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Sexual Violence in a Peacetime-Wartime 

Continuum 
 

That gender based and sexual violence is a weapon of 

war,i and a painfully common occurrence in nearly every 

warfront is a fact. What is obscure, and perhaps little 

considered in the strategies developed to tackle sexual 

violence, is that it is as rooted in peacetime as it is in 

wartime. Gender violence is ubiquitous and exists as a 

phenomenon in a “continuum” of sorts between peacetime 

and wartime.  

 

In both peacetime and wartime, the occurrence of gender-

violence is a representation of the dominance and 

aggression that men assert over women, and of the fact 

that the bodies of women are focal points for aggressive 

discrimination based on sex. The only difference between 

both situations lies in the proportion. In peacetime, there 

are scattered or episodic instances of violence take place. 

The bodies are “individual”, in that the cases are separate 

incidents and rape is not pursued as a policy of 

dominance. In wartime, the scale and proportion extends 

beyond this limit, where bodies become ‘social bodies’, 

with the number of events taking place tolling much 

higher – both, as a matter of policy of dominance,ii and by 

any and every person.   

 

Wartime gender discrimination and violence is proof of a 

prevalent undercurrent of socio-cultural dynamics that 

speak of gender discrimination in peacetime. This is 

precisely the reason for the “effectiveness” of gender 

violence in war in breaking a nation’s social order. If there 

were no prevalent concepts in peacetime of honour, 

shame, sexuality, sacredness of virginity and modesty, 

gender violence cannot function so effectively in war. The 

surrounding element of cultural salience in peacetime 

surrounding a woman’s honour is a reflection of the 

connotations that sexuality has in peacetime.  

 

The dynamics of male dominance stem from the notions 

surrounding the protection of female honour,iii which in 

turn, is inherent in many traditional cultures. Most 

countries that have remained thriving hotbeds of 

impunity with gender-violence in wartime are those that 

are peppered with a sanctimonious perception of women 

as sex objects in peacetime. By “sex objects”, the 

connotation intends to convey that women are  

 

 



 

representatives of the code of honour of their families and 

the code of honour of their blood and lineage. This in 

turn leads to the augmented sanctity attached to the 

virginity, chastity, honour and virtue of a woman. Women 

themselves are brought up with the preconditioning that 

their honour and shame are non-negotiable elements for 

their acceptance in society. A woman is deemed the 

representation of the honour of the three-tiered hierarchy 

that commands her life: her husband, her family, and the 

community or province she represents.  

 

Given the importance of and emphasis upon a woman’s 

chastity, monogamy and fertility in peacetime, it is 

understandable why women become the critical targets of 

enemy combatants in a state of war. An act of violence 

against women is a means for combatants to show their 

control over the “sexual property” in a conflict.  

 

Sexual violence in peacetime is often construed as crimes 

against the individual – while in war the very same 

offences gain greater magnitude. The continued 

subsistence of a culture of silence in peacetime is a 

springboard for the unhindered occurrence of violence 

against women in war. In effect, therefore, bodies don’t 

turn battlegrounds when peace changes to war, but 

remain battlegrounds through peace and war. The lack of 

peace at home and at the grass-root snowballs into the 

lack of peace in the nation, and the lack of peace across 

the world.  

________________________________________________________ 

 

Why is Sexual Violence so common in War? 

While wars take humanity to task without 

discrimination, it is the women who are known to be 

the worst sufferers of conflict. Though it is often 

easier to believe that it is those that serve in armies 

that suffer most, war inflicts greatest sufferings on 

women. Women are forced to provide for their 

families against all kinds of adversities, as the 

responsibility of being a breadwinner falls on them 

with their men being at the battlefield. They are 

made to find a means to live in the face of a stark 

threat to their existence. If they don’t make a means 

to find a livelihood, hunger kills women and their 

families.  

 



 

If she makes her way out to run the gauntlet of war, 

sexual violence looms over her head like a sword 

waiting to drop. The bodies of women become 

battlegrounds.  

Combatants and non-combatants exploit women 

sexually. Sexual violence is an element that subsists 

in a peacetime-wartime continuum. However, the 

occurrence is multiplied many times in a conflict 

setting. What is it that makes sexual violence so 

common on every warfront, and after?  

Rape and sexual violence at the micro level can be a 

product of lustful intentions, mental disorders or 

depravity,iv as criminology offers. However, at the 

macro level – where the cases are not individual 

instances, but a collective of several individual 

instances that happen at dizzying speed, it is about 

dominance.v As men fight in war, there is a tendency 

towards wanting to break the enemy. Any victory is a 

victory: no matter how small, or how big it may be. A 

recent articlevi revealed that a soldier came forth to 

say that they did whatever they wanted in war, and 

he himself had raped 53 women. Sexual violence is 

deployed as a weapon of war because to the user, it is 

cheap, easy and extremely effective in achieving the 

target of breaking the enemy. When combatants rape 

by the dozen, it isn’t just about sexual urges, but 

about seeing the women of the enemy – sometimes 

just women – breaking before them, physically, 

emotionally and mentally. To them, that is a sadistic 

“victory”, or in more graphic terms, a way of “winning 

a war”. Rape and sexual violence in conflict is not 

about sex or lust, but about dominance, and about 

taking sexual violence in peacetime to a bigger scale. 

And in many ways, using rape and sexual violence as 

weapons in war is a part of a strategic plan, like 

Gaddhafi’s Viagra campaign.vii Why is it so easy to 

deploy rape and sexual violence as part of campaign 

dynamics? When a woman is subjected to sexual 

violence in any form, she suffers not only physical or 

psychological damage, but also suffers a stigma. 

Encumbered with the added trauma of humiliation, 

families turn these women out of their homes.  

 



 

When women are spurned from their own homes, 

the backbone of society is broken. Men refuse to 

marry women subject to sexual violence. Married 

men don’t want to welcome these women back into 

their lives, for in their eyes, they are “used goods”. 

These are not just by-products of sexual violence. 

These are planned and anticipated results. In that 

sense, sexual violence is calculated, brutal and 

absolutely bereft of humanity.  

Using sexual violence as a modus operandi in 

warfare is driven by an unhealthy and hegemonic 

desire for power. War is about using tactics that 

drive fear, humiliation and destruction into the 

opponent society, to denigrate and erode the sanctity 

attached to the fabric of any peaceful society. The 

ulterior motive for it is that their conduct would 

invariably break down society entirely. Sexual 

violence in conflict and post-conflict situations, 

therefore, becomes for the warring factions, a 

preferred method that is used to reinforce gendered 

and political hierarchies. 

___________________________________________________ 

Men are targets of Sexual Violence, too! 

While the earlier two articles might have projected 

the notion that women are the sole sufferers of 

sexual violence in conflict, the intention was not to 

do so. In segregating a separate post exclusively to 

the male victims of sexual violence in conflict, my 

endeavour was to ensure that equal attention was 

focused on the lesser heard voices.  

Men are as much targets of sexual violence as women 

are. The war-ravaged warlord-based impunity in 

Afghanistan allowed the age-old practice of bacha-

baazi to thrive in abundance.viii The Bosnian war saw 

the vilest forms of castration take place.ix The 

protracted armed conflict in the DR Congo created a 

thriving hotbed of sexual violence of menx at the 

hands of the rebels. As the war in Syria continues, 

men are subjected to sexual violence in detention 

centres – including even the ghastly form of electric 

shocks to their genitals.xi At the outset, it is 

important to understand that sexual violence against 

men in a conflict setting is not something confined 



 

to being perpetrated by homosexual men exclusively, 

but by heterosexual men as well.  

As it happens with women who suffer sexual 

violence in conflict, sexual violence towards men is 

not about lust. It is directed towards men with the 

same intention as it is directed towards women with: 

that of dominance. The stakes are “higher” to the 

perpetrator if a man is subjected to sexual violence, 

for not only have they imposed dominance, but they 

have also emasculated their enemy, or to “feminise” 

the enemy.xii Sexual violence against women is a part 

of the policy of dominance, but this dominance is 

multiplied further if sexual violence is directed 

against men. It becomes a case of asserting 

dominance aggressively, as war is all about breaking 

society. By subjecting a man to sexual violence, an act 

of defilement is committed on their person with the 

intention of humiliating them. The purpose of using 

sexual violence against men is to break the men who 

are supposed to be guardians of society, the 

breadwinners of families in a social setting, and to 

erode the sanctity attached to their masculinity. In 

this backdrop, it is definitely true therefore, that 

these are planned and anticipated results.  

The consequences are testimony to their reasoning. 

To men who suffer sexual violence or rape, coming 

out with their story is not just painful, but also 

terribly difficult considering the taboo that 

surrounds the issue. To men who suffer sexual 

violence or rape, the situation they faced is a 

representation of how “incapable” they have been 

rendered, of how they failed in being the “men they 

should be”. From being stigmatised to being 

perceived as homosexuals by their xenophobic 

community, (the author wishes to assert that she uses 

the aforementioned term only to convey that in 

certain communities, homosexuals are stigmatised for 

their sexual orientation), men who survive sexual 

violence also face the risk of being turned out of 

their homes and families. Sometimes, these men run 

the risk of being called women.xiii 

________________________________________________________ 



 

Sexual Violence and Indigenous Women in 

Conflict 

Women and children are the worst affected in a 

conflict, undoubtedly. But among them is a segment 

of women and children that are still more affected in 

comparison with their counterparts outside of the 

division. And they are the women and children in 

indigenous communities.  

Of course, sexual violence is sexual violence, and no 

matter who the target is, the crime is abominable and 

unacceptable. Of course, conflict is conflict, and no 

matter what the two sides to it comprise, the erosion 

of the sanctity attached to humanity is still 

unacceptable. But the level and magnitude takes on a 

whole new shade when the subjects of planned 

campaigns of sexual violence are women in 

indigenous communities.  

In the instances where indigenous communities have 

been targeted in war, the underlying motive behind 

the attacks is genocide: to wipe out the community 

altogether, to “ethnically cleanse” a community of 

people and to stamp out their existence. In the 

Second World War, Gypsy communities along with 

the Jews were subjected to the Holocaust, and sexual 

violence was indeed rampant in those days.xiv In the 

1994 conflict between the Hutus and Tutsis in 

Rwanda, sexual violence against the Tutsi womenxv 

went into constituting a grand part of the genocide.  

Over the three decades of the Guatemalan Civil War 

from 1960 to 1996,xvi the ethnic Mayan indigenous 

people suffered many human rights violations, and 

sexual violence was part of an organized campaign of 

genocide.  

Undoubtedly, whole communities do suffer the 

consequences of armed conflict, but it is the women 

and girls that are particularly affected because of 

their status in society and their gender. This is 

especially so in indigenous communities, where the 

sanctity of their community living comes from the 

equality of the genders.xvii  

 

 



 

Consequently, when there is a systematic policy of 

genocide targeting an indigenous community, it 

almost always includes a campaign of sexual violence 

since there is a “need” to upset the equality, and the 

balance, to erode the social structures in the 

community.  

Under the Genocide Convention,xviii Genocidexix is 

defined as conduct that is carried out with an intent 

to destroy in whole or in part, a national or an ethnic 

group, through 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; and e) Forcibly transferring children of the 

group to another group. 

Easily, any campaign of sexual violence falls into the 

above definition in one way or the other. A cursory 

glance at any of these conflicts that involved 

systematic campaigns of genocide will show you that 

the infliction of sexual violence had impacts not only 

on the individual woman, but also the community in 

entirety. In that sense, sexual violence in the war in 

pursuit of genocide is not only a war tactic, but is 

also chillingly premeditated, widespread and 

systematic and an overall uniform practice. None of 

the incidents of rape and sexual violence are or were 

isolated, but are and were rather acts committed 

under the sanction of superiors in charge of each of 

the troops. These acts were legitimized, authorized 

and sanctioned, and carried out with a grotesque 

aspiration of erasing the indigenous populations, and 

what better way than targeting the women? Sexual 

violence breaks the stability of the society by 

throwing the balance of equality that indigenous 

communities revere and practice.  

Coupled with that, the infliction of injuries that 

sometimes culminate in death, the use of sexual 

violence also keeps in check the propensity to 

reproduce, in the process stymieing the existence and 

growth of the community itself.  

 



 

In the words of one of the Maya Ixil women who 

survived the ordeal in Guatemala, who heard a clear 

and strong voice of a soldier saying: “Rios Montt told 

us to finish off all of this Ixil trash since they 

collaborate with the guerrilla”.xx  

_________________________________________________ 

Prosecuting Sexual Violence in Post-Conflict 

Societies 

The question of a trade-off between peace and justice 

is not new.xxi Didactic for the observer, the 

compulsion to choose between the two is reality for 

many, many people across the world, particularly in 

the aftermath of a war. Oftentimes, dictators and 

ruthless leaders are responsible for war crimes, 

crimes against humanity and genocide. Though 

evidence points in the direction of their complicity 

or outright involvement, they have been acquitted of 

all charges when tried, or even exempted from any 

legal process altogether through amnesty deals that 

give them complete immunity from judicial 

process.xxii  

It isn’t completely incomprehensible that this is often 

the route taken. When war erodes a country’s social, 

economic and political life, it impacts every 

inhabitant. Access to food and clean water becomes 

an insurmountable challenge, violence takes over and 

physical safety remains threatened. Houses are razed 

to the ground and property that once was no longer 

remains. The common civilian finds his expenses 

mounting for the bare essentials that manifest 

themselves only in the underground or in the black 

market. He lives under a constant threat – that he or 

those close to him will be forced to face a dangerous 

predicament, and become one of the many in the 

death or war crime statistics.  

In situations like that, it isn’t altogether unacceptable 

that a person in war would be forced to choose 

peace, even if it means that the leader who allowed 

the atrocities to happen will be escaping trial: 

anything, as long as he isn’t going to commit the 

atrocities that he did.  

 



 

However, there’s a downside to making that choice. 

Peace that arrives at the cost of justice is 

unsettled,xxiii impermanent and full of simmering 

undertones of tension underlying it. Try Charles 

Taylor’s case. While still the President of Liberia, he 

was responsible for several atrocities he orchestrated 

and implemented in neighbouring Sierra Leone. He 

was offered amnesty, initially, and then lived 

elsewhere until he started making attempts to 

assassinate other leaders. Had he not been given 

amnesty in pursuit of temporary peace, he could have 

been tried earlier, and had that happened in time, he 

would not have been behind the conception and 

attempts of assassinations.  

Understandable that it can be seemingly simply 

impossible to make a leader stop his atrocities 

against his own people. The most that the world can 

do is to make a choice between wringing its hands 

and watching on, or to intervene in the country – 

which as time has proved over and over again, has 

only been doubly destructive. The middle path – or 

the imposition of sanctions - does nothing to deter a 

leader, as the civilians are the ones who wind up 

suffering under its burden. The available 

international machinery to try those behind crimes 

in conflict – the International Criminal Court, has a 

hindrance in the form of the rule of 

complementarity,xxiv and the fact that it has 

jurisdiction only as a court of last resort,xxv where it 

can take over only if a country is unwilling or unable 

 to prosecute a leader – in which case a Security 

Council resolution under Chapter VII (needing 

consent of the permanent members) is a 

prerequisite.xxvi  

Nevertheless, while this has been so, the mere threat 

of prosecution has made several leaders of the world 

wake up to reality and surrender to the law, such as 

Slobodan Milosevic in the ICTY,xxvii when Louise 

Arbour decided to prosecute him for his atrocities 

against the Kosovars. There is plenty of evidence to 

prove and assert that peace should come through 

justice, and not at the cost of it.  

 



 

There is copious material through written judgments 

and statutory provision that speaks tremendously of 

how sexual violence falls on the wrong side of law as 

being a constituent crime of ‘war crimes’, ‘genocide’, 

‘crimes against humanity’ and ‘torture’. 

Efforts need to culminate in securing peace through 

justice, and not at the cost of it. The first step would 

be to get the non-signatories in the international 

community as a whole to wake up and warm up to 

the prospect of signing and ratifying the Rome 

Statute of the International Criminal Court. Secondly, 

there should be a more comprehensive expansion of 

the court’s jurisdiction. This does not mean suo motu 

powers for that might warrant arbitrariness of a 

different kind altogether, but rather, a mechanism 

where the world community can ensure that a leader 

is brought to book if he has a hand to play in 

committing war crimes and other atrocities against 

his own people. This would put a barrier against 

attempts at seeking and granting amnesty.  
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