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The Shortage of Female Resistance Armed Forces During the Serbian Conflicts

Towards the end of Women, Violence, and War: Wartime Victimization of Refugees in the Balkans, Vesna Nikolic-Ristanovic alleges that during the Yugoslav Federal Army’s invasions of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo and Slovenia, women were exploited for the achievement of male political and military goals. Not only were these women deprived of protection and left alone to face the violence of the military, but they were “abused by those, who, in the patriarchal society, were traditionally expected to protect them” (195). The invasions, initiated by Slobodan Milosevic following Slovenia’s secession from Yugoslavia, metamorphosed into a campaign for the ethnic cleansing of non-Serbs, and were notorious for soldiers’ cruelty to civilians, specifically to female civilians. However, despite widespread reports during the conflicts that Serbian soldiers were raping the women of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia and Kosovo en masse, women were not encouraged to join the military, nor were they given weapons during the war, or even trained to handle weapons. Instead, the women of former Yugoslavia, and of Serbia in particular, were encouraged by their leaders to fulfill their duty to the country by producing more children and willingly sacrificing their sons to the army (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 252). This nationalistic and altogether misogynistic ideology serves as evidence that the women of the former Yugoslavia were objectified as national property during the conflict, and were consequently targeted for aggression. The documented maltreatment of women during and after the Serbian conflicts, as well as women’s current reactions about their persecution, indicate that their oppression did not occur as a simple consequence of their country’s history of sexism and objectification. Also liable was the common and exaggerated machismo of men within and returning from the military, which both perpetuated and was maintained by women’s general refutation to get involved in a war they had no part in starting. Had women participated in martial resistance during the Serbian conflicts, the dynamic of the conflicts would certainly have been very different, as female soldiers would have had the opportunity to protect themselves as well as female civilians from military aggression. The mass-incidence of rape and brutality during the Serbian conflicts would likely have been reduced if women had trained to assist in resistance armed forces, as was the case for Iranian women during their infiltration into the NLA in the 1970s. 


Among the twenty-six women interviewed in This Was Not Our War, a collection of testimonies by female survivors of the Bosnian War, Swanee Hunt observes that most women expressed having felt disbelief at the onset of the conflict. Hunt classifies the aggression of Milosevic’s Yugoslav Federal Army as stunning. The interviewees repeatedly expressed that they had been in “amazement, shock, and disbelief that this nightmare could be descending on their stable, modern country” (Hunt, 20). The shortage of women in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia’s government preceding Milosevic’s attacks precipitated this general shock. Owing to their being for the most part uninformed about their country’s political proceedings, women and children constituted the majority of civilians who were taken by surprise when the bombs began dropping in Sarajevo, and therefore, were more prone to panic and inaction. According to the twenty-six women interviewed in This Was Not Our War, what little political intelligence was communicated between men and women was further impaired by a “camouflage effect” among the few women who were involved in politics at the onset of conflict. The interviewees asserted that these women, who rose to power within male-constructed systems, often assumed the objectives of those men they depended on for success, thereby compromising themselves (Hunt, 144). Although Hunt’s estimation—that the larger the number of women in the government, the less they need to emulate men (Hunt, 144)— is certainly reasonable, there were unfortunately so few women with political authority preceding the Serbian conflicts that “women, as a rule, were completely deprived of the opportunity to decide about this war” (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 195). 

The general perplexity of women at the onset of the Serbian conflicts substantiates the widespread impression that men almost always have a more active role in war. In turn, this notion rationalizes why, during a strategic and premeditated war in a patriarchal civilization, the gap between the powerful man and the less powerful women inevitably becomes greater than usual (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 47). According to Hunt, women’s unequal share of social power preceding the YFA’s attacks led to their being more prone to discrimination and physical violence during the war. In other words, war “strengthens the already existing dominant marginalization of women. As a result, women tend to define themselves more often as the passive victims of war than as active strategists of survival in war and exile” (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 22).  Society’s impression of women as the submissive sex is therefore intensified and acted upon in times of conflict; and women become disempowered both from social typecasting and from the inward manifestation of this discrimination. Further female disempowerment occurs when the women’s own country or republic, let alone the rest of the world, does nothing to prevent or remonstrate the atrocities committed against its citizens. In the case of the Serbian conflicts, “subtle and blatant layers of discrimination allowed women to be targeted, for example with rape, which is a form of torture often treated by officials as nothing more than an incidental by-product of warring boys being boys. Bands of males may assert their manhood as warriors, but war affords women no corresponding empowering role; instead, they become victims, not only displaced and damaged, mourning the loss of family members, but also prey for men on the enemy side” (Hunt, 179). 

Of course, many men involved in the Serbian conflict were also unwilling victims of war. They were likewise expelled from their homes, tortured and killed, and were additionally made to take part in the fighting (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 21). However, in spite of this suffering, the planned policy of the ‘ethnic cleanings’ in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina focused upon the sexual abuse and violence against women. In their essay, “Feminist Resistance to War and Violence in Serbia,” Lepa Mladjenovic and Donna M. Hughes convey that when the YFA shelled Bosnian cities, maternity hospitals were targeted (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 253). Another YFA tactic entailed the arrangement of certain concentration camps— called ‘rape camps’ by survivors— where the solders’ objective was to rape and prostitute women. In Vogosca, near Sarajevo, “Bosnian women with Croat and Muslim names were killed after they were raped; in Foca, the Serbs held women for months in an indoor sports arena where nightly men would come with flashlights to make their choices for rape; at Omarska, women were forced by Serb soldiers to work during the day and were raped according to a schedule, once every four nights” (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 253). These horrific cases of tactical violence against women, which were all the more paralyzing because of the honor, shame, and sexuality attached to the female body in peacetime (Olujic, 31), only begin to comprise the extent of women’s ordeals during the Serbian conflicts.

After the YFA withdrew from Bosnia, it was calculated that 50,000 women were raped in the war. Between 1993 and 1997, 28,000 women were examined for rape and other sexual abuse by the German-sponsored Medica Women’s Therapy Centre in Zenica (Hunt, 49). Even these unbelievably high numbers, which deal with Bosnia alone, are dubious. As Hunt explains, firm numbers are impossible to collect, as “victims were likely not to report the crime since enormous cultural shame is attached to rape and victims are often considered unmarriageable. As well, many of the women had been raped repeatedly” (49). The mass-rape of women across all districts of the former Yugoslavia was also tactically arranged. According to the final report of the UN expert group investigating the Serbian conflicts, “rape was intentionally used in order to expel a particular ethnic group from a particular area. This was demonstrated by the humiliation and dishonoring of the victim through rape in front of her relatives, in front of other prisoners, in public places or by forcing family members to rape each other (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 66). Armies therefore encouraged the rape of women in opposing territories as a strategy of ethnic cleansing, to the extent that the soldiers who organized the rapes forced others to join in. In an appalling explanation, Hunt explains that:
Forced impregnation was the ultimate ethnic cleansing…Rape was a crucial tactic of the political-military strategy—not the aggressive manifestation of sexuality, but rather the sexual manifestation of aggression. In addition, rapes served other military objectives, such as bolstering masculinity. Raping women was a way of attacking men as their protectors, humiliating them. War provided man-to-man communication via the violation of women. It was, in effect, symbolic rape of the community. (49)

Within the female concentration camps in Bosnia, impregnated women were constrained until their pregnancies were at such an advanced stage as to make abortion impossible. Women’s persecution was propagated not only by soldiers’ objective to emasculate the rival army, but also by the belief that a woman would give birth to a child of the same nationality as her rapist. In accordance with the patriarchal pattern which designates women to be the foundation and thereby the representation of family, raping women “with the aim of producing children of the enemy’s nationality represents a means for the destruction of the foundations of the enemy’s life” (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 67).

As rape and forced impregnation was turning into a large-scale military tactic in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia and Kosovo, officials began cracking down on birth-control in Serbia. Nationalist propaganda insisted that it was imperative that Serbian women have more babies, so that the nation would be able to defend itself in war (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 252). Abortion, which had been legal and readily available to women since 1951, became legally restricted in April 1992 in a new constitution for the ‘Third Yugoslavia.’ This new constitution not only eliminated Article 191 on ‘Free Parenthood,’ but compared the number of abortions to the number of Serbian soldiers killed in the war. In addition to this, contraceptives such as the diaphragm and sponge became largely unavailable, and although condoms were still available, men disliked them and often refused to use them. Withdrawal became— and still is—the most frequent method of birth control; as a result, “pregnancy is a constant fear for women” (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 253). Although not as violent as forced impregnation through rape and confinement, this strategy imposed the unwanted births of Serbian children, thereby utilizing a similar method of discrimination against women. By eliminating their agency to choose whether to give birth, the Serbian government intended that its women become child-bearing automatons. 

The discrimination against female Serbian civilians is certainly related to the abuse which women in opposing territories suffered at the hands of the YFA. Most activists identify a link between domestic violence and war; and Women in Black, the Belgrade war protesters, rationally insist that “when violence against women ceases, war will cease” (Hunt, 122). Statistics show that not only are areas with a high rate of domestic violence a breeding ground for warfare, but domestic violence also usually increases as soldiers return home. Already disturbed by their experiences in the frontlines, soldiers often come back to unpredictable financial situation. It is reported that when the soldiers of former Yugoslavia returned home, many brought their weapons with them, and used them to threaten their spouses (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 269). As indicated by Sabiha Hadzimoratovic, one of Hunt’s interviewees, the incidence of women being insulted, beaten up and raped by their husbands in Bosnia has become commonplace since the war ended. In Hadzimoratovic’s words, “’communication between men and women has become ugly. It’s worse now because of the war trauma and the horrible economy’” (Hunt, 123).

As Hunt explains this phenomenon, “sex roles become accentuated, as men become warriors (Hunt, 122). This war-inspired machismo is apparent when considering Serbian propaganda, which encouraged nationalist hatred of opposing territories, and was also linked to domestic abuse. In 1991, a Serbian hotline for abused women began receiving calls from women who were beat-up, some for the first time in their lives, after their male partners watched the television news. These news programs aired nationalist reports on Serbian victims of war, and were saturated with loathing for ‘the enemy.’ The callers conveyed that their partners became enraged after watching the propaganda, and cursed the Croats and Muslims in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina while beating them. As it is reported, the ethnicity of the woman was the same as her partner in most of these cases (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 269).

It is frightening to think that in such fundamentally ‘modern’ countries, violence is still generally acceptable in Parliament, streets, and homes, with the result being an increase in the abuse of women in the streets and in homes (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 269). However, the foundation behind this violence is essentially ubiquitous. In her article, “Is Violence Male? The Law, Gender, and Violence,” Lucinda Joy Peach alleges that in many ‘developed’ countries, the law upholds the “traditional segregation of men and women into ‘separate spheres,’ with men in control of the ‘public’ spaces of government, lawmaking, and employment, including military service, and women relegated to the ‘privacy’ of the ‘domestic sphere,’ responsible primarily for childbearing, rearing, and homemaking” (Peach, 62). Of course, more women are climbing the financial system every day, and a large number of women have become leaders and presidents in several countries. This said, in most of these same countries, the legal doctrine of ‘privacy’ is still used to justify the law’s nonintervention into violence within both military and domestic spheres (Peach, 62). In America, supposedly the most progressive and powerful nation of the world, women are largely discouraged from joining the military, due not only to the likely prospect of their being hazed and sexually abused, but also to restrictions regarding the advancement of their positions. Although many combat roles in the Navy and Air-force have been opened to women since the 1990s, women are still barred from almost all assignments that involve ground fighting, including armor, infantry, and filed artillery— which essentially constitute the core of combat (Peach, 60). 

As a result of the exclusion of women from nearly all combat positions in the army, America’s Supreme Court upheld Congress’s exclusion of women from the military draft, a verdict which circuitously suggests that women are unqualified to contribute to national defense (Peach, 61). In Bosnia, despite the recent and overdue international attention which was paid to the war’s effect on women, and notwithstanding current developments which have situated women at the forefront of reconstruction, sexual slavery is still widespread. According to Hunt, “women and girls have been brought into Bosnia as sex slaves, and many of their clients are members of the international community. Trafficking is a booming business for organized crime rings. That social blight carries over to the way Bosnian women are treated at home” (Hunt, 122). Not only are foreigners linked to the abuse of destitute women, but even the United Nations ‘peacekeeping’ forces were and still are implicated in the sexual exploitation and prostitution of women in Bosnia, as well as in most other countries with military bases (Hughes Mladjenovic 269). It is not difficult to recognize why women considered themselves so much at odds with warfare during the Serbian conflicts, when the military, both national and international, was the source of every cruelty they were subjected to.


If there were more than a handful of women involved in the armed forces during the Serbian conflicts, it is almost impossible to find any account of them. Many women certainly took an active part in the war as medics or protesters, but any documentation relating to female participation in either the YFA or the KLA is insubstantial. According to the women that Hunt interviewed, “women in the army had no training and no one directing them” (Hunt, 20). Assuming that this is true, the women of former Yugoslavia were in the most vulnerable position possible during the conflicts; they had no means to defend themselves because they were most often unarmed, and did not know how to handle weapons. Moreover, many women were unable to flee during incursion, because they were old, pregnant, or had small children (Nikolic-Ristanovic, 85). However, these women’s victimization during the Serbian conflicts can not be completely rationalized when considering female resistance in less ‘progressive’ countries, such as Guatemala, Iran, and Ireland. Of these three countries, the National Liberation Army (NLA) of Iran most evidently bears a resemblance to the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). However, whereas female participation in either the KLA or the YFA was at best uncommon, female involvement in the NLA, formed in 1987, was immense. 


Women have a long history of martial resistance in Iran, which naturally began with political activism during the Constitutional Revolution of 1906. Years later, as the NLA was being formed, women began organizing resistance movements within prison, in retaliation to special ‘residential’ units, where political dissidents were held. These units were similar to the rape camps prepared by the YFA, in that they were set up by the Khomeini regime, with the intention that the Revolutionary Guards would repeatedly rape the rebellious inmates into compliance. Not a great deal is known of the female inmates’ resistance tactics, but it is known that many of these prisoners joined the NLA soon after their release from prison. When the NLA was formed, women were first active in support units, which entailed duties pertaining to transport, supply, and administration. After this, as indicated by Sorayya Shahri in her essay, “Women in Command,” women began providing backup for military operations (186). The first women’s brigades were formed when the army operated primarily through infantry. According to Maryam Rajavi, the President-Elect of the Iranian Resistance, persuading the female soldiers to operate military equipment, which had previously been considered a male domain, was not easy. Therefore, separate units for men and women were initially organized, and women were trained by other women. Later on, when co-ed units were formed, some of which were commanded by women, Rajavi began to see signs of women’s growing aptitude for combat. Women’s combative abilities were further verified by numerous requests from male soldiers to transfer into the female-commanded units. 


It may seem futile to compare two such different cultures as Iran and Kosovo, but the circumstances which led women to join the NLA in Iran are too similar to those of former Yugoslavia to completely cast aside. Discrimination against women was just as extensive in Iran as it was in former Yugoslavia at the time of the Serbian conflicts, and was similarly perpetuated by a nationalistic, sexist regime. The KLA, like the NLA, performed both reciprocal missions— such as kidnapping police officers, and shelling Serbian police stations in retaliation for the mass expulsion of Albanians from their homes— and infantry combat. Most importantly, the mind blocks that the female Iranian soldiers had to overcome could not have been more challenging than those that the women of former Yugoslavia would have to surmount. The Iranian women, who later performed much better in martial classes than their male counterparts, initially viewed themselves as the weaker sex, and incompetent in regards to military affairs. However, with encouragement, these women were able to recognize that they were needed, and discovered that their capabilities made them commendable commanders. In Shahri’s words, women’s soldierly “potential, motivation and sense of responsibility are greater than a man’s because they are like a spring that has been compressed; all of a sudden, they are free” (Shahri, 190).

The circumstances of Iranian women’s infiltration into the NLA are relatively unusual. In the exceptionally brief span of only two years, the number of women in the army was substantial. Rajavi maintains that it was exactly this alacrity and scale of female participation which allowed women to uphold a healthy relationship between the sexes. These female soldiers are thereby responsible for making “a male/female army, with proper, humane inter-relations and formidable military prowess, a possibility, to the surprise of many observers” (329). Certainly one of the most beneficial results of women’s participation in the NLA, which is extremely relevant to the Serbian conflicts, was that such large-scale female progress “did not exclude men as a consequence, but in fact promoted their liberation and enhanced their capabilities. Obviously, it was not simple matter for the men to confront these changes head-on…They had to struggle against the idea of male superiority. Fortunately, however, in the framework of a common Resistance by women and men for the freedom of their people and homeland, our men welcomed these changes, [and]…took pride in keeping pace on the path to equality” (Rajavi, 329). It is impossible to determine whether the men of the KLA or comparable militias in the former Yugoslavian territories would have been as supportive of women’s progress in armed resistance; regardless, more humane relations between the sexes inside and outside martial affairs would have been a probable result of female infiltration into the armed forces.


It must not be overlooked that women organized and participated in the majority of peace movements during the Serbian conflicts (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 259). Such unions as the Women in Black, the SOS Hotline for Women and Children, the Group for women Raped in War, the Autonomous Women’s Center against Sexual Violence, and the Mothers’ Protests were extremely courageous enterprises, which succeeded in publicly condemning the conflicts, while at the same time offering support to the victims (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 267). Despite these measures, however, the overall brutality of the military during the Serbian conflicts called for more active roles in preventing the rape and annihilation of women. According to Claudia Card in her essay, “Rape as a Weapon of War,” if martial rape was actively and communally resisted through some bold method, patriarchal and protectionist values would be eliminated. This said, the most obvious method, which would both reduce patriarchal values and undermine the notion that men go to war to protect women, would be for women to have the same military training and access to weapons as men presently have (Card, 12). If women entered military institutions in large numbers, at every rank, in every department, it is likely that fewer female civilians would be raped. In addition to this, if men fought side by side with equally trained and armed females, and under the command of even more powerful females, the occurrence of rape during war would almost certainly decline. As Card asserts, “it seems unlikely that rape could continue to symbolize dominance if women could dominate as well as men” (Card, 12)

According to Hunt, the initial inaction of women at the onset of the Bosnian conflict was not simply a result of general discouragement regarding women’s involvement in the Yugoslavian government, nor of civilian’s paralytic shock at the onset of violence. Hunt indicates that of the women interviewed, most asserted their unequivocal opposition to war in general. Hunt states that all “but one insisted that Bosnian women were committed to values antithetical to war, and now that the war is over, they are a force for the restoration of their country” (Hunt, 139). In light of what the women of Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo suffered at the hands of Serbian soldiers, it is surprising that women were so unwilling to retaliate. As Tanja, one of Hunt’s interviewees explains, “’men can’t stand having accomplished women around; but women, too, are reluctant. Many are oriented toward their husbands, and they don’t easily accept a role outside. The problem doesn’t stem from school…in our tradition, a women’s place is at home. This view of women permeates society. Seldom can you find women executives, although before the war there were women managers of companies—more than now’” (Hunt, 143). This said, Hunt’s notion that the former Yugoslavia was “deliberately and systematically killed off by men who had nothing to gain and everything to lose from a peaceful transition from state socialism and one-party rule to free-market democracy” (77) does not give reason to discharge women from all involvement or participation in the war. By allocating all blame for the war onto men, women renounce any degree of responsibility, and hence deny themselves agency.  
There is no question that civilians, particularly the women, of Slovenia, Bosnia, Kosovo and Croatia, and those of Serbia as well, were horrifically maltreated. Milosevic, with the aim to ‘ethnically cleanse’ Yugoslavia of non-Serbs, utilized an invented ethnic nationalism to manipulate and control people and create a popular base of Serbian civilians (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 251). Such a campaign must have been difficult for most civilians not involved in the government or military to comprehend, let alone to resist. One example of nationalist propaganda, which was mentioned earlier in the context of its effect on domestic violence, was the all day programs condemning ‘the enemy,’ whose identity changed as the war moved eastward from Slovenia, to Croatia, to Bosnia, to Kosovo. In addition to these programs, extra segments displaying images of tortured and killed people aired nightly before and after the news, with an accompanying commentary on ‘what the enemy has done to innocent Serbs.’ (Hughes, Mladjenovic, 251). However, regardless of effectively manipulative this propaganda was, one of the twenty-six women interviewed by Hunt states that the ensuing inaction of women was “dangerously close to complicity with the aggressors” (Hunt, 145). This woman was Kada Hotic, a pharmaceutical assistant who lost her son, husband, two brothers, and brother-in-law in a massacre of 8,000 unarmed Muslim boys and men. Hotic was stunned when fellow Bosnian women did not react with rage and resistance, after “years of fear and deprivation [,]…followed by a melee of widespread rape and killing, were capped off by an international community that mostly ignored them” (Hunt, 145). As Hotic suggests, to classify women as inactive victims of abandon and abuse during conflict is maddening, as one considers all of the appalling factors of the war which ought to have made resistance vital.

It is certainly not a simple notion, but conclusively a probable one, that had women been actively recruited to join the military or the liberation army during the Serbian conflicts, they would have been given the training and resources to protect themselves, as well their relatives and other women. Because the women of former Yugoslavia were dependent on men for protection, they were altogether susceptible to abuse. No matter how progressive and modern the civilization is, if the ultimate instrument of protection—the military—is primarily male, then women and children are essentially at risk, and are at the mercy of the army to be objectified and exploited. However, as it is not likely many countries will boast Iran’s ratio of female-to-male combatants anytime soon, the suffrage of the women of former Yugoslavia must be committed to memory. If women in other nations venture to identify with the women of Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia and Kosovo, to append their struggles to women’s development worldwide, then perhaps the next time women are needed to fight, it will be less of a challenge. Esmuda Mujagic, one interviewee who was held hostage with her husband and child in the Trepoljna concentration camp during the conflicts, has survived too many ordeals to avert taking resistance into her own hands. In her own words, Mujagic states that “’if there’s going to be more war, I’ll go—not my son and daughter.’” She’s impatient with women who don’t push through obstacles: ‘Women withdraw and leave decisions to men, so we have to teach them to be independent and self-reliant. We can’t just blame the men’” (Hunt, 211). 
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