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ABSTRACT: With her paper Rape as a War Crime (Politikon 6/2003, p. 55-69), 
Andrea Theocharis has put an issue on the agenda, which has long been missing 
in Politikon’s discussions. I am grateful to Andrea for starting an important de-
bate, which I would like to continue by giving some remarks to her contribution 
focusing on the gender constructionist dimension of rape in violent conflicts.  
Agreeing with Andrea, I will argue that rape and sexual violence are not only 
systematic and strategic weapons in violent conflicts but gendered crimes which 
cannot be analyzed appropriately without theorizing social and cultural construc-
tions of masculinity and femininity. I will outline how gender-blind approaches 
fail to meet the issue of rape in violent conflicts. By mentioning some exemplary 
empirical figures, I will show that rape in violent conflicts is neither a new phe-
nomena nor can it be considered a by-product of war. It must be emphasized that 
rape is not an act of sexuality but a crime against human physical and psychical 
integrity. I will discuss gender-sensitive approaches, which analyze rape in vio-
lent conflicts. Special attention will be paid to the view of rape as an act of male 
violence against women, which has also been outlined by Andrea. I will then fo-
cus on the construction of hegemonic masculinity and the widely ignored fact 
that also men are victims of rape and sexual torture in violent conflicts. I will 
conclude with emphasizing that constructions of femininity and masculinity are 
integral to violent conflicts in general and to rape and sexual violence in particu-
lar. If mainstream conflict analysis continues to ignore the dimensions of gender 
constructions, it will fail to meet its subject appropriately.  
   
Gender-blind research and rape in 
violent conflicts  
After The debate in mainstream 
conflict analysis about rape and sexual 
violence is above all characterized by 
its non-existence. As Andrea observes, 
rape in violent conflicts has been 
considered a normal by-product of war 
(Theocharis 2003: 55). It is also 
widely ignored in academic literature 
dealing with peace and conflict 
studies. Frequently, rape is explained 
and apologized by the assumption of a 
normal sexual drive of men and 
missing military discipline (Crawley 

2000: 95; Nordstrom 1997: 16; 
Brownmiller 1978: 52). It is 
remarkable that hardly any-one no 
longer tries to explain the occurrence 
of violent conflicts as such using 
socio-biological approaches. 
However, as soon as sexual violence is 
concerned, these approaches are still 
popular (Seifert 1993: 67).  
One example of recent academic 
debates is Herfried Münklers (2002) 
book about the new wars. Among 
other points, Münkler sees the new 
wars marked by the resexualization of 
the use of violence. (Münkler 2002: 
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30; translation BE). His thesis is 
founded (among others) on the 
assumption that rape had dramatically 
increased in the new wars which are 
no longer fought by national states and 
their militaries but increasingly by 
non- and sub-state actors (Münkler 
2002: 250, Fn. 41).  
There is no systematical empirical 
work on rape in violent conflicts, and 
existing data are not reliable (Lindsey 
2000: 564), so Münklers supposition 
of the dramatic increase of rape cannot 
be confirmed nor rejected by empirical 
data (see Seifert 1993: 67). Existing 
works suggest that rape and sexual 
torture against both women and men 
have always been integral parts of 
violent conflicts, no matter of 
historical or cultural context 
(Nordstrom 1997: 28; Stiglmayer 
1993: 110; Brownmiller 1978: 199-
208). Some exemplary figures are 
mentioned here to show that rape in 
violent conflicts can be considered 
neither a new phenomena nor a by-
product of war (Lindsey 2000: 563).  
Quantitative empirical data on rape in 
violent conflicts and methodological 
problems  
Rape has always been a systematic 
and strategic weapon in war. In World 
War II, German soldiers committed 
systematical mass rape against women 
in Eastern Europe and Russia 
(Brownmiller 1978: 56-60). The NS-
army kept Jewish women in 
institutionalized and technical-
bureaucratically administrated forced 
prostitution, which is equivalent to 
sexual slavery (Brownmiller 1978: 
68f; Schmidt-Harzbach 1992: 29). In 
1945, approximately two million 
German women have been raped by 
Sowjet soldiers (Turpin 1998: 5; for 
figures on Berlin see Johr 1992: 54). 

During Indian-Pakistani refugee 
movement in 1947, about 75 000 to 
100 000 women have been raped 
(Butalia 2001). It has been confirmed 
that US-soldiers committed rape 
during Vietnam war (Zipfel 2001: 8; 
Brownmiller 1978: 96-114). During 
the Pakistan/Bengal War, about 
200,000 to 600,000 women have been 
raped by Pakistani soldiers in the 
years 1970 and 1971 (Copelon 1995: 
197; Turpin 1998: 5; Goldstein 2001: 
363; Lentin 1997: 19). In Bosnia, it 
has been estimated that 20,000 to 
60,000 women and girls have suffered 
rape (Seifert 1993; Skjelsbæk 2001a: 
53). There have been six rape camps 
in Bosnia (Skjelsbæk 2001a: 53). An 
estimated three Quarters of Rwandan 
women have experienced sexual 
violence during the genocide war (Bop 
2001: 26f). Two Thirds of those who 
have been raped and survived have 
been infected with HIV (Bop 2001: 
33).  
It must be realized that data on rape 
and sexual violence if it is existing at 
all are rarely reliable. Existing 
statistics are based on the numbers of 
victims seeking help (Lindsey 2000: 
564). It can be assumed that these 
present a minority because most 
people who experience rape and 
sexual violence in conflicts do not 
have any possibility to seek medical 
and/or psychological help, and if they 
have, they do not dare because of 
shame and fear of social 
stigmatization (Byrne 1995: 44).  
Giving some exemplary quantitative 
figures on rape in violent conflicts, I 
do not suggest that quantity was 
equivalent with cruelty and urgency. It 
must be emphasized that each person 
being raped whether in war or peace 
times is one victim too many. 
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Statistics should not become the main 
issue (Lindsey 2000: 564), but they 
demonstrate that rape and sexual 
violence have been present in old 
wars, too. Regarding the quantitative 
dimensions, it gets even more dubious 
that the majority of mainstream 
conflict analysis and practical conflict 
management ignores rape and sexual 
violence.  
Rape is not an act of sexuality  
Gender-blind approaches to rape in 
violent conflicts not only fail to 
acknowledge quantitative dimensions 
and historical and cross-cultural 
continuity of rape and sexual violence 
in conflicts. Also in most of these 
approaches, the assumption is inherent 
rape being an act of sexuality. This is 
also suggested with the expression 
resexualization used by Münkler 
(2002: 30). It is not only intuitive 
plausible that rape, torture and slavery 
do not have to do anything with 
sexuality; it has also been discussed in 
several studies. The analysis of 
criminal files shows that perpetrators 
commit rape regardless whether they 
have opportunities of sexual activity 
or not (Brownmiller 1978: 140; 
Grabner/Sprung 1999). In the 
perpetrators psyche, rape does not 
fulfil a sexual function but produces 
emotions of power due to the victims’ 
humiliation and submission (Seifert 
1993; Zirpins 1997: 55). Rape and 
sexual violence ought to be defined 
above all from the victims, not from 
the perpetrators perspective. Taking 
the emotions of the victim, rape 
cannot be seen as an act of sexuality 
but of severe violence and humiliation 
(Zirpins 1997: 55).  

Gender-sensitive approaches to rape 
in violent conflicts  
As Andrea has outlined, gender-
sensitive approaches show that women 
are raped in violent conflicts because 
they are considered symbols of 
collective identity (Theocharis 2003: 
57f; see Cockburn 1998: 223; Copelon 
1995: 204f; Sideris 2001: 148). 
Women bodies became symbolic 
battlefields where communicative 
messages are exchanged among men 
(Brownmiller 1978: 45; Baines 2003: 
7f; Crawley 2000: 95). This also 
means that in times of crisis and 
violent conflicts, women are defined 
according to their reproductive 
capabilities and are put under pressure 
in their sexual and reproductive 
behaviour (Dowler 1997: 78f; Byrne 
1996: 34; Papanek 1994: 46).  
Rape, which aims explicitly at a 
pregnancy of the female victim to 
force women to bear an enemy child, 
are well known from the war in 
Bosnia (Copelon 1995: 204f). But 
conflict parties made use of the same 
strategy of forced pregnancy in several 
other conflicts which do not receive 
interest in public debates in Europe, 
for example in Mozambique (Turshen 
2002), during the Ogoni Crisis in 
Nigeria (Ibeanu 2001), in Bangladesh, 
Liberia and Uganda (Rehn/Sirleaf 
2002: 16).  
During the war in former Yugoslavia, 
rape has turned into a powerful 
instrument in political discourses and 
the construction of collective identity 
and images of the enemy because of 
blaming the group of the Others for 
raping of the own women (Theocharis 
2003: 61f; Skjelsbæk 2001a: 54). 
These discourses are based on the 
construction of women being men’s 
property (Turshen 2001: 55; Pillay 
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2001: 40) in general and men sexual 
property in particular (Brownmiller 
1978: 196f). It is important to notice 
that the use and instrumentalisation of 
rape in violent conflicts for the 
discursive construction of a collective 
identity has not only occurred in 
former Yugoslavia. Discourses of the 
others raping a groups own women 
could be observed during German 
invasion in Belgium 1914 
(Brownmiller 1978: 50), in Kashmir 
(Manchanda 2001: 108) and in the 
Middle East (Zalewski/Enloe 1995: 
292). In Rwanda, discourses on mass 
rape during the time of the genocide 
led to the construction of ethnic 
identities of people who before did not 
even know if they were Hutu or Tutsi 
(Baines 2003: 11).  
Rape as an act of male violence 
against women  
Feminist approaches see a connection 
of rape in times of violent conflicts 
with sexist and patriarchal structures 
of power which are also omnipresent 
in times of peace. These structures and 
the logic of violent conflicts reinforce 
each other. Rape and sexual violence 
in conflicts are based on deeply rooted 
hierarchical social constructions of 
gender and power (Zwingel 2002: 
178). Rape and sexual violence are no 
barbarities of war; they are committed 
likewise when violent conflicts in the 
public sphere are absent (Nordstrom 
1997: 20). Male members of militaries 
and armed groups are just normal men 
who do in wars what they have always 
done before, everyone in his way, in 
his frame and with his aims 
(Stiglmeyer 1993: 111; translation 
BE).  
Rape and sexual violence in violent 
conflicts are based on a general social 
acceptance of violence against 

women. In most states, the rape of a 
woman committed by her husband is 
considered legitimate and legal. 
Violence is accepted in lots of social 
and cultural contexts as a disciplinary 
means against wives and daughters 
(Pillay 2001: 41). Approximately 
every forth woman suffers rape and 
sexual violence at home. In some 
countries, for example in Chile and 
Pakistan, the proportion of women 
experiencing rape and sexual violence 
is up to 80 percent (Nordstrom 1997: 
26). These estimations by the UN 
include adult women only. Sexual 
violence against young girls is not 
considered in these statistics. Rates of 
domestic violence and rape at home 
are especially high during violent 
conflicts and often increase 
significantly in post-conflict societies 
(Rehn/Sirleaf 2002: 14f; Hague 1997: 
50f).  
In the US, about 2 000 children die 
every year because of sexual abuse. 
About 140 000 suffer severe injuries 
caused by sexual violence the majority 
is younger than four years (Nordstrom 
1997: 9). Estimations dated in 1994 
suppose that in India, every 54th 
minute a woman is being raped and 
every 102nd minute a woman is killed 
for reasons of dowry (Chenoy/Vanaik 
2001: 132). Only 45 percent of all 
states have integrated protection from 
domestic violence in national 
legislation (Rehn/Sirleaf 2002: 15).  
If rape and sexual violence are 
nevertheless analyzed separately for 
times of war and peace, this must not 
and cannot mean that the one or the 
other was more legitimate or that it 
was more horrible for the victim 
(Sideris 2001: 146). Tina Sideris 
(2001) has shown with her analysis of 
qualitative interviews with women in 
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Mozambique, who survived rape and 
fled, that women are affected 
differently by rape in contexts of 
violent conflicts and rape as a civil 
crime in times of peace. However, it 
must be emphasized that rape and 
sexual violence are always crimes 
against the physical and psychical 
integrity of human beings and can 
never be legitimated in which context 
ever and by whom ever they are 
committed.  
Hegemonic masculinity and rape in 
violent conflicts  
Constructions of gender culturally 
constructed assumptions on how 
women and men are and social norms 
on how they should be are the 
strongest cultural support of military 
groups (Seifert/Eifler 1999: 10). They 
are reflected in the use of gender-
specific military language. 
Constructions of masculinity in 
military context are not only rooted in 
the myths of the protector and the 
exclusion of women. They are also 
based on a concept of hegemonic 
masculinity that is characterized by 
heterosexual masculinity and therefore 
excludes homosexual men (Seifert 
2002: 54). The likelihood to rape is 
significant higher for men in uniform 
than for civil men (Nordstrom 1997: 2 
. Collective identity as it is constructed 
within military groups leads to the loss 
of individual identity. This permits 
violence to escalate and the individual 
men to commit acts of violence 
because he is not obliged to identify 
himself with the act (Hague 1997: 57). 
These constructions are inherent in 
violence in conflicts in general and for 
rape and sexual violence in particular. 
Rape is founded on gender 
constructions, which connect 
masculinity with power, dominance, 

force and aggression and femininity 
with passivity, subordination and the 
role of the protected and the victim 
(Hague 1997: 50). Rape in violent 
conflicts is directed against all human 
beings who do not fit in the concept of 
hegemonic masculinity: women, 
homo- and transsexual men, 
marginalized groups and the enemy 
(Hague 1997: 59). Sexual violence 
serves the strategic aim of the 
manifestation of militarized 
hegemonic masculinity (Skjelsbæk 
2001b: 217).  
Military brothels and models of sexual 
slavery were developed based on a 
construction of hegemonic and 
sexualized masculinity, which include 
the myths of the natural sexual drive 
(Copelon 1995: 204f). Parts of 
military elites believe in stopping 
soldiers go too far and commit rape by 
offering them sexual satisfaction 
through prostitutes and sexually en-
slaved women. Needless to say that 
these plans fail (Brownmiller 1978: 
96f). Military brothels are also used to 
motivate and reward soldiers (Copelon 
1995: 204f). It must be noticed that 
the lines between forced prostitution 
and sexual slavery using direct 
violence at the one side and 
prostitution resulting of constraints of 
structural violence on the other side 
are fluid (Copelon 1995: 204f; see 
Enloe 1990).  
Rape of men in violent conflicts  
The fact that men are also being raped 
in violent conflicts is widely ignored 
although its perpetration is confirmed 
for several conflicts (Zarkov 2001, 
1997 for the former Yugoslavia; 
Hague 1997; Krog 2001 for South 
Africa; Mazurana/McKay 2001 for 
Uganda and Liberia). UN-reports 
document numerous cases of rape and 
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other forms of sexual violence and 
torture against men during the war in 
former Yugoslavia used systematically 
by all parties involved in the conflicts 
(Zarkov 2001: 71).  
This must be included in the analysis 
not for ignoring the fact for rape being 
an act of violence committed by men 
against mostly women but for 
revealing constructions of masculinity 
and femininity which are inherent in 
violent conflicts in general and sexual 
violence in particular. Rape is a crime 
of gender, of which nearly all but not 
all victims are women and all 
perpetrators are men. Sexual violence 
against men has a different meaning of 
sexual violence against women but 
both are based on constructions of 
gender (Zarkov 1997: 146).  
Cordula Reimann (2000) considers 
rape of men as an act among men. It is 
a symbolic act of violence, which aims 
at the degradation, and 
entmasculinization of a man from the 
enemy group by constructing him as 
female or gay as unmanly (Zarkov 
1997: 144; Goldstein 2001: 359). The 
construction defines the victim as gay 
but the perpetrator as manly, powerful 
and potent because he takes hold of 
the aggressive, dominant and therefore 
masculine position (Skjelsbæk 2001b: 
225; Hague 1997: 55; Byrne 1995: 
26). Constructions of hegemonic 
masculinity are always construction of 
heterosexual masculinity, too, 
especially in a military context 
(Zarkov 1997: 144). The construction 
of the male rape victim as gay is 
therefore equivalent with his symbolic 
entmasculinization.  
Sexual violence against men occurs in 
different forms. If men are forced 
violently to rape other men, both 
victims are constructed as homosexual 

and therefore entmasculinized (Hague 
1997: 55; Zarkov 2001: 79). Dubravka 
Zarkov (2001: 77) considers 
especially the act of castration as an 
expression of the phallocentric 
construction of masculinity. Susan 
Brownmiller (1978) has analyzed 
reports on rape of men in prisons and 
emphasizes that rape and violence is 
acts of neither sexuality in general nor 
homosexuality in particular but of 
power and submission (Brownmiller 
1978: 174-184).  
In her analysis of Croatian media, 
Dubravka Zarkov (2001) shows that 
rape of men is nearly invisible in 
public debates although there are no 
doubts on its existence. Rape of 
women seems to be newsworthy, rape 
of men seem to be not (Zarkov 2001: 
72, 81). Antjie Krog observes the 
same in her analysis of the South 
African Truth and Reconciliation 
Com-mission. Male victims of sexual 
violence and torture do not speak 
about rape. Rape is considered a 
women thing (Krog 2001: 207). If 
rape of men is noticed at all, it is 
considered an act of violence while 
rape of women is still considered an 
act of sexuality (Krog 2001: 207). The 
invisibility of male rape victims in the 
public as well as in academic debates 
is related to the construction of 
heterosexual hegemonic masculinity, 
which is integral to all constructions 
of collective identity (Zarkov 1997: 
145).  
Dubravka Zarkov shows that if the 
Croatian media reports at all about 
sexual violence against men; they 
always present Serbs as the 
perpetrators and Muslims as the 
victims (Zarkov 2001: 81). Rape and 
sexual violence against men is 
presented as if it had nothing to do at 
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all with the men of the own group, 
Croatian men. This shows how the 
constructions of the ethnic Self is 
orientated at the norm of heterosexual 
masculinity.  
Conclusion  
Rape and sexual violence are 
empirical phenomena, which are 
inherent in all violent conflicts. They 
are based on constructions of 
militarized hegemonic masculinity, 
which also form the basis of the social 
institution of the military (Hague 
1997: 55; Turshen 2001: 59). Rape 
and sexual violence are parts of the 
gender dimension of violent conflicts 
regardless if they, in addition, are part 
of a genocide or ethnic cleansing 
(Copelon 1995).  
Rape in violent conflicts is always a 
crime against humanity and against 
the physical and psychical integrity of 
the victim. It is theoretically and 
empirically an act of torture: It follows 
the same logic and it has the same 
consequences for the victims (Seifert 
1993: 70). Rape is strongly related to 
hierarchical social gender relations 
that exist likewise in times of war and 
peace.  
The empirical phenomena of rape and 
sexual violence show that 
constructions of masculinity and 
femininity are integral parts of violent 
conflicts. If conflict analysis ignores 
the gender dimension, it fails to meet 
its subject appropriately. After putting 
rape and sexual violence on the 
agenda in general, now a 
systematically differentiation of the 
contexts in which rape in violent 
conflicts occur is required (Turshen 
2001: 55).  
If it is accepted that rape is a 
systematic weapon and strategy in 
violent conflicts, this has the 

important implication that rape is not a 
fixed fact but changeable (Turshen 
2001). Conflict management is 
challenged to develop concepts for the 
prevention of rape and sexual 
violence, for ending the perpetrators 
impunity and for effective help for the 
victims. These concepts must include 
short-term medical and long-term 
psychological help, social 
transformative instruments to stop 
social stigmatization of rape victims 
and assistance for victims to get over 
the feeling of helplessness, 
powerlessness and passivity.  
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