolism and politics, and in particular using religious greetings, and 

celebrating the Divine Liturgy together before conducting business, in order to solidify a 

sense of unity, particularly as a response to the divisions along Serbian elite caused by 

encroaching Turkish forces.  Political fighting between various Serbian aristocrats 

quickly divided what had previously been a unified country and soon lost much of their 

territory to encroaching Turkish forces.  The narratives about Lazar portray him as ac-

tively seeking out and calling upon God and requesting guidance.433  These narratives 

connect the political with the religious.   

Michael Sells, in his The Bridge Betrayed, suggests that within these narratives, 

Lazar becomes a Constantine figure, and later a Christ figure.434  By 1387, the Turks had 

                                                 
432 Rogich, 5–6. 

433 Rogich, 6–11. 

434 Sells, The Bridge Betrayed. 
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breached Serbian lands and Lazar comes with his forces to battle on the Field at Ko-

sovo.435  On the night before the battle, Lazar had a dream where God, through the mes-

sage of an angel, who asked for Lazar to choose either the Heavenly Kingdom or the 

Earthly Kingdom.  Lazar was told that if he chooses the Earthly Kingdom, God would 

make him successful in the following day’s battle, a guarantee to defeat the Turks.  If he 

chose the Heavenly Kingdom, his army would lose the battle and he will be martyred.  

In the end, Lazar placed his hope and trust in God and choses the eternal Heavenly 

Kingdom of God over an earthly victory. 436 Some stories also included a symbolic nar-

rative that reflected the last supper of Christ, except Lazar wass surrounded by other 

warriors and leaders rather than disciples.  This narrative also includes a Judas figure, 

where one of the vassal lords betrays Lazar to the Turks.437  His body was then given 

over to the care of monks and brought to Ravanica a year later where his relics are kept 

to this day.  His remains are considered uncorrupt438 and at the time of its arrival to Rav-

anica, its said that they smelled of myrrh, exuded a soft light, and healed those who 

touched him during his funeral Liturgy.439   

While Lazar and his story are always a part of the Serbian Orthodox Church, this 

imagery would travel through time, being recycled in discourses about the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia and the fight over the recognition of Kosovo’s independence.  For example, 
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after Tito’s death, Serbian nationalists revived the discursive memory of Lazar and the 

battle of Kosovo by setting up a travelling pilgrimage of Lazar’s body around the coun-

try and the media positioning Milošević amongst this imagery.440  The imagery used 

within the hagiography and the accompanying liturgical sources, as well as a great deal 

of other Serbian poetry and folk songs, show a great admiration of Lazar and demon-

strates that he is seen as a hero and a martyr for his people. 441  By 1500 Orthodox Chris-

tians were found all over the area that is today Bosnia-Herzegovina, due in part to the 

conquest of Serbia by the Ottomans that preceded Bosnia’s which caused migration and 

resettlement of Orthodox refugees.442 

 

Roman Catholic Church 

Roman Catholicism came to the area with the same process of Christianisation as 

the Orthodox communities. By 1235, Catholics in the Bosnian area were under the au-

thority of the Archbishop of Dubrovnik.  Accused of being lax, and allowing heresy to 

flourish, Rome put the Catholics in the area under the authority of the Hungarian arch-

bishop in Kolocza.  Bosnian Catholics rejected being put under Hungarian authority and 

split away from Rome entirely.  By 1250 they had formed their own Bosnian Church.  

                                                 
440 Kurspahić, “Serbia Manufacturing Enemies,” 50–51. 

441 The liturgical texts express different ways of remembering him from his hagiographies and histories. 
The Kontakion describes him as being a “superb warrior of piety and unashamed martyr for the 
truth,” “wise,” and also as “ever-memorable.” Small Vespers recognises Lazar as a martyr, and as 
being a good “cultivator,” one assumes of unity and leadership skills.” Great Vespers adds that 
Lazar was “resisting a godless invasion,” mentions the incorrupt nature of his relics and comments 
on his meek and humble nature. Rogich, Great-Martyr Tsar Lazar of Serbia: His Life and Service, 
23–31. 

442 Fine, “The Various Faiths in the History of Bosnia: Middle Ages to the Present,” 5. 
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The Bosnian Church is sometimes accused of being Bogomils or holding neo-Mani-

chaean beliefs more generally443 but some scholars contest this and their research indi-

cates that the theology and practices were more in line with Rome and mainstream Ca-

tholicism than that of the Bogomils.   

Despite the split with Rome, ties remained good with Catholic authorities in Du-

brovnik (Croatia). In 1340, a Franciscan444 mission was allowed into Bosnia under the 

Ban of Bosnia Stjepan Kotromanić.  Franciscans spread Catholicism in medieval Bosnia, 

including what is now Srebrenica (and today mostly Orthodox and Muslim).445  Within a 

few years, the Ban converted and the mission gradually brought the Bosnian Church 

back under Roman Catholicism.  There was little suppression of the Bosnian Church by 

the state until the last five years before the area falls to the Ottomans, when the papacy 

demanded that in exchange for aid, they must suppress the Bosnian Church.446  There 

was a myth that members of the Bosnian Church converted en masse to Islam to spite 

the Catholic Church and their sudden persecutions, but there is no evidence to support 

it.447 

                                                 
443 Bogomils subscribe to neo-Manichaean beliefs, which is a dualist heresy that included belief in a cy-

cling cosmic struggle between equal forces of good (God) and evil (Satan).  Accusing the Bosnian 
Church of being heretics delegitimises the community and its historical autonomy in the eyes of 
Roman Catholic authorities and justified Vatican (in practice, Hungarian) intervention in the area.  
By extension, it justified Hungarian authority and presence in the region as defenders of the faith 
and representative of Vatican interests. 

444 Catholic order of friars started by St. Francis of Assisi 

445 Lopasic, “Islamization of the Balkans with Special Reference to Bosnia,” 168. 

446 Fine, “The Various Faiths in the History of Bosnia: Middle Ages to the Present,” 3–5. 

447 Stories of which groups converted to Islam under Ottoman rule show up in a number of groups. These 
stories are usually meant to both deligitimise the community that supposedly converted in some 
way, and to simultaneously highlight Islam as a newer religion in the region. Fine, 5. 

 



159 

 

Islam and Judaism 

Not only do Islam and Judaism enter the area around much the same time, the in-

flux of Judaism was dependent on the Ottoman Empire and therefore is historically tied 

to Islamic presence in the area.  Much of the Islam practiced in Bosnia-Herzegovina is 

part of the Sufi tradition.448  Sufism is a mystical order of Islam, and is unique in their 

use of musical instruments (unless forbidden within particular order) including vocals, 

flutes, lutes, dulcimers, kettle drums and cymbals to help to create trances.  Rituals also 

include components such as “prayers, repeated names and epithets of God, coordinated 

movements, breathing exercises, and sacred chanting.”449  Sufism in Bosnia is influ-

enced by Rumi, the renowned Sufi mystic and poet, and by students of Rumi’s writings 

including “homegrown” scholars such as the 17th century Bosnian poet Lamekani.450  

Even within Sufism there is a great deal of diversity.  The major Sufi orders in Bosnia 

were the Mawlawi, the Qâdirï, the Naqshibandi (derived from Sunnism), and the 

Halwatl.451  By the 1980’s  Rufai Sufism (derived from Shiism) would replace the 

Halwatl in popularity.452  The first Sufi school came to Bosnia in the fifteenth century, 

                                                 
448 For a very detailed history of Sufism in Bosnia, see Hamid Algar, “Some Notes on the Naqshbandī 

Tarīqat in Bosnia,” Die Welt Des Islams 9, no. 3/4 (1971): 168–203. 

449 Risto Pekka Pennanen, “The God-Praising Drums of Sarajevo,” Asian Music 25, no. 1/2 (1993): 1. 

450 Enes Karić, “Interpretation of the Qur’ān in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” Islamic Studies 36, no. 2/3 (Sum-
mer/Autumn): 283. 

451 Karić, 283. 
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brought by Mollâ Abdullâh İlâhî, who had studied in Istanbul.453  Islamization within the 

Balkans is associated with Turkish occupation of territory, but some of the oldest Der-

vish schools, and therefore the presence of Islam, actually predate Turkish occupation454 

 Although the very beginnings of Islam pre-date the Ottoman Empire, Judaism 

came into Bosnia with the Ottomans.455 These populations in medieval Bosnia were Ibe-

rian, specifically Sephardic, Jews.  During the Ottoman Empire, the largest number of 

Sephardic Jews outside of Spain were in Bosnia.456  The history of Jewish people in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina is mysteriously absent in major contemporary discourses about the 

war and contemporary religious life in Bosnia, despite having an important presence 

throughout the region and through the centuries. 

Due to its proximity to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, medieval Bosnia was 

largely Catholic, with members of the Bosnian Church, and Orthodox communities 

when the Turkish occupation began in 1463. Following Ottoman control, more conver-

sions to Islam occur.  The Bosnian Church was scapegoated as traitors (for the ‘fall’ of 

Christianity) for supposedly mass converting, though Ottoman tax records show this is 
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false and that Islam spread throughout the region far more gradually than a mass conver-

sion.457 Initially, the incoming feudal system and first part of Ottoman rule accommo-

dated the religious practices of the Bosnian nobility who became vassals to the larger 

empire, with eventual pressure, encouragement, and incentives to accept Islam later on.  

The pressure to convert included economic incentives for important populations such as 

miners, having to pay fewer taxes economic and military incentives to convert continue 

through 16th century.  Just as often, Islamization can be attributed to the creation and 

founding of new towns, which in turn became Ottoman bureaucratic and cultural cen-

ters.458   

Conversion in medieval Bosnia is multidirectional.  Migrations, limited religious 

bases for any religion, and a low density of religious leaders made the population more 

prone to change than other regions of the Balkans.  Long-term interactions and familiar-

ity with various Orthodox communities throughout the Ottoman Empire made relations 

between Orthodox and Muslim communities better than between Catholics and Mus-

lims.  Orthodox authorities were also allowed to collect taxes from all Christians, so 

Catholics were more likely to convert to avoid being doubly taxed.459 

In continuation with Ottoman feudal structure, eventually communities formed 

along religious lines were given to the religious authorities under the “millet” system.  
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Religious identities rather than ethnicities were how the lines were drawn under the Ot-

tomans.460  The “millet” system461 was an Ottoman social and political framework to 

transition the economic and political life of newly conquered areas of the empire.  The 

Ottoman political rulers needed to balance the diversity of a region (both locally and 

across the empire) quickly while also firmly connecting it to the state.  This system re-

lied on social structures that were already present, namely religious (Muslim, Christian, 

Jewish) and economic (guilds).  The millets were organised according to religion and 

were socially fused to one another with guilds that crossed religious boundaries.  This 

system had a big impact on religious life in the Balkans throughout Ottoman rule and 

various stages of tolerance and oppression, and institutionalising them also contributed 

to the preservation of local and religious traditions.462  Institutionalising people by reli-

gion in the millet system was also the beginning of the burgeoning conflation of reli-

gious identity and ethnic identity. 

Over centuries there was a great deal of intercultural mixing, that culminated in 

sometimes a fusion and at other times a cooperation across traditions.  Some reports in-

dicate that it was at times common for non-Christians to ask Christian neighbours to be 

godparents at circumcisions and vice-versa with baptism, and there are accounts of cele-

brating major feast days including Christmas and Easter.463  In practice, popular Islam 
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and Christianity blended together and came to share a lot of superstitions.464 One report 

by a Venetian diplomat in 1553 regarding his time at an Orthodox monastery in Mi-

losevo, observed “Muslims and Jews giving alms to the monastery and coming to Mi-

losevo in order to have prayers read to them by the monks. They gave more than the 

Christians and walked across the bridge out of respect for St Sava, the Serbian saint and 

patriarch who was buried there.”465  In other locations, people from non-Catholic back-

grounds would trust in the Franciscans to take care of exorcisms.466  While there was not 

always religious harmony in Bosnia-Herzegovina, these cases contribute two extremely 

important ideas to our understanding of religious life in the region.  First, they push back 

on some of the prominent contemporary discourses about religious violence that rely on 

an oversimplification of history.  For example, understandings of religious and ethnic 

identity, especially with respect to violence and conversion, rely on some of these over-

simplifications.  While conversion was often multidirectional and pressure to convert 

may have been ‘non-violent’, stories of violence, in addition to the economic pressures 

and economic superiority of different groups in different times echoed into the future 

and underlie contemporary tensions.  Second, these historical events and fusions of tra-

dition and identity show what is unique to the religious landscape of Bosnia-Herze-

govina, including manifestations of traditionals and multicultural history that are specific 

to this region..   
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Religious History in Modern Bosnia-Herzegovina (1800-1990) 

The Austro-Hungarian Empire 

In the Ottoman Empire, religious identity was used to structure religious and po-

litical life.  The 19th century took this a step further, and religious identity began to be 

conflated with ethnic identity.  The association of ethnicity (Serb or Croat) with reli-

gious identity in Bosnia-Herzegovina did not occur until the 19th century.467  The confla-

tion with Islam and ethnicity occurred even later.  Conflating religious and ethnic iden-

tity came out of political movements and motivations.  During the Ottoman period, 

Croat and Serb indicated Christian, these labels shifted to become denominationally spe-

cific: Catholic (Croat) and Orthodox (Serb).  This shift began in the 19th century, with 

Croatian nationalist discourses that influenced Catholics across Bosnia and Croatia to 

identify as Croats.  This influence in Bosnia developed in part from the work of Bosnian 

Franciscans, who were all trained in Croatia and sent back to Bosnia after ordination.468   

The sudden takeover of Bosnia-Herzegovina by the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

(occupied in 1874, officially annexed from the Ottoman Empire in 1908), which was 

Catholic, was an abrupt shift in political and religious pressures and tensions.  The new 

authorities tried not to upset the balance of the communities in the area, but the shift 

from Muslim rulers to Catholic rulers made a significant impact on the region. Many 

Muslims migrated from Bosnia to Turkey during this time. In 1910, political representa-

tion and political parties began to be drawn across religious lines.469 These lines became 
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more rigid as the religious authorities became concerned with their own religious educa-

tion standards and practices, and became critical of earlier syncretic traditions.  For Mus-

lim elite this came out of a fear of assimilation.  For Catholics, this came from Vatican 

authorities appointing a new (foreign and non-Franciscan) archbishop in Sarajevo to 

bring Bosnian Catholics in line with official Roman Catholic traditions.470  This period 

also includes stories of interreligious cooperation and political resistance, including a 

story about the Muslim community helping Jewish citizens against an oppressive (Cath-

olic) governor.471  Also, Orthodox Christians and Muslims and Catholics were united in 

their opposition to coming under Austro-Hungarian authority.472  

In 1881 the Catholic hierarchy in Rome under Pope Leo XIII, grew concerned 

about lax religious policing by the Franciscans in the area, and sent a new archbishop to 

Sarajevo.  The Franciscans were reportedly outraged and this caused tension between the 

friars and the Catholic episcopacy that would continue until the present.  Eventually, 

there was a compromise struck where half of churches in the area continued to be run by 

Franciscans, and the others came under the Bishop of Sarajevo.473  This created tensions 

between the local Franciscans and the episcopal leaders of the Roman Catholic Church 

in the region that would continue into the present. 

 

World War II 
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During World War II (WWII) Bosnia-Herzegovina was annexed by the inde-

pendent state of Croatia, a Nazi puppet state.474  The state was run by a political party 

called the Ustaše.  The Ustaše adopted the Nuremberg race laws and definitions around 

Aryanism and blood purity, particularly as they pertained to Jewish and Roma 

citizens.475  The Franciscan’s support of local Catholicism kept the Bosnian cultural as-

pects of Catholic religious life but Fine also attributes this to the way Catholic identity in 

the Balkans lent itself to Croatian nationalism and, in WWII, collaboration with the Nazi 

fascist Ustaše party.   

Statistics indicate that there were about 11 850 Jews in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 

1911.476  By 1941, Sarajevo was a very mixed city, with a population that was 10% Jew-

ish.477  Because Catholics (now called Croats) were a minority in Bosnia, they tried to 

collaborate with Muslim population and were particularly brutal to Orthodox Christians 

(Serbs), Jews, and Roma.478  The Ustaše in Bosnia tried to appeal to Muslims by claim-

ing Croatia was officially “Catholic and Muslim”, assigning a Muslim as mayor of Sara-

jevo, and promising autonomy over social and religious matters.479   
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The Catholic Church, Franciscans, and hierarchy were complicit and many of 

them directly participated in the atrocities committed by Ustaše forces and in the con-

centration camps like Jasenovac.  At the time, the Bishop of Mostar Alojzije Mišić 

spoke out against the genocide and the forced conversions, but when he died other mem-

bers of the Catholic hierarchy were less outspoken or even participated in the atroci-

ties.480  Fine demonstrates that the Ustaše policy against Serbs was “kill a third, expel a 

third, and convert a third.”481 This provoked Serb nationalist response (they called them-

selves Četniks), who in turn attacked Croat villages.   

Words like Ustaše and Četnik stay alive in nationalist rhetoric both as a slur to 

the “other” and a self-identification up until the present.  During the Bosnian War these 

terms were used against civilians and military personnel alike and used to bring back 

World War II atrocities into the imagination of perpetrators.  This language was used by 

individual perpetrators, leadership, and propaganda to justify atrocity.  These terms 

come out of nationalist and political history.  Because of this and the conflation of eth-

nicity and religious identity, these terms also have specific religious and ethnic connota-

tions. 

Altogether it is reported that 2 million Yugoslavs died in WWII.482  After the 

conflict, a significant portion of the surviving Jewish population emigrated to Israel, 

which greatly impacted the religious landscape of Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1990’s and 
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the present.  Many of the atrocities and forms of torture in the Bosnian War were repeti-

tions or otherwise called on the legacy of torture from World War II, including forcing 

prisoners to sing religiously oriented songs, referring to Catholics as “Ustaše” or Serbs 

as Četniks, accusing Muslims of being Ustaše sympathisers, and performing forced bap-

tisms.  One discourse about the conflict is that the atheist socialist dictatorship that fol-

lowed the conflict repressed the trauma of WWII (and ethnic difference) in the name of 

“brotherhood and unity” and that trauma festered until Yugoslavia disintegrated.  While 

the conflict is more complex than that, this discourse has roots in the way WWII im-

agery and tragedies became recycled in the Bosnian War. 

 

The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

After WWII, the former Yugoslavia became communist as the Socialist Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia, headed by Josip Broz Tito, until his death in 1980.  During 

WWII, Tito and his forces (called the Partisans) were allied with Russia and fought 

against Nazism and the ethnic divisions that the Ustaše had exacerbated using propa-

ganda, massacres and concentration camps.  He worked to unite citizens under the slo-

gan “brotherhood and unity.”483  Because of the conflation of religious and ethnic iden-

tity, Atheism became particularly important as the state religion as a means of erasing 

ethnic divisions. 

Tito created exchange programs and policies to encourage youth and adults to 

spend time in other parts of the country and with people from other parts of the country.  
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This included the Union of Pioneers, youth volunteer brigades that brought youth from 

across the country (and the world) to build railroads484,  and the Yugoslav National 

Army a structure that brought young men from different parts of the country together 

and sent them to serve in unfamiliar regions.  Possibly due in part to these initiatives, be-

tween 1945 and 1991, approximately 40% of urban marriages were between mixed eth-

nic/religious couples. 20% of urban Bosnians identify as Yugoslav or “other” instead of 

ethnic or religious delineations.485  In the 1980’s more than 3 million citizens (out of a 

population of 22 million) were either the children of an ethnically mixed marriage or 

were within an ethnically mixed marriage.486 

Formally an atheist country as the Socialist Federation of Yugoslavia, religious 

practice had small waves of repression and toleration.  Officially, it was no longer al-

lowed to publicly express religion. 487  Despite this there was a minimum of iconoclasm, 

as churches, mosques, and synagogues continued to exist, festivals and feasts continued 

to be celebrated and shared, and traditions continued.  This is in part because the com-

munist government was particularly interested in nationalist expressions of religion and 

attacking the connection between ethnicity and religion, more than it was interested in 

attacking religion itself.  Nations within the greater Yugoslavia were able to govern 

themselves, and the citizens (both majority and minority) of a region were given rights 
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(language, freedom of expression, media) to protect their culture.  These activities were 

at times funded by the state, so long as these activities took multicultural fairness and 

representation into account.  For example, one group could not receive funding for activ-

ities without the funds also being available to other groups.  However, promoting racial, 

ethnic, or religious inequality or hatred was considered a threat to the state and prose-

cuted.488  A common discourse about the violence in the 1990’s suggests that animosi-

ties and old wounds from WWII were forcibly repressed and festered, so these animosi-

ties were just below the surface when the communist regime began to dissolve.  While 

history is more complex than this, contemporary propaganda in the 1990’s deliberately 

brought these events and atrocities into contemporary imagination.  It is also during this 

period (1963) that “Muslim” became a recognised ethnicity/nationality in Yugoslavia as 

part of the new constitution.489 

The conflation of religious identity with ethnic identity continues from this pe-

riod into the dissolution of Yugoslavia.  It was (and continues to be) not uncommon for 

people to identify as Muslim, Christian or Jewish as well as Atheist.  Under Tito, Bosnia 

became a very secular society even with this diversity of religious identities.490  Today, 

despite the extremely religionized parameters of identity that exist today, and Tito’s 

dictatorial status, his rule, and its attendant lack of inter-ethnic conflict during his rule is 

remembered with a great deal of nostalgia.     
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  As Yugoslavia started to break up, social tensions and nationalism rose.  Bosnia-

Herzegovina elected 3 different nationalist parties to parliament.  Croatia seceded and 

there was conflict at the borders.  As Bosnia attempted to secede, Serbia tries to amass 

all the lands that were “Serb” to put them together to make a Greater Serbia.  This in-

cluded much of Bosnia because its population was intermingled with a sizable Serbian 

population.491  The collapse was not instantaneous, although it was quick.  In the decade 

that followed Tito’s death ethnic and religious tensions rose on all sides.  Particularly 

important during this time is the sudden appearance of a Catholic pilgrimage site that 

brought people from around the world to rural Bosnia, spiked religious tensions, and 

played a crucial role in how Bosnia-Herzegovina (and the eventual war) was understood 

in the European imagination.  The site of Međugorje is one brief case study that provides 

a snapshot of religious culture in Bosnia-Herzegovina, while illustrating the many-lay-

ered and multi-faceted reality of religion and violence in the Bosnian War.  This in-

cludes; intragroup492 conflict within Catholic factions in the former Yugoslavia, the in-

tersection of religions and politics during peacetime, the tensions caused by (refusing to) 

remembering World War II atrocities, and instances of religious violence in the Bosnian 

War.  
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Međugorje 

On June 1981, 6 youths claimed to have seen and spoken with the Virgin Mary 

in the small rural town of Međugorje, Southern Bosnia-Herzegovina (see Map 1).  Vi-

sions from the Virgin Mary continued to appear to the 6 youths daily, calling for peace 

and the faithful to prayer.  Soon thousands of local people began to go nightly to the site 

of the apparitions to hear the word of the Virgin Mary.  As it grew, the communist forces 

attempted to repress the phenomenon: the youths were investigated, people were banned 

from the site, and religious services began to be disrupted. Sells suggests that the mes-

sages from the Virgin Mary were also anti-communist in nature.493  The repression poli-

cies further publicized and popularised what was happening (particularly considering the 

anti-communist culture of “the West” and the Roman Catholic Church).  When foreign 

Franciscan orders start bringing more and more people to Međugorje from abroad, 

bringing with them foreign money, the communist forces quit their repression policies 

and instead began to participate in the quickly growing religious tourism industry. By 

the early 1990’s, before the dissolution of Yugoslavia began, Međugorje was hosting ap-

proximately 100 000 visitors per day and an estimated approximately 10 million visitors 

had visited over the decade since the visions began.494 

While there are many sacred sites of pilgrimage across the traditions in the Bal-

kans, Međugorje is important to highlight.  Because of the millions of people who came 

to the site, many from other parts of Europe, Međugorje (alongside the 1984 Olympics 
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that took place in Sarajevo) were one of the most visible and global aspects of Bosnia-

Herzegovina.  The site was also the center of tension both within the Catholic Church, 

and in Roman Catholic relations with Serbian Orthodox Christians. 

Tensions between Franciscans and the Catholic hierarchy continue today in the 

controversies around the apparitions of Međugorje, a major landmark not only across the 

religious landscape of Bosnia-Herzegovina, but the Catholic Church at large.495  

Međugorje is surrounded by a mixed population but is located very near what is now the 

Croatian border and under the jurisdiction of the Franciscans and the Bishop of Mostar.  

The Franciscan friars supported the visionaries and hosted the shrine at Međugorje, 

while the Archbishop of Mostar denounced it.496  Tensions between the Franciscans and 

the Catholic bishops were exacerbated by Franciscans also refusing to surrender control 

of the site or several local parishes, while at the time of this writing, the Vatican offi-

cials497 continue to not acknowledge the site, saying apparitions are “unsubstantiated”.498 

The Bishop of Mostar (whether because he mistrusted the Franciscans or whether he be-

lieved there was no miracle) denounced the Međugorje visions as a fraud.499  The ten-

sions within the Catholic Church and pressure to legitimise the apparitions at Međugorje 
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also changed the face of Catholicism and religious practices in Međugorje and similar 

rural villages throughout Yugoslavia.500 

The site of Međugorje also has a complicated and unhappy interreligious history.  

During WWII, the village served as an Ustaše stronghold and was the site of terrible 

atrocities, and today is particularly memorialised by Orthodox Serbs.501   That this was a 

site for Marian apparitions that proclaimed messages of peace and prayer overtop war 

crimes, and obscured them was problematic.  Michael Sells demonstrates how this wors-

ened as Croatian nationalists in the 1990’s based around the area used the site as a stag-

ing ground for atrocity and ethnocide.  Muslims and Orthodox Christians were forcibly 

removed from the area and at times murdered.  Catholics found to be protecting them 

were under the same threat.  Five concentration camps were established on the site and 

the area around Međugorje.  Međugorje was used as a base from which attacks were 

planned and stages, including an HVO attack on the monastery at Žitomišlići where the 

soldiers murdered the monks and priests, destroyed the complex, and forcibly evacuated 

Orthodox laity.  After the site was razed, the HVO soldiers erected a large “Latin” cross 

above it.  Međugorje was also used to raise money for wartime activities.  A charity 

called the Međugorje Appeal was publicly raising funds to help the victims of war, 
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seemingly from different religions, but it was uncovered as a front for extremist Catholic 

militias and the funds used to outfit the armory at Međugorje.  Sells reports that the war-

time history of Međugorje is not acknowledged at the site and most tourists are unaware 

of the atrocities that took place there.  Instead the site hosts a wall of prayer for the Croat 

and Bosnian Croat offenders on trial at the ICTY and strong resistance to any rebuilding 

of Orthodox or Islamic religious sites that were destroyed during the war.502   

 

Religion in the Dissolution of Yugoslavia 

Whether out of propaganda, revived historical narratives, or an attempt at in-

tragroup connection, visible signs of religiosity increased during the war.  This visibility 

was further reinforced when it was reproduced by the international community.  When 

ethnicity became the only legitimate basis for citizenship, Muslims (and Jews and 

Roma) are seen as the only ones without a state, and like Jewish and Roma peoples, 

were discursively written out of “belonging” to the territory.  The West and the UN ne-

gotiators took on the same ethnic categories as the combatants to broker peace, rather 

than challenging those categories and supporting a multi-ethnic state.  The Dayton Ac-

cords were the last of a series of ethnically based proposals and the one that was eventu-

ally accepted, cementing reality according to the definitions of ultra-nationalists.503  This 

is important to understanding the religious violence that occurred in the Bosnian War be-

cause it highlights the extent to which religious identity and being able to claim, through 

religion, right to land became a political pressure point. 
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The Dayton Accords (the peace treaty that helped end the war) creation of Mus-

lim areas codifies the religious identity of the population but also created a political 

voice for some (antagonistic) religious leaders.  The international community’s parroting 

also rendered invisible the Roma and Jewish populations and other religious identities in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, despite their presence and their active roles in the conflict.  This 

includes Mordecai Atijas (President of the Jewish Community in Doboj, see Map 1) who 

called himself a “Jewish Četnik” and helped expel Muslims citizens from his commu-

nity.504  It also includes the involvement of foreign Israeli fighters helping Serb militia505 

and Jewish community leaders in Sarajevo present and outspoken against the ethnic dis-

courses used by politicians before an during the war.506  In 1993, the Jewish population 

was reduced to 700 people during the siege of Sarajevo.507  Even so, the Jewish commu-

nity in Sarajevo is reported to have set up a dining hall and pharmacies for all ethnicities 

during the siege of Sarajevo.508  Ivica Čerešnješ, who was president of the Jewish com-

munity in Sarajevo during the war, wrote: 

As a Sarajevan, I can say that I would be happiest if I could 
tell all my friends and loved ones that they must leave this 
hell.  However, as the president of the Jewish Community, 
I believe [if] would be terrible if a community which has 
existed in BH for 500 years should leave because of this 
miserable war…I am proud to affirm that we Jews are faith-
ful to our country, Bosnia and Hercegovina…To the last 
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atom of my strength, I will fight for the survival of the Jew-
ish Community in BH.509  

 

Despite the atrocities that occurred, stories of rescue, resistance, and interfaith 

cooperation contribute to the multi-religious context of Bosnia-Herzegovina and one of 

the area’s greatest national treasures: the Sarajevo Haggadah, twice rescued (in WWII 

and again in the Bosnian War) from destruction and theft by local Muslims.510  The Sa-

rajevo Haggadah had been rescued from the remains of the National Library and pre-

sented to the local Jewish community at a public Seder, in part because of rumours that 

the Bosnian government had sold it for arms.  Despite their historical presence, being in-

timately connected with one of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s national treasures, and the politi-

cal need to reassure the Jewish community that their treasure had not been sold for arms, 

the Jewish community is often left out or discursively erased from conversations about 

the conflict and ethnic groups that were involved.  This erasure contributed to the Jewish 

community’s exclusion from participating in higher levels of government, as laid out in 

the Dayton Accords. The Dayton Accords were a peace treaty and formed the new con-

stitution of Bosnia-Herzegovina as well.  This discrepancy was challenged in European 

Court of Human Rights by a Jewish and a Roma plaintiff.  They won their case in 2009 

                                                 
509 Schwartz, “In Defense of the Bosnian Republic,” 85. 

510 Geraldine Brooks is an investigative journalist who uncovered much of the wartime histories of the Sa-
rajevo Haggadah. Her article focusing on the book’s rescue (alongside a Jewish woman) by a Mus-
lim family in WWII (and who would go on to save their daughter during the dissolution of Yugo-
slavia) can be found here: Geraldine Brooks, “The Book of Exodus: A Double Rescue in Wartime 
Sarajevo,” The New Yorker, December 3, 2007, http://www.newyorker.com/maga-
zine/2007/12/03/the-book-of-exodus; She also wrote a fictionalised version of the book’s history, 
based on what we do know about the Sarajevo Haggadah: Geraldine Brooks, People of the Book: A 
Novel (New York: Penguin Books, 2008). 
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but as of the time of writing, Bosnia-Herzegovina has yet to implement changes in the 

constitution.511  

As demonstrated in Sejdić and Finci v. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Roma popula-

tions and other minorities are also adversely affected (and discursively erased) by the 

Dayton Accords.  Roma populations can belong to Orthodox, Catholic, Muslims reli-

gious communities or others, however, their perception of belonging to a community is 

often somewhat contested, and Roma often face additional discrimination and distancing 

from religious community.  Even in contemporary political discourses that actively shy 

away from nationalism and ethnic tension, discrimination against Roma is not widely 

denounced and anti-discrimination programs are either passive or underfunded.512  Roma 

populations, their religious identities and their political place in discourses of identity, 

disrupt the easy “ethnic narratives” in Bosnia by existing in the area for generations, not 

having a set religious identity relegated to Roma, and not having another state to which 

they belong and can advocate for their rights or take them in as refugees.   

The troubling absence of Jewish and Roma people from discourses about the 

conflict, as victims, as actors, and as citizens demonstrates not only the logic of the eth-

nocides in the Bosnian War but also how it was legitimised even in the Peace Treaty.  I 

                                                 
511 Judgement, Case of Sejdić and Finci v. Bosnia and Herzegovina (Applications nos. 27996/06 and 

34836/06) (European Court of Human Rights December 22, 2009). 

512 For further reading about Roma rights, discrimination and programming in Bosnia-Heerzegovina, see 
the work of the Advisory Commitee of the Framework Convention’s reporting cycle, particularly: 
Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, 
“Resolution CM/ResCMN(2015)5 on the Implementation of the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities by Bosnia and Herzegovina.” 
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would take this a step further to argue that this allows the conflict and projects of ethno-

cide and violence to extend into the present, even without an officially recognised con-

flict. 

 

Intrareligious and Transnational Religious Politics in the Dissolution of Yugoslavia 

 Not all intersections of religion and politics, or religion and conflict involve two 

different religious groups.  Antagonism within religious traditions, and religious politics 

that cross borders are an important site to understanding religious violence in Bosnia.  

Religion creates community and belonging that crosses borders.  Religion is also the 

fault line across which people both respond to crisis and look for solidarity.  

Croatia’s cross boarder political fundraising and building of nationalist move-

ments through Catholic organisations abroad is a key example of religion creating a 

sense of community that crossed borders.  Despite the Socialist Federation of Yugosla-

via being officially non-religious, religious organisations worked alongside in official 

and unofficial capacities to support “economic migrants” working abroad during the 

1960’s.  While official support and management of emigrants happened through new of-

ficial government offices, consulates, passport controls, and social clubs, Croatian Cath-

olic missions were also set up in the general area of these consulates in order to provide 

welfare services, keep statistics, and encourage nationalist sentiment.513 After Tito’s 

death, politicians looking to fill the gap started to rely on progressively divisive and eth-

nically delineated discourses and looked to the diaspora as a source of support both po-

                                                 
513 Ragazzi, “The Croatian ‘Diaspora Politics’ of the 1990’s: Nationalism Unbound?,” 156. 



180 

litically and economically.  For example, in the 1980’s, the Franciscan Croatian organi-

zations began to mobilise the diaspora and raise money for the upcoming elections.  In 

1987, Tudjman himself came to Canada and with the help of the Franciscan Friar Cen-

ter, raised $500 000 for the HDZ from Canadian Croatian emigrants.514  The campaign-

ing abroad in emigrant communities around the world provided so much more than eco-

nomic support; diaspora communities were essential for lending credibility to ethnicised 

discourses.  This credibility from the diaspora community is also religiously grounded; 

the diaspora and the funding circuits come through the cultural Catholic community or-

ganizations.  The link between Franciscan Friar Center in Canada and the Croatian dias-

pora is inseparable.  Tudjman’s fundraising for Croatian political activities in Canada 

demonstrates that political actors used religion to define the boundaries of ethnicity.  

This discourse would continue throughout the conflict itself and manifested itself in how 

people were made to prove their identities and how others experienced torture because 

of their religious and ethnic identities.  The combining of religion identity and ethnic 

identity in the former Yugoslavia (in this case Catholicism with Croatian identity) not 

only came out of incidents like this, but also helped create them.  The link with religious 

and ethnic identity is discursive and does not always reflect everyone’s experiences, re-

produces itself in these kinds of political activities. 

 Eastern Christian relationships also cross borders and boundaries in political 

ways. This relates not only to aid but also to siding with war criminals.  Michael Sells 

                                                 
514 Ragazzi, 159–60. 
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reports that after the war, Radovan Karadžić, leader of the Bosnian Serbs during the con-

flict, was honoured by the Greek Orthodox Church who named him a Knight (First 

Rank) in the Order of Saint Dionysius of Xanthe for his work as a “peacemaker”.515  In 

2015, Russia, also an Orthodox majority country vetoed a vote at the United Nations to 

recognise the genocide that happened at Srebrenica (see Map 1) according to the defini-

tion of the Genocide Convention.516  Recently, in regions of Bosnia-Herzegovina 

populated by a Serb majority were posters of Vladimir Putin suggesting that he would 

defend Bosnian Serb interests.517  These examples demonstrate religion’s intersection 

with politics being used across borders but also traditions, to build solidarity.  The Ser-

bian Orthodox Church, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the Greek Orthodox Church 

are all Eastern Orthodox Christians in communion with one another, but are their own 

distinct traditions, hierarchy, and ethnic heritage.  These events suggest that officially or 

unofficially, the relationship of being in communion has a political impact, and suggests 

at least tacit support of Serbian Orthodox political priorities.  The act of vocally support-

ing war criminals and refusing to recognise genocides are political acts, but they are also 

acts of violence, albeit very different from physical violence.  They are a way of actively 

supporting, participating in, or continuing a conflict (even after it is officially finished).  

The posters of Vladimir Putin suggest at least an imagined solidarity on behalf of the lo-

                                                 
515 Sells, The Bridge Betrayed, 85. 

516 “Russia Vetoes UN Move to Call Srebrenica ‘Genocide,’” BBC News, July 8, 2015, sec. Europe, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33445772. 

517 I saw these posters in July 2015 in many towns around Republika Srpska, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
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cal population.  All sides also had volunteer and mercenary combatants from other coun-

tries.  These combatants chose sides based along religious lines that were shared with 

their home countries.   

Religion crosses national boundaries for more positive acts of solidarity and re-

building both during and after conflict.  For example, Todd Salzmann writes about the 

global Islamic community that came together to help organise intercountry adoptions for 

Muslim children during the war, particularly from mother’s who had given birth as a re-

sult of sexual violence during the war.518  Foreign volunteers, agencies and post war 

money would also impact religiosity and also the culture of Islam not only during the 

war but over the next 20 years (and ongoing).519  This includes from how religious 

buildings such as mosques and churches to non-religious buildings, such as shopping 

malls are re-built.520 

Bosniaks, Bosnian Serbs, and Bosnian Croats also had fighters from abroad and 

the lines that determined with whom they joined were often religious lines. 

 

Religion in Contemporary Bosnia-Herzegovina   

 Today the religious landscape is a matrix of personal and social religious identi-

ties that are heavily politicised and carry the baggage of history.  Mainstream religions 

(Serbian Orthodoxy, Islam, Roman Catholicism, Judaism) continue to be practiced, alt-

                                                 
518 Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing,” 368. 

519 Fine, “The Various Faiths in the History of Bosnia: Middle Ages to the Present,” 18–19. 

520 Non-religious buildings can still be constrained by religious parameters, for example shopping malls 
might not contain liquor stores since drinking liquor is forbidden in Islam. 
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hough there have been some changes due to international influences and religious cus-

toms of countries engaged in rebuilding after the conflict.  Today, areas that had mixed 

populations but are now monoethnic or somehow segregated have greatly impacted the 

physical presence of religious diversity.  Religious identity and religious practice mean 

different things to individual practitioners.  Religious identity continues to be conflated 

with ethnic identity more than religious practice.  This is demonstrated by the absence of 

narratives about the growing (but still minority) presence of New Age practitioners, 

whether from abroad521 or local practitioners in discussions of religion in Bosnia.  Some 

New Age healers and practitioners I have met were drawn to Bosnia-Herzegovina to 

provide services to survivors of trauma.  One of the institutionalised ways that New Age 

practices and practitioners have become part of mainstream discourses is through the 

Bosnian pyramids.522  The Bosnian pyramids are a contested archaeological and geologi-

cal site for whom Semir Osmanagić523 and those who are excavating the tunnels between 

the pyramids, claim to be as much as 25 000 years old, and important archaeological 

finds that have especially healing energies.524  While the site aims to appear scientific 

and guides are very knowledgeable about the scientific claims that are being made, new 

age practices and beliefs are heavily integrated in the site, the tour and the souvenir 

                                                 
521 One New Age practitioner I met on the Marš Mira informed me that she travelled around Bosnia-Her-

zegovina using alternative medicine to help survivors of sexual violence during the war. 

522 A special thank you to Semir Zubaca who brought me to Visoko to experience the pyramids and the 
tunnels. 

523 Claims to have discovered the Bosnian Pyramid of the Sun and started the foundation that runs the ex-
cavation of the tunnels. 

524 “Megalith K-2 - Underground Labyrinth ‘Ravne,’” Bosnian Pyramids, August 16, 2012, http://bosni-
anpyramids.org/index.php?id=34&lang=en. 
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stands.  People come from all over the world to meditate in the tunnels between the al-

leged pyramids that are still being cleared out.  In 2006, the site boasted 200 000 tourists 

had visited, making New Age tourism an important part of local and national economic 

interests.525  The site is significant enough to be hosting several conferences526 and 

tours527 catering to new age practitioners from around the world.  New Age spirituality is 

also discursively interesting because for many years, Radovan Karadžić, convicted war 

criminal and leader of the Bosnian Serbs during the war, lived disguised as a New Age 

healer.528  The influx of New Age spirituality into the region is connected to the Bosnian 

War as a source of healing, as a way of rebuilding and economic growth, and ironically, 

as a way of building something outside of the conflict and the history of conflict and di-

vision.  Because New Age spirituality is outside the religious discourses it is also neutral 

when it comes to ethnic divides instead of a sore point of contention as many other sites 

are. 

                                                 
525 John Bohannon, “Researchers Helpless as Bosnian Pyramid Bandwagon Gathers Pace,” Science 314, 

no. 5807 (2006): 1862–1862. 

526 “Bosnian Pyramid Tours: ‘The Discovery of Ancient Pyramids in Europe Will Force History to Be Re-
Written,’” Mind Body Spirit Journeys, 2016, http://bodymindspiritjourneys.com/bosnia-pyramids-
tour.html. 

527 This includes a number of tours hosted by the founder of the site including: “Bosnian Pyramid Spring 
Equinox Tour and Conference”, “Bosnian Pyramid Healing Energy Tour with Grand Master 
Patriji”, and “Summer Solstice Tour and Conference in Bosnia”. “Tours and Conferences in 2017 
Hosted by Dr. Sam Osmanagich: - Fondacija “Arheološki Park: Bosanska Piramida Sunca, Archae-
ological Park: Bosnian Pyramid of the Sun Foundation,” The Archaeological Park: Bosnian Pyra-
mid of the Sun Foundation, October 7, 2016, http://piramidasunca.ba/eng/latest-news/item/11151-
tours-and-conferences-in-2017-hosted-by-dr-sam-osmanagich.html. 

528 Marija Ristic, “Karadzic in Hiding: Manhunt for Europe’s Most Wanted,” Balkan Insight, March 17, 
2016, sec. Balkan Transitional Justice, http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/karadzic-in-hiding-
manhunt-for-europe-s-most-wanted-03-17-2016. 
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 Minority and newcomer populations also bring their own traditions to the reli-

gious landscape of Bosnia-Herzegovina.  Currently Bosnia-Herzegovina has 17 recog-

nised national minorities including Albanians, Montenegrins, Czechs, Italians, Jews, 

Hungarians, Macedonians, Germans, Poles, Roma, Romanians, Russians, Ruthenians, 

Slovaks, Slovenians, Turks, and Ukrainians.  Not being part of the “constituent peoples” 

of Bosnia-Herzegovina, these populations are also left out of discourses about the popu-

lation makeup of Bosnia but also lost are their stories during dissolution of Yugoslavia.  

In my research, I have found only a single mention of targeted violence against non-Bos-

nian/Serb/Croat populations.  This reference specifically calls them “pogroms” targeting 

“…Hungarians, Ruthenians, Czechs, Slovaks, Jews, and other non-Serbs in North Bos-

nia.”529  The religious diversity of contemporary Bosnia-Herzegovina is rarely reflected 

in the narratives about the country, who its citizens are, and what religious identity 

means. 

 

Connecting Religious Violence and Sexual Violence 
 

 This project attempts to uncover some of the relationship between religious vio-

lence and sexual violence in the Bosnian war, and in particular, the way religious vio-

lence impacts sexual violence.  As was demonstrated in chapters 2 and 3, religious vio-

lence and sexual violence are both recurring and pervasive phenomena in the Bosnian 

war, and manifested in many different ways.  As we will see in the following chapters, 

religious violence and sexual violence appear frequently alongside one another, often 

                                                 
529 Schwartz, “In Defense of the Bosnian Republic,” 81. 
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overlapping to share an instance of violence.  This interconnection makes the relation-

ship between religious violence and sexual violence an important site of investigation. It 

helps understanding intimate forms of atrocity in conflict, particularly (but not only) 

against civilians. 

 An initial insight into the relationship between religious violence and sexual vio-

lence is through something I want to call “miscible violence.”  “Miscible” is a term I 

have borrowed from chemistry, referring to solutions whose ingredients can dissolve 

into one another in any proportion (ex. alcohol and water).530  Miscible, here, is meant to 

indicate types of violence that, because of important shared key properties, blend to-

gether efficiently and act as one thing.  The ‘miscible’ quality of these types of violence 

makes it difficult to separate out different components or types of violence, without los-

ing something in the analysis.  On the flipside, it can also be difficult to recognise that 

there are in fact different components and how the mixture of the whole is different from 

the individual components.  The miscible quality of violence accounts for my experience 

of finding extensive data on instances of religious violence in legal testimonies and fem-

inist or sociological interviews with survivors that are only looking at the phenomenon 

of sexual violence in the conflict. 

 I suggest that the shared qualities that cause religious violence and sexual vio-

lence to be ‘miscible’ include: intentionality, intimacy, and productiveness.  Sexual vio-

                                                 
530 This is different from “immiscible” solutions where ingredients do not dissolve (oil and water) or can-

not dissolve indefinitely and instead become saturated or super-saturated (water and salt).  To ex-
tend the metaphor would indicate other forms of violence can be more distinctive from anther or 
the boundaries and relationships easier to pull apart, and the relationship more distinctive. 

 



187 

lence and religious violence are deliberate in that they are rational (as opposed to irra-

tional531) if disturbing, frequently requiring a perpetrator to go out of their way to make 

an act of violence either religious or sexual; they are highly intimate forms of violence 

that are able to attack highly personal aspects of identity; and they produce conse-

quences which (whether conscious or semi-conscious) that are particular (or particularly 

efficient) from other forms of violence.  As manifestations of relational violence, as dis-

cussed in Chapter 1, both religious violence and sexual violence in conflict zones in-

clude inversion rituals as well as desecration rituals.  Inversion rituals are rituals where 

important, normal or healthy social rules and relationships between the self, the family, 

the society and the sacred are ritually re-enacted and turned upside down.  Desecration 

rituals involve situations where the person’s ‘life force’ is demeaned and destroyed, or I 

would suggest ‘desacralized’.  As Arjun Appadurai explains, these kinds of violence are 

“never entirely random or lacking in cultural form.  Wherever the testimony is suffi-

ciently graphic it becomes clear that even the worst acts of degradation – involving fae-

ces, urine, body parts; beheading, impaling, gutting, sawing, raping, burning, hanging, 

and suffocating – have macabre forms of cultural design and violent predictability.”532  

Chapter 1 demonstrated that not only intentionality defined by conscious deliberate ac-

tion, but also by whether an atrocity could be reasonably predicted. 

Religious violence and sexual violence are intimate in that they depend on the 

selves of both perpetrators and victims.  As much as sexual violence is not about sex, but 

                                                 
531 For an overview of Max Weber’s work of nuancing different forms of rationality and internatl logic, 
see: Stephen Kalberg, “Max Weber’s Types of Rationality: Cornerstones for the Analysis of Rationaliza-
tion Processes in History,” American Journal of Sociology 85, no. 5 (1980): 1145–79. 
532 Arjun Appadurai, “Dead Certainty: Ethnic Violence in the Era of Globalization,” in Globalization and 

Identity: Dialectics of Flow and Closure (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 309. 
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it is about power, sex and the sexual self is still involved.  Likewise, as much as reli-

gious violence is not about religion but is about power, religious identity is still in-

volved.  Neither can be adequately considered without a model that takes seriously the 

selves of people.  Looking at religious violence and sexual violence as ‘life force atroci-

ties’ takes seriously the selves of people, particularly their bodies, and how they fit into 

social and sacred relationships.  Sexual violence is an embodied experience, particularly 

because it happens to bodies (either directly or indirectly).533  Religion, in the way that it 

is scrawled across, worn upon, and moved through bodies is also embodied, making reli-

gious violence, often an embodied experience and a site of sacred space.534  For exam-

ple, gendered roles, reproductive capacities, and heteronormative gender binaries are ex-

ploited by sexual violence in conflict; exploiting these norms and capacities is predi-

cated on religiously informed mores and norms.  Using sexual violence to degrade 

someone or make them ‘dirty’ is based in part on religiously grounded notions of sexual 

purity and sexual value.  Reproductive capacities are likewise grounded in religious un-

derstandings of identity, community, and life.  Using sexual violence against women to 

emasculate men in a community relies on an internal logic that values men as protectors 

of “their” women.  These are only a few examples of ways that religion contributes to 

ideas that are not in themselves necessarily explicitly religious.  An understanding of 

both sexual violence as an embodied experience, as well as the body as a site of sacred 

                                                 
533 Cahill, Rethinking Rape, 116. 

534 Kim Knott, “Geography, Space and the Sacred,” in The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion, 
ed. John Hinnells, 2 edition (London; New York: Routledge, 2009), 485. 
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space, not only highlights the miscible nature of these forms of violence, but solidifies 

the importance of investigating this relationship. 

Sexual violence and religious violence are productive in that they produce conse-

quences and effects.  Where these outcomes are not conscious to individuals they are 

still predictable.  Because they intentionally attack the intimate parts of selves, sexual vi-

olence and religious violence are life force atrocities designed to produce a deeper kind 

of anguish and cause a far more comprehensive form of harm than could otherwise be 

achieved.  Life force atrocities attack the generative symbols.535  These symbols are a 

core foundation of an individual’s relationship with their family, their community, their 

selves, and the sacred.  As Judith Herman writes in her book Trauma and Recovery:  

Traumatic events call into question basic human relation-
ships.  They breach the attachments of family, friendship, 
love, and community.  They shatter the construction of the 
self that is formed and sustained in relation to others.  They 
undermine the belief systems that give meaning to human 
experience.  They violate the victim’s faith in a natural or 
divine order and cast the victim into a state of existential 
crisis.536   

 This comprehensive destruction of relationships is only further damaged by the 

deliberate attacking of life force symbols.  I would suggest that these forms of violence 

produce rather than an additive (1 trauma + 1 trauma) effect their relationship might be 

more akin to Sherene Razack’s concept of ‘interlocking’ where she theorised that sys-

tems of oppression support, strengthen, and enable one another’s existence.537  

                                                 
535 von Joeden-Forgey, “Gender and Genocide,” 72. 

536 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery (New York: Basic Books, 1997), 51. 

537 Razack, Looking White People In the Eye. 
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I posit that this interlocking nature produces effects and consequences that might 

not otherwise occur or might not occur so efficiently.  These eight categories can be cat-

egorised temporally by short-term (in the instance of violence) and long-term (ongoing) 

consequences.  Short-term categories include: a) framing, b) intensifying, c) identifying, 

and d) (self-) policing.  Framing is when the act of sexual violence is framed or struc-

tured, either in actions or settings, by religious violence.  An example could include sex-

ually assaulting someone while forcing them to pray, of committing sexual violence 

within a religious building.  Religious violence intensifies the effects of sexual violence 

by compounding the both the anguish and the intimacy of sexual violence.  Intensity is 

both increased pain to the victim but also the ability to extend the violence to a family 

and community, or through time.  Religious markers are also used by belligerents to 

identify individuals or groups.  This includes both individual instances of violence and 

ongoing violence such as rape camps. Finally, religious markers helped to identify “the 

other” and they simultaneously identify and police the borders of “us”, particularly 

through group complicity, destabilising prior relationships with neighbours, and soldier 

initiation.  These themes will be expanded upon in Chapter 4.   

Long-term effects include: a) justifying, b, normalizing, c) staking claims, and d) 

ethnocide and deterrents to refugee return.  Imbuing religious violence into acts of sex-

ual violence helped justify assaults by reproducing pseudo historical mythologies and 

discourses that create a perceived past of victimhood and persecution (including sexual 

violence) and providing a foundation for defining who enemies are and symbolic retri-

bution (such as narratives of Heavenly Serbia, or Janissaries).  Religious violence can 

normalize sexual violence through ideas about power, gender, and relationships between 
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people.  These concepts are often religiously informed, and therefore religion can be-

come complicit in contributing to a culture where sexual violence in conflict is normal-

ised and where religion can influence the shape it takes.  Religious violence and reli-

gious markers are also ways to claim territories.  When mixed with sexual violence, reli-

gious violence also becomes a way to claim bodies, through forced baptisms, religious 

name changes, wearing religious symbols, and branding.  Finally, religious violence 

contributes to the efficiency and permanency of projects of ethnocide and preventing the 

return of refugees after the end of the conflict.  Religious and sexual markers in an in-

stance of violence break through a temporal barrier by associating violence with a partic-

ular community or territory, by destroying intracommunity trust, causing long-term con-

sequences (pregnancy) and trauma.  These long-term effects will be further explored in 

Chapter 5. 

 

Conclusion 

Religious violence is a multi-faceted phenomenon that affects all aspects of con-

flict through the past, the present, and an imagined future.  Understanding the context of 

religion in the Balkans helps us better understand the role that religion plays in politics 

and by extension conflict.  Understanding the historical context of religion also helps us 

trace important trends, such as the conflation of religious and ethnic identity.  Under-

standing this conflation helps us to better recognise religion in instances of violence, ra-

ther than dismiss it as something else (ethnicity) or as something irrelevant to the lived 

experiences and actions of perpetrators and victims or atrocity.  Understanding this his-

tory of religion and politics in Bosnia-Herzegovina also pushes back on the easy stories 

and stereotypes about the conflict, the people who were there, their identities, and their 
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active lives as citizens.  This brief history is not meant to tell everything about religion 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina, but to further open the conversation and invite further scholar-

ship and investigation into these topics.  

This chapter has laid out different kinds of markers for identifying religion in ac-

counts of violence.  This includes theologies (formal beliefs, doctrines, and sacred texts), 

hierarchy (religious leadership and political leaders referring to religion), iconography 

(images and symbols), ceremony (religious rituals and practices), and knowledge (infor-

mal religious beliefs).  This set of markers allows me to identify connections between 

accounts of violence or forms of atrocity that otherwise appear to have little in common 

on the surface.    

Both intentional, intimate, and productive forms of violence, religious violence 

and sexual violence are what I call miscible forms of violence.   With our previous dis-

cussion on sexual violence, and the religious markers we have identified, we can now 

tease out elements of both.  The following chapters are focused on case studies that in-

clude markers of both religious and sexual violence.  These accounts demonstrate the 

impact of mixing these kinds of violence. 
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Chapter Four 
 -  

Short-term Impacts of Religious Violence on Sexual Violence  
 

The intersection of religious violence and sexual violence in the Bosnian War is a 

recurring pattern.  This intersection of different forms of deliberate, highly intimate, and 

productive forms of violence is not a coincidence, even if there is not a predictable pat-

tern; that religious violence and sexual violence are miscible makes them more likely to 

occur together.  Building on the previous chapter’s explorations of religious violence 

and sexual violence, I will now consider these instances of violence in the Bosnian War 

that have both religious and sexual aspects, looking at how the impact that using reli-

gious violence or religious markers has on the use of sexual violence.  Religious vio-

lence and sexual violence, while separate phenomena, seem to dissolve into one another 

and integrate in a way that can make it difficult to separate out.  Miscible violence, here, 

is meant to indicate types of violence with both religious and sexual aspects that, be-

cause of important shared key properties, blend together efficiently and act as one thing.  

The ‘miscible’ quality of these types of violence makes it difficult to separate out and 

analyse a single component or type of violence, without losing something in the analy-

sis.  On the flipside, it can also be difficult to recognise that there are in fact different 

components and how the mixture of the whole is different from the individual compo-

nents.   

 Three shared properties that I suggest allow religious violence and sexual vio-

lence to be ‘miscible’ include: intentionality, intimacy, and productiveness.  Sexual vio-

lence and religious violence are intentional and deliberate in that they are either chosen 

by an individual or a predictable outcome.  These forms of violence require the active 
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and intentional participation of a perpetrator to make an act of violence either religious 

or sexual.  Sexual violence and religious violence are intimate in that they are not only 

attacks on the body but also attacks on identity and highly personal relationships be-

tween one’s self, one’s family, the wider community, and the sacred.  Sexual violence 

and religious violence are ‘productive’ in that they produce particular consequences.  

These consequences (whether consciously deliberate or at least predictable) either could 

not be achieved or might not be achieved as efficiently, from other forms of violence.   

When religious violence and sexual violence come together in an instance of vio-

lence, religious violence alters the effects and consequences of sexual violence. In my 

research, I have identified eight different impacts, and divided them into short-term and 

long-term.  By short-term, I mean immediate effects that occur within the instance or act 

of violence, whereas long-term effects are ongoing outside the act of violence in ques-

tion. Many of the cases that I examine have elements of more than one of the eight im-

pacts, and have both short-term and long-term effects.  This is part of the miscible nature 

of these forms of violence, and so any framework I put over this data is necessary for 

analysis but also artificial. 

From the eight different impacts, I have categorized four of them as short-term 

effects: framing, intensifying, identifying, and (self)-policing.  First, framing includes 

the symbolism in the violence, and the structures that the act takes, such as sexually as-

saulting someone while forcing them to pray or sexual assault in a religious building.  

Second, religious violence intensifies sexual violence by compounding the anguish and 

the intimacy of the violence for the victim, and symbolically extending the power of the 

perpetrator over the victim to a family or community, and even across generations of a 

family and through time.  Third, religious markers identify targets and populations in 
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both short instances of violence, and longer relationships of violence such as rape 

camps.  Fourth, where religious markers help to identify “the other”, they simultane-

ously identify and police the borders of “us” through group complicity, destabilising 

prior relationships with neighbours, and soldier initiations.   

This chapter uses case studies to explore the four impacts, through case studies. 

For each impact, I use one extended case study, and include similar smaller cases in the 

analysis as appropriate to highlight the diversity of ways in which a category manifests 

and to demonstrate broader patterns.  Framing is introduced by the story of Hasiba, 

demonstrating how religious violence and religious markers structured and shaped her 

sexual assault.  Intensifying is introduced by the story of 20 people’s highly ritualised 

torture in a church.  The third category, identifying, uses two smaller cases, where the 

policing of religious identity through genitalia demonstrates one way that religious iden-

tity not only helps identify victims but can be an act of violence itself.  Finally, the case 

study of a civilian who is tortured by his “own” ethnic group demonstrates how religious 

markers and sexual violence work together to police one’s own identity.  

 

Category 1: Framing 
 

Hasiba 

 Hasiba was a Muslim woman from Žepa, a village in Eastern Bosnia (see Map 

4).  Eastern Bosnia is located near the border with Serbia.  Much of the violence oc-

curred along this border and makes up part of Republika Srpska that Serbs and Bosnian 

Serbs wanted to annex as part of a “Greater Serbia” (see map, pg 4-5).  Her story is part 

of a collection of testimonies included in Alexander Stiglmayer’s ground-breaking piece 
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“The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina”.  In May 1992, she was arrested and brought to 

Višegrad (see Map 1) to be detained at the fire station.  The fire station had been trans-

formed into a concentration camp for Muslims where she estimates she was kept with 

130 other people.  Hasiba was brought into a room to be beaten and interrogated about 

Žepa and to identify a beaten-up man from the town who she pretended not to know.   

Sometime later, a belligerent named Zoran retrieved her.  He initially claimed he 

wanted to marry her and took her away to another house in the town at gunpoint.  

Twenty other men arrived and they serially sexually assaulted Hasiba, one after the 

other.  Afterwards she was told by Zoran that he no longer wanted to marry her because 

now all these other men have sexually assaulted her too.   

She was then returned to the fire station and in a room with two other women.  

Hasiba was made to watch as four belligerents forced the other women to undress, 

groped them, insulted them, and demanded to know the whereabouts of any valuables.  

They then tore Hasiba’s shirt and forced her to undress while the other women were 

kicked out.  

Naked, she was made to sit on the ground.  One man also became undressed and 

sat in front of her.  He took a large Serbian cross and made her kiss it three times. He 

then told her to cross herself and the belligerents showed her how.  He then told Hasiba 

that she had changed religions and become a Serb.  He then tried to give her jewellery, 

which she refused.   The other men eventually left the room and he made her give him 

oral sex at knife point.  When he finished, the other men took turns coming into the 

room forcing Hasiba to perform oral sex.  
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On the following day, Hasiba was brought out to a bridge in Višegrad (see Map 

1) over the Drina,538 where a several other prisoners were waiting, probably from the 

same area as Hasiba.  Hasiba was then kissed and groped in front of them while the bel-

ligerents jeered at the prisoners.   She was then interrogated for information about Žepa, 

particularly for specifics about population size and weapons.  When she refused to give 

information, they started to torturously murder the other prisoners on the bridge; the first 

by making a shallow cut in the neck so he bled out slowly; they then removed the head 

and kicked it into the river.  The soldiers then carved Serbian crosses into the second 

prisoner. 

The commander interrupted the scene and drove her to the Vilina Vlas Hotel539, a 

hotel and spa used as a rape camp, where she was serially raped by him and eight other 

men and again returned to the fire station.  That evening they tried to interrogate her 

again.  Again, Hasiba denied knowing anything and the three soldiers sexually assaulted 

her. 

On the third day, Hasiba escaped.  A truck arrived that was meant to deport Bos-

niak prisoners from the territory. The soldiers intended to keep her back rather than re-

lease her, but Hasiba snuck onto the truck and hid under the skirts of another woman.540 

*    *    * 

                                                 
538 Not the “Bridge over the Drina”, a famous, historical, highly symbolic bridge in that city, but another 

newer one.   

539 The hotel and spa used as a rape camp were recently restored as a hotel and spa for tourists, with no 
memorials.  It has recently re-opened and its history is not advertised or memorialised, much to the 
dismay of many survivors. 

540 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 126–31. 
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The first category of how religious violence impacts sexual violence was fram-

ing.  Framing is where instances of religious violence or religious markers structure how 

an act of sexual violence manifests.  This imbues the act of sexual violence with an addi-

tional layer of symbolism.  There is a spectrum of connection of the religious markers to 

the act of sexual violence.  On one end of the spectrum, the religious markers are con-

nected to the setting and surroundings of an act of violence.  In Hasiba’s testimony, the 

sexual assault in front of her community on the bridge is an example of religious mark-

ers framing the surroundings of the assault. A more explicit example would be the sex-

ual assault happening in a church, mosque, or cemetery, such as in the trials of Kurtović 

Zijad541 and Predrag Kujundzić542 or the men murdered in the mosque at Kotor Varoš on 

August 15, 1992 in Prosecutor v. Radoslav Brdanin.543 On the other end of the spec-

trum, religious markers are built into the action of violence itself.  In the case of Hasiba, 

the process of crossing herself, kissing the cross, and turning her into “a Serb” while she 

is naked and as they begin to force her to perform oral sex, structures the act of sexual 

assault she experiences. 

Looking at the first end of the spectrum, where religious markers structure the 

setting of violence, is important to understanding the impact of framing.  While the 

bridge in Hasiba’s story does not have the same explicitly religious markers, performing 

this violence before other members of her community as a means to explicitly taunt 

                                                 
541 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad This case will be elaborated upon later in the chapter. 

542 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 Second Instance This case will be elaborated upon in 
Chapter 5. 

543 Prosecutor v. Radoslav Brdanin (Sixth Amended Indictment), No. IT-99-36-T (n.d.). 
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them about the abuse of “their” woman only serves to discursively cement their relation-

ship through religious identity.  The public nature of the assault is intended to magnify 

the psychic harm of the assault, and again because the men watching are from her own 

community are meant to further shame her.  Where sexual violence is understood to be 

the fault of the victim, this public humiliation is devastating.  Many survivors of sexual 

violence in the conflict face or fear social repercussions.  The public nature of the assault 

is also meant to expand the reach of the assault, to make it an “extension of the battle-

field”.544 Not only was Hasiba meant to be tortured, but through her assault, so are the 

men on the bridge.  If gender norms in her community dictate that men are supposed to 

protect “their” women, then watching her sexual assault is meant to be an act of emascu-

lation and torture to the men on the bridge.  Furthermore, if Hasiba and the other prison-

ers survive, the public assault potentially destroys her future in her community, extend-

ing the damage through time.  The assault on Hasiba and the taunting is both to torment 

Hasiba and her fellow Muslim prisoners on the bridge, both through a shared bond of re-

ligious identity.   

The use of people’s identity as both a source of structure for the sexual violence 

but also a way to cause pain and destruction beyond the body of a person assaulted is a 

recurring pattern in the Bosnian war.  This can also be seen in the account of an anony-

mous survivor from Bratunac (see Map 4) who witnessed the serial sexual assault of a 

Muslim’s cleric’s daughter.  The father was made to watch, and the soldiers murdered 

                                                 
544 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “Sexual and Gender-Based Vio-

lence in Conflict: A Framework for Prevention and Response,” United Nations Office for the Coor-
dination of Humanitarian Affairs: A Framework for Prevention and Response, n.d., 215, 
http://ochaonline.un.org/News/InFocus/SexualandGenderBasedViolence/AFrameworkforPreven-
tionandResponse/tabid/4751/language/en-US/Default.aspx. 
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him when they were finished.545  This particular testimony details a sequence of highly 

performative atrocities that are meant to torture the living.  These acts of performative 

violence are what genocide scholar Elisa von Joeden-Forgey calls an inversion ritual, 

where normal healthy relationships and normal life are turned upside down.546  Healthy 

parental relationships mean not watching one’s children have sex, especially as minors, 

and not wanting your children to be tortured.  Parent-child relationships are heavily inti-

mate and personal, and religiously informed. This inversion of normal healthy relation-

ships is a direct assault on the woman, her sense of self, her relationship with her family, 

and her relationship with her community.  

The public nature of this incident, and its place amidst the other atrocities, sug-

gest that the sexual assault is not only happening to torment the daughter and her father, 

but also the larger community, represented by the other prisoners.  The parent-child rela-

tionship is part of what is under attack, but the father’s role as a religious leader makes 

his death and his daughter’s torture differently symbolic and meant to impact the broader 

community.  The testimonies of both Hasiba and about the cleric’s daughter demonstrate 

that perpetrator’s use of these religious markers in the structure of sexual violence is de-

liberate. 

The other end of the spectrum includes instances where the religious markers in-

trinsically related to the structure of the sexual violence.  In Hasiba’s story, the act of 

crossing oneself, kissing the cross and even being told that she had changed religions is 

incorporated into her sexual assault and the very form it takes.  In Hasiba’s story, these 

                                                 
545 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 82. 

546 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 88. 
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are not separate events from the assault, but in the middle of this instance of assault.  

The religious markers become the very structure of the assault.  It ritualises the violence, 

imbuing it with symbolism. 

These elements in Hasiba’s story are not unique.  Religious elements are incorpo-

rated into many assaults.  As we will see in chapter 5, forced baptisms (or pseudo-bap-

tisms as in Hasiba’s story) and forcible changes in religious identity are also recurring 

patterns.  In a similar instance, another woman known as FW-50 gave testimony about 

her sexual assault which included her rapist “who wielded a knife and threatened to 

draw a cross on her back and to baptise her.”547 

The cruelty of Zoran’s joke, claiming to want to marry Hasiba as he takes her to 

be serially gang-raped is imbued with concepts of purity and women’s value, which are 

religiously grounded. When he follows up at the end by rebuking her and explaining that 

because she has been raped by the other 20 men, she is now worthless or dirty, the per-

petrator is using these religiously grounded mores and understandings as a weapon that 

adds additional insult and anguish to the trauma she has already suffered.  These highly 

gendered and symbolic statements share the same religiously informed assumptions 

about gender roles, purity, and sexuality as the assault in front of the other prisoners.  

These assumptions548 are not merely referential or decorative symbolism, but rather nec-

essary to produce a certain kind of meaning and anguish in sexual violence.549   

                                                 
547 “Prosecutor v. Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovac, and Zoran Vukovic: Judgement” (United Nations, 

February 22, 2001), para. 667, http://secnet069.un.org/x/cases/kunarac/tjug/en/kun-tj010222e.pdf. 

548 It is important to note that these are assumptions on behalf of the perpetrator and are not necessarily 
shared by the victim or by her larger community.  Even when these are not shared by the victim or 
the community, a victim could potentially fear that these assumptions are true. 

549 Helliwell, “It’s Only a Penis: Rape, Feminism and Difference.” 
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 Both the sexual assault in front of the community as well as the sexual assault 

where Hasiba is pseudo-converted, are examples of religious markers used to frame an 

act of sexual violence.  This relationship also indicates the extent to which sexual vio-

lence is grounded in cultural, and therefore also religious, assumptions.  The religious 

violations she experiences also clearly demonstrate the way religious violence is used to 

intensify experiences of sexual violence. 

 

Category 2: Intensifying 
 

All Saints Roman Catholic Church 

In the trial of Zijad Kurtović, tried in the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina, sur-

vivors reported that in late September to early October 1993, in an area called Donja 

Drežnica (see Map 1) in the Mostar Municipality, twenty people (12 civilians and 8 

HVO550 prisoners of war) were detained in a Roman Catholic church called All Saints 

by Bosniak soldiers from the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

Throughout their internment, the prisoners were beaten and tortured with objects in the 

church, and the church was dismantled piece by piece across the bodies of the prisoners.  

The torture conducted in the church was extremely religious and ranged from non-sexual 

to explicitly sexual acts of violence.   

The perpetrators wore clerical garments or monastic habits while torturing their 

prisoners.  Prisoners were forced to raise their hands and bow their heads towards the 

ground and maintain the position for extended periods of time.  The identities of the 

                                                 
550 HVO is the abbreviation of Hrvatsko Vijeće Obrane (Croatian Defense Council) which was the primary 

military force for Bosnian Croats during the war. Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolu-
tion After the Cold War, 252–53. 
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prisoners were used against them, both by replacing their names with numbers 1 to 20, 

written on the orange jumpsuits they had to wear, and when they were called religiously 

and politically oriented slurs, such as “Ustaša”.   

Prisoners were beaten, sometimes with weapons (truncheons), but more often 

with pieces of the church including iron pipes, crosses, the “stations of the cross”551, 

pieces of the church’s harmonium,552 and other parts of the church’s architecture and dé-

cor.  One of the witnesses, Mirko Zelenika, explained that “all items in the church were 

being broken over us until they were all gone.”553  The harmonium was broken in sec-

tions, some of the keys (with the nails sticking out of them) being removed to beat pris-

oners while keeping the instrument sufficiently intact to make noise and force the pris-

oners to play hymns on the harmonium and sing with it, sometimes ripping keys out and 

beating the prisoners when they sang or played poorly. 

During this incarceration, two detainees, Witness A and B, were sexually as-

saulted.  After being beaten with a truncheon for several hours and having lit cigarettes 

put out on his neck and shoulders, Witness A was forced to perform oral sex on Witness 

B.  After this, the two soldiers Zijad Kurtović and Hasan Delić, continued to beat Wit-

ness A until he “lost consciousness, while his body became completely black and blue 

because of heavy blows.”554 

                                                 
551 These are usually heavy three-dimensional plaques depicting Christ’s torture and journey to Calvary, 

and eventual death on the cross.  

552 Church organ 

553 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 42. 

554 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 3. 
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Soldiers also drew genitalia on the images and statues of saints in the church, and 

destroyed other parts of the church by forcing prisoners to eat them, particularly rosaries 

and holy books.555 

*    *    * 

‘Intensifying’, is where the inclusion of religious violence or religious markers 

compounds the level of anguish and expands the breadth of destruction by adding to the 

parts of identity that are under attack.  In the context of the All Saints Roman Catholic 

Church, perpetrators made deliberate use of religious objects, symbols, and rituals to 

make physical violence and sexual violence something more.  Witness Marinko Llolja 

described the arrival at All Saints, saying: “it was beautiful and I was thinking to myself 

thank God I finally came to the church … but we did not know what was coming up 

next.”556 The detention in the church begins (and continues) with slurs imbued with both 

religious and political meaning, particularly “Ustaša”.  The Ustaše were the Croatian 

fascists who came into power during WWII and ran the territory as a Nazi puppet state 

which was heavily centered on Catholic identity as a mark of Croatian heritage.557  Its 

use in the 1990’s was a direct recalling of the atrocities conducted by the Ustaše in 

WWII and acted as both a blanket justification for revenge against the enemy, but also 

for counting civilians among the ‘enemy’. In the setting of the church, the use of 

“Ustaše” also politicised Catholic identity, making religious identity and religious struc-

tures a logical target for attack.  Catholicism was even more explicitly brought into the 

                                                 
555 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad. 

556 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 42. 

557 Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution After the Cold War, 24, 260. 

 



205 

scenario with the ritualization of the process, from the perpetrators wearing monastic 

garb, to the prisoners recalling that the church was pristine and laid out as if “ready for a 

Mass.”558  When the perpetrators tie Catholicism to the political and ethnic identities of 

the prisoners, the incorporation of religious imagery and symbolism in the violence is in-

tended to exacerbate the anguish.  This also meant that whether the prisoners identify 

with Catholic identity themselves matters little. 

In this case study, not only is Catholic identity politicised and tied to Croatian 

identity, the perpetrators take this a step further by taking away other parts of the priso-

ner’s personhood, starting with their names.  Each of the prisoners has a number written 

across the back of their orange jumpsuit uniform.  The verdict describes this numbering 

process as heavily ritualised, by a man wearing monastic robes.  The prisoners are 

forced to sit in the pews with their heads bowed, they are numbered, and “then com-

menced the ill-treatment and beating of all parts of the body, including the head.”559  The 

prisoners had their names replaced with numbers and a caricature of Catholic political 

enemies was all that remained.  One witness, Ivan Pavlović stated “We became num-

bers.”560  Another document describes the assault of a different Croat man: “They cursed 

Mr. Dimač, and said, ‘Let the Catholic Jesus help him now.’  They made Mr. Dimač 

pray according to Catholic ritual and made fun of him.  They hit him with a Bible and 

made him take his clothes off down to his underwear.”561 

                                                 
558 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 50. 

559 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 41. 

560 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 41. 

561 United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, “Ivo Atlija.” 
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The verdict reads that Zijad Kurtović, the accused in this trial, “tortured them physi-

cally and mentally, humiliated them, and insulted their human dignity and their ethnic and 

religious affiliation.”562 Turning people into these caricatures takes away their humanity 

and acclimatises the perpetrators to violence against the prisoners.  It also provides an 

extra layer of internal logic to the choice to destroy the bodies of prisoners using pieces 

of the church and to destroy the church using the bodies of prisoners. 

 Advanced technology makes it progressively enables aggressors to distance 

themselves from the violence they cause and the consequences or their actions in war, 

and yet the Bosnian War demonstrates through many testimonies that highly intimate 

forms of violence were used and manifested in a multitude of ways.  Most of the de-

struction of religious buildings in Bosnia-Herzegovina happened through quick and 

more impersonal methods, such as bombings.  The slowest incidents of destruction hap-

pened because the destruction was often very controlled so as to not destroy one’s own 

religious institutions, or otherwise useful structures.  In the case of All Saints, the church 

is destroyed slowly and meticulously, piece by piece, across the bodies of the prisoners.  

Witness Mirko Zeleniko wrote that “all items in the church were being broken over us un-

til they were all gone.”563  The religious nature of the violence in the church is recognised in 

the verdict as intensifying the damage and anguish inflicted on the prisoners: 

However, the items broken on the prisoners may not be 
viewed as usual instruments and implements used to inflict 
pain and abuse. These items were part of the church inven-
tory but also the artefacts used in prayer by Catholics. In 
addition to the Golgotha of being detained in the religious 

                                                 
562 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 15. 

563 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 42. 
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shrine, this has left deep and lasting, if not indelible, traces 
on the prisoners who were all Catholics.564  

Not only are the prisoners being beaten with religious objects in highly ritualised ways, 

but the church itself is being demolished across the bodies of its followers.  Also inter-

esting is that not only is sexual violence against people made religious, but the violence 

against the building is also sexualised when the perpetrators attempt to desanctify and 

mar the statues and paintings by drawing genitalia on them, whether because they are 

defaced with genitalia or given genitalia for which the saints (and by extension the pris-

oners) are sexualised. 

 The destruction of the church using the bodies and actions of the prisoners, even 

if forced, makes the prisoners participants in the destruction of their own sacred things.  

Making prisoners complicit or participants in destruction is a recurring pattern in the 

Bosnian War, whether attacking the sacred, other prisoners, or their own families.  Wit-

ness Marinko Zelenika explained that “There were other forms of abuse, we were in trou-

ble and that is when people pray to God, however we were forced to mock God and church 

and our Catholic religion.”565   Another example of forcing prisoners to participate in 

their own religious destruction is a testimony from a survivor named ‘Kadira’ who re-

counts her experience of being in a rape camp in Doboj (See Map 4).  She reports not 

only ongoing sexual violence throughout her internment but highly tortuous elements 

                                                 
564 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 51–52. 

565 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 44. 
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that were intended to add both physical and psychological injuries; including being pen-

etrated with objects such as broken bottles and guns, and being forced to urinate on a 

Qur’an.566  

In Kadira’s testimony the sexual violence is intensified from the use of broken bot-

tles and guns.  Guns create fear of impending shots and instant brutal damage while bro-

ken bottles cause immediate pain and destroy the genitals and reproductive capacities.  

Incorporating the destruction of the Qur’an attacks this other part of identity, but by 

making the victim treat the Qur’an the way they were treating her, forces her to partici-

pate in the violence against her tradition and by extension, her sense of self.  It also 

makes her complicit in the damage to the book, the attack on her tradition.  Sometimes 

this is even more explicit, as in the case of Gordana, who was gang-raped by paramilitar-

ies on June 24, 1992 and “had to swear [she] thought it was fun.”567  Making victims 

(symbolically) complicit in the violence that is happening to them is a recurring pattern; 

for example, in forcing prisoners to sexually assault one another. 

In the testimonies about All Saints Roman Catholic Church, two protected wit-

nesses, Witness A and Witness B, are forced to participate in oral sex.  Although there 

were additional forms of torture that accompanied the sexual violence, the testimonies 

do not mention any religious markers.  However, in the context of the religious violence 

that permeated the entire detainment, religious violence is wrapped up in the experience 

                                                 
566 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 118. 

567 Stiglmayer, 141. 
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and the memory of the sexual assault.  The verdict reads: “The act was brief but the con-

sequences - the feeling of humiliation it left are for life. The witness said that each time 

he sees the cross by the altar now he remembers the church in Donja Drežnica and that 

one simply cannot get rid of this memory.”568  The elements of religious violence and 

sexual violence came together and fused, intensifying the sexual violence by extending 

what was described as “brief” through time: including both the length of the internment 

but also into the future. 

 This verdict is particularly striking because it includes so many quotations from 

witnesses detailing how they were affected, and in particular, the impact on their reli-

gious lives.  Although there is little space in the law to identify religious torture as dis-

tinct from other torture, the religious nature of the violence, including the sexual vio-

lence, resonated with the court in a way that these testimonies came into the text in an 

explicit way and the verdict is explicit about the ways the religious violence impacted 

the survivors.  Witness A’s testimony clearly explains how the religious violence perme-

ated his sexual assault and continues to cause him anguish. 

 The process of reducing people (who are complex with names, families, jobs, be-

liefs, ideas, and desires) into two-dimensional broad ideas, is an important means of ac-

climatizing to violence, making it more acceptable or more palatable.  The stripping of 

identity and process of numbering the prisoners in All Saints is a fitting example of our 

third category, which examines identity and processes of identification as a form of vio-

lence.  The following two categories demonstrate the role of religious markers in turning 

                                                 
568 X-KRŽ-06/299 - Kurtović Zijad at 46. 
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people into ideas.  This happens to the “enemy” or the “other”, but is also used to police 

and define the borders of “us” or one’s own group, in order that a group identifies more 

strongly with the invading forces, than their own community.569  Instead of one longer 

case study, the following category examines two smaller ones to demonstrate a broader 

trend of identification as violence, particularly where religious violence and sexual vio-

lence intersect. 

 

Category 3: Identifying 
 

Sanela and Uzeir Bešić 

 Sanela is a Bosniak woman who was 19 years old when she was assaulted by 

Bosnian Serb soldiers.  Her story is shared in the piece “The Embodiment of Terror: 

Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina” by 

Maria Olujić.  The soldiers asked her if she had ever ‘had a man’ and she told them that 

she had not because she was not married yet.  When they began to assault her, they told 

Sanela that she could not be a Muslim because her pubic hair was unshaven.  They told 

her “you are a spy not a Muslim.”  They then tried to make her deny that she was a Mus-

lim; when she refused to state otherwise, they incorporated pulling out her pubic hair 

and eventually shaving (and intentionally cutting) her into her assault in order to make 

her a “real Muslim.”  Afterwards they threatened to kill her now that she was a ‘real’ 

Muslim.  The soldiers then told Sanela that “now you will see what is a man, a real man.  

                                                 
569 Appadurai, “Dead Certainty: Ethnic Violence in the Era of Globalization,” 227. 
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Not one of yours…peeled570…”  Sanela eventually escaped to give her testimony in a 

refugee camp in Croatia.571   

 

Uzeir Bešić, was a Bosniak man who gave testimony at the trial of Prosecutor v. 

Duško Tadić.  He had been detained at the Keraterm death camp near Prijedor (North 

West Bosnia, see Map 2).  There, he was tortured by Bosnian Serbs, including a Zoran 

Žigić.  He described the torture by Žigić in his testimony, saying: “Then he ordered, he 

ordered us, "Let's see how the Muslims pray to the God". So we had to show him. Then 

later he said, "Let's take" -- he told us to take our underwear off so that he can see if we 

were circumcised and if we were not that he would do that.”572 

*    *    * 

The third impact listed was identifying, which is where religion and religious 

markers identify potential victims and targets; for example, if group boundaries are 

drawn across religious lines.  Often the act of identification is also violent itself or inte-

grated into the sexual violence.  In the Bosnian War, religious markers served to identify 

potential victims.  This can also be taken a step further where the sense of identity then 

comes under attack. In acts of sexual violence, acts of religious violence often make up a 

part of the assault.  In other instances, the process of identification itself is a form of vio-

lence.   

                                                 
570 Meaning circumcised 

571 Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina,” 1998, 42. 

572 Prosecutor v. Duško Tadić, No. IT-94-1-T (n.d.). 
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The use of identification as a form of violence is hardly new, or reserved to war-

time conflicts.  During World War II, upon arrival at Auschwitz-Birkenau, camp detain-

ees were tattooed with a number on either their chest or their arm.  By making it easier 

to identify the bodies after death these tattoos were an assault on bodily autonomy, but 

also an erasure of identity, and a replacement of identity with a perpetrator’s own vision 

and needs.  These tattoos were inherently violent.573  More contemporary examples of 

identification include security discourses around Muslim women’s veiling practices574 

and the impact of full body scanners and identification discourses on trans* folk.  Unlike 

the tattoos of Auschwitz detainees, both examples are more explicitly sexual.  Where 

Muslim veiling practices are grounded in religious beliefs and teachings around mod-

esty, and where security discourses are intent on peeking behind the veil and revealing 

the bodies of women, these identification practices and arguments are inherently sexual.  

Where queer bodies are being identified, policed, and regulated (making them more 

likely to be pulled aside in security lines, given body pat downs, and asked to explain 

their genitals) are inherently sexual. 575   

  In the case of Sanela, not only is she identified as Muslim and attacked on that 

basis, but her religious identity itself is attacked and taken from her when the paramili-

tary leader tells her she is a spy, not a Muslim, and again when she is told that real Mus-

                                                 
573 Karin Beeler, Tattoos, Desire and Violence: Marks of Resistance in Literature, Film And Television 

(Jefferson, N.C: McFarland & Company, 2005), 130–31. 

574 Shoshana Amielle Magnet, When Biometrics Fail: Gender, Race, and the Technology of Identity 
(Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2011), 139. 

575 Magnet, 49. 
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lim women don’t have pubic hair.  Identification is dehumanising when the soldier indi-

cates that “peeled” men are less than men.  Identification is theatrical in that the ques-

tioning or removal of identity is meant to cause pain, rather than be a legitimate shift in 

identity: Sanela does not cease to be harassed when they tell her she is not a real Mus-

lim.   

In a similar instance, a Muslim girl named Muniba, who was 17 and from 

Višegrad (see Map 1), had two soldiers come into the house on June 9, 1992.  The sol-

diers would eventually take her, her sister, and her friend to the Vilina Vlas Hotel, then 

one of the soldiers told her attacker that he liked Muslim women because they were 

faithful, and did not go out of the house much.  He specifically mentioned that he liked 

Muslim women’s veils, which she remarked as being old fashioned and not a common 

practice in her community at the time.576 Muniba was returned home the next day but 

never saw her sister again.  This fixation also says something about the gender con-

structs that both sexual violence and religious violence depend on.  Sexual violence in 

conflict zones would not be efficient as “a policy of terror were it not for the cultural sa-

lience within the honor/shame complex generalized in the south-eastern European cul-

tural area.”577  This is not to suggest that this violence is particular to south-eastern Eu-

ropean culture, but rather that the ways it manifests, and the manner that it is “useful” to 

perpetrators is grounded in culture, learned behaviours, religious teachings and tradition.  

                                                 
576 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 123. 

577 Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina,” 1998, 32. 
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This accounts for the differences in manifestations in different places, rather than imply-

ing that it is more likely to occur in South East Europe than other places. 

  The case of Uzeir Bešić was likewise an act of identification that carried ex-

plicit religious markers and was integrated into acts of sexualised violence.  The use of 

prayer movements and circumcision references share the same pattern of attacking reli-

gious identity and gender, making the victim prove their religious identity with very per-

sonal and sexualised parts of the self, and the threat of corrective violence.   

Circumcision and its relationship to identity and identification played a varied 

role in the Bosnian War.   Circumcision was used as a way to identify the dead, identify 

the living, and used as a threat against non-Muslims and Muslims (like Bešić) alike.   

Testimonies from the trials of Prosecutor v. Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovac, and 

Zoran Vukovic, and Prosecutor v. Mitar Vasiljevic make evident that bodies of victims 

during the war were in in part identified through circumcision.  In his testimony, Osman 

Subasic, a witness from Foča (see Map 3) explained that while identifying 16 bodies 

found on June 28, 1992 floating downstream from the town, clothing was not very dis-

tinct between Bosnians of different ethnic origins and was therefore not part of the crite-

ria used to identify the ethnicity of a victim.  He explained that checking for circumci-

sion was used instead.578 Similarly Protected Witness VG21, who pulled bodies out of 

where the Drina and the Žepa rivers (Eastern Bosnia, see Map 4) explained, “We studied 

                                                 
578 Prosecutor v. Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovac, and Zoran Vukovic, No. IT-96-23-T and IT-96-

23/1-T (International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia February 22, 2001). 
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each male body and studied their sexual organs, because Muslim men are circumcised, 

whereas Orthodox males have different customs and they're not circumcised.”579 

Circumcisions were occasionally also used as a way to identify live people.  

Amin Bazdar, a witness from Seljani in the trial against Radovan Karadžić gave testi-

mony to his forced labour and being used as a human shield and eventually the mass ex-

ecution of the 27 male Muslim prisoners on August 15, 1992 (the women and children 

had been separated and transported away).  He was 15 at the time and managed to sur-

vive the execution when the soldier shot him in the arm instead of the chest.  He fell and 

laid still under his uncle who had been standing beside him before being shot in the 

chest and escaped.  He explained that upon escaping Bosnian Serb-controlled territory 

into an area controlled by the Territorial Defence of Bosnia-Herzegovina, he was imme-

diately given first aid for his injuries and then asked to show his penis to prove that he 

was a Muslim.580 

Genital mutilations and castrations were common forms of sexual violence 

against men.  One study showed that injuries to the genitals (testicles with blunt objects, 

castrations, and semi-castrations) accounts for 68% of sexualised violence against men 

in the Bosnian War.581  Circumcision, while not necessarily an act of violence in other 

spaces, adds a particularly religious stamp to genital mutilation in the context of war.  In 

the Bosnian war, there are testimonies of circumcision being threatened against Muslims 

                                                 
579 Prosecutor v. Mitar Vasiljevic, No. IT-98-32-T (n.d.). 

580 Prosecutor v. Radovan Karadžić, No. IT-95-5/18 (n.d.). 

581 Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina,” 1998, 41. 
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(like Bešić) and non-Muslims. Slavoljub Zikic is a Bosnian Serb who ran the post office 

in Fakovići (Eastern Bosnia) and gave testimony in Prosecutor v. Naser Orić.582  His 

village was attacked and he was captured by Bosniak forces on October 5, 1992.  He de-

scribes an incident that happened as they marched him: 

But then somebody shouted: How long are we going to be 
leading this Chetnik? And then somebody would say: Look 
at that creek. And it was an area where there were a lot of 
creeks, a lot of gullies. And then another person would say: 
Up to that creek, and then by that creek we will circumcise 
him, and then at the next creek we will cut his throat. Then 
we would pass one creek and the next and nothing like that 
would happen.583 

 In both cases against Muslims and non-Muslims, the threat of circumcision is a 

threat of violence both against the body and their identity.  

In the cases of both Sanela and Bešić, though the altercation ends with their bod-

ies being (or threatened to be) forcibly made properly “Muslim,” it begins with the ini-

tial appropriation of her body as Christian and the ability and the right of the soldiers to 

define or reformulate her religious identity is made clear regardless of which direction 

the religious identity is being redefined. The fixation on veils and the private bodies of 

religious people (veils, pubic hair, and circumcisions) according to stereotypes and cli-

chés says something about projections of ideas of what it means to be Muslim and the 

way enemies are stripped of their humanity and reconstructed as caricatures.  The cate-

gory of identifying and policing the enemy, is closely connected with its opposite, polic-

ing the borders of “us”, the final short-term category; when we say the ‘enemy’ is one 

way, we are also saying something about who we are and how we are different. 

                                                 
582 Prosecutor v. Naser Oric, No. IT-03-68-T (n.d.). 

583 Prosecutor v. Naser Oric at 3196–97. 
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Category 4: (Self-) Policing 
 

Cvijetin Maksimovic 

Cvijetin Maksimović was a 23 year-old Serbian man, from Lukavac, near Brčko 

(Northern Bosnia-Herzegovina, see Map 4). Cvijetin’s testimony was published in Alex-

andra Stiglmayer’s piece “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina” under the category of per-

petrators.  In early May 1992, Serbian troops captured Brčko.  On May 10, the Serbian 

troops forcibly mobilised (conscripted) Cvijetin and all other Bosnian Serbs between the 

ages of 18 to 60.  He was assigned to help guard the Luka internment camp, where the 

non-Serbian population was being held.  The facility was operated and guarded by Voji-

slav Šešelj and Arkan’s paramilitary forces, including the White Eagles from Serbia.  

Cvijetin reports that within the facility were many arbitrary murders and rapes by both 

the paramilitary forces and local conscripted civilians who were forced to participate. 

On May 17, White Eagle paramilitaries retrieved him to participate in the vio-

lence. The paramilitaries ordered him to “butcher three men” that they led outside to 

him.  He said he could not do it and tried to explain that he had never even butchered 

livestock before.  Cvijetin explains that one of the soldiers “took my hand and put the 

knife into it and said, ‘Then I’ll show you how to butcher’” and made him do it together, 

while three other paramilitaries helped to hold the victim down.  Afterwards, they cursed 

his parents and told him “What kind of Serb are you anyway? We traveled four or five 

hundred kilometers to fight here in Bosnia, and you’re not even a real Serb!”  They 

made him kill the remaining men threatening to kill him if he didn’t: “If you don’t 
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butcher them, we’ll butcher you.”  The other soldiers mocked him for letting the other 

prisoners die quickly, again saying Cvijetin was not “a real Chetnik. Not a real butcher.”   

His reluctance egged them on, and they told him they would see if he could at 

least shoot at the enemy.  The soldiers then lined up 80 prisoners in a row and made 

Cvijetin shoot at them with a machine gun. They continued to tell him he was not a real 

Serb and said that he would have to prove that he was at least a real man.  The paramili-

taries lined up 12 women in a room, with 5 or 6 soldiers to make him rape the women.  

He guessed that the women and girls were between 12 and 24 years old, likely Bosnian 

Croats or Bosniaks.  They forced the first woman to undress and then him to undress and 

lie naked on top of her and jeered at him until he got an erection.  He describes feeling 

numb and afraid and unable to maintain it.  The paramilitaries said ‘you guys aren’t real 

Serbs at all; but don’t worry, we’ll show you how it’s done.’ And told him again that he 

was not a real man.  The paramilitaries then told him to strip and grope the remaining 

women, and he explains that they ‘showed him how.’ The paramilitaries continued to 

call Cvijetin a “sissy” and brag about their own sexual assaults and the abuse they did to 

the 12 women the day before.  He reports that when they finished the soldiers said 

“they’d forgive me this time, but not next time.”   

Cvijetin fled Brčko, because he could not further participate in the violence and 

was afraid of being murdered himself.  He is captured May 18 (the day after the rapes) 

by Croatian sentries and he relates his testimony to them because ‘I believe in God, and I 

had to tell about it.”584 

*    *    * 

                                                 
584 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 155–58. 
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My final category is (self)-policing, where religious makers do not only help 

identify the ‘other’ but also police the borders of ‘us’.   When religious markers are inte-

grated with sexual violence, they destroy intergroup relations and create intragroup 

norms.  This policing of the perpetrators expands the range of complicity from a perpe-

trator to a community and often works to acclimatize people, particularly civilians, to vi-

olence.  In Cvijetin’s testimony, he is a Serb civilian who is forced to participate in 

atrocity for fear of his life.  His story shows his participation in horrific activities where 

the Serbian soldiers meticulously teach him violence, meaning that they teach him what 

it is to be a Serb and a real man.  The violence he participates is partly a policing and a 

destroying of ‘enemy’ persons, but is also a policing of Cvijetin’s own Serbian identity.  

He becomes a walking caricature of Serbian identity, meant to teach him the very nar-

row discursive box within which wartime Serbian identity was pressured to fit.   

 All communities report both the appropriation of religious identity for nationalist 

purposes and also resistance to this appropriation for nationalist projects.  As I will dis-

cuss later, there is little in this story that connects his Serbian identity with religion and 

instead dwells on masculinity.  However, wartime discourses on Serbian identity relied 

heavily on both specific understandings of Orthodoxy and projections of masculinity.  

Orthodox identity is one of the few visible markers of difference between groups in this 

conflict.  It became the dividing line within mixed communities.  These discourses relied 

not only a demonizing of the ‘other’ but also a shared joining under a shared identity.  

Many testimonies report religious symbols, jewellery, songs, or proclamations by sol-

diers.  One woman, Sadeta, who was assaulted by Serbian soldiers while being marched 

between Prijedor and Rizvanovici (see Map 2) on July 24, 1992 described the soldiers 

who assaulted her as wearing many chains around their necks with Serbian Orthodox 
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crosses, and even earrings with Serbian Orthodox crosses.585 This is also reported with 

militarised paramilitaries and other belligerents as well.586  There are many other in-

stances that include both religious markers and sexual violence used to police Orthodox 

identity, particularly around the use of rape camps and forced pregnancy, and forced 

baptisms.  These will be looked at more in depth in Chapter 5.  

Cvijetin’s story did not report the wearing of crosses, weapons blessings, or other 

religious symbols like survivors of torture by different ethnic groups, but his statement 

that “I believe in God, and I had to tell about it” is a clear resistance to the appropriation 

of God and Serbian Orthodox identity for nationalist projects. 

 Instead of religious identity, the ‘education’ that the Serbian soldiers try to teach 

Cvijetin understands Serbian identity in violence and being a ‘real’ man.  He is consist-

ently threatened and scorned for his lack of violence, and his captors/comrades work to 

instill it through abuse, humiliation, threats of death, and practice.  Von Joeden-Forgey 

argues that genocide is “intimately” connected to specific forms of masculinity.  She ar-

gues that these genocidal masculinities come out of the men’s attempted meaning-mak-

ing from of their experiences, particularly in the context of war.587  “Genocidal masculi-

nity” is grounded in the understanding that their power is dependent of the destruction of 

enemy groups and perpetrators which are believed to be limiting or threatening their 

identity.  Genocidal masculinities understand war as a way of regaining or reasserting 
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587 von Joeden-Forgey, “Gender and Genocide,” 75. 
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masculinity.  This is grounded in the understanding that they were or could be emascu-

lated.  She gives the example of war as a way of recovering from perceived emascula-

tion in the past, or the perception that peace time is inherently “feminized”.588  In 

Cvijetin’s story, any indication of non-violence, was perceived as feminised, or not 

manly, and by extension, not Serbian. 

Masculinity, here, is distinct from maleness or all masculinities.  Genocidal is a 

particular kind of masculinity.  Women and others are not excluded from participating or 

taking on genocidal masculinity, but that does not make it gender neutral.  This demon-

strates that genocidal masculinity is complex and requires a nuanced approach.  It is still 

grounded in particular constructs and concepts of masculinity and gender. 589   Masculin-

ities are productive.  They describe how men (and by extension women) should act, they 

define values and traits, and set out social, economic and political agendas that may or 

may not explicitly deal with gender.590  

Preserving masculinity is a major component of sexual violence against men and 

the ways in which it might manifests.  Sexual violence against women also helps to sup-

port ideas of masculinity.  However, when a form of masculinity is grounded in hetero-

sexuality, sexual violence against men becomes socially riskier for the perpetrators.  Be-

ing socially risky does not mean that sexual violence does not occur.  Instead, manifesta-

tions of sexual violence shift in order not to threaten normalized heterosexuality.  This 

means that the way sexual violence against men manifests must account for the need to 
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remain heterosexual.  Because this relies on particular understandings of gender, mascu-

linity, and sexuality, which are all culturally informed, the ways that sexual violence oc-

curs changes in different conflicts.591  For example, killing men during sexual assault is 

one way to preserve masculinity and therefore heterosexuality of the rapists.592 Addi-

tionally, gang-rapes involving sexual assaults with objects, secretive sexual assault by an 

individual, or forcing prisoners to sexually assault one another, are all ways male perpe-

trators of sexual violence against other men used to preserve their heterosexuality in the 

Bosnian War. 

The emphasis on male domination is not only in discourses or practices directed 

toward the enemy, but also within the perpetrator group, usually manifesting with con-

trol over reproductive policies or the subjugation of women’s agency and personhood.593  

For example, before the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the war, as nationalism increased, 

so did anti-abortion discourses and campaigning.594 

Genocidal masculinity “emerges within patriarchal systems, and is aimed at re-

placing patriarchy as a governing gender ideology,”595  meaning that control over life 

giving and reproduction is replaced with the power over death.  The way this form of 

masculinity (and thereby ethnic identity) is articulated is through ritualized cruelty that 

                                                 
591 For an example of how perceptions of “active” vs “passive” partners in sex or sexual assault have af-

fected Islamic jursiprudence see: Scott Siraj al-Haqq Kugle, Homosexuality in Islam: Critical Re-
flection on Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Muslims (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2010), 10–
11. 

592 Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia, 166. 

593 von Joeden-Forgey, “Gender and Genocide,” 76–77. 

594 Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia, 247. 

595 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 78. 
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helps to define “real men.”  In Cvijetin’s story his identity is policed and performed 

through participating in highly intimate forms of killing, mass slaughter, and sexual vio-

lence.  This is not unique to Cvijetin’s story but part of a broad pattern of stories where 

survivors, like Mirsada from Foča (see Map 3) report that “They said they were going to 

show us what real Serbian men were like.”596   

Not only are religious identity and masculinity fundamental parts of policing 

identity, they are also integral to cultivating it.  In Cvijetin’s testimony, the policing of 

Serbian identity through violence was also part of cultivating this identity in civilians.  

As Cvijetin puts it: “The killing and the raping were supposed to teach us to hate.”597  

Cvijetin was a civilian and when the Serbian soldiers and paramilitaries took over his 

area, he was forcibly conscripted into a military role because of his Serbian identity, in-

stead of imprisoned, killed, or deported like the non-Serb population.  They co-opted the 

civilians into participating in stages – first as survivors, then as Serbs who are officially 

allied with the attackers (according to the attackers), then as support staff, and then as 

reluctant killers.  According to the threats from the Serb paramilitaries, if Cvijetin had 

stayed, he would have either become a willing and active participant in the violence (a 

real man, and a real Serb) or his life would have been forfeit. 

 Training and acclimatizing citizens to violence is a recurring pattern in the Bos-

nian war, where people come from outside the community, conquer it, and divide the 

population into “us” and “other”.  Civilians who share an ethnic background with the 

perpetrators are either forced to participate in the violence against their neighbours, or 
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are brought to other communities to participate in the violence against nameless and 

faceless others, instead of neighbours, colleagues, and friends.  Fatima, a survivor from 

Miljevina reported that “Our own Chetniks didn’t bother us too much; they went to other 

villages and raped and killed and looted there.”598 In the meantime, local soldiers also 

set up a brothel in an abandoned house where they brought the women and girls from 

other villages.  Local Bosnian Serb women told the Muslim women they were hearing 

ghosts, not screams, and denied knowledge of the brothel.599  Here we see people getting 

used to violence by committing it in other communities and acclimatizing to violence 

where they commit acts of sexual violence at home, but only to people outside the com-

munity.  This quickly disintegrates intergroup relationships, particularly where Bosnian 

Serb women also become complicit through their denials.  This co-opting of civilians 

disrupted the ability of neighbours to live together and like the women with the brothel, 

lessens the chance that civilians will report war crimes committed by their ‘own’ ethnic 

group, creating intragroup cohesion.600 I will elaborate further on normalizing and accli-

matizing to violence in Chapter 5, looking in particular at patterns of acclimatization, in-

tragroup cohesion techniques, and the use of alcohol and coercion in normalizing vio-

lence against civilians. 

  Stories like Cvijetin’s push against the dominant discourse about the Bosnian 

War as being three groups, three religions, all at war.  This pushback happens not only 
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because he is a Serb, who runs away to confess and does not want to participate, but be-

cause he is a civilian who is militarised.  This suggests that another model which recog-

nises Cvijetin as a victim, of both sexual violence and other atrocities could reveal addi-

tional information and challenge assumptions about who are designated as victims and 

perpetrators.  Cvijetin’s testimony in Stiglmayer’s collection is listed under the heading 

“perpetrators”.   Prisoners who are coerced into committing violence against other pris-

oners are broadly recognised as victims not perpetrators, but because Cvijetin was both a 

man and because he was a Serb, tortured and coerced by his own ‘side’, there is little 

space to recognise him as a survivor, or even as a civilian.  The same sexism that limits 

aid to male civilians (such as women and children first policies), and that puts male ci-

vilians more at risk of wartime violence than women (not recognising men as ‘real’ ci-

vilians) underlies this.601  Cvijetin’s actions, though coerced, had a horrific impact, and 

space to recognise his victimhood does not mean that the pain he caused goes away or 

that he is not accountable for his actions, but instead acknowledges that it is more com-

plex.  A model where we look at the Bosnian War as a war against civilians instead of a 

war between peoples might provide this space. 

 

Conclusion 

These four categories, framing, intensifying, identifying, and (self-) policing, are 

four ways that religious violence impacted the use of sexual violence in the Bosnian 
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War.  The way many of the case studies had elements of multiple categories demon-

strates that these categories are also related to one another.  That many of these extended 

multifaceted accounts include acts of violence that are almost theatrical indicate a per-

formativity; when perpetrators tell victims that they want to marry them, that they have 

been converted, or that their genitals are not ‘ethnically’ correct, there is no sincerity to 

these statements.  The statements themselves are used as a weapon.  This performativity 

highlights the religious nature of the violence, rather than smothering it with insincerity.  

It is important to pay attention to this blend of religious violence and sexual violence be-

cause it teaches us more about the nature of certain forms of violence against civilians, 

possibly leading to a recognition of new early warning signals of atrocity, a better recog-

nition of the experiences of survivors, and an increased capacity to talk about memories 

of violence in the region. 

The way religious violence frames sexual violence provides an extra layer of 

symbolism to the violence that would not be there otherwise.  These acts rely on this 

symbolism and religiously informed beliefs to effectively frame sexual violence and 

cause anguish.  Using religious violence to frame sexual violence often depends on ritu-

alising violence.  The miscible nature of religious violence and sexual violence allows 

them to collapse into one another extending the scope and the range of the damage; the 

framing of religious violence with sexual violence extends the act of violence from one 

person to a community, and from one instance in time to an attack the future.   

Combining religious violence and sexual violence intensifies the damage each 

one causes.  This relationship is more than additive; because of the miscible properties 

of religious and sexual violence, the possibilities of damage is compounded to cause ex-

ponential but also different kinds of harm.  Through their miscible relationship, religion 
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here acts as a “force multiplier”.602  The case study of prisoners interned within the 

church also highlighted the meticulous and slow destruction and need to desanctify reli-

gious artifacts and how the bodies of prisoners were incorporated into this process.  The 

witness testimonies about the ongoing effects of the trauma on their religious life and 

practices also demonstrates how one can utilise religious and sexual violence to attack 

the future.   

Religious and sexual markers come together to identify enemies and police not 

only the “other” (their bodies, their actions, their autonomy), but also to police the 

boundaries between groups.  Even when the violence is not physical trauma, the pro-

cesses of identification are not a benign aspect of greater physical violence but are acts 

of violence themselves.  These processes frequently invade privacy and destroy bodily 

autonomy.  Processes of identification were used to expose, make vulnerable, as well as 

attack identities or steal them away entirely.   

Policing the “other” and boundaries between groups necessitates policing one’s 

own group.  Looking at the way religious and sexual violence police’s one’s own group 

demonstrates how perpetrators depend on violence to create enmity and how this act of 

othering is intentional.  Religious and sexual violence attack civilians through time.  Vi-

olence in the present attacks the past foundations of relationships between ethnicities 

and destabilises potential relationship and cohesion between ethnic groups.  It demon-

strates how this process of policing one’s own group also relies on a specific and narrow 

self-understanding, a caricature of one’s identity.   

                                                 
602 Hassner, Religion on the Battlefield, 14–17. 
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These four categories make up the short-term half of eight categories I have iden-

tified.  My long-term categories include: justifying (using religiously grounded propa-

ganda or mythology to justify sexual violence), normalizing (where religious under-

standings of gender, power, and enemies establish a foundation for sexual violence), 

staking claims (where religious markers are used to claims people and space), and ethno-

cide (where religious violence and sexual violence work together to prevent refugees 

from returning and keep an area ‘cleansed’).  
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Chapter Five 
 -  

Long-term Impacts of Religious Violence on Sexual Violence 
 

The short-term effects from the previous chapter look at the impact of religious 

violence on sexual violence within the instance of violence.  These short-term impacts 

include: a) Framing, b) Intensifying, c) Identifying, and d) (Self)-Policing.  Long-term 

effects go beyond the instance of violence, and bring the violence into a wider time and 

space.  These effects are more noticeably about a future: both using violence to create an 

ideal future, and defending that possible future.  This chapter will lay out four long-term 

effects of religious violence and religious markers on the use of sexual violence in the 

Bosnian War: a) Justification, b) Normalization c) Staking Claims, and d) Ethno-

cide/Refugee Deterrents.  Where the short-term effects reflect consequences that oc-

curred in the instance of violence, the long-term impacts recognise consequences that 

occurred beyond that instance and find a way to extend the anguish caused by violence.  

The way these categories impact time and crash outside the instance of violence itself is 

significant.  Religious violence and sexual violence are used to create and to sustain not 

only a perfect place, but also a future. 

 As in the previous chapter, each impact will begin with an account of one indi-

vidual which is then used to illustrate each category.  First, the story of SU-140 high-

lights how religious markers and religious violence helped to justify sexual violence and 

the forms it manifested.  This chapter will elaborate on the impact of Justification by ex-

ploring how nationalist mythologies and pseudo- histories, alongside contemporary re-

productive fears, led to the use of forced pregnancies in the Bosnian War.  The story of 

Dževad Ferhatović, a Muslim Romani man, demonstrates the impact of Normalization 
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and how imbuing acts with religious violence and sexual violence exploits taboos and 

creates a new normal out of heavily ritualised atrocity.   Through the forced baptism of 

Witness 2, the third impact, Staking Claims, demonstrates how religious violence and 

sexual violence come together to claim authority and ownership over bodies and terri-

tory on behalf of the perpetrator, the state, and God.  The fourth impact is illustrated 

through the story of Marija, who demonstrates how religious violence and sexual vio-

lence come together to accomplish Ethnocide and to also “defend” the future by 

Deterring Refugees from ever returning.  These impacts change space and time, attempt-

ing to bring a permanency to the violence that might not have been otherwise possible.  

It is important to look not only at the damage cause in the instance of violence, but the 

ongoing repercussions and the future perpetrators intended. 

 

Category 1: Justifying  
SU-140 

 In Prosecutor v Dragan Nikolic, tried at the International Criminal Tribunal for 

the former Yugoslavia, a witness dubbed “SU-140" detailed the sexual assaults she ex-

perienced at the Sušica camp (see Map 4) where she was detained in a hangar.  On June 

6 1992, a guard brought SU-140 out of the hangar, into the forest, and ordered her to un-

dress.  When she refused, she was forcibly undressed and sexually assaulted.  During the 

sexual assault, the soldier said to SU-140: “Now you Muslim women would conceive 

and give birth to Chetnik babies.”  This process was repeated daily for the following two 

days, being told she would give birth to “Chetnik babies".603 

                                                 
603 Prosecutor v. Dragan Nikolic (First Amended Indictment) CASE NO. IT-01-2-I (n.d.). 
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*     *     * 

The religious markers in this case are wrapped up in the term “Chetnik” (Četnik).  

Četnik is used as a slur for Serb.  This term is also intimately connected with Orthodox 

identity and its connection to Serb identity.  A similar slur for Croats would be “Ustaše” 

and for Muslims would be “Turks”.  All three of these terms are specifically connected 

to religious connotations.  Ustaše refers to the Croatian Catholic fascists that controlled 

the area in WWII, and “Turk” refers to the invading and occupying Muslim forces.  Čet-

nik and Ustaše are used a little differently because they are also terms that are used by 

nationalists themselves, not only as slurs.  SU-140 is identified as a “Muslim” woman, 

and being told that she will give birth to “Orthodox” children.  

Imbuing religious violence into acts of sexual violence helped justify sexual as-

saults and the projects of ethnocide by reproducing history and mythologies, and recy-

cling propaganda (themed around gender, birthrates, and constructs of identity).  Some-

times justification is a pretext, such as when victims of sexual assault are told that they 

are being raped because “their own” soldiers had raped women.  Ljubica L, a Serb 

woman from Novi Grad (see Map 2) testified that she (with three other Serbian women) 

was taken from her house by her neighbours into a building with 15 men wearing cam-

ouflage.  She reported being gang-raped by seven Croatian paramilitary soldiers who 

called themselves the “Fiery Steeds” was told she was being sexually assaulted as retri-

bution for the rapes of 150 women by “Četniks”.604 The use of religious symbolism and 

religious violence helps cultivate discourses of justification, bring them to a deeper 

level, and pull the justifications through time and space.   

                                                 
604 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 141. 
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Stories of women being told they would give birth to enemy children as part of a 

sexual assault are a recurring pattern in the Bosnian War.  Many women were not only 

told they might get pregnant, they were intentionally forcibly impregnated and forced to 

maintain the pregnancy.  Most of these accounts occurred in so-called “rape camps”.  

Rape camps and sexual violence were a problem on all sides of the conflict.  Likewise, 

stories of women being told they would bear “enemy” children also happened on all 

sides.  With Bosnian Serb forces, however, the practice of forced impregnation was 

more systematic and there is evidence of procedures put in place to move this from a tor-

turous threat to an intended practice. 

  The United Nations’ Final Report of the Commission of Experts states that:  

Of the 715 camps: 237 were operated by Bosnian Serbs and 
the former Republic of Yugoslavia; 89 were operated by the 
Government and army of Bosnia and Herzegovina; 77 were 
operated by Bosnian Croats, the Government of Croatia, the 
Croatian Army and the Croatian Defence Council; 4 were 
operated jointly by the Bosnian Government and Bosnian 
Croats; and 308 camps for which it is not known with cer-
tainty under whose effective control they were.605  

While all sides committed grave breaches against the Geneva convention, Bos-

nian Serbs had the most camps and they were more organised in terms of patterns and 

policies than was the case for the other groups.   

Sexual violence serves different purposes in different conflicts.  Often, sexual vi-

olence is used to destroy reproductive capacities.  In the Bosnian War, patterns of en-

forced pregnancy suggest something different.  As we saw in Chapter 2, the United Na-

tions Final Report identified five main patterns of sexual violence in the Bosnian War 

                                                 
605 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 

(1992) S/1994/674,” 51. 
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and three of them pertained to sexual violence in detainment camps: groups and individ-

uals (soldiers, paramilitaries and civilians) sexually assaulting people in camps out of 

ease of access, detaining women in hotels and facilities for sexual entertainment, and 

camps that detained women for the purpose of impregnating them.606  The detainment 

camps could be formal or informal, and the women were detained for longer periods of 

time. 

This fifth pattern was identified by the United Nations Commission of Experts 

Report on Sexual Violence.  Women in rape camps were detained, sexually assaulted 

over a period of time and told that they would bear “the enemy’s" children.  While this 

could be put down as cruel verbal torture in some cases, the follow through actions of 

the belligerents suggest something more.  An additional part of the pattern was that 

women who became pregnant received additional food and gentler care.  The impreg-

nated women remained incarcerated until they were past the stage where they could le-

gally receive an abortion.607  Because of the close association of ethnic identity and reli-

gious identity, and the language used by perpetrators about the children, these forced 

pregnancies (and even the suggestion of them by perpetrators) are a form of religious vi-

olence. 

In the former Yugoslavia, people were not able to access an abortion past 20 

weeks.  During wartime, and even as Yugoslavia disintegrated into new states, these 

                                                 
606 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 

(1992) S/1994/674,” 58–59. 

607 Its important to note that legal barriers to abortion do not prevent abortions from happening, but rather 
mean that people seeking them face greatly increased medical risk.   
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rules were largely kept, however destruction of infrastructure and unrest made the proce-

dure more difficult to access as the conflict progressed.  Despite this, from September to 

November in 1992, abortions at a Sarajevo clinic (see Map 1) were reported to have 

doubled from 200 per month to 400-500 per month.  Todd Salzman suggests in addition 

to increased political and economic instability, pregnancy from sexual assault is another 

possible reason for the dramatic spike in terminations.608  Survivors of sexual violence 

had inconsistent access to legal abortions in more Catholic areas and many parts of the 

country did not have the necessary tools, equipment, or space to provide abortion ser-

vices past 20 weeks, due to the conflict.609  A Muslim religious leader from Egypt is re-

ported to have encouraged Bosnian Muslim leaders to both issue a fatwa enabling survi-

vors of sexual violence to obtain abortions passed 20 weeks and to also declare survivors 

of sexual violence as martyrs.610 

Despite their opposite manifestations from the deliberate destruction of reproduc-

tive capacities seen in other conflicts, forced impregnation is not the opposite of “re-

stricting birthrates” but another form of it, and therefore another form ethnocide and 

genocide.  The pattern of impregnating women has presented itself in high profile offi-

cial court documents such as the ICTY (Prosecutor v. Kunarac, Prosecutor v. Nikolić, 

and Prosecutor v. Karadžić) as well as collections of survivor testimonies and inter-

views.   

                                                 
608 Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing,” 363. 

609 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 135–46. 

610 Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina,” 1998, 45. 
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The pattern of women being told by their rapists’ that they would give birth to 

the “enemy’s” children was not restricted to one particular military force or against an 

individual ethnicity.  For example, Slavenka was a Serbian woman from Zenica (see 

Map 1).  In the summer of 1992, her home was invaded by three Bosniak soldiers who 

beat her in front of her in-laws.  One soldier pulled her into the bathroom and threatened 

to kill her children if she did not give him oral sex.  Then he forced her to have vaginal 

sex, saying: “I’m going to give you a little Muslim”611 He then sexually assaulted her a 

third time, saying “You whore, I’m going to fuck you in the ass and then do it to your 

husband in the slammer too.”  Before leaving the house, the soldier urinated on one of 

the children.612 

Similarly, On June 24, 1992, a Serbian woman named Gordana, from Novi Grad 

(Northern Bosnia, see Map 2) was gang-raped by her neighbours, three Bosnian Croat 

pseudo-paramilitaries called the “Fiery Steeds”.  In addition to making her say that she 

enjoyed it, they told her that she would give birth to an “Ustasha baby”613 In another in-

cident, a Croat man was stabbed when identifying as Catholic after being asked whether 

he was Orthodox or Catholic, after which his wife and daughter were then beaten and as-

saulted. The wife became pregnant and she was told she would bear a Četnik.614  The 

torturous emphasis on being invaded and giving birth to the “enemy” is consistent across 

all groups, but most examples that have practical follow through (long-term detainment, 

                                                 
611 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 140. 

612 Stiglmayer, 140. 

613 Stiglmayer, 141–42. 

614 Vranić, Breaking the Wall of Silence - The Voices of Raped Bosnia, 173–75. 
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better treatment) were by Bosnian Serb forces in camps.  This suggests that it was both 

strategic and more of an intentional project than a torturous possible consequence with 

which to humiliate victims.  Eliza von Joeden-Forgey argues that Bosnian Serb women 

were being sexually assaulted to create children for the “Serbian nation.”615    

Two forms of propaganda, grounded in religion, contributed to making this phe-

nomenon manifest: a) nationalist mythologies (the Janissaries), and b) anxieties about 

population control (the “white plague”).  Much of the propaganda put out by Serbian na-

tionalists leading up to and during the war relied on heavily mythologised and reli-

giously grounded pseudo history that brought the past, from the Ottoman invasions and 

WWII, into the contemporary political imagination.  Leading up to the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia, Serbian politicians, academics, and religious leaders were particularly trou-

bled by reproduction and birthrates of both Serbian and non-Serbian women.  The con-

cept that a Bosniak woman could give birth to an Orthodox (or Četnik or Serb) baby via 

sexual assault relies on specific religiously informed narratives of identity, gender, and 

ethnicity, which are cultural and theological in nature; in order to make sense, it needs 

its own internal logic.  Part of this internal logic is the conflation of the ethnicity and re-

ligious identity.  Both the process of imagining the past as present, and the contemporary 

fixation on birthrates came together and provided a foundation for this internal logic.  

Eliza von Joeden-Forgey explains that the persistence of these beliefs (that the ethnic 

and religious identity of the child could be determined by the father, regardless of the 

                                                 
615 von Joeden-Forgey, “Gender and Genocide,” 70. 
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mother’s biological or social contributions to the child) continued after the conflict, con-

tributing to the marginalization of children born from the sexual violence in the Bosnian 

War.616 

 

a. Nationalist Mythology – The Janissaries 

In the years leading up to the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the violence in Bos-

nia, divisive nationalist propaganda had started to permeate the media, academic circles, 

and political rhetoric in all regions of the country.  There is a lot of literature written 

about the role of Serb media in Milosevic's regime and the ethnocide that occurred.617  

Much of the propaganda reshaped the contemporary politics of the day into a narrative 

of ongoing oppression and a continuation of the Ottoman invasion.  This manifests in 

how so many perpetrators of violence and how much political rhetoric refers to the Bos-

niak population as “Turks” instead of as Muslims or Bosniaks.  A variation on this lan-

guage is when Muslims are referred to as traitors, as in people who betrayed the original 

inhabitants of the area and gave into the Ottoman invasions.618  The reversal of this is 

when Catholics are called “Ustaše” and Serbs are called “Četniks”.  There is however a 

notable difference: while all these terms are used as insults, Serb and Croat nationalists 

                                                 
616 Randall, Genocide and Gender in the Twentieth Century: A Comparative Survey, 3. 

617 Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia; Kurspahić, 
“Serbia Manufacturing Enemies.” 

618 Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural 
Memory,” 76. 
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embrace these terms for themselves.  While they are used as insults, “Ustaše” and “Čet-

nik” also do not indicate that they are members of a different country and inherently do 

not belong within the former Yugoslavia. 

The renewal of the Ottoman empire’s invasion in contemporary Serbian imagina-

tion played out in both “positive” and “negative” propaganda.  Positive propaganda 

seeks to celebrate Serb identity, while negative propaganda attempts to vilify another 

group.  An example of the positive propaganda is Milošević, who, a month before the vi-

olence started, had had the body of St. Lazar brought through Serb villages and towns 

throughout Yugoslavia.  St. Lazar is considered a hero of the Serbian people and the last 

defender against the Ottoman invaders, who chose the “heavenly kingdom” over the 

earthly kingdom and thus lost the war.  The people who came out to venerate the body 

dressed in black as a sign of mourning.  Linda Boose argues that this was to revive the 

old mythology and sense of loss over Kosovo (hundreds of years in the past) to the pre-

sent day.619  While this seems like a celebration of culture and history, the mourning that 

followed revives a centuries-dead defeat and reframes Serbian nationhood as the “ongo-

ing epic struggle to retain its heroic uniqueness”620 

Negative propaganda, alternatively, highlighted the untrustworthy other.  High-

lighting the impending threat of sexual violence, even before the conflict, was an effi-

cient tactic and manipulating rape statistics was a powerful tool for political mobiliza-

tion.621 Amidst an assortment of other media that consistently reiterated a message of 

                                                 
619 Boose, 80. 

620 Boose, 75. 

621 Skljelsbæk, “Sexual Violence in Times of War: A New Challenge for Peace Operations,” 77. 
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fear for Serbian women’s sexual boundaries, Major Milovan Milutinovic and other Bos-

nian Serb leaders developed a document called “Lying [sic] Violent hands on the Ser-

bian Woman” which stated that:  

By order of the Islamic fundamentalists from Sarajevo, 
healthy Serbian women from 17 to 40 years of age are being 
separated out and subjected to special treatment. According 
to their sick plans going back many years, these women 
have to be impregnated by orthodox Islamic seeds in order 
to raise a generation of janissaries [ i.e., Turkish military 
elite composed of Christian youth forced to convert to Islam 
in the middle ages] on the territories they surely consider to 
be theirs, the Islamic republic. In other words, a fourfold 
crime is to be committed against the Serbian woman: to re-
move her from her own family, to impregnate her by unde-
sirable seeds, to make her bear a stranger and then to take 
even him away from her622 

The passage alleged that Serbian women were in danger of sexual violence, that 

this was a deliberate strategy with a lot of planning, and that its roots were ancient, and a 

recycling of terrible practices Serbian people had already survived.  With respect to sex-

ual violence, propaganda often insinuated that “history” would soon, or already was 

about to, repeat itself.  By extension, actual violence against Muslims by Serbs and Bos-

nian Serbs sometimes reflected these same pseudo-historical tropes.623  Serbian propa-

ganda insisted that Muslims would sexually assault, as had been done before, or framed 

it with language and concepts associated with the ancient Turkish invasion, such as the 

“Janissaries”.   

                                                 
622 Roy Gutman, A Witness to Genocide: The 1993 Pulitzer Prize-Winning Dispatches on the “Ethnic 

Cleansing” of Bosnia (New York: Lisa Drew Books, 1993), x. 

623 Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural 
Memory,” 81–87. 
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In short, the Janissaries were an elite class of the Turkish military.  Although 

their origins were very different, this class of military fighters held a lot of prestige and 

wielded a significant amount of authority and political credibility so that Muslims and 

non-Muslims of the empire vied for a position in their ranks.  The Janissaries were re-

puted to have started out as a fighting force of conquered people (non-Muslims), pre-

dominantly Orthodox men, said to be taken as children, and raised as Muslims in the sul-

tan’s army.624  Whether these children were kidnapped, part of a taxation system, or en-

thusiastically given unto Turkish care by their parents (or any combination thereof) de-

pends largely on the period and the historian, as their role and membership evolved over 

time.  Orthodox writers often describe the Janissaries, as children who were taken from 

their families and raised as Muslim, who would be sent to attack their own traditional 

homes, much to the horror of their families.625  Historically, the Janissaries are not lim-

ited to this narrative, and were different, at times, from how they are remembered in Or-

thodox memory.626  However, even if the Orthodox narrative concerning the Janissaries 

is historically inaccurate, the Janissaries appear to have become mythology, and the dis-

course about them thus impacts and colours national history.   

 The recurring stories of women being forcibly impregnated and forced to carry to 

term, being told they would have “Orthodox children” precisely reproduces the pattern 

in the document that described how Muslims were attempting to recreate the Janissaries.  

                                                 
624 Judah, The Serbs: History, Myth and the Destruction of Yugoslavia, 45. 

625 Adrian Fortescue, The Orthodox Eastern Church (London: Kessinger Publishing, 2004), 233–38. 

626 “Janissary” (Encylopaedia Britannica, 2010), http://search.eb.com.proxy.bib.uottawa.ca/eb/article-
9043340#cite. 



241 

The evidence of forced impregnation and sexual violence being linked to the imagina-

tive trope of Janissaries is taken a step further in some cases.  The United Nations’ Final 

Report mentions the account of one woman who was kept captive for six months, and 

sexually assaulted daily by three or four soldiers.  She was told their President had or-

dered this and that she would “give birth to a [c]hetnik boy who would kill Muslims 

when he grew up.”627  With this particular national history in mind, there is a startling 

resemblance to the atrocities against Bosnian Muslims when they are told their children 

will grow up to kill Muslims.  This is especially interesting in the light of Serbian propa-

ganda that made use of the Janissary stories, claiming (before the conflict got started) 

that Muslim men were impregnating Serbian women and explicitly calling to mind the 

Janissary history. 

 

b. Contemporary Anxieties – Fear of the “White Plague”  

In tandem with reimagining the past, the use of forced impregnations also relied 

on the Serbian anxieties for the future, particularly around reproduction.  Before and 

during the conflict, anxieties around the lower reproductive rates of Serbian women 

(juxtaposed with the higher reproduction rates of Roma and Muslim women) were rising 

in both religious and political circles.  The lower birthrates of Serbian women were 

caused by women using family planning, but was dubbed “the white plague,” implying 

sickness and potential death.  Dubravka Žarkov explains that it “became the most feared 

disease, and women – especially professional women and women who had abortions – 

                                                 
627 “Final Report of the Commission of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 

(1992) S/1994/674,” 59. 
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were branded the main culprits.”628  Milošević felt that Serbs were losing the “reproduc-

tive battle” to other ethnic groups, Muslims and other non-Serbs in Yugoslavia, had 

“genocidal intentions”.629  The birthrate of non-Serbs was used as evidence of these 

“genocidal intentions.”  The close connection between religious identity and ethnicity is 

important but the connection with religion is even more explicit.  Religion played a large 

role in the anxiety over Serbian birthrates as a source of identity and normative gender 

roles and sexual relations.  Prescriptions on normative gender roles and sexual relations 

are found in Orthodox scripture and traditions, but also in the theologies and words of 

contemporary Serbian Orthodox leaders at the time. 

  Patriach Pavle, the head of the Serbian Orthodox Church was staunchly against 

the war and the violence.  Despite the role he played trying to end the conflict, he still 

falls into the trap of complicity when he preached pronatalist viewpoints.  Salzmann 

analyses a Christmas homily from 1994 by Patriarch Pavle in which he calls the lower 

birthrate among Serbian women an ‘infanticide’ claiming by choosing to have fewer 

children, Serbian women sin against themselves, against God, and against the Serbian 

nation.  Pavle explains that mothers whose sons die in war cause their own pain: “Many 

mothers who did not want more than one child, today bitterly cry and pull their hair in 

despair over the loss of the only son in the war . . . why did they not give birth to more 

children and have them as consolation?”  Serbian women sin against the nation because 

a low birthrate will make Serbs “a minority in their own country.”630  Serbian women sin 

                                                 
628 Žarkov, The Body of War: Media, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Break-up of Yugoslavia, 4. 

629 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 88. 

630 Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing,” 351. 
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against God because “when they come to meet God, those mothers who never allowed 

their children to be born will meet their children who will sadly ask: why did you kill 

me? Why did you not let me live?”  Salzmann explains that according to Patriarch Pavle, 

Serbian women must join in the war “by offering their bodies as incubators, preferably 

to male children. This attitude is reflected in the frequently cited aphorism that ‘for 

every Serbian soldier dead in battle in Slovenia, Serbian mothers must bear 100 more 

fighters!’”631    

The obsession with birthrates and the concept that women’s wombs created sol-

diers for the nation was key to Serbian Nationalists who had plans for breeding utopias 

that never came to be.  Von Joeden-Forgey writes that “these schemes nevertheless show 

is the direct connection between the desire among adherents of genocidal masculinity to 

reorganize reproduction along materialist lines within their “own” group, on the one 

hand, and the atrocities perpetrators commit against their victims.”632 These nationalists 

included Serbian intellectuals as well as the political elite.  One Serbian academic wrote 

that:  

In order for the Serbian people to survive, every woman 
must give birth to at least three children. Let those cliques 
who take pride in liberty, planned parenthood, and the un-
questionable right of women to abortion remember that in a 
law-abiding state no one is master of his own body, whether 
male or female.  Women must give birth to replacements, 
while men must go to war when the state calls them.633 

                                                 
631 Salzman, 352. 

632 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 86. 

633 von Joeden-Forgey, 87; Originally cited in: Norman Cigar, Genocide in Bosnia: The Policy of “Ethnic 
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A Serbian artist, on the other hand, advocated for the creation of a special minis-

try to increase Serbian births. This ministry included a “gynecological bus” in every 

town that would implement policies and require women to give birth every nine months.  

They suggested that punishment for refusal or non-compliance with breeding policies 

would be for the women to be sent to the United Arab Emirates.  The artist said: “Let her 

have them inseminate her [instead] if she does not want to do so here.”634  In this gro-

tesque and rather unscientific fantasy, women’s bodies are under complete regulation 

and compliance to the nation state.  The implied punishment was sexual violence.  That 

sexual exploitation at the hands of the Muslim other is somehow meant to be more de-

meaning than the sexual violence and coercion at the hands of the state by necessity, 

others and demeans Muslim people and demeans mixed relationships that reflect the re-

ality of many people in the former Yugoslavia.   

While Patriarch Pavle never intended for his words to be used to justify sexual 

violence, his anxieties over birthrates reflect those of other Serbian nationalists.  This 

makes him complicit because it bolstered the discourses about women’s bodies as being 

obligated to produce babies for the nation.  His concept that women’s grief could be 

lessened by replacing one child with others shows the disposability of men in war and 

the incubator status of women.  Von Joeden-Forgey writes that “pronatalism in a geno-

cidal context is nothing more than an effort to empty reproduction of its transcendent 

power and instead hitch it to the transcendent killing project.” 635  She also argues that 

perpetrators undermining the roles of families in their reproductive choices are linked to 
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the attacks on the reproductive capacities of victim groups: “Leaders who commit geno-

cide often tie the two reproductive realms together by describing the reproductive capac-

ities of the perpetrator and the victim group (or sets of groups) according to a zero-sum 

logic, which leads them to claim that their people are facing cosmic annihilation.”636   

In addition to the patriarchal and religiously informed understanding that ethnic 

and religious identity are a genetic gift from men to their children, the anxieties around 

birthrates and controlling reproduction form the internal logic of the phenomenon where 

non-Serbians were being forcibly impregnated and forced to carry children to term.  

Non-Serb women were being used to create soldiers for the nation.  While these designa-

tions are ethnic, and in other contexts might only rely on racial or other distinctions, in 

the context of the Bosnian War, the ability to use wombs in this way relied on specific 

religiously informed understandings of gender, cultural inheritance, and identity. 

 The Genocide Convention explicitly includes measures preventing births.  Alt-

hough on the surface it would appear opposite, the decisions in Prosecutor v. Mladić and 

Prosecutor v. Karadžić at the ICTY demonstrate that forced impregnations are included 

under this article.637 The genocidal and ethnocidal project behind the forced impregna-

tions are more than an individual’s twisted fantasy: it must have its own internal logic.  

The internal logic of forcibly impregnating non-Serb women was grounded in propa-

ganda during and before the war which reimagined the past and the future.  The phe-

nomenon of forced impregnations, the patterns of fixation on reproduction on behalf of 

the nation found in many conflicts, and the desire to control populations and birth of 
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both one’s own group and the “enemy” solidifies Eliza von Joeden-Forgey’s understand-

ing of genocide as about destroying and controlling reproductive capacities rather than 

merely death. This is especially clear when the stories of forced impregnations are 

placed alongside the stories of men who were sexually tortured: one Croat psychologist 

who was imprisoned in a Bosnian Serb camp was told “You are never going to give 

birth638 to any more little Croats [or Muslims]” as the perpetrators beat his genitals.639   

Rape camps and forced impregnations are an example of religious violence and 

sexual violence coming together to justify atrocity.  Forced impregnations were 

grounded in and simultaneously reproducing nationalist discourses and mythologies 

about histories and anxieties over reproduction.  This is consistent with tendencies of na-

tionalist and genocidal masculinities desire to control reproduction both of the “other” 

and their own group.  By mixing religious markers, the justification for sexual violence 

reaches through time and space, relying on an imagined passed while actively attempting 

to create a specific future.  The practice of creating new futures relies on not only justi-

fying violence but also normalizing it.   

 

                                                 
638 Despite the translation of “give birth” we are given to understand that this man is being beaten in the 

testicles. 

639 von Joeden-Forgey, “The Devil in the Details: ‘Life Force Atrocities’ and the Assault on the Family in 
Times of Conflict,” 7. 
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Category 2: Normalization  
 

Dževad 

Dževad Ferhatović was a Muslim Romani man who was detained in a concentra-

tion camp near Doboj (see Map 4) with his family.  He reports that while he was in the 

concentration camp, he and his fellow Muslim prisoners were only fed bread smeared 

with pork fat three times a week and nothing the other days.  On other days, they were 

instead invited to go through the garbage that a truck would come and dump at the camp.  

Soldiers jeered at them while they scavenged.  He reports that people were chosen at 

random every other day to be beaten in front of their families.  At one point his brother 

was tied up with his 5-year-old daughter and made to watch as soldiers raped his wife.  

He says that many Roma were forcibly taken by all sides to be traded for prisoners of 

war.  At one point his group was to be lined up and executed.  Instead, he was saved by a 

Serb woman who ran out to beg the soldiers not to kill the men.  After more time in the 

camps, he was eventually traded for Serbian soldiers.640   

*     *     * 

The idea of sexual violence as normative is built on specific notions of gender, 

masculinity, and sexuality.  For people who find the idea of participating in sexual vio-

lence horrific, it must be acclimated and normalised.  This is similar but different to the 

category of (Self-) Policing in Chapter 4, where Normalizing is creating a culture that 

aids in the policing, rather than the incidents of policing boundaries of identity them-

selves.  Processes of normalization attempt to build a new future through two important 

                                                 
640 “The Non-Constituents: Rights Deprivation of Roma in Post-Genocide Bosnia and Herzegovina,” 46–

47. 
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tools: taboos and acclimatization.  Dževad’s story begins with consistent degradations 

that escalate over time, in terms of physical and psychological harm.  While being 

forced to choose between religious parameters (eating pork fat) and survival is a psycho-

logical torment, as a form of violence, it is easier for perpetrators who might be hesitant 

to commit more intimate kinds of violence; there is little physical harm and the bounda-

ries between “us” and “them” are sharpened. These acts of violence are attempting to 

create a new culture of what is “normal”; a new cultural understanding of what relation-

ships between ethnic and religious groups look like.  This establishment of making new 

cultural norms is not only grounded in the present, from being in conflict, but is instead 

an attempt to create a new natural order for the future.  

The violence in Dževad’s story both escalates and becomes more intimate.  He 

recounts that at one point his sister in law was gang-raped in front of her husband and 

child.   Ideas about power, gender, and relationships between people are fundamental 

components of taboos and are also religiously informed.  By exploiting taboos, religion 

can become wrapped up in contributing to a culture where sexual violence in conflict is 

normalised and where religion can influence the shape it takes.  Sexual violence is often 

taken for granted as a normal if regrettable part of conflict.  Ruth Seifert argues that sex-

ual violence is integral to warfare.641  Perpetrators take the idea of sexual violence as 

normative as tacit permission for what they do, as indicated in stories like Azra’s from 

Miljevina (near Foča, see Map 3), who was sexually assaulted by a Serbian policeman 

                                                 
641 Ruth Seifert, “War and Rape: A Preliminary Analysis,” in Mass Rape: The War against Women in Bos-

nia-Herzegovina, ed. Alexandra Stiglmayer (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 57–58. 
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on August 6 1992.  He told her: “It’s war now, you don’t have to bother defending your-

self.  There’s no law or order anymore.”642  This violence and the acclimatization pro-

cess takes the presumed norms of sexual violence as a normal by-product of war further, 

normalizing highly ritualised spectacles of death.  Religious violence and sexual vio-

lence come together to acclimatise a group to this violence by making it entertaining and 

by making it meaningful.   

Acclimatisation starts slowly. If we see violence as a spectrum, religious vio-

lence and sexual violence come together in less explicit or less troubling forms: such as 

discrimination against mixed marriages and the destruction or vandalism of religious 

buildings.643  Before the conflict, there was an increasing number of intermarriages be-

tween religious and ethnic groups in the former Yugoslavia.644  Sometimes people talk 

about how they did not notice the differences between groups.  Other people talk about 

their own mixed families.  The nationalist discourses (before, during, and after the con-

flict) around ethnicity erase the existence of mixed families altogether.  Nationalist reli-

gious and political leaders, in attempting to control the sexual and reproductive lives of 

“their” group, in addition to rhetoric about motherhood and the need to make (male) 

children for the nation, discouraged mixed relationships.  For example, Mustafa Cerić, a 

Muslim cleric and religious leader took it upon himself to create a campaign against 

                                                 
642 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 106. 

643 This is not to suggest that they are not troubling or not explicit forms of violence.   

644 Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural 
Memory,” 74. 
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mixed marriages.645  Mixed relationships not only disrupt nationalist narratives passively 

through their existence, but the people that make up these families resist actively.  Tanja 

Tagirov, in her piece “My Seven Years War” wrote: “My friend Kika, the only one of us 

who ever went to church - Catholic, is married to a Serb in Banja Luka (see Map 1). And 

she says: ‘No state will destroy my marriage.’”646 

The destruction of symbols and buildings, as well as ransacking and stealing, 

was common in the Bosnian War is easier and far less personal than destroying people.  

Almost all the minarets, the most distinctive visible marker that makes a building stand 

out as mosques, were destroyed.  The minaret is also used for the call to prayer which 

ties the community together into a shared activity.647  One of the exceptions to this de-

struction was in the town of Baljvine, near Mrkonjic Grad (see Map 1).  Here, local Bos-

nian Serb inhabitants reportedly persuaded Serb paramilitaries to leave the mosque 

alone, by calling it part of the "local color."648  Linda Boose demonstrated that the de-

struction of minarets intentionally evoked imagery of “castration” of mosques, lending a 

deliberately sexual connotation to the destruction of religious buildings.649 

Not everyone involved in the violence against civilians were other soldiers. Para-

military forces are on a spectrum of military forces, ranging from ex-military operatives 

                                                 
645 Fine, “The Various Faiths in the History of Bosnia: Middle Ages to the Present,” 19. 

646 Tanja Tagirov, “My Seven War Years,” in Women’s Side of War, ed. Lina Vuškovic and Zorica Tri-
funović (Belgrade: Women in Black, 2008), 410. 

647 Riedlmayer, “Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1992-1996: A Post-War Survey 
of Selected Municipalities,” 11. 

648 Riedlmayer, 11. 

649 Boose also links this to analyses of similar destruction in Cyprus. Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: 
Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural Memory,” 90. 
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acting as unofficial military (for example, the White Eagles and Arkan’s Tigers), and 

groups that were further removed from the military.  Paramilitary groups that were fur-

ther removed from military often had elements that suggest a more recreational tone.  

This is indicated by groups with names such as “The Weekenders” (Brčko, see Map 4) 

and the “Rambos” (Prijedor, see Map 2), or the use of old WWII or Partisan uniforms 

which feels like re-enactment of even a “historical dress-up party”.650  This “recrea-

tional” feel is not to suggest that they did not cause violence or were not serious about 

the violence they called.  Instead I suggest that this is also part of the acclimatization 

process.  Violence becomes a more social activity and a form of entertainment.  In order 

to create a new cultural norm, making the experience of being mobilised enjoyable was 

insufficient; it also needs to be meaningful.  The exploitation of taboos and ritualised vi-

olence is a part of the meaning-making, as is making a local population feel that they are 

defending themselves and their loved ones, rather than acting as aggressors. 

The recurring presence of alcohol and drunkenness suggests that its presence in 

atrocity is more than coincidence.  Many testimonies mention details about the perpetra-

tors being drunk while committing life force atrocities.  Alcohol is used as both a way to 

bond with other members of the perpetrator group (particularly if an area has been in-

vaded by paramilitaries or forces outside the community) as well as a way to lower inhi-

bitions of people new to committing acts of violence. 651   

                                                 
650 Lynda Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cul-

turla Memory,” n.d., 78. 

651 Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural 
Memory,” 78. 
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The organisers of these training processes were not merely training and motivat-

ing people for a conflict, but for a new normal that was intended to continue past the 

point of conflict.  The conflict was not intended to end because people stopped fighting, 

but because there was no one left to fight.  This premise suggests that if anyone were to 

attempt to return after the conflict had ended, that they would be met with the same hos-

tility.   

Borislav Herak from Sarajevo (see Map 1) was 22 when he was captured by a 

Bosniak patrol, and was eventually tried in a court in Sarajevo for genocide, and 29 mur-

ders and admitted to being implicated in the deaths of 220 other civilians.  The perpetra-

tor described being taken to a pig farm and taught how to wrestle and slit the throats of 

pigs, and days later being expected to practice those same techniques on people.  Of 

those 29 murders, 8 victims were also sexually assaulted and held captive in an aban-

doned café outside Sarajevo.652  He admitted that he and other members of his troop 

murdered men and women.  They were ordered to go to a brothel to have sex for “mo-

rale”.  The women would be raped in a group, not alone, with everyone watching.  The 

women were then taken to a secluded place and shot in the head afterwards, with each of 

the troops expected to take taking turns each visit.  He described having friendly rela-

tions with other groups before the war but that propaganda about Muslims murdering 

and raping women and children was believable to him and changed his way of thinking.  

He described drinking and eating as group bonding but added that the sexual violence 

they conducted together had the same purpose: women were given to them because 

                                                 
652 John F. Burns, “A Killer’s Tale -- A Special Report; A Serbian Fighter’s Path of Brutality,” New York 

Times, November 27, 1992, 1. 
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“they wanted to keep us together”653 He said that he and his friends had not had the 

chance to have sex before the war, it really mattered (to his friends), they would brag to 

each other about what they had done in the brothels.654  The opportunity to have sex as 

well as televisions and videos were a motivator for looting and violence.  When they 

murdered a family of ten, including a ten-year-old girl and her grandmother, he says: “it 

was taken for granted among us that they should be killed. So when somebody said, 

'Shoot,' I swung around and pulled the trigger, three times, on automatic fire. I remember 

the little girl with the red dress hiding behind her granny.”  Despite his confession, 

Burns describes Borislav as conflicted about his actions, moving back and forth between 

guilt or remorse.  Borislav says that he is haunted nightly by certain people he killed, 

while also saying “If there was a God, I would not have been caught.”655   

 Borislav’s story demonstrates that creating a new cultural norm of violence 

against ethnic and religious others was dependent on a deliberate process of acclimatiza-

tion and dehumanization, until violence against even the children and the elderly was 

unquestioned.  This strategy of dehumanisation and acclimatization to violence only 

makes sense in a project of ethnocide.  Ethnocide is a project of creating a new future, 

with a new understanding of what normal relationships are.  His story contains elements 

of a person being cultivated as a killer.  This is not to suggest that he is somehow less 

guilty or blameworthy for his actions, but that militarised forces took care to capitalise 

on his mobilisation.  They do not stop at training him to dehumanise and how to murder.  

                                                 
653 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 153. 

654 Stiglmayer, 147–55. 

655 Burns, “A Killer’s Tale -- A Special Report; A Serbian Fighter’s Path of Brutality,” 1–2. 
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They make it a form of entertainment: through his participation in destruction, he has ac-

cess to sex and television, both of which he describes as previously unattainable.  They 

brag to each other about their twisted accomplishments and hold one another accounta-

ble by participating in one another’s murders and taking turns.  The destruction he 

caused was made meaningful when he is told he is saving his group from threat of op-

pression, even though his own family is mixed.  He has a Muslim niece of whom he says 

“I love her more than anything else in my life.”656  That the propaganda can overcome 

his own family bonds is striking.  That he says “if God existed, I would not have been 

caught” suggests that meaningfulness may have been garnered from religious ideas too.  

Near the end of Borislav’s story, he says that the deaths of civilians, at his hand, is 

something he and his fellow perpetrators “take for granted.”  The mixture of religious 

justification and sexual gratification to train him to new understandings of normative re-

lationships.  Violence against the dehumanised other is taken for granted, has become 

normalised. 

 Like Cvijetin’s story where paramilitary forcibly conscripted people, Borislav’s 

story also demonstrates the ways that particular forms of masculinity are relied upon to 

mobilise and acclimatise.  It is interesting to note that this was a tactic for mobilising and 

acclimatising both unwilling conscripts and willing volunteers.  Military and paramili-

tary forces often rely on specific notions of masculinity to help ensure loyalty to both the 

cause and to other members of the group.657  This use of masculinity for ethnocidal and 

                                                 
656 Burns, 3. 

657 Seifert, “War and Rape: A Preliminary Analysis,” 59–62. 
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genocidal purposes is what von Joeden-Forgey refers to as genocidal masculinity.  Na-

tionalist military and paramilitary forces define what masculinity should be and how 

people should act it out (sexual dominance and sexual violence), set preferences for be-

haviours that are usually considered masculine (willingness to kill and defend), and set 

out public agendas (social, economic, political) that may or may not have to do with 

gendered themes.  Genocidal masculinity then mobilises around these ideas.658 

Another part of the process of meaning-making is not only justifying violence but 

framing it as self-defense and retribution.  In World War II, 60-80 000 people (espe-

cially Serb, Roma and Jewish peoples) were systematically massacred in Croatian 

Ustaše death camps.   By this logic, Croats should have been the main target of Serb vio-

lence and while there were altercations and violence, Bosniaks suffered most.659  The 

crimes of the Ustaše were used against Muslims, and the Croatian camp of Jasenovac 

used to justify the slaughter of Muslims in camps and for genocide at Srebrenica (see 

Map 1). In 1996, British journalist Ed Vulliamy interviewed Milan Kovačević, who had 

been the director of the Omarska camp (see Map 2).  Kovačević was a Jasenovac survi-

vor and talked about this as justification for the atrocities that happened in the camp.  

When asked about the disconnect, since Muslims had not run the camp at Jasenovac, he 

replied that there was indeed a connection because at least some of the soldiers had been 

Muslim.660  

                                                 
658 von Joeden-Forgey, “Genocidal Masculinity,” 82. 

659 Except in 1991 where one of first acts of aggression, Serb forces destroyed Vukovar and went after Za-
greb, before focusing on Bosnia-Herzegovina. Boose, “Crossing the River Drina: Bosnian Rape 
Camps, Turkish Impalement, and Serb Cultural Memory,” 77. 

660 Boose, 78. 
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 The blend of historical retribution and fear of sexual violence is a consistent 

theme in the propaganda around and the use of sexual violence in the Bosnian War.  

Sexual violence in the Bosnian War is built on a foundation of gender constructs.  Sex-

ual violence against men relies on understandings of masculinity.  Rather than entitle-

ment and control, sexual violence against men was often an attempt to both destroy re-

productive capacities and exact revenge for (real or imagined) sexual violence.  In 1985, 

a Kosovar Serb named Ðorđe Martinović was found in a field with a bottle lodged in his 

rectum.  Martinović first claimed that he was attacked but later admitted that he did it to 

himself.  Serb national media claimed there was a cover up of Serb suffering by doctors 

and Milošević used the story of a sexually assaulted Serb as part of his allegations of 

“genocide” by Kosovar Albanians.  This led to a petition by Serbian intellectuals in 1986 

where Martinović’s faux assault is named in the petition and described as “reminiscent 

of the darkest days of the Turkish practices of impalement.”  The petition also accused 

Yugoslav authorities with covering up the incident and continued to be used in national-

ist propaganda pieces as late as 1991.  Whether consciously or unconsciously, perpetra-

tors of sexual violence repeated these methods in 1990’s conflict.661  In one account, a 

man named Faruk is called a Turk and sexually assaulted in secret by a soldier.  The sol-

dier refers to him as “deflowered”.  The soldier then tried to force Faruk to penetrate a 

sheep.  Faruk was beaten unconscious for refusing.  He awakes to an iron pole being 

                                                 
661 Boose, 86–87 For more information, see Boose’s analysis on the connection of sexual violence against 

men to Ivo Andric’s “Bridge on the Drina” and the painting “May 1, 1985” by Mica Popovic on 
display in Belgrade, showing traditional Albanian soldiers, a bottle, hung on a contraption that ap-
pears to be a cross (mimicking Christ on the cross) being lowered in front of Roman (Albanian) 
soldiers, all watched over by a Yugoslav soldier – condemning Yugoslav and Albanians and show-
ing the need for Serbian self governing. 
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pushed into his rectum, this time by a group of soldiers holding him down.  Linda Boose 

points out the one-on-one assault of Faruk with a penis is conducted in secret.  In front 

of other men, his sexual assault is mediated by a pole and thereby no longer feminizing 

for the soldier and part of the group’s activity.662 

 This acclimatization to sexual and religious violence continues to grow into 

highly ritualised and increasingly public displays of torture spectacles, such as was expe-

rience by Dževad.  For example, Protected Witness 8 describes her sexual assaults and 

internments in the Sušica camp (near Vlasenica in Eastern Bosnia, see Map 4). In the 

middle of the night she was taken into the “guards’ room” where the soldiers stayed.  

She recognised six of the soldiers.  She was tied to a chair, beaten, and interrogated.  

Eventually she was thrown in the direction of a bed, and gang-raped by the soldiers who 

also used their police batons.  When she asked them to kill her, she was taken out of the 

room, where a soldier grabbed her hair to pull her down to the ground and made her lick 

up the blood from a young boy on whose head they carved a cross.663  

In another camp, Sulejman Bešić was a Bosniak lumberjack from Kozarac, im-

prisoned in Trnopolje (see Map 2), testified in Prosecutor v. Tadić, and described a 

woman who came to the camp looking for her son who had also been imprisoned and at-

tempted to bring him food.  A soldier named Dragoje Čavić called the woman by name. 

He asked her where her husband was, and who was she looking for at the camp. When 

the woman explained, he ordered two guards to locate her son and bring him to her.  

                                                 
662 Boose, 92. 

663 (Verdict) Prosecutor v. Predrag Bastah and Goran Višković, No. X-KRN-05/122 (Court of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina February 4, 2010). 
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When the soldiers brought the son, Čavić made her tell him where her husband was and 

accused him of killing a relative of his.  The woman claimed not to know and Čavić 

threatened to kill her instead.  He then put a gun to her head and ordered her take off her 

shirt.  He asked her again and then shot her in the head.  He then told the son to get un-

dressed.  Čavić then said to him: “Now I will make you rape your dead mother”.  The 

soldiers and inmates were then forced to watch, under threat of being killed.  Part way 

through they also shot the son.664   

Both the testimony of Protected Witness 8 and the testimony of Bešić describe a 

spectacle of violence for the gratification of the soldiers and the terror of any fellow in-

mates.  Both accounts describe the violence as loosely framed around an ‘interrogation’.  

In both cases, the ‘interrogation’ acts as a catalyst and ends fairly early into the testi-

mony.  The abandonment of the interrogation suggests the interrogation is a pretext and 

it is difficult to connect the violence that follows with mere interrogation.  Making Pro-

tected Witness 8 lick up the blood from cutting crosses into children is not part of the 

‘interrogation’, nor is forcing the son to sexually assault his mother’s corpse.  The highly 

intimate and ritualised violence begins to focus more and more on using taboos.  Where 

sexual violence in wartime is seen as a “normal” part of conflict, religious violence and 

sexual violence come together to normalize a new level of torture based around taboos 

and inverted relationships: eating ritually unclean food, watching loved ones sexually as-

saulted, sexual conduct between parents and children, and drinking blood.  The exploit-

ing of taboos is highly public and without fear of retribution from superiors or other fel-

low soldiers.  The violence that happens in the testimonies Dževad, Protected Witness 8, 

                                                 
664 Prosecutor v. Duško Tadić at 3130–31. 
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and Bešić either was or was becoming a new normal. The perpetrators are not merely 

training people for a conflict, but for a new normal that was intended to continue past the 

point of conflict.  The conflict was not intended to end because people stopped fighting, 

but because there was no one left to fight.  This premise suggests that if anyone were to 

attempt to return after the conflict had ended, that they would be met with the same hos-

tility.   

Maria Olujic wrote: 

The atrocities committed by Serbian soldiers were system-
atic. Unwilling Serbian soldiers were sometimes coerced by 
superior officers to rape or help rape women. One Serbian 
soldier, for example, recounted that his commander in-
structed them to rape and then kill Muslim women because 
it was "good for raising the fighters' morale" (New York 
Times 1992:1). The purpose of systematic rape was to 
"clean" women of their ethnic identity and humiliate their 
male kin.665 

The use of sexual violence as a way to bolster morale and also attack the enemy 

are related.  In the case of the soldier, not only does sexual violence bolster morale, but 

that this is explicit from the commander, rather than implied suggests that this was not 

something discreet or meant to be hidden, but instead to be normalised.  That soldiers 

could and should “clean” ethnicity from a woman through sexual violence also speaks to 

a specific vision of what ethnic and gendered relationships were meant to be in a future 

that soldiers were actively building.  Within this project of ethnocide, sexual violence 

was a necessary tool to creating a nationalist’s utopia.    

 

                                                 
665 Olujic, “Embodiment of Terror: Gendered Violence in Peacetime and Wartime in Croatia and Bosnia-

Herzegovina,” 1998, 41. 
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Category 3: Staking Claims 
 

Witness 2 

In July of 1992, in an area called Doboj in Northern Bosnia (see Map 1), the 

commander of the paramilitary group “Predo’s Wolves” attacked and sexually assaulted 

a young Muslim girl (who was a minor) in front of her mother and sister, while also call-

ing her religious slurs.   Known only as Witness 2, the girl was taken captive by the par-

amilitary leader who sexually enslaved her and threatened to kill her mother and sister if 

she did not comply.   Later, he forced her to read a statement over the local radio claim-

ing that Muslims were responsible for the war and were responsible for the death of her 

brother.  Her statement also called for Muslims to convert to Christianity. He made her 

wear a cross around her neck and Serb Red Beret camouflage clothing and, also changed 

her name from a “Muslim” name to a “Christian” name. He then forced her to accom-

pany him to the front when he was on duty.  Later, the paramilitary leader eventually 

brought “Witness 2” to an Orthodox Church where he and a bishop sexually assaulted 

and forcibly baptised her.  At one point the paramilitary leader inquired whether they 

should sexually assault her before or after they baptise her, to which the bishop re-

sponded, “before, because once she’s baptised, she’s ‘ours’ and that would be a sin.”666   

*     *     * 

Religious markers are a way to claim territories, and when mixed with sexual vi-

olence, become a way to claim bodies.  In the Bosnian war, this included name changes, 

                                                 
666 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 Second Instance. 
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forcing people to wear religious symbols, and religious branding (often through scarifi-

cation).  A particular way that religious violence and sexual violence came together to 

claim bodies is through forced baptisms.  These accounts often include ongoing sexual 

violence, taking away the victim’s names, and real documentation.  These trends are 

ways of spiritually and physically branding and claiming ownership.  The symbols of 

ownership are sometimes on behalf of individual perpetrators, and in the case of docu-

mentation, by the state.  Each of these baptisms are a sign of being claimed by God, who 

cannot be escaped the way men and borders can.  

In the trial of Predrag Kujundžić in the Court of Bosnia-Herzegovina that con-

cluded in 2009, “Witness 2” gave testimony of her ongoing captivity that is riddled with 

religious violence and sexual violence.  Her statement is summarised in the verdict but 

was published in her own words in a newspaper.  The details in the verdict match and 

support the details of the supposed testimony of Witness 2 that was published in her own 

words.  The statement is no longer on the newspaper’s websites but copies of it are 

posted on various blogs around the internet, particularly with respect to a Serbian Ortho-

dox bishop (Vasilije Kačavenda) who was implicated by her statements.  As the bishop 

was not on trial, her statements never impacted the bishop legally nor did they prompt 

discipline from the Serbian Orthodox Church (SPC), but the story is shared with his 

name outside of the court systems.  

The defense spent a disproportionate amount of time attempting to discredit Wit-

ness 2 and her testimony, compared to the arguments spent discrediting or refuting the 

evidence given by the multitude of other witnesses.  The verdict document reports that 

the defense attacked the credibility of her testimony, claiming that the accused’s rela-
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tionship with Witness 2 was voluntary (despite her being underage) and that her experi-

ences happened with another man entirely: Vinko Topalović (who was supposed to be a 

witness for the defense).667  The defense also attempted to have an expert-witness testify 

that the accused was impotent at the time.  This was thrown out by the court.668  The de-

fense also attempted to have Witness 2 discredited as unreliable by having her re-exam-

ined by another expert-witness, a neuro-psychiatrist to be chosen by the defense (this 

was also rejected by the court).669  What is striking is that Kujundzić does not refute that 

he had Witness 2’s name changed or baptised.  The defense submitted an official birth 

certificate filed by the Serbian Orthodox Church in order to demonstrate that the dates 

and locations of the paperwork are amiss and undermine Witness 2’s credibility. 

The baptismal certificate which was presented to demonstrate the witness was 

untrustworthy as the certificate had a different parish and date listed than the one indi-

cated in her statement.  As the indictment is not related to whether or not she was bap-

tised, there is little elaboration because the Panel did not pursue it.670  In the appeal, Wit-

ness 2 responded saying “she was not surprised at all that the documents are different 

                                                 
667 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 First Instance (Court of Bosnia-Herzegovina October 

30, 2009). 

668 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 First Instance at 103–6. 

669 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 First Instance at 103–6. 

670 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 Second Instance at 532. 
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because those men then held all the power.”671  Both the Verdict document and the ap-

peal document make it very clear that even if some places or dates are mixed up, any-

thing the Witness saw or experienced was not in doubt by the court.672 

 The ritualised torture heavily imbued with religious elements that Witness 2 ex-

perienced at the hands of her captors is not unique.  Testimonies about this kind of treat-

ment are fewer in part because they exist in a gray space in international law.  As evi-

denced by the way the court refused to hear evidence regarding the baptism in the 

church in Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić, international and local war crimes courts are 

uninterested in baptisms as a form of violence.  Where the destruction of religious and 

cultural buildings and monuments were repeatedly recognised as religious violence and 

made up part of the evidence of high profile cases, including Prosecutor v. Karadžić, 

forced baptisms and other forms of religious violence are often left out.  Instead, these 

accounts can be found outside the parameters of law. 

In the documentary Uspomene 677, S.H. told her story about being a sexual slave 

in the Bosnian War.  She was told by a Serbian soldier from her town that her name was 

on a list of people to be executed, but that he had always liked her and could save her if 

she agreed to marry him.  She agreed, and he kept her in a house.  When he came back 

from the fighting in the evenings, he would bring home 20-30 men who would drink as 

she served them.  They would then take her upstairs to rape her.  S.H. eventually became 

pregnant.  She was told by her ‘husband’ that since they were killing Muslims he could 

                                                 
671 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 Second Instance at 153. 

672 Prosecutor v. Predrag Kujundžić X-KRŽ-07/442 Second Instance at 160. 
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not permit another one to be born.  He then forced her to be baptised.  Despite her ‘con-

version’, her captor and his sister were careful to watch her.  They then took her to see 

the doctor who told her it was war time and she would have to have an abortion.  She re-

ports not knowing what that meant at the time.  When she became pregnant a second 

time, the doctor said she would have to do another abortion but that he had no beds.  She 

had to have the abortion while standing up.673 

 Stories of baptisms or forced conversions can be difficult to find, not because 

they did not happen, but because the victims did not survive.  In an article for Balkan 

Diskurs, S.H expands on the events that happened to her in Vlasenica (see Map 4), in-

cluding the ways she was tortured.  Like Witness 2, she elaborates that she was given a 

new name.  She also testifies that she was not the only person detained or forcibly bap-

tised.  Two young sisters, Aida and Velida Kerać were removed from their home, and 

suffered multiple rapes by soldiers who also ordered them to be baptised.  The sisters re-

sisted the attempt to baptise them and were murdered.  They were taken away to a Ser-

bian village called Pelemiši (see Map 4).674  Their bodies were finally found 22 years 

later in a mass grave in Pelemiši.675  Although forensic evidence might be able to tell us 

how these young women died, without the testimony of S.H. who survived, we would 

not know about the heavily ritualised torture they faced. 

                                                 
673 Pincelli, Uspomene 677. 

674 Velma Šarić, “Interrupted Youth and Shattered Hope in Vlasenica,” Balkan Diskurs, April 17, 2015, 
http://www.balkandiskurs.com/v1/?p=982&lang=en. 

675 “IT-09-92-T, the Prosecutor versus Ratko Mladic (Transcript May 12, 2015),” International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, accessed August 4, 2016, 
http://www.icty.org/x/cases/mladic/trans/en/150512IT.htm. 
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Velma Šarić, the producer of Uspomene 677 and the president and founder of the 

Post-Conflict Research Center, elaborated that although it didn’t make it into the film, S. 

H. was also given a baptismal certificate and it was used as identification for travelling 

purposes, and for travelling to the doctor in order to procure the abortions.   

While Witness 2’s and S.H.’s legal and official documents relating to both their 

name changes and their baptisms add an extra layer of realism and trauma, these highly 

ritualised forms of violence do not require paperwork to be a form of torture.  Hasiba 

from Višegrad (see Map 1) described part of an ongoing series of sexual assaults and 

captivity she experienced.  In part of it, she was stripped naked and told to sit “Turkish 

style” as one of the soldiers also got undressed.  When they were both naked, he took a 

large Serbian cross and told her to kiss it, and then to kiss it three times.  She was or-

dered to cross herself and taught how to do it properly when she didn’t know how.  

When this was finished, they informed her: “Now you’ve changed religion, now you’re 

a Serb.”  After this, the belligerent attempted to give her jewelry and forced her to per-

form oral sex.  After this, she was also assaulted by the other soldiers who had been in 

the room.676  Another woman “recounted being raped again on the same night in a work-

shop attached to the house, by an old Montenegrin soldier who wielded a knife and 

threatened to draw a cross on her back and to baptise her.”677  The non-Orthodox iden-

tity of both women is highlighted in their attackers’ violence.  Carving religious symbols 

into their bodies and telling the women that they were going to become Christian (by 

                                                 
676 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 128. 

677“Prosecutor v. Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovac, and Zoran Vukovic: Judgement.” 
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baptising her) are physical and spiritual brands, meant to create indelible marks and irre-

versible change.    

It is significant that each of these stories of forced baptisms are part of an ac-

count of highly ritualised sexual violence. Part of the reason for this is that these stories 

of forced baptisms are only a peripheral detail to what most of the researchers and law-

yers working to create these texts (collections of accounts, legal testimonies) are seek-

ing, specifically evidence of sexual violence.   

 That Witness 2 and S.H. were provided with legal documentation is still striking.  

The official nature of these documents is not a sign of religious authenticity to the victim 

or the perpetrators who kept them captive: Witness 2 was not released from captivity af-

ter baptism and S.H. was still forced to have both abortions.  The rituals and the accom-

panying documents did, however, provide a real shift in identity: they legalised their ex-

istence in Bosnian Serb controlled spaces.  Even where religious authenticity is not rec-

ognised by the perpetrators, these religious trappings and religious rituals are recognised 

by, and meaningful to, the state and the military forces.  The regulation of bodies 

through religious identity indicates how the state nationalist perpetrators were building a 

future that accounted for other bodies by finding a way to legitimise them through reli-

gious conversion.  The indelible nature of religious identity and conversion demonstrates 

that this violence was not meant to end when the conflict ended, but rather that the con-

flict would end when there were no more unwanted bodies within the territory.   

These legal documents also created situations where people were not directly forced 

to convert, but still felt the need to convert as a means to survive.  Habiba Metikoš was a 

refugee from Sarajevo (see Map 1) who described her mixed (Orthodox and Muslim par-

ents) family getting baptised so that they could retain status in Croatia after the war and 
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that their children would be able to attend school.  With visibly Muslim and Orthodox 

names, conversion to Catholicism and the accompanying documentation were an im-

portant part of rebuilding a life as refugees.  They were met with partial success.  Their 

documentation made things easier, and they could sign their children up for school, but 

because the documents were not old, they were not considered ‘pure’ Croat.678 

Part of what made existence in hostile territory more bearable in Habiba’s case was 

that a baptismal tradition gives the person a new name.  Habiba’s family were able to 

have documentation with “Catholic” sounding names.  In the case of Witness 2, sexual 

violence and religious violence are inextricable from the trauma she survived.  The 

court’s decision to cut out the baptism from the proceedings severs a part of her story 

and compartmentalises what trauma is an important story to tell.  One of the conse-

quences is that Bishop Kačavenda is never affected by these proceedings.  While his ac-

tions fall outside the scope of this trial, he has never faced consequences from the state 

or the SPC for his part in her story. In the cases of Witness 2 and S.H. their forced bap-

tisms also included a change in name.  Their very identities were stolen from them.  

Through religion, both in the directly forced conversions of Witness 2 and S. H., as well 

as the intense pressure in Habiba’s story, claims are made on the bodies which legitimise 

the existence of people.   Where religious identity is tied to ethnic identity, conversions 

and the eradication of a previous religious identity is part of a project of ethnocide. 

Religious violence and sexual violence together claim bodies and territory for the 

state or the intended state.  Baptisms and forced conversions are one manifestation of 

                                                 
678 Rada Borić, “When I Met You For the First Time - Rada Borić and Habiba - Biba Metikoš,” in 

Women’s Side of War (Belgrade: Women in Black, 2008), 319. 
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this effect.  Through baptism, people are converted, altered to be new people with new 

identities, that can fit into the new vision for the state.  That so many of these accounts 

of forced conversions are integrated with sexual violence speaks to the miscible nature 

of the violence but also the precarious nature of new identities and their connection to 

larger projects of ethnocide and genocide.  Although there is a limited religious authen-

ticity in the intentions of perpetrators (except to cause anguish), these violence rituals 

with their religious trappings are meaningful to the state, military, and paramilitary 

forces.  The bodies of those forcibly converted take on a new legitimacy in territories 

they were not (previous to baptism) permitted to live or move within.  Even semi-volun-

tary conversion, where there was no sexual violence and where they sought out baptism, 

are still part of ethnocidal projects where legitimacy and physical existence within the 

state comes from religious identity.   

 

Category 4: Ethnocide and Refugee Deterrents 
 

Marija 

Marija was from Berak (see Map 4), a village near Vukovar close to the borders 

of both Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia.  The Yugoslav National Army came into Berak 

on September 2, 1991.  Croat inhabitants fled, were imprisoned, or murdered and on Oc-

tober 2, the remaining 100 Croat inhabitants were detained in a local house where they 

were interrogated, tortured, deported, and forced into labour.  In December, the labour 

camp was closed and each of the remaining detainees were supposed to submit docu-

mentation stating where they wanted to go as they would no longer be permitted to re-

main in the region.  Marija attempted to stay and return home.  The following evening, 
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her home was invaded by nine soldiers she believes belonged to the White Eagles who 

were Serbian paramilitaries.  She was blindfolded by one of the paramilitaries and 

brought to their headquarters where she was viciously sexually assaulted.  She was 

gang-raped, forced to participate in oral sex, and to swallow semen and urine.  They of-

fered to release her if she swallowed her underwear and finally let her leave after she 

started to choke.  They led her out the back of the building, took off her blindfold, took 

her rosary away from her, and released her.679 

*     *     * 

Religious and sexual markers in an instance of violence come together to break 

through a temporal barrier by associating violence with a particular community or terri-

tory, by destroying intracommunity trust, causing long-term consequences (pregnancy) 

and trauma, and making it more difficult to return to a community covered in the sym-

bols of one’s trauma, or having to live next to their assaulters.  Ethnocide eradicates an-

other population through physical removal but also disrupting the generative life force 

and reproductive life force of a population.  Through the highly ritualised defilement and 

destruction of one’s ability to thrive is an attempt to make the ethnocide permanent and 

deter refugees from returning.  By attacking the life force, not only do you destroy their 

ability to thrive, but the violence is intended to not only make the space available and 

liveable for the perpetrators own community.  The rhetoric used often sees ethnocide as 

necessary for the perpetrator’s community to thrive.   

 Marija’s story tells of a deliberate, sequential process of ethnocide that begins 

with terrorising civilian populations, mostly relying on making the Croat population flee.  

                                                 
679 Stiglmayer, “The Rapes in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 144–46. 
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Any remaining people are detained and put into labour camps before being offered an 

opportunity to be relocated.  Sexual violence was Marija’s punishment for attempting to 

stay.  Marija’s brutal sexual assault finishes forcing her to meet a challenge for her free-

dom and with the soldiers stealing her rosary.  Making her choose to obey and making 

her fight to leave is part of the process of convincing her to leave permanently.  Linking 

the violence to her Catholic identity and making it clear that no part of her identity was 

welcome in Berak, let alone permitted to thrive. 

Using sexual violence as a strategy of ethnocide connects sexual violence to the 

land and to territory; it is an attempt to poison the land and make it unliveable for spe-

cific targets, without destroying it for the perpetrators.  Sexual violence and practices of 

ethnocide in the dissolution of Yugoslavia did not begin in Bosnia-Herzegovina proper.  

Violence first erupted a few months earlier in Croatia when the government voted to se-

cede from the rest of Yugoslavia.  Nationalist politicians attempted to seize as much ter-

ritory as they thought they could justify, either through the regional borders that already 

existed or wherever a significant number of “their” population lived.  In order to bolster 

the percentage of the population and thereby claim ownership, mixed populations or 

nearby villages with a different ethnic composition had to be “cleansed”, according to 

the perpetrators.  These policies of ethnocide included mass deportations, segregation, 

and (gendered) slaughter of civilians.  Religious violence and sexual violence come to-

gether to contribute to these acts of ethnocide.  Many of the examples from this chapter 

and the previous chapter highlight aspects of ethnocide.  For example, the forced im-

pregnations of Bosniak women to create Serbian or Orthodox or Četnik babies and dis-

cursively erase Bosniak ethnicity by eliminating the reproductive capacity of Bosniak 
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males, either by killing them, or by replacing them.  As Azra, a woman from Foča (see 

Map 3) was told by her captors: “Death to all Turkish sperm!”680 

 Much like the statements given to women being forcibly impregnated earlier in 

this chapter, the statement to Azra reveals anxieties about reproduction and identity in 

Serbian political discourse, disseminated to soldiers and belligerents on the ground.  

“Death to all Turkish sperm” is similar to the internal logic of creating proper children 

for the nation, but it is also consistent with another discursive trend that used reproduc-

tion and pseudo biology to argue that the Bosniak population was genetically inferior. 

 Biljana Plavšić was one of two “acting presidents” of the “Serb Republic of 

Bosnia-Herzegovina” during the war and would continue to be a Bosnian Serb political 

leader after the war.  Plavšić was one of the first high ranking officials to be indicted for 

her crimes during the war.  She is also the only woman who was tried by the ICTY (alt-

hough women in some of the regional courts have also faced trial or await prosecution).  

In October 2002, Plavšić pled guilty to charges of genocide, extermination, inhumane 

treatment, murder, persecution on religious and racial grounds, and deportation, taking a 

plea deal to serve 11 years in prison.681  As such she also accepted command responsi-

bility for the sexual violence that occurred under her leadership.  She would only serve 

60% of her sentence, after being released for poor health and showing remorse, despite 

                                                 
680 Stiglmayer, 109. 

681 “Case Information Sheet: "Bosnian and Herzegovina (IT-00-39 & 40/1) Biljana Plavšić” (Communica-
tions Service of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, n.d.), 
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openly retracting her admission of guilt.682  Originally a professor and an academic, 

Plavšić used her academic and political capacities as she “advocated ethnic cleansing 

and ethnic purity, and sometimes even implied that rape was a tactic that could or should 

be used to achieve these goals.”683 

Plavšić was a genetic biologist who taught at the Academy of Natural Science in 

Sarajevo and used her academic background to argue that Muslims were a genetically 

inferior Serbs and therefore could not be negotiated with.  She said:  

It was genetically deformed material that embraced Islam.  And 
now, of course, with each successive generation it simply becomes 
concentrated.  It gets worse and worse.  It simply expresses itself 
and dictates their style of thinking, which is rooted in their genes.  
And through the centuries, the genes degrade further.684 

In her statement, Plavšić ties together religious identity and genetics, and by ex-

tension, reproduction.  She then uses this to build a policy of ethnocide and irreconcila-

bility. Laura Sjoberg, in her book Women as Wartime Rapists: Beyond Sensation and 

Stereotyping suggests that Plavšić went as far as conceiving and overseeing the use of 

rape as a means of ethnocide and genocide, in her leadership of the Bosnian Serbs.685  

She explains that these allegations were publicly discussed as part of Plavšić's sentenc-

ing hearing.  Because Plavšić took a plea bargain instead of standing trial, she accepted 
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general responsibility for the use of sexual violence, but the role she played in conceiv-

ing and overseeing the use of sexual violence is only alleged through the sentencing 

hearings rather than established in a trial.   

Ethnocidal practices continue even in forced impregnations that do not fit the 

model we explored under “Justification”.  For example, Mirsada, another woman from 

Foča (see Map 3) reported: “They put their fingers into me all over, to see if I was hiding 

money anywhere. Then four of them raped me, one after the other.  They told us we 

were going to give birth to Serbian children and they would do everything they could so 

we wouldn’t even dare to think of coming back again.”686  While Mirsada was not 

forced to maintain a pregnancy, the startlingly similar language adds something new to 

the project of ethnocide: long-term planning.  The belligerents here are hoping to deter 

refugees from returning home after the conflict.  Sexual violence here is being used to 

defend the future. 

 Using sexual violence to create rifts and edges between ethnic groups is an inten-

tional and political act that attacks people, particularly women as symbolic biological 

bearers of a group.  Another symbol of generative power are young people and in partic-

ular children.  Children are threatened and deported but sometimes integrated into partic-

ularly horrific acts, often that reverse normal healthy relationships.  Young people repre-

sent the future.  Likewise, the elderly who are sexually assaulted represent the past, and 

the history of a community, and the ties with the land.  This highly ritualised violence 
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destabilises these ties.  The very young and the elderly are often assaulted in front of 

their families, friends, their communities, or in public.687   

Where children are newborns or not yet born, they might be more integrated into the 

torture of the mother, intended to cause death or disability.  For example, Catherine 

Mackinnon’s article “Turning Rape into Pornography: A Postmodern Genocide”, in-

cludes a particularly disturbing witness account from a Bosnian Muslim soldier named 

“Haris” of incidents that were meant as both “live pornography” and parts were thought 

to be filmed.688 Haris reported witnessing gang-rapes at Licko Petrovo Selo, a village on 

the border between Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia that was occupied by Bosnian Serb 

forces (see Map 2).  He reported that a woman was lying suspended tied to stakes on the 

ground, being sexually assaulted by a group of soldiers who said, “Yugoslavia is 

theirs…that they fought for it in World War II” and that “She has to know we are Čet-

niks.  She has to know this is our land.  She has to know that we’re commanding, that 

this is our Greater Serbia, that it’ll be like this for everyone who doesn’t listen.”  He re-

ports later witnessing (while hiding in a tree) a man and a heavily pregnant woman being 

taken into the woods. The woman was tied to a cross, legs pressed together, and arms 

extended and the man was tied to a nearby tree. The solders ripped her pregnant belly 

open with a knife, removing the baby and letting the woman bleed out over 15 minutes. 

Haris says that the baby was alive and that he saw it move. The perpetrators then tried to 

force the man tied to the tree, the witness presumes it is the father, to eat the baby’s arm. 
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Then they cut on the father so he would bleed to death.  Haris reports the perpetrators 

saying “We’re going to slaughter all of you. This is our Serbia.”689 

 In Haris’ story, the perpetrators of the gang-rape express the connection they see 

to the violence they commit and a claim on the land.  Sexual violence is how you domi-

nate the land.  This is particularly interesting alongside Dubravka Žarkov’s analysis of 

media in the former Yugoslavia that discursively portrays borders as a “chaste but not 

very trustworthy maiden.”  In both the media’s metaphor and the use of sexual assault to 

make sure victims “know that this is our land,” sexual control is how you claim the terri-

tory and defend it from others.690  The perpetrator’s choice of crucifixion before her 

death is also a striking choice, made meaningful alongside the man who is simply de-

scribed as “tied” to the tree.  The use of crucifixion adds an additional layer of symbol-

ism to this gruesome ritual.  Also striking about Haris’ story is that all the victims died, 

and no one knew that Haris was there.  Mackinnon suggests that scenes like this are for 

the gratification and acclimatization of soldiers to violence.   

While women and children represent both the generative abilities and the future 

of a community, they also hold religious identities.  Where these identities are high-

lighted in the violence, women and children can represent the generative ability and fu-

ture of a religious community as well.  An anonymous woman from Bratunac (see Map 

4) described her experience:  

We were rounded up on the playing field.  The men 
were locked up in the school.  They burned a few men 
in trash bins in front of the windows, so that the 
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smoke and stink of the burned flesh would drift into 
the school.  We saw them rape the hadji’s daughter 
[local Muslim cleric] – one after the other, they raped 
her.  The hadji had to watch too.  When they were 
done, they rammed a knife into his throat.691  

Like in Haris’ story, the father made to participate by watching is murdered in 

the end, but other people who survived were also made to observe. 

When placed alongside the testimonies of people like Enisa, a schoolteacher 

from Prijedor (see Map 2) who was told when she was assaulted: “God fucks you,”692 

we can recognise how God is used to claim space and lend permanency to an act of vio-

lence.  This permanency inhibits refugees from returning after the violence has ended.  

This category’s case studies demonstrate how sexual violence attempted to erase a peo-

ple’s and to claim land.  As we have seen, this erasure happens by destroying the past 

and causing harm that is intended to be permanent.  Both are needed to ensure, claim, 

and defend a specific vision of the future.  In addition to destroying peoples’ ties to the 

land, their security, and their families, sexual violence also helps secure the future and 

deters refugees from returning by destroying interethnic friendship and trust. 693 One 

woman told about the permanently destroyed relationship with her former Serb friend, 

saying:  

I dreamed about her, and I was amazed to hear that her sons 
had served in the army, a special unit.  When I returned to 
my village and went to her mother’s house she wanted to 
embrace me and kiss me.  But I told her, “We are not what 
we were before.” She started to cry and told me that her 
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sons had not killed my son. But I told her, “They didn’t do 
anything to save him either.”  Deep inside I still love her, 
though I would never admit it.  I don’t want to forgive 
her.694  

Tragically, maintaining that destruction becomes an important coping mecha-

nism for survivors in order for them to live with their very complicated and confusing 

feelings in light of a positive past, the destruction that occurred, and the need to co-exist 

in the present. 

  

Conclusion 

 The categories of Justification, Normalizing, Staking Claims, and Ethnocide and 

Refugee Deterrents demonstrate the effects that religious violence has on sexual vio-

lence beyond the instance of violence itself, particularly in projects of building and se-

curing specific visions of a future.   

In the first category, religious and sexual markers justified the use of sexual vio-

lence through exploiting the perception of past grievances and present anxieties.  The 

case studies examined were accounts of forced impregnations, where not only were 

women told that they would give birth to “enemy” (specifically, religiously different) 

children as a form of cruelty, but were systematically sexually assaulted until pregnant, 

provided better treatment to maintain the pregnancy, and kept captive past the time they 

could legally terminate the pregnancy.  This process depended on mythologies around 

janissaries (children stolen and raised to murder their parents) and present anxieties 
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around population, birth rates, and controlling women’s reproductive capacities, to jus-

tify and fuel the imaginations of captors.   

The second category, normalization, demonstrate how religious violence and 

sexual violence come together to create new normative relationships between popula-

tions.  By normalizing violence and boundaries between groups, this process is attempt-

ing to change a culture.  The attempt to change the culture indicates that these violent re-

lations were meant to continue past the end of the conflict and insure that the utopia na-

tionalist visionaries were attempting to build could be defended and protected in the 

long-term.  The case studies demonstrated the conscientious attempts at training people 

– particularly civilians – to violence, using taboos (many of which are religious and sex-

ual in nature) and acclimatization.  The drastic and extreme nature of taboos make the 

violence difficult to return from, and shatters old relationships.  The process of gradual 

acclimatization instills civilians with culpability and expands their capacity for violence.   

Religious violence and sexual violence in Bosnia came together to claim bodies 

and territory.  The case studies in this category focused primarily on forced baptisms and 

forced conversions.  Every instance I discovered of forced baptisms included sexual vio-

lence, except one where a family sought conversion on their own in order to survive un-

der an ethnocidal conditions.  Seemingly unrelated, this repeated pattern of convergence 

is part of the miscible nature of religious and sexual violence.  In the instances of forced 

and coerced religious conversions, people and territories were not only claimed by God, 

but their existence and their movements gained legitimacy in the eyes of the state, the 

military, and paramilitary forces.   

Each of these categories, short-term and long-term, make up parts of ethnocidal 

projects, but the way religious and sexual violence come together to create ethnocide but 
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also to secure its future is significant and should be addressed on its own.  This fourth 

category emphasises attacks on a group’s ability to thrive and the strategies implemented 

to ensure that the land remains unsustainable to others.  Sexual violence and religious vi-

olence are a way to salt the earth for a select group.  One of the tragedies of the Bosnian 

War was that the ethnocide was successful.  Refugees who survived continue to be una-

ble to return to their homes and their land.  This is due, in part, to the ongoing campaigns 

and harassment of people who attempt to return, but also due to the permanency and in-

delible harm caused to people who survive.  Religious violence and sexual violence are a 

way to cause powerful psychic harms to people, and make a territory unsustainable, 

without harming the perpetrating community the way destroying the land and infrastruc-

ture might.   

Where the category of Justification relied on specific perceptions of the past, and 

the category of Ethnocide and Refugee Deterrents defends a vision of a possible future, 

the categories of both Normalizing and Staking Claims use the combination of religious 

violence and sexual violence to build a present.  Perpetrators, whether consciously or un-

consciously, depend on a version of the past, a perception of the present and a vision of 

the future to conduct these atrocities.  Religious violence and religious markers affect 

sexual violence by extending these horrific atrocities and the trauma experienced by 

them through space and time.  
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Conclusion 
 

On June 29, 2017, Bosnian leaders of the Serbian Orthodox, Islamic, Jewish, and 

Roman Catholic faiths, came together in the National Theatre in Sarajevo to sign the 

Declaration on Denouncing Stigmatisation of Survivors of Conflict-Related Sexual Vio-

lence. This declaration, the first of its kind in the world, acknowledges the devastating 

long-term effects of sexual violence, encourages families and communities to end the 

stigmatization of victims, and strives to promote inter-faith reconciliation. Jakob Finci, 

the head of the Bosnian Jewish Community, stated: “What is said is often forgotten. But 

what is written down stays for the coming generations. This is why we believe that this 

declaration, while it will not solve all our problems... will help us to look into each 

other’s eyes and try to mend the wounds of those who have suffered in the past war.” 

Likewise, Pramila Patten, the UN Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Con-

flict, remarked, “Rape is a cruel weapon that is as devastating as any bullet or bomb. It 

ravages victims and their families. It destroys communities, and undermines their 

chances for reconciliation if left unaddressed. It has also been described as the oldest and 

yet least condemned crime of all.”695  

 That Bosnian religious leaders condemned sexual violence as a wartime tactic, 

some twenty-two years after the end of that conflict, underscores the complicated con-

nections between religious ideology and sexual atrocities. To understand the ways reli-

gious violence and sexual violence came together in the Bosnian War, this dissertation 

has been built on three key pillars.  The first pillar was an understanding of genocide, 

                                                 
695 Igor Spaic, “Bosnian Clerics Unite to Condemn Wartime Sexual Violence,” Balkan Insight, June 30, 

2017, http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/bosnian-clerics-unite-to-condemn-wartime-sexual-
violence-06-30-2017. 
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ethnocide, and mass killing.  The second pillar was an overview of sexual violence in 

war time and its manifestations in the Bosnian War.  The third pillar provided an under-

standing of religious violence and how it manifested during the Bosnian War while con-

textualising it within the religious and political history of the region.   

 In the first pillar, this project relied on understanding genocide, ethnocide, and 

mass killings within a legal and theoretical context.  Legal and theoretical models for 

recognising and categorising different forms of atrocity and mass killings are an im-

portant foundation for understanding the role that religious violence and sexual violence 

play within them.  There are legal and theoretical limitations to adequately addressing 

genocide and ethnocide when theories are definitively centered around death.  Theories 

of genocide that integrate gender, post-colonial perspectives, understandings of cultural 

destruction, and other important critiques are challenging the centering of death in our 

theoretical models.  Models that center the destruction of reproduction and ability to 

thrive are more helpful when looking at life force atrocities and other forms of relational 

violence, including religious violence and sexual violence.  

 The second pillar provided a general understanding of sexual violence in the 

Bosnian War, which was a pervasive and systemic tragedy.  The stories of survivors 

from the Bosnian War have influenced and helped to evolve international law, court-

room practices, and our understanding of sexual violence in conflict.  It is important to 

remember, however, that sexual violence was not unique to this conflict.  Instead, this 

was one of the earliest conflicts where sexual violence was so thoroughly documented.  

Not only was sexual violence in this conflict heavily documented, it was also docu-

mented in so many ways: international law courts, local law courts, print media, oral his-



282 

tory archives, blogs, and collections of survivor’s testimonies through the work of activ-

ists and scholars.  Especially remarkable is how often these stories have been translated 

into many languages, allowing international scholars and activists to work with these 

materials and develop new understandings of atrocity.  

Sexual violence was a tool of ethnocide and genocide, grounded in patriarchal un-

derstandings of identity, purity, gender, and ethnicity.   The work of tireless Balkan ac-

tivists and scholars, the inclusion of stories of different people from different back-

grounds, and the inclusion of stories of sexual violence done by members of the interna-

tional community push back on “easy” stories about who rapes and why, and who is rec-

ognised as a victim.  Sexual violence is a multifaceted problem that attacks multiple 

parts of a person, but also: 

‘one has to remember that rape is generally not the only crime in-
flicted against that person on that day. Often in wartime you might 
have a victim or a witness who has been shot, has seen family 
members killed before their eyes, been detained, starved or tor-
tured, in addition to the sexual violence inflicted on them’696 

When recording and sharing their stories, survivors of sexual violence are balancing 

these competing traumas. 

The third pillar demonstrates the intersections of religion and politics within the 

diversity of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s historical and contemporary context. Bosnia-Herze-

govina is a diverse country with a long history.  The history of the region and the stories 

that are told about identity, belonging, trauma, and community shaped the violence that 

occurred in the Bosnian War and these discourses highlight some of the internal logic of 

perpetrators.  Religious communities in this area have a long and complicated history, 

                                                 
696 ICTY advisor cited in Schott, “War Rape, Natality and Genocide,” 12. 
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and continue to be diverse in ways that push back on convenient narratives about the ori-

gins of the war.  Religious violence during the conflict was a prevalent phenomenon, but 

not reported or acknowledged the way sexual violence was, recognised mostly in the 

context of the destruction of buildings, or as a component of another crime.   

 This dissertation has also illustrated that religious violence and sexual violence 

are “miscible,” making them easy to combine and difficult to distinguish when mixed.  

Sexual violence and religious violence blend together easily due to shared properties; 

both forms of violence are highly intimate, intentional, and are used to produce specific 

consequences.  When combined, religious violence and sexual violence create new pos-

sibilities for destruction that would not be possible or as efficient as other forms of vio-

lence.  This project has identified four short-term and four long-term effects of combin-

ing religious and sexual violence.  Short-term impacts include: a) framing, b) intensify-

ing, c) identifying, and d) (self-) policing.  Framing is where religious violence struc-

tures how an act of sexual violence takes place.  As we saw in Hasiba’s experience of 

sexual violence, religious violence frames sexual violence provides an extra layer of 

symbolism to the violence that would not be there otherwise.  Symbolism, ritualised vio-

lence, and religiously informed beliefs change how sexual violence manifests and cause 

compounded anguish by extending the scope and the range of the damage; the framing 

of religious violence with sexual violence extends the act of violence from one person to 

a community, and from one instance in time to defend a possible future that did not yet 

exist.   

This research has discovered that intensifying occurred when religious violence 

and sexual violence intensified atrocities by coming together to attack multiple parts of 

someone’s identity.   The example of All Saints Church, where the bodies of prisoners 
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were broken with pieces of the church, and the church was likewise destroyed across the 

bodies of prisoners, demonstrated that combining religious violence and sexual violence 

intensifies the damage each could cause on their own.  In addition to accomplishing two 

kinds of destruction simultaneously, combining religious and sexual violence made the 

violence far more personal and he emotional damage remained even after physical 

wounds healed or damage buildings are rebuilt.  The potential damage of mixing reli-

gious violence and sexual violence is compounded but also creates different kinds of 

harm.   

The third impact demonstrated how religious violence and sexual violence were 

used to identify targets for violence, but also how acts of identification are dehumanising 

and violent in and of themselves.  Religious and sexual markers come together to iden-

tify enemies and police the boundaries between groups.  As we saw in the examples of 

Sanela and Uzeir whose genitals were mockingly used to identify their religious identity 

(and by extension, enemy status), processes of identification are not a benign aspect of 

greater physical violence but are acts of violence themselves.  These processes aim to in-

vade privacy and destroy bodily autonomy.  In the Bosnian War, processes of identifica-

tion were used to expose, attack or steal identities.  

Finally, religious violence and sexual violence police perpetrator actions and the 

actions of those the perpetrators identify with, often creating a caricature within which 

identity must be performed. To police the “other”, it becomes imperative, if less con-

scious, to police one’s own group.  The example of Cvijetin’s forced conscription illus-

trated that combining religious violence and sexual violence aims to attack the past foun-

dations of relationships between ethnicities and destabilises potential relationship and 

cohesion between ethnic groups.  Policing one’s own group also relies on a specific and 
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narrow self-understanding, a caricature of one’s identity.  Each of these impacts are con-

sidered short-term because they altered the instance of violence itself. 

This project has also identified several long-term-effects:  a) justifying, b) nor-

malizing, c) staking claims, and d) ethnocide and deterrents against returning refugees.  

Religious markers and sexual violence justified intimate forms of violence by tapping 

into anxieties about the past and anxieties for the future.  This is illustrated by the stories 

of SU-140 and many others who were forcibly impregnated and told that they would 

bear “enemy’ children.  The way religious violence and sexual violence come together 

to justify violence highlights the importance of memory, and the power of the stories we 

tell about the past and the present.  

The effect of normalizing is the project of trying to create new cultural norms.  

The story of Dževad and the religious and sexual abuse perpetrated by his family 

showed that the process of normalizing depends upon the use of both gradual acclimati-

zation and exploiting taboos to both encourage acceptance of these shifts while making 

it difficult to undo.  These taboos, as well as the acclimatization process, rely on mix-

tures of religious and sexual violence.  This process works to create new normative rela-

tionships between populations in a pervasive way; it seeks to change a culture.  An at-

tempt to create a new cultural norm indicates that these violent relations were never in-

tended to end.  The conscientious attempts to train people civilians to violence often uti-

lise taboos, many of which are religious and sexual in nature.  The drastic and extreme 

nature of taboos make the violence lend a permanency to the shift by shattering old rela-

tionships and making them extremely difficult, if not impossible, to rebuild.   

Religious violence and sexual violence was used to claim bodies and territory for 

the nation.  The exploration of forced baptism in the story of Witness 2 demonstrated 
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how religion legitimises bodies and movement within the nation.  The repeated conver-

gence of sexual violence and forced conversions is part of the miscible nature of reli-

gious and sexual violence, claimed bodies and territory for the state but also created an 

avenue for legitimacy in the eyes of the state, the military, and paramilitary forces that 

did not contradict or challenge the new imagined future for the territory. 

While the framework of ethnocide has been a part of all the case studies explored 

in this dissertation, the way religious violence and sexual violence helped make projects 

of ethnocide permanent is particularly important.  As we saw in the story of Marija, this 

fourth category attacks a group’s ability to thrive and makes land remain unsustainable 

to the “other”.  While ongoing harassment campaigns are partially to blame, the atroci-

ties of religious and sexual violence caused powerful psychic harms to its victims, de-

terred surviving refugees from returning to their homes and land, and made specific ter-

ritories unsustainable to targeted groups, without harming the perpetrating community 

the way destroying the land and infrastructure might.   

The long-term impacts of mixing religious and sexual violence were particularly 

useful for building and safe guarding nationalist visons of the future.  Nationalist vision-

aries and war criminals committed ethnocide in Bosnia-Herzegovina with an “ideal” fu-

ture in mind.  This future demanded the eradication, regulation, and conversion of mixed 

populations.  Religious violence and sexual violence, as tools able to break through time 

and space in a unique way, were necessary in creating and safeguarding this future.  By 

mixing religious violence and sexual violence, perpetrators created a kind of harm that 

hurt one group of people so intimately it made it difficult to thrive even after the conflict 

ended, without destroying buildings (that were wanted) infrastructure, or poisoning the 

land.  Religious violence and sexual violence, especially together, are able to break time 
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so that there are two different realities occupying the same space.  In one people are the-

oretically able to thrive, and in the other, the land itself is hostile with memory and pain.  

The use of religious and sexual violence in many of these case studies demonstrates that 

this was not a war that was meant to end, even after the violence ceased.  In parts of the 

Bosnian War, religious and sexual violence was the way to bring about a utopia.  These 

visions for the ideal future and what it took to try and defend that future is what makes 

this conflict and the atrocities we see about more than borders.  Border disputes do not 

require sexualised torture or setting up new churches.  The ethnocide is about claiming 

land, but it was also about eradicating and replacing populations; it was a way to make it 

to last according to these visions.  Violence would end when there was no “other” left in 

territories nationalist parties claimed as their own.   

Case studies that demonstrate the mixture of religious violence and sexual vio-

lence also push back against the narrative that the Bosnian War was a territory that fell 

to ethnic infighting between three different groups.  In addition to the presence of mixed 

families, Jewish people, and Roma people that continue to disrupt this narrative, the ac-

counts of religious and sexual violence also reveal another possible model: one that 

looks at the Bosnian War as a war against civilians.   

 This project is an interdisciplinary attempt to highlight and recognise the recur-

ring phenomenon of religious torture and sexual atrocities occupying the same instances 

of violence.  By utilizing the tools of religious studies, history, law, sociology, and femi-

nist analysis, this dissertation makes seven important contributions to the study of sexual 

violence and war.  First, this dissertation demonstrates that the intermingling of sexual 

and religious violence is highly meaningful and targets the procreative capacity of a 

group through intentional, intimate and impactful acts.  Second, it demonstrates that 
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while religious violence and sexual violence can appear together in any ratio, there is a 

coherent quality to these acts that is independent of that ratio.  Third, through the con-

cept of “miscible violence”, it provides an analytical framework through which we can 

identify and study the miscible qualities of religious violence and sexual violence.  

Fourth, it interrogates the varied nature of violence against civilians, emphasizing the 

blurring of boundaries between non-combatants and combatants.  Fifth, this work de-

mands a better recognition of the experiences of survivors, and suggests new ways to an-

alyze the motives of perpetrators.  Sixth, the dissertation also encourages an increased 

capacity to talk about memories of violence in the region, most crucially, by pushing 

back on simple narratives that conflate (or erase) the experiences of different genders, 

ethnic groups, or religious groups.  Finally, this research, by providing more nuanced 

categories of violent acts that are sensitive to social and cultural tactics, might provide 

new early warning signs of atrocity in combat. In short, this dissertation has worked to 

model one way to talk about religious violence and sexual violence that bridges the gaps 

between religious identity, religious practice, and the assumptions of perpetrators, and it 

seeks to further bring to light the pain and suffering of the victims of the 1992-1995 con-

flict, the devastation of which was well-highlighted by ICTY prosecutor, Alan Tieger:  

It only takes a few seconds to recite these statistics, but they reflect 
the extinguished lives of mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, 
teachers, farmers, doctors, of individuals with their own unique char-
acter, goals, dreams. The face of Bosnia and of humanity would have 
been different had they been allowed to live.697 

 

  

                                                 
697 Prosecutor v. Biljana Plavšić (IT-00-39 & 40/1) (Sentencing Hearing) (n.d.). p. 627 



289 

Appendix 
Figure 1 

 
Figure 1 Bosnian Girl, 2003 

“Graffiti written by an unknown Dutch soldier on a wall of the army barracks in Potočari, Srebrenica, 
1994/95. Royal Netherlands Army troops, as part of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina 1992 -95, were responsible for protecting the Srebrenica safe area.”698 

                                                 
698 Šejla Kamerić, Bosnian Girl, 2003, 2003, http://sejlakameric.com/works/bosnian-girl/. 
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Figure 2 

 

 

Figure 2 Graffiti at UNPROFOR base in Srebrenica attributed to Dutch Peacekeepers699 

 
 

  

                                                 
699 Thank you to Ann Petrila who took this photo and gave it to me.  It was located outside the public ac-

cess areas, and has since been destroyed. 
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Figure 3 

 

 

Figure 3 Bishop Vasilije Kačvenda blessing paramilitary group called the Scorpions shortly after the gen-
ocide at Srebrenica.  Source: Der Standart, June 16, 2005700 

 

  

                                                 
700 “Ansichtssache: Bilder Aus Dem Video,” derStandard.at, accessed October 24, 2016, http://derstand-

ard.at/2067886/Ansichtssache-Bilder-aus-dem-Video. 
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Figure 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Filaret posed with his clerical robes and a gun in front of a tank and Serbian soldiers holding a 
Serbian Orthodox flag.701   

                                                 
701 “Filaret Počeo Štrajk Glađu,” PCNEN - Prve Crnogorske Elektronske Novine, August 28, 2007, 

http://www.pcnen.com/detail.php?module=15&news_id=251. 
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