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Abstract
In this article the author argues that men and boys have been historically and structurally 
rendered an invisible group of victims in international human rights and policy responses 
towards conflict-related sexual violence stemming from the United Nations. The apparent 
female-focused approach of instruments on sexual violence is criticized followed by a 
discussion – through analysis and interviews with legal scholars and champions for the 
recognition of male survivors’ experiences – of the first ‘emergence’ of male victims 
in these instruments and key actors involved in this process. The existing serious 
dichotomy between visible and invisible victims is prominently based on their ‘gender 
identity’ and leads to structural discrimination of male victims of rape or other forms 
of sexual violence. To overcome this situation and develop more inclusive instruments, 
a reconceptualization is needed of the meaning and use of words like ‘gender’ and 
‘gender-based violence’. Additionally, a more intersectional approach to sexual violence 
should be adopted, understanding that victims have a multitude of identities such as 
ethnicity or religious affiliation that make them particularly vulnerable to suffering.
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‘The issue is that, the box is just not even on the form. I don’t think that men are 
empowered, but neither do they not want to answer those questions, it is just that we have 
never thought to ask those questions’(Chris Anderson, 2013, personal communication).
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Since the mass rapes of women during the genocide in Rwanda and the war in the 
Former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the widespread manifestation of sexual violence dur-
ing genocides, wars and armed conflicts has become an internationally recognized 
issue. This has lead to better documentation, as well as the adoption of several legal 
instruments and advocacy initiatives (see UN General Assembly, Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against Women, 1993; UN, Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action, 1995; UN Security Council Resolution [UNSCR] 1325, 2000). Whilst 
much of the literature on conflict-related sexual violence focuses on the victimization 
of women and girls, scholars and international media outlets1 are increasingly paying 
attention to male victims. This is indirectly an outcome of the international women’s 
rights movement, without whose successful efforts for attention to and legislation on 
the victimization of women in wars and genocides, sexual violence would not have 
become an international issue in the first place. Nevertheless, scholars and activists 
working on male sexual victimization argue that men constitute as yet ‘unrecognized’ 
or ‘invisible’ victims of conflict-related sexual violence: invisible through under-
reporting and the limitations of national and international legal frameworks. Challenges 
include inaccurate reporting by aid workers, who expect only women to be victims, 
and failures in national laws that do criminalize acts of rape or sexual violence for 
female victims but then leave male victims subject to prosecution for homosexual rela-
tions when the perpetrator is also a male (Grey and Shepherd, 2013; Lewis, 2009; 
Sivakumaran, 2007, 2010; Stemple, 2009; Zarkov, 2001).

The 2007 Global Overview of the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of 
Armed Forces estimates that in the last decade, sexual violence against men has been 
observed in 25 armed conflicts worldwide (59 armed conflicts if sexual exploitation of 
boys is included) (Bastick et al., 2007). The UN Commission of Experts reporting on the 
conflict in the Former Yugoslavia in the 1990s documented a vast amount of male-
directed sexual violence, especially against detainees, that took many forms such as 
genital mutilation (including full castration), forced rape and other forced sexual acts 
(e.g. between detainees or family members) (UN, Commission of Experts Yugoslavia, 
1994). A number of cases of sexual violence against men have also been tried before 
international criminal tribunals, where the ad hoc tribunals set up after the genocide in 
Rwanda and the conflict in the Former Yugoslavia are considered pioneers in defining 
sexual assault, rape and sexual violence in an inclusive manner that also relates to vio-
lence against men and boys (see Prosecutor v. Cesic, 11 March 2003; Prosecutor  
v. Niyitegaka, 16 May 2003; Prosecutor v. Stakic, 22 March 2006; Prosecutor  
v. Todorovic, 31 July 2007). More recently, the widespread media coverage of the pris-
oner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, the practice of bacha-bachi boys in Afghanistan and 
male rape against civilian men in the Democratic Republic of the Congo has generated 
international attention (Johnson et al., 2010). Finally, conflict-related sexual violence 
against men was dubbed an ‘emerging concern’ by UN Secretary-General Ban ki-Moon 
in 2013, referring to the sexual violence experienced by men in conflicts in Afghanistan, 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sudan and Syria (UN, Report of the Secretary-
General, 2013: paras 10, 17, 27, 45, 73, 84–85, 90).

This article builds on my research into international legal and policy responses to 
conflict-related sexual violence against men. It seeks first to demonstrate the ways in 
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which international human rights and policy instruments stemming from the UN have 
historically silenced or structurally rendered men and boy victims invisible – because 
they have been geared almost exclusively to the visibility and protection of women 
and girls. Second, I discuss recent developments in the increased visibility of male 
victims of conflict-related sexual violence, and their ‘emergence’ in an important 
legislative instrument, namely the UN Women, Peace and Security Resolution 2106. 
Third, based on interviews with scholars and experts who have been instrumental in 
advocating for increased visibility, I analyse both the progress made and the chal-
lenges ahead in terms of addressing conflict-related sexual violence against men. 
Finally, the concluding section consists of reflections regarding the future of research 
and policy-making in this field.

International law and policy instruments on conflict-related 
sexual violence

Conflict-related sexual violence refers to incidents or patterns of sexual violence – 
against women, men and children – that includes rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitu-
tion, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization and other comparable acts, occurring in 
conflict or post-conflict settings. Sexual violence can also be considered an act of geno-
cide, when committed with the intention of contributing to the destruction of a particular 
national, ethnic, racial, religious or social group (ICC, 2011; UN, Action Against Sexual 
Violence in Conflict, 2011; UNSCR 1820, 2008: para. 4).

A number of different areas of international law are applicable to genocide, par-
ticularly international humanitarian law (which defines the so-called rules of war 
embodied in the Geneva Conventions and customary international law) and interna-
tional criminal law (which defines international crimes and procedure for individual 
criminal responsibility). Traditionally, humanitarian law applied in times of war, and 
human rights law in times of peace, but it is now understood that human rights law 
remains applicable in war and conflict, affording protection and laying down obliga-
tions for states to fulfil human rights (see ICJ, 1996, 2004). International humanitar-
ian law and international criminal law both adopt a ‘sex-neutral’ approach when 
describing or prohibiting wartime sexual violence, addressing male and female vic-
tims alike. However, Sivakumaran (2010: 273–274), among others, argues that though 
international criminal law covers sexual violence against men, problems continue to 
exist in the implementation of the law. He refers to cases where male victimization is 
not prosecuted as sexual violence (rather as torture or ‘beatings’), and cases where the 
record demonstrated instances of sexual violence against female and male victims, 
but the prosecution only pleaded sexual violence in the indictment to women and girls 
(Prosecutor v. Sesay et al. [‘RUF Trial’], Judgement, 20 February 2009: paras 1205, 
1207, 1208). For instance, he cites a case regarding two brothers who were forced to 
perform oral sex: it was not the prosecutor, but the Trial Chamber that noted the pos-
sibility of prosecution under sexual violence: ‘the TC notes that the aforementioned 
act constitutes rape for which liability could have been found if pleaded in the appro-
priate manner’ (Prosecutor v. Delalic et al. [‘Celebici’], Judgement, 16 November 
1998; Sivakumaran, 2010).
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From an international human rights law perspective, sexual violence infringes on a 
large number of human rights, such as the right to life, the right to health, the right to 
bodily integrity, and, most often, as a violation of the prohibition on torture, inhumane 
and degrading treatment, or as a form of gender-based violence (GBV). Whilst the pro-
hibition on torture is codified in the gender-neutral human rights instruments (UN 
General Assembly, Convention Against Torture, 1984: Article 1; UN General Assembly, 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966: Article 7), applicable to both 
men and women, gender-based violence is only codified in the context of the 1979 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
and is thus only applicable to women (UN General Assembly, CEDAW, 1979: Article 1; 
UN, CEDAW General Recommendations Nos 19 and 20, 1992: paras 1, 6).

Scholars have been sceptical of the inclusion of sexual violence against men within 
the instruments prohibiting torture, arguing that its description is often ‘too general’, and 
does not include the words ‘sexual’ or ‘gender-based’, and that advocacy work on the 
victimization of men and boys could therefore ‘stretch these legal tools to fit a problem 
for which they were not explicitly crafted’ (Stemple, 2009: 636–637; see also Lewis, 
2009: 19). This is a critique that could be applied for sexual violence in general, where 
Hennessey and Gerry argue that there ‘has been historical reluctance to class sexual vio-
lence as torture, and the treaty was not drafted with this purpose in mind’ (Hennessey and 
Gerry, 2010: 13). Though ‘gender-based violence’ might reasonably be thought to 
include both sexes (as both have a perceived or socially constructed gender), within 
international human rights law, as codified, it only describes female victimization. This 
observation is not a criticism of CEDAW, as its definition of GBV is entirely legitimate, 
given its focus on women, but I agree with scholars such as Lara Stemple (2009:  
618–620) that this solitary codification of gender-based violence in the CEDAW (and not 
in other international human rights instruments that also apply to men and boys) has 
conflated ‘sexual violence’, ‘gender-based violence’ and ‘violence against women’, 
especially given the political context in which these terms entered UN discourse during 
the 1990s. At the moment, these terms are used interchangeably in UN legal and policy 
documents, as well as by many academics and NGOs. This practice fuels the view that 
sexual violence and gender-based violence solely refer to female victimization, thus 
leaving the victimization of men and boys invisible, under-researched and under-
addressed (Linos, 2009: 1549; Stemple, 2009: 636–637). Next to this, feminist theorists 
such as Catharine MacKinnon have long advocated for further recognition of all rape 
during war as torture (MacKinnon, 1993).

It can also be argued that international blindness to male victims of conflict-related 
sexual violence reinforces masculinist and heteronormative gender ideologies. Research 
shows that male victims have a tendency to recount their story of victimization using 
relatively nondescript words like ‘abuse’ or ‘torture’, suppressing the specific sexual 
aspect of their suffering, as they regard sexual violence as compromising their masculin-
ity (Donnelly and Kenyon, 1996: 441–448; Lewis, 2009: 9; Oosterhoff et al., 2004: 68; 
Peel et al., 2000: 2069; Solangon and Patel, 2012: 422).

From an international policy perspective, UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
(2000) – marked as a breakthrough for women’s rights – framed for the first time sexual 
violence as a tactic of war and a threat to international peace and security, describing the 
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multiple ‘gender dimensions of war’ and emphasizing women’s potential roles as peace-
makers, political representatives and victims of sexual violence. To date, six follow-up 
instruments in the context of this Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda have been 
adopted (Resolutions 1820, 1888, 1889, 1960, 2106 and 2122), identifying responsibili-
ties in the area of prevention, reporting and programmatic strategies. These resolutions 
condemn sexual violence against women and girls in conflicts, noting that they can con-
stitute international crimes like war crimes, crimes against humanity or acts of genocide 
(UNSCR 1325, 2000: para. 10). They provide a foundation for the UN’s objective- 
setting when it comes to conflict-related sexual violence.

Problematically – from the perspective of male victims – the pre-Resolution 2106 
documents focus on victims as having a female character, referring to ‘women and girls’ 
or sometimes ‘women and children’ when codifying obligations, stressing that these 
groups constitute the ‘vast majority’ of victims and that they should enjoy ‘particular 
attention’ (particularly UNSCR 1325, 2000: paras 4, 9–11; UNSCR 1820, 2008: paras 3, 
6, 8, 9). In addition to the problematic convention that always associates women with 
children (Enloe, 2000), these statements imply not only that it is necessary to quantify 
suffering (through the question of who suffers the most), but also that sex is a condition 
for protection (Jones, 2000: 186; 2001). Victims are made visible through their sex as 
female; it is this ‘identity’ that makes them ‘rights-holders’ or visible ‘victims’ (Graham, 
2006). Grey and Shepherd have argued that – in light of a poststructuralist feminist the-
ory of the marked body, particularly that of Judith Butler (1993) – the absence of mascu-
linity, combined with the silencing effect of dubbing women and girls as the ‘vast 
majority’ of victims, denies the possibility of the violated male body altogether (Grey 
and Shepherd, 2013: 122). This denied materiality has a profound effect on protection 
and existing programmes: men do not have access to adequate support services, because 
they are designed solely for female victims (SVRI, n.d.; UNHCR and RLP, 2012). This 
conflation of gender, identity and body silences male victims because they do not fit the 
‘identity’ of the ‘violated body’. This means international legal and policy frameworks 
structurally discriminate against men as victims of sexual violence.

As stressed by Sandesh Sivakumaran (2007: 270–274), sexual violence against men 
is just as ‘gendered’ and should be recognized: such violence intends to strip men of 
their ‘masculine’ status as soldier, protector, or father – the ‘feminization’ or ‘homo-
sexualization’ of men is intended, in the eye of the perpetrator, to ‘reduce’ them to the 
subordinate status of women and non-heterosexuals, perpetuating the hegemony of 
masculine and heterosexual society. Researchers like Charli Carpenter argue more gen-
erally that men are also particularly affected by war in a gender-based way during war-
time, for instance through sex-selective massacres, forced recruitment and sexual 
violence (Carpenter, 2006: 84).

Regarding the sheer magnitude of sexual violence in all forms of conflict, 
Catharine MacKinnon has proposed that mass rapes of women express misogyny, 
underpinning a pre-existing culture of gender inequality (MacKinnon, 1994: 186). 
Susan Brownmiller has argued that ‘the original impulse to rape does not need a 
sophisticated political motivation beyond a general disregard for the bodily integrity 
of women’ and that war provides ‘the perfect backdrop (for men) to give vent to their 
contempt for women’ (Brownmiller, 1976: 36). It is important here to understand the 
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‘theory of deliberate policy of sexual violence during armed conflict’ (Eboe-Osuji, 
2012: 83–86), where sexual violence is used as a tactical weapon of war, with differ-
ent aims, including domination, emasculation and attacking one’s entire community: 
instilling terror, as well as forced impregnations to alter the ethnic make-up of soci-
ety. Inger Skjelsbaek (2001: 215) has proposed a social constructivist perspective, 
where women and men and targeted, where women in the warzone are victims of 
sexual violence to masculinize the identity of the perpetrator and to feminize the 
identity of the victim. Skjelsbaek (2001: 215) also discusses a structuralist concep-
tualization, explaining that women in war zones are victims of sexual violence as the 
most forceful way to attack any ethnic, religious or political group. This could, how-
ever, arguably also apply to men who are targeted by the enemy because they belong 
to a particular social group.

It can be argued that the dominant focus on women and girls in international instru-
ments may be one of the outcomes of the successful, and very necessary, attempts of 
feminist scholars and activists to rectify the invisibility of women’s experiences in wars, 
conflicts and genocides (Koo, 2002). It is as a result of this sustained effort that sexual 
violence became an international issue in the first place. Yet, until recently, the structural 
silencing of men’s victimization through conflict-related sexual violence in international 
and national legal frameworks has not only diminished our understanding of the gender-
ing of genocides, wars and political conflict, but also deprived male victims of access to 
adequate resources, treatment and justice.

2013: International momentum on sexual violence

In recent years, there has been a remarkable but subtle increase in the visibility of male 
victims of conflict-related sexual violence, for instance UN reports referencing sexual 
violence against men and boys (UN Human Rights Council, 2011: paras 66–67; UN, 
Report of the Secretary-General, 2010: paras 8, 13; UN, Report of the Secretary General, 
2012: paras 3, 7, 27, 29, 36, 67, 83, 87, 92–94), and UN documents on sexual violence 
that use gender-inclusive definitions of sexual violence to frame their work and imple-
mentation (UN, Action Against Sexual Violence in Conflict, 2011; UN, Provisional 
Guidance Note 1960, 2011).

Importantly, in June 2013, a new Women, Peace and Security Resolution was adopted 
(Resolution 2106) where men and boys were mentioned for the first time in a WPS reso-
lution: in July 2013, (the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary General 
on Sexual Violence in Conflict (SRSG–SVC) organized a first ever special UN Forum 
dedicated to further the understanding of male victims of conflict-related sexual vio-
lence, bringing together international activists, researchers, academics and UN entities 
working on sexual violence, as well as survivors. In 2012 the Preventing Sexual Violence 
Initiative (PSVI) was launched by UK Foreign Secretary William Hague, in collabora-
tion the Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict Zainab Bangura, and 
UNHCR Special Envoy Angelina Jolie, calling for international fora to address this 
issue. One of the expert sessions of the Global Summit to End Sexual Violence, organ-
ized by the Preventing Sexual Violence Initiative in London 10–13 June 2014, high-
lighted the specific lack of attention for male victims.
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The SRSG–SVC, and potentially the PSVI, have probably been the key drivers of the 
adoption of a G8 Declaration on Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict (2013: para. 3), 
a General Assembly Declaration of Commitment to End Sexual Violence (2013: para. 4) 
and the aforementioned Security Council Resolution 2106. As a novelty in any high-
level political documents, these instruments largely adopt gender-inclusive language, 
referring to ‘victims’ or ‘individuals’. Notably, though it is a step forward that men and 
boys are mentioned as victims, all instruments employ a kind of ‘but-also’ construction. 
Focusing on Resolution 2106, it reads:

Noting with concern that sexual violence in armed conflict and post-conflict situations 
disproportionately affects women and girls, as well as groups that are particularly vulnerable or 
may be specifically targeted, while also affecting men and boys and those secondarily 
traumatized as forced witnesses of sexual violence against family members. (UNSCR 2106, 
2013: Preamble; emphasis added)

The intergovernmental debate awareness of men and boys as an ‘emerging’ victim group 
could be a major breakthrough, increasing the visibility of male victims and raising 
expectations of programmes to address their needs. However, Resolution 2106 clearly 
concentrates on women and girls as ‘disproportionately’ affected by sexual violence, 
with men and boys as secondary victims. The ‘but-also’ construction sees males as sec-
ondary to the experiences of women, and women are mentioned most frequently (i.e. 18 
times), portrayed in such roles as victim, peace builders and critical contributors to soci-
ety. Men and boys are discussed only in two preamble paragraphs, as victims and in an 
instrumentalist capacity (Stemple, 2009), as a group whose involvement is needed to 
prevent forms of violence against women (UNSCR 2106, 2013: Preamble, para. 5). This 
framing reinforces traditional gender stereotyping, where men are conceptualized as 
aggressive perpetrators, and women as non-violent victims: the traditional notions of 
hegemonic masculinity and heterosexuality.

Interviewing key actors: Challenges

To gain a deeper understanding of the process that led to these international policy devel-
opments, interviews were conducted in 2013 and 20142 with advocates of the recognition 
of male victims of conflict-related sexual violence, and with legal scholars that have 
written on the issue. The interviewees included a number of participants in the earlier 
mentioned UN Forum on Male-Directed Sexual Violence. The purpose of the interviews 
was to map key actors and to obtain further insights into the current and future challenges 
to advancing the topic on the international agenda. In total, 10 individuals shared their 
experience and perspectives: six individuals via Skype and four by email.

In terms of the key actors or champions of inclusion and visibility of male victims, at 
the UN level many interviewees praised the leadership and interest of SRSG–SVC 
Zainab Bangura, the UNHCR and the Assistant Secretary-General for Safety and Security 
Ms Mbaranga Gasarabwe, with the first being particularly commended for taking the 
political courage to organize the UN Forum in the first place, especially since her office’s 
mandate stems from the Women, Peace and Security framework. Kate Adams of War 
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Child UK stated that the PSVI initiative has been significant in putting political weight 
behind an issue that had lacked high-level attention, namely sexual violence during war-
time in general (Kate Adams, 2 October 2013, personal communication). A representa-
tive of the PSVI stated that ‘male victims (and children), and the importance of including 
them in the scope of the initiative, came up as part of a specific NGO consultation, where 
there was a separate session on male and boy victims. It was raised by a number of NGOs 
and the SRSG–SVC office’ (Ann Hannah, 16 October 2013, personal communication).3

On the NGO side, many pointed to Chris Dolan from the Uganda-based Refugee Law 
Project (RLP), Alastair Hilton of First Step Cambodia and Ken Clearwater of New 
Zealand-based Male Survivors of Sexual Abuse Trust (MSSAT) as particularly active in 
the international setting.4 Dolan, Hilton and Clearwater have collaborated in creating the 
South-South Institute on Sexual Violence Against Men and Boys in Conflict and 
Displacement in 2013,5 which, at that time, was the first ever survivors’ conference 
focused on male survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. Their aim is that this plat-
form will play an important role in institutional advocacy, raising awareness and educa-
tion, and centralizing survivors’ voices. Even though all interviewees stressed that there 
is no formal lobby or official international spokesperson, Dolan was often identified as 
the key expert on conflict-related sexual violence against men, and the RLP as a key 
organization that advocates for male victims through, for instance, videos and special 
events and, importantly, the supporting of refugee victims of sexual violence.6

All interviewees agreed that the general visibility of conflict-related male victims of 
sexual violence on the global agenda has increased markedly over the last few years. 
Nevertheless, it was stressed that the newly adopted documents and the recent events, 
especially the UN Forum, are ‘baby steps’ or the ‘first step among many’, identifying a 
number of important remaining or continuing challenges.

Nearly all interviewees emphasized that the focus on women as a potential victim 
group appears to continue to dominate. Kate Adams of War Child UK stressed that whilst 
it is a big step forward that men and boys are mentioned in the G8 Declaration, in terms 
of international action on the issue, they are still an afterthought, and their visibility is 
secondary (Kate Adams, 2013, personal communication). Lara Stemple explained that it 
would have been better if Resolution 2106 were to separate the relevant sentences quoted 
earlier with a period or full stop, starting a new sentence on indirect victims, so that direct 
victimization would be framed inclusively for females and males – followed separately 
by an equally inclusive approach to indirect victimization (Lara Stemple, 2013, personal 
communication).

Adam Jones, Hilton and Clearwater emphasized that sexual violence is still predomi-
nantly framed within a GBV setting and often considered exclusively as a ‘women’s 
issue’ (Adam Jones, Alastair Hilton, Ken Clearwater, 2013, personal communication). 
Mike Lew commented that the lagging of visibility of male victims behind awareness of 
female victimization ‘is understandable as women have been pioneering awareness for a 
lot longer and there is much greater social-cultural denial about male vulnerability’ 
(Mike Lew, 2013, personal communication).

That this is a serious issue with far-reaching and undesirable consequences became 
clear when some interviewees noted that they encountered ‘resistance’ against the recog-
nition of male victims from organizations working in the ‘GBV sector’, also at the UN 
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Forum where some attendees were cited as stating that ‘we all know who the real victims 
[women] and the real perpetrators [men] are’.

Hilton stated that it is not always easy to understand why this resistance occurs, but as 
there has been so little debate to date, it may be due to a lack of understanding of the 
issue and due to the difficulty of fitting the reality of sexual abuse into dominant gender 
perspectives. This resistance can also be pragmatic, where interviewees testified that 
there is a concern that already scarce resources for women and girls will have to be real-
located and a worry that drawing attention to men and boys will undo some of the pro-
gress achieved over the last decades in women’s rights and the violence against women 
campaign.

On the subject of funding, Hilton believed that resources need to be significantly 
increased to cater for all victims, as for now most funding streams consider GBV not to 
apply to men and boys. They ‘do not want to undermine the issue of violence against 
women and girls, because it is a huge issue and in most settings it is not adequately 
addressed; we are not asking for a reduction in commitment or resources, all we are asking 
for is recognition, visibility and opportunities to effectively address this issue in partner-
ship with others and there continue to be considerable institutional, cultural, and social 
barriers that need to be overcome’ (Alastair Hilton, 2013, personal communication).

Another challenge to overcome is the continued stigma and lack of belief when it 
comes to male victimization. Men’s suffering of sexual violence continues to be mini-
mized or denied, even by high-level representatives of international organizations. Hilton 
shared an example from a meeting of senior representatives of an organization playing a 
major role within the international community, where one influential stakeholder com-
mented on evidence from research highlighting the increased prevalence of boys being 
abused as perhaps being a case of ‘boys just playing around’ (Alastair Hilton, 2013, 
personal communication). In turn, Clearwater’s observation was that ‘the shame and 
guilt that goes along with being abused makes it difficult for men to come forward to get 
the support and services they need, because they only see services and resources pro-
vided for women’ (Ken Clearwater, 2013, personal communication).

Yet the recent developments highlight that change is under way. Dolan stressed that 
what is imperative is that the issue has been taken on board. He noted that ‘when looking 
back at Resolution 1325 issued over a decade ago, then Resolution 2106, though still hav-
ing a victim hierarchy, is an important step forward because it opened up the discussion’ 
and that ‘when looking at it from a purist perspective, wanting a statement or framing that 
in your opinion reflects reality then it is of course very unsatisfactory, but if you look at it 
from an activist perspective, that knows how difficult it is to get any movement, then 
Resolution 2106 is a huge achievement’ (Chris Dolan, 2013, personal communication).

Several interviewees, including Chris Anderson, compared what is happening with 
male victims today with what happened with female victims decades ago, when their 
suffering was a taboo and their experiences were left invisible. In this regard, he stressed 
that bridges need to be built between the two movements, noting that the work done 
around women’s rights has created a very powerful, visible and dynamic political force, 
from which he and others championing for the recognition of male victims now benefit 
since the fact that we can discuss sexual violence was made possible by this movement 
in the first place. He also added his wish for a ‘shift away from language that focuses on 
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casting males as exclusively perpetrators of violence and females as exclusively victims 
of violence, towards a language that is more gender inclusive, recognizing that both men 
and women can be both victims and perpetrators of violence’ (Chris Anderson, 2013, 
personal communication). Along the same lines, some interviewees argued that acknowl-
edging only the suffering of one gender is ethically wrong, and impedes our understand-
ing of sexual violence as a whole.

In Dolan’s view, it is appropriate and positive that the Women, Peace and Security 
agenda has now taken up this issue, stressing that ‘if you can get this kind of reframing 
from within of an issue that was perceived as a sort of women’s rights frame, then the 
ground has really shifted’. He commented that the last thing he wants is that attention for 
men and boys is framed in opposition to working on Women, Peace and Security, because 
‘gender is about gender, it is not about men on their own or women on their own, it is 
about relationships and interactions, and when you work on these issues it should be in 
an inclusive fashion’. He also stated that relevant actors should go beyond the numbers 
game, because ‘even if numerically there are more male perpetrators and more women 
victims, this does not tell you how to address this issue’.

Looking to the future, Dolan noted that he had been working on a screening tool for 
victims, in collaboration with Johns Hopkins University’s principal investigator 
Alexander Vu, funded by the American State Department. He was optimistic that the first 
results will be a game-changer, providing the necessary data and statistics to back their 
claim for recognition of male victims. At the time of writing, they had screened 447 adult 
male refugees, where 13.4% indicated to having experienced sexual violence in the pre-
vious year, and 38.5% having suffered some form of sexual violence during their life-
times (Dolan, 2014). For Dolan, ‘it is great to see how many survivors are speaking out 
and standing up, which was unthought of a few years ago; from the 1990s where nobody 
wanted to come forward as a victim to today where a support group will put on a play in 
a refugee settlement in the middle of everybody with the “story of the male survivor” and 
all the issues that come along with that’. Hilton argued that some of the real change is 
already happening on the ground in some settings and that it will be crucial to ‘place the 
experience and voices of those affected at the very center of future efforts’.

Conclusion: Theoretical challenges and further research

Assessing the various challenges identified above, an overarching issue is that ‘gender’ in 
general, and sexual violence as a form of gender-based violence in particular, continue to 
be mainly associated with the experiences of women and female victimization. The visi-
bility of the female victim and the absent presence of the male perpetrator in the discussed 
legal instruments promote masculinist and heteronormative gender ideologies; the same 
ideologies that are exploited by the perpetrators of sexual violence against men and 
women. Blindness to conflict-related male sexual victimization not only impedes our 
understanding of the gendered dynamics of genocides, wars and armed conflict, but also 
prevents access to support services and justice for male victims. Scholars and activists 
working on sexual victimization of men during conflicts have long been arguing for the 
inclusion of sexual violence against men in international policy and legal frameworks, 
alongside sexual violence against women. And, as I have shown above, significant but 
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limited steps have been taken in this regard, particularly in the adoption of new high-level 
documents in 2013, whose value should be proven in the coming years.

If one theoretical and political challenge is to delink gender and women (and as an 
extension, gender-based violence and violence against women), another one is to expand 
our understanding of ‘identity’. It is important to recognize that policy language that 
links an ‘identity’, as described by someone’s sex, to a ‘marked body’ will inevitably 
silence and discriminate against certain victims. One approach that could prevent this 
type of discrimination is the intersectional approach, which recognizes the multitude of 
identities a ‘body’ may carry (including race, ethnicity, religious affiliation, social class, 
sexual orientation, etc.) and the interweaving of different forms of discrimination in a 
single person’s experience (Crenshaw, 1991). This approach can help overcome the 
problem that in many of our human rights frameworks the rights of one person are con-
ceptualized at the expense of another (Symington, 2004). In genocide, someone’s other 
identities beside their ‘sex’ (such as their national, racial, ethnic, political or religious 
identity – one of the requirements for a series of acts to amount to genocide) may deter-
mine their vulnerability, making an intersectional perspective imperative.

Whereas the research underpinning this article is limited in several ways due to the 
constraints of resources and time, as well as of publicly available data, it still highlights 
a structural discrimination as well as a gap in protection. I have also shown that sexual 
violence against men is slowly becoming a little less invisible, partially as an outcome of 
the international recognition of sexual violence in genocide, war and conflict, which has 
been possible with the tremendous efforts of international women’s rights advocates. I 
agree with the interviewed experts that instead of viewing the women’s movement and 
the movement for the recognition of male sexual victimization as competitors, bridges 
should be built for sharing of experiences, solidarity and joint struggle against masculin-
ist, heteronormative gender norms. Further research and analysis should therefore 
endeavour to study sexual violence as a whole, assessing the relationship between sexual 
violence directed against women and girls and against men and boys, in terms of both 
overlaps and differences.

Whilst this article problematizes the lack of international attention to male victims of 
sexual violence, the magnitude of sexual violence against women and girls remains 
undisputed. Violence against women and girls demands significant and ongoing (interna-
tional) attention, which in itself poses a continuing struggle. One may wonder therefore 
whether the ‘emergence’ of men and boys as potential victims within the Women, Peace 
and Security discourse is appropriate, as this not only leads to an unintentional and unde-
sired ‘competition’ between the victim groups for visibility and resources, but also bars 
addressing the particularities of sexual violence experienced by women and men. Perhaps 
the addressing of sexual violence should therefore move towards a more ‘gender’ or 
‘gender and conflict’ framework – or at least also be addressed in other policy frames 
alongside the Women, Peace and Security sphere. It should be recalled that the Women, 
Peace and Security agenda is not only about protecting women, but also about the role of 
women as important political stakeholders and actors in peace processes. These aspects 
should not be forgotten, or clouded by an dominant focus on sexual violence, because 
conceptualizing women solely as victims does not encourage empowerment or equality. 
Moreover, the acknowledgement of male sexual victimization should therefore not be 
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framed as ‘going against women’, but rather as an issue that fits well within the larger 
aims of a feminist research and policy agenda of uncovering structures of silencing and 
discrimination within dominant frameworks.
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Notes

1. Over the past decade, academics and public media have contributed to greater interna-
tional awareness of male victimization of conflict-related sexual violence. Scholars like 
Lara Stemple, Adam Jones, Dustin Lewis, Sandesh Sivakumaran, Laurel Fletcher, Charli 
Carpenter, Laura Shepherd, Rosemary Grey, Lynn Lawry, Pauline Oosterhoff, Miranda 
Alison and Kirsten Johnson have contributed much to the visibility of male victims. For 
their publications, please consult the References. On international media: see for instance 
Gettleman (2009), Storr (2011), Stemple (2011), Al Jazeera (2011), Frontline (2012), BBC 
World Service (2012).

2. Most interviews took place in October and November 2013, with several follow-up emails 
and approving of quotes taking place into 2014.

3. To shape the PSVI and map current activity, and gaps, the UK government held consultation 
sessions with NGOs, academics, faith groups and the UN, especially the SRSG–SVC and 
UN Action. NGOs that participated in these consultations included, amongst others, Save 
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the Children, War Child, Nobel Women’s Initiative, Women’s Initiative for Gender Justice, 
Care International, Amnesty International, Global Justice Centre and Physicians for Human 
Rights. In this process, a separate evidence session was held on understanding children as 
victims, on protection as part of programme intervention and the limitations of prosecution 
to stop sexual violence occurring, where attention was raised to the issue of men and boys 
victims.

4. Hilton explained that he first heard about Chris Dolan through Will Storr’s Guardian article 
‘The rape of men’, after which they met for the first time during a MaleSurvivor conference 
in 2012 where they both participated in an international panel and also linked up with Ken 
Clearwater.

5. This conference was organized by Refugee Law Project in collaboration with First Step 
Cambodia, Male Survivors of Sexual Abuse Trust New Zealand, Men of Hope Uganda, Men 
of Peace Uganda and the International Human Rights Law Clinic, University of California 
Berkeley. The first edition was held from 8 to 12 April 2013 in Kampala, Uganda. A second 
edition was held in May 2015 in Phnom Penh. A third edition is planned for 2017 in New 
Zealand.

6. Dolan has been working on the issue since 2008, when he collaborated with a young film-
maker on a first ever documentary on the issue, released in 2009 and titled Gender Against 
Men. The same year RLP also organized an open call for a first ever men-only workshop on 
Sexual and Gender-Based Violence, which was attended by 150 survivors from five differ-
ent language backgrounds. Since then more patients and clients came to then, and in 2011 
a small group of men started a support group, today known as Men of Hope with over 80 
members. RLP’s work has been featured in a number of media outlets. and Dolan was also 
commissioned by the UNHCR to draft humanitarian guidelines on working with male vic-
tims, published in 2012, and was asked to write the final report on the UN Forum. For more 
information, see http://www.refugeelawproject.org/.
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